I Dream a Mama

Anne Bailey

Part One – On the West Fork of the Little River at the Coming of a New Year

I am prey to thoughts that come without warning and change my life forever. I am on a bus, at the movies, making love – I am wherever I happen to be when my mind emits its communication. Now the mind is fueled by the spirit and the emotional self. I imagine these three at lengthy working breakfasts, strategy sessions and conference calls. At times chosen entirely by them, I am signaled in the conscious mind always accompanied by recognition in the physical body.

The chick’s way out there, you may be thinking. I think the same thing and more. I start with the premise that every manifestation of life, every body, is a complete expression of the universe. Every thing, every person and creature is an entire system of life. All of everything is tiny and immense. Consider the telescoping cup. Consider the coral reef, the largest construction on the planet earth, untouched by human hands. 

Ah, humans. Arrogant and short sighted. Yet we tend to the opposite. We create. We believe in the power and the glory, in ritual, in nothingness. We create systems out of the systems from which we are created. We group and categorize phenomenon. We are flexible. Is there a limit to what we can do? I do not know. 

I read a novel in which an overly stressed Japanese businessman went to a Buddhist monastery for a meditation retreat, what he though would be a little R and R. When he arrived, a monk showed him to a small room and gave him basic meditation instruction, which comprised sitting in one position, breathing and allowing his thoughts to come and go while neither seizing them nor pushing them away. The man assumed the position and within just a few minutes was in extreme discomfort in body and mind. In order to relieve the discomfort, the man lay down on the floor and went to sleep. When the monk returned, he found the man sleeping. He woke him and took him to visit the head monk of the monastery. The head monk posed a question around which the businessman was to center his meditation: Who were you before your parents were born?

This question arises for me with relative frequency, seemingly of its own accord. I am driving in the car, and there it is in my mind.  I am at supper with my parents and my mind offers it up. There’s never been an answer, but there is most certainly a question. It is the question that offers the flexibility of the possible. My mind wanders and loops and considers. It revs the engine and peels rubber. It thawhumps thawhumps with a flat and I have to pull over and concern myself with a solution. Leave the car, put on a spare, ask for help, sit there in a stupor. Consider the data and make a choice. Our lives are a long stream of choices, in response to questions put forth by our existence in the universe. What do I do now? Do I have a choice? What is my path? Am I happy yet? How do I change the tire without a jack handle?

The mind is like a river. It rushes along. I watch it plunge and swirl and lift to join a separate current that pulls to the opposite side of a rock rising in its path. The water is dark in depth and light in spray thrown up in the air. The water is fluid and movement is its sole concern.

I started off by saying that I am prey to thoughts that come without warning and change my life forever.  “Prey” suggests vulnerability and weakness and so it is. At times my thoughts are like General Patton, convinced, armed, ready to do battle, sure of my invincibility, sure that I’m “right”, eager to convince others, by force even. It is appropriate for some of that to die, to make room for a more creative life.

As a girl I consumed the novels of Thomas Wolfe. In one of them he writes about the difficulties of harnessing head and heart, and of his desire to do so. I’ve worked with this idea all these years. I seek a union that is wild and sure, with order and compassion. And along the way I met a tender and wily guide. That guide is Mama.

Some years ago I was working to finish the final project for my MFA in Book Arts. I was working day and night to complete 4 full-leather design bindings. I worked later into the night after my son Edward was asleep. One night I put Edward to bed, my mind on my work and not on the bedtime ritual in which I was engaged. We finished the story, said prayers and I kissed him good night, leaving the room with the nightly “Good night, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite, see you in the morning.”  As I waited for him to fall asleep I wandered around the house, eager to get back to work.  When I was sure he was sleeping I went out to the studio and got to work. But I felt tugged by an idea that was growing. What if Edward was in his bed dreaming of the mama that he needed, who might well not be me, but some other mama suited to his particular needs? 

I was prey to this thought. It changed my life forever. From imagining my son, I imagined all children dreaming the mama they needed, just for them. I imagined a headline in The New York Times: “President So and So endorses I Dream a Mama project”, or “World Mothers Oppose Dreaming a Mama”. What if we could all let the blood mother off the hook and allow her to be another human? What if blood mothers train our children to create an internal mama that is needed for nurturing ones dreams? 

One night I woke up in the middle of the night. I was lying in the dark and the Killing Voice came in – the voice of fear that says “you can’t, you shouldn’t, you couldn’t, why try?” and I knew there would be a long time of wakefulness. It was then that I heard her for the first time. I heard mama. She came and sat by me on the bed. She didn’t light the darkness but she softened the shadow around my fear. Mama said, “Go on. I’ll help you figure our how to work it out. Go on and be afraid. It’s all right. I am here with you. I won’t let you go too far. If you are too near the edge I will stop you. Just becaude you are afraid is no reason to give up. I am here.” And that’s the first thing Mama told me. 

