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Although a work of fiction, the events, experiences and processes in this story can and do happen all the time. In this regard, it is a true story. And, while it has been described as a novel of ideas, its purpose is to transcend ideas altogether.








Part I




Chapter 1


“The modern world is a Godless snake pit of evil, temptation and eternal damnation. Where will you turn for deliverance when you are the sinner!?”


Thirty-two-year-old Emma Jensen sat attentively on the hard wooden pew, her thin, angular frame rigidly upright, bravely determined to grasp the sermon’s fiery message. Old Testament words burned through her worn overcoat and threadbare dress, branding her heart with terror. As Pastor Hoeller’s feverish diatribe intensified, every member of the small but loyal congregation stiffened to attention, desperately trying to avoid their preacher’s accusing glare and the punishment of Hell it promised.


The First Christian Church of Mayhew was a small, unpretentious, whitewashed wooden structure in the rural Central Valley of California. Meeting hall, office, small kitchen, and unpaved parking lot, it was a model of religious austerity five miles off Interstate 80 heading south from Sacramento. Every day the tentacles of sin city crept further into field and stream of this vast farming region, once proudly hailed as the salad bowl of the country. Rural attitudes, however, run deeper than strip malls and fast-food restaurants in these parts, defying the superficial glitter of progress. What Pastor Hoeller’s church lacked in modern architecture it made up for in stern interpretation of scripture, as unforgiving as the pews, rough as the wood floors, and bleak as the growing dustbowl of climate change ravaging the Central Valley. This was no nonsense, hardpan fundamentalism.


No one and nothing moved, not even the dank cold air seeping through cracks in the barren walls.


A cruel February day crushed all life outside. Its slate-gray sky had merged this morning with dense tule fog, intent on freezing to death whatever life winter’s long infertility hadn’t already taken. Seasonal Affective Disorder, SAD for short, was not in short supply during Sacramento’s cold rainy months. But even the gloomy weather knew its supporting role behind Pastor Hoeller’s scathing oration. Man was born with a fallen nature, inherently, hopelessly and eternally lost without redemption in Christ. Only the one true religion and repentance from sinful ways can save a man’s soul.


For five years, Emma – a thin, pale, wisp of a woman with dishwater-blonde hair and an enduring determination not to be blown away in the sweeping valley winds – had been trying to start a family. Children, of course, were a sign of God’s favor. Adding to the public humiliation of her missing fecundity was her husband Paul, a faithless ne’er-do-well who eked out a marginal living as a mechanic and occasional church handyman, forcing her to work at the old five-and-dime instead of being home baking bread and instructing children in the ways of the Lord. Emma worried that God was punishing her for Paul’s lack of faith, and in the privacy of their dilapidated one-bedroom rented house, she berated his lack of industry and ambition. Maybe her mother had been right before she died in saying that Paul was the Devil’s lazy stepson. Emma hung on Pastor Hoeller’s every word searching for a way to restore God’s blessing on her home.


As if carved from hard Yosemite granite, Paul sat heavy and motionless on Emma’s right. He was two years younger and two inches shorter than his wife, biblically plagued with a nervous twitch in his right eye and a limp caused when a car fell off the blocks onto his right hip. A loyal if uncomplicated husband with a chronic windblown expression, Paul had learned his various roles in the fundamentalist script and played each one properly: husband, worker, believer, sinner, failure. His rough hands were no longer allowed to caress Emma’s thin body for pleasure or comfort; she now scheduled sex for procreation only. Though he appeared as grimly pious as Hoeller’s sermons, Paul was miles away, in some wasteland beyond depression. No longer looking to Hoeller’s God for answers, he had forgotten how to pray. He had forgotten what it was that he ever prayed for in the first place.


Paul’s life ended at the age of seven when his mother died of cancer. An aged aunt, permanently embalmed in her sickly-sweet drugstore perfume, whose faded mourning garments and lack of human warmth blended into a flat shade of bleak, told him that his “Mama” had gone on a long trip. It took Paul a year to realize she wasn’t coming back. After that, he was a shell: a “good boy” on the outside but shriveled, empty, and dead inside – a mute testament to an impoverished childhood. People occasionally talked at him, but never with him. Life settled into a droning engine of chores and expectations no longer organized around an emotional core.


