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			To Lindsay and Leah

		

		
			Prologue

			Several events, articles, studies, and stories influenced the writing of this book, including a 1926 account of three loggers in Rusk County, Wisconsin, who purported to have found a French explorer’s petrified body in a hollow tree they cut down. However, an actual event, which took place in a parking lot in the City of Leicester, Great Britain, is particularly noteworthy. Archeologist Philippa Langley had a hunch that the body of King Richard III was not thrown into a river after he was killed in battle with the Tudors as legend had it. Instead, Langley and a few colleagues thought the body might have been buried at the site of the old Greyfriars Church, which was now under a sprawling parking lot. Acknowledging that the site was “a long shot at best,” Langley described her first visit as follows: “The moment I walked onto that parking lot in Leicester, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up and something told me this was where we must look. A year later I revisited the same place, not believing what I had first felt. And this time I saw a roughly painted letter ‘R’ on the ground [for reserved parking obviously]. Believe it or not, it was almost directly under that ‘R’ that King Richard was found.”

			In addition to this account, there are documented xenoglossy cases in which researchers report subjects becoming inexplicably fluent in a foreign language or acquired knowledge or memories of someone else who has long passed. There are countless episodes of ordinary people having extraordinary psychological experiences. Some of these include the sudden onset of delusions or nightmares, which result in a diagnosis that the subsequent interference with normal behavior is pathological, only to discover that the delusions have a basis in reality.

			There are too many examples like these for the author to conclude anything other than … the extraordinary happens

			1

			The year 1971 was hell for me. I thought I was going crazy. There were inexplicable voices, visions, and dreams that turned my normal, predicable, and boring life upside down. The resulting stress, self-doubt, and challenges I had discerning reality from fantasy led the man I thought I would marry to dump me, ended my dream of becoming a psychologist, and sent me on a frantic search for the cause … and hopefully the solution. I was desperate to end the tormenting delusions and dreams, and the subsequent depression, which was followed by bursts of manic and obsessive behavior. 

			I struggled trying to find answers to what was happening to me. Why do sudden onset delusions and obsessions occur? If a delusion is defined as maintaining a belief that experiences and thoughts are real despite overwhelming evidence that they are not, then what is the diagnosis if it ultimately turns out that despite the unlikely odds, the “delusions” are of real events? Just like the example that profs give in every Psych 101 class, “Are you paranoid if you constantly feel you’re being watched and change your normal behavior to elude the pursuer, only to have it turn out you were being followed?”  

			I don’t understand exactly what happened and I can’t explain it. But it did happen, there is no denying that. Some people may believe I was just crazy, or it was a ghost, or that I was reincarnated. My best guess is that it was an acute psychotic episode or xenoglossy, but at this point knowing the label isn’t important, only ridding myself of the nightmares is. 

			What I am certain of is that it began during my graduate research project on sensory deprivation. Specifically, while I was submerged in the sensory deprivation tank, and it started immediately. After the first minute or two of the experience in the tank, I could no longer tell fantasy or random thoughts from reality. While it started during that induced psychotic state, eventually the visions took over my thoughts while I was awake, and dreams with recurring nightmares each night, which included infused information, even memories that weren’t mine. 

			It started off normally enough. I remember it vividly. It was January 14, 1971, the first day of class of the second semester of my Ph.D. program at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. My project advisor and “special friend” started the first lab of our graduate research team consisting of me and two other doctorial students. 

			“Hi Doctor Janis.” 

			“Good morning Ben, Willa, Alec. Please call me Dan. Has everyone read the 1957 article by Heron, and the others assigned?” We all nodded. “Good. Next week please read Harlow 1951. That article and others by Doctor Harlow address the impact of deprivation of maternal contact in the social development of infant rhesus monkeys. While periphery to our research, Doctor Harlow is head of this department and keenly interested in this research. Consequently, you will become very familiar with his work before the end of your grad program. Ben and I got the tank filled and the water to ninety-four degrees. The sound suppressers, blinders, oxygen pump, and sensory suit are all tested. We’re about ready to begin our first sensory deprivation experience.

			“As you learned from the readings, in similar experiments students were only able to tolerate the sensory deprivation environment for short periods of time. Most terminated the experiment within ten minutes. Here is a sheet with the safety procedures we will follow on each submersion. One of you will serve as a spotter, keeping an eye on the heart rate readouts and flow of oxygen, the other will watch the tank for signs of agitation and to operate the extraction hoist. Any questions on safety? … Okay, any questions on the process?”

			“Doctor Janis … I mean Dan, why do subjects stay for such a short time? It seems like you could just take a nap and stay there for an hour or two. I’d love to have a place to nap where there are absolutely no distractions.”

			“Good question, Alec. The brain loses the ability to perceive time without physical cues. Previous subjects thought they were in the tank much longer than they were. Not by a couple of minutes but by a factor of five or more. In other words, if they were in the tank for five minutes, they thought they were in for twenty-five to thirty minutes or more.”

