Three

Some years later, I lived in a dingy apartment on Third Avenue in Lower Manhattan with my yellowing books, my profuse and sprawling plants, and a mouse.  The mouse loved me but often could not find me, since much of the time I was lost.  Diagnosed with schizophrenia from the time when my Harvard teaching career ended, I spent my days trying to write, drinking coffee, and staring at the mirror at a woman who was peering back.  She had pale blue eyes and a long cascade of silver hair.  I did not know if she came that way or if I had done it to her.

Every afternoon I went for a walk along the river or up an avenue, to watch my reflection slide past the windows.  I was one of the walking wounded you often see in New York talking to the air, smiling at signs that spoke a secret language, and always busily engaged in playing The Game.  The Game was an elaborate set of rules that my cohorts and I made up for mutual protection.  Some of the rules I have forgotten, but others remain indelible.  The reason I am telling you this now is to help me understand who I was, who I have become, and how I survived the transition.  This is my story.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

There once was a little gray mouse named Dodi.  His skin sagged, like an elephant’s; but his eyes were clear and bright as a baby’s.  I first discovered him in the corner of my room where my plants huddled together like ghosts afraid of discovery.  I had heard him crunching inside the walls.  I could not remember when that noise, confined to night time, started; but I clearly recall when I first spotted him among my plants.  He froze when I turned on the light.  His eyes were wild with fright and sheer animal energy.  It was I who named him Dodi, or so I felt.  And yet it had always been his name.

His downcast eyes and slumped shoulders melted all my wonted defenses.  He would look away shyly when I tried to make eye contact with him.  I could relate to that.  This little wee Dodi—Weedodi, I called him—seemed to need me too.  I felt that he opened his heart to me in those first few seconds when I found him, before I fell back into my accustomed fear and wariness.  In those few seconds, when I gazed into his wild eyes; before I was once again lost in my routine of waste, my routine of repetitive lack; in those few seconds when I met his gaze openly, shocked to think that he could love me too, my destiny formed.  I had a glimpse of salvation.

Lost and alone, I wander, lost and alone, or so he told me, merely in his glance, in this glance, in this moment that told me so much. I too felt I had long wandered lost and alone.  But now I was with him, sharing this feeling.  So I found myself when I found him.  I was no longer alone. I was with my Weedodi, a tiny mouse.

From the beginning, he talked to me this way.  This was for me a miraculous gift.  It was never a question of why or how—it just was; and my suffering was over.  I had no problem extracting his voice from the chaos in my head, which for many years had been peopled with voices, both strange and familiar, and ranging from dull rote echoes of Puritan ancestors on both sides to outright auditory hallucinations.  But now this seemed entirely veridical.  It seemed to help me sort my brains out and even make sense of nonsense. Weedodi’s debut meant that I had found something stronger than myself.  

Somehow I could play games with him in my mind and still remain rational.  I knew, when Weedodi said “Jump!” and I looked at the ropes hanging from the side of the thirteen story building where I worked in Manhattan; when I saw the doors to the roof standing wide open; when he said “jump, jump, jump,” over and over; I knew not to jump.  I even named that voice brutal and cruel, condemning it to realms of darkness, whence I knew it must have come.  This couldn’t be my Weedodi, even in disguise.

So I heard:

“You are now talking to Weedodi.”

I didn’t jump.

“Do you love Weedodi?”

I didn’t say anything.  I didn’t want to be caught in a lie.  I felt I had to say:

“Well yes, of course!” or “Of course, ho hum,” like a bored wife to a husband.  And yet how could I “love” someone with whom I had never talked before?  And how could I “love” someone so strange?  In truth, I weakened.  I felt the fight in me draining out of me.  I said “Yes.”  From this beginning Weedodi acted as if he knew my mind better than I did.  At this juncture I was as weak-willed as a hypnotist’s subject.

     I was so alone.  I had said self-compromising things such as this before, to get people to “love” me.  I equated “love” with being accepted as non-threatening.  Here I have to say, reader, all this has a happy ending!  When I “was” what seemed to me to be threatening—daring, original, angry—I actually attracted more true friends than I had ever calculated on in these first days with Weedodi.  But way back when, forget it!  I had no separate being at that time.  Weedodi would wake me up and put me to sleep.  My life had no starch in it.  I was flimsy as an old towel.  

And yet at first the days went by like jewels going around a necklace.  I don’t know what my family thought of how I lived.  They surely saw that I spent all my time alone.  I suspect they thought I had mastered my needs and gloried in my solitude.  And yet the truth was I was never alone.  Later, I learned that others looked at me and marveled at my iron will, evident in my ability to hold my act together, solo.  And yet I was beginning to experience what it is to live without a will.  I know what it is to have your will taken away from you.  And yet the days were beautiful, gaining impetus as they ranged forward, faster and faster.  And after all, I did love my Weedodi, because it was love, or die.  Either choice was complex beyond bounds.  And yet it all started out just fun, and simple.
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