Eleven

“Now you must name the flowers.”  Jane was in rare form.  I pretended not to understand, just to egg her on.

“What flowers?” I asked.

“The little paper white narcissi crouched like sitting dancers in the bulbs you bought, who will soon unfold and move furiously about their stage.  You bought three of them.  We need three names for the triplets.”

Jane seemed to thrive under pressure to the point where she passed it on.  She didn’t seem to fear stress like I did.  Rather, she considered it a gift to have her creativity stoked.  Necessity was always the mother of invention in her world.  She couldn’t conceive of not appreciating the opportunities for coping creatively.  So the blue bowl and the bulbs were not let just to grow unregarded on the ledge.  We must treat them with gratitude, give them attention and love, and, specifically, names—not just water and an occasional desultory thought.

The first name that came to me was Bonny.  The second, Belle.  And the third, Quinncette.

“I’ve thought of names for the triplets, Jane, but they don’t alliterate properly,” I said, like a meek schoolgirl.  Sometimes I thought Jane was preparing me for a career on stage, she cast me into so many new roles.  These were responses to her moods, which were in turn creative approaches to the situations life thrust upon her.  She was now thrown into the stimulating position of leader of my Sisters of Mercy.  Basically that offered her the responsibility of deciding what we would gab about.  She was not intimidated by the demands of this role.  In any case, feeling challenged got her adrenalin pumping, her creative fires stoked and burning.

I simply felt the pressure to perform; I simply felt stage fright; again, it was like training to be an actress.  I was not going to be allowed to be lazy.  It was not always time for my nap.  Jane perennially looked for the lesson at the core of any situation, and she reminded me to do the same thing.  

By saying yes to the challenges of Weedodi, she put herself on the line.  We found that, “on the line,” the responses to each situation would come naturally to us.  This risk taking brought us to answers unsought, bringing out our natural talents, helping us survive.  Living on the edge of The Game meant angels would come to our rescue if we ever got too close to the edge.

I think my reliance on Jane had always meant that in relation to me she was the more empowered.  I had always trusted in her noble intentions.  Her belief in the goodness of the universe—and the rewards it offered those who acted upon that trust—was forever inspiring to me.  I had heard of men ever moving between insecurity and a sense of potency as they fought their way toward security; no fighting things external to herself lay behind Jane’s patterns.  

She fought with herself, but that was her secret battle.  She told me of it once or twice, but it never spilled outward, irritating others where it might prove infectious, passing on negativity to other people.  She watched that.

“Hello, excuse me, I…” a young woman spoke bravely rather than hesitantly.

“Who are you?” I asked, really curious, and not a little nervous, because this was the first voice I hadn’t recognized outside of the poets’.

“My name is Carly.  You don’t know me.  I heard about The Path and I was wondering if you could help me.”  Her voice was clear and strong even though she had a poet’s shyness.

“I’ll try.  My brother Samuel said I would have to try hard to play the role assigned me.  Although I can’t say what the role is exactly, I can feel the difference between strong and weak actions.  I’ll take the strong action of trying to help you.”  I wondered how many people had heard of The Path.

“My brother has schizophrenia.  Do you think there is any hope for him?”  She was so sincere it almost could be heard as anxiety, but it wasn’t.  She was in complete control of what she was saying.  In this way she was just like Samuel.

“My diagnosis is schizophrenia too,” I said.  Like Samuel, she brought out my honesty, stripped of sentimentality, which registered as succinctness that could be, but probably wouldn’t be, interpreted beyond the simple truth I was speaking too.  

“Then there is hope for him.  That’s all I wanted to ask.  Just one more thing though.  He is somewhere in New York City.  He lives in a homeless shelter.  His name is Griffin.  Do you know him?” 

“No.  But I’ll look for him.”  I almost told her I loved her and her brother.

I felt her get ready to leave. 

“May I be considered a Sister of Mercy?”  She sounded strong.

“Yes, Carly.  Goodbye!”

“She won’t stay long, but she may come back,” another unfamiliar woman spoke, with that same rare earnestness I had heard in Carly.  “I’m Carly’s mother—and his.  Thank you for helping us.  A psychic told me about The Path—and the Sisters of Mercy.  I feel that you are one.  Now I’m not going to stay long either.  My name is Pearl.  Love you!”

It was possible for me to sit at my table and receive these visits because I found strength by trying to be for others what my women friends had long been for me.  But I admit I was relieved when I heard Jane’s familiar voice, and her wonted way with words.

“Wow, who spoke those sweet words?”  A-Y-E was here for sure.  “My name is Jane, a.k.a. A-Y-E.  I am the leader of the Sisters of Mercy."” It sounded like she was addressing a larger gathering than I had envisaged.

“That was Carly, and her mother Pearl,” I said, following Jane’s lead by making myself as clear as I could, in case others beyond my ken were on The Path.

“I’m Kiki!”

“I’m Sarah!”

“I’m Alexandra!”

“I’m Harriet!”

“I’m Phoebe!”

“I’m Lulu!”

“I’m Amber!”

“I’m Jenny!”

“I’m Lena!”

