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THE HOUSE OF RHYTHM AND BLUES 

I’ve found my dream house. It’s about eighty minutes from Man­hattan and has a pool, an artist’s studio, and an attached renovated silo. Who needs a Dawn-Dusk Simulation System when I can reg­ulate my circadian rhythms by staring up at the sky through my own personal glass-domed silo? “Won’t it be wonderful watching the moon and stars up here?” I say to Lee. “Maybe we can even set up our bedroom in the silo.” Lee reminds me that the house is wildly out of our price range and asks me if I really need a silo. No, I guess I don’t need a silo—I’m not in the grain-storage business—but it’s certainly a nice bonus, one that will come in handy when I replace the House of Punk Sleep with the new and improved ver­sion—the House of Beautiful Dreams. 

Sherry, our real estate agent, agrees that Silo House is on the pricy side, but maybe the seller will “come down.” Though we’ve only known Sherry a short time, we’ve come to believe that sellers are inherently generous people who will drop their prices a half million dollars if we do the right thing and “throw in” a bid. “You never know until you try, right?” she says. 

Sherry, who is dark-haired and very pretty, is endlessly upbeat—about real estate, about her flower and vegetable garden, about her third husband and their latest fabulous vacation, about her won­derful, brilliant, crazy kids. She would seem to lead a charmed exis­tence, yet I’ve never met anybody who confronts major drama on such a regular basis. A good friend dies suddenly, a close relative develops a debilitating illness, civil war erupts at a family wedding, yet Sherry remains a model of resilience, even when she doesn’t sleep well, which, given her 3 A.M. emailing habit, appears to be quite often. Having recently returned from visiting her oldest daughter, an award-winning film director, on the set of her new movie, Sherry tells me that her daughter isn’t sleeping and she’s worried about her health. Walking the grounds of Silo House, we discuss the downside of what appears to be a very glamorous industry but one that pushes people to work fifteen to eighteen hours a day, six days a week. In his documentary Who Needs Sleep? the renowned cinematographer Haskell Wexler focuses on the cir­cumstances surrounding the 1997 death of a thirty-five-year-old cameraman, who, after nineteen hours on the set, fell asleep behind the wheel of his car and hit a utility pole. The eighty-seven-year-old Wexler has been working to curb excessive work hours in the film world, but the industry has yet to adopt concrete pro­posals, and with people just happy to get work, the answer to “Who needs sleep?” will, for the foreseeable future, probably be “Nobody.” 

Sherry and I debate the pros and cons of sleeping pills while dis­cussing the pluses and minuses of Silo House. For me there aren’t any minuses, save one: price. Knowing we can’t afford it, I begin to fixate on its negligible flaws, starting with the bedroom mural, a copy of Georges Seurat’s A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. The seller, a congenial man whose two adorable chil­dren have been following us everywhere, tells us that the painting came with the house and he didn’t have the heart to remove it. It’s actually quite a good copy, right down to the thousands of tiny pointillist brushstrokes. However, I’m not sure pointillism is con­ducive to restful sleep, all those little dots like mosquito bites to the brain. We decide in the end not to place a bid, and somebody else buys the house. Sherry tells us not to worry. Something even more fabulous will show up. 

Next on the list is a 1920s stone carriage house near Martha Stewart’s Cantitoe Corners farms. I have nothing but deep admi­ration for Stewart, who built a multibillion-dollar empire and sur­vived prison on only four hours of sleep a night, but having grown up with a mother whose favorite question was “What will the neighbors think?” I’m not sure I want the world’s most famous domestic diva as my neighbor. What if I don’t keep up appear­ances? Will Martha storm down the street and rap me on the knuckles with a trowel? Reading Martha Stewart Living is one thing, but living near Martha Stewart could be the mother of all night­mares. That, however, turns out to be the least of it, for the house abuts a beautiful estate that hosts concerts and weddings, raising the possibility that our summer nights will be filled with blaring music. “Too noisy, right?” Sherry says. 

We move on to another property, which is away from Martha Stewart’s and closer to Ralph Lauren’s—not stylistically but geo­graphically. It’s next door. While the house needs to be painted and the shutters are falling off, the gorgeous kitchen reminds me of Diane Keaton’s in Something’s Gotta Give. “Isn’t this the best?” I say to Lee, who is staring out the window, shaking his head. 

