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Helen standing on a glacier in the mountains near Boulder, Colorado. Helen originally told us that she was standing on the Arapahoe glacier but later, an outdoor enthusiast told us that could not be the Arapahoe glacier because of geographical features that can be seen in the background of the photograph. Our original caption printed in the first edition of this book was based on what Helen told us during our many interviews with her.
This is a photo of Aunt Addie Blackwell's cabin near the water weir for the Boulder City water system. Addie was in charge of maintaining a constant water flow for the city and Helen often stayed with her in that cabin during the harsh winter season. This photo is an addition to the photos published in the original printing of this book. Helen's handwritten caption on this photograph reads, ”House in Silver Lake, lived there with Addie in the winter 1912.”
When we first decided to write about Helen, we anticipated interviewing her intensively for a few months, talking to many of the people who had experienced her psychic gift, and weaving all of this together into an article or document of some kind. We knew that the events of her life were too remarkable to let disappear with her passing. What we did not know was how powerful, complex, and far reaching her abilities really were. It was only after a year and a half of weekly sessions with Helen that we felt we were ready to introduce her to those who did not know her.
In imagining what a “psychic” would be like in person, most of us have distorted views. Those who have never had a reading may see the palm reader’s sign by the side of the road, and wonder what shadowed, suspicious things go on there. On the other hand, it is possible to picture a great psychic as someone bigger than life. It is easy to assume that a person such as Helen combines the wisdom of a great healer with the serenity of the mother goddess. Our work with her taught us that neither of these images was correct. Helen the human being was just that, a person who could be delightful, difficult, insightful, off balance, and everything that the rest of us could be. Then suddenly she would shift into her larger self, and enter her psychic space. This not only happened every time she gave a reading but sometimes occurred spontaneously in the course of a conversation. Now the words that came out of her mouth and the experiences which others had in her presence were truly extraordinary. In this mode she was the healer, the oracle. In our presentation, we have let both dimensions of Helen rest side by side, just as they do in her life. Much of the story we have set in her own words. We have portrayed other parts based on what she or those close to her have told us.
As we began to interview some of the thousands of persons who had had psychic readings from Helen, we expected to hear interesting stories. We were sure we would hear of how Helen had predicted the marriage or a daughter or had advised someone to get a new job. We wondered whether deaths or other negative events would be included in those forecast. But we were surprised at how moving and profound these accounts really were. Many people were touched, even transformed, by their encounters with Helen. Many of the events were very personal, and we felt it was inappropriate to mention anyone’s name. Therefore, information is portrayed in such a manner that no one could be identified. These accounts which Helen told us were always related without any reference to people’s names or descriptions. She took confidentiality very seriously and we have adopted the same philosophy. We wish to thank again all of those who were so generous in sharing their experiences with us.
Possibly the greatest impact of this work for us has been to deepen our ideas about the psyche, its ability to know than the mind knows, and its relationship to the everyday personality. The development of Helen’s gift in her own life also provides us clues on how to cultivate our own intuitive awareness. These topics are discussed in the last chapter.
I should have been halfway over the mountain trying to outrun a snow storm, but instead here I was with my friend Dianne standing on the rickety porch of an old cottage peering at the strangest doorbell I had ever seen. A sign above the doorbell read, “I am sick. Absolutely no readings.”
“Don’t pay attention to the sign,” Dianne said. “It’s been there as long as I’ve known her. If Helen wants to talk to you and if she’s in the mood, she’ll give you a reading.” Dianne reached down for the doorbell switch, a standard household light switch with a note above it identifying it as the doorbell.
“Whatever you do,” she continued to brief me, “when she does answer the door, don’t shout at her. She is completely deaf and it doesn’t do any good. She has been deaf most of her life.”
Dianne’s hand was about to reach the doorbell switch when we heard the click of the door latch followed by the squeak of a reluctant hinge. The door suddenly opened wide revealing a tiny old lady in a print dress and slippers. She was wearing glasses with one lens darkened and a broad smile. She could have been anyone’s grandmother as she opened her arms and hugged Dianne.
“I knew you would come to see me today,” she said in a soft, husky voice.
Her speech sounded very peculiar to me. It was almost like a foreign language with the words slurred and accented in such a manner that it was very difficult to follow them. I had just begun to understand what she had said to Dianne when she turned to me and said, “You’re in a hurry. I know. The whole world is in a hurry. You just come in and sit down.” I easily understood her unusual speech patterns when she spoke directly to me.
I felt a little awkward as I stood in the living room of Helen’s house and listened as she talked and laughed with Dianne. I was surprised at the appearance of the house. It was not at all what I believed a fortuneteller’s surroundings would be. The room I was standing in reminded me of my grandmother’s living room, a long, moderately furnished room with pictures of relatives on a buffet, chairs with afghans over them, footstools, a big bible, and silk flowers in glass vases. I couldn’t shake the resemblance to my grandmother’s house. I could have been waiting in her living room while she put the chicken dinner out on the table in the kitchen before calling the family to eat.
The old woman suddenly turned to me and motioned with her hand toward a little room to the left that was separated from the living room by French doors. A folding type card table covered with a white cloth and three chairs stood in the center of the room. On the table were a saucer and a small card with the inscription, “Keep smiling.”
