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            A remedy for my pockets of madness
               
            

            
            
         

         
      

      
         
         
            
            Faust: All right—who are you, then?

            
            Mephistopheles: Part of the force which would do ever evil, and does ever good.

            
            —Goethe

            
            
         

         
      

   
      Prologue

      
         
         
         
      

      
      I was not always on track to become a forensic psychologist. Looking back, I’d say
         the spark that ignited the fire began when, as an undergraduate at the City College
         of New York, I was assigned to read sections of Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents. Allow my indulgence to exhume a phrase from yesteryear and say the book “blew my
         mind.” Freud bluntly claimed that an inevitable clash exists between impulse and restraint
         in everybody and that an unsettled compromise between the two is the price for civility.
         
      

      
      Having been raised in a traditional Catholic family, I was keenly aware of the importance
         of self-control. But Freud’s argument was different. He declared that the struggle
         to find accommodation between personal desires and community expectations was a basic
         condition for social comity, along with our willingness to live with the inevitable
         discontents resulting from such restrictions on self-indulgence. 
      

      
      On some level, I vaguely sensed all of this. But not like this, not so head-on. And
         then to realize that I kinda knew something, but didn’t really know, was dizzying. For me, that was transformative. And so my journey began. A decade
         or so passed, and I was a graduate psychologist on my way to postdoctoral training
         in psychoanalysis, mental disability law, and neuropsychology. 
      

      
      Before embarking on this book, I had been practicing as a psychoanalyst in private
         practice and as a forensic psychologist and expert witness in criminal and civil trials.
         Over the years, I have completed more than a thousand criminal forensic examinations,
         and I have testified in many trials, ranging in cases involving multiple murders,
         assaults including sexual assaults, domestic violence, and more. Whether I was retained
         by attorneys or appointed by the court, I have offered opinions on many and varied
         legal questions, such as whether a defendant was insane at the time of a murder, if
         a defendant is at risk of becoming violent in the future, or whether an adolescent
         should be tried as an adult for a crime or remain in juvenile court. 
      

      
      You’ll meet some of the defendants in this book. Like me, I suspect you’ll sometimes
         be surprised by your reactions to them.
      

      
      I have seen firsthand how mental disturbances can drive criminal acts. But my work
         in criminal psychology also has allowed me to vividly witness deep psychological truths,
         not only about the defendants who had lost the necessary control and comity required
         by society. The venue of the criminal justice system, with its daily exposure to primal
         emotions and the consequences wrought by their wanton expression, served as a petri
         dish to investigate the full spectrum of human nature. I employ the idea of daimonic as a driving force in us all that’s the source of our constructive and destructive
         capacities. I do this by presenting detailed accounts of my examination of defendants,
         many of whom have perpetrated the most heinous offenses. 
      

      
      I also share what it was like for me to be exposed to the carnage human beings are
         so capable of exacting on each other. 
      

      
      In addition to being a forensic psychologist, I’m also psychoanalytically trained.
         It has served me well as a criminal forensic evaluator. And as a psychoanalyst, I’m
         accustomed to dwelling within the inner worlds of my patients and helping them to
         construct an understanding of the motivations and emotions behind behavior. This has
         been quite an asset, as the mental state of a defendant—what was on his mind at the
         time of the crime—is almost always crucial to the forensic issues. And, in addition
         to the usual tools available to the forensic psychologist like empirically validated
         tests, a psychoanalytic perspective has allowed me to develop a uniquely nuanced and
         deepened psychological understanding of defendants and their personal makeup.
      

      
      In the process of exploring the many forensic cases and the issues involved, I also
         examine the ethical dilemmas faced by justice professionals and forensic experts who
         work within the system and how personal interests and inclinations, such as competition
         and cynicism, compete with the desire to be objective and just. 
      

      
      The book’s central focus is a study in criminal psychology. But it’s not solely about
         the criminal mind. It’s a full-bore entrée into the imperfect human nature as revealed
         by all of those who operate within the system and the struggle to manage complex legal
         and moral decisions. I do so with the help of insights from psychoanalysis, psychology,
         and neuroscience.
      

      
      Furthermore, I sometimes contrast the stories of my criminal evaluations with those
         of my private psychoanalytic patients, a juxtaposition that helps to drive home the
         point that emotional conflicts and raw emotions are inevitable but, when criminal
         proceedings are required, a heartbreaking tragedy has occurred.
      

      
      In part I, I introduce the idea of the daimonic  as an innate element of human nature,
         with its paradoxical potential for the savage and sublime. I also present a user-friendly
         explanation of psychological development that provides a context to understanding
         the forensic analysis of the cases that follow.
      

      
      Part II accounts for the bulk of the book. Each chapter features an in-depth exploration
         of a case (or two) and describes the forensic procedures that lead to my expert opinion.
         For instance, I examine Randall, a charismatic man who turned out to be a stone-cold
         psychopath. I describe my emotional reactions as I became aware of the extent of his
         malevolent ruthlessness. Throughout, I explore the richness of our nature and its
         by-products—such as rage, deception, and also decency—through my experiences with
         both defendants and justice professionals. For instance, while I describe the conditions
         that led to violent offenses, I also examine the real-life consequences when prosecutors
         withhold exculpatory information. I also write about a jail mental health unit where
         the deputies are more compassionate toward very disturbed inmates than most private
         psychiatric hospitals.
      

      
      Part III examines the implications of our daimonic nature, particularly its capacity
         to manifest as magnificence or malevolence. I contend that the legal system’s view
         of human nature as governed by rationality sometimes leads to unjust outcomes. I integrate
         new insights from developmental and psychoanalytic psychology and neuroscience. The
         book ends on a positive note, as I argue that our criminal justice system is slowly
         bending toward the humane.
      

      
      A few brief words about content and style. Case material was drawn from the scores
         of forensic evaluations I conducted during my decades of practice. I’ve combined cases
         and juxtaposed details so as to camouflage the identities and privacy of those involved
         as much as possible while maintaining fidelity to the psychological and forensic issues
         that I address.
      

      
      In addition, I use male pronouns throughout the book, unless, of course, women are
         central to the discussion. I do so because the lion’s share of defendants are men.
         
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Human Nature and Its Discontents

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      The Daimonic Paradox

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Nature, Mr. Alnutt, is what we were put in this world to rise above.—Katharine Hepburn
            to Humphrey Bogart in The African Queen (1951)
         

      

      
      
         Out of timber as crooked as that which man is made nothing entirely straight can be
            built.—Emmanuel Kant
         

      

      Driving down the freeway after spending the morning at the jail, I looked forward
         to the afternoon in my cushy office and consulting room, away from the steely setting
         of the county jail. I’m transitioning from my morning job as a forensic psychologist
         to my afternoon gig as a practicing psychoanalyst. What I’m not looking forward to
         is the conversation that’s about to happen with the defense attorney for Mr. Parcen,
         the inmate I just interviewed. He is in his late sixties and has admitted to molesting
         his nine-year-old granddaughter on at least two occasions. His lawyer, experienced
         in defending individuals for an assortment of crimes from public drunkenness to felony
         murder, believes Mr. Parcen’s behavior with the child was likely an “aberration.”
         After all, the inmate confessed when confronted by the little girl’s mother, his daughter,
         and he cooperated with the police investigation. Because his history is free of bad
         acts and he’s a senior citizen, he deserves leniency. The attorney, Jon Cann, anticipates
         that a report from me will add some objectivity and psychological weight to his client’s
         case when he negotiates with the assistant district attorney and the court. He hoped
         that I would flush out Mr. Parcen’s personal story, which is apparently fraught with
         neglect, to help construct a somewhat sympathetic portrait of an individual who is
         a low risk to re-offend. 
      