			“Are there any residual affects?” I asked.

			“Yes, and they can be serious, Willa. Psychotic episodes, for example. The brain needs stimuli to operate normally. The differentiation between real and imagined thoughts and sensory perceptions require external stimulus. The absence of stimulus, which is what we will be doing, causes distress as the brain struggles to sort out what is real and what isn’t. The entirety of the evolutionary process of the brain function of higher organisms has been based on receiving and interpreting both internal and external stimuli. Alec, to your point, the inability to use sensory cues to distinguish fantasy from reality can be disconcerting and likely also contributes to shorter duration submersions. This experiment is intended to monitor what happens when those external cues required by the brain are not present. There is a danger level here. As you might expect, you will be asked to sign a liability waiver acknowledging that you understand the potential dangers and you hold the university harmless.”

			“Yeah, we sure don’t want the university to be responsible for screwing up a student. Have you been in the sensory deprivation tank, Dan?” Alec asked.

			“No. If your findings are substantive, I may publish the results so I will need to keep an independent, arms-length perspective. Your responsibilities are to refine the thesis and complete the data collection, while mine are to teach you about and review the literature regarding sensory deprivation, maintain experimental integrity, and ensure your data is valid and reliable. Any other questions? Okay, then let’s get started. You’ll each take a turn. Because personal tolerance levels vary, you will determine how long you stay in the tank. We will be able to hear you although you can’t hear us. So you just have to tell us to extract you whenever you want out. Take it easy the first time. But if I detect significant agitation, I’ll pull you out immediately. You’ll have other chances. So, who wants to be first? Okay, Ben.”

			We each went to the restroom to change into swimsuits. I was the last one out. Alec whistled when I walked into the lab. I didn’t say anything but based on his embarrassed sheepish look, the daggers I stared at him seemed to have the desired effect.  

			Ben stayed in the tank for eight minutes and forty-five seconds. Alec and I were eager to hear his description of the experience. It took Ben just a minute to strip off the wetsuit and other gear, but several more minutes to gather himself. He could not believe he was submerged for less than nine minutes, and like other subjects, he was certain that it had been at least an hour. After taking a couple of deep breaths, Ben told us how quickly he lost the ability to discern reality from the imaginary. This made the hallucinations and delusions, which began almost immediately, more frightening. 

			Despite Ben’s account, Alec assured us he would outlast Ben and no doubt set a new collegiate record. He began flaying and cried out at just over seven minutes. Once extracted, he was noticeably shaking, pale, and clearly unnerved. He put his hand up when we asked him what it was like, and he walked out of the lab without a word.

			My turn. 

			I put on my wetsuit and stepped each leg into the harness. The straps went under my crotch and held me front and back like a mountain climbing harness. I watched Ben attach the clips from the harness straps to the cable to lift and lower me into and out of the tank. I climbed up the steps to the rim of the eight-footdeep vat filled with 94-degree water. Ben and Dan fitted on the helmet with blackened visor. The bulbous helmet fit over my entire head and fastened at my neck to the top of the wetsuit with snaps and a watertight flap over a zipper. Once fastened tight it was pitch black, and smelled like rubber and sweat. The pads at the top of the helmet fit snuggly around my head with headphones over my ears to block sound. The air intake hose was attached to a vent through the front near a microphone. 

			I said I was ready, but I was lying. I was really apprehensive. It felt like I was stepping off a ledge in the dark, with the promise that there was a net ready to catch me at the bottom. 

			The noise from the motor of the hoist and creaking pulleys was loud and clear when I was watching Ben and Alec being lowered, but it was barely discernible, a distant hum at most from inside the helmet.

			I felt the tugging of the cable until I was submerged. Once buoyant, I felt nothing and heard nothing in the blackness. Even the smells disappeared as I acclimated to them. 

			I tried to listen for the hum of the ventilator. What I thought might be a sound was just a faint ringing in my ears. Maybe I could hear my breathing, or if I blew or whistled. I tried both, but with the sound-abating headset I couldn’t tell if I was just thinking about whistling or if I had actually tried. 

			Dancing lights seemed to appear. 

			Then ringing in my ears progressively grew louder. Like dozens of cathedral bells clanging in the distance. Then nearby. That’s when the hallucinations began. I was transformed into a clapper in a bell and although completely stationary, I was certain that I could clearly feel myself swinging rhythmically and violently left to right. I decided to try concentrating on my meditation regimen, which I regularly use and is effective for me in reducing stress. Meditation began with my focus on a tingling sensation at the top of my head that I’d use as a cue to expand my suggestibility and completely relax. It always worked and was working now. I had done this so many times in the past that it was an automatic response, with the perception of a warm wave of relaxation starting at my forehead and slowly moving down my body. I usually repeated this process several times until I felt completely relaxed and refreshed. 

