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“Why do people expect to be happily married when they are not individually happy? You go on so in America about marital contentment. Every magazine has an article with Nine Keys to it, or Seven Steps, as though the quest had any more sense to it, or any more hope of fulfillment, than the search for El Dorado. In no other country is this juvenile ideal so naively held out—and with what failure! How do you expect mankind to be happy in pairs when it is so miserable separately?”


Peter De Vries, Reuben, Reuben


“You have come because you feel that I stand posted at some point outside your world, because you think that from my outpost there might be descried a third possibility beside the banal alternatives: I love him, I don’t love him. . . . You have a decision for life in front of you, and you can’t simply take refuge in convention.”


Hermann Broch, The Sleepwalkers
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A Piece of Advice


ALL YOU want is a simple piece of advice.


There is a decision you must make—stay or leave. It is a decision in a matter of the heart. You do not want psychotherapy. You have had psychotherapy, enough and more than enough. Or you mistrust psychotherapy. It is not a question of wanting to change or grow or understand, but of needing to make a choice. Psychiatrists must be familiar with dilemmas of intimacy—have seen them many times, know how they turn out. Nowadays, there is professional help for everything. In this matter that concerns you, psychiatrists are experts. You want an expert opinion.


 •   •   •  


It is a hazy New England summer afternoon, and I am talking over glasses of iced tea, rivulets of condensation running down the glasses, with a senior psychiatrist, Lou Adler. We are sitting alone in my small urban backyard, sweating politely, and I ask Lou, whom I consider my mentor, should I or should I not write a book of advice? I have written a best-seller, and when a psychiatrist writes a best-seller, he is next urged to write a book of advice.


The question is provocative and, I fear, even hurtful. Lou, a maverick when first we met, has become rigid, a staunch defender of psychoanalysis. But even in the early years, Lou taught that we consistently underestimate the otherness of others. We do not know what is best for the stranger before us. That I, who value this legacy, should consider a book of advice may strike Lou as a betrayal.


I broach the idea in a cautious way, through raising technical concerns about books of advice. I am suspicious of the form—the chain of illustrative vignettes, too convenient to be fact, too predictable to be decent fiction. I have trouble imagining writing in the second person, the way advice books are written: You have this problem, you have that. I have more trouble yet deciding what it is I might know.


Still, for some time (here I begin making my case) I have been fascinated with the question of advice. Fifteen years ago, when I moved to this town, I was solicited for a charity auction to donate an item from my business. Those were still the days when the “better” therapists, the ones people went to if they were au courant, were largely silent and withholding. I assumed that among the participants in a charity auction there might be some who would have so had it with psychotherapy that they would bid on a special “item from my business”: a piece of advice from a psychotherapist. There it was, when I arrived at the auction, a folded beige rectangle of tagboard, standing on its edges like a tent, offering a piece of advice—“This is not medical treatment for mental illness,” the tagboard specified—in the silent auction, and it was contested by a number of bidders, though I never gave the advice.


The high bidder said her husband would contact me, it was about his relationship with their son. The husband is a colleague of sorts, a surgeon. I doubted he would phone; doctors don’t call strange doctors for advice in family matters. It was unsettling to catch a glimpse of a family problem—to have the woman open the door a crack. The exercise lost whatever whimsy it might have had, and I was left wondering whether I could in fact have been of use. Can we help in any straightforward way? The point is, I was already thinking about advice. And not long after, I had occasion to give advice in a quite serious context.


Comfortable now, sinking into the heat of the day, I begin to tell Lou about the time I was wakened on a summer night—the night of a day much like this, steamy and close—wakened by a phone call from a neighbor who said his wife had died suddenly, and could I answer a question. To my half-alert mind, the news seemed an element of a nightmare. I’m so sorry, I must have said, and, I’ll be right over. This was the question: Should he bring their young children to the funeral?


I threw on clothes and set off around the block. I remember feeling perturbed, as we do in these moments, by the contrast between the orderliness, the optimism of the physical world we have constructed for ourselves—streets, houses, lawns—and the arbitrariness of so much else we live amidst.


When I arrived, the house was filled with neighbors and relatives. There is such a bustle about death: negotiations with the hospital and funeral home, plans for the religious service and the reception. At the center of the hubbub was the poor man, colorless and slack-skinned, in a state of shock and exhaustion. I did not know him well, but evidently he had reached past all the ready help that surrounded him to contact me, as an expert who might answer this one preoccupying question.


He took me aside and shook off my condolences. He was insistent, he needed to know: Should the children attend the funeral? I wanted to do the right and helpful thing. I said: Either will be wrong. It is not good or bad to go to the funeral. It is bad to have your mother die when you are young.


I knew the literature, the old accounts of children traumatized by funerals, the newer studies that find children do okay, should go if they want to. But I was moved to say what I said and nothing more. The man seemed grateful, and in later days he made it a point to thank me, not insistently but warmly, in a way that seemed to confirm that I had struck a right note.


As I walked home—my clothes were sticking to me, the city felt oppressive now and dirty—I tried to understand why I had replied in the way I did. Not to say however you choose will be fine, but to cast the uncertainty in the negative. I realized that to say you can’t get it right makes the decision an ordinary act of parenting, binds it to what people are always saying, that you can’t win when it comes to pleasing kids. And absolves the man in advance for any blame he might later receive from his children. Having assuaged unspoken guilt, I was able to say what mattered more: It is understandable that this decision should seem weighty; what has happened is more serious than the bustle about you suggests. He knew as much, and the acknowledgment calmed him. It occurred to me that we rarely respond in so helpful a way, perhaps precisely because we are trained, as psychotherapists, not to reply immediately and directly to the questions posed us.


And ever since, I tell Lou, I have been thinking about advice, which may be why I am willing to entertain this project.


“Few things so harrowing . . .” Lou mumbles, sotto voce.


I know the passage, have used it when teaching psychotherapy. Harry Stack Sullivan, perhaps the greatest American psychiatrist, warns against the expression of opinion: “There are few things that I think are so harrowing as the occasional psychiatrist who knows a great deal about right and wrong. . . .”


