
Seven


When I woke up it registered that someone had closed my curtains—probably my goodhearted landlord.  I drew a curtain back and saw that Third Avenue was covered with pinkish snow.  The sun was just rising over the buildings across the street.  I felt so happy.  Lighting a cigarette, I forgot to let my tobacco abuse depress me.  It was warm and cozy and, most delightfully, quiet in my room.  

I went down to the kitchen and silently made coffee.  There is nothing like the peace that follows a psychotic episode.


The days after the attack came and went smoothly, like a bakery scent as a door opens and closes as customers come and go, dingaling!  This is what I had longed for; this Weedodi gave to me, constantly nurturing.  If I ever felt badly, he would tell me a story to correspond with my mood and heal me by representing my pain as something that could be understood or at least objectified.


“Talk to Weedodi,” he would say, sometimes pinpointing 

an old pattern, an old habit of my life “before.”   “Listen to Weedodi: you are feeling someone else’s feelings.”  


“It’s Alexandra,” he would say, encouraging me to think I was telepathic.


“Oh no!” I would panic.


“They will call you to see if you want to visit them at Easter,” he would warn. And she would call a few days hence.

"Don't answer, he would say, pronouncing me psychic.

The ringing of the phone beckoned me however to release myself from my fear.

"Hello, Aunt Rita. This is Alexandra calling, just wondering how you are. Also I have a favor to ask you. If you could go to the Indian food store and buy me some curry paste before the weekend and bring it up when you come I'd be really grateful. Bye now!"

I had heard nothing dangerous, and nothing about Easter. But no way did I admit this to myself. It terrified me to think it wasn't even February yet, so no plans for Easter would be considered for weeks. Still, I held onto the uptight mood the ringing of the phone had caused. Thus I adapted my thoughts to protect my relationship with Weedodi. And yet I had moments of happiness and freedom moments experienced in my soul, forever separate, even then.

I longed to talk to my sister‑in‑law, Alexandra. I had forgotten my plans to travel north to attend my nephew Scottie's birthday party. It was the last week in January, I reasoned, and I had better get busy. There were presents to buy and packing to do and some curry paste to purchase for Alexandra.

"End, confusion!” Weedodi shouted. "Now run around the apartment,” he said more quietly, making no sense. I ignored him. Oddly, he let me ignore him. I drank coffee and dialed Alexandra. Mine was the sunlight; mine was the morning.

"Hi Aunt Rita.”

"How did you know it was me?”

"Gosh, a birdie up here where it is quiet and peaceful told me it had to be you. Actually I thought I could feel you listening to my message." She spoke a little dreamily, compared to my contacts in Manhattan.

"And I thought you might pronounce me an alien. What was I thinking?”

"Hey, it doesn't matter. Listen, Scottie's party is Saturday afternoon. Can you come up that morning?”

"I'd love to!” I said. Mine is the morning.

Weedodi left me in peace. I came in and out of my worries as rapidly and smoothly as customers came in and out of the sweet smelling bakery my grandfather owned in northern Wisconsin, long ago.

* * *

I went to the aromatic Indian grocery store on First Avenue and Sixth Street and bought a pine scented candle in the shape of a slender cat as well as the curry paste Alexandra had commissioned. And I bought a huge Lego truck kit for Scottie's eighth birthday. I did laundry and I packed and I rode Metro North up to the country.

Sitting on the train I was kept company by Weedodi's dreams. He told me story after story about my own life, focusing mostly on the close calls I had somehow survived; these were the more amazing since they took place before he was able to talk to me and make sure I did the right thing. The one I dread to remember doesn't illustrate the security Weedodi so often claimed for me now that I was directly under his influence. Nor does it negotiate the gratitude he was always trying to instill in me for his impact on my life:

"You are going to ride in the car. Alexandra will probably pick you up before she goes to get Scottie at his school. On the way there, you will go through a mysterious woods. You will see that Scott Senior's Subaru is parked a few miles into the uncannily electric green of the woods..." Weedodi had begun.

"But it is not springtime, Wee!”

"Now, you are not thinking correctly. This is a dream Weedodi gave you last night. Let Weedodi guide your imagination and fill it with memories of that dream.”

"It sounds like a horrid nightmare,” I jumped in.

