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PART I




O N E

To be perfectly blunt and unprofessional, my lineup that day read like the maladjusted all-star team of Manhattan.

My nine o’clock was a bulimic, twice-divorced executive who was having an affair with her married boss.

My ten o’clock was a guilt-ridden kleptomaniac who could never keep what he stole. He was always revisiting stores in order to put things back.

Then came my eleven o’clock. So to speak. A sexually compulsive cellist who, among other things, liked to masturbate in the backseat of cabs. I suppose it goes without saying that she lived well beyond walking distance to my office.

A couple of hours for lunch and paperwork, and it was time to reload.

Two o’clock: a soap-opera actor who could no longer distinguish between himself and the character he played.

Next up was my three o’clock. On second thought, don’t get me started on my three o’clock.

Finally, there was my last patient of the day. My four o’clock. The main reason I remember that day at all.

His name was Kevin Daniels.* A struggling young writer who’d written seven spec screenplays and had yet to sell any of them. Unable to drop the word aspiring from his desired profession, Kevin’s frustration had manifested in a deep and bitter hatred of the very people he so much wanted to impress. To Kevin, Hollywood wasn’t just populated by mere assholes or idiots. Rather it was infested with, and I quote, culturally retarded wayward whores destined to make feel-good-movie johns out of all of us. End quote.

I could only imagine how his screenplays read.

But on this particular afternoon, an overcast Thursday in the middle of October, Kevin arrived at my office with an uncharacteristic smile. He professed to having significant news.

“I’ve had a moment of intense clarity, an epiphany,” he said. He leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I need to be in the belly of the beast.”

He stopped and stared at me.

“So you—”

“That’s right.” He plowed on. “I’m moving, David. I’m going to Hollywood.”

“The belly of the beast, as you say.”

“You got it.”

“To fight the battle from within.” 

“Exactly,” he said.

I nodded, my face giving away nothing. “Are you sure this is a move you want to make?”

“Not only am I sure, I’ve practically already done it,” came his answer. “I flew out there last weekend and rented a place in Hollywood Hills. I’ll be heading back there for good the day after tomorrow.”

“You’re not wasting any time, are you?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Have you told your parents?” I asked.

“They cosigned on the new apartment.”

“I take it that means they approve?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Kevin, his palms raised. “My parents know they can’t stop me, so they haven’t bothered to try. What about you, though, David? Do you approve of my moving?” 

I cautioned myself. Much about psychotherapy, or at least the way I approached it, was predicated on the belief that an opinion should never do more harm than good. My job was not to ferret out right from wrong in any absolute sense. Only what was right or wrong for a particular patient.

Kevin was waiting for my answer.

“Do I approve of your moving?” I said slowly. “To be honest, I’m not sure my thoughts have anything to do with approving or disapproving. The important thing—and this is something you and I have been talking about for quite some time—is that no one has more control over your life than you do. While that fact alone won’t guarantee you success, it will guarantee you the right to make your own decisions. For better or worse.”

“In other words, fuck anyone who disapproves,” said Kevin.

“More or less.”

He shrugged. “I can live with that.”

After looking at each other in silence for a few seconds, we both realized that continuing to talk merely because we had time left in the hour would be silly. Kevin told me I should still charge him for a full session.

“No, this one’s on the house,” I said.

“Really?”

“Sure. Buy two hundred, get one free.”

He laughed and we shook hands. I wished him luck. After taking a few steps toward the door, Kevin turned and looked back.

“The belly of the beast,” he said. “That’s where you can find me.” Then he left.

And that’s how it came to be. Why I remember that day so well. I’d told Kevin what I’d been telling him repeatedly over four years: that no one can have more control over your life than you do. It was pretty good advice, I thought.

Too bad it was wrong.

Dead wrong.

I know this because Kevin’s leaving created an opening in my schedule . . . and the person who filled it was going to be all the proof I needed.



T W O

The very next night around eight o’clock.

I watched as Parker reached out and poked his index finger at the doorbell. As the three of us stood there waiting, I took the opportunity to complain one more time.

“I can’t believe I let you two talk me into coming to this thing,” I muttered.

“Nonsense,” Parker replied. “You wouldn’t be here unless you wanted to be.”

“That’s very shrink of you,” I said.

“And that’s a nondenial denial,” said Parker.

I chuckled. “There’s the lawyer I know and love.”

Parker’s wife, Stacy, gave him a nudge. “Will the lawyer I also know and love please ring the doorbell again,” she said. “I don’t think anyone heard us.”

Parker rang the bell again as I weighed the option of making a mad dash for the stairwell. Too late. The door opened almost immediately.

“Omigod! Will you look who’s here,” she practically shrieked. Cassandra Nance, all ninety-eight pounds of her, stood before us with a bony hand slapped over her mouth in mock surprise. A little black dress draped her shoulders as if it were still on the hanger. The woman was thin. “Come in, come in,” she said.

Air kisses, initial pleasantries, and the customary bottle-of-wine handoff. A rented man in a tuxedo stepped up and took our coats. We were officially in. Cassandra led us through her foyer and into the party. As she did, she locked her arm around mine and whispered in my ear, “It’s really great you could make it, David.”

At least one of us thought so.

Nonetheless, by that point I was resigned to the situation. This was the appearance to keep up appearances, and I was wholly prepared to put in the good effort. Perhaps even enjoy myself. But before that could ever happen, I needed to say hello to someone. Hello, Mr. Bartender. After a very brief, one-sided conversation with the guy, I was handed my bourbon and water. Two quick sips and I was ready. Any notion that David Remler had become a complete social recluse was about to be unequivocally dispelled.

I looked around. The circle-of-friends legacy of two rich ex-husbands, numerous patron-of-the-arts type endeavors, and Cassandra’s current stint as a fashion editor at Vogue meant a most eclectic gathering. Seemingly every ethnicity, ideology, and sexual orientation was represented—all happily conversing with one another and all somehow connected to our hostess.

