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            Prologue
            

         
 
         Imagine. My mother enters. Quick, run into her outstretched arms … She lifts me above her head. I am six, seven, eleven. Higher. Higher still. I am locked inside her gaze. Suddenly, she lets me down gently, places my right hand on her quivering shoulder, my left hand around her skinny waist. We glide like skaters on fresh ice; one two three, one two three, one two three. So old-fashioned … Beat changes. Lindy… and a one two one two three four, one two one two three four, and on and on … and …
         
 
         Exhausted, we sit down.
 
         … Our dance is over.

         
             

         
 
         She reaches for a pack of Camels hidden inside her polyester, lime-green housecoat. How she loves polyester.
 
         ‘You can’t smoke in here,’ say I.
 
         ‘Why not?’ asks she innocently.
         
 
         ‘There are rules.’
 
         ‘Like dancing.’ She lights up a cigarette.
         
 
         ‘Not good for you.’
 
         My mother shakes her head in despair, looks at the beige walls, lifts up her right foot, rests it on her left thigh, like a child about to tie her shoe for the first time. She snuffs out the cigarette on the bottom of her pink and grey fuzzy mule, flicks the butt across the room. She stands. The unspoken. Who leads? Who follows? She leads. I follow. And so it goes … Our eternal dance …
         
 
         I prefer the slow dance. This is not completely true. Depends … Age, place, time. History… It is always about history.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Road Map
            
 
            
               ‘Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, 
 Humpty Dumpty had a great fall; had … a … great … 
 fall …’ 
 ‘Then what happens?’ 
 ‘Never mind. It’s only a nursery rhyme.’
               

            
 
            ’03

         
 
         When Stuart Manly, the education director for The Actors Cooperative, told me that I would be teaching in a town called Beatrice, Nebraska, I could hardly wait to get there. Beatrice was my mother’s name. She had died nearly twenty years ago. Her life was her undoing. Her death was my undoing. Maybe I would find her in the streets of the town that was named after her. Maybe it was our time to finally say goodbye.
 
         ‘Don’t you ever forget about me, baby.’ 
         
 
         ‘I won’t. I promise. I won’t.’
 
         When you long for something too much, you can convince yourself you will not survive another second unless it happens right now. But the more desperate you are, the more it is a bona fide guarantee that you’ll have to wait.
 
         Stuart Manly made it clear. It would be a long journey to Beatrice: ‘… primarily a Midwestern tour. You’ll be preceding the company. And isn’t O Pioneers the perfect play for that part of the country?’ He does not wait for my response. ‘You start out in Mississippi, fly to Chicago, then it’s Iowa, on to Colorado, next stop is Nebraska, maybe Montana, maybe not.’
         
 
         Maybe I don’t want the job. ‘Sounds great.’
 
         ‘Loli, we here at The Actors Cooperative are interested in you because of your varied writing skills and your unique musical talent. We feel teenagers will understand their ancestral heritage through your cutting-edge teaching methods.’
         
 
         He has no idea what I do. ‘Thank you, Stuart.’
 
         ‘One second, Ms Greene.’ He puts me on hold. ‘I’m back.’
 
         Hate hold. ‘You know I don’t deal with text.’
 
         ‘We know. And you prefer contemporary literature.’
         
 
         ‘No. Not at all. My strength is working with teenagers, dealing with contemporary themes and issues, so that they can understand themselves better through process and self-exploration.’
         
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         Hope I don’t have to deal with him. ‘I look forward to working with you, Stu.’ I don’t want this job. I don’t want any job. But … gotta get away, away from Simone. Think about my future, our future. What future? Always liked the road. Best part of being a performer was … the road. Discover who you are; not in relation to anyone, anything. The road.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         My plane lands in Memphis approximately seven hours and eleven minutes later than my estimated time of arrival. I am too pissed off to get myself depressed, but as I drag my ruined red bag off the conveyor belt, I ask myself out loud what the fuck am I doing here? I am here to teach – a fact that boggles my mind. 
         
 
         ‘Mine too, honey.’
         
 
         The little Enterprise rentacar bus drives at a leisurely pace to the parking lot, which happens to be fifteen minutes, as the crow flies, from the baggage claim area. At least the sleek, blue, almost new, made for you, 2003 Esprit is waiting for me. I am given my instructions by a good ol’ young Mississippi boy, who clearly played fullback for Ol’ Miss. His neck is twice the size of my underused, oversized, top of the line, green Gymnastic Ball.
         
 
         I begin the drive. The wind blows my spiffy Enterprise automobile from one lane to another. A truck speeds by, at no less than eighty miles an hour, splatters slush on my windshield. My wipers get stuck. The rear-window defogger ceases to function. I am unable to see out of my rear window. But I can’t stop. I have to get somewhere. I have a destination.
         
