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"This above all: to thine own self be true… "
Polonius' advice to his son Laertes
William Shakespeare's Hamlet
There are those few seconds between an imminent car crash and the knowledge of its imminence. Time is suspended and it is those few, peculiarly elastic moments that stay in your memory long after the accident is over. Much longer than the squeal of tires or the grinding crash of the metal; these will wake you up in the middle of the night, shaking and trembling, when you least expect it. But those minute stretching seconds can wrap you in limbo, without your realizing their source. Those seconds are my life.
Holding a hand up to the wall to steady my stance, I glanced into the room to see whether there was a reason to go on living. I often feel a need to ask for that at this time of night after the effect of alcohol has turned from friendly to fierce and the memory of why I had started had quite completely disappeared. So it had. As was far too common, I had fallen into a Holden Caulfield sort of mood and there was little escape from the blistering doubt and cracked naivete.
Youth in America.
No, strike that; life in California.
Gurgle, gurgle, life down the drain, too clichêd? No. Life is a beach here, so all the t-shirts say, but the profundity does not beat the laughs. So. Where to? I sway my gaze around the room. Marlise; now there's a possibility. After all it was her party. She should be worth something. Her party, well sort of; my party. I mean given in my honour, rather, for the honour of my car. My dear departed car. Don't laugh. In LA, you are what you drive. I do not drive anymore. I smacked into the back of a Pontiac. I do not drive now.
I do not exist.
Marlise sees that I am depressed. Naturally she avoids me. Sunshine is the proper commodity here. Dark clouds are to be avoided, rain is to be waited out. In doorways, bus stops and store windows. After all, the sun will return, you just have to wait. Ignore it and it will go away.
Depressed people are taken the same way.
I tug on Marlise's shoulder. I know how she hates that. She hates to be touched. Odd. Consider the thousands she must put away a year on Estee Lauder. And then not to want her skin touched. But Burt looks the same way. All that mousse in his hair. I bet Ella could crack it with one of those high notes.
They're talking to Patty. Hamburger Patty, I call her. If there was ever anyone who truly defined the term Spam-for-brains, it's Patty. I annoy her considerably. I like to knock on her forehead and ask if there's anyone home. But being Patty she sooner or later (usually sooner) forgets what I have said and begs my advice on some vitally important issue - "Do you like think that he likes me? I mean, you know, I know he likes me, but does he like LIKE me?"
Ick.
Since I am being ignored here, I think to go out to the kitchen. This is America after all. There are always people in the kitchen. You know, I don't really think it's American, after all, it's a matter of food. People like to be around food. Unless, they're odd. Some are. I had a roommate once who hated food. It was the most disgusting thing I've ever seen. He said he enjoyed the feeling of being hungry, for pete's sake! He was creepy but I guess he was okay. But he almost made me join him the day I ran into him in the bathroom vomiting his lunch because he thought that food was bad for him. This was in college; yeah, I was in college. How did you think I got to be a teacher? An assistant professor, no less. Anyway, Ray, because that was the jerk's name, well, he got sent home eventually, and when I say home, I do mean home. They had to put him away. Into the looney bin, the cracker box, the nuthouse. I love euphemisms. I always encourage my students to use them. Some of them actually do.
My students are divided into two groups. Some hate me, some love me. I guess, strictly speaking there is a third group: those who just don't give a damn one way or another. That's a rather California attitude too, for the poor or poor of heart. There's not the desperation of the East. You won't freeze to death even in the winter here and there are always the tourists by the flock, just waiting to be sheared. But back to the love and hate, the ones that love me do so because they know they can do anything in the class and I will say OK as long as I can see they put a little effort and creativity into it. The ones that hate me, do so for the same reason. I teach in the wrong place. The loving group is always much smaller than the haters. These kids don't care. They are only here for the social life - a four year summer camp. For the most part, they will have jobs with Mummy and Daddy's firms, or companies or whathaveyou, when they get out. Spoiled little brats without an ounce of curiosity.
I hate them.
I envy them, too.
I remember the words of Daisy Buchanan, hoping her baby daughter would be a little fool. I wish I had been. Then I would be like so many of my students, comfortably numb and superficially happy. Wildly springing from party to dance to trip to love to fortune; instead of holding the razor poised over my wrist and trying to find a reason to believe for just one more night.
I am occasionally suicidal.
Obviously, I say and in saying, it is made clear; obviously I have not succeeded. A couple of close calls, a few just half-hearted attempts, too much self-pity. I have lost friends that way. No not friends, but acquaintances whom I mistook for friends, the friends that I needed on those endless nights when there is no more reason to stop, no reason to say "keep on", no reason to halt the blade from etching the crimson rivulets on my pale pink arm. Friends whose very existence is a reason to go on living: no one else cares. To the rest you are simply a nuisance, an embarrassment. "How could you embarrass me in front of all those people!" my acquaintance asked on the way to the hospital as my life continued to drip off my fingertips through the soaked bandages.
Actually, it wasn't in front of all those people.
To be factual: it was in the upstairs bathroom of somebody's house after dinner and drinks (no, not that many), and everyone else was downstairs gaily ripping to shreds their colleagues. Yes, one of those nights, which I always find depressing, and I had even worn the orange dress that I hated. Well, I don't have to wear it anymore. The blood wouldn't come out.
Well, I was afraid I had blown it as this happened in front of (so to speak) other department members. But of course - "only a woman" - they figured there was no reason I wouldn't recover. Such emotionalism was to be expected. When the chair patted my hand and assured me that my job would be waiting for me when I was ready to come back to it, I knew that it was his throat I should have cut instead. I shouldn't say that. People take the words seriously instead of the intent. Consequently, many of my colleagues consider me to be humourless and morose.
I happen to have a great sense of humour.
Wanna hear the worst joke I know? Okay. Have you heard about the new corduroy pillowcases?
They're making headlines.
Didn't believe me did you? The only thing that comes close is the mushroom joke, but it's just not as bad. I've heard my students telling the joke to new recruits. Makes me feel alright. My students took the attempt fairly well. At first they wouldn't admit that they even knew. But I know how gossip flies around the department - there are no secrets. Mostly, the students were curious. Once their shyness evaporated, they asked endless questions: what was it like, did it hurt (yes), was I glad to be alive, would I ever do it again, was I scared, was dying peaceful [a young Sylvia Plath type asked me that, I would keep my eye on her], was it difficult.
Was it difficult?!
One major change in the attitude of the students, who quickly came to accept the whole thing, was that there were no more jokes about the noose. I have one in my office. We'd kid about it, occasionally students would put it around their necks (usually it was the boys - I refuse to call a male under 25 a "man") and I even had my picture taken with it around my own gullet. But no more.
Whatever they may think of me, they all consider me just slightly dangerous, potentially destructive. There is a barely perceptible, what? Awe? I am an outlaw now. In the Us against Them, I am not quite an Us, but I am no longer a Them in any way. I am buffeted around somewhere in the Twilight Zone, adrift in the Caspian sea. All because I ran double-edged steel down my appendage.
Was it difficult!
Why else would I be traipsing around this phony party searching for something, the slightest wisp of a belief to sustain me through just the rest of the night. Not even tomorrow! I just want to live through tonight. I want to find a reason to believe that life is worth living, even if it is only transitory, even if there is no life after death, even if there is nothing but pain and misery and degradation waiting the rest of my existence, if it's perfect chaos, I just want one spindly reason to continue to draw breath, one.
Where are you, Albert Camus?
The ostensible cause for my attendance at this shindig, as I think I mentioned, is that is has been thrown in my honour or is that dishonour, of my dear, departed auto. Otherwise there would have been little likelihood of my appearance. I am well-aware that my absence has come to be preferred to my presence. The guests are my departmental friends, which I call them to differentiate them from my real friends. I would never call up departmental friends late at night and suggest a trip to Fatburger.
Truth to tell, I wouldn't do that to some of my real friends.
Oddly, I get a lot of pleasure out of life. Particularly the little things: wild flowers, wild clothes, green mohawks, a sunny spot in the grass, Venice Beach. I love a really good pizza. Sometimes I take off in the middle of the day to drive into Chinatown for dim sum. Life's great when little kids wave shyly from shopping carts.
Lust for life, eh?
So where do I go from here? I think I'll call TC He might help. He often does. I wish he were here, but he never comes to these things. He says social occasions sap your brain cells. I don't think he blames it on the margaritas either. Some of my other friends tell me that TC is crazy.
He's a painter.
He probably is crazy. I've seen him spend hours dabbing at a picture with, to me, no visible difference. And yet it will have made a world of difference to him. His face glows with pride and accomplishment. I envy him that. I can spend hours rewriting a sentence and never feel that it is right - only passable. TC says that I am a perfectionist. I point out to him my apartment, my office and my life, and the constant shambles that reign over each. It's true. My desk at school has to be excavated every other month. I always tell the departmental secretary that a clean desk is a sign of not having enough to do. Hers is always immaculate.
The truth is - a cluttered desk is a sign of no control.
No self control; I know a song with that title. It's a good description of my life. I can't quite figure out what's wrong. I think childhood has taken over. Remember Ginsberg's "Howl"? The best minds of his generation, eh? I was once considered to be leading up to that role; how else would a misfit like me end up at a prestigious college for rich brats - the only ones who can afford this place. I can't comprehend the chain of events that brought me here. I was definitely considered a risk, but a useful one. I remember when I was an undergraduate (oh so long ago, it seems) and my prof told us about Theodore Roethke teaching there and how he had climbed out on a ledge, several stories up, in order to illustrate a point to his class. I guess he came down all right, but there was talk of other incidents, vague tales of Druid rites in the woods. I'm not too sure. But it provides legends for the school and a bit of "colour" for the department.
I guess that's what they had in mind for me, here.
You know, the funny thing is I could never get enough of the stuff. I loved all those stories of eccentrics and drunks and the brilliance they spinned. It was all great. It was all I cared about. I wanted to be like that. All I wanted to be was a genius and a writer; it was the most wonderful life I could think of, to be one of them, the Roethkes, Fitzgeralds, Parkers and Plaths. On my first trip to New York, I danced in the Plaza Hotel fountain, just like Scott and Zelda, though without their aplomb.
It was frozen, you see.
But I became a writer; first, of scholarly papers that dazzled my mentors, then a novel that was so soundly denounced and praised that the time seemed ripe to get a job. Attractive offers were pouring in faster than I could sort them, so I took the most prestigious one available - which also had a monetary glow - and here I landed.
An eccentric drunk at a very expensive university.
But not a writer. I haven't been that for some time. I'm not sure how this slump started, if slump it is, but it's here and I'm not - at least a large part of me isn't. All I know is that I am not writing, and not writing is what really kills a writer. Don't snicker. It's not as simple as that. You might think of it as not putting words on a page, big deal. But there's a lot more involved than that. Words are what I live for, and what keep me alive. If I can't juggle those letters around in my head or on paper, I'm dead, or might as well be.
And that's what the suicide was about.
You see, there have always been spaces of time in which I did not write. In the past, they have never worried me. I know I will write again, it doesn't hurt to give it a rest now and then. But it's different this time. I can't write. I want to, very badly, but cannot. I have stared at the blank pages and empty screens for hours at a time and nothing, nothing has come. I am afraid. This is the reason to live that I have lost. It is the need I am so desperately searching for now. Writing filled the whole of my being. It was what I did and what I was. And now I am an empty glass with no pitcher in sight.
Panic has set in.
Numbly I stumble for the phone. TC's is the only phone number in California that I know by heart. Back east I juggled a dozen or so constantly, knew them off the top of my head. Here, I am lost without my little black book. Yes, it really is a little black book, a friend gave to me. It's from Chippendales and it has places to mark the performances and peculiarities of lovers. To my knowledge, I've never filled in a single blank apart from name, address and phone number. That's not true. I have filled in some birthdates.
I have a nasty penchant for honesty.
Honesty is highly overrated. In California, the chief usage is to maim. An awful lot (emphasis on "awful") of people use it viciously. "But I was only being HONEST" they say with full capital letters. The truth is, honestly, they want an excuse to force their opinion upon the general public and to hurt anyone who stands in their way. Better to keep your mouth shut. Why do people offer comments that are not necessary, simply because they're true? Put on a few pounds, Herb? Did you ever notice that your nose curves to the left? Honesty, bleh.
But once again, I digress. I dialed TC's number with the mounting fear that he might not be at home. It was past ten and he might have gone out. He rarely went out before that hour, as - to use his words - there were bound to be too many silly people out. They usually began to go home at what was referred to as "a reasonable hour." TC believed that this particular line of reasoning should have been eclipsed when the age of rural life had passed. People in the urban civilizations of the world do not have to roll out of bed at the crack of dawn to feed the pigs. I concur ith his argument and as I am an elitist, I do not have classes in the early part of the day (even the department realises that creativity is best approached at a more wakeful hour) and I lecture primarily from memory. My reasoning is that the students are just as likely to remember the things that I have retained from the many tedious hours that were lectured at me. My assignments are likewise simple: "write a short story", "give me five pages further of Catcher in the Rye", "tell me about a boring day but make it interesting - three pages". Grading, no surprise, is also conducted with brevity. I can tell from the first paragraph if a paper will be worthwhile, though I embellish them all with cryptic notes for which I volunteer my office hours to decipher. Very few students take me up on my offer.
Oddly, those who do take up an extraordinary amount of my time.
Six rings and then, an engaging click; "Yeah?""Well, it's about time."
A sniff. "I was busy. Where are you?"
"Marlise's party. It's dreadful."
"Well, what did you expect? Hope springs eternal."
"My, my, witty tonight, aren't we?"
"Well, there's only one thing worse than being witty - "
"Not being witty," I finished. "Thank you, Whistler."
"Likewise, Wilde. Are you planning to bore me with your company tonight?" The tone was far more inviting that the words. TC didn't mind in the least my coming over to ramble on in my tedious way while he painted. Well, at any rate, he continued to let me do so.
"I thought I might slum it a bit with you this evening."
"Are you in shape to drive? Oh, wait, no car."
True enough. However, he had correctly divined my condition as rather precarious in the driving department. But I'm no fool. "I shall avail myself to the charms of the fine evening air on my bicycle." I am usually careful about these things; I do not care to land in jail, and the California authorities view these transgressions with an eye toward considerable monetary gain. Besides, one advantage of campus life is that its personnel tend to gather close to the hub, unless they're well enough off to live in the safer parts of the city.
I am not.
"Well, be careful anyhow." He hung up and I departed without a farewell to my hosts.
In a few, unsteady minutes, I was at TC's, tottering up the splintery steps to his garret, a true artist's studio. It's a wonderful example of how life can be if one truly lives it. Lots of space and light (natural and GE); pictures everywhere; and the colours! a cornucopia, a kaleidoscope, a rainbow; it's the sort of place I would like to live if only I didn't always surround myself with clutter. My own abode is rather large for one person, but I am hemmed in by shelves and stacks of books, crates of records, and a large and virtually uncatalogued stock of papers, some mine - some not. My bed is always surrounded by the sea of books, magazines and letters I am or have been reading. Every so often, I run through the house and clear everything away, putting things in their places with a fanatical zeal. By the next day it looks as if I'd never touched it. C'est la guerre.
I walked in and rattled the door behind me. TC didn't look up. He was at work on an enormous canvas, about six feet across. Around him were the tools of his trade: brushes, paint, glue, bits of wallpaper. I guess you'd call him a texture painter. It gives a three dimensional aspect to the colours. I love to find little scraps of things he can use for the works. Flocked paper is always interesting.
"Help yourself to the bar," he told me needlessly; I was already on my way. TC does not drink, but I more than make up for his abstinence. He therefore keeps a well-stocked selection. I poured a hefty tumbler of gin, added a couple of ice cubes for taste, and flopped into a convenient chair to watch him paint. He glanced over his shoulder conversationally. "New colour?"
I nodded. I should explain that I have a proclivity for changing my haircolour, much to the chagrin of my colleagues. It was pink today, no, more rose. Under these peacock feathers, it is a very normal ash blonde. Somewhere.
"So what's this one?" The canvas had only recently been undertaken, consequently consisting of disparate patches of colour and randomly affixed wall paper scraps. Layer upon layer of paint and texture would be added, bringing the picture slowly into focus, like a house approached through the fog. TC has been profoundly influenced by Gaugin and Van Gogh. He has something of their rugged and lusty colour that adds buoyancy to the 3-D effect of his works.
TC rocked back on his heels to examine his progress. "It's an old woman on a porch swing smoking a cigarette."
"Oh."
It is superfluous to say that I couldn't quite see it; let's be truthful, I couldn't see it at all. Doubtless it was perfectly clear in TC's eye. His third eye, the one with which he paints. I used to have a third eye, but I think I got something in it.
Listlessly, I clinked the ice in my drink, thinking of George and Martha. Clink, clink, clink. I could feel him listening to me. I'm always naked before him. That's why I love him more. He came to see me everyday when I was in the hospital (you see, they won't let you leave right away, you have to be endlessly analyzed by bored psychiatrists) and painted pictures on my bandages. This annoyed the doctors and nurses very much, as they are paid to keep away infections and the other horrors of life. But TC was trying to bring me back to life. I know I looked and felt rather colourless. Not to mention lifeless. I can't say that TC has ever understood my suicidal tendencies - life is far too vivid to him - but he tried to help and did return some of the joy I once drew out of life. Unfortunately, as I have discovered, the joy of others is only of transitory use in staying alive.
Gazing at my nearly empty glass, I said,"I've thought recently of giving up drinking." I paused. No reaction. "But what would I do with all my spare time?" I giggled. I was rather tight.
"Write," answered TC, watching me without looking up.
I shook my head. "Can't. I either visualize the whole story and see no point in pursuing it or, I can't see where I'm going and flounder aimlessly. It's no use. I'm washed up at twenty-five."
"I once read of a boy genius who was finished at twenty. He lectured at Harvard at the age of twelve. He died a derelict about forty-five."
"Is this supposed to be inspirational?" I laughed. "I don't think I'll last that long."
TC turned to regard me. "You won't."
I didn't like that. I make my own gloom and doom.
"Not at the rate you're going." He resumed dabbing with his brush.
"I can't write, TC." It came out almost a whisper. I didn't know how to tell him how it frightened me. How I woke up in the night, on those rare occasions I slept, shivering with fear and surrounded by the shadows of ghosts who disappeared upon my waking, leaving only a trace of their presence.
TC put down his brush and looked squarely at me. Then he came over and curled around my chair to hold me. "Tell me. When did you first know it? When were you sure?"
I swirled the warmish contents of my glass. "I'm not sure. I was writing when I got here… eighteen months… those short stories - I figured I was warming up for another book. But then… "
"Those were beautiful stories. I especially love the one about the funeral. Hiding sentimentality behind cynicism… " His voice trailed off, thinking about the sad little boy. I had to admit, I loved that story too.
"But nothing came after that. I considered that, maybe, I needed a rest after playing the star for so long. I just knew an idea would pop into my head all of the sudden like they always have. I buried myself in my classes and my students but… "
"Nothing has happened - YET!" TC gave me a little shake. "Don't be so impatient. It's your worst fault. Give it time."
"I don't have time. I'm gonna die."
"Vida!"
"You said it was true yourself."
"I only meant you were trying too hard to die, like you're trying too hard to write, and write brilliantly too. No wonder you feel pressured. You talk as if it's a book or the hangman's noose -" He smacked his forehead soundly. "That was stupid. You know, I really wish you'd get rid of that thing. Really. I hate it."
"You want it?"
"I'm not the one with the death wish."
"Hey, I could give it to Charles Bronson."
He gave me a severe look. "You always stupid over serious things and serious over stupid things. The problem is your outlook. Life is simple. YOU are complicated. You're waiting for a reason to go on living when the only reason is because it's there. No Messiah, no hand of god, no Nobel Prize. Life is out there, grab it!"
I felt a bit peevish in the face of this overly hokey and seemingly simplistic advice. "You'd feel different is you were suddenly unable to paint. What would you do then?"
TC sighed. I suppose I'd find something else to do. And I'd have a lot of fun trying to figure out what suited me. And what if, bang!, it all came back? There's every chance of that happening."
"Every chance?"
"The trouble is that you see life as an ordeal, and I see it as a joy, far too brief."
"It is. Writing is - was - the only thing that made it bearable. I can't live without it." The gin was beginning to squeeze out tears like paratroopers.
"God, you sound like an addict -"
"I am! It's all I am."
"It's not. You have a lot in your life besides writing."
"Yeah, drinking. And I think I'll fix me another, Whistler."
With that I rose. TC sighed once more, a veritable bagpipe. "You've been sold on a myth. The tragic writer. Real writers suffer in order to compose their masterpieces. You feel guilty because you don't think you've suffered enough. A privileged upbringing… "
I glared over the gin. "Privileged, bah!"
He shrugged. "Middle-class America is privileged in the eyes of the world as a whole. You never wanted for any of the basic human needs. But you hate the so-called privileged, rich that is, so much that you want to beat them at their own game and throw it in their faces."
"Don't be so damned sensible. I know I hate rich people. Who doesn't?"
"I don't."
"You've always been a strange fellow."
TC shrugged his inimitable shrug. "I know I have more that they can ever buy."
I was silent. I felt poorer in spirit than the lowest creature on Skid Row. I have never had much confidence in my abilities. No, that's not true. I have always known I could write well. Heaven knows, everyone has always told me so. But beside the likes of Fitzgerald, Austen, and Thomas, I have always felt impoverished. I have always hungered to be among those names. That, I suppose, is what my life has been about. From the first time I ever read the pages that made me wake up and see that there was something profound and magical in life, I wanted to repay the debt, to show that I had seen, that I knew. But I haven't. Not yet. Perhaps never.
TC's eyes were inquiring, but not asking. I smiled ruefully. "Do you suppose if I were a man I would not have this problem?"
"Maybe. We are still brought up in this country as the leaders, the unquestioned. Maybe. What do you expect? Want to change the world?"
"YES!!!"
"Then get off your ass and do it. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and go write a book that will explode society as we know it. I'm ready." He made ready for the imaginary battle, fists up before his face.
I laughed. "I wish I could. I really wish that I could." The tears encored. This time they did not stop. TC put his arms around me as sobs racked my body. I felt so weak. "What would I do without you?"
TC chortled. "Fall into the arms of some low-budget Bruto who wouldn't understand half of what you say, but would make violent love to you."
I sniffed. "Probably." We both laughed. "I wish you were a woman. I'd feel more like I was sticking to my principles."
"One does what one can with what one has, isn't that what you say to me? Besides, I love picking up guys with you; either way, we've got him covered." He scratched my head. "But speaking of such things, I'd say it's about time you went to bed. You don't look like you're up for too much more tonight."
He was right. I was feeling a bit wobbly. And there's nothing better than having someone put you to bed - the brief visit to childhood. I almost felt happy as I went to bed. But I shook hands with insanity that night.
It began with dreams. From my earliest moments, I have always remembered my dreams. This has been both a blessing and a curse, as the tired old phrase says. Ideas and plots have come out of my restless nights. Problems magically solved, hopes miraculously returned; that is the good side. In recent times, the infrequent nightmares of my childhood have returned full force with the added complications of semi-adulthood. Lately I have dreamt of terrible self-injury, rantings and unsightly maimings. The monsters of my youth have been supplanted by the beasts of grown-ups — my colleagues, my friends, but mostly myself.
I saw my car crash before it happened.
I exaggerate. The crash of my sleep was far, far more gruesome than the actuality. Punishment it was, a mini-purgatory. Steel ramming through my body, blood everywhere — I was dead and not dead. That is, I suffered my death while still being alive. I have heard more than once that it is impossible to die in your dreams. I don't recall why. I think it had something to do with the inability to perceive the non-existence of the self. How scholarly! There is the deception amongst (over)educated people to believe that to understand something is to be able to clear it away. The basis of Freudian analysis, it seems to me. Reveal those painful little incidents of childhood which are the source of adult neuroses and poof! they disappear.
But only after many expensive years of therapy!
Of course, I notice that I have been avoiding discussion of that first night of the long downhill slope toward insanity. I am still afraid of the helpless feeling that accompanies the realization of being on the hill and heading in the wrong direction. Worst of all, it is the knowledge that you cannot stop your feet from taking the next step, then the next, even though you know precisely what is happening. Most people have little time or understanding for crazy people. It is assumed that they must be shaken out of the reverie — hence the barbaric tradition of shock therapy. But the only thing that seems to work is walking backward, ever so slowly, back up the hill. This can't be accomplished until the momentum of the downward hurl dies out, till you can stand still for a second to catch your breath and take that first hesitant step behind you. Yet you can't see where you're going and run the risk of falling off a cliff, or tripping and flying once more down the hill.
So there I was, poised at the top of the slope that night and I took the first hesitant step which was to hurl me down into the pit. It began, oddly enough, with laughter. For many weeks, that had been a recurring dream. People laughing at me, everyone it seemed: my students, my fellow professors, my friends, of course. Once it was even the Channel 7 News crew, all sitting around their desk. My parent laughed, as did former lovers and people I only vaguely recognized. It seemed as if there was ample fodder for this gaiety — The Comedy Store should check out my dreams for material. Only I could never remember why they were laughing, just that it was at me. And I would awake screaming. My cat always stared at me, frightened in his nocturnal prowls. I would always grab him in my arms and stroke him till my shivering abated.
But that night at TC's, the brief humiliation was extended. I recognized the faces of my favourite writers in the crowd, heads thrown back, howling. And right smack in front, Whistler and Wilde gaily exchanging quips on my shortcomings (none of which I could recall later, worse luck). The final outrage whipped me into a rebellious state. I shot them all down and ran to my office, the stench of violent death in my nose. I took out a can of spraypaint and wrote obscenities all over the walls, running out the door to continue my artwork down the hall, over the doors.
On the receptionist too, as I recall.
Then I began to burn books. Eagerly I ripped them up and torched them, adding kerosene to fan the flames. In a wild frenzy, I urged my dumbstruck students to join in. I threw books and matchbooks at them, which fell to the floor untouched. I envisioned huge mass burnings, to exterminate every written word, every mocking bit of type. It was too much for my students. The worst, most overtly bored ones were in front as they took arms against me and riddled my body with bullets. Marionette-like I danced, screaming my fury at them. I did not even realize I was awake and that TC was shaking my shoulders. I struck his face and fought wildly to get away from his hold. He was shouting his name at me. Over and over, until I finally sorted out some of the dream from the reality that was before me. I was huddled in a corner of the couch, shrinking from the assault. I could not feel sure of his identity. The dream was too clear.
"Vida! It's me It's TC! It was a dream! It's over! VIDA!"
All at once I believed him. I hugged him violently to me, sobbing. "It was awful, awful! I don't know, I don't know. What's happening to me?"
"You had a bad dream. It's all over now." His voice was soothing, comforting, and frightened. I could feel his heart beating almost as fast as mine. I pulled away to look at him and saw the red mark on his cheek where I had struck him. That only made me cry harder and it was sometime before TC could get any information out of me. I began haltingly to tell something of the dream. I couldn't help but feel with overwhelming certainty that I was losing control. My hands would not stop shaking. I looked down and they were covered with paint.
Needless to say, I started to scream again.
Eventually, TC got me to believe that there was nothing on my hands but skin. It was some minutes before I could trust myself to look. When I did, it was with a wonder and a remembrance of the way they had looked. I shivered. I asked TC for a drink and looked at the time. It was nearly four. I felt as if I had run a marathon or been beaten by thugs.
That's a clear use of poetic license: I have never experienced either.
Slowly the realization came to me that all was not well. That's not exactly it. Obviously all was not well; take the suicide attempt for instance. Most people do not hack at their limbs in an attempt to shuffle off the mortal coil. Not in this country anyway. I hear it's more prevalent in Scandinavian countries. But here, they take the slower, more popular avenue and die of cancer. Or old age.
No, all was not well, but this was an entirely new thing. I had never encountered hallucinations. I mean, I had always wondered if one day my drinking might provoke Ray Milland-type delusions, but this! This wasn't DTs. I hadn't stopped drinking and wasn't that when they were supposed to occur? This had been a waking nightmare. I cannot express the horror of a complete lack of reality. Everyone walks around thinking they know what they know and then bang! Out of the clear blue dawn you turn into Lady Macbeth. I was more frightened of that than I was of suicide. Suicide you don't have to live through (if you know what I mean), but insanity, insanity is a hell you did have to live through, never able to trust your eyes or ears or thoughts. To choose to die is not insanity. Don't let anyone tell you it is. It's merely being unable to live with things the way they are. To be crazy is to be unable to know how things are.
TC looked at me with sleepy concern as these meanderings passed through my brain. I looked at him. I felt a little braced by his compassion and by the brandy.
"TC, what's happening?" It was a plea. But he only shook his head sadly. "I'm losing my mind!" It sounded like a line for Susan Hayward.
"NO!" He did not want to consider the possibility any more than I. He sat beside me and curled his arms around me, almost protectively. "You've been under a strain. Things aren't going well. You're drinking too much. You had a bad nightmare. It's very late — strange things happen in the middle of the night. It'll be alright in the morning. It's a turning point. Things'll look up now. You'll see." His tears mingled with mine as his cheek warmed my own. His words fell on my ears like his tears, rolling off and leaving little mark of their passing. I knew I was staring down a long dark tunnel toward helplessness. Things would look no better in the morning, I knew, as I began to drift off into thankfully dreamless sleep.
Oddly enough though, things did seem rosier in the light of day. Sort of. My head was pounding and my eyeballs ached from wearing my contacts all night. Memory of the night's madness ran a shiver down my spine. But the smell of frying eggs and bacon dimmed the fear and whetted my hunger. No one cooked like TC. The eggs would be perfect little orbs in shiny white collars, the bacon would have just the right ratio of crispness and bulging fat. I have been luckily, or unluckily, not cursed by bad hangovers. Perhaps if I weren't I would drink less. That would be a definite help. As would be the grace of passing out. I seem to be virtually invulnerable to that salvation. Instead I seem to always go on and on, to further noisiness and bad behaviour. I dance in fountains, on tables, on moving cars. I say and do all sorts of things I can never take back or erase. I do things that I will be later teased over or despised for. A lot of people do not like me. I embarrass them.
And me.
My breakfast was waiting. TC was too. His head was cocked to appreciate my state of mind. I think he was relieved as I smiled weakly and took my place at the table. A rare treat, this table. I have never eaten at my own table. If I eat at home, it is at my desk or on my bed or walking restlessly from room to room. Here I was treated like royalty. Matching plates even!
Tired as I was (still), I ate with great appetite and I felt some of my hope return. Good food will do that to you. I could begin to consider it all a dream. It had begun to seem far away. I could nearly believe that maybe I had reached the end of my rope and there was nowhere to go but back up the hill. I felt some of my strength return.
"How do you feel?" TC appeared calm but worried. No wonder. I knew he was testing the waters, afraid of pushing me too far too soon.
I tried to smile encouragingly. "Better," I answered truthfully. "I think you could have been right. Maybe that's as low as she goes. I think I've been scared into my wits again."
"I hope so. You nearly scared me out of mine."
I made a face. "You know me, always a lot of dramatics."
"A laugh a line."
"Mama, mama! Is the room getting darker?" I flailed my arms around feigning blindness.
TC laughed and it was genuine. He was definitely relieved. All would not be forgotten, but it was okay. This is what friends are for. His gaze was tender. "You've had it pretty rough lately. I remember hearing on the radio that losing a job is second only to losing a close member of the family as a cause of stress. And this is like that, right? I mean, writing's your real job. I'm sorry if I was glib about it last night. I guess I was tired."
I sighed. "So was I. And I'm sorry too, for… for everything."
TC hugged me. "You don't have to apologize. You're my friend. You'd do the same for me."
