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To Jane Davis

It is always easier to fight for one’s principles than to live up to them.
ALFRED ADLER
Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.
BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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PROLOGUE

THE SKY above the mountains was stained with the last pastels of a mediocre sunset.
Headlights approached from the east.
Cruz climbed from the raw dirt to the bucket, jumped from the bucket up to the ground, killed the diesel, and prepared to meet the maintenance supervisor halfway between the fresh grave and the truck.
The work was running late.
The Ford rolled to a stop on the crushed granite with its brights aimed directly at the grave. Ramirez stepped down from the pickup’s cab and marched toward the hole. Crazy shadows bent every which way as the beams from the truck and the wash from the floods above the excavator competed to obliterate the creeping darkness.
One at a time, Ramirez rubbed the tops of his cowboy boots on the calves of his jeans. Not content with the results, he polished the leather on one boot a second time before he tucked his right hand into the pocket of his down vest, turned his head, and spit. Ramirez kept his boots shinier than a new quarter. If he was outside he almost always spit before he spoke a word.
“Should’ve been done an hour ago. Two things,” he said to Cruz, holding up his left hand like a peace sign. “Don’t like one-man crews.” He folded down his index finger, leaving his middle finger pointing skyward in unintended profanity. “Don’t like digging in the dark. Alonso knows that. People get hurt. I’m two-hundred-twelve straight days nobody hurt. Tomorrow’s two-thirteen. Understand?”
Cruz’s eyes were focused on the ground in front of Ramirez. “All done diggin’, Mr. R.—had to pull a couple big rocks. That slowed us, but I’m just about to get the casket placer set and the drapes hung. Alonso said it’s an early interment, wants everything ready before I go. I know that’s the way you like it too.”
Ramirez was oblivious to being played. Alonso joked that the man wouldn’t spot an ass-kiss unless the suck-up’s lips ended up Krazy Glued to his butt.
The boss looked around—the trailer with the folding chairs wasn’t near the grave. “What about chairs?”
“Alonso’ll bring ’em out in the morning—said nobody wants to sit on a chair covered with dew.”
“Doo?” Ramirez asked. “Why the heck would there be any doo on the chairs?”
Cruz coughed to disguise a laugh. “Sitting out at night? That kind of dew?”
Ramirez spit again. He pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and angled it so that it was illuminated by the Ford’s headlights. “I want forty-eight. I want a center aisle, and I want ’em in place by eight-fifteen. Not eight-twenty.” He stuffed the paper back into his jeans and gestured toward the fresh rectangular scar in the sweep of bluegrass. The lawn was just beginning to green up for spring. “Right there. Between there and the path. Sun at their backs.”
“No problem, Mr. R.”
The shiny chrome components of the equipment that would manage the weight of the casket as it was lowered into the grave were already lined up square beside the hole. Ramirez knew his gravedigger’s job was almost done. He spit again, shooting saliva four feet to his left through the fat gap in his front teeth.
“Eight-fifteen. I mean it. Gonna be cold. Some wind maybe. Where the heck is Alonso anyway?” he asked.
Alonso had worked maintenance at the cemetery for eighteen years. He operated the compact excavator at grave sites. His most important job, though, was keeping the short-timers in the corral, which saved Ramirez a lot of work and even more aggravation. Alonso used up most of the accumulated goodwill trying to keep an eye on his adopted teenage daughter. He used what was left to create some cover for the younger members of the crew, kids like Cruz who tended to be less diligent than their mentor.
