
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


• Attention! This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and places of action are fictitious or creatively reinterpreted. All analogies with actual characters or events are random.

From readers’ reviews:

✔ «The author of this book is a subtle connoisseur of human nature, who knows how to distribute the reader’s shock by timing, dilute the „high“ with the „low“ so that it turns out even more „high“, attract and repel in such a proportion that the emotional impact on the readership is almost limitless»

✔ «People who do not want to contemplate the underside of the human soul should not open this book. I advise them to look around and look especially carefully in the mirror»

✔ «Beautiful and vivid metaphors in character sketches, exciting stories: exciting and funny, sad, sentimental, and sometimes scandalous — all this is in this book that gives us life experience...»

✔ «A very unusual writer, writing in different genres, perfectly mastering the art of miniature and masterfully dissecting characters, turning just a few phrases into ambiguous stories about the inner world and experiences of modern man»

✔ «The book is fascinating and full of surprises. In her, I found an amazing combination of psychological insight and the delightfully vivid imagination of the narrator»

✔ «It’s a pleasure to read a smart, thought-provoking book that reveals the nature of man, his eternal longing for happiness»

✔«The author studies how people find — or do not find — a common language. Surprisingly concise prose, intense and thoughtful, really takes the soul. You can feel what is happening with your skin»

✔ «Valerian Markarov is a gifted and courageous writer, an exceptionally observant polymath, romantic and dreamer»
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Part one. Everyone wants to be happy
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CHAPTER 1. DR. WILSON’S HECTIC DAY



Monday started very, very badly. Joseph Wilson sat alone in his office on Madison Avenue. He was in despair, silently contemplating the mirror double on the absolutely smooth surface of the polished table the color of stained oak: he lowered his chin on his hands clenched into fists lying on the table top, and breathed heavily, almost feverishly.

It just so happened that things were developing in a deplorable way, which, however, was not the first time with the doctor. No one imagined that his assistant Lucy would plan to take the settlement in one day without warning about it in advance. Her act has no name — it’s just outrageous! He couldn’t even think of anything like that until last night. Even in a dream, this could not have happened. But it happened — the clear skies opened so inopportunely and thunder sounded, causing the doctor to tremble from the neck to the very bottom of his stomach.

Although on Friday, on the eve of the weekend, he noticed that Lucy’s behavior began to show some nervousness and unbalance, and this morning... no sooner had he entered his office than she flew in after him, apologized dryly and, pulling a chair closer to the table, sat down on the very edge with her head held high and straightened with my back. It was obvious that she was very worried, and besides, she didn’t look well at all.

It turned out that a thirty-eight-year-old woman was preparing to become a mother and decided to devote herself entirely to the long-awaited firstborn. Such a sudden departure of the assistant in the seventh week of pregnancy, in the absence, I must say, of any visible signs of this condition, upset the doctor in earnest. He didn’t understand how she could leave him alone with an army of patients. Did he appreciate her enough? Did she receive, in addition to her salary, bonuses, and payment for the overtime hours she worked? And if so, what did he do to displease Lucy, that she, it is not at all excluded, imagined a pregnancy for herself? Yes, he had reason to assume this, because he had seen a lot in his long-term psychotherapeutic practice. Including, of course, women with an imaginary pregnancy, and those who, for some mysterious reason, walked with false bellies, giving the impression that they were in a position.

— You don’t know, Dr. Wilson, how many endless years my husband and I have been fighting with nature for the right to be parents. How I waited for one fine morning to wake up and realize that I was expecting a child,» Lucy intertwined her fingers and dropped her hands into her lap. — But time passed, and no miracle happened: we have been defeated time after time. John didn’t ask questions for a long time, only occasionally drowned grief in a bottle, but I didn’t want to give up. And one day, having had too much alcohol, he asked head-on: «Darling, why didn’t you admit to me before the engagement that you were infertile? Didn’t I say I wanted children?» I went to consult a gynecologist, and a year later I told my spouse that my chances of getting pregnant naturally are negligible, so there is only one thing left — to do conception «in vitro», well, that is, when fertilization occurs outside the mother’s body... After learning that the doctor officially confirmed our guesses, my husband got very drunk and said that I am a «worthless, defective woman» since I cannot do the elementary thing — give birth to his child. I never told you, Doctor, that John and I’s family life was never a paradise: it was filled with constant silent reproaches, wand e even almost got divorced. And finally, a miracle happened... Time after time I repeated to myself the words of the gynecologist: «I am glad to inform you, Lucy, that you are indeed pregnant.» Holy Virgin, finally, after so many years of worries, false alarms, and cruel disappointments, we will become a family. I was over the moon with happiness, and I couldn’t wait to tell John about it as soon as possible...

Joseph could see Lucy’s lips moving incessantly, her eyebrows arching, and her forehead wrinkling. But I didn’t hear her voice. At that moment, his brain was working hard, wondering what should be done if this stubborn woman did not deign to change her spontaneous decision. Will he be able to get a worthwhile replacement without delay? Suddenly he felt like a lonely and defenseless person who has no one to rely on, no one to expect support from. Yes, Lucy chose the best time to catch him by surprise, take him with her bare hands and twist him. He tried for a moment to imagine that he was alone with his patients. He didn’t like the picture too much, and he realized that it was time to work on himself to calm down the nervous system, distract himself from the problem and achieve inner balance:

«It can’t be helped, Joe, it’s been a hot day today. But you’re not supposed to worry! — he persuaded himself, closing his eyes and breathing the way instructors recommend doing yoga breathing practices: pressing the tip of his tongue to the roof of his mouth, he slightly opened his mouth and exhaled completely. Then he closed his mouth and inhaled through his nose, counting to four. Then he counted to seven, holding his breath all the time, and finally exhaled slowly, with a whistle, counting to eight. He repeated this exercise several times, endlessly repeating to himself:

— You feel good and calm, Joe. You are a stone! You can even say — a rock... yes, exactly! You are a rock in the sea. In a huge sea. Or the ocean, where there is a storm almost every other day. People are afraid of the storm and hide there. And you’re standing. You’ve been standing for many thousands of years. You are a strong, impregnable, indestructible rock!!! There is not a single crevice in you. Because the impact of even the strongest wave is just a gentle touch for you. With each new blow, you only become harder and more indestructible.»

