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to Robert Barnett




It is hard to believe that a man is telling the truth when you know that you would lie if you were in his place.

H. L. Mencken




PROLOGUE

Surveillance footage indicated that a woman drove her 2005 Hyundai Santa Fe to the front of the Boulder Police Department at seven forty-five on Saturday morning. The car entered the frame from the south, which meant the driver had turned onto 33rd Street from Arapahoe before she pulled to a stop at the curb opposite the main entrance. The SUV ended up on the wrong side of the road, where the woman sat almost motionless behind the wheel in the don’t-even-think-about-parking-here zone for over eleven minutes.

A uniformed officer striding toward his patrol vehicle in the lot adjacent to the building noted the car with the engine running. He tapped on the glass of the driver’s door with the tip of his key. The woman at the wheel did not acknowledge him. Not at first.

The officer raised his voice so he could be heard through the glass, instructing her to move her car. He gestured at the NO PARKING signs. There were so many of them, they could have been part of a public art installation.

Over an after-shift beer he would freely admit to another cop that he had little patience with citizens who acted as though simple rules—STOP, YIELD, NO PARKING—didn’t apply to them. He considered the citations he wrote for most misdemeanor violations to be nothing more than comeuppance for violating gotta-get-along karma.

The shift he was finishing that morning hadn’t been a good one.  Before returning to the department to get some guidance from his sergeant on another matter, he had answered three domestic calls in a row. One right after the friggin’ next. A double-wide off Valmont, a decent split-level with a great view below the Flatirons, and a gazillion-square-foot McMansion out near the reservoir.

He hated domestics, especially weekend, middle-of-the-night domestics. Every last one felt like Russian roulette to him. His domestic call mantra was “Knock on the door and fuckin’ duck.”

 

A half second before the patrol cop reached for his citation book, the woman in the parked car lowered her window and turned her head toward him. She did not, however, look at his face. He instructed her to remove her sunglasses.

She hesitated a beat too long before she pushed the shades up onto her forehead. Lady, he said to himself, I’ve had a bad night. Don’t fucking push me. His usual partner, Missy Abrams, counseled him to have conversations with himself before he had them with citizens. He thought Missy would be pleased when he told her later that he’d been acting on her advice, though she wouldn’t be thrilled with the exact nature of the internal dialogue.

“Progress,” she would say. “Baby steps.”

His first thought when he looked at the woman’s face after she pushed the glasses up to her hairline was that someone had hit her in the eye. His adrenaline surged at the possibility that he had just stumbled onto his fourth domestic in a row. That would have been a dubious personal record. But further examination caused him to conclude that the woman looked more like she had started to remove her makeup and had stopped halfway through the process. That’s what left her with smudged mascara and half-removed eyeliner. And that’s why he’d initially thought she looked so bruised. Some tears were mixed in, too, he thought.

So. This woman had stopped removing her makeup without completing the job, and then she’d driven to the police station. She’d  parked in a no-parking zone on the wrong side of the street with her engine running. And then she just sat there, crying.

He tried to make sense of that progression but drew a blank.

He was wishing he had just kept on walking to his cruiser. If he’d kept on walking, she would eventually have gone inside and spoken to Ruth Anne at the desk. Ruth Anne was, like, unflappable.

Or the woman would have just driven away, no one the wiser.

The woman’s breathing changed suddenly and audibly. That got his attention. It started coming in rushed little inhales that were paired in twos followed by long silent exhales. He mistook the pattern for hiccups. The officer’s ex-wife got hiccup jags that sounded similar.

The presence of the hiccups caused him to lean in a little closer to the open window. He expected to detect the telltale aroma of alcohol on the woman’s breath. DUI? DWI? Or his recent favorite catchall, DWO—Driving While Oblivious. Texting, iPods, Big Macs, mascara, whatever. DWO was a small addition to state motor vehicle law that he felt was long overdue.

Had the woman been drinking? Maybe yes, maybe no. He wasn’t sure. He decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. It wasn’t a compassionate gesture. He just wanted her to move her damn car half a block down the street—on the other side, so it was pointed in the right direction.

He said, “You know you can’t park here, right?” He gestured again at the signs that were all over the place, not pretending to hide his exasperation. She didn’t react. “Tell me this, you waiting for someone?”

The woman considered his question for a good ten seconds, which was out near the frontier of the cop’s patience. “No,” she said finally. “There’s no one.”

Either a simple yes or no in reply would have been fine with him, though he had a bias toward yes, because that would have indicated that another human being might soon arrive to spare him this situation.

But the woman had answered with something existential.

In the officer’s cumulative experience with Boulder’s citizens—a cohort that was more prone to existential retorts than most—eight in the morning was a tad too early for philosophical reflection.

The officer took a deep breath while he admitted that the situation confronting him was not a simple karma violation. He was not that lucky a cop. He thought about what his patrol partner would have said were she with him right then.

Missy—he told her at some point almost every shift when conversation dragged between them—was like the all-time worst cop name ever. Every time he told her that she called him an asshole. “You’re an asshole, Heath. Period. End of sentence.”

He knew what Missy would want him to say right at that moment. So that’s what he said: “Are you all right, ma’am? Do you require some assistance?”

He was hoping she’d reply yes to the first question, no to the second. But he wasn’t holding his breath.

“Assistance,” the woman repeated after a perplexed interlude. “Help?” she then said, as she completed some translation of his trailing question. She puffed out her cheeks as though the combination of questions completely stumped her. She finally said, “I’m—There’s—Sometime . . . last night?” She punctuated each of the fractured sentences with interruptions of the gasp-gasp-silence breathing melody.

“Take your time,” the officer said. It was another useful phrase that he’d learned from Missy.

It was Missy who had convinced him that there was a subset of citizens who were not inclined to speed up their cooperation under insistent verbal pressure from a large man with biceps the size of two-liter Coke bottles, who was wearing a uniform, and who also happened to be armed with a handgun and a baton.

Some citizens, that set of facts motivates. Other citizens, that set of facts flusters.

Missy would say “discombobulates.”

