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"When | was little, my dad called me 'Spongy." He said | soaked up everything, good or bad,
that | came in contact with. | guess that's kind of how things are with kids - they absorb
everything, just suck it all in. People should be more careful about what they do around kids."
— Eileen O'Keefe

CHAPTER ONE
THE SET UP

| am Alexis Moser. | like the name “Alexis,” buthen | hear it, | feel like I'm in trouble. So |
go by Alex. The day before I landed in the hodpit@esn’t explain everything, but the events oft tha
day are what brought me to Jonathan Frank, ancwutithim I'd be dead, so it seems like a good place
to begin.

The Beatles’ songlomorrow Never Know<alls life a game and suggests that when it's,ove
we begin something new. | always liked that perpe — existence being a learning game of sorts.
You'd live one, or perhaps many lives, in orderddarn the most you could as a human being. That
would be playing the game. Reincarnation as anlegrvehicle made sense to me. One lifetime didn’t
seem long enough to learn everything — not forangway — so | thought we probably just kept coming
back until we got it all right. My definition ofright” included honesty and fairness in one’s degsi
actively caring for the poor among us; avoiding gomént, excess, and greed; and certainly not
murdering each other. After we finally got throutye existence game, we began something new. | had
no idea of what that might be, but | felt certdattit was a good something, since learning to gecdal
person seemed to be what most people held as ahe dighest ideals — even when they fell short of
the mark themselves. | was also pretty sure wenvesupposed to cut our mission short; that ifdig
we might have to come back for the same lessonsuspected the existence game didn't allow for
cowardly departures.

So | was more than a little hesitant to check although | wasn't particularly afraid of dying. |
had known a good deal of happiness in my life,diite pain and fear trumped happiness by about ten
to one, | often felt somewhat inclined to end mistence. What worried me was that all of the pain
already lived through was supposed to teach me thamge if | bailed out early I'd probably have to
come back and repeat all of that misery. | ofteshed | could just figure out what | was supposed t
learn, and learn it, so | could leave. No reveladiever came to me, though, and | was quite sdic |
notwant to come back for the same lessons.

| wondered, periodically, if I might have been somonster in the past, but | really didn’t
believe in karmic retribution. | thought that eygrerson, no matter how evil their behavior, musteh
some convoluted reason, with its roots deeply emiedn unbearable pain that then created an
unmanageable, horrible fear which expressed iteedfugh evil action. Every act of evil | could rtki
of had to do with having power over another, ssegmed plausible that the roots of evil behavipira
a desperate need to control someone or somethimglén to protect one’s self from pain. | figut@dd
understood all of these things, even if | couldattd | didn’t think God punished people for beingak.

All of that said, however, on Tuesday, Februdfy 89, | felt that | could no longer manage to
play the existence game; all | wanted was for thendant, virtually ceaseless pain and fear that
comprised my life to finally be over.
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The night before, Nick Alexander, my next doorgidior and landlord, had let me know that the
January rent was five weeks overdue and the Fepbmagat hadn’'t been paid, either. He expected
January’s rent within the week. | had no idea noyfthend, Vince, hadn’'t paid Nick, and | was
steaming mad, as well as frightened by the prospieetiction. The previous summer, Vince and | had
moved into the lovely second floor apartment ofeautiful wood-frame house near Tenley Circle in
Washington, D.C. We’d agreed to split the rent, dfter the first month Vince never seemed to have
and I'd been paying it since then — something lld¢dduardly manage on my waitress wages. In
December Vince agreed to pay the entire rent feféHowing six months. Then we’d split it agaas
originally intended. | had no idea he hadn't falexd through.

To make matters worse, Vince didn't come home Mgnevening, so | fumed all night about
both the rent and about a fact I'd been trying ietend didn’t exist: Vince was probably cheating on
me. By ten on Tuesday morning, with still no s@frivince, | was so furious that | collected alllaé
possessions and, stuffing them into large garbags,d hurled them over the side of our secondystor
landing. | didn’t think of myself as a vengefulrpen, but | admit | felt some satisfaction wheondged
Vince's leftover pizza into the same bag as hiefae suit.

Dating Vince was one of my bigger mistakes. 1t like | was somebody because the great Vince
Linaldin was my boyfriend, and | wasn’t anxiousléb that presumed prestige go. In the beginning,
he’d seemed so perfect. Frankly, | was as suighasemy family to find myself going out with such a
successful guy. But I'd always hoped that maylbeas better than my family believed. Better than |
believed. | imagined that Vince saw something goodne that I'd somehow missed. Vince was a
fairly well-known reporter on one of the local T\ews programs. My family all thought he was
wonderful. They were thrilled that | was datingclsua “great” guy. Except — no surprise — my
grandmother, who simply asked, “What’s he doinghgobut withyou?” Everyone was appalled that
she would ask such a nasty question, but they alesecretly wondering the same thing.

When Vince finally arrived, | blasted him aboué ttent — about not paying it and about lying to
me. Then | blasted him about staying out all nigHe started getting rough, but | was so angrigh’dl
care. Fortunately, Nick had been watching for ¥isaeturn, and shortly after he arrived, Nick ¢jeat
into our living room and ordered him to leave. ddhthought no one knew that Vince knocked me
around, but Nick obviously did and although | fgleat relief at being rescued, | also felt terribly
embarrassed to be living with a man like Vince.

Nick wasn’'t a large man, and towering over himndé just sneered. Nick had tremendous
presence, though, and he wasn't intimidated inlebst. He treated Vince like a cranky toddleryrdgl
informing him that the police were on the way. Anmrent later, when the unmistakable sound of sirens
could be heard, Vince had a change of heart. @Qginss both, he headed downstairs and began tossing
the garbage bags into his car. When the policeealy | heard one of them say, “Figures it's you.
Again.”

Nick asked if | wanted to press charges. | didhjust wanted Vince out of there. So Nick took
Vince’s house key, and waited with me until he fiyndrove away. One of the policemen came up to
the apartment and asked again if I'd be willingptess charges. He said Vince had been in thisdfpe
situation before and that he got away with it beeano one would take him to court. | was too stare
of Vince to file charges, though. My life was jugb complicated. | was ashamed of my weaknegs, bu
| couldn’t do it. The policeman looked frustratesihe wished me well and left.



The Existence Game ¢ © Judith Susan Adams ¢ AlhRigreserved
No portion of this document may be copied for aggson without the express permission of the author.

Nick suggested that | find a woman to rent thesddedroom. | was glad he wanted me to stay
and felt sad to have to shoo him away so quickiy, Ibhad to get some sleep or I'd never make it
through work that evening. | couldn’t sleep, thbugnd here’s where the real admissions begin.
Having an abusive boyfriend was nothing comparetieaest of my problems.

| couldn’t sleep because | was afraid to be byetiys| always had been. | mean, I'm not
anymore, but this is after a lot of therapy. Bale&n, when | was alone, | couldn’t stop imagining
someone was hiding in my house, ready to rape amdanme, or someone was going to break in while
| was asleep, and then murder me. That fear tack sontrol of my thoughts that | couldn’t sleep.
During the day, if | wasn't trying to sleep, | uliyamanaged to hold the fear in enough to uneasily
accomplish a minimum number of tasks, provided swaeary. But trying to fall asleep was nearly
impossible. When night fell, | became utterly ifégd and no amount of logical reassurances ma@e on
bit of difference. | stayed awake and vigilantiuakhaustion finally knocked me out — hours afiter
should have fallen asleep. | fashioned my lif@¢écommodate this all-encompassing terror, andreithe
lived with a boyfriend, or, more frequently, in Bogp house. As long as | was engaged with oteys,
fears took a back seat, so it wasn’t until bedtiha | ran into difficulties. At bedtime, howevérwas
just as bad as when | was growing up.

Between the ages of five and twelve I'd slept witly sister, Shelby. | was less afraid, and
therefore could fall asleep more readily. Althougtas still plagued by nightmares, often awakenmg
abject terror, it was still better than when | edrtwelve and my mother made me start sleepingyin m
own room. Every night was the same. | reluctabdge my parents good night, and headed for that
most fearful of places — my bedroom. Terrified{ mdthout options, | checked under, behind, in
everything — even, | am not kidding, my desk draweFhen | donned the following: underpants, tights
leotard, tank top, long-sleeved tee-shirt, shatgeatpants, sweatshirt, and socks. It was anlyutter
miserable outfit, but | felt safer, like | was weay armor. Then, instead of getting into my bedpt
into my closet, pulling shoes, comic books, blaskatd other stuff over me, so that when the murdere
came in, they wouldn't see me. They'd figure | uast a pile of junk. But even then, the pile ohk
couldn’'t get to sleep; constantly hallucinating tbeund of footsteps, breathing, even threatening
whispers that were not quite discernable, butwih evil intent. Roasting under the blanketssad by
flashlight until | couldn’t keep my eyes open aopder, usually falling asleep around five a.m.

This made for very difficult times in school, wkel slept more often than not. | always
managed to move to the next grade, but | neverligtiearned anything. | was constantly humiliated
because | didn’t have more than a basic understgnali math or English, and had learned virtually
nothing about history, current events, or geograplBeing in school was a nightmare. With the
exception of my very small handful of friends, nasfewhom were in my elementary school classes,
being around other children was an excruciatinggsie. | knew | wasn’t the only child who had a
rough time, but that didn’t make it easier.

Life at home was no party with my insane motherttically shifting between Good Mommy,

Evil Mommy, and Absentee Mommy. Trying to balamog responses to the Mommy of the Moment
was impossible. She might be going along in agales “I'm so happy to be your Mom” sort of a way,
and then something inexplicable occurred, aREsTA She turned into Evil Mommy and sought me out
as her target of choice. There were no clues ash&h brought about the change, and like my fadimer
sister, | learned to stay away from her as mucpogsible — quite a challenge since | had a powgrful
conflicting desire to win her good opinion, whigquired that | remain in her sphere of awaren@se
only respite | had was to bury myself in a bookgréw up inside of books, and usually read several
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dozen each week. The local librarian loved meawnays got up to hold the door for me as | marched
in, or out, with borrowed books loaded from asdawn as | could reach to just under my chin.

Fortunately, there were some exceptions to alhefmiserable times. From the age of three on,
| had a wonderful friend, Jane. Until we were sewehen | moved, we were inseparable and had many
fantastic adventures together — hunting butterfliesyfish, and minnows; playing in the creek; ding
trees; building a real go-cart (we forgot aboutkbs); plastered to her heated dining room floor on
Sunday winter mornings to redthe Washington Posbmics, Peanut’'sandRipley’s Believe It Or Not
were our favorites). After | moved, we lived ta fapart to see each other every day, but our mothe
were in a bridge club that met regularly, so wk stanaged to get together fairly frequently.

After my family moved, | became close friends wille boy across the street, Chris. He and |
picked up where Jane and | had left off, and spemhuch time as possible outdoors doing anything an
everything imaginable — building forts; attemptitagreach China with our little shovels; turning klar
purple picking mulberries; pretending to be spaesanor whatever struck our fancy. When the weather
forced us indoors, we spent hours meticulouslydig and painting plastic monsters from an endless
supply of models Chris’s mom kept on hand. My fiéteg and | still have it, waghe Creature from the
Black Lagoon Chris was very bright and funny; always doingzgr stuff, like sending away for
samples of things, and following his name with “NMDAs a result, at the age of nine, he was recegivin
all sorts of medical samples, including thousanidogue depressors and gauze squares, which were
great for our numerous craft projects.