“The house is too close to the road,” he says. “And guess what road it happens to be? The one leading away from the music cen­ter! We’ll get all the traffic at night, and since it’s on a hill, the cars will be accelerating.” 

We look at the master bedroom. It’s beautiful. It’s also on the ground floor facing the road. We don’t have to wait long wonder­ing about the level of traffic noise because an antique car whizzes by. “I wonder if that was Ralph Lauren,” I say. “I read somewhere that he keeps his huge collection of antique cars up here. Wouldn’t it be ironic to live in the equivalent of a Ralph Lauren ad only to have the real Ralph Lauren ruin your sleep?” 

Sherry takes us to another house, in another town, at the end of a quiet road. Built in 1775 and still bearing the original owner’s name, it has a gabled roof and a large front porch, where I imagine sitting on a rocker drinking iced tea and reading Edith Wharton. It is indeed a tranquil place, but the interior looks as if Squeaky Fromme had decorated it, with sheets hanging on the wall and a spooky laundry room that could double as a torture chamber. In addition to an exorcism, the house needs a gut renovation, and even though Sherry tells us it can be done “over time,” I don’t want to trade my old problems in the city for new ones in the country. Barring a cemetery, aren’t there any reasonably priced, quiet places that don’t require lots of work and where a person can sleep peacefully? 

“There are lots of other places to see,” Sherry says brightly. “But all buyers make compromises. Even clients with ten million dol­lars to spend can always find something wrong.” She urges us not to get discouraged. “Remember, guys, no house is perfect.” 

While I’m waiting to find my flawed dream house, a magazine-editor friend sends me an article about a unique method for treat­ing insomnia called brain-music therapy. First developed in 1991 by Dr. Iakov Levine, a neurologist at Moscow Medical Academy, it was brought to the United States by a Russian colleague, Dr. Galina Mindlin, who works as a psychiatrist in New York. Having studied piano and voice, I am immediately drawn to the idea of using music as a healing agent and make an appointment to see Mindlin at her office near the Time Warner Center. After I fill out a sleep questionnaire, along with the Beck Depression Inventory, a multi-choice self-report that tries to gauge the level of depressive symptoms, she brings me into her office, which is decorated in chilly, monochrome colors. We sit opposite each other on match­ing off-white Barcelona chairs, and Mindlin, who has pale skin, long, dark hair, and a soft Russian accent, listens intently as I give her the rundown on my sleep. Music’s ability to spark an emo­tional reaction in people was something she understood from an early age. Her mother sang at the Bolshoi Theater, and Mindlin was a dancer before studying neurology at Moscow Medical Acad­emy. “I remember visiting my aunt on the Balkan Sea,” she says. “She was a writer and yoga instructor, and I learned a lot about health from her. The rhythm of the waves made a big impression on me, and I began thinking about the universal harmony of nature and how all things are interconnected.” 

After we finish our brief therapy session, she records my brain waves on an EEG machine, placing a black rubber hairnet over my head to position the electrodes. She tells me to relax and think calming thoughts. Remembering my hypnosis tape, I picture myself on a deserted island, the waves lapping the shoreline, but soon I’m thinking about Mindlin’s aunt doing yoga poses on the Balkan Sea, and then about something I hadn’t thought of in years: When I was a teenager, my middle sister and I were walking along the New Hampshire shoreline when we spotted a dead body bob­bing in the waves. It was that of a young man whom we’d seen earlier in the week drinking a beer and staring into the water. After five minutes Mindlin removes the hairnet. “Your brain waves were extremely active,” she says, shaking her head. “I think you’ll get a lot of benefit from this treatment. You can use it during the day when anything stresses you out.” 

Later, Mindlin will send my EEG results via computer to Dr. Levine in Moscow, where he’ll use a complex series of algorithms to translate my brain activity into specific melodies and rhythms that can calm or energize. The treatment was originally developed for insomnia, but it has proven helpful for alleviating anxiety, depression, and stress, as well as for boosting concentration and productiveness. Mindlin points to several double-blind studies that have shown that subjects listening to their own brain music had better results than the group listening to a CD designed for some­one else. The treatment appears to work by reinforcing brain waves that affect our autonomic nervous system, impacting heart rate, pulse, blood pressure, and muscle tension. To treat insomnia or anxiety, BMT helps electrical activity in the brain transition from the more active beta waves to the more relaxing alpha waves. To help energy and concentration, it enhances the beta waves. 