And then I catch the flicker of an ironic smile—perhaps recognition of the advice contained in the proscription against advising, perhaps understanding that we do not find our tasks so much as they find us. Lou asks whether I offer much advice to patients, and I am able to say that I do not. I hew mostly to the old conventions—staying out of people’s way when possible, hoping to catalyze their own discovery of what they want and how to get it. But patients so often know our opinions anyway. Opinion has a way of bleeding through into the therapy. Lou used to teach about this process, how for all that a therapist may aim to be unobtrusive, he or she becomes known to the patient with as much intimacy and exactness as the patient is known to the therapist. Or rather, on both sides there is a tension between the precision with which the other is known and the invisibility and isolation that remain.


I tell Lou a story about a resident I’m supervising: In the course of psychotherapy with this resident, a patient asked whether she should leave her boyfriend. Not a terrible guy, the resident thought, though maybe an overcautious solution to the woman’s problems. The resident declined to offer an opinion, asked the patient to say more about how she experienced the relationship. But toward the end of the session the patient pointed out that the resident had begun referring to the guy in the past tense.


That draws a smile from my mentor: “Ears to hear.”


The reference, I know after many years of interpreting Lou’s short hand, is to Freud’s Dora case. “He who has eyes to see and ears to hear becomes convinced that mortals can keep no secret. If their lips are silent, they gossip with their fingertips; betrayal forces its way through every pore.” The mortals Freud was writing about were patients, but Lou has always applied the statement to therapists.


Lou continues: I suppose we always have advised. A matter for wistfulness, the tone of voice says. The iced tea pitcher is empty, the tree’s shadow lengthened.


 •   •   •  


All you want is advice in a matter of the heart.


Here (I imagine) is how we come to meet. You approach a senior psychiatrist. By chance, this psychiatrist has just sat with me in my garden and drunk a special iced tea, with mint leaves and lemon halves floating in the pitcher and too much sugar, and has learned that I am interested in the topic of advice and may even write a book on the subject. You ask this psychiatrist for a referral to someone who will slice through the baloney and give you a simple answer—and soon my telephone rings and it is Lou, who tells me of your request.


I understand Lou’s reasoning: The situation is as close as I am likely to come in psychiatry to the material of advice books—someone about whom I know nothing in advance wants my time for an hour or two, to assist in the making of a decision. I can guess which one: Stay or leave? To have invested so much effort in a relationship, to have invested so much imagination in dreams the relationship does not fulfill, and now to have to choose—this is the moment that pains us, confuses us.


Yes, Lou confirms: Stay or leave?


I ask, since Lou has not said, whether the person seeking help is a man or a woman; and Lou asks in reply whether I don’t think it best to know as little as possible. Do I still set aside mornings for writing? Lou can arrange for the advisee to be at my office a week from Wednesday at ten.


Ah, I say. My “you.” Lou has engaged to supply me with what I feared I would not find, a “second person.” The referral says: Feel free to ignore my doubts. Write advice, if the topic seems compelling. Wouldn’t sweet Lou just set this generous plan in motion. I am free to conjure you, to imagine you in different guises, to address you as I review one or another theory, to sense you looking over my shoulder as I write. There is advice in this thoughtful gesture. Lou is inviting me to approach my subject from the clinician’s viewpoint—to look ahead to an encounter with a particular unknown seeker, you, who in a short while will present a dilemma in a matter of the heart.
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Al Fresco


THE BELL RINGS, and rather than buzz you in I walk through the waiting room and open the outer door. You are someone I recognize, someone I know too much about already.


Iris, I say, not concealing my surprise.


You apologize, you know you haven’t played cricket. But you do want a piece of advice, and when Lou gave you my name as a referral, you thought you might as well let the comedy play itself out. You assure me you’re not looking for psychotherapy. I might have misgivings about a prolonged encounter. You want help with a predicament.


I am hesitant. During your divorce and after, I treated two people who know you well. To them, perhaps to many in our small city, you are an icon, and the story of your marriage is a moral fable, about the beastliness of men and the vulnerability of even strong women. I ran into you now and again in those days, when your marriage was unraveling. My daughter played on the same grade-school soccer team as your nephew. You accompanied him to games when his parents were otherwise occupied, and I remember admiring your spirit in what I knew to be a trying time.


You were a legend in your profession: in young middle age, co-publisher of a phenomenally successful regional magazine. Part of what impressed me about you was your physical appearance. Large-boned and angular, you wore insistently close-cropped hair, flaunting a frank-faced, almost masculine look. The businessman who believed in you, who bankrolled you, who knew all along what you might accomplish, decided, once you had made it, to take on the daunting task of wooing you. He became your lover and finally your husband. Then came public humiliation—his affair with a younger woman, reedy, doting, pouty, your opposite. You put up with more than you should have, and when at last you protested, he pushed you aside and gave her not only your bed but your job—the magazine that was the product of your drive and your vision.


The story was worse than that. You had been distracted by family pressures. Your sister, mother of the nephew you supported on the soccer field, had fallen ill with lymphoma, and you had found yourself involved in her care, badgering doctors and administrators. And of course there were earlier losses and betrayals. The faithless do not fail to choose their victims with care.


When it was all over, sister buried, magazine turned banal, lawyers paid and coffers drained, you found yourself angry and isolated. There were small publishing projects and spurts of freelance writing. If it took you time to relocate your balance, that was a private matter. My patients, your friends, found you hard to help. You shrugged off attempts to sympathize, picked fights over small matters, retreated into isolation. Recently you have been firmly back on your feet: another successful magazine, a radio talk show. Riding in the car, I have heard your voice at noonday and been glad to do so.


And now you are at my office door. Listen, you insist. You understand my misgivings, have anticipated them. Here is your point. You will not tell your story to a stranger, do not want to argue with narrow-minded professionals the question of psychotherapy, which has disappointed in the past. You rely on your independence, the quality that sustained you when little else did. You are willing to talk to me—you present your demand as if it were a privilege—because of a small thing, the way I held myself on the sidelines of the soccer field, those few years ago. I seemed neither to crowd nor to dismiss you.


If I spoke my mind, I would call that posture happenstance. I was negotiating the dilemma of the therapist in a small community—wanting to have ordinary encounters be ordinary. But I hear what you are saying. This appearance at my threshold is your offer to the profession as a whole, take it or leave it. If you were a stranger, I would never accede to your blackmail. But I feel involved with you already, through my respect for the friendships you formed, through my respect for your posture at those same sidelines.


