Nine

“Don’t tell!  Mustn’t tell!”

     The words echoed and clanged in my mind, so quiet was it, otherwise.  My room was quiet too, and dawn was never so welcome.  I opened the curtains and turned off the light.  I felt peaceful.  The feeling that I was trapped by my nagging books had faded and a feeling of normality returned.  

I chuckled.  If it had indeed been Tom who spoke those words in my dream, then I had better expand the possibilities of what they might mean.   They contained the first rule of good writing: don’t tell, but rather show your readers what you want them to see or understand.  This was going to be interesting.  “Don’t tell!  Mustn’t tell!” might just be the slogan of the pre-eminent literary authority of the twentieth century.  And Tom might, just might, have a sense of humor strong enough to help me grab hold of the comfort there was in clinging at least somewhat to the reality which, admittedly, so few of humankind could bear.

“Rita,” he said, “What is so funny?”  His voice emanated from The Complete Poems and Plays of T.S. Eliot, perched elegantly on the top tier of my best bookshelf.  I could hear him laughing too.

I giggled.  That must be what he meant: mustn’t tell, must show!  That was enough to make me double over in laughter. It hadn’t struck me until then: it was also funny to hear poets’ voices speaking from their books in my bookcases.  

“It’s funny ha-ha and funny-peculiar,” I began, and then it hit me.  T.S. Eliot was speaking to me.  I could hear him as clear as day.  I found it helped to focus my eyes on his name printed on the binding of his book.  I figured this out as I doubled over, laughing my head off.

“It’s funny ha-ha,” I began again, “and funny-peculiar, to be talking to T.S. Eliot, as if this were some kind of swank soiree at Princeton or Harvard!”

“Have you been to many of those awful parties?” he responded, taking me seriously as I began to calm down.

“I’ve been to some,” I said, breathing evenly now.

“Oh Rita, isn’t it time for breakfast?”  There was that maternal tone again.  This guy was one nice person.

“I guess so, Tom.  Do you mind if I speak so familiarly?” I asked, finally recovering my wits.

“Not one bit.  Go now, Rita.  Why not go out?”

It was as if he considered it my duty to go out for breakfast.  I had a little cash.  I needed some cigarettes. I went out and feasted, so strong was my sense of good fortune, enjoying a fine breakfast at Joe’s Diner.  This was an outing for just Weedodi and me.

“He will want to read your poetry,” Weedodi warned, as we walked afterwards toward Washington Square Park.  “It really is T. S. Eliot,” he continued.  “He will ask you to read to him.”

“My poems aren’t that good, Weedodi!  Let’s call A-Y-E.”  With that, we headed home.  “I could never do this without you, Wee,” I said, happy.

“I know.  I know,” he said.  If Weedodi were bigger, he would have put his hand in mine.

We turned back toward Third Avenue.  It was a taupe day.  The overhanging branches were bare, spindly bones amassed sparsely like a net covering the park in which we didn’t want to get caught.  Freedom lay back home, where we could talk to our hearts’ content.  

When I got to my room the phone was ringing.  It was A-Y-E.  Her voice was warm as grape nut pudding and fresh as morning.  I understood why Weedodi dubbed her A Young Entity.  Her innocence would never leave her.

“How’s Weedodi?” she said early in the conversation.  She wanted to visit again soon.  Talking to A-Y-E gave me the confidence to see Tom as a muse I had just won over.  Enlarging my sense of myself to match her vision of me and these new doings, I bubbled over into the intricate story of the way Tom had appeared to me and the hope his promise of friendship and of support instilled.

“Let’s go to Massachusetts and visit the Eliot summer home!” she said.

“Okay, but let’s meet here soon!  I need you now,” I said.

“You don’t need me, pal-o-mine, as much as you think.  But I don’t mind you thinking so.” 

Weedodi told me to hang up.

“I gotta go, Jane,” I said, obedient, wooden, depressed.

“Okay.  I’ll be coming down before you know it,” she answered, and we hung up.

I felt robbed and beaten without knowing why.  I couldn’t make sense of things.  I felt vaguely depleted.  I forgot about my friends.  I even forgot that I had friends.  I lay down and fell into a deep sleep.

The phone rang and it was Peter.

“Just calling to check in,” he said.

“That’s fine, Peter,” I said.  “Love you!”

And I fell right back to sleep.

“Oh Rita!  Oh Rita!”

I woke up, happy that I had managed to take a nap; and overjoyed to hear Tom’s voice.

I turned on my side.

“Oh Rita!”  His accent was like a thirties movie star’s.

“Yes, Tom?”  I answered, so happy.

“May I hear one of your poems?”  He asked.

“Yes, Tom.  I don’t often write, though, so I never really get warmed up.”

“Read him the one about your mother,” interrupted Weedodi.

I read him a poem I had written when Jane was here.  It was about my mother dying.

“Oh Rita, you must write,” Tom said.

“I sometimes feel that my experience is too humble to write about, Tom, but thank you anyway,” I said, happy enough, waxing articulate, he was so warm.

“If you don’t write, how can I see your power?” Tom asked, very direct and open.  “Is there some place where you hide it?  Where do you keep it hidden?”

I looked pained, I know.  He saw.

“I am not asking why you hide it, but where.  I would like to see it.”

I thought a dream might again be key.

“During my nap, I dreamed I had made a wooden doll.  I named her Pinnochionna.  It was me,” I began.

“You are a wooden doll?” A woman’s voice that I didn’t recognize bothered me from inside my head.  I ignored it.

“I am Pinnochio’s sister.  In my dream Pinnochionna was a marionette carved out of wood.  But she could move and carry on of her own free will.  

No one suspected she could move.  She moved only when she was alone.  This way she could go anywhere she wanted and do anything she wanted. 

Her secrecy kept her safe.  No one would interfere with her freedom if no one suspected it.”

“Go on, Rita,” Tom said, his voice soft, and kind.

“That’s all for now,” I said, and lit a cigarette.  
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