Cruz said, “Toothache. Dentist.”
Getting Alonso to take off early had promised to be the trickiest part of what Cruz was doing. The plan had been to fake an emergency call from Alonso’s daughter’s school. It seemed that happened at least once a week, anyway. The abscess was a gift.
“No moving that equipment,” Ramirez said. “We both know you’re not ready for that.” He laughed at the thought of Cruz driving the little excavator.
“Soon as I’m done squaring it off I’ll lift the bucket and set the frame. We have that other plot to dig—the double by the lake? I promised Alonso I’d get the installer on this one and get the drapes done tonight. He’ll move the digger over there early and we’ll start on that double as soon as the mourners are gone.”
Ramirez didn’t reply.
The boss’s silence caused Cruz’s anxiety to rustle. “Alonso wasn’t sure you wanted a canopy up for the family. Sun’ll be low when the service starts. No weather coming, but we’ve had that wind the past couple of mornings.” Cruz thought Ramirez was leaning forward, examining the grave. “If you want a canopy, Mr. R., just say the word. I’ll throw it on the trailer and bring it out with the chairs.”
Ramirez took his hands from his pockets. He spit. “Almost done?”
“Five minutes. Clean up the hole a little. Line up the placer, check the rollers, tighten the straps. Drape it just the way you like.”
Ramirez spit again. “Want a hand?”
Ramirez didn’t much like labor. He viewed himself as a supervisor, even if the only one he supervised was Alonso, who didn’t need any watching. Alonso did all the real herding of the crew of kids who cut the grass, plowed the snow, placed the headstones, and did the shovel work on the deep caverns in the bluegrass. Had Cruz asked for actual help, Ramirez would have pretended that his pager had gone off and he had someplace important to be.
Like his “office” in the equipment shed.
“No, Mr. R. I’m cool. Square corners, level base, perfect depth.”
Ramirez took two steps toward the grave. Two more and he’d be able to see the bottom of the hole without any trouble, and he’d be able to make his own judgment about how level that base was and how square those corners were. “You like the Hepburn?”
Ramirez was asking about the new casket placer they’d been using since the beginning of the month. The contraption cost a fortune. He liked to show it off whenever he could like he was displaying a new car on his driveway to make his neighbor envious.
Cruz nodded. “Sets up much faster than the old one, Mr. R. Much smoother, too. The bearings on the rollers on that old one were—”
The boss didn’t like the word “shit” so he completed the sentence himself. “I know. Shouldn’t be no squealing around funerals. Finish up then.”
The lights danced again as Ramirez walked back toward the truck. He stopped for a moment in a position that left his shadow covering the black rectangle of the grave. “I get wind you moved that digger, I’ll fire your ass. Understand?”
“Mark it right where it’s at. That’s where it’ll be in the morning. All I’m going to do is lift the bucket.”
Ramirez pulled himself into his truck. Behind him the profile of the Front Range marked a jagged break between the darkening sky and the frantic lights of Boulder at rush hour.
Cruz knelt down and tested the rollers, just for show. The new equipment was working fine.
The taillights of Ramirez’s Ford disappeared down the access road.
Only one more thing to finish before installing the Hepburn and hanging the drapes. Cruz hopped onto the bucket, dropped back down into the grave, and said, “Bingo.”


