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      for my mother

   
      
      His Story

      It started simply enough.

      
         Progress Notes—1st session

         Pt is a 44 yr old mwm in nad c/ only vague complaints.

         Dx: ? ? Has apparent fatigue. Irritability. Anxiety? R/O: 296.82/309.24

         Impression: Pt is smart, elusive, sarcastic. Goals unclear. Trust?

         Rx Plan: Short term? Confront resistance, est. trust. Long term? TWT.

         AG

      I was his clinical psychologist. I scribbled those notes after our first session.

      I ended up treating him—the “married white male in no apparent distress”—for three weeks. In therapy-years, that’s an eye
            blink.

      What was I treating him for? I didn’t have an answer to the diagnostic question until the last time I saw him. That first
            day I was ruling out Atypical Depression and Adjustment Disorder with Anxiety. They were both safe guesses.

      Why all the doubt? Because I’m no clinical genius. And because patients lie. Anyone who has been doing healthcare for more
            than a week knows the feeling, the nagging sense that something a patient is saying doesn’t ring quite true.

      The establish-trust part of my treatment plan was pro forma. “TWT”? That’s my shorthand for time-will-tell. In therapy I typically wait things out. As days pass, untruths become unimportant
            or untruths become truths of a different species.

      It turned out that he didn’t have time and that I never appreciated how crucial the answer to the question of why he was in
            psychotherapy was going to turn out to be. All I knew back then was that there were pieces that felt incomplete.

      Usually, early in therapy, that wouldn’t be important.

      That’s what I thought this time, too.

      Until the end.

      The end changed everything.

      

   
      
      
PART I


      My Story

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      I was about to downshift.
      

      
      The motor of the old 911 purred only inches behind my ears, its tenor pulse as familiar to me as the treble of my wife’s laugh.
         I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure, but I thought I’d also sensed the telltale progression of airy metallic pings that would
         be the sign that my first true love was coming down with a little valve clatter.
      

      
      She’d been prone to it her entire life, but still, damn.
      

      
      It didn’t take long for reality—my peculiar reality—to descend and for damn to morph into it doesn’t really matter.
      

      
      The car and I were old lovers; I’d owned her, or she’d owned me, for almost a third of my forty-two years. Neither of us was
         a virgin when we got together. She’d been assembled by others’ hands way back in 1988 and I didn’t fondle her wheel or feather
         her pedals for the first time until 1993, just shy of my thirtieth birthday.
      

      
      The Porsche and I were gobbling up concrete in the fast lane of Colorado’s Interstate 70 right where it begins to climb dramatically
         into the Rocky Mountain foothills from the table plateaus below Morrison. After an initial long rising straightaway and then
         a gentle, almost ninety-degree arc that completes a surgical slice through the spine of a Front Range hogback, the freeway
         suddenly stops messing around and shouts at drivers to take notice, that they’ve really, truly entered some legendary hills.
      

      
      Fat bends in the road hug the contour of the soaring mountain and as those curves begin to meld into an ever sharper incline,
         under-endowed cars struggle to maintain their speed. Fully laden big rigs drift over toward the right shoulder where they
         fight the steep rise in elevation with the resolve of tortoises. They’re slowing not because they want to, but because the
         gravitational reality of Colorado’s main route into the Rocky Mountains offers them no alternative.
      

      
      I was coming up on that first long right-angle curve, the one just before the highway transects the hogback. That’s the spot
         where I was about to downshift.
      

      
      A man standing on the bluff above the Morrison exit near Red Rocks caught my eye. Why? Probably because of all the recent
         news about the sniper. But this guy was too obvious to seem dangerous, and I didn’t see a rifle in his hands. He was a man
         wearing a baseball cap and a fleece jacket, alone on the side of the road. He was leaning forward and gazing over the westbound
         lanes, his elbows resting on a fence, his right hand pressing a mobile phone to his ear. For the second or two that I spotted
         him above me he didn’t seem to move a muscle. He was staring down at the traffic, seemingly mesmerized by us all.
      

      
      He was, I decided, probably a plainclothes cop doing surveillance for the damn I-70 sniper.

      
      I downshifted into third as I zoomed past him and shot toward the upcoming climb with a fresh boost of torque and enough raw
         power and confidence to soar past anybody or anything that might be blocking my path on the curving ascent ahead.
      

      
      The interstate flattens out for a prolonged stretch prior to the brash incline of Floyd Hill. Buffalo Bill’s grave and the Chief Hosa campground come and go. Exits weave off toward the mountain suburbs of Genesee and Evergreen. As I passed those
         landmarks my wheeled love held eighty, and joyfully toyed with ninety. For me and the German girl with the perfect body and
         the motor to match, the mountain curves and passes were mere playthings. And that moment, that day, I was trying to let it
         all be about the driving; I barely noticed any of the scenery flying by. In fact, the only reason I recalled seeing the Evergreen
         exit at all was because on the overpass I spotted another man standing with yet another cell phone to his ear.
      

      
      More law enforcement? I wondered. Odd.
      

      
      For half an eye blink, just before I flashed below him, I could have sworn the man was pointing at my car or gesturing toward
         me with his free hand, but I wiped the image out of my consciousness by letting myself be consumed for an instant with the
         juvenile fantasy that the bridge was the finish line and I was an Earnhardt cousin raising a fist skyward at the checkered
         flag at Daytona.
      

      
      A third man. A third cell phone.
      

      
      No overpass the third time.

      
      This man was a little farther down the road, near the top of the hill where Highway 65 joins up with the freeway. A white
         Escalade was parked on the right shoulder, hood up in the air, emergency blinkers pulsing. The man I spotted—I was looking
         for guys near the road by then—stood at the rear of the SUV, and he, of course, had a cell phone to his ear. As I passed by
         I could see him talking, and nodding. His eyes, I thought, seemed to be tracking my red Porsche’s progress as his neck rotated
         to follow me down the road.
      

      
      Nodding.

      
      First? A simple, huh? Followed by an uh-oh.
      

      
      Then came the damn.
      

      
      Could this be it?

      
      Could it?

      
      I’ve never known what the next section of I-70, the one just west of El Rancho, is called, but I always figured that it had to
         have a name. It’s the kind of stretch of road that over the years should have earned a nefarious handle. Something like the
         “Death Drop” would have been appropriate.
      

      
      The girl from Stuttgart and I were cresting the El Rancho hill above that long, steep downhill section of highway. The lanes
         that stretch out below teeter on the edge of an almost straight ridge as it descends at an acute angle into the rocky canyons
         along Clear Creek. To the right, off the downhill shoulder of the road, is a cliff. How high is the cliff? Too high. Lots
         of air. From the concrete lanes drivers can’t even see how far they’d soar if they misjudged their way on that side of the
         interstate.
      

      
      It’s just as well. It isn’t a survivable fall.