Chris moved when | was eleven, and although hestilsn Maryland, they didn't live close
enough to visit and | was only able to see himvatimes. We spoke on the phone a lot at first,Haut
made new friends and our conversations dwindledndtmra couple of calls a year. When Chris was
fifteen, he called me one day, excitedly telling heehad a girlfriend, and then again, several n®nth
later, to tell me he had leukemia. | didn’t knowat that was. | visited him in Georgetown Hospital
and was broken-hearted to see my beloved frienensaciated, pale, and hairless. Chris died shortly
after his sixteenth birthday, and my world seenteddarly die with him. When my father passed away
soon after, | felt my life had ended. From thainpon | was just going through the motions.

Before that horrible time, though, | had a repeieach summer from the madness at home.
Beginning in the summer of my eighth year, | wak db attend a wonderful overnight camp in West
Virginia. Although | was still terrified when | vgaalone, | was rarely by myself, sharing a cabithwi
seven other girls. For some reason, at camp Ingasonsidered weird. In fact, | was fairly popula
For one thing, the rigorous activities of the défs me utterly exhausted, and | slept well at nigh
excelled in most sports and made friends easily.ohk ever tried to make me feel awful about myself
| didn’t feel stupid or ugly, and there were evedgskwho looked up to me — mainly because | was good
in sports, but also, to my surprise, because mygoadity actually seemed okay. | was funny, sergsit
sharp, and bold — all things | could hardly expraiskome. It felt indescribably wonderful to bleeli
and to feel that | was a part of a group. Camp lesven on earth. At home, in spite of Jane andCh
endless hours of school were sheer torture, nigkte filled with nightmares, and the ongoing tensio
between my mother and me was nearly unbearablep@as so different — andvas so different — that
| went by another namé&ern; a favorite character from one of my favorite b®oKk never had to hear
“Alexis” and | felt like a new, whole person. Afteny first summer, | wrote to my camp friends and
their return letters were like gifts from the argel
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Another good thing was that in seventh grade labex friends with Sue, and we were
inseparable for three years. This was the firaetihat one of my friends was in any of my classes.
Having a friend in school made all the difference any days became reasonably tolerable. We passed
endless notes, giggled over our cute geographyéedthe first male teacher either of us had ewael),h
and sat together in the cafeteria. We laughed heads off about everything and | wasn't alone
anymore. Sue was a “normal” person; popular, cemfi, and talented, and yet she sought me out and
enjoyed my company. Her parents practically adbpte, and | loved being a part of her boisterouk an
loving family. Unfortunately, when we finished jon high, we were zoned for different high schools,
and while I got into pot, and my grades plummegagk was on the fast track to graduate early anmd the
she was off to college and | pretty much lost tratker. She left the area, developed a careerjeda
and had some kids. When she moved back, | waar ghe that although we tried to pick up where we
had left off, Sue was so far above me on the foneli scale that we had virtually nothing in common.
The realization made me ache with ashamed disajppent.

The last good thing about my childhood, and thet,be&as the wonderful relationship | had with
my father. We sometimes did yard work togethed awery Sunday he took Shelby and me out for
breakfast — without Mom! She viewed this as heetioff, but we viewed it as a brief reprieve frdme t
insanity. Shelby and I always had fun with DadSamday mornings. Between Mommy-less time with
my father, and the many weeks | spent each sumtneanap, | was able to experience what life was
supposed to feel like.

The good times didn’t outweigh the bad, thougts |14rew older and was expected to shoulder
greater responsibilities, | became more mentallydiveloping increasingly strange ways of handling
the growing number of situations that | didn’t knbaw to cope with. | couldn’t admit to my problems
so | had to just allow people to think | was vetypsd and/or unbelievably weird, which really hurt.
Things might have been different, at least in sthisad | been able to sleep at night, but whileecgh
slept through their nights, | was vigilantly survig through mine.

When | was eighteen, and Mom kicked me out oftthese, | moved in with a new boyfriend,
Dorian — the first real “love of my life,” and a myetroubled man; something | was ill-equipped to
recognize at the time. | had no other optionsywayy Mom had never allowed me to work, so | had no
job and no money, and although Dad had left mooew#r college tuition, Mom had informed me that
it would be like flushing money down the toilet pay for me to attend college. There was simply
nowhere else for me to go — unless | wanted tontyyhand at living on the streets. The damage Doria
did to my self-esteem took years to undo. Theme'point in getting into it, but all the good | e\got
from my relationships with Dad, Jane, Chris, an@,Salus the many positive experiences I'd had at
camp, were completely undone by Dorian. Whendlfngot away from him, | was ready to let anyone
walk all over me. Every shred of confidence wasgyand a life that was already more than difficult
had now become nearly impossible and utterly jeybeswell.

| was so anxious to leave Dorian that | didn'tiemal was incapable of living on my own. In my
new apartment | nailed all of the windows shut, mgkhe summer months unbearable, especially since
| had to go back to wearing my bizarre nighttimenar. Each time | came home, | checked every
conceivable hiding place, including inside the qweamd, after locking the four extra dead bolts,i$lped
my ultra-heavy couch in front of the door. | cauitdshower comfortably, convinced that in spitenof
efforts, someone would break in, and | vigilantgpk my eyes glued to the locked bathroom doornofte
leaving shampoo in my hair as | anxiously dried dreksed as quickly as possible. The laundry room
in the basement of the building terrified me, swakhed all of my clothing in the bathtub, hangingn
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the furniture to dry, and then had to spend howasing stuff that would have come out of the dryer
wrinkle-free had | been able to muster the courtgdrave the basement. But with its winding
hallways, numerous alcoves, and storage area®, Wes no way on earth that | would venture intd tha
dangerous labyrinth.

As a result of my inability to sleep at night, av¢ up day jobs and surrendered my life to
nighttime waiting and bartending. Although the ickomeant that I'd never be able to have any of the
jobs I'd dreamed of, at least | didn’t have to gasteep until dawn, and fewer people were awajastf
how dysfunctional | really was. To compound thelgdems, | quickly discovered alcohol, which didn’t
help anything, although it certainly seemed tdhattime. In high school | had smoked pot to geayaw
from how awful | felt, but after high school, poawharder to come by. Working in bars enabledane t
drink regularly, which numbed my pain and madeagier to tolerate my intolerable existence. With a
of the obstacles, there was never any reason tevkeethat | would ever accomplish anything
meaningful, and | sank into a numb existence tinam the outside, appeared fairly comfortable and
happy, but which, when the alcohol was removeckaked itself as a particularly insidious form ofihe

Eventually | found a room in a group house, whitdide most aspects of my life a lot easier, but
the Nazi nightmares that had plagued my precioerpssince early childhood were still a big problem.
In group houses, however, when | woke up frozeih ¥&ar, | could calm myself more readily, knowing
that others were around. When a nightmare wascpkatly difficult to shake off, | tiptoed to each
housemate’s bedroom door, where | stood silentijtimg to hear a sign that they were still alivifter
moments of stillness, even the softest breathimguine evident and | could return to my room and read
myself back to sleep.

After that first apartment fiasco, | had alwayeeli in a group house until I met Vince. And now
here | was, alone, because I'd kicked him out. Huoupid to prefer being knocked around to being
alone. And yet | had preferred it because beihgdtasionally was better than feeling too frigletegno
sleep. | was terrified of not getting enough sleéepause the more exhausted | became, the closer |
danced toward making that final decision to jusl @verything — a decision | didn’t really wish to
make.

As soon as Nick left, 1 brought my alarm clockilgv, and blanket into the living room and
burrowed into the couch. My mind was racing, thougnd each sound grew into something deeply
sinister. After an hour of checking every ominmasse, | decided a shot of scotch with some codeine
would help me relax. The next thing | knew, therad was blaring and as | stared at the time, ldiotl
believe I'd slept for an hour through that rack@nce again, | was late for work.

Rusty’s was a pretty laid back restaurant, anad&rdy hadn’t seemed to matter very much.
On this particular occasion, however, my managé&arles, had a new take on my apparently casual
attitude toward punctuality. He said that anyor®wWwved only two blocks away ought to be able ¢b g
to work on time. When he fired me, | was furiobst in retrospect, how could | blame him? | was
frequently late and he’d put up with me for neaalyear. Burning with shame, fear, and anger, |
wandered down Wisconsin Avenue, not really surevloére | was heading. | rifled through my mental
rolodex, searching for anyone who might be abléetml money to me. Unfortunately, I'd borrowed
money from just about everyone | knew who had amyg | really didn’t feel | could ask for more —
even from the few people I'd already paid back. | Aslked, | began formulating a plan. Even though
Mom had never been willing to help me, | thougha sfight loan me the $400 | needed for the rent if |
could guarantee her that I'd pay her back withmanth. It's taken me a long time to learn thas thias
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totally delusional thinking — on two counts. Thestf was that | almost never seemed able to earn
enough to pay loans back, and the second was thiat Wouldn’t have thrown me a rope if she had one
in her hands and | was drowning.

My regular stomping grounds included a bar — & dieally — calledhe Pub It was about four
miles from my house, and many of my friends wetheziemployees or ex-employees. Lots of them
had tee-shirts proclaimingl finally came to my senses and stopped working'la@ Pub.” They still
drank there, though, because it was the greatest IBaC. It was an Irish bar, not far from Capitéll,
and the place was a total hoot. Above the frordard&ieran, the owner, had painted,HiRSTY?
HUNGRY? CoNFUSeD? CoME ON IN!"" and installed a rusty mechanical winking eye thexiqulically
got stuck, making a dreadful grinding noise. Tl Was not a meat market pick-up station, or some
upscale yuppie hangout, and had many regular cestomf all ages and from all walks of life.
Congressional reps rubbed elbows with sales clekses, and med students who came in for shooters
on their Friday night “liver rounds.” The core ¢tmgency of regulars, however, was formed by the
simply drifting through life, like me, and to ush&@ Pub was home. There were a few raging alcaholic
among us, but the vast majority were there forfémailial camaraderie. Although there were some sad
cases, The Pub was filled with some of the mogtwt) talented people, and | felt more alive traen
anywhere else. I'd never applied for a job witkekéin because | didn’t want to risk ruining my fateor
watering hole, but | began to consider the posgibill could make decent money if | worked the bar
with my friend, Eileen O’Keefe. And if it becama&hearable | could presumably come to my senses,
too, and look for work elsewhere. Walking towardeTPub, | eventually convinced myself that a job
opening did, in fact, exist, and that | wouldn’tvbkaany trouble getting hired. | was attractive and
engaging, and landing restaurant jobs had never biicult — keeping them, of course, was another
story. At any rate, when | passed a pay phonatHeged my courage and dialed Mom’s number.

“Hello?” Ugh. | could not suppress a shudder mhieeard that voice.
“Hi, Mom,” | managed in something approximatingasual tone. “It's me.”

“Alexis?” She had a way of saying my name thatlenae cringe. “To what do | owe the
pleasure of this call? Is that traffic | hear? &kéhare you? Are you in some sort of trouble?”

“I'm calling from a pay phone. I'm on my way ton@w job,” | lied. | didn't like lying to her, it
was a self-preservation tactic; she used the toutbar me to shreds.

“A new job? What was wrong with the old one? Yahange jobs more than anyone | know.
You weren't fired again, were you?” Even thougle stas right, that was really rich, coming from a
woman who’'d never been able to hold a volunteeitipos much less a job, for more than six months in
her entire life.

“No, Mom, | wasn't fired. | can make more monayTa&e Pub. I'm starting there tonight, and
I'll be bartending instead of waiting tables.”

“Bartending? When are you going to get a rea) fdbxis?”

“Bartending is a real job, Mom. Listen, I'm callj because Vince moved out and he owes me
several months rent. | don’t think he’s going &y pne back, which is why | got a better job.”

“What did you do to make Vince move out, Alexis?”
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“Nothing, Mom, | told him to leave. He wasn’'t ake as he seemed.”

“Oh?” It was obvious that she thought my intramsiorthlessness had finally become apparent
to the great Vince Linaldin, and he’d jumped ship.