      
      After I get to my office, I first return a few phone calls to patients and then prepare
         myself to speak with Mr. Cann. He’s an attorney who is unfailingly committed to his
         clients. I admire his lack of cynicism or disdain for those he represents, regardless
         of the heinousness of their crimes. He’s intrepid in his defense of the accused. His
         droll humor and natural sensitivity to the pathos of the criminal justice system are
         like shock absorbers when dealing with such primal dimensions of human experience.
         I’m about to give Mr. Cann news that will complicate his job, but I know he’ll take
         it with his usual equanimity. As I usually do, I’ll begin by describing interactions
         between me and the inmate and my observations that capture the essence of what shaped
         my opinion. 
      

      
      I watched as Mr. Parcen walked to the private booth at the jail where I was seated,
         waiting to interview him. He was escorted by two deputies, as is always the case when
         an inmate is charged with a sexual offense, lest he be attacked by another inmate
         if an opportunity to do so arises. According to jailhouse ethics, if a fellow inmate
         fails to exercise his duty to attack a child abuser, he may suffer the consequences
         from his jail mates. 
      

      
      Mr. Parcen had the bearing and gait of a self-possessed politician, not of a chastened
         sex offender. With his gray, balding hair, he looked his age. Yet his six-foot frame
         and thin body, together with his swift pace and his upright posture, gave him the
         appearance of a man with youthful energy. He greeted me warmly. Once we were alone
         in the locked booth, I explained to him the reason for our encounter. He knew I was
         coming and seemed eager to engage. In fact, he quickly took charge of the interview,
         not waiting for me to ask questions. He began by telling me about his life, some of
         which I already knew from conversations with and documents sent by his lawyer. Within
         a few minutes of observation and cursory exchange, I was impressed by his strangely
         bright demeanor and his blithe self-absorption.
      

      
      A traditional man in many ways, Mr. Parcen made it a point to immediately highlight
         his conservative beliefs. He expressed pride in his status as a deacon at his house
         of worship. Indeed, he pressured all his grown children to send his grandchildren,
         for whom he expressed an abiding love, to a conservative Christian school. At a point
         when it seemed right, I expressed puzzlement over how his beliefs and affections clashed
         with his admitted sexual misconduct. After asking me if I understood Christian doctrine,
         which I do, he proceeded to explain that he needed only to ask for God’s forgiveness.
         He placed the palm of his right hand above his left, and with a swipe of the adjoining
         palms, proclaimed that he would be forgiven by God, simply for asking. “I had time,”
         he added. I asked, with some astonishment, if he meant that he had time to obtain
         forgiveness from God for his sins. He said, “Yes, that’s correct.” I followed up with
         a confrontational question, attempting to soften it by speaking with a balanced pitch,
         “Did you consider how destructive your behavior was to your granddaughter?” He momentarily
         paused before responding, “No, I never thought of that.” 
      

      
      Though I had already begun to develop an awareness of his lack of consciousness, I
         was temporarily dazed. It reflected a stunning emotional shallowness and moral agnosia,
         with an inability to consider the emotional consequences to others of his actions.
         I found myself slipping out of my clinical skin for a moment and psychically migrating
         somewhere else. I thought of my daughter, Gina. I continued looking at Mr. Parcen,
         but with a wariness and distance, like I had to protect myself. Or was it moral indignation?
         What was happening is what psychoanalysts call countertransference, an emotionally
         meaningful reaction in the analyst evoked by the interaction with the patient. Of
         course, some kind of unsettling reaction to Mr. Parcen’s disturbing sexual misconduct
         and cavalier rationale is reasonable and expectable. Nonetheless, my personal reactions
         said something about me, a truth I’ve learned from my training, including the years
         of having been myself prostrate as a patient on the couch. My reactions helped to
         inform me about Mr. Parcen’s character beyond any explanation he could provide. My
         wariness was a familiar feeling, usually provoked when I encounter a person who, in
         spite of being extroverted, socially skilled, or even charming, is self-absorbed,
         self-serving, and emotionally unattuned. Though not necessarily predatory, such a
         narcissistic character style is usually accompanied by a vacuous inner life that allows
         one to seek gratification without awareness or concern for others and without expected
         restraint. Strangely, my emotional reactions are more simpatico with other personality
         types, even when the individuals have committed terrible crimes. I relate well to
         craziness and extreme emotions, so I think it’s the lack of psychological activity
         in the narcissistic style that does it to me.
      

      
      I psychologically shifted back into my clinical self, this time with an understanding
         of Mr. Parcen as someone capable of unreflective destruction, even to those he loves.
         We talked for a bit longer. I gathered more history and observations about Mr. Parcen’s
         life that reinforced my developing picture of him. I terminated the interview early,
         feeling quite certain that Mr. Cann, the defense attorney, would not want a report
         from me. No sense wasting time and money.
      

      
      When I phoned Mr. Cann about my impressions of his client, he seemed disappointed
         and a little surprised. I explained how the defendant’s grandiosity and self-absorption
         had turned what should have been empathic and protective impulses toward his granddaughter
         into self-gratifying ones. He responded with a slight groan, followed by a moment
         of silence from both of us, a show of respect for the death of Mr. Cann’s anticipated
         defense strategy for Mr. Parcen. 
      

      
      With that conversation over, I settled into the afternoon, awaiting my first patient.

       

      ***

       

      Over the years, I’ve wondered why I practice forensic psychology and why I like it.
         I could remain safely within the confines of my consulting room, just me and my noncriminal
         patients. Certainly, doing long-term psychotherapy and psychoanalysis is gratifying.
         I get the privilege of entering into the lives of people in ways not usually accessible.
         The analytic relationship is peculiar in its circumscribed nature, a form of intimacy
         and deep emotional involvement that is conducted within the sanctuary of my office.
         Except for times of therapeutic impasse when I may consult with a colleague, I speak
         to no one, not even my wife, about these enduring and deeply private emotional encounters.
         I don’t tell anyone about my affection for my shy, married woman patient who has been
         silently struggling with homoerotic fantasies since college that she can’t understand
         or shake. Her fantasies remain sequestered within the confines of my consultation
         room. Then there’s my engineer, who through years of treatment has been helped greatly
         with his panic and his relationships, but who nonetheless continues to live with a
         feeling that his head is stuffed with cotton, impeding full contact with the world.
         There’s nothing medically wrong with him. I had hoped that as his anxiety waned, so
         would the cotton ball. That’s how it is supposed to work, theoretically, but no such
         luck. I can sense his disappointment in me and our work together, despite his gratitude.
         I give voice to his dissatisfaction, letting him know it’s okay to tell me. He demurs.
         He cherishes our bond and seemed afraid to rock it. I felt the same disappointment,
         along with guilt, for not being able to help him more. 
      