Paul’s father, a quiet dustbowl survivor long ago defeated by his own childhood depression, slid steadily into an alcoholic haze. Helplessly shepherding his three sad children, the man said little, did little, and died one day on the old family divan. No one realized he was gone until the next day when his aroma announced the end of a spectacularly meaningless life. Seventeen at the time, and the oldest child, Paul was left to raise himself and look after his little brother and sister until they could run the house on their own. In this kind of family you grow up like tumbleweed, don’t ask for much, and the dust-filled restless wind eventually blows you on your way.


Undistinguished socially and academically, and lost in a world that had long ago forgotten him, Paul drifted out of school unnoticed in the tenth grade and, on the advice of a disinterested uncle, found work in small automotive garage near the center of this small sparse farming town. Spark plugs, engine grease, and mechanical small talk became strangely comforting for a life no longer lived. Marriage, he was told, was the next logical thing to do, so when Paul was judged as good marriage material by Emma who lived down the road, his fate was sealed.


In the early years of their marriage, Paul and Emma had seemed almost normal. There was talk of the future and a brief spark of playful passion that came close to touching his buried soul. Emma, of course, directed their lives. Still, Paul enjoyed the attention and tried to do his part. But like old thrift-store doilies, the linen of their relationship had aged gray and musty, losing its sheen to the unwitnessed passage of time and Emma’s stern guidance. One day, without realizing it, Paul returned to his lonely inner cell, closed its door, and resumed dying, far removed from the antiseptic void of his wife’s judgmental heart.


Paul knew there was something wrong inside. Too much emptiness. Then came the bad dreams of dead bodies, mirrors without reflection, and terrifying killing machines. He considered consulting a doctor. Maybe his constant heaviness and fatigue were symptoms of an illness like cancer. Somebody in town, he recalled, had died from a disease named after an old-time baseball player. Did he have it too? Turning briefly to religion for answers, he once asked Pastor Hoeller whether it was possible for a man’s soul to die while he was still alive – for surely his had – but immediately regretted it, enduring a five-minute harangue on the sin of absent faith. The idea of medical treatment for depression, he knew, would meet with equally scathing censure. According to Emma and Pastor Hoeller, God brought healing, not medicine. And so far as “therapists” were concerned, all those foul-mouthed talk show “know-it-alls” were already on the Devil’s payroll, waiting to steal your mind, your money, and then your soul. Perhaps because his soul was already gone, Paul no longer listened.


As the sermon moved relentlessly toward its familiar conclusions – descriptions of damnation and prescriptions for penance – Paul pulled himself back to reality. It would soon be time to stand up, sing a hymn or two, act appropriately saved, and demonstrate his determination to carry Paster Hoeller’s message to a world of sinners. He would drive Emma home, where she would begin her relentless Sunday cleaning and he would “busy” himself with the chores she appointed: sweep the garage, fix the dripping faucet and take fresh-baked muffins to some lady across town.


When the service finally ended, Paul and Emma, along with the other thirty or so parishioners, said their goodbyes and hurried out to the cold parking lot. The darkening sky now promised rain, and kept its pledge before they reached the desolation of home and one more dismal Sunday night. Later in the evening, after Emma found solace in Bible study followed by a descent into fitful sleep, Paul found himself walking outside with his painful limping gait down muddy country roads beneath an uncaring and critical moon, as he did so often these days. What was the purpose of this tortured life? Paul wanted to die, he just didn’t know how.




Chapter 2


April. Spring had come early this year, the Sacramento valley bursting into bloom as water-soaked fields gave way to green grasses, wild flowers, baseball, tractors, hay fever and, most of all, soul-warming sunshine. With the balm of lengthening daylight, the water-soaked spirits of the citizenry were steadily restored. Life once again held all the promises of a new year.


Tom smelled the garlic bread in the oven and noticed the water on the stove had begun to boil. His wife Veronica, who preferred “Ronnie”, was still on the phone scheduling appointments for tomorrow’s hospice visits. An attractive, cheerful and energetic redhead with lightning-quick humor, she multitasked her family into a verisimilitude of order, like a captain skillfully steering his sailing vessel through a world of gales and shoals. Brushing a strand of copper hair from Irish green eyes as she wrote in her appointment book, Ronnie happily juggled the details of phone conversations, meal preparation, and family supervision all at the same time – a feat Tom admired but was constitutionally incapable of emulating.


