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Characters

(In order of appearance)

Stace…………………………………………………………Female, 20-30

Craig………………………………………………………….Male, 20-30

Jackie…………………………………………………………Female, 20-30

Deb……………………………………………………………Female, 20-30

Rona Reynolds………………………………………………Female, 20-30

Jeanette Reynolds…………………………………………..Female, 40-50

Teenage Rona……………………………………………….Female, 15-20

Younger Jeanette……………………………………………Female, 30-40

Jimmy Spiller…………………………………………………Male, 15-20

Tommy Johnson……………………………………………..Male, 15-20

Dan…………………………………………………………….Male, 15-20

Teenage Jackie………………………………………………Female, 15-20

Teenage Pam…………………………………………………Female, 15-20

Teenage Stace………………………………………………..Female, 15-20

Tanya…………………………………………………………..Female, 30-40

Jeff……………………………………………………………...Male, 10-20

Bill……………………………………………………………….Male, 30-50

Act one

 Opens on living room. There is a sofa stage left, and two arm chairs stage right. The curtain behind the living room is set to open up, to reveal the reminiscent scenes of youth. The curtain is covered to look like a Christmas backdrop, tree, fireplace, etc. The scenes behind the curtain will change according to the need, during the living room scenes, so as to have no breaks in the acting. The adult players will remain on stage throughout, observing the action of the youth players upstage. At the beginning, we see Stace on the phone. This is her house, and she is hosting the annual "Queen of Christmas" competition. She is chatting busily, and bustling about getting things ready.

Stace: I know! I can't believe she's coming. It's been at least- what? 5 years? Hold on a sec…(away from phone) Craig! Where's the little silver napkin rings? (Back to the phone) Sorry. So, yeah- everybody should be here any minute. 

Craig: (offstage) I put them on the table. (he enters)

Stace: (cupping the phone, pretending to listen to the other side of the conversation. Sotto to craig.) Those are the white ones. I need the silver ones! (back to her phone conversation)

Craig: Why? What's the difference? I don't think I've ever seen any of you so much as drop a crumb when you get yourselves up for these… events. (inspects napkins) Aren't these the exact same napkins you had out for Jackie's birthday party last month?

Stace: (to the phone) I know. Well, Jeanette finally convinced her to come. 

Craig: Hello? 

(Stace waves him off)

Craig: Fine. I'll go find the silver napkin rings, to hold the napkins- which are already in rings. But not the right rings. Not that it matters, because they're the same napkins you always put out, which never get used anyways. I'd just glue the napkins to the rings, but then we'd need to buy more napkins, because the silver rings are only for Christmas. Then instead of finding the red rings for Thanksgiving, I'd be trying to find the napkins in the red rings.

 (He is wandering on and off stage during this speech, looking for the silver rings. Watching him wander, Stace finally gets frustrated and walks over to the end table, opens the drawer, and removes the silver rings. She places them in Craig's hand as he passes, never missing a beat of the conversation on the phone. She has been 'umhmm' ing, and 'I know' ing all the while. Craig stares at the rings with contempt, then at Stace with condescending disbelief.)

Craig: If you knew where they were, why didn't you get them yourself?

Stace: (Says good-bye, and hangs up the phone) I did get them myself. So you're wearing that shirt?

Craig: You got me this shirt!

Stace: Yes, but not for tonight. Now, go change before everyone gets here. Wear the blue button down.

Craig: what's a button down?

Stace: You know, the one with the buttons on the collar?

(Craig shakes his head and walks off stage dejectedly. Stace begins switching the napkin holders. As she finishes , there's a knock on the door. She picks up a tiara from the table, and ceremoniously puts it on. Striking a decadent pose, she calls out)

Stace: You may enter.

(A woman enters, carrying a wrapped present.)

Jackie: (laughs, rolling her eyes, and places the present on the table. Bowing deeply,) Your highness. You look particularly decadent this evening.

Stace: You may rise. (sauntering over to the present) So. Is it your intent to dethrone me with this paltry trinket?

Jackie: My dear, once that "trinket" is revealed, you will hand me the crown yourself.

Stace: (levels her gaze, moves closer to Jackie) Is that a fact. Well, my dear, if your last attempt at wearing the crown was any indication of your hostessing skills, were I to hand over the crown willingly tonight, it would most assuredly be yanked unceremoniously from your  head by anyone who had the misfortune of tasting your fruitcake.

(At this point Craig walks in)

Craig: Hey, Jackie! How's it going? Did you bring any of that fruitcake?

(there is silence, then suddenly the two ladies burst into laughter)

Craig: Okay, well, I'm going to walk away now.

(Craig exits, promting a fresh fit from the ladies. Eventually they calm down, and sit down. Stace reaches for the wine, and purs two glasses.)

Jackie: So, I assume I'm the first? 

Stace: Yep. Oh- it turns out that Pam won't be coming, because Steve has his office Christmas party tonight.

Jackie: So?

Stace: Well, she can't honestly expect that he pay for a babysitter! After all, it's not like she's working, you know. I mean, taking care of a three month old baby can hardly be construed as a job.

Jackie: Never mind the baby. I've seen him with his shirt off- she should be paid just for sleeping beside him! And to think they actually had a kid together. I shudder at the thought.

Stace: Well maybe he's equipped.

Jackie: I should hope so. He'd need three inches of clearance just to get past his gut.

Stace: When did you see him without his shirt?

Jackie: Why? You interested?

Stace: Of course not! (pause) I'm not! (pause) Jackie!!

Jackie: I'm just bugging. Last year, they had that barbecue? You didn't come. He's at the grill, shirt off, strutting around. Pam asks him why he doesn't put a shirt on, get this- he says, "I don't want to get grease on it. It's the last clean one in the house."

Stace: Oh, come on!

Jackie: No, I'm serious. Pam's got the baby over her shoulder, looks like hell- don't tell her I said that- and she's holding a plate of meat. I thought she was going to have a fit! But she just walked away. I could've slapped her.

(Craig enters, carrying a tray of hors d'ouvres. He's wearing a different shirt.)

Craig: Well, ladies- here's something to hold you over.

Jackie: Well, wasn't that gentlemanly of you.

Craig: Not at all.

Stace: Craig- what happened to your other shirt?

Craig: Oh, I had to change. I got some grease on it when I was getting the food ready. (the girls look at each other, Craig continues, oblivious) If it weren't so unsanitary, I think I'd prefer preparing food topless.

(The girls burst out laughing again. Craig stares at them until they settle down.) 

Craig: You guys are nuts. (he sets the tray on the table, starts to exit. He stops, returns, picks up the wine bottle to test for weight, shakes his head and leaves. There is another knock at the door, and a woman immediately appears bustling into the living room. As she passes Jackie, she takes a glass of wine she is holding up, and sits down beside her on the sofa. )

Deb: Yes, yes. Come right in, I know. (she downs the entire glass, and raises it towards Stace to pour another. Stace pushes the bottle across the table towards her with her foot.) Well, I see you truly are the Queen of Christmas. So- what've I missed? Where is everyone?

Jackie: Let's see- large guts, inconsiderate husbands, the merits of topless cookery, considerate husbands who have yet to discover the apron, submissive femininity- and one brutally unabashed assault on the fruitcake of yours truly.