      
      My relationships with my patients are a lot like my other relationships, with some
         more intense than others. But our focus is predominantly on the interior of their
         experience, the nature of their interpersonal lives, and the complicated connections
         between the two. The shape of our bond is mostly in the background, but sometimes
         in the foreground, such as when something is said that provokes a troubling reaction
         from either one of us. An exploration of these incidents are difficult but could be
         very helpful to the patient. However the relationship unfolds, it’s assiduously a
         private one, sequestered within the confines of my consulting room. As a psychoanalyst,
         I sometimes feel like I’m living an emotional double life of sorts. I’m ever aware
         of the responsibility that accompanies this kind of psychological work, with its attachments
         formed between me and my patients and my access to their inner worlds and to what
         the psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas calls the “un-thought known.”[1]   To discover and touch that area of personal experience is deeply rewarding. 
      

       

      ***

       

      So why do I expose myself to the horror show that is so frequently the case when I
         step out of my consulting room and wade into the criminal justice system? Ironically,
         the seduction of criminal forensic psychology is for me in the baseness of it all.
         The opportunity to stare into the mind of the criminal is a rendezvous with something
         that is hidden in all of us—what Freud called the id and what I’ll refer to as the
         daimonic—which is in balance in most of us, most of the time. It is usually regulated by social
         convention, fear, duty, compassion, courage, guilt, identifications with loved ones,
         or all of the above. All of that melds into something I’ll call virtue while always
         teeter-tottering with its darker, shadowy side: those impulses to cheat, to wound
         somebody, to transgress the boundaries within which most of us remain silent and contained.
         “I wish he’d just die!” Such a thought is common in all of us but usually remains
         in the realm of thought or fantasy during moments of fleeting rage or irrationality.
         The impulse is controlled.
      

      
      Not so with my forensic cases. The lid has popped off: a psychic hernia has occurred.
         A terrible act has exposed something about the human condition, a potential part of
         us all that cannot be denied, rationalized away, or controlled. 
      

      
      I’ve come to realize that my willingness to absorb the tragedy and trauma inherent
         in maintaining a forensic psychological practice is a compulsion to face a reality:
         the difference between the savage and the civilized, the saint and the sinner, the
         ridiculous and the sublime is deep yet dubious. 
      

       

      ***

       

      My private psychoanalytic patients are usually emotionally balanced professional types.
         Nonetheless, they—like all human beings—live with a “monkey on their back” that won’t
         let go, with desires, fears, and impulses they don’t understand. Consider Dr. Vincent,
         a middle-aged physician with an illogical, destructive hostility toward his successful
         son that unexpectedly surfaces at the most awkward of times. For instance, after offering
         a toast at his son’s engagement dinner, he made a tasteless sexual wisecrack about
         his son’s incipient baldness that embarrassed his son and fiancée and infuriated his
         wife, almost ruining the event for his family. Dr. Vincent knew his son always has
         been sensitive about his looks. He loves his offspring, but he chronically undercuts
         his son and doesn’t understand why.
      

      
      Dr. Vincent loves but becomes destructive to those most dear. Yet he has never attempted
         to assault anyone or kill his son. We all have destructive, hateful urges. Consider
         anyone you know fairly well, including yourself. What is the difference between someone
         who hates and someone who acts on hatred? What makes the difference between the husband
         who says to himself, “I could murder him for saying that to my wife!” and the criminal
         defendant who “crosses the Rubicon” and goes for the kill? Is it in the defendant’s
         nature, a predisposition to violence, a “bad seed” within? Or is it a lack of nurture—early
         abuse or malignant neglect—that creates and fuels homicidal impulsiveness? Would such
         an individual be different, a good citizen, if not raised by a crackhead mother who
         allowed her child to be abused by her lover? Does nurture and early experience really
         make a difference or are parents exchangeable, fungible? There are so many individuals
         who were raised in the most challenging circumstances yet turned out to be quite resilient,
         whereas other individuals raised in good family circumstances turn out to be fraught
         with emotional fragility and unpredictability. Are our individual selves determined
         at birth—is biology destiny? What is the force that we call human nature that shapes
         us and is it malleable?
      

       

      ***

       

      I use the word daimonic as opposed to “demonic” when describing the force in human nature that’s played out
         and exposed so tragically in the criminal justice system. There is a big difference
         in the meaning of these terms, so let me explain.
      

      
      Traditionally the use of the terms demonic and evil are used synonymously to convey the presence of something unnaturally or even supernaturally
         wicked on earth—an explanation for something that seems uncanny and unimaginable.
         Picture yourself having that first cup of morning coffee as you peruse the newspaper
         or the headlines on your smartphone. You fixate on a photograph of a mass murderer
         sitting in a courtroom next to his attorney, awaiting sentencing. The thought that
         comes to mind: “He’s twisted.” How else could someone perpetrate an act so aberrant?
         
      

      
      The word daimonic has not always been associated with evil. The term derives from the Greek word daimon, which, curiously, means “divinity” or “deity.” The Greeks believed in a host of
         gods, from the Olympian ones to lesser ones, all influencing us humans below. The
         gods visited daimones on humans to make sure mere mortals had a taste of good fortune
         and calamity. The Greeks used the term daimonic to convey a force that can take over us, a force that can be a blessing or a curse.
         “Eros is daimonic,” said Plato in his Symposium. What did he mean? Erotic passion is clearly not evil, not in the “demonic” sense,
         but it is beyond logic and reason. It is an elemental force, like a Category 4 hurricane.
         Erotic passion is daimonic because it’s awesome and instinctual, transcending rational
         thought. It’s beautiful, impetuous, and intemperate, knocking over everything in the
         path of its desired object. It’s a force that can go in different directions, for
         good or naught, moral or wanton.
      

      
      The daimonic is human nature in its most natural and raw form. We feel its presence
         in the strength of a newborn’s powerful grasp of our pinkie with her tiny hand and
         in her mighty bite and wail when she’s hungry. It takes form in the soldier’s act
         of heroism and the terrorist’s slaughter of the innocent.
      

      
      The daimonic exposes a basic human potential that is wide and deep. It includes the
         potential for magnificent love and generativity as well as uncorked hatred. It’s the
         paradox and mystery of our being. Why does the daimonic surface for some in the creation
         of an inspiring song, whereas for others as an abhorrent sexual act? How does the
         dark and light sides of the daimonic duality influence each other? And what elements
         in an individual’s history and endowment create the conditions for the dark, wicked
         side to unravel with such force that violates all notions of natural law and moral
         convention and destroys body and soul?
      

      
      As a forensic psychologist, how am I to emotionally react when sitting across from
         a man who, hours before, killed his wife and two-month-old infant? Training and experience
         help, but they aren’t enough. It requires something more, a personal something that
         came before my professional development. And that same “something” will shape how you react to my tales of human pathos. That “something” is the degree to which you and
         I are personally acquainted with the daimonic dimension of human nature. Such familiarity
         allows one to intuitively know that all of us are capable of good and evil and that
         human nature provides the building blocks that allows some of us to be capable of
         painting the Sistine Chapel and others to imagine and construct Auschwitz. The divide
         between the two extremes is gaping but fragile. 
      

      
      Emmanuel Kant is considered by many to be the greatest philosopher who ever lived.
         His powerful observation about human nature—revealed in the epigraph at the beginning
         of this chapter—and its inevitable crookedness has itself an ironic twist: to be psychologically
         acquainted with the full range of human experience is the antidote.
      