“It's a long story, Mom, but what | wanted to knovas if you might be able to lend me $400
until the end of the month. | don’t have all ogtrent because Vince didn’t pay his share, and —”

“Alexis, stop. This makes me very uncomfortab¥ou turned eighteen years ago; | would not
be doing you any favors if | bailed you out. I'mri/ you're having problems but you're an adult,
you’ll have to solve them yourself. Good night.”

A fine rain began as my mother was hanging up entiee heavens opening up in sympathy.
When | arrived at The Pub, soaked as well as thitstingry, and confused, Eileen tossed a green
sweatshirt at me, asking, “What, you never heardnofimbrella?” | could always count on Eileen, and
sometimes thought it was too bad | wasn’t gay. uAlly, she would have had to have been gay, too,
which she wasn’t. For a while, it seemed to ug &wen if we weren’t gay, it would be better to be
sweethearts than to continue to betray our mindddipg in relationships with guys we couldn’t
understand, and who definitely couldn’t understaad If we were lovers, we would only have to bgtra
our bodies. We even started to attempt it onc&mwdn heavy alcohol haze had suggested that it might
be possible to overcome the obstacle of beinggstraiHowever, we found we were hopelessly hetero,
and even kissing seemed wrong, so we awkwardly dadveed the project before it got started. It
probably would have been the perfect relationshiy,instead we just kept trying to figure out whly a
the really great guys were either already invol@dyere, themselves, gay.

Gratefully accepting the sweatshirt, | changethaarestroom and came back to warm up with an
Irish coffee. Tuesday nights were usually slowd Hrere were only a couple of regulars when | adiv
Clark was at his post by the waitress’s stationh@aould force himself on them whenever they ctome
pick up drinks from the bartender). He was a eetipostal worker who lived almost exclusively in a
time long past, reliving memories of a woman whéek him in 1943 while he was fighting in
Germany. He played Marlene Dietrichalling In Love Againon the juke box every night, and
unfortunately, he was irritatingly lewd. We availdeim like the plague, until the pressure of feglin
sorry for such a lonely man prompted us to falb ipet another conversation with him which we almost
always regretted. Unbeknownst to Claflqualungwas on the juke box in his honor; he really was a
dirty old man, and it was hard to feel sorry fomhiior very long because the things he said justenad
you want to get away from him as quickly as possibl

Kevin was there on a break, knocking back hisamary four scotch and sodas before returning
to his job as a security guard at a pretty swarnkllayound the corner. He wouldn't really starhking
until he got off of work at eleven. There was ble¢aof loud, innocent-looking young interns froneth
hallowed halls of Congress, still very green and/\excited about working on “The Hill.” A coupld o
college kids were shooting darts in the back, attrd Tull'sSongs From The Woodg&s on the juke
box — a warm, welcoming song that made me feelardved at the home of dear friends. Not
surprisingly, Kieran was snoring quietly in onetloé back booths. Three tremendously talented young
musicians were sitting on the tiny stage, but thestruments were on the floor and they were deep i
their pints of Guinness.
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“Eileen,” | said, “I'm not working at Rusty’s anyone and | need a job. | was thinking | could
tend bar with you on Friday and Saturday nightsl, \&ait tables the rest of the week. You think Kirer
will go for it?”

“Shit!” Eileen screeched, and then lowering hercgp“Kieran just hired this weird little guy,
Glatwater, to work the bar with me. That’s himeothere,” she pointed surreptitiously to a man |
hadn’t noticed, who was nodding off across theadldm Kieran. Eileen continued, “Kieran doesn’t
need anyone right now. Shit! I'd much rather wanith you! Damn, | wish you’d been here this
morning; you'd have had it!”

“Glatwater?”

“Yeah. Glatwater Bellinghan, the third, but yaanccall him Glat. His mother does. She came
with him to his interview — can you believe it? It Kieran tomorrow, when he’s back on the plahet
She gave another nod toward the dozing mountaitaybe he can give you a couple of waiting shifts
on the weekend until something opens up. It wba'a long wait!”

“‘Right. Okay,” | smiled, but my heart sank. Idhleen so sure I'd just waltz in and pick up the
best shifts. What was | thinking? Eileen set hpagers, which we tossed back, toasting Glat's good
timing.

“Good God, Eileen, what was in that?” | gasped.
“Everything,” she grinned.

“Yeah? How about another one? It's on Glat.”

* % %

| know I've been rambling. It's because eventpalivill have to talk about what happened at
the end of the night, and that includes explairtimgy Grim Reaper, which | can’t stand the thought of
doing. | was embarrassed to admit being afraioeten my apartment by myself, but that doesn’t heold
candle to the GR. He doesn’t exist in my life ndwt he had tremendous power over me back then.
It's horribly embarrassing to talk about somethihgt is so obviously insane, but here goes: Eximept
the fact that he didn’t carry a scythe, he lookkd the classic image of the grim reaper, compléte
cowl — hence the name — and he’d been with meddorgg as | could remember. Although | knew he
was a figment of my imagination, he seemed to stamdas a separate and particularly dangerous
adversary. When things were going pretty well re ra he hung back, but | could always sense his
presence as he waited for the inevitable crashband that always followed any good times. When
problems did surface, he was ready to exploit mgeny; he actually seemed to feed on my pain. |
could see him then, as | was processing the fatthiere was no miracle job waiting for me at Thé.P
The GR stepped to the fore and began his longylitdrvhy | should be dead:

“You'd be better off dead. Everyone would be better off if you were dead. You are never, ever
going to get anything right. No one loves you. No one cares about you. Get off your big, fat, sorry
ass, and get this over with once and for all!”

It made no difference that | knew the GR only g&dsin my mind — after all, no one else could
see or hear him — he still terrified me. When nhole world was toppling in on me, and | could see n
path out; he could effortlessly knock me into oldiv.  The worst thing, and the most painful to agimi
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was that he could push me to the point where Idagezor blade and cut my arms in wild frustration
and anger. It always felt, at first, like | washymhing myself at his behest. But after | begaitirog, I'd
lose myself and turn into a zombie — which gengnaths a relief because then | no longer felt thie pa
and fear that plagued my life, nor could the GR&mtmuous diatribe burn into me. | became a
mechanical Alex Robot.

The problem with being a self-mutilatand having my very own personal grim reaper was that
he wasn'’t satisfied with my cutting. He wanteddk&e things to an entirely different level and pat
end, once and for all, to my miserable existensi@. one knew about either the GR, or the cutting. |
wasn’t stupid enough to tell anyone about the Gig, laalmost always wore long-sleeved shirts, even i
the summer, when I'd wear gauzy blouses, thin asauoer threads, with spaghetti strap tank tops
underneath. I've spent my entire life hiding thegdy truths, and now here | am, admitting to hgvin
been unbelievably messed up. People don't wakintw these crazy things about their friends. It
scares them. Then they go away.

David Bowie’'sSpace Odditygtarted on the juke box, and I thought ‘Right. réHeam, floating
along with The Major, unable to raise Ground Cdntro the telly. And there’s not a thing | can do,
either.” | didn't even think of telling Eileen howad everything had suddenly become. Admitting
things were bad was admitting to being guilty of being able to manage my life. The only reasamabl
conclusion was that | should at least be respamgbbugh to end it.

Actually, things hadn’suddenlybecome bad. My problems with Vince began whemweed
in together. My problems with being late for wdrid started with my first job. Phobic fears ofriggi
murdered had been going on since | was born, addlaunched my lifetime career in money
mismanagement when | was three and my grandfathee gne a special silver dollar, which I
immediately turned over to the ice cream truck @rim exchange for twenty popsicles. But it always
seemedhat everything suddenly went from completely goeadorribly bad. | never saw any writing
on the wall. In fact, | never even saw the wadl, dlone the writing. There were no transitions, n
cause, no effect, no awareness of losing groundddéhly, everything just blew up in my face.
Patchwork remedies that obviously wouldn’t holdrdicceem like patchwork to me. Once something
stopped being utterly devastating, then in my bezéttle world, it was all just fine again.

Just then, however, everything was not fine. Bess had picked up and Eileen was busier, so
she sailed over to my corner as work allowed, begashooters which we’d knock back, identifying
ourselves to one another as being on the same t&den, off she’d go, leaving me in the abyss, and
although she had no idea of the misery | was egpeimg, she really was a great friend. As the GR
became more persistent, | suddenly realized tleatlld spend the night at Eileen’s house. That avas
great idea! My cats, Pooky and Sebastian, hadiypleihfood and water, and I'd always felt a real
commitment to not killing myself in a friend’s hom&lo one wants to wake up and find a dead body.

So, that was the plan. I'd foiled the GR; whatdve said wouldn’t hurt me because I'd be safe
at The Pub, and then I'd be safe with Eileen. F&d to you!” | thought triumphantly. (Sometimes |
couldn’t help talking back to the GR, even thoughttwas even weirder than hearing him talking to
me.) | was so elated at the prospect of being feafthe night that | forgot what I'd been so wedi
about. I'd talk to Kieran the next day and | waseshe’d have several shifts for me. | forgot dlibe
eviction notice and my completely unsympathetichmeotand | was drunk enough to even forget about
my general inability to be responsible for myselhich had been weighing heavily on my mind, pror t
all of the shooters. | sat in the corner of thethat | usually staked out for myself, safe in myisible
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fortress. Waiting for Kevin to return, | quietlyatched the humans making their flailing attempts to
connect with one another, hoping desperately tiet tould stay two steps ahead of their alonenAss.
eleven-fifteen, as exhaustion was creeping up orkeein arrived. | loved Kevin. We all did. Heaw

a great guy and always looked out for us, whetheenaeded him to or not.

Kevin had been a D.C. cop until recently. Onehhige decided that he was too drunk to drive
his car home, and thought it would be better t@ tails police cruiser; it made sense to him atithe.t
Shortly after beginning his journey, he decidedwas too sleepy to drive, so he parked the cruiser —
facing the oncoming traffic because he thought ghtrget rear-ended if he stayed in his lane -hen t
middle of the bridge going out to Arlington Cemgtdseyond the Lincoln Memorial. His last conscious
thought was that it would be safer if he turnedhim flashing red and blue lights. He might have
managed some type of probation, but when he shapeidr his hearing he was only wearing boxer
shorts and a sheet tied like a cape around his. n€k his chest was a backward “S,” drawn in red
lipstick. He was completely lit and thought he ggssed Superman-like powers.

The hearing was on the second floor of the poheadquarters. On the street below, an
attractive woman walked by and Kevin hollered, “Hégby, come on up!” She replied, “Come on
down,” and Kevin promptly climbed out of the windamd launched himself, Superman style, doing
something along the lines of a belly flop onto ttye of a parked Volkswagen bug. He didn’t remember
any of this, but he was sure it was true becausesne with a VW bug had sent him a bill for damages
to their roof. Kevin's Superman stunt effectivelyded his career of making the world safe via 3.C.’
Finest, but he remained ever-vigilant, always @nltfokout for a damsel in distress. After he gdtaf
the hospital, he was required to attend AA (AlcateAnonymous) meetings and he always came into
The Pub afterwards, saying that the stories hedhsare so sad that he just couldn’t take it. Thefdl
start knocking back his scotch and sodas.