			I couldn’t remain focused though. The tingling sensation that I used to trigger my relaxation process instead felt like spiders crawling on my head and down the sides of my face. 

			I tried to calm down and changed the relaxation cue to feeling weight in my feet. But I immediately felt as though I was sinking, accelerating like an anchor tied to my legs was pulling me deeper and deeper into an abyss. I could swear the water pressure on my body was rapidly increasing, crushing my chest. I was fighting for breath. “Get me out!”

			2

			Light pierced through an opening in my helmet. I thought I was dead. Off came the helmet. Deep breaths, eyes adjusting to the light, I was standing on the platform next to the tank.

			“You got pretty agitated in there, Willa. When did you learn French?” 

			I was getting my bearings back. “What the hell are you talking about, Dan? I don’t speak a word of any language other than English.”

			“You just shouted in perfect French, faites-moi sortir! ‘Get me out!’”

			“Bullshit.”

			“It’s probably on the recorder, you shouted it loud enough. Ben, replay the tape.”

			“Willa, I heard it too. You said it plain as day. Here, listen.”

			Ben rewound the tape and hit play. It started with Dan’s voice, “She’s getting active, maybe thrashing” … “Faites-moi sortir!”… “Extract her Ben, bring her up …”

			“Where the hell did that come from?”

			“There must be some repressed exposure to French somewhere in your past. Do you have any French relatives?”

			“Nope, they’re all German, on both sides.”

			“Well, we pick up all kinds of extraneous information. You must have heard it somewhere and not given it a second thought until now.” 

			“I suppose. By the way, how long was I in there?”

			“Nine minutes, Willa, actually nine minutes and sixteen seconds.”

			Thank goodness we didn’t have class again until Tuesday. I needed the five-day break before trying that again.
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			I’ve been dating Dan for six months. I couldn’t believe he took me up on my suggestion that we have a coffee date last May. We first met when he was still a T.A. during my last semester as an undergraduate, a year ago. I didn’t get up the courage to talk to him until I was accepted into the Ph.D. program. It was awkward at first because he was my thesis advisor and lab professor. We had only known each other casually from the two undergraduate classes he taught. Every girl taking psych classes loves Dr. Janis. He’s good looking, charmingly awkward, with those wire rim glasses too small for his face, and is highly regarded professionally. A little short, I’m taller than him when I wear heels, but he’s always perfectly groomed and wears a suit or sport coat to class even though most professors dress casually. He has a photographic memory, although he refers to it as “retrieval savant.” He just flat out remembers everything he’s ever read, I mean everything. Recites it verbatim. He impresses the hell out of his colleagues and his students and me. It’s likely a big reason he did so well all the way through school, and why everyone seems to think he’s so damn smart. Dan was a psychology department prodigy. Breezed through undergrad in two and a half years, MS and Ph.D. two years later. Colleagues defer to him, publications want his contributions, and professional organizations want him to speak at their dinners. He can be hard to read, sometimes coming off as aloof or too bookish, but I’m still infatuated with him.

			I’m proud of him, too. I feel special when we’re out, and admittedly maybe a little smug when coeds or women faculty flirt with him. When Dan and I started seeing each other, I felt like the luckiest girl on campus. Of all the women on campus, he asked me out—a self-conscious, tom-boyish, flat-chested, “hanging on by her fingernails” grad student. Dan tells me I’m pretty, but after being teased about my looks incessantly by my two older brothers as a kid, it’s hard for me to feel that way. I know they were just being brothers, but they sure shot a hole in my self-esteem.

			Dan’s coming up north next month to meet my family. I can’t wait to introduce him to my mom and dad. They will love him. Well, Mom will for sure, and I think Dad will be impressed, too. Dad thinks it’s important to know what’s going on in the world and Dan knows everything. I’ll be curious to hear my dad’s assessment. He has an uncanny ability to size up people.

			Dan and I went out Saturday night, and I slept over at his apartment. Usually did. It wasn’t as exciting as it was at first. I’m still attracted to the guy, but, I don’t know, maybe we’ve just become an “old couple” after six months.
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			Ben, Alec, and I had to keep a journal of our experiences in the tank, make copies for each other, and turn one in to Dan each week. Dan intends to include the journal entries and data we collect with other research for publication.

			Alec’s account of his experience was funny, although not to him. In his journal entry, he wrote that he hallucinated that he was a turd inside a bowel. He was being pushed out, pressure on all sides, and complete with the sensation of smell and taste. The clarity of the perception freaked him out. That was why he left class so abruptly after extraction. After he related his experience, he was the only one of us who didn’t laugh at Ben’s question about whether he was a firm or loose stool.

			Ben told us he unsuccessfully attempted to fall asleep then decided to thrash about as a means of creating stimuli. After he felt completely exhausted he called out to be extricated. The unusual feature of Ben’s experience is that he hadn’t moved at all during his entire time in the tank. Ben’s characterization of the episodes was that they were like dreams, turned nightmarish, because there was no waking up, and they had to be endured until he had the wherewithal to call out to be extracted.

