Five

The rest of the visit went beautifully.  Day after sunny-wintry-breezy-wet and chilly day, Jane and I talked to our mouse.  When we neared the end of her vacation in New York, I wrote to one of my brothers and told him how we were communicating, dear reader, with a mouse who lived in the walls of the apartment building where I rented a room--whose name we knew, and who had a solid command of the English language.  A few days after Jane left, I heard back from my brother Samuel who advised me to see a psychiatrist as soon as possible.

Typically, the first assignment Weedodi had given me was to get a new psychiatrist.  I went through a series of interviews and applications at the Stuyvesant Polyclinic near the bohemian center just a few blocks away called Saint Mark’s Place, and finally secured the attention of Dr. Tim O’Connor, who headed the staff at the Mental Health Clinic.  Stuyvesant offered a sliding scale so I could afford its services.  The building was antique, meticulously painted to cover its age, and full of ubiquitous charming touches including a paean to “Die Kranken and Armen” (the sick and the poor) inscribed on the wall early in the twentieth century; or the endearing concrete statue of a passionate Virgin Mary located on the landing of the expansive marble staircase I took up to the third floor, away from the throngs of people, mostly Hispanic and black, who sat waiting in the entrance hall.

“I’m thinking about smoking all the time,” I said, to start my conversation with Dr, O’Connor, a chipper, distinguished looking fellow with big hands and an open face flanked by cropped, whitening sideburns and dominated by a pair of oversized bifocals.

“I smoke,” he said, flapping open his tweedy jacket and tapping a box of Marlboros protruding from the inside pocket.  “I smoke about a pack a day.”

“Marlboros—that’s my cigarette,” I smiled.

“What’s so wrong with smoking?” he asked.

Strangely, Weedodi had talked me into writing that letter to Sam.  When I received his response, I was terrified.  Sam had passed on the letter to my parents.  My little Weedodi could not be untrustworthy, could he?  Maybe he didn’t have the vast powers he claimed to have.  Maybe he didn’t.  I pushed the thought that he might be meddling with my relationship with my family out of my consciousness.  It took some pushing, but that lasted only a few seconds.  When he explained that he would later confide in me the reason he advised me to write that letter, I was relieved and happy once again.  Everything was going to be all right.

What sickened me though was that Sam hadn’t even mentioned the ragged orange t-shirt I had taken from him a few years back.  It was ripped up.  I had stuffed it into the special gray envelope “we” had bought for the letter to Sam, which had turned out to be only a few sentences.

Weedodi read my mind:

“You aren’t going to be running anymore anyway, so if you think it was a mistake to send that shirt back, you are deluding yourself.  The only way to get rid of that shirt was to give it back!”  It was a real stretch to accept Weedodi’s logic.  Who says I wanted to get rid of that shirt anyway?

“Weedodi, I loved that orange shirt!”

I thought how I always felt stronger on the days when I wore the orange shirt to run in.  Again, I had a sinking feeling in my chest.  I loved to run.  For a moment, I feared that I was descending into madness.

“You will spend most of your time writing poetry.  Instead of meditating and running in the morning, you will drink coffee and smoke cigarettes.”  Weedodi spoke from the center of his soul.

“But I quit smoking five years ago,” I said, expressing myself aloud at last.  Even as I protested, though, I was drawn into a waking dream wreathed in seductive smoke.  I remembered how the first one in the morning tasted, securing a relaxation that would last for hours.  So much for my attempts at a pure life—my attempts to achieve self-realization through meditation, exercise, and abstention from all toxic, but--in the privacy of my mind-- delightful substances like cigarettes.  I remembered how I first started smoking, stealing five of my mother’s harsh, wicked, non-filtered Pall Malls and taking them up to the third floor of our old suburban farmhouse in Webster Groves, Missouri, and sneaking out onto the mildly sloping roof from which I could see for miles, all the way to the St. Louis Arch.  I would bring a paperback book of poetry with me, Ferlinghetti or Williams, and enjoy moments of perfect bliss as I read and taught myself to blow smoke rings.  My mother didn’t even admit that she noticed the cigarettes were gone, and no one but my brother Scott, who lived on the third floor, ever found out about my secret hangout on the shingles of the roof.  And I remembered how I used to smoke with Peter, especially after making love.