I propose a compromise. There is a university ballfield not far from my office. On sunny days, I have walked there with certain patients, some who seem inhibited in the consulting room, others too restless to sit still. Let’s keep this informal. We will walk to the ballfield, sit in the bleachers, chat. Whether our meeting is professional or just neighborly will remain ambiguous.


 •   •   •  


This morning the field is in use for a summer camp. The sport is kickball, the action intermittent. Still, in the children’s rumpus, the counselors’ whistles, the public display of private developmental tasks, there is much that echoes the setting of our past encounters.


Today, you are slightly masked: hair, still short, hidden beneath a broad-brimmed summer hat, cheekbones softened by outsized sunglasses. But you begin on a confident note. Professional ups and downs have never worried you. Publishing is rocky for everyone. When set beside your sister’s death and her family’s pain, business problems feel trivial. Your concern is in a different sphere. You want a family of your own, and you have not done well with men. They are unreliable. Your stature, and what they call your fierceness, scares them off. Those few who are attracted to tough women don’t give support when you need it, disdain your prolonged grieving for your sister, hate any sign of vulnerability—or are outright sadists. Cowards and sadists, all reminiscent of your ex.


Your frankness pleases me. Harry Stack Sullivan stressed the importance of knowing how we appear to others. You are unflinching. My only concern arises from your blanket statements about men—commonplaces, I know, but I wonder why you have had just this experience, unreliability.


Randall, you say, seemed the sole exception. You had commissioned a story on him. When it appeared, he called to thank you. Lunches followed, then dinners. By now you have more or less lived together for two years, bunking at one or another’s house. Randall works with wayward youth. He is separated, en route to divorce. And childless—rare virtue in men his age.


I have heard of Randall, but we have not met. I begin to indicate as much. A cry from below distracts me. A boy has kicked a ball almost straight upward, impossibly high, creating one of those cartoonlike moments that breach the continuity of time. The ball drops, children squeal and scatter. You continue your account of the relationship with Randall. For me, the spell of your recitation has been broken. I become aware of an uncharacteristic attempt to win me over through reasonableness. I know that presentation. It hides and reveals the plea “Tell me I’m not crazy,” a frequent concomitant of “Shall I leave?”


Randall courted you vigorously, tried to sweep you off your feet. He grew up in a difficult family in a neighborhood that chews up its children. He is a survivor. You like that he has not fled his background. He is a man with enough confidence to enjoy forthright women and enough awareness of his own wounds to allow for frailty. What you mean is—your laughter sounds natural enough—he has the mixed virtue of being full of himself. You like that he’s in a helping profession. His work has flourished since he took up with you, perhaps because you have given him some backbone in business dealings. He is sweetly handsome. Best of all, he loves you alone. This is your point: He has given you the happiest two years of your life.


 •   •   •  


It would only make you self-conscious if I told you that I have been trained to mistrust claims of happiness. Too often they are bargaining chips, put forth to conceal evidence of a partner’s cruelty in a relationship a person fears she cannot do without. And you can just be mistaken about happiness. Living in fog, you forget what sunshine feels like.


Without my protesting, you insist: You have been happy, he has been devoted. At least that was what you thought until things started sliding. The divorce did not progress—though what Randall said was true: The case was transferred to a judge notorious for her favoritism toward wives; perhaps it made financial sense to go slow.


Suddenly you remove the sunglasses, look me in the eye. You say you interviewed a sociologist once. She said: People will do anything rather than accept the truth about someone they love.


How strange. A crow has been cawing in the stand of trees beyond the field, and I find I have been straining to recall the T. S. Eliot lines about the children in the leaves and the bird saying go, go, go and human kind not being able to bear much reality. I shake my head as if to clear it. Did you really look at me and say what I think you said? I am pleased that we are in the out-of-doors. In the office, your self-interruption would have felt, well, psychotherapeutic—a “free association,” to be interpreted and then scribbled into the notes. Here it is only what it is, a cry from the heart. And although you deny its impact by replacing your glasses and hurrying on, we are both aware of how honesty has broken through your recital.


There is, you are saying, the matter of Shatzi—a Bernese mountain dog, a terrible shedder, barker, chewer. Randall was keeping Shatzi for Liesl, a co-worker Randall has befriended for years. A prickly pear, he once called Liesl, barbed on the outside, tender within. You cringed even then, at the cliché. You met Liesl once. She seemed bitchy and neurotic in a way you know is attractive to certain men. Liesl moved to San Francisco to work on a prevention grant—AIDS in adolescents. She is living in group housing. Impossible to keep a pet, and yet she cannot bear to think of Shatzi in a stranger’s home. This is a dog who went to obedience school for a week and returned to gnaw a corner off each Oriental rug in the house.


Yes? I ask. In complaining about a dog—what a familiar, homey dilemma—you are marking time, postponing the moment of shame.


Randall’s condo board asked him to get rid of Shatzi, and you agreed to take her in, if he would come over to walk her. You say this quickly, as if in hopes that I will not hear it, and then, perhaps in response to a hint of annoyance on my part, you move to the climax.


Two weeks ago, when you went to download your e-mail, you received an extraordinary bundle, twenty or so messages, all forwarded from a single address, “bunny@univ.edu.” You knew who Bunny was. A social worker who runs a clinic Randall consults at monthly in a nearby city. A touchy-feely woman, quite unattractive, you have always thought. But deferential, your opposite. You knew what would be in the e-mailbox. The modern equivalent of the stack of letters, tied in a ribbon, deposited on the wife’s dressing table.


The letters were, you say with a measure of control, at once better and worse than you feared. He had not slept with Bunny, at least there was no evidence of that sort of liaison. But in his postings to Bunny, Randall kept referring to Prickly Pear. Why, you wondered, should Randall write Bunny about Liesl? And then you realized that Prickly Pear was not Liesl but you.


You cannot stay with this man, I think. The humiliation is too great, the cruelty too precise. Say what more you will, my job is done.


You talk about the e-mail, electron after electron of platonic betrayal. Tough and fragile, impossible and oversensitive: Everything Randall said to you about Liesl, he was writing to Bunny about you. And that Bunny must be a piece of work, trying to blow you out of the water by forwarding the notes. You understand Randall’s m.o.: commit to one woman, then denigrate her to another. He must hate and fear you. Nor are you unaware of other possible implications of his having called Liesl by the same term of endearment he now applies to you.


