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Re not taking Zoloft, I said it made me feel for about an hour after taking it that I’d lost my organizing principle, rather like having a planters’ punch before lunch in the tropics. I said I’d tried to think this through, because I knew rationally it couldn’t be true, since the PDR said even twice that dose doesn’t reach any effect for several hours and peak effect for 3-5 days of steady dosage. I realized that I had a very closely calibrated idea of my physical well being, very fearful of losing control, that my personality was organized around a certain level of mobilization or anxiety.

I then said that I had tried to think through the anxiety I had expressed at our last meeting. I said that although it had been expressed in terms of work (the meeting in Los Angeles etc) I realized when I discussed it with you that it was focused on Quintana.

“Of course it was,” he said. We then talked about what my anxieties were re Quintana. Basically they were that she would become depressed to a point of danger. The shoe dropping, the call in the middle of the night, the attempt to take her emotional temperature on every phone call. I said that in some ways this seemed justified and in other ways unfair to her, because she must be feeling our anxiety as we were feeling hers. “I suspect she feels your anxiety very particularly,” he said. I said apparently she did. She had not only told us she did but had also mentioned this to Dr. Kass. It was me and not you she wanted to see a psychiatrist. He said he would assume that she read anxiety in both of us, but that something in her and my relationship made her feel mine more acutely, made her lock into mine. “People with certain neurotic patterns lock into each other in a way that people with healthy patterns don’t. There’s clearly a very powerful dependency that goes both ways between you and her.”

He wanted to know how old Quintana was when we got her, the details of the adoption.[1] We talked at some length about that, and I said I had always been afraid we would lose her. Whalewatching. The hypothetical rattlesnake in the ivy on Franklin Avenue. He said that just as all adoptive children have a deep fear that they will be given away again, all adoptive parents have a deep fear that the child will be taken from them. If you don’t deal with these fears at the time you have them, you displace them, fix obsessively on dangers you can control – the snake in the garden – as opposed to the danger you can’t control. “Obviously, you didn’t deal with this fear at the time. You set it aside. That’s your pattern. You move on, you muddle through, you control the situation through your work and your competency. But the fear is still there, and when you discovered this summer that your daughter was in danger you couldn’t manage or control, the fear broke through your defenses.”

I said I may have been overprotective, but I never thought she saw me that way. In fact she once described me, as a mother, as “a little remote”. Dr. MacKinnon: “You don’t think she saw your remoteness as a defense? When she uses remoteness herself as a defense? Didn’t you just tell me? She never looks back?”

At this point we talked about Quintana and Stephen, Quintana and Dominique.[2] He asked me if I would object if he discussed certain things that came up in our talks with Dr. Kass, because he felt they could be useful in his talks with Quintana. I said I would encourage him to discuss anything he thought might be helpful.

Returning to the question of why my anxiety was more troublesome to Quintana than yours: “There’s something in you – and this long predates her birth – that makes you think you don’t deserve good things. I’m sure you thought you were very lucky when you were given Quintana, and I’m also sure you thought you didn’t deserve it, that in some way you deserved to lose her. That’s an abnormal pattern of thinking, and it’s what makes your very natural anxiety in this situation so much more acute than that of, say, your husband. It goes beyond what it is. It goes back to something else. You grew up, for whatever reason, expecting the worst to happen. You don’t expect good things to happen. You somehow grew up without the gene for denial.”
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Dr. MacKinnon said he hadn’t been aware I knew Hilary Califano, he hoped it wasn’t upsetting to see her there. I said it wasn’t upsetting, but it did raise the question of what two entirely grown women were doing there – two women who live in the world and have their defense systems, for better or worse, pretty fairly in place.

“Most of the time,” he said. “But sometimes things happen in our lives that overtake even the most well-constructed defenses.”

I said this led into something he had said last week that interested me – that I had early on used my work and competence as a defense against fear of losing Quintana. I said it had occurred to me that my anxieties about work and money – which became very pronounced as the summer wore into fall – were to some extent – (I broke off)

“A symptom,” he said. “Very definitely.”

“But not entirely a symptom,” I said. “Some of my worry was based on real things.”

“Of course. The world is changing. Different values become marketable.”

“Exactly. But the world has always been changing, and I’ve always dealt with it. But this summer, for maybe the first time in my life, I began to feel incapable of dealing with it. I thought it was my age. And part of it no doubt was. Yet this anxiety was very, very exaggerated. As far as money goes, we do have a new movie, and there are other possibilities beyond that. And as far as my other work goes, the only real problem is finding time to do it. But I was terrified.”