Weedodi ignored my protests.  It was almost as if he couldn’t hear me.  Instead, he paid attention to my feelings, no matter how I tried to keep them hidden.

“You will buy some Marlboros tomorrow morning.  From now on, you will live like the writer you have always dreamed of being.  You will wake up each day, smoke a cigarette, and make some coffee.”

I focused on my compulsive worries about Samuel.  My brows must have knit.

“Why don’t you make some coffee now,” Weedodi asked, calling me back from these suspicions.

“But it’s almost midnight, Weedodi.  Please help me,” I cried out, so disoriented it was a physical effort to form words with my nervously rubbery lips.

“It’s night time, child.  Relax.  You will wake up at 4 AM to begin your career as a writer.  Set the alarm.”  Weedodi spoke so softly that I no longer resisted him, or asked why.  He would tell me what to do.  I promised to do anything.  As I lay down to sleep, I felt peaceful, knowing my career would soon begin.

That night my books ganged up on me as I slept.  At exactly four o’clock, Weedodi stopped the scratching behind my desk where he was “working on building a home,” and he woke me up.

“Wake up and be with Weedodi today.  Quickly dress and go out to buy cigarettes.”

Instead, I made some coffee.

“Go buy some cigarettes, now do what Weedodi says,” again, his voice sweet, mellifluous.

I decided to forget about the dream about the books.  I wanted a cigarette.  And more coffee.  The aroma of freshly ground imported coffee made me do it.  I needed a cigarette to enjoy the morning coffee to the hilt.  I had an ashtray hidden away for my few guests who smoked.  So here I am, drinking creamy coffee and smoking a cigarette to match each cup, when I understood: I had not been dreaming: I was under attack.  

The voices I heard were not coming from where Weedodi’s changing songs smoothed over his crunching and crackling inside the wall next to the bookcase near my desk.  They were coming from the bookcase where I kept my best hardbound books.  It was beginning.  That morning my books ganged up on me.  And I was smoking cigarettes.

“Ahem!”

“What is that, Wee?”  I jumped; I rattled my clear glass coffee cup; I breathed into my ashtray by accident and ashes scattered over my table.

“Weedodi?!” I said his name into a vacuum, or so I felt. I suddenly felt released from my bondage to him and I didn’t like it. 

He didn’t answer.

“Rita Ahem!  Rita Morts!” This time I was compelled to hold onto Weedodi, but he didn’t let me.  I felt strangely airborne.

“Weedodi is in the light bulb!”  A bare bulb hung over my bed.  I didn’t understand what he meant but my sanity lay in holding on to him.  Terror engulfed me.  I pretended to be dependent, happily so, on this mouse who had become my best friend, by staring at the light.  His voice now emanated from that bare, bright bulb.

“Answer him!  But first: who is this, who is calling you?”

I answered no one.  This was too complicated for me, so early in the day.  I hadn’t taken a shower.  I felt musty and dusty.  I was already tired.  I had already drunk too much coffee and smoked far too many Marlboros.

Weedodi was quiet.  I heard no crunching in that wall near that bookcase.  I had no more coffee left.  Still, I was soothed by the silence.  I was tired of talking to Weedodi.  I was tired of trying to fulfill my destiny one January morning before dawn.

“Ahem!”  I froze.

“Will you let me speak!”  Thus came a commandment from the fancy stained bookcase.

“Whoever you are, leave me and Weedodi in peace,” I said, managing to recover myself simply by acknowledging how tired I was.  I glanced hopefully at the light bulb.  It crackled with electricity.  My eyes blinked and saw little suns all over my room.

“Ahem! Tell me who I am!”

 “You are… I don’t know.  I know I have two of your books.”  I don’t know where this came from.  “Excuse me.  I gotta get out of here.”

He was silent.  I found some comfort in being centered for a moment and confident.  But my main concern was Weedodi.  Was he mad at me?  I had an idea who this might be.  That was no help.  Why was Weedodi so quiet?  Was I all alone at last?  Some people go through life finding their identity in being “right” about the stupidest things.  I didn’t think I had ever been like that.  I never consciously sought confidence, though I often wished I had more of it.  This particular morning I was awash in self-doubt.  Without my Weedodi, I had no anchor.  For a moment, the doubt engulfed him too.  Was he training me to live without even hope of self-confidence?  I lost it.  I went back to sleep.  That morning, sleep was like a miracle to me.
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