One

When they woke up the next morning it was raining.  They stayed home and talked.

“Why were you so upset when Bryant killed that rat?”

“It was a mouse.”

“No. I think it was a small rat.”

“It was—do you really want to know?”

“Yes, Rita.”  Griffin lit a Marlboro Light.  He glanced at the pewter ashtray, full from the night before.  “Let’s quit smoking.”

“Soon,” said Rita.

“Tell me about the rat, or the mouse,” he said.

“I’m not supposed to tell,” she said.

“Yes you are.  You have mental illness.  Sharing with others diminishes isolation.  Besides, you can tell me anything.”  Griffin put out the cigarette.  “Let’s quit smoking.  Now.”

“Okay, Griffin.  That mouse was my Weedodi.  He was my pet.  For a long time, he talked to me.  He was my very best friend.”

“I know, Rita, you told me about him when we were meeting in the park, before we went into the hospital.”  Griffin talked softly.

“I know, Griffin, but I don’t think you understand.”  Two tears pushed out of either tear duct.

“Come on, sweetheart, it’s okay.  He was telling you to kill yourself.  That’s not good.”

“He was disappointed in me.”  Two more tears came.

“What did you ever do to disappoint him?”  Griffin was indignant.

“I would do anything for him,” Rita said.

“Including killing yourself?  That’s no good.”

“Can I have a cigarette?”  Rita looked insecure.

“Yes, but soon we’ll quit.  Promise you’ll stop smoking with me soon.”  Griffin felt helpless.  He lit her cigarette with his purple lighter.

“Weedodi likes me to smoke.  He says writers always smoke.  He wanted me to write.”  Rita was recovering her energy as she dragged on the cigarette.

“That ought to tell you something.  Cigarettes will kill you.  It’s suicidal to smoke.”  Griffin tried to avoid their first fight by reaching out and stroking her silvery hair.

“Weedodi took care of me when I felt so alone,” Rita started to explain.

“But Rita, he wasn’t real.  This is classic schizophrenia.”  At moments like this Griffin felt he should have been a psychiatrist.

Rita looked scared.

“But Weedodi was real.  Bryant saw him and killed him.”  Lines formed, running outside her nose and around her lips.  She started to cry.

“Why did Bryant kill Weedodi?”  Rita sobbed.  “Now I’ll never get to talk to him again.”  Tears were streaming down on either side of those lines.

“That’s right, Rita.  All it was, was a voice—a hallucination.  You only imagined he could speak to you.  Mice cannot talk.  Even human beings are unable to talk directly, mind to mind.  Rita, it’s a good thing that rat died.  Now you can quit imagining his voice.”

“Griffin, it was a little mouse.”  Rita wiped her eyes.

“Go splash some water on your face, honey.”  Griffin got up and stood naked by the window when Rita left the room.  It was a dark day.  Rain made vanishing shapes on the window.

I hope she can really hear me, he thought.  When I speak sometimes it’s as if she listens for meaning beneath my words—meaning I don’t fathom.  And that breeds isolation.  It’s good to have your own thoughts, but balance is necessary between what is internal and what is external.  Then again, who am I to instruct her?  I have the same tendency to give more credence to my own thoughts than I give to any external reality.

Rita came back into the room.  She was carrying his clothes, neatly folded, newly laundered.  She seemed strangely changed, refreshed, recovered.

“Don’t stand by the window, Griffin.  Put some clothes on, at least.”  Rita dumped out the ashtray.

She moved toward him and he scooped her up and dropped her on the bed.

Life was wonderful.

They spent the day having such conversations.

*****

Jane called that night.

“I have been trying to reach you for weeks!  Where have you been?”  Jane knew, because this had happened before.  But she knew too how to get Rita to talk.

“I was in the hospital, Jane, and Griffin was there with me.”  Rita sounded strong.

“You mean the handsome young man?” Jane asked.