Deb: Well, I am late then.

Stace: Not too late. We're still waiting for the recently reunited Reynolds family.

Deb: Damn. So much for my fashionable entrance. Then our estranged comrade Rona will be joining us after all?

Stace: Yes indeed. Jeanette is picking her up at the bus depot herself, and bringing her directly here. So there should be no chance of escape for miss Rona.

Deb: Well, this should be quite fun. You know, Jackie, speaking of your fruitcakes- guess who I ran into yesterday?

Jackie: Well, gee. With a lead in like that, I wonder.

Deb: Oh, Stace- you'll play along, won't you?

Stace: Do tell us, Deb- whoever could it have been?

Deb: Why, it was none other than our dear Jackie's soon to be ex husband Jonathan!

Stace: You don't say!

Deb: Oh, I do! He was shopping for grapefruit with that dashing gardener fellow from the country club. 

Stace: did you say hello?

Deb: Certainly, dear. I strode right over and told him what a lovely fruit he'd selected for himself.

Jackie: You did NOT!

Deb: I most certainly did. Such a nice piece, so firm and round- with perfect skin. Why, it was all I could do to refrain from sinking my teeth in right there in the produce aisle!

Jackie: You are absolutely incorrigible. He must've been mortified!

Deb: Well I'm sure I don't know why.

(Craig enters)

Craig: Deb! Good to see you. Here, let me take you coat.

Deb: (hands him her coat) Thank you, Craig. It's nice to see you too.

Craig: Oh, Stace- I started preparing some sliced lemons for the bar and I noticed we're out. Would you like me to go to the market and pick up some fruit?

(Again, Craig is caught in a pause)

Craig: What? Can you all do without the fruit?

Deb: No, please- go to the market. It's just that I think poor Jackie's about had her fill of fruits.

Craig: Okay, then. 

(Craig exits, the ladies all burst out laughing once he leaves. While they're laughing, Rona appears on stage. They wait unnoticed until the laughing dies down.)

Rona: Well what on earth could possibly be so funny?

(The ladies look and scream, then all jump up to welcome Rona)

Stace: (hugs her) Oh my God! Look at you. You look fabulous!

Rona: Oh, stop it! I've been on a bus for half the day. My hair's so screwed up, I spent fifteen minutes jumping out of the bushes at little kids  when I was waiting for Mom to get to the depot!

Deb: (Hugs her) Well, if I know you at all, you probably spent that fifteen minutes in front of the bathroom mirror with poor Jeanette waiting in the car.

Rona: Now why would you go and say something like that?

Deb: Because I can smell the hairspray.

Jeanette: I'd say it was more like twenty minutes. Rona, are you planning on leaving your bags in my trunk all night?

Rona: I'll be there in a minute! Jeez! (to the ladies) I swear, we've only been together a half hour and I've already regressed to fifteen years old, stuffing laundry under the bed-

Jackie: And socks in your bra! Rona Rooter! (They hug)

Rona: I can't believe you're thinking it's a good idea to go there.

Jeanette: Rona? Are you planning on coming tonight?

Stace: Oh, don't worry about it! I'll get Craig to grab them when he gets back-

(Craig enters, lugging too many suitcases and a present)

Craig: No, please- don't get up. I think the damage was done when I tried to balance the kitchen sink on my head. Honey, I don't remember you saying she was moving in with us.

(Rona rushes over)

Rona: I'm sorry- here, let me help. 

(She plucks the present off the top of one of the suitcases, and returns to the group. The ladies laugh)

Jeanette: My God! You are fifteen again.

Craig: Oh, gee, thanks. I'll just put these up in the bell tower, then I'll go fetch the brains for the experiment.

(Craig lurches off stage in Igor-ish fashion, followed by Jeanette, carrying a small bag, and whatever Craig drops)

Rona: (to Stace) So- based on your tiara, I assume this goes to you. (she hands over the present)

Stace: So, you think you have what it takes to wear the crown?

Rona: Well, I guess we'll just have to wait and see. 

Deb: You do know the rules, then?

Rona: Okay- I have to think of a story from our childhood, and get a suitable gift for the person in the story.

Jackie: It has to be the person the queen chose! Who did you choose?

Stace: (picks up the list from the table) In the spirit of reviving a friendship past, the first to depart us must gift the last.

Rona: Which, for some reason, translates into me buying a gift for my Mother.

Deb: Couldn't choose one of us, huh?

Stace: Nope.

Deb: Don't blame you. 

(All the ladies go and sit down. Deb pours wine for Rona and Jeanette, who enters)

Jeanette: No, Deb! Not so much!

Deb: Hush. I haven't seen you drunk since-

Jackie: Shh! No stories until the gifting starts.

(Deb rolls her eyes, and settles back. Jeanette sits down)

Jeanette: Craig told me to mention that he was leaving for the store, and that I shouldn't talk about the F.R.U.I.T.

(Deb and Stace snort into their wine, Jackie sighs with exasperation)

Rona: What?

Deb: Nevermind, dear. A bad joke.

Rona: Hey- before we get carried away, I need a little catch-up! I haven't seen any of you in five years. The only one I've even talked to is Stace, and in fairness, I think I should hear your sides of the story before I pass judgement. So, Deb- what's the story? Men? Work?

Deb: Work I never discuss on the holidays. As for men- well, in my rather worldly opinion, I've come to learn that men are like cars. If you buy a new one, you end up investing a lot into it, but it's all yours. Your smell, your groove in the seat cushion. It will usually last a long time before it has a major breakdown- but that's a double edged sword, in my view, because with the amount you've put in, it's hard to get rid of it until it does. You become emotionally attached. By the time you finally work up the nerve to think about getting rid of it, you're about ready to slash the tires, aren't you? So, instead of buying new, you could buy used. It comes cheap, which is a plus, but for some reason every time you take it for a ride you just can't help but feel the last person's ass in the driver's seat, can you? You clean, you spray- but you can always smell the vomit stain in the back seat. As such, you start to not really care so much. You don't get it washed as often as you should, you stop feeding it premium. As a result, you soon stop wanting to drive it anymore. It starts emitting foul odors from the rear. And every time you're around somebody else's that they keep in tip op shape, you fantasize about climbing into the driver's seat and riding around like a mad woman.

Jeanette: So what, then? Do you compromise, or just resign yourself to transit?

Deb: Why, you lease, my dear- you lease.

(All laugh)

Deb: How about you, Jackie? We all LOVE your tale. (to Rona) Jackie bought herself an import, you see. Right out of the showroom.

Jackie: I hate you, you know. (Deb raises her glass) What's to tell? I met a fabulously handsome convertible named Pablo, and when I put the top down at the country club one day, a young muscle machine of a gardener named Carlos hopped in the driver's seat.

Rona: No! You married… a gay man?

Jackie: Well it's not like it was marked on the windshield! "Great mileage, slightly gay" in twelve inch fluorescent paint!

Deb: Steady there, Jack-o.

Rona: Well, did you consider a sex change?

(pause, then everyone bursts out laughing except Jackie)

Deb: That's SO wrong. Hilarious, but wrong. How about you, Rona, darling?