 
         I arrive in Oxford, Mississippi at eleven p.m. Why am I here? For the kids … For the kid in me. My classes begin tomorrow. At some unforgiveable hour, I will attempt to wave my travelling teaching wand at a schoolroom filled with tired, toxic teenagers; to tap into their imaginations. Teaching is something that I have to do, want to do for those tormented teens, for myself, and finally for her.
         
 
         ‘Thank you.’ 
         
 
         ‘You are more than welcome.’
 
         ‘Anything is possible, honey, if you want it badly enough, and you do it well enough.’
         
 
         To love is to be free, to live is to die, and to hope is to get through. Tomorrow is what we wait for. Today is all I have. Tomorrow I just might get my ass onto another jumbo jet plane and fly away forever. Don’t need to wonder what that’s about. 
         
 
         ‘Honey, it’s not about anything.’ 
         
 
         It’s about you. It’s always about you.
 
         The storm has let up. I want to get the lay of the land tonight. Christ! Go straight. Now turn right. Continue on … What’s the name of this road? Who cares. Follow signs to town square. There it is – lovely little square. What’s that sign say? ‘Ajax Diner.’ Go there tomorrow. I bet it’s not as good as the Beechwood Diner? That was the best diner that ever existed. Ever.
         
 
         Time to find my southern sleep zone. Cannot wait to get my feather pillow out of my bag. Love sleep. Hope the sheets are polyester. Love polyester. Reminds me of her.
 
         
             

         
 
         So, I’m currently comfy and cozy in my cabin in the Mississippi woods. We are talking a very southern world. It’s foreign; not Baghdad, no bombs, no need to panic. I will survive.
         
 
         Gloria Gaynor! Remember her? Disco-era dance diva. Where was I then? Having some forbidden sexual encounter somewhere, which then led to another unfortunate sexual encounter somewhere else. I won’t do that anymore. Too old. Old age is scary. Mourn all that dies.
         
 
         ‘Don’t get sentimental. Mustn’t wallow in the wasteland called yesterday or dream about tomorrow.’
         
 
         Glad you could make it.
 
         ‘Where’s the party, hon? Don’t get home too late.’
         
 
         M-I-S-S-I-S-S-I … Just spelling it gives me that home cookin’ calm: mashed this, corn bread that, southern black-eyed peas, the bees knees, and double dippin’ if you please. Can’t wait to eat at the Ajax Diner. It will have to wait until after tomorrow’s class.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Morning. Next day. A note is slipped under my door. I read it out loud. ‘Snow day. No school.’ Hooray! Still feels like it did when I was ten or eleven. Crawl back into bed and doze my way to dreamland between those polyester sheets. I looked forward to those days of lollygagging in synthetic luxury.
         
 
         Look through the frosted windowpane. Hell! There is only one quarter of an inch of ice on the ground. So, what’s happened to that Civil War spirit?
         
 
         ‘Why isn’t there any school?’ I ask.
 
         ‘We are just not as courageous as we use to be, darlin’,’ replies my sexy southern hostess, who owns the log cabin where I currently reside.
         
 
         Speak for yourself. I’m down here in fraught-with-Faulkner territory, flyin’ by the seat of my polyester panties. Memories – those marvellous madcap adolescent memories. Let’s not go there. How many times can you whisper ‘I love you’?
 
         And again I whisper, ‘I love you.’
 
         ‘I certainly hope so, darling. I love you too.’
         
 
         Phone rings. ‘What if someone dies?’ says a disembodied voice on the phone. ‘Someone you love has left you all alone. Are you prepared financially for a sudden death in your family? We can help you through this trying transition. No interest, money back guaranteed.’
 
         ‘I’m visiting, you asshole!’ Hang up. Don’t talk to me about death. Talk to me about life. What are the survival tools needed for living in this world? I am well aware of the innumerable tricks for getting out of it. My mother was my mentor.
 
         
             

         
 
         First period class. It is seven forty-five a.m. Exhausted. Can anyone learn anything at this hour? Homeroom teacher is out sick with shingles. I can see why… Let me tell you about the kids with their full hearts and deep fears. Most of them have conveniently forgotten that they ever had an imagination. They wallow in the wild wanderings of the mind without giving the mind much thought. Most of them hunger for at least one moment in which they might control those uncontrollable desires that are controlling them. These are the teenage years in a nutshell.
         
 
         Hey, you over there! I am well aware that you are in the middle of some mid-teen masturbatory exploration. And you over there with the oily skin! I know that your little vulva is vibrating. I know that young Jake’s wanger has been wigglin’ in a wringin’ wet Spalding sweat sock. Tell me, baby boy …who is she? One of the Dixie Chicks? Norah Jones? Your mother?!
 