That this particular citizen fell into the “discombobulates” category, the officer had absolutely no doubt.

The woman in the Hyundai spread the fingers of her left hand, palm up, so her manicured nails jutted just out the open window. “Last night? Well, yeah, it had to be. No, maybe early this morn—I—That’s . . . no. It had to be—No. No. The time part is hard. Why is it all so . . . See . . . okay, okay, I’ve been—” she said.

She pulled her hand back, curled it into a fist, and shook it like it was her turn with the bones at a craps table. But her expression made clear that she wished she could shake the fist in someone’s face. Someone in particular.

The cop noted the absence of a wedding band on her ring finger. Since his own divorce, final only five months before, he had started noticing women’s ring fingers. At first, it was the weirdest thing for him, like suddenly discovering women had noses.

He didn’t think she noticed him noticing her ring finger. She had something else on her mind. “There’s been a—” she said, once again spreading the fingers of her left hand. “I’m pretty sure—Yes, I am, I am pretty, pretty sure. I am,” she said. “Or . . . I wouldn’t be here, right?” She flattened her lips.

He said, “That’s not for me to say, ma’am. Why you’re here. That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

But his reply seemed to puzzle the woman. “Well, of course. Why would—I didn’t . . . No, no, I did not,” she said. “I haven’t at all, with—Not since, oh God, not since that day. That very morning, if you can believe it. Lord. But even then I didn’t . . . give him—” Her shoulders sagged. “Lord. I wish I had. Even if . . . It wasn’t usual for us, far from it. Morning? On a Sunday? On a golf Sunday? But . . . last night? I didn’t. I did not. And I certainly didn’t give . . .” Her voice trailed off. “But he . . . did. He did it. It’s not that I really remember but—I mean, but how else? Right? I can tell. I just can. Other women? Maybe not. I’ve never had that conversation. Maybe I should have had—But, it doesn’t matter, because I can tell.” She paused for a couple of quick gasps and one long exhale. She did it one more time. Then she briefly touched the side of her face, on the right side. “I can. I know.”

The officer still thought she had hiccups.

She spread all ten fingers, both palms facing up. Her makeup-stained eye went wide. “I was not that . . .” She shook her head. “Not at all. To drive? I wouldn’t have, of course. I’m careful about that. It doesn’t take that much, but I’d eaten. Tired, sure, but—Not like—Not at all like—

“He did it,” she said again. “He did it. To me.”

The officer was not hearing alarm in her voice. Most people he dealt with in stressful situations, their demeanors were like I-70 in the mountains—all curves and ups and downs. But this woman’s affect and tone were like I-70 in eastern Colorado. On the plains. Heading to Kansas. Other side of Limon. Flat and straight.

By the time she pulled up in front of the department, all of the terrible feelings and all of the momentum that had got her going that morning were spent. What was left of this woman’s recent awful experience—whatever that might have been—was blunted. The officer later told Detective Davenport that the woman reminded him of his mother when she was really upset. Not bad-day upset. Holy-fuck upset. Like the morning a couple months before when she got the results of the Pap smear.

She’d managed just one crazy-making call, to her only son. After the call to Heath—there were times he really wished his sister hadn’t moved to Tucson to be near her wiseass boyfriend with all the friggin’ tats—he had rushed right over to his mother’s house in Louisville. He sat with her at the kitchen table for five minutes while she petted a cat purring contentedly in her lap. He didn’t recognize the cat.

She finally asked him if he knew that Louisville had been voted the best small town in America.

Heath said he did not know that. He didn’t say what else he was thinking, which was that he didn’t even remember the question being on the ballot. He waited. He knew more was coming. He spent the dead time trying to place the cat. Was his mother taking in strays? That would be a bad sign.

Minutes later, in the same bland tone she’d used to ask the question  about America’s best small town, she asked him if he knew that his mother had cervical cancer. Not “Do you know I have cervical cancer?” but “Do you know your mother has cervical cancer?”

His mother’s tears didn’t actually start flowing for another ten minutes. That’s how long it took for her to leave the flat behind.

 

 

“WOULD YOU LIKE TO COME INSIDE?” the officer said to the woman in the Hyundai. “Talk to someone about what happened last night—or, or early this morning—maybe? With that man? The one you’re talking about who did . . . something? I’m thinking, maybe you could talk to a detective, to help clear up . . . your thinking.”

She reacted by reaching over to the center of the car and lifting a big cup of Starbucks coffee from the cup holder on the dash. Her sudden motion caused the officer to take an involuntary step away from the vehicle.

Pure instinct had him getting ready to fall to a crouch, slide to one side, and shift an open palm nearer his weapon. The string of damn domestic calls earlier in the shift had Heath on edge. “Jitter in a jar” is what Missy called domestics. When she said that to him while they were walking up to a house—“Here we go, jitter in a jar”—“Yep, knock and fuckin’ duck” is what Heath would say right back at her.

Missy hated it whenever Heath said “fuckin’ duck.” For some reason he didn’t get, that was fingernails on a blackboard for Missy.

“I haven’t even had a sip,” the woman said. “Of this. My latte? It’s pumpkin. I just got it. Over by King Soopers? That Starbucks. I thought of stopping at the one on Baseline—you know that one?—but this one is closer. Maybe not as convenient, though. You think? I had to turn around.”

“Ma’am?” he said, not eager to get into a discussion about expensive coffee or how to get from point A to point B in Boulder. Like arguing evolution with his aunt.

She said, “Not one sip. Because . . . I didn’t know. I mean, I just did not know. I didn’t want it to . . . mess things up? Do you know  what I mean? In the lab? Later? I couldn’t decide if it would or it wouldn’t . . . I tried to remember if I’d seen anything like it on CSI. About coffee, after. Or coffee before, even, I guess.” She paused to give it some more thought. “I don’t think I have seen it. Have they done a show on that? Did I miss it? I must have missed it. Do you know? Is it okay? Maybe it was on Law & Order. The sex one. I don’t watch that one all the time. I miss a lot of those.” She looked in the direction of the officer’s bewildered face, not quite making contact with his eyes. “Do you watch CSI?”