My eyes were moist. "Just don't go crazy on me right now. One of us has got to be sane for a while."
I unshackled my bike and drove away feeling a little jittery. But the morning air's crispness restored my vigour. I marvelled that even LA air could do that. Perhaps it was just the pleasant exertion of pedalling along the city streets toward home and an undoubtedly hungry cat. And more, as I noticed with an involuntary grimace. For on my half of the front porch lurked an ominous reminder of real life.
It was my sister.
She sat in the attitude of her usual irritation at waiting for me. Sometimes I think that I have annoyed her since birth. She always used to dump me out of my carrier when I was a baby until my parents began to take the precaution of strapping me in to it. When I began to show signs of precociousness, jealously burned in her heart to be so spurned.
Strangely, there was still a strong bond of sisterly love despite the many envies and annoyances. Though we could barely stand one another's presence for long, there was comfort in knowing of her existence. Keeps me connected somehow, even though she is jealous as hell of my successes. I've never envied her a thing — not her boring husband, not her no-neck monsters ( my niece and nephew), not her bland and predictable career. Nothing. No, to be honest, in moments of turmoil — like now — I have desired to have her unfailing ability to see nothing but the black and white of things. She never admits to grey. Yes, no; now, later; all the world is divided thusly for her. Her only comfort was that my life of varying shades had failed to make me truly happy.
"Hello Gertie." I had certainly never envied her name.
"Long night?" she asked snidely but without much enthusiasm. "I thought Sunday might be the only day I could catch you at home." "I am home," I said needlessly as I chained up my bike, muttering a prayer for her speedy departure. "What's up?"
"Oh, can't I just come by to say hello to my baby sister?" she said following me inside. You can tell wit runs in the family. I tossed my backpack on the overcrowded sofa, dislodging one of several stacks of books which of course dived for the floor. I knew without turning around that she was pursuing her lips with disapproval at my housekeeping.
"Have a seat. You want a soda?" I tripped off the kitchen, stopping to turn on the stereo. Hmm. Sex Pistols; that should help to shorten her visit. I could see her eyebrows raising already.
"How can you drink that stuff all the time?" Her nose wrinkled.
"Breakfast of Champions."
"That's martinis."
"Rather have one of those?" I appeared ready to comply.
"Don't you have any coffee?" Like a normal person, I knew she wanted to add. But her thoughts were elsewhere. "Were you drunk again last night?"
I looked at my soda. It was the 'again' that I minded. "I suppose I was. It's hard to remember — it was all a blur."
She was not amused. "I'm not trying to be big sister here… " "Then what the hell is it!" I felt a latent hangover arriving. Gertie sighed. "I'm not trying to play big sister, I'm just worried about you." I glanced up and her face did seem genuinely concerned.
But still. "Hey, is this a Schick commercial?"
"Don't be glib."
"I can't help it. Glib is my middle name."
"It should be Bullshit."
She was right. I know it. I'm very good at it. It's pretty much how I get through school. "Look, it's just that things aren't going too well right now… "
"And drinking helps?"
"It hasn't hurt."
She was angry now. "How can you say that? You do a lot of foolish things when you're drunk, I should know." True enough, in my cups I had often made her the brunt of practical jokes and pranks of the ring-the-doorbell-and-run-away variety. "Look, I think I have something that might help you." She dug into her enormous bag. I have always marvelled at her bags. I often felt she kept a pup tent tucked in some of them, just in case. Maybe it was the influence of too many cartoons at an early age — you know, Felix and his bag of tricks.
"Here." She handed me a book. "It's about the imposter syndrome. It sounds something like what you have."
My face was a mask of mock surprise. "My god! Am I a victim of pop psychology?"
"Very funny. It's about people — a large percentage of them women — who feel that they don't deserve what they've got, like they'll be found out and dismissed. Sound familiar?" She had the look of someone holding a straight flush.
I shrugged. What else could I say? "I'll give it a look."
"Do that. 'Cause you know, you do deserve it." Her chin was down as she said this, and I knew that it hurt her some to say it. I felt ashamed. That's what I meant when I said it was really allright between us, despite everything. She was still my sister. I could feel tears threatening and blinked them away. I put my hand on her arm.
"Thanks Gertie. I really will look at it."
She smiled. She really has a nice smile. Not like mine which always is on the verge of a sneer. It's not me. It just happens that my face is that way. I look better if I don't smile. Besides, it makes my jokes seem funnier.
"Are you coming for dinner this week? You promised."
Oooh! Hit me when I'm down. "I guess so."
"What night?" She was worse than a terrier.
"Um, Tuesday?"
She shook her head. "Tennis. What about Wednesday?"
"Faculty meeting."
"Thursday?"
Ugh. That was the beginning of the weekend. I was loathe to give up a free day. But there seemed no way out. "Alright. Just family, huh?"
She nodded. I was relieved. I was in no mood for one of her social evenings. All those yuppy couples sitting around discussing interior decorating, health clubs, and (groan!) child-rearing techniques, yecch. Of course I was never in the mood for such evenings — no more than would be she for a night out with my 'bohemian' friends, as she referred to them. I smirked to think of Gertie trying to interest Camile in the pros and cons of French Provincial.
"Well, I better be getting back. David will have Sunday dinner on soon and I don't want to be late."
"I think I'll spend the afternoon with Humphrey Bogart." A bargain any day. "Say hello for me, will you?"
"Sure. And don't forget Thursday?" She wasn't sure I wouldn't.
"You bet." And she was gone.
Now it was time to feed Algernon, who had been restlessly winding around my feet during the conversation. He would brook no denial when it came to his hunger and could be very persistent. "Well, well, what would monsieur request for le dejeuner? Tuna? Oui, oui! C'est formidable." I plunked a lump of the brown substance onto his plate and placed it on the floor. With an absence of legendary finickiness, Algernon ate, purring. It made a very rude sound.
My cinematic afternoon did not help as much as I'd hoped. I felt as foolish as Mary Astor looked. That schoolgirl attitude; hadn't I been that ridiculous when I was bemoaning and bemoaning my poor, poor self. Neither Rick nor Sam Spade would have sat alone crying about the girl (well, not for very long). Sam would have got up and gone out on a case; Rick would have joined a war on the noble but losing side. I put on my black fedora and stared at the mirror. My tired eyes were surrounded by deep circles and looked glumly back at me. It was no use. I was no Raymond Chandler or Dashiell Hammet character. Perhaps I shouldn't try to be.
"I won't be a sap for you," I snarled at my own reflection. I practiced looking gritty. Then tough. I exercised my eyebrow and attempted to look menacing. I glanced over my shoulder. "I stick my neck out for no one."
"Help me. Rick!" It was Peter Lorre's voice. I started, losing my Bogart sneer. I shivered. No, I was not going to allow myself to be haunted by Peter Lorre. I went back to my staring. But my appearance was too depressing. I looked like a faded film star dying in a Hollywood rest home. "I'm too young to be this old." My hollowed eyes looked back without hope.
Dashiell Hammett; now there's a man you don't meet every day. What a writer! Far too sexist, but you could forgive him that for his wit and humour and boldness. Never mind The Maltese Falcon, what about The Thin Man? I would never be that good. And then his life with Lilly. That was what I'd always wished for, a life like that — tucked away on a farm on Martha's Vineyard with a typewriter to bang away on and my own Hammett coming along every once in a while. Not all the time. I giggled involuntarily. So far no one else had liked the arrangement, to say nothing of the price of land on that little isle.
The raw simplicity of those writers! Why could I not capture it? Instead my rambling always leaned toward the baroque. Well, why not — well, because it was of another time. Now is the era of the crisp, clean sentences. Now is the winter of our discontent. But it was only spring.
No, too much TV now. No one can stand still for long words, longer sentences. Definitely time for cutting to the bone; Hemmingway, Raymond Chandler. Suddenly I recalled how the latter was the one thing that made last Christmas bearable. Talking with Uncle Charles. How I had dreaded that day! The long drive up to Fresno (Fresno!), the precise dinner, the endless questions, the smile on my frozen face threatening to crack at any time. And after refusing the gin game with my aunt and the cousins (how they stared down their noses), to be left alone to make conversation with Uncle. Now I know why people join the Foreign Legion. But it turned out allright. I saw his copy of The Long Goodbye face down on the reading table and latched onto it like to an old friend in the midst of a dangerous jungle. So we talked of Chandler and old films and old Los Angeles while Uncle Charles kept mixing me gimlets which I drank gratefully till long after the others had gone to bed. Uncle caught hell in the morning, as I overheard from my rather strategically placed bedroom. The cousin with whom I had shared it had arisen at a "decent" hour and I was left to my own devices until I decided that my visit had been too much prolonged (it was the day after Christmas), packed up my things and sauntered out, much to my relief and theirs. I imagine they found my visit as tiresome as I did. My particular branch of the family is not well-liked. College education is still regarded by them as a rather hoity-toity affectation, completely unnecessary.
Especially for a "girl".
I sighed and took off my fedora. It wasn't helping anyway. Maybe a gimlet would. No, no lime juice. Maybe a screwdriver. Did I have orange juice? I couldn't remember.
I was spared from the difficult decision by the phone ringing. I wasn't feeling particularly talkative and considered letting the machine pick it up, but on impulse I darted over and grabbed the receiver in the midst of the third bell. "Yeah?"
"Is this the residence of Dorothy Parker?"
"Oh no! Not the Baltimore Swede!"
"How ya doin', Killer?"
"Better since I heard your voice. How are things back in the civilized side of the country?"
"Cold. Real cold." But her laugh sounded as warm as a cat on a hearth. It had to be telepathy. I needed the sound of Sylvia's voice to rekindle the flames of hope that had burned in me as an undergrad. When life was simple and all that was expected of me were good papers at midterms and finals.
"Hey, are you still there?"
"Sorry. Caught in the nostalgia for the sweet languor of youth."
Sylvia snorted. "What languor? All I remember of that oh-so-happy time was sitting up till all hours writing stupid papers and reading old Beowulf and Hardy. Yecch."
True, Sylvia had not had it as easy as I. For her, English Lit was definite study. She relished her released from it into the life of high price advertising, or as she called it, "How low can you go?"
"Fleece any unsuspecting millions today, dear?"
"There are no unsuspecting millions left in the world. Well, maybe in Arkansas. Besides, they're the same foolish millions
that bought your book, young lady."
"Yeah, 'Fear and Loathing on the American College Campus.'"
"A Shakespeare of our times."
"A Shakespeare?"
She laughed. "Allright. The Shakespeare. How's life treating you these days?"
"Well, it's hard to say. I keep fluctuating between seeing it all as a Fassbinder film or else as an MGM musical."
"Singin' in the Rain?"
"Sometimes. Only I always seem to be Donald O'Connor instead of Gene Kelly."
"What about Debbie Reynolds?"
"Wimp. I'm no wimp. I think I'm going to take up being Sam Spade or Philip Marlowe."
"When are you going to be yourself?"
"Well, you know, it ain't easy bein' me."
"Don't hide behind movie lines. I worry about you, kid. Hey, I could drop everything for a week and come see you. Lord knows I need a vacation… "
"Don't." I didn't know if I was angry or scared. "I'm not a child - "
"The don't act like one! Jesus. Vida, you keep thinking that something's going to happen and suddenly make the world allright. Wise up. The world is what it is — a terrible place in a lot of ways. But do the best you can with it. Don't get sucked into the mire. You're bright, talented, and fun. Get out there and live life. Quit moping around your apartment and moaning about your students. Maybe you need a vacation. Go somewhere wild, sow a few oats, break a few hearts. Then you'll probably be ready to go back to work and write some more."
"Do you think so?" I didn't feel very hopeful.
"I'm sure of it. You've been trying too hard. Quit being Superwoman. Do you really want to do all this shit? Take a break. Ease off. Because I don't want to get a call in the middle of the night asking me about your preference for funeral plans."
"I want to be blown up. I think it's appropriate."
"Shut up."
"Just trying to bring some levity into the conversation."
"Well, put a little of that into your life. You've been so morbid and grim lately. We used to have fun, remember?"
"Who we, white woman?"
"Well, we did. Just stop thinking you have to be Wunderkind of the English-speaking world. And remember, no one likes the second book if the first one's a hit. At least not until later. It's unavoidable. Everyone wants a carbon copy of the first. And you're too good to do that."
I sighed. "I wish I could remember if that were true."
"Trust me."
"Weren't you the one who said never believe anyone who says that, especially in L.A.?"
"Well, think what you want, but you know I'm right. Now listen to some Joan Armatrading and go to bed early. Okay?"
"Allright. Thanks for calling."
"Take care of yourself."
"I'll try."
"What! Try?"
"I will, I will." I laughed.
"Good. Bye now."
"Bye."
Her idea sounded good. A little good music, a tall cool drink (well, good ideas could be improved) and early to bed. I had good intentions as I switched on the turntable next to my silent typewriter. I lay back on the sofa remembering my college days. Strange to be reminiscing at so young an age. But I had covered a lot of ground in those brief years — three for my Bachelor's, four for the Doctorate. Maybe I had been happy because I never had time to stop and think. I wrote my book as my dissertation, little thinking that it would be too quickly published, but pleased when it was. I had figured it would be the second book that would be terrific.
And now I couldn't write it.
No. I pressed my temples. No negative thoughts. Tonight was not going to be a repeat of last night. I turned over the record and mixed another drink. Algernon followed me to the kitchen hopefully. I gave him some leftover chicken from the other night and left him devouring it. I flopped down again and flipped through my book of Van Gogh prints. Life had returned to normal, it seemed. Maybe I would be okay.
By the third album, I realized there was still something wrong. I was afraid to go to bed. The memory of the dreams had abated, but the terror was still in my subconscious. My problem has always been that I am afraid of being afraid. I remember being a little kid, very scared of heights, but jumping off the neighbour's swingset to prove I wasn't afraid. Everyone watched as I climbed to the top. I crouched there. The ground looked so very far away. The kids yelled "Jump, jump!" And I closed my eyes and did it.
I sprained my ankle that day. I lay in bed for the rest of the afternoon and wondered why I had done it. Other kids had refused this daredevil act, but not me. My mother had shook her head and put an ice bag on my foot. She always knew me as the reckless one. She has had no reason to alter that opinion yet. I'm just glad that my sister kept the suicide attempt from her.
My sister never jumped from the swingset.
You're thinking in circles now, I scolded myself. No good, I was not going to let this happen. I would not let myself go crazy. You're fine, I told my mind, there's nothing wrong, you're just feeling a little stress. I repeated the words like a mantra. I drank two shots and tucked myself in bed with Algernon. As he purred beside me, I whispered a silent prayer for a peaceful night.
I very nearly got my wish. It was a night full of bad dreams, but thankfully only bits and pieces were left to me in the morning. All I could remember was Peter Lorre, more book burnings and some kind of murder. It was probable The Maltese Falcon. I breathed a sign of relief and got ready for school with the usual bustle, almost prepared for another day. As usual, university life picked me up a little, just the sight of it. All those young minds rushing to go somewhere, some of them actually interested in learning. Some of them would arrive somewhere, someday, and teach others the joy of learning. Who was it, Merlin? Said that the only important thing was to learn at least one new thing everyday and the day would not be wasted. That's not quite how it goes. It bothers me that I cannot quote. All the things I've read, all the things I know, but I cannot quote a damned thing except "Jabberwocky". Sign of a perverse mind — or fear of plagiarism. I'm not sure which. Perhaps I have learned nothing in all these years and that is what it means.
"Guten Morgen, Fraulein. Wie geht es Ihnen heute?" For some reason I always speak German to our receptionist. She is Cuban and speaks no German to my knowledge. She finds me incomprehensible and a trifle annoying. I hope she never finds out about the spray paint. As if she could. My dreams are too real, I'm beginning to believe them myself. Remind myself to rip down that card that says "Live your dreams". It's been hanging in my office for far too long. Wasn't it Freud who said there are no accidents? The old busybody; he did more to screw up an entire generation than TV game shows.
"Hello, Kurt. Does genius burn?" He smiled up from his desk. A good enough fellow even if he does love Hemmingway. I pulled off the various lame excuses tacked to my door before jiggling my key in the lock. My door does not open quite right. It could have something to do with my kicking it when I am out of sorts.
I threw my keys and the inevitable backpack on my cluttered desk and lounged in my chair to read the notes. Katy can't find the book I mentioned, wonders if I have a copy or know where to get one. Roger can't make it to class, a family matter out of town. Another long weekend in Palm Springs with his buddies, no doubt. Kent hasn't turned in his paper because he's sick. Of course the note was brought by a friend, just in case. Kent was always having some kind of difficult problem which caused his papers to be late. I should tell him heavy drinking will do that to you. But I suppose when he joins his father's firm that runs half of LA, late papers won't matter — and neither will the drinking. I'm sure they won't give him a job of any great importance. That dweeb couldn't handle the responsibility of wiping his own ass. God, I can't believe I use their slang! Dweeb. As long as I don't ever say "dude". Somehow that seems the nadir of baseness. I looked over my feet which were propped up on my desk as usual. "Good morning, Francis." I have a picture of F. Scott on my wall. Inspiration, perhaps? I don't know.
"Morning, child prodigy. We missed you at the end of the night." It was Vince, an execrable excuse of a man. Full professor, of course. Marlise told me he wanted my body. He could have it, as long as he didn't give it back. I wouldn't want to touch anything he'd laid his hands on.
"Vince. I came down with a sudden attack of ennui."
"too bad. We got into quite a lively discussion of the state of modern writing. Just up your alley. I should think. You would have quite enjoyed it."
A likely story. There's nothing more boring than a bunch of self-congratulatory, so-called intellectuals reaffirming the entrenchment of their field. Unless it's the ramblings of a lunatic and if so, why are you reading this?
"Well, Vince, I'll just have to catch up next time." Ha!
"I hear the Bendersohns are going to give the next wingding in a week or so." Wingding! What a pompous ass. "They're thinking of giving it a theme. You know, something to give it a little different flavour. I don't think they've quite decided what yet. You should pop over and give them an idea. You're always so good with that."
Yes, he does always talk like this.
I half expected him to bat his eyelashes with that last comment, but he didn't, quite. Do go away, I willed him while keeping a smile plastered on my Mona Lisa. "Anais once went to a party where everyone dressed as a fantasy."
He grinned baboonishly and touched the picture of her I had tacked up on the wall. I vowed to burn it later in the day. "Yes, she was always one for that," he smirked thinking only of the erotica. "But I think people would get quite carried away, don't you think?" Quite is his favourite word. No doubt he would get carried away. In fact, I would have given a lot to see a Pterodactyl carry him away at that moment. Fortunately, he seemed to be about to leave. "Well, I must get back. Papers to grade, you know. A fairly good lot this time. Say, there's a Joe Orton double feature tomorrow night… "
Ugh, I knew he'd try to slip one in. "Sorry, Vince, but I've already promised the night away." I had done no such thing. Like Rick Blaine, I never plan that far ahead.
"Well," he said, "Another time?"
When Reagan embraces socialism. "We'll see." I'm a terrible liar but I do try to spare people's feelings, even when the humanity of the said human is in question. Why do I attract men I detest? It has always been a source of great mystery to me. I squinted at the tiny clock on my desk. Class in half an hour. What to do, what to do? I had a philosophy prof as an undergrad who was a great admirer of that phrase. He was an enigma. We only spoke of and to him with his surname. He married a student of his quite unexpectedly. One never knows.
Lecture — I have always been bad with lectures. This day I could think only of Peter Lorre. This was no good. How could old Peter give me a lecture? Maybe Hammett. I hadn't given them the book as a text, but that didn't particularly bother me. Actually, I hadn't given them any text. I played it very much off the cuff, no assigned text. I never knew what I'd be doing from week to week. Well, there was still time. I grabbed the book from the shelf and trotted down the hall.
"Can you make twenty copies of the first eleven chapters of this for my eleven o'clock, Nora?"
She raised her rather bushy eyebrows. "Eleven chapters?"
"It's only about fifty pages."
"Okay." She sighed, a great hardship was to be undertaken.
"Thanks, so much. I'll come back to pick it up." I left Nick and Nora with her and skipped back to my office, my heart light. Lecture taken care of — the simplicity and clarify of Dashiell Hammett. Something to strive for — but would I learn anything?
Class went easily enough; begin with baroque, a bit of Dylan Thomas to show the beauty of an outpouring of words, then I chose students to read random bits of the text. Discussion ensued. Of course, many of the students (well, of the small group that could work up the interest to respond) thought it was too simple. We went back over the words and tried to help them see how with economy Hammett presented crisp, clear images. I asked them to picture the images and see if they were not somehow as precise as the swirling pictures of Thomas and Faulkner. I could practically see Hammett standing in the back corner, puffing at a pipe and nodding. I avoided looking too long in case he became a very real apparition. On the whole, I think it was a success. I finished by giving them an assignment on Alice Walker. They could pick up the material from the office tomorrow. I gave them vague instructions to describe her style in detail and present clear examples of their arguments. A few in the back groaned at the prospect of exerting their conscious minds. I knew better than to expect that from them. But the assignment meant one for me too. I had to figure out just what I was going to give them, then beg Nora to make some more Xeroxes. I gathered up my books and freed the students from the chains of higher education.
"So did you really used to have a green mohawk?" I was again with my feet up on the desk, flipping through "Secrets of Our Mother's Gardens". It was the Department Chair, looking at my collection of photos from undergraduate life. He smiled with benignity. I never trusted him when he did that. I'm not paranoid. I know him and his type.
"Yeah. I've become quite settled since then."
His gaze took in my pink coiffure but he said nothing. Neither did I. I was willing to wait. I just wasn't sure what I was waiting for. He dawdled. "Classes going well?"
"Humm. About usual. A few nuts and bolts, and a couple of Crackerjacks." Get to it! I thought vehemently. Patience has never been my forte.
"How's the speech coming?"
Ooh! He had caught me off guard on that one. I had completely forgotten it. The conference in Boston; I had been selected by some literary committee to be one of the bores at their conference next month. I hadn't even begun to prepare something. Well, now was as good a time as any. "It's still rather rough." No need to be specific right away.
He appeared to examine my bookshelf with great interest. "Something modern?" Obviously he wasn't going to be put off too easily. I had to have something of a dodge. No need for anything as drastic as the truth, but I ought to sound convincing, if vague.
Vagueness is my forte.
"In a way. I want to take a look at more realistic, more modern ways of teaching the seemingly less-accessible classics." That fit, after all, the conference was of English Literature stepping into the Nineties or something equally inane and redundant, as I am convinced that regardless of what teachers do, it will step into the nineties. But I began to suspect that he was not as concerned about the content of my talk as he was about the delivery. To him I am eternally neurotic and suicidal. He nodded absently and muttered platitudes — "Fine, fine. Just the thing."
I turned around in my chair and stared out the window at the less than blue sky of LA. He no doubt feared that I would shoot myself before the entire crowd and disgrace our good old school. I was irritated. If I wanted to, I would. What better statement on higher education in the coming decade? I sighed. Would I ever grow beyond these infantile reactions? I doubted it.
I looked out the window and thought petulantly about how I would appear flying through the air, arms outstretched as I leaped from the sixth floor. It would make quite a splatter. People would come rushing from every direction, to be horrified, to be shocked. They'd love it. Everyone loves tragedy. Especially me. I can't really recall what first started me thinking of suicide all those years ago. I had been, by all accounts, a model child. Goody-two-shoes, even. But somewhere — was it thirteen? was it twelve? — I began to be obsessed with it. I ready everything I could get my hands on about the subject. I shared the information with my friends. They were mostly the Sylvia Plath type anyway. Many of them were similarly minded. They all wanted it too. For a while I figured it was just some of the romanticism of youth gone astray. It would fade away like teenage crushes and the posters of our idols. But night after night we sat up in the dark at one anothers' houses and talked of death and the peace it would bring. Why was there so much pain in our young hearts? Why was life so unbearable? We tried to work up the courage; ironically, we were afraid of our parents.
Some tried it. One succeeded.
Her name was Brenda and she looked the part, straight from central casting. Her consistently black wardrobe accentuated the paleness of her skin. It was almost translucent, as if it knew it were only a temporary thing. She never tanned. And Brenda spoke with a lost and searching look in her eyes, and a sadness no laughter could cure. Her countenance was even more melancholy when she smiled, the contrast of the expression deepening the hopelessness she felt. Brenda died from her father's gun, the one he kept to protect his family. For her funeral, her parents dressed her in a red flowered dress. The sight of it dried my tears and turned me away with revulsion. As my friends and I recovered from the funeral, we very gradually recoiled from our suicidal tendencies. I had clung to my writing as to a holy scripture, making it the world for me. And for a time it was. And every so often when I visited her grave, I vowed to make the world mine and change it into a place safe for young dreamers like Brenda.
Of course, I have failed miserably. Daily I see my face turning into Brenda's as it loses its hope, its vitality and its colour. I will not have a grave for other people to dwell over and to make promises they cannot keep. Let me spare them that much. The world is a terrible place. I do not want to add to it one more weight to pull down the dreams of the young. I am too old to have hope, too young not to struggle. But the strength is leaving my arms as I begin to realize that I am flailing only myself. The universe is within you, to destroy it you must destroy yourself. Most people are able to go on living because they see the world as "out there". They do not understand that they and the universe are one, that they are responsible for all the good and bad, the joy and the cruelty. It cannot be dealt with except as a part of the soul.
I blush. Soul! That's a word I haven't used in a long time. Do I even believe in it? No. Yes, no. Well, yes, I must for I can only understand this pain in the context of the soul and the universe, the one and the many. I'm going crazy. I can feel it. How did I use to write? How could I feel that I had something to say, something to show the world, show myself. A concrete picture of the world, of myself, of the many, the few. How could I set anything on paper and say "this is how it will go, this is a story, it makes sense because it is real, sense because it is true, and people will read it and nod and say that is how the world is, that's how it goes in my mind too?" And they did, they bought my book and read it and praised me for showing them how the world is, because it isn't all good and they know that, but they blame me for holding up the mirror because they'd rather not think about it, because they know that it's their fault, my fault. All the evil in the world comes from us. It can only be stopped by us. The simplest way was right below me as I leaned my forehead against the cool windowpane. I hurt so much. I wanted it to stop, all the cruelty, I could not bear to be the cause of it. Six floors down the quick way. It wouldn't take too long. Just seconds. I could fly like a dove of peace and bring a little quiet to the world. It could be very pretty, a very pretty picture, swirling around, eddying around in the wind currents like a paper crane, like a paper airplane. No, I couldn't even make it that. It would be awkward, a smash of terrific force, a blow to the earth and a smack in the face of humanity. A splat like an ugly fly-spot on the windshield, another reminder of the repulsion and the cruelty. A betrayal of the beauty and the light.
What to do, what to do?
Seized by the indecision, wrapped in a cocoon of inaction — a modern Hamlet — I stood blinded by the sunlight and wondered why it did not rain. And wondered if courage was ever a thing I had possessed. How had I ever written, where had those words, dreams, images ever come from? Perhaps they were all I had. I had used them up. There would be no more. The emptiness I now felt was the loneliness of a depleted soul. Why did I not simply vanish from existence? Why was I left to choose the manner of my exit? Why was there still enough of a life in me to demand a decision, some rationality, some blame? Was this merely the final cruelty?
"Are you okay?" I was too stunned by my own predicament to be surprised. So far had I withdrawn from the conscious world that the words seemed to come from afar, an unreachable place, somewhere I had once visited but did not belong to now. I could not turn to acknowledge what I could not see. And until Marlise shook my shoulders, I did not know where I was.
"I'm okay, I'm okay," I finally said, somewhat annoyed. I felt no joy upon my return to this world. It was far too demanding, far too simple, far too real.
"Have you been drinking or something, Vida?" She looked like a disapproving Mum. She was looking into my eyes, smelling my breath. I could tell. I felt like snickering. Answers were simple to the blind.
"No, I'm merely admiring the view."
"You were looking down," she said with a frown.
"There's a view through every angle of a window, Marlise." I had no intention of making her my confidante, although for a moment my mind seized on the image of grabbing her tight and crying into her neck until the tears died. The effort to hold back made my nose twitch. I found is the next few days that this would become a constant habit.Marlise still looked unappeased. "Are you sure you're okay?"
"Sure," I said, flopping down into my chair once again. "I'm just worrying about my speech. I was talking to the Chair about it. He's worried about my making a good impression. You know, don't want to let on that the greater part of our undergraduate are uninterested and uninteresting spoiled rich kids."
Marlise smiled at this, the common opinion of the faculty. "Well, there are the graduate students… "
"Yeah, but I don't get to teach them."
"You will," she said, but I could not stop the echo which said 'If you last long enough.' For a moment I almost thought she had spoken the words. She had no doubt thought them to herself. I realized all at once that Marlise had given up on me, despite or perhaps because of her initial friendliness. After all, she had even given the party for my car's demise and I had sneaked out of it. It must have been the final straw. I'm certain she thought, perhaps, that I hadn't wanted those overtures. The truth is I appreciated them, but there was only so much friendliness I could take. I felt cowed before so much goodwill. It felt artificial, like children being polite at a birthday party of a contemporary, when they were only invited because the parents knew one another. I think I have preferred the people who outrightly disliked me, thought me a young upstart. Like old Hardy, who was barely able accept the admission of women on the faculty, let alone a nursery prodigy like myself.
"What?" I had wandered off while Marlise spoke. She reiterated that she, at least, did hope that I would shake up the old status quo a little.
"Rattle their cages a little, eh?" In her own way, Marlise liked to think she was a bit of a rebel. Of course, it was only a boldness along already established lines. A Jezebel dress. A use of convention to shock convention, no more. But I was very nearly a nihilist. Well, I tried to be. Somewhere there was a glimmer of hope that made me consider rebuilding on the ashes, not simply destroying it and walking away. Besides, I do love many of the old classics, damn the luck.
Marlise slowly left, ever doubtful of my sanity, but she had to meet Burt who had invited some of his students over for dinner. Compensation for having to study History, I assumed. It was allright by me. I usually gave a party at my house, unless the class was simply too dim to give any possible reason (as had happened last summer); it helped wind down the semester. I invited all the students, but took care to personally request the presence of the few students of whom I thought highly, usually by attaching a note to their final appear. Of course, I invited all my friends too, real friends that is. No need to be a martyr.
Bathed once more in reality I turned back to Alice in order to select something meaningful for the class. Would they ever catch on to all the beauty around them? I doubted it. You can lead a horse to water but that doesn't make it a duck.
"Damn!" Dancing around to "Gloria", I had dropped an egg, splat! right on the kitchen floor. Algernon ran over hopefully and began to lick at the mess while I grabbed some paper towels. "Scat, cat," I said and he ran off with some of the shell. I threw the sopping towels in the garbage and tripped off after the cat. Not under the couch, not under the table, aha! a bit of shell in the hall. Algernon sat in the bathtub, calmly licking his spoils. He was indignant when I removed them. "Get your toys, you old reprobate," I admonished him. He decided to sulk instead.
I went back to my omelette and my own preoccupations. What was I going to say at that god-forsaken conference? Ladies and gentlemen, we stand on the verge of the last decade of this century,k but our minds still in the era of Shakespeare." No,, no good. No one likes to be called a dinosaur. Not that they aren't. Fuck 'em if they can't take a joke. "We stand on the verge of the last decade of this century, deep into the computer age, yet our minds are still in the land of Shakespeare." God, it sounds like the Land of Oz. Era was better. "Deep into the computer age, yet our minds remain in the era of Shakespeare… " Now what? I poured the omelette into the pan, the oil crackling. "Students' assignments come right off the old-matrix printer, we do computer searches through the libraries of the world for research and still, still we teach as those before us, centuries before us, taught. And we wonder why our students are dull and bored (bad phrase, sounds too much like room and board), we wonder why our students are bored and apathetic. We don't reach them. We don't reach them there inside their cocoons of TV numbness. We aren't a twenty-six minute sitcom with frequent commercial breaks. We go on too long to hold their attention. So do we become sitcoms? Is that what it will take?" Announcer voice, "Hello and welcome to the Ernest Hemingway Show. Tonight follow Papa's merry highjinks as he tries to write 'The Old Man and The Sea' while his noisy but lovable neighbours throw a costume party. Laughs galore when Ernie is mistaken for a maiden aunt in disguise and his beard is pulled off."