I followed Helen into the room and reached for one of the chairs. “Not there,” she said, pointing to one of the other chairs. “You are the king of this meeting. You sit at the head of the table.” With this comment, she began to laugh as though we had known each other for years. I sensed in her laughter an inexhaustible reservoir of joy and understanding, love and acceptance. At the same time I could see past her smile and I knew she had cried her share of tears. I suspected this woman who appeared so gentle and fragile on the outside was very strong inside.
Once I was seated, she turned away and without a word of explanation headed for the living room. “He’s in a hurry,” she said to Dianne as she passed her chair. “The whole world is in a hurry. This won’t take long,” she said to me. “I’ve already put the water on.” Within a minute she had left the room and headed for the back of the house.
A few minutes later she reappeared in the living room with a small teacup and saucer in her hand. As she walked, she held the cup and saucer in a sharply tipped position so that the steaming cup slipped and sloshed, as if it were part of a precarious juggling act. She moved across the room in a very crooked line, touching a table edge on the right, a lamp on the left with her free hand while balancing the tea cup and saucer in her other hand. I suddenly had an insight. She is guiding herself from spot to spot through the living room, I thought.
“Is she blind as well as deaf,” I whispered to Dianne. I didn’t want her to hear me. It was easy to forget that she could hear nothing at all.
“My eyes hurt,” Helen replied before Dianne could answer. “So do my feet and mouth. I must have hoof and mouth disease.” She finished her statement with a laugh as she placed the teacup and saucer on the table. I could only blink at her. Even though she was not in a position to see my mouth as I questioned Dianne, she somehow knew what I had said and had responded to the question. Maybe she’s not really deaf, I thought. She’s certainly talented if she’s fooled everyone for all this time.
Helen pushed the tiny teacup toward the center of the table, and then turned her back to me. She put her one hand up to her mouth as if she intended to whisper something and bent toward Dianne, who was sitting on my right, and spoke in such a strong voice that I had no trouble hearing. “He’s suspicious.” She looked back over her shoulder at me and then turned her head again toward Dianne, “You might not want to be in here for his reading.”
Dianne had agreed to be present for the reading to take notes for me. I didn’t know what was about to happen, and felt apprehensive. I didn’t want to offend this old lady, but I really didn’t want to go it alone either. Almost simultaneously both Dianne and I raised our hands up in a gesture that indicated we didn’t understand.
“It could be racy,” Helen exclaimed, and we all burst out laughing. Smiling broadly, she plumped down into the remaining chair and said, “It’s time to begin.”
Holding the cup filled with hot tea between her hands, she fixed her gaze on a point on the table directly in front of me. She looked neither at me nor at the teacup but sat silent for a moment before beginning to speak. Now her speech came out in a singsong chant that was intoned so rapidly I could only understand part of it.
“Now taste this bitter tea as you have tasted bitter tears,” she said. “When you are done the leaves will remain in the bottom of the cup. Sometimes there are pictures in the leaves and they will tell us what your heart needs to know.”
Her voice had become scratchy and even more difficult to understand than before, but by concentrating I could decipher part of it. I felt a strange sensation as she spoke, but I no longer felt apprehensive. I was filled with anticipation for what was about to happen. She fell silent and then slid the teacup and saucer across the table to me.
My mind was furiously checking my initial impressions as I sipped the tea. Helen had noticed I was in a hurry, but I may have looked nervous and tense. She knew I was aware of her failing vision and perhaps saw me watching her as she walked. However, if her vision were as bad as it appeared, it would have been extremely difficult for her to see me clearly. Then, again, she may not be deaf and so heard me talking to Dianne. But earlier, when I had wondered if she really was deaf, she seemed to read my thoughts.
The tea was a hot, unsweetened blend of black and green leaves poured loosely into the small cup. The cup itself was very old and delicate and only about one half the size of a standard cup. I had some difficulty getting my big fingers around the tiny handle, but resisted the temptation to wrap my whole hand around the cup.
As I sipped, I looked around the room. It was a plain square room adorned only with a piano against one wall, and the table and chairs in the center. The top of the piano held framed pictures and snapshots of relatives and friends. Some looked to be fairly recent, but several looked to date from the turn of the century. There were also several framed studio portraits hanging on the back wall. In the middle of the line of faces hung a framed invoice for a late 19th century general store.
“What about the girl?” The old woman’s voice interrupted my silent observations. “Did she ever get her man troubles worked out?” Dianne nodded and smiled as she responded to the question. She had known Helen for some time and their communications were now a mixture of silent gestures and verbal responses. Dianne’s form of sign language consisted of hand signals and gestures, smiles, and nods, and an occasional single word spoken with considerable lip emphasis and little volume. As they discussed the girl’s “man troubles,” my mind began to wander.
I first heard of Helen some three years before in a conversation with one of my sisters. I was then living on the West Coast and she was in the Midwest. At that time we were both experiencing some difficulties in our lives. I felt trapped and seemingly there was no way out of my dilemma. My sister too was experiencing difficult times. She is a very rational woman for whom I have a great deal of respect, but at that time she surprised me by saying she had gone to see a fortuneteller. “She’s not only a good reader,” she said. “She is very psychic too.”