As for my connection, it was originally through Parker and Stacy, my escorts for the evening. Quick background. Parker Mathis was my freshman-year roommate at Columbia. Call it luck of the draw, but we became fast friends and, over the course of four years, best of friends. Had we gone our separate ways after graduation, we still would’ve been close. That we’d each decided to remain in the city practically made us brothers. I had even forgiven Parker for growing up to be a criminal defense attorney.

But to the extent I could kid him for his lapse of judgment in choosing a career, I had to hand it to him for his success in choosing a bride. Stacy Mathis was smart, witty, attractive, and the founder of a women’s crisis center in Harlem. The complete package topped off by a halo. Indeed, as Parker himself would often concede with a slow nod, it was only on the coattails of Stacy’s social conscience that he had any real chance of getting into heaven.

Anyway, as for my said connection to Cassandra, its origins were geographical. Up until the previous year, Parker and Stacy had lived in the same building as Cassandra, two floors below. They’d struck up an elevator friendship, which spawned back-and-forth social invitations. That translated into her being a regular at Parker and Stacy’s annual Christmas party. She never missed it. She also never missed the opportunity to corner me—another regular—in conversation once she learned I was a psychologist. Over the years and a plethora of eggnog, I’d managed to hear Cassandra’s entire life’s story. I think all she wanted was some validation for her decisions. I gave it to her. In appreciation, I suppose, I had become a permanent fixture on her guest list.

So there I was. Reasonably dressed up and ready to mingle. And what a backdrop to mingle against. Italian marble, Persian rugs, French doors, and English furniture. The American dream. At least on the Upper East Side. For the next couple of hours I made the rounds, shaking hands and trading anecdotes, happy to discover that my group social skills, while a bit rusty, hadn’t completely deserted me.

Then, en route to another bourbon and water, I felt a sharp tug on my arm courtesy of Cassandra. She was standing with a few other people. “David, dear, you absolutely have to hear this!” she announced.

“Hear what?” I asked, obliging her.

“Nathan’s theory, that’s what. It’s positively Neanderthal.”

I waited a moment as feet shuffled left and right to make room for me in the conversation. The Cocktail Two-step.

“Oh, c’mon, Cassandra, you can’t pretend to tell me you disagree,” said the man I presumed was Nathan. We hadn’t met.

“Nathan Harris,” he said to me, quick to remedy that. He shifted the highball in his hands so we could shake.

“David Remler,” I told him.

“Yes, I know. I read your book.”

Cassandra, ever the hostess: “And, David, you’ve met Jane and Scott Wallace, right?”

“Yes,” I said, smiling at the other couple rounding out our circle.

“Good,” she said. “So go on, Nathan, tell David what you were saying. I’m curious what our resident psychologist will make of it.”

“Only if he promises not to bill us later,” joked Nathan.

“Not to worry,” I assured. “I’m taking my usual fee in hors d’oeuvres this evening.”

“Fair enough,” he said, humored. I watched as he took a long sip from his drink. He was fortyish, thin, and tan out of season. He was also impeccably groomed. The word dapper immediately came to mind. So did pompous. “What I was saying,” began Nathan in a measured tone, “is that I have this theory about the true difference between men and women. Very simply, I believe men are superior to women when it comes to all things tangible—things that we can actually touch and get our hands on. For example, men are far better than women when it comes to building things. I don’t just mean in terms of physical construction; I’d include the planning and design as well. Think about it. All the great architects throughout history have been men. And while we’re at it, consider the arts, at least those with a tangible component. Holding a brush and palette, molding clay—all the great painters and sculptors throughout the ages have been men as well. The better surgeons? Men. The better chefs? Men. Even when it comes to making money in general—cold, hard cash—men are better at it than women.”

Nathan paused and took another long sip of his drink. While he did, I glanced at his hands. Much to my surprise: a wedding band.

Nathan went on. “Ah, but women,” he said, wagging his index finger in the air. “When it comes to the intangible—the things you can’t touch—women have us men beat by a mile. Feelings. Emotions. That’s what women are all about. That’s what defines their world and what motivates them more than anything. As far as women are concerned, men can have their buildings, their statues and canvases; men can even have their greater earning power. Just so long as women have their intangibles—their feelings and emotions. Because when it comes to that, women rule and men are powerless. And don’t think for one second that women don’t know this. They know it all too well and take full advantage; often luring us men into a serene sense of being in control, only to suddenly turn the tables.”

“So,” said Cassandra, turning to me with a frown. “What do you think of Nathan’s theory?”

“I think it’s very interesting,” I answered, completely aware that that alone wasn’t going to get me off the hook.

“You’ll have to do better than that, David,” she said, shaking her head. “You’ve already had far too many of my hors d’oeuvres to be so evasive. You have to tell us what you really think.”

What I really thought at that moment was that I should’ve taken a different route to the bar.

“Well, let’s see,” I began. “You seem to be saying, Nathan, that while men are the hands of our collective culture, women represent the heart. Unto itself, numerous exceptions notwithstanding, that’s a pretty tenable idea. Take one thing you didn’t mention, for instance. Sex. Not who’s better at it, but the widely held belief that men view sex as a physical act, while women view it as an emotional one. I think that kind of supports what you’re talking about.

“However, here’s where you lost me. The notion that women use this difference as a way of tricking and deceiving—sort of like, if you’ll pardon the pun, men are from Mars and women are Venus flytraps. With all due respect, I’m afraid I don’t really buy that. To me that paints a rather unflattering, not to mention inaccurate, picture of what I’ve always considered the more compassionate sex. Wouldn’t you agree, Cassandra?”

She looked ready to kiss me. “I couldn’t agree more.”