"DAMMIT!" The omelette was on fire. I grabbed the pan, unfortunately too close to the metal which caused me to drop it, flinging hot oil over my hand and the flame which shot up hungrily in search of victims. Wringing my hand and stepping away from the conflagration, I tripped over the ever present Algernon. He was as surprised as I, when I crashed to the floor gashing my forehead on the cupboard door. I struggled up again and managed to drop the pan into the sink and turn off the gas. The fire of the burning oil went out of its own accord as I watched, cradling my injured hand. Algernon stared, bewildered, from a safe corner. I jumped when the phone rang.
"Whatcha doing?"
"Burning down the house," I snapped, still wringing my hand.
"Talking Heads?" asked Camile innocently.
"No, the damn omelette caught on fire and I burned my hand and banged my head." I was practically in tears. I was also whining. I hate whining.
"Well, pull yourself together and come over. We've having a get-together with a surprise. C'mon. It'll be fun."
"Camile, the last time you said that we all ended up fingerpainting blindfolded." It was true. We were all blindfolded and set in front of easels to compare the effect on our blind groupings of Debussy, Bach, the Rolling Stones and the Dead Kennedys. TC howled when I told him about it.
"It was a good idea, you just weren't receptive."
"I'm not receptive to idiocy." I couldn't decide if my head or my hand hurt more.
"C'mon, this is something more up your alley. So bind your wounds and get your butt over here. TC may even come."
I laughed. "Fat chance."
"Well, I told him you were coming and that you wanted him there."
"Camile, when are you going to go into politics and quit wasting your natural talents at the University."
"Just come over. Hey, Jack's here. I gotta go. Come, okay?"
With that she rang off and I stood there with the receiver in my hand. What choice was there? I had already botched dinner. With any luck there would be food.
he welt on my head was already beginning to bruise. Great. I put some Vaseline on my burnt hand. It was bad enough that I knew it would blister. Again, great. Rifling through the medicine cabinet I eventually found some gauze. It was a little yellow, but it would do the trick. I didn't know what to do with my head. Maybe some ice. Camile could wait.
It was nearly eight by the time I got there. Sueko opened the door. "Vida! What have you don't to yourself?"
"I just got a facial at Estee Lauder. then a romantic ride along the LA downtown streets, just the way to begin a wonderful evening." I grinned my sardonic sneer. But I was feeling better. the three brandies hadn't hurt, neither did my forehead anymore. "So what are we fingerpainting tonight, Su?"
She laughed her miniature laugh. "No painting tonight, just listening." She swept me along into the noise of the big studio. "If we'd only thought of it, we should have had some old pick you up. Some one will take you home," she assured me un necessarily. I raised my eyebrows with insinuation. "Any likely prospects?" Su giggled. Although thirty-two, she could not face any sexuality without blushing. Product of a strict, traditional Japanese home, she was very uncomfortable with the risque, though she photographed nudes for a lot of her works.
Camile breezed over. At four-foot-eleven she seemed as weightless as a leaf, and always flew through any of her many parties somehow forcing people to have a great time without relishing it. And we did, though we often did not believe it in retrospect: the fingerpainting, the Edwardian dance, the Kabuki dress ball. She peered up at my forehead. "God, Vida! Are you starting to self-destruct?"
I smiled lamely. It felt like the truth. "Just don't try to shake my hand." For demonstrations I held up my injured paw. "No painting for me tonight."
Camile laughed gaily. "Don't worry, it's not on the menu and any way you're not left-handed." She paused. "Or are you?"
"Ambidextrous. Equally inept with either hand."
"Come eat. You'll feel better." Southern hospitality. Camile was from New Orleans and tended to treat the world with welcoming arms like lost children. I could just see her giving lemonades to the passersby on a hot day from some Flannery O'Connor-like veranda. She never talked about her past, but it was there in her demeanor, and in her speech.
The repast before us equalled any previous spread. "It looks terrific!" Hungrily I grabbed a plate and filled it with crab dip, crackers, carrots, olives, pickles, chips and salsa. I have never been a gourmet, but I do love food. I wasn't the only one, I could see as others milled around the table talking almost as fast as they could digest the food. I drifted away from the platters as Camile went to greet new arrivals. Almost anxiously, I cast my gaze around the room. Roger smiled shyly from behind a palm. I waved a cracker at him but continued to look. There! Hidden in a corner, busily sketching, was TC. I practically ran over to him, "Hey kiddo!"
He looked up briefly and smiled. "I thought you weren't going to come," he said as he continued the portrait.
"It is always nice to be expected and not to arrive," I said with grandeur.
"Well put, Wilde," he chuckled. then he looked up again. "What have you done?"
"Oh," I said touching my bruise. "Just a little charbroiled omelette. An accident, of course."
"Freud said there are no accidents."
"Freud was a repressed old fool."
"True, but what were you really doing?"
"Trying to write my speech for next month's conference. I had gotten up to a sitcom on the life of Hemingway when the omelette caught fire. TC, what am I going to do? I think I'm falling apart."
He took my hand and kissed it. "You're not going to fall apart. I won't let you. You've got to be here for criticism of my work. No one else will do."
"I don't criticize your work well. I love all of it."
"That's not true, you're too honest to be doting. But then you probably don't realize it. You never do."
"Never realize what?"
"When you give good criticism."
"You know that sounds almost obscene," I laughed.
TC smiled. "Don't change the subject. You do, though. It's when you look at something and say 'what's that?' or 'why is she smirking?' and then I know that it needs a touch here or a dab there to make the idea clear. Very astute, very quick."
"I'll have to be more careful of what I say."
"That never works," he said shaking his head. "In the first place, you can't keep it up. You always go back to instinct. And guarded. And it's not hard to figure out what you're hiding."
I frowned, disconcerted. "I don't think I like the idea of being so transparent. It makes me feel simple."
TC smiled reassuringly. "It's not that, it's just that you're so painfully honest."
"Great. It's something I've always despised in others."
"No, what you always remark on is maliciousness in the guise of honesty. You're not malicious."
"Am too!"
TC howled. The room seemed to turn to his laughter. He was so quiet that his hearty laughter always pulled the crowd around him, basking in the warmth of it. "You love your ideal so much." "What ideal?"
"You know, 'she's a rebel and she'll never be any good… ' Who is that, the Ronettes?"
"The Crystals. The Ronettes are 'Da-doo-run-run'. Don't you know your Girl Groups yet, even with all my tutoring?"
We were interrupted by Camile clapping her hands and calling, "Attention everyone, please. I'd like to introduce our guest for tonight." She looked around to ascertain that we were all paying attention. "Tonight we're very happy to have with us Cheree Flammia, a psychic medium who will help us conduct a seance!" The woman in question stood beside her, grinning broadly.
"Well," I confided to TC, "she looks rather happy. You know what that means?"
"She's getting a lot of money for this?"
"No, if we hit her we'd be striking a happy medium."
He groaned. "I should have sen that one coming." We joined the slow ramble toward chairs. I sat with TC on one side and Roger on the other.
"How's the sculpting world. Rog?" I said settling down into my chair. "Create anything earth-shattering?"
He shrugged and reddened. It was always difficult to get anything out of him. Usually he was only willing to talk about others, as he did in his weekly review for a small art paper. He was so eloquent, so intelligent, so idealistic. And talented. But he never like to show his own creations, he preferred to work in virtual seclusion. I had nearly got him to do a show, but he had backed out at the last minute, claiming it was premature. I occasionally wished for his modesty, but not too often. Like Sylvia always said, if you got it, flaunt it. I was really too obsessed to be modest.
Well, I had been.
"Relax your minds and allow them to become receptive." soothed Madame Cheree as Camile went around flicking off lights. She joined the table as the medium bade us to join hands. TCs was warm, Roger's cold, mine slightly sweaty. The light of the candles spread over the table flickered restlessly. We could hear the slight sound of the cars on the street, hear the sound of a call somewhere down the hall way. Some one giggled, a little apprehensively. "Relax your bodies, feel the bond between them, feel the spirit and the friendship flow through your hands, through your bodies. This is a friendly communion, the darkness is only to provide comfort. It helps the link to the spiritual world from this material one. The ladder is the subconscious. Slowly, together, we will climb the rungs. Are you with me? One. The first step is simple, we merely elevate. You are a little off the ground. With every step you will feel a little lighter, a little freer of the bonds of the material world. Two. You are beginning to realize that the world is pulling at your sleeve as you try to reach to its boundaries for a little while. Release your end of the bonds. Let them go. You can come back to them in a little bit. Three. You can feel your head beginning to reach through the clouds. The air is purer, it makes you slightly giddy. You will be used to it soon. Four. Your body remains in the clouds, but your head is free. Breathe deep. The air refreshes. It regenerates. You feel stronger, more alive. You want to be free of the cloudiness of this world. Five. You are free but in darkness. You can see the light of the world beyond, be a part of it. You step again. Six. The light is ahead and it pulls you. You yearn toward it and the safety it brings, the enlightenment. You feel the need to communicate. Seven. Open your eyes."
I felt my eyes open. They seemed to do it of their own accord, not through any volition of mine. The room was dark but I could see the serene faces of the gathering. As one we looked to our leader on this trip.
"The gateway is open, we need only approach it. Come closer, closer, closer. Feel the doors open." A cool breeze enveloped us. Some one gasped. "Who is there? Is some one near? Come to us. Be not afraid. Who are you?" A whispering could be heard, but it did not come from the table, from anyone here, as far as I could tell. A thrill of apprehension shivered through my body. This was not as I had expected, but then I have always had an overactive imagination. But I was not alone. One could feel the electricity and un-ease in the air. It was as if we all held our breath.
"Come to us, call to us," urged the medium with closed eyes. The whispering increased, still the words were incomprehensible. Sparks of light appeared above the table like fire flies on a warm summer night. Slowly, the flickers began to form into little wisps of light, curling in eddies of some unseen wind. the wisps were becoming a shape now, inconstant but nearly discernable. It seemed to be the torso of a human. Fluid arms moved restlessly. The face was yet unclear. The shimmering hair could not seem to decide what shape to take, instead it moved searchingly, possessed by an eternal and fussy hairdresser. It finally decided to be a hat and spread like an oak over her head. Her, I was ready to say, for the form it took suggested a woman to me. An old woman. I don't know why. I cannot now remember why it was that the spirit was an old woman, perhaps it was only in my mind. Such a strange apparition. I am likewise puzzled as to why it seemed so familiar to me. It recalled no person of life or of history. Yet I knew the woman. I looked around to see that all were transfixed on this image, for now its visage was clear — the thin, pale arms, the long face and the ridiculous bonnet. It floated above the table, moving but without uncertainty. It seemed to be searching the faces of those present, looking for some indication of why it was summoned hence. I took an involuntary breath. The figure peered at me. I could practically see her squinting. Slowly a hand raised, a finger outstretching. Her nebulous lips moved. As one, the table learned forward. A whisper, no more. I could not hear. My head cocked like a parrot's, I wondered if she had really spoken. As if in answer, the ghostly lips parted. "You." The word was barely audible yet clear as desert air. The sand of centuries flowed in her speech, a skull long dead but restless. I knew my face was a white as hers as she moved closer, finger out, accusing. "You will never be as me," she breathed and on her wind was the stench of death, of the grave, of the endless abyss. My mouth opened and closed soundlessly. It was very dry. I could feel my eyes begin to somersault. The ghost, captured by a whirlwind, spun before us, becoming a funnel of light which hung momentarily, a split second, then vanished as if sucked into the table top. Astonished voices broke out around me and I leapt to my feet, my chair crashing behind me. I followed suit.
I awoke to the ceiling. It was polka-dotted. Su's room, of course. "TC?" I whispered tentatively. No answer. I raised my head. The room was empty. I raised my self and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I felt a little light-headed. What to do. What to do. I bounced on the edge of the mattress a few times, I don't know if I meant to bounce myself out onto the floor. Where was Tigger when you needed him?
TC and Camile came in as I was bouncing.
"Feel better?" asked Camile. TC handed me a brandy. I smiled. A weak grin, but a true one.
"I wasn't the only one to see that. Was I?" They hastened to reassure me that everyone had seen it. "But I was the only one who fainted."
"Well, you were singled out," pointed out TC.
"Fainted! Just like a woman." I was disgusted.
TC smirked. "You're supposed to say 'Just like a woman'." he crooned in his best Dylan imitation.
It had the desired effect; I smiled. "I suppose there's some kind of trick to it, hocus pocus." I looked from one to the other. "It's just mumbo jumbo, right?" TC shrugged. Camile said nothing. "Well, you hired her, Camile. Did she come with a lot of electronics and assistants to set the mood? Mirrors and lights to make the effect seem real and three-dimensional?"
Camile shrugged in turn. "No, just herself. Not even a crystal ball." She smiled crookedly. "It was just one of those things."
"Bullshit! Is she still here? I want to talk to her." I was on my feet now. It seemed imperative to speak to the woman. What happened after I passed out?"
"She took us all back down the ladder. She said it was important to return us to the plane from which we came. Sort of like debriefing." TC nodded his confirmation.
"Well, what about me?" I yelled. "What am I doing, hanging up there still?"
"I don't know," Camile said limply.
"Where is she?" I demanded.
"She left," Camile stuttered. "She left right after the seance. I — I didn't know you'd want to see her."
I grabbed her shoulder. "I've got to see her!"
TC put a hand on my shoulder. "Not tonight, Vida."
"When!"
Camile struggled out of my grasp. "I still have her card. You can call and see her tomorrow. Is that good enough?"
I nodded, disheartened. "I guess it'll have to be. Why me, why me," I added sardonically.
"You're a magnet for the bizarre, remember?" said TC, kneading my shoulders. "Remember the evangelist on Hollywood Boulevard, the weird guys at Venice, that bum in the park. You attract it, dear."
I leaned back. "I suppose so. I don't know why that bum thought I was Veronica Lake. I don't look anything like her."
"It was so funny, him trotting after you, calling Veronica, Veronica, I'm the only one who ever loved you!' Good thing he couldn't run fast."
"Yeah, I did use him too, in that story I sold to 'Esquire'. Maybe I'll use this too," I added dully, knowing I wouldn't.
"Relax, at least your instinct isn't gone. Just the will. And that'll come back, I know it will."
"Well, well. The bluebird of happiness." I said coldly. TC paid no attention and hugged me from behind, his arms about my neck. I could not have guessed that later he would try to strangle me in just such a position. At that moment, I felt reassured to feel my friend and his hope behind me. "I wish there was a back door to this place."
"Want to leave?"
"Yeah, but I don't really want to face all those accusatory stares."
"You're making too much of it. We were all affected by this night. No one thinks any less of you. They're friends, remember?"
Roger hugged me as we swept toward the door. I felt the eyes of the room upon me but tried to ignore it. "See ya, Roger. Next time no mumbo jumbo."
"Take care of yourself," he whispered. "You know I love you." I smiled and dragged TC out the door with me. The ride home was silent as I pondered the trial of the evening. What had she meant? God, I was already assuming it was real. I looked down at the card I clasped in my hand like a talisman. I had better get some answers.
TC looked closely at me as he stopped in the drive behind the remains of my car. "Are you going to be okay?"
I doubted it very much.
"Sure," I sighed. "I mean. I better be. I can't have you babysitting me the rest of my life, can I?" In a way I did want it, but I banished that weak part away from my self. "I'll be okay. I'm going right to bed, so I can get up early and call this Madame Watsis. Thanks Good night."
"Good night."
Actually, sleeping was the last thing I wanted to do. Algernon met me at the door and rubbed against my legs as I paused to watch TC drive off. Somehow I guessed that TC could not really help me. How could he save me from my own mind and what it was doing to me? How could anyone help me?
Deciding on the best way to help myself, I went to the kitchen and put on the kettle. Algernon mewed, ever hopeful. I dug in the cupboard to find my Earl Grey. I stared at the kettle for a minute and left it alone. What to read? I browsed along the bookcases. Something lively — hmmm. What would keep me up all night? Rereading "Pride and Prejudice"? Maybe. "Setting Free the Bears"? No, "Garp." That'll do it. Sure enough, just then the kettle began to whistle. I ran back to the kitchen and grabbed my Virginia Woolf mug, filling it to the top. Naturally I spilled it on myself as I settled down into the couch. Too comfortable. I moved to the dining room table and sipped my tea as I began the strange tale of Jenny and her son.
I had only gotten as far as their arrival in Vienna when I felt my head nodding. As my eyes closed, I suddenly saw the apparition. I flung my lids open. No, I wasn't going to let that happen. I got up to pace the room, beating my palms against my shoulders as if to keep the cold away. I took short breaths, panting to get the blood flowing. Algernon watched me from his chair. I took a few more turns about the room and then seated myself once more at the table. I concentrated on getting through to "The Pension Grillparzer" without blinking. I made another pot of tea. I looked at the clock. It said four. Every time my eyes threatened to close, I saw the old woman behind my eyelids and stared. The adrenaline helped my heart beat faster, kept me awake. As the minutes crept by, more and more shadows seemed to gather behind the woman's wispy frame. I shivered and grabbed a blanket to keep me warm (it couldn't have been less than sixty-seven outside). My hands began to shake from the excessive caffeine. I desperately wanted a drink, but I knew it would only send me to sleep. And to sleep, perchance to dream; there indeed was the rub. It was bad enough to be awake. All around me I could hear the voices, little voices. They were whispering from every darkened corner. I was morbidly curious of what they were saying and equally dreading to actually hear the words. So many voices, some louder than others, almost familiar. I found myself leaning from the chair, ignoring my book in an attempt to comprehend the message. I'd start and try to return to the pages but was unable to concentrate. Frustrated, I threw down the book and covered my ears. It was beginning to rip the fibre of my nerves, already raw from the tea and the late hour. I had to drown them out. I turned on the TV. "Movies 'Til Dawn" would be on Channel Five. Nothing with Cushing and Lee, I hoped. It was in the middle of the Cal Worthington ad. To be absolutely certain, I turned on the stereo too and searched for the right record. Something unfailingly cheerful — early Beatles. I put on the second album and stood with my head cocked, listening. They were still there, but thankfully muted. I stood there between the TV and the stereo for tour hours or more, solemnly flipping the record over and over again. When dawn came, I let the record play out but left the television on and stepped out ont the porch. I stared at the rising dawn as if I could make it rise faster; odd how we assume nothing bad can happen in the daylight. I wasn't too certain anymore. I moved to the swing to continue my vigilance. I could feel my knees tremble from the tense night. My eyeballs ached, my stomach fluttered, my neck stiffened; how I wanted to sleep. I fought the sensation, but it overwhelmed me. Suddenly, I knew she was there, beside me. My eyes were shut but I knew no darkness would keep the image away. I would not look at her, but I knew she was holding me in her hypnotic gaze. How could I hide? Nowhere to run, I felt like surrender. But only for a moment, for the whole of my should resisted defeat. The voices were beginning afresh, but voices of my own were joining in the battle. I heard the sound of friends, of family, trying to ward off this destruction. The hubbub was unbearable. I closed my hands over my ears. But it dawned on me that there was one missing. I went inward, trolling for the absent voice, mine. There it was, running for the trees, without a backward glance, seeking sanctuary, a cave to hide itself. It ran through streams, ran over rocks, ran between the scratching brambles. Ahead was its destination, a black crevice in the mountains that loomed over the scene of destruction, where even mow I could hear the sounds of the battle. Into the cut went, scrambling over the uneven surface, slipping a little in the dank underground. I could not make out the way, but blindly followed the sound of my voice. Suddenly I started. Behind us there had been a noise, the slightest swish of sound, but clear in the empty air of the cavern. She was in here with us! Silently I urged my voice on faster, vainly hoping to out run her. But she did not run, just floated evenly over the irregular floor. With every turn, every drop she gained on us. Each time I looked over my shoulder, I feared to see her hanging in the air behind us. Then there would be no more running. I was thus distracted until a quick turn in the tunnel dropped off without warning. With horror I saw my voice fall, leaving only a scream behind. My forward momentum insured that I would follow, but the cold hand of the old woman grabbed me and I teetered on the edge of the abyss. There was death below, but only madness behind me. I fought her fold, hoping to fling myself into the chasm. She had my shoulder now, trying to turn me to face her. I would not look! It would be worse than death. "Vida!" she hissed. I glued my eyes shut and tried to feel the way.
"Vida, Vida!" Her voice had changed. Deeper, familiar somehow. With trepidation I opened a slit in one eye. It was Lilla, co-inhibitor of our duplex. "Hey wake up, you're going to miss your class if you sleep out here much longer." She looked down at me blinking in the early sun. "You were having some dream there." I tried to gather my groggy thoughts. "What time is it?"
"Nine-thirty. Don't you have a ten o'clock?"
"Yeah. Thanks for waking me." I gathered the ambition to get up but it wasn't easy. I practically staggered. Lilla looked on, figuring it was just another wild drinking night for me. I smiled weakly and went inside as she raised her in a wave. I stepped gingerly across the floor and turned off the T.V. The house was silent. Completely silent. Algernon mewed. I looked at him. "I need a drink," I confided.
The only thing that kept me going throughout the class period was the feel of that card nestled in my pocket. I sensed that my nose was twitching throughout the hour, as well as my lower left lip — a new development. I felt barely able to complete the distance back to my office, humbled under the load I was carrying though it was only a couple books. To deflect thinking, I counted each step. Two-hundred-forty-six; thank god, the class was in the same building. I closed the door behind me, hoping no one would come knocking. I stared at the heavy fake wood of it, willing silence into the artificial knots and grain. But beyond the wood there seemed to be a whispering, not quite audible. I felt it rather than heard it. I did not know if it was really there, the voices of my students, my colleagues; or was it the phantoms of the night? If it was the old woman… The thought of seeing her pass through the pseudo-walnut sent a shiver up my neck and propelled my hypnotized feet to my desk. My hand shook badly as I wrestled the card out of my pocket. I stared at it for a second; the garish red of it, the spidery, baroque lettering — Madame Cheree, psychic advisor, past, present, future and the phone number. 818 area code, looked like Glendale.
Great — a suburban psychic.
A brief flicker of my humour still exists. I thought as I dialed the numbered. It rang. And again. And more; six rings each adding to my nervousness. Click; "Hello?" a child's voice.
"Uhm, Madame Cheree, please." I felt momentarily foolish as I let the words pass my lips. You're sinking, girl.
"Just a minute," bang! the phone dropped and the kid yelled "Mom! Phone for you." In the background another child was screaming its lungs out. In a few seconds the yelping became louder. "Hello?" It was the voice of any harried working mother with children. I was embarrassed, but I was also desperate.
"Hi, um, I need to talk to you."
"Yes." She said it dully. There was no sense of the mystical being who held sway over us all the night before. Was it all an illusion after all?
"The seance last night, remember?" I flushed even though she could not see me. "I'm the one who, uh, fainted. I really need to see you. Please." I knew I was pleading. But I was already beginning to doubt whether she would be able to help me.
"Let me see." I could hear her thumbing through some kind of appointment book. God, just like the dentist's office! It was in that kind of voice that she answered. "I could probably slip you in at 1:30?"
Great. I need this filling very badly, it's giving me a lot of pain. "Great, thanks a lot. I mean it." You're beautiful, have your service call my people. We'll have lunch.
One-thirty; it would give me just about enough time, knowing the cursed RTD. Oh, heaven preserve me and return my wheels. I must call the insurance company again, they were taking their own sweet time about this. I suddenly realized I was worrying about "normal" things for the first time, it seemed, in days. I reflexively halted the tears that suddenly sprang to my eyes. Maybe I was going to be alright after all.
I stopped at the ATM on the way to the bus stop. I paused. How much would this mysticism cost? What's a soul worth these days in cold, hard cash? I took the "fast cash" forty, and after a brief reflection, another twenty. How had anyone in this city existed before the automatic teller machine?
As I settled into the sticky naugahyde on the bus, I cursed myself for forgetting a book — indispensable for the always tortuous journey. It was not only amusement; it was a way to keep weird fellow passengers from speaking to you. In LA, you only rode the bus if you HAD to do so. Most people are simply too poor to afford a car and worst yet, the insurance now mandatory. The remainder are people who cannot get a driver's license. And as anyone in this freeway pit stop masquerading as a city will tell you, any idiot can get a license.
That leaves only crackpots.
And they bloom on the public transportation. How do these seemingly destitute people afford all those pamphlets? Clothes held together by ragged stitches and safety pins, hair wild, no convincing signs of a shower in the past year; yet they always have carefully and sometimes beautifully printed pamphlets warning "WHAT IF THERE REALLY IS A HELL?" and "BEATRICE OWNS THE POPE AND THE PRESIDENT — WHAT ABOUT YOU?" or, my favourite, "I COME FROM A UFO". Is there a central distribution of these, as some kind of social program? Do they spend all their contributions to print them, relinquishing the right to cleanliness and sartorial eloquence in a bizarre kind of martyrdom? I favour the latter.
With no book, I tried to amuse myself from my own paltry imagination. I started wondering about my pending meeting, but that was too troubling. Class? I got bored quickly. I knew only too well that there was an imposing pile of badly written papers waiting to be read. I desperately hoped for a few gems. With a start, I realized that in my haste I had given them no new assignment. Oh, well, less homework for me. I tried looking out the window. I used to get ideas that way. Idle staring once provoked the richest clicks in my now barren mind. Where I formerly saw a wonderland of peculiarity and humour, I now saw merely a city without a heart. LaLaLand — no heart and if New Yorkers were right, no mind. The city that killed Fitzgerald; no that was Hollywood, a bad child of the metropolis. Could that be? Didn't Hollywood come first? Or was it just my image of D.W. Griffiths standing in the dusty desert basin and imagining a business that made it seem so. I am extremely hazy when it comes to the actualities of history, as many exasperated friends will attest. Even my literary history is a little muddled at times. But I know movies like the back of my hand. Great.
The bus got more crowded downtown. The emptiness of the seat beside me seemed precarious. I suddenly remembered the ruse of a friend who liked to sit alone on airplanes. She would let me person sit down and get comfortable, then smile and ask her companion if s/he had accepted Jesus Christ as a personal saviour. She said it never failed. Somehow I figured it would not work so well on the northbound RTD.
I tried to imagine how Sam Spade would act. It was futile. Gumshoes don't ride buses. Gumshoes work alone. In a big black Packard, with newspapers and tobacco tins littering the back seat. Maybe a lonely nylon stocking would be buried among the newsprint. As the bus chugged along Hill, I felt necessary pretensions slip away. Public transportation; the great equalizer. I started to realize that I knew nothing about poverty or suffering. I have a very easy life. It should have made me feel better, but I felt guilty and depressed. Very depressed. Hope was sliding through my fingers, and I couldn't hold. I was beginning to see that there was a long way to fall. As if to cement this knowledge, a man shuffled onto the bus and plunked himself beside me. Of course he was armed with a sheaf of urgent messages and I accepted one as I would a subpoena, knowing it was what I deserved.
I skimmed the text which was headed by immense lettering which screamed "THE POPE'S SECRETS" and appeared below a photo of the man himself holding up his hands, thumbs and forefingers circled to make glasses. There was a collection of rather startling indictments: Feds OK Vatican Slave Labor Campus, IRS - Roman Cult's Collection Agency, and my favourite, J.F.K.'s Fatal Mistake. I chuckled. This paragraph told of Kennedy's decision to follow the Constitution rather than Roman canon. The Vatican had him assassinated — just like Lincoln, so the text said. In addition, the righteous prose went on, Jim Jones and Timothy Leary had apparently been Vatican/Jesuit-trained minions, corrupting the good American people. Chagrin rolled off the man next to me, as the laughter peeled off me and he got up to lurch down the aisle to the back of the bus. But I couldn't stop giggling. Maybe I could use this in my speech. "Ladies and gentlemen, I come to warn you that the IRS is nothing more than a collection agency for the finances of the Vatican Anti-Christ! Rise up and defeat the Jesuits who have filled your television with Laverne and Shirley in order to anesthetize your minds." And just then the hand of God would come down and vaporize me — ffft! thereby relieving me of the necessity to finish my speech. A welcome destruction, as I had not the faintest idea of what I was really going to say. Angrily, I kicked the seat in front of me, surprising the old man. I looked out the window guiltily to avoid his gaze. Why had he asked me, I asked myself for the umpteenth time. Answers floated by; token woman, token burned-out genius, token Californian writer. No, I wasn't even in LA when I wrote the book. My book, my only book; maybe they were curious about the second book, the long-awaited, unwritten, never to be written (perhaps), mercifully un-advanced second book. I saw them like jackals at a crucifixion. Waiting for me to crack. Well, too bad folks, you missed the show, she's already cracked. Cracked, splintered and gone down for the third time; sinking fast. Why else would she be spending two hours and ten minutes riding the RTD to distant Glendale to see a suburban psychic?
By the time I arrived, my head was empty and the flyer was stuffed in my pocket. I wandered down the street seeking the address. It finally appeared on a modest tract house. It was a little run down, the cliched kid's trike unbalanced on the lawn, a lone plastic daisy listlessly turning its petals in the smoggy breeze. It hardly looked like the residence of Madame Cheree. I rang the bell with anticipatory embarrassment. A kid with a Kool-Aid moustache and a glass of the culprit liquid in his hand came to the door. He looked too large for the tricycle. "Hi," he said with neither shyness nor insolence.
"Hello. I'm looking for Madame Cheree."
"She's with a client right now. Do you have an appointment?"
I smiled. Polite kid, how unusual. "Yes, one-thirty."
"C'mon. You can wait in the living room" He opened the screen door and let me in. He led me into the appropriate room and motioned to a paisley covered soft that had obviously been used as a scratching post for a cat or two or more. The arm was ragged. "There's magazines to read. She'll be out in a little while." I thanked him and turned to the pile of fodder as he turned back to his play. "Good Housekeeping", "Redbook", "Women's Day"; I groaned inwardly. Not a single thing of value. I pushed through the stack and found a "Cosmo". At least that would be good for a laugh.
I had just read about halfway through an article that told me how I could keep my husband interested after years of marriage (tacitly assuming I would still be interested in him), when I heard a door opening. A snatch of conversation rustled over to me, a murmured "thank you". A mid-thirties man smiled at me and let himself out the front door. Madame Cheree likewise smiled and beckoned to me. As I stood. I could feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins — or was the arteries? I stumbled over an unseen impediment and wobbled down the hall.
"Welcome." An outstretched arm of fringe complemented the world I smiled uncertainly and preceded her into the room. The contrast with the modest house was wholly. Red walls were fringed by heavy tapestry curtains. Paintings hung on the walls, strange character, some of which I recognized; Pan, Bacchus, some kind of magician in a Merlin cap, a skeletal Death carrying a scythe and a strange portrait of redemption with an angel carrying one survivor while three others crouched below in an agony of deprival. In the middle of the candlelit room was a round table covered by a red fringe contrasting the black draped over Madame Cheree's shoulders. And smack in the center, too expected to be expected, was a crystal ball. She indicated that I was to sit at one chair, she took the other. "What can I do for you?" It was the voice of a shoe salesperson, a hotel manager. I swallowed. "I want to know about the seance last night."
She shrugged her shoulders slightly. "What can I fell you about it? I have no control over these things."
