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EXTRAORDINARY PRAISE FOR SECOND SIGHT


“Not only was I fascinated and moved by Dr. Judith Orloff's struggles and experiences as a psychic, her encouragement to develop our own abilities to nurture and heal completely inspired me.”


—Dawn Steel, producer


“Judith Orloff is an M.D. and a psychic. She would be risking a great deal simply by making that admission, but in SECOND SIGHT she offers a great deal more by sharing with us her incredible and some times confusing journey in search of her true self.”


—Robin Quivers, cohost of the Howard Stern Show


“A liberating, intelligent, powerful book…. It's sort of ‘everything you always wanted to know about your spiritual destiny, but were too skeptical to ask.' Dr. Orloff has given us a fascinating, sane manifesto for the Millennium.”


—Brett Butler, actress, Grace Under Fire, ABC Television


“Fascinating…. Dr. Orloff writes with wisdom and humility about her emergence as a physician with extraordinary abilities. Highly recommended.”


—Dean Ornish, M.D., president & director, Preventive Medicine Research Center, author of Dr. Ornish's Program for Reversing Heart Disease


“Dr. Judith Orloff walks the high wire between the truth of her psychic experiences and the rational, scientific world. SECOND SIGHT is a beautiful, inspired—and inspiring—balancing act.”


—McCall's magazine


“Frank, well-written…raises provocative questions.”


—Elle magazine


“You must open this book and your mind. It is a book full of courage and enlightenment. I speak from experience when I say SECOND SIGHT is a ‘wise teacher.'”


—Bernie Siegel, M.D., author of Love, Medicine & Miracles


“Truly special….[Orloff] is a psychic—a physician to the heart, mind, and soul.”


—Philadelphia Daily News


“Judith Orloff is the first of her kind. She is a clairvoyant psychiatrist whose mission in life is to help unify opposing worlds of metaphysics and modern medicine.”


M—Venice Magazine


“This story has a ring of integrity…. Anyone who is interested in intuitive development will be enriched by reading this book.”


—Alternative Therapies


“A book to re-read…a story to give one pause…. Orloff tells her story with conviction and a gentle, literate style that wins the reader to her narrative.”


—Napra Review (WA)


“A stunning look beyond the apparent limits of science and medicine into the larger sphere of mind and spirit.”


—Joan Borysenko, Ph.D., author of Minding the Body, Mending the Mind


“An intensely personal, spiritual odyssey. Dr. Orloff's self-portrait as a psychic and psychiatrist is filled with love and a truth born of her extraordinary gift.”


—Norman Lear, writer-producer


“We are far more than we have allowed ourselves to be. Judith Orloff is to be commended for helping us to understand this simple truth.”


—Louise Hay, author of You Can Heal Your Life


“One of those rare books that has the potential to create shock waves and revolutions within a profession. An inspiring, lofty statement from a very courageous physician.”


—Larry Dossey, M.D., author of Healing Word.


“Poignant…courageous and refreshing. Must-reading for all.”


—Edgar Mitchell, author of Way of the Explorer and Apollo 14 astronaut


“A valuable contribution to the understanding of what healing really encompasses.”


—Ralph Blum, author of The Book of Runes

To the memory of my mother, and to my father


For the first few days which followed this vision experience I was sick with shock.…My Irish background made me wonder if this might not be what the country people called second sight. I did not dare mention the vision to anybody.…Fear overwhelmed me when I realized that I had something unusual in my makeup which made it possible for events to register themselves vividly in some part of my being, whether I wished it or not. Furthermore, I began to realize that the event could be happening either close to me or at a distance, could be occurring in the present, or could have occurred in the past, or might even be about to happen in the future.…


—Eileen Garrett (1893–1970), My Life
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FOREWORD


by Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul


For several centuries now, we have been creating a modern culture that offers many advantages and conveniences and appears to be a natural evolution of human ingenuity. We don't hesitate to tout it as the supreme achievement of human creativity. Its philosophical values—rational, mechanistic, secularistic—touch every area of life from education to medicine to politics, giving the sense, perhaps the illusion, that we understand nature and the human body and mind, and that we can now control them for the good of all.


There must be something profoundly attractive in this philosophy of modernism, because it continues to spread across the globe, drawing into its gaping mouth people who have long maintained ancient traditions of intuitive, enchanted, magical, religious, and erotic responses to life—values generally anathema to modern tastes. Few seem to be aware of modernism's dangers, of the severe limits it places on what is categorized as “normal” human experience and understanding. We have become expert in the materialistic dimensions of nature and culture, and at the same time inarticulate about many experiences that are meaningful and deeply felt in the life of the ordinary person.


In the context of this incredibly shrinking vision of human life, Judith Orloff's Second Sight offers profound relief. Her story is both moving and enlightening, revealing how difficult and yet how rewarding it is to be open to forms of knowledge and empathy excluded by the modern idea of what is normal. Her honesty about her own experiences and her insight into the cultivation of intuition, dreams, psychic impressions, healing, and community might give some halting readers the courage to embrace their own gifts, their individuality, and their unconditional compassion.


Dr. Orloff demonstrates in her own life story how we all, including the most gifted and aware, internalize the limiting vision of the modern world as we hesitate to trust our intuitions and worry about acting on our more subtle perceptions and knowledge. In poignant stories of lovers, parents, and patients, she gives important lessons in the deep ties that link intuition and community, intimate knowledge and love. Through her own example, she teaches us to trust the less rational certainties of the heart, demonstrating how we might draw unexpectedly closer to the people around us and live with a heightened, less defensive ethical sensitivity by living from a deeper source of knowledge and reflection.


Second Sight is not a defensive book. It doesn't shield or bolster the tender subject of psychic knowledge with technical jargon but instead presents transparent, inviting stories, laced with valuable lessons in cultivating psychic capacities. We can't stretch the edges of modernism's values unless we also break out of its modes of expression. I am much more moved and convinced by the stories she tells—intimate, honest and captivating—than I would be by experiments, studies, and statistics.


Some days I allow myself to imagine a time when we will have jettisoned our superior attitudes toward past and traditional cultures, where intuition has been practiced with intelligence and style. I believe that once we expand our ways of knowing and responding to life, we will discover solutions to personal and social problems, which, in the high-tech world of modern medicine and philosophy, are elusive. We can't find answers to our problems because we have closed our minds to appropriate methods and approaches.


Surprisingly in some ways, Second Sight is a book characterized by heart rather than mind. Its purpose is clearly not to convince the world of a point of view or to display powers and achievements. Because of its good heart, I trust it and have learned from it. I invite the reader to bring a matching openness of heart to it, and perhaps discover in our own lives the deep soul that lies beneath layers of modern assumptions and expectations. That soul, with its own unusual, highly individual, often inexplicable powers, can make any life vibrant, heartening, and profoundly meaningful.



Prologue


Early one Saturday morning the telephone rang. My patient Christine's boyfriend had found her unconscious on the floor in her apartment. After taking an overdose of pills, some of which I had prescribed, she was in a coma in the intensive-care unit at a nearby hospital in Los Angeles.


I was stunned. For a few minutes I just sat there immobilized. How could this be? Nothing in my sessions with Christine had pointed to a suicide attempt. That is, nothing my medical education had prepared me for. Still, I agonized, filled with self-reproach. Then, suddenly, I realized that a part of me had been expecting it all along. A premonition had warned me, but I hadn't trusted it; I hadn't listened.