In the e-mail, Randall revealed only a few of your intimate secrets, but they were more than enough to make you physically sick at the violation. When you felt able to stand, you left work and headed home to corral Shatzi into the car. Stopping only for a moment at a florist, you drove to Randall’s condo. There you shoved your purchase, a small cactus, into the open lips of the disk drive on his PC. For good measure, you erased his hard drive and threw his modem in the oven and set it to self-clean. You packed your clothes and bathroom paraphernalia. Then you pulled a jar of gravy from the fridge. You spread the contents onto Randall’s favorite rug and left Shatzi to do her worst.


As you drove home, you were overcome with the awareness that you love Randall as you have never loved another person, that you love even his attraction to vulnerable women and understand his need, given his own childhood losses and betrayals, to have an ace or two in the hole. And you realized that everything you had just done to break off the relationship might turn out to be a step in a bizarre courtship, a way of fighting for him amidst all the prickly pear women, you and Liesl and Bunny and Shatzi and any earlier ones, presumably his mother among them, who represent the type in his imagination.


What a farce, to try to face this mess outside the safety of the office. The children’s games below fail to charm. The singsong of teasing is followed by a chase, one boy in bright Umbros pursuing another, then adult shouting, the blowing of whistles, a general breakdown in discipline. The disorder on the field seems to mirror my vain attempt to marshal my thoughts.


You say you have attained some perspective. Randall has done the right things. Broken off contact with Bunny, resigned his post at her clinic. Phoned Liesl to tell her Shatzi is heading west. Called the lawyer and directed that the divorce be set in motion. Plied you with flowers. Resumed treatment with his therapist and invited you in for joint sessions. This perfect and complete response on his part has confronted you with the question: Even if everything goes just as you wish, can you stay?


 •   •   •  


You are, you know, in one of the classic bad arrangements between lovers. Randall is behaving like a naughty boy who sobs apologies and buries himself in the skirts of the mother he has injured. A cruel oscillation can continue forever, Randall needing your strength, hating you for it, committing infidelities, recoiling at the injury he has done you, squealing sorry, sorry, sorry all the way home. This is how one plays with prickly pears. Looking back, you see that even your tornadolike attack on his apartment was only an enactment of his fantasy, woman as avenger. How can you stay with a man who sees you this way?


And yet you are tempted to. That there is something flawed within Randall makes him seem more accessible, less puzzling, more complete. Here is what is strange: Now that his flaws are laid out, you feel peculiarly well matched with Randall. Before the e-mail, you did not quite understand why he had chosen you; you feared your achievements blinded him to your insecurity. After the fall, he seems more truly yours. You feel alive when you are with Randall. You also felt alive when you were with your husband, and look where that led. Still, feeling alive is a wonderful thing. Those years between men were frightful; alone, you were moody, erratic, lost.


Your friends tell you to drop Randall like a hot potato. (The solitary exception is a cynic who believes that Randall’s level of defect is about average for men.) They see you as larger than this, do not understand why you would settle. They tell you he has demonstrated an absence of integrity. You know this word, “integrity”—have published any number of self-help articles built around it. Without integrity, there is no basis for trust. The moment the man shows he lacks integrity is the moment to leave.


But Randall has integrity, you say to your friends. You are saying it to me now, and for the first time in this justification of self and Randall, I hear open tones of pleading. Your case is this: You still have some capacity to judge character, and you find that integrity is precisely what Randall has. Is integrity something that shows in a man every moment and from many angles, like a strong chin? Can’t a man who has integrity stumble? Did Lord Jim have integrity? Your friend’s so amusing husband, the one who buys advertising space for tobacco companies, what gives him such a claim to integrity? And what happened to humor, intellect, vigor, common sense, empathy, warmth, and for God’s sake sexual electricity—who named integrity king?


Hearing you go on in this vein, your friends worry. They are certain that you are repeating the mistake you made with your husband, only here with a man who has less to offer. To continue with Randall is to give him permission to hurt you. They insist: This is the moment to leave. In seeing Randall cut the ties with other women, in seeing him act crushed (as he has for weeks, moving you to comfort him), you have regained enough dignity to walk away. To stay is to invite pain. And yet you hesitate.


Partly you hesitate because you do so poorly when relationships end. No one knows how terrible the divorce was for you—worse, you are certain, than divorce is for other women, even though you managed to appear to march right through it. To this would be added now the despair of (for this is how you think of yourself) the older woman. If not Randall, have you any future at all? Besides, you want to sustain this complex, intimate liaison that you have done so much to nurture. You wonder whether your friends know what relationships are—how each has its own life and character—if they can say let this one go. These are weak thoughts; you begrudge their hold on your mind. But they are not, you want me to know, why you lean toward staying on.


Because you do trust Randall, and admire him. Are you mad? Do these things ever work? You are so immersed in feeling that you cannot make a judgment. Can’t someone give you a signal from the outside?


 •   •   •  


Dogs, nicknames, radio talk shows, vengeance, integrity, relationship—I see what comedy is playing itself out, the human comedy. The counselors have rounded up the campers for lunch, and we are alone. I am moved by the strength of your desire to hold on to past illusions, the wish, in the phrasing of the country song, that you didn’t know now what you didn’t know then. I do not entirely mistrust your defense of Randall. To say the obvious—that you must leave a man who is compulsive, dishonest, contemptuous, self-absorbed, and incapable of commitment—no longer seems to suffice.


I am struck full force by the question that hangs over this enterprise of advising: Have I anything to offer? Anything particular to my profession, to my experience in that profession? Your friends know what you must do: Leave now. Except for the one who embraces the other commonplace, that even reasonably decent men are hard to find. Can we improve on commonplaces? It seems unlikely. They contain the wisdom of the age.


My perverse uncertainty is grounded in the not-knowing that Lou taught me. I know too little about you, too little to answer the question you are asking, which is not whether most people should leave in these circumstances (they should) but rather whether you, you and Randall, form an exception.


Like your friends, I see the urgency of preventing further harm. I would move vigorously to protect you if it were not for my sense that your story coheres. I am taken with the odd detail that you feel more comfortable with Randall after the fall; to you, it is a relief to know that for all his kindness he is as crazy as you. You have, I take it, a sense that you are matched in some way, in terms of maturity (if only we knew what that is) or impulsivity or pride and pain. You respond to each other’s movements, fulfilling one another’s fantasies and nightmares, a circumstance that many people find worrisome but that I sometimes find promising. I like your argument, defensive though it is, about integrity; even after the betrayal, there remains in your ledger a balance of trust or entitlement in Randall’s column. Those details I count for the good, unless they are a matter of self-deception, unless you are, and I doubt this, utterly possessed rather than self-possessed.