Wrapped in a black veil of reflections, he paced nervously in his office. From corner to corner, from corner to corner... And every now and then he cast an evil glance at the wall opposite the table: on it, right above the «Freud’s couch», hung a portrait of Herr Dr. Professor Sigmund Freud himself — the skinny founding father of psychoanalysis, who informed the world that nothing in a person’s life happens just like that, always and in everything one should look for the root cause. And what should he, Wilson, do now, dear Professor? Do you have anything to say about this?

The latter, hiding his lips in a gray beard, was silent, which was so unlike him: much more often he donned the mantle of a wise adviser, and everything would be fine, if only the old man did not have a bad habit of forcing Wilson to listen to his endless moralizing, considering his own opinion the only correct one. Once or twice Joseph tried to interrupt his reasoning, tried to silence him, — all in vain! The professor suppressed him with an imperious movement of his head and a hard, commanding voice that did not allow even a small bit of insubordination or bickering. They say he was pathologically authoritarian during his lifetime! And Joseph silently obeyed him. But more often the professor just made jokes and sneered, looking for professional mistakes and blunders from him. As a matter of fact, this man had the weakness to mock the whole world, proving his superiority and satisfying his ego...

— Ah, — Freud suddenly said. — So, you still needed my advice, Colleague Wilson? That’s why you fixed your gaze on me, so pitiful, extinguished, questioning...

— What’s the matter, Herr Professor? Joseph asked dryly. — What do you want?

— Do you want to cry in the vest? Come on, come on! Be bold! Don’t hide your whining in your bosom!

— Well, you know, Professor, this is too much! Thank you, but I didn’t ask for your advice.

— Stop trying to deny it, Wilson! Asked! Yes, they did. I have poor hearing, but a trained eye. And I will willingly share my experience with you before you begin to calm your psyche with the action of excellent tranquilizers. Now you were snuffling there, puffing until you were red, greedily grabbing air. And all in vain, my friend. Because the method you have chosen is no good to hell. You are using the wrong treatment method. In this case, taking into account the individual characteristics of your body, shavasana is ideal. Have you heard anything about this practice? It is much more effective than a breathing exercise. And most importantly — no side effects! Everything is too simple and simple: you should become a corpse. No, no, don’t die, Mein Herr. Just take the «corpse pose»: lie on your back like a dead man, lower your arms along your body, and spread your legs slightly. Be absolutely still: does a corpse have a problem? Is he overwhelmed by hundreds of thoughts per minute? No! Achieve a state of complete peace. Remember, relaxation does not come from the top down, but from the bottom up — from the tips of the toes to the back of the head. Stay in this wonderful asana for ten minutes, imagining yourself as a huge bird lifting off the ground and soaring high in the sky. The result will stun you, colleague! Your body will become weightless and will rise up like a feather caught in the wind. Well, what are you waiting for? Get down on the floor this minute!

— Thank you, Professor, but...

— Please! The old man persisted.

«I said no. And at all...

— What is in general? Well, go on, go on! Ah, so you don’t want to listen to the old Jew’s nonsense, considering them nonsense, right? Well, colleague, this radically changes the matter. It seems that the time has come to clarify and define our difficult relationship. The result of a large number of individual conclusions drawn based on my erudition and general outlook shows that you, apparently, really do not need my advice and sound recommendations. You know everything perfectly well without me,» it seemed to Wilson that Sigmund shrugged his shoulders as a sign that he was giving up. — Or maybe you see me as a competitor? I apologize for being blunt, but I think you have only one need right now — for sympathy and pity for yourself, poor and unhappy...

Joseph quickly raised his head and looked at the professor. His eyes were burning with anger.

— Take it easy on the turns, Professor! the words were already on the tip of his tongue. — I demand that you do not interfere in my life! Do you hear? I will no longer tolerate your teachings! I’ve had enough. Can you hear me?

But there was no need to shout, because the Herr professor fell silent himself, without any compulsion, demonstrating at that moment a complete unwillingness to communicate with the owner of this office, whose frivolity angered him so much that now he is completely indifferent to all his further affairs and projects.

Joseph understood that the only solution, the correctness of which he did not doubt at all, was to take a break. Well, why not Solomon’s solution? To get a tiny respite — just for a few minutes, or rather — for half an hour or an hour — it does not matter. The main thing is to wait. Whatever it was, it will allow him to gain time and focus, and not chop off the shoulder the first thing that comes to mind. And thereby show Lucy calmness and self — confidence — it should have a very, very sobering effect on her. And in the meantime, gather your thoughts and think about the next steps. In addition, only a time-out will help him regain his former respect and authority from the adamant assistant, who for some reason took it into her head to ruthlessly destroy the usual way of his life.

He could hear the phone ringing in the waiting room. Then Lucy’s irritated mezzo-soprano voice came to his ears, muffled and agitated, with notes of drama and at the same time, as it seemed to him, a slight tinge of mockery. At that moment, she was engaged in «rejecting» his patients in a frankly harsh form: «I can’t help you with anything... the appointment is by appointment... I’m not aware of his schedule... No, I don’t know anything about the availability of seats... I tell you, I don’t know anything... Why? Because from now on I don’t work in this madhouse... What did you say? Well, in that case, nothing prevents you from contacting another psychoanalyst... Is that you for me? In the end, stop being rude, calling me a bitch!».

Joseph could almost see her lips pursing at that moment and her shoulders twitching excitedly. She always did this in case of any difficulties, considering this stupid facial expression and feverish body movements the best way to protect herself from adverse external influences.

A few minutes later, walking out of the office, slightly hunched over, into a spacious reception room with chairs upholstered in lilac velvet, he addressed her:

His voice was as unctuous and idyllic as it could be. — Agree that your term is nothing at all. Nowadays, women work right up to the very moment of resolution from the burden...