ONE

I THOUGHT I spotted a rosy glimmer in the water sluicing through the fountain.
My next patient was sitting calmly ten feet away, covered in blood.
I thought, I don’t need this.
 
Diane Estevez, my longtime partner and friend, had recently decided to renovate the waiting room of the old house that held our clinical psychology offices. She thought the time had come for the parlor’s evolution into a transitional space, like the quiet stone and bamboo anterooms she loved to visit prior to being welcomed into a favorite spa.
The focus of Diane’s designing enthusiasm had a simple purpose—it was the spot where our patients hung out before their psychotherapy appointments. To me, a simple purpose called for a simple room.
Diane once shared that naïve vision. But no longer—the changes she envisioned were far from mundane. When she began to conceptualize her project, the room was furnished with the pedestrian crap we’d bought from office-supply catalogs when we’d first hung our practice shingles. Her case for transformation was simple: “We’re not dentists and we shouldn’t have a dentist’s waiting room.”
I’d replied that I thought the room was fine, but my argument was pro forma. In the best of times I lacked the will to stand up to a determined Diane.
Diane was determined. It wasn’t the best of times. Not even close.
 
Is that…blood? I thought. I just don’t need this.
 
Diane and I had co-owned the little Victorian house for a long time. The building was on the edge of the once-sleepy, once–light industrial side of downtown Boulder, the few blocks closest to the foothills, a neighborhood that after a couple of decades of determined gentrification had earned the moniker the “West End.”
The natural light in the waiting room came from a pair of north-facing double-hung windows. The dusty mini-blinds came down and bronze curtain rods as thick as my wrist replaced them. Soon the indirect sunlight was being filtered through silk panels that were the color of the worms that had spun the threads. Diane had a name for the hue that I forgot within seconds of hearing it. New lamps—two table, one floor—provided just enough illumination to allow reading. The shades on the lamps were made from nubby linen in a color that was a second cousin to the one she’d chosen for the drapes.
“Organicity,” Diane had explained for my benefit. “It’s crucial.”
No, I hadn’t asked.
As resolute as Diane was to transform, that’s how committed I was to stay out of her way.
Paint? Of course. Not one color, but four—two for the walls, one each for the trim and ceiling. The new furniture—four chairs, two tables—reflected Diane’s interpretation of “serene.” Two chairs were upholstered and contemporary. Two were black leather/black wood slingy things, and contemporary. The rug was woven from wool from special sheep somewhere—I thought she’d said South America but I hadn’t really been paying attention and the sheep may have been shorn of their coats in Wales or Russia or one of the nearby ’stans, maybe Kazakhstan. The rug—indifferent stripes of muted purples in piles of various heights—was placed so that it cut diagonally across the ebony stain Diane had chosen for the old fir floor. She’d put the rug in place one morning while I was in a session with a patient; I came out to greet my next appointment to all its angularity and hushed purpleness.
“Need to break the symmetry, Alan. We can’t have too much balance,” Diane explained to me over our lunch break.
Neither symmetry nor its absence had ever caused me angst. But I said, “Of course.” The alternative would have been to ask “Why not?” Diane’s answer likely would have troubled me. I feared that I would have had to set my feet and steel myself for the words “feng shui.”
I didn’t want to have to do that. I really didn’t.
As a lure to join her for the waiting room picnic she’d picked up takeout from Global Chili-Chilly on Broadway. The bait had worked. My role, I suspected, was to applaud as she admired the purple and the stripes. My mouth was on fire but the curry was good so I didn’t mind the heat. Truth was, I didn’t really mind the rug either.
Diane didn’t specify a fountain as the design of the room evolved, but when she announced that the room lacked a focal point I knew that running water was a coming attraction. I could feel it the way I can taste a thunderstorm a quarter hour before the first lightning bolt fractures the clarity of a July afternoon.
The water feature was the final piece to arrive. Diane had it custom-made by a water artist who had a studio on a llama ranch a couple of miles east of Niwot. I could tell that all of the details—the ranch, Niwot, the llamas—were important to her. I didn’t ask for particulars. Again, I didn’t really want to know.
The fountain had been installed the previous weekend.
 
The red tin t in the water? I couldn’t make sense of it. I really don’t need this, I thought again.
 
The sculpture was a clever thing of black soapstone and patinated copper that sent water coursing through a series of six-and eight-inch bamboo rods in a manner that I found phallic. Diane was blind to any prurient facet of her gem so I kept the critique to myself. Since the fountain’s presence was a fait accompli I comforted myself that the scale was right, even if the volume of all the gushing water was a little too class-five-rapidish for the size of the room.
I told her the fountain was “nice.” I could tell that she’d been hoping for something more effusive.
My share of the renovation was absurd. I wrote a check.
 
Why had I acquiesced when Diane had suggested that our waiting room was overdue for transformation? Why had I agreed to let her do whatever she wanted? Diane had suffered through a brutal couple of years—the waiting-room project was important to her. I knew its purpose had much more to do with her emotional health than with any design imperatives. For her the room represented a new beginning.
And basically I didn’t give a shit.
Less than half a year before I’d watched a patient of mine killed on the six o’clock news. That event had shaken me to my core.
I knew that my reaction to his death—emotional withdrawal mostly, my downhill slide lubricated with too much ETOH—was upsetting the equilibrium in my marriage. Controlling my decline felt beyond me. The timing wasn’t ideal. My wife’s MS, always a worry, was in a precarious phase. She and I each needed caretaking. Neither of us was in great shape to give it.
That’s why I was way too weary to quarrel about remodeling with a friend I adored. The design of the waiting room wasn’t likely to climb high on my ladder-of-life concerns. Dental? Psychological? Didn’t matter.
 
I drew a solitary line in the sand at Diane’s request for piped-in yoga music. She didn’t call it yoga music; she’d said something about needing the sound of humility in the space. I knew what kinds of tunes she wanted. She was talking Enya.
Uh-uh.
She didn’t argue when I vetoed the background drones. Her silence didn’t indicate abdication. She planned to wait me out. If I was serious about wanting to keep Enya at bay I would need to be vigilant.
I doubted that I had the energy to keep my flanks defended.
Diane knew me well. Well enough to know that about me.