 •   •   •  


It is almost a matter of how the question is phrased. If you were to ask in an annoyed way, Should I stay with this guy, I would say no, absolutely not. But since you are indicating (this is how I hear you, despite your talk of the perfect moment to leave) that you have every intention of letting the relationship proceed, I feel unmotivated to throw myself in your path. You’re making a bad bet, but I have seen worse bets succeed.


I say, “I like the baked modem.”


You smile. Your nose is quite red. You hate the compromises life demands. You wish that other people, the self, relationships, were more transparent. You wish that romance were possible, that you did not have to apply skills from the world of work—threats, clear boundaries, open negotiation—to the world of love. You do, of course. I underline the fact. “To go ahead with it will require all your skills.” This is all the blessing I can give.


Do you understand the skills I have in mind? Business skills, people management skills, scripting and editing skills, every skill you possess—there can be no more treating this menace-filled story like bland romance. You can risk continuing the relationship if you make that risk an occasion for your own maturation, for your attaining something you can bring with you if the relationship fails, as it likely will. Is there no more hope than that? If you can be single-minded about what you need, not by way of threat to Randall but as a matter of satisfying yourself; and if you can let him be who he is, without insisting he grow backbone—in that pulling back, that delicate combination of self-assertion and caring and disengagement, there will be hope that you will grow and that he will then grow to meet you. I am serious about liking your tantrum, its momentary clarity.


Our talk appears to have ended. You have assumed the posture of a publisher and radio hostess, look commanding even as you sidle down the bleachers. Let me know how things progress, I suggest, suspecting that you will not. You will struggle privately with your confusion about when to cling fiercely and when to let go, when to choose connection and when autonomy.
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Finding You


OR PERHAPS YOU have little in common with Iris. Your story is simpler, quieter, less obviously desperate. You do not share Iris’s career success, nor her self-destructive flamboyance. In imagining her, I have mistaken you completely.


In that case, and I suppose that case is likely, Iris says more about me than she does about you. After Lou rang off, I set to asking myself who you might be, and that led to daydreaming and, through all the mechanisms that guide our thoughts when they are otherwise unchanneled, to Iris at the door. To have conjured up someone who is commanding, rash, desperate, vulnerable, and, to make matters worse, an acquaintance of mine and a friend of my patients—someone to whom, it could be argued, I should not consult at all—this choice betrays unease on my part. Despite the psych jockeys on the radio, despite the widespread acceptance under managed care of therapies that entail little more than the quick proffering of an opinion, despite my own enduring curiosity about advice, I must find the prospect of advising slightly illicit.


My unease arises in part from my awareness that you will be hard to find. We have not met, and I know it would be difficult enough to locate you if we had. The message of traditional psychotherapy is that the self is subterranean, hidden even from itself and all but deliberately concealed from others. Precisely because human kind cannot bear reality, people distort their identity, deny their fears and longings. After years of acquaintance, a patient will surprise me, and that occurrence will not in itself be surprising.


It is a commonplace of our culture that appearances are deceiving. Unexpected aspects of self fascinate us: the suburban wife who was a 1960s terrorist, the suburban husband who is a spy, the clean-cut gridiron hero who beats his ex-wife. These extreme examples point to the more ordinary: men with second families, women whose children are not their husbands’. And these in turn represent in bold form the subtle secrets endemic to relationships, however trusting and intimate.


The epiphany in our literature is often the moment when the hero learns that he has utterly mistaken someone he loves. In the denouement of James Joyce’s story “The Dead,” Gabriel Conroy finds that his wife’s thoughts are turned not to his success as a speaker but to the passion of an early romance that makes conventional marriage seem lifeless by comparison. Or it may be we, the readers, who find ourselves deceived. Think of Richard Cory, the subject of the Edwin Arlington Robinson poem that taught the lesson of impenetrable perspective to generations of schoolchildren—Richard Cory who glittered when he walked and one calm summer night went home and put a bullet through his head. This is a theme of our culture: Selves are individual and clandestine.


 •   •   •  


In this task of finding you, psychotherapy has all the advantages over a quick consultation. Therapist and patient locate one another through successive approximations. The therapist says something quite wrong, and the patient responds in a telling way; the therapist revises her understanding of the patient, while the patient, noting the therapist’s mistake, revises his of her. Therapist and patient are like hidden submarines that seek each other through emitting sonar and by that very act reveal their own position.


We will not have time, and still I will want to bring to the table certain tools of psychotherapy. You want expertise, and in this matter of going beyond appearances to find you, the expertise I bring is the psychotherapeutic attitude. That attitude has been compared to the “negative capability” that Keats admired in Shakespeare, “when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” This comparison captures the openness to surprise, the tolerance of ambiguity, the aversion to forced conclusions that allow one person to find another. But “negative capability” is an incomplete characterization of how therapists attend; it misses qualities that inform good treatment and, I suspect, good playwriting as well.


In describing the work of Harry Stack Sullivan, Leston Havens, a teacher of mine and colleague of Lou’s, coined the phrase “fictive attitude.” Fictive refers to the way a therapist, agnostically rather than cynically, mistrusts the claims, implicit and explicit, that people make about themselves. The fictive attitude begins in skepticism, in skepticism’s original sense, without overtones of disdain. But fictive, meaning also inventive, goes on to acknowledge the need for the therapist to generate scenarios. To know you entails shedding assumptions—setting aside your edge, your wardrobe of excuses, your mask of rectitude, your embarrassing overfamiliar gestures, your shopworn anecdotes—precisely so as not to replicate the automatic mistakes that greet you elsewhere. And looking for a story, some other story that suits you better.


 •   •   •  


One way or another, I must come to know you. Otherwise I will be limited to something that is not quite advice—perhaps the transmission of values; because what passes for advice outside the individual encounter is often just the transmission of values.


This problem was impressed on me not long ago when a patient new to my practice, Fay, brought in an advice column clipped from the newspaper. In childhood, Fay had learned painful lessons about the gap between who people purport to be and who they are. This experience left her on the lookout for hints of hypocrisy in everyday life. And today she was exercised by Ann Landers.


