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PRAISE FOR THE FORGIVENESS TOUR

“Susan Shapiro mixes memoir, religion, psychology and journalism to tell amazing stories of forgiveness. The tales, ranging from uplifting to unsettling, are always riveting.”

—A.J. Jacobs, bestselling author of The Year of Living Biblically and It’s All Relative

“As a popular chronicler of bad habits and poor life decisions, Shapiro has found her best topic yet: how to confront the pain in your life caused by someone you believe owes you an apology. The Forgiveness Tour’s wide-ranging tales of true heartache and gripping confrontation show readers how to find what they need to finally heal from what has been hurting them. Smart, witty and inspirational.”

—Tom Reiss, Pulitzer Prize author of The Black Count

“The Forgiveness Tour takes us on journeys to right unforgivable wrongs. Shapiro illuminates how we can heal from those who harmed us most. Powerful, intimate and profound.”

—Gabrielle Selz, author of Unstill Life

“In her signature quick-witted, compulsively readable voice, Susan Shapiro explores forgiveness with honesty, humor and heart.”

—Erin Khar, author of Strung Out

“Shapiro holds my eye and ear with urgency, compelling dialogue, and fresh insights into human behavior. I found The Forgiveness Tour hard to put down.”

—Grace Schulman, author of Strange Paradise and The Marble Bed
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Dedication: To my father, Jack Shapiro


NOTE TO THE READER

My childhood rabbi once explained that on Yom Kippur, the saddest day of the Jewish calendar, sins made before God in the past year were mercifully erased, but not offenses committed against fellow humans. To come clean, we have to approach those we’ve wronged, confess our misdeeds, and beg forgiveness. And when someone offers a sincere apology, we’re required to forgive. Yet what if the one who hurt you refuses to express any regret?

This question haunted me after the person I trusted most lied to me repeatedly for months on end. Stunned by his betrayal, I could barely eat or sleep. When he wouldn’t apologize or explain his ongoing deceit, I vowed we’d never speak again. Yet ghosting him didn’t end my distress. I found myself having screaming arguments with him in my mind, reliving our fight in panicked nightmares, even lighting a candle and chanting a secret Yiddish curse to exact revenge. I was losing my dignity and sanity. His inability to acknowledge his mistake or say “I’m sorry” sent me into a tailspin. I couldn’t just move on.

As I told friends and colleagues why I was so upset, they revealed their own wounds caused by those who’d let them down without ever explaining or atoning for their sins. Listening to their struggles, often way worse than mine—through wars, alcoholism, divorce, sexual abuse, and death—put my fury into perspective.

“But what happens if they never apologize?” I kept asking. “Is it possible to forgive someone anyway?”

Self-proclaimed forgiveness authorities bombarded pages, screens, and airwaves, offering proof of the infinite benefits of embracing those who’d offended you. They warned about the burdens of not forgiving. These so-called experts claimed that, for your health, you should grant mercy, even to someone completely remorseless. But honestly, how hard was saying two damn words after a major screw-up? Their broad advice to exonerate everyone for everything felt like bullshit.

Donning my reporter’s hat, I embarked on what I called “The Forgiveness Tour,” asking thirteen people I knew across the nation, “Who owes you an apology? How do you reconnect with someone if they won’t say I’m sorry? Would hearing their remorse make it possible for you to forgive?” Further researching the concept of forgiveness, I spoke with gurus from all faiths and backgrounds who painted a more nuanced picture of when someone should be pardoned, and when not.

My odyssey helped me understand how significant apologies were, and how small my saga was. I was intrigued to see that holding a grudge could actually be healthier and that spite could be inspiring. Also that reparations to repair the damage done might have a stronger effect than words of contrition. While I’d never been kosher or kept the Sabbath, my resentment drove me to religious exploration. I became fascinated by ways that wise clergy and scholars from different beliefs decided whether benevolence was called for. What I learned gave me the strength to face the one whose inexplicable actions motivated my quest. Finally speaking with him, I uncovered a heartbreaking secret that blew the lid off all the theories of forgiving.

I hope sharing my story and those of others who suffered much more than I did will push you to pinpoint the most important apology you need and to ask for it directly. Or perhaps, if atonement is not forthcoming, it will help you find ways to heal—and deal—without it. You might be as surprised as I was. Seeing the wreckage caused by unspoken apologies may even inspire you to say “I’m sorry” to someone you hurt.


CHAPTER 1

A BETRAYAL EXPOSED

AUGUST 2010


“Forgiveness is not forgetting. It is letting go of the other person’s throat.”