“I know how those people operate,” I said. “They assume you have a problem of some kind or you wouldn’t be there asking for direction, and so they always tell you vague but hopeful things.”
“This woman isn’t like that,” she responded. “She was very specific and brought up some things she could not have known about before meeting me. She also predicted some events that seemed essentially trivial and made no sense to me at the time.”
“Maybe she was interpreting your reactions to cleverly worded questions and appearing to read your mind, but was really just telling you what you already knew,” I suggested.
“Let me give you an example,” my sister said. “The old woman told me that a friend I had known for a long time would be getting married soon and would be coming to me for help in arranging a very peculiar wedding ceremony. She said those people will be getting married even though you think they don’t need to. I just let that one go by. Most of my friends are getting divorced, not married, and I know no one, even remotely, who was planning a wedding. Well, about a week later, a man I’ve known for about five years, came by and said he was getting married and wanted to ask me for a favor. He said his wedding ceremony would be held up in the mountains, and he and his bride wanted the ceremony to be ancient and magical. He remembered I had an old tapestry that I had bought in a secondhand store, and asked if he could borrow the tapestry for the wedding. I was very surprised because I had assumed the man and women were already married because they had been living together all the time I knew them.”
“Well, “ I said, not knowing what else to say.
“That’s not all,” she went on. “She said I had a relative, a male relative whose name started with the initial T. She said he was very tall and has blue eyes and blond hair. She said he would be visiting soon and he would help me. We would work together and do some wonderful projects which would be a lot of fun.”
I remember laughing when I heard this. I am very tall and do have reddish blond hair. But help my sister? The thought was a curious one. I would help if I could but how?
“Are you finished?” The old woman’s voice brought me back to the present. I had barely sipped the last of the hot tea when she reached for the cup. She pulled the saucer closer to her and began to pat the leaves in the cup with a small silver spoon.
“I will pour away your tears now because we don’t care to see them. They are your tears, the ones you must shed in this life and it will do you no good at this time to see them.” She spoke slowly and deliberately concentrating on the leaves in the bottom of the cup. Using the small spoon she tilted the cup so that the last few drops of liquid slipped into the dish. She then placed the cup upside down on the saucer and motioned for me to turn it.
“Turn the cup three times and make a wish. Perhaps God will grant your request. Keep this wish a secret so only you will know if it comes true.”
When I heard this I probably blushed because I was embarrassed by the thought of making a wish. I placed my hand over the cup and for a moment considered just turning it as she had directed without making a wish. It bothered me to think about making a wish. I had expected this experience to be serious and instead I was being asked to make a wish like a child playing a game.
Instantly another thought occurred to me. A tiny, insignificant personal desire flashed through my mind. I felt my face flush, and I laughed a little because I was embarrassed. But it was a wish, and so I thought about it as I turned the cup.
When I finished, she took the inverted cup from me and placed it back upright on the saucer. The tea leaves had all remained in the bottom of the cup. None had fallen out onto the saucer. Helen was very pleased by this.
“None have fallen out,” she said. “That is very good news, because it means no dark days.” She was silent as she looked into the cup, and it was several minutes before she began to speak first hesitantly then rapidly.
“You are far away from your home now. Don’t go back there to live. You must go back to straighten things out, but don’t stay there. You can’t go on like this. It’s not doing anyone any good. You must not go south to California either. The job down there is not what it seems. Oh, your heart says one thing, but your brain says another. You can’t do both. You must listen to your heart. It will guide you.”
She hesitated from her rapid delivery, but still looked into the cup. I was beginning to have some trouble understanding her. She was speaking very fast and seemingly adding extra syllables to her words, but she appeared to know when I didn’t understand her and would repeat her statement or wait for Dianne to interpret.
“You have a man on your mind,” she said. “He has dark hair and dark eyes. He wants you to come to where he is and work with him. His name starts with R and he has a spot on his head where there is no hair. Don’t listen to him. He is off the beam. Don’t do it. Your heart is fighting your brain, and your heart needs time too. Don’t go there. He is wrong and will use up all your time. Your fortune is here.”
I was speechless. I could only sit and stare at this woman. I had theorized one of the ways she would accomplish her task was to get information about her clients by asking someone who knew them. If someone had told her about me, she would simply rattle things off as best she could remember. But now she was describing parts of my life that only I knew.
When I planned my vacation I set it up so I would have a chance to visit several places along the way. By the time I reached my sister’s house, I had made some pretty important decisions. I had spent time previously with friends of mine who live in northern California. One of them had introduced me to a friend of theirs who offered me a part-time job. It all sounded perfect to me and I had decided when I got home I would begin plans to move.
I had not told Helen or anyone else about my friends or the job offer and yet Helen knew about them both. I have trouble remembering names and would probably have not recalled the name of the man who offered me the job had it not been for her saying his name started with an R. When I heard her say this, I remembered his name was Richard and that he is balding. I was the only person in that room who knew his name or what he looked like. I began to see it made no difference if I believed or disbelieved what she was saying. She could see into my life regardless of what I felt. She didn’t look at me but continued to stare at the leaves in the bottom of the cup.