Charlie, their daughter’s insane two-year-old beagle, had just come in from her daily sentence to backyard Siberia and raced wildly around the kitchen as if she had never seen human beings before. Laura, her 15-year-old owner, seemed entirely oblivious to the dog’s irritating frenzy, choosing instead to nibble peckishly at salad croutons and watch reruns of Mash on the kitchen TV. Depending on whether the topic was adult privileges or household chores, she was either very mature – her own opinion, or fecklessly undependable – her father’s frustrated assessment. Tom knew that adolescents were usually both but this one seemed to require constant reminders to feed and walk her dog, pick up her magazines, get off the phone, do her homework, and get to bed at a reasonable hour. Still he marveled at her keen intelligence, bubbling personality, and bold opinions expressed in school essays and dinner-table discussions. For better or worse, she had also earned the nickname “Mini-Mom” for the similarity of temperament and stature with her mother, a resemblance Laura prized and disparaged equally. Like any teenager, she was a challenge but a wonderful one.


Disdainful of (or perhaps simply oblivious to) dinnertime chaos, Laura’s 19-year-old brother Erik had retreated to the adjoining family room where he read the sports page in front of a televised preseason Giants game. A star baseball player at the local junior college, where he was also purported to be attending classes, Erik had emotionally left the family two seasons ago but was kind enough to continue living and dining with them. Lanky, darkly handsome, a heartthrob to Laura’s girlfriends, and at ease on any couch, Erik made young adulthood seem like a breeze.


It was Monday night in the McLaughlin family.


“Put in the noodles and turn down the heat!” shouted Ronnie over the din to no one in particular. The look on her face said, “Now!” Charlie’s interest in playing fetch with a decapitated stuffed animal had totally absorbed Laura and Erik rarely heard anything at this time of evening except the magic words, “Dinner’s on.” As usual, Tom automatically performed the requested action. He knew Ronnie had little time to get the next day’s hospice visits scheduled before taking off for the “Death and Dying” course she taught Monday nights at the state college. It would be death and dying for the dinner if someone didn’t step in.


Hospice social worker and evening college instructor had been Ronnie’s career solutions to the midlife vocational lament of “Why am I here?” Her fourth and fifth careers respectively (preceded by dental assistant, elementary-school teacher, and substance-abuse educator), Ronnie had finally found what she did and loved best. Her patients and students agreed. On her graduation from the social-work program, Tom had humorously given Ronnie a professional-looking nameplate for her desk which read, “Veronica McLaughlin, A.A., B.A., B.A., M.S.W. (no Ph.D.!)” in recognition of her many accomplishments and his determination that she cease going to school and get a real job.


Ronnie was also a woman of convictions, especially where family was concerned. “Family first” comprised her principle mantra, a non-negotiable value she learned from her mother, and everyone knew that a fierce “Mama Bear” rose up when anyone threatened her loved ones. Close friends also became family, acquiring the traditional surnames and statuses of Uncle and Aunt regardless of biological relationships. Ronnie just knew what was “right” and Tom trusted her instincts. Marital conflict emerged whenever Tom “forgot” about family while pursuing his miscellaneous distractions, like reading Eastern religions, lunching with friends, or leaving on short notice for professional workshops to acquire the requisite continuing-education units to renew his psychology license. Tom knew when to give in, and it was mostly always.


Finally the kitchen ruckus got to Tom, as it usually did, and he abruptly entered the fray with his customary exasperation, “Laura! Feed your dog and set the table. Let’s get organized. Erik, we’re eating…NOW!” As Ronnie finished scheduling the last of her appointments, the family located their accustomed places around the table and went to work on their steaming plates: Erik systematically devouring “his” half of the entire bowl of spaghetti, Tom soothing his rattled nerves with a glass of wine, and Ronnie and Laura, more concerned with figures than their appetites, eating slowly and chattering on about “really cool” shoes in a recent catalogue. Waiting beneath the table for stray peas or bread crusts, of course, was “you-know-who.”