			I summarized my episode as best as I could remember. But shouting in French was what I was most interested in and thought it warranted further investigation. Everyone else was just amused.

			After our short presentations were completed, Dr. Janis asked if we were ready for another “dip” in the tank. Ben seemed eager, Alec unenthusiastic. While I was apprehensive as well, I was also curious about what the next session would bring. Would there be more French or was that simply an aberration. I wanted to learn more.

			We went in the same order as last week. 

			Ben stayed in a little longer, but was just as freaked out this time. Something about cockroaches everywhere.

			Alec’s submersion approached ten minutes. He said he tried my technique of meditating. It worked for several seconds before he began choking on imaginary smoky, acrid air.

			My turn.

			I tried meditating again. Had the sensation of flying. Then I was in a cave feeling my way along a slimy floor, centipedes scurrying over my hands, bats fluttering past my ears. This was creeping me out. I tried to bring myself back to being in a tank of warm water. But my perception was that the cave was flooding. I was being tossed against the cave walls, couldn’t breathe. 

			I don’t know why, but I prayed. There was a distinct smell of rotten wood that seemed familiar. I tasted black walnuts, but that was not the wood smell. I had a vision from a heavily-wooded limestone ledge and overhang, high above a wide body of water that seemed to flow around both sides of the escarpment. A fleeting panoramic image but rich in detail. Really quite beautiful. I knew this was an important place. A place I needed to return to, but I sensed being abandoned, alone and afraid. Not just afraid, unmitigated terror. Then exhaustion, the smell of wood again, the feeling I was in a coffin. “Help me! Get me out!”

			It took what seemed like several minutes before the welcome piercing light and fresh air. My helmet was off. 

			“Again with the French,” Ben said.

			“What did I say?”

			“Something about a mountain and a river. Then ‘help me!’ I couldn’t make it out completely because my French isn’t that good. It sounded like you were praying ‘Our Father ...’ in Latin. I think it was the Lord’s Prayer. I recognized parts of it, I used to be an altar boy.”

			“You were an altar boy?” Alec asked sarcastically.

			“Yeah, in my wild and crazy youth,” Ben retorted. “I’ve settled down since then.”
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			Initially, I was somewhere between amused and intrigued by the sudden onset of speaking in French. But over the last several days I began having nightmares and inexplicable visions. Concerned, I described them to Dan, confident that he would help me understand what was going on. We spent so much time at his apartment off campus that we had time to talk about class informally. Each time I had a nightmare or vision, I related it to Dan, assuming he’d be eager to discuss and investigate this psychological phenomenon. After all, it did commence during his class and was happening to his girlfriend. 

			But Dan showed little interest and was losing patience with my constant questions about it. His only explanation was xenoglossy or aphasia. 

			“Aphasia is loss of speech, isn’t it?” I asked.

			“Typically, yes, but the impact on speech varies from individual to individual. The sensory deprivation may have had a temporary effect on your speech center. It isn’t uncommon for patients to suffer temporary speech loss from a stroke, coma, or accident and compensate for the loss in some way. You may simply have lost the ability to speak English and compensated with French.”

			“But I have never spoken French, don’t know any French-speaking people, where the hell did the French come from?”

			“It had to come from somewhere, Willa. You are probably simply repressing memories or experiences. There is a logical explanation, we just don’t know what that explanation is yet.”

			“Dan, these are not ‘repressed memories.’ There is no way on God’s green earth that I learned to speak fluent French and oh, must have just forgot about it.”

			“Well, that leaves xenoglossy and that isn’t science. Only quacks write about unverifiable fantastic cases of sudden inexplicable ability to speak in a language completely foreign to the subject.” 

			“Oh, you mean just like what has been happening to me?”

			“They’re just trying to sell some books. That isn’t credible evidence.”

			“You’re telling me you don’t believe what you personally witnessed, Dan? You think there could be no way that xenoglossy ever occurs, under any circumstance?”

			“No, I don’t believe that it is a phenomenon. The published cases haven’t been verified or were repudiated as fabrications, hoaxes, or diagnostic negligence.”

			“You believe what you read, but not what you see, is that it? I hoped I could count on you to help me get to the bottom of this.”

			“If you’re asking me to investigate or formally research this, the answer is no. I am not putting my reputation behind some foolishness, just because we haven’t found an explanation.”  

			“Well, I’m not giving up on this ‘foolishness’! Can you at least suggest a source on xenoglossy?” 

			“Try Charles Richet, but Willa, don’t jeopardize your Ph.D. with an obsessive distraction chasing some memory aberration. This may also be something else altogether. For example, you may be experiencing an acute psychotic episode triggered either by the sensory deprivation or some other recent event. But it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to provide professional services, and frankly I’m not comfortable referring you to a colleague.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, but felt bad immediately because it probably came off as a little bitchy. 

