Grave Anxiety

Nelson DiTorino’s anxiety hierarchy:

1. Hearing/speaking the trigger words: death, funeral, cemetery, coffin/casket, grave, burial
2. Entering a funeral home visitation room
3. Standing by a closed casket
4. Standing by an open casket
5. Entering a cemetery 
6. Passing by graves/stones
7. Visiting father’s grave
8.  Witnessing a burial
9. Dealing with “buried alive” dreams
10. Approaching/standing next to an open grave

--From the notes of Dr. Alicia Spellmeyer
---

“So how are you feeling about number eight, Nels? Do you think we need to work on that some more?”
Number seven had taken four go-rounds, but that one was personal. Number eight hadn’t been as bad as he’d imagined.
“No, I’m good. I mean, definitely better than I was.”
As if to prove it, at least to himself, he looked once again through the break in the pines, down the hill toward the young man’s grave. With the sod replaced and the mourners gone, it was nearly as innocuous as a tee-off zone.
“That doesn’t sound too convincing.”
 “No, no. I’m really doing better.” He cast her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’ve been working on the visualizations, and those relaxation exercises. And I’ve gotten to the point where I don’t break a sweat. Even when I remember the hole—I mean, the grave—getting filled.”
“Good.”
The way she looked up at him, this time shading her eyes, always made Nels feel like a monument. Maybe only because they’d chosen to meet in a cemetery.
	Yet in a more general sense, Nels was not incorrect in this perception. He stood six feet four and weighed two hundred and eighty-three pounds. With his broad back, broad hands, and generally hulking presence, he could seem an incongruous figure at the insurance firm where he worked. But only to those who didn’t really know him. In fact, he had done well enough there to attain a vice presidency. At the firm and beyond his small circle of family and friends, Nels was no-nonsense and not given to polite chatter, more daunting than daunted. Nothing he was overly proud of, but nothing he was willing to forfeit his introversion to overcome. These sessions with Doctor Spellmeyer, a dutiful exception to this introversion, had started as a concession to his wife.
“Should we move ahead to number nine then?”
“I suppose.” 
 “You suppose.”
For weeks he’d been tempted to argue that conquering number nine was irrelevant to his ultimate mission, even as he foresaw her response: that, in fact, it went to the heart of his mission, that to bypass it would amount to kicking an increasingly explosive can of anxiety down the road. 
 “I’m ready. Ready as I’ll ever be.”
When it came to number nine, Nels found it especially comforting to remind himself of his height, his weight, his hulk. Thirty-four years ago, at the origin of this whole thing, he was a three-foot-five, forty-one-pound six year old, statistics committed to his pediatrician’s files and to his mother’s ever growing list of worries, which were repeated over the kitchen phone to her friends, her sisters, her mother, in whispers Nels couldn’t help but overhear. My god, the boy is stunted. Seriously stunted. He may never see four feet.
“Well,” said Doctor Spellmeyer, “let’s begin.”
Together, they spread her blanket in their usual clearing among the pines. She bid him to take a seat, then followed, and waited for him to lie down.
“Okay,” she said softly, as always. “Close your eyes. Good. Now work on bringing it up, and tell me when you’re ready.”
For every anxiety it was the worst Nels could imagine. As for number nine the problem was, it was no one thing, instead continually evolving and shifting, like the scenes in a nightmare. So he went back to the start, to his forty-one-pound, six-year-old self folded to fit in a bureau drawer that his cousin then closed. In the darkness, huddled amid his uncle’s socks and underwear, he listened for the call of “Ready or not, here I come!” 
From there he dropped into the rush-hour bus of his city days, the crush of passengers at first impersonal, then seemingly turned upon him, hands grasping his coat, pulling him downward, as he gripped the strap and looked toward the roof for relief, taking in the diminishing light and air, until he was delivered from humanity and into the phone-booth-size elevator of a habitual nightmare, its doors closing without prompting. Downward he went, once again, zooming toward the center of the earth, first in dimness then in blackness, the elevator now a shrunken capsule in which he lay, an astronaut headed the wrong direction. In time the capsule shook and shuddered, no longer from speed, for it was no longer moving. It shook and shuddered from the dirt being shoveled upon it.
Nels sat up gasping, above ground, in the light. Thank god. Doctor Spellmeyer was watching him, smiling in her subdued way, a gentle reminder that his work was not finished. 
“Ready,” he said, once he’d collected himself. He lay back down and closed his eyes.
“Now think of your cues, Nels. And if one works, say the word.”
The relaxation cues: the view out his kitchen window at daybreak, all seasons; his wife’s soft singing as she rocked the baby; the baby himself, swaddled, safe, asleep. One by one he tried these, and each was as successful as trying to watch television in a burning house. He remembered the cue he’d considered for number seven then pushed aside because it was of this place, the cemetery.
No, he thought again, no. But the memory returned anyway …
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“Look at me, Nels.”
He glanced his aunt’s way but found it easier to look toward the rain spilling down behind her, from the eaves of this little brick building where they’d come for privacy and shelter.
“You’re a teenager now, a young man. So you really need to get a handle on this. For your mother’s sake, your sister’s sake. And especially for your father’s.”
This brought back the picture of his dad in the ground, curled up in his own, larger drawer, as Nels imagined him. Still breathing, afraid, and waiting for rescue, while people huddled under umbrellas above him, miserable and clueless. 
“Now let me take you back.” 
When she reached for his arm he stepped away, into the brick wall.
“Nels? Please.”
“I’m going to throw up, Aunt Jo. I mean it. I can do it here, in privacy, or I can do it there.”
