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"Osterkamp has combined elements of her
professional experience and the community of Boulder, Colorado into
a nicely crafted plot. The result is a very readable mystery that
kept me wondering who really pushed Adam off the edge of the Grand
Canyon right up to the point where the culprit was unmasked. A
winner for sure.”
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“The bottom line in this case is the
difference between accidental death and a homicide is the push of a
hand.”

 


Deputy Brett Rye


Prologue

 


Going over the edge at the Grand Canyon
doesn’t allow for do-overs. Rocks are hard and nature has no
airbags. In the early morning of April 15, Adam Meyer became the
first canyon fatality of the year. Later in the day, his
blood-spattered and torn bright yellow Marmot precip jacket led
rangers to his crumpled body almost 300 feet below the rim, where
one ranger vomited at the sight of Adam’s crushed skull and broken
neck. A rescue team sent to document the scene and remove the
corpse by helicopter, noted that despite the victim’s fatal
injuries, his cell phone, clutched in his right hand, remained
intact.

Adam had started the day with high hopes the
transcendent power of nature would open his heart and calm his
fears. After a fitful night’s sleep, his alarm clock woke him at
5:30 am in time for sunrise over the canyon. He pulled on jeans,
turtleneck, a fleece pullover, boots and his Marmot jacket. He put
on his backpack—packed with food, water, and a map— grabbed his
wind-proof gloves and hat, opened the cabin door and stepped out
into the icy morning.

He’d arrived at the Bright Angel Lodge cabins
in darkness the night before, so this would be his first view of
the six-million-year-old canyon. His head overflowed with
information about it—close to a mile deep, ten miles wide and 277
river-miles long. Anticipation made his gut queasy and he almost
fell stepping across the slippery parking lot behind the cabins
toward the rim trail. As he stood on the edge looking down at the
gigantic gorge, Adam became momentarily disoriented—like he was
being sucked into the opening.

He turned his focus to the individual spires
and buttes in the shadows before him and regained his equilibrium.
He had, indeed, come to the right place. The awe-inspiring view
more than met his expectations. As a burst of excitement and joy
washed through him, he wished Sharon and Nathan could be with him
to share the breath-taking sight. He loved them so much. They were
the lights of his life, and he missed them. But this was not a
vacation for Adam.

He’d come to the canyon to resolve an
unrelenting worry. First, he looked for help at home in Boulder,
Colorado—a town with more therapists and healers per square inch
than ants on a discarded candy bar. But each time he got close to
discussing his concerns, fear stopped him from disclosing any
details. Thinking about it wore him out. Every way he explored the
problem it got more complicated. Deep down, he believed he had
stumbled into pure evil. Terror was eating away at his spirit.

Even worse, his anxiety was contagious. His
preoccupations created distance between himself and his wife,
Sharon. She’d pleaded with him to tell her what was bothering him.
But he couldn’t talk to her about this, despite the intimacy they
shared. Now fear of losing her tormented him. He worried he’d
pushed her away, and neglected Nathan, who was only eight and
missed his attention. Adam needed direction in a way he never had
before. He hoped to find it here.

Friends in Boulder told him about a
homeopathic principle that works on desperation of the soul or
spirit. The principle says you can treat an undesirable condition
by choosing weather and landscape to match your mood, and immersing
yourself in it for a few hours. For example, meeting bleakness with
bleakness has a powerful cleansing effect.

He took the advice and decided to visit the
Grand Canyon. He believed nothing but the vast space of the canyon
could be a match for his huge problems and his emptiness. Perhaps
the 18-mile rim walk and the view of its spires and spaces, would
help him find his bearings.

Now he hiked slowly along the paved trail
between Bright Angel and Maricopa Point. The rising sun began to
brighten tips of pinnacles below. Gradually craggy hollows came to
life. Spellbound, he gazed at the changing patterns of light and
shadow, and absorbed the natural quiet of the canyon. Its magnetic
energy connected him to the earth. His problems shrank in the face
of the permanence and enormous size of rock formations below.

Farther along, the trail changed to an
unpaved path, some sections narrow and close to the edge with no
wall between the hiker and the chasm. Adam stopped to peer over a
3,000-foot precipice called The Abyss, where sheer rock walls
dropped steeply to the shadowy cavern bottom. Scraggly evergreen
trees clung tenaciously to hillsides, wherever they found enough
sand for their roots. Countless slag heaps of fallen rocks attested
to the restlessness of nature.

Standing at the rim in the early-morning
hush, he began to relax. It was as if the world stopped to let him
meditate.

After a few minutes scratchy noises from a
ground squirrel scampering by distracted him. Then he heard soft
sounds of footsteps on the path behind him. He turned to greet a
fellow hiker, but saw only an empty tree-lined trail. His eyes
stopped at a red and black sign immediately on his left. “Danger!”
the sign proclaimed in large block letters. “Use caution near the
edge,” the warning continued. “People die here falling from the
edge.” He peeked over the edge again and shuddered. His stomach
heaved as he imagined the long fall to the hard canyon bottom.

Suddenly, a hand struck the center of his
back, pushing him towards the yawning canyon. “Hey!” Adam yelled.
He slid across the icy path to the rim of the chasm. “Stop! Help
me!” In a futile attempt to stop the fatal fall, he grabbed at a
stunted bush to halt his skid toward the brink. For a brief moment,
he dangled over the edge, but the branches ripped out of his hands
like a kite string in the wind. “Help!” he cried, reaching into his
pocket for his cell phone in a useless attempt to make one last
contact.

Adam’s bloodcurdling screams echoed through
the canyon as he sky-dived head first toward the mighty Colorado
River 5,000 feet below. He rotated in the air five or six times,
slammed head-first into a rocky cliff, bounced off onto a ledge and
rolled to a halt on his back.


Chapter 1

 


Three months later

 


When the phone rang on that scorching hot
Saturday morning in July, I was sitting cross-legged on my covered
front porch, gazing intently at a potted red geranium flower. I
tried to let go, to let my mind drift into frictionless flow like
Masuka had us doing in class yesterday. My eyes kind of crossed,
and the geranium took on an impressionist tone. But I couldn’t
empty my mind the way I knew I should.

Pablo kept popping up in my mind’s eye. I
could see his thick black curly hair that I love to run my hands
through, his chocolate-brown eyes, and his solid muscular
shoulders. So nice. But then, I saw his scowling face from last
night’s argument. Why didn’t he give me more respect? I wanted him
to accept my work as every bit as important and significant as his
own, but instead he focused on the parts he thought were flaky. Had
I made a huge mistake telling him about Tyler?

I wanted to refocus, get clear. Why did I
continue to let Pablo dominate my thoughts? Over the past few
years, I’d spent countless hours agonizing over our relationship.
Do I love him? Does he love me? Do we have a future together, or
should we go our separate ways as we did once before? Oops…now I
was beyond distracted.

Would I ever learn to be centered the way
Masuka is? Like many meditation teachers and devotees in Boulder,
Colorado, Masuka floats through life like a wispy cloud on a summer
day. Nothing ruffles her. In meditation class the week before, when
Bill accused her of pretending and putting on airs, Masuka smiled
gently at him and said “However you see me is what works for you
now.” Bill decided he didn’t want to see her at all. He got up and
stomped out. Masuka simply directed our attention back to the
bamboo that was our focus, and reminded us to tenderly clear our
minds of upsetting thoughts.

I wished I could be that blasé about Pablo,
but I was nowhere near that. Actually the more I thought about last
night, the more his reaction struck me as intolerant arrogance. My
anger grew until I could almost feel steam blowing out my ears.
Arghh! No way could I sit in front of this geranium anymore.
Instead of peaceful calm, energy coursed through my body like an
electric current. So when my cell phone rang, I jumped about a foot
and dropped the phone when I tried to grab it out of my pocket.

“Cleo Sims Grief Counseling,” I answered,
hoping the phone had survived.

“Hey, Cleo. I have a new client for you. You
absolutely have to help my friend Sharon, whether she wants it or
not.” I recognized the gravelly voice of my close friend Elisa, who
had a way of being sure of what would help someone else, without
giving much thought to that person’s own ideas.

“Hey, Elisa, slow down. I have enough
difficult clients without taking on people who don’t want my
help.”

“She does want it; she just doesn’t know it
yet. Anyway, she’ll be at our party tonight so I can introduce her
to you. I just wanted to make sure you’re coming.”

“Wait a minute, Elisa. Who’s Sharon? I can’t
remember you mentioning her before.” Elisa can be outrageous, but
that’s one of the things I love about her. She keeps me laughing.
And she’s a good-hearted, caring person who has helped me over and
over again when I needed someone. So I wanted to hear more about
what she wanted me to do for her friend who might not want my
help.

”Sharon Meyer. Her husband passed away at the
Grand Canyon last April and she…”

“He passed away at the Grand Canyon? What,
was he fatally ill when he went there?” I interrupted, enjoying my
chance to match Elisa’s outrageousness. It’s a game we play. “Did
he have his hospice nurse along with him?’

“Of course not. He was hiking at the Grand
Canyon and slipped off the trail where it was icy,” Elisa
replied.

I sighed. “Elisa, you know how I feel about
the euphemism ‘passed away,’ especially when we’re talking about a
violent death. Passing away after a long battle with cancer is one
thing, but when a person dies in an accident, let’s just say ‘died’
or ‘was killed’ and be done with it.” I paced wide circles in my
yard as I ranted.

“OK, died, whatever,” Elisa said. “Just be
there tonight, OK? Sharon needs some help, and I want you to help
her. I’m not suggesting her for grief counseling, although she
could use some. It’s the Contact Project I want for her.”

“I’ll be there, and if you want to introduce
us, that’s fine. But she would need grief counseling if she’s going
to be in the Contact Project. I’m not a medium conducting séances
here. This project is a part of grief counseling.”

I knew Elisa was quite aware of this caveat,
but chose to overlook it for her own reasons. Since I’d known her
for almost fifteen years, I was totally on to her tricks.

“It may take some convincing to get her to do
it, though.” Elisa ignored my jibes and plowed right on. “Sharon’s
father is Donald Waycroft. I know you’ve heard of him. He’s a
big-deal behavioral psychologist at the university. Anyway, he
rejects most areas of psychology other than behaviorism as
unproven, and hates parapsychology with a passion.”

“I read some of his articles in graduate
school. He’s definitely a stimulus-response sort of guy. I can only
imagine how he’d view my work.”

“Well that’s his problem, isn’t it? We can’t
let his rigid beliefs get in the way of you helping Sharon.”

I knew it wouldn’t do my professional
reputation any good to look like an ambulance chaser, or to get on
the wrong side of a psychology faculty member, so I was a little
wary of this client referral. “Elisa, I’m not going to talk her
into signing up! You know you’re not doing me any favors with a
referral like this,” I said. “It’s not like I’m desperate for
business.”

“Whew, honey! You’re in a mood.” Elisa
barked.

“You’re right. I’m not in the best mood,” I
said, thinking that I wouldn’t have gone off on Elisa that way if I
hadn’t been so rattled when I picked up the phone. Even if her
friend sounded like trouble for me, I should at least listen to
what Elisa had to say. And Sharon very likely could benefit from
grief counseling. So I took a deep Masuka-like breath and said,
“Tell me a little about Sharon and her husband.”

“Adam Meyer was a web site designer,” Elisa
said. “Kind of cute. Medium height, very fit, blue eyes,
reddish-brown hair, big smile. You might have met him at one of my
parties.”

“Elisa, that description fits half the men in
Boulder,” I laughed. “I don’t remember meeting him, but you always
have so many people at your parties. What was he doing at the Grand
Canyon in April? Not the best weather there at that time of
year.”

“It was some kind of midlife crisis thing. I
don’t know all the details. He fell into the canyon and broke his
neck, so he was dead when they found him. I feel terrible for
Sharon. They’re just about your age—she’s 35 and he was 37—and they
had only been married two years.”

“Horrible,” I said, trying not to picture the
man’s battered body impaled on some rocky spire.