“That was the depression talking.”

“Which came out of the situation with Quintana this summer.”

“Exactly.”

I said we had had a troubling weekend in that respect. She had seemed fine, she had a good friend in from out of town who appreciated her situation, we had even joked, when I had to go to the emergency room for an eye infection, about spending every major holiday in the emergency room but this time it wasn’t her. Then we got this call on Sunday, about 12:30. I told him about going down to her apartment. “What did she say happened,” he asked. I told him. He asked if she had gone to the police. I said no. You had asked her where her precinct was and she said she didn’t know. I said that both of us had avoided asking her too many questions, because she seemed too shaky to risk what might be construed as an interrogation.

“You didn’t want to seem accusing,” he said.

Exactly, I said. We weren’t sure, but it occurred to both of us that she had been drinking. Did we smell liquor, he asked. I said I didn’t think so but the windows were open. It was hard to tell, she repeated herself but there was no slurring of speech.

“Do you have an alternate scenario,” he asked. I said if I had to construct an alternate scenario – and to understand the situation’s contradictions I did – it would be that she had left her friends early, gone to a bar, and met someone who ended up hitting her, either in the bar or on the street or in her apartment. “Where was the blood,” he asked. I said it was on the floor between the foot of her bed and the bathroom. “Not in the front part of the apartment then,” he said. I saw his point.

I then said that one of the things that troubled both you and me about AA – not AA as an idea, but AA in its more unforgiving mode – was that this kind of theatrical failure seemed built into it. It assumes all-or-nothing. You want a drink and give in, you don’t just end up with a hangover and a case of the guilts as you would in real life, you end up in the gutter, or in a bar picking somebody up who’s going to hit you.

“You’re assuming that it’s about drinking,” he said.

No, I said. I don’t think it’s about drinking. That’s my point.

I said that you and I had talked about this, and wanted to talk to Quintana about it. But there had been a series of obstacles presented. She was busy, or she didn’t want to go out two nights in a row, so we couldn’t really see her before the weekend, and then I would not be surprised to see further obstacles. Meanwhile, on the phone, she had seemed fine, a blizzard of efficiency – I had even today gotten a check for medical reimbursement with the paperwork all efficiently highlighted, ready for filing. So now I didn’t know. Was it going to be productive or counterproductive to bring this up after so many days?

“You’re going to have to feel that out, obviously. It’s a question of what she expects you to do. Some adult children – and I think this is one of those instances – have the capacity to place their parents in virtually impossible situations. If you confront them, their unconscious mind says you never trust them, why bother, why not do what I want and lie about it. If you don’t confront them, the same unconscious mind says this proves you don’t love them, don’t care about them. It’s like little children. You see me playing in the street and you don’t even care if I get run over by a car, they say, but if you do run into the street after them, they say you never let them grow up. I would wonder what idea she has of how you and her father express your love for her – does she need you to over-protect her? Does she need you to accuse her, scold her? Is that her only idea of being loved? Children often think this way, but in normal development there comes a point when they move beyond it.

“I know that one of the things Dr. Kass is trying to do with Quintana – and one of the reasons he wanted you to see me – is to break this pattern where she sets you up to react a certain way and you do it.

“So I think you could talk to her in an indirect way. I think you could say you wonder how she thinks you express your love for her. Because if she thinks you express your love by nagging, or accusing, or protecting, you should talk about it, and she should talk to Dr. Kass about it. This is the pattern we suspect is there, and this is the pattern we have to break.”

How, I asked, do most children do this? “They grow up.” At what point, I asked. How? “Trust. They come to trust that their parents trust them.”
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I said that at the end of the hour last week he had said something about trust or lack of trust between mothers and daughters – feeling trusted being the key to separation, to growing up – that I had discounted as not relevant, not meaningful to me.

I said that however it had stuck in my mind, and later that evening or the next day I had remembered a note I had made when I was making notes for my last novel. I would have made the note at some time after my father died – my father’s death was part of the impulse behind that particular novel – but that this note had been not about my father but about my mother. I had looked it up, and it was interesting, because it seemed to indicate some distrust or misunderstanding between my mother and me.

I showed him the note. Well, yes, he said. There you are. Extraordinary insight.

Extraordinary or not, I said, it’s not much help in just getting on with life. It’s even counterproductive, considering that my mother is now 89. It’s not as if we’re going to resolve anything by confronting this.