In the deep dark of the nigh came relief and tears. Somebody trusted me and it was my own self. I was loved, and the creatress of that love. No one can take this from me, no matter what. Mama is a gift from within. And each one of us has a Mama, and she is exactly what we need. Some thoughts change my life forever.

Part Two

Dreaming a Mama is a work sans fin requiring two characters, namely mama and me.

The recesses of my before the intellect. The first holding place, the shape and the smell. The first gathering of the body. The first swaddle.

Whereas I was held in my infancy I now hold myself. I craft containers for parts soft and sharp, carefully shaped for comfort. I sing songs as they come and they come.

La Partida. I am divided in arts. Take one part molasses and one part lemon juice, a fistful of nettles and a head of garlic. Sweet parts, sour parts, parts that sting, smelly parts. Swirl it together and let sit in a dark, warm place for 2 weeks., Before consuming, separate with care. There now, I hold Mama in my hands.

Mama blackens. She fills the house like onions on a high flame. Black edges, raw center. Mama don’t want to burn. She likes hot butter on a slow flame. She likes clear golden. Mama like nettles, green tomatoes and lavender oil. 

Soft. I dream a Mama is soft as onions in hot butter on a slow heat.

There is a Mama who loves me. She’s all fire and blood. She climbs the mast and blasts the sound. She parades “Hooray” and sinks quiet in the dark night. She kneads and stirs in the bright morning. She gnarls and hisses and breaks with day.

I dream a mama is hugging me in rough spots. She smells like pine and sassafrass and fine white wine. She smells warm and woolly. She smells like Madrid.

When mama says “Mud” I see a plot of silt, wet and moving like boiling quicksand. Nous sommes les deux meres. I should have hugged my mother. I should have hugged you.

Mama says “Boil” but I don’t want to spin any faster. I don’t know how. I don’t like losing my balance. 

Mama crashes and cries. Mama considers paella and lies. Mama’s clear eyes read the signs. Every smell, a light wind, the address of sparkling light, a trembling leaf dance, the reflection of her eyes. Mama rides a star, screaming. She rips shingles from the roof. She splays onions and dragons.

Don’t let her fool you. Mama’s sweet.

Mama checks her lipstick and adjusts her underwear, snapping the elastic below her left bun, inquiring of the mirror. Mama is good and full and happy. She walks around the house with a brisk clicking of her heels, finding a song to sing and singing it. 

Mama is an “MMMMMM” in your nose, vibrating the bones. Mama is “aaaaaaaahhhh”, open-mouthed delight, surprise. “MMMM” is pleasure, acknowledgment, question.  Mama. Mama.

Mama shakes down dark.

Mama stand big with desire.  Is it suffering a la Buddha or is it the Cult of the Big Hip Mama? The balance of desire is courage. 

Open her up and see what you find – granite and velvet. The weakest looking woman is strong as can be. Strong as need be. Strong as must be. 

Mama’s screaming under the weight of her love. Mama’s all wet and hot with pushing. Mama’s voice is so deep it colors the walls. Mama’s full. Mama’s shaking. Mama’s love is wild. 

Mama holds me so that won’t disappear. Teeth rattling and cold as can be. Might not want to be, not like me, goofy or moon cheeked little girl in pink tights, pigtails pulled tight.  Or later tough assed don’t mess with me and high as high can be or high as can be done the eyes at half mast and I don’t give a shit, who can touch me now or find the tender places, just one tender place, wet and throbbing like a weapon. I hurt, I am. I hurt, I am. Mama says “Baby”. Soft. My fists balled up, teeth clenched, shoulders pulled back and Mama says “Oh my God, my Lord, My Baby, sick and tired.” Fists tight, teeth clenched. Mama starts singing, going down deep. She singing to me like calling a kitten from a tree she’s singing to me and I come out. I come looser but tight. She’s holding out her hand and I come to Mama, dropping down to her at last. “Oh my girl, my girl. Come on now. Let it out. Let it out. Don’t hold back. You are not alone.” Am I? Am I alone? I been living in the dark so long. I want to hold the hand of my fear so that I can be. I want. Mama. Mama. Mama. 

What moves us at the fundament. Unexpected kindness, a shred of violins on the wind, the bulging cheeks of a baby. Movement within the mundane.

Our stories told burn and hollow spaces, and in these open places there is room – room for stillness and shouts, the heart and the head, room for Mama.