The column was one of a sort Ann Landers prints occasionally, in which she lets her readers take her to task. Apparently an “Iowa wife” had written to ask what she should do about her husband’s habit, after thirty years of marriage, of reading magazines or solving crossword puzzles at the dinner table when the couple eats out; and Ann Landers had advised the wife to read up on subjects of interest to the husband in order to engage him in table talk. In a follow-up column, the one Fay brought along, readers from around the country registered their protests.


The correspondents reminded Ann Landers that the days when women behaved “like Donna Reed clones . . . are long gone.” A “14-year-old Girl in Pennsylvania” crystallized the objections: “You told the wife to read up on sports or business, whatever he was interested in, even though it might be boring to her. Doesn’t that defeat the basic idea of being your own self?” In the face of these corrections, Ann Landers confessed that she is the one who didn’t get it. She went further: Reading at the table is a hostile act, perhaps even grounds for divorce.


Fay’s complaint was: Everyone is ignoring the Iowa wife. Doesn’t Ann Landers see that all the poor woman wants is for her husband to pay attention to her at the dinner table? Ann Landers is taking advantage of the woman, using the woman’s understandable worry, about how to bring round an inattentive husband, as a pretext for a lecture on assertiveness as a virtue.


I understood Fay to be asking me to see the world as she does, a place that demands too much of undemanding women, and to avoid pushing her to be the sort of woman that world honors. I wondered whether the neatly clipped column contained a complaint that, like the Iowa husband, I am inattentive—perhaps with the added message that Fay would be too polite to tell me so directly. Fay’s indirect meaning aside, I could see her point about the clipping. In the way that small discrepancies sometimes illuminate the limits of scientific theories, Ann Landers’s little error (telling the Iowa wife to read the sports page) and its correction illuminated the nature of advice columns. Their purpose is less to lend a hand in the individual circumstance than to spread news about modern standards.


In her original reply, Ann Landers had neglected the requirement that advice columns repeatedly signal the culture’s adoption of Søren Kierkegaard’s motto: “to be that self which one truly is.” Readers then had the pleasure of chastising Ann Landers, reminding her of the rule that one should defend and expand one’s individuality within intimate relationships. As the Donna Reed reference indicates, prior decades had different ideals—for wives, adjusting to or gently manipulating their husbands. A woman asks for advice: How should I get my husband to stop reading at the restaurant dinner table? What she gets is news: Today’s woman focuses less on accommodation than on making space for herself. The first priority in a conflicted marriage is to protect one’s own dignity.


So familiar are these bromides that it is only a critical reader, such as Fay, who will realize that the Iowa wife has not gotten what she asked for. Just how is the wife, being who she is (a maladept Donna Reed), to elicit attentive behavior from her husband? The reply—that she is not yet herself (a new, assertive “own” self quite different from Donna Reed)—answers a different question. To help the Iowa wife in the way that she asks to be helped, an advisor would need to know more about who she is, what matters to her, and how her marriage functions. It may appear that the nature of her request reveals all anyone would need to know about the wife’s character—she is too accommodating. But the opposite belief, that she is not accommodating enough, is also plausible: It was implicit in Ann Landers’s first piece of advice, that the woman should educate herself in her husband’s areas of interest.


Even knowing the Iowa wife may not suffice. The correspondence raises a difficult issue: Should an advisor focus on the wife as she is now or as she might be if she “grew” in a certain direction? We may imagine two Iowa wives: the present self with outdated values and a potential self with values more likely to succeed in contemporary life. Which wife is the proper object of advice?


 •   •   •  


Columnists need not wrestle with this problem of identities. Ann Landers is not really counseling one Iowa wife; too little is known about this person. But a wise columnist can signal to her, and to a larger audience, a consensus about cultural ideals. Even Ann Landers’s initial admonition to read the sports pages was intended less as advice than as news about norms. The mistake was not that Ann Landers’s initial advice must fail in its goal—one can imagine a husband who responds to such efforts—but that the news was outdated.


An advisor cannot duck the issue of whom to address: you as you are now, with your current values, or some future, transformed you with other values, perhaps mine, or the culture’s, or your current ones extrapolated in a certain direction. Stanley Cavell, a philosopher whose courses I attended as an undergraduate and whose work has been important to my psychiatric viewpoint, writes that “the achievement of human happiness requires not the perennial and fuller satisfaction of our needs as they stand but the examination and transformation of those needs.” After locating this thought in Plato, Rousseau, Thoreau, and Freud, Cavell applies it to the Hollywood “comedy of remarriage,” films like The Philadelphia Story that entail two people making, or rather remaking, the right choice in matters of the heart. Cavell is referring to a moral of both philosophy and popular culture. To the extent that this ancient and modern thought is right, advising necessarily requires a dual vision, of who you are and who you might become.


 •   •   •  


You may resist this demanding sort of wisdom. You do not want transformation. You want what will bring you happiness as you are now. This was Fay’s hope, to be happy through change of circumstance or modest enhancement of social skills, not change in self. (It was this longing she attributed to the Iowa wife.) Perhaps, despite Cavell’s conclusion, your or Fay’s wish can be honored.


But should it be? Because as an advisor I am faced with the task of assessing what it is in you that your stated values represent. When Fay insists on her right to reject the demand, as she phrases it, that modern women act like 1950s men, I realize how difficult it will be for me to distinguish values from desperation. Perhaps Fay has been victimized in some fashion and has adopted the aggressor’s dismissive opinion of her own capacities. To join Fay in her hope that she need not change may constitute a betrayal of some suppressed but essential aspect of her self. Fay believes that to turn assertive would be to gain the world and lose her soul, but is her apprehension accurate or self-deceiving? To locate Fay becomes crucial.


As regards rules, I realize, under Fay’s gaze, that I have little hope of doing better than Ann Landers: The rules of the advice column are the culture’s prevailing imperatives. But to admit that conventional advice is culture-bound is not to say that a person can flout it. When wives were more financially dependent on husbands, self-help columnists preached compliance; now that women need to hold jobs, columnists preach autonomy. Circumstances have changed. Once, acquiescence was a promising strategy; today, assertiveness is what will allow women to flourish. Even when advice is not quite advice, you can’t ignore it, because no one else does. Today, if you act compliant or accept a tongue-lashing or cast a blind eye on gambling (or if you act domineering or engage in verbal abuse or gamble), you send a more extreme message to your partner than you would have fifteen years ago. If Fay chooses to remain different from the sort of woman Ann Landers’s correspondents admire, there may be a social price to pay.