Even the walls at that moment understood the reason why he interrupted his tirade in mid-sentence: he suddenly realized that his air-shaking nonsense would affect her like a red rag on a bull. And he held his tongue, hiding in anticipation of a devastating hurricane called «Lucy» — a terrifying, rumbling whirlwind of an unknown force, which will certainly fall on his head this very second. However, his assistant was silent, her lips tightly compressed. Presumably, her thoughts at that moment were occupied with something more useful: she was fussing, looking around, and hastily collecting her things.

To somehow fill the void that had formed, Joseph ran his hand through his thinning hair in uncertainty and, trying not to look at the assistant, casually glanced at the wall: the calendar announced the arrival of April 2019. Really? But he didn’t even notice how spring came! Then an idea struck him, which immediately made it more fun:

Yeah! So, it turns out, that today, from the very morning, his favorite radio station staged a rampage with a riot of jokes, and lists of the stupidest people in the United States were announced on TV! Did Lucy really decide to play it in honor of the holiday? Well, in this case, it goes without saying, he will not take offense at the April Fool’s joke, but on the contrary, he will laugh with her...

Well, fortunately, everything fell into place!

He breathed a sigh of relief and visibly perked up, not yet knowing that he had miscalculated.

— what? Lucy asked hotly, interrupting his thoughts. — Excuse me? She shot Joseph a piercing, puzzled look, and the doctor could have bet his head that there was more anger than puzzlement in that look.

She, all sweaty, got up from her squats, having finished dumping her belongings into a rather weighty box — the world dear to her heart, the particles of which she gradually collected and carefully stored in the drawers of her desk, in the closet, and on all the shelves, unceremoniously pushing aside the medical records of his clients with them. Bottles and bottles of perfume, tubes of long-used lipsticks, empty powder boxes, a mirror, two or three combs, a terrible porcelain figurine of a gray cat, a musical casket with a ballerina, a wooden jewelry box, a beaded handbag, an ugly plaster piggy bank, bows, and handkerchiefs, stuck out of a rectangular solid cardboard container. and other unnecessary female trash — everything, except for any traces of her business activity!

It was only at that moment that Joseph discovered that Lucy was wearing an unusual outfit for herself today. Instead of light-fitted blouses and the invariable high stilettos on her feet, she was wearing a dark dress with a loose cut and shoes with completely flat soles. These clothes are worn by pregnant women in New York to feel comfortable and cozy. He is more than sure that Lucy does not need it, at least at the moment, since she has not changed one iota: the same hollow stomach stuck to the wasp waist, bony arms, flat chest, and a long neck sticking out of the collar of her blouse, ringed with glass beads.

«I know all your tricks, Doctor. Now you will begin to manipulate me through your own, tried-and-tested methods of suppression... It won’t work! I will dare your words that a person’s attention should be turned on constantly so that good psychoanalysts like you could not convince him of the great prospects of a completely unpromising occupation... And, by the way, I am not at all convinced that you know the physiology of a woman as well as your psychoanalysis. You know that the most dangerous stage is the first half of pregnancy. When infected, there is a high risk that the child will be born with various deformities. Of course, no work is worth it...

— What kind of infection are you talking about, Lucy? I do not understand...

«You know perfectly well what I’m talking about... and whom I’m talking about! She held out her palm, silencing Joseph. — Here I am exposed to psychic germs every hour... You’ll see such a thing here in a day...» her unseeing gaze slid along the row of shelves with folders that lined the wall. — And my fragile body is not covered with an impenetrable shell, which you possess, — she raised her right hand and stretched up her index finger, — to guide the suicides and maniacs of southern Queens, like this Thomas Pa-tis-so-na — he heard her slow, syllable-by-syllable pronunciation of the surname. and I saw another of her fingers shoot up. — Libertines and masochists from Longwood Avenue like James Ham-me-ra or Dorothy Fox with their secret sexual desires: «Oh, I’m a mean girl, Dr. Wilson, and there’s nothing I can do about it.»

Contempt never left her face, and her mouth twisted in a disgusted grimace, while she mimicked his patients, diligently trying to imitate their manners. He had never known such a Lucy before. The young woman meanwhile held up her third finger:

— Well, and all sorts of self-admiring narcissists, psychopaths, and gloomy melancholics of Manhattan like Charles klu-nee and, of course, Andrew Ro-bin-so-na. Especially Andrew Ro-bin-so-na... I don’t remember if I told you that when he left here for the last time, he looked at me as if he was ready to quarter me, then leaned close to his face and whispered in my ear: «Damn you and your shrink. This isn’t the end, baby! We’ll meet again... I have the means at my disposal that will have the most severe consequences for both of you»... You know, I’m not used to it, Dr. Wilson, but the trick of this madman shocked me...

So that’s it! Andrew Robinson. Hearing the name of the former patient, Joseph’s face twitched from unpleasant memories and something trembled near his lips as if he accidentally touched a bare wire and received a sensitive electric shock. So that’s what it’s all about.

Andrew Robinson attended four sessions a week for six months and was a difficult and unpleasant patient in every way. A fat, flabby, sedentary man of forty-five (he and Wilson turned out to be almost the same age) in a rumpled suit, with a swollen yellowish face, and his left ear was noticeably larger than the right, which drew attention to his rather awkward appearance.

«I’m worried about everything, Doctor,» was, I think, the first phrase he uttered as soon as he took a seat in the patient’s chair.

— Do you want to talk to me about it? Joseph began, trying to get the client to talk.

— I am very afraid of birds, especially pigeons, and I try to avoid meeting them. They make me panic...

«What do you find so scary about birds, Mr. Robinson?»

— They can peck me...

— Peck me? Mr. Robinson, I will try to help you realize that the probability of harming you by a bird is extremely small. Birds themselves are afraid of people and almost never attack first unless they protect their nest from invasion...

— But they want to peck me. And they also awaken in me a terrible feeling of disgust.

— Yes? Why is that?

