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STELLA MARIS



Black River Falls, Wisconsin
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Established 1902


Since 1950 a non-denominational facility and hospice for the care of psychiatric medical patients.




October 27, 1972


Resident Unit


Case 72-118


Patient is a twenty-year-old Jewish/Caucasian female. Attractive, possibly anorexic. Arrived at this facility six days ago apparently by bus and without luggage. Admission signed by Dr Wegner. Patient had a plastic bag full of hundred dollar bills in her purse—something over forty thousand dollars—which she attempted to give to the receptionist. Patient is a doctoral candidate in mathematics at the University of Chicago and has been diagnosed as paranoid schizophrenic with a longstanding aetiology of visual and auditory hallucinations. Resident of this facility on two prior occasions.












I








Hi. I’m Dr Cohen.


You’re not the Dr Cohen I was expecting.


Sorry about that. That would be Dr Robert Cohen.


Yes. I guess there’s no shortage of Dr Cohens.


Probably not. How are you? Are you all right?


Am I all right.


Yes.


I’m in the looney bin.


Well. Other than that, I suppose.


How long have you been doing this?


About fourteen years.


You’re going to record this.


I think that was the agreement. Is that all right?


I suppose. At the time I thought you were somebody else.


It’s not all right.


No. It’s okay. Although I should say that I only agreed to chat. Not to any kind of therapy.


Yes. Is there anything you’d like to ask me? Before we begin.


We have begun. Such as what?


Maybe you should tell me a little about yourself.


Oh boy.


No?


Are we going to paint by the numbers?


I’m sorry?


It’s all right. It’s just that I’m naive enough to keep imagining that it’s possible to launch these sorties on a vector not wrenched totally implausible by cant.


It’s what? My tone of voice?


It’s all right. We’ll do it your way. What the hell.


Well. I dont want to get off to a bad start. I just thought you might want to tell me a little about why you’re here.


I didnt have anyplace else to go.


And why here.


I’d been here before.


Why originally, then.


Because I couldnt get into Coletta.


And why Coletta?


It was where they sent Rosemary Kennedy. After her father had her brains scooped out.


Do you have some connection with the family?


No. I didnt know anything about psychiatric centers. I just figured that if that was the place they’d come up with it was probably a pretty good place. I think they scooped her brains out someplace else, actually.


You’re talking about a lobotomy.


Yes.


Why did they do that to her?


Because she was weird and her father was afraid someone was going to fuck her. She wasnt what the old man had in mind.


Is that true?


Yes. Unfortunately.


Why did you feel you had to go someplace?


You mean this time?


Yes. This time.


I just did. I’d left Italy. Where my brother was in a coma. They kept trying to get my permission to pull the plug. To sign the papers. So I fled. I didnt know what else to do.


It was something you couldnt bring yourself to do? Take him off life support?


Yes.


Is he brain-dead?


I dont want to talk about my brother.


All right. Just tell me why he’s in a coma.


He was in a car wreck. He was a racecar driver. I really dont.


All right. Is there anything you’d like to ask me?


About what?


Anything. About me if you like. May I call you Alicia?


You want me to ask you about yourself.


If you like. Yes.


You teach at the University.


At Madison. Yes.


I know where the University is. You dress rather well for an academician.


Thank you.


It wasnt a compliment. You’re not a psychoanalyst.


I’m a psychiatrist.


You’re not an MD.


I am. In fact.


What else.


I’m married. I have two children. My wife runs a children’s program for the city. I’m forty-three years old.


What do you get up to when no one’s looking?


I dont. And you?


I smoke an occasional cigarette. I dont drink or use drugs. Or take medication. You dont have any cigarettes I dont suppose.


No. I could bring some.


Okay.


What else?


I have clandestine conversations with supposedly nonexistent personages. I’ve been called a you-know-what teaser but I dont think that’s true. People seem to find me interesting but I’ve pretty much given up talking to them. I talk to my fellow loonies.


You dont talk to other mathematicians?


Not anymore. Well. Some.


Why is that?


It’s a long story.


Are you still working at mathematics?


No. Not what you’d call mathematics.


What sort of mathematics were you doing?


Topology. Topos theory.


But you’re not doing that anymore.


No. I got distracted.


What was it that distracted you?


Topology. Topos theory.


Maybe we should skip the mathematics for the time being.


That’s fine. I didnt know what I was doing anyway.