“You have a sister,” she continued. “She has pretty eyes, not like yours. She needs your help. You should help her. You don’t know what to do. That’s OK. Just play dumb. Say nothing. Do nothing. Play ignorant. The right time will come and you will know. There will be plenty of opportunities and time, and you will know how to use them both well.”
Each time she hesitated for a moment, I welcomed the reprieve. In some portions of the reading she came very close to sensitive areas I felt strongly about. When she struck such a sensitive area, she knew immediately and would smile and change the subject. “You work at night,” she said. “In your work you talk a lot.” She held her hand up with her thumb under her four fingers to resemble a mock jaw. “Talk, talk, talk, talk,” she said, moving her hand to resemble a mouth opening and closing. We both laughed and I felt an instant calm.
I had discussed with Dianne the importance of my keeping a tight schedule before we arrived at Helen’s house. I could spend thirty to forty-five minutes before I would need to leave to be on my way back home. As I sat and listened to this woman unravel my life—the past, present and future—I lost all track of time. I laughed at some of the things she said, but at times I had difficulty holding back the tears. She put the dark memories in my past into perspective, and she told me about those things in my future that would make me happy.
Afterward I was left in a mild state of shock, but was also filled with hope. Her eyes danced when after nearly two hours I was finally on my way out the door. “Look up to God. He will help you,” she said. “And keep smiling,” she added as I hurried down the porch steps. I looked back as I pulled away from the curb. She now looked like an ordinary little old lady waving goodbye. But I now longer felt ordinary. My head buzzed, and for the first time in a long time I felt I had found my way.
This is a photo of the early day miners in Jamestown and Boulder County Colorado. Helen has written on this picture that both her uncle, Ed Blackwell, as well as her father, William B. Sherman, are pictured in this photograph. Helen's handwritten caption on this photograph reads, “Ed Blackwell, my dad.” She has drawn lines on the photograph pointing to the two men.
“The way it used to be.” This is a photograph of horse-drawn freight wagons on the main street in Jamestown, Colorado, when Helen was a young girl. This would have been a common sight for Helen in her youth. In addition to the above quote Helen also has added to the photograph, “Freighting, never to be forgotten, Jamestown. The old man with the whiskers is called Lord Dunnaven of Estes Park, Cliff Evans, a book about.”
When you first see Helen walking toward you from a distance, she looks unremarkable. There is the same wiry gray hair, slight stoop, and unsteady legs scooting along under the A-shaped body that typify so many old ladies. As she draws near, you see that the top of her head reaches only to your chest. But when she takes both of your hands in hers the electricity strikes. There is so much strength and certainty in that grip that you might think she was holding you up in deep water rather than saying hello. She does not let go but peers at you for what seems to be a long time.
What comes out of her mouth next can never be predicted. One woman related that when she first went to see Helen for a reading, she had just been through a series of unhappy relationships. Upon greeting her at the front door, Helen said, “Men haven’t been good to you at all.”
Another client who had seen Helen only once, and that had been two and a half years earlier, came again unannounced for a second reading. Knowing that Helen had seen perhaps a thousand people since then, she was sure Helen would not remember her. She started to say, “Hello, I am,” when Helen interrupted her. “Well you have cut your hair since the last time I saw you. You look much better, much freer this way.”
One woman related that she was surprised when she brought her younger sister for a reading and Helen had instantly addressed the main problem the sister was having. The sister had resisted coming because she did not believe in psychic phenomena at all. Furthermore, she was depressed because she had been abandoned recently by a boyfriend who had generally mistreated her. Everyone in her family was concerned because, despite their sincerest efforts, they had never been able to persuade the girl to honestly admit that this relationship was a poisonous one, much less voice her feelings about it. Upon taking her hand when she first met her, Helen said bluntly, “Well, are you finally able to talk about that man of yours?”
Needless to say the sister almost bolted out the door. The reading was successful, however, and everyone left feeling much better.
People told us before we began to interview Helen to expect the unexpected, and we found this to be the case. Helen anticipated our planned topics of conversation so often that after a while we ceased to be surprised by it. If we decided beforehand to ask her about her experiences during the Depression, for example, it was likely for her to begin on the topic as soon as we sat down. “Well, what should we talk about today? Let me tell you about when the banks closed in the Great Depression.”
In the first months of our work, we had hesitated to ask her to entrust us with her photo albums because she had repeatedly mentioned that she never let her photos leave the house. One morning we sat in the car and talked about the photos before beginning our session with Helen. We decided to take a chance and ask her if we could use some of her photos. We discussed how we would word our request, what her reaction might be, and how we would react if she said no. Entering, we sat down in the easy chairs pulled into a circle in the middle of her living room. She grinned without saying a word and pointed to the table. There in a stack were all of her photo albums.
“Don’t you think I trust you?” she asked in a loud, theatrically angry voice.
Helen displayed mixed feelings about trust. She always trusted everyone and at the same time trusted no one. The roots of this ambivalence lay in her own history. She was born in Jamestown, Colorado in 1882 to William B. Sherman and Anna Blackwell Sherman. Her father had worked in and around the mining industry in Colorado since the age of 16, and was working at that time at the Golden Age Mine in Jamestown. As a friend told her mother years later, she was a “fragile and different child” who would require special treatment. From the time she was very small she had what was then called “second sight.” Since in those days people had mixed feelings about the value and reality of a “psychic gift,” Helen learned early on to be cautious about when and where she revealed her ability. As she remembers, “Everyone wanted to be like everyone else and people thought you were strange if you were able to see things.”