He did not want to have a conversation with this woman about  CSI. He hated conversations with civilians about television cops. To his continuing dismay, a surprising number of civilians tried to initiate those kinds of discussions with him. If Missy were in the right mood, sometimes she would go ahead and engage in those conversations. Drove Heath crazy. Missy knew all the fake cops’ names, even the ones on cable.

He picked one of the woman’s other questions and tried to answer that. “Is it okay to have coffee?” he said. “That’s what you want to know? If you can take a sip?” He was once again thinking this must all be part of some complicated domestic. His cop radar was telling him he’d just stumbled onto some potentially toxic jitter in a jar right there in front of the damn headquarters building.

The woman’s husband didn’t want her to be drinking coffee, or was pissed that she spent too much at Starbucks, or maybe it was the pumpkin she’d added to her latte. Sometimes it was something nuts like that—the pumpkin she added to her friggin’ latte.

Trainers were always telling patrol officers responding to domestics to identify the precipitating event. This time? Heath was thinking the precipitant was a pumpkin latte. Didn’t feel right, though. His caution nerves were continuing to fire.

The woman made the most puzzled face before she leaned closer to him and lowered her voice to an almost-whisper. “I haven’t even peed yet,” she said. “I really, really need to pee. And now, talking  about it—about peeing—is making it even worse. I was doing okay about that, before.”

Heath guessed right then what was going on. When she said she hadn’t even peed.

He spread his feet and he set his jaw. For him, anger always came before sadness. Resolve before compassion. Widening his stance and setting his jaw helped him keep the rage where it needed to be.

“May I have some of my coffee?” she asked. “Do you think that’s okay? Or maybe I could pee first. What do you—” She stopped herself midsentence.

His voice was softer when he spoke next. “How about you bring the cup of coffee inside with you, ma’am? The detective I’ll introduce you to will know the answer to your question. All your questions. I’m sure about that. Do you think I could see your driver’s license? The registration and insurance card, too? Please? Then you can come with me. We’ll go inside. Together.”

She noticed the name tag on his chest as though it was suddenly illuminated. Locked onto it for a few seconds. She then made eye contact with him for the first time. “Do you have a woman?” she asked him. “Officer Heath Wade.”

Oh shit, he thought. His ring finger, like hers, was naked. He closed his left hand. He immediately recognized that the fist could present a problem. He opened it back up. “Ma’am?” he said.

“A woman detective?” she said. “I think I would like to talk with a woman detective.”

Officer Heath Wade waited for the woman to find the papers he requested. He waited for her to open the car door. Even in trying circumstances, he was a meticulous cop. Anything he didn’t have to touch, he didn’t want to touch. Another one of Missy’s favorite sayings on patrol was “You never know.” He tried not to touch things he didn’t have to touch because “you never know.”

After the woman had climbed out of the driver’s seat, he took the license and registration and insurance card from her hand and slid  them into his shirt pocket. He directed her to stand on a spot on the sidewalk about ten feet out in front of the car. “Please wait there, right there,” he said. She didn’t move. He had to guide her to the spot.

He pulled a latex glove from a pouch on his belt, stretched it onto his right hand, reached inside the car, switched off the ignition, and removed her wad of keys. He kept an eye on her the entire time.

He used his gloved hand to shut the car door. He found the button on the key fob that locked the doors. He said, “Talk about what, ma’am?” not really expecting a straightforward answer. “Do you want to talk with a woman detective?”

“The rape,” she said. “The . . . rape. What else?”




 1

The damn housewarming took place in Spanish Hills on the Friday evening just after Halloween.

I had no way to know it at the time, but a strand of silk from the tangled web of that party had begun spinning my way long before the first guests arrived.

A psychotherapy supervision session I’d had a few days before the party had been far from routine. I remembered many details. Topics had included vacation time, desert rituals, plastic surgery, an eighteen-foot-long bridal train, naked breasts, fluorescent Crocs, and quality embroidery.

Supervision? I’ve been practicing my craft in Boulder, Colorado, for so long that my longevity alone had qualified me to enter the realm of experienced clinicians who attract the attention of young psychotherapists eager for professional guidance. Occasionally, I succumbed to a plea for help.

I’ve never thought that supervision was the right word for the complex professional relationship during which most of the actual training of psychotherapists occurs. But supervision is what it’s been called as long as I’ve been in the business.

I first heard the word used in that context during graduate school. I was a first-semester graduate student in clinical psychology when  my academic adviser informed me that the time had arrived for me to begin psychotherapy.

I was initially taken aback at the presumption of his suggestion, even suffering a transient how-dare-he moment of personal offense. As my defensiveness waned and the reality of my questionable mental health seeped into my awareness, I thought, I could probably use the help. I nodded to my adviser. I said, “Okay.”

He stared back at me with an expression on his face indicating that he had not been seeking my assent about anything. He then proceeded to inform me who my supervisor was going to be at the start of the coming semester.

My supervisor. The psychotherapy my adviser wanted me to start involved my functioning in the therapist role, not the patient role. I had a little trouble with the concept. Seeing clients? Me? Already? He told me that some unsuspecting freshman English major would probably be cast in the patient role.

I could hardly have been more surprised at the news that I was about to start being a therapist. I could only guess how the freshman English major was going to feel.

My guide on the perilous journey to becoming a functioning psychotherapist was my “supervisor,” a well-practiced clinician who would educate, guide, inform, instruct, confront, critique, cajole, explore, and do whatever else he or she determined was necessary in order to help me develop the knowledge, the skills, the maturity, the self-awareness, and the sensitivity necessary to be an effective therapist.

I thought it then and I continued to think it: supervisor is not the right word for the role. Not even close. But it’s the label we have.

For the next ten years or so—five more in graduate school, a year of clinical internship, a couple of years prelicensure, a few more postlicensure—I had supervisors. A few were good; a couple were very good. One was so skillful that he elevated the game to another level. Two or three others? I could have learned as much about psychotherapy by talking with a random customer about snow tires in a 7-Eleven.