Rona: Well, as you know, I left in pursuit of education right after high school. Living there- on the coast- it's such a rush, so different than here. Everything is just so right, somehow. The air even tastes good, in the morning- you go outside just to breathe it in, and get the salt. And school! Well, it's just different. So many ideas, so much to think about. We walked around like the weight of the world was resting on our shoulders- like one wrong choice, one false move, could just destroy life for all humanity. Of course, after school, you get your job and you quickly remember the reality of your ambiguity.

Deb: Really, dear- nobody cares about all that. We want to hear about the men.

Stace: Give us the men! Throw the married old hags a bone, for crying out loud!

Rona: I was getting to that! Keep your pants on. Let's see… Sunsets, bronze shirtless bodies silhouetted against the ocean skyline… driving along the coast, top down, top off, hair everywhere. Dancing at the clubs- heartbeats and bass lines- rhythms everywhere in the night…

Deb: Lord almighty! Is this a confessional or a poetry reading?

Jackie: Are YOU seeing anyone steady?

Rona: Nope. Same pricks and morons no matter where you go.

Deb: Ha! You see? Find one you like, and drive it until it's out of gas.

Jackie: So anyway! You were going to read the list, your Highness.

Stace: Thank you. First, I had to make an adjustment for Pam's absence. So- The queen must gift her oldest friend still applies, because in lieu of Pam, we have Jackie- as in Jacqueline- and my gift happens to relate to the both of you, so that makes a convenient coincidence.

Jackie: Well who was Pam buying for?

Stace: Well you, of course. Honestly, I planned around her probably not making it anyway. Call it a hunch.

Deb: Bravo, your highness. Very decisive planning.

Stace: Thank you. Now, the wounded of spirit must gift to the rock.

Jeanette: Let me guess- Jackie for Deb, right?

Deb: I'm not sure whether I adore the implication that I'm some sort of stone hearted Grinch.

Jackie: Of course you do.

Deb: Touché.

Stace: Of course, the former Queen must, herself, gift to the new.

(Deb raises her glass to Stace)

Stace: And finally, hearts broke apart must be gifted together.

(silence, all look towards Rona and Jeanette)

Deb: Well, let's get on with it, then. Miss Rona- I believe that you were first on the list.

Rona: I don't want to go first! What if I'm not doing it right?

Deb: Precisely. It won't do to have you second guessing your idea after you see ours.

Stace: Exactly. Besides, what if you're right, and we've been doing it wrong all these years without you?

Rona: Oh, fine. So, do I stand up? 

Deb: Your highness? A little Royal guidance, I think.

Stace: Okay, you just stay sitting. You tell your story, then at the end, you get up and give your gift and explain if necessary.

Jackie: A good rule of thumb is that if you have to explain, you're not going to win the crown.

Rona: Okay, here goes. This story is based on a running theme in my life, but I managed to narrow it down to one story, that kind of sums up the… well, you'll get the theme at the end. Anyway, remember when I was eighteen and I was dating Jimmy Spiller? (The women nod) Well, this is the REAL story of why we broke up, which I never told anyone before.

Jackie: Wait- I thought you said he tried to- (looks at Jeanette guiltily) you know- when he stayed over at your place for Christmas that year…

Rona: Yeah, well that's not exactly what happened. 

Deb: Jackie, dear, just let her tell the story.

Jackie: Sorry.

Rona: So, it's Christmas day, and we're all at the dinner table…

(Open curtain, we see younger versions of Jeanette and Rona at either end of the table, with a teenage boy, Jimmy, between them. The table is dressed for Christmas dinner- but there is a bucket of takeout chicken where the turkey would be. Jeanette is dressed very provocatively, and she's been hitting the wine for a while. Rona is looking a little self conscious about her mother's behavior)

Jimmy: Well all I can say, is that I'm never feeding a monkey again.

Jeanette: Ha! That's the most hilarious thing I've ever heard, James. Never feeding a monkey again. Ha! Isn't that hilarious, Rona?

Rona: Yeah, sure. I guess.

Jeanette: You guess. Well, James, I think you're hilarious- even if Rona doesn't agree.

Rona: He doesn't want you to call him James, Mom. Everybody calls him Jimmy.

Jeannette: Is that so? Well, James- how do you feel about it? Do you prefer Jimmy? (She leans provocatively towards him as she asks)

Jimmy: Um… well, I don't know… I guess it doesn't matter. Whatever you want to call me is fine, Mrs. Reynolds.

Jeanette: Ugh! Jeanette. Just Jeanette. You make me feel old when you call me Mrs. Reynolds.

Rona: Well, we sure wouldn't want you feeling old. Hey, Jimmy- maybe you'd like to take me for a walk?

Jeanette: What? It's freezing outside. Rona, why don't you put on some music? Maybe it'll loosen you up a little. You're so uptight.

(Rona starts to exit, irritated)

Rona: (muttering) I think you're loose enough for the both of us. (exits)

Jeanette: Don't mind her, James. She always gets a little down around the holidays. Did you know that her father left us on Christmas Day?

Jimmy: No… I didn't know that… hey, it sure was cool having takeout chicken for Christmas dinner. My parents are going to think you're nuts.

Jeanette: Yep. We woke up in the morning, and he was just… (gestures the 'gone' sign with her hand) It's a little tough around here right now. But you seem like such a nice kid. I see why Rona's keen on you. 

Jimmy: Yeah, well… I guess so, I don't know. It's really nice of you to let me have dinner here with my folks out of town. 

Deb: Well that's the nice thing about Christmas with just the girls, Jimmy. We can do it however we like. (she stands up and starts to pick up the garbage, then the music starts) Hey! That's better. You dance, Jamie? (Rona enters)

Rona: Jamie? Are you kidding?

Jimmy: Not really, Mrs… I mean, Jeanette…

Jeanette: Oh, come on, James! (starts pulling him up) Nothing to it. Just follow me.

Rona: Mom! Stop it! You're embarrassing yourself!

Jeanette: No I'm not, I'm embarrassing you, honey.

Rona: Look, Mom- can't we just sit and talk? Look, let's just sit down and talk. (she pulls back Jimmy) Come on Jimmy.

Jeanette: (pulling back) I don't think James wants to talk, Rone- he's having a good time, aren't you, honey?

Rona: He's uncomfortable, Mom! (pulls him free)

Jeanette: What's you're problem, Rona?! God, you're just like you're father. He was always a REAL stick in the mud too.

Rona: Well, I guess I can understand why he left you then, can't I?

(All stop moving uncomfortably)

Jeanette: He didn't just leave ME, you know. If you're so perfect, how come he didn't put up with me, just so he could still have you?

Jimmy: I think I have to go, you guys. I'll… um… I guess I'll see you at school, Rona.

Jeanette: Nonsense Jimmy. You can stay! Rona, I think you should apologize. 

Rona: What?!

Jimmy: No, really- I just have to go and let the dogs out.

Rona: Maybe I could help?

Jeanette: You're not going anywhere until you apologize for spoiling Jimmy's dinner!

Jimmy: No- look, Mrs. Reynolds- I really have to go. I had a really nice time.

Jeanette: Call me Jeanette. I hate being called Mrs. Reynolds.

Jimmy: Sorry- Jeanette. Thanks again, for everything. Later, Rona.