       

      ***

       

      Questions about the extremes of human nature have been addressed by philosophers like
         Kant and by social scientists, neuroscientists, and psychologists, but perhaps most
         evocatively by Sigmund Freud.[2]   He clearly saw the polarity in daimonic human nature and developed a psychotherapeutic
         approach to contend with it. One of his deepest insights into the daimonic was that
         our disowned, repressed emotions and impulses never die; they get buried alive and
         resurface in unpredictable, sometimes dreadful ways. When emotional pain and conflict
         remain unconscious and psychologically “unmetabolized,” one is invariably confronted,
         sooner or later, with a “return of the repressed.” The dark side may surface in various
         forms: persistent self-defeating decisions; projections of what is disowned in oneself
         onto others; irrational outbursts; or worse. In Jungian[3]   terms, the shadow side, if not consciously accepted as part of the self, is ever
         present in its potential, ready to herniate out. Once in the light of awareness, it
         can be psychologically “metabolized” and owned, rather than one being owned by it
         and perhaps driven to demonic ends.
      

      
      For instance, Simon, an easygoing husband who, after years of verbal abuse by his
         caustic, alcoholic wife, lost his composure and strangled her to death.[4]   He described the killing to me. It was as though he was watching himself in a movie,
         depersonalized from the experience—it felt like it was both him and not him. His passion
         for his wife inverted from years of loyal commitment to murderous rage, seemingly
         out of nowhere, like a descending shadow. 
      

      
      It’s not just defendants who expose the full range of our nature. Thomas, a terrified
         inmate, pleaded with me for help. He revealed to a deputy sheriff at the jail that
         a murder was about to happen in his cellblock. Now a “snitch” and a target himself,
         he asked to be placed in protective custody. The deputy refused and angrily told Thomas
         that he should have minded his own business.[5]   Or consider a fellow forensic psychologist who told me he does not find the work
         stressful, adding with some braggadocio, “Because I don’t care.” 
      

      
      The deputy and psychologist learned to numb themselves to it all. 

      
      So many forms of destructiveness derive from attempts to cope with unrecognized helplessness,
         despair, and confusion. When such emotional states gain ascendance, a sense of anomie
         and drift follow in their wake. It’s a pull on us all. When passions become aroused
         but are deemed unbearable and hence banned from awareness, the small and large evils
         of which we are capable become more likely. 
      

       

      ***

       

      In the ensuing chapters, I present a nuts-and-bolts look into what it takes to complete
         psychological examinations of defendants accused of committing heinous crimes. But
         I’m not solely writing about the madness of the criminal mind; I hope to shed some
         light on the nature of human nature. The examination of criminal conduct has revealed
         not only how mental disturbances drive crime, but it has exposed deep psychological
         truths about us all, especially our capacities to wreak destruction and to behave
         at elevated heights and on high moral ground. As such, as I reach my forensic conclusions
         in any given case, I stay cognizant of the line between mental disorder and destructive
         behavior resulting from those all-too-natural urges of inhumanity that we all experience
         at one time or another. This issue warranted particular concern in the chapters on
         psychopathy and the brain, or when mental illness is clearly present but not clearly
         driving the criminal behavior. Surprisingly, it’s not always easy to discern the difference
         between the illness and the person acting badly.
      

      
      Professionals and forensic experts who work within the justice system face daily exposure
         to human tragedy and the darkest of emotional experience. It is a psychological challenge
         to face the ethical dilemmas and moral hazards that arise from such conditions and
         to avoid the hard tilt toward cynicism, implacability, or even unfiltered competition,
         all of which clash with the noble desires to ensure justice and fairness. In the ensuing
         chapters, I tried not to shy away from times when professional judgment and the more
         noble angels of our nature seemed to have taken a back seat and succumbed to the darker
         end of the daimonic spectrum.
      

       

      ***

       

      Psychological maturity, I argue, entails ample awareness of one’s emotional experience,
         with a clear access to one’s desires, goals, and ideals, along with an ability to
         manage potentially destructive urges. Long ago and most evocatively, Rollo May depicted
         the paradox of our daimonic, as both a troubling “gadfly”[6]   and an inspiring muse, always provoking creative or unsavory potentials. The psychoanalyst
         Erich Fromm observed that destructiveness is the result of an unlived life and truncated
         psychological life,[7]   a life denied its generative potential to strive and grow. 
      

       

      ***

       

      To be psychologically present requires a willingness to embracing the full ball of
         wax of who we are. It may seem counterintuitive, but accepting the more unsavory parts
         of ourselves and living in peace with the daimonic spectrum enhances our capacity
         for love and generativity.
      

      
      This book is about understanding extreme human conduct. To a large extent, it is about
         the madness that drives much of criminal behavior. But my goal is to get a handle
         on much more—to demonstrate how crime and the methods and machinations of our attempts
         to control it reveal fundamental truths about all of us.
      

      
      In the ensuing chapters I introduce you to an array of defendants and many others
         involved in the criminal justice system. You’ll meet defendants, victims and their
         families, and justice professionals. Each chapter focuses on a different type of offense,
         which calls for specific questions to be addressed. Was this homicide a first-degree
         murder, second degree, or manslaughter? Was the defendant insane at the time of the
         offense? What caused a mother to kill her baby? What was her mind-set at the time?
         You’re about to meet a few stone-cold psychopaths.
      

      
      These are just some examples of the cases I share with you. In addition, I explore
         how our darker side sometimes seeps into the justice system and threatens its mandate
         to adjudicate fairly. I also highlight episodes when professionals working within
         the system behaved in ways that represent the apotheosis of our better side. 
      

      
      I end by making the case that, in spite of the cruelty and evils that are part of
         everyday life[8]—especially illuminated by much of the conduct displayed in the pages ahead—the justice
         system, like all our civic institutions,[9]   is serving its basic function to elevate our better angels. 
      

       

      ***

       

      In the next chapter, I set the psychological stage, if you will, from which so much
         aberrant behavior and destruction flows. What are the forces of individual history
         and development that construct a mind capable of accessing the dark side of our human
         potential?
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      Chapter 2

      The Past Imperfect

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         The past is never dead. It’s not even past.—William Faulkner
         

         
      

      
      
         The end is always in the beginning.—Bruno Bettleheim
         

         
      

      I’ve been living in southern California most of my life, since arriving from New York
         in my early twenties to begin graduate school. Here in the Golden State, I married
         and raised two children who are Californians. Yet I think of myself as a Brooklyn
         boy, a New Yorker, and I always will, even though I matured in California. This is
         why the early years are described as the formative ones; they have an abiding effect
         on our psyche and on who we are, for better or worse. To grow up in Brooklyn—circa
         late 1960s, early 1970s—was to live with physical density and human proximity. The
         people hurrying about, the jackhammer pounding roadside construction sites, city buses
         choking and huffing brown fumes, the smells and the police sirens screeching—it was
         like existing within a musty and churning machine. Contrast that with California’s
         brightness, its spaciousness and easygoing, hang-loose style. Still, it’s not me.
         It’s hard to put down in words how that feels. But when I get back to New York, I
         think, “Yeah, I’m home.” 
      

      
      Those early formative years determine who we are at our core: the die is cast and
         identity is shaped in some fundamental, abiding way. Think of the Russian nesting
         doll set, with the smaller dolls contained in larger, more “mature” ones. They’re
         akin to different layers of a developing self, with the first-formed baby selves layered
         within, the ones that are tiny and fragile yet central to the fully formed edifice.
         