It’s not so much a question of you and your mother, do you think? Isn’t it a question of resolving the way you and your daughter deal with each other? Since we all carry in our minds little pieces of our mothers and fathers, isn’t it possible that you may have been replicating some of this pattern with your own daughter?

I said that in fact I had mentioned it to her at dinner the other night. She had been interested in it, but the conversation moved away from the personal into discussion of political attitudes in the 1950s.

Yet it was a good beginning, he said. You could reopen it another time. The more you and she talk to each other, the closer you’re going to get to this.

I said that right now we really didn’t know where we were with her. She had seemed very open for a period of time after she stopped drinking, but now she seemed closed again, resistant. She had at one time asked me to go to an AA meeting with her for example, and I had gone. We had gone to church and then to the meeting and then met you for lunch and it had been a very good, open day. Then we got into the holidays, and she was busy, and when I asked her recently if I could go to another meeting with her she was resistant. She said it wasn’t really a good idea to bring in outsiders. Frankly I didn’t even know if she was going herself.

Do you want to know how to make her go? he asked. Go yourself to an Al-Anon meeting. Go more than once. You have to find one with people who match your own intellectual and socio-economic level, but that’s not so much of a problem in Manhattan. If she knows you’re doing that, she’s ninety per cent more likely to go herself. And I think she needs a program. Psychiatry alone isn’t going to do it for her.

I said I had a problem with Al-Anon. “Sure, and she has a problem with AA,” he said. “And you’re going to say she’s the alcoholic, you’re not. And I’m going to say you’re the mother of an alcoholic, and she’s not going to stay on the program if she thinks you distrust it. I could even say of course you have a problem with Al-Anon, you have a problem with groups, you don’t trust them, you don’t know what their agenda is. Does that remind you of your mother at all?”

I said that seemed a stretch, but I would think about it. “I’m going to assign you some homework,” he said. “I started out doing traditional Freudian analysis, just listening, then I got dissatisfied with the results, so I incorporated some techniques from the behaviorists. The behaviorists use homework to shortcut the process. Here’s your homework. Actually show your daughter that note you showed me. Don’t tell her about it, show her, because it’s quite a document. Tell her you showed it to me. And if she asked what I said, tell her I asked if your mother’s distrust of other people was reflected in your distrust of Al-Anon. See what she says. I think you might be surprised what this opens up.”

I said that I would see. “I think what I hear in your voice is exactly what you hear in your daughter’s voice when you ask her about AA.”

I then said that I also wanted to show him a poem Quintana had written when she was about 6, at the beach. I showed it to him. He was extremely impressed with the way she expressed herself, as if she was “born a writer”. I said the loneliness in it had struck me, because you never saw it face to face with her. She had been masking her feelings even then. “She must have had some extraordinary reason to do so.” I said you mean the adoption, but there were other things that might have been traumatic to her, notably Juan Carlos’s death, about which she would never talk but after which she had dreams of a death figure come to take her “but I will hang on to the fence.” I told him about coming to NY with Quintana and Rosie the fall after Juan Carlos died and Rosie going home and Quintana being taken care of by agency day help. And later she mentioned Mrs. So-and-so being mean, and I said why didn’t you tell me at the time, and she said “I thought it was your job to work for Mr. Preminger and it was my job to get taken care of by Mrs. So-and-so.”

“So in some ways she didn’t think of herself as a child,” he said. “She saw herself as having real adult responsibilities.” I said I supposed so, and I also supposed it was natural, or as natural as natural can be in what was a relatively unusual situation: we were both working at home, she was the only child, there was no question of the adults on one side and the children on the other, we were all together in this.

I said she went to her first meeting, at the William Morris Agency, when she was 3. I told him the denouement. “She was worried about the money,” he said. “She was worried about something she couldn’t affect, something that was adult business.”

I asked if he was saying there had been insufficient separation between her and the problems of our daily lives. I said that this had been something we liked in our family life: we were all three in it together. “Given that situation,” he said, “I would venture that she was probably exposed to more than she was prepared to handle. She was a child, you were adults, and yet in some part of her mind she clearly started feeling responsible for you.”
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I said that I had in fact done my assigned homework. When Quintana came to dinner Monday night, I said, “after a difficult weekend, which I’ll go into later,” I had mentioned in the kitchen that I had shown Dr. MacKinnon some notes I had made about my mother, and he had asked me a question I wanted to talk to her about. I had then shown her the notes, and said that Dr. MacKinnon’s question was whether I thought that my mother’s distrust of groups, of other people’s possible agendas, had anything to do with my own resistance to Al-Anon, which had come up previously. I said that at that point you (John) had come into the kitchen, and the conversation digressed somewhat, but then Quintana said: “Wait, I want to get back to what Mom was saying.” Surprisingly, when she rephrased my question she had translated it this way: “You mean does your resistance to Al-Anon have anything to do with my resistance to AA?”

