A Present of Presence

I stalk my neighbor. I lurk in my own doorway, hoping
the tree out front hides me from view. | wait and
watch, ready to pounce at any opportunity. Then as
soon as she steps outside, I'm on her.

It's her fault, really. She's the one who turned me into
this. | wasn't a walking creepshow before | knew her. |
was reasonable, level-headed-at least as normal as any
other mother shut inside for hours at a time with young
children.

It started when she and her husband-his fault, too, no
doubt, enough blame to go around-were so darn nice to
my kids. My kids learned early to prefer them to me,
since they had no kids of their own yet and hadn't fully
developed a forceful 'no." My kids hung out with them,
across the street, gardening, chatting, getting generally
played with without anybody coming down on them. It
was a little heaven for them over there, and for our
part on this side, we were thrilled to have them in it.

But my kids weren't the only beneficiaries. | loved, and
still love, talking with her, too. She and her husband-
yep, still his fault as well-are fun and easy and
understanding. No matter how bad my day stuck in
with the kids was, | could get a moment's peace just
chatting across the road. That, no doubt, was one of
the things that kept me sane. Knowing my neighbor
was there was every day's little gift, a present of
presence to put a pun on it.

Now my neighbor has her own baby-a baby so
irresistible 1 swear he could stop wars. Just pass that
baby around the Pentagon and hearts would turn, |
know it. Now my neighbor is stuck in a little more often
and feeling the strain of developing that forceful 'no.’
Now her life is a little busier, even crazier, and | have a
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chance at payback.

So | stalk her. | look for every chance
to get my hands on that baby. She's
carrying in the groceries? Oh my, |
can take baby! Running out to the
gym? Leave baby with me, it's no
problem. | try to lure her out a little,
maybe with a neighborhood moms
breakfast, maybe to share a glass of
wine on the step in the evening. |
share my stories of the mommy wars,
and how many times every day | say
'no’ compared to how many times
every day | say 'no' and it sticks.

Most of all, | listen, just like she used
to listen to me. Some of the themes
are familiar, some are new, but I
wouldn't miss a minute of it. | can't
hope to mean as much to her, but I
can try to mean something, to be a
little token of appreciation at least
even if | can't be the giant gift she
was to me. So | have to go now, |
think I hear her door opening...
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