IN FINE PRINT

by Bara Swain

CAST
BERTHA.....oo (70s) Divorced, energetic andgaging.
She wears slacks, top and orthopedic shoes.
MADELINE.........coooii (70s) Widowed, independent man. She

is discouraged and angered by her vision
loss. Madeline dresses carefully — matching
blouse and skirt, earrings, watch, shoes.



IN FINE PRINT

Time: A summer afternoon
Place: Madeline’s home, Brooklyn, NY

At rise: Bertha (70s) paces. Madeline (70s)tingi on the sofa reading a newspaper.
She leans over the newspaper, trying to decipieefine print. Several more
newspapers are next to her. Others are stuffethgmazine racks and piled on the
floor. Otherwise, the home is tidy and attracti®ertha circles Madeline several
times. Finally, she speaks.

BERTHA
Madeline ...?

MADELINE
Shhh.

(Bertha resumes pacing. Silence. Bertha appesagladeline again.)

BERTHA
| didn’t say that it's over. | said, “Arthur, | ik we need to take a break.” | was clear.
Concise but clear. “Arthur,” | said --

MADELINE

| heard you, Bertha. It's my eyesight that’s ggingt my hearing.
BERTHA

You aren’t even listening.
MADELINE

“Arthur,” you said, “we need to take a break.”

BERTHA
| said, | THINK we need to take a break. And hiel saVhy, Bertha? Did | do
something wrong?” And then | said, “Maybe wedadittle time apart to think about
our future together.” And Arthur said, “We’'ve begoing out for six months, Bertha,
and --”

MADELINE
-- He said, she said. Get to the point, dear.

BERTHA
(glumly) I don’t think we share the same values.

MADELINE
What — he doesn't like pinochle?



BERTHA
VALUES, Madeline. 1 ... I just don’t know if | canade a man who ... (Bertha hesitates,
then spits it out) -- who called my daughter a {pam

MADELINE
Which one?
BERTHA
Jennifer. (defensively) What do you mean, whican
MADELINE
-- You have three daughters, don’t you? --
BERTHA
-- Madeline, sometimes you make me feel like --
MADELINE
Don’t interrupt, Bertha. It's not attractive atwymoage.
BERTHA
I’'m eight months older than you!
MADELINE
Exactly. Now do you want to make yourself useful?
BERTHA
What's that supposed to mean?
MADELINE

It means, you're half an hour early. | am not cesble for anything | say for the next
30 minutes. So either sit quietly or hand me mgnifging glass.

BERTHA
(conceding) Where is it?

MADELINE
On the TV guide. Next to the thermometer.

BERTHA
(alarmed) Aren’t you feeling well, Maddy?

(Reluctantly, Madeline engages in the conversagtion

MADELINE
Yes and no. |thought | was coming down with tle f



BERTHA
(concerned) Do you have a temperature? Did yoel $akne Tylenol?

MADELINE
No, but I took my pulse ...

BERTHA
And?

MADELINE

And | still have one, kenahera.
(Madeline brings the newspaper back up to her, facénch or two from her eyes,
and reads.)
“Edward Moreno, 44, was found mortally wounded vatknife in his chest on West
122" Street near Lenox Avenue yesterday at 1:52 a.m.
(Madeline gasps. She lowers the newspaper aes cut.)

Oh, my God!

BERTHA
What's wrong?

MADELINE
OH, MY GOD!

BERTHA

You’re scaring me, Madeline. What's the matter?

MADELINE
(reading)‘Moreno was rushed to St. Luke’s Hospital wherediesl.”

(Madeline looks up again, eyes wide in horror.)

BERTHA

Do you know him, darling? Talk to me, Maddie.tHere something | can do for you?
MADELINE

(hushed) My husband.
BERTHA

(gently) Seymour is gonenamella. Do you want me to call your son? Do waunt me
to — what should | do, Maddie?
(Bertha sits down next to Madeline, who is struggfor composure.)

MADELINE
Right after Hurricane Donna --



(Bertha pats Madeline’s hand.)

MADELINE cont.
-- Seymour took me on the I.R.T. up to Harlem. dHje’'st read that book “Go Tell It on
the Mountain Top” by -- what's that schvartza’s ren

BERTHA
James Baldwin.

MADELINE
So Mr. Baldwin used to hang out at this jazz bat 24" Street. Such a dive, Bertha ... |
couldn’t believe my eyes. There was a zebra-papeaek room, and a stage, and a
small kitchen. We were starving, too, becausemhtile blueberry pancakes that
morning, and Seymour didn’t like eggs, not evenkgygs in a Basket --

BERTHA
-- | could eat them every day for the rest of nfigr i

MADELINE
-- You should be so lucky. (She continues) So wied collard greens and chicken
wings because — gezai gzunt, that's all my Seymould afford back then.

BERTHA
And?