Music therapy as a healing tool has been used by many different cultures for thousands of years. Pythagoras, the ancient-Greek mathematician, doctor, and musician, believed in the connection between musical and biological harmony, teaching his students that certain chords and melodies could aid in healing. In the Bible, David plays the harp to help alleviate King Saul’s depression, and Oxford scholar Robert Burton, in his 1621 book The Anatomy of Melancholy, wrote that music “is a sovereign remedy against de­spair.” In the United States, the modern era of music therapy began after World War II, when musicians went to veterans’ hos­pitals to play for the thousands of soldiers suffering the physical and emotional effects of war. Today there have been numerous re­search studies supporting the physiological effects of music on the human body, and it is now used, in conjunction with other thera­pies, to treat Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases, chronic pain, autism, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse. 

“What if I don’t like my brain music?” I ask Mindlin, worried that it might sound like a Yoko Ono song. 

“Too bad,” she says. “Think of it as good for you.” 

Mindlin, who just returned from opening a franchise office in Beverly Hills, believes BMT is the perfect therapy for the twenty-first century. “It’s instant medicine,” she says. “You can have your brain waves in your pocket and carry them around with you.” 

While waiting for my CD to come from Moscow, I happen to mention the treatment to my hair colorist, George, who is married to a Russian woman. “Brain-music therapy?” he says. “That sounds exactly like what my wife and my in-laws do to get my kid to fall asleep.” He pretends to rock a baby while singing something that sounds like a cross between a lullaby and a dirge. “Babies in Russia can’t go to sleep without someone singing this annoying song.” 

“Aren’t you exaggerating just a little?” I say. 

He calls over three young Russian assistants, and without telling them about my new therapy asks them to describe what they do when they put their babies to bed at night. They all break into a similar song in the middle of the color room at the John Bar­rett Salon. “See!” George says triumphantly. “They could have recorded the CD and saved you the five hundred fifty bucks.” 

When I asked Mindlin if brain-music therapy grew out of the idea that Russians, in putting their children to bed, synchronize their own voices to a rocking movement, she said, “It’s an inter­esting concept, but it’s your idea, not mine.” Three weeks later, when I receive the CD in the mail, I expect to hear George’s lull­aby, but the twelve-minute “calming” melody sounds more like a version of Stravinsky’s “Song of the Volga Boatmen.” I’m Ameri­can, of Irish descent, so I’m not sure why my brain music should sound Russian. As for the “activating” music, it reminds me of something a Russian ice-skater would incorporate into her perfor­mance medley—perfect for building up speed before a triple loop or double Salchow. It is indeed energizing—once it even made my heart race—but I already have plenty of energy. 

Following the instructions, I listen to the calming music twice before going to bed but still wake up in the middle of the night. After about a month I give up on BMT, which I suspect is more helpful for people who can’t fall asleep than those who can’t stay asleep. However, while it didn’t help my insomnia, I did find it a useful tool for relieving stress. One evening, after I’d poured some of my mother-in-law’s pasta sauce over a bowl of fettuccini and had settled in to watch HBO’s Rome, the Little Elephants were making so much noise that I decided to call them up and ask them to stop. I’m not by nature an assertive person. Even without acti­vating music, confrontations make me jittery, so when the hus­band answered I quickly apologized for bothering them and asked if they could keep it down. The husband replied, “They’re chil-der­run,” drawing out the syllables to emphasize the obvious. Follow­ing a long pause, he then said, “Twenty-two dollars,” which I thought was a reasonable price to get the kids to stop, and just as I was about to race up the back stairs with the cash, I realized he was talking to a food-delivery man. When he got on the phone again he was unhelpful and the kids continued pounding. I grabbed my iPod and listened to the calming music. It worked. 

I used the music before several other high-stress situations, and while it wasn’t a magic charm, it did prove helpful. After a few months, however, it stopped working entirely. Mindlin had warned me that if I repeatedly listened to the CD, my brain waves might change and I’d no longer respond in the same way. If that happened, she recommended a “tune-up” in the form of a follow-up visit and a new EEG. Although she assured me that I wouldn’t need to keep coming back, I was skeptical. Instead, I decided to refocus all my attention on finding a house. 