“The strange thing about it is that Adam was
a big-time hiker. He climbed a bunch of fourteeners, belonged to
the Colorado Mountain Club, and absolutely knew his way around in
the mountains,” Elisa said. “Sharon said he was stressed-out and
anxious about something, but it’s not like him to be careless.”

“What was bothering him? Does she know?”

“No. He wasn’t the kind of guy who shared his
feelings easily. He was a good match for her—funny, sweet and very
loving with Sharon and her son, Nathan. They’re outdoorsy and
active, and so was he. Adam even coached Nathan’s soccer team. But
he was more of a doer than a talker, so Sharon never found out what
he was so upset about.”

“So why are you so keen on getting her into
the Contact Project?”

“It’s been almost three months since Adam
died. It was April 15. I remember because we were rushing our taxes
to the post office when I heard. But even after all this time,
Sharon isn’t accepting it at all. She’s convinced herself his fall
wasn’t an accident, even though the park rangers have investigated
and told her it was. She tried to get the police to investigate,
but they won’t because the fall has been ruled an accident. Sharon
just can’t let go of it, and I’m thinking if she could contact
Adam, maybe she could find some peace.”

“OK, I’ll plan on meeting her tonight and see
if she wants to make an appointment to come in to the office and
talk more. Hey, Elisa, I need to go. This drought and the watering
restrictions are doing major damage to Grampa’s garden. I need to
go do some watering or Grampa’s ghost will be tracking me down.
I’ll see you later.”

While I watered the garden, I thought about
what I would wear to the party. Sometimes, when I’m around Elisa, I
end up feeling like an awkward teenager. Elisa’s self-assurance is
much different than Masuka’s, but just as effective. She’s a
beautiful woman, tall and thin with thick blonde hair, layered in a
casual style that always falls attractively no matter what she’s
been doing. She has a look of entitlement about her. Her clothes
are expensive, always natural fabrics—fine wools, brilliant silks
and soft cottons or linens. Her jewelry is simple but stunning—a
jade or turquoise necklace or intricate sterling silver.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m quite satisfied with
being 5’4” tall, with medium length curly brown hair and green
eyes. I really have no desire to stand out in a crowd or be a
fashion plate. But Elisa sets a high standard. She’s the woman
other women take in and instantly envy—even though she recently
turned 40. One glance at Elisa leaves most women feeling mismatched
or pinned together. They check their clothes in the nearest mirror
or store window, pulling and adjusting to restore their feelings of
attractiveness. Elisa is always surprised to hear she generates
this reaction. In fact she refuses to believe it.

For me, that much style is usually way too
time-consuming, which is why I had on old khaki shorts and a ragged
Earth Day 5K tee shirt, while I pictured Elisa sitting on her deck
looking gorgeous in some perfectly fitted tank top and shorts,
sipping herbal iced tea and enjoying the foothills view while
making her pre-party phone calls.

But I can clean up and look almost as
sophisticated or sexy as she does when I want to. I felt the urge
to do it for that night’s party. I resolved to spend some extra
time getting ready, not just to feel well-dressed next to Elisa,
but also because her parties draw exciting people. Pablo would be
at work, so I’d be on my own. Maybe I’d meet a cute guy who’d take
my work seriously.


Chapter 2

 


The watering took me over an hour.
Time-consuming home-and-lawn-maintenance is a clear downside of my
house, which was built in 1872 by an early settler whose family
raised fruits, vegetables and flowers on the land that is now
Settlers Park in west Boulder. It’s the sort of place real estate
ads today describe as a “historic stone farmhouse,” which is code
for sloping floors, small closets, and aging plumbing. But for me,
this house is as comfortable as my favorite jeans and fits me just
as perfectly. I love the cozy rooms with hardwood floors and
mahogany doors. And I especially love the location, nestled against
the Boulder foothills and acres of what is known in Colorado as
open space.

My grandmother, Martha Donnelly, who was once
a prominent Boulder artist, is the actual owner of the house. She’s
been gradually losing her mind to Alzheimer’s disease for the past
twelve years, and now at age 87 lives at Shady Terrace Nursing
Home. I love her dearly. Watching her essence be eaten away by this
mind-snatching disease is so excruciating that some days I’m glad
Grampa isn’t here to see any more of it, even though I miss him
deeply.

Gramma and Grampa bought the house when they
first moved to Boulder back in 1950 when it was a small college
town of only 20,000 people. Grampa fell in love with the big garden
area, and for Gramma, the stone carriage house in back, which
became her studio, was perfect.

Starting at age nine, I spent every summer
with them in this house. Boulder always felt more like home to me
than Topeka, Kansas, where I lived the rest of the year. I remember
those summers as quiet times where the days slid by harmoniously—so
different from the sharp bickering I was used to at home.

To this day, the smell of oil paint in the
studio takes me back to those summer mornings when I painted there
with Gramma. And the cool feel of the flagstone patio on my bare
feet recalls the afternoons Grampa and I spent there surrounded by
the gardens and shade trees. We talked about everything from
Egyptian pyramids to tomato plants. He taught philosophy at the
University, and he was as curious by nature as I am. No matter what
I came up with, he took an interest. Some days we ended up at the
library, where we spent hours looking for answers to my questions,
like how bees know which flowers have the best nectar, or why
Colorado has mountains but Kansas doesn’t.

Grampa was the one person in my life who I
could talk to about anything. I loved everything about him. He’s my
model for what a man should be and I’ve yet to meet his match. I
miss him terribly. In some way his plants seem like part of him, so
taking good care of them is important. It’s a lot of work, but
spending time in his gardens brings to mind fond memories of him
and our times together.

I got interested in grief therapy when I
struggled with my own grieving after Grampa died. I was a doctoral
student in clinical psychology then, and barely managed to stick
with it in the face of my overwhelming sorrow. I knew Grampa would
never want me to quit, so I learned to focus on my positive
memories of him to keep me going. It worked, and inspired me to go
on for extra training to become a certified grief counselor. Death
fascinates me because it’s both mysterious and inevitable. Helping
people cope with it has become the focus of my practice. It’s a
universal issue, although most people don’t like to think about
it.

My current approach to grief therapy isn’t
the most traditional one, but it’s not unique either. After my
first few years in practice, I moved away from steering people
through the stages of the grief process. I found that what causes
people the most pain is a need to resolve unfinished business with
their dead loved ones So I began using a process that helps them
work through bottled-up feelings and complete their relationship
with the person who has died.

Sounds pretty reasonable so far, right? Well
here’s where it gets a little unusual—some would say weird or even
flaky. The Contact Project is where I help people see and actually
talk with dead family members or friends using a process I
discovered while trying to reach Grampa after he died. Yes, I know.
Sounds kind of wavy-gravy, but that isn’t me. I may not follow
mainstream methods, but my project is respectable. It’s not like
I’m telling fortunes over the internet or running some 900 psychic
hotline scam.

The contact process doesn’t always work, and
people rarely get what they expect, but many get some satisfying
communication. Most of them can only make contact once or sometimes
twice, so it’s not like they have the deceased back for nightly
conversation. But overall it helps.

The exception to the one-or-two-contacts rule
so far is Tyler, who now visits me whenever he gets a notion to do
it. He was the first dead person I ever talked to, and oddly he was
someone I didn’t even know. He showed up a couple of years ago
while I was trying for about the hundredth time to contact Grampa,
who had been dead for five years. Grampa was very interested in the
whole area of life after death, which he hoped existed but deep
down didn’t really believe in. He was particularly fascinated by
Harry Houdini. Grampa told me many times that Houdini had made a
pact with a friend that, if he died first, he would contact this
friend from beyond the grave.

According to my grandfather, Houdini never
contacted his friend. This, of course, made Grampa even more
skeptical. Nevertheless, he still had hope. He told me he would
contact me if he could. After three years passed with no messages
from my grandfather, I decided perhaps I had to put some effort
into reaching him in order for it to happen. I started reading
about methods of reaching the dearly departed. And eventually I
began trying out some of the less bizarre approaches.

The method that eventually brought me face to
face with a dead person involved constructing a homemade
“apparition chamber.” In an upstairs bedroom I mounted a four-foot
square mirror on the wall about three feet above the floor. I
surrounded it with a black velvet curtain hung from the ceiling,
using a curved curtain rod to create a small curtained booth.
Inside the booth, I put an easy chair with its legs removed and a
block under the front to incline the chair slightly backward. This
allowed me to sit in the chair and look into the mirror without
seeing my own reflection. When I sat in the chair and gazed into
the mirror all I saw was a pool of darkness.

The theory behind this is that throughout
history people have reported seeing visions in reflective surfaces
such as clear pools of water, polished brass cauldrons, crystals,
and mirrors lit in the midst of blackness. The apparitions appear
as the viewer gazes into the clear dark pool.

I had actually reached a point where I
thought I might be getting close to Grampa when Tyler appeared for
the first time. I felt strangely lightheaded, looked up to
re-orient myself, and saw a blond, blue-eyed guy in a faded gray
“Never Stop Surfing” tee shirt, black nylon shorts and gray rubber
sandals. He sat there in the mirror, cross-legged, like he was
ready for yoga class to begin. I nearly fell off my chair! And he
looked as surprised as I was.

“Yo! What’s up, dude?” he said.

“Um…who are you and what are you doing here?”
I asked, taking a deep breath.

“I’m Tyler. Where’s here? I’m clueless.”

I had no idea where to begin. “Are you
dead?”

“I guess.”

I wondered how he could not know whether he
was dead or not, but pursuing that seemed rude even to a highly
curious person like me. So I moved on. “How did you get here?”

“Surfing the mean everlasting waves. And then
I bailed.”

That fit with his tee shirt, but otherwise I
was more confused than ever. “Wow! I was trying to reach my
grandfather, James Donnelly. He died in 1996. Do you know him?”

“It’s not like that there. Knowing people is
totally weird.”

“Look, I know it’s not your fault, but this
is pretty frustrating,” I said. “I was following the instructions
for reaching dead people, and then you show up, and you don’t even
know whether you’re dead or not. Let’s see whether I can touch
you.”

As I reached out to grab his hand, I felt a
sharp tingle between us and he was gone. Nothing in the room looked
any different than it had before Tyler showed up. But I felt
absolutely positive he had been there, that he was not a figment of
my imagination. I was pretty sure that if I were going to imagine
someone, it wouldn’t have been Tyler.

I wanted to find out more about Tyler that
day, so I stayed in my apparition chamber, gazed intently into the
mirror and tried to conjure him up again. This was the first of
many failed attempts to get Tyler to show up on demand. As I got to
know him, I quickly learned that like many of us, Tyler does not
respond well to directives. Over all the time I have known him, he
has made a point of appearing when it suited him rather than when
I’ve tried to summon him.

I’ve learned to take Tyler seriously, even
though he has an annoying way of giving me instructions that are
mostly confusing. I don’t take well to being told what to do
either, so I more or less ignored his suggestions in the beginning.
But last year I got into a jam I would have avoided if I’d taken
his advice, and to my surprise he pretty much got me out of it, so
ever since then, I’ve paid attention.

Tyler isn’t someone I knew when he was alive,
nor is he someone summoned by one of my clients. In fact, I don’t
know anyone who knew him. I assume he did exist, but even though
I’ve Googled him and done other types of web searches, I haven’t
been able to get enough information about his earthly life to look
him up in records or anything like that.

Talking to a dead person is different from
what you might imagine. Of course the dead person has all the
power. After all, they’ve been where you are, but you haven’t been
where they are. They come and go at will—that’s their will—and they
give out remarkably little information. There’s so much we want to
know from them, but they don’t seem to find that important. Tyler,
for example, brushes off most of my questions.

“Can you see us here on earth going about our
lives?” I asked him once.

“We could, but it’s totally boring,” he
said.

“Well, what are you doing that’s so
interesting then?”

“It’s awesome. Endless summer. Riding the big
waves every day.”

I expect we could go on and on like that—but
usually his visits are short so we don’t. I figure Tyler finds it
too tedious to talk to a living person at any length.