MADELINE
(solemly) It's a sign, Bertha. My clock is rungiout.

BERTHA
Because you ate fried chicken in the 60s!?

MADELINE
LENOX. It was called the Lenox Lounge! And heresiagain, in black and white!
(Madeline hits the paper with the back of her hand
Edward Moreno died on LENOX Avenue, and ... (hushgslan omen, Bertha. My
days are numbered.

BERTHA
(firmly) Madeline, I'm only going to say this onc&’'ou know what Dr. O’Connell said.

MADELINE
(grumbling) What does that shiksa know?

BERTHA
He gave you two rules to follow. He said — andibtg, number one: Exercise more.



(Belligerently, Madeline picks up the paper antspudown three times.)

BERTHA cont.
And number two: Don’t read the obituaries. (sowd What's wrongwith you,
Madeline?

MADELINE
That's easy for you to say.
BERTHA
Oh, you think so? And who just spent the weekendassachusetts?
MADELINE
What's that got to do with —
BERTHA

-- Didn’t Arthur and | spend a three-day weekenthim Berkshires, Maddie? In Lenox —
LENOX, Massachusetts!?

MADELINE
Your Jennifer is so rich that she can afford a semmome in the Berkshires!? My son
the lawyer just bought a house in the Poconos;and

BERTHA
-- MADELINE SCHWARTZBACH! If you keep changing theubject, | swear to God,
I’'m going to kill you myself!

MADELINE
(shrugging) What did | just tell you? My days atenbered.

BERTHA
Maddie, Maddie -- it's a figure of speech, Maddie!

(They stare at each other.)

You know, | came over here to talk to you aboutand Arthur — not this ... mishigas
about omens and collard greens and dying. You®d Mying! And if | hear you say
that you have nothing to look forward to, I'm goitog--

MADELINE
-- What. Jump out the window?

BERTHA
The SECOND floor window! And I'll flatten your fawite honeysuckle hedge in the
bargain.



MADELINE
We're not bargaining, Bertha, and | can tell yomsthing else — | don't like being
threatened! Now if you'll excuse me, | have 25 enorinutes to read the papers, and
that’s 25 more minutes to ignore you! (She hess{atBesides ...

BERTHA
Besides what.

(Madeline lays down the newspaper.)
MADELINE

You couldn’t make a telephone call to me from tlegkBhires? You're so involved with
what's-his-name that you can’t phone me?

BERTHA
You screeryour calls! | left you four messages.
MADELINE
You didn’t say to call back. You just said, “I'maving a wonderful time.”
BERTHA
It was implied that --
MADELINE

-- I'm not listening. You're still — (looks at haratch) — 22 minutes early. And I've
been looking forward to reading my papers all dait. day, Bertha. NOW GIVE ME
THE MAGNIFYING GLASS!

BERTHA
AFTER YOU GIVE ME ADVICE ABOUT ARTHUR.
(Bertha starts pacing again. She plows on.)
So here’s the thing. Arthur and | have been ddtin@while now ...

MADELINE
I’'m not listening.

BERTHA
... and it took me a month to talk him into traveliwngh me. His son thinks he’s too
fragile — the phlebitis ... his blood pressure. Liasnth | parked in front of the A&P to
pick up some sauerkraut — Arthur likes it with seeaeeds. You should try it some
time, Maddy — and when he puts the quarter in teeemhe falls off the curb. So things
happen, right?

MADELINE
I haven’t heard a word you're saying.



BERTHA
So when | drive Arthur home, his son looks at tbrage — honestly, it wasn’t any bigger
than a Hebrew National — (Bertha indicates the sfzehot dog) -- maybe as pink, and
Arthur’s son looks at the little bruise and thenldwks at me like I'm poison, with
poisonous darts in his eyes, you know?

MADELINE
| don’t know anything and | can’t hear anything.

BERTHA
“Leslie,” | said. His son’s name is Leslie. Wlkatd of meshuganah name is Leslie?
Leslie Levitsky. Can it get any worse?

MADELINE
Don’t ask me. I'm not listening.

BERTHA

| said, “Leslie, bad things happen to good peoftis.not like he broke his hip!” | mean,
it was an accident, right? We’'re not getting aaurnyger!