         What if the girl is a guy? Poor Jake. You have ventured down the road to perdition. Mr and Mrs Boll Weevil are disappointed in you, Jake. They would much prefer the sock. You can’t get in trouble jerking off in a sock. Out of sock you can get Aids. You can get that, young boy. You can get some kind of love, not their kind, but some kind. And, you can get free. No, Jake, you mustn’t get free. Because if you do, you will leave the Weevil family behind while you are getting it in the behind.
         
 
         ‘Jake, wake up! Say something.’
 
         Yawn. ‘I don’t get this exercise.’
 
         ‘How could you get it if you’re sound asleep?’ Or jerking off.
 
         ‘I wasn’t sleeping.’
 
         ‘Fine. What don’t you get about it?’
 
         ‘I can’t explain.’
 
         ‘Try.’
 
         ‘I don’t want to.’
 
         Help! Where is the homeroom teacher? ‘What’s the problem, Jake?’ 
         
 
         ‘My little brother’s got the flu. I think I got the flu. My head hurts.’
 
         ‘You got a fever?’ I walk over to Jake’s desk. He cowers. Remember can’t touch his forehead. Against school rules. ‘Why don’t you go to the principal’s office. Have them call home. See if your mom can pick you up.’
 
         He looks relieved. ‘Okay.’ He bends over, pulls up the back of his pants with his right hand, picks up his books with his left, rises from his seat, walks as if he had a ton of bricks in his pants, makes his way to the door. All eyes are on his exit. They too wish they had a fever. They are out of their minds with envy.
 
         When I was their age, I was out of my mind. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.
 
         ‘The bough’s breakin’, baby.
         
 
         Down will come baby cradle and all.’
         
 
         I knew the bough was breakin’. She lived inside her tears. My heart still swims in her sorrow.
 
         As the door slams, I shout. ‘Look at the ceiling, look at the lights, look at the walls, look at the floor! Sense that every single thing that you see is alive! Do you hear what I’m saying?! Alive! As alive as you and I are! Sense the breathing floor beneath your feet, the living walls surrounding you. We are a part of a phenomenal world where everything is alive, interconnected, and anything is possible. Imagine that right here, in this living classroom, burns a golden fire.’ Perplexed. They look perplexed. ‘Now turn that raging fire into pure gold. Place that pure gold inside your heart. Inhabit your heart. Become your heart; a breathing, living creation filled with pure love, pure gold. What have we got here? What is that called? Anybody?’ 
         
 
         Some girl in the back of the room has the balls to answer: ‘Crazy.’
 
         ‘No! … Alchemy! I have always loved the art of science, the science of art, the transformation of something into something other than what it was believed to have been.’ This alchemical notion, at this particular moment in that particular high school leads me into my next topic … potent space. Let me see if I can explain it to them; the it being potent space …
         
 
         As I fix my gaze upon a room full of shiny, terminally toxic, teenage faces, some black some white, I hear in my head the willful silent challenge from each and every one of them. ‘Who the fuck are you? Prove it. Whatever it is, prove it.’
 
         ‘When you move in relation to that which moves you, that which moves through you, are you moving it or is it moving you?’ … Glazed looks, more acne and no response until …
 
         After class, Lydia approaches. She breathes hideous packaged egg-beater breath on my violet meditation beaded necklace. The beads fog up before her eyes. She looks frightened. Finally, she speaks. ‘I am an avid reader and an avid Christian. I believe that your potent space diatribe borders on the demonic.’
         
 
         I am taken aback. ‘Can you explain?’
 
         ‘Well, it just doesn’t seem Christian. It appears to be somewhat, no, extremely metaphysical without any inherent faith-based ideas in the explanation.’
         
 
         It starts at home with the parents. Parents go stupid, filters down to the kids. Soon you have second-generation soul sludge. It’s a form of practical prejudice. Works for everyone at home … Hopeless situation for the rest of us.
 
         ‘Metaphysics is not demonic or anti-Christian, Lydia. Look, why don’t you give it a chance. See how you feel by the end of the week. Then, we can continue our discussion. I look forward to it.’
         
 
         Lydia never returns. Her family prays for my soul’s retrieval. They are not the first to pray for my soul. They will not be the last.
 
         
             

         
 
         Seated at a window booth in the Ajax Diner, on the town square, looking across the square at the Oxford courthouse, at its newly painted pillars, downing my third piece of corn bread I think about Lydia as I remember my time of demons. Oh Lydia, Lydia, you do not have the faintest idea about demons, do you? I know demons … I knew Judas. His hands touched my body.
 
         In 1983, after my mother’s untimely death, my Judas incarnate appeared as one Lothar Bovar. He posed as a healer. I fell under his spell, fell into my holy hell, heart first into his world of sin and shame.
         