That strangeness was accentuated by an attack of typhoid fever when Helen was six, which led to the gradual loss of her hearing. By the time she was nine she was almost totally deaf. Neither Helen nor her parents were aware that her hearing had been damaged by her illness.
“I don’t remember being sick, but I remember people getting mad at me afterwards. I only remember going to sleep and being in a wonderful place. It was a bright and sunny meadow and I was very happy. But over to one side of the meadow was a big cliff. I remember walking over to the cliff and seeing some people there. I could see their mouths moving but I couldn’t hear them. I could hear the birds in the meadow singing but I couldn’t hear those people. That made me very unhappy and I began to cry. Once I remember crying and was dimly aware my mother was giving me a sip of water, but that’s all I remember. I think I was sick for a long time but I don’t really remember it all.”
The fever triggered the beginning of a hearing loss that deteriorated in such a manner that part of the time she could hear moderately well, part of the time poorly, and part of the time not at all. Neither Helen nor her relatives were aware of the severity of the loss. She was in the third grade and attending school in Jamestown when it became apparent something was wrong. When Helen became unresponsive in school and did not seem to listen to the teacher, it was assumed by all that she was a difficult and disobedient child who needed discipline.
As Helen remembered, “When I was in the third grade, I had a teacher who was strict and mean, and she was always after me. Once she told me to recite when she was standing behind me. I didn’t know she was talking to me because I couldn’t hear her. When I didn’t answer her, she came right up to me and slapped me hard. I jumped up and turned around and saw the teacher glaring at me. I still didn’t know what she wanted so I just stood there, and she began to scream at me and hit me with a ruler. I started to cry, which just seemed to make her madder. I didn’t know what she wanted me to do. This happened again and again. I tried to get out of going to school each morning but my mother always made me go.
“One day the teacher brought a big ruler to school and when I didn’t do exactly what she wanted, she came at me with it. One of the big boys stood up then and told the teacher he would beat her up if she hit me. The teacher slowly put the ruler down and walked back to her desk. But that afternoon as we were leaving the school she handed me a note to give to my father. That night she came by the house after my father got home and expelled me from school. She told my father not to bring me back. She said I was contrary and couldn’t get along with her or the other children and was a bad influence on the class.
“After she left, my father was very quiet for a long time. Finally he came over, sat me on his knee, and asked me to tell him about it. I told him my side of the story. He looked at me for a while and seemed very thoughtful. Later that night, he walked up behind me and spoke my name in a whisper. I didn’t hear him. He moved closer and spoke a little louder. Finally he was standing right behind me shouting and clapping his hands. Then I heard him and turned around. He had tears in his eyes as he turned to my mother and told her that I was deaf. The next day they marched me back to the school and had a talk with the teacher. She let me go back to school and was not mean to me anymore.”
It was still not easy for Helen to attend school. Even though she tried hard to be alert and anticipate the teacher’s demands, she was often unaware of what was expected of her.
“I was embarrassed so often back then. I never could seem to get anything straight in school. Then one day a little boy came to the school who was almost blind. It’s been years but I can still remember his name. It was Guy. His eyesight was so poor that he couldn’t see what was on the blackboard. I saw him squinting all the time, and I knew he was embarrassed when the teacher made him stand close to the board so he could read what was on it. I suddenly got a wonderful idea how we could help each other. I told him I would be his eyes, and he could be my ears. Whenever the teacher called my name, Guy would tap me on the shoulder. If she told me to go up front to write a problem on the board, he would wave his hand toward the blackboard. If she told me to recite, he would point to the book. He sat right behind me and whenever the teacher wrote something on the board I would copy it in big letters and hand it to him. We still made mistakes but it became a lot easier for both of us when we had help.”
Some of Helen’s earliest memories centered around games she played with her sister and some of their friends. One of the players would hide a piece of candy, which the other players would have to find. If the one seeking the candy could not find it in a certain period of time, the one who hid it could eat it. If, however, the seeker found the candy, he or she was the one who ate it. “Most of the time,” Helen said, “my sister could not find the candy even though she was older. Sometimes I would hide the candy in plain sight, right in a place where everyone could see it, and she would look and look but couldn’t seem to see it. But when she hid the candy, I would always find it right away, no matter where she hid it. She would get so mad! She would stomp her feet and swear that she would never play that game again, but she always did.”
In another of these games, the children would pick a stranger and try to guess some thing about the person, such as where he was from, what he did for a living, or what kinds of adventures he might have had. On day while at the boarding house owned by Helen’s grandmother, Helen and a friend saw a big, shabbily dressed man come through the door and head for the reservation counter. He was wearing a heavy faded coat and a stocking cap, but both Helen and her friend could see that something was terribly wrong with him. A jagged scar zigzagged down his neck like a perforation, and he was completely missing one ear. When he turned toward them, they both gasped at his heavily lined face, which was pulled to one side leaving one eye completely closed.