TWO

I WAS slow, but I got there.
Holy shit, he’s covered in blood.
The pink hue and the slimy red worms of coagulating plasma that were streaking through the water in the fountain had befuddled me at first—naïvely, I didn’t immediately consider either sign to be alarming. My initial, fleeting impression was that Diane had introduced yet another new design concept into our waiting-room ambience and I was too far out of the current consciousness loop to recognize it for what it was.
Only seconds before I opened the door and spotted the fouled fountain I’d been walking down the hall from my office to retrieve my next appointment, a young man named Kol Cruz whom I’d seen only twice before. As I turned my attention from the perplexing fountain and its pink water I spotted Kol sitting on one of Diane’s new chairs opposite the water feature. Despite the profusion of blood—the glimmering mess covered his hands, arms, and face as well as the front of his shirt, his fleece vest, and his trousers from the knees up—he seemed reasonably serene.
The waiting room was having the effect that Diane so cherished—for Kol her design intervention seemed to be having an anxiolytic impact equivalent to high-dose beta-blockers or IV Valium.
“I tried to wash up,” Kol said without looking at me. Although he sometimes glanced toward my face, his gaze never settled higher than my mouth.
On closer examination, the rosy mess on his delicate hands and arms did appear to be diluted. I was still thinking I don’t need this, but I was also reflexively preparing to try to do something useful, even—well—therapeutic.
I reminded myself of a lesson from my distant internship training in a psychiatric ER: The single most important thing to do during an emergency is to take one’s own pulse. After that? In the current circumstances I had no idea. I didn’t know whether Kol needed a seventy-two-hour hold, an ambulance, stitches, or a big roll of Brawny.
“Are you still bleeding?”
“No,” he said.
Okay. “Is that…your blood?” The alternative was worrisome.
“Yes.”
I was somewhat mollified. I put on a serious, concerned expression and said, “Kol? Are you all right? Don’t you think you need to…maybe see a doctor? That’s a lot of blood.”
He said, “You are a doctor, Dr. Gregory.”
Kol had me there.


THREE

I HAD misread the early clues.
Over the first couple of days of the previous week the musical soundtrack that accompanied the bustling early-evening family time in our house had traveled from the familiar territory of the White Stripes, Oasis, and Neko Case to a surprising but far from disquieting pause at the second and third U2 albums. After Bono’s extended cameo the musical selections moved back in time to Joni Mitchell, the young Van Morrison, Dusty Springfield, the Doors, Don McLean, and then on a particularly wacky turn, to Leonard Cohen—Leonard Cohen?—before settling for a couple of evenings on a repetitive set of Erik Satie interspersed with some alluring tracks from Tord Gustavsen.
Other artists made brief appearances. Patsy Cline and Johnny Cash each got two-song auditions in advance of dinner one day, and a Keith Jarrett piano improvisation lasted all of five minutes late the next afternoon while Lauren was deveining shrimp for stir-fry. John Coltrane didn’t even get to finish introducing a haunting little melody before he was banished into the digital ether as I was loading the dishwasher after supper.
Although I recognized that changes were occurring in the score that accompanied our lives’ pulse—Leonard Cohen’s laments as counterpoint to the delight of my daughter’s bath time was a contrast that was hard to ignore—I was too intent on trying to force the data into the confines of my experience to see it for what it really was.
Since her previous birthday my wife, Lauren, had become the family DJ. Why? She had a new iPod. Although I was the gift-giver, I didn’t share her enthusiasm for the device; I had only recently started feeling comfortable with CDs.
Lauren moved into the digital world without me. Her wireless network humming, she’d curl up with her laptop in our bed in the evening and download songs and develop playlists in the quiet hours after Grace was in bed. All that was left for her to do was to stick the iPod into a slot in front of a pair of speakers and we would have music coursing through the house.
The tracks she plucked from her iPod’s inventory hinted at her moods. The better she was feeling—pick a category: about life, about her health, about work, about her husband—the more contemporary and upbeat was the music she chose. The more troubled or reflective she was feeling—increasingly common moods those days—the more oldies and ballads and jazz and classical reflections tended to accompany our family routines.
I used the music as a barometer—if I knew the aural pressure variants, I liked to delude myself into believing I could forecast which way the winds were blowing.
Maritally, it had been an inclement winter. It was looking like an inclement spring.
When the tunes were downers those days I considered myself to blame.
 