When I first met Christine I had been in practice as a psychiatrist for just six months. From the start she wasn't an easy person to work with. There was an invisible barrier between us that I found both frustrating and aggravating. Even my most tactful inquiries seemed to irritate her, as though I were violating her privacy. When I needed to get her to open up, the requisite mental calisthenics drained me. I got the impression that she wanted to finish each session and get out of my office as quickly as possible.


For years, Christine had gone from psychiatrist to psychiatrist, seeking relief from her depression. She'd been given a gamut of antidepressants, but either they'd had no effect or the side effects outweighed the benefits. When I told her about a new medication that had worked well with other patients, she agreed reluctantly to try it. Over the next few months, I. carefully monitored her progress.


Before Christine's regular appointment one morning, I was caught in a traffic jam on the freeway. Sitting in a sea of bumper-to-bumper cars, I began to remember dream fragments from the night before. I had seen Christine wandering down a maze of streets in downtown Manhattan, late at night. The sounds of the city enveloped her, and for moments she would disappear from my sight, swallowed up by the darkness. As I watched her from a distance, she looked alone and lost, searching for something. I called out, but she was too far away to hear my voice.


The dream took me by surprise. In medical school I had stopped dreaming completely. Or at least I couldn't remember my dreams anymore. It was years since I had been able to recall them in such detail. It seemed particularly odd that my dream was about Christine, because we hadn't made much of an emotional connection: I rarely thought about her outside of appointments.


Later in the day, escorting Christine from the waiting room into my office, I apologized for being a few minutes late. She didn't seem bothered, however, which was unusual for her. She was typically annoyed if I wasn't on time. Now, as we sat down opposite each other, she looked tanned and cheerful.


“For the first time in years,” she told me, “my depression seems to be lifting. The medication has helped a lot. I don't feel so cut off or afraid of everything anymore.”


Observing Christine, I recalled how she'd looked on previous visits: slump-shouldered, eyes dull and downcast, monotone voice, wearing heavy makeup. Today she sat up straight, her eyes animated and alive, her voice strong, her face bright and natural. Over the past six months I had noticed other such positive signs, slow but steady improvement, a good indication that the antidepressant had taken effect. I listened while she described the beginnings of a new romantic relationship. I knew she had also reconciled with her estranged daughter recently, and they were talking about taking a vacation together. I was pleased: Christine was emerging from a cocoon, determined to get well, making plans for the future.


As she spoke, I glanced out the window and noticed a billowy white cloud formation. I stopped hearing Christine, momentarily, lost in watching the changing shape across the sky. Her voice sounded miles away, her words reaching me in slow motion, yet my mind was perfectly lucid. I felt peaceful, as if I were surrounded by freshly fallen snow. Everything was cool, still, silent. I breathed easily, and my body relaxed. I don't know how long this lapse lasted, but in a state of deep quiet and despite everything she was saying, all at once it hit me: Christine was about to make a suicide attempt.


This sudden knowledge felt like an arrow hitting the bull's-eye or a chord ringing clear and pure. But to be aware of a premonition in the context of being a physician felt alien, threatening. A part of me wanted to deny it, to block it out. I felt unsteady, almost faint. My stomach tightened into a knot.


Christine was my last patient that day. It was Friday, and I was exhausted. I left my office late, having signed out to another psychiatrist who would take my calls for the weekend. But the possibility of Christine making a suicide attempt kept gnawing at me.


That evening, I took a walk with a girlfriend in Santa Monica Canyon, a wooded section of Los Angeles, far from the smog and congestion of the inner city. The air was crisp and fragrant, unseasonably warm, like a spring day. As we passed through a quiet tree-lined neighborhood, admiring fields of wildflowers in bloom, I finally began to unwind, but the image of Christine's face kept appearing in my mind.


I saw her as she had been in the dream, directionless and alone, with me chasing her through the streets of Manhattan. Of course, I had no hard evidence that Christine would try to end her life. In fact, everything I knew logically pointed in exactly the opposite direction.


Reminding myself of this, I tried to rationalize my fear, to explain it away. Only at the end of the walk, when my friend observed how edgy I seemed, did I tell her about my premonition. A practical woman, she didn't make too much of it but suggested that the following week I could gently bring up the subject with Christine, just to lessen my own anxiety. I agreed. If Christine's response warranted it, we would then explore her feelings further. For now, since she was doing so well, there was no urgency.


Bur Christine never made it to her appointment; the next time I saw her she was hooked up to life support in a stark, airless ICU. On the surface I strained to remain professional, but my mind was reeling. By discounting my premonition, I had betrayed both Christine and myself. I couldn't think straight. I felt like Alice when she stepped through the looking glass; suddenly there were no safe landmarks, nothing familiar.


For nearly a decade I had worked night and day. I knew the medical literature backward and forward. I knew all the signs of improvement, all the danger signals too. Over and over again I asked myself what I had missed. My entire professional foundation was crumbling beneath me.


After poring over my library of medical books, I finally called David, a friend and colleague who had finished his residency a few years before. He tried to reassure me that I hadn't missed anything, but I wasn't convinced. Medically, he was right. But it wasn't my medical competence that concerned me. I was shocked by my blatant disregard of intuitive information that could have benefited Christine, that might have made the difference between her life and death. Because the source of my impressions hadn't fit the traditional model, I had ignored them.


During my medical training I had opted to trust the scientific method above my intuition, which seemed inexact and undependable in comparison. When making critical decisions that affected other people's lives, I had chosen a system that was more concrete and absolute. I had lost track of the fact that such a system, whatever its virtues, rarely tells the whole story.


All that month I made daily visits to the hospital, checking Christine's medical charts, watching the shallowly breathing form on the white bed, the almost unwrinkled sheets pulled over her body. I listened to the wheeze and chug of the respirator beside her; I watched the drip of the IV. Christine looked like a ghost of herself, pale and gray. I longed to hear her voice, to witness some signs of life so that my guilt would be assuaged. But there was only a deathly quiet.


Many days I pulled the curtains around Christine's bed and sat beside her, reviewing her case in my mind from every conceivable angle, thinking of all the ways I might have broached the subject of suicide with her. In the course of my medical education, I had been taught guidelines to follow, rules to rely on. To act on a premonition in making clinical decisions would have been sacrilege. We had been taught that many people don't consider suicide on a conscious level until the last moment. Such thoughts may churn in their minds, unnoticed and unheeded, breaking through only when they are alone, beyond the reach of a therapist. And so it was in dealing with the unconscious that my premonition could have best served Christine.


The only mention of premonitions or other psychic abilities I ever found during my medical education was in textbooks labeling such claims a sign of profound psychological dysfunction. I took great pride in my status as an active member of the American Psychiatric Association, in being an attending staff physician at prestigious hospitals, in the respect of my peers. Sitting there at Christine's side, however, I suddenly felt as if two distinct parts of me had collided. I could see my face as a young girl in the early 1960s overlaid on the outline of my face now: two disjointed images, positioned on top of each other, about to merge. What had I been running from for so long? I felt a fluttering in my chest, a cold, still tension. I became rigid inside, afraid that if I moved I would shatter into a million pieces of broken glass.