Anger blinded my vision. "But you must! I have to know what it was, whether it was some kind of trick — "
"No."
" — or just what it was supposed to mean. I thought you'd tell me. I have to know!"
"If you do not believe it, it shouldn't bother you."
"Alright, I believe, but I don't understand. Why me, why did she point at me and say that?"
She looked curiously at me, I felt she was sizing me up. "I cannot tell because I do not know anything about you. The spirit came either from the room, or from you. If it came from the room, there is still the possibility that you were the catalyst." "But what does it mean? Can you tell me? Do I have to tell you about me? Would that help?" I was practically groveling — no, I WAS groveling.
She looked into my eyes in a way that made me want to shudder, though I couldn't. "Give me your hands." I did. Hers were smooth, strong, assured. A mother's hands, the thought flashed briefly. I felt the sweat of mine dry immediately and the comfort of childhood security flow to my should. After a minute she turned my palms up and gently stroked them with her thumbs. "Relax," she crooned and I obeyed, throwing away my burdens for as long as I could get away with it. She studied the lines and bumps in the flesh, a handicapper looking for that one special long-shot.
I sat numbly on the bus as I began the long journey home. There was no doubt about it. I felt let down. I had wanted spiritual guidance, wanted her to tell me what was wrong with me, wanted her to make me happy again. But I was left disturbed by her words and by her lack of advice. She had told me things I already knew. I wanted enlightenment, damn it!
Madame Cheree had said I was creative, emotional, loyal. So what? She said my love line was all splintered little paths that did not come together till far down my palm. It was obvious! She said I would accept no authority but my own. Everyone knew that! But why was I going crazy? Why did the old woman's ghost speak to me? Why had she looked so familiar?
Madame Cheree had not known.
Oh, she had suggested things. Perhaps I did know who the old woman was, but I was repressing it. I could have gotten that from any second rate Freudian. I didn't think it was true. Or did I? NO! It was all bosh! What was I doing, spending thirty of the hard-earned dollars on some two-bit psychic? I was fine. No, I was going to make myself believe that. I had let myself go off on a head trip of self-pity and that was all that was wrong. I was going to write that speech, and deliver it! and then I would begin. Yes, right away. I would start that second book. What about? Oh, I don't know — maybe a woman who had seen a psychic and had it change her life. No, better yet, a psychic. Yes, the story could be about a psychic who had suddenly found herself deserted by her powers, left with a powerless crystal ball. Madame Cheree had said hers was only for show, she saw nothing in it. But it looked good.
Ah! The power of illusion.
I should now. I had created a number for myself. Not just my writing, no, I had created dillies just lately. Stress, that was it. The word of the eighties. Stress was my new gold calf. I had let it get to me; stress of a second book, stress of teaching unlearning students, stress of fitting into a traditional department, stress of giving that damn speech. I would smash the idol like a new Moses. I would not let myself be crazy. I would forget the stupid kids, concentrate on my own little gems, there were a couple. That's the true purpose of teaching, bringing out what is already there, the brilliance in the few. And screw the fuddy-dudddies in the department! I would dazzle them with my brilliance, baffle 'em with bullshit. Isn't that how I got here in the first place? Most of them had settled into their little niches, already at the end of the line. Why, I had miles to go! And the speech. Okay, so I was terrified of public speaking. Who wasn't? It was the number one fear in the country so why should I be spared. No, I would just write a good speech, sort of witty and Noel Cowardish. After all, no one ever said anything incredibly bright at those conferences. I would wax eloquent about my new project, chuckling about my long vacation as a rewarded to myself. Drop tantalizing hints about the plot, the characters. Make vague comparisons to Dickenson, Plath, or whoever the hell else came into my head. Sure, I could do it! Hadn't I done it all before. There was nothing mystical about it; everyone did it. It was the carnival of academia! God, I started to feel so good. I couldn't wait to talk to T.C. To stay the excitement, I recounted in my mind all the Noel Coward scenes and songs I could resurrect and tried to work them into a score for my speech.
I sand "Mad Dogs and Englishmen" about fifty times before I got to the stop near T.C.s garret. I danced the two blocks, Astaire had my feet under his control. I tapped up the stairs without stumbling once and tapped on his door. "Oh Ginger! Fred's come to dance with you!"
No answer. I peered in through the window. The place was quite deserted. Damn! Even the criminal, I jimmied the lock. I didn't want to do it, but I couldn't wait. T.C. didn't worry about the lock too much. There was nothing for the normal criminal; no T.V., no stereo even, no helpless womenfolk. There was the bar, but who would be that desperate to climb up here and guess that there was even a bottle here? I knew of course and poured myself a drink, just a light afternoon cocktail, not the full glass of gin that had lately become my norm. I surveyed the room. No, no one would be likely to break in here. But I could hardly call the room ascetic. Everywhere canvases were stretched on their boards; some painted, some blank. The bright splashes on the completed works complemented perfectly the designs on the wall. All the once-white walls had been covered with sunsets (or sunrises, I was never sure), and dogs (huge, flopped-eared companions with toothy grins) and people of all shapes and sizes. Here he had manufactured a Cezanne, there a Van Gogh, over there a stunning Gaugin. On the ceiling there was an interesting rendition of the Sistine Chapel's famous work. Interesting because God looked rather like T.C. and Adam remarkably resembled a very young Cary Grant. I smirked. T.C.s Gallery. I loved this room. Oddly enough, the rest of the house was similarly attired. The house was owned by a man whose wife had once been an instructor at the University, a fine painter. When she passed on (what an awful euphemism, I prefer the stronger ones — kicked the bucket, pushing up the daisies, an ex=parrot), he had converted the old Victorian into student apartments. Art students only. T.C. had acquired this particular masterpiece by virtue of the fact that he had been thought to be the most promising of all students. Oh, there was no doubt about that. If a student didn't care for the work left by a predecessor, old Serebriakova (for that was his name) provided buckets of one-coat white, plenty of brushes and a helping hand. T.C. had taken advantage of this offer and had constructed his own environment in easy stages as the mood struck him, usually when he was stuck on a canvas. It was just play to him. But it made a fabulous counterpoint to the rather plain but comfortable furniture sprinkled about the room. Old Serebriakova was fond of knocking on the door at odd occasions and trundling guest through the impromptu show. T.C. always pretended to be too absorbed in his work, but his eyes would gleam with shy pride when he told me about it later.
Where was that boys? I had been there for at least half an hour. I found myself wishing he had left a note, but how was he to know that I would break in that afternoon. I could work on my speech some more, but I was tired of the idea and could not think of any more Noel Coward. No T.V. no stereo. I looked hopefully at the guitar in the corner,, but knew it was useless. I could only play piano, and not very well. There was a smattering of books on the ramshackle shelf unit, but I knew they were mostly art books. After a moment's thought, I went to the phone and dialed my machine. I listed to my impossibly witty message (Laurie Anderson) and then the messages. Two had hung up; amazing how many people refused to speak to a machine. Some days all I heard was dial tones. A message from my sister reminding me about dinner. To be fair, I had completely forgotten. Ah, a message from T.C.
"Change the message! I've heard it twice now. Hey, Vince and I are having dinner at the Mexican place. Join us for some margaritas and nachos if you can tear yourself away from the literary world. C'mon. Chin up, kid. I'm pulling for you?"
Vince. Bad news. T.C. would be home late., if at all. Vince was a sculptor who was crazy about t.C. Well, who wasn't. When T.C. could occasionally tear himself from his work, they would renew their affairette, as he called it in his best Maupinism. I usually enjoyed their company; god, I loved it, I loved the talk. Really great conversation, the kind I thought had been left forever in the undergraduate world. It remained the constant companion of artists though. Somehow it did not last into the academic world of English literature; everyone talked about funding and chairs and committees in my department. I was still naive enough to talk seriously about Truth and Beauty and Art in all capital letters.
But not tonight. I didn't think I could bear the presence of two so utterly happy people. With a darkening of mood, I could feel the bliss of the afternoon evaporating. I left a note for my friend and went home to feed the every-hungry Algernon.
As I felt despair creeping down upon my shoulders again, I rebelled. I - would - not - let - it - happen. Concentrate on the speech, I said to myself grimly. But all the Noel Coward thought had run out of my head. I looked hopefully at my shelves, but knew the only Coward I had was "{Private Lives". Not enough. Well, don't give up! Take another tack. Okay, What? I looked about for inspiration. A glimmer called to m,e from the corner. Aha! Now that I could use. I picked up the slim volume admiringly. Sylvia had given it to me as a going away present. She had used his humorous volume to mask the pain of separation which she had felt immediately — almost before I left — and which had taken many moths to hit me square and hard. After all, I had always ignored good-byes. After undergraduate life there had always seemed to be time for everything. Long languorous hours, days; but I had not seen Syl for two years. The big Swede with cornflower eyes and impossible clothes. I had never accustomed myself to her exotic wardrobe - me with my peacock hair! Her closet was a rumple of lace and flounce, Hawaiian shirts, peasant skirts, and huge clanking belts. I often told her that there was not one matching set in the lot. Everything she owned clashed. I found it hard to imagine her in the corporate world, but maybe advertising wasn't really the land of power ties and blue suits. I really hadn't the faintest idea. ANything outside the world do academia was unfathomable to me. I dressed in a nondescript pile of black and blue, crowned by my favourite article, a hand-me-down leather jacket that had belonged to a close cousin. Well, a once-close cousin.
Suddenly I felt a deep pang of wanting for my dear friend. Those fudge-making nights, endless marathon talks, private jokes; how I missed Syl. How I missed the feeling of having my whole life before me, of standing on the edge of everything. From somewhere the thought came floating up, "I never thought of it, but being middle aged and old takes up most of your life."
Back, back you beauties! I opened Wilde to take these thought away. There were my friendly quotes, the few the proud, the ones I could sometimes remember. As I have said ad infinitum, I can only paraphrase. Such a peculiar mental block. But no need for it now, they were here before me:
"Only dull people are brilliant at breakfast."
"The only thing to do with good advice is pass it on."
"It is always nice to be expected and not to arrive."
A sudden inspiration hit me. I thumbed the pages madly, it was in here somewhere, if only I could, Ah! There is was. The opening for my speech: "The truth is rarely pure and never simple. Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature an impossibility." I could feel my face glowing. It was as if my feet had been dangling over a precipice for an interminable time and had just as suddenly and unexpectedly found a grip in the treacherous earth. An idea, an idea! I felt like singing. It had been ages since a spark had crossed the synapse. I could see the scene vividly; mounting the podium to stare at that sea of faces, grinning broadly (no, smiling slyly) at them, and announcing in confidential tones that "truth is rarely pure and never simple… " It was perfect. I experience once more the thrill I had felt when, on the night before a paper was due, I would sit at my typewriter staring at the blank page with books piled about me, their pages marked, waiting for inspiration. Inspiration that would always come, goaded on by the sense of desperation. Just like now, oh, just like now! A sudden spark from left field, zooming down to save the day, setting my fumbling fingers in motion.
I grabbed a very surprised Algernon and danced about the room. Astaire's feet were back again. I was okay, OKAY! I wanted to shout to the world, tell everyone my joy. I'm sane, sane! I told Algernon. He was no disposed to agree and wriggled out of my grasp, but it didn't matter. I danced on solo. A few twirls about the room and then jumping up and down on the sofa, feeling the bounce of the old, sagging springs who complained loudly at this outrage. I bounced off and ran to the kitchen to slide across the tiles in my socks. Algernon ran for cover from the mad woman and glared from behind a chair.
"Let's celebrate!" I told the crotchety cat. With a phone in one hand and a knife in the other, I prepared a nice Chinese dinner. Invitations taken care of, I hummed with the Pogues and fried the chicken and vegetables while the rice steamed in the cooker. Algernon forgot his displeasure and crawled out from under the chair to beg for food. I was just setting the table when my guests arrived en masse. Hurriedly, I let them in and Algernon out and then ran back to the kitchen. Camile, Su and Rog amused themselves. In minutes it was ready. Camile obligingly popped the champagne and poured into the mismatched glasses. My good spirits were contagious and in a short time, we were all giggling happily.
"A celebration, Vida? Why only four of us?" Camile asked.
Roger chuckled. "She only has four plates." They laughed.
I pretended a haughty air. "Four is the only civilized number for entertaining. It keeps the conversation available to all, but gives enough variety that no one can dominate the proceedings and well, to tell the truth… I do only have four plates."
"Well," said Su with a mouthful, "It is delicious, so why share it!"
"Thanks for the champagne, Camile. I never even stopped to think."
"Hey, no problem. But drop the bombshell, Vi. What's the great cause we're celebrating?"
"I bet she's in love." said Su tenderly squeezing Camile's hand.
"No, it's got to be her writing," intercepted Roger. "Vida's far too cynical to be excited about love. Remember what she says about love being a myth started by Hallmark to boost sales."
Camile snorted. "She only says that because she's a true romantic. All cynics are at heart. Besides, she likes to make her own cards."
I waved a chopstick-laden hand to get attention. "Roger's right. It's not a second book yet, but after many months of dead silence I have had an idea, an idea for my speech next month."
They understood and responded appropriately, "Hurrah!" "Good for you!" "Not a moment too soon. We knew you had it in you."
"So tell us about it! How do you plan to dazzle them?" Camile asked as she helped herself to some more stir fry.
"Well," I blushed, "it's not much yet, but I plan to take a quote of Wilde's to begin with, about true being neither pure nor simple, as modern literature would be an impossibility if it were."
Su wrinkled her nose. "I don't understand. What does that mean?"
I felt pressured. "Well, it's just an idea now. Old Oscar may have meant one thing with it, but I'd like to talk about truth as a subjective element of a particular time, and an influence on the literature of any particular time, but Truth with a capital 'T' always survives the subjective truth of a period. In other words, there's as much crap written now as ever, perhaps a bit more simply because of the greater number of people, literate people that is, and the greater number of publishing possibilities but comparatively, there's only as much good now as in Shakespeare's time. Scholars, as they like to call themselves, despair of this age because they say there's simply no literature these days, just pulp. Because Harold Robbins and Barbara Cartland are at the top of the bestseller lists."
"But so is Alice Walker!" Roger interjected.
I nodded. "Just so. And vision isn't always appreciated at it's own time. Too many follow the fate of Van Gogh dying practically penniless and unknown. It may always be so. Just because the so-called experts decry the state of the arts in this age while under their noses geniuses are staring and falling."
"That's for sure!" Su burst out and we all laughed as on cue.
Camile poured more champagne and chuckled. "I'm afraid it's all too academic for me, but I am glad you've gotten over that thing last night, Vida." She looked at me critically. "It really freaked us all out."
I wasn't sure if she meant my reaction or the apparition. "It freaked me out too. I haven't had anything that bizarre happen to me in a long time."
Rog looked at me quizzically over the rice bowl. "In a long time, Vida? You mean something has happened to you before?" The three of them looked eagerly at me, children at the story hour. I shifted in my chair, doubting the chance of changing the subject. "Well," I began hesitantly, "there have always been dreams, dreams I have had that foretold things, like my car accident. Though of course, they exaggerate." I added thinking of that incident.
"But more?" said Camile seriously.
I sighed, knowing no escape. "Yeah, once an apparition, like that." As I spoke, the veils forced by the years and my own desire to forget lifted one by one. "A long time ago, ages it seems, back when I was an undergrad." I felt like a camper telling ghost stories around the fire. My companions seemed to draw a little nearer, leaning forward in their seats. "It wasn't much, and at the time I didn't really think about it, you know, I was rather peculiar… "
"Unlike now," smirked Camile. Su shushed her.
"Well, I was in the library. On the second floor, going over my notes. I had had a difficult semester and could hardly tell which end was up by the time I started gathering all the materials to write the end. I just happened to look out the window and there it was, drinking from the fountain."
"What?"
I smiled wryly. "A glyptodont."
Roger arched an eyebrow. Su innocently asked, "What?"
"A glyptodont. It was kind of an ancient armadillo, extinct now. It had plates of armor and a tail like a burr. About nine feet long. Just drinking from the fountain. And there were people sitting on the sides of the fountain, quite oblivious to the sight of this huge beast slurping the water. I stared at it for a while, not really wondering about it. Then I went back to my notes and when I next looked up, it was gone."
"Did you know what it was then?"
I shook my head. "I just knew the name to call it because it was suddenly there in my mind. I don't recall ever coming across the word before, but obviously I had. I went later to look it up and found out the other things. They used to roam the wilds of South America. That's what I don't understand."
Roger laughed airily. "That's what you don't understand?"
I felt sheepish. "Well, it always seemed to me that it would have made sense if there had been Glyptodonts on the Eastern Seaboard, if some spirit of the things had remained behind to jog a memory like mine. But they'd never gone that far north, not even as far as armadillos."
"Maybe you were just working too hard." Su offered.
"Just the first crackle in the snap of my mind," I laughed, thinking "I'm okay if I can laugh."
"No," said Su, a little concerned. "I mean that perhaps it's the way you show stress. Some people scream, some people get depressed, some crack their knuckles. Maybe you see visions." It seemed to fit a sort of logic for her.
"So I'm just feeling stress right now, not cracking up?"
"I think you're settling in, not an easy thing for someone like you," Camile said maternally. I hated it when she was maternal. "I agree," said Rog. "You're softer now, gentler. You used to be a lot more playful, but it was like a tiger not like Algernon, and I think that it's for the better if you become a little less driven."
"And arrogant," said Camile archly. She knew I'd let her say it.
"Settling in, eh? Oh, I don't know as I like that idea. I'd always planned to go to my grave kicking and screaming." I laughed fully, my head thrown back.
"Well, maybe now you won't go kicking and screaming, but you also won't go as soon," said Roger too seriously.
"I thought the fire and brimstone was what you liked about me." I leered at him. Rog blushed to the roots of his brown, wavy hair.
"Don't tease him," admonished Su, sticking up for her equally shy friend. "You know he's always had a crush on you." Rog looked terribly uncomfortable. Su turned red too at her unconscious slip.
"Well, Camile, do you think we can find anything to blush about?"
She looked at me with a severity that was only partly mocking. "I know you can, Vida, without trying too hard."
"Not me, I don't believe in regrets and I never tell anybody anything I don't want the world to know."
Everyone laughed. I certainly considered it to be true. Camile disagreed. "I think TC would disagree."
"TC is different. He doesn't talk to anyone if he can possibly avoid it."
"Me either," Su murmured quietly. We hadn't the heart to laugh at her then, but it was difficult to completely suppress the chuckles that only confirmed her statement.
Talk turned to a party Camile was planning in the coming month, though she was still in search of a good theme. Many bizarre and unworkable ideas were discussed and dropped. Eventually, they decided to call it a night and I said goodbye and thanks with appropriate meekness, befitting my new "settling down". They all laughed and piled into Su's beat-up VW to drive away.
I looked with pursed lips at the dirty dishes. "Yuck!" I told my cat. "Come my little Glyptodont, let's do the dishes before they're fossilized." I poured the last of the champagne into a glass to brace me for the ordeal.
That done, I stared a minute at the typewriter, hunched formidably over the desk, dwarfing it. No, too much champagne tonight; I would never be able to concentrate. Well, what's it going to be then, eh? I picked up my fedora and after a thought whirled it across the room. It landed in a poof of dust. I could do some cleaning. Except I hated cleaning and never did it unless I had company that would require it, i.e. relatives. I could dig through the hall closet. That was always good for an amusing half hour. I paused to debate between Southside Johnny and John Hiatt as to which was the better closet rummaging music. I flipped Hiatt onto the turntable and set off. The door opened with a dust-chocked cracking. Algernon appeared immediately. Closets were his favourite place on earth. I was always being startled by mewing from behind closet doors, rescuing the poor creature after many hours in a strange prison.
You can tell a lot about a person by a closet, I thought as I dug into my own. Immediately I pulled out my long winter coat and shook some of the dust off it. I smelled the grey wool; it still had the scent of winter — snow, salt, cold. Someday, I'll go back. It was a recurring thought upon which I could never imagine acting. Despite all the terrible things I may say about the 'Southland' (why is it that news announcers are the only ones to use that phrase, but constantly?), the weather was worth it all. That had been my reason for moving across the country. My sister had visited once with her family and they had returned east only to pull up stakes and hit the road. It had that kind of pull, especially in February. There was no human way to resist California in that dire month.
I hung the coat on the back of the door and pushed my way through the rest of the clothes. There was no reason for me to keep them, and odd assortment of things in which I'd never be caught dead. In other words, they were gifts. In a sudden moment of decision, I pulled them all off their respective hangers and threw them on the floor.
Out damn spot!
I felt better immediately. Yes, this is what I needed. I paused a moment to turn the record and then attacked the shelves. That was more difficult. Letters from everybody, tied in neat little bundles. My hand moved to the first one and I stopped it. If I opened even one I would be here all night. Leave them alone. I told myself harshly. Dig deeper. I couldn't seem to find anything else to throw out. I lingered over some of the items —posters of rock stars that I was too embarrassed to hang, old horse statues, my high school letter — but found I was not ruthless enough to toss them out. I paused to get a chair to delve into the mysteries of the top shelf. I stopped immediately to stare at a can of neon orange spray paint.
Where and when in hell had I bought that? I felt a sweat on my palms as I lurched through my mind to recall what had prompted me to select this particularly nefarious item. I did my best not to think of the dreams. After all they had been black paint, I caught myself thinking, but quickly pushed any consideration away.
Call TC. It was the thing to do. Ask him if he had heard about the corduroy pillowcases. Not get upset. Not think of dreams. Not think I was going crazy. Above all, not think of that can menacing my shelf.
The phone rang and rang. "Why don't you answer!" I screamed at the dumb receiver. Then I remembered. Of course he won't answer, he's not home. Who could I call? Who? Camile? No. She doesn't really understand. And as well-meaning as she is, she would blab. How she would blab! And even though a lot of people suspected I was crazy, I didn't want them to really know. I wanted to call Sylvia very badly, but I knew it was the middle of the night there. Why the hell am I living on this coast, I thought. Three hours behind the real world. I was a fool.
What to do, what to do? Face it! a little voice called from inside me. It sounded like Rick Blaine. Be a woman about it. Face your phantoms and they will dissolve. Okay, I would do it. But my feet remained where they were. C'mon, I urged them, move! Slowly I walked back to the closet, inch by inch, step by step. Shakily, I climbed the chair to encounter my foe. It's just a stupid can of paint, I hissed under my breath. And it was. I forced my hand to touch it. I looked at my fingers — no blood, no paint, just dust. It was an old can. I hadn't recently purchased it in some amnesiac fit. I had bought it long ago for some forgotten reason. But still my hands shook. I stepped off the chair backwards, something brushed my leg and I jumped screaming, nearly squashing Algernon. He sped off to the kitchen, away from me and my ghosts. I glared at the shelf, it's angle hiding my enemy. I could not rustle up the courage even to throw it away. I pulled out the chair and closed the door.
I paced the floor jerkily. It's not panic, I assured myself, just restlessness. I repeated the mantra; just restless, just restless. Okay, so what do I do when I'm restless? Go out. Forget my troubles; consume massive quantities of alcohol. Yes, that's what I'd do since there were no shoulders on which to cry. I decided on the pizza bar — I was less likely to meet any faculty or undergrads there. It was a little further than the other bar, but I knew the walk would be worth it. As I half-ran to my destination, I tried to remember the words to that old song "The Night Has A Thousand Eyes" for it certainly seemed to have them. Not to mention a hundred voices. I ran the last fifty yards because I could feel the breath of the old woman at my heels. I charged through the doors and grabbed the first small table I saw. I sat there panting until a waiter came over to me, looking bored and tossing a napkin on the tabletop.
"What time is it now?"
"Quarter to."
"I'll take four!"
I awoke in a strange room to the music of a clock radio. God! Why did it have to be that damn top-forty station? There was a sheaf of paper stuck to the radio.
Vida — You said you had to be up by nine. I tried to
wake you at seven when I got up, but you wouldn't budge.
See you round sometime — another Margarita night maybe.
Doug
I groaned and it wasn't the headache. Why did I pick this guy just about everytime I decided to get immobile? At least he was discreet. Sort of. I don't think he spoke enough with anyone to spill any stories. The only people I'd seen him pal around with were some likewise boozy drinking mates. The rest of the History grad student's despised him, I knew. When we met in public he was cordial, but when we met in our cups, he was all over me and I let him be, god knows why. TC said it was latent puritan guilt. Well, screw it. I had to get home and change for class. I tried to remember the plan for class as I trudged home. It did not come to me.
At home I showered quickly and dressed. Just as I was leaving, I saw there was a message on the machine. I grimaced as Gertie's voice spoke: "Where are you, Vida? I know, none of my business. I just called to remind you about dinner. I know you didn't forget, but I wanted to remind you anyway. Okay? See you at six and don't bring anything, it's okay."
For a brief moment I fantasized about running away to Mexico. It was said to be a cheap place to live. Maybe I could find peace on the sunlit sand by the azure sea. Maybe I could induce amnesia and forget my family, my life, my class and above all, the need for writing. With a sigh, I admitted defeat and jumped on my bike to face the ordeal of another day.
I arrived a few minutes late and I could see the hope evaporate from a few of the less dedicated students, but spring to faces of the small number of disciples.
"Okay, let's see where we left off."
"Aren't you going to give back our homework?" asked one of the faithful.
"Er, no. I didn't get it finished. Had some unexpected company," and got very drunk.
One of the jerks at the back snickered. "You wouldn't accept that excuse from us."
"I'm not the one being graded." I snapped a little too fiercely.
"Now where die we leave off?" I asked more calmly, shuffling the papers in front of me as if they were notes. They were blank.
"We were going to discuss our homework," said one student, a pimply boy in the front who was always squinting at the board even though he wore glasses that looked like safety glass. This answer produced a burst of laughter. I tried to smile.
"Well, surely you can remember something about what you wrote, if you dig into those weary little grey cells. How about you, Nina?"
When I collapsed into my office an hour later, I was terribly glad evaluations were not that week. How I would suffer. I had tried the patience of my best students; not one followed me back to the inner sanctum to discuss the day. It was not an experience anyone would care to recall.
I looked up at the knock on my door to see Vince. It was going to be a bad day. He was grinning.
"You really tied one on last night." I was wrong; it wasn't a grin, it was a smirk. God, if he was going to start in about Doug, I would have a fit. The image flitted through my mind, me falling on the floor, twitching and moaning, waving my arms and legs and gagging on my tongue.
I had to head him off. "Yes, I had some really bad news. I wanted to forget it."
His face turned to mock concern. Not that it wasn't real, Vince would have tried anything to get to me. It was just that he didn't have any true emotions. Everything about him was just a little insincere. "What is it Vida?"
I grasped into my inactive imagination. "It's — it's — my mother."
He gasped. "She's not… not… "
"No, she's not dying." Poor Mom, I couldn't do that to her. BUt what? "No… she's… she's… " What? I manufactured despair to sit on my countenance. "Incurably insane." Oh, tame, very tame, as Sylvia's cartoon counterpart would say. Vince's response was immediate.
"How, how terrible for you! For your family!" His face had something approximating genuine sympathy.
"Yes," I said, warming to my role. "They just had the final diagnosis yesterday. Paranoid schizophrenia. It was a real blow. Dad hadn't want to tell us till it was certain." Ma, forgive me! I know there's not a saner person in the world.
"Well, if there's anything I can do for you… "
Leave me alone! I tried to keep my face from contorting into laughter. "If you know any good doctors in Connecticut… " Fat chance.
He shook his head solemnly. With a few more condolences, he finally left, Doug forgotten. I hoped. Undoubtedly he would quickly spread the sad news. I was doubled up with silent laughter as I imagined the next few days. People would come up to me and offer their condolences, bemoaning my poor mother's fate. Forgive me Mom!
I felt better. Now was the time to get occupied with something, anything. I hadn't the heart to give the kids homework since I had been so remiss. Any the assignments from yesterday were still on the table at home, so that was out of the question too. Okay, that was okay. I'd work on the speech. After all I could remember the theme, and there was a lot to do from there. I pulled out a legal pad and scribbled the quotation across the top. I looked at it. Something was wrong. I had missed part of it. My damned mental block. Well, I had the gist of it. That was enough. Okay, to work.
An hour later I was still staring blankly at the mostly empty page. Not a single thought had struck my desert of a brain. Writer's block, pure and simple. Impure and complex? What difference did it make? I got up to pace around the office. It was really too small for that. But inactivity was pushing me to the point of screaming. I made myself stop. I stood uncertainly in the middle of the room. I suddenly remembered writing my dissertation. I had paced the floor of our apartment night after night, driving Sylvia crazy. It was not like now, with my mind a blank screen. Just the opposite. The words tumbled over one another so quickly I had to stop frequently to sort them out. My story of the quaint microcosm of collegiate life. How I had made the characters dance to my pipe, the power of it! Where had the burst of energy come from? What wells of my mind had dried up? My head now felt like a vacuum, on the edge of implosion.
I was startled by a voice. "Does genius burn?" The Chair was grinning in the doorway. What was it about that space that caused people such unnecessary joviality?
I smiled wryly. "It's producing a little heat at least." Too true.
"Anything important?" I.e. was it the ever-important speech.
"Um, yes, I was, er, working on the speech." I forced my limbs to carry me back to my desk.
He was pleased. "Anything you care to trot out on me?"
"Oh, no, not yet" I said too quickly. Stall, stall, I thought, they're not really tired together in any cohesive way yet." Please don't ask, please.
But he showed no eagerness to quit my office. In fact, he settled into the chair opposite me and fixed me with his usual look of all-encompassing benevolence. How I hated that leer that he wore over his face like papal robes. It was nothing more than malice, unadulterated and manipulative malice. "We expect so much from you."
And in his words I heard the echoes of my life. The voices of my parents, teachers, professors and friends. They all sought to bask in the glow from my own light, that smidgen of talent that was dissipating before the eyes of us all. I forced my hands not to tremble as I shuffled the papers on my desk and drew one out to confront his look with a reply of acquiescence. "I took it from a quote by Oscar Wilde. "It's 'the truth is rarely pure and never simple. Modern life would be very difficult' — no, tedious," I marked the change on the page. "'Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature an impossibility.' It's still very rough," I said apologetically, hating myself, "But I think people like to hear quotations. Like to think that the greats were of another more glorious time." Stop babbling!
He frowned in an effort of concentration, reaching up to rub his chin. "I don't think I know what you mean by it."
Join the club, I said hopelessly to myself. I could not recall what on earth had possessed me to try to wring a speech out of these wretched little sentences. How I hate you, you pompous old bastard. I could feel my nose twitching. "Well, I wanted to talk about the necessity of truth in fiction. The great writers of whom we honour are so esteemed because of their ability to mirror the truth of humanity. To reach into ourselves and pull out that which is true and eternal. To accurately portray the human condition and all that means. These men and women are loved by us because they have held up a glass which reflected the nobility and the evil in each of us. In so doing, we have seen the greatness toward which we should strive."
His brows furrowed as he considered this tack. Then, slowly, he nodded his head in assent. "Yes, why, yes! I think you may have just hit the nail square on. That's just the sort of thing that needs saying. Reality, that's what has been missing from this so-called modernism. Enough! Literature has been turning away from it's true role and become a showplace for every crackpot personal point-of-view. We need to get back to reality."
Uh oh.
"You're exactly right, Vida! Vox humana — it's all but left modern writing. Instead we have artsy shows and fantasy that has nothing to do with the average person — the real people. It's what we need. Let modernism fall into place with science fiction and the others of its ilk. Literature should be showing real people, their hopes and fears. Real life — not these warped views of malignant idiots putting people in bizarre and nonsensical situations!"
I began to see visions of his world: a stage filled with drab people going to the bathroom, washing dishes, tying their shoes, blowing their noses. He did not understand.