      
      Experienced truckers find low gears in order to spare their brakes on this stretch of 70, and their crawling rigs almost always
         clog the right two lanes on the downhill side. The slope is steep enough that inexperienced mountain drivers, and even some
         experienced ones, see their carefully modulated seventy miles per hour become eighty-five or ninety or even ninety-five before
         they figure out exactly what effect gravity is having on their control of their cars. I knew from dozens—hell, hundreds—of
         prior journeys along the route that I could count on a stream of red brake lights flashing on in front of me as drivers fought
         to harness the sudden increase in speed foisted upon them during their descent.
      

      
      I also knew that at the bottom of the long downhill a constellation of geographic features and design complications conspired
         to further confound the drivers who were already struggling with the gravitational challenges of the cruel section of road. Within the space of a few hundred yards
         at the bottom of the hill, the posted speed limit was suddenly reduced from seventy-five to fifty, Highway 6 merged into I-70,
         the number of westbound lanes decreased from four to three and then suddenly to two, and—and—a not-so-subtle wall of rough
         granite a few hundred feet high insisted that the roadway make an abrupt change in course almost ninety degrees to the west.
         For the half mile or so that came next, the narrowed path hugged the radically curving outlines of Clear Creek. Towering granite
         walls loomed overhead on both sides.
      

      
      Despite the upcoming hazards I wasn’t foreseeing a need to tap my girl’s brakes on the downhill. History told me that the
         Porsche and I could dodge the trucks and weave past the slower cars regardless of how many lanes were available. The Carrera
         and I only needed one lane for ourselves, we didn’t need all of it, and we needed it only briefly. The posted speed limit
         was inconsequential to me; taking a highway curve at eighty miles an hour that pedestrian cars took at fifty meant nothing
         to me and my little fräulein.
      

      
      We were both designed for it, regardless of what the highway engineers and the Colorado State Patrol might think to the contrary.

      
      I first noticed the flatbed truck when I was in the fast lane about a quarter of the way down the hill below El Rancho. The
         rig—it had a tall cab and an extended, stake-lined open bed that was filled with neat rows of fifty-gallon metal drums—was
         in front of me a couple of lanes over, nearing the halfway point of the long descent. It appeared to me that the driver of
         the truck was making a rookie mistake, moving into the lane adjacent to mine to try to pass a couple of tractor-trailers crawling
         hub-to-hub in the two far-right lanes. The computer in my head immediately organized the equation: The eighteen-wheelers were in low gear going,
         maybe, twenty miles per hour. I was doing eighty-five, ninety. The open-bed truck had accelerated to something in the vicinity
         of thirty-five or forty to pass the bigger trucks. In the left two lanes in front of me, five or six smaller vehicles dotted
         the highway between me and the converging rigs.
      

      
      The cars, SUVs, and pickup trucks were cruising downhill at various speeds between sixty and eighty.

      
      The skill of the drivers? I decided that the safest thing for me was to assume that the other drivers sucked.

      
      The algebra wasn’t complicated: Would the flatbed truck with the oil drums finish passing the tractor-trailers and vacate
         its current lane before the cluster of cars and pickups in front of me were forced to squeeze together into the fast lane—the
         one smack in front of me—to avoid the temporary blockade caused by the three big trucks descending in consort down below?
      

      
      It was going to be close, I decided.

      
      Without any further deliberation my right foot shifted slightly at the ankle, the base of my big toe prepared to find purchase
         on the brake pedal, my left foot lifted up off the floor and hovered above the pad of the clutch, and the base of the palm
         of my right hand found the trailing edge of the gear shift, readying for the motion necessary to flick the smooth knob from
         fourth gear back down into third.
      

      
      As I eased off on the accelerator and the rpm wound down, I once again heard the unwelcome melody of tinny clatter from the
         valves.
      

      
      Got to tune you, baby girl. Got to tune you up.

      
      It’s the thinking that we don’t try to do but that our magical brains do anyway that distinguishes the human animal from the machines
         we build. We can teach our machines to solve problems and even to ponder the value of various innovative solutions, but we haven’t yet figured out how
         to teach the machines to recognize novel problems that will ultimately require us to use other machines to help us find solutions.
         For now, at least, that’s still the stuff of humanity.
      

      
      Unbidden by me, that’s exactly what my mind was busy doing in the next few milliseconds as it changed effortlessly from the
         consideration of the algebra of gravity, variable speeds, crappy drivers, available lanes, and currently present vehicles,
         into the consideration of the calculus of a problem set that included an entirely novel set of variables: three men on cell
         phones watching traffic at three different locations on the same small stretch of Colorado interstate, constricted flow on
         a historically dangerous downhill section of highway, and an open-bed truck that was lined with seemingly innocuous big black
         drums.
      

      
      My brain’s assessment of those facts was confounded by one brand-new piece of information that it threw into the problem set:
         Big, rectangular red lights were beaming on each side of the back of the flatbed truck that was transporting the big metal
         drums.
      

      
      The truck driver was hitting his brakes.

      
      Wow.

      
      I reached an instant, terrifying conclusion: The truck wasn’t accelerating to pass the two tractor-trailers. It was braking
         to stay even with them.
      

      
      Why?

      
      My mind chose to take the developing conundrum one step further, instinctively including a seemingly extraneous variable in
         its calculation: the y variable, the variable that I’d been consciously adding into almost every novel problem set that had crossed my path over
         the past few days.
      

      
      The y variable was the small matter of the standing commitment from the Death Angels.
      

      
      How to precisely weight the y variable had been proving to be a tough thing for me to figure, primarily because the people charged with implementing the
         y variable had proven to be an imaginative bunch. Before I was even consciously aware that I actually had the acute new problem—the
         driving-down-this-hill and surviving this apparent Death Angels assault problem—I was actively struggling with the chronic
         dilemma I’d had since Adam left Providence, which was the whole general Death Angel survival problem.
      

      
      The novel problem? The current assault? I read it this way: Over the last ten minutes or so I had apparently been driving
         past a series of predetermined checkpoints manned by men with mobile phones who were sending along news of my progress to
         the driver of the flatbed with the black drums on the back so he could precisely time his descent on this treacherous downhill
         stretch of Interstate 70.
      

      
      But why? What do they have planned?

      
      My brain was ready with the answer.

      
      Instantaneously, the whole scenario made such perfect sense that I wasn’t even surprised when the first shiny black barrel
         somehow slid uphill off the truck bed and bounced hard off the concrete ribbon of highway.
      

      
      Instantly, left foot: clutch.

      
      Right foot: brake.

      
      Right hand: downshift. Fourth to third.

      
      The tach needle jumped. The rpm soared close to the red zone. The 911 flexed and she readied. She knew me well, and she knew
         I wouldn’t have done what I’d done to her unless something important was up.
      

      
      The second and third barrels seemed to fly off the truck simultaneously a fraction of a second later. A pickup truck a couple
         of hundred yards in front of me swerved right—too hard—to avoid one of the drums. He overcompensated to the left before severely overcompensating once more back to the right. By then he was up precariously on two wheels, and
         a split second later the crew-cab Dodge slid left until it careened into the air, launched by the sloped Jersey barrier that
         separated the uphill lanes from the down. I heard and felt the resulting crash as the flying truck exploded into the vehicle
         of some unsuspecting driver in the uphill lanes, but I was beyond the conflagration before my eyes could make any sense of
         it.
      