			But the visions, thoughts, and nightmares were occurring frequently and not just when I was in the tank. I was becoming increasingly concerned and was surprised and disappointed by Dan’s lack of support. If he doesn’t accept xenoglossy as a possibility, I understand that. But not making an effort to help I don’t understand. If he thinks it’s an acute psychotic episode, that could be serious and should be right up Dan’s alley. This may not be important to the field of psychology, but it was important to me. His dismissal of the whole thing was demeaning. 

			Just over a year earlier, in December 1969, I applied for the Ph.D. program. Dan was on the faculty review committee for candidates. I was tasked with defending Freud’s theories on personality and psychoanalysis. Freud’s influence on the field had diminished to the point of being anecdotal. The field was being dominated by contemporary theorists like Harlow, Bandura, and Skinner. Operant conditioning and behavior modification were of particular interest here at the university since the construction of the new primate lab, which was funded specifically for research in behavioral psychology. It was very much in vogue to trash Freud. I had to argue his defense and struggled to find a hypothesis. I finally landed on an approach I thought was logical and had not been aggressively addressed in the literature. My position was that Freud should not be discredited for the analysis, diagnosis, and subsequent treatment of his patients, but only for his assumption that his findings were universally applicable. My primary point was that his patients were so uniquely similar, and specific in time and place that there is no way to duplicate his process. Therefore there was no way to determine, using scientific methodology, the merit of his conclusions. The overwhelming majority of his patients were middle-aged, paranoid, Catholic, Victorian, Austrian women at the turn of the twentieth century. Who is to say his assessment of those ladies wasn’t spot-on. His shortcoming instead was concluding that his theory, developed while working with these patients, applied across the board. This is a sampling problem and not uncommon at the time. Use of a hypothesis, control groups, and the scientific method was still evolving during Freud’s early career. He should be no more impugned than any other scientist during that era. And the guy stood his ground when his contemporaries laughed at his theories and publicly belittled him. He demonstrated a strength of character and conviction, I would argue. Unfortunately, as I prepared for my presentation, I had little confidence, and frankly thought my defense of Freud was simplistic and largely pointed out the obvious. 

			 I was certain the committee would agree and deny my application to grad school. Later, I was astonished to learn that Dan was impressed with my interpretation. It really wasn’t that good. Why would someone as smart as him find my reasoning “powerful” enough to lobby the rest of the review committee to accept me into the program? It didn’t seem likely that he would try to ingratiate me, and there was no reason to do me a favor. I guess he just liked it. A month later by coincidence I ended up in his graduate class. He told me over our first coffee date that he dismissed Freud, like many of his colleagues, as “a cigar-chewing, sexually-frustrated Victorian, who saw penises in telephone poles.” My argument made him “slightly” more sympathetic. 

			I had been able to make him slightly more sympathetic to Freud then, but evidently not to me and my bizarre experience in the tank.
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			I arrived at the lab early and found Dan already there. 

			“Dan, I found a couple of very interesting xenoglossy cases, one of them published recently. In each case the subject either began speaking a different language, had memories of a place or time they never experienced, or both. How many documented cases does it take for a pseudo-science to become credible?”

			“More than you’re going to find. Willa, these are not scientists writing about controlled experiments or verifiable therapy sessions. These are reports of what a few crackpots claim happened to them.”

			“Well, I’m one of those crackpots, and it’s real, whether you think so or not. What I actually experienced is credible enough for me.” 

			“You know that’s not what I meant.”

			“I’m not so sure, because that is precisely what you said.”

			“What are you guys talking about? I could hear you down the hall,” Ben said, as he walked into the lab.

			“Xenoglossy. Doctor Janis thinks it’s foolishness. I think it describes what has happened to me perfectly.”

			“Never heard of xenoglossy. What is it?” Ben asked.

			After I defined the term and cited a few of the cases, Ben said, “Bummer. That sure sounds like your situation to me.”

			Defensively Dan said, “You are selectively applying your symptoms to the term. We all do it. We read about the symptoms of a syndrome or disease and suddenly we think we have it because we exhibit some of the characteristics. That is not a diagnosis.”

			Alec arrived, so Dan said, “Okay, enough about this, it’s time for lab.” 

			We each reported on our last deprivation episode and prepared the equipment and safety protocols for this session.

			Water temperature was right, the air pump and microphone were tested, and we were ready to begin. We were all getting increasingly comfortable with the experiment. Even Alec was able to joke about his experiences, referring to his first episode as an example of anal retention or latent homosexuality that even Freud would have been proud of.

			While Ben and Alec took their turns, I thought about the increasing frequency and intensity of strange, seemingly unrelated images and sensations I had been having. Not just speaking French, but sights, smells, tastes, and those powerful feelings of being trapped, abandoned, lost, and the sudden onset of sheer terror. It was like doing a dream interpretation on visions and memories I was having both awake and asleep. Inexact, but possibly revealing insight into something repressed.