"Bring the people back to the words. Make the words about their lives, not some idealized crap out of the minds of fools and snake-oil sellers who foist their tripe on the masses. They set the people into blundering in the darkness. They make them worry over their own bleak existence, wondering why they too do not have these primordial screaming of nonsense. Well, done Vida! It's about time literature went back to realism." He congratulated his way out the door and I closed it softly behind him.
I had thought briefly of telling him what I actually meant. But there was no way to remove tho mote from his eye. There was still one in my own.
Science fiction, that bastard child; there was much bad writing in it as any other genre. It was ignored for its artifice which was thought to distance it from meaning of any import. As if the very act of writing weren't artificial. But there were some good books, I knew. Good because they did show something real, something true. Not truth in the way he and other meant; not a mirror of everyday life. For the trappings of this commonness are the ruble of marble that is left after the sculptor has completed the statue. It surrounds it, but the thing of truth and beauty is what is important, the heart that is brought out of the rough stone. It is that reality, the art within the block that is the mission of writers, of all artists. I looked at the rumple of papers on the desktop. Liar! liar! they screamed at me. I swept them to the floor with an arc of my inanimate objects, this was no good. How desperately I longed to give up, give in. Let the madness take me into its fold. I had been fighting so long, it had made me weary. Fighting to keep that little spark alive inside me while it was pummeled from without by those seeking to mold me to their aims. Now when I needed it most, it had deserted me leaving an infinite, bottomless void. So long in the battle, why not surrender? But that I knew would merely lead me from the battlefield to the fire. I was not ready to be consumed by my own demons and dreams. But there it was; keep fighting to regain that little bit of spark, or give up to live in hell.
There was one more choice I thought as I found myself once more at the window, my burning mind cooled by the pane. I looked below me. The students passed, talking and laughing. A few stopped to compare notes in a text, homework, papers. Their faces were glowing with the promise of what was to come. Suddenly I remembered the faces of my parents as I read my naive little speech at high school commencement. How happy and proud I was as I read the words I had scribbled so hastily, while my friends jeered from the crowd. I could see the map of faces, and in it the graying hair of my mother, the glint from my father's glasses in the sunlit day. I had been like a racehorse, pampered and brushed all in order that I might make a good showing for them. A reflected accomplishment, as on graduation day when my parents glowed at the icon of their accomplishment. But what about me? Two young people were struggling in an argument. I could not hear, but I could see the accusing finger, the defiant head shake. And over there, students clustered around a professor, naively waiting for the words of wisdom; words that would never come. And by the flowers, a young girl played with a puppy and sat laughing while it licked her face.
No, not today. But soon, very soon.
I awoke and rubbed my eyes. I could feel on my face the imprint of my fingers. I must look ridiculous. I looked at the lucite clock on my desk. Five fifteen! My god, I had slept all afternoon. But I felt good. Much better.
I aimed a finger at the empty chair across from me. Boom! Die worm! Why had I let that man drive me toward depression; I was okay! I had an idea for my speech. "You'll suffer for this, my pretty," I said in my best Wicked Witch voice (which wasn't too good). "To the electric chair with you, ha ha!" I held the switch. "Don't beg. It's too late, you had your chance and now you're going to die like a dog!" I briefly wondered about the origin of that phrase, but turned my attention to my imaginary victim. "One, two, three, ZAP! Just kidding," I eased the switch back just before it clicked home. "Any last requests; No, sorry, No statues will be erected in your name. ANything else; No, I'm afraid the kitchen has closed. Say your prayers, hombre!" ZAP! Sizzle, urgh! "Hey, anybody get marshmallows!" I looked at the clock and signed. I'd better go home and feed Algy. I grabbed a couple of books and my notes (well, note) for the speech and closed the door behind me. The hall was quiet. I imagined a spray can in my hand. Tsssssss! I painted all the things I had dreamt. I put my hand down at my side. No ghosts here. I'm okay.
I decided to stop at TC's on the way. The thought made me whistle as I pedalled along — "Good Lovin'" by the Rascals. I skidded the wheels purposely until a horn blared at me. I turned the corner, my hair catching the wind. Time to change the colour, I thought as I watched a pack of frat boys walk along drinking beer. Hmm, blonde; I looked at the towhead in front of me. I could, but I balked at returning to my natural shade. Maybe platinum.
I looked at the lights with delight — he was home! I waved to Mr. Serebriakova as I chained my bike. He waved back, patiently sauntering the rift of clutter that was his flower garden. This had to be the brightest house on the block, even if it was white. I knocked peremptorily on the door. "FBI, Mr. Charles! We hear you've been engaging in unnatural acts!" I let myself inside. TC grinned from his stool before the canvas. The snowman was definitely taking shape. "How's it going, kid?"
"Well, you'll looking rather spry." He clamped the brush in his teeth and smudged a bit of the paint with his finger. "We were sorry you didn't come last night. We missed you." He looked at me questioningly. I knew he didn't trust my mood swings. I plopped down, thought about making a drink and decided against it. It would only provide Gertie, who always sniffed at my arrival to determine whether I was sober. "Well, I considered it but I was kind of down because of old Madame Charlatan."
"How did it go?" he questioned thought the brush.
"No good. She had nothing to tell me that I didn't already know. She couldn't tell me a damn thing about the ghost. All that time on the bus and she told me diddlysquat."
Unexpectedly TC let loose with a guffaw. "You know what your problem is Vida?"
"Which one?"
He grinned. "The chief one — Vida, life stares you in the face but you keep looking over its shoulder for something more." He took the brush out of his teeth and dropped it in the bucket of cleaner with a splat! Then wheeled around on the stool to face me. Behind the humor in his look there was something more. I didn't want to think it was pity. "So what did you do last night after this disappointment? Get drunk?" I was slightly irritated to see he was still grinning."
"Well, actually, I went home and got a wonderful inspiration for my speech and was so happy that I cooked a wonderful Chinese dinner that you would have liked," I leered in triumph.
"Good!"
"Then after everyone left, I got nervous, sent out and got drunk." He looked sad and I felt ashamed. God, I seemed destined to disappoint all my friends. "I ran into my drinking buddy, too."
TC rolled his eyes back. "It figures."
"So his was your dinner?" Change the subject before I feel depressed again!
TC smiled. "I don't kiss and tell."
"Since when!" We both laughed. "Admit it, you care more than you say."
TC looked a little sheepish and said, more seriously than usual. "I don't really know, I only know that he's getting more attached than he should. He wants to move in with me, Vida."
I chuckled and shook my head. "You won't do that, I know."
TC stretched one arm back and pulled his tawny hair with the other hand. "I'm very fond of him, but I'm too wrapped up in my work for anything but casual affairs..and friends," he said looking gratefully at me. I glowed in this rare praise. TC was even more reticent in friendship than I. But I thought better than to wear out my welcome.
"I gotta go, kiddo. It's family night. Gertie made me promise to come to dinner tonight." I unfolded myself from the comfy chair. I went over and kissed his forehead. "Be brilliant." He smiled up at me. I paused at the door. "I'm doing better, TC. I've got a hold on the speech now, and I'm not letting people get to me as much."
"Keep it up, kid. You're on the way up."
I smiled as I closed the door, but I had a vague feeling that nothing was further from the truth.
David opened the door in his Carlton haircut, Polo shirt and 501s. Nauseating, you know it, you California accountant, I thought under my breath, but tried to smile broadly. "Hello, bro-in-law, how's it shakin?"
"Vida, its good to see you again!" I tried not to let my eyes roll back as he kissed my cheek like a talk show host.
"Why aren't you in the kitchen like a good husband?" I joshed him.
"Just came out. Hey kids! You're auntie's here!"
Squeals of delight came as I was charged by their impressively over-dressed children. "Are you going to play with us! Did you bring us anything? How's school?" I passed the little presents to the two clinging vines and they clutched them like precious stones and ran over to their mother who had just entered the room.
"Look what we got Ma!" "Look what I got!"
Gertie smiled and let them run off to the playroom. "Really, Vida, you shouldn't always bring them presents!"
I looked at the happy retreat. Oh, yes I should. "Well, Gert, you shouldn't dress them in Guess jeans either, but you surely do. You're raising little materialistic Californians."
My sister shrugged. "You want them to grow up like us, resentful of our hand-me-downs, wishing we had pretty things."
I shook my head. "That was you. I wasn't resentful."
She snorted. "No, you were angry. Angry at the whole world. You wore your weird clothes like a flag of rebellion." She smiled at me without malice. "You still do."
I shrugged and settled into an uncomfortable chair.
"How are things going, sis?"
"Okay, I guess." I smiled but I didn't look at her. C'mon, things are bad when you can't lie to your own sister.
"Vida." She crawled into the chair opposite me. "Are you really that unhappy?"
Yes. "No, I'm just between inspirations. An uncomfortable a place as this chair of yours." I squirmed. Damn these mood swings! Think happy, I told myself grimly. Paint a smile on your face. The show must go on.
"You need a man in your life… "
"Like a hole in the head!"
"Aw, c'mon. Whatever happened to that nice guy you used to go around with? James?"
"His wife came back." I howled.
Gertie gave me a look of reproach. "He was married."
"Just as married as you, my dear. And when his wife returned, back he went like steadfast tin soldier." Okay, it hurt. I hate to admit it, but I did care about that guy. It was too good to last, I knew all along, but I couldn't keep my hands off that curly black hair, couldn't stop loving those ice blue eyes. Of course I was never foolish enough to believe the things he said. I knew he didn't really love me, even though he said it a hundred times or more. "Vida," he'd say with those ice blues all misty, "Vida, I love you. There's never been anyone like you."
What a load of bullshit.
But I'd let him come to me, I'd allowed him to hold me in these arms, and kiss me and say all those things and pretend to love me and make me want him bad enough to believe it. Almost believe, like I said, I didn't believe it. "What?"
"I said, I can't believe it. He seemed so… entranced with you."
I sighed and shifted again in that damnable chair. "That was his specialty, Gert. He loved the idea of being in love. But love is better with a rich wife than it is with a struggling writer, particularly a writer struggling with writer's block, so bang, zoom, off he went." I hate you James, I hate you for being so weak — and so beautiful.
"Well, you're not exactly struggling, you know."
"How about a drink, sis?" Or else I'll scream. Just another waltz down memory lane with my thick headed sister. Go away James, get out of my life!
"You shouldn't drink so much." But she got up anyway.
"Yes, I should. The doctor said it was good for me, it opens up the arteries." Oops!
Gertie dropped the glass and whirled around. But in place of the anger I expected, there was fear.
"I'm sorry! I — I didn't mean, well, you know me, things always come out the worst possible way." God, I hate apologizing.
She turned back around, but her hand gripped the top of the cabinet, her knuckles white. "Every time I see it again, you lying there in the hospital, so pale, the room so quiet I could hear the voices of the nurses down the hall, and I think that you almost died, and there was nothing I could do… " A single tear rolled off her face and splattered on the glass top. "Vida, you make me so afraid."
I jumped up and put my arms around her, my cheek against her neck. "I know, I know. I don't mean to do it. I just — I just couldn't live, I didn't want to live. I couldn't face the thought of another day like every day before it, empty and lifeless. I couldn't find another reason to believe, I couldn't look in a mirror and say "no, I can't because… ". There wasn't a reason."
She turned to me, her arms still locked. "What about me, what about us? Can you really bear to leave me alone?"
"You're not alone!" I shook my own teardrops away. "You've got David, and April and Paul."
"And so have you. And Mom and Dad. And all your friends."
I leaned my forehead against her shoulders. "I know." It barely came out as a whisper. "But I haven't got the one thing I need. It's not a man, or all the friends in the world, or all the Guess jeans in California. It's my mind, Gertie, and it's going, going, gone." I tried to take my arms down, but she hugged me even closer and all at once I felt the sobs shaking me as I credit in the way I had wanted to for months. I cried like a child in grief for a beloved pet. My tears were falling for my own dead self, for I suddenly knew then that it was gone, all gone, and I knew no way to get it back. I do not know how long the tears fell, but all the while my sister held me close to her and smoothed my hair back, with the soft words of comfort she had used so long ago when I would awaken in the night after a frightening dream, blindly fighting the terrors of my soul.
When at last the stream stemmed, I hugged Gertie with wordless thanks. "Your shift's all wet," I laughed through my tears.
She dismissed it with a gesture. "I think I may just join you in that drink."
"Will we both fit?"
We laughed and I took it upon myself to pour them. Even in a crisis, Gert was likely to be a terribly modest about alcohol. Her grimace at the first sip assured me it was just right.
"Jeez, Vida, are you trying to get me drunk?"
"I thought it might be fun for once."
David appeared in the doorway. "Hey, soup's on!" I realized that he had probably been discreetly hiding in the kitchen. I flashed him a smile in gratitude. He wasn't such a bad guy for an accountant. I could even face his meatloaf with a grin tonight. Maybe things weren't as black as all that. I hated to admit it, but a good cry could do wonders for refreshing the soul. That and a very stiff gin and tonic.
I'd had three by the time dinner was over and was feeling rather cheerful. For once Gertie didn't say anything; I knew she felt the same kind of relief that I did. It didn't seem to need anything then, but thanks Gertie. Thanks for being my sister, even though you drive me crazy.
"Great meal, David," I said pushing myself back from the table, my belly full. I wasn't lying either, for once.
He grinned. "Thanks, Vida. You're easy to please." Well, that was a lie. But he looked content as he began clearing the dishes away, shooing the kids off to watch TV. Gertie and I sat back and sipped our drinks. Gosh, I felt good. A full stomach and an easy mind; no better way to be. If I could only stop thinking, I'd be alright. Stop the little wheels from spinning, let me truly rest. Relax, relax, relax, the new mantra. Think peace. "Feel better?"
I nodded. "Another Oscar Wilde epigram. 'After a good meal, it is possible to forgive even one's own relations."
"Thanks a lot!"
I smiled at my sister. "Just a phrase. I didn't mean it literally. You know me, I'm just full of a lot of useless information. Isn't it a pity that you never knew how to do something until you've already done it wrong."
"What?"
I was always too oblique. Obliqueness and non sequiturs, the standard elements of my speech. "I meant learning, school. It's done all wrong. It took me a long time to figure out that learning had nothing to do with school. School is an attempt to mold people for society. Sometimes you learn, just by accident." Gertie looked at me in a way that I knew I wasn't getting across. "I still have no idea what you mean."
I tried another tack. "The first few things you learn are good. Arithmetic and the alphabet and reading. But then they start pouring it on: their version of history, planned readings that tell you how you should behave as a member of society, morals that you should consider correct. All this is na effort to strip away any individuality, to hold up society as the final arbiter, to plant doubt in one's own abilities. That's what's happened to me. All the things I fight against — it may be too late because I'm already a victim of them." Oh no, don't get depressed again. Gertie considered this. "But doesn't being aware of these things help you fight it," she said slowly and unsurely.
I shrugged. "I don't know." Then I laughed. "Maybe I just need a vacation!"
I kissed my sister goodbye on the cheek, while David started up the car. "Take a vacation soon, honey. It'll do wonders, I just know it."
I nodded an assent and waved wanly, turning to look with undisguised despair at the silver BMW. I hate these cars — the ultimate sign of Yuppiedom. It always seemed to be those cars than ran people like me off the road, cut me off at the lights. I felt a tug of mourning once more for my poor Mustang. Goodbye Rosalita, you were good to me."
I half listened to my brother-in-law during the brief journey. He safely spoke about the children's school projects. Poor things, heaving their individualities lost in the big machine of modern education,. As he pulled up at my half-house, he finally turned from the impersonal ramblings about his children and addressed me directly. "You know, there was that one poet —"
That one poet.
"— who said most men live lives of quiet desperation… " he looked at me in what I suppose was meant to be a 'meaningful' way.
I fought the urge to say that I was not a man, but instead said, "I just wish my desperation weren't so loud." He chuckled at that and so said farewell. I watched the lights of his car disappear from my vantage point on the porch and wondered vainly once more why I couldn't be like that. Algernon appeared from the bushes to greet me. Together we sat on the swing to watch the stars come out.
It seems funny to think that when I did really start to go round the bend, it wasn't the big production number I had foreseen; well not entirely. But there I go, using a euphemism again. But the actual words, the clinical terms seem so humorless, so serious. Doesn't "going around the bend" sound more descriptive? Or crackers, nutsy-cuckoo, down a quart, hasn't got all her dogs on a leash, her choo-choo went chugging around the bend, bonkers, starkers, raving, balmy, off her rocker, lock, falling to pieces, have a screw loose, bats in the belfry, cracked, looney, off her head, her eggs have slipped off the plate, mad as a hatter, 'techted', addled, looney tunes, crazy as a loon, in the bobby hatch, waiting for the man in the white coats; Sometimes, it's the only way I can think of it. Schizophrenia is such an ugly word. I like to think of it as a vacation I took, a rest from the stresses of reality. Hey, I just needed a break!
And as I said, it started out very small. I was inclined to take it very lightly. After the histrionics of the past couple weeks, well, it just didn't seem too alarming.
It started with the cockroaches.
I should have know. I hate cockroaches. They were the first greeting party when I moved to LA. I tried to teach ALgernon to eat them, but he would only play with them and drop them unexpectedly in my bed while I was reading. You could really see a woman of acting then! Having always been a tomboy, I was used to bugs. I certainly never feared spiders. But those horrible little insects aroused a profound disgust in my bosom. I could not even see a tiny one without jumping, then grabbing something with which to squash it, or flicking it to the waiting paws of my cat.
But the evening of the dinner with my sister, I started to see a lot of cockroaches — ones that weren't there. It was difficult to be sure at first; cockroaches are such nauseating little fiends and can disappear into the woodwork. So when I struck at one and didn't get anything, well, I figured that it had simply escaped. I saw one across the room and urged Algernon to attack. He nosed along the wall, but didn't see it. He looked at me as if to reproach me for teasing. So it wasn't clear to me right away. After numerous interruptions to my reading, I made a mental note to buy more traps as it was bound to be a bad summer for the little mothers. But I lay awake that night, listening for them, imagining that they were crawling around my bed. I jumped out of bed several times to turn on the light, but I couldn't see any of them.
"Probably right under the edge of the futon," I told Algernon and lifted a corner with my foot. Nothing. I whirled around. Surely one had just slipped under the door to the closet. Go to bed, I told myself. They'll always be there. I lay back down, but it was sleepless night. I closed my eyes only to hear the scurrying feet of the hundred of cockroaches hiding in the shadows. I shivered. Algernon curled up behind my knees, but even this familiar comfort did not help. I slept fitfully, awaking with a start because I knew there was one on my pillow, but as I shook it viciously, there was nothing there. At the time it didn't occur to me that there were no cockroaches, or that there was anything peculiar about my fixation. The prelude, I had noticed, and feared. But this was looney tunes, and I hadn't a clue. I had always bee a bit thick about whatever was under my nose. Really, simplicity is the most difficult thing for me. It's like being able to recite "Jabberwocky", but unable to remember anything simple like Emily's poem about the Crimson Scouts. I love that, and it's only got four lines, but I'll be damned if I can remember them. I always have to get the book.
The next morning as I gazed mournfully at the bags under my eyes, I sighed about what a bad day it was going to be, no doubt about it. What are you doing to yourself, kid; I asked my refection. My eyes used to be my best feature. Now my poor baby blues were set deeply behind dark rings. The author in decline; I remember the stories of Fitzgerald in Hollywood. My decline had come too soon, I had only just begun. I'm only a kid! It's not fair. I'm looking too old for my age. I gazed at the sad eyes. Go to work, I told my image.
But it wasn't a bad day. To my amazement, the kids were cheerful which is extremely odd for a Friday. they even put me to rights and a shrugged off the shawl of depression for a bit, glad to be free of its weight. Say what you will about depression, but to recover from it gives a happiness that is otherwise impossible. I guess you have to be in chains before you can actually enjoy the joy of freedom. Jesus, how I ramble. It's the sledgehammer approach — pounding over and over to make a point clear. It's not necessary. Yet I keep doing it.
But as I said, it wasn't a bad day at all. I didn't even see Vince. As I stepped out of the hallowed halls of English, the sunlight of the typically Californian day inflated my sagging hopes and I was airborne once more. You know how it is on those days when everything feels just right? Every glade of grass blows just the right way, birds whistle in the trees as if they were trying out for the Philharmonic, people seem like wonderful beings instead of the slobs they usually look like while waiting at bus stops. Everyone full of life, happy to be alive on a spring day like this; how could I keep a sudden love of humanity from putting rose-coloured glasses before my eyes; I let them sit on the bridge of my nose and smiled from behind the lens. The ride home felt lie a tour of Wonderland. I was humming as I chained the bike to the porch, "One Chanson a Trois Temps". Mail was piled outside the door. Great! A letter if I was lucky; I flipped through them as I went inside. A bill, another bill, a third, a letter! I threw the others on the floor and ripped it open. It was from Sylvia, bless her heart.
"Dear Fitzgerald,
You are you, kid? Holding up okay in LaLaLand? I suppose it is beautiful and sunny. It's raining in Orioletown, as usual. The light spring showers that last three months. One of these days I'm going to drag this old carcass out to your beaches, but I'm afraid it would take the National Guard to pry me away again. We're working on a new account for a ritzy shampoo. If it's so ritzy, why don't they use real poo? They want it to be truly refined. What's that line of Greer Garson's in "P&P"; something about having to be dead to be really refined. I kept that thought to myself with some difficulty and suggested we use someone like Denueve to promo it, but I guess they don't want to spend that much. Well, I still convinced them that they had to have French if they wanted chic. They wanted Joan Collins, can you believe it! Some dignity, eh? Hey, would you believe Karen and Richard finally got married? I give it six months. By that time they'll have bored one another to death. At least it narrows it down, after all they're not out boring the rest of the human race. Well, I'm sure you're not boring anyone, so hang in there kiddo. I hope you're feeling better. You know I believe in you, like the rest of the world. The whole city of Baltimore is pulling for you, so keep passing open windows.
Love,
Ingrid Bergman"
I sighed happily. God, aren't friends great? I stooped to retrieve the rest of the mail. An official-looking letter feel out of the pack. I picked it up and my heart leapt. It was from the insurance company! I nearly ripped the check in my haste. The settlement at last, I could hardly believe it. All that money, all mine! I could buy my own glyptodont! "We're rich, Algy!" I danced across the room, but Algernon refused to be interested and continued to lick his paw.
Well, what to do? Of course I meant to get a new car, eventually. But surely I should spend a bit of it, just to have some fun. God knows I needed it — maybe it would make up for all these wretched weeks. What to do, what to do? And then the words welled up from my subconscious, a dream, a vision; the only possible way to spend some of this goldmine.
Las Vegas.
City of lights, city of night, home of the gold! Home to a millions of desperate people hoping to catch the biggest wave, it was just the place for some one like me, some one with nothing to lose but a little money — well, a lot of money. No, of course I wouldn't spend all of it. Just a bit. Just enough to feel free of its bondage. I hate money, I hate dealing with money, I hate worrying about money, but most of all I hate not having it. No, that's not true; I hate most having to have it. I need only a few things to be content and feel no need to gather piles of the stuff. But Vegas! What a curious attraction to that city of sin I have always felt. Perhaps it's only the side shown by Hunter S. Thompson; that wild, non-stop party without equal, a place like no other on earth, a bizarre kingdom that survives as the only mirror of Dante's Inferno.
Of course, I'd never been there.
I didn't know it was only a cheap roadside attraction that wrung the soul and purse out of millions without hope, a last step on the street of desperation in lives that had lost all magic, whose dreams had sunk to the level of money. Money, that last dream of those with no more imagination and only the faintest hope, and that spiraled away, slowly down, with each pull of the metal arm.
It was just the place for me.
But when the thought sparked in me, it was a new Oz and I was happy to be the cowardly lion in search of courage to fill the dearth I felt. But I needed a Dorothy to go with me. TC would never agree, that much I could easily a guess. He would put it off as a foible of mine but he would not consent to accompany me to such a place of glitz and neon. No. I needed someone more easily persuaded, someone whom I could tantalize with my own vision of the place, who could see it as a golden land, who could help me bring this chimera to life.
I picked up the phone, tossing the letters onto the table. I paused only a second, then dialed, laughing to myself with glee. I was certain I could do it.
"Hello?"
"Have you heard about the new corduroy pillowcases?"
"Hello Vida, what are you up to?"
Guileless Roger, don't let me down. "I'm going to Vegas. You must come with me. We'll be Sebastian and Charles, off on adventure. Don't say no, because I won't let you. You're not in the middle of anything are you? Well, even if you are, you must come away with me at once, out of danger. I just got my insurance check and I'm eager to spend some of it. My treat, what do you say?"
A pause. "Well, Vida, you do always come on like a thunderstorm.
I don't know what to say."
"Say yes. Pack your things and pick me up in half an hour or so. Good. See you then!" I hung up and roared with laughter. I felt invincible. This is the old Vida, come back to me once more. This was just the sort of fandango that I needed. It would clear out the fumes of depression that had hung around me for weeks. I would forget dreams and mediums and the bump on my head. I would forget my block and come back with wonderful stories of the things I would do and the people I would meet in all the casinos and nightclubs and street corners. I would blow away the smoke of confusion with one grand puff and see clearly once more the road before me. This was not the feebly rising hope I had felt off and on lately like the last gasps of drowning sailor, but joy, pure joy. Elation lifted me above the ground and allowed me to dance on air. On these fairy wings I flew to my bedroom and hastily threw scattered articles of clothing into a bag, and followed them with three pairs of sunglasses. I was ready.
"Jeez, Vida, keep that out of sight!" Roger started and hastily corrected the swerve of the car.
I giggled. "What a road trip without champagne? C'mon, you old stick in the mud, have a drink!"
"I'm driving."
"Oh, you're no fun any more!"
Rog laughed. "I never was." He glanced warily at me with one eye. "I don't know why I let you talk me into this. It's crazy. And I'm not going to let you spend all of that money Vida. You should have put it in the bank. I mean, some of it. I just know you're going to blow it and then how are you going to buy a new car?"
I yawned. "Well, I give you permission now to stop me if I lose my head and try to spend all the money."
He snorted. "And just how would I do that?"
I looked at him gravely. "I guess you'll just have to wrestle me to the floor, and probably be very rough about it." I batted my eyelashes. Roger groaned and rolled his eyes. Of course, he also blushed. I knew the image would haunt him from then on. The thought made me very gleeful indeed. I sucked back some more champagne, feeling very satisfied.
A couple more hours and we were there. It was better than I could have imagined. Neon everywhere; a rift of color and sparkle and flash, and pale faces of the tourists upturned, desperately trying to take it all in. Cars, and cars, and more cars all cruising the gut, as my father would say, seeing and being seen; the passing throngs were reflected in their lights, the food of their hungry search. I had never seen a more bloodthirsty place in my life. The entire city seemed to rest in the jowls of a starving and rabid beast, drooling at the sight of all those plump rabbits too foolish to run from danger.
I loved it.
What could be more appropriate? I wanted to wallow in the reality of its decadence. Trash, dirt, mud, and garbage, but REAL! Be it ever so disgusting, there's no place like life. And I had been away from it for too long. Get down in the dirt and wallow around a bit, I thought, I'd soon recover my equilibrium. I needed to besmirch that ivory tower I had lived in for much too long. No wonder I had started to lose my marbles, the air up there was so thin, no oxygen. Get back to the little people, remember that I was one of them. Illusions of grandeur, blah! I was human, one of the masses, the general public, the swell of humanity.
I was also nutty as a fruitcake.
But I had finally lost track of the continuing battle for sanity. Consequently, I felt great. Poor Rog. He assumed I had recovered, as I did. It was hard to believe otherwise. You see, it may be difficult to understand, but it was not readily too apparent to my friends that I was going crazy. I hate to harp on the issue, but I have always lived in a very grey area. Take the average person — please! — if the average person on the street began to have bizarre nightmares, wild drinking bouts, visions and specters, some one SOMEONE would say, hey what's wrong with you? But not me, no, not me; my friends simply rolled their eyes heavenward and said "Vida's in one of her moods again." So I was floundering, clutching, hoping but no branch was lowered to the water. Time and time again, they had seem me go below the surface only to bob back up again. The thought never entered their heads that I could not longer keep afloat, couldn't even do the backstroke. I was a mess.
However, in some peculiar sort of compromise, I no longer knew it either. Oh, there were brief pockets of lucidity here and there, but sanity for the most part was a thing of the past by the time Rog and I checked into our hotel room.
Hello Vegas, good-bye brain!
Amazing what the loss of all that extra baggage can do for your spirits; I was light as the proverbial feather, and swept away in every passing wind of fancy. It took all of Roger's strength just to pull me across the lobby, along with the bags, the keys and the jackets, because I was drawn to each flashing light and colourful machine we passed. And if you've never been to Vegas, I would do well to tell you that ever spare inch of space is filled with some kind of slot machine, what were once called "one armed bandits". A rather apt name; it seems that even the few who win are hypnotized into putting all the winnings back into the slots in the vain hope of garnering an even larger pile. Ha! I can't understand it. Well, I can't understand it now. You see, money has always come to me with much difficulty (even that first buck) and I have kept a tight rein of spending — well, except of course for necessary things like that set of pink flamingoes, and the japanese brolly, and my Dynasty dress — but for the most pat, a tight rein and ramen noodles so I couldn't have imagined spending much on the slots. Perhaps on the blackjack table or the roulette wheel, something that seemed as if there was a little input, not stupid machines that appear to be set to return 5% of the money invested at mathematically precise intervals, individually tailored to each machine. Or can it really be that simple. Maybe there's a tiny fairy hiding inside each machine, waiting to grant a fortune to the lucky person who flatters the imp in just the right way.
Maybe there's intelligent life in the White House.
Yet, I cannot imagine those silly machines having such an attraction. After all, they're only machines! Perhaps it's a reflection on the level of automation in society today; or a new method of solitary thought, communing with the soul; or it's simply a very lucrative form of hypnotism. That must be it! When a person sits down, a subliminal message is repeated; put another nickel in… or quarter or dollar as the case may be. I don't know about all this speculation. All I know is that I managed to spend most of a new car (well, new used car) in less than twenty four hours before Rog did manage at last to wrestle me to the floor, then up to our room.
But I'm getting ahead of myself. We stowed our gear in the room, while I snickered about the twin beds."
"Just a precaution," said Rog with a hoity-toity air.
I laughed and stomped on a cockroach. "Jeez, you'd think a nice hotel like this would have taken care of the cockroaches."
"We must be in the cheap rooms."
"They don't look too cheap, except for the wallpaper." True enough, it was an awful jungle green print, flocked ferns. "And the furniture! Veneer. There's just no sense of craft left in the world today. Look at this lamp. I could turn this into kindling without half an effort." I gave it a kick, and sure enough, it fell apart as it opened and the lightbulb went tinkle sizzle burn. "Oops!"
"Vida!" Roger rushed over to stamp out the mini fire. He looked at me with reproach. "If they find that we have to pay for it!"
I laughed and flopped on the bed. "We'll cover it up, for Christ's sake! C'mon, this is suppose to be a fun weekend. Let's go throw caution and our money to the winds — or I'll fall asleep on this bed." All the blood was rushing to my head as I tried to touch the floor with my fingertips.
"That may not be such a bad idea."
"Don't sulk, Rog. It's most unbecoming."
He sat down next to me. "Vida, am I going to regret this?"
"Yes," I said softly, eyes closed. We were both silent. I opened one eye. Rog was looking away, but his face was haggard. I felt I was sending him to war. I want to grab him and tell him how I really felt, how I was losing my mind, how I couldn't help myself, how I wanted to start screaming until I was dead. But I didn't know him well enough; I didn't know anybody that well. I didn't even know why I felt like screaming. "Yes, Rog, you'll regret it," I went on in a deadpan voice, "Familiarity breeds contempt, they say."
