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  Chapter 1


  “He has a red turban on and his breath reeks of alcohol. Large brown eyes with red streaks in the whites are staring at me as he speaks. A rifle is slung casually over his right shoulder. Everyone on the train is standing transfixed during our interaction. A baby is crying as we hurtle through the darkness of the Indian countryside. It’s like a bizarre portrait frozen in time.”


  Vincent was hyperventilating. His heart rate and blood pressure were clearly elevated. Doctor Fleur was sorely tempted to call a halt to the session but her fine mind speedily processed the risk-benefit ratio for this patient and made a professional decision to continue the clinical hypnosis therapy session.


  “You are safe, Vincent. Just keep looking at the split screen in your mind and tell me what is happening now. Remember, a part of you is experiencing this as reality, and another part of you is observing it.”


  “I can’t understand what he is saying. The brown man in the military uniform is speaking in English, I believe, but he is so drunk and his words are so heavily accented that it is almost impossible to comprehend his speech. I know that he wants to know where I am going. I tell him Dharmsala, North India. It doesn’t matter to him; I think he wants something more from me but I don’t know what.”


  The clinical and forensic psychologist pushed her short dark hair back behind her dainty ears and spoke some calming words: “Very nice. Take a few deep breaths and continue, if you will.”


  The thirty-something man on the black leather recliner shook visibly. His olive skin was tinged with pink but he appeared to want to continue speaking. “Ravi is trying to translate but can barely understand this menacing person either. Though both speak Hindi, the soldier has a different accent from Ravi.”


  Chantal knew that her next patient was in the waiting room but that there was still some time left to spend with Vincent. She invited him deeper into the trance.


  “We are going to dissolve the split screen in your mind now, Vincent. When I count to three, you will begin experiencing the events in the present moment—fully and completely. Is that understood?”


  The patient responded with a weak inaudible grunt.


  “Very fine. Three…Two…One. What is happening to you now Vincent?”


  “The man in the red turban is taking Ravi to another train car. Babies are crying. People are staring. Everyone is afraid to move. The military man has a rifle slung over his shoulder and I’m afraid that if I move he will use it.


  “I’m following them at a distance. They stop in the next car, almost falling down as the train wavers, then stand there talking. The guard took Ravi’s wallet and passport earlier. I could see him trying to read the passport but it was upside down. He looked at all of Ravi’s cash in his wallet.


  “Why would the guard demand a green card from Ravi? Ravi is an American citizen. Wait. Look. He’s giving Ravi his personal belongings back. I think it’s a shakedown. The man wants a payoff but Ravi has nothing to hide. Ravi is an American citizen and doesn’t need any special papers to travel by train. My friend is slowly walking away and back to our car now.”


  “You are doing very well, Vincent. Just keep going.”


  “I am terrified. What if the guard uses his rifle? ‘Get back here,’ he is yelling. Ravi just keeps walking as if he does not hear the man in the red turban.


  “My friend is passing by me now and whispering: ‘Let’s get back to our car. Just walk slowly like me and I think we will be fine.’ We are walking back now and hoping that the guard is not following us. Everyone is watching in tense silence making the roar of the train deafening. Ravi and I go to our metal bunks for the night. That was the longest few minutes of my life. I don’t think we will get much sleep.”


  “When I count from three to one you will awaken, feeling refreshed and better than when we started. You will remember everything and may find that more and more of your memories return gradually over the next few weeks, perhaps during the day, perhaps in dreams.”


  The doctor continued soothingly and confidently: “Three, two, and one. Awake and refreshed.”


  Vincent opened his squinting eyes and blinked several times, rubbed his eyes, and mopped sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. The underarms of his shirt were ringed with dampness.


  “How are you feeling, Vincent?”


  “A little shaken, Doctor Fleur. I think I’d rather be at the dentist. I never thought I would prefer a root canal to anything else!”


  “Hypnotherapy can feel a little like pulling teeth sometimes, I know, but you will be glad you had the courage to do this. ‘Refreshing’ old memories, as we call it, can be very unsettling, but it will help us to piece together the missing pieces in your mind.


  “Your memory is like a tape recording or a CD, but there are blank spaces in yours and we need to find out what they are and why they were put there.


  “Do you have any conscious recollection of a military guard on a train wearing a red turban and carrying a rifle, Vincent?”


  “Not before today Doctor, but now that I’ve been through this session, there is something vaguely familiar about that story. And I do remember what went on under hypnosis. You said that is okay, right?”


  “Yes, okay, and very normal. We usually do remember what happens in hypnosis. It is only when the memory unearthed is still too traumatic for our conscious mind to deal with that we experience spontaneous amnesia to the hypnosis session. The fact that you remember what happened is a good sign, Vincent.


  “Please practice the self-hypnosis technique I taught you a few weeks back—the one where you roll your eyes upward while closing your eye-lids, remember?”


  “Yes, Doctor, I do remember it and have been practicing it. Didn’t you say that doing things in two directions at one time, like rolling the eyes upward while lowering the lids, helps to confuse the brain?”


  “Right. Hypnosis taps our inner mind by circumventing the rigid and logical patterns we usually think with. Under many circumstances, logic is helpful and efficient, but sometimes it can get in the way of accessing what is repressed. When we do something confusional, it breaks the logic barrier, so to speak.