      
      I didn’t dare take my eyes from the road to check the mirror and the carnage.

      
      Left foot: clutch.

      
      Right foot: brake.

      
      Right hand: downshift. This time into second.

      
      The old girl’s engine screamed in protest at the back pressure I was insisting she endure. I wasn’t worried about her, though;
         she wouldn’t let me down. She never had.
      

      
      And hey, there was no valve clatter at those rpm.

      
      In front of me—and not very far in front of me—the barrels continued to tumble off the flatbed in twos and threes. The first
         ones off were bouncing past me on the highway just as the latest ones were tumbling from the bed of the truck.
      

      
      A Lexus SUV, desperate to avoid a collision with a flying drum, sideswiped a Nissan sedan fifty yards ahead. Together they
         kept weaving into and away from each other, their dance completely filling the little space that remained between the three
         side-by-side trucks and the center highway barricade, effectively obliterating my only easy avenue to escape the tumbling
         drums.
      

      
      The barrel that I knew was the one that was destined to hit me—the one that figuratively had my name on it—slid solo off the
         truck’s flatbed, bouncing once, only once, before hanging back up in the air as though it were a guided missile waiting for me to drive into position beneath it.
      

      
      Which, of course, I was about to do.

      
      That is apparently what fate required of me at that moment.

      
      And that’s precisely what I was doing.

   
      
      ONE

      
      Where to start with this guy? This shrink?

      
      Honesty?

      
      Eventually, maybe. Soon, hopefully.

      
      Not the first day, though. Certainly not the first hour.

      
      Not with a stranger. The stakes were way too high.

      
      The first day? The first day—it was a fine autumn day—he’d have to settle for the truth.

      
      Not the whole truth, not nothing-but-the-truth. But the truth.

      
      We’d both have to settle for that.

      
      “You ever get massages?” I asked him.
      

      
      Yes, that’s how I started the first session with him. Un-frigging-believable.

      
      What the hell? I thought. Where on earth did that come from?

      
      “You ever get massages?” Did I really ask him that? I certainly hadn’t planned to start out that way, but that’s exactly what came dribbling out of my mouth, even before I’d
         sat down in the chair across from Dr. Alan Gregory.
      

      
      His eyes narrowed a little in response to my question. Maybe he raised his right shoulder enough that I could have considered
         it a shrug. Maybe not. I took the combined movements to mean “sure,” but they could just as easily have meant “what difference
         does it make?” Most likely the gestures constituted a vague editorial about the peculiar manner that I’d chosen to begin the first psychotherapy
         session of my life.
      

      
      “I find that they help,” I said. “Massages. I’ve been getting a couple a week.” As an afterthought, I tagged the word “lately”
         onto the end of the sentence.
      

      
      Help with what? He could have asked me, maybe should have asked me. But he didn’t. He sat silently, waiting for something. Was he demonstrating
         patience, or indifference? Time would tell. Time, though, was something I didn’t have in abundance. At that moment I was feeling
         neither patience nor indifference. Were our roles reversed, I know I would have asked the “help-you-with-what” question.
      

      
      No doubt about it. I would have asked. Yep.

      
      If he had asked I would have told him I meant help with the fact that I was dying, though I wouldn’t have told him yet exactly how
         complicated my dying was turning out to be.
      

      
      Truth, yes.

      
      Honesty, not quite yet.

      
      “The massage therapist I see? Her name is Cinda. She’s good. Very good. Little-known fact: Some massage therapists do the
         bulk of their work one-handed. They do; it’s not like with a baseball pitcher, or a cook, though. A painter, whatever. The
         dominant hand changes depending on what she’s working on, where she’s standing. Sometimes it’s left, sometimes it’s right.
         But what makes Cinda so good at what she does—truly special—is what she does with the other hand, the one that’s not doing
         the heavy lifting.”
      

      
      I felt suddenly exhausted. The lassitude came on in an instant and floored me, like I’d been idiotic enough to turn my back
         to the ocean and had ended up getting flattened by a twelve-foot curl of breaking indolence. If this guy in front of me had been an analytic shrink with a cracked-leather Sigmund chaise and was sitting in front of me dripping
         old Viennese attitude, I might have stretched out and rolled over onto my side to be contrary. But he was a pedestrian Colorado
         Ph.D. in a pedestrian old Victorian in downtown Boulder and it was apparent that he’d organized the furniture in his office
         so that our time together was going to be face-to-face.
      

      
      I asked, “Do you mind if I put my feet up?”

      
      What was he going to do? Be a jerk, say no? He opened his hands in a be-my-guest gesture. What is this guy, I wondered, a mime? I lifted my heavy legs and rested my beat-up sneakers on the scratched wood of a table that said old, not antique. The change
         in posture eased my fatigue a little. Every little bit helped.
      

      
      The dramatic increase in fatigue I was feeling was a new thing. The doctors couldn’t explain it. I was still adjusting to
         it.
      

      
      Other than his brief introduction in the tiny waiting room—“Hello, I’m Alan Gregory. Please come in” —he finally spoke his
         first words to me. He said, “The other hand?”
      

      
      I’ll give him credit for something: He made the short phrase sound somewhat consequential.

      
      And he let me know he’d been paying attention.

      
      “I actually think of it as her ‘off hand,’ not her other hand,” I said. “The working hand is the reason we’re there, of course.
         It’s the business hand, and she knows her business. Cinda’s intuitive—she finds tightness I don’t even know I have. She kneads
         it. Traces it. Stretches it. Finds the origin of a muscle like she’s an explorer looking for the headwater of a river. Then
         nine times out of ten, she gets the tension to release. What I’m saying is she does the job that needs doing, but she does
         it mostly with one strong hand at a time. Sometimes the off hand helps—does some of the same work—but most of the time … no, not. It’s one working hand, and one off hand.”
      

      
      How did he reply to that little speech? His eyes invited me to go on. That was all. It was a subtle thing, but to me the invitation
         was as clear as if a calligrapher had penned it on good linen paper, sealed it with wax, and had it handed to me by a liveried
         messenger.
      

      
      Thea could do that, too—talk to me in complete sentences using only her eyes.

      
      He and I would talk about Thea later.

      
      Why, I wondered, was I babbling on with this guy about my massage therapist’s hands? I still didn’t have an answer to that
         one, but I went with the momentum, mostly because fighting it and doing something else would have required stamina I didn’t
         have.
      

      
      “Despite how good her working hand does its job, her off hand is the reason I go back to her.”

      
      He sent me another invitation with his eyes. Or he repeated the same invitation. I wasn’t totally sure which.

      
      The rhythm of the therapy dance was becoming clear: I would appear to lead. He would appear to follow. The reality would,
         of course, probably turn out to be something altogether different. I reminded myself that I’d decided to be honest with him.
         Otherwise, what was the point?
      

