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For Ben and Ida


For my family











Here I may add that I consider that I am still a useful member of society and I believe still capable of being pleasant and amusing when the occasion seems fit. The fact that I have no teeth and never could wear dentures does not in any way discomfort me, I don’t have to bite anybody.


— Leonora Carrington, The Hearing Trumpet












Letters to the Doctor: Stonehenge


Dear Doctor,


I hope that you had a delicious Thanksgiving.


Doctor, I have been to Stonehenge. Maybe you can tell by my blood sample?


When I was sixteen years old, I went to England to participate in a summer program at Oxford University. To me, it seemed that I was basically going to college, and what lent credibility to this feeling was that I had recently gotten the metal braces off my teeth, after seven years of metal braces affixed to each tooth, with the wires and elastics as well. I had turned sixteen that spring, and my grandmother had taken me to a department store to get my first supply of makeup, and I had started to menstruate shortly thereafter. It seemed to me that a chain reaction was under way, the “real deal” had begun, and it might even be possible to experience my first kiss. As this sixteen-year-old, I dressed myself in clothes that I now know would be called “business casual,” because I wrongly thought they were similar to clothes that women wore when they were the main character of a TV show about people dating and having a career in a city.


During the monthlong summer program at Oxford University, we went on many excursions, including a day trip to Stonehenge. I went there on a bus, wearing pearl earrings in my earlobes and a huge pad in my underpants. I took about eleven pictures of Stonehenge with my disposable camera.


Recently, I found a box of photographs that I took throughout the 1990s, and they were all out of order. The box of photographs was from my childhood home, which had recently been sold, and in what felt like a huge rush, my family was expunged from the place. It felt more like a shipwreck than an intentional move. When I opened the box, I sensed a secondary, personal shipwreck straggling ashore. There was a remote part of me that wanted to scan the floorboards to make sure that they were not wet by some sort of flat, salty wash. The photos showed a lot of faces that I remembered, but I could not put names to many of those faces. It was fairly straining to discover that I had recorded so much and that it was now worthless to me. Mostly, this random box made me feel as if my entire life has an unfindable leak, and most of the photos allowed for me to feel nothing but this feeling of the unfindable leak, but when I came upon the pictures of Stonehenge, I thought, “There they are! The stones!”


Nobody really knows what went on there at Stonehenge. That is the best part about it. It is a huge mystery and the stones are just sitting there in a field and anyone can go, and for some reason no jokers have come around to do spray paint on them. It was the Druids, they say. Well, okay? And my boyfriend and I watched a presentation on the computer about how they got the stones over there, but it did not solve it for me. I still felt the hunger that you feel with living mysteries.


So here is where we get to why I am writing to you today, Doctor. Have you any experience with patients who suddenly understood something, and then even though they had other things to do, they could not stop fixating on that new understanding? I guess the question is: How many patients of yours are affected by arresting revelations? Like the revelation itself is saying, Keep thinking about me, there is more, don’t let go of me, keep digging? Is this a common occurrence? Please keep this confidential — do not even use me anonymously for a case study in a presentation, please. What I understood, sitting on the rug and looking at these pictures taken by my sixteen-year-old self who was outfitted with a small plank of bloody gauze in her underwear, was that Stonehenge, these huge silenced rocks from long ago, is Witches That Got Turned into Rocks.


The strange thing about the stones is how they are just there in the field, and even though they are stones, you feel that they feel that they are cold. First it started as me looking at the photographs and being like, “Oh, okay, are these rocks that only Witches could lift?” And then I was paralyzed, holding this picture of old stones, a picture from a box from my home that I could not return to, and I heard and saw in my mind: The rocks are waiting for a storm, a wise, hot, and formidable storm that will only arrive when it knows the time has come. The rocks are waiting for this storm to come and float them up into the eye of itself, and then the stones will be cleaned with hot rain until they are made warm again. And then, obviously, when the warmth seeps far enough into the rocks, they will crack open and let their Witches out. And there would probably be a buttload of lightning at that point too, Doctor.