“Sold!” I announced. The only thing left was my exit line. I shook the empty glass in my hand. “Now if you’ll all excuse me, I seem to need a refill.”

Not so fast, David.

Nathan Harris, hardly shaping up to be my new best friend, couldn’t leave well enough alone. I’d tried my hardest to appease both Cassandra and him with my assessment of his little theory. Yet Nathan was clearly the type who took no pleasure in partial victories.

“Interesting,” he said, scratching his temple. “Let me ask you something, though, David. Can you honestly say that you’ve never been taken advantage of emotionally by a woman?”

“I don’t think so,” I answered without hesitation. Deliberately, I looked at my watch and smiled. “Of course, the night is still young.”

Everyone found that amusing except Nathan. Like a pit bull, he’d latched on to the idea of goading me and wasn’t about to let go. “With all due respect, I’m afraid I don’t really buy that,” he said, throwing my exact words back at me. “Somewhere along the line surely you’ve been the victim of a woman.”

Jesus, Nathan, isn’t there a tanning salon appointment you’re late for?

A little help, please. I looked over at the other couple standing with us, Jane and Scott Wallace, hoping one of them would say something, anything, to change the subject. No such luck. They were being highly entertained and had no intention of talking during the middle of the show.

“Nathan, my dear, don’t you think we’re getting a little bit personal?”

At last, Cassandra had come to my rescue. The party’s hostess was informing one of her guests that he was perhaps in bad form. Certainly, Nathan Harris, with all his pretensions of being a gentleman, would cool it now and back off.

No such luck again.

“I’m not asking him to name names or reveal intimate details,” said Nathan indignantly. “I’m simply asking him to be honest.” He turned to me. “You can be honest with us, David, can’t you? I mean, you’re capable of that, right?”

That about did it. Overt condescension. My mind raced with possible comebacks, not the least of which was informing the guy that I recently had an opening in my schedule and that, in my most honest opinion, he currently ranked as the person most in need of therapy on the entire East Coast. I figured the gloves were off. Nathan Harris was becoming far less dapper and far more pompous by the minute. It was time to put him in his place. A thought was jelling and words were forming, and I was about to say a few things I knew I’d later regret.

“Excuse me, do you mind if we borrow David for a moment?”

It was a welcoming and familiar voice. Parker, with Stacy by his side, had leaned in over my shoulder. I was being sprung. Parker already had ahold of my arm and was pulling me away.

“I’m afraid I’ve been summoned,” I told the group, which was all that needed to be said. It happened so fast that Nathan could do nothing except stare helplessly as I backpedaled.

A safe distance later, I thanked Parker and Stacy for their timely appearance.

“We figured as much,” said Parker. “You looked almost constipated standing there.”

I performed an exaggerated deep sigh and kidded, “Like I said, I don’t know how I let you two talk me into coming to this thing.”

“Oh, c’mon, David,” said Stacy with a push on my shoulder. “You’ve had a good time tonight, admit it.”

“If I do admit it, can we leave?”

Stacy’s eyes rolled. “Why is it that men always have to get something in return?”

“Because apparently all men are based in the tangible,” I answered.

Blank stares.

“Never mind,” I said.

Soon thereafter, the three of us shared a cab home. We discussed (read: gossiped about) some of the people we’d encountered that evening. No shame to be had. That’s what cab rides home after parties are for.

Stacy told of being introduced to a recently married couple who had the distinction of meeting while taking part in a Spencer Tunick photograph. Apparently, mass public nudity was the ultimate icebreaker.

As for Parker, he recounted his discussion with an older woman who’d bent his ear about a Holocaust documentary that had recently aired on public television. The woman’s obvious passion for the program was muddled, however, by her inability to distinguish between a notorious secret police force and a certain chilled soup. “It was almost surreal,” claimed Parker. “This woman kept referring to the scare tactics of the German gazpacho.”

Even our cabdriver laughed at that one.

For my part, I gave a quick synopsis of Pompous Nathan and his little theory about the difference between men and women—the tangible versus the intangible.

“Personally, I would’ve given the guy a very tangible kick in the ass,” said Stacy, having what would appropriately be the last word on the subject.

Other than that, the only remaining business was our ever- diminishing hostess, Cassandra. Unanimously agreed: the woman could really stand to eat a Twinkie or two.

At Sixty-ninth and Third, the taxi pulled over to let me out. As I opened the door, I thanked Parker and Stacy again for not taking no for an answer when they asked me to join them for the party. Persistence is the hallmark of friendship, I declared. Or something like that. They got the point.

Once out on the sidewalk, the autumn night air crisp and biting, I watched as their cab sped off, fully aware of the inevitable. Now it was I who’d be discussed by Parker and Stacy. But don’t read gossiped. To know them as I did was to know their words would be kind, their faces ones of concern. They’d talk about me and continue to wonder as they surely had since the day it happened: in missing her as I still did, would I also miss out on the rest of my life?

At the time, I was kind of wondering that myself.



T H R E E

I didn’t do the silly things. The things that screamed for help. I didn’t continue to set a place for her at the dinner table. I didn’t talk to her as if she were still somehow in the room. Yes, I visited her grave, but I did that once or twice a year, not once or twice a week. As for her clothes, they’d long since been donated to Goodwill.

It had been nearly three years since my wife, Rebecca Remler, died at the age of thirty-one. She was four months’ pregnant at the time.

Talking about it didn’t really bother me. To do so was to switch on the autopilot and engage in rote recitation, the facts and details of her death so ingrained in my memory—so ingrained in me—that I didn’t ever have to think about them. It was almost as if I was telling another guy’s story. His sorrow, not mine.

A few of those facts and details.