      

      
      Over time, our emotions and thinking become increasingly complex and mature, and early
         dispositions become tempered. The infantile expectation of immediate gratification
         gradually wanes, along with fear of the dark and the need for a soothing “blankie.”
         As time passes—if we’re lucky—we learn and internalize habits and ideals from loving
         adults that serve us well for a lifetime. Who we are—our identity—becomes more complex,
         sturdy, and mature as these layers of growth and experience become internalized. But
         all this is built around an inner core invisible to the outside observer and usually
         only dimly sensed by oneself, except when it unexpectedly rears its head. Those innermost
         “dolls” nesting deep inside are not obvious, but they are delicate and permanent.
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      Psychological time is different. Our early years carry a different weight that doesn’t
         “slide” by in the same linear way that the later years do. Those early experiences,
         although intangible and murky in memory, have an impact that’s psychically vivid,
         more set in stone. 
      

      
      Freud famously asserted that time and the influence of our early experience on our
         mental life is ageless.[1]   That’s why our internal reality—the way we experienced ourselves during those early
         years—could be so varied from those who were there with us, partaking in the same
         external events; we all have our own psychic reality, with its sticky fixedness, particularly
         during childhood. Take the experience of loss, for instance. Deborah, a patient in
         my private non-forensic practice, lost her mother to a heart attack when she was nine
         years old. Without warning, Deborah’s mother dropped dead in front of her in the family
         room. No one else was home. Although her memory is sketchy, she knows at some point
         she went to a neighbor for help. Deborah, her father, and her two older brothers were
         devastated.
      

      
      The family members supported each other through the tragedy and life went on, sort
         of. Her father eventually remarried a woman who was kind to my patient, but something
         was askew in Deborah that she couldn’t quite pin down. Yes, she went on to be very
         successful, objectively. She studied hard, completed graduate school, and now works
         as a scientist in the pharmaceutical industry. But psychologically, she stalled. She
         can’t tolerate loss. She broke up with her lover, a man that she knows wasn’t right
         for her and whom she didn’t love. Even though she couldn’t wait for the relationship
         to end, she experienced a sense of catastrophic loss when it finally did. Deborah
         realizes that her reaction must be somehow related to the loss of her mother and not to this relationship, but she finds herself
         terrified and depressed nonetheless. She can’t get herself moving. She knows her reaction
         is “irrational,” but she can’t help herself and she wonders why.
      

      
      The experience of loss evoked an enduring reaction for Deborah, not simply a reaction
         to her current situation. It’s not that she “unconsciously” really loves this man
         or is dependent on him. The end of their relationship elicited a black hole that feels
         as psychically permanent to her as the DNA that shaped the color of her eyes. 
      

      
      Traumatized by loss at the age of nine, Deborah now lives in a time warp that is unconscious
         most of the time. It rears its head whenever she experiences loss, although her conscious
         self realizes that it’s an irrational reaction. It causes much emotional pain, but
         she can grapple and reflect until a measure of perspective takes hold, at least until
         the next loss presents itself.
      

      
      Deborah’s vulnerability to loss continues to stalk her. It’s part of what formed her,
         a trauma that happened during those years that shape us, for good and bad. She was
         old enough to have a sense of herself that had already taken form; some Russian dolls
         were already nesting. Crucially, she also was old enough to use language as a tool
         to reflect on herself and her emotional life. She knew the difference between her
         thoughts and what was happening “out there” in the world. And she had a supportive
         family that made her feel secure and helped her manage emotional pain.
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      But what happens when an individual is a victim of trauma at a very early age? I’m
         talking now about those pre-language years when an infant or toddler doesn’t know
         the thoughts are his or her own or that thoughts are different from the reality “out
         there.” When I say trauma, I don’t necessarily mean trauma with a capital T, like
         the trauma faced by a child whose father killed her mother in front of her. I’m including
         those everyday or common types of traumas, such as having had the misfortune of being
         born to self-absorbed or neglectful parents. Or even to parents who are good people
         but may have been too young to be good parents. Imagine parents, both twenty years
         old, who have an unwanted child. They take care of the infant’s physical needs but
         are unempathic, regularly indifferent, and emotionally unattached during those pre-language,
         really formative years. 
      

      
      Those early years before language develops are especially timeless and consequential.
         There’s no awareness of the psychological self yet, no firm “I.” Experience just happens.
         Consider a baby discovering her own hand as it moves about, not even knowing that
         she is the mover, the agent, of its action. Emotions are basically biological happenings
         that stir up the infant or young toddler. The caretaker—mother, father, grandma—work
         to figure out what she is agitated about. It could be confusing, but with an adult
         who is basically committed and empathic, the task is doable. Is she crying because
         she’s hungry or her diaper’s wet? After some trial and error, the baby is soothed.
         It’s so natural in one sense, but it’s a subtle, ancient psychological dance nonetheless.
         The caregiver must perceive for the infant her emotional state and respond accordingly to create a secure physical and emotional
         state in the child. As the infant matures and develops language, and with the help
         of empathic caregivers, a capacity begins to emerge within the child to do the same for herself, to be mindful of and know her own emotional experience.
         Now her emotions are not simply biological experiences but mental ones that she can
         recognize; she’s beginning to mentalize, to self-recognize her inner states of emotions, wishes, desires, intentions, and so forth. A psychologically
         mindful self is emerging, one with self-consciousness and an ability to act with purpose.
         
      

      
      What happens when things don’t go so swimmingly for the caretakers and the infant?
         When one experiences the everyday trauma of a neglectful caretaker or the more serious
         capital T trauma of physical or sexual abuse? Without the empathy and emotional attunement
         that provides soothing relief, as well as a model of sorts for how to comfort oneself
         and others, the mindful psychological self becomes distorted. One develops an estrangement
         from one’s emotional self, with devastating consequences. Emotions are misunderstood
         and unmoored. 
      

      
      Understandably, without a capacity for self-recognition of one’s own inner states,
         empathy for and an understanding of the other’s emotions and intentions is limited,
         and the emotional meanings behind behavior are prone to misunderstandings. Projection,
         or misattributing one’s own impulses and thoughts to others, is commonplace. 
      

      
      Take Rodrick. He’s an angry and disturbed teenager who was arrested for punching another
         teen in the face at a shopping mall for no apparent reason. He assaulted the other
         teen because “He looked at me.” Upon further examination, it became clear that Rodrick
         felt this teen was looking down at him. Rodrick was on a senior outing from a private school for disturbed inner-city
         students. The group was at a mall in a suburban middle-class neighborhood when the
         offense occurred. Aggression and misunderstanding of others were not unfamiliar issues
         for Rodrick, as his school psychologist told me. Rodrick was raised in a chaotic home
         environment, rife with drug abuse and domestic violence. He had been shuffled around
         and lived with different family members and eventually in a variety of foster homes.
         He was not blessed with caregivers who were soothing and responsive during his early
         years. He never developed a mindfulness that allows him to reflect on his emotional
         reactions, to realize that his feelings are his, and that others may feel differently, with a variety of intentions and motives.
         Such a mindfulness and reflective ability about one’s emotions and impulses allow
         for self-control, even under the harshest of conditions. This is not one of Rodrick’s
         resources. His lack of perspective doesn’t allow him to separate his inner experience
         from that of others. So instead of understanding others, he projects his inner anxieties
         onto them. He’s easily disturbed and easily misunderstands. Rodrick’s inner world
         is stark and foreboding, so he imagines the world as dangerous and offensive. 
      