[image: 003]

I’D BECOME AN EXPERIENCED THERAPIST. I was a supervisor. One of the clinicians I was supervising was a young Boulder psychologist named Hella Zoet, Ph.D. We’d known each other professionally for a while. She had been one of the advanced graduate students from the university that I had supervised in previous years. After graduate school she’d gone off for her internship year in L.A., then had worked briefly in Grand Junction, across the Rockies on the Western Slope, before returning to Boulder as a full-fledged Ph.D. Hella had a freshly framed Colorado psychologist’s license hanging on the wall of her private practice office a few blocks from mine.

Hella had asked me to supervise her practice while she established herself professionally in town. She wasn’t required to seek postlicensure supervision. It was something she’d chosen for professional development.

Hella was a wisp of a woman. She was maybe five feet tall, with bright blue eyes and straight, fine blond hair that she wore mostly down. Her ears always poked through the hair on each side of her head. I’d never asked her age, but during her student years I had guessed she was a few years older than most of the department’s clinical graduate students. I guessed that she was older because of her maturity, not because she looked anywhere close to her actual age. She was doomed, or blessed, to be carded by bartenders until she was forty.

Hella was skillful, smart, intuitive, imaginative, and compassionate. I had no doubts about her diagnostic acumen or her therapeutic talents. If she ultimately decided to set down roots in Boulder—I wasn’t sure she would; my gut told me that Hella had some vagabond in her—I expected to be referring cases to her for years to come.

Hella favored long skirts. She also favored sitting during supervision with her legs crossed or folded beneath her. So those long skirts served a purpose.

As we walked from the waiting room to my office, she greeted  me with a caution. She said, “We have some things to talk about today.”

I said, “Okay.”

She crossed her legs beneath her and arranged her skirt. She made a face I couldn’t interpret as she said, “Do you remember when I told you about running into that patient at Burning Man a while back? In September?”

I nodded. Hella had mentioned an encounter with a patient at Nevada’s Burning Man festival in passing. That was all. I had followed up by asking her if it was something she and I should discuss. At the time, she had chosen to wait to see how the issue developed with her patient in treatment. I hadn’t challenged her. We’d moved on to another topic.

Just as every coach coaches differently, every psychotherapy supervisor supervises differently. Some supervisors focus more on process issues between the therapist and his or her patient; some supervisors will pay more attention to the content—facts—that are revealed during the treatment. Some are rigorous proponents of a treatment model or theoretical approach. Some supervisors are big-picture advocates; others sweat the smallest details of what happens in the treatment.

My own style was to let my supervisee lead me to areas requiring my attention. That’s what Hella did that day. I considered it my responsibility to keep peering over her shoulder to see where she was headed.

“Now, I think we should talk more about me running into her that night,” she said. “It’s come back up.”

The patient Hella had crossed paths with at Burning Man was a thirty-four-year-old systems analyst whom Hella had been seeing for individual psychotherapy since late that same spring. The patient’s presenting problems were unresolved grief issues, depression, and anxiety. The immediate precipitant for the therapy was the sudden death of the woman’s husband on a Sunday morning the previous April. He had been playing a round with some friends in a foursome at a Denver golf course. He collapsed a second after he released the  grip on his three-wood at the apex of his tee shot on the fifth hole. He had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. Cause of death was an M.I. Terrible family history, it turned out.

An enduring mystery of his death was the flying three-wood. The other members of the foursome said the club left his hands like a rocket. It had never been located.

From the beginning of the treatment, Hella considered her psychotherapy with the golfer’s widow to be progressing uneventfully. The woman was committed to the treatment, was motivated to do some work, and her presenting symptoms were beginning to remit. She was tentatively examining underlying issues in the marriage, a relationship that she had begun to acknowledge had been less than satisfying for a long while.

When Hella initially presented the case to me, I wondered aloud, as I usually do with supervisees, about her diagnostic impressions of her patient.

Hella had prefaced her reply with some insight into her countertransference. “I really like this woman,” she said. “She’s funny, she’s self-effacing. She has a deep soul.”

I said, “Noted.”

“Diagnostically?” she went on. “I think she’s half-lost.”

I was unfamiliar. “Is that one of the new diagnoses I should expect from DSM-5?”

She said, “When I was an intern in L.A., I did outpatient work in a clinic in West Hollywood. Many of my outpatients were in therapy because they were half . . . lost. It’s a descriptive diagnosis I like to use. Serves me well clinically, too. In addition to being half-lost, this woman also meets criteria for reactive depression and for an anxiety disorder. But the truth is she is in therapy because she lives in Boulder, not in Boise or Biloxi, and because since her husband’s death she’s been feeling . . . half-lost.”

In supervision, as in life, the squeaky wheel tends to get the grease. A good supervisor is the mechanic who can hear the telltale squeak even when the supervisee thinks everything is running along fine. But  that hadn’t been the case with the Three-Wood Widow—which was the shorthand name that Hella used to provide instant context for me when she wished to discuss the young woman. It had been my impression that Hella had the case under control. She and I had been paying it only passing attention in supervision.

Hella began relating her fresh concerns about the extracurricular encounter with her patient by revealing that she was a Burning Man veteran, a factlet that surprised me not at all. The previous month’s celebration in the Nevada desert, it turned out, had been Hella’s ninth consecutive in attendance. I, on the other hand, hadn’t even been aware of the existence of Burning Man for anywhere approaching nine years.

Those facts said something important about both of us.

Since Hella had initially mentioned the festival, I’d done some reading to flesh out my understanding of a celebration that, frankly, didn’t sound particularly understandable to an outsider, which I was. Burning Man is an annual festival of experimentation, expression, and self- and community reliance that takes place for a week each September on a remote playa in Nevada’s Black Rock Desert wilderness. Once an intimate affair, it has grown into a gathering of almost fifty thousand people.

Hella identified herself as one of the founding members of a Burning Man theme camp—she explained that her theme camp was composed of a cadre of like-minded souls who met up annually during the festival in Nevada. Her group lived together under the stars while they created a complex, intentionally interactive art installation for a onetime performance during the festival.