 
         I was in from Los Angeles visiting my sister Dina in New York. It was a dark, wet, wintry day when I strolled into his West End Avenue apartment. The living room floor was tiled in shiny black and white vinyl squares, like a chessboard. The pawn enters. Me. Old queen moves with clarity and absolute cunning toward victory over the pawn’s soul … Trance time in Tormentville!
 
         There he stood, all four-feet six-inches of him. He was a short man. His silver hair was slicked back like a postmodern teaspoon: fair skin, thin lips, and eyes such a deep-sea blue that I wanted to dive right into them. The blue surrounded the blackest dilated pupils you could possibly imagine. The whites glistened, you know, over easy, no butter, no oil, no blood vessels … no humanity. 
         
 
         ‘Welcome, Loli.’
 
         ‘Hello’
 
         ‘Are you feeling sad?’
 
         (pause)‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Having trouble sleeping at night?’
 
         (deep breath) ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Nervous?’
 
         (heart pounds) ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Confused?’
 
         (how does he … is he reading my mind?) ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘How long have you felt like this?’
 
         ‘A long time I guess.’ How ’bout my whole fuckin’ life?!
 
         ‘A very long time. Correct?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         He squints. ‘I can see your black pain. It surrounds you. Terrible … Terrible … I see it, sucking all of your energy … killing you. My poor child. I have rarely seen … oh no, I have never seen anything like it.’ He cradles his face in his hands, makes a high-pitched whimpering sound. I freeze in my psychic sludge. Sweat pours from his noble brow. ‘Will you let me help you, Loli?’
         
 
         (Bite lower lip. Draw blood, swallow hard, lips parched, lips make sound.)
 
         ‘Say yes.’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Good.’
 
         She whispers, ‘Yes.’
         
 
         ‘Now, Loli, let me place my fingers on your neck.’ He places hot fingers on jugulars. Hell hath landed in a blaze throughout my body. I erupt like Vesuvius. ‘Good. That’s very good. Now say the word … music.’
 
         ‘What?!’ 
         
 
         ‘I can’t hear you, Loli … The demons can’t be released until you say the word … Please … don’t be afraid … Say the word music and you will get free.’
 
         I say, ‘Music.’
 
         His fingers shake, rattle and roll as my head shimmies like a newly charged vibrator. He lurches backwards, nearly falls on the shiny vinyl floor. He moans.
 
         (moanin’) ‘Loli.’ (moanin’ again) ‘Loli.’ (moanin’ low) ‘Loli.’ He smiles his satanic Pepsodent smile. ‘We have succeeded. For the moment, you are free of the demons.’
 
         ‘I am?’ Then why do I feel like shit?
 
         ‘Yes, you are.’ Silence. He stares right through me. I shiver. He cocks his head like a dog having its first idea. ‘Come back next week. In the meantime, if you feel the demons return, feel free to call me at this number.’ He hands me a black and white checkered vinyl refrigerator magnet card. ‘Place the phone on your neck and say the word “music” out loud three times. I will be able to release them over the phone. Now don’t forget to call. If I’m in session, just wait by the phone. I’ll get back to you right away. Are you clear on the procedure?’
 
         ‘Absolutely.’ Place phone on neck, say the word music three times, and let demons be demons. Look, Ma, I’m free …
 
         ‘My ass, you are, little girl … You’ll never be free. You’re my little girl.’  
         
 
         
             

         
 After Oxford, Mississippi, I wend my way via United, coach class, last row, no oxygen, to Chicago. I am one stop closer to teaching in my mother’s town … Beatrice.  
         ‘Patience is a virtue.’ 
         
 
         Lovely advice from the departed.
 
         O’Hare airport is to flying what Forest Lawn is to dying … large and lonely except for the bodies. It is snowing again … We land two and one half hours later than our ETA. After sitting in between a four-hundred-and-fifty pound computer suiter playing Nintendo and a seventeen-year-old Hispanic transvestite listening to syncopated salsa, I can’t wait to deplane. I sprint to baggage, like Jim Thorpe in his heyday, wait forty-five minutes until my ruined, red, torn bag arrives.
         
 
         The bellman ushers me up into my brown room. Brown couch, brown rug, brown curtains, brown bedspread, brown bureau, and drip … drip … brown tap water.
 
         ‘I can’t do this room!’
 
         ‘Is something wrong, miss?’
 
         ‘It’s brown. The entire room is brown. I’ll die in here. Don’t you have any other color room in this hotel?’
 
         ‘The hotel is being renovated. Some of our new rooms are beige.’
 
         ‘Are there any beige rooms available?’
 
         ‘Oh no, miss, the renovation won’t be completed until next fall.’
 
         I tip the doorman, bolt out the door. On Rush Street I spot a massive Marriott Hotel. I roll my bag right into the revolving door. With all of his brute strength, the doorman stops the door so that my bag and I squeeze neatly between the glass panels. He maneuvers the door. It moves. I move with it. He is not impressed with me or my rolling.
         