“Yes.  My true love, Griffin, and I signed ourselves into the hospital on St. Valentine’s Day.  Jane, Weedodi had been telling me to kill myself.”  Now Rita spoke quickly, but calmly.

“Oh?” Jane asked.

“Yes.  Griffin says it was just a voice.  He says I imagined the whole thing, and then the voice turned against me and wanted me to die.  He says I was turning against myself, unconsciously.”

“But Rita, I believed in Weedodi, with all my heart,” Jane said.

“I know, Jane.  Griffin says we had a joint hallucination when Weedodi first came to talk to us,” Rita said.

“But I don’t hallucinate.  Never in my life!”  Jane almost shouted.

“I know, but I do have mental illness.  Sometimes people can get sick together,” Rita said.

“Is that like mental retardation?  But you are one of the most intelligent people I have ever known.”

“Don’t doubt the intelligence of people with mental retardation!  No, thank you, Jane, mental illness has nothing to do with mental retardation.  In my case, my mind works quickly and accurately.  I am able to solve difficult problems creatively.  But my mind gets sick sometimes.  Haven’t we talked about this before?”  Rita asked.

“Yes, but not very fully,” said Jane.  “I always thought we should avoid the subject.  It seemed like it might make matters worse to talk about it.”

“Well, Jane, sometimes that is true.  It’s easy to question yourself and fall into all kinds of self-defeating doubts if you focus on your illness too much.  But Griffin says sharing these things is essential.”

“Well, we have shared this illness, because I felt Weedodi’s power was real.  So I guess we should share this phase, when you have lost your belief in him.”  Jane could not help talking this way.  After all, she was a poet, not a social worker.

“Jane, Weedodi is dead.  As Griffin sees it, they found a rat in my room at the hospital and killed it.”

“Oh my God, no!” cried Jane.

Now Rita was strong.

“Jane, he wasn’t even a mouse.  He was a small rat.  I never wear my glasses, so I never saw him clearly.”

“Rita, we have lost a source of vast poetic power.  Don’t you understand?  The most unusual form of communication I have ever experienced has been destroyed.”  Jane was sobbing.

Rita spoke quietly.  “That was the concept you and I shared.  Actually, when you think of it, it was a creative way of dealing with the pain we were both in at the time.  You had lost your lover to cancer, and I had had no one for too, too long.”

“So you think we found a solution that didn’t really exist?”  Jane sounded hopeless.

“No, Jane, the solution does exist and is very real.  Together, we have enormous artistic potential.  If our minds can merge and reify something like this, just think what we can do if we resolve to inhabit reality?”

“Rita, who killed Weedodi?  I still cannot believe it.”

“A really nice guy.  A security guard who mingles with the patients.  He was kind of a guru around the ward.  A real spiritual kind of person.”  Rita took a deep breath.  She had never doubted Bryant’s goodness, even when she wailed, unable to understand his actions.

Jane stopped crying.  “You know, Rita, you make sense.  In truth, I never really saw Weedodi, or heard him.  But I felt his impact on you, and that was enough for me.  A rat is a dangerous animal.  You were not safe until he was dead.”

“Well, I’ve been talking to Griffin about it all day,” Rita said.  “I was upset too at first.  Just this morning I was crying my eyes out.”

“Rita, this means we are incredible, especially when we work together.”

“I know, Jane.”

“Now let me go, pal o’ mine.”

“Okay.  Thanks, Jane, for calling so much.”

“Right-o.”

“Bye”

“Bye”

Griffin had fallen asleep while the women talked.  Now he rolled over and opened one eye. 

“Let’s quit smoking,” he said.

“Okay,” said Rita.  She felt good.

“When?” He asked.

“Tomorrow,” said Rita.

“Okay,” he said.

“Goonight,” she said.

“Goonight, Goonight,” he said; and he pulled her into his snuggling arms.

“Goonight: that’s what Tom always says.”

“Who’s Tom?” He yawned.

“I’ll tell you tomorrow,” she said.
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