The truth of my premonition both validated and terrified me. But I had to acknowledge the facts of Christine's case. If I could draw on both intuitive and medical knowledge, I had the tools to stay one step ahead of a patient, keeping tabs on thoughts and feelings before they became irreversible actions. Used with care, my psychic abilities would do no harm and, more important, might prevent suffering.


As I looked at Christine's face on the pillow, plastic tubes protruding from her nose and mouth, I realized that as a responsible physician I could no longer dismiss information simply because it came to me in forms traditional medicine had not yet accepted. There had to be a way to integrate the psychic into mainstream medicine. When brought together, each could enhance the other and become more powerful than either was alone.


After several long weeks, during which I wasn't sure if she would live or die, Christine came out of her coma. I had tried to prepare myself for the possibility that she wouldn't survive, but deep down I knew her death would have devastated me. I would always have felt in some way responsible for not having acted on my premonition. Thus, despite the long nightmare of her coma, I was relieved and grateful. We had both been given a reprieve.


When we resumed our therapy together, my approach as a psychiatrist changed. I took a vow that became part of my own Hippocratic Oath: not only to do no harm, but also to seek a therapeutic relationship in which I could give my all. I wasn't sure how I was going to accomplish this, but one thing—which Christine had taught me—was certain: The penalty for me not trying was too high.


My struggle with Christine played a pivotal role for me both personally and in my practice. From this experience, I understood that I had to reopen a part of myself that long ago had shut down—no matter how much it frightened me. In truth, I was a child when I started down the path to this critical crossroads. For years, though I fought it, I knew that something set me apart from others, as if I were guided by a different rhythm, a different truth. Now, looking back on my life, I could see that a series of unusual and, to me, unexplainable events had set the stage.



PART 1


Initiations



Chapter One


THE BEGINNINGS OF WISDOM


I am large…I contain multitudes.


—WALT WHITMAN


It was 3:00 A.M., the summer of 1968. A magical southern California night. I was sixteen years old and had spent the weekend partying at a friend's house in Santa Monica, oblivious to my exhaustion. The soft, warm Santa Anas whipped through the eucalyptus trees, blowing tumbleweeds down deserted city streets. These winds were seductive, unsettling, conveying a slight edge of danger.


The scene was Second Street, two blocks from the beach, in a one-bedroom white clapboard bungalow where my friends and I hung out. We were like animals huddled together for a kind of safety, apart from what we saw as a menacing outside world. Brightly painted madras bedspreads hung from the ceiling, and candles in empty Red Mountain wine bottles flickered on the floor. Barefoot and stretched out on the couch, I was listening to Bob Dylan's “Girl from North Country.” I was restless; I wanted something to do.


A young blond man I'd met only an hour before invited me to go for a ride up into the hills. He was a James Dean type, cool and sexy, dressed in a brown leather jacket and cowboy boots, a pack of Camels sticking out of the back pocket of his faded jeans: the kind of guy I always fell for but who never paid much attention to me. I wouldn't have missed this opportunity for anything.


The two of us headed out, stepping over couples who were making out on a few bare mattresses placed strategically on the living room carpet. We jumped into my green Austin Mini Cooper, my companion at the wheel, and took off for Tuna Canyon, one of the darkest, most desolate spots in the Santa Monica range, a remote place the Chumash Indians had consecrated, made sacred.


The road snaked up into the mountains to an elevation of about 1,500 feet; we could see the entire Malibu coastline laid out before us in a crescent of lights all the way from Point Dume down to the southernmost tip of the Palos Verdes Peninsula. The balmy night air blew through my hair, filling my nostrils with the scent of pungent sage and fresh earth. A few lone coyotes howled to one another in the distance.


For a moment, the man I was with glanced over at me and I felt something inside me stir. The softness of his voice, the easy way he moved his body excited me, but I did my best not to show it, determined to play the game of acting as if I didn't care. The heat of his aim extended across my body, his hand now on my leg. I reached my hand over to meet his, slowly stroking each fingertip, one by one. I felt intoxicated: He was a stranger, completely unknown to me. It was the ultimate risk. The closer our destination became, the more my excitement grew. I was anticipating what would happen when we reached the breathtaking view at the top.


The higher we climbed, the more treacherous the curves in the road became. But we were paying little attention, talking nonstop, high on a potent amphetamine we'd taken an hour before at the house. On the last curve before the top, he didn't respond quickly enough and the right front tire plowed into the soft gravel along the shoulder. The car lurched wildly as he wrestled with the steering wheel in a frantic effort to regain control. He slammed on the brakes. I heard the tires shriek and then we were skidding off the pavement and hurtling over the edge of the cliff, plunging down into the darkness below.


I recall only fragments of what happened next. I do know that time slowed down and I began to notice things. The night sky was swirling beneath my feet instead of above me. I could hear peculiar sounds, as though amusement park bumper cars were crashing into each other. I made the emotionless observation that something was distinctly odd, but couldn't quite pinpoint what it was. The horror of my predicament—my imminent death—never really registered. Instead, something shifted; I found myself standing in a sort of tunnel, feeling safe and secure. It didn't occur to me to question where I was or how I got there. Although far in the distance I could hear the wind rushing past the open windows of the car, I was now suspended in this peaceful sanctuary while we fell through space toward the canyon floor hundreds of feet below.


With no impulse to move or to be anywhere other than where I found myself, I looked around the tunnel now surrounding me. It was an amazingly still, long, cylindrical space, its gray color gleaming as if illuminated from behind by a subtle, shimmering source. Though the tunnel did not seem solid, as in ordinary reality, its translucent walls appeared to extend endlessly in both directions, comprised of a swirling, vaporous material resembling billions of orbiting atoms moving at enormous speeds. Other than enclosing me, this surreal world was completely empty, but comfortable and soothing: There were no harsh edges, and the whole tunnel seemed to be vibrating gently. In fact, my body now also looked translucent and was vibrating, as if it had changed form to suit this new environment. I felt utterly at peace, contained, and self-contained, in a place that seemed to be without limits, going on forever.


Suddenly I remembered being a little girl, looking up into space while sitting on my rooftop, fascinated by the sky and the planets, sensing an invisible presence. For hours I'd stare at what I couldn't see but could feel more strongly than anything material. From my earliest memory, I always believed in God. Not so much the God of the Jewish religion in which I was raised, or any other religion for that matter, but a formless, ever-present being that twinkled through all things and lovingly watched over me. That same presence was now with me in the tunnel, more familiar and closer than it ever had been when I was a child. Enveloped by it, as if wrapped in a warm cashmere blanket on a cold winter's night, I was in perfect balance, impervious to harm, protected by an invisible but somehow tangible, sustaining life force.


Time had stopped, each moment stretching out into eternity. From what felt like a great distance away, I gazed through the shattered windshield, noticing soft moonlight streaming through the canyon. The car bounced off huge boulders, turning end over end through the air as we plummered down the mountainside. And yet I never perceived that I was in the slightest danger; I experienced not a single moment of fear. With the coolness of a detached observer, I counted the times the car somersaulted: once, twice, three, four, all the way up to eight. Protected by the shelter of the tunnel, I remained in a void, suspended in free fall, not knowing if this was life or death.


As abruptly as I'd been pulled into it, I was jolted out of the tunnel and back into the present, just as the car crashed down on solid ground. With a high, shuddering bounce and a grating sound of steel against rock, we careened to a grinding halt, the front wheels of the car projecting over a narrow ledge. We were precariously balanced, actually teetering on the precipice.