 
         I’m in the lobby … a successful transition. Next stop front desk! ‘How much is a … look, just give me a room whatever it costs.’ Ryan (his name tag pinned neatly over his Marriott pocket) is more than Midwesternly courteous.
 
         I drag myself into the mirrored Marriott elevator, stumble toward the room. The plastic key slides right into the slot. The room is four by four, the size of my sister Dina’s SUV, which is parked in her Park Avenue garage. I sit down on the edge of the miniature bed, pick up the phone to chat with young Ryan.
         
 
         ‘I need more space. I’m a yogi. I can’t even stand in mountain pose in this room.’
         
 
         I make one more stop at the front desk. Young Ryan hands me the new holographic plastic key for room 711. ‘Thank you.’
 
         My new upgraded room is adjacent to the elevator. I can do yoga, I can lie down on the floor, but I can’t hear myself think.
 
         I reappear at the front desk. Ryan acts as if he truly cares about the noise problem.
 
         He hands me the key to room 1956. He promises that I will be exceedingly happy…1956 …
 
         The year of my birth. The gala event, I am told by my sister Dina, went something like this. Granny was sleeping in the easy chair in the living room. At six a.m. my sister appeared, bewildered. She awakened Granny, asked her why her mother and father weren’t in the bedroom.
 
         ‘Your mother, thank God, is at the hospital. Your father is with her. You have a brand new baby sister. Isn’t that just wonderful?’ No reply… ‘Her name is Loli. You just wait and see. It’s all going to be different.’
         
 
         My sister went back to bed, possibly suspecting that her position as the focus of absolute adoration was in jeopardy.
 
         Ryan ushers me into my birthday room. He opens the door and very slowly strolls with me around the ten by ten space. I listen for noise. A hum … It’s the florescent light in the bathroom. I’ll close the door at night. This is turning out to be a good day after all.
         
 
         I hand Ryan a five-dollar bill. He refuses. Instead, he stands there, sinks his hands deep into his pockets. He gazes longingly into my eyes. Don’t tell me … Here it comes …
         
 
         ‘May I come back later? After my shift is over.’
 
         Does he want to help me unpack? ‘Why?’ He moves closer. Should have slept in the elevator.
 
         ‘I thought …’
 
         ‘Ryan, I’m old enough to be your mother.’
 
         ‘So?’
 
         Wonder what it would be like with this pretty windy city boy who hardly knows he is a man? Probably like not worth it at all. ‘I … I’m sorry, but …’ Think fast … much faster than this. ‘I’m married.’
 
         ‘You’re not wearing a ring.’
 
         Why not just fuck him. A front desk clerk at a Marriott Hotel?! You’ve got to draw the line somewhere.
 
         ‘Look, Ryan, I’m exhausted.’
 
         ‘I love my mother.’
 
         ‘I loved mine too but … but …’ Stand perfectly still. Wait for the next move. He looks down at the floor, rocks from side to side. He’s waiting. I could let him fondle my breasts? Not tonight.
 
         I open the door. He looks so forlorn. Men are such boys, such babies. Maybe that’s why we love them. As he exits, my clitoris quivers at the thought of what might have been.
 
         I unpack, shower, get into bed, and masturbate. I imagine young Ryan writhing underneath me, pounding his organ into my private property. Imagination is a wonderful thing.
 
         
             

         
 
         … The next day: another school day on the road.
 
         ‘Come on boys and girls.
 
         Everybody sing along with the Mouseketeers
 
         M- i- c- k- e- y- m- o- u- s- e.’ 
         
 
         Welcome to the Walt Disney school or duck and cover in Chicago.
 
         (Don’t forget about the five-year-olds.)
 
         
             

         
 
         The road is an unpredictable place, especially when you are working for a bankrupt theatre company. I am almost always met with unexpected surprises: six a.m. wake-up call (always difficult for a nocturnal menopausal woman); seven a.m. shower (after a brief visit to my yoga mat and an even briefer visit to my mindful meditation); seven forty a.m. leave hotel (green tea in hand), eight a.m. arrive school …
 
         Nobody is at school … absolutely nobody. How is that possible? How? Why, it’s the road. I walk around the Mickey Mouse school compound three times, sit on a stone-cold, almost-shovelled school stoop, stare at my bold red tightly woven Nikes. They are still with me. That is a comfort. They are soaked. That is not a comfort.
         
 
         I yell to an obese, elderly woman trying to shovel her car out of a snow bank. ‘Miss, oh miss! Why no school?’ She shovels with a vengeance. Pays no attention to me. ‘Miss!’
 