My friend Alan is my unofficial real estate advisor, which has all the makings of a potential disaster, because with Alan things tend to go sideways, if not straight downhill. I’ve known him for thirty years, and I’m not sure if this particular dynamic is his problem or mine or ours together. Friends assure me that it’s mostly his, and I tend to agree. Alan, who refers to me as “Ms. Morrisroe,” is a big personality in an even bigger body that recently topped three hun­dred pounds. An outrageous flirt, an incorrigible prankster, a frus­trated comedian, he is beneath it all a sweet, sensitive, needy guy who plays everything for laughs. I’m terribly fond of him, but I’ve also learned to keep him at a distance. He knows how I feel, and we even have a code word for it: Carl. 

Carl was the name of the pilot who took us up in a four-seat Cessna for what was supposed to be a delightful aerial view of the autumn foliage. As our previous two expeditions to see the leaves had ended with Alan’s vintage Jaguar breaking down and his boat nearly capsizing, getting into a plane with him was definitely ask­ing for trouble, but Lee, a licensed glider pilot, was then taking commercial flying lessons and thought it would be fun. We’d arranged for an hour’s ride, but after we were up in the air, Carl said he could only do twenty minutes. Alan was not happy and jok­ingly said, “Oh, maybe Lee will take over the controls”—this was before 9/11—and then behind Carl’s back, he made a gesture as if wanting to strangle him. A few seconds later, Carl picked up the radio and said, “Emergency, emergency!” 

“Emergency?” Lee said from the backseat. “What’s wrong?” 

“The engine’s riding rough,” Carl announced. “We’ve got to head back right away.” 

“This is it. We’re going to be killed,” I said to Lee, who, in his leather jacket and aviator glasses, looked more professional than Carl, who by then was visibly sweating. When we finally landed, I nearly fainted on the tarmac, while Carl, displaying a curious lack of interest in his passengers’ well-being, made a beeline for the office. We later found out that he’d faked the emergency because he thought, thanks to Alan, that we were planning to hijack the plane. Lee, in his Top Gun gear, was singled out as the ringleader. 

So then why would I want Alan anywhere near my dream house? I really don’t, but Alan is a hard guy to shake, and he does have a big heart. When I was working regularly as a magazine writer, Alan’s diverse résumé—entrepreneur, restauranteur, land­lord, amateur pop singer—made him an ideal pinch-hitting inter­view subject. He landed in at least a half dozen articles, and when he didn’t work out, he combed his extensive contact list for names and numbers. Now he thinks that if he helps me find a house, I’ll have to put him in the book. 

“C’mon, Ms. Morrisroe,” he says, “it’s important for my literary legacy.” 

“Well, do you have any sleep problems?” 

“According to my girlfriends, I snore—loudly.” 

Though Alan has never married, he has never lacked for female company and is currently seeing a famous choreographer. How this happened I’m not sure, but he takes great pleasure in telling me how he’s influencing the world of dance and how he recently met “Misha” Baryshnikov. 

“Back to your snoring,” I say. “Maybe you’ve got sleep apnea. You should get it checked out.” 

Alan assures me that he doesn’t have it, but I’m not convinced; he’s always been very cavalier about his health, and I recently heard through a mutual friend that he has type 2 diabetes. “I don’t have apnea,” he repeats. “I just snore, in between planning pro­ductions for ABT.” Knowing how sensitive he is, I let it drop and we talk about “our” house. He first introduced me to the rural area in Westchester about twenty-five years ago, when he bought a small house on a magical piece of property across from a horse farm. For whatever crazy reason, he then switched houses with another person, trading the wonderful cottage for a big ugly mod­ern one, and he wants to know if I’d like to rent that. 

“I bet you’ll sleep there,” he says. 

“Yes,” I say, “isn’t it pretty to think so?” We’ve been trading that line for at least two decades, when Alan, trying to impress a date, lied and told her he was passionate about Hemingway. When she asked him to recite the final line of The Sun Also Rises, he excused himself, called me on the phone, and asked if I knew it. “The answer is ‘Yes, isn’t it pretty to think so?’” I said. Along with “Carl,” it’s become part of our limited repertoire. 

“No, I don’t want to rent your house,” I tell him, recognizing the possibility that it might come with Alan. He then asks if Sherry is single and if so, would I fix him up with her? 

“No, she’s married,” I say, reminding him that he is already in a relationship. Alan replies, “But is she happily married?” 