Hella’s recounting of the patient/therapist extracurricular encounter at Burning Man began with particular bemusement in her eyes and in her voice. “The final performance put on by our camp traditionally involves fire. I mean, it’s Burning Man, right? Fire, for us, is . . . a force of rebirth. We—the group, the camp—have always strived to play with perception, to maximize the use of shadows, to contrast the interface of light and dark. Destruction and construction. Good  and evil. Life and death. Positive and negative space. Integration and conflagration. We are attempting to control the ultimately uncontrollable. To freeze movement that can’t be frozen. And always, always, to succeed by failing.”

Hella’s tone changed not at all as she continued. “During that one grand performance each festival, we encourage participation from attendees outside the theme camp. Although it’s not a requirement, and we have never attempted to design the performance that way—not consciously anyway—inevitably some of the people from inside the camp and others who join with us in the performance and in the celebration that follows participate while in various stages of . . . undress. Depending, of course, on the weather.”

I’m not completely sure that Hella paused between the of and the  undress. It’s possible that my ears added those ellipses.

I did endeavor to be a self-aware supervisor.

I reminded myself that the dialogue I was having with Hella was, in fact, supervision and not psychotherapy. And that the events she was describing had taken place during her vacation time, in her personal life, in a land far, far away. With that spirit in mind, I continued to swallow the many questions I had about light and dark and shadows and theme camps and freezing movement and positive and negative space and the demographics of the group and controlling the uncontrollable. I particularly withheld comment about integration and conflagration, and about the various stages of . . . undress of the participants.

I also swallowed a few whys. Six or seven, at least. I was wishing they were relevant—I was that curious—but they weren’t. Not yet.

Hella went on. “What I’m about to tell you next is more information than I would like to share with you, and I hope it’s more information than you would like to learn about me, but . . . this is supervision, and I think you need to understand the context of my run-in with my patient. In the event it is becoming relevant in the therapy. Right?”

I suspect that Hella was hoping I’d say Not really. But I didn’t. I said, “If it’s becoming relevant, I think I do need to understand a little more.”

She looked at me and smiled an okay-here-goes smile with her bright eyes wide and her ears poking through her blond hair. At that moment, she appeared elfish. “That particular night, for that particular part of the performance—it was during the final half hour, near the finale—I was wearing”—she poked a shoe out from beneath her voluminous skirt—“these boots.”

The boot she exposed was of scuffed black leather, had two-inch heels, and extended up to near her knee. It was closed with a long zipper on her inner calf. I had seen the boot before. It did not appear to be a special boot.

I was waiting for Hella to complete the description of her outfit.

Although my wife would argue to the contrary, I’m not as naïve as I appear sometimes. I knew Hella well enough to predict that the costume she was wearing at Burning Man was unlikely to be an ensemble out of an Ann Taylor catalog. And she knew me well enough to know that the peculiarities of her outfit, whatever they might be, would not become an issue for the supervision unless they were an issue for the therapy.

Hella added, “And I had this gorgeous—fabulous—eighteen-foot lace wedding veil that I found on eBay. Never used. The woman had called off her own wedding. There was some special meaning there.”

I allowed myself a moment to digest the image that Hella was painting. Of the boots and the veil and . . .

“I’d woven a pattern into the length of the veil with some grosgrain ribbon. It evoked shadows in the desert near a roaring fire. Fire climbing from below to the earth’s crust, and from the earth to above.”

I nodded then, not because I understood the evocation of ideas of shadows in the desert and climbing and descending fires. I nodded because I realized that Hella had completed the description of her outfit.
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I started doing my best to try to stop digesting images, though I wasn’t completely successful.

Hella smiled an unself-conscious smile. “It’s a great week, Alan. Burning Man is. Every year. Although in many ways I preferred it when the festival was more obscure and smaller and more intimate, each time I go, I find it’s medicine for my heart and my soul. I’ve grown up there in some intrinsic way.”

I didn’t want Hella to feel she needed to rationalize her attendance at Burning Man or apologize for the costume she’d chosen for her performance. I said, “And for your patient? How were her heart and soul doing?”

Hella recognized that I was redirecting her. “Thank you. I see what you’re doing. It’s kind, but what I was wearing is significant, Alan. I’m not embarrassed. The thing is, it’s not a gratuitous detail.”

I waited. To myself, I said, Prurient detail, certainly. Gratuitous detail, not.

Hella pressed on. “Like I said, I saw her there near the end of our big performance, which took place near the end of the festival. I didn’t run into her at all earlier in the week, and I didn’t see her during the beginning of the performance. She says she didn’t see me earlier, either. When I did finally see my patient, really when I recognized her through the smoke—I’m pretty sure I saw her before she  spotted me—she was one person out of a large group . . . dozens, scores, even hundreds . . . who were observing or participating as part of the . . . event.” She narrowed her blue eyes and asked me, “You’ve never been?”

“No,” I said.

“It’s hard to describe what it’s like.”

“Yes,” I said, agreeing. “It’s hard for me to imagine.”

“What she was wearing is important, too. It’s why I felt I should describe my own . . . attire.” For the record, those ellipses were Hella’s. “My patient was wearing a tiny, very tiny, jean skirt with intricate, embroidered black suns—one rising, one setting—on each of her butt cheeks, and she was wearing a pair of fluorescent green Crocs.

“She also had a three-wood that was fashioned in a way that made it appear to impale her skull above one ear and exit below the ear on the other side.”

I waited a suitable length of time for more clothing details before I said, “A lot of symbolism in that outfit.”

Psychotherapy supervision is not a time when it pays to ignore the obvious.

“A little overt for my taste,” said Hella. “But gosh yes. The suns? The three-wood? Definite symbolism there.”

“Her outfit?” I tried to restrain a smile. “What you’ve described? I assume that’s all?”

“Maybe some jewelry,” Hella replied.

“Okay then,” I said.

Hella said, “You know, until that moment, I had not even known she embroidered.”