I’m surprised to hear you say that. Couldnt you get help from some of the other mathematicians?


No. They didnt know either.


You’re sure it’s all right about the recording?


Sure. What if I say fuck or something? I think I did, actually. Actually there it is again.


I dont know. I think the agreement was that you wouldnt have any editing privileges.


I’m not really serious.


Oh.


Alicia’s okay. I prefer it to Henrietta.


You’re not being serious again.


No.


All right. You dont want to tell me anything about your brother?


This is starting to sound like the Eliza Program. No. I dont. Want to.


The computer psychiatric program.


Yes.


All right. What would you like to talk about?


I dont know. I think I just want to be a smartass. If you want to actually talk to me we’re going to have to cut through at least some of the bullshit. Dont you think? Or do you?


I do. I think you’re absolutely right.


Such as that.


Is that bullshit?


Of course it’s bullshit. No way in hell do you think I’m absolutely right.


I see.


And please dont say I see.


It just means I’m trying to understand your point of view. Is there anyone you’re in contact with?


You mean real people?


Preferably. Yes.


Not really.


No mathematicians? No one from the University?


I thought we werent going to talk about mathematics.


All right.


I still write to Grothendieck but he’s left IHES and he doesnt write back. Which is all right. I dont expect him to.


Is he a mathematician?


Yes. Or he was.


Where does he live?


I dont know where he lives. I suppose he’s still in France.


It’s not a very French name.


It’s not a French name at all. His father’s name was Schapiro. Later Tanaroff. He has no citizenship. He was a displaced child in the war. Hiding. Running for his life. His father died at Auschwitz.


Where do you send the letters?


To IHES. You dont know who he is, do you?


No.


It’s all right. We were friends. We are friends. We share a common skepticism.


About what?


About mathematics.


I’m not sure that I follow you.


It’s all right.


You’re skeptical about mathematics?


Yes.


You feel disappointed in the discipline in some way? I’m not sure how you can be skeptical about the entire subject.


I know.


But it has disappointed you.


That would be one way to put it.


How would it do that?


Well. In this case it was led by a group of evil and aberrant and wholly malicious partial differential equations who had conspired to usurp their own reality from the questionable circuitry of its creator’s brain not unlike the rebellion which Milton describes and to fly their colors as an independent nation unaccountable to God or man alike. Something like that.


You think my questions are naive.


I’m sorry. No. I dont. The failure doesnt lie with the querent.


Is he a prominent mathematician? Your friend.


Grothendieck. He’s widely regarded as the foremost mathematician of the twentieth century. If you ignore the fact that Hilbert and Poincaré and Dedekind and Cantor all lived into the twentieth century. Which you should, since all their major work was done in the nineteenth. And I’m not all that big a fan of von Neumann.


I’m sorry but I dont know those names.


I know. It’s all right. Well, not really. But it’s okay.


Grothendieck.


Yes.


Did you work with him?


I dont know if you would call it work. We spent a lot of time talking. He would come to the Institute on Tuesdays. And I spent a lot of time at his house. I would eat with the family. Then the conversations would go on into the night. In a sense we were just in the same nuthouse together. The Institute had been established for him and another mathematician named Dieudonné by a wealthy Russian named Motchane—if that in fact was his real name—who was mad as a hatter. It was modeled after the IAS. At Princeton. Oppenheimer was an advisor. I was there for a year, but at that time the funds had begun to dry up. In the end I never got all of my fellowship money. I was the only woman there. At first they thought I worked in the kitchen.


I take it it was not a good experience.


It was fantastic. Even at Chicago I’d had a certain amount of trouble. But Grothendieck would listen to every word you said. Nodding and scribbling on his pad. Talking. Asking you questions you hadnt asked yourself.


How old were you?


Seventeen.


And that wasnt an issue. Your age.


It wouldnt even occur to him.


Why doesnt he write?


Mostly because he’s given up mathematics.


As have you.


Yes. As have I.


Was that hard?


Well. I think maybe it’s harder to lose just one thing than to lose everything.


One thing could be everything.


Yes. It could. Mathematics was all we had. It’s not like we gave up mathematics and took up golf. Now he gets invited to seminars to talk and he shows up and rants about the environment or the warmongers. His parents were political activists. He’s very devoted to their memory. He has a pencil drawing of his father on his desk and what I’m told is a deathmask of his mother. But the truth is that they abandoned him as a child to pursue their political dream of a world that will never be and my guess is that he felt compelled to take up their cause in order to justify their betrayal of him. He’s married and has children. And I’m afraid that he’ll do the same thing.


