Three


“How do you feel now that you’re taking medication?” asked Dr. O’Connor, motioning with the hand his pen was in for her to sit in the leather chair opposite his desk.  He was so surprised and delighted that she had stopped by on the way home from the hospital that he did not even bother to send her back to the front desk to sign in officially.  Above her black jeans a V-necked cotton doctor’s shirt looked a little too casual compared to Rita’s usual stylishness, but she seemed unchanged otherwise.  You’d never know she had just come from the psyche ward, he thought.


“It was weird.  Just moments after I was called to the medicine cart for my first dose of that little oblong shaped orange pill I started to feel calmer,” said Rita.


“Still smoking?” asked Dr. O’Connor, somewhat ruefully.


She nodded and shrugged.  It was like he hadn’t seen her for years and expected cataclysmic changes.  “At the hospital, I couldn’t smoke.  There was a guy there—a Hasidic Jew with a stiff black hat and curling sideburns and a black jacket, which he wore over his hospital gown—who kept chanting over and over, ‘I wanna go to Maimomedes.  I wanna go to Maimomedes.’  He had heard they let you smoke on the ward at Maimomedes Hospital.”


“You used to be able to smoke at Maimomedes.  I doubt if they let you do that anymore,” said the doctor.


“Well, after a couple of weeks I got permission to go on Group Walk.  Two nurses would take us around the block and we’d all buy cigarettes and smoke in the park for fifteen minutes.”


“Risperdal will make you feel less anxious.  In fact, sometimes it’s prescribed for anxiety.  Maybe since you feel less anxious you will want to smoke less,” said Dr. O’Connor.


“I smoke for pleasure,” asserted Rita.  “At certain moments, only pleasure makes sense to me.”


“You smoke because you’re addicted,” he said.  He paused for a minute, and then wrinkled his nose, pushing up his glasses.  “And you’re addicted because you like it.”


He smiled.  “You’d have to like it, to be willing to pay what it costs to smoke,” he said.  “Speaking of money, Risperdal is not cheap either.”  He sized her up, financially, and she didn’t look rich.


“How much does Risperdal cost?” she asked.


“A 4 mg. per day supply will run you a little more than $400 a month,” he said.


“I guess Medicare doesn’t cover prescription drugs,” she said.  “I may be getting Medicare soon.  The social worker at the hospital helped me apply for Social Security Disability Insurance.  She said Medicare comes with it.  But I won’t get my first Social Security payment until six months have passed.”


“I suppose you have worked too much to get SSI.  Medicaid comes with that.  Medicaid covers prescription drugs,” said the doctor, knowingly.


“You’re right.  The worker said my only hope was for Social Security,” said Rita, looking grim.


“I can supply you with samples for a while,” he said.


“That can’t last forever.  What can I do?  I’d like to try Risperdal for a few more months anyway.”  She smiled proudly.  She was glad she had capitulated.


“I’d like you to try it for a few years,” he said.  “The pharmaceutical company that makes Risperdal does have a program called ‘Janssen Cares,’ named after Dr. Janssen, who invented Risperdal.  If you’ve tried other insurance options and they haven’t worked out, they’ll supply you with Risperdal until you find another way of paying for it.”


“Really?” she asked, grateful ahead of time.


“They’ll mail the pills to me month by month.  I have another patient for whom Janssen Cares has been good.”


“I’m not sure I want to take medication for years, doctor.  Do you really think I’ll be sick that long?” she asked.


Dr. O’Connor spoke carefully.  “As the chemistry of your mind changes, and your mind grows calmer and healthier from taking the drug, Risperdal changes your behavior, over time.  In turn, your thoughts and feelings change, because they are influenced by your behavior.  Your actions or behaviors have an impact on how you feel and think.  As your thoughts and feelings change, your behavior redoubles in change again.  This process takes years to complete.  You will need to take Risperdal for a long time to reap these benefits fully.”


“How does the process start?” asked Rita.


“The chemistry of your brain is disturbed.  Whether that imbalance caused your illness, or whether your illness caused the disturbance, we don’t know.  Without going into complicated biochemistry, let’s just say Risperdal restores balance to your brain.  In time, that affects how you feel and think,” he said.


“Yeah—already I’m more relaxed with my feelings.  I feel what I feel and I figure whatever I feel, that’s okay.  Before, I was always judging and criticizing myself,” she said.


“What about the fantasies?”


“What do you mean, fantasies?” she asked, ingenuous.  “Actually I met someone named Griffin and I’m pretty sure he’s real but my feelings about him feel like fantasies.  I haven’t had such feelings about someone real for such a long time.  I can’t even really tell if he’s real or if I imagined him.”


“You mean your friend from Gramercy Park?” he asked, his eyes wide.  “You’re still not sure who is real and who isn’t?”


“I guess not.” She looked at her dessert boots.  “They killed my best friend.”


He didn’t say anything.  He waited for her to say more.


“In the hospital,” she explained.  “A security guard killed my best friend—the main object of my fantasies, you might say.”


“You mean the hospitalization made you approach life more rationally and some of your fantasies died?” he asked.


“I guess so,” mumbled Rita.  Then she left Dr. O’Connor’s office.
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