The next time we make an appointment to see Sherry I make sure Alan is staying at his apartment in the city. He has a way of cropping up where you least expect it, and Sherry has enough complications in her life. She takes us to a house that like every­thing else is too expensive and in need of extensive renovation—it was built in 1910—but has excellent bone structure. It’s the Katharine Hepburn of houses, on one of the prettiest streets in the village, and I can really see myself sleeping here. (Alan totally agrees; somehow he got the address and has already seen it.) The owner, a retired TV producer, has an office on the ground floor, where he keeps his Emmy Awards and other memorabilia from the glory days of network television. 

“This is a place I could grow old in,” I tell Lee, who claims I’m only saying that because the house is old, but it’s more than that. I really feel a connection to the place. The owner, however, won’t budge on the price, and Sherry tells us the house needs too much work and to basically forget it. Alan calls to tell me the offer is still open for his house, and that if I rent it, he’ll throw in a free plane ride with Carl. 

A few weeks later, Sherry shows us a 1920s farmhouse near my friend Ira’s renovated barn. Ira is also a friend of Alan’s, but their relationship, to put it delicately, has always been complicated. Ira likes his space, and Alan, well, doesn’t. Once when Alan looked at a house on the same street, Ira nearly died, picturing Alan showing up on a regular basis in his golf cart. The farmhouse is just a five-minute walk away, so Alan immediately hatches a plan for us to show up at Ira’s one morning, in matching golf carts, to tee off on his lawn. “I don’t know if we’re even going to buy the house,” I tell Alan, who replies, “Yes, but isn’t it pretty to think so?” 

The house has diamond-paned windows, a large stone hearth, a separate writer’s studio, and a new pool on a rise overlooking acres of meadows. The only drawback is the shared driveway with the next house, which is so close you can practically see what the neighbors are watching on TV. The seller’s agent, a woman named Muffin, assures Sherry that the people next door are exceptionally quiet, and on our second visit, we notice two Adirondack chairs at the end of their property. I immediately picture the neighbors as Jessica Tandy and Hume Cronyn, two lovely old people, not unlike my own lovely (and very quiet) parents. 

We place a bid on Good Friday, but Muffin tells Sherry that it’s the “full price or nothing” and that she’ll be showing the house over the weekend. Other people are interested. We take the bait and offer the full asking price. 

“We have a house!” I tell my sister Nancy after Lee and I drive up to Boston for the Easter weekend. We show her the pictures. She loves it. I call Alan, who says that he’s buying us a golf cart as a housewarming present. 

That night, at 3 A.M., I wake up with a major anxiety attack. “I’m not sure this house is right for us,” I tell Lee. “It’s got that shared driveway, and the people are so close by it’s practically like living in the city. What if they have loud parties?” Lee reminds me that Muffin says they’re a quiet couple without any children and tells me to calm down. 

The next morning Sherry is on the phone. Jessica Tandy and Hume Cronyn are in their thirties, and Jessica is pregnant. Out with the Adirondack chairs, in with the jungle gym. On Easter, we pull the bid. 

“Good move, Ms. Morrisroe,” Alan says when I give him the update. “Carl.” 

“What do you mean? Carl, as in disaster?” 

“No, I mean Carl as in neighbor. I think he lives next door.” 

We put house hunting on hold for a while, and then one morning, after searching through the real estate listings, I notice that Hep­burn House has come down in price. It’s still too expensive, but it’s a start. We drive out to look at it again, and the seller’s agent has laid out freshly baked cookies; wherever I go I smell the sweet, comforting scent of oatmeal raisin. “Oh, this smells just like home,” I tell Lee. “I can picture Bumpa right here in the kitchen.” The agent tells us that the room currently used as an office was once an “egg room,” where the previous owners would sell the eggs hatched by their chickens. “This is perfect,” I whisper to Lee. “What better place to give birth to my ideas than an actual egg room!” 

“When the house was built in 1910, it was named the ‘ideal country house’ by Good Housekeeping magazine,” the agent tells us. 

“Isn’t that impressive,” I say to Lee, who mutters something about how notions of “ideal” have changed considerably since before World War I. “The upstairs bedrooms are totally claustro­phobic, and the windows are so small you can barely see out of them.” The seller’s agent tells us that we could probably put an extension over the garage, which would cost maybe $500,000 max. Sherry volunteers the name of an architect. 