Rona: Yeah. I'm sorry… I'll see you later.

Jeanette: Don't you stand there and apologize for me! (to Jimmy, very nice now) It was so nice to have you over, James. I hope we see you again.

(Jimmy exits)

Rona: Oh, right. Like I'm going to bring a guy over here again.

Jeanette: What's that supposed to mean? 

Rona: Gee, I don't know- maybe I will if you wear a muzzle and a leash!

Jeanette: Where do you get off talking to me like that? I'm your Mother! I'm not just one of your little friends!

Rona: Are you sure?! Because people's Mother's aren't supposed to hit on their boyfriends. 

Jeanette: What?! I wasn't hitting…

Rona: And people's Mother's don't get drunk and dance around like strippers on Christmas!

Jeanette: Rona, you need to calm…

Rona: You were about 2 glasses of wine away from giving him a lap dance!

(pause, Jeanette is drained)

Rona: You know, it's funny that you don't want me to talk to you like you're one of my little friends. Because my friends would never do any of that to me. The only reason I'm even talking to you is that you aren't just some jealous teenage girl. You are my Mother. Mrs. Reynolds. Whether you like it or not.

(Rona exits, close curtain, lights up on livingroom)

(All the ladies are sitting stunned, trying not to look at Jeanette, except Rona, who is having a good time)

Rona: So, the reason I wouldn't talk to Jimmy was that I just couldn't bear to face him after that. I acted like  I dumped him because he was coming on too strong. You know, Mom- that was the last Christmas we spent together. I moved away for college in the Summer. I wonder whatever happened to Jimmy Spiller.

Deb: We actually went out a few times after you moved. I suspected there was something fishy about your story, because he kept asking about you. But you know me- I wasn't about to spoil some free meals with a lot of uncomfortable questions.

Stace: Well! Let's see the gift, then. 

(Rona gets up grinning, and gets the present off the table. She hands it to Jeanette, then sits back down eagerly. Jeanette eyes the present suspiciously)

Deb: Well, don't keep us in suspense.

(Jeanette unwraps the present, and pulls out a black notebook)

Rona: It's my little black book! I found all the phone numbers of every guy I dated when I was living here, and put them together for you. Isn't it a hoot?

(nobody laughs)

Jackie: Well, it fits the story.

Jeanette: (gets up suddenly) I think I'm going to get another bottle of wine. (she exits)

Rona: What's with her? 

Deb: I guess she doesn't get the joke.

Rona: Oh, come on! You guys remember how she was always flirting with my boyfriends! (pause) Remember? She used to wear that really low cut top all the time? And if she got drinking, look out! (takes a sip of wine) What do you get when you cross a cougar with an octopus? (snorts a laugh)

Stace: Look, Rona- your Mom's really overcome a lot since then. After you left, I think she really started to come to grips with her life, and figured out how to look in the mirror without seeing the reflection of her failed marriage.

Rona: Oh, give me a break. She drove him off because she couldn't grow up. Don't you think it's a little weird that she hasn't been with anyone since he left? I don't think anybody else could put up with her either.

Jackie: Did it ever occur to you that maybe she still loves him? Don't you think it's hard to just accept that the man you love could just walk out the door without saying a word? That he could be just living a lie and then one day wake up and decide, gee- I just can't do this anymore? God! How can you be so blind?

(Jeanette enters, with a new bottle of wine)

Jeanette: Jackie! Come on, now! There's no need to get all worked up. Rona's had her joke. Granted, it's no fun to be reminded of your faults, but maybe she has a point. After all, I am a cougar, aren't I? (pours herself a glass of wine)

Deb: Here, here, sister. All this sentimentality! Some aesthetics we turned out to be. Whatever would Oscar Wilde say? (she raises her glass towards Jeanette, and taps it for a refill)

(Craig enters with a grocery bag)

Craig: Hello again, ladies. I never did meet you properly- (to Rona) I'm Craig. Nice to finally meet the legend. (he shakes her hand with great dignity) And Jeanette! (she rises, and hugs him) Girl, you get foxier every time I see you.

Jeanette: Rrraauwrrr…

Craig: Well, ladies- I'm off to go skulk in the den. Holler if you need anything.

(Craig exits)

Rona: Where on earth did you find him? 

Stace: I didn't. His spaceship's in the garage.

Deb: Must be from a different planet than all the aliens I've dated.

Stace: Alright! Jackie, you're up.

Jackie: Okay. Who here remembers Tommy Johnson?

Rona: Tommy's Johnson Tommy Johnson?

Deb: Oh, you are not about to tell this story!

Stace: Hush! I will have order in my kingdom!

Jackie: Well, if memory serves, November tenth was the night of the Tommy's Johnson heist.

(curtain opens on the boys locker room. Teenage Deb strides confidently on stage, dressed as a male basketball player.)

Deb: Will you three come ON?! 

(the other three girls enter dressed likewise. They are very nervous. Teenage Jackie has her arms folded over her chest)

Stace: OhmyGod, Deb! We are SO going to get busted!

Deb: Oh, stop it. Nobody's going to suspect a thing. With the tournament going on, there's going to be so many teams in and out of here, we should just blend in. Remember- if anybody asks, we play for the West Heights Buzzers.

Rona: If anybody asks? If it gets to the point where we have to talk, I think we should probably move right to the run our asses off phase!

Jackie: Hello! Like we're even going to get past the 'wow, you have pretty big boobs for a male basketball player' phase! (she unfolds her arms to reveal her obvious physical dilemna)

Deb: For pete's sake! Here- (she picks up a towel from the bench) just drape this over your shoulders, and sit on the bench. (Jackie does so) Slouch. (Jackie slouches) Slouch more. (She does) Slouch more! (Deb pushes her down, so the towel hides her chest) There! That'll be fine. Now all we have to do is just keep putting our shoes on and taking them off whenever anybody comes in. Tommy's game is over in two minutes. They'll come in and get changed, and I'll snap the picture of  Tommy's Johnson when he comes out of the shower. Piece of cake. Okay- Rona, give me the bag.

Stace: Did you get the test shots developed?

Deb: I told you. I hid my Dad's Polaroid in the bag. How would we have taken these pictures in to get developed? 

Stace:: Right. But it works good? The lens lines up with the hole in the bag?

Deb: It works awesome. Rona? I need the bag.

Rona: I don't have the bag. Jackie was supposed to bring it.

Jackie: I don't have it! I dropped it off at your house after school, like Deb said!

Rona: Oh, crap! I thought that was just the uniforms! I left it on the kitchen table.

(The buzzer goes, and we hear the sound of basketball players approaching)

Deb: Oh, this is just bloody great! Nice work, you two.

Rona: Well if it's any consolation, kudos on hiding the camera in there! I didn't even SEE it!

Jackie: Shut up, you guys! 

Rona: Slouch more!

(Two boys enter, the girls start to unlace their shoes. Slowly.)

Tommy: So I just split the D, and laid it up.

Dan: That was a sweet play, dude. Totally awesome.

Tommy: And we WON!

(high five. The boys start undressing.)

Dan: I can't believe we have to play freaking St. Michaels next.

Tommy: Whatever, baby. They're going down.

Dan: YEAH!