—novelist William Paul Young



I’d always seen myself as someone compassionate who never held grudges, but that changed the night I turned the corner of West 9th Street and caught Haley leaving his brownstone. What the hell was she doing here? I prayed my eyes were playing tricks and the woman in skinny jeans, heels, and a pink blouse was another tall redhead, not my favorite student. Inching closer, it was her unmistakable auburn hair flapping down her back as she flounced away. I froze, so crushed I couldn’t breathe.

Recovering enough to rush inside, I yelled, “I just saw Haley walk out. You’ve been lying to me!”

“I never lied to you,” he insisted, quickly closing his door.

“Don’t tell me you’re sleeping with her?”

“Of course not.” He looked horrified.

This wasn’t my lover, cheating with a younger woman. He was the long-term therapist who’d saved me from decades of drugs, alcohol, and self-destruction. I couldn’t believe that right before our session, Dr. Winters had met with my protégée, whom I’d loved like a daughter. For the past three years, she’d sat in my classroom, my living room, beside me at literary events, and joined me for speed walking around the park. She was the only person I’d ever asked him not to see, and she’d vowed not to invade my private haven. I felt hoodwinked by both sides.

Just hours before that hot Friday evening in August, Haley had emailed to see if I’d recommend my gynecologist, housekeeper, and literary agent. “Want my husband too?” I’d joked. In the spring, when I’d first sensed she was ransacking my address book and life, I’d asked Dr. Winters what he thought of the eerie All About Eve aura.

“She sounds nuts,” he’d said.

“That’s your clinical assessment?” I asked, adding “Don’t be flippant. She’s important to me. And she asked for your number so she could see you too.”

He’d sworn he wouldn’t treat her, brushing off my paranoia.

Now I could barely speak as I realized she’d broken her word. Worse, he’d let her in, giving her the slot directly before mine, then ran late, as if he wanted me to catch her. Perched at the edge of his leather couch, I imagined Haley sitting right where I was, leaning on the embroidered cushions, spilling secrets she’d previously shared only with me to my confidante. His plush workspace morphed from my relaxing refuge for fifteen years into the creepy Cabinet of Dr. Caligari.

“Then why was she here?” I couldn’t process her so out of context.

“That woman is not my patient,” he insisted.

His technical wordplay sounded like Bill denying Monica. I craved a drink, joint, and cigarette.

So the charming acolyte, who’d reminded me of me, hadn’t been harmlessly competitive, as I’d rationalized. She’d ruthlessly conspired to be my replacement—and succeeded. She’d somehow become my rival, whom Dr. Winters preferred. She was twenty years younger, prettier, breezier. At twenty-nine, her youth mocked me. A time machine was suddenly transforming me into a distorted funhouse reflection of myself, like the actor in the Truffaut film shocked by his image in the car window, yelling “I’m so old!” I went from hip urban success story to pathetic middle-aged hair-dyeing wannabe.

On my way to his office that evening, wearing a flowery summer skirt, T-shirt, and sandals instead of my all-black armor, I’d envisioned how proud he’d be when I handed him the signed copy of my first novel, hidden in my purse. After spying Haley, my world twisted darker.

“You’re not having an affair with her?” I repeated, recalling she’d recently split with her fiancé.

“No, of course not. I would never touch a patient,” Dr. Winters insisted.

“Aha. You just called her your patient!” I yelled, all the impulse control he’d taught me flouncing down the street with Haley. “Is she paying to see you? Or not?”

“I am not her official therapist,” he repeated, sitting down.

“You’re arguing semantics with me now?” I yelled. “Really?”

He should have been straight and said, “I need the money,” or “I’m sick of your boring issues. I want new blood.” I could have handled honesty. If I understood, I’d forgive him anything. I respected his candor. Once, when I asked why he called me his “most taxing patient,” he told me: “You have a chronic anxiety level connected to a hyperactive mind that’s plugged into an analytic level of consciousness. There’s no rest or rhythm. It’s all high-pitch. There’s a continual idiosyncratic intensity that’s exhausting.”

Captivated by his weirdly apt description of me, I’d scrawled it down in my notebook and quoted my personalized diagnosis everywhere, like an alibi to get me out of faking normalcy. When I read it to Mom over the phone in Michigan, she said, “Wow. That perfectly describes your father.” My conservative dad, who hated my writing, my move back to his old city, and my devotion to therapy, had also been a heavy smoker. We’d bonded over our shared method of self-destruction, which we’d stopped around the same time, although—unlike me—he went cold turkey.

I could only quit with the behavioral cure cultivated by Dr. Winters, the adoptive New York father who “got me.” With his short brown hair and glasses, he was nerdily handsome like Dad, but twenty years younger. He dressed fastidiously, in buttoned shirts tucked into khakis and slim ties. At 6 feet and 160 pounds (yes I asked), he was thinner and more diet-obsessed than Dad, or anyone in my family. Perhaps that was why Dr. Winters could help me give up all my bad habits—including the Juicy Fruit gum I’d chewed compulsively post-cigarettes, joints, and vodka. I’d even miraculously lost weight while giving up tobacco. When he advised me to “depend on people, not substances,” I told him that a feminist relying on a sexist male like himself was ridiculous.

