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Chapter 1 Aura
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When the drop splashed in his eye, he couldn’t help the auto reaction of the eyelid to flinch, then blink rapidly. There was no pain from the foreign liquid. The purpose was to numb the eye surface so an examination could take place. The assistant was very pleasant in the way she spoke while administering several drops to both eyes. This had a calming effect on Tom, a pensioner who had his share of mental trauma recently with his wife Clara passing away suddenly. The anxiety this brought on was for him a horror.

He had just retired, and they had dreamed of traveling the safer parts of the globe together on the small amount of a nest egg they saved. With no children, there was a tremendous black-hole of emptiness like a cloud permanently following him around his waking hours. The night, well, it was an order-of-magnitude worse.

“You can blink, but don’t touch your eyes while they are numb,” said the young, attractive assistant who Tom could no longer visually make out. The liquid blurred his view, and the medicine dilated his eyes for the ophthalmologist exam. She brought the chair back to a straight up position.

“Relax and the doctor will be in after your eyes have a chance to react to the medicine.”

Tom sat quietly, his pulse rate rising from anxiety. It was an ordinary annual exam, but Tom was considering asking about something he experienced earlier today when the chance presented itself. Going over in his internal voice how he would explain what had happened to the eye doctor, it kept coming out wrong. He became sleepy. It seemed like a lot of time had passed.

The door opened, startling Tom, who had fallen asleep. Doctor White, a middle-aged ophthalmologist in a white lab coat, entered the room. “Hello Tom,” he said, looking at his chart that he plucked off the door on his way in.

Tom nodded at him, blinking his eyes, trying to focus on him. The dilation made it hard to see.

“In for your annual,” the doctor said rhetorically. He moved the chair so that his head went backward and started peering inward. He used a device that seemed like a bright flash lite, that was moved left to right while he made verbal noises as if accepting a list of things he was checking off in his thoughts. This went on for several minutes. The doctor manipulated Tom’s face into a mechanical device meant to position it in a certain way.

Tom got up the nerve to ask the doctor about his experience. The equipment hindered his expression slightly. “I had a strange vision today earlier that I have never had before?”

The doctor asked, “Tell me about it,” while he continued with the examination, seeming to not really be listening.

Tom told him in some detail how he noticed a spot in the middle of his vision that seemed blurry while reading the paper. He looked around the room and noticed it followed where he aimed his sight. At first, it was a slightly brighter, small central area. Tom covered each eye and looked at a bright window shade lit from outside sunlight. The artifact was there with both eyes individually. He commented that this surprised him. Twenty to thirty minutes passed, the small central region grew outwards in all directions, and the outer ring shimmered brightly with an array of zig zag colors. The inner portion slowly cleared and he could see there again.

The doctor seemed to recognize the symptoms. “This was the first time you had this experience?”

“Yes.”

The doctor turned off the bright lamp that was blinding in brightness and said, “It sounds like you experienced a migraine aura. Did you have an accompanying headache?”

“No. I never get headaches.”

“Well they are not that unusual. People do get them with and without the headache.”

“Is it something I need t worry about?”

“Could be. Your eyes are not the problem, though. They look fine. When the problem becomes related to the eye, it will only show in one eye. Because you see it in both eyes, it is coming from your brain. It could be a stroke, but usually there is no reason found. Tell your personal physician about the event and let him decide if further testing is required based on your health history.”

“Thanks for the information,” Tom said. “See you next year.”

The doctor left with the same quickness as he arrived, probably to see the next sleeping patient in the adjacent room.

At home, Tom left his sunglasses on. The light from the windows was still bright, like outside. He couldn’t read for a while. TV was kind of bright, making hard to watch. He restlessly paced about the condominium that he and Clara called home for years. He couldn’t get used to her not being there. It was haunting him in way because of despair. What was he going to do with the rest of his life, the fourth-quarter so to speak? It was supposed to be their best quarter together.

Tom knew that this eventually happened to most couples. Pity wasn’t what he needed, nor compassion. What was it he needed? Clara.

Later, on the phone, he spoke to his physician’s office receptionist and explained what he experienced and what the eye doctor recommended.

She told him he could come in first thing in the morning.