The McLaughlin dinner-table conversation usually included Laura’s homework, Erik’s baseball schedule, and various snippets of the day’s news. Increasingly impatient with small talk, Erik had recently commenced espousing rather remarkable views on life, society, and religion. Tonight the subject was whether Jesus and Buddha had the same revelation. Who would have guessed that this taciturn athlete would suddenly transform into a religious philosopher? How long will this stage last? Tom wondered. Who even knows what it means? There was never enough time to grasp such imponderables.


Interrupting Tom’s reverie, Ronnie asked, “Do you have a full day tomorrow?”


“Yes, ten hours,” Tom replied.


“That’s too much! When are you going to start turning people away and have a decent workload? You come home tired and cranky when you work so hard.”


A clinical psychologist in private practice for over two decades, Tom had learned to peer deeply into people’s souls searching for the gifts hidden within their struggles, and rarely turned anyone away. This is what he did best. At fifty, he was still trim and athletic, squeezing in vigorous thrice-weekly bike rides along the Sacramento bike trail for exercise. Sandy-brown hair and twinkling eyes overlooked a poorly-trimmed beard and ready smile. Paul began taking off Wednesdays a year ago (with the grand idea of writing a book about men at midlife). Unfortunately, he made up for the lost hours by dispersing Wednesdays’ psychotherapy clients across the rest of the week, and soon became addicted to writing, an addiction now leading to even longer days. One evening, Tom ended up in the emergency room with a racing heartbeat – atrial fibrillation – too much coffee and too many patients. He still hadn’t gotten the message. Determined to put off any personal encounters with death and dying until they were both old and gray, Ronnie did not let Tom forget his close call.


After nearly twenty years of marriage, Tom and Ronnie were still a good match. Warm-hearted by nature, Ronnie naturally assumed her predestined role as the family’s emotional center, though Tom, silently watchful, stepped in when the proverbial pot boiled over. With two working parents, the family’s nerves frazzled occasionally, particularly since Ronnie’s days were often harder than Tom’s – helping people die was no easy job. But together, they made a mostly consistent and compatible parenting team. And they still knew how to laugh, how to love, and when to leave each other alone.


As the evening wound down, dishes, homework, and the Giants game were completed with the usual aplomb, Ronnie returned from her class and the McLaughlin family fell gratefully into their beds for the night. For the three minutes it took him to fall asleep, Tom wondered where this remarkable and busy life was heading.




Chapter 3


Emma liked to see things done properly, and she directed her lust for order into household chores, her work at the five-and-dime, and her marriage. Paul, she reasoned, needed scrupulous oversight due to his persistently slothful character. Always ready to inventory the moral turpitude of others, Emma enjoyed exposing character flaws under the unforgiving magnifying glass of strict Christian scripture. She fancied herself a sort of moral enforcer for mankind at large. Someday, Emma hoped, she would earn the opportunity to instruct others on how things should be done and imagined herself teaching Bible-study classes for Pastor Hoeller.


Emma’s life plan had formed early in a bleak and violent childhood. Her father, an occasionally-employed truck driver who could “charm the skin off a snake,” considered her mother to be his personal property and someone who “needed” to be taught to respect and obey the Christian hierarchy of God, HUSBAND, wife, and children. Too many children, too many beatings, too much alcohol, and too many screams in the night led Emma to construct her own version of Christian life, and she knew exactly what she wanted: compliant husband, three clean and respectful children, and a position of moral authority in the church. And never, late at night when the house was asleep, would she be used as his “little wife” again. When her mother lost interest in living and gave in to prescription-drug abuse, dying a year later from an “unintended” overdose of opioids and alcohol, Emma moved out. Her siblings would have to fend for themselves. In search of a safe and docile husband to provide social respect and economic stability, she found Paul.


Drawn to Paul’s polite, unquestioning obedience, Emma reckoned him a diligent workhorse and proper pupil for her brand of spiritual direction. Not only was he agreeable, he seemed to feel personally responsible for her happiness. Her requests were frequent and simple, “Paul, will you paint the church kitchen?” and “Can you hang these shelves in Pastor Hoeller’s office for his books. He will be so grateful.” In the beginning, Paul’s only “plan” was to please Emma, asking nothing for himself. As emotional numbness spread like Novocain over his tortured soul, he was unaware that he had any needs. Eventually he actually took refuge in his depression.