Thrown by the impact of our landing, my companion and I had both ended up in the backseat. Fragments of broken glass were scattered all over the inside of the car, but miraculously, neither of us was hurt. We quickly realized, though, that we were still in danger: At any moment the car might slide forward and tumble into a large ravine below. We had to get out of there fast.


A live oak tree trying to crawl in through the window appeared to be our only available support. Without looking back I grabbed on to its branches and managed to pull myself out of the mangled car. My companion close behind, we scrambled up the side of the cliff, pushing through thickets of manzanita and wild mustard, barely penetrable scrub brush and wild chaparral. Trying to avoid the loose, unstable mounds of dirt and slippery leaves beneath our feet, we used shrubs as ropes to pull ourselves up the sheer hillside. Yet even as we inched our way to the top, I kept asking myself, Why were our lives spared? We should have been killed. Instead, we were walking away with hardly a scratch. And already the image of the tunnel haunted me.


Very relieved to be on solid ground again, we were soon able to hitchhike a ride down the winding canyon roads back into the city. Faint rays of pink dawn light were beginning to illuminate the hills. I don't think either of us said a single word the entire time, but I'm not certain. I have little recall of the trip. Staring off into space, I replayed the accident over and over in my mind, unable to account for how we could still be alive. Only a miracle could have saved us.


For many days, I blanked out the details of the actual fall but retained a few disjointed images. I could distinctly remember the car rolling over the cliff and the giddy, weightless, out-of-control sensations during the drop. It was like going over the first big dip on a gigantic roller coaster. I also recalled how every cell in my body had screamed in protest in the instant of the screeching, bone-jarring landing. As for the tunnel, I had no idea what to make of it. It was an enigma, a mystery I would continue to try to unravel for a long time to come.


For my parents, what happened that night was only the latest in a series of drug-related calamities in my life. I was their only child and they were frantic. It wasn't so long before that my mother had sung me to sleep with lullabies, that my father and I had played miniature golf on the weekends. I looked up to my parents, and I knew they both wanted my life to be easy, to shelter me, but the tighter their hold, the more I rebelled. When I began to take drugs, I could see I was breaking their hearts. I knew they feared for my safety, saw our relationship slipping away. But I felt I had no choice. I had to break free. During the past years, they'd watched me change from being a quiet, sensitive girl into a stranger—unreachable, out of control.


Before the Tuna Canyon wreck, my parents had done all they could to get me some help. My mother, a strong-willed family practitioner, and my father, a soft-spoken radiologist, were both prominent physicians in Beverly Hills; they had the resources of the community behind them. A practical man, with a root integrity, successful but satisfied with the simplest pleasures, my father would look at me with his large oval, blue-green eyes as if trying to see where I'd gone. And my mother, powerful, gregarious, afraid I wouldn't fit in, seemed to be determined with all her intensity and faith to straighten me out, even at the risk of being overbearing. But I was stubborn and rebellious. I just wouldn't listen, was convinced my parents were incapable of truly understanding my inner struggles, perhaps because I didn't understand them myself.


Among other things, I was fed up with being so sensitive. I felt no one could understand me anyway—how I sometimes knew things about people before they said a word. Or how I made accurate predictions about the future, often unhappy ones. My father never gave these predictions much credence or even said anything about them. Loyal, a man of few words, he was a strong, steady presence; his chief concern was keeping peace in the family. His mind sought the concrete, was most comfortable with the world in which he'd succeeded so well. The strange, the unusual—well, if it created problems, he was against it. But for my mother, my predictions seemed to touch a raw nerve. She never encouraged them; they made her uneasy, fearful that such talk would keep me from being normal. Much honored, my mother took enormous pride in being part of the Jewish community, the medical community, having a celebrity practice in Beverly Hills, many friends, a phone that never stopped ringing. But my predictions made me no more comfortable than they made her. In fact, I would have done anything to shut them off. And drugs could do that for me. They provided a way out and I took it.


After the accident, my parents did their best to protect me. The next morning, they packed up my things from our West-wood home and sent me to stay with some of their close friends in Malibu Colony, a well-guarded and affluent section of Malibu Beach. While they were deciding how best to help me, they insisted I remain there, isolated from my own friends, and most importantly, away from drugs. I knew their motives were good, but still I went grudgingly.


Nonetheless, I'd reached a turning point. My close brush with death had shaken me, but more than that, I'd undergone a passage, had in some strange way come back to myself. I couldn't stop thinking about the tunnel, its utter tranquillity, and the miracle that somehow, in defiance of the laws of physics, it allowed me to survive a catastrophic wreck.


When my parents dropped me off at the Malibu beach house, a dense fog was beginning to burn off as the sun lit up the coast. Disgruntled and moody, I settled in as best I could. Refusing to talk to anyone, I installed myself on the living room sofa and turned on the TV. There I lay, in a pink tie-dyed tank top and bell-bottom jeans with flowers embroidered on the pockets, mindlessly watching a Star Trek episode. Soon, however, my parents' friends barged in and introduced me to a neighbor. Viewing any interruption as an intrusion, I was hostile when I looked up at him, but I quickly did a double-take.


Jim was a tall, lean man in his midforties, with full, curly white hair and a white beard. He also happened to be standing in front of a backdrop of golden rays being reflected off the ocean, creating a halo effect. He looked like a storybook version of God. I wanted to burst out laughing, but I stopped myself. On sheer principle, I refused to cooperate, and laughing might be misconstrued as my “coming around.” But in the celestial light of Jim's presence, this whole mess suddenly took on a comic twist. Here I was, exiled in Malibu, very much alive for no apparent reason, and now a man who looked like God was towering over me.


Almost before I knew it, Jim was sitting on the couch beside me and gently asking me questions about myself. Annoyed by how forward he was, I wondered, Who is this man anyway? I wanted to dislike him, but somehow I couldn't. His large brown eyes and kind, unassuming manner soothed me. His presence gave me a feeling of acceptance, something I seldom experienced around adults. The quality of his voice and the tender way he looked at me seemed familiar, as if we'd sat together a thousand times before, though in fact no one in my life remotely resembled him.


I instantly connected with Jim, felt some sort of magical alliance between us. But there was no way in the world I was going to admit that to anybody. I'd programmed myself to be miserable, and nothing would change my stance. Adamant about refusing to give in to my parents' demands, I hardly spoke to him that first day. Eventually he said good-bye, got up, and left. I made a point of not watching him, kept my gaze fixed on the television.


The next morning my parents issued me an ultimatum. As usual, my mother did most of the talking while my father quietly sat back, giving her his silent but strong support. Either I had to agree to go into psychotherapy now, or they'd send me to live with relatives on the East Coast. My only exposure to psychotherapy had been the few instances when my parents dragged me to family counseling sessions that always ended up in yelling matches, after which we all went home in frustration. As a result, I viewed therapy as a farce, punishment for the inept who couldn't work out their own problems. But since I wanted to stay in Los Angeles at any cost, I reluctantly consented.


Late that August afternoon in 1968, two months after my high-school graduation, the three of us headed for Beverly Hills in the family Lincoln. I sat in the backseat, watching my father's somber but kind face in the rearview mirror. My mother's eyes were unflinching, but whenever she glanced at me, they were sad. To stay numb and pretend I didn't care, I kept silently repeating the words to “Purple Haze,” a Jimi Hendrix song.