Rebecca and I owned an apartment in Manhattan. In addition, we owned a small cottage out in Connecticut on Candlewood Lake. Our weekend retreat. The cottage was intentionally rustic, but being city dwellers, we didn’t go overboard. The wood beams, Buck Stove heating, and hanging lanterns were more than neutralized by a small satellite dish and a digital thermal coffeemaker that cost four hundred bucks. It couldn’t be helped. I loved watching the Yankees, and she loved her caffeine.

In fact, that was the only thing Rebecca complained about after becoming pregnant. The occasional morning sickness; the extra pounds beginning to round out her slim, athletic frame—those things she could handle. Not having her coffee was another story. At one point, I gently reminded her that the doctor had said it was fine to have a cup a day if she really wanted to. No harm to the baby. In return for my reminder, I was given an immediate look of exasperation. Said Rebecca: “It wouldn’t work; I couldn’t enjoy just one cup. I’d be too busy thinking about the others I couldn’t have.”

I’m pretty sure there’s a life lesson in there somewhere.

Often, Rebecca would get a jump on the weekend with a Thursday-night drive out to the cottage. As a freelance writer, she made her own hours. Summer Fridays were a fixture in her work schedule. So were fall, winter, and spring Fridays. Hardly the case for me. As a psychologist I may have made a good living, but I still only got paid by the hour. I’d work a full day on Friday and join Rebecca that evening at the cottage after taking the train up to Danbury.

Such was the case that second weekend in November. Or at least it was supposed to be until everything changed. On the Friday of that weekend, I only worked a few hours. I took an earlier train. And instead of Rebecca picking me up at the station as she usually did, a policeman was there waiting. His job was to take me to the county coroner’s office.

I think his name was Bill.

Earlier that morning, a freezing rain had fallen all around the lake area. Rebecca had left the cottage during the worst of it to pick up groceries. (She cooked Fridays; I cooked Saturdays.) Given what we drove, an Audi A4 Quattro, she probably figured she’d be okay on the slick roads.

It was a head-on collision. An eighteen-year-old kid behind the wheel of his parents’ Lexus. He hadn’t been drinking or smoking pot or whatever other youthful indiscretion pops to mind when you hear eighteen. The kid was just a kid, driving far too fast when he really shouldn’t have been driving at all. He lost control of the car coming out of a sharp turn and spun right into the oncoming lane. Right into Rebecca.

Yes, in time I found I could deal with talking about her death. It was thinking about it that I couldn’t handle. Thinking about it was the impromptu conversation with myself, and for that there was no autopilot, no rote recitation of the facts and details behind which to hide. I could easily disengage from the concern and curiosity of others; the caring questions and the postmortem rubbernecking merely disguised as caring questions. But I couldn’t escape my own thoughts . . . and the frequency with which they’d turn to Rebecca.

And our baby.

It was too early to know if we were having a boy or a girl. I suppose that’s good if you believe in a hierarchy of anguish. Rebecca, though, had every intention of finding out the sex as soon as she could. As she explained to friends and relatives alike, she was very uneasy about having an it growing inside of her. That was too impersonal, too unattached for something—someone—who was very much the opposite. The sooner Rebecca could say he or she, the better. Having no strong opinion either way, I left it up to her.

In the meantime, we didn’t discuss names. That was my suggestion. Waiting until we knew the sex meant 50 percent less arguing, I joked. With the knowing look that could only come from a wife, Rebecca agreed. Agreeing not to discuss names, however, didn’t mean we weren’t thinking about them. I know I was. I was sure she was as well.

A few weeks after Rebecca died, I was looking through the closet for a pair of gloves. What I found instead was one of those baby name books. I never knew Rebecca had purchased one, and given the hiding place, I guess that’s how she wanted it. Of course. How could you have something like that lying around and not get into a name discussion?

I sat down on the floor in front of the closet, taking a few seconds before opening the book. In the movies the bereaved husband would’ve found a lost Christmas present or secret diary. Heavy-handed, tears never in doubt. But reality is usually more subtle. Still, I didn’t know quite how to react. I began flipping through the pages, glancing at a circled name here, a checked name there. It was the kind of book that also included supposed meanings. I read a few. Shayna meant “beautiful.” Trevor meant “prudent.” Jake meant “held in esteem.”

Then I came across it. Tucked in the page that ended the S’s and began the T’s was a little piece of white paper. On it was a list. Not of potential baby names, though. This was different. Rebecca had written a sentence near the top. It read, Things we will teach our child . . . Underneath, she’d jotted down the following:

 

To love.

To laugh.

To laugh some more.

To listen and learn.

To say please and thank you.

To have opinions.

To respect those of others.

To be honest.

To be a friend.

To be yourself.

How long I stayed there on the floor I can’t remember. I read what Rebecca had written over and over until I memorized it. I even put the paper down at one point to test myself. When I passed, I picked the paper up and put it back in the book. The next day, I went to a bank and rented a safe deposit box. I placed the book in it. I told myself that if I ever forgot any part of Rebecca’s list, I’d come and remind myself.

I’ve yet to go back.



F O U R

There was a brief message waiting for me when I arrived at my office Monday morning. It was from Mila, or Mamka (Czech for Mom) as I was fond of calling her. I think she was fond of my calling her that as well. She’d never had any kids.

Mamka, aka Mila Benninghoff, was my secretary, bookkeeper, insurance company liaison, and all-around godsend. At seventy, she made it look easy. Then again, having lived in Prague for both the Nazi and Soviet invasions, she knew from hard.

The setup the two of us had was ideal, albeit a little unorthodox. Mila oversaw the scheduling of my appointments, my correspondence, my billing, and pretty much everything else going on in my day-to-day life. All from her apartment. Which was fine by her and exactly how I wanted it. Two reasons. One, the workload didn’t mandate someone’s sitting out in my reception area full-time, particularly since I never took calls during a session. Two, it had been my experience that receptionists tended to make some people in therapy uncomfortable, and those people generally had enough to be uncomfortable about on their own.