      
      I said, “Sometimes she’ll just rest it a few inches from where she’s working with her business hand. If she’s doing my lower
         back, she might rest her off hand on my hip. If she’s working my shoulder, she might rest it on my neck. No real pressure.
         That’s not true, maybe some pressure. A light stroke, a gentle squeeze. But no real work. The other hand is doing the work.
         Most of the time her off hand doesn’t join in—it’s not there for that. It’s there for …”
      

      
      Could he think I’m talking about sex? “I’m not talking about sex. In case you’re wondering. When I talk about sex, I’ll talk about sex. That’s not one of my things—discomfort with sex. This is about something else entirely.” I glanced
         at his left hand. He wore a ring. “You married?”
      

      
      He grazed the ring with the soft pad of his thumb. Involuntary? Maybe. He didn’t answer me. Or maybe he did. If he did, I
         missed it.
      

      
      “I am,” I said. “Sometimes—maybe most of the time—when my wife does things for me they’re part of the deal, the marriage deal.
         She does x, I do y. She makes dinner; I make money. But sometimes she does something for me and I know it’s meant to be a gift, something special.
         Something that’s not part of the deal. That’s what Cinda’s off hand does during the massage; it’s the one that says that whatever’s
         going on at that moment isn’t just a job, isn’t only part of the deal, that she cares a little, that I’m not just another
         blob of flesh on her table, that it’s not all about my muscles yielding to her fingers. That we’re not only trading my money
         for her time.”
      

      
      I inhaled and exhaled before he replied. He said, “That’s important to you?”

      
      His words stopped me. Isn’t that a universal truth? Wouldn’t it be important to anybody? “Of course,” I said.
      

      
      Of course.

      
      “Her off hand provides … tenderness?” he said. “Is that a good word for what you’re describing?”

      
      I crossed one ankle over the other, and the change in posture offered some temporary relief. “I think about it more as a caress,
         but ‘tenderness’ is a good word for it. Yes.”
      

      
      “And it’s the reason you go back to her?”

      
      “Cinda’s good at what she does, but plenty of people are good at what they do. Yeah, I guess the truth is that the reason
         I keep going back to her is because of how she manages her off hand. For the kindness, the tenderness. It’s important. Essential
         even.” I tacked on, “For me.”
      

      
      The shrink was silent for most of a minute. At first I thought he was waiting for me to start up again, but I saw something
         in his face that told me that maybe he was working on something. So I waited, too. Finally, he seemed to find whatever he’d
         been seeking. He said, “And … you’re wondering whether you’ll get it here? The tenderness? Whether I’m going to turn out to
         be all business, or whether I have an off hand, too?”
      

      
      Actually, that wasn’t what I’d been thinking at all.

      
      What I’d been wondering was what it was about this bland little room, and about this unfamiliar, relatively bland man, that
         had somehow got me babbling about Cinda and the seductiveness of her off hand.
      

      
      “Maybe,” I said.

      
      He let me digest my response. When he thought I’d had enough time, he added a coda. “You told me your massage therapist’s
         name, but not your wife’s.”
      

      
      It wasn’t a question.

      
      Not at all.

   
      
      TWO

      
      I hadn’t told him much on the phone when I set up the appointment.
      

      
      My last name, as common as dirt, revealed nothing. I’d introduced myself using the nickname my oldest friends had hung on
         me decades before. I’d told Alan Gregory, Ph.D., that I’d gotten the referral to him from a business associate, which was
         only a bit of a stretch, that I had some things going on in my life that I was eager to discuss—that part was absolutely the
         truth—and that on the first day I wanted to see him twice, with some time in between. One session—or appointment, or whatever
         the hell he called it—in the morning, one more mid-afternoon on the same day. That would be ideal.
      

      
      He initially balked at my request for dual appointments, but relented when I explained that my schedule was in a “difficult
         phase.” We worked out the times we would meet. Ten in the morning. Then again at two-thirty the same afternoon.
      

      
      I didn’t tell him I’d be flying into the nearby Jefferson County Airport solely for the purpose of seeing him, nor did I tell
         him that I’d be flying back out the same day as soon as we were done. I didn’t moan that it would have been much more convenient
         to use the Boulder Airport, but that my plane needed just a little bit more runway than the Boulder field had to offer.
      

      
      Nor did I tell him the two appointments could be considered an audition. In my mind, when you meet somebody new it’s always
         an audition. You don’t always know which one of you is auditioning, or for what. But every introduction is an audition.
      

      
      If this shrink had earned even half his doctorate, I figured he already knew that.

      
      I left his office after the first session that morning without revealing that I’d made a decision that I thought I could work
         with him. I was worried that if I’d told him he’d passed the test, he would have asked me what the test was.
      

      
      I didn’t know the answer. I only knew he’d passed.

      
      Or he’d have asked why I needed a test.

      
      I didn’t know the answer to that, either.

      
      Therapy was already turning out to be more complicated than I’d anticipated.

      
      In between my two appointments with Dr. Gregory, I took a taxi across Boulder to the local Toyota dealership, asked the cabbie
         to wait a few minutes, and managed—as I knew I would—to get accosted by a salesman before I made it all the way to the front
         door.
      

      
      All fake friendliness, the salesman—I pegged him as an ex-frat boy who liked beer more than he liked just about anything else—thrust
         out his hand and said, “I’m Chuck Richter, and you are …”
      

      
      Not in the fucking mood.

      
      His handshake was too firm by half, too robust by a factor of three.

      
      I considered retracing my steps to the waiting cab, sighed, and steeled myself with a promise that this experience would soon
         be over.
      

      
      “Chuck?” I said with my most ingratiating smile plastered across my face—the smile I used to use when, before I had more money than I needed, I would be trying to finagle or seduce a first-class upgrade from a clerk at the check-in
         counter at the airport. Chuck and I made good eye contact, and he reflexively matched my smile with a grin that registered
         like a fingernail on a chalkboard in my soul.
      

      
      “Yeah?” he said.

      
      “I need to be out of here in fifteen minutes, thirty tops. When I leave, I want to drive away in a new Prius, any new Prius.
         2006? 2007? Doesn’t matter. Color? I don’t care. Equipment? Whatever you got. Demo? Fine. Here’s what I’d like to happen next,
         right now even. You go to your sales manager and get me a number. If I like the number, I pay cash for the car and I’m on
         my way in my new Prius in time to make my lunch appointment.
      

      
      “If you’re not back here with a number for me in five minutes, or if the number you bring back makes me think you and your
         sales manager are trying to take a lot of advantage of me, rather than just a little advantage of me, I’m going to get back
         into that taxi over there and go to the Honda dealership on Arapahoe and make some salesman just like you the exact same offer
         on one of their hybrids. You have a single chance to do this deal. No negotiating. Are we clear? You and I? A hundred percent
         clear?”
      

      
      Chuck nodded in little narrow jerks. His eyes were wide at the challenge, as though I was a stranger in a bar who’d walked
         up to him and offered to buy him and his buddies beers and shooters all night long if he’d simply munch down a fresh habanero.
      