“We’ve got a bathroom in here, if you’re interested.”
A man’s voice. Nels turned and saw that a stranger had stepped around the corner of the building, though he seemed to have nothing to do with the building or anything around it. In his jeans and denim shirt, and his pointed-toe boots, he looked like a cowboy, more specifically like the Marlboro Man, complete with the cigarette. The only thing missing was the cowboy hat.
Before Nels could say yes to the offer, the man was already pointing the way to the building’s front entrance. “Go straight back, son. Just to the right of the file cabinets.”
Several minutes later Nels emerged from the bathroom. Stepping past the file cabinets he heard the last of what the man was saying to his aunt: “I wouldn’t push it, Ma’am, if I were you.”
They both turned to him, the man with a smile, his Aunt Jo with anxious uncertainty.
“Your aunt and me, I think we’ve decided on something.” The man cast her his own uncertain look. “We did, didn’t we?”
She looked from him to Nels and nodded curtly.
“Son, we’re thinking it’s best you stay here until the service is over, which shouldn’t be more than fifteen, twenty minutes. You can lay down on that couch over there, and then your aunt will come and get you when it’s done. All right?”
“Okay.”
Once his aunt was gone Nels settled onto the old leather couch along the far wall, beneath a high window. Aside from the couch and file cabinets there wasn’t much else to the room: an old office desk with a phone, pens, and papers on it, behind it a rolling stool and in front of it a long wooden altar-ish thing stacked with ledgers. There was also a little refrigerator, from which the man was taking something: a can of ginger ale.
As he set the drink on a chair next to Nels, Nels noticed a name stitched in cursive on his right shirt pocket: Ross D. 
“I’ll leave you alone so you can get some rest.”
As the man turned to the door Nels called to him. “Sir? Can I tell you something? If you have time?”
“Sure, son. Shoot.”
“I didn’t really throw up in there. I mean, I thought I might have to, at first. But then the urge went away.”
“Well, those things happen.”
“But what bothers me is, it feels like lying. I mean, it’s okay with my aunt that I’m in here, only because I told her I was sick. The truth is, I just don’t want to be out there, by the grave. Does that make me a terrible person? Or a chicken?” 
“Chicken” had become an especially sensitive term for Nels. At thirteen he was five feet eight but only one hundred and twenty-four pounds, thus earning the nickname “chicken legs” at school.
	The man returned to the chair, put the ginger ale on the floor, and sat down. “What’s your name, son?”
“Nelson. But I go by Nels.”
“Nels.” He repeated the name as if it were a new and pleasing addition to his vocabulary. “The short answer is no, Nels. You’re not a liar or a chicken, and you’re certainly not a terrible person. You see, truth or lies, good or bad, brave or chicken, they don’t figure into whether someone willingly stands by an open grave or chooses not to. There are no rules to the matter; it’s all in the gut. And my feeling is, the gut is to be respected.”
Up close the man’s face was as tanned and worn as the Marlboro Man’s, as if he spent entire days outdoors and most nights in front of a campfire.
“You sound like you’ve been here a long time.”
“Going on twenty-five years.”
“Do you dig the graves?”
“Yes, I dig the graves. Among other things.”
Given this rare opportunity Nels thought of asking whether his worsening fear of being buried alive was at all justified, but didn’t. Such a question might make a gravedigger feel guilty. It might also make him ask a question of his own: Why the fear, son? And that would require Nels to explain the hours he’d spent years earlier in the closed drawer, long after the hide-and-seek game had ended. Long after he’d pissed his way first through his uncle’s socks and underwear, then through the pajamas and long johns in the drawer below. He didn’t want to get into any of that.
But there was one more thing Nels felt comfortable asking. “It’s unusual, isn’t it, for someone to have this kind of reaction. To people getting buried.”
The man thought this over then laughed quietly, as if to himself. “Not as unusual as you might think. In fact, off the top of my head I can think of at least five people who’ve spent time on this couch, for the same reason as you. Others didn’t give a reason, but the looks on their faces told me all I needed to know.”
“Were they all kids, like me?”
“Nope. Just for starters I can recall a doctor, a college teacher, and if you can believe it an animal trainer. For the circus.”
“So this problem I have, it never goes away?”
Thrown for a loop, the man leaned back, wiped one palm absently across his jaw. “Let’s not say that, Nels.” He was quiet for so long Nels wondered if this was all he had to offer.
“Listen,” the man said at last. “I’m no psychologist, but at your age—twelve?”
“Thirteen.”
“At thirteen you have your whole life to work through this thing. And chances are, you will. Meantime, if another opportunity arises for you to stand by a grave, there is nothing wrong with engaging in a bit of dishonesty to sidestep the situation. Plead sickness. Plead another pressing engagement. Plead anything you must. And if the occupant of the grave has any remaining power to think or feel, and any common sense and decency, he’ll understand that you did what you had to do. All right?”
“All right.”
The man stood up and pushed the chair closer, set the can of ginger ale back on it. When he was halfway to the door he stopped once again.
“There’s one other thing you might want to try, Nels. For this immediate situation, I mean. See that picture there?”
He pointed to a drawing on the wall at the foot of the couch: an owl in a tree, everything in blacks and grays except for the eyes, which glowed bright yellow.
“One of the other couch folks—the college teacher, I think—she said that looking into the owl’s eyes helped her. Kind of hypnotized her into a calm, if I’m remembering correctly. You might give that a shot, for what it’s worth.”
Nels was doubtful, but once the man was gone he gave it a try—in the beginning, without success. Yet he persisted, until the eyes separated first from the owl and then from the drawing, becoming lights in a mist and then nothing but themselves.