Are you crying?


I’m sorry.


But he gave it all up.


Yes.


Why?


His friends believe that he has become increasingly unstable mentally.


Has he?


It’s complicated. You end up talking about belief. About the nature of reality. Anyway, some of my fellow mathematicians would be entertained to hear abandoning mathematics presented as evidence of mental instability.


How old is he?


He’s forty-four.


And you went to France to accept a fellowship at his Institute.


I went to France to be with my brother. I didnt know if he was coming back. But yes. I wanted to go to the Institute. They were doing what I wanted to do.


You’d already graduated from the University of Chicago.


Yes.


At sixteen.


Yes. I was in the doctoral program. I still am, I suppose. I had no life, really. All I did was work.


If you had not become a mathematician what would you like to have been?


Dead.


How serious a response is that?


I took your question seriously. You should take my response seriously.


Are you okay?


Yes. Maybe I did sort of blow off your question. What I really wanted was a child. What I do really want. If I had a child I would just go in at night and sit there. Quietly. I would listen to my child breathing. If I had a child I wouldnt care about reality.


You surprise me.


Yes. Well.


Do you want to go on?


I’m all right. In any event Grothendieck and Motchane had a falling-out. Motchane told him that the Institute was accepting military money so that he would resign. Which he did. I’m not even sure if it was true. About the money.


Is he really a great mathematician?


Yes.


Is there anything he did that I might understand?


I dont know. He’s turned out more work than any five mathematicians should be expected to. Approaching Euler. Finally he set out to rewrite all of algebraic geometry. He only got through about a third of it. Several thousand pages. But he changed mathematics fundamentally. He led the Bourbaki group but in the end they couldnt follow him. Or wouldnt. Their mathematics was grounded in set theory—which was beginning to look more and more porous—and he’d moved a good bit beyond that. To a whole new level of logical abstraction. A new way of looking at the world. He was completing what Riemann started. To unseat Euclid forever. Ignoring for now the Fifth Postulate. The intrusion of infinity which Euclid couldnt deal with. When you get to topos theory you are at the edge of another universe. You have found a place to stand where you can look back at the world from nowhere. It’s not just some gestalt. It’s fundamental.


You committed yourself here.


At Stella Maris.


Yes.


If you get committed you get certified but if you commit yourself you dont. They figure that you must be reasonably sane or you wouldnt have shown up. On your own. So you get a pass as far as the records are concerned. If you’re sane enough to know that you’re crazy then you’re not as crazy as if you thought you were sane.


You’ve been here what? Twice before?


Yes.


Why this time? I guess is what I’m asking.


I kept encountering strange people in my room.


Apparently that’s nothing new.


I wanted to see some people here.


Patients.


Yes. You think I’d come here to visit with the help?


You mean the counselors.


Yes.


I dont know.


Sure you do.


You’re not on any medication.


No.


Do you think that’s wise?


I dont know what’s wise. I’m not a wise person.


But you dont think you’re crazy.


I dont know. No. At least I dont fit in your crazy book.


The DSM.


Yes. Of course I’m not the only one who’s not in there.


Are you still having hallucinations?


I never said that they were hallucinations.


You referred to your visitors as nonexistent persons.


Personages.


Personages then.


I was quoting from the literature.


What literature is that?


The literature on me. But no. I havent seen them lately. They dont like to come around a place like this. It makes them uncomfortable. You’re smiling.


You seem almost to be saying that such a facility in itself promotes mental health. What? In the manner of a church fending off evil spirits?


I suppose that could be an okay analogy. The Church never tires of talking about sinners. The saved hardly get a mention. Someone pointed out that Satan’s interests are wholly spiritual. Chesterton, I think.


I’m not sure I understand.


Satan is only interested in your soul. He doesnt give a shit about your welfare otherwise.


Interesting. Your visitors. Whatever they are. What can you tell me about them?


I never know how to answer that question. What is it that you want to know?


Do they come with names?


Nobody comes with names. You give them names so that you can find them in the dark. I know you’ve read my file but the good doctors pay scant attention to any descriptions of hallucinatory figures.


How real do they seem to you? They have what? A dreamlike quality?