Rog looked down at me and smiled. "Vida, you're so crazy."
Bingo.
I remember hearing a number of times that insanity is thought by many to be caused by a chemical — or by lack of a chemical. That reminds me of a Vonnegut book. A character taken over by "bad chemicals"; he ran amok. I didn't really do that. Not really. I ran a little wild. It's not the same. It's different. People take it a bit better. Less damage, fewer injuries; well, I did break my arm, but that was an accident. So was insanity, come to think of it. Vonnegut's son was schizo, you know.
You never can tell.
"Let's hit it."
We went to the elevator. Rog hummed as we waited: "Night and Day." Not to be outdone, I whistled "I've Got a Crush on You." A couple joined us, the latter part of middle age, flannel shirts and corduroy pants, wire-rimmed glasses.
"After Frank's wild years," I whispered to Rog and then continued whistling. He rolled his eyes. The elevator arrived with a whoosh of air and we got on. The interior was all glass. We were reflected all over like cheap suits. "What do you think people do in here?" I asked Roger in a stage whisper. He giggled and frank and the wife pretended not to hear. Too bad, I had said it for their specific enjoyment. They had come to see the wild life; I had only come for salvation. Then I saw it. I pulled my coat off my shoulder, hefted it and struck. "Cockroach," I explained. Rog shook his head.
We arrived at the ground floor and were released. Excitedly, I pointed across the lobby toward the casino. "Look, Ed McMahon!" That got them. They squeezed past us to see. Rog pulled me in the opposite direction.
"Whadda ya doin'!"
"Let's go to another place. We can go here anytime. Let's see the sights."
"This is Vegas. You're not supposed to see the sights, you're supposed to gamble away your life savings." In vain I tried to pull my arm away.
"I want to see Caesar's Palace. C'mon." I was flung through the revolving doors into the surprisingly crisp evening air and a world of neon magic. I was transfixed.
"It s the Emerald City!" I breathed.
"C'mon, it's down here. I saw it as we came in."
I balked. "How far? Can't we take a tax?"
"This isn't LA. We can walk. It's only a few blocks."
The Sahara seemed a shorter walk (no pun intended). Cars cruised down the multicoloured streets, people waving and talking wildly. At last we arrived; "Looks like the rise and fall of the Roman Empire."
"I think it's supposed to give it a majestic look."
"It doesn't work. Oh, look! Holograms!"
And a moving sidewalk. It chugged along like the blues. "Good thing there's a guard rail," I said, clutching it for safety, letting go as my legs worked their way out from under me.
"Look, you can see all the way down the strip." The lights seemed to shimmer in the dark. I felt like crying. "I think I'll move here so I can sleep all day and only come out at night to see this. I'll become a blackjack dealer and wear black and white. I'll give the winners luck, and console the losers. I'll become rich and famous and happy. I'll marry a Mafia hit man."
"The air's a little thinner here, isn't it?"
"I mean it."
"I've never heard you even conjecture about marriage."
"Well, this is Vegas. You're supposed to get married every six months. Though I suppose a hit man wouldn't like a divorce."
"Forget it. We're here. Let's go it." Rog pulled my sleeve.
"Oh, look! A little bird!" Sure enough, a baby parrot. "Oh, let's take it with us! Poor little thing, all alone."
"It probably belongs to the casino."
"No, they wouldn't be stupid enough to let a little thing like this go out alone on a cold night. C'mere little bird." I held out my finger for a perch. It looked at me with its head at an angle, unsure whether I was friend or foe. "C'mon, bird, my finger's getting tired." Still it stared; friend or foe, friend or foe. But just as I withdrew my finger, impatient, it came to life and in a flutter of tiny feathers, it lighted on my shoulder like an angle of conscience.
"I think she likes me!" I exclaimed proudly. The family drawing near in their Sears coordinates smiled as one. Rog smiled too.
"I look like Captain Hook, don't I! What shall I call her?"
"I suppose Polly is out of the question."
I craned my neck to see her face. She looked at me with one eye, still uncertain, but feeling safer. "I know, I know exactly! Emily says that 'hope is a feathered thing.'"
"You're going to call her Emily Dickenson?"
"No, you goof, I'm going to call her Hope. How do you like that little bird?" I grinned at Roger. "Now I'll always have a little hope!"
So went through the formality of asking side, but no one claimed my little Hope. I lost all interest in gaming and we waltzed back to the Dunes while I held the frightened little creature under my jacket. Once in the room, I liked her. She circled the premises, once, twice, then settled with an air of possession on my head. "Do you think Algernon will like her?"
"Maybe for lunch," he laughed, bouncing on the bed.
"We ignored him and I rolled my head till she sidestepped to my ear and then back the other way. "Do you think she'll talk, I mean if I teach her?"
"Maybe. If you ever let her get an word in edgewise."
I wrinkled my nose at him, still balancing the bird. "I see you getting a lot more humourous on the boulevard of broken dreams."
"The boulevard of broken dreams is Broadway."
"I thought it was Hollywood."
"Maybe. I'm not sure."
"Well, shall we leave the kid here to accustom herself to the surroundings and get on to further debauchery?"
"God, Vida, you're so crude."
"No, crude would be to describe in detail what I actually mean. And I wouldn't want singe your Snow White ears. Here, leave the 'Do Not Disturb' sign on the door so we don't have the maid vacuum up the little thing. Goodbye, Hope."
There was no Ed and Martha to join us in our wait for the elevator. Fortunately, the wait was short. "I hear a martini calling my name," I said as we stepped into the glass case. I stared at the ceiling and saw the reflection of Roger's head. I loved his curly hair. I swung upon him. "Kiss me, you fool."
He pulled away. "Stop being so silly."
"Aw, c'mon. I just wanted to see how it looked in the mirrors."
He looked up. I used the chance to its full advantage. "See!"
He tried to pull away and laughed awkwardly. "Please stop."
The doors opened and I sprang out. "C'mon, don't take it so hard. I don't want to see you sulk all night. We're supposed to be having a good time." I softened. "I didn't mean it."
He shrugged his shoulders. "I know. You never do."
Oh, but I do, I wish I'd heard you then. I never heard anything but the chatter of my own electrodes. That din made it impossible to hear anything, even the sweet clear voice of real love. If only if only if only; the refrain of my life and the wasted time of youth and genius lost forever by the spendthrift living through which I sent my soul. I was in a search to unravel the quirks and dark alleys of an intricate puzzle, never guessing that some of the answers lay simple and sweet before my very eyes. And with a hand and the patience to take in a glance I could have reduced my wearying fight to a mere battle and wakened peace on my heart. So like me; I can follow the nylon thread of a mystery down darkened hills, round twisted streets to an abandoned warehouse in pitch black in San Francisco - but I cannot turn on a light switch.
Out into the oppressive night air we sallied once more. "Here, pink flamingoes is a sure sign. I feel lucky tonight!" I added, shaking invisible dice in my hand.
"You didn't take all the money with you," Rog said without much hope. "Well, let's start with just the slots and work our way up. NO need to lose too much too soon."
"Can I get you a drink?" An angle of mercy appeared not five minutes after we took our places in front of the machines.
"You can get me several! Don't scowl, Rog. Martini straight up, as dry as the Vegas weather. He'll have the same. Hey!" The machine coughed out twenty or so silver pieces to the accompaniment of flashing lights, tingling bells, and other flash. "We're rich, my friend!" I said. Rog laughed as I pawed through the pieces, a pirate with treasure. "Ar! Where's me parrot when I be need'n er?"
Several drinks and two hours later, the booty was all gone and a lot more with it. Good thing I didn't have the parrot — I would have probably lost her in the bargain. "I'm tired of this," I told my accomplice, rising a bit unsteadily. "Let's do some REAL gambling!"
"Craps?"
"No, I hate the sound of the word. It seems too rude to be fun. No, how about roulette? or blackjack? or baccarat?"
"I thought that was only in Europe."
"Well, come on! We'll win a packet and fly to Monaco to play!"
Rog laughed and took my arm as we wandered the casino floor. I got so carried away with looking at people, I almost forgot about gambling. What a place Vegas is! Last stop on the gravy train to the American dream, it was city of glitter and neon and sin, not necessarily in that order. But the hookers here were nothing like the obvious vamps on Sunset Boulevard. Or the squads would be rounding up half the tourists in this city! No, they were not tawdry — they were an glitter-bright as the casino lights and could only be old by their shark-like passages through the red-carpeted rooms, as they trolled endlessly for customers. They did not gamble. They hung on no one's arm. But they drew eyes from the frenzied tables, no mean feat. I watched as a stunning thing in sparkling sapphire blue sequins pulled many a polyester suit from the crap tables with the magnetic sway of her hips. Two rednecks in black tees and feed caps elbowed each other uncontrollably, but neither prompted sufficient courage in the other. They turned regretfully back to the tumbling dice, inventing lies they would tell their friends back home. The sapphire tramped on, looking for prospects. Who would it be next? The guy in the leather jacket by the bar? The tourist with the ANA bag and the Italian suit? Or merely the Elvis impersonator waiting impatiently for his next show? No, not him. Could you do it with an Elvis impersonator?
"What are you thinking, so far away?" asked Rog with just a hint of suspicion.
"Don't you trust me when I'm quiet? No, don't answer that… "
"Thank you."
I asked him about my question.
"I'm not terribly interested in Elvis impersonators," he squirmed.
"Well, suppose there was a female one… Oh, all right it's a stupid question. But can you imagine it? Just when you're getting into it, he starts singing "Viva Las Vegas'. It would destroy the mood for me."
"How do you know Elvis impersonators aren't just like anyone else with a normal job… "
I raised my eyebrows and stared at him.
"Well… okay, so it does seem a little morbid and demented… "
"Not to mention epidemic. Where did they find two hundred of them for the Statue of Liberty soiree? What makes a person want to be an Elvis impersonator? I like Elvis. But I've never felt the calling. Maybe I should! Yeah, give up teaching and writing and sing "Heartbreak Hotel". I could, you know." I proceeded to demonstrate. It is to the credit of the city that no one really paid attention to me. Except of course my pal, who covered my mouth and offered to buy me a drink if I'd shut up. I accepted with alacrity.
"Two very dry martinis," said Rog, well-trained.
Not to be outdone, I piped up, "And the same for me!" I batted my eyes at Rog's despairing glance. He was not, I knew, looking forward to the prospect of having to carry me back to the hotel. I tried to assure him that I was still entirely functional by balancing one of the olives on my nose. He seemed to take it the wrong way. "Don't worry. I'm going to be good. A perfect model of department. I'm only here to fling my money away and absorb the atmosphere. It will add to my speech. No, speech be damned! It's going to be the subject of my next book. Yes, I'll begin as soon as I get home. Las Vegas: the Real Story. It'll follow the trials and tribulations of a young couple in the city of Sin. He's an Elvis impersonator, she's a hooker. No, that's too difficult to make sympathetic to the Hottentots. Okay, she's a blackjack dealer."
"Much easier to portray, I'm sure."
"But hardly as good for a cinematic adaptation."
"Oh, are we selling out to Hollywood now?"
"Why not? It's high time I followed in the footsteps of Scott and Dorothy, to sell my work to Tinseltown and begin a decline into dipsomania."
"Well, you've certainly got a head start on that," he said, Nonetheless ordering another round for us.
"Why, my dear boy, I've never seen you drink so much in all the time I've known you."
"I've only been drunk once. It was enough for me."
"Tell me about it. I want to hear all about your fall from grace. Well, anyway, after your story of wanton drinking."
Rog was not amused by that remark, but I soon cajoled the story of demon drink out of him. His cheeks were already flushed with the gin, so perhaps the subject came more easily.
"Well, it happened freshman year at the art institute… "
"God, don't they always! But you should have said college. It's more in keeping with the usual story."
"Is yours that way?"
"Don't be silly, my dear boy. It came when I was in junior high."
"It figures. Well, I did drink in high school. Beer, anyway, it was of course, practically unavoidable. But this was different. I was at a Gatsby party, you know where everybody tried to dress in the period."
"You must have looked wonderful," I gushed.
"Stop interrupting."
"I wasn't interrupting. I was merely… okay, sorry. Go on."
"Well, naturally, we were drinking an historic recreation of bathtub gin." I opened my mouth, but he closed it with a look.
"Of course I wasn't used to hard liquor and even all that exertion of dancing infinite variations of the Charleston didn't help for too long to hold off the effects. Before I knew it, I was dancing on tables and kissing all kinds of women."
"Did they like it?" I said, forgetting my vow.
"Oh, I don't know. I liked it." He reddened slightly more.
"But my date didn't and she slapped the one she first caught me with and before I knew what was happening, a fight had broken out, all on my account. Everyone was shouting and punching and slapping and people were falling on the floor and someone broke an arm and well, it was mayhem. I even threw up on my date's shoes. It was a mess."
I laughed. "Jake in Silverado."
"Yeah, 'all I did was kiss the girl'." But I was sick in bed for two days afterward. I've never been keen on drinking since."
"Till now," I chuckled. "Glad to see that you like feisty women."
"I don't know about that," he grinned at me. "They always get me into trouble and I do not like to have trouble."
"That strict New England upbringing. The superlative WASP."
"How would you like being reduced to a type?"
"Oh, do you think you could? I challenge you to do it without any hyphens." I folded my arms and looked at him, chin tilted up.
"Easy. Another suicidal Sylvia." He laughed.
I did not. "That's not funny. I'm not like that."
"All evidence to the contrary," he was still mirthful.
I grabbed the front of his shirt. "I'M NOT!" Rog looked at me with evident surprise. He rested his hand gently on my offending one.
"Vida, please. Let go."
I suddenly felt foolish. "Let's go outside," I said as I let go. "I think I need some air." We existed as swiftly as our unsteady legs would let us. Once out in the hot winds, I grabbed his hand, pulled him into a little corner near the exit doors, and cried on his shoulder. The sobs shook my body while Rog gently held the back of my neck.
"Don't cry Vida. Please don't cry. I didn't mean it. I love you, I don't want you to be unhappy. I don't want you to be like that. I'm just always afraid you'll do it and then I won't have you around anymore. Please believe me. I'd never do anything to hurt you if I could help it. Please say you believe me."
I sniffed. "I know. You never hurt anyone. It's me whose always making other people cry. It's about time someone did it to me." I tried to laugh and wiped at my sadden cheeks. "Why did you say that?"
"Say what?" His arms were still around me, suddenly they felt strange to me.
"You know."
"What do you mean?" One hand was in my hair and it was beginning to annoy me.
"I mean, what you said. You know, that you… that you like me."
His voice was so gentle, like the look of a dove in fairytales.
"No, Vida, I said that I love you. And I said it because it's true." He hugged me warmly while I suffocated.
When at last I slipped away, I danced a circle. "You need some fresh air, Roger. Too much gin. It'll be Gatsby all over again. C'mon, let's go." I made as if to head of.
"Run all you want Vida. I'll still say it, drink or sober or whatever. Because it's true."
"We'll talk tomorrow. C'mon, we gotta gamble tonight." I pulled at his sleeve. "Let's not think about it now. You'll feel different tomorrow. I know I'm not going to think about it at all tonight." Huh, as if I could think of anything else. The words swirled around inside the ears I tried so desperately to close. No, I would not listen to those echoes. It wasn't true and he couldn't make me hear it. No, no, no.
"Vida please."
"No, Rog. There isn't anything here to love. There isn't anything here at LA. Nothing but a walking nervous breakdown. I'm just a bundle of neurosis, psychosis and paranoia. You can't love me. I'm not here. There's no one home at all. No one." I was shouting by this time. Hearing the noise of my voice, I fell silent.
"Vida… "
"Tomorrow," I said. "Tomorrow," I begged. "Tomorrow," I pleaded.
"I won't feel any different," he warned. "You can't run from everything, Vida."
"Well, let's run from this place. It's beginning to have bad associations for me." I turned and roger followed reluctantly. I felt full of red, twisting emotions, writhing in my belly. Anger, hope, lust, fear, revulsion, repulsion; all righting to be uppermost in my thoughts, none succeeding. I need a drink, I thought to myself. I want to hold an ice-filled glass to my forehead and make the world go away. Who sang that? Patsy Cline? I couldn't think. It began to nag at me, pushing all the other thoughts abruptly to the side. Who sang it? Sarah Vaughn? Mary Wells? Maybe it was a man. Why couldn't I remember? Over and over, it played in my mind. Just the first line. Over and over and over and over and over and over and over in clover with Rover and a stover and a tover and a pover and gover and a jover and not sober, definitely not sober. The wind blew by, in a hurry, I suppose. It was accompanied by another sound. Breathing, deep breathing; it was the earth. I leaned against the building beside which I had paused, pressing my palms to the cold concrete. Through my feet, through my fingers, I could hear the sigh of the earth's breath, in and out like the tide — the moon's breath that — it went through me, sought to make me a part of it. I closed my eyes, the better to feel its message. Why did it seek to keep me here? What use had I? What right had it to detain me? Tell me, tell me, I begged. What is the answer? What am I missing?
"Vida, are you going to be sick?"
No, don't interrupt! But it was too late. The voice behind the breathing retreated even further. I couldn't even begin to hear it, let alone decipher it. Gone, gone, gone! And I was so close, so close; I knew i would have had the answer. If only, if only! How could i hear it again? What magic would summon the sound again, the breath of Terra and the voice behind it?
"Vida? Vida!"
"Oh shut up! NOw I've lost it!" I took my palms from the wall. They were cold. No, it was more than that. They felt as it they had reached into a tomb. I looked down. My feet were non-committal. After all, they had been insulated by my red hightops. What to do, what to do?
Rog gazed, disgruntled, at me from the corner of his eyes while appearing to look down. He was too perturbed to ask again if I was sick, but was trying to determine nonetheless if it were true. I could see inside his head and he was thinking that perhaps I slipped a few gears somewhere, and if this was so, what should he do about it?
I laughed and placed my cold palms on his warm, surprisingly soft cheeks. "Don't worry, I was only listening to the earth breathe which is something you'll never experience, so don't ask me about it. And quit looking so serious! This is Vegas! We're supposed to be having a great time, so let's get out there and pretend!" I smiled. "I bet you never even have to shave. Ah! Finally, a smile," I teased as he withdrew my hands with his own, an embarrassed, impish grin overtaking his lips. I allowed mine to mirror it as I planted my worries firmly on the back burner.
Hey, is it my fault if I go crazy?
Still holding my hands, Rog reached over his smile with a tender but hopeless look. He was beginning to believe that there was nothing he could do. I tried to keep my smile frozen as I heard the more marble go clink! Down the glass tubing and disappear into the void. Ah! Abandonment calls for futile gestures. Rog seemed to agree. "Let's get a drink," he said, shrugging.
"Sure! Contra mundum?"
"Contra mundum! Anti-pasto! Provolone!"
"Nothing but fun, fun, fun! 'Well, she got her daddy's car and she cruised through the hamburger stand, now… '" and we were off to the tune of the Beachboys, running once more. "Look, it's a boat!" I said breathlessly.
"Ahoy! Ahoy!"
"Starboard ho for a drink!"
"That's portside, I think."
"Screw the navy, let's get a drink!"
Sure, a boat on the outside; but once, inside I couldn't really distinguish this casino from the others. "D'you suppose people get drunk a lot and can't figure out where they are, I mean, which casino they're at and which one they ought to be at?"
"Ah, the eternal question, 'quo vadis?'."
"No, the more eternal question, 'how did I get here?'."
"That's David Byrne. And Ms. Grammar, how can a question be more eternal?"
"Shut up and drink your martini." I sipped mine. "Don't' you ever wonder… about that?"
"You mean how did we get here? Life, the universe and everything?"
"Douglas Adams."
"Now who's being a smart-ass?"
"I can't help it. It's a reflex action. It's derived from the fact that when people ask 'How are you?', they never mean it. So my conscious mind is circumvented by the smart-ass circuit, which immediately gives a snotty answer. hence my many admiring fans."
"Don't you mean 'adoring'?"
"You pick your adjectives and I'll pick mine. Look at that guy at the roulette table. I'll bet he's put his house in Kansas City riding on the spin."
Rog turned his head. "Just because he's wearing polyester doesn't mean he's from Kansas City."
"Oh."
"Boise, I think."
"Why, pray tell?"
"If it were K.D., he'd still have his hat on; whereas, as he's from Boise, he is wearing not a hat, but a string tie."
"Uh, uh. String tie means Texas. Or at the very least Oklahoma."
Rog snapped his head up with a superior sniff. "Shows what you know. String ties are fashion now, but only people in Boise and L.A. would even consider it. So there"
"Rog, I think we have to face the fact that we are beginning to get drunk."
"Too true."
"Then I suggest we go over to the blackjack table and make a packet." He nodded and we whisked off as well as could be managed toward our destination. However, I was not as cool as I seemed. I wanted to get drunk, and even more, I wanted him to get drunk. Drunk enough to forget everything that had been said tonight, though most of it was gibberish. Drunk enough to forget everything that had been felt, though it was all liquor to begin with. I wanted to get so plastered that I could no longer hear the earth breathe. I felt, somewhere in the back of my cobwebby mind that after the breathing came the talking and I wanted no part of that. Okay so maybe the earth could speak, but why should i have to hear it? I'm not a writer anymore, I said to the world in my mind (assuming if I could hear it, it could hear me) and I'll have no truck with mystical outpourings of Terra Firma. Uh, uh, not me. I no longer pursue the truth, it has nothing to do with this little body. So just go spinning on your axis, I won't hear it! I'm not a writer anymore.
"I'm not a writer anymore," I told Rog as we sat at the table.
"Sure you are. You're just blocked right now."
"Nope. No more. I quit."
"You can't. It's not something you can quit. Remember you saying how you were turn to do it, like T.C. was born to paint and I was born to sculpt."
I took my cards. "I was wrong."
Rog looked at his. "Maybe you're wrong now. No, I told you're wrong now. One," he said to the dealer.
"Same." I looked at the cards with some amusement. "Look, number of the beast. I think it's a sign."
Rog's gaze took in my three sixes. "It's a sign that we are going to lose money. I'm over," he tossed in his cards. Dealer got twenty.
"Okay, so we both lose. I'm going to bet a hundred on this hand. Maybe extravagance will give me luck."
"Don't be silly. At that rate, you'll never get a new car. The house always wins in the end."
"Somebody's got to win."
"And it's going to be you?
"Why not? Unlucky at love, lucky at cards." I was immediately sorry I had said that. Love was the subject that should never be discussed with humans, especially those you know.
"It's the other way around, Vida," he said as my hundred disappeared and he smiled.
Stop your damned smirking, I thought, resisting the urge to slap the top of his head. Instead I counted out two hundred in chips, but as I moved my hand to place the bet, Rog restrained me.
"Vida, let's play a new game."
"Yes, we'll call it 'Leave Vida Alone'. It's easy enough to do; all you have to do is shut up and watch it you don't want to play blackjack. Two hundred
Gone in sixty seconds. I let Rog persuade me to leave for refills, without admitting I was bothered by the loss. Jesus, already five hundred gone! Well, at least some of it was spent on drinks.
"I think we need to change venues, then my luck will change too."
"Good thing you weren't travelling with Columbus or we'd still think the world was flat — and we'd be speaking Italian."
"I'd be speaking English, no Gaelic, I guess -"
"With a wonderful lilt."
"Let's get something to eat. I'm hungry."
Ah, a different tack! "No, it will only dilute the gin. Food is a waste of money."
"But it's so cheap here. Didn't you see the prices? Steak and lobster for $8.50. C'mon, doesn't that sound good."
"I abhor stead."
"But what about the lobster. Besides, we can have wine with the dinner." He gestured appealingly.
"Ah, well, you know the way to a woman's heart. Lay on, MacDuff."
"My, what a charming ambience. I especially love the little portholes with nautical pictures pasted inside."
"Shut up and eat your lobster." But he grinned. The waiters and waitresses wore little sailor outfits and all the meals had seaworthy titles: The Captain Ahab Shrimp, Mermaid Salad, Long John Silver Chowder.
"Americana at its best." I scrutinized the wine bottle before pouring. "I'm surprised it isn't called the "Yo ho ho' bottle o' wine."
"Cute."
"No, you're suppose to say 'charming'. Cuteness is for L.A. and the midwest."
"You know, Vida, maybe what you need is to get out of L.A., at least for a while."
"But I love it here - there."
"No, you love the weather. You hate L.A. Why do you always say that no one reads, no one knows what goes on outside the basin, everybody only talks about the movies? And you're always referring to it as the place that killed Fitzgerald."
"Maybe I want to follow in that proud tradition."
"Romanticism. You like it because everyone wallows in the present and talks about the future. That way they don't' have to do anything at all. Prosperity's around the corner, etc., etc." I sighed and poked at the lobster's remains. This is your life, Vida. "Well, what about you?" Offence is the best defense.
"Well, in the first place, I was born and raised here. And second, you know I'm trying to make enough money to go to New York. And third, I word with form and shape. Like T.C., I don't need to pay any attention to the world outside, I might as well as in Tibet for all the differences it makes. But you need people and interaction! And what do you get in L.A.? People who spend at least half of their lives in their cars, driving around and around. This isn't living." He leaned over to take my hand, but his look was harsh. "You need to get off your butt and write. You aren't even attempting to fake an effort. The dust of your typewriter is an inch thick. What are you waiting for? And don't say inspiration," he continued roughly when I opened my mouth, "Tell me the truth. Has it ever come to you unearned? Just out of the blue? Or does it hit you while you're working, or getting ready to work, or thinking about working? Inspiration comes when you already have the pieces; it simply helps you fit them together. You're not inspired now, because you don't deserve it, you haven't worked for it."
"Oh, that's just a rehash of the Protestant work ethic… "
"What about 'that's not writing, that's typing'. And what about Dylan Thomas — how many times he rewrote and published and dug to get those words you love so much. Remember, you're the one who told me all this." His eyes spit fire at me. His hand stung.
"I though we were going to have a good time," I whines. But there was some truth in what he said. I had run away to the sea and what had it gotten me? I was disappointed, yes. Oh, admit it! I hate it, I hate it! No one reads here. All they do is ride around in their cars; they eat, they shop, they listen, they telephone, then meet, they move — all in cars. No one talks, no one walks. No one cares. Oh, crybaby, quite complaining! You chose it. Every glib comment Wendy Allen ever made about it was true. The pat was erased without a murmur. I remember a course I took on historic buildings; we saw most of them in slides — they had been pulled down. L.A. people relaxed in the present, thinking about the future. I saw it in the bored eyes of those who said to me, "So you're a writer? Working on a screenplay?" No, I'm a REAL writer. End of conversation. I recall someone saying to me, long, long ago, "So, you want to be a writer… " Sylvia loved to throw that one at me, jovially, and I would always blanch. But it was easier to bear than the slightly malicious herald of some acquaintances after the book. "Well, it's the famous writer!" So, it famous is, I would reply. No one understood. But they did read, back there. Yes, they read. People never confused Jane Austen with "that English actress". No one referred to Jackie Collins, even if they read her on the sly. I never heard a good book referred to as "bound to make a good script". A book was an end in itself. People recommended them to one another — and read them!
So you want to be a writer…
Want? There was no 'want' involved. It lay there, a foundling at my feet. But no one else could take it. I slowly realized it was my responsibility. It was my child. I took it in and fed it. But it grew at an alarming pace. I was no longer parent. It grew like an elephant — a whale, a dragon, a dinosaur (a glyptodont?). the beast overtook me and with it I flew. I took wing over the earth and I could see everything, hear the smallest sparrow, feel the hearts of the wise, taste of the banquet that was life. I had the feet of a child as I ran over the sweet dewy ground. It was magic, exhilarating. An enchanted fountain sprang from my heart as the beast murmured the words in my ear and my hands swept over the page in a tumble of ink-stained letters. Everything I saw, all that I touched became alive, became words and images and stories. I didn't even think about what I write; I couldn't even recall it unless i looked at the pages. I couldn't have stopped the flow if I had tried.
Aye, there's the rub.
I went where the beast led me. "Oh, everything's so easy for you," they all said, resentful. Everything but stopping. I had no say. I found the beast had grown so that I couldn't but okay its bidding. The more I did, the more it expected. The beast raged on, within and without me. What about me? I moaned. I wanted to maintain dominance; I wanted credit. In the end i ran away. I bricked up the spring of inspiration and ran like hell to California. Surely, there I could relax. People lived blissfully in the present and dreamed about the future. With no past to hinder them, they had no expectations. Prosperity's just around the corner. Next yea, I'll start my screenplay. I'm just working at this restaurant until I get my big break; my agent says it'll be any day now, my type is in.
I have decided Hell is to have no expectations.
And the spring I bricked up? Well, it took umbrage at my presumptuous act. And while my back was turned to get a suntan, it was forcing out the walls of captivity. Oh, just a crack here and a leak there. But I hadn't prepared for this. I had already put the mortar away. The sweet voice of the muse gave way to the babble of the many who were now torturing me in revenge for the one slighted. The bricks flew away in a torrent of reproach as the well broke free. The beast laughed at the pathetic creature I was, how dare I try to run! There was no where to hide, this monster was in my head and my heart. I was no teacher, I was a writer. I had given it up for a peace I could never attain without a lobotomy. God, it took the strength of every fibre in my being to keep myself from screaming out in agony, from hurling my too, too solid flesh through the nearest window. I pulled at the roots of my hair, but pain was no escape. No freedom, no will; can't you see how I wished to flee?
It was like the snake swallowing its tail. Why didn't I disappear into oblivion?
"C'mon! You're on a roll!" The man in the Stetson slapped me hard on the back, nearly knocking my lucky arm out of its socket. I rolled my eyes at Rog, but my head tried to follow. I steadied myself against the smooth wood of the table. The game spread before me, a garbled mess of lines and numbers. What wasn't red in this town, was green. Give us blood or money, it was to me. Okay, I thought, undaunted, maybe it will be both. "All right everybody! Here comes another big one! C'mon, babies, mamma needs a new pair of brains!" Money it was; the small crowd cheered. I wasn't the only one winning, but it sure seemed like it.
"All of it!" I said, decisively pushing all the chips to a lucky spot. Rog pulled urgently at my shirttail, but ignored the S.O.S. My cowboy hooted enthusiastically, and followed suit. The others at the table giggled nervously, suddenly losing their slim wisp of confidence in me but quite willing to watch the carnage from the sidelines. A few more heads paused in their perambulations about the floor. There was no audible intake of breath as I picked up the dice. I casually rolled them from palm to palm as they gathered the warmth of my blood, catching the excited faces and knowing I held them too. Reveling, yes, I was reveling. Beside me, my cowboy gave me an encouraging wink, his red wattle glowing with animation. My preparatory lean back was echoed with a wave of the crowd, as if a chance wind held us captive A pause and then the slow pitch, and the dice were loosed to tumble lazily down the green felt way, turning end over end until, the tide swelled to the far end and a shout broke out from the withheld breaths.
"Hot dog!" I yelled, inexplicably moved to propriety in my remarks. The chips fell with the zealous pounding of the Texan, she was hooting his delight to the world in general and probably was heard in Houston. Avaricious hands all around the table rubbed together. The tugs on my tail were growing more insistent. But I paid no heed. No, indeedy.
"Again!" I showed my booty forward. I was not immediately followed this time. Participants traded their ticket for spectating. Even my stalwart sidekick bowed out with a grin of this teeth and a twist of his head. I stood once more on the pitcher's mound, my forehead damp, my fingers cold. The tugs on my shirt had ceased. Noise floated up from the other tables, surrounding the silence, almost pausing to join in the watch. With closed eyes, I held the clasped palms to my face, considered a prayer, and cast the dice to destiny.