And sadly one of the Witches will be stone-gray and actually dead. But then — wait! She is in fact a velvety gray bird with ebony legs, and she is actually the special one in the group! But she still cannot talk, she lost that. She can only do bird noises, so the other Witches are always like, “What did you say, Ogma?” And then she will give a look or a marble-y sound and they will understand her in their souls.


The Witches do not soak in the storm for very long, only long enough to wake up, get washed and warmed, and reaffirm their purpose. Then they come back down here to do big work, but within small stories. They get to work right away.


They find that theirs is very refreshing work, because there are so many sweethearts all over! Whenever it happened that the Druids or something else (maybe even the Witches themselves?) cast the Witches into the stones, there were fewer people on the planet. Now each Witch is thrilled to have so much to work with. They perform small acts, constantly. They are listeners and listen without ever stopping. They listen up for people saying thank you to strangers and send them great ideas, good dreams, or general good fortune that runs on its own. They start killing all the ticks and scabies, they remind kind older people that they can still have best friends, they make flights and flights of airplanes safe, they fill stomachs, pair animals and humans, suck away bitterness, cut tension, shrink all of the bad tumors, flick pain away, spread coin around. They touch the evening right on the sky and make it romantic or significant, and many people feel that they are encountering the auspicious, and they are. They bump up all the gardens, any vine with a grape or flower or gourd. There are so many new, lovely singers. They bless every single doorway, they turn all of the guns into brooms, they shatter the internet, and they put it into the mind of every baby that every other baby is their beloved. And this is just some of it.


They waited too long in their stones. They are not in a rush or a worry, but they cannot help but make up for lost time. Doctor, one day I know that people will go from being like, “What actually is Stonehenge?” to being like, “Why did the Witches have to wait so long in their rocks? What delayed the storm?”


What I am saying, Doctor, is that when I was sixteen, I took eleven pictures of these stones, set up in their field, waiting to be taken in, made ready, and released. Now I know what is in the picture, but I did not know when I took it, yet something in me still pushed me to record it.


I guess my question is, knowing you have my blood and pictures of my skeleton, is there any chance that I too have been out cold in a standing stone for a long time? I ask this because I feel a kinship to the stones and what I now understand about the Witches, and the work that they do. I ask because even though I have all of these pictures and they are evidence of my living, there is a lot of my life that seems like it happened while I was stuck inside of something.


How many patients have you been able to properly diagnose as “Stone Sleepers,” which I understand to be a variety of Witch? You know me — I can just keep going as I am. I can just keep feeling my way along and let it rip every now and then, but I do feel that if I could be officially diagnosed, it would be like a warm washing, an essential ceremony to officially get me up and running, and then I would be able to relax into what I am. It would be like telling a Lion that they are a Lion, so then when they roar and when they hunt, they know that it is natural and that it is their big work and it would be really weird for them to not be doing it.


And the thing that makes the wish for a diagnosis a bit urgent, Doctor, is that the people who bought my family’s house (the house where the box of pictures had been for so long) are two brothers who said that they were buying it for their own elderly parents. What a kind act! The house is an old colonial with large windows and a large, wide front porch and amber-glass doorknobs on all doors. We know for a fact that Georgia O’Keeffe once spent the night there, because the first owners were her cousins, the O’Keeffes. What a nice present these brothers purchased for their parents! That famous artist might have even dreamed of one of those clit-flower paintings in that very home!


But then when the papers were signed, it turned out that the brothers were nothing but liars, because it turned out that the house was not a present for their parents (who live in Florida and are not coming north), but that these brothers were going to knock it down to do pricey real estate development on its spot. Making deals, Doctor — they could feel it right in their penises, the deal that they could make by lying to my parents about their own parents. My parents would have had second thoughts about selling to them if they had been told the truth of what was to come. My bet is that either these brothers were proud of the swindle or they didn’t notice it as anything but business as usual. My bet is also that they are not aware of the artwork of Georgia O’Keeffe.