         She stops. Catches her breath. ‘Holiday, holiday, Poloski Polish day!’ She mutters, ‘Idiot.’ Continues the dig out, as if I weren’t there.
 
         Not a Polish holiday? Another Stuart Manly travel blunder. I want to go home so badly.
 
         My father always said that I was a quitter. Damn him! I’ll show that bastard a thing or two.
 
         ‘Oh baby, your father loves you so much. He only wants the best for you. Why can’t you try to understand? He had nothing when he was growing up. Poor like dirt. You have so much, so much. He works so hard for all of us. Tell him that you’re sorry. Please, for me.’ 
         
 
         All right, I will return. Just for you, Pop.
 
         ‘What about me?’ 
         
 
         You too.
 
         ‘Thank you, honey. That’s my baby girl.’ 
         
 
         The following morning, there I am, administering in a thirty-minute duck and cover drill; K through 12. After much ado, the five-year-olds with their teeny hands on their tiny little heads face the wall. They look like multicolored marshmallows with arms. They look frightened, as if the drill is a reality.
 
         Back when I was their age, during any drill, I was convinced that my mother could protect me from anything. Even though she didn’t make my breakfast, fill my lunch box, or send me off to school. She was a p.m. kind of mom. Night-time was our time together. We both loved the moon. During my early years, I believed that she hung the moon.
 
         
             

         
 
         My third day in Mouseketeerville. I am having a nervous breakdown teaching eighth graders. This is not my chosen grade. I remember specifically telling Stuart Manly: ‘Stuart, I don’t do eighth grade. I do tenth, eleventh and twelth.’ … As a last-ditch effort to reach the unreachable eighth graders, I decide to risk my life. I will teach the interview technique … but how? Engage … Encourage … Energize.
 
         ‘Let’s form a circle.’ Could they move any slower? ‘We don’t have a lot of time.’ After ten minutes, they have formed the perfect circle. I pull up a chair, squeeze myself between two sleepy boys; eyes closed, foreheads on desks. I turn to the cherub on my right. ‘What’s your name?’
 
         He turns his sleepy head in my direction. ‘Me?’
 
         ‘You.’
 
         ‘Phillip.’ 
         
 
         ‘Nice to meet you, Phillip.’
 
         Phil is stunned by my tactics. Lifts head, looks into my eyes, replies, ‘Nice meeting you too.’ Forehead returns to desk.
 
         Begin. ‘Sometimes, when I’m stuck … working on a particular character in a script, I’ll interview the character as if he or she were a total stranger. Are you with me?’ Heads nod. ‘Good. What happens can be absolutely fantastic.’ I am fired up here. Think I’ll stand. ‘So, what we’re going to do in this class is pair up and interview each other … Ask questions … probe … listen to what your partner has to say. Write it down. Let one question stimulate the next question. Think of yourself as a cub reporter who’s trying to uncover something that you genuinely want to know about your classmate … your friend … even your enemy.’ Phil’s up! Paper in hand. Unbelieveable. He’s writing. Way to go, Phil … ‘There is always something we don’t know about a person. We think we know each other so well. But, people are full of surprises.’ Damn! Do I have to answer a question now? ‘Yes.’
         
 
         Shy girl with braces, pigtails and a zillion freckles asks, ‘What if we don’t want to do the exercise?’
 
         Never fails. ‘In my class, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. But you might want to try this exercise … You can have a lot of fun working with each other. Honest.’
 
         ‘Maybe I’ll try.’ She smiles. Her braces glisten.
 
         ‘Great … Be sensitive. If your partner doesn’t want to answer the question, move on to another question. And remember, you want the truth. The truth is what matters … Let’s go … Pick your partner, write down your questions, five minutes each interview. And most important of all, have a good time.’ Look at them move. Yes! They get it!!!
 
         During the final interview exercise, Sophia is without a partner. I volunteer. 
         
 
         The Interview
 
         ‘Name?’
 
         ‘Sophia’
 
         ‘Age?’
 
         ‘12’
 
         ‘What event has changed your life?’
 
         ‘9/11 … I lost two cousins. I realized that life is fragile.’ She turns away, wipes her eyes. So young. She’s so young. ‘I’m sorry.’
 
         ‘Don’t be … What do you love to do?’
 
         She looks at me as if no one has ever asked her a question before. ‘Write poetry. Read.’ She thinks for an extended moment. ‘I love to observe the world around me.’
         
 
         ‘Tell me about your family?’
 
         ‘My mother’s a single mom. My father lives in Verona, Italy. I don’t speak to him. My mom’s a lawyer. I have one brother. He’s older. I don’t like him much. Men are stupid. Women have all the power.’
 
         This girl is twelve? ‘What’s your worst trait?’
 
         ‘I don’t forgive. Oh yeah, and I have a short temper.’
 
         ‘Do you like school?’
 