 •   •   •  


One reason that it is hard for a therapist to improve on commonly held rules is that they are already based on the tenets of psychotherapy. Advice columnists, novelists, and screenwriters are exposed to psychotherapy and incorporate its values and techniques into their work. If television is to be believed, law offices and police stations and hospital wards and private homes all function best if the conventions of psychotherapy are followed: Listen empathically, entertain diverse viewpoints, hold fast to your sense of self, reflect others’ perspective back to them and let them wrestle with it, tell people what they are able to hear and then stretch them a little further, take emotional crises to be opportunities for growth, and so on. Characters advise one another continually: Walk away from abuse. Don’t bet on actively reforming an alcoholic. Communicate. Leaven “livability” with novelty. Compromise on practical matters. Expect and accept imperfection.


Self-help books about relationships even coach spouses to act like therapists within the marriage, aiming for an optimal balance of distance and intimacy, understanding current roadblocks in terms of past trauma, and the like. Listen without blaming, don’t respond to emotional complaints by suggesting concrete remedies, give space and let the other come to you—these rules, which appear in every book about relationships, would serve equally well in a beginning psychotherapy text.


No one is a stranger to these commonplaces. I often work with demoralized, isolated, awkward, socially inexperienced patients. Such people occasionally respond to antidepressant medication. When they do, they reveal remarkable interpersonal skills. If I ask such a patient how after years of social isolation she has so rapidly learned just how to handle an importunate lover, she will express annoyance: Everyone knows that. Her companions for years were late-night radio call-in shows, popular romantic novels, television dramas and comedies. What this company provides is precisely exposure to modern wisdom of all kinds, including the directive to move slowly with overurgent men.


 •   •   •  


The ordinary standards for social choice are reliable, grounded in the tenets of psychotherapy, and widely understood. Any advice that deviates from those commonplaces must arise from some adequately complex account of your identity and values; but you will be hard to find. As regards the prospect of advising, these preliminary thoughts would be discouraging—except that they may contain clues to your identity.


After all, if the rules are widely understood—if socially unpracticed patients know them—then surely you, you with a relationship substantial enough to be worth consulting over, surely you know the conventional wisdom. That assumption leads immediately to another: that, like Fay and Iris, you hope to be an exception. At least this is a likely reason that a person who knows the rules might seek advice. You have your case to make. The relationship seems abusive, but it is not. Or it is, but there is reason to believe it will change and therefore for you to stay. You have been telling yourself as much, and you hope a neutral observer will agree. The desired advice is: You need not swallow the bromides.


To this picture I might add that you have a healthy regard for perspective. Why else seek an expert opinion, when advice permeates the culture? You want to know how it looks from the outside, this troubled relationship of yours. Is your partner impossible, or do you bring out the worst in others? Are you too tolerant, or too demanding? You are painfully aware that you are trapped in your isolated viewpoint. If you could decide which view of the situation to accept, you would know just how to behave. You may wonder whether the way you evaluate people is flawed. You make the same mistake repeatedly. You are frustrated by an apparent limitation in your perception or your imagination.


This aspect of your developing image gives me hope. Even when I am unconfident about whether I bring special wisdom to our encounter, I do imagine I can contribute my idiosyncratic perspective. That perspective is informed by theory—by ways in which psychotherapists have understood dilemmas of the heart. And if it is true that psychiatric theory has seeped out into everyday life, there might still be some use in teasing apart those assumptions, so that you and I have a better sense of the basis for the advice you are tempted to ignore.


 •   •   •  


You know the rules, hope to be excepted, crave perspective. In requesting advice and not psychotherapy, you may be signaling something else as well: You want me to face you in a frank and simple manner. I am sympathetic with your wish for immediacy and plain talk. It is my own. Part of what draws me to advice is the hope of addressing a person straight up: Here’s how I see it. But can it be done?


During medical school, in conversations with Lou I raised the issue of direct address: Why don’t therapists say what they mean? Lou responded first by suggesting I read a couple of pieces by an obscure psychoanalytic theorizer Hellmuth Kaiser. Kaiser was a German-born lay analyst who, before being invited to Topeka by Karl Menninger in 1949, had spent the prime of life, almost seventeen years, as a refugee in Mallorca, Switzerland, France, and Israel, supporting himself as a woodworker. Just before his death in 1962, Kaiser wrote two odd narratives in English that have the force of speech after long silence.


The odder is a brief play in which a peculiar therapy occurs. A woman, Mrs. Porfiri, is concerned because her psychoanalyst husband is depressed but refuses all help. She convinces another psychoanalyst, Dr. Terwin, to apply to her husband as a patient and treat him from within that role. Given the freedom to speak his mind, Dr. Terwin points out that the “therapeutic” stance keeps Dr. Porfiri distant from what patients say, “so that you cannot manage to take it in, not as you would take in an ordinary telephone message or the question of your neighbor when he asks you whether your electricity has been cut off too.” Terwin is so difficult a patient that Porfiri snaps at him—in his annoyance, Porfiri says what he feels like saying rather than what he “should” say. Herein is a sort of cure. It has been Porfiri’s distance from plain speaking that has kept him depressed.


Kaiser’s beliefs are made explicit in the second odd narrative, a wandering mixture of diary notes and case histories, spanning the genres of autobiography, fiction, and professional monograph, the whole written in apparent imitation of Kierkegaard. A distressed psychiatrist in his late thirties finds that both he and his patients have noteworthy patterns of speech. They display “duplicity,” a term that covers a range of confusing, self-protective language: expressions of self-doubt, sidetracking remarks, amendments, and apologies. But duplicity is also present when a person gives an organized, overly compelling account, one that coerces the listener and leaves no room for dialogue. Or when someone talks in quotes, as if not speaking to the listener but merely in front of him. Duplicitous speech contains important but undiscussed messages that are not part of the text.


Kaiser saw in defensive language an attempt to avoid experiencing oneself as an individual, to avoid Kierkegaard’s existential dread. People are willing to submit to others or to dominate them, but never to face and state their own independent needs and desires. To speak intimately and clearly—not trying to please or bully the other, not trying to exaggerate one’s degree of certainty or uncertainty—is to experience separateness, a frightening but crucial step on the road to mental health. From observations of his own and patients’ speech, Kaiser developed an idiosyncratic version of psychoanalysis grounded in the analyst’s attempting to speak in ordinary language while repeatedly questioning the patient’s communicative duplicity.