This was already hard enough to take, the lying about their parents, but still, I tried to be mature about it in an effort to get what I wanted. I did not want a fight — after all, I am an adult and who cares about my childhood home? I am fortunate to have ever lived there at all, and I know that, Doctor. I just wanted some of the doorknobs and a small stained-glass window from the house. I wanted one of the basement stairs, the plank of wood that lay beneath the part of the ceiling that hung low. It has a white duck painted on a maroon background, and that was to remind you to duck down. I wanted to rescue these things from the specific type of disrespect that is obliteration, so I asked to be put in contact with one of the brothers so that I could buy back some of these items. I was shocked to find out that he was younger than I am. I had assumed he was old and faithless, not young and shitty. He wrote back a corporate-toned email about how they were “not ready to make any changes yet,” and so I wrote back to say that I would like to come and take the items and buy them before they destroy the home, and I made sure to say “destroy the home,” just in case he was actually alive in his heart. But I would love to do a bit more work in that area of trying to help him to see the effect he has on people, of making contact with what might be alive in his heart, I suppose.


I’m not saying I would do what the Witches would do; after all, they have been at this a really long time. Like, for example, the Witches would almost certainly send him dry fungus patches on his skin, all over, little almond-shaped gray patches with itches that never stop. Then, of course, if he ever slept through the itching, the Witches would touch his dreams: visions of his bloated hand slammed in a car door, recurring dreams of a constant drip of yellow from his butthole, stained pants and yellow down the leg. And every morning right before waking, he would dream a flock of sheep with teeth of pewter, advancing on his home, and he would know that they want to eat his physical ass with their dull, blunt old-metal teeth. Like a true loser, he would wake holding his butt cheeks together because he does not want his crack to get ripped into by dream-sheep.


That’s what the Witches would do. But as for me, maybe I would just write a piece about him and put it in a book, for example, just say the truth about how I feel about how he does his business on earth. I would start small, like maybe working out my rage through an outrageous fantasy, one that allows for my fury but also leaves room for mercy, and titillates me a little bit. In the years before, I would have said nothing and I would have told myself that somehow this loss and this situation of being lied to had something to do with my own low worth, something to do with an unfindable leak in myself or my life, an unfindable leak that drains me of my power. But I am different now. I don’t think that I brought this on. And I do have a response.


You can be asleep in a stone for so long, and so much can happen without your consent, and so much can happen because you are awake in the stone but afraid to even make a peep. But once you are out, once you get busted out, you can work freely and make up for lost time. You can respond. When I review my new understanding concerning the photos, the rocks, the Witches, and even the brothers who bought my family’s house, it is not simply that I understand what power has been slumbering inside. It is that I realize that of course I have the power to punish, but this is only a small trick compared to what I am capable of. Doctor, I have weathered my own hot storm. And it is not just that I have been washed; it is that I have been warmed. I do not wish to live forever in the poisonous fantasy where I punish perfectly and perpetually. I do not want to be as cold as a stone and dirty with what splatters back at me from my own combat. I want to be as warm as a live person and I want to be clean enough to be around the very young or the very vulnerable. I want to live in reality and spin my rage into something new, edible.


I think that the storm came down and woke me up because it knew that I finally wanted more than to sit and stew and bitterly snarl about what I find to be “bad.” I believe that my storm came when it knew that I wanted to be free and that I was ready to do my new work. The new work is to be able to forgive not just the ones who hurt or frightened or trapped me, but of course, it is the slow work of forgiving all of the specters inside of me who still spit, “Why were you even around those stones in the first place?” and “Why didn’t you bust out earlier?” One by one, I must forgive the shames and cruelties I have slung at myself for choices made at desperate moments, or for spending so long waiting for literally anyone but myself to tell me that I am indeed the creature that I suspect I am. This is the only debt I have to pay, forgiveness by forgiveness until I have brought myself far from any spooky stones and foggy fields and I am in my own arms again. I can see clearly now that my strength has just begun to flow and that I am about to fledge.