I laughed. Hella laughed, too. She was not unaware of the absurdity of the events that had taken place that night in the Nevada desert.

“My countertransference? This is probably important: If fate determined that I was to run into one of my patients that night, in those circumstances, I would never have guessed that it would be her, that she would be the one who would be at Burning Man. But I might  have chosen . . . that she be the one who would be there. Of all the patients in my caseload—if it had to happen—I’m glad it turned out to be her.”

“That helps,” I said. A therapist’s feelings about a particular patient tend to become more of an issue, and an influence, when they are unacknowledged.

Hella pulled the disparate pieces all together for me, just in case I had missed anything crucial. She said, “So, basically, she and I run into each other completely by chance in this crazy, ephemeral, transient city of fifty thousand strangers and seekers and gawkers in a dry lake bed on the Nevada desert. It’s the middle of the night, I’m naked for all intents and purposes, my patient is topless, and in the interest of full disclosure, should it turn out to be relevant, I should probably add pantyless, and we’re both completely, totally, absolutely involved in the performance of this wonderfully elaborate interpretative piece about the collision of primitive life forms in the earliest moments of the survival of carbon-based life on earth.”

“I’m with you,” I said. Though I’m not sure why I said that. The circumstances she was describing were as foreign to me as string theory.

“Two minutes after I spotted her for the first time, the dance we were doing brought us side to side. She completed a spin, and her eyes showed just a flicker of surprise as she recognized that it was me dancing beside her. I watched her glance flit from my face to my boots to my veil, and down my train, not really ever pausing too long anywhere in between. Finally, she took my hand. Softly. She said, ‘Hello, Doctor Zoet.’ Just like she might be greeting me in the waiting room.”

Hella narrowed her eyes at me. “You told me once during supervision back when I was still in graduate school that when a therapist runs into a patient in public, out of the office, the safest thing to do is to follow the patient’s social lead. Allow the patient to say hello, or not, to make introductions, or not, that sort of thing. So that’s what I did right then. I said, ‘Hello,’ back to her. I didn’t even use her name, you know, just in case she wasn’t using it while she was at Burning Man.”

“Good call,” I said. “Considering the circumstances.” And the event. And the wardrobe.

Hella said, “There’s an underlying expectation of anonymity out there. At Burning Man. Certainly at our theme camp. Absolutely during a performance like that one. No cameras, no recording. It’s made clear to everyone who attends.”

“I can imagine,” I said. Actually, I was taking Hella’s word for it.

Hella continued. “She and I were tugged in opposite directions. Literally. By the dance. We parted, danced away. The performance brought us back together a few minutes later. Maybe five, ten.

“Her presence was a distraction for me, I have to admit. I would have preferred she not be there. I think it’s important that I say that. Burning Man is a place I go to get away from . . . my work. My life.”

“Understood,” I said.

“When she saw me again, almost immediately she said to me, ‘In case you’re wondering, they were Dan’s idea.’ ”

My expression made it clear that the name Dan wasn’t ringing a bell.

Hella reminded me, “Daniel was her dead husband, the golf pro. The man without the three-wood?”

“Got it,” I said, grateful for the information. In my professional life, the names of patients, my own and those of my supervisees, not to mention all of their numerous significant others and friends and family members and adversaries, and colleagues, and neighbors, tended to run together for me. Contextual nicknames helped me keep important people distinct. Hella’s patient had always been “Three-Wood Widow.” Her dead husband, Daniel, had been “the golf pro” or “the dead golf pro.”

Hella had a new name for him, apparently. “The Man Without the Three-Wood.”

“Go on,” I said. Few stories in therapy, or supervision, interest me from a narrative point of view. I have, literally, heard them before. However, I definitely wanted to know how the Burning Man vignette turned out.

Hella said, “I didn’t know what she meant with her reference to her husband; I didn’t know what exactly had been Dan’s idea. Was she talking about being at Burning Man? Was she a return visitor? Or had she made the trip to the festival as some kind of tribute to her dead husband? And why did she say ‘they’ and not ‘this’?

“Frankly, Alan, I wasn’t even sure whether to respond to her at all. I didn’t want to be her therapist right then. You know what I mean? I didn’t. I had other things in my head. Her presence was . . . distracting. By introducing Dan she seemed to be inserting the psychotherapy into the moment, which did not make me happy. But, on the other hand, I didn’t want to ignore her. That would be rude. Right? Even unprofessional.”

“Tough situation,” I said. I meant it.

Hella said, “You’ve always told me that I have to be prepared to take control at moments when reality and therapy collide outside the office.”

It was one of my standard supervisory prompts, though I would have admitted that I had never imagined a moment precisely like the one that Hella was describing.

“What should I have done, Alan?”

“Finish the story, then we’ll talk about that.” I hoped by the time she finished the story I might come up with an answer to her question.

Hella said, “Well, I turned to face her, and I said, ‘They?’ You know, to clarify?

“She turned her body to face me. She lifted both her hands so they were floating in front of her abdomen, palms up. She said, ‘These. The C-cups. The girls.’

“I’m not surprised by much that goes on at Burning Man, Alan. I’ve been going for a long time. I’ve seen a lot. Most of what happens there now is evolution, not pure inspiration. But she must have noticed the bemusement on my face right then because she began to dance in front of me, pulled her shoulders back, bent over a little at the waist, and she shook her chest at me in a shimmy that was  so well executed that I’m pretty sure she’d been practicing . . . the move.”

I shook my head slowly, in amazement. It’s not something I would have done in psychotherapy, but in supervision, it seemed okay to express my wonder.

“I’m little, Alan. She’s not—she’s like five-eight. A lot of curves. Very pretty, in a dolce vita way. You know what I mean? Anyway, with the dance, and the lean, at that instant her shimmying breasts were right in my face.” Hella held her open hands inches from her eyes. “And I swear those boobs of hers were so well packed they didn’t move a millimeter on their own during the shimmy. It was like the damn plastic surgeon had bound those puppies in shrink wrap.”

I’m rarely speechless in psychotherapy, except by choice. In supervision? Before that moment? Never that I could remember.