         ‘It’s fine. But, people are jealous of me because I’m a good student. I’m different from most of the kids.’
 
         ‘What is the number one question you ask yourself?’
 
         ‘What am I doing here? Why did my cousins die?’
 
         ‘What if anything do you believe in?’
 
         ‘I’m a devout Christian. Christ.’
 
         Uh oh, another literate born-again.
 
         ‘I believe God is with me always.’
 
         Time’s up!
 
         Sophia readies her pencil. She begins to grill me. ‘Are you gay?’ 
         
 
         ‘What?!’
 
         ‘Are you gay?’
 
         I am speechless. Ultimately, I do speak. ‘Why do you ask?’ Why am I embarrassed by the answer? Why is this truth so hard?
 
         ‘Well, you’re not wearing a wedding ring.’
 
         She is twelve after all. Maybe I should introduce her to Ryan. Together, they could wile away the hours, scoping out each and every fourth-finger left hand, only to discover that everyone is either gay or catting around … ‘Next question please.’
         
 
         ‘Do you live with someone?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Where the hell is Simone. Never calls. Why don’t I call her? Don’t know what to say? ‘I miss you’ would be a nice opener.
         
 
         ‘Are you faithful?’
 
         Why didn’t I ask her if she’s fucking anyone? ‘I am now.’
 
         ‘What does that mean?’
 
         It means that I’m lying. ‘I’m not.’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘It’s a long story.’
 
         ‘Tell me about it.’
 
         ‘I can’t.’
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘Look, I don’t want you to think that everyone’s fooling around, that love doesn’t exist, that there’s absolutely no future in commitment or …’
 
         ‘I don’t think that.’
 
         ‘Maybe I do. And that’s my problem not yours. You don’t need to know why I fuck around. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say the f word.’
 
         ‘I say it.’ 
         
 
         ‘Do you do it?’
 
         She sighs. ‘I’m interviewing you, right?’
 
         ‘Absolutely. You’re in charge.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Crack Up
            
          
            ’84

         
   
         Spring of ’84. Lothar left New York … quickly. Started a fire with a sage wand in his West End Avenue apartment. The Board threw him out. He moved to Los Angeles, where I lived. Took complete control of my life. Whenever I felt depressed, I would pick up the phone, dial his number (now committed to memory), place the earpiece against my neck, and say, ‘Music.’ I could hear him doing something or another on the other end of the line. For all I knew, he might have been masturbating. But more likely, he was making the sign of the holy cross or sending energetic plasma through the phone into my neck.

         During this period, my dear friend Tanya kept an overprotective eye on me. She was a major player in the ‘Music’ cult. Her specialty was apparition observation. She could identify whether ghosts were floating, flying, or caught between the astral planes. She also identified when I needed to place a demon-releasing phone call. That girl was crazy as a loon trapped beneath a frozen lake. How could she not be? She, like myself and all of his followers, were surviving on the nutritious egg-whites-and-sugar diet.
         

         ‘How’s your blood sugar, hon?’ she would regularly ask me.

         Word came through Tanya that it was time to enter the next phase of commitment. Lothar was to inform us of our new and even greater responsibilities in the war against evil. We were summoned to a rococo mansion in the Hollywood Hills.
         

         Thirty some zombies seated on yellow and blue tie-dyed furniture, three huge unbathed Afghan dogs lying on top of each other at the foot of a winding staircase, enough lavender verbena incense to smoke out any terrorist group, and a full moon … Wasn’t it a full moon when my mother died?

         It was my turn to go upstairs. There he sat on a pink nau-gahyde throne, looking more like Beelzebub than ever. His sinister, sunken, blue-eyed gaze made me feel like a helpless animal on the way to slaughter.
         

         He whispered, ‘How are you, Loli?’

         ‘Not so good.’

         ‘No? I thought we were doing so well.’

         ‘It’s not working. I’m scared, I cry all the time, I can’t sleep, and the egg whites aren’t enough anymore. I’ve been eating real food.’

         ‘You have? I’m terribly disappointed.’

         ‘I had some nova two days ago. I’m so hungry.’

         ‘No, Loli, the demons are hungry.’

         He sidled up alongside of me. His hot breath penetrated through my crawling skin. He pressed his bony fingers deep into my jugular. I wanted to throw up. Silence … All of a sudden, he yanked my hair. My head ached. I was in the maniac’s clutches. Somehow, he managed to get me in a half, no, this was a full nelson, I could no longer breathe.
         

         ‘Stop it! Stop it! You’re killing me!!!’

         ‘I’m killing them. Now you will be released forever!’