      
      Both Rodrick and Deborah live in very different psychic worlds. Yes, Debora also lives
         with darkness and the fear of loss, but she knows it’s her emotion, her darkness and fear. She’s familiar with the contours of her psychological experience and can distinguish
         it from the world beyond. When she ended the relationship with her lover and felt
         catastrophic loss, she knew she was being irrational, even though she couldn’t help
         it. She’s reacting to what psychoanalysts refer to as unconscious fantasy, an enduring
         unconscious, emotionally tinged image or belief that shapes, and sometimes haunts,
         our conscious experience. For Deborah, it’s something like, “Get ready to be shattered
         by love’s loss.” For Rodrick, it’s malevolent, more like, “Don’t trust anybody—fuck
         them!” Another difference is that Deborah knows her sense of danger is largely not
         rational. She tolerates being torn between what she feels inside and what she knows
         to be true: that her disturbed reaction is self-induced and actually uncalled for
         given her current circumstance. She doesn’t blame her ex-lover for her misery. There’s a dividing line
         between her psychic world and reality. Rodrick’s experience is concrete in nature,
         with no dividing line between inner and outer reality. 
      

      
      Deborah is neurotic in her emotional life: she’s internally conflicted but with a
         capacity to mentalize, a simple yet enormously important psychological function. It’s what we mean when
         we think of someone who is psychologically minded, aware of having a psychological
         self, with others having their own separate psychological selves. 
      

      
      No such sophisticated awareness exists with Rodrick, whose psychological life is more
         primitive in nature, leaving him much less capable of understanding and tolerating
         conflicts within himself or with others.
      

      
      I’m reminded of a psychotherapy supervisor who once wisecracked to me that to be neurotic
         is a psychological achievement.
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      By and large, my forensic inmates are not privileged to be neurotic like Deborah.
         Most have various types of derailments in their psychological development that make
         them susceptible to acting in ways that end up criminal. For instance, I evaluated
         Joan, a thirty-six-year-old woman who was accused of killing her estranged husband
         by shooting him in the back as he walked out of their house. They had been separated
         for a while, but he continued to visit their house, where she still lived, to spruce
         it up before selling it. Joan was accused of premeditated first-degree murder. Evidence
         of her purposefulness was that, about a month or so prior to the shooting, she screamed
         at him as he was leaving, “I love you to death.” The shooting happened shortly after
         another of their toxic arguments. 
      

      
      Joan’s defense was that she was acutely distressed, heard noises in the house and
         thought it was an intruder. She “lost it,” got a gun, and blasted away, even though
         the victim—whether she knew it was her husband or thought it was an intruder—was leaving
         and had his back to Joan. She said she was “not myself . . . not thinking.” 
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      The psychological assessment was initially clinical, not a forensic one. I completed
         it about two weeks before the killing at the request of her psychotherapist, who was concerned about Joan’s
         “love you to death” shriek. Although Joan denied any aggressive or suicidal intent,
         her psychotherapist began to question the degree of her patient’s mental stability
         and wanted a second opinion. 
      

      
      I first met with Joan on a typical radiant California Saturday morning. I arrived
         at my office about twenty minutes before our scheduled appointment time. Since it
         was the weekend, there weren’t many people at my office complex and the parking lot
         was spotted with only a few cars. As I pulled into a space and shut off my engine,
         I noticed a woman walking around the building. She looked like she was taking a morning
         stroll. She was in her mid- to late-thirties, casually dressed in a flowery dress
         and a light jacket, with short brown hair and a slight build. What struck me most
         about her was her gait: it had a light bounce to it. The shoulder strap of her cute
         little purse matched her dress and was wrapped slantwise, as it swayed slightly in
         time with her buoyant body. She seemed as though she hadn’t a care in the world weighing
         her down. I wondered if this was the woman I was about to interview, the one who two
         weeks earlier had squealed “I love you to death” to her estranged husband. And indeed,
         it was.
      

      
      After our mutual introductions and pleasantries, Joan completed some initial paperwork.
         Then I explained what we would be doing together for the next four to six hours. Joan
         told me how she felt about our consultation. Gently and with a slight, wry smile,
         she made it clear that she thought the evaluation was a waste. Her therapist had overreacted.
         She had no intention of hurting herself or her husband or anybody else. She expressed
         the opinion that her husband was going through some kind of midlife crisis and that
         they would eventually reunite. Nonetheless, Joan said she would cooperate.
      

      
      Joan not only denied self-destructive or impulsive symptoms, but all signs of distress,
         unhappiness, or apprehension. Although she was surprised, even shocked, by her husband’s
         wish to divorce, she was “going on with her life.” Before he told her of his unhappiness
         with the marriage, she felt their marriage was idyllic. 
      

      
      As the session progressed, Joan’s blasé acceptance was increasingly belied by her
         demeanor and interview behavior and the psychological testing results. 
      

      
      Joan had little to say about her early family life. Her memory was spotty at best.
         She was an only child. Besides being a “heavy drinker,” her father was apparently
         diagnosed with a bipolar illness. “I’m not sure,” she said. Their relationship, she
         nonetheless said with a lazy smile, was “normal.” She couldn’t describe for me in
         any concrete way the kind of man he was or the kind of activities they did together
         as a family. Joan’s relationship with her mother was even harder for Joan to articulate.
         I couldn’t get a mental picture of what their relationship was like or the ways of
         affection and strife that were part of the relationship. Joan’s more meaningful comment
         was, “There wasn’t much hugging.” She couldn’t articulate what kind of people her
         parents or other family members were. 
      

      
      Joan couldn’t communicate to me much of what her parents or anyone in her early life
         were like as emotional people and what sorts of impact they had on her. For instance,
         I asked if her father’s drinking caused any issues for the family. “Not really,” she
         said, with a wan guise that suggested otherwise. She didn’t have a well-formed psychological
         picture in her mind of him that she could communicate to me. As an example: “Yeah,
         he’d get mean when he drank, but not all the time. . . . He was really kind too. You
         know, he had a rough life too. . . . I used to resent him . . . not so much anymore.”
         This difficulty with making a three-dimensional description of another’s emotional
         state (“mean” sometimes, “kind” other times) is not uncommon among individuals with
         tenuous or insecure attachment histories. As I listened to Joan, I began to surmise
         that her early life lacked an adequate dosage of nurturance and mirroring of her emotions
         and inner states, such that Joan’s awareness of her own emotional life was constricted.
         This left her with an inability to get a read on what others were feeling and for
         their psychological experiences to be opaque to her. 
      

      
      During her twenties, Joan was psychiatrically hospitalized several times for depression
         and attempts at suicide, all of which she dismissed as due to “boyfriend problems”
         at the time. She experimented with drugs. She had no criminal record. She had never
         been violent, but she was prone to emotional outbursts. Her adult life was marked
         by a search for stability, via relationships that usually ended poorly, multiple career
         changes, and numerous commitments to various religious groups. At the time of our
         interview, she was preparing to become a minister for the Salvation Army.
      