      
      I thought he was wondering if he could pull it off. But maybe, just maybe, I’d misread him and he had more balls than I was
         giving him credit for and he was wondering how to play things to his advantage with his sales manager.
      

      
      “Chuck?”

      
      He nodded again—those same quick little jerks of his wide chin—his eyes still big as nickels.
      

      
      “I’m not screwing with you. One chance to get this right.”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      “Don’t screw with me.”

      
      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      
      “Yes, you would. But don’t.”

      
      It took the various players thirty-five minutes to get the paperwork together and finally to give up trying to sell me all the
         extra crap—extended warranty? You’ve got to be kidding—that car dealers hawk to pad their profits. While I waited for this
         form and that form to be prepared, I strolled out and sent the taxi on its way.
      

      
      When I returned, Chuck actually asked me if I had anything I wanted to trade.

      
      I told him I had plenty of cars, but nothing I wanted to sell. I was just making conversation to keep him at bay.

      
      “You a collector? Old cars?” he asked. It was either a lucky guess, or Chuck had the inborn Doppler radar of a born salesman.

      
      “No. I have an old Porsche, but I still drive it. An eighty-eight 911.”

      
      “Wow. What color? Red?”

      
      “Yeah, red.” Two good guesses for Chuck.

      
      “The coup, not the Cabriolet, right?” he said.

      
      I nodded. Chuck was three for three. Note to self: Don’t play poker with Chuck. “I bought it in 1993.”
      

      
      “Shit,” Chuck said. “This Prius ain’t no Carrera.”

      
      “More honest words have never been spoken by a car salesman,” I replied.

      
      To get away from Chuck I strolled over to the parts department and picked out a car cover for my new 2006 Prius—the 2007 models hadn’t arrived yet. When I got back to Chuck’s desk, he was ready for my money. He led me down the hall
         and I sat obediently in the designated mark’s chair in the finance manager’s prison cell of an office while I called my banker
         on my mobile phone and authorized a wire.
      

      
      In order to pry the keys out of the clutch of Chuck’s fist, I actually had to convince him that I didn’t want his personal,
         extra-special new-car orientation any more than I wanted a colonoscopy without anesthesia.
      

      
      A few minutes later I drove away in the new hybrid and found my way back across downtown Boulder to a flat that was on the
         second floor of a lovely old house on Pine Street just east of the Hotel Boulderado. I parked the Prius in back, and let myself
         inside with a key I’d begged from the friend who kept the apartment as a pied-à-terre for the rare occasions he was in Colorado.
         He owned a company in Boulder with which I’d done a lot of business over the years, and I could tell—when I had asked him
         if I could use his apartment occasionally—that he thought I had something going on the side. I let him believe it. As long
         as he didn’t gossip about it, his suspicions were fine with me.
      

      
      I collapsed onto the bed in the flat’s only bedroom and fell asleep wondering if I’d live long enough to figure out what the
         fun graphic display meant on the little screen in the middle of my new car’s dash.
      

   
      
      THREE

      
      I was back in Dr. Alan Gregory’s office at 2:30. I’d slept for a while and showered at my buddy’s apartment, and my fatigue
         had gone from shouting at me to pay attention to humming in the background like Muzak. I managed to tune out the dull torpor
         the same way I can usually tune out a corporate orchestral rendition of “Sympathy for the Devil” during a long elevator ride.
      

      
      “And so we meet again,” I said to the shrink. Lame? God, yes. But I really said it—for some reason I was discovering that I felt almost possessed in the guy’s office, which
         of course left me wondering what the hell that was all about.
      

      
      I handed him some forms he’d asked me to fill out at the end of the morning session. On the patient information form, I’d
         scribbled in my nickname, a post office box address belonging to my Denver lawyer, and my cellphone number. I gave him an
         e-mail address that went only to my BlackBerry.
      

      
      Person to contact in case of emergency? Hah! If only. I left that one blank.
      

      
      Had I offered it to him, the odds were low that he’d recognize my real name. If he were a player in the medical technology
         field my name would certainly ring a bell, but outside that small pond and beyond the ranks of the venture capitalists and
         investment managers who hung around on the sandy banks of Entrepreneurship Lake, my name wasn’t a household word.
      

      
      I wasn’t Warren Buffett. I wasn’t Bill Gates.

      
      I was an anonymous rich white guy. One of the first epiphanies that went along with becoming an anonymous rich white guy was
         learning how many of us there are. How many? You’d be surprised; I was. More than enough to make it easy to blend into the
         crowd.
      

      
      “I plan to pay cash each day that I’m here,” I said, hoping that would be a sufficient explanation for the absence of any
         health insurance information on the forms.
      

      
      “That’s up to you,” he said. “I’ll prepare a bill and hand it to you during our last session of each month.”

      
      “Fine.” Money didn’t interest me. I could have told him that I’d stopped counting money the day that I decided I had enough.
         That day had taken place quite a few years before when a couple of the big international med-tech giants both decided that
         they wanted the device I’d designed and the company I’d created to build and sell it.
      

      
      A bidding war ensued and I happily sold everything for two to three times what it was worth. And it had been worth a lot.

      
      I didn’t tell him any of that.

      
      He sat back. I sat back, too, figuring he was going to wait for me to start the show again. But I was wrong.

      
      He spoke next. His voice was as even as a mother’s love. He said, “Now that I know you like massages, and that you’re predisposed
         to a little tenderness, how do you suppose I can be of help?”
      

      
      I smiled at the sardonic timbre of his words. I was pleased—doubly pleased—he had it in him. I didn’t want to spend these
         precious hours with a slug. Now that I was dying I had little tolerance for tedious people.
      

      
      Truth, right? Okay—even before I was dying I had little tolerance for tedious people.
      

      
      He sensed my hesitation.

      
      “Start anywhere,” he suggested. “In the end, it won’t really make any difference.”

      
      He was wrong about that, but he was speaking generally and from his experience. I knew that if I started off by hinting at
         the end, I might never get a chance to tell him the beginning. I had to do it right.
      

      
      That’s why I was there with him. In therapy. There was, literally, no one else I could talk to about what was going on, and
         I desperately wanted to understand the beginning better, so I could make the end different.
      

      
      Maybe I was wrong, but I thought I had to be sure to start in the right place.

   
      
      FOUR

      
      Two stories must be told for this to make any sense.
      

      
      A glance at my 2004 calendar would reveal that the story I tell first actually took place after the story I tell second.

      
      The order was important. God, was it important.

      
      Still is.

      
      The first story:
      

      
      Late summer.

      
      I loved that boardroom.

      
      The fog bank hovering a quarter mile from shore over the Pacific and the lush green hills of Santa Barbara spreading out below
         seemed to start abruptly from nothing and nowhere, as if the huge sleek table at which we were sitting was floating in an
         infinity pool and all of us in the room were just treading water on the edge of possibility. It was an organic space of light
         and air and water, a room for beginnings.
      