“To stay clean, you have to trust me,” he’d said. A former chain smoker, he confided that his mother was a raging alcoholic who chose booze over him. Softened by the disclosure, I lost my skepticism, anointing him my sage, sponsor, and higher power, though he was only eight years my senior. To battle what he called “the worst nicotine withdrawal in history,” he taught me to “suffer well.”

While I relinquished my toxic habits, he revamped my existence: pushing Aaron to propose, helping me land more teaching gigs and book deals in my forties, tripling my income. When I was devastated that my dad trashed my memoirs, Dr. Winters said, “He’s threatened. He’ll come around to seeing how important your work is.” He urged me to teach, do charity, “err on the side of generosity.” In his office-sanctuary, he was the WASP rabbi I confessed to with religious devotion. “Everything is too important to you,” he declared. If I felt snubbed, he said, “The slight is never your imagination but then you overreact.” Was I overreacting now?

I couldn’t ask him or be rational when he was the one I was slighted by. What happened when your crisis management strategy became your crisis? With our trust broken, my sobriety and success could unravel, my fierce reliance on him going haywire.

“Don’t you think this two-faced mind game is counterproductive?” I tried to breathe.

“I’m not playing mind games. I don’t lie.” He crossed his legs, ruffled.

“I just can’t fucking believe Haley was here,” I said, their dual deception unhinging me.

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“But you’re the one who says ‘Always lead the least secretive life!’” It felt like he was violating his mantra, which I’d repeated in my classes and books, like a chanting Moonie. I pictured tossing a chair through his window, shattering glass on his gray carpet, storming out for good. But after fifteen years, I needed an explanation. Plus he’d charge me $200 for the appointment regardless.

“Is this about money?” I demanded, recalling his fee was higher for new patients.

“If you don’t like how I run my practice, let’s cancel all your sessions,” he snapped.

I winced. I had an intense unconventional link with Dr. Winters, but his threat was out of character. I never felt so abandoned or vulnerable, not even when Dad read my New York Times essay on my infertility and emailed, “Stop running naked through the streets. You’re humiliating our whole family.” Getting bamboozled by the head doctor who fixed me was more distressing because it was unexpected. Being trustworthy was his job.

Had I been deluded to believe I was important to him? He’d shown me poetry about his abusive mother. He’d shared how distraught he’d been when his Battery Park townhouse was destroyed in the 9/11 attacks. Unlike my real dad, he loved my work. We’d actually taken notes to coauthor a substance abuse guide together in the future. My best friend Claire worried I was caught in some kind of counter-transference I couldn’t control. I argued that most addiction therapy was unorthodox and, since overdoses could be fatal, “You can do anything as long as it works.” Yet my powerful bond with him convinced me I was special, a colleague he confided in, his star protégée, the way Haley was mine.

“You realize you colluded with my student to deceive me?” I asked.

“I hope you can forgive the imaginary crime you envision I’ve committed,” he sneered.

I was stung by his sarcastic non-apology. “I didn’t imagine you’d treat the one person you swore you wouldn’t. Haley’s a former student now in my private writing group. She took a newspaper job I recommended. She’s my exercise buddy and good friend...”

“That woman is not your friend,” he interrupted.

“What the hell does that mean?” Him telling me that Haley had become my enemy poured gasoline onto my heart-flames. His statement was out of line on so many levels, my brain was exploding. “So she was just sitting here, trashing me?” I asked, tangled in an Oedipal tornado that wouldn’t stop spinning.

“Susan, what do you want from me?”

“An apology for screwing up, and an end to this disturbing triangle. Can’t you just refer her to someone else like you promised?”

“You don’t tell me which patients I see,” he yelled. “It’s my institute. You don’t control my baby!”

I’d never heard him raise his voice like that or refer to his practice this way. Now it was official: the person in charge of healing my psyche was crazier than I was.


CHAPTER 2

WHEN AN APOLOGY IS CALLED FOR


“It is easier to forgive an enemy than to forgive a friend.”

—William Blake



I stumbled home to my apartment, mumbling to myself, then picked up my landline. “Why did you call Dr. Winters when you said you wouldn’t?” I asked Haley.

“I can’t fathom what business of yours that is,” she replied.

“It wouldn’t be, if you hadn’t called my therapist after I asked you not to. You can’t just co-opt my editors, saviors, and existence. That doesn’t even work,” I told her. “How long have you been seeing him?”