Our destination was a modest, four-story office building with two cramped elevators and long, windowless halls. While sitting in the waiting room before the appointment, our tension mounted. It was all I could do to keep my mouth shut and not fly out the door.


Not a moment too soon, a familiar figure greeted us: Jim, our friend's neighbor in Malibu, the man I'd met the day before. He was the pyschiatrist we were scheduled to see. I was furious; I felt I'd been tricked and set up. At the same time, I was strangely attracted to him, intrigued by my sense of our intangible rapport. Against my will, it seemed I shared an unspoken camaraderie with him, almost a kinship. Whirling with feelings, I nodded at Jim and grumbled a guarded hello. Then my parents and I followed him into his office.


For the first session, Jim met with us all together. He sat in a black leather swivel chair and motioned for me to sit beside him on an oversized rust-colored ottoman. My parents stiffly sat opposite us on a green-and-beige-striped couch. Soon my mother started sobbing and told Jim how worried she was about me. I pulled my knees up to my chest and rolled into a tight ball. I felt suffocated by the intensity of my mother's love. Her attention always seemed to be on me. I knew how much she cared, but was afraid that if I let her in too close I'd be devoured. She was so dominant a personality that the only way I could be real, I felt, was to oppose her. Given her intensity and persistence, to do so took every ounce of strength I possessed.


Jim listened patiently to both my parents. Then he listened to me. I felt unusually timid around him, paying attention to his opinions, sneaking looks at his clothes, noticing his wedding ring, how he held his hands. I never once intentionally provoked him or cut him off, as I did so often with other adults, particularly authority figures. At the end of the hour, I surprised myself by agreeing to come back again, to try whatever “therapy” was supposed to be.


Relieved that I was at last cooperating with them, my parents allowed me to move back into their home. But after a few months, Jim suggested that I stay in what he called a “halfway house.” He knew of two therapists, Pat and Ray, who rented rooms to people like me, people who were in transition and needed support. They lived on the premises with their two young daughters, a cat, and two dogs. Jim thought the move would give me a chance to grow up and begin to separate from my mother and father. I was all for it; I couldn't wait to be on my own. My parents were wary but they'd made a decision to trust Jim and so reluctantly agreed.


I fell in love with the house the moment I saw it. It was a two-story, weathered pink Victorian A-frame on the corner of Park Avenue and the Speedway, an alley that runs along the entire stretch of Venice Beach. The boardwalk and the sand, separated from us by an empty dirt lot, were less than a half block away. At night, I could hear waves breaking on the shore as I fell asleep. I quickly became fast friends with Pat and Ray, good-hearted hippies in their midthirties with degrees in social work who now devoted their lives to helping others. They welcomed me into their home.


The big surprise was the other residents: Pete, a schizophrenic in his early twenties who mostly kept to himself, and Dolly, a wired manic-depressive woman. My God, I thought, Jim put me here with the mentally ill! Pat and Ray agreed: That was exactly what Jim had done. And yet, somehow, it didn't matter to me. What mattered was that I felt free. Still, the first time I opened the medicine cabinet and placed my toothbrush beside Pete's Thorazine and Dolly's lithium, it did give me the creeps. But besides the times when Pete was hearing voices or Dolly had her bouts of insomnia, we all got along just fine and life was pretty uneventful.


I continued my therapy with Jim. Yet despite the bond I felt I had with him, I didn't open up immediately. Nor did my initial timidity last: I was a hard case, fighting him at every turn, testing and probing to see how far I could go. For several months I missed appointments, challenged him, threatened never to come back again.


Then, one day, after being in therapy about a year, I told Jim about a troubling dream I'd had when I was nine years old. The dream was similar to a wakeful state, vivid, not at all like a regular dream. I'd never discussed it before with anyone except my parents. In fact, I'd purposely kept it a secret. Recalling it now as part of my therapy, I described it in my journal:


My nightgown is drenched in sweat as I bolt awake, knowing that my grandfather, who lives three thousand miles away, had just died. I can hear his voice saying good-bye to me over and over again as I struggle to get my bearings. It's the middle of the night. My bedroom is pitch black. I can't tell if I'm dreaming or if this is really happening. Almost too frightened to move, I drag myself from bed and run as fast as I can into my parents' room to give them this message.


Instead of being upset by my announcement, my mother smiles and assures me, “You were having a nightmare. Grandpop's fine.” The absolute certainty in her voice makes me doubt myself. Of course Grandpop's all right. I've simply overreacted, I'm told. So I head back to my own room again, comforted by the notion that my panic was unfounded, and drift off to sleep.


A few hours later, my aunt calls from Philadelphia, to tell us that my grandfather has died of a heart attack.


As I recounted the dream to Jim, he listened intently without flinching or recoiling as I expected he would. Instead, showing genuine interest, he asked me to speak more about it. I first told him my mother's reaction to the dream, which had confused me. She'd been intrigued and quite tender, yet at the same time seemed to be holding something back, as if she was purposely trying not to make too much of it. Even after she learned of my grandfather's death, she seemed to write off my dream as coincidence. But something in her eyes said she didn't fully believe what she was telling me. And neither did I. I was certain my grandfather had come to say good-bye. The way he looked and the sound of his voice had been too alive, too real, to be mere imagination. Unable to resolve this puzzle, I'd wondered if somehow I was to blame for my grandfather's death.


Grandpop and I had always been close. Years before, he would hoist me up on his shoulders and promise that even after he died we'd never be apart. All I'd have to do was look up at the brightest star in the sky to find him. Our love ran deep, and it was unbearable that I might have hurt my grandfather.


My capacity to bring up these feelings was enhanced by a growing romantic relationship I was developing with Terry, an artist I eventually moved in with for two years. He lived across the street from the halfway house in an old two-story converted brick Laundromat with enormous clear glass pyramidal skylights in practically every room, including the bathroom. As the sun shone through them, the light was pristine. Terry also used the space as his studio. A few inches taller than I, twenty-five, Terry had a short, blond ponytail and piercing blue eyes. He habitually wore a pair of paint-splattered jeans that mimicked the colorful brush strokes of a Sam Francis canvas.


Terry was one of a four-member group of male muralists, who were futurists of a sort. They painted visionary disaster scenes such as earthquakes, snowstorms, and floods. Their murals so closely resembled some of my own premonitions that it seemed they'd been painting my inner life. The group called themselves the Los Angeles Fine Arts Squad and did their artwork on huge bare walls of commercial and residential buildings all over the city. A first of their kind, they were a central part of the Venice art scene.


Terry and I related to each other through the world of images and dreams. I used to speak a lot to him about the dreams that I'd written down for years. I dreamed voraciously, and relished waking up in the morning and retrieving my dreams. On the days when I couldn't hold on to them, I felt empty and vacant, as if I'd missed out on something important. When the images lingered, their richness filled me up like the finest food. They were sacred to me.


Terry and I used to take long walks at night in front of the deserted amusement park—Pacific Ocean Park—where he shared his artistic visions and I shared my dreams. With our faces eerily lit up by the blue mercury lights lining the boardwalk, Terry said that sometimes he could see the images shining right through me. He believed that my ability to generate them indirectly influenced the quality of his art.


Terry's only desire since he was a little boy was to be an artist, to create. As I watched him, so calm and directed, sketching at his rough-hewn pine drawing table late into the nights, lost in the world of art, I prayed I too might find a calling that could give me so much joy.