"Let Weedodi go on. Scottie will be sitting in his father's car.  He will be holding a knife like the rubber Bowie knife you bought for him at K-Mart last summer.  Like that, but real, and sharp…”


I let out a scream.  

“Here is where I draw the line!  Scottie would never turn against me that way!  And neither would my brother Scott or Alex, my sister-in-law!  Why, they often leave their baby girl with me for the whole day.  And they know I have mental illness.  They trust me.  You intentionally try to aggravate my paranoia, Weedodi!  Please leave me in peace!”  People near me on the train didn’t blink an eyelash.  I think they believed in ghosts.


I rode on in silence, enjoying the views of the woods and swamps along the way.  Now Weedodi had changed back into himself.  It must have been an imposter, a demon, telling me that story.  That is what the real Weedodi assured me.  Sometimes I thought Weedodi could easily be diagnosed with mental illness—but remember, he is a wee gray mouse.  We traveled in silent peace and arrived safely.  Alexandra and the baby met me at the station.


“Get back, get back, get back to where you once belonged,” sang the Beatles.  As Alexandra kicked open the door for me with her long slender leg I noticed the Let It Be CD cover saving the passenger’s seat for me.


“We can play it again,” she smiled.


“For Sam?” I said, happy.


“We’ll get a moment to discuss him when little pitchers aren’t around,” she responded, pointing with her eyes to the back seat where Leah sat strapped into her safety chair.

     “Leah! How’s gorgeous?”  I twisted around, settling into the front seat at the same time.  I fastened myself in for the tortuous ride through the foothills of the Berkshires.


“Coo, coo,” said the baby, examining the end of the cookie in her hand joyfully.  She behaved like such a classic toddler that I sometimes felt she was consciously acting the part of the beautiful three year old who rather enjoyed her position as the youngest in our large extended family.


“Sahm-Sahm-phone-phone-Daddy,” she continued.


“See what I mean,” Alexandra smiled.  Your brother Sam called last night.”


“So you’re worried about me,” I said, getting comfortable and enjoying the freedom inherent in a conversation with Alex that got going as we relaxed into the ride.


“Not really, Aunt Rita!”


“Okay!”  I looked around happily, enjoying the countryside.  The hills around us were green with pine; but they were everywhere else etched in gray or taupe (I thought, Weedodi’s color) where the deciduous trees were had few leaves.  Birches stood out in the landscape like hands wearing white gloves, making gestures beckoning us into the wilderness.  Snow pelted the windshield.


“The boys will be sledding at Scottie’s party this afternoon I guess huh?”  I prodded Alex to talk.  She did; and we rode happily along.


“Kirsten called last night too,” She began.


“Oh yeah?  You don’t mean K-I-K-I?”


Alex laughed awkwardly like she didn’t understand.


I explained, “The last time she called me I was in the hospital.  When the woman who answered the hall phone came to get me, she said, ‘It’s your sister, K-I-K-I.’  Apparently Kirsten had spelled out her name to this phone guard.  Then, she hadn’t gotten enough of a response; and when I answered the phone she spelled out her name again, making sure I got this game.”


Alex groaned, and Leah cooed.


“That’s kind of funny,” Alex mused.


“It’s just her unique sense of humor, I guess,” I agreed. 


“K-I-K-I, K-I-K-I,” the baby cried, getting the game better than me or Alexandra.


“L-E-A-H…” I went on a few times.  Then we settled into silence, as the snow came at us in big wet flakes.  This weekend was going to last forever.

 
As we turned into the long driveway, frozen into muddy brown ruts, I invoked my endless curiosity about my older sister.


“So what did Kirsten have to say to you and Scott?  What’s the latest prophecy?”  It was safe to ask because the conversation would end in a minute or two, I figured, when we would get out of the car in the warm basement garage.  Alex knew I wanted to hear about what Kirsten would see in her crystal ball about me:


“She goes on and on about your inevitable suicide.   She says she’s heard that if you don’t succeed in your first attempt, you try and try again until you finally die.”  Alex looked a little green around the gills.  Now it was my turn to groan.  It was unbelievable to me that Kirsten cared so much.  Her mind worked overtime, but so did mine, so I understood.


“I wish she would stick to books, fantasy, and other clearly psychic phenomena,” I pondered.  “It’s when she messes with reality that she gets spooky.  She’s right about so many things, that’s the problem.”