(the boys notice the girls, who have finished taking their shoes off, and are starting to put them back on)

Tommy: Hey! You guys from West Heights?

(the girls all nod and grunt)

Tommy: You know that chick, Melanie Peters?

Jackie: (sotto) melanie's peter. 

(Rona and Stace stifle a laugh)

Deb: (man voice) Yeah.

Tommy: Damn, she's a little hottie.

Deb: uh huh.

Dan: Man, I'd like a piece of that.

Rona: Aren't you going out with Stacy Adams?

Dan: What?

Rona: Yeah. She's a hottie, alright.

Dan: You look kind of familiar. You ever go to Cherry Wood?

Rona: uh-uh.

(Tommy exits)

Tommy: (offstage) Heads up!

(a jockstrap flies into Jackie's lap, she leaps up, dropping her towel)

Dan: What the heck? Are those- boobies?

(Jeanette rushes into the locker room, carrying a gym bag)

Dan: Hey! 

Jeanette: There you are! Do you realize the bus was going to leave without you?! Now let's go! Right now!

Jackie: Thank God!

(The girls hurry out past Jeanette, Rona peuses briefly to glare icily at her, Jeanette follows them out. Dan stands there stupefied. After a beat, Jeanette marches back in, with her hand in the bag, pointed towards the shower)

Jeanette: Hey, Tommy! 

Tommy: (still offstage) What?

(Jeanette takes his picture)

Jeanette: Good game!

(Jeanette gives Dan a look, winks, and exits. Curtain closes)

(lights up on the living room, the women are in hysterics) 

Jackie: Dan looked at me weird for the rest of high school.

Deb: He did! He actually called them "boobies"!

Stace: Oh, that's brilliant, Jackie. Just brilliant.

Jackie: Wait! Don't forget the best part!

(she gets her present, and hands it to Deb. She opens it and stares down into the box)

Deb: Oh my Lord.

Rona: What?

(Deb pulls out a framed photograph of Tommy in the shower, and shows the group. They begin to pass it around)

Jackie: I finally convinced Jeanette to give it up. Guess where she was keeping it!

Jeanette: Oh, please. I keep all my old pictures in the nightstand!

Rona: Oh my God, Mom! You know, you never really explained what YOU were doing in the locker room. Not that I'd be surprised if you frequently hung out in there. 

Jeanette: Lets see… Jackie drops off a gym bag, containing four boys basketball uniforms. In the bag there also happens to be a Polaroid camera rigged up so the lens points through a hole in the side. Add in a boys basketball tournament, thin walled sleepover talks of a certain basketball player and his… blessings… four teenage girls who are desperate to attend said tournament, and you end up with Mom in the dressing room, saving the day. (takes a drink) And as for the photo… well, with such a well thought out plan, how could I resist. 

Stace: (holding the picture) Huh. No wonder he always acted so big.

Deb: Don't worry. He ended up growing into the legend. (The ladies stare at her, shocked) Oh, please. I had to! In the interest of science!

Stace: Well, Jackie, bravo! I would say- no disrespect to Rona's admirable first attempt- that you are the one to beat, so far. (she leads in a round of applause from the group) And now, ladies- I believe we should head into the kitchen and see what sort of food we can muster up.

(the ladies all get up, and walk off to the kitchen. Craig enters)

Craig: Must be feeding time. 

(starts to pick up the old glasses and the serving platter. He spots the photograph, and puts the platter down. He picks up the photo and stares for a moment shaking his head. He puts the photo down again, picks up the tray, and heads off for the kitchen)

Craig: They're very odd, these Earth women.

Act two

Rona: Good Lord, I forgot what it's like to just eat guiltlessly until you feel like your waistband is the only thing keeping your stomach from exploding.

Deb: If anyone so much as mentions calories, so help me.

Jackie: I read that you burn more calories if you eat with the wrong hand.

Deb: What did I just say?

Stace: I hate watching Craig eat. He does this to himself, and then he's actually proud of it after! No guilt! No rationalizations! Just flat out pride. It's sickening.

Jeanette: And then they belch and loose about ten pounds. That's why we have to watch what we eat. Because we aren't allowed to let out the gas, and it just solidifies in your colon, then slides into your hips. That's what hips are. Just solidified farts.

Deb: If that's true, then that girl who works nights at the donut shop must be the most polite little thing.

Rona: That's terrible, Deb!

Deb: Oh, I don't know. When I'm trying to pick a dozen, I'll take big hips over a gas mask anyday.

Jackie: Lord.

(Craig enters with a tray of cocktails. He starts handing them around)

Stace: Perfect timing, honey.

Craig: Well, you know me. I love to serve the ladies.

Deb: You really are a doll for doting on us like this.

Craig: No, it's my pleasure. I'll tell you a little married guy secret my brother passed on to me. He told me that the trick to marriage, is that you can do whatever you want- as long as you do whatever your wife wants you to do first.

Deb: A wise man. What kind of car does he drive?

Stace: Hello! Married!

Deb: Oh, hush. Can't a girl take a test drive?

Jeanette: As long as she doesn't park his car in her garage.

Rona: Mom!

Craig: Well, I don't like where this is going. Last time I got suckered into hanging around at an all girl party, I ended up looking like David Bowie.

Deb: Run along, then. We'll holler when we need your services again.

(Craig exits)

Rona: So, Mom. How many test drives have ended in your garage?

Jeanette: Not nearly enough.

Rona: Come on! Once I left, you must've run wild on the neighborhood boys.

(Stace begins tapping her glass with a napkin ring)

Stace: I believe I have the floor next.

Deb: Absolutely. And not a moment too soon.

Stace: Now, I have to break the rules a little for this, because I need to give you all the full effect. Please direct your eyes to the TV. (she produces a remote, and points it at the audience) Jackie and Pam. To some, they were known as friends. To others, not so much, perhaps. But to me- they will always be known as "Neon Glitter"! 

(Curtain opens, to reveal a talent show stage. A voice announces-)

Voice: Ladies and Gentlemen! The Cherry Wood Talent Show is pleased to present this next act- put your hands together for Pam Styles and Jackie Preston- here they are, "Neon Glitter"!!!

(Teenage Pam and Jackie run out, dressed in their 80's finest. A cliché pop song begins, and they launch into a full blown musical performance, with choreography. At the end of the number, they bow, and the curtain closes, lights up on the living room. Jackie is hiding her head in her hands)

Jackie: Lord, is it over yet?

Deb: I think so. As long as you promise NEVER to do that again!

Jackie: I promise! I promise!

Jeanette: What? That was so cute! You guys did a great job!

Rona: Where was I for that?

Stace: That was in January. You weren't really around much that year, after Christmas break.

Rona: Oh. Right.

Jackie: Where on earth did you find that?

Stace: Well. Remember Mr. Powers?

Jackie: The Librarian?

Stace: Yes. Well it turns out that his son works at Craig's company. Craig was talking about us all at work, I think it was after your birthday party- he was a little freaked out after seeing us together for the first time like that- and Mark- that's his name- mentions this tape his Dad has, from when he worked at the high school, of Pam Styles and Jackie Preston singing in a talent show. So Craig came home and told me about it! I freaked, got hold of Mark, and he convinced his Dad that the tape should go to it's rightful owner. So- here you are. (she hands Jackie her present)

Jackie: (opens the present, and takes out a tape) Wait a second- didn't we just watch this?