Despite her very best efforts – and she fancied herself a formidable field marshal in God’s army – Emma’s life plan was slipping away. Paul’s disinclination for hard work, let alone ambition, and her own barren womb, meant that no one of significance in the church respected her. The women considered her a “wanna-be” with a “no account” husband and marriage. God was not shining on her. Unlike her spineless husband, however, Emma refused to indulge in depression. In the face of such adversity, she would strive even harder, with piety and determined service, to please God and Pastor Hoeller – figures frequently confused with one another in Emma’s unconscious. Pastor Hoeller had become the incarnation of her brutal yet charmingly seductive father, and his violent words held her like a terrified deer in a semi’s headlights. If she could only earn his love, or at least his approval of her good works…


Paul’s life, on the other hand, had already ended. Feeling neither self nor soul, neither love nor the hope of love, he was steadily drowning in a dark and cancerous emptiness. Numbness had given way to deadness. He woke up at night in feverish sweats, cringing at the sound of Emma’s angry snoring, and wondered how his life had become this waking nightmare. He was disappearing.


One night, Paul dreamed he saw Jesus slowly emerging from the bottom a coal-black lake carrying a heavy wooden cross on his shoulder. As Jesus approached, Paul was profoundly moved by the sadness in his eyes, as if He were bearing Paul’s own sorrow. Jesus laid the cross at Paul’s feet, silently took his hand, and began to walk back down into the lake. When the water reached his neck, Paul awoke in terror.




Chapter 4


Morning in the McLaughlin household was no less hectic than its evenings, marked by the supersonic blur – and corresponding cacophony – of showers, dressing, make-up, breakfast, and shotgun departures.


Tom always drove the same route to work. Glancing absentmindedly at the five or six horses boarded at his neighbor’s corral across the road from home, he moved onto a series of residential streets shadowed by a high canopy of mature elm and oak. There were few sidewalks in this residential area, which blended small farmhouses on acre lots with 1950s California ranch-style homes and an occasional subdivision of modern, high-density dwellings. Commuters, mothers with school-age children, high school and college students sped in every direction as Tom navigated his regular maze, soon entering the two-lane, rapidly moving artery that led onto the Highway 50 corridor heading downtown. Once off the freeway, however, the beauty of downtown Sacramento healed the tense freeway warrior with its ancient oaks and distinctive Victorians. Sacramento cherished its trees for their natural protection from its hot and punishing summers, and who didn’t love those stately old homes? While Dutch Elm disease had systematically eradicated some of its mighty denizens, Sacramento was in no short supply of gnarly oaks, wide-spreading maples, and a vast assortment of imported trees, showcasing the largest arboreal variety of any city in the country – all growing happily in this garden-valley climate abundantly fed by the Sacramento and American Rivers.


On the commute this morning, Tom’s thoughts wandered back to the surprise party Ronnie had thrown for his fiftieth birthday six weeks earlier. Organized with military precision and wartime secrecy, it was perfect. The excuse: a dull gathering, attendance mandated, for her hospice staff put on by hospital administration (“suits” as they were less than affectionately called). Cleverly scheduled the week after the family celebrated his birthday, Tom had no idea this train was barreling his way. The moment he recalled most vividly that evening was when he suddenly realized that these “strangers” were his friends – dozens of them! For the first time in his life, he experienced “tunnel vision,” as if the world was observed from the wrong end of a telescope – small and far away. The rest of the evening dissolved into a glorious and happy haze, fortunately captured on video by Erik so Tom could later see and remember what happened.


The party had been fabulous. But the lingering pleasure of being lovingly feted by family and friends could not erase the fact of turning fifty with its nagging reminder of age. “Have I accomplished all I set out to do with my life?” he wondered, waiting at a stoplight. “Does my life have any purpose beyond what I am doing now? What happens when we – no, I – die?” Unanswerable questions, perhaps, but deeply important to Tom who, by nature, pondered the meaning of life at every turn. He wondered, too, whether these were ultimately religious questions, as the great psychoanalyst Carl Jung believed.


The signal changed to green before he received any answers but he did recall a dream from his first spiritual retreat last year. Tom had gone to a retreat center in the Sierra Nevada foothills for a weekend of meditation and contemplation in hopes of understanding what it meant to live a spiritual life. In the dream, the retreat leader came into his room the first night and urgently extoled, “Tom. Wake up! You’re late. There is something you must know.” He never figured out what the dream meant but turning fifty seemed to evoke the same startled response.