This may be what you want instantly in a consultation, direct speech. But what is direct speech? Just to say what is on one’s mind can create confusion or arouse false expectations. Ordinary speech, even an inquiry about loss of electrical power, tends to be highly inflected, because secondary messages are so important. Consider a sensitive moment in a psychotherapy. A paranoid patient begins to complain that neighbors are plotting against him; the therapist realizes that the man’s delusions are spreading and that she herself may soon be included in them. To head the patient off, the therapist listens intently as the man unmasks the neighbors; then she exclaims, “The bastards!” This forceful joining has a number of effects. Most important to the therapist is that it blocks the patient’s impulse to project the paranoid fantasy onto her. And it is much more effective than the therapist’s speaking her mind in uncalculated, straightforward fashion—more effective than her saying, “Oh, but you can trust me.”


This forceful technique was the subject of a second bunch of off-prints Lou pressed on me, essays on “counterprojection” by Leston Havens, the interpreter of Sullivan who characterized the fictive attitude. Counterprojection requires an active imagining of the other’s perspective and the fashioning of a tailored response. Much daily speech is counterprojective. As a friend threatens to become overly dependent, you find your voice becoming firmer so as to say that you are not especially maternal. You block your friend’s projection onto you of motherly qualities. Your counterprojective stance helps your friend to locate you, so that the friendship is more fully with you and less with a fantasized person who shares a few of your traits. Often the most fully communicative speech contains messages that are not part of the text.


So one of my earliest lessons in the theory of psychotherapy related to the difficulties of plain speaking, in two senses: Direct speech is difficult to produce, and unless it takes projection into account, it may create difficulties for the conversation. Despite Kaiser’s quest for singleness of meaning, speech often contains its most important message in the subtext—I am not who you think I am. The problem of direct speech mirrors central problems of relationship: How much calculation is required? Must the other be accepted, or shaped? How best to reveal the self?


When you say you don’t want psychotherapy, I take you to mean that you don’t want passive encouragement to come to your own conclusions. Nor do you want “games.” You want a direct answer. But it is hard even to address you without knowing you. If they are to have their intended effect, the simplest of comments must be tinged with elements of psychotherapy, like counterprojection. Human perspectives are so multiple that useful advice must indicate who I am and take into account who I see you to be.


 •   •   •  


Thinking of duplicity and applying the fictive attitude, it occurs to me to question whether you even want what you say you do, a piece of advice. You may want something quite other, for example, a fight. Often people who ask for advice are looking for someone to blow up at, say, out of frustration that the rules indicate they should leave when they dearly want to stay. Fighting allows people to avoid recognizing their isolation. Or perhaps you are like certain patients in psychotherapy who, when they ask for advice, want what is often called permission and might equally be called benediction, or even willpower.


A woman knows that she must leave a stagnant relationship with a man who has become dependent and demanding. But she will move on only if she can share the resultant guilt. She asks for advice when what she wants is absolution. The therapist may decline to give the advice. Or—this is the case that interests us—the therapist may do what is requested, second the patient’s own conclusions, which are also the obvious conclusions dictated by common social norms. And then the woman feels strong enough to leave. That she is given advice seems less important than that she is given a loan of the therapist’s strength.


Some theorists understand the matter in this way: The therapist becomes an inner function of the patient, the conscience, say, or the heart. The usual analogy is with a child who can skate only when a parent is on the ice right beside; the parent is the child’s nerve or guts, or even the stiffness in the child’s ankles. You may need what a child skater needs, additional self. We can all use additional self. (Outside therapy, people often enter relationships in order to get self and then complain that they have not gotten something else, say, romance; and to point out the distinction may help them to evaluate the relationship.) We borrow parts of people constantly. If self is what you require of me, the advising aspect of my job will be easy. You will tell me what you already know, and I will confirm your conclusions.


 •   •   •  


I don’t imagine I can dismiss this sort of motive. Most requests for advice contain other hopes—of ventilating feelings, garnering support. What makes me moderate my skepticism is Lou’s having referred you, to present an occasion for practical advice in a matter of the heart. I can assume that in Lou’s opinion you have a reasonable supply of self, a self-sufficiency. And if you have a goodly supply of self, then the choice you are confronting must be a difficult one—a close call—or else you would have made a decision already.


I take it that you are in love, or have been, or think you might be in time. That’s the sort of ailing relationship that is worth consulting over, one where love is in the offing. Love, not operatic passion. Those who are swept off their feet rarely ask questions. If you are in the grip of passion, it is at best passion hedged by serious doubt. The relationship seemed so right, but now you are not sure. Can this person be trusted, over the long term? You may have experienced love, but you are asking about compatibility.


And since you go to the trouble to seek an expert opinion, you must have a concern for relationships. You may prize domesticity or be drawn to it ambivalently. Intimacy matters to you, shared experiences, time together. Entropy seems a shame. You value the investment of emotion, the creative effort you have put into your relationship. The fact that a relationship has lasted and developed complexity gives it worth in your estimation.


But even among those who value relationships, there are people who do not fuss over them. If these people are unhappy, they call it quits. Or else they stay without fretting, since they would rather tolerate a stable, imperfect relationship than bother to make changes. Or they leave the whole affair in the hands of their partner, or of fate, since they believe that people have little control over their destinies.


That you do fret says something about you. You imagine that people should and can exercise control in affairs of the heart. It may go beyond that. You are a perfectionist, perhaps. You demand mastery over your social environment, or approach decisions with a degree of obsessionality. I don’t mean that you suffer a mental illness—surely in that case you would have been referred for treatment rather than advice. But this wish to be an exception must come from somewhere.


Perhaps you hold yourself above the common herd, although it might equally be a matter of thinking ill of yourself. You suffer a hidden handicap of which you are keenly aware. You fear that you are inept at judging partners, so that when it is time for others to leave, you should stay, because you will do no better the next time. Or you are more vulnerable than other people, less able to bear transitions. Whether this means you should stay or go is uncertain, but you do know that conventional advice does not take your special needs into account. So that this matter of self-sufficiency is only relative—you are strong but with a troubling area of weakness—and we will need to think together about what constitutes a handicap in matters of the heart.
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