Stace: Oh, no- that's YOUR copy. We watched MY copy.

Jackie: You are NOT keeping a copy!

Stace: Oh, of course I am. It's good for my self esteem.

Jackie: Gee, thanks. Hey- so this Mark guy and Mr. Peters… They've been sitting around for YEARS watching this tape?! God! That's kind of creepy, huh?

Deb: But only a little.

Rona: Makes me think back to how many times I've been on videotape.

Jeanette: Yeah, me too.

Rona: I'm sure you've been on video a heck of a lot more than I have.

Jeanette: Now what is THAT supposed to mean? You know, I'm getting fed up with your whole attitude!

Rona: Oh? Getting drunk, are we? Stace- you better keep Craig out of here.

Jackie: Rona, just calm down! You're blowing everything way out of proportion!

Rona: Hey, sure! Why not! Might as well start stealing my friends, since I stopped luring boys home for you to devour.

Jeanette: You LEFT! You LEFT me here! These girls are my friends, too!

Rona: Yeah. I left you. Dad left you. Getting the message yet?

Deb: LADIES! Please. If you could be so kind as to stuff your nasty bickering into your hips, I would like very much to continue with the façade of festive pleasantry. (pause) Finished? Good. As it happens, my story starts off during the same Christmas season as Rona's perky little tale, on December twenty three. Although I didn't realize the nature of the events until our family received a call the following day, I think I know enough of the events which occurred to do them justice in the telling.

(The curtain opens another living room, with a Christmas tree in the center stuffed with presents. Teenage Stace, her brother Jeff and her Mother Tanya are seated around the tree)

Stace: I can't believe there's a homeless man in our shower.

Tanya: Stace, we all need to do our part to make Christmas special for others. If opening our doors to a person who's down on their luck can make a difference for them, then it's our duty as Christians to do it. Now listen you two- I don't want a single cross remark from either of you! We need to make Bill feel welcome!

Jeff: Yeah, that'll make him feel right at home. Trying our best to show him how sad and pathetic his life is, compared to ours. Hey Stace, maybe he'd feel more welcome if you put on one of Grandma's old dresses and wheeled a shopping cart full of crap through the living room every couple of minutes.

Tanya: Jeff! I mean it! You will make him feel welcome, or I'll call Santa!

Jeff: Alright, alright. 

Tanya: Now we ARE a perfectly happy, functioning family, and I expect you to act that way! 

Stace: Gee Mom, I'm not really that good of an actress. What's my motive?

Tanya: My foot in your- (Bill enters. He's wearing ill fitting out of fashion clothes, and he has the 'just out of the shower' look) Bill! Oh, you look so handsome! Doesn't he look handsome, children?

Stace: Stunning.

Jeff: Normally I can't tell with guys, but I can only assume from my sweaty palms that…

Tracy: Jeff! Jeff honey, such a kidder. But you do look fabulous, Bill.

Bill: Thank you. The clothes fit pretty good. Your husband ain't gonna mind me wearing his stuff?

Tracy: Oh! Heavens, no. He hasn't worn those old outdated clothes in years… just because he put on a little weight… but you, why you're so trim, they seem to fit perfectly. Don't they, kids?

Jeff: Oh, yes Mother. Especially the pants. They fit like a glove.

Stace: Yeah, Isotoner.

Bill: Well, it's easy to keep your figure on my diet.

Tracy: I'm sorry, Bill- looks like I have a couple of smart aleks on my hands tonight.

Bill: Hey, it's okay, ma'am. Really. It's real nice of you kids to share your place on Christmas and all. You got a nice house. It reminds me of when I was a kid, living at home. You know, I grew up just a couple blocks from here? Yeah, it was a good time alright. Heck, we did it up just like this. Me and my Dad, we'd go out to the woods to get a tree the last day of school. Used to be able to do that, you know. Didn't cost nothin', neither. Just me and Dad, he'd pick me up from school in the pickup, and we'd just drive out to the edge of town- where the big mall is, now- I remember it used to just be forest, then. Miles of trees, usually covered in snow. I bet you kids get embarrassed if your Mom picks you up form school, hey? Well, I'd act the part to my friends, but I loved climbing into that old truck. The heat'd always be cranked right up, because my Dad knew I'd be cold from waiting, you know. More often than not, he'd have a brown grocery bag on the seat in the middle, with a bottle of chocolate milk and some of my Mom's peanut brittle for me to eat on the way. I'd just sit there munchin' and drinking my milk, and we'd rumble along, with him telling me all about whatever happened at the store that day. He used to have a little hardware place next to the lumber yard. It was still there up til a few years ago. Wasn't ours anymore, of course, but sometimes I'd go there at night and sit in behind the store, and drink a bottle of milk. I could just close my eyes for a bit, and I felt like I was a kid again. Course, they shut it down when they put that home repair mega store thing in across town. Lumber yard too. But the buildings are still there, so far, so as long as I'm sitting there imagining, I can still pretend like the store's open. Boy, I lost myself there for a bit.

Tracy: Would you like a drink, Bill? I think I might have some chocolate milk.

Bill: No, it's okay. I'm already imposin' enough.

Tracy: Nonsense. I'll be right back. 

(Tracy exits)

Bill: Yep, so we'd cut down our own tree every year, me and Dad. It's pretty tough work gettin' 'em out of the woods, though! And you're thinking about it the whole time, too- Dad always said the best trees are the deepest in, so we'd be trudging through the snow, sometimes hip deep. You'd be thinkin' to yourself, 'okay, Dad- that's good! We gotta carry this thing outta here, you know!' 

(Tracy returns with a glass of chocolate milk. She sets it down in front of him quietly, so as not to disturb his story)

Bill: But it's like Dad's favorite part was the walking. I think he'd have walked clear through the woods if the sun didn't give out on us. Seemed like we'd always stop walking just when the sun hit the hills. You know, I've thought about that a lot. There's plenty of woods we could've gone to, closer to our house. But you see, that was the only one where the middle of the woods ran west of the road. I think he just liked to see that cold sun light up the snow on the hilltops. The sun'd hit, and he'd just stop, all of a sudden, like- and for just a second, he'd stand still. Like an old dog who hears a twig snap, but waits to hear it again before he commits to a chase. Then it was gone, and he'd look around quick to spot a tree he liked. He'd go, 'well, son- looks like we're losing the day. Better just pick one of these ones here, before the wolves come out'. Course, there weren't any wolves. But that's how he talked, you know. So we'd chop one down nice as you please, and start lugging it back to the truck. He'd tie a length of rope to the top, so we could drag it. That's the way to get a tree through the snow. Your first intinct is to pull fron the trunk, but a course, the braches are just gonna snag in the snow and plow it up. We'd get back to the truck, and tie it down. The drive back was usually just quiet. We'd both be pretty beat by then, and Dad'd be sizing up the work ahead, trimming the tree to fit in the house, making sure nothing was living in it already. We'd get home about eight o'clock, and Mom would be ready for us. You could smell the corn popping because she'd been making those stringers to go around the tree, the big old potato box would be sitting on the floor holding all the years of Christmas treasures we'd collected. And there'd be a spot in the living room all cleared out. Usually just like this here- in front of the window. She was like you, miss, real proud of her family. Real proud. Always wanted everyone to know it. Yep, we'd finish that tree up quick as you please, and have it in the house before ten, ready to trim it up the next morning. Yeah, it was just like this here. Just like. (Bill takes a sip of his milk) Thanks, miss. You didn't have to go through the trouble.