— For me, they are like flying rats — carriers of dirt and infections. Previously, I was only scared of a pigeon flying by. Now everything has worsened: it annoys me even if I see them in the park peacefully pecking their food. So today, passing through Central Park, I scared off pigeons. Noisily flapping their wings, the birds flew up discontentedly. I had already calmed down, but it turned out that they did not fly far away, but began to describe circles over my head. And soon they swooped down and resumed the feast. They croaked hoarsely...

— But pigeons don’t caw, Mr. Robinson. They’re coming... or purring if you like. These are cute, beautiful, and harmless creatures...

— And those croaked... It seemed to me that they were mocking me. And they ran into each other, quarreling over the loot.

— Is that why you came to me, Mr. Robinson?

— No! Of course not, Doctor! I have a lot of reasons to worry. Have you heard about the melting of Greenland’s glaciers? he raised his eyebrows in surprise. — If this is true, then humanity will be left without fresh water. And what will happen to the ocean if Antarctica melts? How many countries will go underwater?

«I observe ornithophobia, anxiety, and obsessive thoughts,» Joseph wrote carefully in his notebook.

— Go on, please, Mr. Robinson. What else is bothering you?

— I’m worried about where to keep my cell phone.

— What about the cell phone?

— I used to always keep it in the inside pocket of my jacket. But my heart began to ache.

— Yes? And what are you?

— I had to put it in my pants pocket, but I’m afraid that sooner or later I will be diagnosed with genital cancer. Because of this, I can’t sleep. And it also seems to me all the time that I haven’t washed my hands after brushing my teeth. At night I get up several times and check if the front door is well locked...

— Do you have any reason to be afraid of someone, Mr. Robinson? Is anyone threatening you?

— I don’t know that. But haven’t you heard about armed street gangs waging wars among themselves for control of neighborhoods, for the right to sell drugs in them? African Americans and Latinos, the Irish mafia, and Sicilian clans — they all hate each other fiercely. And, you know, Doctor, when you live in the South Bronx, it’s not superfluous for you to take care of your safety. Why are you silent? Admit it, do you want to leave me alone on the battlefield? And please, Doctor, don’t... don’t try to convince me that all these fears are just the fruits of my wild imagination and sick imagination... Today, for example, I got into an unpleasant mess. I was coming to you, and on the way, I came across bandits. This pack of evil coyotes jumped out of a Ford van. You should have seen their fierce and terrible faces — their gaze makes the blood run cold in your veins! Two or three of them — big foreheads — acting at the same time, started hunting me. When I saw a cop from a distance — despite the fact that I hate cops and have nothing to do with them — I screamed that I was being chased. What do you think happened next? Are you curious? After a couple of minutes, the cop, after talking with the robbers, told me not to panic. These, they say, are not robbers at all, but ordinary homeless people begging for a couple of bucks for lunch from passers-by. He said that the police constantly disperse them, but they do not care about it — they return to their places again. How’s that for you, Dr. Wilson? Would you believe these stories?

There was silence in the room. Joseph was writing something down on paper. And Robinson looked at the tip of his shoe as if he was seeing it for the first time. Then he fidgeted on the spot and, without raising his head, exclaimed:

— Listen! Can’t the curtains be lowered? The sun’s rays are hitting my eyes! That’s better! And also... do you have another chair? No, the same will not suit me. My back is aching, damn it! I need a comfortable back. No, thank you, it will be tough for me on your couch, it does not hurt you to change it to a soft sofa. What does it mean? he made an offended face. — You don’t mean to say that I will have to stand during the session? That won’t do, Doctor. I don’t want my mood to be spoiled...

— Do you think I’m ruining your mood, Mr. Robinson?» — Joseph leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling, as always when he listened attentively to the interlocutor.

— You tried to do it, — he will answer, looking the doctor straight in the eyes, which he has never done before.

Joseph raised his eyebrows questioningly.

«Thank you, Mr. Robinson, for your frankness. I will certainly take into account your comments, as well as your request regarding the chair. And now, if it’s not too much trouble, I would still ask you to move to the couch — just for a couple of moments. Great. So, what do you see in front of you, sitting on the couch? OK. And now move to my chair. Yes, yes, here. You’re very kind. What do you notice in front of you? Right. Everything is different here. But, nevertheless, it is the same room. We just look at it from different angles. So it is with your problems. Look at them from a different perspective. And they will no longer be so scary, so painful.

After visiting the doctor a day later, Andrew Robinson began to complain that he did not sleep at night, worrying if the water was dripping from the faucet in the shower. Has there been a short circuit, which will certainly cause an all-consuming fire? Or, perhaps, while he is sleeping peacefully, there is a gas leak from the kitchen stove? He had heard that it was not always possible to smell gas, and he would not want to burn alive in his apartment or suffocate.

He had a special gift for constantly giving Joseph surprises. So, one day he brought with him some kind of abstraction on paper and declared that it was the Statue of Liberty. It was a crude, garish daub, primitive and pathetic. Not finding understanding and admiration in the doctor’s eyes, he began to get angry, yelling that he was an artist, however, still unappreciated. Yes, maybe he’s a little crazy, he shouted, but after all, any creative person has some kind of mental abnormalities. And this does not mean at all that he is crazy, he is just different, not like everyone else. Finally, in confirmation of his words, he pulled out of the pocket of a dark blue mackintosh a rolled-up roll, which turned out to be a poster about his personal exhibition. My God, he thinks he’s a painter, Wilson mused. Preliminary diagnosis: neurosis, or even paranoid schizophrenia. We’ll have to deal with it. Well, as for his illusions, we will not debunk them. All means are good against the disease. Even deceiving the patient. After all, in fact, this is not a deception, but only a forced means of therapy.

— Bacteria are everywhere. Viruses. They are everywhere ― in the air, in the water, on us, inside us. I’m afraid that some terrible disease will strike me,» said Robinson during his next visit.

«Oh, come on, sir! Let it be known to you, no virus will take you if you are internally tuned to health and long successful life!