So from her rent-controlled, one-bedroom apartment near Gramercy Park, Mila would call me in between my appointments to pass along any messages—those she fielded herself and those forwarded by my answering service. As for Mila’s message that afternoon, it regarded the opening in my schedule created by Kevin Daniels’s departure for Hollywood. I’d told her about it, and she was going to get back to me after checking the waiting list.

A lot of therapists have waiting lists. But of course, a lot of prospective patients don’t wait around on them. Manhattan offers its citizens a bevy of professionals to treat every ailment from head to toe. Especially the head. The number of shrinks alone numbers well over a thousand. Which means that no matter how highly recommended a doctor may be, there’s always someone else equally as recommended. Besides, waiting around for a new refrigerator or car is one thing. Waiting around for a new outlook is quite another. Still, the occasional holdout isn’t that uncommon. As was the case that morning.

“David, it turns out there is someone on the list,” began Mila’s message. “His name is Sam Kent, and he’ll be your Thursday, four o’clock.”

I wrote it down in my calendar.

Right this way, sir.

Being on The Charlie Rose Show doesn’t get you a better table at a New York restaurant. What it does get you is a few curious stares from the people actually seated at those better tables. They think they know you from somewhere, only they can’t figure out where. You can see it in their eyes. You walk by and they stare, and for a moment you’re the center of their attention. But only for a moment. Because when they inevitably—and it is always inevitably—can’t put a name to your face, they return to their meals without giving it another thought. Like they never saw you in the first place. Such is the limbo of being quasirecognizable.

However, that particular afternoon, the reservation wasn’t in my name. It was under Coyne, as in Debra Walker Coyne, my esteemed literary agent. I was meeting her for lunch at the Four Seasons to discuss the outline for my second book. Debra, it should be noted, had eaten lunch in the Grill Room at the Four Seasons at least twice a week for the past seven years. She also tipped like a rock star. Consequently, her table didn’t come any better.

The published psychologist . . . 

The reason there was going to be a second book was due to the surprise success of my first, The Human Pendulum. It spent eleven weeks on the Times nonfiction bestseller list, which, in turn, prompted a fair amount of publicity and interviews, including my chat with Charlie Rose.

If I believed in such things, there’d be significant temptation to ascribe my book’s success to cosmic reparations. Meaning that were it not for Rebecca’s death, I never would’ve written the damn thing. When she was alive, I had no desire to be an author. When she was dead, I still had no desire. What I had, however, was time. Suddenly, lots of time. And just enough sense to realize that filling this time would require a better hobby than grief.

So I wrote a book. It was safer than taking up hang gliding. It was also a distraction that still afforded me privacy. A welcome paradox.

Did I fully know what I was doing? Absolutely not. In fact, had I even a smidgen of knowledge about publishing—what generally sold and what didn’t—I would’ve nixed the idea at the outset. How many people, after all, could’ve been seriously interested in David Remler’s sardonic take on human behavior?

Plenty, it turned out.

Though not without a lot of help from the gods of timing. It happened like this. Months before my book was published, a rabbi from the Upper West Side was arrested for murder. Not quite your everyday event, even in Manhattan. According to the district attorney’s office, the rabbi, who was married, was supposedly having a sexual relationship with a female member of his congregation. When the affair went sour and the woman threatened to expose him, he allegedly went to her apartment and strangled her.

At first, the evidence seemed overwhelming. The rabbi’s fingerprints were at the scene and a nosy neighbor had seen him leaving. On top of that, the woman was strangled with wire, the gauge of which matched that of a half-used spool found in the rabbi’s home.

Finally, there was the diary. The woman had kept a detailed—one might say obsessive—daily account of her relationship with the rabbi. Apparently, it was a creepy read. Like Fatal Attraction with a yarmulke. Particularly fascinating were the numerous references to the rabbi’s threatening to harm the woman if she betrayed his trust. The last entry—the smoking entry, if you will—was dated the morning of the woman’s death. It read, simply: I think he’s going to kill me today.

Needless to say, the arrest of the rabbi and the ensuing trial were perfect fodder for every news outlet in the city. The case also attracted some national attention. Why not? It was a whopping good story. It had murder, it had sex, it had religion.

Then, before I knew it, it had me.

All thanks to one Ethan Greene. Ethan was a very enterprising young prosecutor with the Manhattan D.A.’s Office. He was also on the spot. His superiors were convinced they had their man, rabbi or not, and in Ethan Greene, they believed they had the right prosecutor to nail him.

Ethan was intuitively smart, incredibly polished, and had no reservations about putting a rabbi away for life. Best of all he was Jewish. The image of Ethan fighting for not only justice but the sanctity of his own religion was deemed to be just the right touch—both in the courtroom and in the court of public opinion.

Despite all the evidence, though, the case turned out to be anything but a slam dunk. The rabbi claimed the woman was very unstable and had somehow decided the two of them were destined to be romantically involved. In fact, she spoke as if they already were, often referring to conversations and secret meetings between them that had never happened. That would explain her diary.

The rabbi said he’d tried to counsel the woman, while also being quite clear about the impossibility of his ever being more to her than a spiritual adviser. As for his being at the woman’s apartment, he was merely making a house call. The woman had become increasingly belligerent over the previous weeks, and he was trying one last time to help. It was no use, though. On that day, said the rabbi, he left the woman’s apartment firmly believing she needed psychiatric care. He went so far as to call a hospital to inquire about a program. Phone records indicated as much.

Was the rabbi telling the truth?

Or was he lying to save himself?

No matter how the jury was digesting the rabbi’s story, the defense would still have to address the question: Who, then, killed the woman?

Simple. She killed herself.