Until yesterday, I hadn’t told anyone about
Tyler. As a licensed psychologist with a private grief-therapy
practice, I’m more than a little touchy about being seen as
unprofessional, eccentric, or, even worse, fraudulent. But last
night, in a fit of intimacy that came on as I gazed into Pablo’s
adorable dark-brown eyes, I spilled the whole thing. He’s a police
detective, so it’s his job to be skeptical. But he’s also an
artist, and he meditates, and he can be a tender, sensitive guy.
Except when he isn’t. Like last night.

“Cleo, it’s easy to imagine something that
you really want to have happen,” he said. “Some of the stories we
hear at the station are even more incredible than this. But use
your common sense. Contacting dead people is not very likely. And,
if by some miracle you were able to reach someone, wouldn’t it be
your grandfather? Why would some dead surfer dude be hanging around
visiting you?”

“I don’t know why Tyler visits me. But I do
know I’m not making him up. And I have actually reached Grampa
once, but I never told you because I was afraid you would say I
imagined it. Silly me!”

“Okay, Cleo. I thought we agreed not to talk
about this contact stuff. You know how I feel about it.” Pablo knew
about this aspect of my grief therapy practice. It’s not like I
keep the Contact Project a secret. But he has never approved of me
helping my clients get in touch with dead people. Basically he
thinks it’s a situation where grief-stricken people delude
themselves into visualizing the person they want to reach.

“You’re right. I never should have told you
about Tyler.” I was mad at myself for telling him, but even more
mad at him for not taking me seriously. “Come on Pablo, be a little
bit open-minded. I thought you were trained to look at all the
facts. Couldn’t you at least consider that what I’m describing has
actually happened?”

“Facts! What facts?” Pablo circled my living
room like a dog in need of a walk. His eyes, no longer so adorable,
bored holes in my head. “I’ve tried to be understanding about this
‘new direction’ in your grief therapy practice. But you’re right,
I’m trained to look at facts, and I don’t see any here. And it
doesn’t help my standing in the department that I hang out with
someone who talks to spirits.”

Our debate continued in that vein for a
while, tensions rising. Finally, I reached the end of my patience.
“Out,” I screamed, pointing at the door. “I can’t imagine why I
ever thought a policeman would understand.”

“I understand a lot more than you think I
do,” Pablo said just before he slammed the door.

 


 


As if I needed reassurance Tyler was real, he
appeared that Saturday evening when I wasn’t even in the apparition
chamber. I was in my bedroom getting ready for Elisa’s party,
deciding between a soft cotton brown and black batik pants outfit
or an aqua and white floral print linen sundress. The pants outfit
won. It’s one of my favorites, because I think it makes me look
taller. The light was dim, and I was doing a final check on my
appearance in the oversized Mexican mirror that hangs over my
dresser, when I felt the lightheadedness. I turned to sit on the
bed, but before I could move toward it, I saw Tyler lounging on it.
I wanted to be careful not to scare him off, so I slowly and
quietly sat down on the floor.

“You’re back,” I said.

“Duh!” Tyler replied.

“I’ve been trying to reach you all week, but
I couldn’t do it.”

“Hey, chill. I’m right here.”

“So, what made you decide to show up
now?”

“I have a 411 for Sharon.”

“What! You know about her?”

He didn’t answer.

“I thought you told me you don’t do
messages,” I said.

“Yo. Check it out. I have a message.”

“OK, let’s hear it.”

“Sharon needs to watch her back, watch for
sharks.”

“Could you be a little more specific?”

“No – that’s it. I gave you the word. Now
it’s all you. She needs some serious help.”

And with that, Tyler vanished. I dashed to my
apparition chamber, hoping to catch him so I could drill him for
more information about Sharon. But the chamber was empty. It felt
more like a slightly shabby dressing room than any mystical place.
I couldn’t get a sense of any energy having been there
recently.

This whole thing with Elisa’s friend Sharon
was beginning to look a lot more interesting than I had expected.
My curiosity was seriously piqued. I found myself looking forward
to Elisa’s party with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.


Chapter 3

 


Elisa and Jack Bonner’s house is perched on
the side of a mountain in Pine Brook Hills, a fifteen-minute drive
from Boulder, with views of the foothills and the Boulder city
lights that add thousands to its value. They built the house in
1991 when Jack started making big money in commercial real estate,
and like everything involving Elisa, it was done on a grand scale.
Vaulted ceilings, soaring windows, hardwood floors, custom
lighting, natural stone fireplace—the works. No question they spend
money where it shows. I’m not always comfortable with that.
Sometimes it strikes me as an overstated in-your-face kind of
materialism. But I have to admit I love their extravagant parties,
where the food and the wine is decadently delicious.

I let myself in to the living room where at
least thirty people were drinking wine and snacking on Elisa’s
famous hors d’oeuvres. Guitar music and raucous conversation
floated toward me from the deck in back of the house. As I stood
near the door checking out the crowd, I saw a tall woman with
shaggy reddish-brown hair cross the flagstone patio to the front
door. She wore a green silk shirt, white crop pants and sandals,
and looked to be in her mid-thirties—just about my age. She
hesitated, grimaced briefly, shrugged her shoulders and reached
toward the doorbell. She looked vaguely familiar, and I was about
to open the door and invite her in when she rang the bell. Elisa
ran up, swung the screen door open and mashed her in an enormous
hug.

“Sharon, honey! At last! We were afraid you’d
changed your mind again.” Elisa had on one of her more exotic
outfits—a turquoise and silver dress with an intricate filigreed
silver belt—that guaranteed she would stand out in the crowd.

“I’ve been watching for you, you know. I
intend to personally make sure you enjoy yourself tonight.”

“I told you I’m not sure I’m really up for a
party,” Sharon said, “but here I am.”

“You’ll be so glad you came once you meet
Cleo,” Elisa said, ferrying Sharon toward me. “Cleo, this is
Sharon, at last! Sharon, Cleo. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted
while I run to the kitchen to check on the servers.” Elisa darted
off through the crowd, grabbing empty glasses and discarded napkins
from tables as she passed by.

By then I had figured out how I knew Sharon.
“You’re Sharon from Shady Terrace,” I said.

She had recognized me as well. “Right. I’m a
social worker there,” she said, giving me a small smile. “And your
grandmother is Martha Donnelly. I don’t usually work on the
Alzheimer’s unit, but we’ve met at Family Council meetings. I just
never connected you to Elisa. I really don’t know anything about
your work, but Elisa’s been nagging me about meeting you. You know
how insistent she can be.”

“Don’t mind Elisa. She can be totally pushy,
but she means well. Would you like to go out back on the deck where
we can take advantage of the view?”

“Sounds fine.” Sharon stopped for a glass of
merlot at a long table that held several bottles of wine, juices
and soft drinks in a large tub—then followed me through the double
doors out to the deck. We sat on a short redwood bench near the
railing where we could look out over the lights of the city of
Boulder below.

“Actually, Elisa called me today to let me
know she’d been pushing you to talk to me,” I said. “She told me
your husband died recently and that’s why she wanted us to talk.
I’m so sorry for your loss. How are you doing?”

“It’s been three months, and I miss Adam
terribly. Worse than that, sometimes I sort of forget that he’s
dead. I find myself thinking ‘I have to tell Adam about this’ and
then I remember he’s gone,” Sharon said, leaning toward me with
tears in her eyes.

I sat quietly with her for a few seconds,
giving her time to collect herself. Then I spoke softly,
acknowledging her feelings. “It’s hard to accept that someone is
gone,” I said. “Especially when the death is sudden.”

Sharon took a sip of her wine and sat up
straighter. “Elisa says you’re a grief therapist with an unusual
project that can help me. What is it, and how does it work?”

“Yes, I’m a grief counselor. And everyone who
is part of the project also does a lot of grief work. So, the
project…the Contact Project…It’s different and it’s absolutely not
for everyone. What it is…well it’s a way of helping people make
contact with loved ones who have died, which is why I call it the
Contact Project.”

I wasn’t sure how much Elisa had told her
about Contact so I decided to tread carefully. I spoke calmly,
providing the information matter-of-factly with no indication that
what I described was any more out of the ordinary than a new
long-distance phone service.

Sharon choked up. “I feel like I’d try just
about anything to be able to talk to him again,” she said. “But—not
to be rude or anything, I’ve always heard that these processes turn
out to be fakes that get people’s hopes up for nothing. Or, even
worse, trick people out of a lot of money telling them they can
reach someone they love, and then all they get is some taps on a
table in a dark room. Adam was always so down-to-earth and
sensible, it’s hard to imagine him or his spirit or whatever hiding
under a table in a séance room waiting to contact me.”

I was used to this reaction and worse
whenever I described the project, so I wasn’t ruffled by Sharon’s
skeptical response. She didn’t know my credentials, and I figured
she thought I was one more New-Age flaky Boulderite, and maybe she
felt irritated at Elisa for arranging this introduction without
warning her about what the project really was.

“I understand why you say that,” I said. “But
this process isn’t what you’re expecting. There’s no séance, no
medium, no table tapping. You do it all yourself, and you do it
alone. All I do is provide the setting and teach you how to make
contact. And I can help you if you have problems.”

“I don’t know. How much would it cost to try
this?’

“If you fit the project criteria, it won’t
cost you anything. But look—I don’t want to even begin to push you
into getting involved in the Contact Project. I just can’t get
Elisa to understand that it’s not for everyone.”

“I would so, so like to reach Adam. But I
guess I’m sort of afraid to get my hopes up.”

“It takes a lot of energy to make contact
with someone who has died, and you have to be clear and focused to
do it, and there are no guarantees,” I said. “But some of the
people in the project have had remarkable…”

“Hogwash! Total hogwash!” boomed a loud voice
directly next to us. “Sharon, I know you’ve been in a bad state
lately, but I didn’t think you’d fall for this nonsense.”

Sharon jumped up right in front of a
broad-shouldered, stocky, balding older man whose jaw was tightly
clenched. His red face and grim expression signaled a major temper
tantrum on the way.

“Dad, this is none of your business—not as if
that ever stops you from butting in,” Sharon said. “Cleo, this is
my father, Donald Waycroft. That’s Dr. Donald Waycroft, the very
important psychology professor from the university who always knows
what’s best for everyone—especially me.”

“Dr. Waycroft. It’s a pleasure to meet you.
I’ve read some of your work.” I stood, and extended my hand.

“And I’ve heard about your work—if that’s
what you call it.” Waycroft responded gruffly. “Stay away from my
daughter. She has enough problems as it is.”

Ignoring my outstretched hand, he grabbed
Sharon’s arm, spilling her wine down the front of her silk shirt.
“I need to take you home,” he said. “Elisa said Maria just called
to say Nathan has an emergency with his plants and needs you right
away. My car’s right in front. I’ll drive you down, and we can get
your car later.”

Sharon yanked her arm back from her father’s
grasp, mopping her shirt with a napkin. “Dad, stop! You’ve ruined
my shirt, and you’re being rude and overbearing.”

Sharon turned away from Waycroft toward me.
“My dad’s right about the plants. My son, Nathan—he’s only eight.
Those herb plants are everything to him right now.”

“Sharon. We need to go NOW,” Waycroft moved
to face her again.

Ignoring her father, Sharon continued talking
to me. “I’d better go. Maria, is babysitting tonight, but she’s not
at her best in a crisis. I’ll talk to you soon.”

I knew Sharon was right about Elisa’s
daughter Maria not being good at handling a crisis. I had been
Maria’s part-time nanny years ago, and we have stayed close. She’s
now a dreamy 16-year-old, who plays the violin exceptionally well
but often isn’t aware of much else.

Remembering Tyler’s instructions to watch
over Sharon, I decided I should stay in the picture. “I’ve known
Maria since she was a baby,” I said. “We’re still close. Why don’t
I follow you down and give her a ride back here. That way Elisa and
Jack can stay here with their guests, and you won’t have to leave
Nathan to drive her home.”

“Thanks. That would be great,” Sharon said as
she brushed past her father and headed toward the living-room door
with him close on her heels. “Dad, I can drive myself. There’s no
reason for you to come.”