Shortly after leaving the hospital, Kevin landedevening security job at the Crystal Gardens
Hotel, and he was in a particularly gleeful moodewthe arrived from work. Seeing Kevin lifted the
last vestiges of my depression as he told me atigutight. There had been a huge formal ball, and
Kevin had spotted a particularly attractive attendleat he thought he’'d like to get to know better.
Probably due to all the scotch he’d already hadjitiKéad missed a fairly important point about this
ball: it was a drag queen’s ball. While he wastiwhg up the attractive young lady, whom, because o
her height, he had decided was a model, he gradoadjan to notice something strange about the crowd
he was casually surveying. Many of the women seleover-large. With big faces. And hands. And
feet. Then he noticed that there were virtuallynmen, and finally he realized that they waiemen.
Including the woman he was hoping might go homéwim. | asked him what tipped him off, and,
giggling, he reached into his backpack and held épepsake size 13 golden slipper the young lady ha
given him to remember her by. She had writtengheme number inside the shoe, in case Kevin ever
changed his mind, or his orientation. Laughinghaad off, Kevin flagged Eileen, who was already on
her way with his scotch and soda. Kevin couldlyeldugh at himself. As John Wayne-ish as he
appeared, he was actually very comfortable withbady who didn’t or couldn’t fit into the mold. Lév
and let live was Kevin’s motto, and | never onces $m stray from his mission statement: rescue all
damsels and defend all underdogs, regardless otdhsequences, demand justice, enforce it when
necessary, and never judge another because youkshanv where their journey had taken them.

Kevin’s glee was infectious and soon | was updogame of darts. As we headed to a dart
board, we passed the juke box, and as always, Kaugged SSgt Barry Sadlerghe Ballad of the
Green Beret Kevin had been an Army staff sergeant, and hatk dhree tours of duty in Vietnam,
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earning three Purple Hearts. | don'’t think Vietnamas what caused Kevin to drink so much, but it
probably contributed to his overall desire to avihid rather enormous pain he seemed to hold behind
his laughter.

We shot darts until about one-thirty. Almost ggre had gone, leaving one attractive guy at
the bar and two of the musicians, both of whom wiest asleep on the stage. Eileen was deep in
animated conversation with the good-looking yourapmvhen Kevin drained his final scotch, slung his
backpack and trademark leather bomber jacket oieshoulder, swept me into a dramatic farewell
embrace, and then headed out. | put chairs upetables for Eileen and woke up the last two thof
the band, who staggered out. The good-lookingway still there, though, and | was wondering why
Eileen hadn’t asked him to leave when she cantgped me and chortled, “Come on, you have to go to
the bathroom.” She was all twinkly smiles as dlo@d in front of the mirror, combing her hair. Al
he cute?!”

“Yeah, | guess. | mean, yes, he is. Who is he?”

“His name’s Paul. He just moved to D.C.; he’s ggbb at the Library of Congress, and he’s
been in for the past few nightslike him.” She grinned maniacally, pirouetting in ftaf the mirror.

“Yeah, he looks nice, Eileen.” | smiled, both pggor Eileen, and utterly miserable because the
wall I never noticed with the writing on it was comg into sharp focus. It would have been a whote |
better if I'd picked up on Eileen’s interest in Paarlier, when there had been other people | chale
attached myself to. Kevin's couch was always add, and he hadn’'t minded the few times I'd
crashed at his place.

“What are you guys doing when you leave heredlréady knew the answer, but was hoping
there was some remote chance they were headir@hioatown and | could pal around with them for a
few hours and avoid the GR until the sun came uplanight be able to withstand his venomous abuse
until | could fall asleep.

“Paul’s invited me to his place,” she twinkled.

“Oh. Cool,” | said. 1 really wanted to be hapfoy her, but | was struggling. “I'll help you
finish cleaning up,” was all | could muster. | thsee the GR, smirking as he leaned against tlle wa
behind Eileen.

“Great!” Everything’s done except the floors."héSgave me a big hug. “You're the best,” she
said as the GR rolled his eyes.

Right. The best. That's me, | thought. WhiléeEn and | swept and washed the floors, Paul
made himself busy checking out the juke box. dsswe were finishing, he plugged Crosby, Stills and
Nash’s Suite: Judy Blue Eyes.Even though it was a great song, | could have deitkout that
particular selection. When it got to the part adoeing lonely | couldn’t stand itl hated hearing that
admission in the song, in my head, in my life. elt futterly separated from the human race, and |
couldn’t stand the feeling or myself for feelingttway. Somehow, feeling lonely was an unforgieabl
character flaw. It was a state of being that | oxdlly hated being in, but couldn’t tolerate admiutito.

It seemed thdieelinglonely, awful as that felt, wasn’t anywhere nespainful as having to admit — to
myself or to anyone else — thatvas lonely. Being lonely was being a loser and beankpser was
completely intolerable.
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| made my exit before more of the lyrics could inpo my brain. Giving Eileen the traditional
thumbs up, | hurried into the night. With no morfey a cab, | headed toward Independence Avenue
and the National Air and Space Museum. There veadIy any traffic, and the low-hanging sky was
that weird, smoky brown-orange color that comemftoo much pollution, too much humidity, and too
many street lights. It wasn’t raining but a finestquickly had my hair sticking to my face. Three
bodies, swaddled in filthy sleeping bags, were lheditbgether over a steaming vent outside of aréde
building. Why, in what was supposed to be the tgstanation on earth, did so many people slip tpnou
the cracks? Was there a silent agreement amoripales” of the country to look the other way rathe
than find a way to help the “have-nots?” How wigsassible that it was okay with just about eveson
for a certain segment of our society to live ongtreets?

Why was it okay with my own mother for me to berg on the streets?

A small child peered out from under the sleepiags® | had three dollars and ten cents in my
pocket, plus an unopened package of Wild CherrgSaivers. | walked over and laid my little treasure
on the sidewalk in front of him. His face quicldisappeared; a frightened little turtle child. WiHe
looked back, | saw his tiny hand pulling the presigifts into the safety of his familial nest.

“Some lifesaver you are,” mocked the GR.
“Drop dead!” | snarled at him, quickly hoping noeohad heard me.

He started chanting, in a sing-songy wayleX is gonna die,” the word “die” stretched into two
syllables. “Alex is gonna die, Alex is gonna die.”

“SHUT UP!” | screeched, this time just inside my head.

Counting my steps, | tried tuning out the GR, batwas persistent. In addition to his song, he
bombarded me with horribly realistic-looking imagegisions swam through my mind: | was swinging
from a rope, lying in a blood-filled bathtub, humt over the side of the Calvert Street Bridge. |
couldn’t stand it!

“Four hundred and sixty-three. Four hundred arty-$our,” | kept counting, but he wouldn’t
stop!

“Alex is gonna die. Alex is gonna die.”

Normally, to get to my house from The Pub, | wdlke Independence Avenue and then down
15" Street, cutting past the White House and makingaay to Massachusetts Avenue. From there |
headed up toward Wisconsin Avenue and home. Baretwas a very high bridge over Rock Creek
Park if | took that route. With the images the @@8s throwing at me, | didn’t want to cross any
bridges. One brief moment of desperation at thengrtime and | could find myself dropping to my
death with no turning back. Unfortunately, Rocle€k Park lay between me and my apartment, and all
routes included high bridges over the park; alivbfch had bid good-bye to more than their fair shafr
lost souls. | was terrified of walking dowthrough the park — rapists and murderers were always
waiting in the woods. Although | felt like | wamté¢o be dead, | knew if | could get through this |
wouldn’t want to be dead later. In spite of howchaverything always was, | liked being alive.iked
my cats. | liked my music. | liked my friends.nd GR was working hard, though. Each thought that
came to me, whether a reason to keep on livinga @ossible solution to the current problem of
job/home/money, the quintessential king of sarcddasted me with all of the ammunition in his

15



The Existence Game ¢ © Judith Susan Adams ¢ AlhRigreserved
No portion of this document may be copied for aggson without the express permission of the author.

arsenal. | uneasily decided I'd take my regulartechome, but when | reached the bridge, I'd walk
down the middle of the road, instead of near thlenga

Crossing Dupont Circle, | saw more homeless peogpliected in doorways, huddling together,
sharing warmth and lice. | couldn’t imagine liviog the street. | couldn’t imagine eating outrash
cans, or even in a soup kitchen. How did a pegstroff the streets once they were there? If yida'd
have a phone and an address, how could you getPwbdk that matter, how could you find work if you
couldn’t bathe and wash your clothing? If you cwti work, how could you pay for a place to live?
As far as | could tell, once you were on the strgeti were stuck. Then you died and the city ctecha
you.

It seemed there was an unspoken agreement amosg o had not slipped through the cracks
to believe that those who had were to blame fofdabethat they had nothing, and therefore, siheeas
their fault, they were unworthy of any meaningfssiatance. I'd heard more than one person say, “It
their choice,” but who in their right mind woulthooseto live in danger of being attacked, starved,
frozen, and gnawed on by lice and maggots? Pasptefelt compassionate concern for those who
lived in abject poverty abroad seemed incapablac&howledging that in our land of opportunity we
could actually have people dying from lack of foathelter, and medicine. There weren’t enough
people who could wrap their brains around the that the many opportunities America did offer did
not extend to all of her citizens. Even those wiere concerned about America’'s homeless often
believed that if anyongvantedassistance, it was available; a great “safety ttedt our society had
lovingly created for “those less fortunate thanselwes.” But although some effective programs did
exist, the vast majority of “those less fortunatesre often simply ignored. They had become inlgsib
The wind was picking up, and the sweatshirt Eilead given me was not enough to keep the chill out.
| walked as quickly as | could, and wished thabuld warm up, but as the icy winds whipped through
my clothing, | was becoming invisible, too.

Walking along Embassy Row — a very wealthy sectbiMassachusetts Avenue — | felt more
and more inadequate. The GR was delighted witlditteetion my thoughts had turned, and he walked
along in companionable silence. What a dichotomeyltomeless people created, juxtaposed against the
stately mansions. | felt like my family was a naicosm of society. Here | was, at three in the nmggn
walking four long miles to my house in the coldsafe streets, toying with the idea of suicide. My
sister, on the other hand, had recently graduatad tollege, and was teaching tenth grade English.
She was also working part-time on her Master’s eéegmRight now, she was nestled in her warm bed, in
an apartment that she wasn't being evicted fromy delusins on my dad’s side were, respectively, in
medical and law school — and would not be faciramldebt when they graduated, thanks to my uncle’s
hard work, coupled with his generosity. Gettin@tal through medical and law school is no smatl fea
to be sure, but having been given cars and coltbgg,were guaranteed fairly smooth sailing ahead.

My mother’s sister’s grown children all owned thewn homes. My aunt and uncle supported
the two who were incapable of growing up; payingtfeir homes, cars, and the tuition to send their
own kids to boarding schools — which enabled thesecousins, and their spouses, to live just alasut
irresponsibly as | lived — only without financialowies. My aunt and uncle had put their third a@hil
through prep school, followed by under grad andh tlaev school at Yale. He was doing just fine os hi
own; he and his wife had just purchased an eightemidollar “home” in Connecticut. Mom and all of
her relatives were wildly excited about this enoasiononument to opulence — the family message was
clear: through hard work and/or a share in the fafortune, wildly huge assets defined our worth as
human beings.
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| actually didn’t begrudge any of my cousins theioney, or the security they hardly even
realized they derived from having that money. Whetde me feel so miserable was that they all
believed we had started on a level playing fieldjolr meant that although they laughingly referred t
me as a “free spirit,” they really could only viene as a failure. They simply could not grasp that
hadn’t started where they had, nor did they undacsjust how vitally important the loving suppoft o
their parents had been to their many successesethaththe family had helped any of my immediate
relatives to get to a better place, or just helihesin to stay afloat, the only one of us cousins Wwaod
really made it on her own was my sister. And the onlg wmo was being allowed to die, rather than
being helped, was me. If Dad had lived, things dwave been different. But, he hadn’t, and weewer
left in Mom’s “care,” if you could call it that. \Eerything in Mom’s world was about Mom, though.
Everything. There really was no room for eitheusf

In my family, | stuck out like a sore thumb. Tbees who were as dysfunctional as | was were
being kept afloat artificially, so all of the consiappeared to be successful except for me. Imitist
of my family 1 fit in exactly the way these hungaynd cold homeless people fit in, in one of the most
affluent neighborhoods in the nationwésa loser. There was no getting around it, andulccaot see
how anything would ever change. Although | wasipapat this point in my life, no one really knew
who | was. Plenty of guys had found me attractiug,solid relationships eluded me. My friendsddv
me, after a fashion, and | loved them, but it waisthat familial love — those family bonds I'd wéssed
so often among people, but never personally expesid except, to a degree, with my father, who was
dead. | didn’t think anyone would really be affstif | just disappeared.