It could’ve happened. Or so suggested a medical expert put on the stand by the rabbi’s defense team. Suicide by self-garroting. Physically achievable, claimed the expert. He’d read the autopsy report, and in his opinion the self-garroting scenario couldn’t be ruled out. Especially with there being no real indication of a struggle. The expert went on to cite two other cases in which the same type of suicide was thought to have occurred. He also managed to remind the jury three times that he was a professor at Harvard Medical School. His bow tie was blue with yellow polka dots.

The defense lawyers strutted as if they had it all figured out. The woman had strangled herself with a strip of picture wire common to a million households. She was despondent over being romantically rejected. She was also angry. Enough to want to make the suicide look like a murder.

Suddenly, things were looking up for the rabbi.

That’s when I got the call from Ethan Greene.

Having read a little about the trial in the paper, I thought I knew immediately what he wanted. A way to come back at the defense. Testimony from a psychologist saying that the woman’s profile made her incapable of inventing a love affair, let alone ending her life in such extreme fashion and with such malice. That had to be it, right?

Wrong.

Profile shmofile. Ethan Greene’s problem wasn’t the woman but the jury, he said. Above everything else he had to convince them it was okay to convict a rabbi. That none of them would suffer from any plagues. That they’d still be able to sleep at night, having put away a “holy man.”

“Fair enough, but why me?” I asked.

Ethan explained. He’d first heard of me over a plate of spaghetti and marinara. A dinner with an old college friend, the two discussing the dilemma presented by the rabbi. Ethan’s friend, who himself was a budding psychologist, mentioned my book and how it might apply. Ethan purchased The Human Pendulum the following morning. He liked what he read.

He loved one part in particular.

I’m reminded of the woman who killed her children the same month she won a “Teacher of the Year” award. Then there’s that nice family man who raised millions of dollars for charity yet one day dragged a guy out of his car and kicked him to death—all because the guy had the temerity to honk at him after the light turned green.

These are stories we hear from time to time and will continue to hear time and time again. They won’t go away. Nonetheless, we persist in thinking of them as aberrations. Anomalies to the spectrum of human behavior.

Quickly, we try to ascertain the mitigating factors. Medication the person was taking. A suppressed trauma from childhood. Postpartum depression, excessive stress, the playing of violent video games. Anything and everything. Just so long as we don’t have to confront the disturbing reality head-on: good people can do very bad things. Because to accept that notion is the ultimate self-indictment. It means we’re all capable of doing the unspeakable.

It means that we’re all at risk on the Human Pendulum.

Pride and hubris. Anger and frustration. Love and obsession. Fear and anxiety. Jealousy and spite. Sadness and depression. The list goes on. Feelings that are universal to the human experience and can exist in nearly endless combinations and potency. They can blur the sense of right and wrong, and they can affect someone’s ability to cope no matter how resilient—how “good”—that person might appear to be. Fortunately, the vast majority of these feelings rarely have dire consequences. But look out for that very stubborn minority.

Which is not to say that your friendly, law-abiding neighbor will be chopping up his entire family with an ax anytime soon. Only that out there somewhere, somebody’s friendly, law-abiding neighbor will be. And right now he doesn’t even know it. As troubling as that may sound, it could be worse.

You could be that neighbor.

My initial response to Ethan’s plea for help was a polite yet firm no. He persisted, though, pointing out that my testimony could be crucial in getting the jury to accept what they already knew—that the rabbi, like the rest of us, wasn’t impervious to temptation. The man had made an all-too-human bad decision and in his efforts to conceal it had made another bad decision. Really bad.

Still, I continued to say no to Ethan—and he continued to implore me. Back and forth we went. Eventually, I figured he’d get the point. That’s when the real point was made clear. Ethan wasn’t exactly asking.

“The fact is, Dr. Remler, you will be testifying in my case. The only question is whether you’ll be a friendly witness or a hostile one. Personally, I don’t like subpoenas. They’re a lot of paperwork and a pain in my ass. But if that’s what it’s going to take, so be it.”

Well, when you put it that way . . . 

Two days later I got called to the stand and somewhat nervously spoke to the unfortunate but undeniable reality that there’s no tenured status for do-gooders. Human behavior, I said at one point while quoting from my book, is like the fine print of a mutual fund prospectus: past performance doesn’t guarantee future results.

I never once looked at the rabbi. For the most part, I fixed my gaze on Ethan while intermittently acknowledging the jury. To my eyes they seemed as if they really didn’t give a damn about Dr. David Remler and his precious little book. My wish not to partake in the undoing of the rabbi was, by all appearances, going to be fulfilled. When I stepped down from the stand, Ethan gave me a shrug that I took to mean “Well, it was worth a shot.”

Closing arguments came the next day. The verdict three days after that. When the jury had asked for a transcript of the testimony from the Harvard professor and his self-garroting scenario, the smart money was on the rabbi. The legal pundits on cable were pretty much all in agreement. Not guilty. I was prone to agree.

Of course, I of all people should’ve known better than to try to predict human behavior. This just in, announced the radio host of the jazz station I listened to when eating lunch in my office. I sat there at my desk with half a tuna sandwich and stared at the small stereo on my shelf, waiting to hear if it would be one word or two. It was one.

Guilty.

Ethan Greene had prevailed. Later that night, I’d watch on the news as he stood in front of the courthouse after the verdict was read and spoke to reporters. He chose his words carefully. He praised the work of his department and the wisdom of the jury. He answered, “Satisfied,” when asked how he felt, and cautioned that “happy” could never be used to describe his feelings in a case like this. A woman had died, after all, and the man who killed her, a onetime pillar of the community, had now left that community searching for answers. There could be no happiness in that.

Then it happened. The footage of Ethan switched to footage of some older Hispanic woman. She looked familiar. It took me a second before I realized where I’d seen her before. Yes, of course. She’d been in the first row, third from the right. Like it or not, we were in the age of the postverdict juror interview, and here was this woman, one of the jurors, telling the reporter what had really influenced her decision. She mentioned briefly the facts of the case and how the prosecuting attorney had been very persuasive. “But I guess what really made the difference for me was that psychologist witness. The one with the book.”