			My turn. 

			My preferred approach continued to be the use of my meditation regimen, but instead of suggesting tingling on the top of my head, which didn’t work out well my last session, I focused on the inevitable flashes of dancing light I perceived in the total darkness. The lights seemed to become stars. I thought that would be a good benign focal point to keep my stress in check. I felt as though I were on my back looking up at the night sky—the sky you only see when you’re away from the city. The night sky bisected by the Milky Way with each constellation clearly visible. The light transitioned into a fire, a campfire, and a series of sensations—sitting on hard, cold ground, a taste of peppers, and tending plants on a farm. Then I felt like I was running through the darkness, held up by branches and thorns pulling at my clothes. Then quiet, and a vision of a river. I was swimming against the current, then walking through heavy brush, each footstep sinking deep into mud. I was struggling toward a towering, wooded island with a steep escarpment. A beautiful young girl and a Star of David, a bull charging at me like I was a matador … “Get me out!” 

			By my next session in the tank a week later, I felt I was persevering better and had been able to delay the onset of hallucinations, but only delay them. Before I screamed out, in French of course, I was certain that I was buried alive. In the blackness, I could taste and smell the damp wood of what I assumed was my coffin pressing on my sides and back. 

			I was in full panic attack mode when the welcoming light shone through my helmet. Alec and Ben were attending me after pulling me out of the tank. It took a moment for me to regain my bearings and recognize that this was reality, and that the disturbing perception of being buried alive was just a delusion. 

			Each subsequent session grew in intensity. The hallucinations were vivid and clear. Without external stimulus, I wasn’t able to discern that the frightening sensations I was experiencing in the tank were just dreams, until I was out of the tank and back to reality. While Ben, Alec, and I knew that our experiences were triggered by the sensory deprivation, we had each gone through several episodes and learned in class that the results were typical for the experiment, but it didn’t help mitigate the sheer terror we often experienced while in the tank. 

			My experiences were similar to the others in many ways. However, my “tank” hallucinations and perceptions included the sudden onset of speaking French and, based on the visions and other clues, channeling the experiences of what I interpreted was from some French guy a couple hundred years ago. The delusions continued to recur in the tank, but also in my dreams and as daytime visions and thoughts, without abatement. Ben and Alec described their hallucinations as wide ranging, random, and occurring only when they were in the tank.

			I tried to conceal my fear about what was happening to me, but was growing increasingly troubled.
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			It was the weekend Dan was meeting my parents. I drove to my parent’s house a couple hours before Dan. It had snowed four inches the night before, but for early March in Wisconsin, the roads were in good driving condition. I’d been looking forward to this and couldn’t wait to introduce him. Dan is special in a lot of ways, and he is the first boyfriend I’m bringing home to “meet the parents.” Dan planned to return to Madison after dinner. Mom was disappointed. She made my brother Mike’s old bedroom into a guest room and was hoping to use it for that purpose at some point. I would stay at home for the weekend. 

			When Dan arrived, the four of us sat in the living room making small talk and getting my parents and Dan acquainted. After a short time, I left with Mom to help her get dinner ready, leaving Dan alone with my dad. They were talking intently when I returned. 

			 “Uh oh, this looks like trouble. What are you two talking about?” I said.

			“Politics,” Dad said.

			“Isn’t that one of the topics you’re supposed to avoid in social settings?”

			“More about Vietnam than politics,” Dan clarified.

			“Unless you guys plan to call the Pentagon to alert them to your findings, it’s time for dinner,” I said.

			“I’m too hungry to call. Let’s eat,” Dad said.

			Trying to avoid any awkward silences, Mom took over the conversation. I know she was just being a mom and trying to engage Dan, but her ceaseless questions didn’t give the poor guy a chance to eat his dinner. I could tell she really liked Dan. In fact, if she were thirty years younger and single, I think she would have married him on the spot.

			Dad was a tougher read. But his body language and forced smiles suggested that he was not as impressed with Dan as I thought he would be.

			Dan turned down an after-dinner drink and stayed for another hour. During a brief lapse in the conversation he stood up, thanked Mom for a great dinner and Dad for the drink offer, said he had a long drive back to Madison, and despite the hospitality, he would have to leave. Mom hugged him, Dad shook his hand, and I kissed him, a “job well done” kiss. 

			After helping Mom clean up I joined Dad on the porch. He was sipping brandy. 

			“So, what do think of Dan?” Evidently, my dad decided not to give me his unvarnished assessment of Dan. All he told me was “the boy seems nice.” 

			“The boy!” I said. “He is thirty-one, has a Ph.D. in psychology from Madison and is a respected professor.” 

			“I didn’t mean to be disrespectful, Willa. It was just a poor word choice. He’s very successful in his field, has a great job, what’s not to like?” 