“Since May,” she said, quietly.

“So you ask if you could call my shrink, I say no, and you steal him anyway?”

“Sue, I adore you, I’m closer to you than my own relatives. But seeing him has nothing to do with you. I’m quitting the newspaper and your workshop. I can only have one guru. I need to listen to Daniel now.”

Using his first name while dumping me—and the editorship I’d recommended—stung.

I’d met Haley in my feature journalism class three years before, her beauty hidden under overalls and a fishing hat. “Your addiction memoir changed my life,” she said with a Southern twang as we went around the room to introduce ourselves the first session. “I knew your husband Aaron when I studied at NYU. He’s the best professor there.”

Man, this chick aced Networking 101. As a forty-six-year-old childless teacher well-known only in my little twelve-block radius, I’d found her comments flattering. The book she cited chronicled my extraordinary treatment with Dr. Winters, the tall, dashing rule-breaker who’d let me explore in print his provocative disclosures about the violent alcoholic mother who hated him. A few critics felt it made his ardent theories credible. Others branded him a renegade for sharing such personal details with a patient. Yet he was the only one to rid me of toxic habits I’d had since I was thirteen. He was my “core pillar,” as he called it, along with my husband, a curly-haired Jewish charmer who was only addicted to me.

I’d been jolted by Dr. Winters’ part-time move to Arizona the year before. Our twice weekly sessions switched to twice monthly when he’d fly to New York. Aaron took a gig with long hours as a producer on a TV cop drama. Then my father had a heart attack and retired from his fifty years in medicine. I was thankful he made a full recovery. But this gave him more time to trash my career. Having given up my former artistic crowd of stoners and drinkers, I was lonely. “Just when you think you lost everything, you find you have even more to lose,” Bob Dylan sang. I was so substance restricted, a friend said, “Hey, let’s go out and get some water.”

“Take on more classes,” Dr. Winters advised. “That way you’ll do good in the world.”

Teaching weekly essay courses at night was a balm for social isolation, and I sympathized with students chronicling their failures and emptiness. For my assignment on “your most humiliating secret,” Haley told how, after a year of real estate hell, she and her fiancé Donald bought her fantasy downtown loft—then he dumped her the day they moved in. She was heartbroken, crashing on classmate’s couches. I recognized her hunger to get everything (apartment, love, clips) too quickly, like me. I’d subtitled my method “Instant Gratification Takes Too Long” and indeed her piece immediately saw print. Yet from rough draft to publication, she changed the last line from her breakup to “I finally found my true home.”

“Original ending was better,” I told her.

“We got back together and you said in nonfiction you can’t lie,” she told me.

“If you stay in past tense, you’re not lying,” I said, not one for corny endings.

A week later I bumped into Haley at a Cooper Union reading with Donald, who was tall, with regal bearing. In her miniskirt and heels, with makeup and her long red hair down, she was a bombshell.

“I first saw you at a panel here a year ago,” she’d confided in the ladies’ room, tinting her lips pinker in the mirror. “The way you showed off about your successful students made me want to study with you. That’s why I tracked you down.” I was just moderating the panel of big-name literary headliners. To Haley, I was the rock star.

After our six-week class was over, she requested one of my walk-and-talk office hours. As we speed-walked around Washington Square Park, she asked advice on everything from career to marriage to drinking moderately. I urged her to give up alcohol altogether, as well as fantasies of being saved by her off-and-on wealthy fiancé. I divulged sagas of my past self-destruction, as Dr. Winters had with me. I recommended her for a gig as an assistant newspaper editor. She landed the job and was promptly promoted. To thank me, she published the work of a bunch of my current students. I invited her to join the private workshops I ran at home, where she gracefully line edited all of my rough drafts.

When Haley invited me to a big party for her twenty-ninth birthday in May, I promised to attend. My urban frontier days, where dozens of poets crammed into my old 300-square-foot studio for free beer and popcorn, were a far cry from her Lower East Side penthouse duplex with a wrap-around terrace. I looked forward to a late bash I didn’t have to plan, finance, or schlep to Brooklyn for.

“Come early,” she’d emailed. “I need your eye.”

At 9 p.m., I stepped from the elevator into her chic 3,000-square-foot palace. She hugged me, wearing cut-off shorts, high heels, and a glittery top. “Sue! You’re here! I’m so psyched you came!” she gushed like I was a dignitary.

I handed her a Strand bag filled with books, crudités, hummus, cheese and crackers.

“Thanks, Jewish mother,” she laughed as others she’d hired to help dribbled in to set up.

Haley unwrapped my gift, the books High Maintenance and Little Stalker by my colleague Jennifer, since Haley loved urban fiction. “And here’s a signed galley of my novel like you requested.”

