Six

“So whom do you hear, my dear?”  That same taunting voice woke me up.  Apparently, I had slept through the night.  My digital clock read exactly 4 AM.

“Ahem, whom do you hear?”

“You sound like a poet I once knew named Jarrell,” I mumbled, carelessly, gathering myself together to go out for coffee and cigarettes. I glanced at my reflection in my broken mirror, sighing angrily.

“How do you look this morning, my dear?”

“I don’t hold you to your game; don’t hold me to mine,” I offered, despairing.  I hated sexual attention of this kind, false and unfeeling.  I felt very deeply how mussy I must appear.  (Mussy was a word my mother used when I had forgotten to care about how I looked.) He was quiet.  I went out into the harsh cold.  Breakfast at the nearby diner helped, but when I had used up my options after that and returned to my room, nothing had changed.

I went downstairs to the kitchen to set up my coffee.  It was quiet there.  The round parti-colored clock on the Con Ed building read 8 AM.  My roommates were all still asleep.  It was Sunday morning.  I drudged up the stairs with my tray.  I had nowhere to go but back to my room.  I so longed for peaceful solitude, which I was used to finding there.

When I closed my door, a woman spoke.  My hopes were fast dashed.

“Dear girl, do you write?” she said sarcastically, and I knew it was Virginia Woolf long before she asked me to identify her.

“I don’t write much,” I answered, hangdog.

“But I see your dissertation on my shelf!”

Could the sarcasm only be my paranoia?  How could I escape this attack?  Sleep was impossible at this point.  I felt more fearful than I usually did. It was all as real as any elitist soiree I had ever attended.  Writer after writer introduced herself/himself to me, piercing me with questions about my own literary skills whenever they could weave them into the conversation.  For some reason, I found it easy to recognize them by their voices.  Also, I noticed that each voice emanated from a book she or he had written.  I had quite a lot of books.  

“And who am I?”  Another woman spoke, and again the British accent gave her away.

“You are Doris Lessing!” I shouted.  Could any of my roommates hear?

“And why do you smoke so much?”  I had read about her mammoth coffee consumption, but I didn’t fight back.

There was silence.  My paranoia had always told me Lessing hated me, ever since I asked her an insipid question at a talk she gave in Boston when I was teaching at Harvard.  But the quiet continued now.  Lessing was the first one to speak who was still alive.  Somehow, it was less unnerving to speak to the others, who were actually ghosts.

This went on and on.  Could these writers—Weedodi whispered “poets” every time I said that word—really hate me?  Could I be so condemned, simply for collecting the books they spoke from, each one representing my admiration for their authorship?  I stopped my thoughts dead: I would throw away their books, condemning their voices to the garbage room downstairs in the hallway.

I felt that any move I might make would look like slinking.  The only legitimate action available to me seemed to be lighting a cigarette or sipping coffee.  Nothing I could do seemed to convey the look of innocence I strove for.  I felt that my appearance must defend me against this attack.  Every word they said implicated my guilt.   Way deep down inside I knew I had done nothing wrong.  

“Why fake that sweetness, dear?”  This was a man’s voice, and somehow it was different.  My room was now quiet except for this one voice.

Hope returned with this question, which was oddly kind.  I opened the heavy dark blue curtains and saw snow beating across the windows. I felt that I was not especially sweet or innocent.  But still it didn’t seem fair that my desire to project a wholesome image should be so obvious.  Who was this masked man?  I laughed.  His voice boomed.  

“Who are you friends with?”  It seemed like he was covering up his natural generosity with an intentionally stingy tone.  I could relate to that.  I liked him.

     Where were my friends after all?  I thought of my lovely Persian landlord, my brother Scott’s friend who “understood” that I had mental illness.  But as I raced through thoughts of my activities during the past month I realized that everything I had done had been done alone.  It didn’t feel that way though, for Weedodi’s ever-presence. In any case, was it a crime to go through life alone?

The oddest thing happened next.  Peter called me on the phone.  He always seemed to call at the right moment though, so I didn’t complain, but rather took it as providential.  He just called to say hello, and let’s meet for coffee sometime.

     Peter’s call then helped me to remember that I had had a visitor.  A-Y-E had been here.  I muttered.  I heard myself mutter.  I went back to bed.  I got up nervously.  I needed a cigarette.  

     “Who is your friend?”  He had heard me mutter.  He boomed; then he was silent.

     “Turn out the light.”  Weedodi spoke from the light bulb, which dangled and dimmed when I looked at it.  The room was full of snowy winter light, obscuring the single light in the room.

     Weak, I had nothing else to do.

     “Goonight, goonight,” the voice boomed.

    I didn’t answer.  I lay down on my bed and turned on my side and closed my eyes nice and tight.  I waited sternly for sleep.  Weedodi curled up into the crevice of my middle.

“Is it over yet, Wee?” I whispered.


He didn’t answer.  I fell asleep.  I slept for days.
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