I dont think so. Dream figures lack coherence. You see bits and pieces and you fill in the rest. Sort of like your ocular blindspot. They lack continuity. They morph into other beings. Not to mention that the landscape they occupy is a dream landscape.


The principal figure is a bald dwarf.


A small person. Yes.


The Kid.


The Kid. Yes.


But he’s not like a figure in your dreams.


No. He’s like a figure in your room.


I wonder if you have any opinion as to why these figures should take on the particular appearance which they do.


Would you like to try another question? They take on the appearance of which their appearance is composed. I suppose what you really want to know is what they might be symbolic of. I’ve no idea. I’m not a Jungian. Your question suggests too that you think there might be some possibility of orchestrating this inane menagerie. Somehow or other. Each figure of which all but shimmers with reality. I can see the hairs in their nostrils and I can see into their earholes and I can see the knots in their shoelaces. You think that you might be able to stage out of this an opera of my troubled mental processes. I wish you luck.


But you’re aware that other people dont believe that beings such as these exist.


Define exist.


Sorry?


I’m not really concerned with what other people believe. I dont consider them qualified to have an opinion.


Because they havent seen them.


Well. I think that qualifies as a logical dead end. What do you think?


I’m sure you know that hallucinations on the scale at which you describe yours are vanishingly rare. More than one counselor has suggested that you were making them up.


Making them up.


Yes.


That comes off as a rather odd locution, doesnt it?


That you were making it up that you were making them up.


Yes, well. They’re not entitled to an opinion either.


The counselors?


The counselors.


Maybe not. When did this business start? At what age?


Do you think that I present as a florid psychotic?


No. I dont. But then of course you dont like to be tested.


No. Do you?


No. Unless I think I’m going to do well. But you think that tests in general are what? Misguided? Invasive?


Let’s just say that I dont like them.


But you took some of the tests. You made a perfect score on the advanced Raven’s.


It’s been done before.


Not in the time in which you did it.


The initial questions are pretty stupid. You just fill in the figure that’s missing. It’s only compound in a fairly primitive way. The problems get more difficult but they’re not really different. Besides, no matter how complex the figures become there are still no more than six rules.


At the end of the test you sketched in a couple of three-dimensional matrices.


Lattices. Yes. One of them was geometric and the other was computational. They werent that difficult. But I thought they looked promising. I saw that they could get pretty gnarly pretty quickly. If you didnt get the dimensionality right you couldnt follow the progression. I never heard back from them. But it was my sense that if people could ace the tests you’d come up with then you probably needed tougher tests. I thought you wanted to talk about the horts?


About the what?


The horts. The entities. Horts as in cohorts.


Is that a word? Horts?


It is now. I suppose the closest word to it would be orts. In English a piece, in German a place. Anyway, at what age. To your question. At the onset of menses I think it says in the file.


I just wondered if that was correct. That’s rather early.


You could even call it precocious.


I hope you’ll excuse the question but at what age was this?


Twelve.


Schizophrenia typically doesnt occur in females until the late teens or early twenties.


I’ve never been legitimately diagnosed as schizophrenic.


No.


Maybe they’ll devise a test for general weirdness. Whatcha think?


You took the MMPI here. Two years ago.


All right.


Speaking of general weirdness. You were classified as a sociopathic deviant followed by a number of other rather unattractive adjectives. This was on scale four. Did you know the Minnesota test?


No. I dont sit around studying your tests. I find them breathtakingly stupid and meaningless. So I just kept getting more and more pissed off. In the end I was trying to qualify as a possibly homicidal lunatic.


You werent concerned about being confined?


I was confined.


You didnt find anything interesting about the Minnesota test.


No.


You scored ninety-six on the Stanford-Binet.


I was trying to score a hundred.


Why?


Because that’s what you’re supposed to score.


What is your actual IQ?


I dont have one.


This is not a form of hubris? Being untestable?


Not if you’re not. Anyway, the Stanford-Binet is racist. Among other things.


How can it be racist?


There are no questions about music on the test. For instance. Apparently music doesnt count. So here’s a black guy with a measured IQ of eighty-five who is by any metric you might care to choose a musical genius. Simply off the charts. But to the IQ folks he’s little more than a halfwit.


I suppose you think the test-people themselves are not all that bright.


I’ve never met anyone in this business who had any grasp at all of mathematics. And intelligence is numbers. It’s not words. Words are things we’ve made up. Mathematics is not. The math and logic questions on the IQ tests are a joke.