As | approached the bridge, the GR started tossingmages of me vaulting over the side, and |
ended up sprinting down the middle of the strélaicked away in a small wooded area, not far beyond
the bridge, was a little park which had been dedatdo one of my favorite authors, Kahlil Gibran,
whose compassionate, insightful, and poetic wrihag moved me to tears on more than one occasion.
As | breathlessly raced into Gibran’s sanctuarigervently prayed that something of this great man’s
wisdom would come to lift me up. But all that peckup was that bone-chilling wind, and with itealr
rain. | was too lost to find any answers, and}ysbgving the little sanctuary, | began forcingedioot
in front of the other, unable to tune out the GRa&ddening litany.

Arriving at my apartment, | saw that Vince had eoby and spray-painted {&X IS A WHORE’
in huge red letters that bled down the side oftitveése. Nick was going to be livid but | felt soame |
could hardly think about it as | dragged myselftbp stairs. At the door, my cats wound their furry
little bodies around my legs, but | was soaked ey quickly backed off. Before changing into dry
clothing, | checked everywhere to be sure no oneiw#he apartment. | wondered why | was so scared
if 1 was planning to kill myself anyway. It didnfhake sense. If someone was in there, | should hav
just said, “Hey, go for it.” But | was afraid oéimg raped, beaten up, all that painful stuff g@bften
accompanies murder. And there was that part ofhaenever really wanted to be dead, anyway. After
| put on dry clothing, | got the nearly full botibé scotch, and pouring a drink, | began a notditk:

Dear Nick, Flease don’t think this has anytlwing to do with bcing evicted; it doesn’t. You're a great
landlord. l’mjust sorry that ]’m such a loser that l can’t hold ajob and be rcsPonsiblc for mgsc”:. l
know you like Fookg and SCbastian, sO | |'|0Pc you can kccp them for me. Thcg’” be happy to have
you for a father. Sinccrclg, Alcx Moser
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| was undecided about killing myself, but my ansowere robotically moving me toward that
final moment, as though my body and mind were disecting. | started seriously working on the
scotch and after about half an hour, it was gdngasn't sure if | was trying to muster the courageo
ahead and end the nightmare that was my life, bwis secretly hoping to pass out before | coud d
any real damage. | must have been high on adrenlabugh, because the alcohol only seemed to break
down the last remaining inhibitions | had aboutiegdny failed career as a human being.

The GR was acting like a doting old lady. He sedrinto the bathroom and brought back the
codeine. There were thirty-eight pills left. ddhused the prescription twice; once for pain, ance
earlier in the day, when | was trying to get sortees before going to the job | no longer had. |
mechanically swallowed small handfuls of pills wilwvigs of vodka, finally getting them all down,
while the GR nodded his encouragement. When tlevpere gone | sat down unsteadily on the couch
feeling very sleepy and quite nauseated while tRevé@nt to the bathroom and got my single-edged
razor blades. | was vaguely surprised to seestal@ady growing light outside.

I'd never cut my arm in the living room beforeditin’t want to make a mess, especially on my
couch, or on a beautiful afghan | had. I'd madedfghan for my parents when my dad had cancer and
we knew it was going to be my parents’ last anrsagy together. It was the first and only afghah I’
ever made. It had one hundred squares; each ageeuand all of them connected with black yarn.
After my father died, my mother had given it bagkrie. She didn’'t want it.

It crossed my mind that if | cut my arm, I'd jusill asleep and quietly bleed to death. That
seemed like the best way to go, so, forcing myeHit up, | put a pillow on my lap and laid my arm
across it. Taking the razor blade, | squintedluhé@ inside of my arm, and the blade, came intu$o
Pushing the corner of the blade until it poppedulgh the skin, | dragged it from my elbow down tp m
wrist. The cut was worse than anything I'd evenelbefore, and | saw deep inside my skin for af brie
moment before droplets of blood formed from a midltiny holes. Very soon there was a ravine filled
with blood that spilled down the sides of my arfrexperienced a moment of horror over what I'd just
done, but | felt so exhausted, and so utterly hegselthat the initial fear and shock slipped away a
drifted off. Leaning against my parents’ afghamumbly watched as the GR tenderly patted my head
and then sat down beside me, snuggling his headsagay shoulder. If there was a heaven, | thought
groggily, it would be good to see my dad. He lowesl
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"l like my motorcycle because of the helmet laws. Really. 'Cause when the world gets too
damned big, | put on the helmet and get on the bike. Then it's just me in there, with the wind,
the noise, and that little patch of road in front of me." — Kevin Sheheen

CHAPTER TWO
A WOBBLY RESURRECTION

Struggling to think, but unable to do so, | fettguely frustrated, but not really attached to my
frustration. | didn't feel connected enough to my situation as | nodded in and out of
consciousness, but gradually | realized | was lred, in some place that seemed very bright. There
were people, and something persistently beepinthéndistance. | swallowed, and my throat felt
obstructed, but as | was noticing this, | driftédtlagain. Eventually | learned that | was in théensive
care unit of George Washington Hospital. A dodtmd me that | had nearly died, but before that
blessed relief had been bestowed upon me by thevhoeends-all-suffering, my landlord, Nick, had
looked in on me. Vince’s spray-painted proclanrata the side of Nick’s lovely white wall had catigh
his attention and, knowing Vince, Nick decided ®dure | was all right. As diligent as | am about
curtains being drawn, | had left the curtain opamuy living room door, and when Nick looked in, he
immediately called an ambulance.

| must have left that curtain open so there’d lohance that I'd be rescued. With my paranoia, |
never left curtains open. Further, if 1 hadn’t enyself, Nick probably would’'ve assumed | was just
asleep, and not bothered me — until it was toa |&etting turned out to be a red flag — literallyd
frequently teased Nick about being such an easbrrioften outside gardening at the same timedehb
tripping home from an all-nighter. I'd never teddiek again about the hours he kept. As much as |
thought I'd wanted to be deaddidn’t want to be dead even more.

| was in the ICU until they could take me off thentilator — a breathing machine with a very
unpleasant tube that ran down my throat; it was ttmt had given me the sensation that my throat wa
blocked, and | was very glad when they took it olihen they wanted to make sure my blood work was
okay. I'd done some minor damage to my liver amlytwouldn’t let me leave the ICU until that was
resolved. One doctor told me that the amount aftedl I'd had in my system would’ve killed a three-
hundred pound man, and he recommended that | @&l meetings. He said anyone who weighed
110 pounds and could tolerate that much alcoholoaisty drank way too much.

| was horrified when | learned that their plangevio transfer me to a psychiatric hospital. If |
refused to sign myself into a private one, (G.VWsych unit was full), they were going to get a ¢our
order to have me committed and then I'd have ttogihe local state hospital. The private hospitas
creatively named, “The Psychiatric Hospital of Nwvest Washington, D.C.”, or “Psych” for short. The
social worker who helped me enroll in an emerganegical coverage program strongly suggested that
| admit myself to Psych rather than go to the dtatspital. She said, persuasively, that the staspital
had inadequate funding and that I'd be lucky to @ebctor once a week. Psych, on the other hand,
would provide me with daily therapy and other ateg.

| tried to get them to just let me go home. Asds | was concerned, my problems all centered
around not having enough money. The longer | wdke hospital, the less money I'd have. Also,
Eileen thought a couple of waiting shifts were opéiithe Pub and | didn’t want to miss that
opportunity, but the doctors didn’t think that waagood enough reason to release me. Nick wasgtakin
care of my cats, so that problem had been resoareti] could not persuade them to let me go home
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after what I'd done. One of the nurses told me tlweone in the emergency room had believed I'd
make it. The thought was sobering. | really didvant to be dead, but | also really couldn’t takey
more of the life I'd been living. | couldn’t image how therapy would change anything, but they
weren’t giving me a choice, and | was well beyamel ¢nd of my rope. | hadn’t been living, I'd been
surviving. | survived from day to day, and yeay&ar. So, reluctantly, | signed the papers admgitt
myself to Psych.
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"In a very real sense, although you wouldn't have known it at the time, your plunge into Psych
was like falling into a pool, drowning, and then being born into a new life." — Shari Davies

CHAPTER THREE
THE FRANKSTER

The guys on the ambulance crew were cute, andopane felt utterly humiliated as Jessica, the
nurse who accompanied me, chatted gaily with thdmtew looked like a circus freak. Another part of
me couldn’t have cared less. Each day that pdeftehe in greater financial trouble, but the fawt |
had actually made such a serious suicide attempffovamost in my thoughts. I'd been cutting myself
for years, and although | hadn’t believed that ksvigying to end my life, thoughts of suicide were
almost always with me. Coming so close to actudying scared the daylights out of me.

When the ambulance arrived at Psych | was venyrsed to discover that it was not only near
my house, it was right across the street from Rsistyrhe catalyst for my hospitalization had been
losing my job, coupled with the eviction notice, afurse, and here | was, soon to be assigned a room
from which | could see both Rusty’s and, if | pesgsny face against the window, the home | was about
to be evicted from. | had no idea a psychiatrisgdital lay behind the concrete and brick facadd. |
thought the building was full of offices, but itrhed out that apart from the ground floor, the dini
was dedicated to taking care of the unbalanced segof the local population who were both in crisis
and had medical coverage.

We went into an underground parking garage, asdide and | got out and took an elevator to
the third floor. My stomach clenched as the elevapened into a small reception area housing attou
and a desk with two nurses. Jessica told them anyenand one of them put out her hand, introducing
herself as Joan. She seemed neither friendly nfsrendly, just all business. Jessica handed her a
manila envelope with my transfer papers.

“Is her chart in here?”

“Yes, everything was copied.” She smiled andpiig to me, she said, “Alex, try not to worry.
You'll do fine.” Stepping back into the elevatshe disappeared.

Feeling painfully awkward, | glanced at Joan. dswn pajamas and a sloppy-looking bathrobe
that hung open since | couldn’t be trusted withelf. bMy tennis shoes had no laces, because | might
choke myself with them. Joan asked if | had amg@®al possessions and | looked down at my feet,
holding my empty arms in front of me. It seemda la pretty stupid question. She glanced at mytcha
and said, “l| see you’re on suicide precautions. oNe is on precautions for long, you'll need taaage
to have clothing brought in. Dinner’s been senlmd,we’ll get you a tray.”

“I'm not hungry.”

Ignoring me, she said to the other nurse, “Suzawileyou please order a tray for Ms. Moser?”
To me, she said, “You may find you have an appetiiee your food arrives. Shall we get you settled?
And with that she asked Suzanne to “buzz us in.”

A loud chime came from a door with a long, narnemdow that had wire mesh criss-crossed
inside of the glass. Joan opened the door ancbmeatifor me to step inside. As the door closednaeh
us, my throat tightened. | didn’t think | coulderate being locked in a building. As | looked wand,
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however, the place didnfeel frightening; it actually had a safe feeling, anldelgan to view the locks
not so much as something that trapped me insideggsbsiomething that might keep the bad guyts

We were in a large room with a nursing statiothright and a beautiful fish tank built into the
wall on the left. People glanced at me, but apghré wasn't particularly interesting, and they nte
back to their activities. Against the exterior Walfront of me were three long couches with ealblés
and lamps between them. 1 noticed that the windbag double panes, and the inside ones had the
same criss-crossed wire grid that was in the ddtwere were many arm chairs; their backs to where w
stood. Three people were working on a jigsaw puatla card table. Other people sat in small group
chatting quietly, or reading, while | tried to figuout how to tell the patients from the stafffinklly
noticed that a few people, including Joan, hadhiygcolored plastic bracelets that looked likeledi
wire, and each had a key or two hanging fromtiseemed the key people were the staff.