When at the last minute I decided to forgo college in favor of living with a struggling, long-haired artist eight years my senior who wasn't even Jewish, my parents were exasperated. Having already paid thousands of dollars for my tuition at Pitzer College in Claremont, where I was supposed to begin the following semester, they forfeited the money and refused ever to meet Terry. Convinced that at seventeen I was throwing away my future, they couldn't support that. Not knowing what else to do, my parents decided to withdraw all financial help except the fees for my therapy sessions.


To help earn living expenses, I got my first job as a salesgirl in the towel department at the May Company, earning seventy-five dollars a week. It was located on Fairfax and Wilshire, less than half a mile away from the Climax nightclub, where Terry had been commissioned to paint an outdoor mural. From our studio in Venice, he would drive me to work each morning on his BMW motorcycle. On the coldest, rainiest days, our eyes tearing from the cold, bundled up in our army jackets, I would hold tightly on to his waist as we sped through the city streets. I had never felt happier or more free.


It was through Terry's Love and insight that I slowly began to accept myself and my images. Whether or not they were psychic, they were an intimate part of who I was, and Terry recognized that. He understood and valued their importance as no one had ever done. Terry was the first man I'd been with who I felt could truly “see” me. By encouraging me to explore my psychic life, he also helped me to start trusting Jim.


In the course of my therapy, I slowly recalled other premonitions I'd had as a child. For instance, one day when I was nine, my parents introduced me to Evan, a longtime friend of theirs from London who took frequent business trips to the States. An impressive man, he was an extraordinarily successful entrepreneur who appeared to have it all: a beautiful wife and family, good health, and the means to maintain an elegant lifestyle, complete with servants, a Rolls-Royce with chauffeur, and a country estate in Surrey.


Within minutes of first being introduced to Evan, however, a sense of dread overtook me, a sinking feeling in my stomach, a certainty that something bad was about to happen to him. My feelings alarmed me because I could see no apparent reason for them. Here was this successful friend of my parents, but I couldn't wait to escape his presence. When I told my mother, she said, “How can you feel that? You've barely met him.” I couldn't explain my feelings; there was nothing to back them up, and I felt terrible about myself for having them. We both gladly dropped the subject. Nonetheless, I couldn't help my response. It was automatic, instinctive. I was reminded of how my dog once reacted to a friend of mine, barking and growling at her whenever she came to the house. That was annoying to me, so I had a sense of how my mother felt.


But then, three weeks later, my parents received a call from mutual friends. To the surprise and shock of everyone who knew him, Evan had committed suicide. This time my mother didn't call it a coincidence. Rather, she acknowledged that I must have sensed something: “You were right about Evan. I can't figure it out, but somehow you knew.” It was also clear, however, that she was unsettled, reluctant to have further discussion. There was an unusual resignation in her voice, a heaviness, a mix of awkwardness and sadness. She seemed not to know what to do with me—I was odd, a curiosity, something from another planet. My mother had validated what I'd said, but in the end she left me more mixed up than ever. She dropped the subject and life went on as if all this had never happened. Once again, I felt alone, tainted, fearing I'd colluded in something awful, as if stranded with my own thoughts on a deserted island in the middle of the ocean. So I tried to act normal, didn't talk about my feelings.


Jim's attitude toward these incidents was enormously comforting. What I appreciated the most was that he didn't seem judgmental or afraid. A psychiatrist, trained of course in conventional medicine, he could very well have pigeonholed me as a “nut” and dismissed my experiences. Worse, he could have analyzed and interpreted them, searching for hidden meaning rather than taking them on their own terms. Or he could have prescribed antipsychotic medications to squash my abilities. But he didn't. Nor did he hide his bewilderment. It was an odd situation: He was confused; I was confused. But we were trying to sort out our confusion together, which in a roundabout way, allowed me to feel safe.


One day, Jim recounted a psychic experience of his own, which occurred when he was a psychiatric resident at the Meninger Institute in Kansas. During a snowstorm, his car had a flat tire on a remote country road. When it was clear that he wouldn't be able to return home on time, he knew that his wife would be worried. He really wanted her to know he was okay, but there were no phones. During what they later established had been the same period, his wife had a dream in which she saw Jim's car having tire trouble but that he was unharmed. Not surprisingly, this unusual communication between them had stirred Jim's interest in the psychic.


I was touched by Jim's story as well as incredibly relieved to be in the company of an educated person with advanced academic credentials who'd also had such experiences. At least I wasn't the only oddball running around! This gave me solace. Also, I'd taken a risk in trusting Jim, and he didn't let me down. Far from condemning me, he'd shown a profound respect for what I was going through. So when Jim encouraged me to go farther and remember other such events, I felt safe enough to do so.


My mother had a close friend, Harry, a Superior Court judge in Philadelphia. She thought of Harry as her mentor, loved him dearly, credited him with inspiring her to attend medical school in an era when few woman were being accepted. When I was ten, Harry ran for reelection to the post he'd held for the past thirty years. Few things in life meant more to him than being a judge. A week before the election, I had the following dream:


I'm in a huge, well-lit room jammed with people. Harry is up on the podium giving a speech. It's so crowded I can barely breathe. My head pounds. I'm afraid of something but I don't know what it is. A man's voice comes in over a loudspeaker and announces that Harry has lost to his opponent. Harry lowers his head, walks into the crowd, and is about to leave the room when suddenly a woman whose face I can't see rushes toward him and bites his hand. From Harry's expression, I know he recognizes the woman and is crushed.


I didn't want to alarm my mother, especially after her reaction to my premonition about Evan. But I was upset and wanted her support, so I took a chance and told her. Anticipating the success of her friend, she of course found my dream the last news she wanted to hear. She sighed and put her arm around me. “Why do you say such negative things?” she asked, exasperated. After my predictions of her father's death and her friend's suicide, this was just too much. I sat there and wished I could take it back, but the damage was already done.


The night of the election, I sat with my parents in Los Angeles, anxiously awaiting the outcome. Nightmarishly, it was as my dream had predicted: Harry lost by a landslide. If it had only been his defeat, the dream would have seemed less significant. But there was more. At the polls that night, Harry's daughter-in-law, a manic-depressive under psychiatric care, had an acute psychotic break and rushed up to him, viciously biting his hand. Immediately following this attack, she fled into the crowd to hide. Later, she was found and admitted to a hospital for treatment.


Of course, the lives of Harry, his son, and his daughter-in-law were radically disrupted that evening. Over the next few months I heard a lot about their suffering, and couldn't help but question what role my dream had played. Although my parents never suggested that my prediction was in any way responsible, I had my doubts, especially when in a moment of frustration my mother told me never again to mention another dream to her. I knew she was disconcerted by what had happened; I knew she hadn't meant to hurt me. She was simply on overload, and I backed off. But it was also true that she could be overbearing, that she was a woman of great force, and that I couldn't help re acting to her. From that day on, in any case, I kept to myself what I'd come to regard as a shameful secret.


With Jim's support, I was able to feel my tremendous sense of guilt about having made these catastrophic predictions. It seemed, in fact, that I could easily foresee death, illness, and earthquakes, but rarely picked up anything on a happier note. I'd grown up believing there was something malign in me, that somehow I was causing the negative events I was able to predict. Could I have contributed to Harry's defeat, triggered his daughter-in-law's psychotic break? I wondered. None of my friends ever spoke of such experiences. Increasingly, I felt like an outsider, never quite fitting in anywhere.


