Ten

“There are things I’m not telling you,” I said, abruptly ending a conversation in which I had again resisted the “new medications” he had been pushing ever since I started coming.  Dr. O’Connor was sure the new drugs would be nothing like my early experiences with Thorazine.  I wanted nothing to do with any medication.  Remember, I strove for purity.

“Like what?” he asked, barely suppressing a devilish twinkle in his eyes.

“I’ve been talking to poets,” I began, straightening up and reaching for a cigarette.  Dr. O’Connor let me sneak cigarettes in his office, where a tall window with scalloped plaster decorations looked out toward Alphabet City.  He opened it when he saw I was about to light up.

“Well, you’re a poet yourself, aren’t you?” he asked.  “I’m glad you’ve made some friends,” he said.

“But they’re ghosts!” I almost shouted.

“Now, now, a friend is a friend,” he said, as with a vatic expression in his eyes he watched my smoke rings float away in the direction of Tompkins Square Park.

* * * * * * *


You might ask, what made me despair to the point where I accepted Weedodi as my master?  The simple trick would be to avoid or overcome the depression that made what he offered so attractive.  And yet, I was sick.   Why did I believe so strongly in Weedodi’s guidance?  After all, he was such a tiny thing, and by all accounts, my little pet, rather than ruler of my life. 


Why?  He filled a void inside me that had been getting bigger and bigger.  I seemed to be getting lonelier and lonelier.  I fantasized more and more.  Then Weedodi came along and made me feel like I had been on a path, going somewhere.  In fact he told me stories of my life, interpreting painful events as part of a necessary process which had led me to him and his superior vision.  I had to go through this or that to where I had gotten—to him and his wisdom.  Eventually I got so I needed to hear these stories over and over again to stop the panic I would feel when I doubted him.  Actually I would often panic, afraid I was losing my mind, or worse.  My only answer was to get further and further into my relationship with Weedodi.  I became more and more isolated from my fellow human beings.


“Hey Rita,” someone said, and I jumped up in bed.


“Sam?” I spoke as if he had walked into the room.


“I’m the leader today.”  It was my brother Samuel’s voice, coming from the mantle holding held a row of books.


I didn’t ask what he meant.  I readily assimilated that a group of people had cohered, and that my brother was taking over the leadership that Tom had shown when he overpowered the other “poets” clamoring for my attention and silenced them.


“Tom is taking the day off,” he continued.


“What is this?” went my heart, pumping adrenalized blood through my system.


“Don’t worry, Rita, it’s okay.”  That was Scott’s voice, and I actually stopped worrying.  He was so quiet normally and I knew him never to speak an insincere word.  If he was part of the people Sam was leading, I was safe.


“I’m your leader too today, Rita,” Sam said.  “So it’s time for your coffee.  And remember, behave.  Your friends and of course your family are on your side, but we are watching you.  I am the leader today, but you have as much responsibility as I have.  You owe it to us to play your part, to bear your burden.  I am Samuel.  Now go to the kitchen.”


Again, you may ask why I participated in such insanity.  My life before all this started happening had been so empty—it may be that simple.  And I certainly had no idea what had vouchsafed me the honor of Sam’s or Scott’s “visit.”  I had never felt so loved as I did now, at least not enough to warrant so much attention.


I made my coffee; I dressed; and I sat down and smoked cigarette after cigarette.  I did all this without Weedodi’s help, which I had grown used to.  I had a new guide—my brother Sam, who was eleven years my junior, and who had a reputation for being impeccably moral.  Now: I did not know Sam or Scott loved me this much; but one thing I had always had was my love for them, and the other siblings.  I sat and contemplated.  Who else might be part of “this”?  Wouldn’t you have mused over these “appearances” in the same way?  Or would you have questioned the whole thing?


And as I smoked cigarette after cigarette, the despair you might have assumed would come to me in that situation—especially in the dull, quiet moments that gaped open between the times when these voices spoke clear as day—turned into my sense that this was a kind of lark.  The gist of my thoughts was: this has meaning!  Today Sam is the leader!  That must mean there will be others here, who have accepted his leadership.  And that must mean that there would be other days, and other leaders.  At long last, my life had meaning, and I finally had a role to play.  It was not time to consider what emptiness or lack of purpose had prepared for my willingness to participate in this new life, where occult experiences commanded that I ought to follow where this was leading.  Instead of despairing, I was inspired.  And I had always trusted Sam, and Scott.


“Just one thing,” said Weedodi.  “They will not speak of ‘this’ in ‘real life.’  Everyone will continue on as usual, pretending nothing out of the ordinary is happening.  So don’t breathe a word of this to anyone; and don’t ask too many questions right here in this room.  Come and go, come and go, and go on, aloof as ever.  Trust Weedodi.” 



I sat and pondered.  I waited for the games to begin.  And waited and waited.  Soon it would be noon, and time for a walk.