Ditto, said the young man in a business suit standing next to her. He’d sat somewhere in the second row of the jury box; I couldn’t remember exactly where. While the Hispanic woman nodded, he claimed it was my testimony that helped him overcome what had been one of his main obstacles: believing a rabbi could ever do such a thing.

Ten seconds later, my phone was ringing. I picked it up to hear Parker howling. He and Stacy had been at home watching the same news channel. “Congratulations,” said Parker. “You’re about to become a bestselling author.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“Because you just single-handedly diminished, if not demolished, one of the oldest tenets of trial law: the character witness. Now every attorney and law prof in the land will have to read your book to see what all the fuss was about,” he said. “You wait.”

I didn’t have to wait long. Within a few days, my editor called to say that an immediate second printing of the book had been ordered. The sales reps were getting inundated with calls from law school campus bookstores. The major chains and independents were beginning to ring in as well. They all wanted more copies of The Human Pendulum. ASAP.

Cut to my esteemed literary agent, Debra Walker Coyne. She was fielding calls from a horde of news programs, all wanting me to make an appearance. To Debra this meant one thing and one thing only: more books sold. So it was a no-brainer. I would naturally say yes.

“What, are you fucking crazy?” she yelled at me through the phone.

“Maybe I am,” I told her. “All I know for sure is that I’d rather have the book speak for itself.”

“David, it’s a book. BOOKS CAN’T SPEAK! It’s their authors who can, and when they do it sells more of their books. What part of this are you not understanding?”

I got the same treatment from my editor. Frustration. Bafflement. Profound disbelief. The kind of laughing that had nothing to do with funny. I couldn’t blame them. They were both trying to do their job, and I wasn’t letting them. To my agent I was the pain-in-the-ass client. To my editor I was the pain-in-the-ass author. I had some nerve.

Ultimately, I relented. I agreed to do one show. Debra called to say she could get me on with Charlie Rose. Before I could say yes or no, she added that if I turned it down she’d come over to my office and knee me in the balls so hard I’d need a crowbar to take a piss. The woman certainly had a way about her.

“Tell me where and when and I’ll be there,” I said. 

By the time the show aired, Parker’s prediction had come true. I was a New York Times bestselling author.

Skip ahead to the Four Seasons.

“Are you going to eat that?” asked Debra. She’d polished off her salade Niçoise and was now lunging forkfirst into my risotto with white truffles, a specialty of the house, or so the waiter claimed.

“You really do get fifteen percent of everything, don’t you?” I joked.

Debra laughed. It was her most recognizable feature. Like a PEZ dispenser, she’d snap her head back as she emptied her lungs of every last breath of air, the resulting sound falling somewhere between that of a hog caller and a train whistle.

“Agent humor. Very fucking funny, David,” she said as her fork went in again for my risotto. That was Debra all right. A Prada-wearing, profanity-spewing tornado of a woman who could make coffee nervous. “So talk to me,” she continued. “Tell me what my bestselling author has planned for his second book.”

I put my utensils at three o’clock, took a sip of water, and told her what I was thinking.

There’s still a chance I’ll write it one day.



F I V E

The American Blind Spot continues to grow and fester as if it were a plague,” said Marcus, pissed off as usual. “My latest example: drivers who say thank you to toll collectors. Like those people in the booth are doing us a favor by taking our money. I mean, David, is that ridiculous or what?”

“Maybe it’s just friendly,” I offered.

“Ah, fuck friendly,” he said with a dismissive wave.

My Thursday, three o’clock. Marcus Owen. An established sculptor with a touch of hostility. Under the guise of learning to be tolerant, he was basically paying me so he could vent. With two ex-wives, one estranged teenage daughter, and zero friends to speak of, that’s what it had come to.

Every week Marcus would jump-start our session by giving me his latest example of people who are unable to see how stupid, rude, or pathetic they really are. The American Blind Spot, he named it. One time, after Marcus had made a rare sojourn out of Manhattan to visit his sister in Denver, the example he cited was people on airplanes. Why does everyone think it’s okay to use the back of my seat to help them get out of theirs? Don’t they realize I’m connected to the seat they’re pushing off of? Another time he railed against actors who get involved with each other while filming the same movie. Dammit, that’s not love. That’s proximity.

Tough to disagree.

Somewhere along the line I commented to Marcus that the vast majority of his examples could apply to people anywhere. I asked him why he referred to it as strictly the American Blind Spot.

Marcus considered the question. He scratched his head, shrugged his shoulders. I don’t know. I guess it’s because I’ve never been out of the country.

At ten of four I said good-bye to Marcus and spent the remainder of the hour taking notes on the session. I’d long since figured out that learning to be tolerant is like learning to be tall. You either are or you aren’t. So helping Marcus was a matter of perception, not reality. It was all about appearances. If they can sell shoe inserts to make a man look two inches taller, I could instruct Marcus on how to appear more understanding of others. Some would call that disingenuous. I would call it Marcus not dying a very lonely man.

At four on the nose, I double-checked my calendar for the correct name of my new patient. Mr. Sam Kent, according to Mila. My Thursday, four o’clock. I got up from my desk and opened the door to the reception area. What I saw wasn’t quite what I expected. I hesitated.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

Sitting on the couch against the wall was a woman, a black shoulder bag by her side. She was wearing a long raincoat with a high collar, and a Yankees baseball cap, the rim barely clearing her eyes. A soft blue.

“I’m sorry,” I answered. “You’re not—”

“I am,” she said. “Sam Kent. Short for Samantha.” She stood and we shook hands.

“Dr. Remler. But call me David.”