We tell Sherry we’ll discuss it and get back to her. Meanwhile, I begin doing some research on the man who built the “ideal coun­try house,” give or take a century. It turns out that he was a famous architect named Alfred Hopkins, who specialized in build­ing “farm groupings” on country estates in Long Island, such as the one owned by Louis Comfort Tiffany. I retrieve his obituary online, reading parts of it to Lee. “In addition to being an archi­tect,” I tell him, “he played the cello, violin, organ, and piano, and he composed several quartets. He was also greatly interested in the craft of bookbinding and wrote a magazine article on the methods of medieval bookbinders. So he was an author, too.” 

“What else did he write?” 

“A book called Planning for Sunshine and Fresh Air.” 

“Well, he didn’t plan too well for it in the house. It feels totally closed in.” 

“Wait a minute,” I say. “He also wrote Prisons and Prison Build­ings.” 

“That kind of explains it, doesn’t it?” 

“I guess he designed federal penitentiaries, too. You know the one at Lewisburg? That was his. And the ones at Terre Haute and Wallkill. President Roosevelt thought so highly of him that he appointed him a delegate to the International Prison Conference at Berlin.” 

“And this is why you want the house?” 

I can’t explain why I want it. I just do, so I send Alan over to look at it again, and this time he has second thoughts. “I don’t think it’s for you,” he says. “There’s a horse farm next door, and horses can be very noisy.” I don’t trust his advice, however, because he’s still pushing for us to rent his place. 

Several weeks later, the owners of Hepburn House drop their price even lower. “It’s fate,” I tell Lee. “We’ve got to buy it.” Lee agrees, not because he’s changed his mind about the house—he still thinks it’s a money pit—but because it happens to be within golf-cart range of his new tennis partner’s state-of-the-art court. 

After our bid is accepted, we meet the engineer for the home inspection, following him down into a basement that appears to be in its original 1910 condition. The floor is damp, with a six-inch watermark on the wall. “Obviously there’s been flooding in the basement,” Lee says. “How do you get the water out?” The engi­neer points to an old toilet in the corner. “You could, however, buy a sump pump,” he says. “I guess they’ve just been pumping the water down that toilet.” We move on to the electricity, which consists of a vast jumble of different-colored wires either tied together in clumps or hanging lose and exposed. “Are you handy?” the engineer asks Lee, who says, “I’m not a licensed electrician, if that’s what you mean.” The engineer checks out the sewage sys­tem—a hundred-year-old cast-iron pipe depositing water out onto the street. “You wouldn’t want that to break,” the engineer says, shaking his head. Walking back upstairs, Lee whispers, “Is this the kind of basement you’d ever want to step foot in? I think I saw a dead animal.” 

The engineer disappears into the attic, returning to tell us he found mold but that all we had to do was raise the roof a few inches for better air circulation. “All in all,” he says, “the house is in pretty good shape for something this old.” 

“It was built by a famous architect,” I volunteer. 

“Would I know his work?” the engineer asks. 

“Only if you’ve served time in a federal pen.” 

A few days later the engineer sends us the report. The house passes inspection, and we come up for another look, meeting the owners, who are planning to relocate full-time to Martha’s Vine­yard. While Lee talks to the husband, I sit on the breezeway with his wife, glancing at the pond across the way. “Isn’t it idyllic here?” she says. “I’m really going to miss this place.” 

“It really feels like such a happy house,” I say. “You must have such wonderful memories.” 

“Not all wonderful,” she says. “We’ve had tragedies, too.” 

“I wish she hadn’t said that part about tragedies,” I tell Lee on the way home. “I wonder what kind of tragedies. I hope they weren’t house-related ones.” 

“If they were,” Lee says, “they probably occurred in the base­ment.” 

A few days later Alan calls and tells me he’s got a quote for my book. “It’s Plato,” he announces. (“Alan knows Plato?” Ira said when I told him.) He then reads it to me: “How can you prove whether at this moment we are sleeping and all our thoughts are a dream; or whether or not we are awake and talking to one another in the waking state?” 

“So we may be sleeping right now and not know it,” I say. 

“Row, row, row your boat,” he sings. “Gently down the stream. Mer­rily, merrily, merrily, merrily, Life is but a dream.” 

Not long afterward, Lee has a dream in which he’s bound to a chair by electrical wire. Lee never remembers his dreams, or if he does, they’re totally basic, such as about thugs chasing him. He’s not prone to analyze either, so after he describes this particular dream he’s ready to forget about it, but putting on my analyst’s cap, I say, “Hmmm, do you remember anything else about the dream?” 

“I think I’m in a basement somewhere.” 

“Oh.” 

“And someone is about to pull a switch,” he adds. 