“I’ll follow you home. Just to make sure
everything is okay,” Waycroft gritted his teeth and grabbed
Sharon’s arm again. I guessed Sharon was in no mood for the angry
lecture she was likely to hear from him as soon as they got
home.

I knew about those lectures. Listening to
Waycroft’s bluster, I flashed back to a time when I was 14 in
Topeka and my father yelled at me for having gone with some friends
to visit a psychic. My stomach twisted as I heard my father’s words
from long ago ringing in my ears. “Cleo, what did you think you
were doing going into that part of town late at night? To see a
psychic? They’re all fakes—just after your money. You need to learn
to think before you act!”

I returned to the present when Elisa popped
up in front of us as we headed toward the door. She said she was
sorry Sharon had to leave, but she appreciated my offer to pick up
Maria.

Waycroft pushed her out of the way as he
continued to propel Sharon toward the door. “Elisa, you are even
flakier than I thought you were,” he said. “You’re certainly no
credit to the Psychology Department, inviting guests like Miss
Spirit Contact to your parties. Just who my daughter needs to meet!
If you want to get tenure in the department, you’re going to have
to be a lot more careful who you hang around with.”

Sharon ignored her father’s ravings. “Thanks
for inviting me and thanks for getting me hooked up with Cleo,” she
said.

“Donald, stop being a bully and let Sharon
handle this herself,” Elisa said, moving to step between Sharon and
Waycroft.

She had time for no more as Waycroft hustled
Sharon out the front door and toward his red Jeep Cherokee. But
Sharon pulled away, striding toward her white Saturn parked nearby.
“I’m in Martin Acres, 31st and Ash, just off Broadway” she yelled
back at me. “It’s 3122 Ash. See you in a few minutes.”

She turned toward Waycroft. “Dad, I am
driving my own car home, and I don’t want to see you showing up
there tonight. Why don’t you just stay here and find someone else
to annoy?” Sharon fished out her keys, unlocked her door, hopped in
and drove off down the steep gravel driveway in a cloud of
dust.

Waycroft stomped off to his own car
muttering, “Stupid, stubborn girl.” He got in, turned his Jeep
around with a spray of gravel and headed off after Sharon.

I jumped into my Toyota and sped behind them
down Old Stage Road to town.


Chapter 4

 


Amazingly, I was able to follow right behind
them down the winding road to flat but crowded Broadway. We all
arrived at Sharon’s house at almost the same time. Sharon made a
sharp turn into her driveway and leaped out of the Saturn just as
Waycroft pulled in behind her. They argued briefly in the driveway.
Then Sharon dashed up the two wide wooden steps, crossed the
covered porch and turned her key in the lock of the front door.
Whatever she had said to her father made an impact. Instead of
following her, he stood next to his car.

I parked on the street, got out of my car and
walked cautiously toward the front porch. Waycroft glared at me.
But I figured his anger was his problem.

The house was a remodel of a modest
1950-style brick ranch, with the living room right off the front
door, which Sharon had left open. I could hear Nathan crying, “Mom!
Mom! My plants are dead! That dog killed my plants, and now they’re
all dead.”

I stood on the front porch looking in. The
room was a mess. Dirty glasses and plates perched precariously on
top of stacks of mail and newspapers that covered a table in front
of a beige couch. A laundry basket piled with tee shirts and socks
sat in one corner. And next to it near a large bay window, a sturdy
brown-haired boy sprawled on the floor surrounded by dirt and
broken flowerpots. His face was smeared with grime and tears.

Poor kid. Only eight years old, grieving for
his stepfather, and now his plants were smashed. I felt a strong
desire to run over and give him a big hug, which of course I
couldn’t do since he had never met me. So I stood quietly
watching.

I noticed Maria standing on the other side of
the room holding a wiggly black puppy, trying to keep him away from
the plants. Her head was bent toward the puppy, and as usual her
long brown hair covered most of her face.

“I’m so, so sorry,” Maria said, turning her
scrunched-up face toward Sharon. “I only brought Gustav with me to
keep him away from Mom’s party. He is a little frisky, but I
thought I could keep him out of trouble here. Usually he’s fine as
long as I’m with him. But he ran after Nathan’s ball under the
table by the window and somehow he knocked over the table and the
plants fell on the floor. I told Nathan we could repot the plants
but …”

“No, they’re dead, dead, dead now and there’s
nothing we can do,” Nathan sobbed. “I hate your stupid dog.”

He had quite a bit of emotional energy
invested in those plants. I figured they meant more to him than a
potential source of cash.

“Nathan, it’s not as bad as you think,”
Sharon said as she knelt in front of the crying boy and reached out
to hold him in her arms. I felt relieved to see he would get that
hug I knew he needed. But he rejected Sharon’s comfort.

“No,” he cried and jerked away. “If Dad were
still here this never would have happened.”

“Let me take a look,” Waycroft spoke from the
open front door right behind me, apparently having decided he had
waited long enough. I was surprised at the warmth and concern in
his voice. But his positive feelings didn’t extend to me. He pushed
past me into the room, without so much as an “excuse me.”

“Hey, Dr. Waycroft!” Maria said, smiling at
him. “Do you think we can save those plants?.”

“Dad, I told you I can handle this,” Sharon
broke in. “Please give us a few minutes of privacy here.”

Ignoring both Sharon and Maria, Waycroft
squatted on the floor in front of Nathan. “Here’s the thing,
Nathan,” he said calmly. “Plants are different than people. Plants
have roots. See these roots,” he said, cautiously fishing around in
the dirt to show Nathan the spindly roots. “The roots are what keep
the plant alive, not the dirt. As long as the plant is still
connected to its roots, it can live in another pot. All we need to
do is get more pots and dirt and put these plants in them and
they’ll be fine.”

Nathan stopped crying and looked his
grandfather straight in the eye. “Are you sure, Grandpa?” he asked.
“Are you really, really sure?”

“I promise,” said Waycroft. If your Mom can
find some pots and dirt in this messy house, we can get your plants
fixed up right now.”

Seeing her dad with her son, Sharon put aside
her impatience with Waycroft. “Okay, I’ll get some pots from the
carport,” she said walking off down the hall. I decided to lay low
and see how things went from there. Waycroft pulled Nathan onto his
lap and talked quietly to him. Clearly a man who could control his
mood when he chose to.

“Nathan, these pots are almost exactly the
same as the ones that broke,” Sharon said as she came back into the
living room carrying a stack of clay pots and a bag of potting
soil. “Do you want me to help you repot the plants, or do you want
to do it yourself?”

“Grandpa’s going to help,” said Nathan, who
looked much happier now. “Grandpa says he knows what plants like,
and how to make them feel better. Did you know that one time
Grandpa won a prize for a special flower he grew?”

I rolled my eyes. Waycroft, the gardener? I
flashed on an image of him yanking out any plants that didn’t meet
his standards.

“Ok, here’s the stuff. You go ahead,” Sharon
said putting the pots and the dirt right on the living room floor
in front of Nathan and Waycroft. “But let’s be sure to keep Gustav
away from this dirt.”

I stepped into the living room. “I’m going to
take Maria and Gustav home as soon as she’s done here,” I said.

Maria looked startled. “Cleo, hi,” she said.
“I didn’t know you were here. Isn’t this a mess?” She leaned toward
Nathan while keeping a firm grip on the wiggly Gustav. “Nathan, I’m
really, really sorry about your plants,” she said. “I’d help you
clean up, but I think I’d better get Gustav out of here before he
causes any more trouble.”

“That’s OK. We can clean it up. You go
ahead,” Sharon said. “And tell your mom I really appreciate her
introducing me to Cleo. I think her project sounds really
interesting.”

“Sharon, did you hear anything I said?”
Waycroft said frostily. “I told you to forget about that. If you
get involved with this Cleo woman and her crazy project, there will
be unpleasant consequences for you and Elisa and Cleo. I promise
you that. ”I felt my body tighten as I absorbed the tension in the
room, but Sharon didn’t react at all.

“Mom, why can’t you be nice to Grandpa? I
need him to help me now that Dad is gone,” Nathan cried.

I didn’t want to give Waycroft the
satisfaction of thinking he’d chased me off, but I was more than
ready to get out of there. “It’s time for us to go,” I said,
turning to Maria. “Do you have all your stuff?”

“Can you get my backpack in the corner?” she
said.

I grabbed it and we were on our way. Maria
took a few minutes to get Gustav settled, but he quieted down
quickly once the car got going. “I probably shouldn’t have brought
the puppy,” she said. “I thought Nathan might enjoy playing with
Gustav, but he’s totally obsessed with those plants. He talks to
them every day. He thinks he can get rich from them if they grow.
He totally worships that soccer player David Beckham, and he wants
to get enough money to go to England to see him play. I’m a little
worried that it won’t work out and he’ll be majorly
disappointed.”

I figured Nathan felt like his life was out
of control, and the plants could be good therapy. But I didn’t want
to analyze Nathan’s behavior for Maria, so I said, “I expect Sharon
is watching out for him.”

Then, curious about the enthusiastic welcome
she had given Waycroft, I asked, “How do you know Dr.
Waycroft?”

“We both play in the Boulder Symphony,” she
said. “He’s an awesome trumpet player. I don’t know him that well.
I’ve seen him a few times at Sharon’s when I was babysitting, and
he came to pick up Nathan to take him somewhere. Nathan relies on
him a lot since his dad died, so I was glad to see him there
tonight.”

For the rest of the ride, Maria filled me in
on her progress with the Boulder Symphony. I listened with half an
ear, while I thought about the two faces of Waycroft. His threats
had me nervous about what sort of trouble he might stir up. I’d
heard horror stories about the difficulty of getting tenure at the
university. Could Waycroft find a way to keep Elisa from getting
tenure just because he disapproved of her introducing Sharon to me?
And what about Sharon? Would he be able to keep her from even
trying to contact Adam?

I wasn’t inclined to worry too much about
what Waycroft might have in mind for me. After a lifetime of
arguments with my own father, I’ve learned not to be intimidated by
bluster and demands. If anything, Waycroft’s pompous assumptions
that I was a flake or a fraud made me more interested in helping
Sharon, just to show him how wrong he was.


Chapter 5

 


On Monday morning, I thought about Sharon as
I stepped out of my dusty green Toyota into the sweltering parking
lot of Shady Terrace Care Center. Belying its name, the ranch-style
nursing home was bathed in fiery Colorado morning sunlight, even
though it was only 9:00 a.m. No wonder the residents keep their
blinds closed, I thought. The drought had reduced Shady Terrace’s
attempts at landscaping to toast, so there wasn’t much to look out
at anyway.

As I walked into the main lobby, the
air-conditioning hit me with a cold blast. I’ve never liked air
conditioning, which is another big reason I’ve always favored
Colorado over Kansas in the summer. Like the temperature,
everything in the Shady Terrace lobby is artificial—plants,
flowers, fake store fronts that have the look of an old-fashioned
barber shop or ice cream parlor. The theory is that the old people
will feel more comfortable in the cozy environment of their past,
but to me it has always felt like a stage set without a play.

I crossed the lobby to the Alzheimer’s unit,
punched in the security code on the number pad next to the door,
and walked in. As usual, I felt like I had fallen through the
looking glass to an alternate reality, where the people tuned in to
some far-off frequency I couldn’t receive. In the unit’s main room,
called the Fireside Lounge because it has a fake fireplace in one
corner, Maxwell Kohn paced in circles singing “Row, row, row your
boat,” while making vigorous rowing motions with his arms. Dianne
Amball slumped in her wheel chair in front of the TV and stared
open-mouthed at a commercial featuring Dealing Dan Your Mattress
Man. Her expression remained impassive as Dan pointed his finger at
his viewers and ranted on about “the deal of a lifetime.”

Flora Gypsum, always dressed as if for a
party, wore a red and black paisley skirt with a purple sweater and
silver high-heeled shoes. A hat with pink roses perched crookedly
on her tightly curled white hair. She sat on a small blue
plastic-covered couch reading the daily paper upside down.

I try hard to respect the dignity of these
residents by learning their complete names, finding out a little
about who they were before they came here, and having conversations
with the ones who are able. It’s the way I hope other people will
treat Gramma.