In the afternoon I traipsed around Saint Mark’s Place, a colorful street in the East Village that didn’t seem to have changed since the sixties.  As I went past shops out in the open air that created the atmosphere of an oriental bazaar, I was thinking about my brother Jeffrey, who (on his better days) bore a strong resemblance to Brad Pitt.  Jeff ran six miles a day, ate no fat, and had never smoked a cigarette.  His wife was pregnant for the second time.  Yet despite this normalcy, he seemed to sympathize with my kookiness better than anyone else in the family.  I never understood this until one day he sent me a book of stories he had written about a rich computer programmer who had secretly been transported to Pluto as a little boy whenever he rode a seesaw in his Missouri backyard.  The stories were full of poetic descriptions of our solar system from the Plutonian point of view.  In a note on a post-it stuck on the first page of his manuscript, he asked me never to tell anyone about his writing.  Such obscurantism was a painful family trait, I decided as I ruminated, for the stories were beautiful and haunting, and while I was in the neighborhood, I went to see Dr. O’Connor.  He agreed to meet with me even though dropping by in this way was “highly unusual.”


“It’s gotten really bad,” I said.  I was working up slowly to a confession.


“What has?” asked Dr. O’Connor.


“It’s not only the poets that talk to me.  My brothers are there, and I suspect many more people are waiting their turn,” I said.  “I’m telling you this as I would tell a friend, even though you’re my psychiatrist.”


“Your brothers and the poets are where?” he asked, ignoring my attempt to evade his professionalism.


“It’s not where they are that’s important.  They can be anywhere and they can still talk to me,” I blurted out.


“They have cell phones?” he asked, mischievously.


“I guess so, “ I mumbled.


“Look.”  He spoke firmly and quietly.  “It doesn’t matter that all this is going on.  You can have these fantasies.  Everyone fantasizes.”


“But I have such weird thoughts,” I said.


“Everyone has crazy thoughts.  I have crazy thoughts,” he said.


“You do?” I asked, relaxing.


He didn’t say anything.  He opened a drawer below his desktop, pulled out some medication samples in foil wrappers, and set them rattling upon his desk.


“Wanna try some medication?” he asked.


He seems to enjoy pretending to be evil, I thought, as I gathered up my cigarettes and my keys and stuffed them into my leather backpack and crossed over to the door.  I forgot to say goodbye, but when I turned back, he was on the phone.

*   *   *


I heard Samuel clear his throat.  It surprises me now that such details-- so easily overlooked in more normal frameworks for conversation, and achieving such significance in this supernatural setting—didn’t scare me.  My unusual relationship with Weedodi had transformed my sense of reality, extending my parameters of what I could accept and even welcome, half believing that my life had been enriched when I let him take the reins and lead me beyond what I used to think was possible.


Samuel cleared his throat again, and finding his desired silence, quietly spoke from his book, The Oxford Literary Guide to Great Britain and Ireland, as if it were a microphone.


“What are you planning to do with your life, Rita?” he asked.


I was shocked.  I was quiet.  He went on.


“Why do you dye your hair that white color?”


I couldn’t answer the first question.  I had never doubted his goodness, but I was not prepared for these direct challenges, bearing such infectious self-discipline.


“My hair is prematurely platinum,” I offered, and this was contagion too.  I had never felt so independent, consciously using language to please myself rather than to please or manipulate others.  I had such control of what I would or wouldn’t say.  I had often noticed, without understanding, that Sam usually paused before he spoke.  Now, I experienced personally what I had previously failed to understand.  This was taking each moment as having tremendous import.  And yet there was a lightness of heart, a sense that in the end everything would work out as long as I kept on keeping on.  There was power in movement, or more specifically, in engagement, especially in conversation with Samuel.  


“Really?”  He sounded happy.  His words were like the sound of a flute after my heavyhanded leaning on the timpani.


“Yes,” I said, this time imitating his joyful speech.  “No one seems to believe it is natural.”


To feel beautiful was a gift he had given me since he was a little boy. To relax into the simplicity of being beautiful; to feel that that was enough; reminded me of the freedom and joy availed me when I first saw Scott and Alexandra and their children after Weedodi had entered my life, situating me right in the middle of the darkness he had found me in and of which he had immediately made me aware.  His bright eyes had promised me that.  He would shine a light in that dreariness.  But Scott and his family saw light in me where he had seen only darkness, and when I saw them after my transformation effected by my new little mentor they reflected that light back to me.  Now Sam shone a star on me.


“That’s all, Rita.  But think about where your life is going.  I remember your story about Mom saying ‘You’re not getting anywhere’ when you told her you didn’t want to go to college,’” he said, loosely, free.


“But I did eventually go to college,” I said, strongly myself.


“And remember, Phi Bet!”


“That’s Phi Beta Kappa,” I said, answering my brother Ted, who lived in Minnesota.  (He had called me “Phi Bet” for years after I was elected to that ennobling society.)  But if Ted were here too, maybe I was going crazy after all.


“You can’t go crazy, Rita.  You are already mad as a hatter,” he said, clairvoyant as ever.  These words were kind, or intended to be, and I responded to that intention with all my heart.  His voice rang out clearly from his book, A River Runs Through It.


“I know.  Sam, is Ted here too?  Or is this the true woodsman, George?”  Now openly off balance, I quit hiding my perceptions, which hiding had all my life caused me unbearable pain.