Tracy: You can call me Tracy, Bill.

Stace: So, what happened then? How did you end up…

Tracy: Stace!

Bill: Homeless? Don't bother me none, Tracy. Kids ask questions. Well, my Dad got called to serve in Vietnam, and he never came back. That's about it, really. Lots of ladies back then, they just didn't know how to take care of the finances. My mom hired somebody to run the store, and I guess she got scared to be alone, because her and that fella ended up together. I was pretty mad about the whole thing, and when they sold off the store and decided to move away, I washed my hands of the pair of them. Haven't talked to my Mom in probably ten years. I tried to work here and there, had a job at the hardware store for a while. I don't really know what happens. You try to make things work, but life's a bit like having a stray cat. Some folks have the patience to teach it to stay with them. Make it their pet. Other folks, they tie it up so it don't get away. They want it so bad, they don't care that it just feels wrong, as long as everyone looks and says 'hey, that's a fine cat you got there.' Maybe one day, they wake up in the morning, and they can't stand to look at the cat anymore. They start to see the chain. But then it's too late- even if you try and let it go, that cat just sticks around because it's been tied up so long, you can't ever get away from it. I guess I just got tired of being scratched by the bastard, so I said what the hell? Who needs a cat anyways? I don't really know. It's a neat way of looking at it, but in real life, I guess it just means you want to forget about your life. If you're lucky, you don't start drinking too much. But a person thinks. He don't have no choice. If you don't got nothin' positive to think about, like work- or school, I guess- you're mind turns to gnawing on whatever scraps it can find. I guess- I guess it's what prison might be like.

Tracy: Well Bill, I wonder if my husband can help find you something steady? He's always looking for good men.

Bill: I appreciate that. I really do. In my experience, working men like your husband often don't put much stock in a bum like myself, but heck- I can give you the benefit of the doubt, can't I? 

Tracy: Really, I'm sure he'd give you a try, at least.

Bill: I'm sure you're right. If I can't give people the benefit of the doubt, how can I expect them to do the same for me, right? (to Jeff) How about you, sport? You're awful quiet. Aren't you curious about the homeless girls?

Jeff: What? No- I'm just a little tired, I guess.

Tracy: I think we could all use some sleep. Bill, we'd love to have you sleep on the sofa.

Bill: Are you sure I haven't imposed enough?

Tracy: Not at all. You're a perfect gentleman. Jeff, could you help Bill with some blankets? Good night, Bill. It's been a wonderful evening, thank you.

Bill: No, no- thank you. Thank you for bein' so kind.

Stace: Good night, Bill.

Bill: Good night, miss.

(Tracy and Stace exit, Jeff exits to get some blankets, the lights go down on the scene, up on the living room ladies)

Deb: So, that night Bill slept on the sofa. In the morning, when everyone awoke, they went straight to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. Jeff went to bring poor homeless Bill a glass of chocolate milk…

(Lights down on the ladies, lights up on the Christmas living room. There are blankets on the sofa, and all the presents are gone. Jeff comes in carrying a glass of chocolate milk)

Jeff: Bill? Are you awake yet? I brought you some chocolate milk… (notices the presents are gone) MOM!! STACE! MOM!!!

(Mom and Stace enter)

Mom: What's the matter? Is something wrong with Bill?

Jeff: Yeah, there's something wrong with him! He stole all our stuff!

Stace: What?! 

Mom: Jeff, go look outside. See if you can see anything. Stace, call the police. Then call the neighbors, see they noticed something.

(The kids exit. Mom stands there, staring at the presents that aren't there)

Mom: That dirty Son of a BITCH!

(Lights down on Mom, up on ladies)

Deb: There wasn't any explanation or anything. He'd just snuck out with the presents in the middle of the night! Of course, the police came, but there wasn't much they could do! Oh, to have seen your Mother's face! She must of felt like a complete heel. I can picture the policemen. 'So… let me get this straight. You invited a complete stranger into your home, then let him spend the night?' 'Yes, officer. But he was homeless, and it's Christmas. ' 'I see. So, you went for a drive, picked out some random vagabond, washed him, clothed him, and let him sleep in your living room?' Oh, my- that's hilarious. 

Stace: Aren't you going to tell the rest of the story?

Deb: Certainly. I was just getting to that. Well, naturally news of something of this magnitude travels quickly. The next day, when Stace went downstairs…

(lights down on ladies, lights up on the Christmas living room. There is a new pile of presents under the tree. Jeff enters, with a glass of chocolate milk)

Jeff: Mom! The presents are back! Stace? Mom! Bill brought the presents back!

(Stace and Mom enter)

Mom: What on Earth?

(Stace inspects the presents)

Stace: But these aren't the same presents. These are all different! Look- these all used to have different names on them, but they've been scratched off and somebody wrote our names on them instead!

Mom: Well, I'll be damned. I need to make a phone call.

(curtain on Christmas living room, lights on Ladies)

Deb: So, we know that Bill got to keep his presents. And we know that the new presents were given by everybody in the neighborhood, right out from under their own trees. But one mystery has always remained- how did the presents get under the tree? 

Stace: Yeah! Nobody would ever even talk about it. You know, don't you?!

Deb: Patience, my dear. I was determined to solve the mystery, so I did a little detective work. I went around the neighborhood, and questioned everyone. Of course, everybody was able to account clearly for their whereabouts that night, because it was such a memorable situation. There was only one person in our little circle who's story didn't check out. This person claimed that they were at the movies that night. Unfortunately, the movie they claim to have seen that night wasn't in the theatre until the next week after the incident. This fact alone wasn't an indictment, of course- but compared to the other stories, it was the only one that didn't jive. So, armed with my suspicion, I fabricated a witness, and pressed the guilty party into a confession.

Stace: So? Who was it?!

Jeanette: I can't believe you didn't actually have a witness.

Jackie: Jeanette? It was you? Oh my God!

Jeanette: Yes, yes. It was me. And I would've gotten away with it too, if it weren't for you meddling kids!

Stace: How did you do it?

Jeanette: Well, I couldn't bear to see your Christmas ruined. I just got on the phone and pressed everyone into service. I was able to get a present from every single house in a ten block radius. Then I figured if you sleep heavily enough for someone to sneak them all out, it should be just as simple to sneak them back in. Especially since I had a key to the house.

Stace: You did the whole thing? You got the presents and everything? Why did you have a key to our house?

Jeanette: Oh, all us Mom's swapped keys. Just in case. Look- I've kept quiet about this for a long time. I don't want anybody making a fuss now. Somebody needed to do it, so I did it. If I hadn't done it first, somebody else would have.

(Stace walks over, gives Jeanette a hug)

Stace: Thank you, Jeanette.

Jeanette: You're welcome, dear.

Jackie: So? We still haven't seen the present yet!

Deb: This one was easy. 