— what? Do you think fear is just my fiction? Let’s say. And if an earthquake happens, will global warming accelerate due to atmospheric pollution? Is this also a mirage, you say? That’s why all this bothers me. Aren’t you there? No? Then that’s your problem. And anyway, you didn’t tell me how you’re going to treat me? Is it really an electric shock, letting the current into the head? I’ve heard you’re a psychiatrist, you can get away with anything...

«First of all, I’m going to listen to you, Andrew. It is important for me to understand the background of your phobias. Then I will analyze what I have heard, and we will begin treatment. You should open up so that we can fully communicate. Therapy is an exchange. You reap what you sow.

«What nonsense is this, Doctor? Or am I not interesting to you as a patient? Why this useless chatter? If you are a doctor, then give me medicine, something that will help me.

— In my experience, I know that medications usually do not lead to good. I will not prescribe drugs for you if I doubt whether they will help you. That’s my approach to the case. I believe that talking and uncovering the problem is the most effective method in combination with meditation, observing the right lifestyle, and balance. And if this does not bring the proper result, then I will prescribe medications for you. Let’s try to move forward, step by step.

— I knew it — there are only enemies around. They’re everywhere. The lawyer wants you to get into trouble. The car mechanic happily rubs his hands if you have crashed the car. And the doctor is happy when you are sick. And their villainous plot will succeed if they push someone into depression and turn them into their obedient tool. You are one of them! You claim that you help people, but by breaking their minds, you only distort their reality. God, why did I come here at all? I hate people, and their fucking hypocrisy...

Well, every madness has its own logic, Joseph thought at that moment. His gaze inadvertently switched to the wall, from where old Freud winked approvingly at him: «What an enviable composure. Bravo, Wilson, bravo!» Indeed, his outward composure almost bordered on indifference. And, continuing to do his job, he distinctly said out loud:

«You don’t have to worry so much, Andrew. I will find the right treatment for you.

— What do you recommend this time, my dear shrink doctor? However, you are not original. I know you’ll send me to the store again to buy yourself a new thing to cheer up. Did you guess? I already have a whole collection of new things at home! Or maybe you’ll send them to the pastry shop for another chocolate cake? Because of your worthless advice, my belly has grown and now all these pants and shirts bought according to your prescription are too small for me. Do you have a contract with a pastry shop to supply them with new customers? What? Do you ask how I came up with such an idea? Yes, I constantly see a crowd of customers in that store. I am sure they are all your customers! I realized what’s what: you’re just the same as all your fellows: all in the same way! You think I’m a complete idiot and you don’t care about me! Because no one cares what an idiot says! Or maybe you have a non-standard sense of humor? What if you decided to make fun of me — just like those pigeons in the park?

— Did you feel better, Andrew, after you said everything that was in your head?

— Hmm, you mean you didn’t have enough time to figure out that in this strange office, in your damn uncomfortable chair, there is a person who is possessed by a disease much more powerful than the disease? Can you tell me who I am? Where am I going? And what awaits me ahead? My mind is damaged. And I know it won’t be better tomorrow. It’s only going to get worse. And that’s why death doesn’t scare me. Life scares me. I’m constantly thinking about suicide. And I’m also afraid that one day I will succeed...

— Enyo! Now we will start exposure therapy.

— what?

«We need to go back to the day it all started. Believe me, Andrew, this is the place where you will definitely get help...

— Oh, no! «Stop it!» he shouted. — They won’t help! and he laughed defiantly. — Here he is, in front of you — a living example of the fact that your therapy does not work. I don’t know how or why I came here, but I’m here for the last time. Because you gave up on me a long time ago. You no longer discuss with me the origin of my fears, but simply patiently listen to everything and express the hope that nothing will happen to me until the next session. And your impulsive assistant, what’s her name? Lucy? She looks at me with cold mockery and silently puts my money in the bottom drawer of her desk. Or he gives me a check.

«Andrew, let’s not waste time discussing my assistant’s character. You need to undergo therapy... if you wish, we can even discuss with you the possibility of reducing our communication...

— No! Your treatment is pointless, it didn’t help me. You didn’t even prescribe me any medicine! I don’t feel any better after your sessions. It’s over! I’ll do without a psychoanalyst. I’ve already filled up your bank account pretty badly... But you are still trying to keep me, like your other patients, in a dependent state for as long as possible.

«You’re wrong, Andrew! If I kept a patient in therapy for the sake of my wallet, I wouldn’t sleep well at night...

— I’m not sure that’s true. And I guess you’re just abusing your position...

— Abuse my position?

— Exactly! By the way, why do you keep looking at your watch?

— I have a busy schedule, Andrew...

— And what does that mean? He cut Joseph off. — That the session is over?

— and how do you want?

— I want it to be over.

— Then consider it over.

— good. But keep in mind, Doctor, damn you, that this is not the end. We will meet, we will meet without fail. Oh, if you only knew how much I sometimes wanted to punch your «good — natured» face, or not — to put a dead rat under your stupid couch! It would even be some accounts... But that’s not all... I have funds at my disposal that will completely ruin your reputation! You’ll see... they will have such consequences for you that it will not seem enough...

And then something happened that should have happened under such circumstances. He, Joseph Wilson, always recognized the need for physical contact with patients. And he and Andrew usually shook hands at the end of the session. But not today: Andrew pushed the door open with his foot and gave him a dry nod of farewell.

It goes without saying that over the many years of working in Dr. Wilson’s practice, nothing has happened. The vast majority of patients were grateful to him for the treatment. On those episodic days when he was ill, they inquired about his health: how is he feeling, and will there be another session of psychotherapy? And if he went on vacation, they were afraid that he would not come back, and it would be a real apocalypse for them! They gave him sweets and music boxes, congratulated him on holidays, and sent postcards for Christmas, sometimes undeservedly, because, sometimes, his patient recovered himself. There is a phrase among doctors «spontaneous remission» — to explain the unthinkable. In that case, Wilson, as a doctor, had nothing to say to himself: his client is healthy and he is glad that now they can say goodbye. The most cherished gift for him was a simple «thank you» and hugs: this is what made him wake up in the morning and do his job, having a chance to get such gratitude. But it happened, fortunately, extremely rare that instead of gratitude he heard insults and even threats. It could not be otherwise — such is the specifics of his profession. And inwardly he had been ready for this for a long time. The only thing he always needed was a thick rhinoceros skin so that he could more easily endure undeserved attacks against himself. Alas, she sometimes let him down, turning out to be not strong enough at such moments...