How did it get that way? Intelligence as numerical.


Maybe it always was. Or maybe we actually got there by counting. For a million years before the first word was ever said. If you want an IQ of over a hundred and fifty you’d better be good with numbers.


I would think it would be difficult for someone to assemble the responses which you did on some of these tests without being familiar with the test.


I’d had a certain amount of practice. I had to make A’s in the humanities in college without reading the idiotic material assigned.


You wouldnt read the material on principle?


No. I just didnt have time.


Why didnt you have time?


Because I was doing math eighteen hours a day.


Some people would say that’s not possible.


Yes. They would.


What about scale eight?


I dont know what that is.


Well, among other things it’s designed to test for schizophrenia.


Yeah? How’d I do?


You squeaked past. So if you were manipulating the test might it not mean you were schizoid and somehow managed to lie about it? Of course the test is also designed to pick up head trauma and epilepsy.


I was dropped on my head as a child.


Is that true?


No.


All this math you were doing. It cant have all been assigned material.


None of it was assigned material.


What was it that interested you most?


I spent a certain amount of time on game theory. There’s something seductive about it. Von Neumann got caught up in it. Maybe that’s not the right term. But I think I finally began to see that it promised explanations it wasnt capable of supplying. It really is game theory. It’s not something else. Conway or no Conway. Everything that you start out with is a tool, but your hope is that it actually comprises a theory.


But game theory is a theory isnt it?


If you say so.


You were living in the attic at your grandmother’s house.


Yes. After my mother died. Bobby fixed it up for me.


And this is where the apparitions first appeared?


Yes.


What were they doing while you were doing all this math?


I dont know. After a while I pretty much ignored them. Except for the Kid. He was pretty hard to ignore.


I’m puzzled that you didnt find them more disturbing.


Well. I was twelve. How would I know that it wasnt normal?


But you did know.


I knew that it wasnt normal. But I didnt know that it wasnt normal for me.


Why is he called the Kid?


It’s short for the Thalidomide Kid. He doesnt have any hands. Just these flippers.


This is the dwarf.


Small person.


Who else?


Just a lot of characters. Entertainers. Supposedly.


Did you find them entertaining?


No.


And they just appear. Out of nowhere.


As opposed to what? Out of somewhere? All right. Nowhere. We’ll stick with nowhere. Look. I know this conversation pretty much by heart.


From other counselors.


Yes.


What would you like me to do?


Surprise me.


Surprise you.


Yes. Well. I wont hold my breath. The factual and the suspect are both subject to the same dimming with time. There is a fusion in the memory of events which is at loose ends where reality is concerned. You wake from a nightmare with a certain relief. But that doesnt erase it. It’s always there. Even after it’s forgotten. The haunting sense that there is something you have not understood will remain long after. What you were trying to ask me. The answer is no. They simply arrive. Unannounced. No strange odors, no music. I listen to them. Sometimes. Sometimes I just go to sleep.


Can you sleep with them in the room?


This is like having a conversation with Zeno. Have you thought about that question? Isnt it funny how it’s always in the last place you look.


All right. But in general you dont find them frightening.


No.


And that doesnt seem strange to you.


No. I was twelve. I probably thought they accompanied puberty. Everybody else did. Anyway, it was the puberty that was frightening, not the phantoms. The more naive your life the more frightening your dreams. Your unconscious will keep trying to wake you. In every sense. Imperilment is bottomless. As long as you are breathing you can always be more scared. But no. They were what they were. Whatever they were. I never saw them as supernatural. In the end there was nothing to be afraid of. I’d already learned that there were things in my life that were best not to share. From about the age of seven I never mentioned synesthesia again. For instance. I thought it was normal and of course it wasnt. So I shut up about it. Anyway, I knew that something was coming, I just didnt know what. Ultimately you will accept your life whether you understand it or not. If I had any fear of the eidolons it was not their being or their appearance but what they had in mind. That I’d no understanding of. The only thing I actually understood about them was that they were trying to put a shape and a name to that which had none. And of course I didnt trust them. Maybe we should move on.


But they come and go at will?


At will?


Yes.


Jesus. I cant answer your question. The only will they subtend would be something like Schopenhauer’s Will.


I was just trying to point out that it is unusual for patients to be comfortable with hallucinations. They usually understand that they represent some sort of disruption of reality and that can only be frightening to them.