“Okay, David.”

I hesitated again. “You don’t have a deep voice, though.”

“Excuse me?”

“My secretary told me you were Mr. Sam Kent,” I said. “The Sam name notwithstanding, I assume you spoke with her.”

“E-mailed, actually. When I first called a few months back, I got your service. I gave them my e-mail address because I was moving and my phone number would be changing. Your secretary and I ultimately traded e-mails.”

“Well, that explains it,” I said. “Come on in.” I motioned with my arm, and Sam Kent stepped into my office. She removed her raincoat. She had on blue jeans and a red sweatshirt.

“Where should I sit?” she asked. They always did.

“Sofa or chair, whichever you prefer.”

She preferred the chair, a wingback opposite mine. We both sat. I crossed my legs and looked at my new patient. A sudden change. She was now visibly upset.

“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping away a tear. “I promised myself I wouldn’t do it, but I still did. Right off the bat, no less.”

“You mean cry?”

“No,” she said. “Lie.”

“What about?”

“You asked me whether I had talked to your secretary. I told you about my e-mailing, why I didn’t give a phone number. I said it was because I was moving.” She wiped away another tear. “I was never moving.”

I got up, grabbed a box of tissues off my desk, and walked it over to her. She took one and dabbed her eyes.

“Okay, so you were never moving,” I said, returning to my chair. “I take it there was some other reason you didn’t want to give out your phone number.”

“It’s the same reason that I’m here,” she said.

“Which is what?”

She took a moment. “My husband,” she answered softly. “It’s because of my husband.”

I sat there thinking about how to go forward. It’s always about going forward. Usually, a first session is nothing more than an extended introduction. A relaxed atmosphere with the implicit understanding that there’s plenty of time in the weeks ahead to “get into” everything. The immediate concern is getting to know each other.

Or maybe not.

Occasionally, a patient delves right in to things. Whatever it is he or she is carrying around has grown beyond heavy. It’s high time to unload. This was one such occasion.

“Your husband . . . what is it about him, Sam, that brings you here?”

She reached for another tissue. Wiped her eyes. Proceeded to look right into mine. “I’m here because I want to kill him,” she said.

I didn’t flinch. Language and meaning have a way of betraying each other. “When you say you want to kill him, are you speaking literally or figuratively?” I asked.

“Both,” she said. “Though as you might imagine, it’s the literally that has me worried.”

“That you might actually do it?”

“That, and how I could be so crazy even to think such a thing.”

“Believe it or not, that doesn’t make you crazy,” I told her.

“I beg to differ.”

“Yeah, on second thought, you’re right. You’re probably nuts.”

It was all I wanted, and I got it. A smile. Brief but definitely there.

I continued: “Let’s put your murdering ways on the back burner for a moment. I’m still a little confused about how your husband has anything to do with not giving out your phone number.”

“That’s easy,” she said. “Say your office calls and he picks up or he hears a message. I couldn’t have that. He simply can’t find out I’m seeing a therapist.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because he’d know I’d be talking about him.”

“He wouldn’t like that, huh?”

“You have no idea.” 

She was right. I had no idea. That would have to change. While there was no rush, I chose to seize the opportunity she was giving me. “Do you mind talking a little more about your husband?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Anything you feel like sharing.”

“I’d do better if you asked me questions.”

“Okay,” I said. “What does he do for a living?”

“He’s a venture capitalist. He and a partner have a firm downtown.”

“Wall Street?”

“That’s where the money is, he likes to say.”

“Does he work a lot?” I asked.

“All the time.”

“Is the firm successful?”

“Very,” she said. The subtext being very very.

“What about children? Do you have any?”

“A little boy,” she said, her expression warming. “He’s two.”

“How is your husband with him?”

The warm expression disappeared. “Like I said, he works all the time.”

“Did he want to have children?”

“I think what he wanted was an heir,” she said.

“And how many years have you been married?”

“Five.”

“Do you love him?”

“I just told you I wanted to kill him. What do you think?”

“I think you haven’t answered the question.”

“No, of course not,” she said. “I don’t love him.”

“Did you ever?”

She thought about it. “I believe I did once. Early on.”

“If you had to tell me why you think you loved him then, what would you say?”

“I’d say he was handsome, rich, and charming.”

“The trifecta,” I said.

“So I thought. He’s still handsome and rich. Turns out he’s not so charming.”

“Do you fight a lot?”

“Not anymore,” she said. “Fighting assumes you still care.”

“Which I guess begs the question: why haven’t you left him?”

“Because if I did, he’d be the one killing me.”

Here we go again, I thought. “Literally?” I asked.

“Figuratively,” she answered. “He told me that if I tried to divorce him he’d make sure I’d never get custody of our son.”

“How would he accomplish that?”

“Do we have to talk about it now?”

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“I think I just need a little time with that one.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “As for my next question, you can chalk it up to professional obligation. Has he ever hit you?”

She laughed, shook her head. “No. He’s too smart for that. Any man can hit a woman. But only he knows how to render one helpless.”

“Which is how?”

“You name it,” she said. “Condescension. Ridicule. He belittles my every move, questions my every motive. He’s turned my family against me, as well as most of my friends. He has no problem telling me I’m not as pretty as I once was. Or as thin. Would you like me to keep going?”

“Not for my benefit,” I said. “However, when he says and does these things, what do you say and do in return?”

“That’s the problem,” she replied. “I wish I could say I gave it right back. I wish I was that strong. I’m not. It hurts too much. And the worst part is, he knows it. It’s like he feeds off of it.”

With that, the timing seemed right. At some point during every first session I asked the same question. So it was with Sam Kent. “What do you want to gain by coming here?”

She looked away for a few seconds and stared at the wall. When she looked back at me, her eyes were on the verge of more tears. “The strength to stand up to him,” she said. “Once and for all.”
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