Hey, Flora, any good news today?” I
asked.

“Same old stuff,” she replied. “My father
will be very upset about the economy.”

Since I figured Flora’s father, if alive,
would be at least 110, I didn’t explore this further.

“My father’s planning to buy this place, you
know,” Flora went on.

“Do you think he’ll change it much?”

“Well some of the people here are pretty
crazy. I think he’ll be able to bring in a better class.”

I suspected my 87-year-old grandmother
Martha, whose Alzheimer’s disease is more advanced than Flora’s,
was one of the crazies Flora wanted to get rid of. My grandmother
is more and more confused and disoriented these days. Sometimes she
thinks I am her sister, Gail, who has been dead for 20 years. In
the beginning that was hard for me to deal with, but I now respond
to any name she calls me. I’ve come to realize there is no use in
trying to set her straight on who is who. Besides, what does it
matter? She is still my Gramma, and always will be.

When I visit, I try to find ways to connect
like we used to. My grandmother was quite a movie buff and
sometimes when I play a video of an old movie for her, she perks
up.

As I headed down the hall, I saw Tanya, one
of the unit nurses, leaving Gramma’s room. Tanya’s easy to pick out
from a distance. She’s short, and wide, and walks with a rolling
gait like she recently got off a ship. She usually wears bright
multicolor-flower-patterned scrubs that I personally think are a
bit intense for the agitated residents.

“Cleo, could I talk to you a minute?” she
asked frostily.

My stomach did a quick flip. The last time
Tanya had a talk with me, it had been about my grandmother’s habit
of collecting any stray pair of glasses she came upon and hiding
them in the back of her closet.

“Sure. What’s up?”

“Could we talk down at the nurse’s
station?”

Another stomach flip.

“Sure.” I followed along down the hall

Tanya said nothing until we got to the
nurse’s station, where she was all business as usual, standing
behind the station counter. Did this woman ever smile? “Your
grandmother’s not having a good day today, Cleo,” she said. “And
she’s been upset all weekend. She’s been wandering at night instead
of sleeping. Last night she wandered into Flora’s room and tried to
climb into her bed. You can guess how that went down with Flora.
She started screaming, and your Gramma burst into tears. It was a
mess.”

Ouch! This was so what I didn’t want to hear.
Gramma’s decline and my inability to stop it is a continual lesson
in coping with having no control. That’s one of the reasons I’m
studying meditation with Masuka. But I still find it hard that I
can’t help her more. “I wish we could figure out what’s bothering
her,” I said with a big sigh....

“I think she still misses Jenny. She asks for
her.” Jenny, Gramma’s favorite nurse, had died tragically on a
backpacking trip the previous fall.

“But Jenny died almost a year ago,” I said.
Standing on the other side of the nurse’s station counter, I felt
like a kid arguing with a teacher, but I went on. “With Gramma’s
memory problems, I can’t believe she even still remembers her.”

“These Alzheimer folks can surprise you
sometimes,” said Tanya.

She was too busy going through a stack of
papers in front of her to even look at me. “Anyway, I’m wondering
if we should talk to Dr. Ahmed about changing her medications.”

“Let’s give it a couple of weeks,” I said.
“Every time she gets new meds, she loses a little more of who she
is.”

Tanya kept her face down and began writing.
“OK. We’ll watch her for now,” she said, dismissively. “I put on
that Cleopatra movie she likes so much—maybe that will help her
stay calm for a while.”

That Cleopatra movie—the mega-blockbuster
starring Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton—was one of Gramma’s
favorites. It came out a few years before I was born. My mother
loved it too, which is how I got the name Cleopatra. I’m proud of
my name and I take it seriously. Cleopatra VII was an amazing and
inspiring woman. She was Queen of Egypt when she was only 17. She
was quick-witted, fluent in nine languages, and a shrewd
politician, who fought to save her county from absorption into the
expanding Roman Empire. Her life gives me a lot to live up to and
she was only two years older than I am now when she died. She
killed herself at age 39 in order to avoid the humiliation of being
marched through Rome in chains. Sometimes when I feel my life is
too difficult or out of control, I remind myself of what she faced
trying to save her country.

But when you grow up with a name like
Cleopatra, you develop a thick skin for jokes and insults. I’ve
heard all the “Where’s Anthony?” comments you can think up, and
don’t even get me started on barges.

When I walked into her room, Gramma greeted
me with her usual questions. “What time is it? Where’s James? I
haven’t seen him all day.” This is a hard one for me. At first, I
used to gently explain to her that Grampa had died, but she would
refuse to believe me and I didn’t feel comfortable arguing the
point with her. So now I just say, “He went to a conference in
Boston,” or “He had to give a paper in San Francisco.” She
remembers him doing those things, so she accepts the
explanation.

I diverted her attention to the video, and
sat with her for about half an hour watching it. When it came to
the part where Julius Caesar was murdered, Gramma lost interest and
dozed off. I had an appointment at my office downtown, so I turned
off the video, gave Gramma a quick kiss and headed down the hall
toward the front door.

When I let myself out of the Alzheimer’s unit
into the main hall, I saw Sharon absorbed in conversation with a
muscular, dark-haired thirty-something guy. He wore royal blue gym
pants and a matching sleeveless sport top—the fancy micro-fiber
kind with the black side panels. I could barely take my eyes off
his bulging muscles long enough to look at Sharon. It took her a
minute to notice me as well.

“Cleo, I was just telling Erik about your
project. This is Erik Vaughn. He’s a fitness trainer and
nutritionist. He comes over here twice a week to work in our
Wellness Center with some of the residents of our Senior
Apartments. Erik was one of Adam’s best friends, and he’s been
helping me and Nathan out a lot since Adam died. I don’t know what
we would have done without him. He’s the one who gave Nathan the
plants that had the unfortunate accident the other night.” Sharon
gave Erik a big smile.

“Good to meet you, Cleo.” Erik shot out his
hand for a handshake, which I have to admit left me sort of tingly.
His eyes and hair were brown, nothing spectacular, but somehow I
felt myself drawn to his straightforward gaze.

“I think that’s a great idea for Nathan to
have those plants to grow,” I said. It probably helps him to have a
positive focus like that.”

“Maybe that helps,” Sharon broke in, “but I
think it’s mainly the money Nathan is thinking about with those
seeds.”

“It’s actually a business,” Erik said. “I’m
working with the Natural Herbal Remedies Company to find people
willing to grow herbs at home, dry the medicinal parts and sell
them back. Right now we’re getting people to grow valerian plants.
The home growers invest $500 for the seeds, and stuff like
containers, peat pellets, and a greenhouse dome. They’re
slow-growing, but eventually you can make about $5000 selling back
the roots. I gave Nathan a set a couple of months ago, and he’s
really excited about the whole thing.”

“Interesting. What is valerian used for?” I
asked. Boulder being a center for natural foods, supplements,
herbal remedies and so forth, I figured I was showing my ignorance
by not already knowing about valerian.

“Some people call it an herbal valium,” Erik
said, “because it’s relaxing and sleep inducing, relieves spasms,
calms the digestion, and lowers blood pressure. It’s especially
useful for severe insomnia because it can bring on a restful sleep
without morning sleepiness or other side effects.”

“Sounds like an unusual business,” I said,
“growing medicinal herbs at home.”

“Your business sounds more unusual,” Erik
replied. “Talking to people who have ‘crossed over,’ or whatever.
It would take some convincing to get me into that.”

“I’m thinking about trying it,” Sharon
said.

“Hmm…” Erik said. “Good meeting you, Cleo. I
have to get over to the gym. Let me know if you’re interested in
getting in on the herb-growing business. See you later, Sharon.” He
loped off toward the Wellness Center.

Turning to me, Sharon asked, “Do you remember
Jenny, the nurse who worked here and died last fall? She was Erik’s
wife. It was so tragic what happened to her.”

“I certainly remember Jenny. She was my
grandmother’s favorite nurse. Didn’t she die of an asthma attack on
a backpacking trip?”

“Yes, she forgot her inhaler. Erik hiked out
as fast as he could to get help, but by the time he got back Jenny
was dead. It was awful. Erik has had a tough time, feeling guilty
and all. I told him that maybe he could look into your Contact
Project to try to reach Jenny. I’m sure she’d forgive him for not
being able to get help fast enough. And he’d probably feel more at
peace with the whole thing. But Erik has pretty much the same take
on it as my dad does.”

“Never mind. I’m more concerned about you
right now,” I said.

“Me too. Do you have a couple more minutes to
talk about it?” she asked.

“I have an appointment downtown in about 15
minutes. Could we set up a time for you to come to my office and
talk? We can talk about the Contact Project and see if it’s a good
fit with what you’re

looking for.”

“OK. When can we do it?

“Could you come after work today? I’m free
anytime after 5:15.”

I don’t usually provide appointments on such
short notice, but Tyler’s warning was still bothering me.

“I could be there by 5:30.”

“Sounds good. I’m at 736 Pearl. Unfortunately
I don’t have a parking lot, so you’ll have to find parking on the
street.”

As I rushed out to meet my client, I found
myself thinking about Erik. I was curious as to whether his herbal
remedies might be able to help Gramma calm down and get some sleep
at night. I also wondered whether Adam had told him anything about
what he’d been so worried about.


Chapter 6

 


Pearl Street has become the place to be in
Boulder. Maybe you’re wondering how I could afford an office there,
and how I could offer Sharon free participation in my project. Am I
rich or do I owe my soul to Visa and MasterCard? Well, here’s the
deal—to my amazement, the Contact Project is an actual funded
project. I have an endowment from a man who was able to contact a
family member and wanted to help other people do the same. His
first name is Bruce. I can’t tell you his last name because, even
though he’s very high on the project, he doesn’t want to be
publicly connected to it. Go figure.

Anyway, a friend referred Bruce to me for
grief therapy not long after I first set up the apparition chamber.
His daughter had died from a drug overdose. He was devastated
because his relationship with her had been stormy for several years
before she died. I’m not sure he knew how much he loved her until
she was gone.

The first time Bruce came to see me, he
cried, which I’ve since learned is way more open than he usually
is. He sat in my counseling room with tears running down his face
and said, “I wake up every morning with this horrible feeling that
something is wrong. Then I remember my daughter is dead and I’ll
never be able to make it right with her. How can I live with
that?”

It only took a couple of sessions with him
for me to realize that although he’s brilliant, his feelings are
mostly unspoken and generally unknown to him. He’s the kind of guy
who’s probably never even told his wife he loves her. But when his
daughter died, it was like he rammed full force into a stone wall.
At a very deep level he got that she was gone for good, and he’d
never be able to make peace with her. He’s not used to problems he
can’t solve and he hates unfinished business, and there he was in a
situation where he felt like there was nothing he could do. He was
desperate enough to come for grief counseling, even though he
doubted it could help him.

By our third session, I realized he would be
a good candidate for the contact process, so I screwed up my
courage and asked him if he wanted to try. Once he got over
thinking it was spooky, he was enthusiastic. He was able to reach
his daughter. It was only once—but he felt immensely better
afterward. He told me they had each acknowledged their mistakes,
forgiven each other and made up. He was able to say goodbye to her
and feel okay about that. He was almost floating around the room
when he told me about it—like he’d gotten free from a heavy chain
that had been weighing him down.

Bruce’s contact with his daughter changed
him. He went from feeling isolated and alone with his bottled-up
grief, to being able to remember and talk about the good parts of
his relationship with his daughter and the love he felt for her. He
wanted other people to have the opportunity to benefit from the
process the way he did. So he decided to use some of the fortune
he’d made in high-tech businesses to fund the Contact Project.
There are some conditions as to who qualifies and what kind of
records I keep, but basically it’s my show to run. Which, I admit,
is mind-boggling—and a lot of fun.

I moved into the Pearl Street office last
year, after a Buddhist bookstore vacated the property in Boulder’s
pricey west end to move to a more harmonious location. Aside from
the lack of parking, I love everything about the place. It’s a
pinkish flat-roofed stucco building that was once a house, but
later converted to retail use. An earlier owner enclosed the front
porch, making it two front rooms with large rectangular windows on
either side of the front door. The building is finished with brown
wood trim, and has masses of ivy growing up one side. A gigantic
maple tree provides summer shade and fall color.