I tried to decipher the meaning of Lauren’s recent playlists and their melancholic homage to whatever part of the past they represented. Even if I ignored Patsy Cline, Johnny Cash, Keith Jarrett, and John Coltrane I remained mystified by the Morrisons—Jim and Van—and Leonard Cohen. I was completely confounded trying to fit the loop of Satie and Gustavsen into any category. Upbeat they were not.
I feared something was up, maybe something more than her growing intolerance for an increasingly distant husband who stayed up nights alone drinking vodka.
“How are things at work?” I’d asked. “You feeling okay?”
Her answers told me nothing. I waited with trepidation. I was coveting routine those days, holding on to it with the kind of denial that a nine-year-old uses to keep bedtime at bay as he grips the last light of a summer evening.
 
That night in bed Lauren mumbled something into the still air. Her breathing had been regular and shallow, her body so tranquil below the thick comforter that I suspected she was vocalizing unintentional color commentary on the progression of a dream. But I hadn’t understood her words, if words they were, and I decided not to risk waking her by intruding with a vocalized “What?”
Then she sighed. I opened my eyes. People don’t often sigh in their dreams.
“Music hurts,” she said ten seconds later as part of a rushed exhale.
The was-my-wife-awake-or-was-she-asleep conundrum wasn’t totally resolved. “Music hurts” was a vague enough pronouncement that I couldn’t fit it into either level of consciousness. The earlier sigh remained unexplained.
I was beat up. I was tired physically and in just about every other way. I flirted with pretending she hadn’t spoken. I wanted to close my eyes and pray for sleep that wouldn’t come. But when she sighed a second time I asked, “You awake?”
My question was reluctant. My words weren’t generous. A rote performance of concern was the best I could do.
I don’t need this. My mantra those days. Om.
“Yes,” she said. Although her reply was whispered, it shouted “defeat” as clearly as a white flag on a stick and a throaty yell of “I surrender, sir.”
I considered waiting for her to go on, but I said, “‘Music hurts’? Did I hear that right?” My impulse was to add, “If that’s the case, Leonard Cohen must be excruciating.” Instead I rolled closer to her onto the chilled cotton that marked the middle-of-the-night no-man’s land in our bed. My hand found her warm, smooth abdomen, the tip of my pinky sinking into the shallows of her navel.
“Remember the brain mud? When we left Diane’s party?”
“Sure.” I thwarted a deep sigh of my own. No, no. Please, no.
For at least a year Lauren and I had been discussing having a second child. Despite her looming biological finish line I was more eager than she to get on with it. Her health was the stated reason for her reticence. She wanted to be sure she was stable for the stresses of pregnancy and infancy. Brain mud meant that she wasn’t stable enough.
 
A fortnight or so before, Lauren and I had been at a birthday party at Diane and her husband Raoul’s foothills home up Lee Hill Road above North Boulder. Raoul was a handsome, rich, charming Catalan-born tech entrepreneur. The celebration was for his anys. Long before the party started to ebb Lauren searched me out on the deck where I was sitting in front of a roaring fire pit trapped in a protracted discussion with a business associate of Raoul’s who was inexplicably fascinated with the delivery of the Internet over the electrical grid. Lauren put her lips close to my ear and asked if I would mind leaving the festivities early.
“What’s up?” I said. Still whispering, she admitted she was beginning to feel foggy and that her thinking was sluggish—a condition she’d long ago labeled “brain mud.” We had come to consider the onset of brain mud a warning sign of an imminent multiple sclerosis event, either a fresh exacerbation of her disease, or, if we were lucky, merely an irritation of an existing lesion. A fresh exacerbation meant a new symptom, which could be a crisis. An irritation would usually mean a temporary rerun of an old, unpleasant episode.
I excused myself at the precise moment my companion was getting into the meat of his argument about the money that could be made by people with vision. I didn’t exit the conversation reluctantly—those days I counted myself among the blind masses.
On the way home I checked with Lauren about a chronic problem that had only recently waned—deep pain that crept up her legs from the soles of her feet, sometimes reaching all the way to her hips. The pain had been worsening gradually over a period of years. During the previous eighteen months it had become insistent enough that it was one of her major daily challenges.
The agony had caused her to go on and off narcotic pain-killers, but Vicodin and Percocet had proven less than effective palliatives. Even when they helped she despised the sedation that came along for the ride. Any discussions we’d been having about having a second child became a casualty of her chronic pain and her reliance on narcotics. We hadn’t talked about conception in months.
Cannabis provided her with some relief, but she had reached a decision that she didn’t want our daughter to associate her mother with the telltale aroma of weed, and she had given up using it. I remained ambivalent about her decision.
When coupled together, U.S. law and Colorado law regarding cannabis form legal quicksand. For registered users with a prescription, marijuana is legal in the state of Colorado. Federal statutes allow no such exception; marijuana is an illegal drug under U.S. law. Lauren had chosen not to sign up for a state authorization card as a registered marijuana user—she feared the professional consequences if the system’s anonymity failed and the news leaked out.
Although I respected Lauren’s concerns about Grace, I was also aware that by choosing to forgo cannabis Lauren was shunning something efficacious. And where MS symptom-abatement was concerned not too many things were efficacious.
More selfishly I found that the time we spent together on the high deck of our house in the evenings after Grace was in bed—Lauren toking on her bong, the gurgling water floating with fresh-cut lemon flutes—were nice moments. As the cannabis did its thing and her symptoms abated we often had our softest interlude of the day.
 