Women’s voices crisscrossed from all corners of my room.  They spoke one right after another, too fast for me to pinpoint their origin in this or that book.  Soon, I trusted, I would be able to tie a book to each voice.

“I think that’s everyone!  I’m Jane!”

“And I’m Rita!”  I spoke aloud, piercing a silence, oddly.

“And I’m Carly!”

“And I’m Pearl!  I think I’ll just listen in!”

“I’m Carly!  I’ll be listening too!”

*    *   *

“I’m Kiki!  Rita, your Sisters of Mercy are not departed or gone!  And I offer my service as second in command, after Jane, since I alone am your true sister, by both blood and the power of our love!”  Kirsten said this with great humility.  Jane understood.

“Hey that’s cool, Kiki,” she said.  “I might need some relief at some point, but I don’t foresee it.  Anyway, hey, hang in there.  You’re definitely a Sister!”

Kiki was silent with understanding.  But as with Carly and Pearl, I could feel that she was listening to every word.

“Hey thanks, Kiki,” I said.  “Where would I be without you?”  I was having the time of my life.  So were all my Sisters, apparently.

“Hey Sisters!” Jane was speaking joyously.  This Path could thrive.  “Let’s sing our song, the beautiful ‘Sisters of Mercy’ by the early Leonard Cohen.  I’ll start us out.  But I don’t know all the words, Rita.”  

When we all started singing, the song filled the room, reminding me of the Music of the Spheres, which I had heard once.

Oh the Sisters of Mercy

They are not departed or gone…

It was beautiful to sing, and lovely to hear.  We settled down and soon all felt that we had gathered for a serious purpose.  Between us, we knew all the words.

Afterwards, Weedodi spoke to me.  “Tell them you must go to sleep.  Or tell them you are hungry.  You are tired and hungry.  You need a break.  We need some time to talk to each other, alone.”  His words sounded sullen, and distinctly male.  

“Really Weedodi?  But I feel so happy.  I don’t understand,” I pleaded.

But he convinced me to resist my Sisters and obey him.  I went out for a bite to eat.

When I got home, Peter had left a message on my machine asking if I would soon come visit him and Jozie at their home in Brooklyn Heights.  He closed the message with a sweet “we love you.”  I listened to the message a couple of times but decided not to answer it.  For some reason memories of Peter reinforced my love of solitude and celibacy.

     Then I went to bed, alone and detached.  That night I dreamed I saw Jesus seated on his throne, which was a humble chair made of wood.  His cross had been transformed into a wooden throne, I learned.  T.S. Eliot gave him some pages to read.  I woke up after Jesus conveyed to Eliot that he like what he had read.

Morning was redemptive, it was so beautiful, with the light coming in onto my furniture and making all the beautiful books glossy and bright.  I had fallen out of the habit of closing my curtains before going to sleep.

Jane woke me up.  But it wasn’t a phone call, I found out when I lifted the receiver and heard the dial tone.

“Rise and Shine, Rise and Shine,” she seemed to shout.  “Sisters of Mercy, let’s talk.  I want to hear from everyone!”  Her voice brought the promise that she would soon be holding forth from Beautiful Losers.

“Stretch!  Stretch those legs!  Stretch out those toes!  Fill those lungs with oxygen!  And stretch out those arms, those fingers!”  Jane was still in rare form.  It felt just like she was here visiting.

I was afraid she might call on the phone and hurt me with doubts.  But the phone didn’t ring all morning.  My fear came from nowhere.  I had slept through the intensity that came into my eastward facing room as soon as the sunlight cleared the apartment buildings across the street.  But how could I sleep when Jane was shouting, 

“Rise and Shine, Rita!”

Now Kiki spoke.  I hear her with my own two ears.  It was my own only sister.  I know what’s her and what isn’t!.

“I have an idea,” she said.  “Since I don’t know everyone here, and you all are only beginning to know me, I thought it might help us if we introduced ourselves.  Each woman, excuse me, Sister, could say a little about herself—maybe say too which book is whose…  How’s that Rita?”

“That sounds great,” I said.  “But first I need a cigarette and some coffee.”  For the first time in my life, I felt I was respecting reality. 

“Okay, let’s meet back here at 10 sharp,” said Jane said.  “Thanks, Kiki.”

“Sure.”  It was Kirsten.

So we introduced ourselves.

· *  *  *  *  *  *

“No, Dr. O’Connor, I don’t really visualize them,” I 

said with my eyes closed.  This was an experiment.  I was supposed to call my friends into my presence while I was in his office.  “I just hear them talking.”


“Can you hear them now?” he asked.


“No.  It only happens in my room,” I said.  “And it’s gotten worse than I ever imagined it could be.  All of my best women friends are there.”


“Wear life like a loose garment, why don’t you?” he said quietly.


“What?” I had heard him, but I wanted to hear him say it again.  I opened my eyes, gesturing toward one of his cigarettes. 


He covered up the pack with his hand.  “Enough cigarettes!  Try to keep a balance in your life.  If your room gets too claustrophobic, remember to go on your walks.  Going to extremes in anything will work against you.  Remember, moderation in all things!” he said, opening his desk drawer, which I took as my cue to leave.  
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