      
      Psychological understanding of another is frequently revealed by exploring the seemingly
         mundane details of the person’s life story. Frequently, it’s not the specific details
         that are telling as much as what goes unsaid, what is opaque. That’s how life stories sometimes expose meaning beyond what a person
         may know or be able to articulate. This was the case with Joan. She told me, in a
         matter-of-fact fashion, about how one day during her adolescence she returned home
         from school to find that movers had packed up her house. Her parents informed her
         that day that the family was moving. She had no idea that this move to another state was planned.
         During the course of the interview, she also told me that her current marriage was
         her third. Her first marriage ended when her husband, like her third, surprised her
         by abruptly telling her that he wanted a divorce after less than a year of marriage.
         Again, for Joan, this came “out of the blue,” a total bombshell. Her second husband
         killed himself. His self-destructive tendencies were a complete shock to Joan; she
         was unaware that he was even depressed. I expressed puzzlement over this pattern she
         described of being repeatedly surprised by changes in the status of her relationships
         with intimate others in her life—her family’s move and her obliviousness to the deterioration
         of her marriages. When I asked what she made of these repeated jolts and disruptions
         to her life, her reaction was strange: she seemed to unplug from our dialogue, as
         though she drifted very briefly into a mild trance before returning eye contact and
         saying she didn’t know. She then asked, “What’s next?” 
      

      
      I began to suspect that Joan’s responses during the course of the interview thus far
         reflected a lack of psychological cohesion born of an incapacity or intolerance to
         recognizing her inner experience or that of others. She was unable to reflect on herself
         in relation to others, particularly if it threatened her desires and preferred perceptions
         of events, lest it provoke intense, confusing, and painful emotions too disruptive
         for a fragile psychological self. I saw this process in vivo when I invited her to
         consider the meaning of the abrupt derailments in her life. She disconnected from
         me and lapsed into a momentary protective reverie before requesting a change of subject
         (“What’s next?”). She maintained her psychic stability at the expense of lucidity;
         for Joan, torn feelings, inner disturbances, and unwanted realities threaten to tear
         her apart. I suspected that she lacked the capacity for psychological mindfulness
         and organization that is present in Deborah, who is able to absorb her pain and emotions
         without using psychologically immature, reality-distorting defenses and strategies,
         such as the complete denial of what’s in front of you. Deborah can feel torn without
         the fear of being torn apart. Joan had no mindful capacity. When she was faced with
         the reality of her marital dissolution, her intense and painful emotions completely
         overwhelmed her and she psychologically exploded.
      

      
      Subsequent to my evaluation of Joan and prior to my eventual testimony at the appellate
         hearing that contested her first-degree murder conviction, Joan’s aunt told me that
         she had seen Joan during times of stress—like after the breakup of her first marriage—go
         into a rampage, leave the room, and upon return a few minutes later, appear cheerful,
         as if nothing happened. Her aunt described such scenes as “bizarre.” 
      

      
      Psychodiagnostic testing confirmed Joan to be an individual who was morbidly depressed,
         with indicators that she was chronically in psychological disarray with a fragile
         sense of self which was, at that moment, crumbling. I diagnosed her with major depression
         as well as borderline personality disorder. I noted that she might become emotionally
         unstable and self-destructive and that she employed immature psychological defenses
         like denial of reality to avoid pain. Her interpersonal relationship history was fraught
         with chaos, all of which reflected a precarious sense of self—hallmarks of a personality
         disorder. In my report, I also said she might well react to the emotional impact of
         loss in destructive ways.
      

      
      I recommended a psychiatric evaluation for medication and close monitoring of her
         mood. Her behavior was unpredictable, and I suggested that she and her husband stay
         away from each other due to possible further decompensation. I emphasized her depression,
         her psychological fragility, and her lack of self-awareness. These issues, coupled
         with an impending loss, made her vulnerable to periods of poor reality testing and
         to destructive, possibly violent, behavioral reactions.
      

      
      A developing self is ungirded by disruptions in the bond with caregivers. Difficulties
         can be augmented by an inborn temperament that doesn’t match well with the lack of
         psychological supplies offered by caregivers. Gertrude Stein famously proclaimed,
         “A rose is a rose is a rose.” Not so with people: under the best of circumstances,
         some people still have trouble, and under the worst, some still do well. But most
         of us do not thrive without early, imperfect, yet good-enough caretaking. Like Rodrick,
         Joan’s insecure bonding to others led to unstable behavior, distorted perceptions,
         and impulsiveness.
      

      
      Joan couldn’t manage the intense rage she felt toward her husband. She didn’t see
         the breakup of the marriage coming nor could she see her husband’s growing dissatisfaction.
         She was limited in her ability to empathize and understand him, to grasp his mind-set
         that was in conflict with hers. She could not give what she didn’t get. It was beyond
         her to distinguish her desire from his or her degree of love and happiness from what
         he was experiencing until reality was staring her in the face. And then it was literally
         too much for a fragile self to bear. It’s not that she didn’t know it’s wrong to shoot
         somebody, even an intruder, in the back. But the intensity of her emotions ripped
         apart, at least momentarily, her power of will.
      

      
      At her trial for first-degree murder, Joan was convicted by a jury of her peers. She
         was found to have committed a homicide knowingly and with conscious deliberation and
         premeditation. She was sentenced to life in prison.
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      Joan got a second bite of the apple. After the guilty verdict, her family hired an
         appeals attorney to review the evidence and the trial transcript. He found my report
         and argued that the original defense team was incompetent and deprived Joan of effective
         counsel for never offering evidence of a psychiatric condition that affected her mental
         state at the time of the homicide. 
      

      
      I had been surprised by the defense strategy at her first trial and at least had expected
         to be consulted by her defense team. 
      

      
      During the appellate court’s hearing, I presented psychological evidence regarding
         Joan’s mental state just prior to the killing and said her psychological fragility
         and limited ability to manage her emotions made her susceptible to impulsive rage
         reactions. I described borderline personality as a significant psychopathology that
         makes one susceptible to unpredictable emotional reactions to such an extent that
         reality testing may become impaired.
      

      
      The three appellant judges unanimously concluded that not only had Joan’s defense
         team deprived her of effective legal counsel by simply arguing that she was emotionally
         distraught and in a state of confusion at the time of the shooting, but that her conviction
         of first-degree, premeditated murder and her life sentence were to be vacated. The
         court noted that it is not uncommon for individuals with borderline personality disorder
         to sometimes commit destructive acts, including homicide, during periods of instability.
         They are likely to strike out in “infantile rage” and “destroy the thing they feel
         they are losing.” Had psychological evidence been presented at Joan’s trial, the judges
         wrote, it may not have excused Joan’s behavior but may have helped to explain it.
         The psychological evidence of her mental disorder may have had bearing on her actual
         ability to formulate a specific intent to premeditate the murder. They concluded that
         because my psychological report was written just before the murder, it provided a
         clinical picture of Joan’s mental state that was “the antithesis of evidence of premeditation
         and deliberation.” They opined that it was reasonably probable that had the jury heard
         evidence of Joan’s personality disorder and mental state prior to the crime, they
         may have found that she did not premeditate and deliberate the killing.
      

      
      During a plea bargain process subsequent to the appellant decision, Joan pleaded to
         voluntary manslaughter. The appellate court described Joan as likely to have been
         in an “infantile rage” at the time of the homicide, with the mental state, the mens
         rea, of a child—a state that interfered with her ability to deliberate and premeditate.
         But her actus reas, her bodily movements, were certainly adultlike. She got a gun
         and shot her estranged husband. Joan’s mind didn’t develop naturally, commensurate
         with the maturity of her body. What makes our mental life vulnerable to being stuck
         in time and arrested in some fundamental way? As time progresses, the body matures
         biologically, but the mind within that body may become distorted, twisted, and weakened.
         