Then, I told Jim, in 1967, my junior year of high school, I discovered drugs. Although I attended University High, affectionately known as “Uni,” in nearby West Los Angeles, most of my friends were seniors at Palisades High in the Pacific Palisades, a more prestigious part of Los Angeles some ten miles away. After school my “Pali” friends would pick me up and we'd go get stoned. I found that most drugs, with the exception of hallucinogens, dulled my psychic abilities, giving me the illusion that I fit in with my friends. My yearning to feel a sense of belonging would temporarily be satisfied. But no matter how many friends I thought I had, a part of me knew I was living a lie. Then came the night of the accident.


Was the tunnel I encountered as I plunged downward over the cliff related to my premonitions? Neither Jim nor I was sure, but he taught me to trust the authenticity of my experiences. Most important, he helped me see how irrational it was to believe I was causing the events I predicted. He conveyed how children with these gifts who were not educated about them were prone to making preposterous assumptions about themselves. Jim showed me that the real issue was not my abilities, but my misunderstanding of them.


Jim's only concern about helping me explore this aspect of myself was that I'd get so absorbed in it I'd let go of the rest of my life. He had watched people become obsessed with extrasensory experiences and lose track of reality. Even so, he felt I had enough strength to straddle both worlds.


When I first opened up to Jim about my psychic abilities, he had to accept whatever I told him on faith. For all he knew I might be fabricating grandiose stories to manipulate him. There was no proof because, out of fear, I'd suppressed my gifts, and they didn't come back right away. But Jim trusted me, in part because he believed that everybody had such sensitivities but discounted or rejected them. They just got crushed by parents, teachers, or therapists along the way. But Jim didn't think these abilities ever really disappeared—they kept trying to reemerge, and that scared people. He said it took immense energy to keep anything so powerful sealed up within, resulting in depletion and depression, but added that he'd get little support for these beliefs from his peers.


Though everything Jim told me made sense, I'd lived with isolation for many years, and still resisted his authority. It was a long time before I could really let him in. Over a year after the car wreck, I was in one of Jim's group-therapy sessions. Six of us met in his Beverly Hills office each Tuesday afternoon. I was the youngest and by far the most angry, combative, and disagreeable. It wasn't that I really wanted to pick fights; I just wanted to keep others at a distance. Everyone else in the group had been in therapy long enough to understand that I would either work through my anger and settle down, or leave. I had little doubt that most of them were hoping for the latter.


Toward the end of one of our meetings, John, a businessman in his late fifties, and our newest member, started talking about his depression. Though I was listening to him, my attention began to drift: I must have been either daydreaming or in a light trance when suddenly I saw a car catch on fire with a woman and child trapped inside. I gasped, and everyone fell silent, their attention focused on me.


When, as Jim asked, I recounted the vision, John's depression turned to anguish. Through his tears, he revealed to us for the first time that his wife and young daughter had recently been killed in a tragic explosion when their car collided on the freeway with a gasoline truck.


Even though I logically knew I couldn't have been linked to his family's fate, at that moment I felt responsible for John's sorrow. Every childhood fear I'd ever associated with my psychic abilities erupted; the self-accusatory voices in my head took over, full of blame.


After the session ended, Jim took me aside. It had been one thing for him to sit in a plush Beverly Hills office and listen to my far-out stories week after week, but it was something else to witness a living demonstration. I remembered when I was a child, my mother, in her desire for me to have a normal, happy life, had warned, “Don't tell anyone about your predictions. They'll think you're strange.” I'd believed her. Now I was really worried that Jim wouldn't want to see me anymore, that he'd decided I was too much to handle.


It turned out that my apprehensions were unwarranted. Reassuring me, Jim said I wasn't crazy; my suffering and confusion had been caused by the suppression of my “gifts.” Rather than being gotten rid of, they needed to be developed with proper guidance. He suggested I meet Dr. Thelma Moss, a psychologist and psychic researcher at the UCLA Neuropsychiatric Institute who specialized in the study of paranormal phenomena. I was astonished that such a person actually existed. In the past, she'd referred numerous people to Jim who were having difficulty coping with their psychic experiences. Jim was certain that if anyone could appreciate my experiences and support me in learning more about them, it would be Dr. Moss. For the first time, I felt a glimmer of hope.



Chapter Two


VALIDATING THE VOICE


Come to the edge. / We might fall.


Come to the edge. / It's too high!


Come to the edge. / And they came


and he pushed / and they flew…


—CHRISTOPHER LOGUE


I stood in front of my closet in turmoil. I had no idea what would be appropriate to wear to the meeting. It didn't occur to me that I could just be myself, wear whatever I liked. Instead, I saw my mother's eyes checking me out from head to foot. “It's such a shame,” I could hear her saying. “You're so beautiful and you don't show it off.” I always battled with my mother over clothes. She was an impeccable dresser in her sleek silk Chanel suits and luxurious Armani coats. She always wanted me to wear dresses. But I liked jeans, especially one particular pair with a big hole in the left knee. I used to put them on day after day, and it drove her crazy. Some nights I even slept in them, as an act of rebellion.


I stared blankly at my wardrobe. I wanted to be comfortable but more important, I wanted to fit in. So a few hours later, wearing a red-and-white-plaid sleeveless dress that I'd bought with my mother at Saks, beige nylon stockings, and black Capezio pumps, I walked past a row of purple jacaranda trees into the B-floor lobby of the Neuropsychiatric Institute. Having tied my shoulder-length brown hair into a ponytail to make it seem less wild, I looked like I'd just stepped out of Mademoiselle magazine and couldn't have felt more awkward. Since at that time my stereotype of a psychic was a carnival Gypsy in a colorful dress reading a crystal ball, or a man dressed in white wearing a turban, I was well disguised.


When Jim first suggested I see Dr. Moss, I lay awake for hours that night, listening to the unusual downpour of summer rain against the bedroom windows. I couldn't stop thinking. Not only was Jim taking me seriously, there was actually an expert at a reputable university who studied psychic occurrences. I wondered how it would feel to get some real help. Even to contemplate such a possibility was to turn on a very bright light in a room that had been dark my entire life, a light that was now chasing away my worst fears. At last I saw the possibility of breathing easily, of finally being myself.


The following day I'd called Jim and agreed to meet with Dr. Moss, although a week passed before I actually saw her. In the interim, I rode a roller coaster of emotions. Jim sent me a copy of an article from the Los Angeles Times that presented Dr. Moss as a forerunner in her field, a maverick scientist willing to investigate areas that more traditional psychologists shunned. But after reading the article, I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. Why would such a respected researcher be interested in meeting with me? I became paralyzed with self-doubt. Maybe I should just forget the whole thing. But I couldn't. I was too intrigued, too curious, too hungry for guidance. Still, I felt split: excited by the prospect that she might understand me, and also desperately afraid of being let down.


I'd awakened on the day of our meeting with a sense of optimism that was new for me, but by the time I reached UCLA, my confidence once again was shaken. It was ten in the morning and already in the nineties. With the previous night's rains, the city had turned into a gigantic steam bath. The building that housed Dr. Moss's office, the Neuropsychiatric Institute (NPI), was a huge, coldly impersonal eight-story medical center surrounded by the college campus. As I wandered through the long, sterile halls feeling alone and frightened, I doubted I'd ever find the answers I needed.