A young woman galloped up and sang out, “Hi, Jbamhen, turning to me, she announced,
“I'm Grace. I'm here because | embezzled twengkytbbusand dollars from a bank | worked at. My
father is a famous lawyer. He put me in here tepkee from going to jail.” And with that, she
cantered away.

“This is the lounge,” Joan said, as she watchext&skipping down the hall. “Your room is this

way.”

The wall-to-wall carpet was medium gray and thdlsmaere a pale gray with deep burgundy
trim. The furniture was mostly cream colored, d@hd dark wooden tables looked like cherry. The
atmosphere was surprisingly warm, and | was glaaldn’t been sent to the state hospital. | thotlghkt
place probably cost an arm and a leg, and | falbhkful that there was money available in the social
service system that allowed me to be here. | wasally sort of afraid of the state hospital. Hdard
some unpleasant stories over the years. | didmwkif they were true, but they were frightening.
Beyond the nurses’ station, we turned left intooanm with four beds along one wall, each with a
nightstand and a lamp. The rug was steel-bluecact bed had a light yellow cotton blanket overtevhi
sheets, with a second, dark blue blanket foldedeafoot of the bed. There was a large snoringlirm
the bed farthest from the door, but it didn’t mavieen we came in. Four matching dressers stoodjalon
the wall across from the beds, each with a woodhair ext to it.

“Wake-up is at seven, and breakfast is servee\arsthirty,” Joan said. “You can get a shower
whenever your schedule allows, but beds have tmége before nine, or you'll forfeit privileges.” |
wondered what privileges I'd be forfeiting; | waseven allowed shoelaces. “This will be your bed,”
Joan continued, indicating the bed closest to #ilevhy. “You'll see Dr. Frank, the therapist, tormmw
morning at nine. He will determine what group \bbe in, write orders for meds, and go over the
expectations that will allow you to come off of Gidie precautions.”

“Group?”

“You will have individual therapy six days a weekK.ou will also meet in group therapy every
day. Group therapy is different from individuaéthpy. Some patients feel more comfortable in — *

“Yeah, | know what group therapy is. Do | haveptusticipate?” | was too horrified to be polite.

“Yes, you do,” Joan pursed her lips and contind&bmetimes it helps to hear other people
saying things you thought no one else felt. Dankrwill run all of the group therapy meetings etce
the one on Sunday, which will be run by a nurse.”
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“Oh.” | felt completely overwhelmed.

“Come out to the lounge, Alex. | have to look oyeur chart, and | don’t have anyone who can
sit with you in here. Until | can assign someoy@/’ll need to stay by the nurses’ station.”

On the way out, | peeked into the large bathroeihich was next to the door that went into the
hall. There was a frosted glass shower stall. tdpeof the toilet tank held an oblong planter wsthk
scarlet begonias, and set into the wall above ithle 8ere four ceramic toothbrush holders with soap
trays and cup holders. The place felt like somenge shadow world version of a four-star hotetesui

There were about ten people in the lounge; sorading, some absorbed in conversation. A
woman with carrot-colored hair was engaged in § a@imated conversation, but there wasn’t anyone
with her. | wondered whom she was speaking witheaded for an empty couch in one corner of the
room. There were many magazines and | picked Nateonal Geographic with a Jacques Cousteau
article on coral reefs. | was glad no one bothered | was in no mood to meet anyone. Flipping
through the Cousteau article, | couldn’t focus] moked at the beautiful pictures. It would beaaimg
to see the Great Barrier Reef someday, but | knewedver, ever be able to do anything like that.

The door chimed and a tiny woman with tight siheerls walked in carrying a tray. Joan
nodded in my direction, and the woman came up ahthe tray on the table next to me. “Miss Moser?
Here you go, Hon. Be sure to fill out that mend &ave it under your plate so it don't slip oféttray.
There’s a pencil there.” | thanked her and asvgh® leaving, | looked over the menu, checking off a
few things. | wasn’t sure when I'd last eaten, liutad been a while. My dinner included broiled
salmon and | began to feel hungry in spite of theeny | was feeling over the extremely bizarre,
embarrassing, and frustrating experience of baenkdd up in a nut house.

The girl who might have been a lawyer’'s daughded might have embezzled a pile of money
from a bank she might have worked at, was sittinghe floor, against a wall near me. She had a
cassette player tuned down low and she was ligieoirit with her head bent almost to the floor. rHe
hair hung in front of her face and the song shenisd toOur House seemed painfully at odds with her
forlorn appearance. | loved Crosby, Stills, Nastl ¥oung, but | thought there were a lot of otherels
that would have been more appropriate to the sitmat4 + 20 came to mind. At the time, | never
dreamt that a nut house could feel like a lovinghko | tasted the fish and was surprised at hovd gfoo
was.

“Hello,” a deep voice welcomed me. | looked upl dhere was a very tall, good looking man
with a warm smile and twinkly eyes. He had shdyted hair that stuck out all over in weird little
clumps. It was an unnatural reddish color that weaslly at odds with his beautiful, chocolaty skin
“I'm Bob,” he said. “I'm going to be your nurseishevening.” He had a lovely smile and as he pulle
up a straight-backed wooden chair and sat dowmeiménded me of my father. Bob, like my dad, had
that too-big-to-fit look, and his knees were higligan his lap, giving him the appearance of antadul
sitting in a kindergarten classroom.

“There’s a movie in Room A,” Bob said. THe Philadelphia Storygood flick. It's got Cary
Grant, Katharine Hepburn, and Jimmy Stewart. Ya@anma check it out when you're finished with
dinner?”
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| didn't feel like going anywhere, though. Thigos in the corner of the couch was okay with
me. | needed to catch up with myself; | couldrétiéve | was in a nut house. | doubted this nestato
would be able to help, but | hadn’t really seenwgiotherapists to warrant my low opinion of thehal
been to four or five other shrinks, which was ptaipa lot for one person, but still a whole lotdethan
one percent of all available therapists, so | dideally think | should judge them all on those rfau
five. However, | was judgmental; none of them axtked out and it was hard to imagine that there
might be some doctor who could help. Maybe thesgoduld have mercy and decide it was time to
send someone my way that | could connect with,ghou felt skeptical, but my life was in the sewér
was beginning to think that if I'd found it accepla to be dead, | shouldn’'t have any objections to
trying another therapist.

A nurse announced that it was time for meds arwplpebegan ambling over to the nurses’
station, where one nurse was checking off patiames on a clip board while the other handed owt tin
cups with pills, and Dixie cups of juice. Bob sadidn’t have any orders written, so | didn’t needyo
up, which | was glad about. | didn’'t want to tek®y medicine, and | didn’t want to stand in linghwi
people | didn’'t know, especially in pajamas anatiyr beltless bathrobe.

The following morning when | awoke, a sour-lookigman was sitting in the doorway in one
of those chair/desk combinations they have in sishoS8he was reading a book and as | headed toward
the bathroom, she jumped up, shrilly calling, “Wait

“| have to use the restroom,”

“Not by yourself,” she said, following me into thathroom. The nurses in the ICU had allowed
me some privacy, but this woman stared straightetlt was disconcerting and irritating.

“Could you look at something besides me?”
“You are under constant observation,” she saidptha

“You could stare at the ceiling, you'd still be able to seenh said but there was no response.
“Is suicide precautions supposed to be a form ofghument?”

“No, but you shouldn’t expect a reward,” she sreahp

“l don’t, but you could be more courteous,” | spagd back, finishing as quickly as possible.
Some of the nuts, apparently, carried keys.

I made my bed, and, ignoring my shadow, | headethe lounge, leaving two snoring lumps
behind. The bed closest to me was vacant, whigk gee a feeling that | had some level of privacy,
even while being under constant surveillance. @loek on the wall behind the nurses’ station was
shaped like a race car, with giant wheels, butctrdtself looked like a rocket lying on its sid#.was
five-thirty and the clock made me think of the spo@gsmic Wheels Donovan apparently thought God
was indirectly creating havoc for him, whereas bwaetty surd was the one creating all the havoc in
my life. But | thoroughly agreed with the stumlgidown the highway, dragging a heavy load part. |
was definitelynot soaring along as | so desperately wished to bed lAvas pretty sure | wasn’t going
to find my way any time soon, either. | felt n&ling of hope and | kept turning over the fact thaad
no family that would help, no friends that couldfheand no future worth living for. | was a wasted
creation.
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Five-thirty meant that this cretin who was follengime around would probably be getting off of
work soon. Ignoring my unpleasant shadow, | petube contents of a small bookshelf and finally
chose a science-fiction book by one of my favoaitghors, Marion Zimmer Bradley. Reclaiming my
corner of the couch, | found | couldn’t concentrat®ugh. Wondering if | should let my sister know
where | was, | was filled with trepidation. | waa embarrassment to her, and this made an already
tense relationship even worse. | had never beerhrofia big sister; she’d always been more mature
and successful. She was the one who excelledhimoscand now in the real world. She knew where
she was going, and had mapped out a plan to get. tli@n the rare occasions when | met her friehds,
knew she was ashamed of me. It seemed she wagysakuareptitiously watching; ready to run
interference before | could embarrass her. Alsmyself felt embarrassed among her friends, all of
whom had either accomplished important, adult thirgy were well on their way to doing so. | did
nothing but party and work in bars, which was fihgrou were twenty, but at almost thirty, it was
usually a pretty strong indication that you werdaking life as seriously as most people expectad y
to. At least not as seriously as/family expected. Around Shelby, | felt like a ledgss failure. And
my real job, the top secret one of surviving thtowgach night, was not cocktail party conversation.
Now that my insanity had leaked out into the publihere, there was no room for excuses anymore.
Hospitalization had forced my truths to the froagp of my life.

When Shelby was little, she had adored me, yebritkred her about like a slave, and threatened
her when she was nothing but sweet. | was so asthafmhow | had treated such a wonderful littld. gir
| played vicious pranks on her that | got away withcause of her innocent trust in her big sister,
coupled with a mother who paid very little attentto us. An image of Shelby’s round little facgloav
with sparkling dark eyes above an enormous smidenéd with big, looping dark curls, haunted me. |
felt enraged with myself because | was respongdri@xtinguishing the lovely light in those trusgin
beautiful brown eyes — not only the light directgdme, but her childlike faith in being loved simpl
because she was alive. It was irrelevant that magher’'s treatment of me created the monster | becam
to Shelby. The fact that my mother, theoreticéitlg responsible adult who was supposed to prevent
older sisters from torturing younger ones, hadrétvpnted anything, still didn’t absolve me of myssi

To compound Shelby’s difficulties, our father, whbsolutely adored Shelby, didn’'t give as
much of his time to her as he did to me. | wasapeithat this was because Dad felt guilty thatvas
unable to protect me from Mom; he was trying to enak for all the abuse Mom showered me with,
and he didn’t see the abuse | gave Shelby becausa$ at work so much of the time. Dad loved both
of us deeply, but it seemed that Shelby couldn& ge love Dad felt for her. She grew up feeling
neglected by both parents, and Dad passed awayeb&foelby was old enough to see that the
opportunitywasthere for her to develop the relationship with Daak she craved.

| couldn’t give Dad back to Shelby, but as an atlhkd tried to make up for my part in making
her early years painful and lonely. It was todidifit, though. Shelby was the successful one, stred
wasn’t innocent anymore. She no longer adoredsimefelt ashamed of me, and there didn’'t seem to be
anything | could do to right all of the wrongs. €Shad shut me out long ago. 1 couldn’'t make a
connection even when | tried. I'd hurt her so dgapat she was unwilling to open herself to the
possibility of more pain. And | was so unreliabhat even though I'd told her | was sorry and that
loved her, there was nothing that | could do toklthat up. My life was too out of control to offeer
anything concrete. No one could count on me, attha didn’t realize it at the time, and would have
been furious with anyone who might have dared fatpbis out to me. | felt my life was so hard tha
no one understood all of the difficulties | wasagainst, and therefore, any small successes lalid,h
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like arriving at work on time, or remembering somes birthday, were monumental achievements that
should have been enough, and more than enoughxctssee the numerous shortcomings | couldn’t
acknowledge.

| lied to myself about who | was and who Shelbysywand about everything that had to do with
my life. Too busy mulling over these unpleasanths to pay attention to my book, | mindlessly read
the first page several times. Finally forcing miséf of the Shelby guilt train, | found myself ahe
Wonder Doc train, wondering what he would be likel avhether he could be helpful. | thought this
new shrink would probably just see me as an evéwmadidate for either the streets or a successful
suicide. | had nothing to offer the world, andway to move forward. Why would he want to waste
his time on me? In this upscale hotel for the nnaiddy insane, there were much more fruitful pigjgn

It was easy to think about what a loser | was,itwas hard to think about what a mess | was in.
In the ICU, they had tried to get me to talk abebat had been going on before | came into the talspi
and every time | tried to answer, | just couldnMly voice simply disappeared. My thoughts all reh
together, and it seemed there was a bottleneckhwth&y couldn’t all fit through. The result wasath
looked like a complete idiot.