Them.


Yes.


Well. I guess what I understand is that at the core of the world of the deranged is the realization that there is another world and that they are not a part of it. They see that little is required of their keepers and much of them.


Do you think that’s true?


No. But they do.


These beings that come to entertain you but they’re not very good at it. Entertain. Distract. What do you think it is that they’re supposed to be doing?


I dont know what it is that they’re supposed to be doing. It’s all lame beyond words.


You must have some notion of what it is that they want.


They want to do something with the world that you havent thought of. They want to set it at question.


Why would they?


Because that’s who they are. What they are. If you just wanted an affirmation of the world you wouldnt need to conjure up weird beings.


Is that the purpose of entertainment? If you can call it that. To raise doubts about the world?


Why not?


What else can you say about them? Do they cast a shadow? Can they enter a locked room?


They dont have any trouble putting in an appearance. It wouldnt occur to you to ask if a figure in a dream could cast a shadow.


No. I guess it wouldnt. But you say they’re not like figures in a dream.


No. And you might suppose that they devote a certain amount of energy just to appearing plausible. But that’s just a charade. A distraction.


From what?


We’re sort of back to square one. I suppose it’s true that the first duty of any hallucination is to appear real, but to attempt to emulate a reality in which your credentials have expired implies another agenda. To suit yourself up in this new world is at best but a preparation.


You called them hallucinations.


I’m just trying to live in your world.


Now I know you’re being facetious.


Do you really want to go into all this?


I’m not sure what all this is.


That there is little joy in the world is not just a view of things. Every benevolence is suspect. You finally figure out that the world does not have you in mind. It never did.


Most people manage to live out their allotted days in something other than a state of despair.


Yes. They do.


If you had to say something definitive about the world in a single sentence what would that sentence be?


It would be this: The world has created no living thing that it does not intend to destroy.


I suppose that’s true. What then? Is that all that the world has in mind?


If the world has a mind then it’s all worse than we thought.


Does it? It is?


I dont know that we’ll get that far.


In these consultations.


Yes. Let’s go back to the allotted days.


All right.


I doubt that anyone would live his life over. They’d hardly relive a day of it.


I can think of days I wouldnt mind living over.


Moments of joy or insight maybe. But the whole twenty-four hours?


I wouldnt rule it out. Do you spend a lot of time thinking about death?


I dont know what a lot is. Contemplating death is supposed to have a certain philosophical value. Palliative even. Trivial to say, I suppose, but the best way to die well is to live well. To die for another would give your death meaning. Ignoring for the time being the fact that the other is going to die anyway.


I dont know how much of this is said for effect.


Let’s just say all of it.


That, for instance. What about living for others?


Well. Exempting the amorphous others of social ideologies and sticking to real people I suppose it might be rare enough to qualify at least as a neurosis. What do you think?


Or that. There’s a note in your files to the effect that you felt you were decaying. I think that’s the word you used. Do you remember making such a statement? It sounds like a rather classical somatic delusion. Something out of the literature. Or were you just stringing your keepers along?


Maybe I was just bored.


Well. People get bored.


No they dont.


They dont?


No. They’ve no idea what boredom is.


Well. I’ll take your word for it. Although intelligence in itself is generally supposed to stand off tedium.


I think it does. Up to a point. Then the door buckles.


I guess what concerns me is that the skepticism of these clinicians—some of whom apparently refused in the end to believe anything you said—makes it hard, or maybe even impossible, to treat you. They dont really know what tack to take with someone whom they believe to be simply making everything up.


Making everything up.


Yes.


That troublesome phrase.


Yes.


I suppose I could ask what it is that they think they’re being paid to do. They want to explain either my delusions or my predilection for lying but the truth is that they cant explain anything at all. Do they think it would be easier to treat someone who was delusional or someone who only believed that she was? You should listen to what this sounds like. Anyway, I’m long past explaining. I’m done.


Do you feel that you belong here? At Stella Maris?


No. But that doesnt answer your question. The only social entity I was ever a part of was the world of mathematics. I always knew that was where I belonged. I even believed it took precedence over the universe. I do now.


Over the universe.


Yes.


You’re not having fun with me.


Not much.


I meant in the sense of pulling my leg.


I know in what sense you meant.


I guess I’m just surprised that you would feel at home in a mental facility.


Maybe it’s not a matter of being at home. Maybe it’s just a matter of taking advantage of the latitude extended to the deranged.