      
      Not a room for beginners, though.

      
      I’d only agreed to be on the board of this company because many of the other board members were visionaries. I’d long before
         stopped participating as a director on boards that were full of glorified rubber-stampers who collected exorbitant fees for
         conspiring with management to squelch creativity, to shirk shareholders, or to thwart risk.
      

      
      If I wanted to waste my time watching large mammals gallop with blinders on I’d go to Santa Anita.
      

      
      But this place—this company, this room—was a different animal. And the people with me on the board of directors were different
         jockeys. That day hundreds of millions, literally, were on the table. A radical change in direction for the company. Huge
         risks. Possible huge rewards. Likely, in my opinion, huge rewards. I didn’t need the money that would come with the change
         in course we were contemplating that day—nobody in the room did—but we all needed to be involved in making the money that might come, should come, with the change in course.
      

      
      Why? Ask five of us and you’d get six different answers. Some, just because. Some, to try to fill a dollar-sensitive hole
         that life’s caprice had dug into their souls.
      

      
      Some, to hoard.

      
      Some, to give away.

      
      Turning one buck into two, or three, or ten or twenty, was what we all did. As a group we didn’t question it much. Individually,
         on days when I did pause to question it, I liked to think I did something else, too—something valuable—along the way. I also
         knew myself well enough to allow for the possibility that that was rationalization.
      

      
      I was sitting back, letting the discussion around that table above Santa Barbara build to a crescendo, watching brilliant
         people spark brilliant plans and delighting as the sparks ignited the fuel of ideas like matches torching Molotov cocktails.
         That day, we were the revolutionaries. My role? I sat poised and ready to make my contribution, to splash the accelerants
         wildly, eager to stoke any fire that seemed to be damping.
      

      
      Until that was needed, I was content to warm myself by the heat that came from everyone else’s embers.

      
      My colleagues around the table knew that I was an advocate for rolling the dice. I knew they were watching me, waiting for me to buy in and demand my chance to throw the bones.
         It was my style in life. And in business.
      

      
      The dice were truly bouncing that morning.

      
      Sevens? Eleven?

      
      Craps?

      
      It was, I remember thinking, no fun without risk.
      

      
      Life.

      
      And then my damn cell phone started ringing.

      
      I’d thought I’d turned the thing off. Two of my friends on the board laughed at the intrusion of the sound into the room.
         My ring tone for as long as I could remember was a tinny, almost comical version of “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.” The merry melody
         was the source of some of my friends’ amusement. Mostly though, my comrades were chuckling that I was the one in the group
         who’d forgotten to turn off his damn phone.
      

      
      That I’d forgotten didn’t surprise anyone in the least.

      
      I was a big-picture guy, not a detail guy. Everybody who knew me knew that about me. Call me when you want a strategy. Call
         me when you need vision. Call someone else when you need to be reminded to tighten the lug nuts on your tires or to change
         your oil.
      

      
      Turning cell phones on and off, that was a detail.

      
      “Excuse me,” I said to the room. My right wrist was still in a cast from a skiing accident in the Bugaboos a few months before,
         and my coordination with my damaged hand was crappy. I fumbled with the tiny phone before I managed to open it up and get
         it next to my ear.
      

      
      I said simply, “Yeah?” My tone bore a little aggravation, as though it were the caller’s fault, and not mine, that I’d forgotten
         to shut down the phone, and that it was the caller’s fault that the Beatles ditty had intruded upon that special board meeting.
      

      
      The voice I heard on the other end was a complete surprise. Not too many people had my mobile number. I didn’t think she was one of the ones who did.
      

      
      I listened. She spoke nonstop for half a minute.

      
      Shit, shit, shit.
      

      
      The room darkened as though a huge cloud had blocked the sun.

      
      But it hadn’t.

      
      Or as though the coastal fog had rolled in and enveloped the verdant hills.

      
      But it hadn’t.

      
      “What?” I whispered, finally. I stood from the table and wandered to the corner of the room, to the wall of glass that faced
         west, to the place in the room where infinity started and infinity collapsed. Behind me, all of my colleagues disappeared
         from my awareness. All the creative fires within me stopped burning as though they’d been doused by foam.
      

      
      This woman on the phone mistook my “what?” for confusion when it was actually an expression of bewilderment. This can’t be real; I barely know this woman. She can’t be telling me this. She began to repeat what she had just said. She said it more slowly the second time and dumbed it down considerably in the
         retelling, as though she sensed that the first rendition had been too sophisticated for me by a factor of two or three.
      

      
      “You’re sure?” I said after she had finished her elementary-level spiel.

      
      She was. She began to explain in great detail all the safeguards that were in place to prevent false positives.

      
      False positives? I didn’t want to hear it. “It’s okay,” I said to stop her. “I believe you.”
      

      
      I didn’t believe her. I just needed her to shut the fuck up so I could think.

      
      “We need to consider—”

      
      I didn’t want to hear what we needed to consider.

      
      I closed the phone, returned to my chair at the big table, gathered my things, and stuffed them into the battered daypack
         that I had schlepped around on my shoulder for more than two decades of business meetings. I think I mumbled, “I have to go,”
         to the room. Maybe I managed to say, “Excuse me.”
      

      
      Maybe someone asked me what was wrong.

      
      I don’t recall any of it.

      
      In twenty minutes I was back on my plane.

      
      My pilot was a friend, a woman named Mary Reid whom I’d met after she’d written me a letter describing how one of my company’s
         devices had helped save her daughter’s life. I was touched by her note. We corresponded for a while—she was a single mom living
         in Tucson then—and talked a few times on the phone. I learned that she was ex-Navy and had been an airline pilot flying 737s
         out of Stapleton, Denver’s old airport, but had become one of the casualties of Continental Airlines’s bankruptcy in the nineties.
         She’d reluctantly turned her back on flying, moved in with her mom in Arizona, enrolled in the police academy, and had taken
         a job as a cop with the City of Tucson.
      

      
      She continued to miss living in Colorado.

      
      I thought she possessed an interesting array of skills. Three months later I hired her to fly my newly acquired plane. She
         packed up her mom and her daughter and the trio moved north to Denver.
      

      
      Mary knew me well. She saw the numb look on my face as I climbed the narrow stairs into the cabin. The latest candidate for the
         copilot’s chair that had been vacant for almost half a year was a handsome, competent man named Jorge who seemed to have less
         personality than an under-ripe eggplant. Jorge was up front, doing preflight checks.
      

      
      Mary and I both knew, already, that Jorge wasn’t going to be the one.
      

      
      She said, “Are you okay?”

      
      I lied. “Yeah.”

      
      “No, you’re not.”

      
      I picked a seat and fell into it.

      
      “We’re leaving now?” she asked. “Destination?”

      
      “Denver.”

      
      “Centennial?”

      
      Mary was asking me what airport I preferred. But I didn’t answer her. That was a detail.

      
      I was definitely more consumed with the big picture.

      
      The big picture wasn’t looking too good.