What were the odds? Well, I wouldn't be the first to claim 'Hey, I was an English major.' But to borrow a phrase from one of my past professors, I'd bet my chances could have been described as 'not bloody likely.' So be it. That doesn't alter the fact that the right sides of the dice fell downward. It was pandemonium! Hail the conquering hero! I was crushed in myriad embraces, hoots and cries. I flushed to the roots of my hair, clamped in the embrace of my Texan amigo. Glasses were raised high in my honour, some of the contents spilling over in an excess of sloppy warmth. I hardly noticed the rapturous face of Hemmingway at the far corner of the table. Entirely missed was the quick swipe of Rog's hand as he hastily scooped my winnings from the table. However, it was impossible to ignore his grip as he led me grimly away from my new-found friends, who instantly reacted with insolent jeers at my Lancelot. But the wave receded from our riptide with resignation and the play continued.
"Hey," I said, struggling in vain, "I was just getting warmed up!"
"I thought maybe you were thirsty," panted Rog angrily, tightening his hold at my elbow, my chips clutched in a rack in his other arm.
"I am not a damsel in distress for the pleasure of your misguided chivalry," I countered, beginning to consider anger of my own, but abandoning my fight against the sculptor's hands. Writing just doesn't build up that kind of musculature.
"This isn't male chauvinism at play. It is merely one half-sober person rescuing a half-drunk person from her own folly." We had reached the bar. "Sit! So we can make you a completely drunk and docile person!"
I blinked at him, self-righteous anger battling with another, less imposing emotion. It quickly lost. Laughter brayed from my throat and wet my eyes. "You have a bargain!"
Two martinis later, I had calmed down sufficiently to begin to grasp the idea of a fortune. I ran my hand lasciviously over the chips and grinned foolishly at my companion.
"Aren't you supposed to say 'Mine, all mine!' like Daffy Duck."
"I'll thank you, sir, not to compare me to a cartoon character."
"I calls 'em as I sees 'em."
The chips seemed to have an ethereal light. "How much is it?"
Rog drew in a breath. "Twelve thousand, six hundred and fifty-four dollars."
"Jesus! That much?" The chips had now taken on a golden hue.
"I could finally buy that T-Bird! No, a computer! Think of it! I could waltz down and buy a new car with cash! No finance charges. I could buy a diamond."
"Why would you want a diamond?"
"I don't know. Maybe all this money is going to my head. Hey, I know, I could hire someone to write a book for me!"
Rog shook his head at my giggling. "Typical."
"What?"
"Unearned fruit. You always want to get everything without putting yourself out for it. You don't want to have to work for anything."
"That's not true," I countered fiercely. "Everything I have, I earned. Me. Nobody ever gave me anything worth having. If I want something, I always have to go get it."
"So now you think you deserve a freebie?"
"Why not?"
"Vida, you're always looking at the wrong end of life. What you deserve, if it ever comes, will come at the end. Life is a struggle. You have to learn to love and struggle, the creating. Life isn't endings, it's beginnings and working to furthering them. Endings are only to give you the chance to begin something else." I snorted, but Roger went on. "How did you feel when you finished the book? Elated? A little let down? Both?"
I shrugged. "I was relieved it was done. I was worried about getting it published. I wanted a break from the pressure."
"Didn't you feel like starting something new?"
"No, I wanted a vacation."
"So you moved to California. And in the two years you've been here, you've written nothing. Oh, yeah, there was that short story that ended up in Atlantic. But as you may or may not recall, you confided to me one evening that it was an old one, brushed up a little."
"I told you that?"
"Yes, you were a little —"
"Drunk at the time?" I finished for him. "Why does everyone assume inebriety brings out honesty?" I have always found the opposite to be true."
"Regardless, you told me that."
"Maybe an old idea, but surely you don't think… "
"You said you had written for an old lover, but broken off with him before you had time to give it to him. Ah, you do remember!" "So what? Hey, bartender! Have you heard about the new corduroy pillowcases?" She smiled and brought two more martinis.
"Face it, Vida," he continued, ignoring my signal that the conversation should end, "You've done nothing and it's eating away at you. Why are you so afraid? If you don't want to try to top the success of your first book, write a play! Write a book of poetry, or a children's book, or even a screenplay, for God's sake!"
"What makes you think I'm afraid of my own book!"
"Well, nothing else makes sense. Unless, that was just a fluke. Maybe you're not a writer at all." He swirled his glass thoughtfully, not drinking. "Is that it?"
The disappointment in his voice! As if I had cheated him! You only love me because I'm a writer, is that it? Typical male; they only love what they think is true. Mess with their idea fixee, and it vanishes like a ghost. Okay, okay! So I'm a writer, a writer, a writer, a writer, damn it! SO WHAT! So what? What possible difference does it make to the world? What difference does it make to me? Why do I have this albatross around my neck? The lead of guilt was heavy in my shoes, and fear was tattooed across my forehead. Not a writer? Anything but that, if I only I could be! A consummation devoutly to be wished. "That's not it, Rog." I bit my lips. No, don't spill it. You'll be sorry.
"What, Vida? Tell me, please."
Why did his voice have to be so soft, so sweet? "Are you going to drink that?" I indicated his untouched third martini. He shook his head and continued to gaze sorrowfully at me. I grabbed it and took out the olive. "Body of Christ," I said, trying to laugh, eating the olive. "Blood of Christ." I drained the glass.
"Vida, please."
"Rog, it's nothing like you'd imagine. You've come up with all the normal excuses. You should have known I'd be Abby Normal, as usual," I turned away to watch the slot players. I can't go through with this. I know it. I'd rather run over hot coals and broken shards of grass than say any of this out loud. Because I know how foolish it will sound; because I know how his eyes will widen in astonishment; because I know how vehemently he will try to talk 'some sense' into me. If you're eavesdropping god, please strike me dumb. It would solve most of my problems.
He stood in front of me now, bending back just slightly and inclining his head in order to attract my gaze. Am I really the only person on this earth who does NOT like to 'talk out' her problems? The old 'let's discuss it' ploy; usually it's just another chance to bash you over the head with 'honesty' or worst of all - advice! If only my vision weren't just beginning to blur, well, I'd go back to that crap table and win a few more thousands and good-bye Vegas! Good-bye L.A.! I could go anywhere I wanted and live like a tramp. If only there was somewhere that I actually wanted to be. I don't want to be anywhere. I don't particularly want to be at all. But most of all, I do not want to confess my problems to someone who claims to love me, but wants me also to be sane and happy.
Men; who can figure 'em?
If only he didn't look like that. If only he didn't give off the warm aura peculiar to all lovely young men - that terrible, awful glow of beauty, attractiveness, and kindness that was always a mask hiding the bored, cruel, and manipulative monster lurking in the hearts of all males. Oh, don't laugh; I know better. Men are interchangeable and best admired from a distance. Women always improve as you get to know them. I know it was a man who wrote that familiarity bred contempt; or else it was a wife.
"Vida? Are you okay?" When had his hand first rested on my shoulder? I didn't even feel its weight. I hazarded a look into the murky pools of his eyes. The were faintly blurry, but I don't think that it was his fault.
"Hi Rog, I was just thinking… "
"What?" All attention now.
Better to play the drunk. "I don't remember. Let's have another drink, my dear. Maybe it'll jog my memory."
"One more drink may jog it right out of your head," said Rog, looking prepared to carry me away, if the need arose. I didn't relish the thought. Not without a straight-jacket, I vowed to myself. "Maybe we should start to think about what to do with all this money." He reached for the rack of chips, but my not-so-drunk-as-he-thought hand grabbed it first.
"Why Rog! Trying to slip away with my hard-earned cash?"
He laughed, but I cradled the rack and gave him an impassive look. "Vida, don't be silly."
I looked up at him. "You do want my money, don't you!" I said it loud enough for a couple of heads to turn.
He blushed crimson and immediately whispered. "I just thought it would be safer if we did something with it, rather than lug it around all in chips."
"What!" I could feel the horns growing out of my forehead. Rog was running his long-fingered hand through his locks, his face was the textbook definitive for agitation. Bewilderment and annoyance churned within his breast, neither quite the certain victor. I almost started to take pity on him.
But he broke too soon. "I'm going back to the hotel." His voice was authoritative, but his manner was pleading. Two things I despise. Such a typical reaction; Rog, I had really hoped for better from you. I wanted you to surprise me. I wanted to be shocked out of my play-acting, to have someone else make me feel foolish, or humble. God, I missed TC at that moment.
"Oh, here! Have the money. I don't really want it, and I sure as hell didn't deserve it," I scowled.
"Vida, I just think you should be more careful… "
"Well, I don't! I think I should be a lot more reckless - and you ought to be a lot more reckless, and everybody… "
"I get the gist," he growled. But then, his face suddenly shed its anger like war paint in the rain. It left behind only a gentle sadness. He touched my cheek, his hand warm against my hotter flesh. I was too - um, what? frightened? surprised? touched? - to move. He wasn't going to kiss me, was he? Oh, no, I don't think so. Very softly, he repeated, "I'm going back to the hotel." I don't think I breathed. "C'mon."
I slipped off the barstool and bobbed to a standing position. I was glad I hadn't counted the martinis tonight; however, I felt they were counting me. There were probably six or seven of me shaking around inside. "Let's get rid of that money, Vida."
"How?" But the instant the word popped out, I knew.
"Well, I'm sure the casinos make provisions for this unlikely outcome," said Rog, leading me along the red carpet.
"But it's not really mine. I don't deserve it."
"Well, you've got it."
"But no one says I have to keep it!" With a laugh I broke free of his protective arm and swooped down the aisle, ignored by the slot jockeys. That is, until I grabbed a fistful of chips and chucked them over the rainbow and down to the waiting munchkins. If you have ever been in a casino you will know the ever-present din of slot arms, waitress hails, drinks' ice, winning coins, gambling cries, losing bellows, pit bosses and roulette wheels. Believe me, it is nothing compared to the carnivorous braying of those Vegas gamblers on their hands and knees as they tried to recover my small fortune. The Tower of Babel itself could hardly have been greater pandemonium. I swear, they started to turn to rooting warthogs before my very peepers, but still I played Halloween with my chips, raining them down on the childish figures crawling before me. I was disgusted and amused and I laughed out loud. Fistfights were breaking out between the rows of now-silent machines. There arose such a clatter of snarling and squealing that my guffaws were drowned by the weight. Security was arriving; I would know that sober black and blue polyester anywhere. But I stood, alone, in that churning sea of greed, perhaps hoping it might swallow me into its slavering jaws. Would I care? No, not the littlest particle. I did not want to be saved. I brought out this beast to devour me, so devour away! Ha! I was pushed aside momentarily by some chip prospectors who had just joined the fray. More, more, more! I knew they wanted more. I dug my hand into the crumbs to throw more to the pigeons, pulled my fist back and prepared to fling the last of my chips to the boiling sea at my feet. However, said feet were left standing on their own as I was carried to the floor by an avenging angel of unnecessary roughness. But I didn't mind the bump so much as the distraction. After all, I still had a few chips in my paw.
I awoke to the sound of a groan, only to recognize it as my own. Someone had mercilessly pummeled my body while I slept. There was a lump on my knee, a bruise on my hip, a swell in my wrist. And my head! Apparently, the Cassions had gone rolling along all over my poor casaba melon. Jesus, I hadn't had a hangover this debilitating since spending last St. Patrick's in a pub-crawl through "the best of the Hub", as my old friend Sean had described our suicidal bacchanalia. I woke up the next evening with green vomit on my clothes which came from the mouth of my dear buddy. He had collapsed on soft pillow of shucked garments, while I had stumbled into the bathroom and slept cradled in the tub with a towel wrapped around me (not forgetting, even in my extreme condition, the importance of proximity when it comes to amenities). When I came to twelve or thirteen hours later, I had glanced around in surprise, felt the pain with revulsion, peeked at my watch, then pulled another towel around my aching body and slept once more.
Though I was considerably less debilitated than on that lamentable occasion, I was in no mood to wonder where I was or how I had arrived at that particular destination. In fact, I had no desire beyond that of willing my eyelids to close again and leave me in peace. If only the damn birds weren't singing so loudly outside my window. No, I thought blearily, not my window. I don't have obnoxious jungle green wallpaper in my house. But it's definitely familiar, yes. So I can't be completely lost. If I've been here before, well, then I can get home again. Shut up, bird; can't you wake the dead elsewhere? Its song struck a direct hit on the centre of my pain, which was located just above my left eye. Funny how hangovers are like that; there's usually the cotton mouth, the lawnmower stomach and the pounding temples (not to mention the inevitable bruises), but the pain's source is a little different each time. It's like a random pinprick, sometimes at the back of the head, sometimes the front. Maybe off to one side or the other; occasionally, it creeps out from under your chin.
Its sole mission? To make the rest bearable.
I'm going to shoot that bird, I promised myself. Just as soon as I felt a wee bit better. But now, to sleep. Settle back, ignore the pain - AND WHAT IS THIS! There is an arm over me. Why didn't I notice it before? It was just that it caught my eye as I was snuggling further down under the covers. I'm afraid to look. It's unpleasant to wake up to this, I'm sure I don't have to tell anyone. My eyes slipped open just enough to take in the hand carelessly thrown over my waist. If I lift my chin… yes, I do indeed recognize it. Ol' Rog! Reflexively I peeked down - oh, good. At least I'm still wearing my shirt. Hmmm. Well, it ought to be an interesting story if he ever tells me about it. Wonder if I missed much. But it was no time for curiosity, so I put those thoughts back on a cobwebby shelf and tried to soothe the screaming neurons in my brain. I had nearly managed to lull them with sleep, when I felt a most peculiar sensation; someone was walking over my brain.
Is this a haunting, I thought, suddenly panicked. Perhaps these steps were of another who was thinking of taking up residence in my poor little noggin. As if there weren't too much already! The tiny tread stopped a moment, as if to observe this prospective site, then moved on as if to say, "Hm, no, I really don't think this will do." There were ghosts in my head! Alright, a ghost. What was I to do? What could I do? I was not about to lift my head to jar any thinking into my wits. Besides, this may only be a dream and mean nothing what so -
"OUCH!"
With a flurry of green feathers, Hope flew across the room away from my shouting to perch on a lamp. She gave me a quizzical look, her redcap head cocked. I rubbed my bitten ear to assuage this additional ache. Well, at least I know where I am now.
The hand came to life too, after my yell. It lifted from my side to stretch, then curled cozily around my waist again. Miserable as I was, I did relish that warm closeness. It may not seem like much, but as far gone as I knew I had become, every silken thread connecting me to reality was a blessing. I couldn't even feel distress at this sign of growing affection - besides, it was too late. Too late, too late; the words reverberated dully in my brain cavity. Don't think, be very careful not to think; don't even move. Perhaps, if I keep my eyes closed, I could drift back into that dark oblivion, and not have to wake up to the blinding light of day, of reason - not to have to see, not to have to admit, not to have to live.
Hope was singing again - the sound dove straight through my ears. A wave of nausea swept over me, but abated quickly. Meditatively, I pried the velcro of my tongue from the roof of my mouth. I needed a drink. Well, at least a drink of water. But that would require moving from the bed. Okay, time to pull out the scales. On one side, there was the enormous reality of a killer-mother hangover; on the other, the definite need for something wet in my throat and the ever-increasingly obvious fact that I had to pee.
Short contest.
The next problem was how to proceed through the path of least pain: the eternal question, get up or out first? If you sat up, all your blood would retreat to your feet, never to return. However, if you rolled out of bed, chances were that you would never be able to stand and would therefore spend the rest of the day (and quite possibly the rest of your life) bent double, a position both uncomfortable and embarrassing. Up - out? Up - out? I bounced the rubberball back and forth in my mind, hoping the urgency of my bladder's calls would help me to pick one or the other before the poor thing finally burst. Believe me, this is no joking matter.
I finally opted for the roll out of bed method, praying meanwhile that I could do it gently enough that my insides would not pop open like an overstuffed garbage bag. If necessary, I could always crawl to the bathroom. But, I found that I could stand, albeit shakily and somewhat askew.
Call me Quasimodo.
With a practiced gesture (one hand over the forehead, nearly obscuring the eyes; the other pushed out in front of my lurching body), I shambled forth in a sort of monkey-tread, my legs with half their normal strength, separated by twice their normal distance. Aspirin, aspirin! Food of the Gods. God, I hope I remembered to bring some! Close the door, so carefully, no loud noise, please! Seat's cold, of course; ah! Relief. And then I was left with the dull ache of pain behind my eye and the rough mincemeat that used to be my stomach and the vague sense that there really was no reason to go on living. A quick inventory of my mottled bag yielded no relief. I stood up too fast and quickly counted to ten as the blood ran for my toes. Bending more carefully, I rifled through Rog's suitcase - aha! the tidy little travelcase was sure to… bingo! In no time there were half a dozen in my palm, ready to go bravely down the little red lane to defeat the terrible agony knocking in my noggin. Nothing like some good acetylsalicylic acid with a water chaser. Just the way to start the morning.
If only I hadn't looked into the mirror after that. If only. I never even heard the glass break as it slipped out of my frozen hand, and fractured on the basin, sending shards to the far corners of the bathroom. They dug into the carpet, they dug into my skin. I don't remember crying out - Rog told me that he could not at first believe that I had made that horrifyingly unnerving sound. It made him cringe under the covers - animal response to an animal cry - but only for a second, and he sprang from the bed, crossed the room in two leaps and threw open the door.
But it was only me. Me, with a bewildered look on my dish and broken glass sprinkled all around me like nonpareils - staring at the mirror as one at the Gates of Hell. Rog blinked at me for a moment, wondered if rigor mortis had set in, remembered his own hangover, then knelt and began to carefully pick out the bits of glass that had imbedded themselves in my bare legs. From the distance of memory, it seemed that he had looked like some morbid Prince Charming, drawing out the crystal daggers, wiping away the clotting blood, and waiting for me to speak of the horror that had befallen me.
It was really nothing. It was merely the suddenness of the image, coupled with the weak state I found myself in that morning. Somehow these factors and others - like insanity - helped to make that image (of the slit throat, the dancing jugulars, and worst of all, the bloody stump of glass held in the hand of that terrible doppelganger) more frightening than anything real could ever be. You see, reality has a certain feeling; a forward thrust. And though you may catch a whiff of deja vu now and again, everything happens once - it's never quite the same again. You can never go home. You can't have that second honeymoon. You're only young once. You will never pass this way again, la de da,la de da.
But dreams, oh my!
Visions - think of the power! How do you suppose we get martyrs? One sight of an image, a sensation, a vision - and poof! Sticks and stones may break their bones, but you can't take that away… And they starve and beg and moan and flagellate and cry and believe and suffer and die, just because they saw this thing that they can't get out of their minds. This thing, call it what you will, this ridiculous mindwarp does not fade into memory, recede into the past - no, it gets stronger and stronger until reason and friends and society and the law can no longer fight it, it's stronger than anything but death…
But wait!
It's even tougher than that - because somebody comes along and makes this poor sod a saint. And then, oh then, not even death can touch it. Because all those other people are there to hold up the vision, hold up the martyr, until the vision takes on a life of its own - it becomes more real than its viewer. And through the ages, a legend grows about this saint's vision, a gospel is written, a religion born, sinners recovered, nations saved, wars started; and the eventual end of the world as we know it.
All because of a vision.
If you think I'm trying to draw a parallel between the saints and me… well, it's not so much that as an attempt to explain the haunting quality of such a strong experience. I don't know that much about saints. They're a very odd bunch: look at old Sebastian in all those Renaissance pictures, arrows sticking out all over him like a mutant hedgehog and a holier-than-thou look on his mug. It was only about a year ago that I was told that he had lived through this harrowing (pun intended) experience, been nursed back to health, only to be swiftly bludgeoned to death by some soldiers. Go figure. But what I meant to explain is the frightening clarity these images can have; any image that is unbelievably real, so real that any stubborn person will become a martyr rather than lie about it. Become a martyr! Give up family, friends, sex, food, drink, parties, work… So, obviously insanity requires a lot less overhead. Martyrdom demands such commitment, without much of any incentive - well, I suppose there's always fame and eternal life, but wouldn't that fray anyone's nerves, sooner or later?
Now, how was the scene set? Yes, there were sprinkles of glass on the floor, in my skin; Rog, on his knees; horror, centerstage. As I said, it wasn't so bad - it was sudden, though, and unexpected. And vivid! God, how it was vivid. It has never completely left my mind. Blinders against it have formed, veils to hide it from my consciousness; but it's still there and a cold shiver slides down my spine when a ghost of the vision creeps out into my subconscious, like a slip showing. But the scene! the scene: more elastic moments. It took so long to drive that image out of my eyes, it seemed almost as if I suddenly came to on the bed. But no, I was awake the whole time. I knew I had been because I could feel the movement, the lift, as Rog carried me (continuing as Charming) away from the horror, toward the hope of sanity.
How he stared! Burning into my own eyes, my hands clasped in his sweaty palms; his hands flecked with blood, my fingers trembling. "Vida, Vida," he chanted my name like a mantra to move me swiftly out of the way of the rumbling juggernaut madness. Too late, too late, like the bell tolling - he could at most save my flesh, the spirit lay dead already. "Vida, Vida - " How could I tell him I had lost all feeling, was cut off from any help, and could not even believe that it was there? No more faith; no more hope that maybe I might pull this off, as I had pulled off so many unlikely feats in my young life. No. I had lost. "Vida, Vida!" And here is a friend just beginning to realise that there really is something out of the ordinary wrong with me - and it's too late, too late, he cannot help me now. And the worst of it all, is that I know now is precisely the time he will try hardest. Oh, lord, what fools these mortals be…
"I'm all right," I smiled, oh so gently, at this gentle man. "It was only a nightmare - an ugly, ugly thing. But it's all right, now." I extracted a hand to pat his with genuine affection and, I hoped, assurance. It really was all right, in a way, because to release hope is a certain freedom; and any kind of liberty has at least momentary elation - an admission of defeat does give a brief respite. A tiny voice warned that they might not take prisoners, but I was past caring.
So I sat, a wounded animal, unable to comprehend the force that had smitten me, while my friend tried to comfort me with the timeless murmurs of healing and reassurance. How did I become reduced to a child-like bundle of sensations? Everything came in, nothing went out. I suddenly realised I was becoming invisible. My blood pressure leapt. What was I to do! No, relax, don't panic, don't panic. It's okay, you can't be invisible; Rog would have noticed. I glanced at him - Oh god! he was looking down, he wouldn't even have seen! "Roger!"
"What!" His head jerked up so sharply that the tears flew to the safety of my leg, there to shine like miniature lakes. I was relieved immediately. In fact I very nearly felt like laughing.
"I just wanted to be sure that you could see me, oh no, don't look at me like that, it was just a passing idea, and well, let's just forget about it, huh?" I constructed the facsimile of a smile, so that it gradually filled my mouth. I doubted that it was convincing in the very least, but felt somehow better for the effort. "I sure could use some hair of the dog, how about you, old sport?" How about the whole hide? I added to myself as I scratched at the scabs forming on my shin.
Rog kissed the top of my head and rose to oblige me. I had a sudden start at the familiarity of that particular gesture, though from an unaccustomed person. Oh, TC why aren't you here? I need you, only you. You could make some sense of this; you can pull sense out of thin air, I've seen it. I tried to conjure his face - amused and strong, earnest and intense, and warm, oh so warm and gentle. And that clear, single-minded vision, how I desperately needed the same now. Then it wouldn't have seemed so confusing, as if I were struggling through the murky shadows of a tangled forest where every path came to fork, and every decision was the wrong direction. Worse yet, nightfall was upon me. The sinister shapes of the branches overhead were fading into an even more menacing blackness. A chill ran through me as if it had nowhere else to go.
"Are you sure you're going to be okay, Vida?" he asked, returning with my glass at last. How can you even ask such a question; would you ask for tea during the Battle of the Bulge? Oh, worried, yes, certainly he was worried. But the doubt in his voice was nothing compared to the quaking in my soul, the fluttering in my heart. I wasn't merely afraid; I was fear - naked, cold, and blue. But I smiled.
"Have you heard about the new corduroy pillowcases?"
Had there been any jubilance at all left in my pathetic ragbag of a soul, I would have thumbed my nose and blown a raspberry or two as we left Lost Vagueness in our wake. But it was taking every twitching nerve end not used by motor functions to keep myself from howling. Something buried inside my belly was urging my vocal cords to ignore the gag order imposed by my persnickety brain. Such a fussy little organ! Listen to me, said the thing in my belly, unaware that I was eavesdropping. Listen to me because I know what you really want - you want to yell! scream! howl! cry! screech! yelp! wail! shriek! roar! and bark like a dog at every passing car. Don't listen to her, I begged, my eyes closed, ashamed of my pleading. We have to go on pretending! The thing curled in my belly chuckled to itself; it was willing to bide its time for somehow it knew what I could not believe - that I was already trapped, the flood waters were lapping at my toes as I tried to bury them in the sand. There is a word for this.
Wretched.
Wretched is when you are broken, utterly shattered, and yet it is clear that you have fallen only half-way down the hill, maybe a little more, but the worst is still ahead. I could feel myself pierced on a sharp outcropping of rock, hanging out over the precipice. Down there, onto the merciless daggers below, that was where I could not help but land. Forlornly gazing, dismally wondering just how long it would take, and please God, would it kill me? I was powerless now to inflict such punishment, relief; I could only curl into a ball in my seat with the comforting fumes of juniper berries flowing in my nostrils and throat as the highway ran away under our wheels. For some twisted reason, the image of the snake swallowing its tail into oblivion had fixed itself upon my frontal lobes. My body tried in vain to emulate the intricate maneuver. I felt a quick disgusting kick of revulsion. Look at yourself! You pathetic coward, you contemptible worm, you utterly disgusting, vile, odious excuse of an existence! It's a contest as to which you will drown in first - the gin or the self-pity. And as you wallow away in your filth, detestable swine, you will have the extreme insult of seeing those gifts you took for granted fall into the slime that oozes around your vile corpulent flesh, and sink to the ignominious depths of Lethe. And all will be lost then! Oh, didn't you even guess? It's all been a trick, a grand joke on you! No one was after your miserable little soul. Oh, what a brilliant ploy! And what an incredible ego! We came not for you but your tools. Careless, careless - how hastily you dropped them as you ran, jerking along your recalcitrant soul like a whining, obstinate child. And we gave chase, convincing wasn't it? But just long enough, just far enough, that the tools you had abandoned so recklessly would be lost forever.
NO! The word welled up like lightening splitting my flesh outward from my heart - my heart whom I had betrayed. Bile and sweat followed in the wake of this disturbance. Hastily I reawakened to my surroundings and clutched at the knob. My flurry of motion was slowed, then halted, by the sweet evening air and the splash of a few drops of rain. No, I was not going to be sick after all, not yet anyway. I felt the pressure of Rog's eyes on me but I continued to stare at the gnarled trunks of the joshua trees. The rain began to fall harder. Drops mingled with the dollops of perspiration on my brow. If only I could always be here; always in the car, always in the desert, always in a gin-soaked stupor, and always in silence. Silence and peace; if only I could keep them with me. But the rain soaked my hair, the gin was getting low, and the road continued to slip under the car. A cockroach hid under my seat. I closed my eyes. There was no escape.
Something dark and furry slipped away with the shades of sleep. My neck twisted in a quick shiver of repulsion. Don't open your eyes, too late, but there's nothing there, is there, there or there? And the cockroaches sing under the imitation elephant-skin bucket seat in which you're coiled. A song of taunting, a jig or a reel, but with nasty undertones. They had a plan, oh yes.
But it had been a long time and a long drink: "Rog, I have to pee. Now. Right now."
"We'll take the next exit."
"We're in L.A." No shit, Sherlock.
"Pomona."
"Peeing in Pomona, eh?" A giggle tried to rev up, but was countermanded by the bladder's shrill cry. Cease and desist, no appeal. "Rog, I have to go!"
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," he muttered, his foot gaining a little lead, "It's just up there. See? Thirty seconds. Hold on for this off-ramp. Here we go… "
My bladder is going to burst and engulf the interior of this car with its vile liquid, I knew, as the centrifugal force of the curve did its best to find a weak spot in the organ's lining. Sweat popped out of pores all over my flesh and a bitter taste of forewarning rose in my mouth. Just a little longer, just a little longer, oh god please, let me hold it in, oh please, oh lord, don't let it happen, think of desert, dry, dry, towels, carpet, cardboard… I continue talking accordingly as we pull to a stop, as I swing my crackling legs out, as I pull myself up with only the strength of my wimpy arms, as we walk - praying - across the crumbling concrete of the lot, as I flash through the door down the hall and into the bathroom just in time. I coax the bile back down my throat with the elation of release.
Perhaps there is a god.
I noticed the gin still secreted in the crook of my arm, obscured by the green folds of my Quadrophenia jacket. No doubt it was the culprit behind the dizziness I now felt, though certainly the near-miss did a lot to raise my anxiety, bile and adrenaline. Nonetheless, I might as well finish off the juniper juice; I hadn't heard yet of a Denny's with a liquor license. One more swallow and there's a dead one. I dropped it in the wastebasket, surprising a family of cockroaches at a picnic. Well, their next gathering would be a funeral, I thought as my foot fell. Damn! Too fast - there were no crushed bodies under my shoe. Leave it, my more responsible brain-half scolded; Rog will think you've fallen in.
However, it appeared that all the corpuscles had run down to visit with my harassed bladder. None remembered to take up duty in my head, leaving it rather lighter than usual. I swayed momentarily over the sink while the corps recalled the summons to office and climbed reluctantly upward, chatting amongst themselves. My hands gripped the cold porcelain as I waited impatiently for the blinking lights to clear from my vision. When at length they did so, I was confronted with a pallid and ghostly visage. It was true I had never really had a Malibu tan - I was more the Venice type anyway - but this was ridiculous. I had always been somewhat vain of my peach-soft skin, but now it was pinched and white, the pallor contrasted only by the rich puce ringing my eye sockets.
"You're not at all well," I told my presuming doppelganger. What was next - scurvy? I recollected where I was and at last made for the door. As my hand touched the knob, an electric jolt coursed up my arm and caused me to retract it with alacrity. Dumbly I stared at the pinkish scars. Some worry-wart cell in my feeble brain tried to tell me it was a warning, but my hand was already back on the real imitation brass handle, and then my body was out in the hall.
I shambled down between the veneered tables, finally spotting Rog at the far end of the restaurant. He waved impatiently, furtively checking the attention-level of the other customers. I tried to wipe the grin off my face, but I guess I shouldn't have used my hand to do so. I stumbled a little when I saw Barrett and Browning cooing together in a cozy booth, but I decided to mind my own business. All would have been fine too, if only the floor hadn't begun to give so much under each step. I wondered if it were sponge or only sponge cake. Being Denny's, it probably wouldn't have made any difference.
But what an experience! It was necessary to pause after each step in order to assess the placement of the next. The floor dipped and rose. The gin whispered into my stomach's ear. Just a few more feet, I told myself, you can make it. Lunging, I caught the edge of the table and pulled my sluggish carcass to a semi-seated position. I simpered helplessly at my companion. Why couldn't I control that silly grin? My closed fists were pressed tightly against my mouth. I watched a waitress approach our table, her tread steady and firm. It must be like walking on water, something one gets accustomed to doing, for I would have sworn at that moment that the orange linoleum she walked upon was as solid as a gravestone - if it weren't for the waves lapping in the corners. I peeked a look at Liz and Bob. When I felt steadier on my feet, there was a question I just had to ask them. But not now, damn the gin. I would need a clear head. Coffee! That's what I need; why had that waitress suddenly disappeared?