The nurses in the ICU seemed to think my problemtered around breaking up with Vince,
which Nick had mentioned to them. He apparently iat mentioned the details, or these people would
have had to have been insane to think I'd be depdeabout ending such a relationship. Regardfess o
the circumstances, though, having or not havingdriend was the least of my worries. The catalyst
for my depression and anxiety came from chronicaeskion coupled with a severe shortage of money.
The sleep problem was insurmountable. And | cowtdalter my financial situation, either by earning
more money, by managing the money | had more wisglyeven by dating guys who had money —
which is what my Uncle Matthew repeatedly advisesl tmm do. In fact, | had broken up with several
really terrific men simply because they ha® muchmoney. Mom used men for their money and |
couldn’t stand to be like her. | got rid of money fast as | could. Mom loved money above all;dlse
had to despise it to distance myself from her.

Although I'd been unsuccessful in reading my bdokad succeeded in ignoring the imbecile
who was currently earning her living by followingenaround. Eventually a woman walked over to us
and said to my shadow, “Hi, Donna. I'm ready ttienee you.” Then, turning to me, she smiled
brightly. “I'm Janine Michaels. I'll be your nuestoday.” Donna got up and left without a wordd an
Janine sat down, folding her legs underneath I8fre was thin, with a head of bushy, reddish-brown
hair, warm brown eyes, and a happy expression pfabe.

“What are you reading?”

“Oh, I don’t know. [I've read it before. It's smce-fiction. I'm not really reading, actually. |
can't keep my mind on it.” | regretted what I'didas soon as the words left my lips, as it was an
invitation to ask questions which | had not intethtie offer.

“Anything you'd like to talk about?”

“Um, not really. | mean it's all jumbled up. &'t find a way to put my thoughts into any kind
of rational order. When | think of trying to sagyshing of import, my throat tightens up and nothin
comes out.”
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Just then the door chimed and a gray metal dollgd in, followed by a white-clad young man
with a hair net that didn’t even begin to contais blonde dreadlocks. Several people came upeto th
nurses’ station and asked if they could get thesakfast early. “You know the rules,” the nurselsa
“Seven-thirty.”

“Come on, it's only ten minutes. | like my fooath don’'t you?” A man smiled sweetly and
batted his eyelashes.

“You know the rules, James,” the nurse said, hant “Oh, all right, go ahead.” She sounded
exasperated, but she was grinning. The patien&tdd their trays and headed down the hall, avway fr
the direction my room was in. | asked Janinecduild eat my breakfast in the lounge and she baiat
was a dining room but eating in the lounge was gerch | found my tray and brought it back to my
little corner. Raisin Bran, skim milk, banana, rdvarry juice, Postum. Finding a menu for the
following day underneath my cereal, | filled it pwthich was kind of fun. | liked being in hospgal
although I'd never been in a psychiatric one befecel wasn’t so sure about this one. But | likiee
routine, | liked temporarily being absolved of mil responsibilities, | liked being taken care oliked
feeling safe, and I liked filling out the menusev8ral years earlier I'd been in a car accident|tHraled
me in the hospital for five weeks, and | had sumidfmemories of that time. It was insane. |&blbut
it the way people feel after they've been on a ghediday. One time | was watching some talk show
and Bette Midler — | think it was Bette Midler — svasked what she did to relax, and she said she
checked into a hospital for her R & R. | totallyderstood that.

After | filled out the menu, Janine asked me alkibetbook. “You say you've read it before?
What's it about?”

“It's about a planet called Darkover. The autBowritten a lot of books about it, spanning
hundreds of years. The planet has a caste systénch I'm generally not wild about, but the
circumstances are unusual, and the powers tharé@sually able to bring the occasional abusive
overlords back in line. The highest group aretébepathic families, and they have the respongytul
maintaining a positive quality of life for the emgipopulation, so in some ways, their rewards eatgr
wealth and power can be seen as justifiable. Rezllly, they are more powerful, due to their
telepathic abilities, so whether a caste systengig or wrong is sort of a moot point. For thesnpart,
the telepaths are honorable in their dealings. dtohed on; one meaningless sentence after another.

Talking about something that had nothing to dchwate, like the book, although it felt utterly
pointless, was at least something | could mandgmuldn’t organize my thoughts about myself or my
current situation, but by gosh, | certainly cowdtktup a Darkover novel.

“That sounds like an interesting book,” Janinedsatartling me. | had sort of blanked on the
fact that we were in the middle of a conversatitidon’t think I'd like it if people could read msnind,
though.”

“Yeah, well, most of the time people are courteensugh not to read other people’s thoughts
without permission. It makes relationships quiféedent from what we experience, though. Telepath
have a hard time telling lies...” | rattled on amd o

It occurred to me that people expected adultsetooger the atrocities of childhood. It seemed
that many people had some issues with their pardwdsone wanted to hear that | couldn’t get ovgr m
mother. If | did mention problems, no one realhdarstood. They thought | ought to just grow &But
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growing up meant either sacrificing myself to hewedty or banishing her completely. There was no
middle ground, and neither choice was acceptabfwssible. Submitting to her abuse was intoletable
but kicking her out of my life went against alltbe training | had received from her to place evesgd

of hers above any need of mine. When | had stoppethg her, something I'd done several times, most
people thought | was going too far. “Everyone pasblems with their mother. You're going to regret
it if you don'’t straighten things out.”

And, invariably, the longer | went without intetiag with her, the more | glossed over the
problems. The craving | had for her good opinigargually brought me back on my knees, looking for
absolution for the crime of leaving her. | waseaible daughter for abandoning her, but she always
graciously forgave me by pretending nothing hadpleapd; everything was lovely. There was never
any discussion about the problems. That set hén taeedge, and God knows | didn’t want to do that.
Whenever | returned to the fold, Mom behaved fawbll for a short period of time, and then she was
right back to willfully and happily hurting me. Mb of my friends never understood that, nor did
therapists. People constantly said or implied thatonly way for me to move forward with my life
would be if | could forgive my mother. Forgivenessemed to be the universal key that nearly everyon
subscribed to. Well, | didn’t. They said | showdrk harder to try to mend fences. But you can't
mend fences with someone who will not stop attagkiou, who will always attack you, who gets real
pleasure out of seeing you suffer. You work totfie fence and they just come along and knock it
down. What's the point?

Most people were operating from a different pagadihan | was. They might have problems
with their parents, but there was a basic loveethéfhey assumed that that same basic love existed
our household, and could not fathom that my motvees intentionally destructive. They believed that
was being petulant and immature when | complaingaedodically stopped the relationship. | belidve
my life would be infinitely better once my motheasvdead, but if | said that, you'd think I'd sugigels
using babies for target practice. “That’s your heot” In my opinion, though, if your mother wished
you would kill yourself so that she could get atiem; that was not a mother you should want torba i
relationship with. During the times that | kepttouch with her, my mother demanded that | paratzp
in the “Let’'s Be Cruel To Alexis Game.” She comghafound ways to hurt, belittle, shame, and ihsul
me. Shelby told me | should just do what she didl @ot let Mom get to me. Shelby said | shouldit't
Mom know about anything that was important in nfg,libut Mom had a way of ferreting out vital
information and then using it to bring me pain. dAsomehow she made me feel like | was an
accomplice in my own demise. Unlike my sisterpuld not exorcise from my psyche the desperate
need | felt for my mother to love, care for, angmye of me.

“Alex,” Janine startled me from my thoughts. “Yocdhart says you don’'t have any extra
clothing.”

“Yeah, that's true.” |1 wondered if she was gotogsuggest that | contact Mom. An involuntary
shudder ran down my spine. My mother would beofusiwith me; she would have wanted my attempt
to have succeeded. The point value to her of lgag&inlead daughter was much greater than the point
value of helping a daughter in need.

“Well, we have a huge clothing closet. It's mgpstecond-hand stuff, but there’s new stuff, too.
Why don’t we check it out before your doctor’s appment?”

28



The Existence Game ¢ © Judith Susan Adams ¢ AlhRigreserved
No portion of this document may be copied for aggson without the express permission of the author.

After | put my tray on the breakfast cart, | folled Janine down the hall in the direction the
patients who first picked up their trays had go@n my left | passed a room with propped open doubl
doors. Inside were lots of small round tablesheaith four or five chairs, and several patientsirgy
together, chatting as they finished their mealgydhd the dining room was a large closet filledhwit
shelves piled with loosely organized clothing. idanpulled down a pair of cotton, short-sleeved
pajamas and held them up, saying, “I think thedefivf | agreed and she put them on top of aauh
desk. On one shelf there were new underpants, &ndssocks in plastic wrap. “These are new,hall t
other stuff is second-hand,” she said.

| found several pairs of underpants and socksoaedora. | hated bras and rarely wore them. It
wasn't like | really needed one. Eileen and | usedvear buttons that said, respectively, “Prediden
and “Vice President” of the “Tiny Titty Committee.T usually just wore a camisole or tank top under
my shirts. Janine pulled out a small pair of blggans that she thought would fit. “I thought dha
stay in pajamas,” | said, hoping that | could cteng

“No one is on precautions long. We might as welithese now. Joan’s big on making patients
have someone bring things in for them, but we halvéhese clothes and they're here to be used. So,
let's use ‘em.” She smiled warmly.

When we finished, | put the clothing in my dresaed Janine said, “You've got time for a
shower before your appointment.”

| felt inexplicably exhausted, and | wasn't keen showering with an audience, either.
However, it seemed like a good idea to get cleanedo | reluctantly followed Janine as she chatter
away. “We can pick up toiletries at the nurseatiet: let’s just trot on over there.” She unlodke
closet and handed me a plastic bag filled with gf@mand other bathing paraphernalia, snatching a
razor from the bag and saying, “Oops, you can’tehténrs, but when you're off precautions you’ll be
allowed to shave.” Handing the razor to a womathatdesk, Janine asked, “Marta, would you label
this for Alex Moser and put it in the drawer, ple@s Then, turning back to me, “I think we’ll hat@
take that bandage off and check your arm beforecgpushower.” She unlocked another closet door,
told me to stay put, and went inside for a momeiyyrning with gauze and other supplies.