   
      
      FIVE

      
      The second story preceded the first. Temporally speaking, at least. It was late March, 2004.
      

      
      The timing makes a difference in understanding the nature of one man’s fate.

      
      Mine.

      
      The second:
      

      
      I’d skied the Bugaboos twice before, so I can’t exactly plead ignorance or surprise over what happened that day.

      
      I made a stupid mistake, plain and simple. Let’s leave it at that. If I hadn’t made the mistake, I would probably never have
         met the Death Angels. And if I’d never met the Death Angels, well …
      

      
      “Death Angels?” you ask?
      

      
      See, Dr. Gregory, it does make a difference where things start.

      
      Montrose, Colorado’s glam index falls somewhere around Omaha’s or Bakersfield’s, and it suffers in comparison with its alluring neighbors,
         Ouray and Telluride—but it has a consistently accessible airport close to my second home near Ridgway at the foot of the glorious
         Dallas Divide in the San Juan Mountains on Colorado’s Western Slope. The Telluride airport is technically slightly closer
         as the crow flies, but its altitude and its location—the runway at Telluride is at 9,000 feet above sea level, is basically about the size of an aircraft-carrier deck, and is surrounded
         by the vaulting, wind-whipped, sawtooth peaks of the Uncompahgre—render it a dicey routine airfield, so I usually endorsed
         Mary’s choice of the bland predictability of Montrose.
      

      
      Originally our ski adventure was going to be a party of six, but one of my best friends—a guy who was the funniest lawyer
         I’d ever met, and probably the funniest trust and estates guy on the planet—got an unexpected invitation to do a deep cave
         dive in Belize that he’d been dying to do, and had decided that the Caribbean sun was beckoning him more than were the Canadian
         mountains.
      

      
      The rest of my friends—five of us altogether—had convened at my house and stayed up too late the night before, playing cards
         and telling stories. We were in the jet before dawn as it went nose-up from the runway in Montrose. Mary had the yoke. The
         copilot du jour was an ex–Air Force pilot named Stephanie something. Mary seemed to like Stephanie. A good omen.
      

      
      Mary brought us to a gracious stop in Calgary a little after nine in the morning. We almost filled a waiting Suburban and
         its twin roof racks with all our gear, and after a long drive we made it to our scheduled rendezvous with a chartered helicopter.
         A few minutes before one o’clock the chopper hovered just long enough to let us toss our gear outside and scramble from the
         cramped cabin onto a volleyball court–sized, snow-covered flat near the absolute top of the Purcells range, high above timberline
         in the rugged, sharp, granite and glacier, otherworldly paradise of the Canadian Rockies.
      

      
      The day was glorious, perfect for skiing. Blue skies, brilliant sun, just enough of a breeze to levitate snow crystals into
         the air to create halos around the highest of the surrounding peaks. The majesty of the British Columbia high country stretched out below us farther than I could see. Across a valley the harsh beauty of Kootenay seemed so close
         that I felt that I could ski to it.
      

      
      We’d heli-skied as a group before and we had a system that worked. One of us went down first on each section and picked a
         vantage from which to videotape the rest of us from below. We’d drawn straws in the plane; I was going to be the cameraman
         on the third drop, and I was guessing that my turn would come on the run that would carry us from the sparsely spotted trees
         just below timberline down into actual woods. Although our rationale for the video-camera procedure was safety—in case of
         a slide or an avalanche, the footage might provide additional clues about where, precisely, to begin a search—we all knew
         that the real reason for the video record was our annual Memorial Day–weekend blowout party that always prominently featured
         a special showing of our digitized exploits from the previous year’s recreational stupidity.
      

      
      The fact that I was scheduled to be third with the camera that day meant that on the first two runs, the most heavenly ones,
         the ones in the steepest, narrowest, granite-lined, untracked chutes above or just below timberline, I could simply enjoy
         what the mountain had to offer.
      

      
      And I did. The first couple of runs made the entire long journey to Canada worthwhile. Fresh, virgin powder tracks—at times deep
         enough to tickle my nipples—squeezed between unforgiving rocks leading to almost vertical chutes, cornices, and big air. Lots
         and lots of thin air everywhere there wasn’t forbidding rock or welcoming snow.
      

      
      Once we’d crossed over timberline on the second run, we gathered together on a narrow ridge to select the next drop, the one we’d take into the forest for our first true run into the trees.
      

      
      A phone rang.

      
      Noticing a theme here?

      
      Everybody laughed at the incongruity of the sound. If there is one place that you don’t expect to hear a phone ring, it’s
         on the side of a mountain in the Bugaboos. One by one, each of my friends looked at me.
      

      
      Why? I was the designated big shot in the group. I was the guy with the plane, the one who got the calls that couldn’t wait.

      
      But the ringing phone wasn’t mine. No “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.”

      
      Grant Jacobs sheepishly slid his daypack off his shoulders and pulled a bulky black receiver out of a zippered compartment
         on the side. “Satellite phone,” he said apologetically. “Callie’s been sick. I promised Ginny I’d carry it.”
      

      
      Groans and laughter all around. I had the camera in my hand, so I took some footage of Grant and his phone to embarrass him
         with at the Memorial Day–weekend party. Then I led the rest of the group a little ways ahead along the ridge to scout out
         a route down into the woods. Grant caught up with us a few minutes later. His dark face was the color of freshly poured concrete.
      

      
      “Grant, is Callie okay?” I asked.

      
      “Callie’s fine. Her fever’s down. That was Ginny. It’s … Antonio. Marilyn just called her.”

      
      Antonio, a ridiculously handsome native-born Roman, was the lawyer friend who’d chosen scuba diving in Belize over heli-skiing
         in the Bugaboos. Antonio was the trusts-and-estates guy who could always make me laugh. Marilyn was Antonio’s wife.
      

      
      “What is it?” someone asked Grant.

      
      I felt as though I already knew. Not the details, but the truth. A pit formed in my stomach.

      
      Grant said, “He got caught in a cave. Something happened with his equipment. His BC, his regulator—something. She wasn’t sure.
         Then he … banged his head on a rock, some coral. Marilyn doesn’t really know the details. But it’s bad. It’s … bad.”
      

      
      I could tell from Grant’s robotic recitation that whatever had happened was much worse than the simple facts. “Is Antonio
         dead?” I asked.
      

      
      “He’s unconscious. His EEG looks like … crap. They were down pretty deep, apparently—a hundred and ten feet, something like
         that. He hit his head, he had the equipment problem, he was so out of it they couldn’t get him to take his spare air. They
         rushed him up to the surface. He swallowed a lot of water before they got him to the boat.”
      

      
      Someone—one of the divers in the group—asked, “Are you saying they did an emergency ascent? They didn’t do a decompression
         stop? How long were they down before the accident?”
      

      
      If Antonio had been down at that depth for any length of time at all, he absolutely had to do a gradual return to the surface
         with an interval stop to squeeze the accumulated nitrogen out of his body before he surfaced.
      