  “There is an ancient Asian saying: ‘Confusion precedes enlightenment.’ Well, I’m going to be one very enlightened person then, because now I am one very confused guy.”


  The doctor gently kept herself on track. “Speaking of memory, I now need to remember that someone is waiting for me in the reception area. Let’s meet again next week, shall we?”


  “A part of me says yes and a part of me says no. Another good sign?”


  “You’ll have my job soon, Vincent. See you next time.”


  Chapter 2


  Noontime on Saturday in a monastery. The morning is spent cleaning, perhaps some of the afternoon too if need be. The break for prayer and lunch is appreciated by all. Daytime Prayer from the Liturgy of the Hours, the Divine Office, is the shortest of the five communal prayer services which punctuate the various phases of the day and night in a monastic community.


  Anthony, beginning his one-month Observership in the small household of monks and nuns, listened devoutly to the final prayer of this ten-minute service:


  Let us Pray: Another week has passed, life-giving God, and we celebrate all that we have done well and reflect on what we might have done differently. We offer this all to you. Bless what is good and heal what needs wholeness. Animate us to do your loving will with creativity and generosity in the week to come. In Jesus name we pray. Amen.


  The bouquet of flowers in front of the square pine wood altar was just about out of blossoms and the bright colors had muted into a more washed-out version. Liturgically, Sunday begins at Evening Prayer/Vespers, and a fresh bunch of flowers will be picked to replace these dying embers this afternoon. After a final bit of cleaning the small house of prayer would be ready. A whole new week begins at Saturday Evening Prayer in a monastery—everything clean and fresh in preparation for the Sunday solemnity.


  The Angelus, a brief private devotional set of prayers commemorating the miracle of Jesus becoming flesh, was recited quietly by each member of the community at the end of Daytime Prayer. By ten minutes after twelve, Brother Matthew, Sister Scholastica, Sister Jane de Chantal, Brother Benedict, and Brother Francis, along with Anthony, made their way from the small, white, barn-like structure where they prayed in common day in and day out, to the larger but modest house for lunch.


  Brother Benedict, in his very late sixties and appearing a little shorter than his five foot six inch height these days, pulled several trays of sandwich fixings out of the refrigerator while Sister Jane de Chantal placed a basket of bread on the table. The coffee machine sputtered and gurgled as green tea brewed. Lunch was usually informal and, contrary to breakfast and dinner, the community members engaged in conversation while eating. People sat around informally too—some on the couch, others in chairs or at the table.


  Mediterranean looking, with a hint of silver at the edge of his thick black hair, Anthony struggled to fit in—not just at lunch—but also throughout his life. He could relate better to computers than he could to human beings, which he openly admitted to the Abbot Francis when he had his initial interview, prior to being invited to do a one-month Observership with the community. This month would give both sides of the equation some time to observe one another prior to the possibility of Anthony entering the first phase of monastic life, known as Postulancy, which is what he was considering doing.


  “Sometimes silent meals are easier, Anthony,” offered Brother Matthew, still in his simple or temporary vows. He had only been with the community about five years at this point and was just about fully recovered from a trauma he suffered while he was a novice.


  Anthony gave a weak smile in response, while trying to balance a plate of food on his knees as he sat on the sofa in the large room, which served as living room, kitchen, and dining room. Some folks in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania called such a living space a “great room” but that sounded a bit haughty for monastics. “Thanks for the comforting words. All of this is certainly a lot to get used to.”


  “Give it time,” Brother Benedict hollered over from the sink. I didn’t enter until I was in my fifties. It does seem to be harder to adapt when we’re older but it certainly can be done. Many people going into monastic life and the clergy these days are older. Not like our Abbot, Brother Francis, who was seventeen years old when he joined monastic life.”


  The Abbot just smiled, happy that others were leading the conversation. He was center-stage more than he cared to be.


  “Do the math and you will figure out his age!” quipped Sister Jane de Chantal as Sister Scholastica added to the humor by counting on her fingers. “By the way, Sister Scholastica is just above five feet tall, and I’m just below six feet tall. That’s about the only personal data you’ll get from us so don’t even think about our ages,” she joked.


  Sister Scholastica continued with the group effort to help Anthony feel at home. “We are all pretty much from the northeastern part of America. I understand that you are from California, Anthony. Do I have it right?”


  “That’s correct, Sister. I’ve been ‘out West’ as you folks say, all of my life, working as a computer programmer most of my adult life. I made brief visits to several monasteries out there but none of them seemed to attract me. Your Salesian charism is a real draw to me, and the fact that you are a small community, and a dual community of men and women is nice too. You also have people come here for retreat, that appeals to me as well.” He stopped awkwardly, not knowing what to say next or how to end his sharing.


  “I’ll bet you see movie stars from time to time in California,” Sister Jane de Chantal said as a way of breaking the silence.


  “Yes Sister, I do. In fact, I lived next to Lucille Ball when I was little. There were others around too, but I don’t want to name drop.”


  “Not to worry,” interjected Brother Benedict, “we can use a little excitement here sometimes. Feel free to fill us
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