On the way home from the party Lauren assured me that the pain wasn’t worse. We stayed vigilant over the next few days, steeling ourselves for the inevitable caustic punch line to the brain mud—for her vision to deteriorate, for her equilibrium to evaporate, for some muscle to lose its tone or its strength or to begin to spasm, or for her bladder to stop emptying on command, or…
The list of possible consequences was endless. With MS, wherever there was a CNS pathway there was a potential symptom. But nothing emerged. No new symptoms. No reruns of old symptoms.
Or so I thought. I’d never considered that the new symptom would be the infiltration of some nefarious music-killing poison into her ears.
 
“Music hurts,” she repeated. “It irritates. It’s like…rubbing a burn. Or touching a blister. Or having an eyelash in my eye. It’s just so…unpleasant.”
Oh. The recent cornucopia that she’d selected from the iPod suddenly made more sense. “All week long you’ve been looking for songs that—”
“Don’t hurt,” she said.
“Find any?”
“Ground isn’t too bad.” Ground was the Tord Gustavsen Trio album. “And Satie’s not awful. But it all hurts. Loud, soft. Jazz, rock. Vocal, instrumental, country. Everything. Even the Wiggles,” she said, laughing a laugh that made me want to cry. The Wiggles had caused us pain for more months than either of us could count, but the pain of the Wiggles in the hands of a child was merely the pain of endless repetition.
“Anything harder to listen to than the others?”
I heard her swallow. “Dusty Springfield. And Don McLean.”
Ballads? I thought. Odd. I lost a moment trying to imagine what it felt like—for music to hurt, especially music as comfortable as Dusty Springfield and Don McLean. I couldn’t get there. I also realized what I had missed as Lauren had left unconscious clues during the week. The most sobering hint?
The melancholy lyrics of Don McLean’s “American Pie.”
Bad news on the doorstep, indeed.
 
“Any other new symptoms? Fatigue? Dizziness?” The conversation was easier in the dark. For both of us. Talking about her illness was something we had never done well. Since the previous autumn we’d done even worse. I kept telling myself that history and love would guide us through it.
“Same as always.”
“The pain in your legs?”
“It’s okay. Whatever I’m doing…is working.”
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing. Some stretching.”
She wasn’t convincing. Lauren was one of the few adult females I knew in Boulder who—despite a brief flirtation—didn’t at least dabble in yoga. I would have bet good money she couldn’t tell Iyengar from Bikram from Ashtanga.
“Really?” I asked. “You haven’t gone back to Percocet?”
“No.”
I wanted it to be true. Some good news would be welcome. “It’s just whatever’s going on with your ears? Did you talk to your neurologist?”
After a poignant pause she said, “No. And it’s not my ears; it’s my brain.”
I knew that. I did wonder about the edge in her tone, but gave her the benefit of the doubt and risked another question. “Will you talk to him?”
I felt her abdominal muscles stiffen below my hand. She said, “Maybe.”
There was a time in our marriage when I would have chosen that instant to press her. I might even have gone through the motions of trying to insist. Maybe I was older and wiser. I was definitely more weary. Fighting would have required energy I didn’t have.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. A better spouse would have known better words. I once knew better words. But those days I wasn’t a better spouse. The path of least resistance was to provide compassion. Comfort if I could. “Is there anything I can do?”
She didn’t even bother to tell me no. She asked, “Can this disease really take away music?” Her voice was hollow, disbelieving. But not disbelieving at all. “Can it?”
She wasn’t waiting for me to answer. Hers was the most rhetorical of questions. We both knew that her disease could take away anything.
“Maybe it will pass. Most of these things do.”
My words were the literal truth. But the phrase also served as a palliative to the uncertainty of MS. “Maybe it will pass” was the artificial levitation of hope we inflated to counterbalance the gravity of looming sclerotic despair.
Much of the time the illusion worked.
I heard that sigh from her again. For the second time she said, “Yes.” To my ears, the word still shouted “defeat.” If the room hadn’t been so dark, I probably could’ve spotted that flapping white flag.
I surrender, sir.
Me, too. I thought. Me, too.