      

      
       

      ***

      
       

      Besides corrupted experience and inadequate attachment patterns during those early
         years, there are a variety of other reasons why adults become mentally disordered.
         About 1 percent of the population develops schizophrenia (in all cultures and during
         different historical periods), a horrific disease causing hallucinations and delusions.[2] Contrary to popular belief, though, most people with major mental illnesses do not
         commit crimes. You’re just as likely—actually more so—to be attacked by your normally
         friendly alcoholic neighbor than a schizophrenic. So why are many of us vulnerable—with
         or without a formal psychiatric diagnosis—to episodes of infantile rage and destructive
         behavior? Think of the nightly news reports on one of those gruesome and tragic outbursts
         of unexpected violence: a distraught father killing his wife and children before ending
         his own life. The neighbors are shocked; the family seemed so normal, the murderer
         a family man. What happened? What makes the majority of us who are not struggling
         with a chronic mental illness nonetheless vulnerable to mental states that compromise
         self-control and distort reality? 
      

      
      Let me return to my patients introduced earlier in this chapter—Deborah, Rodrick,
         and Joan. Deborah had the good fortune of being raised by loving caretakers who helped
         her survive the devastating death of her mother and to be gifted with a sense of self-recognition,
         an awareness of her “I-ness.” She has self-reflecting ability, is able to mentalize,
         to stand back and observe her thoughts, wishes, feelings, intentions, and so on without
         impulsive action. She knows that, unlike concrete objects, the contents of her mind
         are imaginative and potentially changeable based on her ongoing experience in life.
         She understands that others in her life have their own mental lives, imagination,
         and life experience, which make them unique and different from her imagination and
         experience.
      

      
      This ability to mentalize,[3]   to realize that others have their own distinct experiences, sounds so simple yet
         is so profound. It is the foundation of an independent and stable identity, that sense
         of “I-ness” of oneself and of the other. Think about Rodrick, who lacked that simple
         mental ability and its consequences on his life—his vulnerability to action without
         thought and to profound misunderstandings of others.
      

      
      Despite the loss of her mother at an early age, Deborah’s temperament and strong,
         secure bonding with others in her early life allowed her to develop a sense of herself
         with an empathic understanding of others. Even when in emotional pain, she is able
         to tolerate that pain without her mind being torn apart to the point of distorting
         reality. The capacity for self-recognition allows one to gradually become conversant
         with one’s personal desires and intentions and to know that others have their own
         desires and intentions. This enhances emotional control and the meaning emotions have
         to psychological experience. With such a level of psychological understanding, one
         is better able to tolerate our emotional intensity, even the most malignant impulses,
         without resorting to reality distortions and destructive behavior. 
      

      
      I think of mentalizing ability as providing a kind of psychic infrastructure wherein
         emotions and impulses are given space to be “digested” and tempered before they may
         be expressed in a destructively daimonic form. It provided Deborah with an inner strength
         to contain her pain and the courage to face herself without projecting or lashing
         out.
      

      
      A radical limitation in self-recognition provides the psychological milieu in which
         daimonic malevolence is seeded. The word radical comes from the Greek word radius, meaning root. Limited mentalization is a deficit deeply imbedded within an individual’s
         psychological makeup. This kind of personal limitation is not easily observable but
         profoundly consequential. Lacking it, Rodrick unconsciously projected his bad feelings
         about himself onto others. Joan was psychologically so unmoored that that she erupted
         in an impulsively homicidal rage. 
      

      
      Some, like Deborah, lucked out. But nobody’s perfect and we’re all subject to limited
         self-recognition and psychological anomia to one degree or another at one time or
         another. And that makes even the “lucky” ones capable of cruelty and brutality to
         one degree or another.[4]   It’s all in there, part of our daimonic nature. 
      

      
      As is obvious in the chapters that follow, many of those caught in the justice system
         have not been gifted with such a level of psychological achievement as Deborah. The
         imperfect past is timeless and haunting. It corrupts imagination and with it, reality
         and emotional understanding, bringing the full spectrum of the daimonic.
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      The Vagaries of Justice

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 3

      Ties That Blind

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Whom the gods destroy they first make mad.—Euripides

      

      
      
         Nobody realizes that some people expend tremendous energy merely to be normal.—Albert
            Camus
         

      

      The walk from the witness chair to the double door leading out of the tenth-floor
         courtroom took forever. I hadn’t realized its cavernous size when I entered to begin
         my testimony in Michael’s insanity trial. That morning, I had felt less than my best.
         Saddled with nasty throat and sinus infections, my voice was hoarse and wispy. After
         the court clerk swore me in, the bailiff adjusted the microphone and sound system
         so that all in the gallery could hear me. As is usual when I’m about to testify, I
         struggled with an aching case of the nerves. It started the week before when I began
         to prepare for the big event. It peaked as I walked from the courtroom gallery to
         the witness stand, aware of the jurors staring at me, already taking my measure. The
         attorney who retained me began, “Tell the court about your training and experience,
         Dr. Lettieri,” hoping to convince the jury that my opinions were worthy of consideration.
         Years of psychic hard work have tamed my proclivity to worry, but my neurotic self
         continues to look for opportunities to express itself, and this is one of them. The
         bailiff’s mic change amplified not only my voice but my angst, a moment of panic but,
         as usual, it didn’t last. I settled in for the ride.
      

      
      After hours of testimony and tension, separated by a lunch break, the attorneys completed
         their questioning and the judge excused me. It seemed to have gone well. Walking toward
         the courtroom’s exit, I realized that not only had I been unaware of the large size
         of the courtroom, but I hadn’t noticed that the trial drew local media. Since murder
         cases are unfortunately not that unusual, I suspected it attracted the public’s attention
         not because a killing had occurred but due to the tragic nature of the crime: a dedicated,
         loving mother who cared for her ill son had been slain by him. Michael stabbed her
         in the back, adding a layer of betrayal and symbolism.
      

      
      I exited the courtroom and entered the hallway. Andrew, Michael’s older brother, waited
         for me. The relief faded and my heart pounded. When he testified during the first
         phase of the trial, Andrew as well as his sister Michelle focused on Michael’s psychiatric
         symptoms, his attachment to their mother, and his nonviolent history. I had interviewed
         Andrew several times. We had a good rapport, but my testimony exposed gaping miscalculations
         and misjudgments by the family about Michael’s potential for violence. Andrew had
         told me of the agony and deep guilt he lives with for underestimating the depth of
         Michael’s illness and its risks for their mother. I had just created a public record
         of the family’s private emotional hell and deadly miscalculations.
      

      
      A burly man in his late forties with a light goatee and thick torso, Andrew walked
         toward me. I stood there, wondering if his shame might have flipped to rage. It soon
         became clear that my insecurity was rearing its head. I fixed on his sad eyes and
         slight smile. He hugged and thanked me for helping people to realize that Michael
         is “so sick. . . . He’s not a criminal. He loved my mother.” Andrew’s wife, Josey,
         who had been sitting on a bench in the courtroom’s hall, walked over. She had been
         crying. Her eyes looked worn and reddened, and she carried a pack of tissues. Josey
         thanked me and took her husband’s arm as they walked toward the elevators. Not wanting
         to ride in the elevator with them, I headed for the bathroom. I wanted an escape from
         the suffering.
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