“I’m sure she’s wrong about this though, Aunt Rita.  I know you would always think of Scottie and Leah before you would go through with a serious attempt at the violence of self-murder.”


“Hey, that’s true,” I said lightly.  But Kirsten had broken through my terrible denial about the dangers of schizophrenia.  I had tried to murder myself before; and I guessed it was possible I would try again.  But I normally gave this no serious thought.  It was just another of my behaviors that I did not examine or explore.

     “I finally understand why my only sister cheered me on every time I went to the psyche ward.  She actually thought I might die.  I had always felt defeated when she called, sounding so happy I had been admitted again.  This last time though, when she seemed to think I wouldn’t recognize my own sister’s voice so that she had to spell out her name, really grated on me.  Of course, that doctor had put me in a terrible mood, altering my chemistry.”


Alex stopped in her tracks in her mind; I could see her eyes do a double take.  Her large brown irises looked like points.


“What do you mean?”  She spoke clearly, serious as death.


“You sure you can hear this?” I asked, in a rare attitude, doubting the degree of her compassion.


“Try me!”  She spun the wheels into a spot off of the driveway and glanced at Leah in the rear view mirror.  The baby had fallen asleep.


“Well, it’s pretty weird.  The last time I was put in a hospital bed—I was tired—a doctor did something really weird.”


Alex was listening, quiet.  She didn’t speak, fearing I would stop the story, as I knew I often did, inexplicably.  But this was something I sought relief in telling.


“I was following him around, repeating over and over, ‘I need to be admitted.’  It was a Monday morning, always busy—almost humid, there was so much human breath in the mental health clinic.  He was pacing, it seemed, rather than walking.  Monday morning wasn’t so good for anyone there apparently.  When he had gathered together my admittance paperwork, he sat me down in his cubicle.  He sat too.”


“ ‘Now I’m gonna give you some smack,’ he said.”


“I was used to trusting doctors when I felt or feared I needed to be admitted.  I lied to myself—something I then knew I was starting to do increasingly—pretending I didn’t know ‘smack’ was a nickname for heroin.  And I let him hold my limp arm while he fished in his jacket pocket for a syringe and a plastic baggie with white stuff in it.  He shot me up and I was out cold.”


“That really happened, Alex.  And though one doctor told me I had been ‘high’ when I first came into the ward, which I don’t remember, they made no attempt to find out where that heroin in my system came from.  Alex, I remember how cold that psyche ward was.”


“Wow, weird,” Alex mused, and spun us back into the driveway.  Then Leah shouted “Scottie!” and we both jumped.  She sounded like a grownup.  Twisting around backwards though, I saw a baby hand covered with wet cookie and a baby finger pointing ahead.  In a microsecond, we saw what she was pointing at, an ambulance and Scottie on a stretcher.  Alex pulled up to the garage with a screech and we could see the relief in Scottie’s eyes.  Boys in sledding gear stood around quietly.


“They think he broke his collarbone,” said Tony, Scottie’s current best friend.  


“Oh my God,” Alex mumbled, moving, like someone dreaming, toward Scottie as the medics lifted the stretcher into the back of the ambulance.  The red lights reflected in the snow looked like the solid unblinking eyes of a fly, it occurred to me, as I stood off to the side holding Leah in my arms.


“Aunt Rita!”  Scottie craned his stiffened neck in my direction as they reached to shut the back doors.  “I heard God say something when I crashed,” he said, with a voice clear as light.


“Thank you for telling me, Scottie.  Be well, sweetheart,” I said.


“We’ll follow the ambulance, Alexandra,” my brother Scott was saying as he held her tight, both of their eyes closed.  “You stay here with the baby, Aunt Rita,” he nodded as he led his dazed wife to the passenger seat.


“It’s okay, Aunt Rita,” the baby spoke as Scott revved up the engine, her voice again oddly like an adult’s.  But as they all drove away a second later, she was cooing and spilling real tears onto my shoulder.


“Hoome, hoome,” she said over and over.


“Yes, baby, we’re home,” I answered, longing for my own home, empty as it was.  Too much reality of this kind created cruel exacerbation of my illness.  A few hours later, I was back on the train—this time with Leah—heading south to New York City, where Scottie’s birthday party was held in the hospital.  I arrived home late that night.
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