Doctor, obviously I am sold on this diagnosis of “Stone Sleeper Witch,” but please let me know if there is a test I should take, like the one I did for the ADHD. I think the medicine works but you can probably tell from this letter that nothing can really tame the wind, so to speak.


Kindly, with kindness,


J









Phase 1: Single









Light Bites


Five years ago I was finishing writing a book and I’d gone to my parents’ house on an island so that I could be totally alone and hopefully more focused, and not just jumping out of desk and dining room chairs and then running away from my work to do a fake task that “I just remembered I need to do!” And one day in the middle of a morning during this trip, I decided, Why not drive to the diner on the other end of the island and have something there? I had not thought of what. I did have some things to eat in the house, but I thought maybe I would just take the drive and then have a light bite over there. I suppose I was still breaking the rules of focusing-up, but it felt a bit different because I did have to have a meal at some point. It is maybe sad to say, but when I am alone, I find it hard to have full meals, and I do not really know how to “cook for one,” so when I am single I often have “light bites” at different intervals before the sun sets, like the elderly do. I like the elderly and I like eating this way, so actually it is not very sad, in my view. I drove the length of the island and got myself to the diner. I was seated in one of those good booths that are just for one person. It is a booth for one but it could be for two, which is low-pressure but also hopeful.


There was an elderly couple in one of the normal booths that are built to hold up to four people. The elderly man was talking in a loud horn of a voice and saying to the elderly woman, “I DON’T KNOW WHY IT’S SO HARD TO UNDERSTAND!” and she said, “Because it’s your head thinking it!” And then he wanted to leave but she wanted to finish her soft drink, and I took notice of them and thought, in my single booth, I never want that to happen to me.


But then they were laughing and I thought, I want that.


Unfortunately, I have always believed that if there was something unlikable about me that would become apparent, the likable qualities about me would be instantly erased, and then the relationship would probably end. This led to trying to be only likable, which of course caused me to feel very angry and resentful toward the person I was trying to impress, and then I would feel so put upon for being “forced to be perfect” and I would forget that I was the one who had started it, I was doing the forcing! And then to myself I would seem so unlikable, which would lead to me telling myself that I was very unlikable and therefore my partner would soon bust me on this unlikability and then dump me for it. And then I would have really hurt my own feelings and I would say to myself, “Okay, I do not want to be with you anymore, Jenny.” And then usually very soon after that, the other person would say it to me as well, and then I would be with myself, which was not what I’d wanted.


The old lady turned around to the booth behind her and asked two other elders what they had there at their table. One woman said “clam chowder,” the other woman said that “Arlene got a hot dog and fries,” but she did not say what she herself was having. When I overheard this, I thought, There is a lot of neutral information out there as well. And this was very calming. I was unsure about who Arlene was, but that was fine and not a stressor for me. I never heard what the second lady was having for lunch, and it was nice for me to experience letting go, just realizing that it was fine that I did not find out that information. The picture was still complete in its own way.


I also loved that it seemed like all of the customers knew each other. I appeared to be the only “rando” and I was wondering how many times I should come here so that the people would start to notice me and wonder about who I am, just an overall “There’s that random woman again — what’s her story?” How many times could I come to the diner until I could introduce myself to the hostess because she sees me so often, and then she would know my name? When I would come in after that point in time, I could say, “Hi, Lisa,” and have it feel wonderfully luxurious because I really wanted it to happen that she knew me and that we both firmly understood that I was a “regular.” It would feel luxurious, but also totally plausible, like how it felt to have an engagement ring when I had one before.