“I’m honored. Can’t wait to read it. What a rave in PW! Is that why you look so lit up?”

I smiled, feeling youthful and festive in my swingy black summer skirt and high sandals. “When I sent the advance reviews to my mom, she said ‘Go ahead, tell the whole world you’re in therapy.’”

“My mom says that too! ‘All you crazy New Yorkers with your therapists.’” Haley mimicked her mother’s Alabama twang. “Sue, can I ask you something? Do you really think that without Dr. Winters you wouldn’t be sober, published, and married?”

I nodded, sensing something wrong. “Where’s Donald?” I glanced up the winding staircase.

“After we had a fight, he jetted off to Belize this morning,” she said.

On her birthday? Damn him. The timing made their romantic troubles melodramatic. Then again, my best party at her age was motivated by the loss of my heart to a sociopathic biographer I’d also stupidly moved in with too soon.

“I keep begging Donald to try couples therapy,” she said, looking fragile.

“Aaron only tried when I walked out on him,” I told her. “You know what Paula says?” I’d recommended my old therapist, Paula Goode, who Haley was seeing. “Remember ‘Love doesn’t make you happy. Make yourself happy. Then you’ll find love,’” I quoted.

“Last night in bed I was reading Donald the scene in your memoir where Dr. Winters said you’re not allowed to criticize your husband. Donald said, ‘Now that doctor is smart.’ You think it’s bad to criticize your guy?” Haley asked, forgetting the whole “Make yourself happy” part.

Picturing her reciting the dialogue between Dr. Winters and me to her fiancé in bed felt too intimate, even for an over-sharer like me.

“Can I call Dr. Winters?” she asked.

I said no, explaining that the patient-therapist relationship was based on confidentiality and transference and that therapists weren’t like dentists. There was an unspoken rule not to see the same shrink as your close friend, relative, or teacher. I certainly didn’t want to bump into her in his waiting room, my safest harbor, where I ripped off my teacher/author mask. That was why I’d referred her to Paula. “I can recommend another smart male shrink,” I offered.

“You’re so generous, Sue.” She leaned her head on my shoulder. “I won’t call Winters. I didn’t mean to overstep.” Then she asked, “Is the number of the Jungian astrologer you wrote about listed? He has a PhD in clinical psych, right?”

Before I could reiterate that she should try some of the other 20,000 head doctors in the city, she spun off to greet a bunch of guests I recognized. Two students from my last class stepped off the elevator. The girl with a nose ring shouted, “Hey, Prof Sue, what are you doing here?”

“I’m helping her promote her dazzling roman à clef, coming out in August, the month shrinks are away,” Haley said, flitting by. “There’s a keg, and red and white wine by the bar.”

She was a fun hostess, like I’d once been—before I quit alcohol, drugs, and became a workaholic. “My shrink is actually coming to town in August,” I clarified.

“So cool about your novel,” said Nose Ring, who also had a silver hoop through her lip.

I handed her a postcard for my upcoming reading, wondering if it hurt when she kissed.

By 11 p.m., the space was packed with friends, colleagues, and other students I was schmoozing with. My editor Robert walked in. “Aside from the fact that a newspaper assistant making $200 a week lives in a $5 million loft, notice anything strange?” he asked.

I looked around, clueless.

“Is there anyone here you don’t know, Sue?”

“No wonder I’m having a good time,” I said.

“Everyone upstairs for a surprise,” Haley yelled, guiding the crowd up the winding stairway.

“My back is too old for that staircase,” Robert said as we sat on the couch together, catching up.

When Nose Ring came back downstairs, I asked, “What’s happening up there?”

“A flame-thrower’s eating fire on the roof,” she said on her way to the loo.

“We met the flame thrower at a book event I took her to last week,” I said. “Funny she didn’t mention hiring her.”

“That your agent?” Robert pointed. I nodded as he asked, “Sure you trust red-headed Vampira?”

“Of course,” I answered.

But at my next Dr. Winters session, I told him, “Haley connected with 100 of my Facebook friends. She sees my old female therapist and wants to call Stargazer—and you. What if she’s shrink-stalking me?”

“Don’t worry. If she ever called here, I would just recommend a colleague,” he’d reassured.

Case closed. Until the August night I learned they’d been shrinking behind my back. After hanging up the phone with her, I emailed Dr. Winters in disbelief. “You’ve been seeing Haley for four months?”

“She’s getting smart advice from me,” he responded right away. “Let people move on.”

They acted like I was crazy to care if he saw her or that they’d double-crossed me. Was I?