— So, Dr. Wilson,» his assistant Lucy continued, chattering incessantly, unceasingly, uncontrollably, and feverishly choosing words. — With all due respect to you, I... well, you know, I have to officially declare that I do not intend to stay in such a life-threatening environment... Period! Otherwise, just a little more, and I myself will have to get on Valium and Prozac. Yes, and here’s what... — the sudden change that happened to her voice and face was alarming: concern was immediately replaced by icy arrogance, — about the term: the day before, my gynecologist reported that by the seventh week of pregnancy, the tiny brain of the embryo produces five hundred thousand nerve cells per minute. Can you imagine? Half a million cells per minute! And you say, «the deadline doesn’t mean anything»...

The arrogant tone of the former assistant actually touched the doctor to the quick. What to hide, right now he was scared of how he wanted to feel offended. But he did not show it, but he was betrayed by distinct traces of prolonged fatigue and stress, which somehow immediately appeared on his face.

«It’s not my fault that Lucy did this,» his mind kept repeating. — I do everything and say it the way it should be. I try not to make mistakes. Yes, I am too self-critical in some matters, but in terms of confidence in my competence as a psychotherapist, I have a high opinion of myself. And therefore I take on any cases. And I do good. I have a very good head, and a sharp mind. I love myself. And my patients love me, not counting psychopaths like Andrew Robinson.»

Well, let Lucy, this stubborn, skittish person, do as she pleases! She is full of skepticism, and it is unlikely to convince her. I just wish she hadn’t gone to work for competitors! Yes, at least to that rascal Dr. Russell. What if that’s exactly what she’s up to? If not, then why on earth would she want my clients to turn to another doctor?

What about Russell? What kind of competitor is he? Nothing! Complete incompetence in the profession! Despite this, articles about this notorious crook with the screaming headlines «famous psychologist», «author of numerous bestsellers» and «creator of a unique technique», do not cease to flash on the pages of the yellow press, where his photos with a smile, as if from a toothpaste advertisement, confidently smile with stunningly even teeth... and overshadow countless vulgar stories from the lives of show business stars and politicians. These commissioned articles and obsessive advertising on TV just provided the doctor with easy success, brought him demand, and turned him into a «star of psychoanalysis»!

But Russell, unlike him, Joseph Wilson — a brilliant graduate of the Department of Psychiatry at Stanford — has no medical education at all, only a graduated psychology department of a university unknown to him and a long-term practice of «hanging noodles on his ears» and passing off speculation as reality. Because he, Joseph is sure of it, lays down erroneous behaviors in his clients, gives them incorrect attitudes and impossible advice. That is, the advice of this adventurer is simply harmful! But there are too few people who understand this because the popularity of the psychological services of the «great guru» continues to grow like mushrooms after the rain. He, like the conquistadors who rushed to conquer America five centuries ago, briskly grabs his piece in the market of life: he consults on the radio, affects the psyche with a conveyor belt of fifty people at once at his pseudo-trainings, more like profanity, during which he gives wonderful recommendations to the suffering on the topic: «how to live without internal conflicts» and «how to love yourself.» Americans, after all, love training no less than hangouts, and «get hooked» on them no worse than on marijuana. After that, of course, their existence does not change much, but there remains the illusion of a quick solution to all problems. One in five of his, Joseph’s, patients had once been trained or treated by Russell. It turned out that he introduced some of them to such antidepressants that they forgot to take off their pants before sitting on the toilet. He also remembered the day when Russell called him and invited him to dinner «to get acquainted.» Whatever it is, scoundrel, keep your pocket wider!

Realizing that it will not work in such an oppressive environment (well, what kind of work can there be?! Yes, no!), Joseph asked Lucy to cancel every single session for today. She angrily tore her eyes away from her nails, which at that moment she was diligently covering with bright red varnish, and snorted, which meant «just for you, sir.» And then she frowned, bending over her nails, thereby making it clear that the conversation was over, which upset the doctor even more and was regarded by him as outright disrespect for his personality. In any case, it used to seem that she was able to listen to him with reverence, looking into his eyes with silent submission and carefully writing down all the assignments in a notebook. No, no, he has never been the owner of the boss’s authoritarian habits, which teach subordinates to unquestioning obedience and consent without unnecessary questions and reflections. He expected only one thing from them — dedication to work and respect for him as an employer.

So what was the reason for such a dramatic change in Lucy’s character? Could he — a doctor of medicine, a psychiatrist, and a psychotherapist-analyst, praised throughout New York-have been so much mistaken about her, having failed to find the origins of such a complex interweaving of good and evil in her human nature? Yes, it must be admitted, sometimes she is sharp and wayward, but he was inclined to justify sporadic temper with a feature of her feminine nature or extreme vivacity of temperament. No, no, he still thought it unlikely that his idea of Lucy was completely wrong...

Feeling his nerves playing tricks in spite of everything, Dr. Wilson pulled an antique black silver cigarette case out of the table. Not too valuable, it was dear to him as a memory of Vivian, his untimely departed wife. Many years ago, she chose this elegant flat case from the abundance of curiosities of the antique shop — especially for a gift for his birthday... Twirling it in his palms, he told himself that it was time for him to quit smoking. Yes, but not today.

Having fished out the last Treasurer cigarette from the cigarette case, he loudly clicked the lighter and lit up, took two deep, slow puffs, and immediately laid the nicotine stick on the edge of the ashtray. A light blue smoke immediately curled over her, streaming obliquely to the window. His hand involuntarily reached for a photograph framed in a brown frame on the table. And he stared intently at Vivian’s face, frozen in a radiant smile. Unhappy, she never managed to experience the joys of motherhood. She was in good health, but the birth took place with complications. By the time she was brought to the hospital, her placenta had ruptured and she had lost too much blood. The daughter was born thanks to a cesarean section, and the poor woman died of severe bleeding, having only managed to hug the premature baby and whisper her name over her — Olivia, that is, «carrying the world». It was so similar to Vivian’s nobility: sacrificing herself, giving a new life and hope for something bright!