Scanning around a bit, I realized that most people in the restaurant were old, which was nice for me because I often feel my happiest when I am surrounded by the elderly, but this was a lot of old people. The wish for old people seemed to have bloomed too heavy for the stalk. And everyone was worrying about the bathroom key. I had a brief moment of panic where I jarred myself by wondering if I was actually in a dream, but it passed in a flash and I was steady again and doing my eavesdropping that I love to do.


I heard the same lady who had clam chowder say to the lady in the couple, “We were at the hairdresser’s, that’s why.” How lovely, really, just that story: She and someone (Arlene? Doesn’t matter) were at the hairdresser’s, and then they came here to have a light bite of lunch, and she had clam chowder and Arlene got a hot dog and this other lady had who cares/it’s fine.


I had a BLT and coffee, just a light bite, just like all the others here at luncheon.


At that point in my life, the issue of finding a partner felt like one that never ceased, it was grinding away 24/7, it never rested and never allowed rest for me either. The trip to the diner offered a good alternative to me. To be in the diner with all of the elderly retired people who were just getting their hair shaped and eating clams and hot dogs and being in relationship to each other and going to the bathroom, it just all felt more like a “Here I am” and this meant nothing more or nothing less, and it was such a huge relief to not see a problem, but also not be lying about my life by refusing to acknowledge a problem. Everything in my life was still the same, and yet there was not a problem now, no problem at all.


A honker might need to blare it into your head, but no matter how you come to realize it, “it’s your head thinking it” is actually the key to what you are experiencing. But you do have to identify the key. Everything felt so much easier to me then — not that I had given up on finding a companion, not even that I cared less about that pursuit, but that I did not have to stress out because of an absence. I felt able to totally unwind, and my life felt refurbished by a perspective that was very easy to understand. I saw what was real, and I was a part of it. I was enjoying a simple meal in a gentle context that allowed me to rest a bit while still asking for and receiving things from the world at large. There was a time when eating alone in a restaurant would have caused me to do a rude inventory of all that I’d not accomplished or all that I had ruined, but now I knew that even though I had come here alone, it was not actually a problem, and at that moment I did not have to worry about anything at all.









Letters to the Doctor: The Old-Fashioned Doctor


Dear Doctor,


I am just feeling curious about something. Say what?! You’re probably like, Just curious? Not a crisis?! Nurse! Get in here and tell me who the hell is this fucking letter from!? But here’s what I’m wondering: If you could choose to be a doctor at any time in history, would you choose to be the kind of doctor you are now, with all of the fancy machines, or would you choose to be a doctor in the 1950s who smokes cigarettes even during an exam and whose answer to everything is the new wonder drug called amphetamines? Or would you be an ancient Sumerian doctor who taps a stake all the way into a live patient’s skull with a scary little hammer (to treat the headache), and then calls it a day? If you could choose, would you be the kind of doctor that you are now? Because in my opinion, the kind you are now is definitely the best kind yet. I am certainly thankful for the medical care of today, which is so advanced that if you show up at the hospital and they don’t even know your name, they still have all the machines and the labs and the medicines, and chances are they can fix you even without knowing your name. So, kudos!


But as for me, Doctor, sometimes I think I would want to be a doctor from the Jane Austen–y past. I suppose it is because I feel foolishly romantic about the idea of a doctor who isn’t a total stranger? Don’t get me wrong, I know those physicians were horrible at getting you well. They were always sticking leeches on people and boiling water for no reason and dripping droppers of nettle water out of dusty glass bottles, plus they took like five hours to get to you because their car was a wagon with a horse who had been asleep, and they would arrive in an overcoat that stank of mildew and B.O., and underneath that they had a long nightgown and most likely no underwear on, all to peer at you with a candle, put a gelatinous bug on your vein to suck your blood out, and then look exhausted themselves because of outrageously puffy under-eye bags like the PBS news anchors from the 1980s, and then after all of that they would say something like, “All we can do is pray.”
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