“Boy, he must have been in some fight,” her friend breathed. “I’ll bet he was in a big saloon fight with dozens of other people.”
Helen looked at the man carefully and immediately saw an image of snow and cold so intense she began to shiver even though she was standing by a fiery potbellied stove. The freezing cold was lined with an overwhelming feeling of loneliness and fear. Helen remembered that for a moment she was in a place that was so lonely and frightening she felt dizzy. She saw trees sticking out of the snow and through a puff of warm, fetid air saw the muzzle and teeth of a very large animal. She was instantly filled with panic. She knew she had to run and run for her life. She spun around and was out of the lobby and on the front porch before she knew what she was doing.
The plaintive cry of her friend brought her back to reality. “What’s wrong? Don’t you want to play anymore?” She turned to her friend who was standing in the door to the boarding house, and said slowly, “That man was lost in the cold way up in the north and was attacked by a bear.”
Later when her grandmother was not around, Helen and her friend went up to the man and asked him point-blank how he had lost his ear. The man said he had been mining in the north and was left behind by his partners. “I was jumped by a bear on my way out,” he said laconically. “That fool animal tore my ear off and left me for dead.”
“You know,” Helen said as she related this story. “It took a long time for me to realize that most of the people I played the game with were only guessing. They didn’t see the pictures I did or feel the feelings that often went with the pictures.”
At that time Helen lived with her parents in Jamestown in the area the locals laughingly called the “Fortune Five Hundred.” Her father worked in the mine and her mother kept house in a little white cottage not far from the Golden Age Mine where her father worked. Relatives of both her mother and father lived in the surrounding area in mining towns that no longer exist, like Ballaret, Caribou, and Silver Lake. Her grandmother lived in Jamestown where she owned a small hotel and boarding house. This hotel, the Martin House, a two-story unpainted frame building, sat against a sparsely tree-dotted slope not far from her parents’ house. Helen spent much of her time there as a child. Her grandmother did not object to Helen and her sister playing around the boarding house, but did object to their bothering the guests. Helen was told time and time again not to ask the guests questions after playing the game and not to pester people.
She tried to listen to her grandmother but often under the guise of being cold would stand by the potbelly stove in the lobby and watch people coming and going. Once during a particularly busy time, Helen noticed one man sitting silently in a chair his face obscured by a newspaper. She also noticed her grandmother seemed to feel nervous about the man. Every time she walked through the parlor she glanced anxiously in his direction and then hurried by. Helen went in and out of the lobby too, but every time she walked by the man she was overwhelmed by the same anxiety. She knew after a while that the feeling was coming from the man hidden behind the newspaper. Finally, she could control her curiosity no longer. She looked hard at the man and tried to tune in to what he was feeling. An immediate sense of sadness and hopelessness washed over her. Without thinking she ran over to the man, laid a hand on his knee, and said, “Don’t worry about your daughter. She will be all right.”
“I don’t know why I said that,” Helen told us. “The words just popped out. They didn’t even mean much to me, but they did to him. He dropped the newspaper, stared at me and then burst into tears and ran out of the lobby.”
Helen’s grandmother had witnessed this event and was not happy with Helen. She lectured Helen for several minutes about bothering the guests, but Helen did not believe she had done anything wrong. She was confused by her grandmother’s reaction and said she didn’t have much choice. She was compelled to speak to the man.
A few weeks later the man, accompanied by a little girl, came back to the boarding house. He told Helen’s grandmother that his only child had been very sick and he had been told she was dying. His daughter was in the sanitarium in Springdale, but her doctor had given up hope. The man could not bear to sit in the sanitarium and wait for her death so he had ridden to Jamestown. He didn’t know anyone in the area so he sat in the lobby hiding his face behind the newspaper because he couldn’t stop crying. He said when the little girl spoke to him he felt like he had been hit by a board. He knew he had to get back to the sanitarium. When he returned, he sat by his daughter’s bed a whole night, but no longer felt despair. He had begun to hope. Toward morning, her fever began to drop and by the next day the doctor said she would live. “Thank you, little girl, thank you for giving me hope,” he told Helen. After that incident, Helen’s grandmother was not as adamant about her bothering the guests, but she never felt comfortable about Helen’s strangeness.
As Helen remembered, she felt it was very bad to be different in any way when she was young. “I hated being deaf and decided from the time I was in school that I wasn’t going to let people know. If people knew you had a problem like being deaf or having a bad leg or being slow, they treated you as if you were not as good as they were. I was always very pleased if someone came up and talked to me as if I had as good a hearing as they did. I know now it doesn’t make any difference, but back then I didn’t know.“
Helen wanted to help other people who were handicapped but in all the time she did readings for people in Boulder she has few memories of reading for anyone who had a physical disability. “In those days people often gave up,” she said. “They didn’t think they could do anything for someone who had a physical problem. So they didn’t even try. I think it’s better for handicapped people today, because others are better able to help. Sometimes you meet people who seem to be just born to help others who are handicapped. I remember one lady who came to see me who had that talent.”