Tom had little clarity on matters of religion. His parents had left the fold in favor of scientific explanations of life. His own education was equally bereft of spiritual guidance: a B.A. in psychology and five years of graduate-school training in clinical psychology had left little room for spirituality. Indeed, the field of psychology at that time had little interest in religious or spiritual matters, trying desperately instead to be a “hard science” like physics and chemistry. Psychology’s attitude toward ultimate questions ranged from disinterest to skepticism, and Freud’s disdain for religious belief had left a long shadow of disapproval. Religious experiences, like those described by the father of psychology, William James, were equated with hysteria, psychosis, drug abuse, or disordered brain function. Interestingly, a new generation of spiritually oriented psychologists had recently begun to appear on the scene, and their desire to apply the scientific method to religious experience was slowly growing. Still, the general population was far more religious than most psychiatrists and psychologists.


Tom suspended his philosophic broodings as he pulled into the office parking lot at 7:30. He locked the car and carried his briefcase – an overly expensive birthday gift from Ronnie – up the back steps, opened the back door, and punched in the code disarming the security system. Three years ago, Tom and his partner, Mark, moved their practices from a fancy medical office building with glass walls and elevator “muzac” to this recently restored Victorian home. Painted cream with green trim, it rested happily on a shady downtown street. Rooms with high molded ceilings, rounded windows, and fireplaces, provided a relaxed and elegant ambiance for the sharing of personal and often painful feelings unlocked in psychotherapy.


Buying the building had been the exciting part. The “For Sale” sign claimed that it met code for commercial office use. It turned out that the land was approved for commercial use, but not the Victorian itself. Six months after they purchased it, a building inspector walked into the waiting room and informed Maggie, their secretary, that the offices were in violation of codes and had to be vacated within thirty days. It turned out the contractor who restored the house neglected little things – like legally mandated handicap access. Because 80-year-old Victorians downtown were built a half level off the ground (due to the yearly flood risk from the Sacramento and American Rivers before the levees), there was no way for disabled people to get up the front stairs. There was also no elevator to the second floor, insufficient parking spaces, and no firewall protecting the Victorian next door. Naturally the original contractor had moved to Hawaii, whereabouts unknown.


Nearly three years later, Tom could laugh at this nightmare, and the sweat and ingenuity that saved their real-estate investment. The city’s Historical Preservation Board, they learned, could certify the building as a “restored national landmark” and waive certain code requirements. Reason eventually prevailed, however the politically sensitive requirement of handicap access could not be waived, forcing Tom and Mark to build an accessible room in the basement (below flood level, of course).


As if all this were insufficient introduction to the joys of office management, Tom and Mark one morning discovered an electrical cord snaking out from under that back porch into the “unused” one car garage. A Ripple-drinking transient had moved in with his radio, single-bulb-hanging light fixture, hot plate, and mattress, and needed electrical juice to run the joint. What a mess he left when the police finally ousted him. To prevent further freeloaders, the entire garage was torn down, making room for two more precious parking spaces. But all that was history now.


After switching on lights, opening the front door, plugging in the coffee maker, and turning on the classical-music station, Tom unlocked his file cabinet and began to review his charts for the day, a ritual he performed every morning. Maggie would appear at 8:30, a concession Tom and Mark had made to her fear of rush-hour traffic.


Maggie was another story. After several flighty or undependable young secretaries (one ended up in a psych ward for unknown reasons after only two days on the job, another especially buxom gal was charmed from her duties by the beer-drinking guy rehabbing another Victorian nearby, and a third – I kid you not! – had taken to doing live radio broadcasts over the telephone every morning as a substitute DJ), they had decided an older, more settled woman would be ideal.


Maggie was that. She had worked thirty years for her last employer, a general practice physician, and promised thirty years more for them. But she was also a bit eccentric in ways inconceivable in her initial interview. For one thing, she adopted an increasing menagerie of scruffy neighborhood cats (which caused havoc for allergy sufferers and Tom’s one cat phobic client). For another, she wrote with such a tremor that she used her left hand to keep the right hand steady (they guessed she was alcoholic but never caught her drinking on the job). Lastly, Maggie talked a mile a minute (one day, Mark got so angry that he actually shouted, “SHUT UP, MAGGIE!” which produced only the briefest hesitation before she had to explain why she talked so much).