That night, I had a nightmare my father was eloping with the daughter I never had. I couldn’t concentrate, sleep, or eat. I lost thirteen pounds over the next thirteen days. Paranoia reigned. “Let’s not tell Sue. It’s just between us,” I pictured Haley whispering. “You shouldn’t listen to her. She’s not a doctor, she just repeats what I tell her,” he’d answer. As daily cyber arguments with Haley and Dr. Winters built, so did my resentment. One Wednesday, when they both ignored my emails, I really lost it.

That stormy dawn, as Aaron snored, I broke free of his arms. I sneaked to the living room, opening the windows. The lightning outside mirrored my frenzied mood. I turned on the old rhythm and blues mix tape my first heartbreak made me in high school. I’d never officially hexed anyone before but recalled the time my mother, invoking her maiden name, whispered, “The Goodman women are witches.” Sitting on the floor, lights dimmed, I lit a wildflower candle. Groggy and frazzled, I put a double curse on Dr. Winters and Haley. I chanted a Yiddish expression my mother taught me was profane: Vaksn zolstu vi a tsibele mitn kop in dr’erd, adding confessional poetry and Edith Piaf, scrawling in my notebook that she needs to stay out of my life and he should hurt as much as I did. Forgetting what my mom’s expression meant, I emailed her to ask.

“May your head grow in the ground like an onion,” she wrote back.

Eight hours later, Haley emailed she was on a plane to Europe. My curse had chased her bad juju away from my city. Next Dr. Winters responded that he’d been bedridden, in pain from kidney stones; he could barely move. I felt wildly powerful. Then I was petrified she’d die in a crash and my Semitic spell would kill him. Sleep deprived, my sanity was slipping.

“Sorry you’re sick,” I typed, freaked out, imagining Dr. Winters doing daily phone sessions from the hospital long-distance with Haley, where they kept insulting me:

“You should see the sucky first drafts Sue brings to the group,” Haley would tell him.

“You should have seen her while she was drinking and smoking,” Dr. Winters would confide.

Aaron woke to find me sobbing at my desk. “Step away from your computer,” he commanded, imitating the voice of a policeman from his TV show. He read the email chain.

“Remember the nickname I gave Haley the first time I met her, when she acted like she’d been my best NYU student and I had no idea who she was?” he asked. “Crazypants.”

Patting my head, he said, “It’s time we lose Haley and Dr. Winters altogether.”

I told Haley not to call me again. Insisting I break off all communication with Dr. Winters, Aaron left a phone message on his machine instructing him not to contact me anymore. That provoked an incendiary email: “So your husband speaks for you now?”

For the first time in fifteen years, I did not respond.

* * *

My mind kept trying to solve the infuriating enigma of my head doctor and Haley. It seemed an important sign when I heard a message from Moshe Pindrus, an Orthodox rabbi friend in Israel. He knew how wise Dr. Winters could be. Moshe had phoned me after reading a review of my addiction memoir in The Jerusalem Post. Needing help to stop smoking, he asked if he could do a few long-distance sessions with Dr. Winters. I’d had no trouble giving this stranger the number for Skyping from afar with my shrink, who soon became his elixir too. We met a year later when he visited Brooklyn. Calling Moshe back, I blurted out everything that had happened.

“In your religious view, are there actions that are unpardonable?” I asked.

“None,” Moshe said. “If one properly repents, The Talmud says you can be forgiven anything.”

“What if you leave the fold?” I wanted to know.

“In Judaism, if you return to the faith and truly regret your past sins, you’ll be forgiven.”

Aha! There’s the rub. “But what if there are no regrets or atoning?”

“When a person has wronged another, he must obtain forgiveness from the one he hurt first, before God will pardon the sinner,” Moshe replied. “But according to the letter of the Jewish law, as long as you have informed the offending party of your grievance, you are under no obligation to forgive him until he apologizes. You should not remain silent and despise him.”

“You don’t think I have a right to be pissed off?” I was confused.

“Not me. That’s Samuel 13:22,” he said. “‘He is commanded to make the matter known and ask him, ‘Why did you do this to me? Why did you wrong me regarding that matter?’ You shall surely admonish him.’”

“I admonished him,” I said. “So you’re saying more admonishment?”

“That was Leviticus 19:17,” he clarified.

A bearded grandfather with a quick wit, Moshe often spoke in Hebrew bible quotes—that is, when he wasn’t showing me pictures of his dozens of offspring, asking questions about nicotine withdrawal, or soliciting tips for dropping weight post-tobacco.

“Yes, keep admonishing,” he advised.

I emailed Dr. Winters the question: “Don’t head doctors take the Hippocratic Oath to do no harm?”

Within hours he responded, “Things are not always as you see them.”