“Excellent,” Dr. MacKinnon said. “Everybody gets an A on this one. What did you say?”

I said I had said that I supposed that was what I meant, yes. She answered it: she said maybe so, yes. She said she had been resistant to AA lately – she supposed she had a bad taste because of Molly, her sponsor, but she realized that she had been missing it and in fact planned to attend a meeting the next evening.

“So get a new sponsor,” Dr. MacKinnon said.

I said that was what you had said, and that we had discussed “sponsors” with Quintana for a minute or two, and then Quintana again brought the conversation back to my original question. What was I really asking, she wanted to know.

I said I supposed I was asking if she thought it could help her if I went to Al-Anon.

Yes, she said, I think it might. I said in that case I would go, and in fact you and I were planning to attend a meeting over the weekend.

This is very positive, Dr. MacKinnon said. Very good. “Let me move on here. You mentioned that your husband became part of the conversation. This brings up something Dr. Kass discussed with me”. According to Dr. Kass – “and remember this is my reporting what Dr. Kass thinks Quintana is telling him, so there are several levels of deflection or possible error” – “Quintana has the strong sense that when she deals with you and your husband she is dealing with a single person, that neither of you, particularly you, will take an independent stand, that you defend each other against her.”

I said I thought that was the way parents were supposed to present themselves to their children. I also said that, on the contrary, as I had mentioned to him in passing in some other context, I had often felt over the years that I was somehow placed between the two of you, being conciliatory to each of you, keeping you from confrontation.

He said he remembered my saying that, and had in fact mentioned it to Dr. Kass, which had surprised Dr. Kass.

I said this much was true: only once, in my memory, did I get angry with you in front of or to Quintana, and her reaction was so alarmed as to put me off ever doing it again. This was the famous scrambled-egg incident, after which, when I was in the shower with her trying to wash her hair and stop her screaming “I hate him”, I said we won’t live with him any more, we’ll go to Sacramento this morning and I’ll figure out what to do from there. Whereupon she started sobbing “you can’t, you can’t, what will Dad say, what will Dad do, please, I won’t go with you, you can’t go, etc.”

You got it wrong, Dr. MacKinnon said. She didn’t want to lose him, she just wanted to safely express her anger.


Q: And I didn’t let her? I took it into the danger zone? Is this pattern part of why she has trouble expressing anger?



He said Quintana seems to feel that she can’t have an independent conversation with either of us, that the other is always there. I said that was the way you and I lived, we were always together. “I think you need to find some time alone with her,” he said. “Take a little trip.” I said that you had taken such a trip with her several years ago, to Monument Valley, and had found it so rewarding that you had been urging me to do it ever since, but what with her schedule and mine it hadn’t worked out. “You have to plan it around her schedule,” he said. “Just do it.”

I said maybe it would be a good idea if she and I went alone to Lori’s[1] wedding – that the three of us had been planning to go but it did present a fairly imminent natural opportunity for her and me to do it alone. “This is great, take a couple of extra days, let her drive you down to Big Sur, anywhere the two of you feel like, walk on the beach, you’ll find yourself talking and it won’t seem forced to her, I think you’ll find there’s a big payoff on this little trip you didn’t want to make in the first place.” I said you might feel that your absence would be noted by my family. “You and your husband and Quintana have bigger problems right now than what your family might or might not and probably wouldn’t think.”

I said this had been a hard weekend for you, for me, for her. I explained the Nick[2] narrative, through the e-mail, the call Thursday, the call Saturday, and then more or less resolution by dinner Monday night.

“It was hardest of all on your husband,” he said. “He’d told himself he could trust his brother, he found out he was wrong, he made a mistake and that made him feel terribly, terrible guilty.”

It also made him angry, I said.

“He was angry because he felt guilty. That’s a useful thing to remember. Parents of children in emotional trouble tend to feel guilty, hopeless – what did they do wrong, what could they have done differently, where did it all fall apart – and they sometimes show it by getting angry. When people get angry, fly off the handle, they’re usually feeling guilty, mad at themselves, they should have known better and so forth.”