Hella continued. “She says, ‘See, Dr. Zoet?’ And she shimmied again. ‘This is just the way Dan wanted them.’ ”

Despite more numerous potential side roads than I could count, I managed to stay in the supervisory moment.

“She hadn’t mentioned the augmentation previously?”

Hella said, “No.”

I said, “Well, it has always been your impression of this woman that she’s a man pleaser.”

“Exactly,” said Hella. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“And the golf club through her head?” I said. “Thoughts?”

“I kept thinking it would come up. But she didn’t mention it until this week’s session.”
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As things developed, I discovered that I knew more about almost everything and everybody involved with the allegations that emanated from the damn housewarming than I should have known.

At no point would it turn out that I was pleased about that.

I wasn’t aware, for instance, that the precise time the caterers left the gathering would become important.

It was one of many things that the authorities could have just asked me, had they ever gotten around to treating the events of the evening as an actual criminal investigation. Which, from my perspective, they never did.

It’s also one of the few things I knew, or had learned, that I would have been comfortable telling the authorities.

What I came to know about the damn housewarming and at least some of the people who attended it and how I learned all of it became crucial as the days passed; it also made it difficult to keep the various categories of facts straight in my head.

There were some things I didn’t want to talk with anyone about.

Other things that I couldn’t talk with anyone about.

But right from the start I did know the time the caterers left the event because the damn catering van had almost run me over on the way out the lane.

Had I looked at my watch? No, when I’m not at work I don’t wear  one. Had I checked the time on my phone? I didn’t, but it would have been convenient. At the moment when the big van came barreling out of the blackness I was staring at the phone rereading one of the day’s e-mails. I dropped the phone—actually what I did was more akin to launching it—as I leapt out of the way of the blunt front fender.

The time of the caterers’ exit didn’t seem important to me right then. Not even remotely. What seemed paramount to me was the safety of my dogs.

Emily, a getting-on-in-years Bouvier des Flandres as black as a new-moon night and a protector as relentless as white water, was nearby, somewhere within a four- or five-acre perimeter, methodically conducting her last patrol of the day on the hillsides that rise gently on the southeastern rim of the Boulder Valley. Emily was the unofficial sheriff of Spanish Hills. Leashing her while she was running her beat was no longer even a consideration for me. A lifetime of responsible service and unwavering friendship had earned her the privilege of making the nightly rounds of her protectorate not only solo, but also untethered.

The alternative would have been an insult to her.

Only minutes earlier, Emily had been first out the door of our home. She always was. Her initial stop had been directly across the lane at the house that I’d probably always think of as Adrienne and Peter’s. They had been my longtime friends. Each had died a violent death, their passings separated by many years. In the months since Adrienne’s more recent death in a bombing at a Mediterranean resort in Israel, the house and its nearby barn had been vacant.

Even though I had told myself I would never adjust to her absence, the dogs and I had slowly grown accustomed to the quiet that had begun to shroud our life at the end of the lane.

But the house had recently been sold, and the new owners had begun what promised to be an extended process of moving in. That night they were throwing some kind of celebration to introduce their old friends to their new digs in Spanish Hills.

Given the extended inactivity at the property prior to the sale, I  wasn’t at all surprised that the sudden presence of a couple dozen vehicles near the long-deserted farmhouse would warrant some of Emily’s attention. From the moment the new owners’ moving truck had arrived to begin the moving-in process a couple of weeks before, it was apparent to me that Emily wasn’t entirely pleased at the increase in commotion in our quiet corner of Colorado paradise. I was thinking that the fact that our new neighbors were so clearly not dog people had something to do with Emily’s disappointment, too.

Mattin Snow, the male half of the new couple, had introduced himself to me only a week or so before, the evening after a big truck had arrived to deliver an initial fraction of their stuff. Before Mattin found me outside with the dogs that day, I had already knocked on the door a couple of times to formally introduce myself, but neither of those attempts to meet the neighbors had been successful.

The introduction, when it finally occurred, seemed solely intended to provide an opportunity for Mr. Snow to inquire if it was my habit to allow my dog to run free. He meant Emily, the big Bouvier.

He’d said, “Hello, Matt Snow.” At that juncture he did not, I should note, allow a pause for me to insert my name. I offered my hand. He didn’t offer his. A quick glance revealed his right hand was absent the ring finger. Burn scars raked the top of his hand, disappearing under the french cuff of his shirt. “You allow that big dog to run . . . wherever it wants?”

I thought my new neighbor had said Matt. But he may have said  Mattin and swallowed the final syllable. I also thought I heard a British Empire accent playing in his speech in a minor chord. I couldn’t quite place it, but when faced with empire accents, I inevitably embarrass myself guessing the country of origin.

I’d forced a smile and said, “I’m Alan Gregory. We live across the lane. My wife, Lauren. Our kids, Jonas and Grace. I think you’ll love it out here. Welcome.” At that point, my neighbor took my hand reluctantly, the way I agree to smell a piece of halibut after Lauren has asked if I think it’s still good.

We lived on the upper slope of a hill. On a different hillside, one  not low-single-digit miles from Colorado’s Front Range, I probably would have said “up here,” not “out here,” to indicate the location of our house. The hill we live on is modest. Seventy blocks or so to the west loom the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. Ten miles or so beyond that is a line of fourteen-thousand-foot peaks. So, up is relative.

Mattin’s face was familiar to me the way that local media personalities’ faces become familiar from repeated exposure on advertisements on billboards and on the sides of buses. I couldn’t have pointed to a particular way that I’d come to know what Mattin Snow looked like, but I definitely knew what he looked like before I met him that first day. He had fine silver hair—not old and gray, but silver and distinguished—that was just long enough to be interesting, eyes that hinted at a gene pool worthy of a long story or two, and skin that was solidly in the range of Mediterranean tones that looked good on the beach after a few hours. I thought he appeared more ruddy and real without powder on his face and without the earnest, toothy half smile that I’d come to associate with his public persona.

I proceeded to welcome him and his wife and their family to our shared remote dead-end lane in the already remote corner of Boulder County called Spanish Hills, and I offered any kind of help they might need getting settled.