“Relaxed,” he announced.
“You’re sure.”
“Yes.”
“Good. Why don’t you open your eyes and sit up.”
	In the brightness this might have been a different place from the one in his memory. The man’s advice might have been a dream if Nels hadn’t followed it ever since that day on the couch, his excuses for avoiding every funeral and burial since his father’s backed up, and sometimes actually made, by the cousin who’d left him in that drawer.
	In the ten minutes that remained in their session, Doctor Spellmeyer helped Nels through a couple more of the usual exercises, and then it was time for him to get back to the office. After helping her fold up the blanket, he started for his van.
	“Nels?” she called. “Listen, I hate to bring this up. But do you have a sense of how much time we have, given the worst-case scenario?”
	Honestly, it was hard to say. Some days, his mother had so much energy it seemed her prognosis might be wrong. Other days, she’d take a turn that would throw even the least optimistic estimate into doubt.
	“Worst case is a month or so. Though I’m betting, hoping, she’ll have longer.”
	“All right. I’ll tell the guy who runs things here we need a grave for number ten as soon as possible. Just to be on the safe side. How does that sound?”
	“It sounds fine.”
	As Nels drove back down the hill he spotted the groundskeeper coming up it. Like Nels, he was forty-ish and lineman-sized. Yet he had the kind of looks that called to mind other people of note—to Nels, Joseph Cotten and some unnameable football star, and in manner more than looks the minister of Nels’s childhood church, whose gait, slow and deliberate, seemed weighted by regret.
Once, Nels had made the mistake of waving to the groundskeeper, but he’d ignored Nels or didn’t see him. Either way, he had the look of someone who didn’t want to be bothered, something Nels certainly understood. Today he stared resolutely downward while making his way alongside the road. 
	As for Ross D, he was long gone—retired or dead, Nels preferred not to know which. Still, he wished he could ask him whether he agreed with the conclusion Nels had come to: that practically nothing, nothing short of his own dire illness or death, could excuse a man from the graveside of his mother.
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