Inside I have four rooms and a bathroom. I
use one of the front rooms as a waiting room, and one as my office.
In the back, I have a counseling room, and a smaller room, which I
use as an apparition chamber. My funding covers the steep rent and
stretched to pay for new furnishings as well. I decorated the rooms
with a southwestern look, using shades of burnt sienna, gold, cream
and dark turquoise. I bought a wool hand-woven Mexican rug down the
street at Marisol Imports for my waiting room floor and stuck a fat
cactus next to the window. I have three of Gramma’s colorful
paintings on the walls in the counseling room, which makes my
insurance company nervous because they’re so valuable. But I enjoy
the artwork every day so it’s worth the risk to me.

At 5:30, Benita, a client whose brother had
disappeared while hiking in the national forest was on her way out
of my office.

“He’s likely to show up at my door tomorrow
and ask me why I’ve been seeing a grief counselor,” she said.

“That’s certainly a possibility. How do you
feel about that?”

“My brother always drove me crazy and he’s
still doing it is how I feel. Why couldn’t he either die or not
die? That sounds like a simple request, but not for Darren. He
always finds a way to make everything my problem.”

“Maybe you could focus on what he added to
your life and what you miss about him.” I suggested.

“Well, maybe. I’ll think about it.” Benita
said as she headed out into the waiting room.

“See you then.” As I waved goodbye to Benita,
I saw Sharon hurrying along the sidewalk toward my office.

“Parking in this town is impossible,” Sharon
said as she dashed through my front door, wiping sweat from her
forehead.

“Sorry you had to rush,” I said, beckoning
her inside. “The sun is wicked at this time of day. Would you like
some water or iced tea?”

“Tea would be great, thanks,” Sharon said as
she plopped onto the chocolate-brown sofa in the counseling room.
“Before we get started, I want to apologize again for my father’s
rude behavior the other night. Sometimes I think he deliberately
tries to embarrass me.”

“You and your father do seem to have some
disagreements,” I reached for the pitcher of sun tea in the
under-counter refrigerator on the back wall. I grabbed two tall
glasses from the cabinet above, added ice cubes from my tiny
freezer compartment and filled the glasses with tea. I handed
Sharon a glass and sat across from her in a tan leather
armchair.

“Thanks,” she said. “Maybe I’m too hard on
Dad. I have to admit I’m grateful to him for the help and support
he gave me in the weeks and months after Adam died.”

“It’s good that he could be there for you.
Sudden death is such a shock that the details of daily life can be
overwhelming.”

“That’s for sure.” Sharon paused, took a deep
breath, and continued. “I got this horrifying phone call about
Adam’s accident and I had to fly to Las Vegas because that’s the
closest airport to the Grand Canyon. I was in complete shock. My
dad happened to be in Vegas at the time at a professional
conference. So he met me at the airport and drove me the five hours
to the Grand Canyon. He was amazing with all the gruesome details
of picking out a coffin and a burial site, and arranging the
funeral.” Sharon swirled the tea around in her glass, staring at it
as if she could see those miserable memories floating by.

I sat quietly, giving her time to experience
her feelings and collect her thoughts. After a few minutes, she
looked up and said, “Lately, though, I’ve been getting fed up with
Dad’s bossiness. It takes me back to when I was a teenager.
Sometimes I’m not sure whether I’m making my own choices, or
following his single-minded plans for my life.

Sharon didn’t exactly seem like the passive
type. And I had seen her stand up to her father at least for a
short time. I wondered if sometimes he managed to gradually wear
her down. “Do you often go along with his plans?” I asked.

“No, I don’t. In fact sometimes I think I
react against his plans just to show him he can’t tell me what to
do.”

I sure could relate to that kind of
reactance, but I merely nodded to encourage her to go on. “He likes
to call me stubborn and selfish,” she said, “but I see it as
determination and backbone. I think of myself as a ‘can-do’ person.
When I set my mind in a certain direction, I sort of mow over the
objections and keep going until I get there. I think that’s why I
became a social worker, and it’s a good fit. The people I work with
need someone on their side who doesn’t give up easily.”

“But it doesn’t work as well with your
father?”

“Well, you know he’s a big deal
psychologist,” Sharon said, taking a big drink of her tea.

Probably not as big a deal as he thinks he
is, I thought as I nodded to show I followed Sharon’s story.

“He studies behavior, which he sees as pretty
much determined by what gets reinforced and what doesn’t.”

“Yes. I knew that.”

“So, when my brother and I were growing up,
we lived in what the behaviorists call a token economy. My father
set up charts of everything we were supposed to do—all broken down
into small steps—and then added a point system for each step we got
done. We could turn in the points for spending money, TV time, use
of the car, stuff like that.” Sharon set down her glass to tick off
on her fingers the prizes available for points.

“Hmm…could make you feel more like a pet than
a daughter.”

“I’m not saying it ruined my life, but even
now I find myself thinking I should get points for washing my car
or cleaning my house,” Sharon said. “Which I expect is why those
parts of my life are so disorganized. Why do that stuff if you
don’t get any points for it?”

“How did your mother feel about that?”

“My mother died when I was only four,” Sharon
said, staring off at one of my grandmother’s paintings on the far
wall. “Dad never talked about her. Most of his energy went into his
work. Not that he neglected us—everything was organized at home. We
had our charts of jobs and our point system.”

“And you didn’t get any points for talking to
him about your feelings.”

“Actually, I don’t even remember wanting to.
As soon as I was old enough, I put my energy into sports. I’ve
always been athletic. I played tennis, soccer, and basketball. And
I skied and hiked whenever I could. I still do.” Sharon perked up
as she mentioned the sports.

“So you got out of the house and into a
different point system.”

“Yes. And after that I couldn’t wait to get
out of there and go away to college.”

I could easily relate to her desire to escape
an overbearing father. But as a therapist my job was to listen, not
to share my personal experiences. So I nodded, and asked, “So you
did go to an out-of-state school?”

“Absolutely. Dad’s a sucker for education, so
as long as my grades were first-rate, he was willing to spend the
money to send me to an expensive school. I went to Stanford, and I
loved Palo Alto and the school. But I missed Colorado, so after I
graduated, I came back and got my Masters degree in social work at
the University of Denver,” Sharon said, clinking the ice cubes
around in her empty glass.

“Is that where you met Adam?” I took a few
notes on a yellow pad, beginning a social history on Sharon.

“No, I met Adam three years ago here in
Boulder. We were only married two years. He’s not Nathan’s father.
They were really close, though, and Nathan started calling Adam
‘Dad’ after we got married. And last fall Adam adopted Nathan. That
was Nathan’s choice. You can imagine how Adam’s death has hit
him.”

“What about Nathan’s father?”

“His name is Joel,” Sharon sighed. “He left
when I was pregnant with Nathan. I was 26 and we’d been together
for two years. We weren’t married because Joel always said it would
be unfair to both of us if he made a long-term commitment before he
really knew himself.”

“So he left when he found out you were
pregnant?”

“No, at first Joel got into the idea of being
a dad. We planned to get married. But one day I came home from work
to find him gone, his things cleared out. He left a long letter
explaining that he had been having nightmares where he found
himself trapped in a small space, desperately trying to escape. He
wrote that as much as he wanted to stay with me, he knew these
dreams were a sign that he wasn’t ready.”

I hoped Joel had been at least an absentee
father to his son. “Has he kept in touch with Nathan?”

“No, we never heard from him at all—until
last February when he called out of the blue and said he wanted to
come and visit and meet Nathan. Right!! After eight years, he’s
finally ready! I told him to forget it. He never cared before, and
now Nathan had finally found a dad in Adam. We didn’t need Joel
showing up and complicating our lives.”

“What about child support?”

“I never tried to get anything from Joel
after he left. In fact, since he left so early in my pregnancy, I
didn’t even put his name on Nathan’s birth certificate. I figured I
could raise Nathan on my own, and if Joel didn’t want to be
involved, that was his choice. But that also meant he couldn’t just
drop back into our lives at his convenience.”

“It sounds like you’ve had a lot of loss
earlier in your life—and now Adam. I know you said you really want
to talk to him again. Is that mostly because you miss him so much?
Or is there something specific?”

Sharon leaned forward and looked me in the
eye. “I just can’t believe that Adam would fall accidentally like
that. In the first place, the canyon rim isn’t even a hike. Adam
saw it more as a walking meditation. But he was so fanatical about
hiking safety—reviewing maps, preparing for weather fluctuations,
carrying food and water—that I can’t imagine him falling
accidentally. When he was a teenager he went off a trail, slipped
on some wet rock next to a mountain waterfall and fell into the
rapids. He was lucky he didn’t drown. Instead, he got tossed onto a
rock that was right in the middle of the waterfall. But he had to
be rescued, and he had a fractured skull and concussion. So he’s
been extra careful ever since.”

“I can see how that would bring on an
attitude shift,” I said. “So what do you think happened at the
Grand Canyon?”

“The rangers said he went off the trail,
stood too close to the edge, slipped on some icy rocks, lost his
balance and fell off. They told me Adam fit the profile of the
person at the highest risk of a fatal canyon fall—a young male
hiking alone. But Adam was the opposite of a reckless tourist. You
can see why I don’t think it sounds like him.”

Did Sharon think someone had pushed Adam over
the edge or he had jumped? I didn’t want to be the first one to say
it. So I asked, “Do you have any reason to think Adam was in some
kind of trouble?”

“Lately he had been working long hours,”
Sharon said. “His office was in the remodeled garage next to the
house, and he was out there all the time. When he did come back
into the house, he was so tired he hardly talked to me or Nathan.
Since he died, I’ve found out that his web-design business had
financial problems. I’m sure he didn’t want to tell me about it. My
dad always thought Adam was a goof-off, and Adam desperately wanted
to prove him wrong.”

“Your father and Adam didn’t get along?”

“Well, Nathan’s father, Joel, was one of my
father’s graduate students in behavioral psychology before he
dropped out and left. Dad was furious at Joel for leaving, but
still kept hoping he would come back. Even though we never heard
from him and had no idea where he was. When Adam adopted Nathan,
Dad took it hard. We had to run notices of intent in the paper and
try to find Joel before the adoption, so he had a chance to
respond. Dad thought for sure Joel would show up and stop it. But
he never did, and the court let Adam adopt Nathan.”

“So your dad saw Adam as taking the place
where Joel should be?”

“Yes. But Dad was wrong about Adam. He
thought that because Adam was a high-school dropout who got a GED
and went to community college, he would never amount to anything.
As you can see, Dad doesn’t exactly give anyone a break. But Adam
was smart and worked hard, and his business had been doing well. In
fact, I still don’t understand how he could have been in debt.”

“You say you think the financial problems
were part of what was preoccupying him. Do you think there was
something more bothering Adam lately?”

“I do. He looked worried. And he sort of
seemed to be somewhere else a lot of the time. I’d be talking to
him, and he’d be staring off into space over my head. I don’t know
what was going on with him. He said he had a lot of things to think
about. He’d go out and hike up Mt. Sanitas to clear his mind, but
when he got home he wasn’t any calmer. That wasn’t like him.
Usually getting out into the mountains by himself was all he
needed.”

“Is that why he went to the Grand
Canyon?”

“Yes. Somehow he got it into his head that if
he could go there and hike around the rim, he’d feel much better. I
didn’t really want him to go—it’s so far and it was April when you
can run into some major snow storms in the mountains. But he was
dead set on it. He started telling everyone he knew that he was
going on a ‘midlife crisis trip.’ Which was really dumb because he
was only 37.

“So are you thinking that if you contact Adam
you can find out what really happened?”

“It’s the only thing I can think of to do
now. Nobody believes me that it wasn’t just some stupid accident.
The rangers didn’t exactly say it but I could tell they thought it
might be suicide. But I don’t think Adam would decide to leave me
and Nathan without even saying goodbye. Now no one will do any more
investigating. I can’t afford a private detective. But I have to
find out.”