			 Dad thinks he’s being coy. I can tell he’s not impressed just by reading his eyes. But I can’t tell what it is. 

			“I’m not letting you get away with that banality.”

			“Banality? Willa, I’m just an old logger.”

			“Okay Dad, in ‘old logger’ technical jargon, cut the bullshit. Tell me what you really think. Even if I wasn’t a pre-doctorial psychology student, I am your daughter, and you haven’t been able to fool me for years.”

			“Oh, now she tells me.”

			“So what do you really think of Dan?”

			“What do you mean? I told you I thought he was nice. He does seem like a nice enough guy. He’s doing very well for himself. Good career. As long as he treats you well, respects and appreciates you, I am fine with him.”

			“Fine with him! Wow, that is some kind of endorsement. Come on Dad, cut the crap. What is your impression of him?”

			“You’re relentless, you know that, Willa? Okay. For what it’s worth, I think he is very talented in some ways but nothing to write home about in other ways. Academically he excels, but he just didn’t impress me as a man who thinks for himself.”

			“What do you mean, doesn’t think for himself?”

			“Look, honey, I’m not comfortable giving a first impression on that. I talked to the guy for maybe one and a half hours.”

			“You’re the one who said he can’t think for himself. What makes you say that?”

			“My last comment on this is, that no matter what the topic was, if you strip away the quotes and reciting what he’s read, there just wasn’t much there. That’s all.”

			“Well, some really smart people at the university have a very different opinion of him than yours.”

			“What about you, Willa?”

			“Yes. I think he is very smart, too.”

			“Well, your opinion is really the only one that counts, honey. Not some old logger.”

			“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to hear from that old logger. But of all the things that you could have said, ‘not thinking for himself’ was the last one I expected. Dan is brilliant.”

			“You know him a lot better than I do.”

			My mom walked in. “Oh, hi honey. It’s so nice having you here.  It just doesn’t seem like home unless you or your brothers are here. What have you and your dad been talking about?”

			“Dan.”

			“What a nice young man. He was so polite, and you didn’t tell me he was so handsome.”

			“Dad didn’t like him and thinks he’s a twit.”

			“Will Heinlein! How could you say that?” Mom asked.

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Willa, you know that’s not what I said. I am having another drink. Either of you want something?”

			I’ll have another chat with Dad later and press him for details. I just can’t imagine what Dan could’ve said that led my dad to be so down on him. And if Dad said what he said after first meeting Dan, that probably means he feels even more strongly than he is letting on. He doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. I’m surprised and disappointed by Dad’s assessment.

			8

			I got up the next morning at seven. Dad was already up and on the sun porch with his coffee and newspaper. Mom was still asleep. I poured myself a cup from his pot and joined him. 

			“Good morning, honey! Did you sleep okay?” 

			“Good morning, Dad. Yeah, pretty well. But I kept thinking about what you said last night.”

			“You mean about Dan. Look Willa, I’m sorry I said what I said. I have no right to judge that young man and no business sharing my half-baked opinions. I wish I had kept my mouth shut. I’m not the one dating him.”

			I think Dad was afraid he might come across like his Uncle Friedrich did when his cousin Anna first introduced Michael. That was just after Dad got here from Germany. Friedrich was a bigoted old man who nearly ruined his relationship with his daughter. If I was Anna, I don’t think I could ever forgive him for his anti-Polish diatribes to my fiancé. Uncle Michael seemed to have moved past it, but I’ll bet he never forgot. I guess Dad didn’t want that to happen to us. Oh, I know he embarrasses the hell out of me sometimes and he will never quite catch up with the times, but bless his heart, he’s trying to avoid creating a fuss unnecessarily. And, you know, over time I’ve learned to appreciate the fact that he has a remarkable ability to read people. I’d be foolish not to hear him out.

			“Well that cat is out of the bag now, Dad, and I’m curious what he could have said that prompted you to form that ‘half-baked’ opinion. It’s important to me. Don’t candy-coat it, I can take it.” 

			“Oh shit. Okay. In the past three or four years we’ve had the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy, race riots, whole sections of cities burning down, and that quagmire in Vietnam. I was looking forward to hearing what a psychology professor’s take on all this was. He didn’t have much to say. So okay, I thought I could at least learn about what the hell was happening on campus. Every time I turn on the news, there’s rioting, looting, tear gas. It scares the hell out of me with you there. Dan seemed like the perfect source. A psychology professor, smart guy and he’s right there. I was interested in hearing his objective, informed take on all that. But when I asked Dan to tell me what he thought about the rioting on campus and should we be sending kids to fight in Vietnam? And why violence was the way college kids chose to protest? All I got were recited newspaper articles and something from Time Magazine. Dan answered with the number of US fatalities, the cost of the war, and cities where rioting occurred last week, last month, and year-to-date. No, professor, I asked you what the hell you think about this shit. Blank stare. Evidently, he doesn’t know what he thinks. Nope. He can quote the hell out of any articles related to the question, but he can’t seem to go beyond that. Some moron blew up a chemistry lab in Madison seven months ago, 3:42 a.m., August 24, 1970 according to the professor. Killed some poor guy working late trying to finish a project. Why? What’s going on? No thoughts from the professor. That crap ‘bring the war home,’ and all the rioting, that’s what worries the hell out of me. I wasn’t testing him, but wanted to understand what was happening in Madison. Look what happened to you, May of last year. Tear-gassed and clubbed by a cop, and you just stepped out of the bookstore on State Street. Isn’t that right? I don’t think you ever told Mom and me that whole story. Since you’re making me come clean, I think it’s only fair play if you tell me the full story about what happened to you.”