A terrible picture of the day when the surgeon informed him of his wife’s death rose before his eyes:

«We’ve done our best, Mr. Wilson. But, unfortunately, we were not able to save your wife.

His legs gave way.

— No, — a lump stuck in his throat and he howled. «Not that. Not my Vivian!

— I am very sorry for your grief. I think your wife was a wonderful woman, and I know how much you will miss her. The doctor put his hand on his shoulder and nodded towards the window:

«There’s a small chapel around the corner, Mr. Wilson. If you believe in all this, maybe it will be easier for you when you pray.

He didn’t want to hear those words of support — at that moment, any act of kindness was unbearable for him.

After his wife’s death, Olivia brought him true joy. No one is better than a child to help you forget the unbearable pain of loss. However, I had to take a nanny — an elderly, but strong and very kind woman, Mrs. Brown. She raised his daughter until she was thirteen. Of course, the baby was starved for her father’s love: he could never give her what she needed so much. His work turned his life into something resembling the ocean during a storm. Almost every evening he stayed in his office until midnight, studying the questionnaires of his patients and scrupulously analyzing the notes made during the sessions. And on Saturday night I was preparing for lectures, which I read to medical students on Sunday afternoon. He was looking for only a short time to have time to drop into his daughter’s bedroom and kiss her goodnight, but even then, as a rule, he did not listen to her pleas to tell her a fairy tale «How brother rabbit made brother fox, brother wolf and brother bear catch the moon,» promising to tell two at once next time: about Brer rabbit and about Davy Crockett.

Wait a minute, when was this photo taken? Really, on the day of their first wedding anniversary? Yes, that’s probably it. Vivian has always been tied to landmark dates, which made Joseph laugh. He believed that no number could be stronger than feelings, but it was not possible to prove anything to her. She was offended if he forgot what date and what month their first meeting took place, or when he kissed her for the first time and did not give flowers these days. In general, it was not difficult with her, except for those moments when their diverse views on life and the events taking place in it became an obstacle to mutual understanding...

He carefully returned the photo to its place and slowly passed his palm over it several times, as if brushing away invisible specks of dust from the frame that carefully preserves memories of the past...

Then he went to the huge, human-sized window. Bright light tried to break through the small slits of the blinds and created unusually soft lighting in the office. Pushing the horizontal plates of the curtains apart with his fingers, he initially closed his eyes and felt the spring rays of the dazzling sun caress his face. Their friendly heat could not contain the white fluffy clouds gracefully floating across the sky and shimmering with all shades of blue.

Relaxing, the doctor began to absentmindedly observe what was happening on the street. Everything is as usual here. However, what is new to see in Manhattan, except for the constant bubbling with the multicolored noisy crowd, who staged a madcap race for material goods, who are under endless stress from chronic failure and constant fast food for lunch, clogging the body? Presumably, the whole life of a modern individual lies in this fuss — a caricature, insignificant flicker (with a cell phone in his hands!) in the stone city, among fashionable boutiques and haughty offices, tall glass-concrete buildings, reproachfully looking down at cars continuously crawling in different directions, emitting exhaust smoke... Yes, now people have other values, they only care about their own «I». They don’t pay attention to what surrounds them. And if they do, they try to return to their invisible shell faster.

It used to be different. Vivian and he used to love New York terribly, no other city in the world could compare with where they lived! And now? Now he despised him! He hated the insignificant mouse running around, it was simply unbearable, frightening, and overwhelming him, and often in her environment, he felt his inappropriateness and untamedness. With what great joy he would have preferred to get freedom, leaving medical practice, disturbing night phone calls, responsibility and obligation, an unshakable daily routine, and the entire human civilization with its disgusting derivatives to settle with his daughter on some quiet island lost in the World Ocean! But alas, no matter how much he wanted to be with Olivia twenty-four hours a day, the bills required regular payment.

— Sorry to interfere, dear colleague. I know I’m being annoying, but I can’t stay away when...» a familiar grunt with a strong German accent snatched Joseph out of his thoughts. Turning his head, he glanced at the wall, from where the lean Professor Freud was staring at him, narrowing his eyes in disbelief! Presumably, at this moment he was in need of a chat. — You see, I don’t have a circle of friends, and this need is inherent in all people, it is, you know, inherent in us by nature. I don’t leave this damned office, I don’t support old acquaintances, and in your person, fortunately, I found a decent interlocutor. But I have to publicly declare that my ears will not tolerate empty thoughts in the walls of this room...

«What do you want, Herr Professor?» — Joseph was not in the mood to conduct a conversation, but, remembering the propriety, feigned politeness, and restrained courtesy.

— Here you are, Wilson, claiming that you, therefore, need freedom?

«That’s right, Professor. I would like to feel free than I am now. And what? Did you really see any nonsense in this?

— Ha, I love people who make me laugh. Because laughing is what I love the most, apart from smoking cigars. You know, it cures a lot of all kinds of diseases. And it makes me laugh when I see that people are lying!

— what? Joseph asked. — What do you mean they lie? Who are you talking about, Professor? About me?

— Everyone lies, dear colleague, and you are no exception! And people have plenty of reasons to lie, take the word of an old man who has passed a busy life path. The newspapers are lying, my biographers are hypocritical and lying, falsifying the facts of my life, and television today do nothing but shamelessly lie. Women try to hide their age, their expenses for worthless purchases, and phone bills. Men do not tell the truth about income, are afraid to expose their true feelings, lie about marital status... It’s just awful! As for you specifically, Wilson: dreaming of freedom away from civilization, you lied, of course, for the sake of self-entertainment, naively thinking that in this way your thoughts would acquire a more attractive appearance. And the thing is that most people don’t really want any freedom, because it implies responsibility, and responsibility scares people... I have described this in my works. You’ve read my writings, haven’t you? As many as twenty-four volumes! Then why are you talking utter nonsense that you, they say, are tired of medical practice! Day after day, patients reveal to you the most intimate recesses of their lives. Day after day you calm them, comfort them, drive away despair. And you are being groomed and cherished for it. And, admit it, they pay well...