“I think the Contact Project sounds like a
good possibility for you. But I have to tell you that you may not
reach him. Or you may reach someone else.”

“In a way I feel like I already made
contact,” Sharon said, leaning forward in my direction. “I had this
really vivid dream about Adam just before I woke up this morning.
He seemed so real and he was trying to tell me something—but then
he faded away and I woke up. But it felt like he was still in the
room somehow.”

“What happened in the dream?”

“I was lost in a maze of long halls,” Sharon
said, “and I was feeling really scared because I had no idea how to
get out or to get where I wanted to be. I ran around trying
different paths. Some of the halls were dead ends, others led
further into the maze. There were people around—sort of gliding
by–but they ignored me. Every time I thought I was almost at the
end of a hall, I came to a bend where it stretched out farther in
front of me. Then I saw Adam at the end of a hall. He was on a sort
of spinning platform with two other people.

I ran toward him as fast as I could, but the
air felt thick and it took me a long time to get close.”

Caught up in the telling of the dream, Sharon
got up from her chair and walked around my office.

“I reached out to try to get his attention,”
she continued, extending her arm, as if reliving the dream. “The
floor where he stood was spinning very fast. He stopped and got
off. He was very real and alive to me, and I felt like it had all
been some sort of mistake, that he wasn’t really dead.”

Sharon stopped pacing right in front of me,
but looked past me into the distance. “So I said ‘Adam—they told me
you were dead. Where have you been for the last three months?’ And
then he started to get blurry and fade away, like the Cheshire cat.
I yelled out at him, ‘Adam! Don’t go!’

She sobbed as she resumed her walking and
continued relating the dream. “And then he looked straight at me
and said, ‘There’s danger for you and Nathan. Don’t trust….’ And
then his voice faded away with the rest of him. I ran toward the
spot where he had been and jumped and reached out to grab him, but
I felt myself falling forward into a foggy hall in front of me. And
then my alarm rang and woke me up.”

She blew her nose and went on. “I’m so ready
to try to reach Adam. Especially because of that dream. Adam seemed
so real talking to me and then he faded away before he told me who
not to trust. I know it was a dream, but it feels like more than
that. I feel like I need to find out what he was saying.” She came
back over and sat in her chair.

I sat silently, not wanting to interrupt her
mood. She shook her head, as if to banish the dream, then looked at
me. “His presence was so strong in my mind all day that I kept
looking over my shoulder for him and listening for his voice. Now I
feel like I’d try just about anything to be able to talk to him
again. You said I might be able to do it at no charge? I don’t have
much money right now.”

“Yes, I have funding available, and you‘re a
good candidate.” I thought about Tyler and his message for Sharon,
but decided it was too soon to bring that up. Maybe after she
contacted Adam. I wondered how easy that would be for her. Some
people have more success with the process than others do. It seemed
like a good time to find out.

“The contact process takes a good part of a
day,” I said. “I keep Fridays free for that and the person I had
scheduled for next Friday cancelled yesterday. Could you get the
day off?”

“I have some comp time I need to use this
month. Friday will work,” Sharon said.

“OK. We’ll need to start at your house so we
can look at photos of Adam, and mementos, like a favorite shirt or
jacket of his, tools, stuff in his office, whatever you have that
is closely associated with him. Can you arrange for Nathan to be
somewhere else?”

“He’s leaving at 1:00 for a friend’s birthday
party and won’t be back until about 8:00. Will that work?”

“That’s perfect. After we get done at your
house, we’ll come over here and walk outside a little to
relax—somewhere along the creek path. Then you’ll be ready to try
to contact Adam. And after that, we’ll talk about how it went, and
where you want to go from there.”

“OK, you know where I live,” Sharon said. “So
I’ll see you Friday at 1:00?”

“Sounds good. And try to avoid caffeine or
heavy food that day.”


Chapter 7

 


I went home, made myself a turkey-avocado
wrap with lettuce and leftover curry rice, and headed out to my
studio to paint while there was still some daylight left. I love
the studio. It’s built from rose-colored natural stone like the
main house, and lit by north and south facing windows and a
skylight, enhanced by daylight fluorescent tubes. The floor is
ceramic tile for easy clean-up. I have plenty of room for oils,
watercolors, pastels and gouache, and I have blank stretched
canvases stacked along one wall. It’s a luxury to spend quiet time
there after hours of seeing clients.

My latest project was an abstract series of
Tyler, depicting him in both this world and the afterworld, but
progress had been slow. Gramma taught me a long time ago that when
these lethargic times come, I need to keep working and push through
the fog. Because she shared the ups and downs of that process with
me so openly, I know how important it is to persevere even when I
feel like I am slogging through mud in heavy boots that are sapping
my energy.

She was a marvelous example herself—focused,
creative and productive. She would typically complete about fifty
paintings each year. And they were first-rate. Her work was
selected for nationally and regionally juried exhibitions, where
she won loads of awards. Her paintings were bought by private
collectors nationally and internationally, and by several Fortune
500 companies. In 1960, she was elected to the National Association
of Women Artists. It was a lot to live up to.

Painting is what I do to balance my life, and
to stay connected to my creative inner core. I take my art
seriously, but it’s not how I want to make my living. I don’t share
Gramma’s discipline and love of the artist’s solitary life, but
thanks to her, painting for me is usually an adventure with lots of
excitement. Except when it isn’t.

Like on that Monday evening. I couldn’t stop
thinking about Sharon long enough to focus on painting. As the sun
went down I was at my easel, gazing off at a dark window at the end
of the room, when I saw Tyler walking toward me. Seeing him blew me
away as usual. After all, he is dead!

“Yo, Cleo.”

I grabbed my brush to take advantage of
having the actual—if not in the flesh—model for my painting. But my
questions took priority over painting.

“Tyler! I need some help! What’s going on
with Sharon? Is she right? Did someone push Adam or make him fall?
Do you know who it was?” I waved my brush in the air like a frantic
orchestra conductor.

“Chill, Cleo. Sharon has some issues. I’m not
the one with the answers. I told you, it’s you. You play Nancy
Drew.”

“But I’m a therapist, not a detective,” I
protested—even though I knew from experience that Tyler is always
in charge of the dialogue between us, and never gives me specific
answers to questions like the ones I’d asked.

“That’s all make believe. Just ride the
wave,” Tyler said, and vanished with no warning as usual.

I decided to clean up and go back to the
house, even though it was only about 8:30. Just as I turned off the
studio lights, my cell phone rang.

“Hey, Cleo. This is Erik Vaughn. We met over
at Shady Terrace this morning.”

“Sure. I remember you. You’re the fitness
trainer who grows herbs. How are you?” I cursed myself for
babbling. As Tyler would say, I needed to chill.

“I’m good. I was just wondering if you’d like
to get a drink somewhere and talk more about herbs and spirits and
stuff.”

Hmmm…interesting, I thought. I figured I
might get some useful information—and Erik wasn’t exactly hard to
look at—and I needed a change from Pablo—so why not? “That sounds
great. I was feeling a little restless. How about Rhumba at 9th and
Pearl? It’s not usually too crowded on a Monday night. I could meet
you there about 9:30.”

“See you then.”

 


 


It was my favorite kind of Colorado summer
night—warm and pleasantly dry with a light breeze that whispered
over my skin. We got two of the high turquoise seats at the long
stone bar at the edge of Rhumba’s patio, not easy in this popular
spot. The terrace is a combination of bricks and flagstones
carefully arranged around three trees whose leafy branches provide
shade in the daylight and twinkle with strings of lights after
dark.. With its ceiling fans, Latin music and island ambiance, this
place is about as close as you get to the tropics in this mountain
community.

It had been a long day, and I was ready to
play. I had taken time to change into a lavender halter sundress to
match Rhumba’s Caribbean décor. Erik wore khaki shorts with a silky
black tee shirt that fit snuggly over his bulky shoulder muscles,
Yum!

The bar there offers a selection of fifty
rums, but I usually get their most popular drink, the Mojito, made
with silver rum, mint, lime, soda and powdered sugar. Erik had a
Dark and Stormy—dark rum and ginger beer with a lime wedge perched
on the edge of the glass.

As usual the place was packed, and the noise
level was high, which oddly makes it easier to have a private
conversation. Erik’s intense gaze—as if I were the only woman in
the room—was more intoxicating than the drink. But I needed to get
some information before I started having too much fun. So I took a
long sip of my drink, and said, “How long did you know Adam?”

“About two years. We met at the gym, and it
didn’t take us long to see a good opportunity to barter our
services. I provided some personal training for him in exchange for
a website he designed for me.”

“Sharon said you were close friends.” I
decided to probe a little. “If you know what was bothering Adam, it
could help her.”

Erik leaned forward, still looking intently
into my eyes. “Here’s the thing, Cleo. I think Adam jumped. That’s
why I wanted to meet with you.”

Erik’s declaration jarred me out of my
tropical trance. Why hadn’t Sharon mentioned Erik’s theory? “Have
you told Sharon that?”

“No. I don’t think it would be good for
Sharon and Nathan to find out any more about what happened. Let
them think it was an accident. Sharon will be better off if you
just help her with her grieving and forget about this contact
stuff.”

“But she doesn’t believe it was an accident.
And I think she’ll be better off knowing as much as she can.”

“How are you two on drinks?” A sweaty waiter
on the restaurant side of the bar eyed Erik’s nearly empty
glass.

“I’ll take another one of these,” Erik
said.

“I’m fine,” I said, preoccupied with thinking
about how to get Erik to be more forthcoming about Adam’s
problems.

I waited until the waiter was out of earshot,
and asked, “Why would he have jumped? Was it business
troubles?”

Erik gave me a conspiratorial smile.. “Look—
there’s a lot Sharon doesn’t know about him. They were only married
two years, you know. And I think they were only together about a
year before that.” Erik leaned closer and spoke softly. “I wouldn’t
want Sharon to know this. But Adam had gotten into internet
gambling. He lost a bundle, kept thinking he’d make it back, but it
got worse instead of better. He borrowed on his business to pay the
debts.”

“I didn’t know Adam,” I said, “but from what
I’ve heard about him, he doesn’t sound like the type of person to
jump off a cliff and leave Sharon and Nathan without a note
explaining why. And if he was going to kill himself, why drive all
the way to the Grand Canyon to do it?”

He sighed, and took on a pensive look. “I
don’t think he was planning to jump when he went there. In fact, I
was originally going on the trip with him.”

“You were going with him?”

“Yes, but it turned out that I had to visit
my brother for an important family thing. I tried to talk Adam out
of going by himself. But he said he couldn’t wait any longer to get
some clarity to come to a decision on what to do. He thought an
answer would come to him at the Grand Canyon, but it didn’t, so he
panicked and bailed out.”

The waiter came back with Erik’s drink, which
gave me an opportunity to look away and collect my thoughts. This
was turning into a very curious evening. I know it sounds odd, but
in a way Erik’s mysteriousness added to the strong attraction I
felt for him. At the same time, I felt annoyed that he’d kept all
this from Sharon.

As soon as the waiter left, I continued my
questions. “So you’re not going to tell Sharon any of this?”

“No, I’m not. And I don’t want you to tell
her either.” Okay, that was a little bossy, but I didn’t feel bound
by what he wanted me to do or not do, so I didn’t argue with him
about that. But I did want to convince him to be honest with
Sharon.

“Don’t you think she deserves to know what
was really going on with Adam? All her questions and doubts are so
troubling, the truth might be a relief—even though it’s not news
she’ll want to hear.”

“Look, Cleo,” Erik paused until I returned
his intent gaze. “I know you want the best for Sharon. But I know
her better than you do. I’ve been taking good care of her and
Nathan. I have them on dietary supplements that will boost their
immune system cells and improve their energy levels. And I’m making
sure they get plenty of exercise. This is what they need to help
them let go of the past and move on. Trust me, I’ve been through
this after my wife died, and I know what works. You’ll be doing
Sharon a big favor if you discourage this idea of contacting Adam,
and encourage her to focus on her future.”