Ahhhhgh!
"Sorry, I was only trying to get your attention," he apologized.
"Trying to give me a heart attack, more like," I cradled my shocked arm in its mate.
"I only laid my hand on yours," he continued with irritation. "What do you want to order?" barked another voice, causing me to jump yet again. A dark totem-pole loomed over the table, erected by the need of capitalist hunger.
I was moved to awe. "Coffee," was all I could say.
"You don't drink coffee," Rog reminded me crossly.
"Coffee," I repeated. No need to anger the Food gods. From under my eyebrows, I gazed at this statuesque vessel of frustration. White as the proverbial ghost, she managed yet to have a smoldering air of offense that lent all the shadows of purgatorial grimness.
No one stiffed her.
She glared at me through one pale green eye. I would drink coffee all right. I would order more too. "Onion rings, please, with mustard." Perhaps that would be enough. I noticed my torso swaying in tune to the waves of the floor and made an effort to stop it. She mustn't know, mustn't know.
I leaned over to Rog and whispered thus: "She has a Tell-Tale Heart… "
He only looked with dull, muddy pools at what must have been my face.
"Like in Poe!" I hissed, mindful of being overheard. Who knew who might be on her team; best to be safe. "I could tell from the eye, the eye you know," I pointed sagely to my own. "The pale colour, the hawkishness of it." Oh, there was no doubt about it.
"Did you hear it? Her heart?"
The waves took a sudden pitch. He didn't get it. Oh, doesn't anyone read anymore? "You can't hear it," each word slow, accompanied by a tap of my forefinger on the table, "until she is dead." I finished with a nod, then looked furtively around the restaurant. I felt a stab of dismay. Barrett and Browning had disappeared. Never would my question be answered! But wait, perhaps they had only visited the restrooms! Surely there was hope yet. No, the waitress swept off her tip in one paw, jostling the tea things with the other. And the sea rolled and curled with ever-increasing vehemence. Bound to get sick soon, I mused. I couldn't even go out on the bay without a sneaky, queasy feeling stealing to my side. I once got sick on Pirates of the Caribbean.
Disneyland has some clean-up crew.
Oh dear, there comes the coffee. Why did I order it? Roger was right. I don't drink it. I've never drunk coffee. But I couldn't say anything. She might get upset and I could not afford to upset her. Calm. Everything must go smoothly. I held my breath as she poured the filthy liquid from its container. The fumes made my eyes water, but I smiled gamely. "Thank you so much," I coughed with the effort of maintaining equanimity. Cream, sugar? What the hell. Throw in the moist towelettes. I wasn't going to drink any of that vile ick. But I must pretend. Or she might get unhappy. So I lifted the homely mug and with a few tries, got it to my mouth. Wincing, I set it back down, but my rubbery smile snapped into place and I feigned enjoyment. "Just like Ma used to make."
"Your onion rings will be up in a moment." Perhaps they would be flying overhead. She shuffled off unaware, I had hoped, of my mutinous thoughts. Rog picked at the salad she had dropped in his place. I espied a snail wiggling through the greens, but halted when I thought of warning my friend. He would be likely to take it as a criticism. Odd how touchy some people are. Boy, there's no telling about people until you spend a couple of days in Vegas with them. Damn this coffee! It was worse than exhaust. But keep up appearances, appearances up. It sounds like a chorus from Coward. Now something nags at the back of my mind, creeping around in the shadows, just out of sight. Oh dear, what had I forgotten now? Something I did? didn't do? left behind? What? I don't know. Shut up!
Calm, calm - dignity, dignity, always dignity. The evil one was returning, loaded with crispy onions and the bright yellow mustard. Pooh. It is a rule of condiments that the brighter the colour the worse the taste. Oh what did I care, it wasn't as if I was actually going to eat the rings. Ugh, on top of gin and coffee, no thank you very much! The totempole thrust the steaming plate in front of me, almost daring me to eat, knowing that I would, and knowing too that I would regret it. She had me. I knew it; she knew it. What was she waiting for? What if I stood up right now and merely surrendered? I could do it. Just stand up and announce it. But no, no they wouldn't let me off that easy. They didn't want me to surrender. They wanted me to crack. Well, I say they, but there was only her at that time. But there were more, I just had to wait. I knew they wouldn't be able to resist sneaking up on me. Oh sure, they wanted to expose me, but I could expose them first, because I knew they were there. Well, yes, they knew I was there, but they didn't expect me to know about them. But I knew.
What was the tip Barrett and Browning had left? I suddenly felt that it had been meant for me. They had been trying to help me, if only I had realised it before! And now she had it. Oh, if only I'd known! What had those two been trying to tell me? Perhaps a charm written into a sonnet, I could have used it to protect myself from these evil-doers that were drawing closer to me with every breath I exhaled. I might have held it aloft like the cross thrust at the vampire and watched them shrink in fear, no poets they. But no, I was the one shrinking.
Maybe it was only a tip? I wish I knew for sure. Oh why did I leave Hope in the back seat of the car? My glance flew to the darkened pane which assured me it was pouring yet. I tried in vain to catch some glimpse of our car. I had a sudden vision in the back of my brain of Hope swimming through the dampness. I could see her jade-colored fluff breasting a tide, paddling out into the desert. Should have brought her inside.
I looked around surreptitiously; did they know? All sound had ceased to be. It was so, so quiet - and yet, I felt as if my hearing had become acutely tuned, as if waiting for a special minuscule sound. My companion, just across the table, ate without relish, spoke without words, and stretched the orange plastic-veneered table until the QE II could pass, unnoticed, between us. He was too far to help - too far to see.
There! I heard it. It was no mistake. I sat still as an oak, so quiet I could hear the sap flowing in my veins. Where was that sound, that barely perceptible hum in the cosmos? And where was the sadistic matron of honour, who no doubt was behind it all? I let out a breath. Maybe it was merely the snail. But - oh! - I thrust the knuckle of my forefinger into my mouth - how could I have been so careless! Too late to wonder, there they were; two men in fedoras hunched over the counter, backs toward me. A bad sign, that. The raindrops were still slipping off the brims and hems of their apparel, gathering together, murmuring to one another on the floor, the counter, the plates. Talking about me, I knew. How could I have missed them! Oh, they were dressed for the part, all right. Sears, Roebuck meets Chandler, Hammett. I tried to retain some flippancy, but it was oozing out of my fingertips and cooling the onion rings. Undoubtedly, the cockroaches would soon be here to take it away on their little backs. I would keep one eye on the plate; and one on the two gumshoes. But I closed them with the first blink. They were obviously playing mind games with me, sapping my strength. Oh, could it really have been ordained for them to win from the very start? Life is a struggle in vain, you know; no matter what you pull out of the hat, it's only the lid for a coffin. But that's why we're all dropped on our heads as babies (that's why we cry, really). It's a good whack on the skull at a tender age that can keep the brains spinning for a normal life span, asking all the old unanswerable questions, looking for love and the meaning of life, and wondering if they even exist.
You're asking me?
At that moment, the totem-pole swayed and bent to coo conspiratorially to Chandler and Hammett. They smiled in return, flirtatious. My eyes wrenched my other features up to stare. For some stupid reason the C&H Sugar jingle started playing in my over-tired ears. See, that's just what I meant; a little whup on the head and you're okay, too much and you're veg like me. And no whack? Well, I'm not sure - maybe that's how saints are made. Why ask me? Whuffo? I don't have any idea. All I knew then was that C&H were there for me and there was a definite limitation of hiding places. The women's room was too obvious, and anyway, I wouldn't put it past them…
It was imperative that I observe each minute detail of every move made by the old buggers. They were drinking the coffee, the potion of earth, its mystical qualities I could not stomach, but here they were, gulping like cool stream water on a mosquito-bit day. The near one glanced furtively at a pocket watch. Its enameled cover blinked innocently at me in my corner and saw itself in the darkened window. But it couldn't fool me. I grasped that it knew just how much time I had left. But it winked shut again and I saw only darkness from the dark of the night to the gloomy pit of my soul.
A ring slipped through my numbed fingers and - plash! - landed in the coffee cup. Brown juice leapt over the table, desperate to escape to the edge. I blushed twelve shades of pink. I knew they were looking, but could not bear to meet the stony gazes. C'mon, think! I told my protesting brain cells. There must be a plan, for escape, for concealment, for living. Because suddenly, yes, I did want so very much to live. I could not remember why, but I knew it as surely as a song bursting from my heart on a green mountain slope in the most pungent aromas of spring, as surely as one can ever feel that heart and soul exist. Why I should have recovered this feeling here,in this place, at this time… But first, to hide! For with one quick word, those two over there could sever my new-found joy like the head from a chocolate bunny. And there! They were standing, raised on their hind legs and ready for the hunt. So easy to corner their quarry in Denny's, nowhere for a decent hare to hide. What to do? What to do! She knew, they knew, I knew, Rog knew, Hope probably even knew, adrift in the desert rain. My eyeballs rolled back - out of sight, out of mind. No good. Their faces were imprinted on the lids. I would never blind myself to the horror. A shudder gripped my bones from sternum outward, shaking every last one. Bone china on a tea cart couldn't have been louder. I was doing myself no good. I had to make a decision fast.
"You should be more careful!" a voice barked in my ear. She smiled. The grin of a cobra; how had she crept up so swiftly so silently? "You might have burned yourself," she continued, staining her rag with the poison. "We wouldn't want that to happen, now would we?" She bounced a glance toward her companions and I knew that it was the sign. My fists were clenched into helpless fiery balls as she sauntered off, oh so casually - too much so. This was it.
And all at once, I saw a way. It wasn't foolproof, but it could work, I was certain. And anyway, it was my only chance. You see, the coffee spill had dribbled to the floor under the table and things had started to grow. It must have been very strong coffee. It had just been a little grass at first, a few weeds, and then a bush, and another bush and now it was a veritable steaming jungle. Soon there would be birds and animals. I looked across at Rog, but he was asleep, no - hypnotized by the forces of evil, by the bowl of his spoon. I was off, alone, as always. I ducked under the linoleum canopy, into the warm cloak of green. How inviting it was! I parted the bushes for a last look at my pursuers - they could not possibly follow me into here - and even if they tried, how could they possibly follow the trail? Look at them! Now that I was secure, I could laugh at how pathetic they appeared. Mothballs would be more appropriate. Ha! Trying to get me were they? "You're dead!" I yelled from my friendly green bower. The taunt drew the hooded eyes of C & H toward my ducking blind. I grinned for the first time in years; their ponderous bodies would soon amble in the direction of their uncurious gazes, but I would not be found. I turned then and ran - ran blindly through the tangle of limbs and fronds and vines and boughs and branches and leaves. My heart thumped like a beatnik's bongos. My arms, outstretched, clawed the snaking tendrils that begged to join me. I ducked and darted, leaped over branches, clawed my way through the swaying forest. My soggy clothes became a second skin, but I sprinted on, sometimes flagging - occasionally tripping - but with a joyousness singing in my tired lungs, for I was free at last. The thought gave a bounce to my step and I hurried on. Though I heard nothing but the thudding of my own feet, I was sure they were following. After all, it was their job, no more - their destiny, my destiny. This was life. I was beginning to feel as if I could forever and the forest would never end. As far as my gaze could travel, the jungle ran ahead of me and light streamed through the glinting niches, forming every imaginable shape. My legs flew on - without direction, without conscious effort - though I couldn't see my feet or where the sun lay, just push push push as my blood screamed for oxygen and the muscles cried for rest, but none, none would they have because my lungs pumped, harder and fiercer, bellows of a giant, breath of the gods that kept me running, leaping, scrambling through the trees, the bushes, the clinging ivy and still no stop, no stop, no rest for the weary; running on, my body trembling with exhaustion and joy, hurdling over that fallen log…
… and then it was too late - I was plunging down into a black hole, suddenly Alice. But she fell slowly - my journey was a plummet from a great height into pit that smelled increasingly of burning where the water hung more heavily than in the jungle. My brief, glancing brushes with the walls had proved them even more profusely sweating than I. There was nowhere to catch hold on the slug-like flesh of the pitch black walls. And so, faster and faster, I was flung into its bowels - with little hope of a white rabbit. Just as I accustomed myself to the downward tumble, the slim shaft of sunlight at my back fingered the bottom of the tunnel and I met it with the snapping of my bones.
It was later, much later, when I once more felt the presence of myself. This was limited to a hazy sensation of pain and the laboured sound of my breathing. I dared not open my eyes even the least crack. What would I see? A pool of blood? Shattered bones? - or worst of all, utter blackness? A shiver slipped along my spine. How could I resist the temptation? But how could I bear the agony? There was no time for reflection, however. A cool hand lifted the veil of insensate shadows and I gazed upon a figure of infinite reassurance.
"TC!" A hoarse whisper that carried the emotions of a shout; no one could have given me greater cheer at that time. For the thousandth time, I spoke in my heart a lightning prayer of thanks for the great bounty of true friendship. His presence seemed almost to illuminate the murky grotto. He smiled and I felt a flicker of warmth catch hold of my cold flesh. If only I were able to move, I thought as I tried to reach out to him with my crushed limbs.
"Come," he said, offering his hand, "We have quite a way to go." And as if by the force of his golden voice, I was pulled erect, my broken wings mended. Brushing the loose, dry soil from my sullied clothes, I gawked with astonishment, open-mouthed, at the cavern and at my friend.
"But - ?" I stuttered, "How - where - ?"
"Don't worry about that. I'm here to help you," he smiled and sounds from his mouth seemed to knit my shattered self. I stood finally without shaking and peered into the blackness.
"Where are we going?" I whispered as he took my hand and led me along, deeper into the forbidding void. But my friend only smiled reassuringly and squeezed my hand. A cold wind, like a draft in firelit cottage, made me tremble for it felt as if an evil thought had taken form and laid its clammy fingers on my arm. I huddled closer to TC who seemed to see clearly in the inky darkness. The warmth of his hand soothed the thousand fears that were giving voice in my head till their murmur became but an undercurrent. The tunnel seemed to get smaller; our footsteps echoed closer. I could only sense that we were going lower - I could see nothing - not the hand before my face - once we moved a few feet beyond the hole down which I fell. How long did we walk through the clammy walls of the rabbit warren? An hour? A day? A thousand and one? I could not have said. It was of no importance. It may as well have lasted a lifetime. Sometimes I do believe that it did.
After some indefinite passage of time and steps, I sensed rather than saw that there was light ahead of us. At the same moment a strange, burning scent accosted my nose. Strange, no. It wasn't entirely unfamiliar. "Hey," I whispered to my companion. But he ignored this and pulled me onward, gently, but insistently. I stumbled over something, invisible in the black, and was swept along in the firm grip of my friend. My numbed brain began to slowly whir as its wheels churned out questions: where were we? why were we here? what are we doing? where is here? how did I get here? But pictures that tried to creep out from the dark corners of my mind were cut off by anticipatory chains that served their purpose - keeping these pictures from coming into the light. In vain I struggled to see into the shadows. I knew there was something, very important, that I needed to remember. It would help explain my questions. If only I could recall… Perhaps if I asked TC. I made a preparatory noise to speak and it was with a shock that I realised I could make out his shape as he put his finger to his lips and bad me "Shhhh!" We must be coming near the end, I thought. But the end of what and the beginning of what else, I could not have said.
The light which began to spread, an unseen glow, was fluid, mobile. I tugged on TCs arm in alarm, mutely begging to halt momentarily while I tried to gather something of my wits about me. He paused for a blink or two and then we were off again, and I no better in mind than before. What was the hurry, I could not help but wonder. More than that, I felt no urge to hasten the journey I had undertaken without a thought. I gazed at the profile of my friend as he encouraged my feet. Trust in my beloved comrade had led me through the darkness, but would this blindness bring my downfall? An arrow of fear and foreboding passed through me, bloodless. I fancied that the light fairly crackled on the dimness of the walls; the opening could not be far ahead. We turned round a bend and another and one more, and there it was - expected and surprising, and daylight at last. I expelled the pent up air of my lungs and felt a liberating warmth of joyousness. My claustrophobic paranoia would no doubt dissolve in the sunlight.
However, my newly-resurrected hopes were to live only a very brief time. For as we came to the opening of the passage, I saw with deepening apprehension and disappointment that the source of the light was no sun. In fact, our tunnel opened into another much larger cavern with an assortment of stalactites and stalagmites befitting Merlin's own lair. I looked around from the ledge where we paused, hoping for a clue, a reason. Where did that light come from? I had given up asking TC anything, knowing that he would only urge me onward. I stole a glance at him from the back of my eyes. I had always said that I would trust him with my life; it seemed then that I would have to prove that claim. As if he knew, TC came over, took my hand once more, and said, as we started down the tortuous path, "Deeper, deeper." I felt as if I had entered into a trance; and each step down the rocky way was echoed in my mind as I seemed to go further and further into a reverie. As an obedient somnambulist I walked on behind my guide. It was almost from a distant that I recognized the feelings of terror that were rising in my detached heart. But the sensations were there - who could have walked into that cavern of dancing light with its smell of struck matches and dark shadows that seemed to have peering eyes too small to see? TC kept me moving - down, down, deeper, deeper - enveloped in the gentle folds of his voice. Part of me mumbled to its other half, as I shuffled along unmindful of where I was led. That is until I bumped into TC's back. I took a step to the rear and he turned and smiled. With an arm settled gently around my shoulders, he turned me toward the ostensible object of our journey.
I'm not sure what it was precisely that revolted me so. For it was only a man. But that is misleading; for one might assume from such a statement that this person was anything like the assortment of cretins that could be found in the average shopping mall. No. This was a man who by all rights should have been as transparent as a ghost from the lack of sunlight; or wasted and thin from a diet of subterranean vermin. No. He was of bronze forged in daylight, then sunk to these depths, with arms and legs of stoutest oak, and hands that could crush boulders for sport. Do not let this mislead; he was a terrifying sight. His face bore an expression of irony and sarcasm; it was obvious that cruelty was merely the order of the day. But what frightened me most was the suspicion that he was not self-employed. He sat, legs splayed, before a crackling fire with an enormous tankard in his hands and the air of someone enjoying the self-righteous, muttering rosary of a long list of wrongs imposed upon him. Engrossed in his task, he appeared to take no notice of our presence though we weren't fifty feet away. I was loathe to approach nearer; call it a man, as I did, I could not really believe that he was more than half-human. The trance of complaisance my guide had weaved oh so carefully vanished in a wisp of hot air. As we drew closer to the fire and its guardian, I felt sweat rise on my forehead and dampen my back. Even so I shivered. Any second now, that thing would look up at us and certainly it would roar. Vainly I balked. Voices arose, indistinguishable from the winds of the cavern at first, but growing and sighing and howling and moaning. I had to go back! Anything was better than what lay ahead, I knew it without knowing, even without seeing. I understood because it lay somewhere inside me.
I sank my heels into the loose soil. This was close enough. Whatever the reason for bringing me here, it could be discussed here and now. TC seemed to understand and released his hold on me and stood silently a foot away. I crossed my arms and tried to look stalwart and strong.
The futility of this endeavour was revealed by a harsh roar of laughter from the behemoth. His head was thrown back and he rocked the massive chair in which he sat. He used the momentum of the chair's fall to help hoist his bulk to a upright position. With casual ease, he tossed a log onto the flames, making them crackle and leap hungrily. He had all the time in the world; he was savouring this moment, one for which he had waited and planned in the long dim hours of his twilight world. He paused before us, arms akimbo, legs planted firmly, an amused look on his huge face.
"So you're here," his voice boomed out and filled the cavern. The other whisperings were promptly silenced. I shuddered. Even with TC between us, the force of his being overwhelmed me. What to do, what to do? I started to ask myself, but then I realised that I would have little choice but to do what this one requested of me. So much for five hundred pound gorillas. His eyes did appear, if not kind, well, at least not evil - though there was something impudently aggressive glinting from them. The stormy gaze drew me forward, one step, then another, and I stood well in front of my friend. A feeling of complete vulnerability enveloped me. I looked back at TC. He nodded encouragingly as if to assure me it was safe. I returned my eyes to the front and struggled to meet the gaze of the mammoth tree of a man.
He expelled another gusty guffaw, presumably at my timidity. "Come on. Come over here and choose." He waved a huge arm to beckon me forward. Slowly I crept toward the edge of the precipice. Was I to be hurtled down into its depths? I assure you, I was not eager for such an ending. These thoughts of foreboding did not help to hasten my approach, but the rumbling sounds of impatience from my interlocutor pushed my unwilling soul haltingly onward. Twice I turned to beseech my friend; he merely smiled and nodded as one would to a child taking its first uncertain steps. But he kept near, two paces behind me, and I felt some comfort. Apprehensively closing the remainder of the distance, I sensed an expectant feeling of watchfulness, as if the very walls of this enormous chamber were hunching over to follow my ordeal. Desperately I fought the urge to drop to my knees in tears. And then I was there. I drew in a breath that I hoped would carry courage and with great reluctance, peered over the edge.
But there was nothing.
I didn't know whether to burst into tears or songs. My gaze flew to the titan guard who took in my amazement with a grumble of annoyance, as if he had forgotten the forks for an otherwise impeccable table setting. He ambled over to his sitting-place, then returned with his bear-like shuffle and his pewter tankard. He hadn't come so close before. His body smelled of wet earth; his skin looked tough, more bark than flesh. There was something, perhaps pity, in his eye that helped me calm my trembling limbs. Up swung the tankard in those hamhock hands, and out growled the words, "Drink up!"
I drew back. A swift peek over my shoulder revealed TC engrossed in the barren view over the precipice. No time for arguing, so I slipped my sweaty little mitts around the huge flagon. The jump I made at the weight of it brought forth another rumble of merriment from the jaws of this giant. Not surprisingly, it was with considerable apprehension that I heaved up the mug to tip some of its contents into my mouth. But I was rather thirsty after the arduous journey and, well, … it tasted rather like beer. In fact, it wasn't too bad at all. I was nearly sorry when he took it back. That is until I turned around. For if I had held it then, it would have dropped from my hands and broken my foot.
And I wouldn't even have noticed.
Below me, what a moment before had been dust, now writhed and squirmed and thrashed a multitude of bodies, grey from the dust, as far as my eyes could see - as if the cavern itself stretched on to infinity. Skin of all colours of the human spectrum had become dull and ashen. From the height of the edge on which we perched, the convulsing throng seemed a gruesome depiction of the surprised worms in an upturned shovelful of dirt. I willed my eyes to close. But the tragedy was played upon my lids. My stomach clutched, protesting the spinning wheels in my head. I staggered back a step. What had I drunk? Had it allowed me to see? Or had it fooled my eyes - and my ears too, for now I realised that part of my pounding fear arose from the moans and shrieks and wails that ascended from agonized mass below me. Tears blinded my eyes, cooling but slightly the burning sensation that filled them. My whole being shuddered; I could not continue to look upon this sight and live. With a mute appeal I turned to the towering sentinel. His only reply was an equal silence, his stony countenance a rebuke. I directed my plea then to TC who was staring sadly at the forsaken souls whose cries of misery were threatening to rend my flesh from head to toe. I sank to my knees and seized the hem of his shirt. "Please! Please stop all this!" I begged him wildly, "I can't stand it! Those - those - sounds… " I didn't know how to describe the clamor of despair that was ringing from every facet of the chamber. And the bodies - I shudder to even consider the vision - the shaking, the tremors, the twisting, the fighting; as if each one were being eaten savagely from the inside, possessed by a thousand devils. So I shouted, I pleaded, I implored, "Make it stop! Make it stop! I cannot bear another second - " And I sank to ground, covering my ears, pressing my face into the dirt, anything to blind and deafen me to the struggle and torment below. But the huge paws grabbed me and I was roughly brought to a standing position, face to face with TC who bristled with an indignant anger.
"Make it stop!" he roared, sweeping an arm out over the suffering ones, "Don't you think that is their constant prayer? And you can't stand it for even thirty seconds without losing your mind. What are you going to do? Don't you know what this is?"
My heart did not skip a beat - it skipped an even dozen. The bile that had been flooding my throat evaporated while my fingernails dug tiny half-moons in my palms. No, don't think. Don't do anything at all. It's time to wake up. This dream will end. The alarm will go off. It is OVER.
But the weighty hands did not leave my shoulders and the vicious laugh of my giant companion was no dream. It cannot be for me, I tried to hastily assure myself. No, no, not for you. A mistake, of course, these things happen all the time. Yes, that was it! No wait, there was something more, what was it? I avoided the wrath in TC's look, trying to think, to concentrate. There was… what? Quick, quick, an idea, c'mon, that's what you're supposed to be good at, if only I could think, but that terrible moaning! I just need some silence so that I can - Hey! My thoughts flew out the window as I was hoisted in the air. "Put me down!" I screamed and in panic, remembered. "What about the choice! You said there was a choice. You've got to let me pick!!" Anything but this, I swore, no doubt about that. I felt the massive arms pause in their upward swing and I struggled to find the face of my friend; surely he could not betray me. The anger had dissolved from his expression. Now he wore a mournful look of sorrow that gave me a pang of foreboding.
"Yes, it's true," he said sotto voce, I had to strain to hear it above the echoing laments, "You do have a choice." As he spoke his body seemed to grow faint, transparent. "You have seen here misery. It is one choice… " His voice trailed off, as if it was vanishing with his physical self.
"I'll take anything but this, please TC, anything!" I had no qualms about that. Give it over now!
A ghostly outline of my friend was all that was left. It spoke slowly and breathily. "The only other choice is suffering. You may choose whichever you wish. But your choice will be final. You can never turn back."
Suffering? What was that? For a moment I wondered if it could be worse. Was it even different? "TC please! What do you mean by suffering? Aren't they suffering?" I gestured to the pit.
He shook what was visible of his head. "They are in misery for they can remember nothing of their lives, save the fact that they cannot and will never remember." At last even the outline vanished and the voice spoke within my head. "Suffering is to remember everything - forever."
"Then let me suffer!" I cried. For I knew at once there could be no hell worse than the nothingness of an empty well who could recall only that it had once been filled. "Suffering, I choose suffering!" My shriek set the gargantuan in motion again as he lifted me up, up over his head. His voice rumbled from a what seemed a mile away, "Follow the path to the far side of the cavern and you will find there the other choice." And with a mighty roar he hurled me out into the groaning mass. I fell screaming in their midst, scared out of the meager wits I possess. The noise was deafening. My own shrieks added to the din, but I did not hear them or even realise their source. I clawed between the whimpering, writhing beasts, my only thought escape. After looking into the eyes of one lost soul, I vowed not to do it twice, for the sight would make you lose all sense and stand transfixed in terror. I only managed to tear away by clinging to the hope, the feeble hope, that I would indeed find the path and the exit. No suffering could have surpassed this agony. Score upon score of lost souls, bemoaning their loss in wordless lamentations. Blindly I climbed over body, over rock, knowing that to lose my direction was to forfeit all. Hands clawed at me, eyes beseeched, voiced wailed; but I did not grow deafer nor deadened to the torment - oddly my hearing grew sharper with the abuse, every fibre of my skin increased its senses tenfold. Misery seemed a paltry title for it. But it was not my choice, and I knew it to be so when at last I reached an outcropping of rock that flattened itself as I stretched my palm over its surface. Gaining confidence, I at last opened my eyes and hope sprang from a small chamber in my heart to dance before me. It was indeed the path. It rose calmly just above the swirling crowds. But best of all, far far away, there was - what? a door, an opening? - I wasn't sure. Yet somehow I knew that it was my choice and I was going to get there, no matter what.
No matter what.
How can I describe the journey I undertook on my hands and knees, with the din of the sufferers close around me like a winter's coat in July? I bled from myriad wounds as those below raked my limbs in despair. All my strength was receding as my mind whirled in confusion and lost hope. Only with closed eyes could I advance, crawling like a lizard, like a beaten dog. Closed eyes, so I did not have to see the looks, the faces, the utter horror of it all. I cried and I bled and I screamed without end. And still the way looked long, as if I would never reach it, almost as if it moved farther away each time I closed my eyes. I begged every force in the heavens for strength, but my hoarse pleas were not answered. Heaving my wretched self forward, I kept one eye upon my destination as I thumped my useless flesh along. A thousand times I quit, shrieking my hatred to the bedlam; a thousand times I began again, unable to listen to the reply. And when I had stretched myself beyond every conceivable limit, when I had almost ceased to recognize despair, I gave an unaccustomed cry of joy. There it was before me. My ravaged hand, torn and shredded by the rocks and the nails, trembled as I reached for the enormous brass door knob on the heavy black door. It was smack in the middle of the rocky wall, almost like a cartoon drawing. But as I dragged it open, using all my weight and breath in the process, it proved real enough - and heavy enough. But even as my body shook from the effort, my heart was light, for I knew that I had arrived. Drawing in my breath, I stepped into the darkness. It was so black I saw nothing, but it was quieter. And would be quieter yet if I closed the door, thought my over-taxed brain. The thought of complete shadow caused me to hesitate but a fraction of a second; the silence would be worth any price.
Or so I thought.
But as the ancient door was swinging shut, I caught the familiar sulphurous smell of matches and as total darkness enclosed me, it was immediately broken by flames. Everywhere. It flew from the walls, the ceiling, the floor, the air. It sprang from my arms, my legs, my face, my hair. And I burned and I screamed and I cried and I burned and I whimpered. It might have been for a thousand years - it might have been for ten - it could even have been but a second or two. But I cried in vain for my mother - my father - my sister - my friends - my lovers - my students - my enemies - anyone, anyone to save me from the conflagration. I ever swore to believe in a god. But I burned and I burned and I burned - it was past bearing, it was past all pain and regret, it was suffering of unutterable depths. And when I knew it couldn't be worse, it sparked anew and I shrieked in mortal agony. And still I burned, burned, burned till all was black and forgotten and nameless and empty
and I was here, strapped to a bed, covered with bruises, and feeling very sick. I had been beaten and dragged and fought and drugged until I could be made fast. And then I was left alone. I could not harm anyone then. But of course, now that I am myself again, I wouldn't harm anyone anyway.
They're not entirely sure of that, yet.
But I'm better, really, much better. They let me wander around the ward. And I know I'm feeling better; I wrote a letter to Sylvia today. TC promised to smuggle it out to a mailbox today so it wouldn't have the hospital imprint. You know, I tried to tell him about my experience and his role in it, but he only looked tired and sad. I guess I got a little impatient when I said for the umpteenth time, "Yes, of course it wasn't real, but… ", but he still didn't want to talk about it. He says that no one has seen Rog since the Denny's. I wonder if he still has Hope.
TC kisses my forehead when gets up to leave. He has also promised to bring some of my writing pads so I don't have to use the nurses' paper anymore. Algernon is fine, he says, but misses me. Good old TC; when Gertie comes, she only cries, and I have to pat her on the back and say there, there. Hey, I'm the one who's supposed to be having trouble. But I feel better a lot better. But I'm glad for the rest. I'm going to quit my job anyway. Who am I fooling? I hate teaching, I hate schedules. I despise the departmental politics. Let's face it, the only thing I'm suited to is living alone, working alone, and trying to keep out of the way of people living normal lives. They only need me for comic relief. No, I need to get back to writing. I'm still not sure that I can, but, well, what the hell else can I do? Perhaps I'll even let that old woman's ghost go on haunting me; after all, what fish would go anywhere without a porpoise? Maybe I'll take a trip. Go to England. That's always inspiring. I could sit in the garden where Keats wrote, walk the moors of the Bröntes, visit Jane Austen's house. Yes, that's what I need. That and a perfectly chilled, very dry martini with an olive.
Hey, you wanted a saint?
Cruel (1992)
Dangerous Liaisons in leather jackets: it's 1982 in New Jersey, but the story's still the same as it was for Anthony and Cleopatra.