FOUR

I WAS ruminating when Lauren mumbled into the dark that music hurt.
I was in the midst of an extended phase where I didn’t often see sleep before the bars emptied in the city below our home. I knew what was going on—if I had the courage to look in the mirror, I would have seen a cloud racing to catch me from behind. I’d lived for over two decades believing that I could outrun it before it consumed me.
My refusal to look had long been evidence of hubris and of fear. The hours I spent after midnight longing for sleep meant that my hubris was in hospice care. It was dying.
My fear wasn’t.
 
I’m a clinical psychologist. As part of my job I learn other people’s secrets. I know secrets about drugs, and sex, and crime, and infidelity. I know secrets about money—who spends it, who hoards it, who steals it, who borrows it, and where it’s stashed. I know work secrets, big-business secrets, old family secrets, boring secrets, and the occasional fascinating secret. I even know secrets about secrets. Most of the secrets are much less interesting than the person guarding the information suspects.
I’ve learned by listening to the nuances of many confidences that the power of a secret is generated not only by the nature of what’s hidden, but also by the potential charge that is kept at bay by the act of segregating its existence.
When someone moves information from the category of “private” to the category of “secret” the knowledge takes on the kind of potential energy that is locked inside atoms and contained within huge concrete and steel domes. Infinite energy. Destructive energy. Because of that potential force the truth that is locked away takes on a connotation greater than simply “hidden.”
Revelation of something private might mean embarrassment. Revelation of something secret would mean blame. Or guilt. Or worse, shame.
But my own lifetime living with secrets had taught me that many of us had greater fears about our secrets, fears that did not diminish, but grew exponentially over time.
The first oversized fear was that revelation would mean loss of control.
The second big fear was that the act of having chosen to keep a secret from a loved one would become more potent than whatever knowledge was hidden. We choose secrecy at one point in our lives—presumably it makes sense to us at the time—and we protect the secrecy through the phases that follow. Do the facts truly remain dangerous later on? Worthy of all the subterfuge? Or does the existence of the secrecy become the real danger requiring protection?
Often my job as therapist was simply to help my patients move the explosive information back to where it belonged—to shuffle it from the radioactive territory of secret to the safer land of private, or to the supposedly inert land of disclosed.
Sometimes that work is as simple as it sounds. More often it is not. Secrets feel more powerful than they are. Once we create them we become the wizard in our personal Oz, and we guard the secrets with all the resources and all the artifice of our mythical kingdom. We willfully slaughter Toto before he gets anywhere near the curtain.
I don’t treasure the secrets I learn from patients, and can’t remember a time that I felt an advantage from knowing one. Often quite the opposite. My professional career is littered with bruises I endured and bruises I caused by safeguarding patients’ trusts. But the work mandates that I keep secrets. Most of them get relegated to the kind of mental storage where I stash more mundane information I might need to pull out on a moment’s notice—patients’ grandchildren’s names, or the states or towns where a client lived as a toddler or a teenager.
Rarely did the facts of a patient’s life stay in my conscious mind in the hours and days after a therapy session, circulating through my brain like oxygen-deprived blood being pumped back to my lungs. Almost never did a patient’s secrets resonate later in a way that interfered with my sleep, or cause me to ruminate on my own rotting truths.
But that night as I lay awake—the night that Lauren admitted that the music hurt—I was reviewing one particular patient’s secrets. I was thinking about the patient whom I had watched die on the evening news. The patient whose death remained available on video feed only a click or two away on the Web.
In none of the news reports was my name, Alan Gregory, mentioned. Even if it had been, I could never admit that the man had been my patient; I could never tell anyone his many secrets. Although he’d shared them with me, they were not mine to reveal. He was important to me because his death and the existence of his secrets never failed to remind me that I had my own secrets, and that mine remained very much alive.
When I was feeling especially drained my secrets were not just a looming cloud, but they chased me like a pack of wolves that smelled fatiguing prey.
I was feeling weary a lot. I often smelled the stink of wolf.
 