That person was a woman who had been talked into seeing Helen by a friend. The friend told her that she thought Helen was a remarkable person who had been a psychic since she was a little girl. As the woman said, “For me the word psychic was equivalent to the word charlatan. I used to laugh with friends and substitute the two words and come up with phrases such as charlatan readings or the mysterious world of charlatan phenomena. It was all the funnier when I let a friend of mine talk me into going to see a woman who was supposed to have been a psychic from the time she was a little girl. I thought, well, some kids learn early, but I agreed to go anyway.
“When I first saw Helen out on her little porch, I saw an ordinary, even kind old woman. I was somewhat disappointed that she didn’t wear a turban or drape herself in yards of glittering beads. I had decided to throw her off the track by wearing false visual cues. I wore a wedding ring even though I was divorced, and dressed in a fine suit even though I was in poor economic straits at the time.
“Helen had me drink a tiny cup of tea and whispered a lot of rigmarole, something about how I would be more satisfied after I drank the tea of life. It was very hard for me to understand her. My friend had told me she had been deaf for over 70 years and it showed. Her tone of voice was uneven and she had a whispery quality that blurred the words, but after a while I began to understand her quite well.
“Helen began by telling me that I would soon need a lawyer to help me with all the money I would be getting. I remember I shot a victorious look at my friend. That was the most absurd thing anyone could have said. Obviously Helen had noticed my expensive suit and surmised I was in business of some kind. Helen said that directly after I got the money, my son would be moving back to town so he could live near me. This did touch a tender spot for me because my son and I had been on poor terms for some time. It had been my secret hope he would move closer to me, but I knew it was impossible. My face must have reflected these feelings because Helen gave a long speech about how I needed to put away old hurts and start fresh with my son. She told me several other minor things, many of which could relate to almost anyone. I didn’t pay much attention to that part of the reading. My head seemed fuzzy and I felt a little disoriented. I was glad when the reading was finally over.
“On the way home I felt strangely angry with my friend for having brought me there. I thought I would be laughing and talking about the psychic’s tricks and techniques. But I felt sullen and just stared out the window.
“Exactly two weeks after the reading, I received a phone call from out of state informing me my father had died. I rushed to my childhood home to arrange the funeral. My relationship with my father wasn’t very good, but I was his only child and I felt an obligation to handle his passing. To my surprise, I found he had left his entire estate, which was worth a considerable amount, to me. I had to hire a lawyer to help settle the estate which, like everything else about my father, was very complicated. I was right in the middle of a telephone conversation with the lawyer when I remembered Helen’s prediction. I stopped speaking for so long the lawyer thought the connection had broken.
“At the funeral my son and I saw each other for the first time in over a year. I felt a rush of love and warmth for him, and in that moment all the problems of the past seemed to melt away. His smile suggested he felt the same. We spent several days together and they were the best days I can remember.
“When I returned home I got a phone call from my son who told me was thinking about moving back to Boulder and asked me if I thought it would work out if we lived near each other again. I remembered Helen’s words and assured him I would do my best to be an easier person to live with. When I’ve been tempted to indulge in some of the picky, pushy behavior with my son that I used to engage in, I remember Helen’s words and hold back. When I stopped acting the way I used to, my son began to improve his behavior. For the first time we have been able to hold onto a good relationship.
“I thought I owed it to Helen to go back and tell her how accurate her predictions were. As soon as I sat down, I was awash again with that disoriented feeling. But this time instead of thinking how foolish this all was, I sat meekly and silently like a grade school student before the teacher. When Helen took my hands and asked me why I didn't honor my talents, I was a little taken back. I said I didn’t think I had any talent and she disagreed telling me I wouldn’t have any peace until I did.
“I’ll admit I was a little surprised at my statement that I didn’t have any talents because I had a rather high regard for myself, but I’ll also admit that even though things were going well for me, I had little peace inside. Helen was very insistent that I did have talent and asked me if I remembered that girl in grade school. She said I was good with handicapped people and they felt comfortable around me. Helen couldn’t have surprised me more than if she had sprouted wings and flown around the room. A memory that I had long forgotten came back in a rush. When I was 12 years old, I was a friend of a paralyzed girl who was strapped in a wheelchair. She never spoke and no one paid much attention to her since she couldn’t move around and didn’t speak. I decided to help her and worked with her every day a little by pushing her up and down the sidewalk. Within a few months she was saying all kinds of things. It was a wonderful experience for me.
“The evening after I had the second reading, I went to a party. There was a little girl there whose father had been disabled in the Vietnam War. The girl was bragging that her father was a hero. I could see that the father was disturbed by what she was saying. He told her to be quiet and said he was certainly no hero. I sensed he was very depressed. I began talking to him, saying being a hero isn’t something we can control, but is something events arrange for us. The words just began flowing out. I don’t know where they were coming from but I had the certain feeling I was saying the right thing. He really responded to what I was saying and we talked a long time. That made me feel so good, I began to do volunteer work with the handicapped the next day.
“Today I work with handicapped children and it seems to be a true vocation for me. What can I say about Helen? Her words and presence forged some mysterious link within me so that I could connect with my real self. It goes without saying that my concept of a psychic experience is now very different. After her initial prediction came true, I realized that there is a means by which one can read another’s probable future. But over the months, my understanding of a psychic gift has moved even beyond that. Predicting the future is only a small, less important aspect of it. Someone with a true psychic gift can make direct contact with the inner person. The reader then becomes a spokesperson for what is already there, for what is always trying to make itself known. It’s a wonderful irony. I went to Helen to expose a charlatan. Instead, she exposed me to myself. I’ll always be grateful to her for that.”