			“I didn’t want to worry you unnecessarily. There isn’t a lot more to it than I told you before. While I was checking out my books for summer school, I saw hundreds of kids running down State Street toward campus. When I stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of the bookstore, a tear gas canister landed at my feet. I couldn’t believe how quickly it worked. Within a second or two I couldn’t breathe or see anything, and the searing pain in my eyes and lungs was incredible. That’s when one of the cops in riot gear hit me with his baton. I fell down and laid in the street coughing and gasping until the line of cops moved past and the tear gas cleared. Ben, from my grad class, stumbled upon me and got a friend he was with to help get me to the medical clinic. Ben thought I had been rioting too and told me I was one of the ‘ballsy’ ones that rushed the cops. I had no idea what he was talking about, but appreciated the help. I tried to tell them I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but I’m not sure I was completely coherent yet. Anyway, I was fine. The nurse at the clinic flushed my eyes with a saline solution, gave me some oxygen, put gauze on the head wound, and told me I might want to sit the next riot out. I started to explain that I just walked out of a store, but she was on to the next kid. There must have been twenty of us in there. Anyway, that’s really all there was to it.”

			“All there was to it! Geez Willa, if I had known all that back then, I would have driven down there and pulled you out of school right then and there. What did Dan say about it?”

			“He was sympathetic but said I should have been more careful. That I must have done something to provoke the police, or make them think I was a rioter. He said the ‘police don’t just club people.’”

			“But isn’t that exactly what they did?”

			“Yeah, it is. I mean I literally just stepped onto the sidewalk. I don’t know what I could have done differently. But Dan thinks I must have done something.”

			“I used to think that all the rioting and burning was just crazy radicals on campus. But the police aren’t helping matters when they pull this shit. Look at Kent State. The National Guard opened fire on those kids. Killed four. Hell, one of them was like you, just walking to class. They claimed they felt ‘threatened’ by the crowd of students and fired to quell the threat. You know how close the nearest student was to them when they shot? Over two hundred feet away. How much of a threat are unarmed students at that distance? Your brother Mike was in Vietnam for over a year. He’d never shoot or whack some kid on the head. Hell, I was in the army, too. It was a long time ago but as far as I’m concerned, if fifty National Guardsmen in riot gear with live ammo felt threatened by a bunch of kids halfway across campus, they’re not fit for duty. When I asked Dan about that, he told me the same thing he told you—the students must have been attacking the guards because that’s what the report said. That just sounds inane to me. I know we only talked for an hour or so, but he never once answered a question directly. Just quoted something. Hell, I can read. I was just disappointed that’s all. I hoped I would get some insights that I don’t have and can’t get being up here.” 

			“Wow, I asked for it. So, he’s not up on his current events? Is that it?”

			“No, that is not it. He knows his current events, to the minute. He just doesn’t have … an opinion, doesn’t have a thought on how to resolve this stuff, doesn’t even see any correlation between the war, draft, rioting, drugs, the damn music you listen to. It scares me with you in the middle of all that, especially considering what happened to you. I want to understand what’s going on. Like I said, I wasn’t testing him. I just wanted to get his take on things. I just don’t know what’s going on and was disappointed that I didn’t learn anything, that’s all.” 

			“Dad, I asked and you told me. That was hard, probably on both of us. But I appreciate your honesty. Maybe his perspective on something else won’t disappoint you.”

			“Good morning, you two! Any coffee left?”

			“Good morning, Mom. Yeah, I think there’s still a cup or so in the pot.”
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			I called Dan that night. I wanted to be sure he got back safely, and to get his view of my parents. He admitted that he was a little nervous, my mom’s cooking was “superb,” and my dad knows a lot about logging and reads the news. When I pressed him a little on my dad, Dan added, “But, for someone who’s up on the news, your dad didn’t even know when the physics lab was blown up.” 

			That wasn’t like Dan. He’s rarely defensive or condescending toward anyone. No, he just retrieves one more citation out of his endless memory trove until the other person concedes the point. There was something else. I assume it’s my dad’s doggedness. He can be a real pain in the ass when he gets his mind set on something. 
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