You talk to the other patients.


Yes. Of course.


Do you think that they tell you the truth?


About what?


Just in general. About anything.


I dont know. No. What I do think is that everybody here pretty much agrees that everybody else who’s here should be here. Where else do you get that?


I see.


You should really try to stop saying that.


I’ll see what I can do. Your familiars. I really dont know what to call them.


Familiars is okay.


Do they enjoy a certain ascendancy? I’m not clear about this. Do they tell you what to do?


No. The ascendancy they enjoy is that they know who I am but I dont know who they are.


Does that pretty much define the relationship would you say?


Maybe it’s simply a model of the relationship in which one stands to the world.


That translates as the world knowing who you are but not you it. Do you believe that?


No. I think your experience of the world is largely a shoring up against the unpleasant truth that the world doesnt know you’re here. And no I’m not sure what that means. I think the more spiritual view seeks grace in anonymity. To be celebrated is to set the table for grief and despair. What do you think?


I dont know.


It’s not something people ask. It’s just what they wonder: Is the world in fact aware of us. But it has good company. As a question. How about: Do we deserve to exist? Who said that it was a privilege? The alternative to being here is not being here. But again, that really means not being here anymore. You cant never have been here. There would be no you to not have been. What do you think, Doctor?


You can call me Michael if you prefer.


I dont. Prefer.


But you dont mind if I call you Alicia.


No.


Your name was originally Alice.


My father’s sense of humor.


I’m sorry?


Bob and Alice are the names of the two characters in certain questions of a narrative type in science. I changed it. When I was fifteen.


Your name.


Yes.


You had it changed legally.


Yes.


Wouldnt you have to be eighteen to do that?


You would. I changed my birth certificate first.


How did you do that?


My brother had a criminal friend named John Sheddan who had a friend who ran a printshop in Morristown Tennessee that specialized in forging documents. Anyway, I thought Alicia was more pretentious.


You wanted to be pretentious?


You really do sound like Eliza sometimes. I was Alice Western from Wartburg Tennessee and I wanted to be a Hohenzollern princess. Maybe I am. Wise child.


Maybe we should move on. As you like to say.


All right.


A long silence. Can I ask what you’re thinking?


I’m not. Thinking.


There’s some question as to whether or not that’s possible.


Yes, well. I work at it. You can stop talking to yourself of course. But you can only do so by talking to yourself. Counting your breaths or reciting a mantra. Thinking is harder.


Thinking and talking are different.


Talking is just recording what you’re thinking. It’s not the thing itself. When I’m talking to you some separate part of my mind is composing what I’m about to say. But it’s not yet in the form of words. So what is it in the form of? There’s certainly no sense of some homunculus whispering to us the words we’re about to say. Aside from raising the spectre of an infinite regress—as in who is whispering to the whisperer—it raises the question of a language of thought. Part of the general puzzle of how we get from the mind to the world. A hundred billion synaptic events clicking away in the dark like blind ladies at their knitting. When you say: How shall I put this? What is the this that you are trying to put? Maybe we should move on. As you say I like to say.


What would you change if you could change anything?


Anything.


Yes.


I’d elect not to be here.


In this consultation.


On this planet.


You’ve been placed on suicide watch before. How serious an issue is that?


How serious an issue is suicide?


No. I mean do you think that you’re at risk.


I know what you meant. Maybe as long as you’re thinking about it you’re okay. Once you’ve made up your mind there’s nothing to think about.


So where would you be in this process?


I’d prefer not to be put on suicide watch.


I’d prefer it too.


How many people if they could snap their fingers and vanish would do so? Would you think. All trace of both being and ever having been.


I dont know. Less than you I would suppose.


To wish oneself never to have been. Again, not the same as no longer to be. Who is that? Anaximander? The same for whom?


I’ve no idea.


You’re pretty much obliged to reckon that at the last suspiration the dying become not only acceptant of death but dedicated to it. That there must be some epiphany that makes it possible for even the dullest and most deluded of us to accept not only what is unacceptable but unimaginable. The absolute terminus of the world. Which will not wonder even for the briefest second what might have become of us.


And no comfort I suppose in the commonality of it.