But on the plus side, Maggie was devoted. She considered Tom and Mark “her boys,” took work home against their instructions, and endeared herself to every patient that came through the front door. In some strange and charming way, perhaps because she was so eccentric, Maggie made this old Victorian a family and a home.


Despite this comfortable and cozy ambiance, psychotherapy was a challenging occupation. Every day Tom worked systematically to help patients understand and resolve a wide range of psychological conditions, interpersonal conflicts, long-term personality problems, and painful early traumas, all the while coping with the unconscious projection of their original parental experiences onto him as therapist, technically known as “transference.” But the work was invariably interesting, challenging, and rewarding, and Tom loved it.


In the remaining minutes before his first patient, Tom leafed through yesterday’s mail. It was the usual assortment of junk and professional advertisements, psychological journals, letters, and payments. One ad caught his eye. It was for a nine-day “Vision Quest” in the Nevada desert. He remembered from a college anthropology class that a Vision Quest had something to do with a religious rite practiced by Native Americans. The quester, usually a young man, would travel far out into the wilderness to pray and fast alone for many days until receiving a vision for his life and the life of the tribe. “I bet that would force me to look at my meaning-of-life questions,” Tom joked to himself, and tossed the flyer in an inbox humorously labeled: “Look at when you have nothing else to do.” The contents of this inbox were ritually discarded every six months due to its outdated contents.


At 8:00, Tom opened his office door, invited in his first client, and began his day.




Chapter 5


Still pondering the revelations of his last client, Tom absentmindedly punched the lit intercom button and said, “Yes?”


Maggie chirped back, “Line 2.”


Tom switched to the caller’s line, announcing himself. “Dr. McLaughlin.”


“Tom. This is Clarence Kelly. How are you?”


Tom met Father Kelly, a priest his age and director of a local Catholic retreat center, six months earlier at a conference on psychology and religion. A tall, thin, thoughtful man, he impressed Tom immediately with his natural kindness, wide grasp of world religions, and genuine modesty. They had shared a table for the day and found much in common as individuals, seekers of life’s meaning, and helping professionals.


“I’m good!” Tom replied. “How wonderful to hear from you. What’s up?”


“Tom, a man walked into the retreat center the other day muttering something about Jesus and a lake. He normally attends a small fundamentalist church in the south area but I guess he came to me for a second opinion. He thought he had lost his soul and feared Jesus was coming to take him to Hell as punishment for his sins. His pastor had apparently confirmed the likelihood of this terrifying fate.”


“What did you tell him?”


“Not much of value, I fear. I tried to reassure him and learn more about his religious beliefs. His fear of Hell was apparently magnified by a recent dream about Jesus emerging from a black lake and then leading him back down. Anyway, the man was very disturbed. Embarrassed for having come at all, he also refused my invitation to return. I wrote your name and telephone number on a piece of paper and asked him to consider calling you. You’ll probably never hear from him.”


“I doubt he’ll call,” agreed Tom. “You know as well as I do that very conservative Christians rarely consult secular mental-health professionals. If he does, I’ll certainly let you know, assuming he agrees to sign a release. Still, it’s an interesting dream. Jesus may symbolize a desperate religious longing for some kind of salvation. Salvation from what, we don’t know. Bodies of water often represent the unconscious and its blackness in the dream suggests a seriously depressed mood. I would guess that he’s dying emotionally. I hope he gets help somewhere.”


Clarence agreed and added, “There was also something else about him, something innocent and sweet. I don’t know what that means.”


“Neither do I, so let’s do that lunch we talked about six months ago and discuss more about cases like this. I’ve been thinking of calling you for weeks.”


Tom and Clarence consulted their crowded calendars, miraculously found a day they could meet, and said their goodbyes. Each wondered momentarily why it had taken this strange character to bring them together again.




Chapter 6


Paul did not call Dr. McLaughlin. He carried his business card in his wallet for several weeks. One scalding hot day in summer, Paul limped up the front stairs, walked into Tom’s waiting room and, as the sign suggested, waited.


What Tom saw when he stepped into the waiting room was startling: a thin, rather unkempt, almost emaciated thirtysomething man with sunken yet searching eyes, and, for want of a better description, a strange kind of presence. The aura around this sad reluctant man, however, seemed ever so slightly brighter and more peaceful, a subtle nimbus of stillness and calm.