      
      Grant wasn’t a diver. He wouldn’t know about the necessity for decompression stops. He shook his head. “Marilyn didn’t say
         anything about that. Is that important? Is it? What does that mean?”
      

      
      Without a decompression stop, along with all of his injuries, Antonio might have suffered the horrors, and dangers, of decompression
         sickness. The bends.
      

      
      “How long was he down … after the accident?” I asked, dreading the answer. I left two words—without oxygen—unsaid.
      

      
      “Five or six minutes after the accident, they think. Marilyn told Ginny she thought they were guessing. But it took them another minute or two to get him on the dive boat to start CPR and finally get him breathing.” Grant could barely
         get the details of the story out of his mouth. Finally, he added, disbelieving, “He’s barely alive. Jesus Christ, Antonio
         almost drowned.”
      

      
      “No,” I said with disgust. “I think you have that wrong, Grant.”

      
      The picture I had in my head was of a vegetized version of my friend. He would have been flown by a chopper—to keep him as
         close to sea level as possible—to a facility with a hyperbaric chamber, a tiny tubular cocoon pressurized with pure oxygen.
         Coarse white sheets and too many plastic tubes, the hiss/whirr of a ventilator. Multiple IV pumps, gurgling drains. Monitors that told too much, and way too little.
      

      
      “Antonio definitely drowned,” I said. “It sounds like he was almost resuscitated.”

      
      After the news about Antonio’s tragedy, on another day in the mountains—a day nearer my Ridgway home with us doing chin-high bumps
         or floating on waist-high powder through the spindly white aspen trunks at Telluride—we would have found our way down some
         safe, groomed cruising runs while cutting gentle S-turns in rough formation, descending methodically to the base area, intent
         on rushing home to hold Marilyn’s hand. But we were in the middle of the Bugaboos in the Canadian Rockies wilderness on the
         border between British Columbia and Alberta, only halfway to the rendezvous with the helicopter that was our only way back
         to civilization.
      

      
      Jimmy Lee was a good friend whom I’d first met through Thea, my wife, on our wedding day. He had been attending my nuptials
         as the date of Thea’s maid of honor. Jimmy was a law graduate of Boalt, in Berkeley, but had worked in the reinsurance business
         as long as I’d known him. He traveled for work almost as much as I did, and he traveled for adventure almost as much as I did.
      

      
      He said, “We have to ski out of here, guys. We can’t get distracted by Antonio’s situation, not yet. We keep our heads on
         straight, we do this right, we’ll be back home later tonight. For right now? The helicopter is due to meet us in thirty-five
         minutes. Three, five. We need to get down to it, and we need to get down to it in one piece. To do that, we need to keep some
         focus. Steady. Aggressive, but not rushed. The hurried-er we go, the behind-er we’ll get.”
      

      
      Jimmy was right, of course. He usually was. If our gang were a Mafia family and not a group of successful, middle-aged businessmen/weekend
         athletes, Jimmy would be consigliere.
      

      
      Would I be the don? Probably, but not happily.

      
      I liked being in control more than I liked being the leader. In business I’d always seen myself emulating the young Steven
         Jobs, the one who founded Apple, not the older Steven Jobs, the one who came back to run it. Character-wise, I thought I had
         more in common with James Caan’s Sonny than I did with Marlon Brando’s Vito.
      

      
      I was capable of leadership, but it wasn’t my favorite thing. If someone else could run things well—“well” meaning in a manner
         that didn’t interfere with my interests or my freedom—I let them.
      

      
      My balance swayed and I felt the horizon jiggle side to side as I pulled my goggles down onto my eyes and cleared the pressure
         from my ears. I lost a moment wondering if my tears for Antonio would cause the inside of the lenses to fog before I skated
         down the flat ridge, pulling ahead of the group. I hoped my friends were thinking that I was scouting out the best path to
         take down into the trees; I knew I was creating some space to try to contain my grief.
      

      
      “How does this look?” I asked Jimmy a minute later as he pulled up behind me. I’d stopped on a snow-covered outcropping of
         jagged Bugaboo granite. Jimmy was slightly uphill from me and he was gazing past me at a narrow chute that funneled down about
         a quarter of a mile into a forest that was treed to just the right density for great wilderness skiing.
      

      
      The presence of two good-sized evergreens at the bottom of the chute was a reliable indication that this long narrow ribbon
         wasn’t traditional avalanche terrain. Frequent avalanches would have prevented the trees from ever getting to that size. The
         snow that was exposed in the narrows appeared crusty from the sun; farther down into the woods it looked invitingly deep and
         completely untracked.
      

      
      On a day that I hadn’t just learned that one of my dear friends was near death, I would have been ecstatic about finding this
         spot and doing this run and being the first in our group to drop into the long ribbon of soft white down between those trees.
      

      
      That day, with Antonio’s situation so serious, it was just a good path across town.

      
      “It looks fine,” Jimmy said in response to my question. “Perfect. We can start over there.” He pointed to a spot nearer the
         trees where the initial drop down onto the chute was only fifteen feet as compared to the twenty-five or so it would be if
         we took off from the outcropping where we were standing. “Hey, guys,” he called back over his shoulder. “Over this way. Let’s
         keep moving. Come on, we have to get going.”
      

      
      Just then the horizon jiggled again. But this time, I heard a sharp cra-ack and the shelf below my feet disappeared so fast that I felt as though I was suspended in the air like a character in a cartoon.
         The balcony on which I’d been standing hadn’t been snow-covered Bugaboo granite at all—it had been a simple cornice of snow and ice, and faith.
      

      
      Bad faith, it turned out.

      
      The cornice had given way, as ice cornices inevitably do, its wintry debris preceding me down the chute, and suddenly I was
         airborne. My arms flew to the sky to grab for a handhold on what turned out to be nothing, my legs flailed to reach for the
         security of the snow-covered terrain far below.
      

      
      I’d like to think that if you put me on that cornice ten times, and if it snapped free unexpectedly ten times, seven or eight
         times out of the ten I would somehow find a way to come down onto the steep slope below in some position that had some resemblance
         to vertical, and I would manage by luck or by skill to dig in an edge just a tiny bit, just enough to get the smidgeon of
         control I’d need to regain my balance and bring myself to a stop.
      

      
      Later that night, I’d end up telling the story of my miraculous recovery from the treacherous fall. I’d tell it once, twice,
         five times as I drank red wine or cognac and my audience drank whatever it was they were drinking. The perilous drop I’d survived
         from the cornice to the slope would probably grow gradually from twenty-five feet to thirty to thirty-five.
      

      
      That’s what I’d like to think.

      
      But that time wasn’t one of the seven or eight and I didn’t come down anywhere close to vertical, and when gravity completed
         its thing and the ground rushed up to find me, I didn’t manage to get any control with the edge of a ski. What happened instead
         was that I was thrown too far backward as I fell and came down on the tail of my left ski. From that precarious position all
         hope of recovery was lost, and I began to careen and bounce down the mountain not like a freestyle skier, but like a child’s
         jack tossed carelessly onto a playground slide.
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