When we went into the bathroom, Janine said, “Okay your arm out,” and | dutifully held my
left arm in front of her, my face burning with sheam“Wow,” Janine whistled low. “You really did, it
didn’t you? It looks like you won't have too badsear, though; you can see whoever stitched you up
put in lots of tiny sutures. That'll make a ni¢kin scar. I'll bet it was McKelvey. She’s a pias
surgery resident at G.W. and she does great wi&s it a woman who did the suturing?”

“I don’t know. | was unconscious,” | mumbled.

Janine spoke so matter-of-factly about this, thouidpat | stopped feeling so embarrassed,
although | wasn’t sure feeling comfortable aboudisty up one’s arm was a good thing. At any rdte,
was not infected, and Janine cleaned and dresseddbnd, laying a clear plastic sheet of waterproof
stuff over the entire thing. “After you shower Weéake this off. Your skin needs to breathe. WMaut
a light gauze dressing over it, but this’ll makedtssible for you to shower without getting theuses
wet. Okay, let’'s get moving.”

She dragged a chair over to the bathroom doorway pulling a book from her pocket, she
positioned herself so that she was facing the daodsjrather than me. | felt grateful that she was

29



The Existence Game ¢ © Judith Susan Adams ¢ AlhRigreserved
No portion of this document may be copied for aggson without the express permission of the author.

sensitive to my discomfort, and | actually enjoyled shower tremendously. | felt completely safthwi
Janine sitting in the doorway. So much so thaashed my hair three whole times, luxuriating in the
fact that | could keep my eyes completely closedeminsing the thick mounds of soap from my face
and hair. | only peeked twice to make sure shestilgprotecting me. What a treat! That was what
needed, | decided. | needed to make a bundle atgnso that | could hire a bodyguard!

After my shower, | put on the clean pajamas, ceg&n donning the beltless bathrobe. It was
nearly nine. “You certainly love long showers,hifee quipped.

“l haven't had a shower since Monday,” | answerédidn’t care to explain my shower phobia.
“Do we have time to change the bandage?” | hetdrguarm.

“Oo, right, | forgot. Yes, let’'s do it quickly.’She took the clear plastic off, which hurt, anernth
she put two large gauze pads over the suturesigimtyltaped them. “That'll do,” she said. “Thigay
air can get in and help the skin heal. We’ll punare durable bandage around it at bedtime, ‘cause
this’ll come off while you’re sleeping. It'll comeff if you're not careful, too, so be careful!”

We walked down the hall, farther away from thesegt station, to an office with a door that had
a window in it, again with the criss-crossed wivaming through the glass. The door was open and a
serious looking man in a business suit was sitting desk. “Hi Dr. Frank,” Janine said, “This iA
She’s on precautions. I'll be back for her at Hiogy-five, okay?”

“Thank you, Janine,” the man had a rich tone at@o “Alex,” he stood and put his hand out.
“Welcome,” he said, indicating a chair next to thesk. A bronze plaque pushed to one side by a huge
stack of papers read:

L. JONATHAN FRANK, MD

Given the fact that | firmly believe | never woidd survived were it not for Dr. Frank, our first
meeting fell far short of the drama I'd like to bBble to ascribe to it. Nothing of The Frankster (a
nickname | found myself using shortly after meetlim), registered as even the tiniest blip on my
radar, and I'm sure | wasn’'t showing up on his sareeither. He was just a man in a suit, and | jwsts
a girl in pajamas. About the only thing | did retiwas his voice, which was deep and warm. And the
warmth in his voice had nothing to do with me. dsaanother borderline with another bandaged arm on
another day.

I'd been given the diagnosis of “borderline perdday disorder” during high school, and
psychological testing | had later during my hodmtdion confirmed this diagnosis. After the psych
tests, Dr. Frank had told me that he liked workivith borderlines. | learned from some of the other
staff that most people either liked borderlineshay couldn’t stand them — it was pretty rare teehao
feeling about them. They could change their enmstiand behavior so abruptly it would make a
person’s head spin. Drama in one form or anotteer avpart of the borderline persona.

Although | eventually came to trust and rely on Brank, the day | walked into his office | was
carting an enormous load of preconceived ideasalirttie anger | felt toward all of the therapistsow
had preceded him, who had failed me and left malieo | was utterly powerless to alter the
circumstances of my life, angry as a hornet, atallfoincapable of managing my anger appropriatély.
kept it buried so deeply | didn’t even know it wiaere most of the time. Then, suddenly, it bursinf
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me with the force of a tidal wave. After the waweke | hardly realized I'd even been angry, anfeltl
baffled by the carnage.

The continuous upheaval in my life was completehmanageable, although | never could
tolerate thinking that anything was unmanagealdd, \Wewed myself as a very flexible, “go with the
flow” sort of girl. Really, though, | was adriftin spite of my general belief that my life was tike
other people’s lives, and my awareness that | vaamlly unhappy, | didn’t think of myself as being
particularly ill. My bizarre world seemed normalme, and although | often felt totally separateuoinf
humanity, somehow this didn’t seem particularhasge. | was dramatic and needy, but | almost never
realized it. And though | knew that self-mutilatiovas thoroughly insane, | compartmentalized
everything, so except for when | was actually agttil didn’t think of myself as being that far affurse
— even as | dressed each day with hiding my sgatandages in mind. My personality functioned in
fragmented concert.

Dr. Frank looked to be about forty-five or so,hw#alt and pepper hair, attractive hazel eyes, and
heavy black eyebrows. He looked very formal; wegara dark blue, neatly pressed suit with a pale
yellow oxford and dark blue tie. There was a pbaaph on his desk of a beautiful young woman
standing near a flowering tree, which had beenntakehe early spring, when everything is that petf
shade of new green. What made the woman so etawas the extraordinarily lovely smile she had.
She looked somewhat similar to Dr. Frank and | dskehe was his daughter.

“No.” He smiled a soft smile, “She’s my wife.”

“Oh. She’s very pretty,” | felt embarrassed thdtthought she was his daughter. “What’s her
name?”

“Ellen,” he answered in a gentle tone. | had deai of what to say to him. He just sat there,
looking at me in a way that — and | could not ustiard how a person could do this — in a way thiat he
absolutely no expectation. It seemed to me thhtafked that would be okay. That no matter what
said, it would be okay. And if | said nothing, theould be just as okay. He didn’'t ask me whatrgve
other person had asked — why | was in the hospitid. just sat there. | felt uncomfortable with the
silence, but he seemed quite calm; just spendingedone existing. | began watching his chest gsin
and falling as he inhaled and exhaled and | treechatch my breathing with his. | couldn’'t manage it
though; he was able to go slower than I.

“What are you thinking about?” | finally blurtedio

His thick eyebrows arched up and he said, “Me? nthm Well, let's see. | was wondering if
the weather will be as nice tomorrow as it is totlay

“Why?”

“Well, I'll tell you,” he really had a lovely, samrous voice. “We just got a puppy and he likes
going for long walks. Or, rather, we like takingnhfor long walks to tire him out. He has a grdaal
of energy. If the weather is nice tomorrow, whiinhve some time, | can take him for a good long
walk.”

“Oh.” 1 didn’'t know what to make of that. | fedort of privileged to be invited, even in such a
tiny way, into his private world. My experiencetwishrinks was that, as a rule, they didn’t talkutb
their private lives with patients. | also feltillé confused. Why wasn’t he spending his timiaking
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about me? | was his patient, after all, and thas wy time, which he presumably was being paid a lo
of money for. That was stupid, though, since Imialking. His mind was free to wander, and Iswa
glad he’d mentioned the puppy. “What's the dogise?” | asked.

“Shorty,” he said with a grin. “Our daughter nafrrem.”
“Is he short?”

“He was, but we think he’ll be at least eighty pda when he’s done growing.”
“What kind of dog is he?”

“I'm not sure. We got him at a shelter.”

| didn’t know what else to say, so | just offerédhope you have good weather, too.” We sat in
silence for another few minutes, and Dr. Frank &mbko placid | finally asked, “Did you have to work
at it to sit so calmly for such a long time withdwatving any conversation?”

“As a matter of fact, | did. But now I'm quite idortable with silence. And you?” he smiled.
“No, not really. Not unless I'm trying to unnergemeone.”

“Do you feel that I'm trying to unnerve you?” hekad.

“No,” I said. “No, | don’t.”

“Well, 'm glad because | do not want you to feglcomfortable here. My wish is that you
should feel safe here in this room.” He smiledmigr

“Right, | appreciate that. | never feel safe ahgve, though.”

“I'm sorry you don't feel safe. That must feeletly bad, not having a safe place to be.” He
looked sad, too.

“Yeah, well I'm used to it,” | said acerbicallyaldened cowgirl that | was. | instantly regretted
my insolent tone, though, as it changed Dr. Frapléasant affect. It was a subtle change, but like
| had been relocated farther away on his planevdreness. He now sat there with the same
comfortable feeling, but he seemed more remote.

“Were you feeling unsafe on Tuesday night?” halfinasked. That was the night | had lost the
battle with the GR.

“Yeah, | guess. It's too complicated to try top&in.” | couldn’t find a way to say that my
landlord was evicting me, I'd lost my job, my bagind thought | was a punching bag, and that my
mother didn’t care if | dropped dead.

“Would you like to try? You can take it one se#pa time,” he said, in an inviting, warm voice.

“Um, there’s this man.” | stopped. I'd almostddim about the GR, and how he nagged and
nagged me, trying to get me to just die. I'd net@d anyone about the GR, and it startled and
frightened me that | had almost let that slip.

“Yes?” Dr. Frank prompted me. | was sure he tlmugvas talking about Vince.
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“I'm not talking about that idiot | just broke wpith,” | said, wishing I'd never said anything at
all. | suddenly felt cornered, and pulled my kneesunder my chin; a favorite position when | was
worried. | pushed myself into the corner of thaichbut | couldn’t quite disappear.

“Alex?” Dr. Frank said my name so gently. “Yoeaafe here.”

Dr. Frank’s gaze was warm and concerned, andkelbonto his eyes as though they were a life
raft. My world had suddenly turned inside-out dmnvdas trying desperately not to disappear as the GR
began bombarding me with a vicious assault.

“He just wants to screw you, Alexis — you always were such a little tart. Pull your pants down
and get it over with! That’s all he wants. That’s all you're good for!”

“No!!” | whispered desperately.

Dr. Frank was talking, but | couldn’t hear him ovlee sadistic laughter of the GR. | had never
told anyone about him and | was terrified to saytlimg now. But Dr. Frank looked genuinely
concerned; perhaps telling him was what | had to‘dtere’s a voice,” | answered, “just a voice.”

“A voice?” he asked. “What does this voice sagx®”

“l don't talk about him. He says things. Crueinigs.” | was barely whispering, and Dr. Frank
had to lean close. | thought, this is it, | reabund crazy, now.

My mother’s voice rang through my thoughts, “Threygoing to lock you up and throw away the
key, young lady. You see how you like that, missy!

| jumped up and ran from the room. | had to gedya | couldn’t believe | had allowed myself
to mention the GR. | wanted to crawl right outhoy skin. Someone called out, “No running!” but who
cared? | didn’t. | ran into the bedroom that Hatome my new home, feverishly looking for
something, anything, to hit myself over the heathwsomething to knock me out. | had to get away
from myself. There was nothing, so | stood in tdu®rway to the bathroom and started banging my
head as hard as | could against the doorjamb. é&é&yllexploded in a burst of agonizing pain, but the
evil jeering of the GR had disappeared. The nieixigt| knew, a million people had jumped me and |
was face down on the floor, some holding my heanhessitting on various parts of my body. | coutdn’
move. One person was kneeling into the backs oknegs; it was excruciating. Then | was lifted and
carried, tightly pinned on all sides. They put o a bed, not in my room, somewhere else, and
wrapped my arms and legs in some kind of cloth Wwhiey attached to bed railings. Someone sat on
top of me while several people held my legs and thielt a sharp stick; someone had given me a shot
of something. The world melted away.
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