Seven

“Hi.  I’m Griffin, Rita’s boyfriend.”  A tall, sandy haired man who looked like he could be Rita’s brother dressed sloppily in a wedge wood blue hospital gown put out his hand to Alexandra.  

She whirled.  Leah pointed.

“Don’t point, Leah,” she said.  “Nice to meet you, Griffin.  Alexandra Morts.”

“Rita’s dream man, that’s who I am,” he said, and he looked at his attire, scoffing.

“She’s my husband’s sister,” Alexandra said, turning away from the elevator.  She looked here and there, asking Griffin if he could talk more with her patient eyes.

“Let’s go into the lounge, if you have a minute, Alexandra.”  He dropped his voice and leaned toward her.  He was tall.  “I know where Rita is, if Bryant’s plan worked.  He’s a friend of mine.  Nice guy.”

Alex smiled, a little more relaxed.  They moved a few feet and sat on stiff plastic chairs.  Leah pointed again.

“Mich-igain?” she asked.

“How’d you know I’m from Michigan?” Griffin made a baby face at Leah, who looked back, dignified.

“Great Aunt Hannah,” Leah sighed.  It was a long story.

Griffin glanced at Leah.  He knew how she felt.

“How should I begin?”  He asked.  “Alexandra, thank you for helping Rita.”

Alexandra sighed, like her daughter, and unwrapped a cookie for her.  “Let’s just hope she’s okay,” she said.  “But I didn’t know you were here too,” she ventured, despairing.  “How did this happen?”

“On Valentine’s Day, we signed ourselves in to the hospital.  We did it together as a sign of our eternal love for each other.”

“Really?”  Alexandra warmed up.  She felt so romantic inside.

“Yes.  I had heard about a drug called Risperdal, and I thought we could both benefit from it.  They did studies of street schizophrenics—like me—and found that adjusting their dopamine level helped them get well.  We got the prescriptions we needed.”

“Why should I have felt so strongly about getting Rita out of here then?  I question myself as you speak,” Alexandra whispered.

“No—you were right.  Just yesterday they warned her she might be sent to a state hospital.  Her delusions show.  Mine don’t so much, though they are just as intense.”  A shadow of worry passed over his face.  But bursting with gratitude toward Alexandra, he went on.  You look like an angel to me, especially with this little one by you.  You definitely did the right thing.”

“I’ll get you out too.  Do you think Bryant could use this?”  She fanned some bills off the edge of her wallet, drawing them slightly out of her jammed pocketbook.

“He probably could,” Griffin laughed, happily, “but he doesn’t need it.  He is planning to sneak me out the back stairs when he comes up here again.  We have it all arranged.  I’m dressed, under this hospital gown.”  

Alexandra saw the hem of some blue jeans above a new pair of silver sneakers.  He never had looked ashamed and really undressed, as so many of the other patients did as they roamed around in the distance, she mused.

“In fact, I hope you will accept some of my humble labor in exchange for the money you paid Bryant this morning.”  He spoke quietly.  No doctors were near in any case.  They had finished their perfunctory rounds hours ago.  “I’m good with computers,” he said, his face open, his chest expanding under the gown.

“We’ll see,” said Alexandra.  “I think I’ll go now.  Here’s my cell phone number.”

“Thank you so much,” said Griffin.  It’s unbelievable how you turned things around today.”

“We’ll be in touch,” said Alexandra, smiling warmly.  She left.

After he wandered the streets of Manhattan for a few meaningless days, Griffin hiked over to the address on Third Avenue Rita had given him.  The door had no doorknob.  He rang the bell.  A Middle Eastern man smiling through wire-rimmed spectacles poked his head out.

“Hi.  I’m Griffin, Rita’s boyfriend.  You must be Narughi,” he said, automatically putting out his hand to another man.

“Yes, hello,” he answered, fully emerging.  He turned his mouth up and made as if to yell upstairs.

“Shh,” said Griffin.  “I want to surprise her.”

“Okay,” said Narughi, motioning him to go up.

Griffin got to the top of the steep Victorian staircase, the last flight of which was held to a metal contraption over a skylight by a wire.  He followed a light off to the right past a washing machine in an alcove painted glaring yellow.  Yes, he felt, and he used the orange toilet.  It had been painted orange day glow in the late sixties.  The paint had stripped off so the seat was white, but the back was still a bright tangerine.  

Then, feeling very sure, he peeled off his clothes and stepped up into the tub that stood on feet underneath exposed pipes painted purple.  He let the hot water shower him, feeling the relief of a downpour after a season of drought.

“I love her,” he felt.

Rita wondered who had come up the stairs.  Someone was taking a shower and she had to pee.  It was her practice to pee regardless of who was in the shower, and she opened the red door to the bathroom, grabbing its wood from the bottom and pulling it across the threshold, since there was no handle on the outside.  She sat down on the toilet with her chin in her palm.  

“Whose clothes are those,” she wondered, “with a blue hospital gown spilling out of the blue jean jacket?”  

“Oh my God, it’s Griffin,” she said out loud.

“Flushing!” she said then, as if she were back in the girls’ dormitory.

She was happy.  She took off her clothes and mad a neat pile of them away from the spray of the shower on Narughi’s Persian scatter rug by the heavy tub.  Then, thinking Weedodi would want her to keep them near, she kneeled and searched for her keys in her right jeans pocket.  She put the key ring around her index finger and opened the white shower curtain that draped over a metal pipe encircling the shower and hanging from another wire attached to the ceiling.

“Put your keys down,” he said.

“Hush,” she said, tossing the keys out onto her pile of clothes.  “Narughi might hear.”

“He won’t mind,” said Griffin, wrapping his wet arms around her, closing the curtain.
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