“8:00 AM, yes, I’ll be there.”

One thing down and it took his worries away for a short period having to think about something else.

Several hours passed into the evening, and Tom could read. The paper needed finishing, so he did at his breakfast table. On the couch later, a bowl of microwaved leftover takeout was ready to be devoured by one hungry guy. Tom selected a movie. It started, and the night passed on.

Tom moved into the bedroom in the night after falling a sleep watching the movie. When the restless sun’s rays lit up his bedroom window, he knew it was time. He had a doctor’s appointment. Something to do.

He sat in the waiting room with several others waiting to be called in. There was a cable show on a TV that was about a couple flipping homes for cash. Ripping people off was more like it as far as he was concerned. Still, it commanded his attention with little else to do but look at year old People magazines with crinkled covers. He picked one to view, thought about who may have been holding it last and then dropped it back on the table.

The door to the exam rooms opened. “Mr Burke?” was called by a nurse.

Tom stood without saying a word. Followed the nurse into a room where she checked his vitals. Then to another room.

“The doctor will be in soon. Have seat.”

There was a patient exam table in the middle of the room, and he sat on it. His thoughts of what he would say when the time was right twirled in his head. Without a watch and no visible clock on any wall, it was hard to trace how much time had passed. It seemed like an hour or more before Doctor Wright, an older physician who Tom had seen for a couple of years, entered. His appointment was scheduled on brief notice, so he thought it best not to be upset about the wait time.

Dr. Wright looked at his chart. The doctors were so overloaded they didn’t get a minute to review the patients’ records until they were standing in front of them. “So tell me about your visual experience,” he asked.

Tom went through the drill like he did with his eye doctor, trying to be as descriptive as possible. The better he explained what happened, the better the diagnosis he could expect.

“It could be something. Your age is a factor, but your in good health otherwise, which leads me to believe that we wouldn’t find anything. Your heart is strong. Blood pressure and cholesterol are also in good shape. Many people have these visions with no signs of disease, I could order an MRI of your head if you want to be on the safe side?”

“So you don’t think in my case there is need to worry?”

“No. Have you been under a lot of stress recently?”

“I don’t know if you are aware, but my wife Clara passed suddenly.”

“That could be a trigger in your case. The passing of a loved one is never easy. That combined with your age could be the explanation. About a third of people who suffer from migraines experience this visual aura before the pain sets in. Not much else is known at this time, but there is plenty of research going on. In fact some research has branched off into the non-physical aspect. I have a friend, a psychiatrist, who does research on migraines and he focuses on those one in three who have the visual effect before the painful headache occurs. He is always looking for people that he can interview for his research.”

“Sounds interesting,” said Tom. The idea of having an MRI left him instantly anxious, thinking of being in that hole with the pounding sound for up to 45 minutes. “I think I will hold off for now on the MRI. If I have another episode, maybe I will ask you to put me in touch with your friend and see what he thinks.”

“Understood, I hope it was a one time event in your case,” said the doctor.

Once home, Tom booted his computer and researched migraine aura. Finding a lot of info on the topic, he immersed himself. It took him several days in fact.

His need to get away from it for a while sent him out for a walk to a nearby park. Clara and he walked it often. Probably why he was in good health. It was dinner time, warm but not uncomfortable, as he strolled by a small pond where watching ducks amused him. It was if this was Shangra-La to them. A place with plenty of natural food and water for each of them, plus people treating them like royalty with plenty of snacks. There was little fear of danger as predators were non-existent. Taking a seat to watch, he noticed a sign that usually read, no swimming. Only now it was a blur. Everything else around the sign was clear.

“Oh no,” he exclaimed to himself. He was having another aura attack. This happening outside worried him. What if he had trouble seeing his way home. He was frightened at the thought of it. Last time he was home and that was bad enough. Calming himself by remembering all that he read, the aura should be gone in 20-30 minutes. So he waited and tried to remain safe by remaining seated. One bold younger duck eased his anxiety when he waddled right up to him looking for a possible bread crumb, quacking a way as if he does this all the time.