         I writhed, undulated, slid sideways off the pink throne. The madman dove over the throne, pounced on top of me. I was totally entangled in his grip. My heart raced. It felt like the Kentucky Derby at the finish line … ‘And the winner … by a neck … is …’
         

         Somehow I got free, lunged for the door, opened it, slammed it in his face, grabbed onto the banister, stumbled down the stairs, fell headfirst onto the living-room floor, sobbing.

         Finally, I took a deep breath, pulling myself up, tripping over the tie-dyed furniture. I was still alive. I looked around the room. The zombies had not moved. I heard a strange piercing sound in the kitchen. Tanya was blending another egg-white-and-sugar special. I shouted, ‘HE’S CRAZY! He tried to kill me! WHAT IS THE MATTER WITH YOU PEOPLE? Don’t you get it?! HE’S A FRAUD!’
         

         Tanya entered, egg-white sin fizz in hand, three Afghans by her side. She strolled over to the front door, opened it with mindful conviction.

         ‘Get out! You are not welcome here. Your polluted ego is in control of you. You are no longer protected by the light of the group’s energy. You’re on your own, hon.’

         I wept my way toward my car. I looked back … No! Mustn’t do that. The lights faded in the rococo house. I tripped, fell, picked myself up, opened the car door, parked my ass in my moonlit silver BMW convertible. Took off. Demons followed me. Demons sang a hideous Gregorian chant in my ear.

         ‘You will die,
         

         You will die.’
         

         I drove down one dark canyon road and up another. Some force greater than myself guided me home. The raging demons screamed louder:

         ‘You will die! 
         

         You will die! 
         

         You will die!’  
         

         I ran into the house, opened the refrigerator door, grabbed all the eggs, dumped them one by one down the garbage disposal until they swirled out of this world. I shoved a piece of nova deep into my throat, opened cupboards, found a two-year-old jar of Planters peanuts, flipped open the lid, chug-a-lugged the rancid nuts as fast as I could.
         

         In the bedroom … The demons. Gray slime slid along the hardwood hall floors. Smoke filled the air. Voices screamed: ‘You will die … you will die … you will die’… I am dying. I wanted to die.
         

         Door slammed … mind split. I reached for the Valium in the medicine chest … five … ten … fifteen milligrams. Is this how my mother felt? Is this how she died? I sat in a hot bathtub filled with lavender bath salts. I sweated, screamed, sobbed until completely empty, crawled into bed. Shaking. At four a.m. I reached for the telephone to call my old psychiatrist, Dr Guttman. The answering service picked up.

         ‘Hello, this is Dr Guttman’s exchange.’

         ‘Where is he?’

         ‘Doctor Guttman will be away until August 29th.’

         It was August 2nd. ‘My name’s Loli Greene. I need to speak to him right away! Please?’

         ‘I’m sorry, but Dr Guttman left strict instructions. He is not to be disturbed, unless it is an absolute emergency.’

         ‘Is suicide enough of an emergency? Is it?! I swear on my … I swear to God I will kill myself if you don’t get him on the phone. I mean it!’

         Pause. ‘Hold please.’ Centuries went by…

         ‘Loli?’

         ‘Dr Guttman?’ 
         

         ‘Loli, it is four a.m. in California. What seems to be the problem?’

         ‘I’m losing my … The demons … If I take too much Valium, I’ll die like my mother did … Please. Please come back now. Please.’

         ‘Now listen to me, Loli. Calm down. Listen to me. I can’t come back, but I can call up one of my colleagues, Dr Dot. He will get you through this crisis. Just calm down. Breathe. Take another five milligrams of Valium, a hot lavender bath …’

         ‘I already did that.’

         ‘Do it again. Go to the medicine cabinet, take a Valium, run the bath, and breathe.’

         ‘They’re after me.’

         ‘Nothing is after you. You are going to be fine. Hang up the phone so that I can call Dr Dot. Remember, breathe and bathe.’

         ‘Breathe and bathe.’

         ‘You’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll see you in September. Until then, I think it would be wise if you saw Dr Dot on an everyday basis.’

         ‘Are you sure that his office will remember to call?’

         ‘I’m positive. Now hang up, Loli. Good night.’

         ‘Good night, Dr Guttman.’ Click.

         
             

         

         The one and only reason August is a wicked month is that all of the finest psychiatrists in America gather on Cape Cod. They play Frisbee and frolic near the water’s edge while psychotic patients spend thirty-one days anxiously awaiting their return. On August 1st at 12:01 a.m. Eastern Daylight Savings Time, a severe and sudden agitation develops in the astral planes, because millions of helpless, hopeless Americans cannot deal with their psychiatric withdrawal. Nothing can be done about this, unless one is willing to throw oneself, one’s angst, and all of one’s hysteria into the psychiatric arms of an inept stranger.
         

         Dr Dot was my inept stranger. For the longest twenty-nine days of our lives, we were thrown together, while Dr Guttman rode the waves on old Cape Cod.
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