Dr. Moss, who met me at the door, was a commanding presence. Looking to be in her midforties, about five foot three, with short dark hair and deep brown eyes, she conveyed a strong will and passionate belief, a capacity for being totally present in the moment, and a sense of focused attention and dedication. Dressed like a cover girl, I felt like a naive kid next to this professional in her white lab coat, but she welcomed me into her office with an inviting smile. My heart was racing and I was very much on edge as she asked me to sit and then did her best to put me at ease. She obviously recognized how self-conscious and tense I was, so we chatted for a few minutes until I began to calm down.


“Thanks for coming,” she said. “I've spoken with Jim on the phone and I'd like to test your psychic abilities with a technique known as psychometry. Do you know what that is?”


“No,” I answered.


“It's the capacity to hold a physical object and receive specific information about people, places, and events to which it's related,” she said, handing me a set of keys. “Hold on to these and relax,” she continued in a quiet, comforting voice. “Just stay open to any impressions that might enter your mind.”


I'd never done anything like this before, but I followed her directions.


“Close your eyes and concentrate on the keys,” she said. “Describe whatever comes to you, no matter how unusual it might seem. I'll be taking notes but try to think of me only as an impartial observer. I won't react or give you any feedback until the end.”


As she spoke, the stillness around Dr. Moss became more profound. My body, following her lead, relaxed, and my anxiety began to fade.


I hesitated at first, and then I heard myself say, “These are house keys. Your house keys.” Her facial expression was impossible to read. My attention wavered and I found it difficult to keep my mind on the keys. Then, gradually, a distinct image came to me. I saw a colonial-style house in a hilly neighborhood, perhaps a canyon. I was about to relate this to her when my critical mind quickly censored the image, telling me that I was just picturing a house I'd noticed somewhere in the past—there were many of this type scattered throughout L.A. What I observed could easily have been no more than a random memory.


“I'm not getting much of anything,” I told Dr. Moss, convinced it was safer to say nothing rather than to risk making a mistake.


“That's okay. Just say the first thing that comes into your awareness. Don't worry about being right.”


“I'm not sure,” I replied hesitantly, deciding to risk it. “I just see a house with pillars in front of it. Faded white or maybe beige.” While I didn't know if I was imagining the house or if it was real, my uncertainty was chipping away at my enthusiasm.


“Stay with it,” she said, in the same neutral tone. “Pretend I'm not even here.”


I desperately wanted a sign that I was on the right track, at least a little support or validation, yet none was forthcoming. I closed my eyes, about to give up, but what then came to mind was a memory I hadn't thought about for years. As a teenager, whenever life became difficult, I climbed to the top of the largest pine tree on our block. From the highest branches, I had a panoramic view of Westwood. Safely hidden from sight, I'd observe the city all the way from the high-rise Wilshire Boulevard condos in the east to the tall Bruin movie theater rower at the center of the village. Thus, when I wanted to be alone, to get away from everything, I often retreated to this protected place in my daydreams.


As I remembered this special spot, my tension seemed to disappear and my body softened. Then, slowly, the images began to shift, one flowing effortlessly into the next. Within moments I was standing once more in front of what I was sure was Dr. Moss's home. I knew I was awake, yet unlike a daydream, the scene was startlingly realistic. The strangest part was that I was acutely aware of being at both her home and her office at the same time, equally present in each. It was as though two separate realities were being superimposed one upon the other, a notion that intellectually seemed impossible yet at some deep level felt almost second nature.


As I moved closer to the entryway, I was astounded by the detail I was able to pick up. “I see a front door with a small window in it.” I focused on the façade of the house, and more images appeared, as if I were watching a slow-motion movie. With my eyes shut, the darkness provided a backdrop upon which each image was projected. But it was a very different experience from ordinary sight. A picture would appear upon the backdrop, frozen for a second or two as I viewed it. Then another would follow. I examined each of them closely, noticing subtle variations that in real life I would have missed. I was awe-struck by how rich these images were; they seemed to have a life of their own, like images in a brightly painted landscape or portrait.


Soon my senses began to get overloaded: What I was seeing became almost too much to absorb. Abruptly, my logical mind took over and I started to analyze the images self-consciously rather than letting them flow, and the more I analyzed them, the fewer new impressions I got. Finally, they all faded and I fell silent, opening my eyes and glancing around the room. Dr. Moss asked me what had happened.


“The house disappeared,” I conceded in frustration. I wanted to stop, to admit I wasn't capable of doing what she asked.


“Don't worry,” she said, gently urging me to go on. “Take a moment to relax. Breathe deeply. Quiet your thoughts and then visualize yourself back at the house again, as if you're really there. Stay aware of any smells, sights, sounds, or images you pick up. But don't force them. Notice what they are and then let them go.”


Once back in the silence, I found myself on a porch. “There are beautiful shrubs everywhere. The scent of jasmine is filling the air, and I can hear the sound of a lawn mower in the distance.”


Dr. Moss motioned for me to go on. Now I could hardly contain myself. Finding that I could reenter the scene at will, smell fragrances, and observe the landscape, design, and architecture of a house I'd never seen was like discovering that I could fly. The limits of my capabilities seemed endless. For the first time I knew there wasn't any reason to be afraid. I felt restored, vindicated, determined never to allow this experience to slip away. Eager to go on, I opened the front door and stepped forward into the living room.


“The house is nicely furnished but not lavish by any means. It isn't occupied,” I continued. “I hope I don't run into anyone. I don't want to intrude.” There were no signs of people, but I knew they were present. Dr. Moss didn't live alone. She had children, one or maybe two, and I had a feeling that other close relatives visited her a lot. There was a warmth, a family atmosphere. This surprised me; I guess I thought she worked all the time. It wasn't how I imagined her life to be, but I related it to her anyway, trying hard not to confuse my preconceptions with what I was actually seeing.


It had never occurred to me previously that I could consciously direct or focus my premonitions, looking at details the way I did in real life. Usually my visions had appeared unpredictably, in a flash, giving a general overview of a situation, then vanishing. The possibility that I might be able to turn my head left or right to explore various aspects of a room, for instance, or even choose to float above it, seemed incredible. I had entered an entirely new world.


I then found myself standing in the center of a large bedroom. “I'm now on the other side of the house but I haven't walked a single step to get there,” I told Dr. Moss, trying to convey my delight as I continued to look around. “I see a wide, double bed with a wooden headboard and a light-colored bedspread. On both sides of the bed are identical wooden tables.


“The right one has a single drawer where you've put some notes you've written to yourself. On the wall opposite the bed are two large windows. Between them is a long dresser that stands about waist high. There's an old faded photo on the top—it looks like you with your arm around a bright-faced teenage girl. Off to the right of that wall is a closet with your clothes in it. You left the door open.”


Now immersed in the reading, I forgot where I was. My only reality was the house, its rooms and hallways, scents and colors. All my previous concerns had been replaced by an intense curiosity to absorb each moment of this experience, as if I'd been starving for it my entire life.


When, finally, Dr. Moss told me it was time to stop, I felt incredibly invigorated. Whatever I'd been doing seemed natural—preferable, in fact, to my ordinary life. So preferable, actually, I suddenly realized that a part of me didn't want to come back, wished I could stay there forever. I began to feel a wrenching sensation in my stomach, a sense of loss, a sadness, as though I'd been taken from my home.
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