I have never subscribed to the
just-let-go-of-the-past-and-move-on approach to dealing with grief.
It’s the old time-heals-all-wounds myth.

I’ve found people do much better when they
actively work through their grief, much of which involves looking
honestly at the relationship they had with the person who died, and
seeing what they need to do to feel complete with that
relationship. I didn’t want to debate theories of grief recovery
with Erik, but I did want to acknowledge his backhanded mention of
Jenny’s death.

“I know you have some personal experience
with grief, since your wife died less than a year ago,” I said
quietly. “I knew Jenny. She was my Gramma’s favorite nurse. You
must miss her terribly.”

“Look, she was careless. It’s caused me a lot
of grief, but I’ve had to get over it and take care of myself. Life
is short.” Erik gulped the rest of his drink and motioned for the
check.

I was too stunned to answer. His rapid jump
from sensitive to callous gave me whiplash.

He got out his credit card. “I need to get
home, it’s late,” he said. “Hey! Maybe you’d like to check out my
website.” Erik gave me a sweet smile that reminded me why I had
worn the lavender sundress. He handed me a card that read “Vaughn’s
Holistic Healing…innovative and affordable products for your
journey to optimal wellness.”

At this point I felt a little bit jerked
around by Erik’s emotional volatility, so I jumped off my barstool
and said, “Thanks for the drink. Talk to you later.” I ducked out
to Pearl Street and began walking west toward my house eight blocks
away.

Walking along the quiet, dimly lit sidewalk,
I thought about Adam. Could Sharon be wrong about him? Had he
gotten himself into deep gambling debt and jumped over the edge of
the canyon? It didn’t fit with my image of the loving husband and
stepfather who had adopted Sharon’s son. I did know gambling
addicts often leave loved ones alone and poor. Still, I didn’t
think Tyler would be telling me to “play Nancy Drew,” if Adam’s
death was suicide. But I couldn’t figure why Erik was so convinced
of this explanation.

I was so deep in thought that I tripped on an
uneven piece of paving when a sprinkler system started in the yard
next to me. As I picked myself up, bruised, annoyed, and wet, I
gave new credence to the accident possibility. Even a cautious
person in familiar territory can get distracted and stumble. I
decided I should definitely encourage Sharon to be open to all the
potential explanations.


Chapter 8

 


On Wednesday morning, I had planned to get to
Shady Terrace in time to visit Gramma before I went to her
quarterly Care Conference. But I stopped at the gym to work out and
got held up for 15 minutes by the road construction on Broadway, so
I barely made it in time for the conference. When I rushed in to
the tiny windowless conference room, most of the interdisciplinary
team members were already gathered there. Betsy, the sweet
twenty-something social worker for the Alzheimer’s Unit was talking
on her cell phone to someone who was looking for a nursing home for
a parent. She twisted a lock of her long curly blond hair with one
finger as she earnestly recited the benefits of care at Shady
Terrace.

Susanne, the gray-haired slightly overweight
dietary technician, made notes in a bulging day-planner notebook,
highlighting some of them in yellow. Tanya, my adversary from
nursing, munched on a cinnamon roll as she chatted with Alicia, the
bubbly long-legged activity director. I wondered how much of
Alicia’s boundless energy came from the grande-sized Starbucks
paper cup in front of her.

They all stopped what they were doing when
the medical director, Dr. Ahmed—a slightly-built dark-skinned man
in an impeccable white lab coat—darted in and took the seat at the
head of the table. He placed a stack of residents’ medical charts
on the table in front of him, nodded a brief greeting to the group,
opened the top chart, and said, “Martha Donnelly, age 87.”

This no-nonsense beginning to Gramma’s care
conference was typical. The schedule is always tight, and staff
members are in a rush to get back to their routine tasks. As usual,
they did a quick round where each member described Gramma’s recent
ups and downs in their area of expertise. I’d been coming to these
conferences for years, so by now I could recite nearly all their
lines on my own. Gramma spurned most group activities, especially
bingo. She would attend musical performances, which she usually
enjoyed. She refused to eat anything that required much chewing,
didn’t drink enough fluids, and didn’t sleep well at night. It was
the nighttime activity that was the issue today.

“I told you about the behaviors, Cleo,” Tanya
said, leaning across the narrow table in my direction. Her face was
so close I could see bits of partially-chewed cinnamon roll as she
spoke. “We had a tough time calming her down after she tried to
climb into Flora’s bed, and Flora was furious. We’ve tried
everything to keep Martha settled in the evening, but it’s not
working. I really think she needs new medications. What do you
think, Dr. Ahmed?” She finally looked away from me, as she turned
her face in his direction.

He flipped through Gramma’s chart, without
looking up. Dr. Ahmed isn’t much for social skills. “We could try
Ambien,” he said, writing in her chart—no doubt already ordering
the sleeping pills. “We can start with a low dose and see how she
responds. She might actually be more alert during the day if she
gets more sleep at night.”

I frowned and shook my head. I remembered the
problems Grampa had with Gramma wandering out in the evenings and
nights before she moved to Shady Terrace. Alzheimer’s patients are
at their worst after the sun goes down. In fact, it’s called
sundowning. So I knew what the staff were up against. But I didn’t
want to dope her up and lose even more of her essence. And in my
mind, Dr. Ahmed was all too willing to sedate the residents.

“Cleo, I understand that you don’t want her
medicated,” Tanya said. “But we have to try something to change her
nighttime behavior. I don’t want to wait until another resident
gets upset and hits her. We know she doesn’t mean any harm, but
there’s no way to explain that to them.”

I tried to make eye contact with Dr. Ahmed as
he continued to page through Gramma’s chart. “What about trying
some herbal products?” I asked, thinking of Erik’s roots. “That
fitness trainer and nutritionist who works in your Wellness
Center—Erik Vaughn—tells me that valerian helps people sleep
without drugging them.”

“We can’t use herbs like that here,” Dr.
Ahmed said, finally looking up. “They’re not FDA approved, and we
have no idea what side effects they might have. And it makes me a
little nervous that we have some nutritionist going around here,
making suggestions about medicating our residents with herbs.”

“He didn’t suggest valerian for Gramma or any
resident,” I said. “He talked about growing it, and I asked him
what it was used for, and he told me. If I sign something waiving
liability, couldn’t we at least try it? I think Gramma would want
to if she could decide for herself. You know my grandfather was
very interested in herbs. He grew lemon balm, and mint and
chamomile, and made teas that they both drank. I wouldn’t recommend
those teas for taste—personally I prefer coffee—but they both swore
by them as a daily tonic.”

Suzanne from Dietary rolled her eyes. “Cleo,
if you want to feed your grandmother herbal tea we have no problem
with that. In fact we have a selection in the kitchen,” she
said..

“We’ll start her on Ambien and see how it
goes,” said Dr. Ahmed, closing the chart and the subject.

“Do you have any other concerns, Cleo?” Betsy
asked, giving me a sympathetic look..

“No, that’s all I have, Betsy,” I said. I
knew she was trying to validate my concerns, but I was fed up with
Ahmed and Tanya by then.

I knew there was no point in arguing with
them further, so I got out of there as quickly as I could and
headed over to the Alzheimer’s unit to visit Gramma. Some of the
residents were already seated in the dining room even though lunch
wouldn’t be served for at least 20 minutes. Others were parked in
front of the TV in the main room or pacing in the vicinity of the
dining room door. Dianne Amball, slumped in her wheel chair, called
out over and over, “He-el-p me! Somebody hel-l-p me.” This was her
standard refrain, which wasn’t a cry for help in the usual sense,
but rather her way of making contact. Nothing anyone did ever got
her to stop for more than a few minutes, so no one rushed to her
aid.

Loretta, one of the newer residents on the
unit, shuffled slowly over to Dianne. “I can’t stand whiners,” she
said. “I’m a school teacher and I expect adult behavior.” I thought
to myself as I often do when I hear the confused residents speak
out this way that dementia frees people to say what most of us
merely mutter to ourselves.

Dianne ignored her and continued calling out
for help. Soon an aide appeared and wheeled her into the dining
room. Meanwhile some of the residents who had been seated in the
dining room drifted out into the main room, perhaps forgetting
lunch hadn’t been served yet. The aides gently directed them back
into the dining room, as if they had simply taken a wrong turn. I
reminded myself that taking care of these confused people is a hard
job, and I should be more patient and understanding of the staff.
As nursing homes go, this one provides pretty decent care.

I saw Gramma coming along the hall. She
looked pretty, dressed in a loose lavender dress. with her white
hair freshly brushed. Her eyes looked worried, but she smiled when
she saw me. I gave her a hug, walked with her into the dining room,
and sat with her until the food came out. Her meal was mostly
pureed since one of her Alzheimer’s symptoms is that she doesn’t
like to chew—or maybe she has forgotten how to do it. The
multi-colored mounds of mush took my appetite away, but she began
spooning it in. I said goodbye, leaving her to her lunch.

In the parking lot, I ran into Sharon. “Hey,
Cleo. I was just going out for a quick lunch. Want to join me?” she
said. “We could grab a salad at Wild Oats.”

“Sounds good. I have to be at the office by
1:00,” I said. “I’ll meet you over there.”

We sat on the covered patio outside the Wild
Oats grocery and café on Broadway and Arapahoe, munching our salads
of assorted baby greens, veggies, sprouts, tofu and sunflower
seeds, and enjoying the mountain view. At the next table, a man in
his late 50s with thinning gray hair in a pony tail shared a
sandwich with a black Labrador retriever, while pretending not to
stare at a 20-something girl in a low-riding sheer ruffled
raspberry-colored skirt, bare midriff and a pink slip-like top, as
she walked past us into the store. She didn’t look in his
direction, but I figured she knew the effect she had. I never
dressed like that in my twenties, but now that I’m 37 I kind of
wish I’d tried it out back then.

“I hope I didn’t get Erik in trouble today,”
I said, as I tried to spear a cherry tomato with my plastic fork.
“At Gramma’s care conference, I asked Dr. Ahmed to consider
valerian to help her sleep at night, but he got kind of huffy about
Erik and the whole herb thing.”

“Ahmed’s a strange one,” Sharon said,
breaking off a piece of her whole-grain roll. “He does a lot of his
work in nursing homes. Some of the residents on other units, who
aren’t confused, have complained about him—don’t want to take the
medications he prescribes.” Sharon absently rolled pieces of bread
into pea-sized balls as she spoke. “When I talked to him last month
about their right to refuse treatment, he told me that grief was
clouding my judgment. Then he offered me drugs. He gives out
samples to the staff whenever they ask—which makes him pretty
popular with some.”

“I don’t like him myself,” I said. “So does
that mean I can ask for him not to see Gramma anymore?”

“You should talk to Betsy about it since
she’s Martha’s social worker. But, if you can find another
physician to see her, you can switch. I shouldn’t really get into
this with you, but confidentially I thought last year that Ahmed
might be ripping off Medicaid.”

“Really? How come?”

“He prescribes so many meds that come from
the pharmacy next to the pain clinic he owns. Would you believe
they call it the We Feel Your Pain Clinic? He prescribes oxycontin
and a bunch of other drugs to everyone who goes there. I know about
that because he hired Adam last year to put up a web site for him,
and Adam spent some time over at the clinic. He thought Ahmed was
kind of a shady character.”

I wanted to get more information from Sharon
about Dr. Ahmed, but before I could come up with an appropriate
question, she choked, spraying iced tea all over the table. Color
drained from her face as she jumped up to face a slim, tan, young
man with dark wavy hair and what looked like a three-day growth of
dark beard. He wore khaki shorts, Teva sandals, and a black tee
shirt with a red and gold elephant on the front. And he grinned
from ear to ear.

“Joel?” Sharon gasped. “What are you doing
here?”

Did she say Joel? As in Nathan’s father,
Joel? The guy she said she hadn’t seen for years?

The smiling guy standing directly in front of
Sharon reached out to hug her, but she backed away. “Sharon! I was
just going in to get some groceries. I wasn’t expecting to run into
you here, but it’s so great to see you.”
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