(silence)
The truth of the matter is -- Leslie thinks I'm rggiod enough for his father. And the
daughter-in-law is even worse. She pretends tieatisesn’t know who | am when | call
— which isn’t often. It's too ... it's humiliatinghat’s what it is. I'm a grown woman,
Madeline, and | don’t deserve that kind of treating®he pauses.) Sometimes ...
sometimes | think they’re afraid that Arthur midfet interested in, you know, marrying
me —

MADELINE
(mumbling behind her newspaper) “Make it legal, Beigal.”
BERTHA
What?
MADELINE
| didn’t say anything.
BERTHA

-- Not that I'm ready for marriage. And not that$iasked. But the girls are grown and
... well, what would happen if we DID get married® hot a crime, is it? My youngest,
my Jennifer, is married three times already, aredssb2! “Ma,” she says, “I'm in the
prime of my life.” Honestly, Maddie, | think sl&kes after her father in the romance
department, because cross my heart, she had eediffauitor every night. EVERY

night! One even rode a motorcycle, and anothersteyed over and ate a bow! of
cornflakes for breakfast — without his shirt onftgk a moment) Maybe Arthur’s right.
He could’ve used a better choice of words, mayke,“iYour daughter is loose. Or your
daughteris ... very sociable.” 1 don’t know. ltlepressing because ... (she sighs) I like



BERTHA cont.
this man. |think | could imagine spending the efany life with him ... even if — even
if he doesn’t like pinochle.
(Bertha looks miserable. Pause.)

MADELINE
Bertha, what's wrong with you? If you have feesrfgr Arthur, then why are you
standing there moaning and groaning about tramgsanerkraut and a selfish son who
should know better. Pick up the phone and call him

BERTHA
Shouldn’t | wait for Arthur to call me?

MADELINE
What century do you live in? Call him and apolegiZAnd tell him the truth, for crying
out loud. Three weeks is a long time. You onkglonce!

BERTHA
But I'm afraid that his son --

MADELINE
Who gives a hoot about Leslie Levitsky! Did it eeecur to you that he might be
jealous of you? Yes, you!

BERTHA
But --

MADELINE
So tell me, whose idea was it for Arthur to movevith them?

BERTHA
(after a moment) Leslie’s. After Arthur had a kmeplacement, he was afraid —

MADELINE
-- that he couldn’t take care of himself? | bestaso afraid that Arthur can’t walk up
your front stoop. Am I right or am | wrong?

BERTHA
You're right.

MADELINE
Of course, I'm right. Now hand over my magnifyiglgiss, go home, pick up the
telephone and tell Arthur how you feel. Better, yiive over to his house and tell him in
person. If the daughter-in-law doesn’t open therdtinrow stones at his window. Or
your shoe. (Madeline points at Bertha'’s feet.jodd orthopedic can be your best friend
in an emergency.



BERTHA
You’re my best friend in an emergency.

MADELINE
So what are you waiting for? Go, mamella, go.

(Silence. Bertha walks over to Madeline and tdiexshand.)

BERTHA
Thank you. I'm going to do just that --

MADELINE
-- Good girl --

BERTHA

-- but it can wait for a few minutes. First ... (Bea reaches out) ... give me the
newspaper.

MADELINE
What!?

BERTHA
(firmly) Hand over the newspaper, Maddie.

MADELINE
I will not!

BERTHA

I’m going to count to three. One ... two --

(Bertha grabs the newspaper from Madeline. Madadrabs for it, but Bertha

holds it out of her reach. Madeline is crestfallé®ause.)

Now what do you want to hear first — the deathasstior ... (Bertha opens up the

newspaper) ... or one of these headlines. Do you teamear aboutHusband mortally
wounded and wife beaten by son with a pan in gad@imunity”or — oh, this sounds

good —“Coroner says nanny loved herself to death.”

MADELINE
The death notices. They're in fine print — it'sdher to read.

(Bertha turns the pages of the newspaper.)

BERTHA
Page 22. “Obituaries.”
(She reads)

“Frederick Coachman, 92, of Newark, New Jersey, enaid transition on July 9, 2010.”



MADELINE
(disdainfully) What — he went to the Catskills?

BERTHA
“Frederick was the loving husband of Aretha Coachidevoted father of Solomon,
Larry, Irwin Coachman, Yolanda Winston, Alfreda s, and the late Vivian
Coachman.”

MADELINE
He was busy in the sack, that one. Or Catholic.

BERTHA
“A celebration of his life will be held on Thursday11 a.m. at Metropolitan Baptist
Church.” (to Madeline) You want to hear more about Mra€Claman?

MADELINE
No, move on to the next stiff.

BERTHA
Moving on then.
(Bertha looks at the newspaper. Her eyes widen.)
Oh, my God.
(Bertha looks at Madeline, then back at the paji@&en at Madeline again.)
OH, MY GOD!

MADELINE
What's the matter, Bertha?
(Bertha doesn’t answer.)
You're scaring me, darling. What's wrong?
(Silence.)
BERTHA
(reading)‘Arthur Levitsky, 82, of Brooklyn, New York, dieadl Briday, July 9, at
Lutheran Hospital, after a brief iliness.”
(The lights begin to fade.)

“He is survived by his beloved son Leslie, devageahdchildren Isaac, Mary Levitsky,
and a host of nieces, nephews, cousins, friends,.amand ...”

(Bertha weeps as lights go to black.)

End of play
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