The aura had opened up as a 270 degree arc of a circle, far enough for Tom to clearly see in his central field of view. The view showed it as zig zag outline with sharp angles brightly lit in a rainbow of colors. It was like a chandelier of glass geometric shapes forming the arc.

Leaving the pond and the gregarious duck, Tom returned to his condo. It was so empty, cold without life. It appeared black and white to him even though Clara left it in abundant color. He used the remote to turn on the TV. The channels all seemed the same in that they were not interesting, as if their expiration date had been reached. That was not an entirely new feeling. What could they do that wasn’t a repeat of some kind.

The balcony was a place that used to bring both of them joy. It was only three stories up and didn’t have a view of anything but the street and part of the parking lot. There was a nice live oak in view though with squirrels busy about collecting food. It still had a good feel so he sat there. The depression of the day waned.

“What am I going to do?” he said to himself, not thinking about the migraine any more. He didn’t want to return to the doctor. An MRI exam would be the next horror to accumulate in his recent life of fate. He was tired from the stress of his second migraine attack, so he crawled into a very comfortable bed and lost consciousness.

Later, when he woke he felt disoriented from all that was taking place and a fear of not being able to escape. On went the TV, where he surfed the channels but rarely found anything that would prove to aliens viewing it that we were intelligent beings inhabiting the planet. Cable, just another in a long line of rip offs. He remembered the selling point when he was younger, that since you paid it was commercial free, not anymore.

Over the next week the migraines kept coming and he was surprised that he became somewhat used to them. Not that they were any less troublesome, but just that his panic was lessened by them, especially knowing they came and went all within an hour or so. He wondered about taking his doctor up and seeing the psychiatrist he suggested.

“Me, see a psychiatrist, at this point in my life, why?” he said to himself.

Another day and he had another attack sitting on his couch. The TV was on but he wasn’t watching it, that is until he noticed the blur. He looked away at a beige uncluttered plaster wall. How did Clara miss that wall he wondered as she had every other wall decorated with something.

The three quarter arc of a circle with the shimmering lights grew outward as before only this time the central field seemed starkly different. There was the apartment in gray shading, but also the silhouette of a woman. Not just any woman. It was Clara. He was sure of it even though there was no detail inside the silhouette, just black like a shadow. The apartment was a shaded gray with a solid black shadow of what could be Clara. He looked away. The aura moved with his head but the shadow stayed put in one part of the room like a piece of furniture. It stood next to the TV.

Tom spoke, “Hello, Clara. Is that you?”

He was answered by silence. The shadow did not move. It was like a picture superimposed on the background of the apartment. The aura had reached the outer edge of his vision and disappeared as it had before and so did the shadow.

Tossing and turning through the night left Tom in a poor mental state in the morning. Wild dreams had woke him several times that he no longer remembered the content of. He needed some relief. Maybe a psychiatrist was what he needed.

The phone was picked up and the doctor’s office was dialed. Tom told the receptionist he wanted to take the doctor up on a suggestion he made to see a psychiatrist friend doing research on his ailment at the university.

She responded, the doctor will either call or email him what he needed for an appointment.

By mid-day he had the email in his inbox. Dr. Jonathon Friedman’s contact information was included. He was born with a name that fitted becoming a shrink, like Jeeves goes with butler.

Tom called the office and set up an appointment. He was slipped into the schedule the next day. This seemed unusual. It was considered normal to wait weeks as a new patient to see a specialist. It was end of day though, easier to add-on if the doctor doesn’t mind a longer day.
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Chapter 2 Shrinking
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A look around the exterior of the building exposed a certain tiredness, when compared to some of the newer university high rises only a block away with fancy parking garages feeding their busy over street pedestrian bridges. Tom looked at the address, 1012 Spruce St. This was where his appointment with Dr Friedman was going to take place.

The front doors where heavy old world built from solid wood. Inside there was a placard of names and room numbers. Dr Friedman’s office was on the second floor, room 201. Tom stood by the elevator which didn’t appear to be well maintained. He took stairs, he was in good shape, his doctor told him so. On the second floor, room 201 was first on his left and he entered a bit anxious. Sixty seven years old still doing firsts. First time to be evaluated by a shrink. He checked in. The waiting room wasn’t very busy. That was good he guessed.
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