“Did you hear him?” he asked, pausing fleetly, for one long second.  As for me I felt no compulsion to say more, to excuse or defend myself.


And yet still I answered,”Yes.”  He had such power to make me feel secure.


“So did I!”  And that was not Sam, but rather Scott, his voice ringing out from the Tao Te Ching.


This was going to be fun.


“Talk to you soon,” Sam said, again seeming to fly away, whoosh, out the window I opened to let some air into my overheated room.  Dusk was drawing near.


I was so happy that these “games” were going to be both serious and easy, considering that my whitening hair was a symbol of so much more than it seemed before today.  I had long called my little brother Superego Sam.  I thought of addressing him as such, suddenly grasping The Game.  But Ted (or was it George, coming from A River Runs Through It?)was talking again.


“Hey Rita, just one last thing…  I’ll show you how to make a life for yourself.  Just watch me, Fly Bait.” 


I was sure Fly Bait was more than one more reference to my election to Phi Beta Kappa.  Only two siblings could communicate about bullshit with such delicacy.


“Talk to ya soon Rita!”  Now he seemed to walk away, without letting me know where he was going.


I lit some incense.  Scottie had given it to me as a Christmas present.

*   *   *


I had had experiences like this before.  Once during the preceding spring, while sleeping, I felt my soul detach from my body and fly up to the ceiling.  I looked down at myself sleeping in my emerald green pajamas.  She looked back at me, and she became me, smiling, relaxed, at ease.  I felt that I was receiving a message from God.  


“Never do anything to harm yourself,” he seemed to say.  Next day, I felt loved and secure and happy.

     Now I was hosting a gathering of my family more exact, precise, and real than such vague hints from the supernatural realms.  At least three of my five brothers had introduced themselves to me over the Path, as I started describing it, short for telePATHy.


And now I heard Kirsten calling.


“Rita, Rita!”


I looked over to the books on the mantle, trying to discern which book my only sister would inhabit, thinking it might be Be Here Now.  But her voice seemed unattached to any of the books I was scanning.


“Rita, it’s Kirsten,” she said, and then I understood.  She was speaking from the answering machine.  I had been too absorbed in The Game to bother with such outmoded forms of communication as the telephone.  I hadn’t heard it ringing.  I picked it up, noticing that I must have turned off the ringer.


“Hi Kiki,” I answered, for the first time in my life using the nickname she had had since she was a baby.


“Hi Rita,” she said.  “What in hell is going on?  Your phone has been off the hook all day.”


Without waiting for an explanation, she went on.


“Besides, I’d like you to know, you are not living in reality.  You need to see a good psychiatrist.”


“What are you talking about, Kiki?”  She cared enough, I knew, to answer precisely what she meant.


“I can feel your vibrations, little sister, and they are completely divorced from reality.  I won’t say how I know, but I know.  And one more thing, on second thought, don’t tell any of your precious New York psychiatrists about whatever forms your delusions are taking.  I can feel it: they’d lock you up immediately and forever.  Goodbye.”


She hung up as swiftly and suddenly as my brothers had spoken and departed on the Path.  Now, I mused, she may be able to feel that something was going on, but she didn’t know enough about The Game to participate.  She was too innocent, and too full of hope for me.


Then it happened.  Not only my family, but my friends too could play The Game.


“I’m Jane.”


A-Y-E spoke from Leonard Cohen’s Beautiful Losers.


“I am the leader now and we are your Sisters of Mercy. I’ll call you on the phone in a minute.  I tried to reach you all day.  Most importantly, remember not to talk about The Game outside of this realm in normal, waking reality.”

“But Jane, I’m scared of the isolation I’ll be in; I’m afraid of being lost and alone in what looks just like some kind of delusion.  Still I trust your wisdom.  Are my other Sisters of Mercy here?  Please answer me.  This is starting to become painful.  I’m scared,” I said, speaking in the spirit of confession that so animates the gorgeous work of Leonard Cohen.

“Thank you for speaking to me so honestly, sweetheart.  But The Game is fun!  Don’t be afraid.  The only way to play is to be brave.  Answer the phone when I call,” she said, and departed in an instant.

I wondered who my Sisters were, besides my Kirsten.  How great it would be to have the women in my life gathered in my room just as my brothers had been.  Jane’s strong imagination, as usual, gave me courage.

The phone rang.  It was Jane and she didn’t mention The Game.  She told me she had been listening to some Leonard Cohen though, and that was close enough to a real hint.  We talked until we started pausing for minutes between sentences.  We had always made quite a game of this, relishing our mutual ability to be silent in each other’s company.

It occurred to me then that I too was a Sister of Mercy.  Jane had the idea that I must go out and buy some narcissus bulbs and plant them in a blue bowl filled with the kind of stones you find in fish bowls.  Reminded of her approach to life, I felt refreshed and complete.  Did I really have time and money for such a project?  I checked my wallet, and the clock, and found that I did.  When sent on errands of mercy toward myself, I often thanked God that I no longer held a job.  I went to K-Mart in search of the bowl and the stones and enjoyed being out in the light February air.  And of course Weedodi came with me.      
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