“Like you’re in an electric chair? Say, in Lewisburg Penitentiary.” 

“Could be.” 

“You don’t want to buy this house, do you? You think it’s totally wrong for us.” 

“I didn’t say that.” 

“Yes, you did! Your subconscious said it, because you were too afraid to say it to me.” 

Once again, we pull the bid, making up a lame excuse to Sherry. A few weeks later, when my sister Nancy comes to visit, we take her on a drive, stopping by to look at the house. “I really feel a mysterious connection to it,” I tell her. 

“It’s not such a mystery,” she says. “It looks exactly like our old house.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s the House of Punk Sleep. You know how they say you can never go home again? Well, not in your case.” 

When Alan calls for an update on the house and I tell him we’re not getting it, he doesn’t make jokes or do anything that might prompt me to utter the warning “Carl.” He sounds tired and a little run-down, although he does manage to remind me that for old time’s sake he really “should” be in my book. He emails me on my birthday, and then I don’t hear from him for a while. Then one morning the Good Sleep Boyfriend calls to tell me some bad news. “Alan’s dead,” he says. He doesn’t know all the details, but Alan’s assistant found him in bed that morning. He’d apparently died of a heart attack in his sleep. 

“In his sleep?” I repeat. 

Several weeks later, I’m at Alan’s memorial service at a club downtown, where friends pay tribute to his wonderful, horrible, endearing, annoying, joyful, neurotic personality. At the end of the service, his ex-girlfriend and former bandmate plays a tape of Alan singing one of the songs they’d performed together. As we file out of the club, Alan’s music still in our brains, people mention that at least he died in his sleep and what a peaceful way to go. If Alan had been there I’m sure he’d have said, “Yes, isn’t it pretty to think so?” 





11 

THE MAN FROM CON ED 

On a chilly night in late winter, I stride into the 92nd Street Y wear­ing a black cashmere turtleneck and a pair of black leggings tucked into a pair of very tall riding boots. I’m here for a meditation course, and I’m wildly overdressed. For years people have been pushing me to meditate, but since some of them later wound up in rehab or as stars of their own reality shows, I’d usually tell them that writing was my meditation and leave it at that. Besides, if I were going to meditate, I’d do it properly and study with a guru in India. When I did go to India, however, I was too busy shopping and sightseeing, so meditation became something I planned to do the next time I happened to be in India. Realizing that wasn’t going to be anytime soon, I signed up for the meditation course at the Y, which is right around the corner from my apartment. 

There are twenty of us in the class, including a pair of newly­weds in matching track pants, a handsome young businessman carrying a briefcase, a woman with long blond hair in a pencil skirt and high heels, and a cute middle-aged couple, the wife in yoga pants and a Van Cleef & Arpels enamel-and-gold necklace. We all stand around pretending not to feel awkward, until the instructor, who looks like a combination of Denzel Washington and Lou Gos­sett, Jr., welcomes us inside. 

“I’m Jan Childress,” he says, “and I want you to take down my email in case you need to get in touch with me. You’ll notice that I work for Con Ed, so don’t go busting my chops about it, okay?” 

At this point, I’m ready to leave. When it comes to whom you learn meditation from there’s got to be a middle ground between an Indian guru and a guy who works for Con Ed. I look at my watch. Only fifty-five minutes to go. 

The meditation room is used during the day for nursery school activities, the walls decorated with exuberant crayon renderings of cars, planes, boats, and trains. Jan tells us to get comfortable on the floor, which is partly covered in gray-green industrial carpet. Squeezed out of the carpeted area, I sit in back on the exposed con­crete, near a bank of lockers. 

“How many people have meditated before?” Jan asks. 

Only one person raises a hand. Jan explains that he came to meditation primarily through the martial arts, winning several gold medals competing in international tai chi tournaments. Though in his late fifties, he’s in fantastic shape and explains that along with meditation, he’ll also be teaching qigong (pronounced “chee-gung”), which, like tai chi, is an ancient Chinese exercise system that combines meditation with a series of slow, flowing poses. Both qigong and tai chi are intended to promote health and relaxation by cultivating internal energy, or qi (“chee”). Jan defines qi as the “life force,” but much like the soul, it is very hard to envi­sion, and you basically have to take it on faith. Practitioners of Chi­nese medicine believe that all disease stems from an imbalance in the qi as it moves through twelve meridians of the body. Qigong is a way to balance qi. 