Wondering what that meant, I sifted through our past correspondence. When Aaron went to L.A. on business, I stayed up twenty hours straight, reading thousands of emails from Dr. Winters over the years. I came across the notes I’d taken for the addiction proposal we’d worked on, fascinated by the medical records he’d shared of (nameless) patients he helped get off alcohol, drug, and food dependencies. Forgetting to sleep, I printed out pages, scrawling comments in the margins, starring important passages, as if I could do therapy by osmosis. I was overjoyed I could use all of his methods to soothe me without needing him.

By Friday, I was a mess. Desperate not to relapse, I tried all of Dr. Winters’ coping techniques that I’d underlined: I journaled. Drank green tea. Took deep breaths. Swam 100 laps. Ate boiled shrimp—but sixteen was too many. To burn off the calories, I speed-walked five miles around the local park by myself, missing Haley. Then I went to the gym to kickbox, pretending I was pummeling Dr. Winters. Pounding too hard, I felt a strain in my back. In a blur of anger and sweat, I didn’t realize I was seriously injured until I could barely walk home. Two Aleves didn’t stop the ache. I woke up worse.

I’d never had a physical impairment like this before. Aaron offered to come back from L.A. early. I said I’d be fine. I wasn’t. My back was throbbing. I could barely sit. I went to the medicine cabinet and took a Tylenol with codeine from Aaron’s old back injury. When it didn’t work in a half hour, I swallowed another, along with his leftover Xanax. I knew that taking someone else’s medication was dangerous, a huge red flag for an addict.

As the medicine numbed my back ache, I scrutinized all of Dr. Winters’ case studies more carefully: the male pill popper, the girl who became sleep deprived from too much caffeine, the church-goer so obsessed with charity she neglected her family, and the young man addicted to extreme exercise. I’d been adopting the substance problems of each of his former patients!

It was easy to see why we’d developed addictions when people could be so unreliable and horrible. As the medicine wore off, the pulsating pain returned to my lower spine. Sweating, I had to lie flat on the floor. I picked up my cell phone, about to dial my parents in Michigan. But I was too embarrassed to tell Dad about injuring myself since it was related to therapy, which he always ridiculed. I put the phone down. My father was the last person in the world I wanted to go crawling back to.


CHAPTER 3

THE FORGIVENESS INDUSTRY

SEPTEMBER 2010


“To be wronged is nothing, unless you continue to remember it.”

—Confucius



I used to pity friends who stopped speaking to their relatives or colleagues. I didn’t want to be an angry person, clinging to an everlasting vendetta. Yet I wasn’t a doormat. I adhered to W.H. Auden’s poetic advice to “Believe your pain” and Rabbi Hillel’s warning, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?” Still, I’d always forgiven everyone everything. I even forgave my college boyfriend who’d slept with not one, but two of my roommates. I’d also exonerated both of the women after they’d explained they’d been under the influence of magic mushrooms and expressed regret. Clearly I was capable of pardoning anyone if they just said “I’m sorry.”

Dr. Winters’ inability to acknowledge that he’d done anything wrong felt more unforgivable.

I googled “forgive.” A billion-dollar Forgiveness Industry popped up: a British charity, a PBS documentary, a Mayo Clinic website. A Lutheran minister in Denver at the House For All Sinners and Saints called her Facebook sermon “Forgive Assholes.” A Japanese Apology Agency I saw on YouTube took money to say “I’m sorry” to the clients you offended so you wouldn’t have to. I read pages and watched videos on the personal benefits of granting amnesty, deserved or undeserved.

At the Strand Bookstore, I splurged on used paperbacks touting forgiveness from every persuasion. Promoting radical absolution were: an interfaith hypnotherapist, an Amish expert, a reform female rabbi, a Muslim father who forgave his son’s killer. A “New Thought” spiritual leader promoted 21 Days to Forgive Everyone for Everything. A pastor of Christ’s Church in Philadelphia offered Getting Rid of the Gorilla. I read their words with frenzied hope. But unable to relax, enjoy a meal, rest, or focus, my gorilla grew.

Along with the books, I devoured articles of crimes and cross-fires, where pundits proclaimed that granting clemency—even to someone who wouldn’t say I’m sorry—makes you freer, helps you sleep better, ups your sex drive, lowers blood pressure, decreases stress levels, and increases lifespan. These psycho-babbling promises insisted any offense could be overcome even without a sincere apology. My best college friend Judy, a psychotherapist, ran grief therapy groups on turning wounds into wisdom. Alas, with no repentance from Dr. Winters, my angst would not be calmed. Wounded, I was dumber and more miserable.

Still searching for enlightenment, at Holy Apostles soup kitchen—where I taught a writing workshop for thirteen years—I spilled my saga to Reverend Liz, the kindest, most forgiving person I’d worked with. I used to mentally divide the world into “Jew” and “Non-Jew.” After doing a charity anthology with Liz to fight homelessness, racism, and homophobia, her congregants deemed me “an honorary Episcopalian.”