When Helen’s family finally came to the realization that she was handicapped by deafness, they had no one person or agency to turn to. Her father immediately sought medical attention and found a doctor in Boulder who agreed to treat her. It was expensive, but Helen’s father wanted a cure and nothing was too costly for his child. After the doctor examined Helen, he declared he believed the condition was probably incurable, but said he would try a variety of cures in the hope one might work.
As Helen remembers, “Every Friday morning I would get all bundled up and my mother would put me on the stage which left for Boulder at 7 a.m., but didn’t get to Boulder until about 11 a.m. They used mountain horses to pull the stage because those horses were so much stronger, but they were so slow that sometimes I thought they were sleep walking. The stage was a tallyho type, the kind that’s open with three seats plus the driver’s seat. With those slow horses and the cold winter days, it didn’t seem I could put on enough coats to stay warm. There was nothing to do but sit there in that open stage and try to keep warm. Kids get bored easily and I was no different. I would get so tired of riding that I would amuse myself by making up little games about how far ahead the stage stop was. It’s only two trees away or just beyond the second meadow, I would think. It wasn’t long before I knew every bend in that road, but the only one I really looked for was the one just before the stage stop.
“I really liked the stage stop. It was north of town about where the Greenbriar is now, and it was there that they changed horses. I remember a big black man who worked with the horses there. He was a silent man who didn’t say much. A lot of people were afraid of him, but I knew he was a good person from the first time I saw him. Whenever my stage pulled up he would come out smiling and lift me down from the stage. Often he would let me sit by the stove in the building so I could warm up. When the horses were hitched up, he would come in and lift me back into my seat, often slipping me a piece of candy when he did. That was the only part of the trip that I liked.
“We didn’t have any black people in Boulder in those days. People always had bad feelings about other people that they thought were different. Even when I was small I knew they were wrong because I knew what it was like to be different. I was different from most people because I couldn’t hear. People think if others don’t look like they do or act like they do that they are strange. I don’t believe that. I always try to find out what a person is like inside, not what they look like outside. Looks didn’t mean anything to me then and they don’t mean anything now.
“Some people think they are different in other ways, even though they are just like everyone else. I remember a lady who came here years ago. She thought she was different. When she looked around, she saw everyone having an exciting time, but her life and marriage were dull. I knew she was tired of her husband. She didn’t ask me about her man, but I felt she was thinking of leaving him. I looked in the teacup and saw her standing next to a man with a big beard standing on the crusher up in the old Golden Age mining camp.
“Oh my, the memories that brought back to me. You see, when we were children we used to sneak down to the old crusher that they didn’t use anymore and play on it. A whole crowd of us would climb on the gears and try to make it into a teeter-totter by climbing up enough so it would tip and then we could ride down the other side. Sometimes there would be ten or more of us down there. It was great fun but I know now that it was dangerous. We used to play ‘run through the town’ too. We’d go over where all the old mine shafts were and run as fast as we could and jump over the openings of the shafts. Kids don’t know danger and we were typical kids. As far as I can remember, no one got really hurt doing those things, but we could have.
“So I knew when I looked at her tea that she was playing with a dangerous thing that could hurt her badly. I told her not to leave her man and run off with this new man. There was danger there. I told her that what he wanted her to do was dangerous. It looks like fun, but it’s really dangerous. Well she didn’t listen. She got mad and left. I guess she must have left with that man. People don’t always listen to you.”
Helen’s ear treatments were not pleasant experiences. The doctor, evidently at a loss as to how he could help her, simply tried one experimental treatment after another. According to Helen, the treatments were very painful and she knew from the beginning they would be fruitless. They poured warm wine in her ears, put hot wires up her nose, and stuck sharp objects down her ears. She hated the treatments with a passion.
Because the stage got to town somewhat earlier than the appointment, Helen would pass the time by wandering around Boulder’s tiny business district and amuse herself by looking in stores and talking to clerks and merchants. She says now that her parents must have briefed most of the people downtown because the clerks always told her when her appointment was near and on several occasions made her go.
One Friday after the appointment she was in Potters Drugstore looking at all the fine things when a beautiful woman walked in. The clerk told Helen the woman was someone she should meet. Helen couldn’t quite make out what the clerk had said but thought it sounded like Lillian Russell. The woman was so beautiful it seemed reasonable to Helen that she was Lillian Russell. The woman said she knew Helen was a patient of Dr. Siegel, and asked her how she liked him.
As Helen says, “I hated that doctor so I just said what I thought. I said I thought Dr. Siegel was a terrible, red-haired, bug-eyed old fogy who tortures peoples’ ears and throats. The lady looked really surprised, but I noticed the clerks behind her were snickering. When the lady left, one of them asked me if I knew who that was. When I said Lillian Russell, everyone hooted and laughed. I finally understood that she was really Dr. Siegel’s wife and then you should have heard them laugh when they saw my face.
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