Lauren knew none of it. And she wouldn’t. Nor would she know that my patient’s death had upset my equilibrium so much that the echoes of the shot that killed him continued to infiltrate my thoughts and distill into my dreams. I was convinced that Lauren wouldn’t understand my secrecy about the man. Wouldn’t understand that I couldn’t even hint to her that he, briefly infamous, had been my patient.
She had no way to understand that if I was too vulnerable, that if I opened that first door, it might allow her to peek through the other door, the one that I absolutely couldn’t permit her inside.
It wasn’t fair of me. I wouldn’t give her the chance to understand because I had convinced myself that even her understanding would change everything. Over time the presence of my secret had become as imposing an obstacle as any fact that I was hiding.
And I was hiding a whale.
 
There had been a day—I mean that literally, a day—when I could have told her and she might have understood. The solitary window of opportunity had come years before I’d ever met the patient whose death had been chronicled on the evening news. I still don’t believe that Lauren would have understood my secret had I shared it that day, but at dispassionate moments I believed it was possible that she could have. But…even had she understood, nothing would have been the same between us from that moment on. My confidence in that was unwavering.
 
Sometime after Cabo San Lucas ceased being a sleepy fishing village but before it became a resort, Lauren and I had traveled from Boulder to the tip of Baja for a weekend away. It was early in our dating relationship, and all the fuel that makes fresh love so combustible was present in abundance. Passion and reticence were colliding like the masses of warm and cool air that spawn the most enormous of thunderstorms.
It was a time between us that was dangerous and alluring. Dangerous because of the allure. Alluring because of the danger.
We were sitting in a restaurant overlooking the bay, thirty yards of sand separating us from the Sea of Cortés. The sky was post-dusk without a moon. Reflections of white stars danced on black water. For young lovers it was a perfect time for romance and for risk.
Our waiter, a weathered, middle-aged man in a sweat-and food-stained guayabera, cleared away an unfinished plate of grilled shrimp and the skeletal remains of a huachinango. He left glasses with the dregs of our margaritas sweating tropical rings onto the tablecloth.
I remember details of that meal and of that night that I should have forgotten. I remember little things—the shrimp were overcooked, the snapper was prepared with too much garlic—the way that a bride remembers minutiae from her wedding. I remember so much because it had been a night of so much possibility.
It was Lauren, not I, who took the risk. Before the waiter returned with our crappy Nescafé she said, “I have MS.”
Until that instant her illness had been secret from me. I recognized at some level that her words were not a simple moment of revelation. They were also a warning. She was cautioning me not to love her. More, she was pleading with me not to invite her to fall in love with me before I ran away.
She was, I think, prepared for me to leave even as she was challenging me not to. Perhaps right then, before I finished my shitty coffee. I complained that she was demonstrating little faith.
“You want faith,” she’d replied, “earn it.”
I could have chosen that instant to tell her about the darkness that was chasing me. Telling her about the cloud would have been a monumental act of faith. I didn’t. I’d decided long before that disclosure wasn’t an option. And I had vowed never to decide again. No one would see me—no one could ever see me—against the backdrop of that cloud.
I was the one demonstrating little faith on the edge of that beach in Cabo. I was young and convinced I could forever out-maneuver the cloud. I could run faster, pedal harder, love better. I could earn her faith in other ways.
History isn’t destiny, I had told myself. But running from history is. That was the part I didn’t fully grasp until I watched my patient die on the evening news.
The irony is that Lauren might have understood the part about history and destiny. But I had no way to know that then.
My history remained secret.
My destiny? The cloud was closing. On weary days, the wolves salivated.
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