Annoying old man! He started his gramophone again! An abstruse and boring know-it-all! What is he counting on? Does he want to take me for a heart-to-heart conversation? Well, no, I’m definitely not going to confide in him! Not right now, anyway. And not today! Although, in fairness, Sig is right. He, Wilson, loves his job. And he understands how lucky he is. After all, he had found his vocation and could confidently declare that he was exactly where he should be — at the peak of his talent, passions, and interests. Every morning, when the assistant brought him the registration book and he saw the names of six or seven patients with whom he was to spend the day, he was filled with a feeling that he could only call reverent. At such moments, he was overcome by an irresistible desire to show his gratitude to something that led him on the right path.

Returning to the table and settling into an armchair, Joseph opened his cigarette case again to smoke another cigarette. But, to his annoyance, the silver case was hopelessly empty. Then, fumbling with his hand in the lower compartment of the table, he took out a wooden box with a hinged lid, in which he kept expensive cigars. Yes, he did not like cigars, but he, it should be noted, liked to look at them, admire the iridescent colors and the pattern of the cover sheet resembling a network of capillaries; study cigar bows with various medals and patterns; touch them and feel the pleasant roughness characteristic of some varieties of tobacco; to hear a slight crackling when pressed, indicating the correctness of their storage. Even now, he studied the huge Cuban thing extracted from the drawer for quite a long time, as if trying to get into its essence; he pictorially imagined how, according to legend, they rolled it manually, not trusting this work to the machine, on the dark thigh of a passionate Cuban woman. And, in order to enjoy the aroma enough, he turned it in his fingers for a long time, caressing, stroking, and inhaling the smells of an unlit cigar.

— Did you know, my friend, that smoking satisfies the sucking reflex and compensates for the absence of a mother’s breast? Although sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, and nothing but a cigar,» he heard the sarcastic laugh of an old libertine from the wall, who saw a phallic symbol in this object. — Smoking, Wilson, is one of the greatest, and at the same time the cheapest pleasures in life...

Ignoring external stimuli, the doctor clicked the guillotine, cutting off the tip of the cigar, slowly lit it, and began to release smoke furiously. Half a minute later, when a disgustingly bitter taste appeared in his mouth, and his throat was locked, he suddenly coughed convulsively. He wanted to spit out this filth, but, without knowing why, he clung to it with his teeth even tighter, so that his jaws ached. Another weary minute passed before Joseph realized that smoking had not brought him any worthwhile peace. And he extinguished the cylindrical twist, immediately catching a sharp cry of displeasure from the wall, which made him freeze in place:

«It’s mind — boggling, Wilson! What kind of tricks are you playing? The cigar is not extinguished intentionally — this is a complete disrespect for it and a sign of bad taste! It is carefully laid so that it goes out by itself... Really, I didn’t expect such artistry from you! Besides, I see you’re a weakling! Haven’t smoked Havana even for a quarter! Oh, if I could now... Throughout my life I have smoked twenty cigars a day, sometimes more! Yes, yes, and that’s what helped me focus, helped me like hell, I’ll tell you...

With annoyance, Joseph pushed away a heavy crystal ashtray full of mangled cigarette butts and gray tobacco ash. She slid forward on the polished surface of the table with increasing speed, as a yacht driven by the morning breeze glided over the surface of the sea, but suddenly held herself at the very edge, as if something stopped her. Fortunately, this helped to save the fleecy Turkish kilim on the floor, delivered from Istanbul many years ago: Vivian liked its bright patterns so much («look, honey, they shimmer like precious stones and delight the eye») that she, being an extremely stubborn person, forced him to open his wallet and layout for some carpet for almost a thousand dollars, despite Joseph’s impotent and almost silent protest. Nothing new: he never managed to convince his wife, and if she was up to something, she never gave up on her own... She herself proudly called this side of her character perseverance, Wilson is convinced that it was real stubbornness, because the first has a strong desire as its source, and the second on the contrary, strong reluctance. Unwillingness to give in. Because it was more important for Vivian to be herself than to get along with anyone, even if that person was her own husband. It seems that their daughter Olivia inherited from her mother not only almond-shaped eyes, straight nose, and dimples, but also her intransigence.

You’re not yourself, Joe! Pull yourself together and keep an icy calm! And this ashtray will still be useful to you! After all, thoughtful contemplation of this object by your clients, a detailed discussion of its merits, mixed with further, quite empty chatter about the vicissitudes of the weather, about quotes and the current dollar rate, and certainly about the current state of health helps them to recover, gather the right thoughts, and, ultimately, increases the effectiveness of treatment...

Well... over the past two years, four women have been in Lucy’s position. Two of them were, if not too young, then, let’s say, quite young people.

The first one, I think her name was Megan, sort of called herself a model or an actress, though until then unrecognized. She was somewhat plump for a model, but still slender and tall. And, undoubtedly, pretty, which turned her head. She was a hell of a thing, not an assistant, and, to the doctor’s delight, she quit a month later, getting a role in a short commercial for a useless facelift cream.

The second is a gaudily dressed former waitress named Kelly. Apparently, she really needed this job, because in the first days she kept looking at his door over her thin shoulder, worrying if she had said nonsense on the phone or crossed a forbidden line in communicating with his patients.

But at the very beginning of the second week, she showed up for work with false nails and brightly painted lips: God, they looked terribly unnatural! But this circumstance, as it turned out, did not prevent their owner from wasting no time. She compensated for the lack of «tips» at her new job by trying with feverish haste to get involved with rich (and not necessarily single) clients burdened with mental problems.

One day, as it happened, Joseph unwittingly overheard her straightforward conversation with a friend, a former partner in the restaurant, who decided, contrary to the established rules, to pay her a visit during working hours. But he does not tolerate any deviations from the established order!
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