“I thought this was a meditation class,” one woman says. 

“Qigong combines movement and meditation,” Jan replies. “Not unlike yoga.” 

A man raises his hand. “Do we have to chant? I hate chanting. It’s weird.” 

“No, we don’t have to, but I think you’ll grow to like it.” 

Jan’s gaze is warm and direct, emitting a sense of authority that is both powerful and humble. He is someone to whom the phrase “comfortable in his own skin” applies. “When I first began medi­tating,” he explains, “I’d combine it with yoga, spending a total of thirty to forty-five minutes on both. But as I became more accli­mated to meditation and the idea of sitting still, I found the time just melting away. I might attempt to meditate for five minutes, and then forty minutes later I’d come out of it, so it got much eas­ier. That’s because there are a couple of very important benefits from meditation. One is self-awareness, the other is self-control. By sitting still, I began to see very clearly the agitations of the mind. If I had a negative thought, I could feel its strength build up like a tidal wave. If it was a happy thought, I could feel the eupho­ria. Either way, it wasn’t beneficial. So I just learned through prac­tice to detach myself and observe my thoughts without becoming engaged by them.” 

Jan tells us that he’ll be offering a sampler of different techniques, such as mantra meditation, mindfulness meditation, and light med­itation. What they all have in common is a singular goal: to increase the mind’s ability to keep distracting thoughts at bay so we can become fully present in the moment. Jan suggests we start with the universal mantra “so-hum,” which translates as “I-divine.” “It’s easy to use,” he says, “because it mimics the sound of the breath.” We sit in a cross-legged position, our hands resting on our knees, palms facing up, our forefingers and thumbs touching. He then tells us to breathe deeply into our dantien, which is located a few inches below the navel and is the center of qi. Beginning with the mantra “Om,” the primordial sound from which everything is said to emanate, he repeats it twice and then tells us to silently say “so” as we inhale, “hum” as we exhale. When our attention wanders, we’re to let these thoughts come and go without judging them before gently tugging the mind back to so-hum. I’m a judgmental person, so it’s hard to let my thoughts come and go without commenting on them, especially when they involve Nancy Sinatra, who is singing “These Boots Are Made for Walking” in my head. As I gently pull her (by the hair) out of my thoughts, I realize that my own boots aren’t made for meditating and they’re digging into my ankles. After ten minutes of mental wrestling, I hear Jan chant “Om.” 

“All right now, why don’t we get moving,” he says, while we struggle to stand up. The woman in the Van Cleef necklace is massaging her toes, while two people are hopping around to regain the circulation in their legs. “Ouch,” a man says, “my foot is asleep.” I’d love to take off my boots but fear it would attract more attention, realizing that just as I’ve judged people by their clothing and accessories, I’ve distinguished myself as the Nancy Sinatra of meditation. 

“You don’t have to sit still to meditate,” Jan tells us. “There’s this whole notion of single-mindedness that is associated with Bud­dhism and is very much akin to meditation. It is the notion of being totally engaged in whatever it is you’re doing. If you’re walking, walk, and don’t think about what happened last week and the movie that you’re going to see this coming weekend. It’s just being totally aware of what you’re doing. To supplement meditation, I like to incorporate qigong, because it requires that same notion of single-mindedness in order to assume and to maintain the proper structure throughout the exercise.” 

While I am tall and thin and give the appearance of being coor­dinated, I’m more comfortable in my brain than in my body. I’ve never played sports—my tennis career ended in ninth grade when I accidentally hit my teacher in the eye with a ball. (He turned out to be okay, although I’ll never forget watching him drop to the ground, screaming “My eye! My eye! I think you’ve blinded me!”) I do Pilates but not yoga out of fear of winding up in a class filled with stealthily competitive people with awesome flexibility and sculpted arms. I’m wary of qigong. The newlyweds in track pants are bouncing up and down in their sneakers. The blonde takes off her heels. 

First, we assume the “resting position,” standing with our feet hip width apart and parallel, toes pointing straight forward, eyes open, lips parted, arms relaxed and hanging down at our sides. Jan tells us to breathe in and out as he goes around correcting our stances. Next he has us do a few simple exercises to circulate qi throughout the “microcosmic orbit.” The qi apparently flows along two major meridians—the governor vessel and the concep­tion vessel—but it’s so confusing I can’t follow him, which he says doesn’t matter, because all we need to do is
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