(Deb gives Stace her gift, she opens it, and stares into the box)

Stace: A walkman. Thank you, Deb.

Deb: My pleasure, sweetness.

Rona: A walkman? 

Jackie: Don't you remember? That was the thing Stace wanted more than anything. But how do you complain that you didn't get what you wanted? Well, that's my new blue ribbon winner. Fabulous, deb. (leads applause)

Stace: I love Christmas. So, that leaves one story left. Jeanette? You ready?

Rona: Wait a minute. I probably shouldn't, but I'm going to anyway. I just can't help it. Mom, can you answer a question for me? (pause) How are you able to be the hero in this story one day, and the villain in my story the next? Why was I your babysitter? You made it your job to be the savior of the neighborhood, then came home and got pissed and made my life miserable! You didn't have to go out of your way to butt into everybody else's life! All you had to do was be my Mom! That's it! Instead, it was like I was the Mom most of the time! It's like Dad left, and everything just got dumped onto me! That's why he left! He was sick of dealing with everything at home, while you were out saving the world! 

(Jeanette gets her present, trying to keep her cool.)

Jeanette: With your permission Stace, I'd like to do this one a little different. I'd like to give Rona her present before I tell the story.

Stace: Of course.

(Jeanette gives Rona the present. She opens it, we see it's a man's jewelry box)

Rona: It's Dad's jewelry box. You found it somewhere. I did always love this as a kid, though, so thank you for remembering that.

Jeanette: (takes a breath, and steels herself) You need to open it, baby.

(Rona opens the box and takes out a sealed letter. She opens it, and starts reading)

Rona: Rona, if you're reading this now, you've probably already noticed that I had to leave. I want you to know that I love you. You're a pretty, smart and wonderful little woman, and I hope that you find all the best of what the world has to offer you. Please don't blame yourself for me leaving. You didn't do anything wrong, so don't think that you could've made me stay. Please be kind to your Mother. I never wanted to hurt her, although I'm sure I have. It's not her fault I left either. I wanted to write you a letter to show you that I respect you enough for me to try and give you an explanation. That sounds pretty stupid, I know- if I respected you so much, I would've just told you guys I was leaving to your faces, right? Well, if I'm being honest, the reason I didn't is purely selfish. I just couldn't bear to watch your hearts be broken. I don't think I would've been able to do it. So, why am I leaving then? I have to follow my heart. As wrong as this sounds while I'm writing it, in my heart I know that the right thing to do is leave you both. I've met somebody who makes me feel so powerful, that I just can't bear to be without her. And that doesn't mean I don't love you as much. It just means that as much as I care for your Mother, finding this person, and realizing that I could feel this way about somebody else shows me that if I were to stay with your Mom I would be cheating us both. I would be living my life pretending to be her only love, and her mine. She deserves to find someone who worships her the way she deserves. I wish there were some way to have it all. I wish that we could all just live together, and that we could help your Mom find her magical special someone too. But you know what? Life just doesn't work that way. So instead, I have to give you up, so your Mom can have a chance to be truly happy. I wish it could've been different. I wish I could answer your questions. I wish I could be sitting beside you right now, so I could hold you and tell you everything's going to be alright, baby, everything's going to be okay. I'm sorry. Love, Dad.

Jeanette: When I woke up on Christmas morning, I just assumed that I slept in, and you were both opening presents already.

(lights down on the ladies, curtain opens on a bedroom. Jeanette is waking up. She looks around, then starts to get up. She reaches to get something from the nightstand, and notices a letter. She opens it and starts to read to herself)

Voice over: Jeanette, I'm leaving you. I've found someone else. You didn't do anything wrong, so don’t blame yourself- we both just want different things from…

(The voice cuts off, and Jeanette throws the paper onto the bed beside her. She lets out a sudden scream, then stifles it, and appears to be exploding with silent rage. She punches the lamp off the nightstand, and starts punching the nightstand. She finally stops, and cradles her hurt hand in her lap, and starts to cry. After a moment, she sucks herself up, and stands, wiping her eyes. She picks up the letter, and walks over to the dresser. She opens the lid of Dad's jewelry box, and begins to put the letter inside, when she notices the letter for Rona. She angrily snatches it out, and begins to tear it up, but stops, and quickly puts it back inside. She snatches up the jewelry box and exits quickly. Curtain closes, lights up on the ladies)

Jeanette: I was so angry when I saw that letter- what RIGHT did he think he had to try and EXPLAIN himself to you? I just grabbed the box and hid it in the attic. Then I went in your room and just sat there beside your bed until you woke up. Rona- You were lying there, and you were so perfect. So perfect. I didn't want you to know why he left. I thought it would be better if he was just the asshole. I thought that I could protect you from feeling like you did something wrong- everytime I look in the mirror, I stare at myself, and I think, what's wrong with me? Am I so unloveable? I wish that I had done something wrong. At least I could make sure not to do the same things with you. I decided that I needed to make sure I was someone you could always love. I thought that if I- became your friend, then I could just feel safe. If you wanted to confide in me, about anything, then I could feel like you weren't just staying with me because I was your Mother, but because you wanted me. I was always a good friend, Rona. I was good at that. And when I would see you and Jackie, and Pam, and Stace, and Deb… God, you were just so innocent, and good. So full of life. I couldn't let anything happen to you. I just wanted to protect you all from the hurt. I'm sorry, Rona. I'm so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you, and I never wanted you to feel the way you do about me. I failed as a wife- I just couldn't stand the thought of failing as a Mother, so I guess I stopped being one. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry.

(Rona gets up and goes over to her, and holds her)

(Stace gets up, and places the crown on Jeanette's head, and gives her a hug)

(Jeanette feels the crown, and laughs a little)

Deb: (raises her glass) To the new Queen of Christmas.

All: (raise glasses) The Queen!

(Craig enters)

Craig: Is that the sound of empty glasses hitting a table? Shall I pour some more drinks?

Jeanette: No thanks. I'm good. (still sniffling)

Deb: Nonsense! Perhaps just a little one, Craig darling.

Craig: So, Jeanette won! Hey, don't feel bad! I'd cry too, if my friends made me put on a tiara and relive my childhood. So- I guess the party's at Jeanette's next year, then, right?

Rona: Same time?

Jeanette: If you'll come.

Rona: You know, I've been thinking- I can't think of a single story since I moved away that would be worthy of telling. Or a single person worth telling it to, for that matter.

Jeanette: So what are you saying?

Rona: Well, maybe I could use a change of scenery. Stace- is your Dad still hiring? I'm pretty much homeless…

Deb: Okay, that's about all the melodrama I can handle for one night. Craig, darling? Those drinks aren't pouring themselves.

Craig: Oh right. Deepest apologies.

(Craig exits)

Deb: He really is a fine specimen.

Stace: Down girl.

Jackie: As long as Deb can pick up his scent, at least you know he's still full of male virility.

Jeanette: Well, ladies- thanks for the memories. I hope I am able to serve the crown in a manner worthy of the most wonderful group of women I have ever been privileged to call my friends. 

(Craig enters, gives Deb the whole bottle of Rum)

Craig: That ought to hold you for awhile. 

Deb: (raises the bottle) Merry Christmas!

(Lights down) 
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