“Are you Dr. McLaughlin?”


“Yes. And you?”


“I am Paul Jensen. Your number was given to me by a priest. I can’t remember his name. But he said you knew about depression and the soul.”


“I know about depression. And I know it can affect us deeply, right down to our soul. Reverend Kelly said you might call.”


“Can I talk to you?”


“Unfortunately, I have another appointment this hour, but I do have a cancellation today at three o’clock. Would you be willing to come back?”


“Yes. Thank you.”


With that, the man left the office.


Paul re-appeared at 3:00 and stood patiently by the magazine rack. Entering Tom’s office, their conversation resumed as if no time had lapsed. Speaking in a steady monotone as if he didn’t really expect anyone to listen, as if he were talking to himself, Paul began describing the barrenness of his life. Tom mentally checked off the typical signs of Major Depression: depressed mood, loss of interest and pleasure in customary life activities, feelings of worthlessness, diminished concentration and memory, and recurrent thoughts of death. Paul repeated his nightmare of Jesus taking him into the lake, which had become a recurring dream, and described his lonely wanderings through empty streets at night. His childhood history cried out for its emotional austerity and deprivation, and Tom felt a pang of empathy for the profound grief and depression this man had endured as a boy. Paul’s next comments, however, were entirely unexpected.


“Dr. McLaughlin, there is more to the dream. Now when Jesus takes my hand, a peace surrounds me and I feel like God is present. It fills me with joy. For days afterwards I don’t care what happens around me. I am happy. I notice wonderful things, like the beauty in nature or radiant light shining everywhere in the world. And then it slips away and my depression returns. I cannot work. I can barely talk to my wife. She is certain my condition is the Devil’s handiwork. I can’t go on like this. I don’t know where else to turn.”


Knocked momentarily off balance by these unusual remarks, Tom asked, “What do you think this dream means?”


“That’s just it,” Paul replied. “I no longer think of it as a dream. I think it’s real. I think Jesus has come for me. I just don’t know why and I don’t think I’m ready to go.”


As if to steady himself, Tom conducted the rest of the interview in a proper professional manner, asking questions, performing an informal “mental status exam,” seeking additional history. When the hour was almost up, he felt compelled to discuss the customary range of treatment approaches for depression (medication, psychotherapy, hospitalization if necessary) and make sure that Paul was not an immediate suicide risk. They scheduled a second appointment for later in the week and said goodbye. Looking out of his office window, Tom watched Paul leave the building, hobble down the street, turn the corner, and disappear from sight. What a strange character, Tom thought.




Chapter 7


Dinner that night at the McLaughlin house was only slightly more chaotic than normal. Fifteen-year-old Laura had been invited to the prom by an 18-year-old boy. A full round of parental inquiries met that announcement, with unsolicited older-brother advice thrown in for free. Contributing to the chaos, Erik wanted to host a party at the house for the whole baseball team the same night as the prom, and hoped not to be disturbed by his “parental units.” Charlie had chewed off a huge patch of hair just above her tail, but no one seemed very motivated at the moment to examine her for ticks or fleas. The Giants were losing again, dishes needed to be done, homework started, and “someone” had thrown a huge pile of clean laundry on the floor in the hallway for “someone else” to fold. All the while Laura juggled a steady stream of impassioned telephone calls about who was wearing what and going with whom to the prom.


Bedtime couldn’t come fast enough for Tom, who sometimes fell asleep before his children (a behavior he had detested in his own parents). At 9:30, however, Ronnie was still typing chart notes from her patient visits that day, and pleaded with him to wait up for “just half an hour more…please.” Lying in bed, Tom opened a soporific tomb of required reading for an advanced course on psychotherapy. He was barely awake when Ronnie tumbled into bed.


“Tom. Sit up. I gotta tell you this incredible thing that happened today with one of my patients,” Ronnie began.


Rousing himself, Tom pulled himself upright, straightened his pillow, and forced his mind to focus.


“I was with a family who knew their father would die very soon, perhaps within hours. They were gathered around his bed. We had talked a lot about saying goodbye and each member had done their best to express their love over the last few days. The father had slipped into a coma and there was little left to do but wait for the end.”
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