He didn’t acknowledge my offer. He merely repeated his inquiry about Emily running free. “My wife? She’s frightened of dogs,” he said. “Especially big dogs.”

The Bouvier qualifies as a big dog. Or a small bear, depending on one’s level of trepidation about big, husky black, four-legged mammals.

I could have used that moment to clue Mattin in about the multiple red fox dens nearby, or about the wandering pack of coyotes that lingered menacingly in the vicinity of our homes. Certainly, he must have already known about Boulder’s troubled history with quick brown bears and even quicker predatory cats.

I was prepared to mount an argument that my dog was the least of his wildlife problems. That, in fact, she was an integral part of the  solution. But I decided that such an argument wasn’t a good place to start on day one of our relationship as neighbors. Mattin and his wife must, I thought, be exhausted from the stress of the move, and I silently allowed him the benefit of the doubt.

I also reached a hasty conclusion that it was preferable to begin our relationship as neighbors with an unpleasant truth rather than with a lie. So I told him that it was, indeed, my practice to allow the big dog to roam at will, at least late in the evening when most everyone was inside. I could have added my certain confidence that Mattin and his family would come to appreciate Emily’s services. Or I could have told him tales of how she had come to earn her off-leash privileges the hard way. But the tenor of our interaction did not leave me feeling that stories of Emily’s exceptional canine bravery in service of the homeowners in Spanish Hills would have been welcome, or even tolerated.

“Really?” he said in response to my admission that I allowed Emily off leash. “Is that legal out here? I didn’t know that it was acceptable to allow dogs to run free in the county.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Boulder has a complex history of dogs and leash laws in open space. The history involves the Internet, GPS mapping of canine feces, and other indications that the people involved haven’t always been either considerate or mature.

He took advantage of my temporary apoplexy. “Legal, I mean. That kind of acceptable. I could look into that. Maybe I will.” I was going to say something in reply. But before I had a chance to come up with something witty, he continued. “Just to clarify. Alan? It’s Alan? Are you talking on our land, as well as . . . your land?”

From California to the New York islands . . .

Suddenly I couldn’t get Woody Guthrie out of my head. I like Woody fine, but, I mean, damn. “This Land Is Your Land” was one of those songs that could stick to my dendrites like a wad of gum adheres to the sole of my shoe.

Mattin Snow, our new neighbor, and my apparent new adversary, at least in matters canine, was a highly regarded attorney. A hugely popular attorney with a fan base that extended from Woody’s redwood  forests all the way to his Gulf Stream waters. When Lauren and I initially learned that Mattin and his wife had bought Adrienne’s house, my wife, also a lawyer, had told me that in her opinion he was in the process of doing for her ever-misunderstood profession what Mehmet Oz had done for medicine.

At the time of that conversation with Lauren, I didn’t know who Mehmet Oz was or what the hell he had done for medicine. But, fortunately, Google did. I learned that Mehmet Oz, M.D., was America’s favorite daytime doctor, a surgeon with magic hands, endless wisdom, an extra dose of charisma, a nonjudgmental ear, and apparently, always sound advice for the masses.

Mattin Snow was a J.D., though, not an M.D. Google links made clear to me that he was teaching his ever-expanding television and Internet audience—primarily women—how to use the law to their advantage. His first book, This Law Is Your Law, was due out just before Christmas. One of the Googled links I’d followed informed me that it was already a national bestseller in preorders on Amazon. I was impressed.

I was also very aware that it was that Mattin Snow, the attorney Mattin Snow, who was asking me if my big dog, Emily, on her nightly prowls, might have been crossing invisible boundaries between his land and mine. Which meant that my new neighbor was a lawyer hinting at instigating a quarrel with me about leash laws.

I thought, Oh damn. The truth? I couldn’t have identified the property line between Mattin’s land and my land—hello again, Mr. Guthrie—even had there been a knife at my throat and a psychotic threat spelled out in neon spittle on the knife-wielding surveyor’s lips. I did know that of the twelve acres of ranch land that remained of the expansive homestead that was anchored by Mattin Snow’s newly acquired house, my ranch hand’s shack sat on a cropper’s share that was a skosh more than a solitary acre.

In Boulder proper, if Boulder has a proper, an acre-plus-sized piece of land would be a rare treasure for a homeowner. But out in rural Boulder County, where we lived in the country on the side of the valley  that looks at the Rocky Mountains but isn’t in them, ownership of an acre or so would not peg me as an astute real estate operator, but rather as an interloper. An acre was barely a homesite out in this part of the valley, certainly a parcel not significant enough to qualify as a ranchette.

Many years before, early in our relationship, Peter—the first of my Spanish Hills neighbors and friends to die a tragic death—had educated me about how little of our shared hillside I actually owned. As was Peter’s proclivity in such matters, he had gone to great lengths to determine that my legal domain was, in fact, just shy of half a hectare. A hectare, he explained to me, is itself just shy of two and a half acres. We were in his wood shop at the time. Like a professor schooling a recalcitrant pupil, he used white chalk on the not-money side of a full sheet of walnut veneer to show me the arithmetic that proved that the plot to which I held title—one that had been carved out of the larger ranch when the lovely woman who had been my landlord of many years agreed to sell me the caretaker’s home I’d been renting—was scant a true half hectare by a couple of dozen square meters.

I wasn’t as fascinated by the lesson as Peter had wanted me to be.

To memorialize my minority landowning status—and to taunt me with the reality of my comparatively diminutive holdings—Peter had carved a sign on a big hunk of scrap mahogany from his shop’s stash. Peter was a woodworker extraordinaire; the woodcarving that commemorated the limits of my stewardship was a fine piece of art. He had proceeded to anchor the sign proudly, with dowels and marine glue, to the mailbox post at the end of the lane.

The placard read: ALAN’S AHAH.

It stood, of course, for “Alan’s almost half a hectare.”

Until the day he was murdered on the stage of a downtown theater, Peter loved the fact that no one had ever guessed the meaning of the acronym.
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