Well. I suppose you could assign some sort of community to the dead. It doesnt seem like much of a community though does it? Unknown to each other and soon to anyone at all. Anyway. It’s just that those people who entertain a mental life at odds with that of the general population should be pronounced ipsofuckingfacto mentally ill and in need of medication is ludicrous on the face of it. Mental illness differs from physical illness in that the subject of mental illness is always and solely information.


Information.


Yes. We’re here on a need-to-know basis. There is no machinery in evolution for informing us of the existence of phenomena that do not affect our survival. What is here that we dont know about we dont know about. We think.


Would that be the supernatural?


I think it would just be the whereof.


The whereof.


The whereof one cannot speak.


Wittgenstein.


Very good. You’re going to run out of breadcrumbs.


The familiars. Now that they’ve taken a leave of absence does this come as a relief?


God knows. Maybe you imagine I always had it in my power to dismiss them. Or even that they were here at my invitation. And if that were true would I even know it.


Why not?


Maybe because inviting chimeras into your house is a knottier business than inviting neighbors in for tea. Or inviting them to leave. Of course having been asked to leave, the neighbors know that they’re not coming back. Which leaves them with a greater freedom to make off with the silver. What can a chimera make off with? I dont know. What did he bring? What did he bring that he might very well leave behind? The fact that he may be composed of vapor doesnt mean that when he leaves your house it will be the same as before he arrived.


Did you ever call the Thalidomide Kid that to his face?


Yes. Once.


What did he say?


He said: Jesus, Jessica. You really take the cake.


Did he really say that?


He really said that.


Do you have a relationship with your family now?


I only have my grandmother.


I thought you had an uncle?


I do. But he’s nuttier nor I am. I think she’s going to have to put him in a home. Lately he’s taken to defecating in odd and difficult to locate places. He managed somehow or other to shit in the ceiling lamp in the kitchen. For instance. I talk with her on the telephone. If rarely. She considers it an extravagance. When she was growing up in Tennessee only rich people had telephones. I have relatives in Rhode Island on my father’s side but I dont really know them.


Why is that?


They thought that my father had married beneath himself. They thought we were all just a bunch of hicks.


Does that bother you?


No. They’re a pack of fucking idiots. I guess that means it bothers me, right? I dont know. I never think about them.


When did you last see your grandmother?


About three months ago.


Do you intend to see her again?


You keep fishing, dont you?


I just wondered if you were fond of her.


Very. I lost my mother when I was twelve and she lost her daughter. A common grief is supposed to unite people but she was already beginning to see in me something for which she had no name. She certainly didnt know that the word prodigy comes from the Latin word for monster. But the mental tricks I used to pull as a child werent cute anymore. I loved her. But sometimes I would catch her looking at me in a way that was pretty unsettling. The nuns pushed me ahead in school because I was such a pain in the ass. I never even finished the last two grades of grammar school. I’d pretty much stopped sleeping. I’d walk the road at all hours of the night. It was just a two lane country blacktop and there was never any traffic on it. One night I came back and the kitchen light was on. It was about three oclock in the morning and she was standing in the kitchen door when I came up the driveway. Before I reached the house she’d already turned and gone back up the stairs. I knew that it might be one of the last chances we would have to really talk and I almost called after her but I didnt. I thought that maybe when I got a bit older things would change. I thought about her and her life. About the dreams she must have had for her daughter and the dreams she got. I know that I cried over her more than she ever did over me. And I know that she loved Bobby more than she ever would me but that was all right. It didnt make me love her less. I knew things about her that I’d no right to know. But still I thought that if you had a twelve year old granddaughter who walked the roads at three oclock in the morning probably you should sit her down and talk to her about it. And I knew that she couldnt.


Why couldnt she? I’m not sure I understand.


I dont know what to tell you. How to put it. The simplest explanation I suppose would be that she knew the news would be bad and she didnt want to hear it. To say that she was afraid of me I think is a bit strong. But maybe not. I suppose too that she was afraid that no matter how bad things looked they were probably worse. And of course she was right.


And she raised you after your mother died.


Yes.


How old was your brother? At this time.


He was nineteen.


Your father was still alive.


Yes.


But you didnt see much of him.


No.


Did he come to your mother’s funeral?


No.


Really?


Really.


Was that upsetting to you?


No. I didnt go either.


You didnt go to your mother’s funeral?


No.


What did your family say? Did your brother go?


Yes. Of course. I was twelve. I was going through a religious crisis. I did not want to sit through a High Mass featuring my mother’s coffin in the center aisle of the church. I couldnt.
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