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The taste of fear was like plunging two
straws into a can of Sterno and sucking hard. Blackness imprisoned
him—sheer, thick, and miserably confining. Dankness slithered
through his nostrils, bubbled up his sinus cavities, and threatened
to blow his eyes out. At the end of un-stretched arms, his palms
begged the cold, grainy concrete to yield. It did not. Max Vosser
was afraid—very afraid—and then he thought of cookies.

This was Lola’s doing. And the fact that she
had a beauty shop in her and Max’s sprawling farmhouse on the
outskirts of Glennsford. Without the shop, she wouldn’t have met
the psychologist who was visiting this one-stoplight town to set up
something called a satellite office, which would be staffed once or
even twice a week. Yes, big city mental health counseling was
coming to the sticks. And when the city shrink dropped by Lola’s
for a trim, Lola decided it was time to take advantage of her
services. At least, that’s the way Lola would explain things to her
husband Max.

One early spring afternoon when Max Vosser
entered the house after ordering a powerful new John Deere tractor
from Pullin Farm and Implement, he discovered Lola had set the
stage for a big change in his future.

“Max, this is Dr. Conway. She’s a
psychologist from Boise and she’s gonna help you.”

“The hell you say,” popped from the farmer’s
mouth.

“The hell I say,” Lola snorted. Lola always
snorted when she giggled.

Max pushed back the lower corner of his
chamois jacket as though he were about to draw a six shooter, then
gently hooked his left thumb into the pocket of Eddie Bauer
corduroy slacks. A mop of sandy hair bounced above crystal-blue
eyes as he politely nodded to the stranger behind his dining room
table.

“Nice to meet you, Dr...”

“Conway,” she filled in, effortlessly rising
with her hand out.

“Lordy” was written all over Max’s face as he
gently clasped her manicured hand in his paw and thought how, even
at probably thirty-something—about his age—she’d look terrific in a
letter sweater doing splits atop a pep squad pyramid.

“And,” she smiled through perfect teeth, “I
know that every real man has to raise a stink over anything
resembling therapy. ‘Don’t have time,’ ‘Nothing strange about me,’
‘Seen Dr. Phil on television. He’s OK for depressed middle-aged
women, but I’m not one of ‘em.’”

Max performed a theatrical wince, amused at
the mirth in her voice, a voice that was mildly hoarse—not
cigarette-and-whisky hoarse, but cheerleader-after-the-football
game hoarse.

And, yep, he went ahead and tried all those
excuses plus some of his own, but in the end he had to admit—with
real manliness, of course—his lifelong discomfort with tight spaces
had grown into fear and maybe even terror, though he didn’t use
that exact wording.

“It’s just what a heart attack must feel
like: tight throat, pounding chest, can’t breathe,” he said.

“And, of course,” Lola quickly added, “You’re
still horny as a three-peckered billy goat, but we can’t share a
bed because of those horrible nightmares and thrashin’ around like
a windmill in a thunderstorm. You’re downright scary at night.”

“Ah, Lola!”

“It’s OK. She’s a shrink. You hear this stuff
all the time, don’t you Dr. Conway?”

“I prefer Jan. And, yes, I hear just about
everything. But don’t worry, Mr. Vosser—”

“Max.”

“Um, don’t worry, Max, I’m a
cognitive-behavioral therapist, emphasis on behavioral.
Behaviorists aren’t much interested in what caused a phobia in the
first place. Our job is to end it. Phobias, including your apparent
claustrophobia, are conditioned behavior, and anything that can be
conditioned can be counter-conditioned. So,” she smiled, “my
interest is to help you here and now. Or, actually tomorrow, if
that works for you.”
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