I knew my tribe had different flavors (Chasidic, Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Humanistic, Kabbalah, Reconstructionist), which led Dad to say, “If you put two Jews in a corner, you get three opinions.” Finding a multitude of Christian branches, I got lost down the internet rabbit hole of deciphering forgiveness differences between Roman Catholicism, Eastern or Oriental Orthodoxy, Assyrians, Restorationism, and Anglicanism. Dr. Winters was born Protestant, but was it their Lutheran, Adventist, Baptist, Congregationalist, Methodist, Pentecostal, or Presbyterian subset?

“Which are you?” I asked Reverend Liz.

“We are the American branch of the Anglican Communion, with roots in the Church of England,” she clarified. “To make it more confusing, Anglicans include both Catholic and Protestant elements.”

“What’s the difference between your Episcopal outlook and all the other sects?” I asked.

“All Christian denominations believe that Jesus is the Son of God. Our services are similar to Catholics’ but our beliefs are more democratic, with no pope, less dogma, and we don’t mind saying ‘We don’t know.’” She added that they had no problem with birth control and their leaders could marry, with female and openly gay priests, deacons and bishops, unlike most Catholic churches. I tried to gather whether that affected their views on forgiving.

Christians repented for sins during Lent, the way Jews did at Yom Kippur, she explained. They were taught to “turn the other cheek” and forgive, as Jesus didn’t wait for an apology; he gave forgiveness freely. Confessionals were more common in Catholicism, yet her members still came to her for advice over sins and repentance.

“Why do confessions start ‘Forgive me Father, for I have sinned’?” I wondered.

“Admitting your transgressions to God leads to absolution and salvation through receiving Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior,” she said.

“You have to ask and admit your misdeeds before you’re forgiven, right?” I was curious why their process appeared to skip the person you wronged.

“Well, sinning against a fellow human is a sin against God,” she told me. “And as penitence I might tell someone to make amends with the person they hurt.”

“But what about criminals?” I threw out. “On the Law & Order show my husband writes for, there’s always a priest who won’t divulge criminal evidence because confessions to clergy are privileged.”

“If someone committed a crime, I’d probably suggest they turn themselves in. And if it involved a molester who was hurting a child, I would feel morally compelled to contact the authorities,” she admitted.

I questioned if the line in the Bible where Jesus says, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” meant that her people were taught to always show mercy, regardless of guilt, innocence, or contrition.

“That’s from Luke, showing the depth of Jesus’s love for humanity,” Rev. Liz said. “The idea of loving your enemies is in the Old and New Testament.”

“After a mass shooting at a Southern church, I heard a victim’s family offer unconditional forgiveness to the murderers. Why would they do that,” I asked, “even before any remorse was expressed?”

“It’s about trying to end a cycle of violence, resentment, revenge, hate, and war,” she explained.

That made sense, though I was inclined towards the Jewish view that forgiveness was more conditional and only following repentance to your fellow man and the administration of justice. In the 1969 book The Sunflower, Holocaust survivor Simon Wiesenthal relates how, as a former concentration camp prisoner, he’d heard a dying Nazi confess all of his war sins, including murder. Wiesenthal listened closely, then left without saying anything.

Over several editions, Wiesenthal asked theologians, scholars, and authors if they would have shown mercy to the German soldier. To paraphrase: Austrian Catholic Cardinal Franz Konig (there’s no limit to forgiveness of Christ), South African Anglican cleric Desmond Tutu (“without forgiveness there is no future”), Nazi Albert Speer (“I can never forgive myself”), Islamic historian Smail Balić (“compassion for every sufferer”), Buddhist Dalai Lama (forgive but don’t forget), Chinese activist Harry Wu (no, but everyone in your society shares responsibility) and Jewish novelist Cynthia Ozick (hell no).

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “No one can forgive crimes committed against other people . . . even God Himself can only forgive sins committed against Himself, not against man.” My view aligned with the four-word declaration of Eva Fleischner, Montclair State University religion professor: “Without repentance, no forgiveness.”

I was intrigued by an Islamic scholar who felt similarly. Nora Zaki, an astute Muslim chaplain at Vassar College whom I’d met through a student, pointed out that Muslims also saw taking responsibility and action as an essential part of the forgiveness equation. Their God, Allah in Arabic, was merciful, but only after the offender’s apologizing, repenting, and changing. In the Quran, she said, a merciful Prophet Muhammad forgave Wahshi ibn Harb, who’d admitted to killing the Prophet’s beloved uncle Hamza in battle. The prophet did not have Wahshi executed but said, “As much as possible do not come before me.”
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