Obviously, I said. In any case, by the time we had dinner Monday night it was more or less resolved. Everybody had said what he or she had to say, which the three of us don’t always do.

“You’re becoming a great deal more open. I think as you become more open you find other people are more open around you. You and I talk, you and your husband talk, you and your daughter talk – very often in these situations the whole family ends up being treated by proxy.”

I said that this entire experience – since July – had been a big learning experience for both of us. “Of course it has been,” he said, “and learning hurts, learning can be very painful, you have to open up things you’d rather forget. If it gets too painful for your husband, either Dr. Kass or I could recommend someone he could talk to the way you and I talk.”

I said a friend had mentioned this at dinner Sunday night and you had said what you always say, “I’m a Catholic, we have confession.” And she had said “When was the last time you went to confession?” This seemed to amuse Dr. MacKinnon inordinately. He laughed and said he could even recommend a Catholic priest/psychiatrist, a Jesuit, he had trained him, he had a parish in Manhattan and an office on Fifth Avenue and this year he was going to be president of the Lotos Club, so he covered all bases (still laughing), all your husband has to do is say the word. “Once when he was a resident he was doing a demonstration interview with a depressed patient, he was in and out in five minutes, he treated the interview as if he were taking her confession, and it worked. You can imagine the envy of the other residents, he had this magic and they didn’t.”

I said that sometimes I thought all it took to make both of us feel great was a conversation or a dinner with Quintana when she was up. “That’s something else Dr. Kass mentioned,” he said. “He said Quintana seems to feel this intense pressure from both of you, united, to come over to the house, have dinner, be there.”

I said Dr. Kass had mentioned this to us, and we had since tried not to press Quintana about coming to dinner. To the point that even when 4 of her cousins were coming to dinner Saturday night, I was a little uncomfortable about asking her. And in fact we hadn’t asked her. Her cousin had. “She still feels the pressure,” he said.

“How can we not want to see her,” I said. “We’re worried about her. We can only know she’s safe if we’re in touch with her.”

You have to disengage, he said. Don’t worry. You’re getting there.




2 February 2000

We open with Caneel Bay/St. Barth’s amenities. I then say that we went to an Al-Anon meeting, a parents’ group, and found it troubling. I explained why, the emphasis on self, the “success” stories. I said that only one thing we heard had resonated with us, and this was just overheard, on the way out: the woman saying “I can’t work, I can’t think, I have no idea whether he’s using or not.”

“That’s exactly what I’d hoped you would hear,” Dr. MacKinnon said. “That’s what you need to get from this. You have to be very specific about what you want to talk about, about what you need from the group.”

I said the format of this group seemed to preclude actual conversation. “Then find another group,” he said.

I said that what had been more valuable in many ways was running into Julie. I explained her problem and how she seemed to have made a decision that brought her out on the other side – a decision she didn’t reach at Hazelden or in other rehabs, didn’t reach through AA. It seemed to be a decision she made on her own – a realization that she was on a nowhere slide and if she wanted her life she would have to grab it. I said I thought that was the decision Quintana would have to reach if she was going to make it, but I didn’t know exactly how you came to that decision.

“It takes an inner strength,” he said. “Some people find the resources inside themselves to pull themselves out.”

I asked if he had seen the piece in the Times about work being done on depression as a Darwinian adaptation, a survival mechanism – depression, if left unmedicated, eventually tells you it’s time to turn your life around. He had seen the piece, and was familiar with the theory. “The problem with it,” he said, “is that most of the studies done focus on the failures. Not enough work has been done on the successes.”

I said I had discussed the piece with someone [Kathy Reilly] who was a social worker. She had said that absolutely she agreed that depression could be a motivating agent for people like her and me, “but if you’re talking about some addict from Red Hook who has no resources to turn his life around, you better medicate him.”

“It depends,” he said. He said that for eighteen years he had been in charge of the psychiatric clinic at CPMC, “and you know that neighborhood.” He saw every resident’s cases, and so “saw a great many more cases than I could have seen in a lifetime of private practice.”

“These were all hard cases, and yet I was amazed at how frequently we would see someone just seem to take hold, make that decision to be well. They call the decision all kinds of things. They call it being ‘born again’, or ‘finding Christ’, or whatever else they call it. But all it seems to be is this decision – God only knows where it comes from, because we sure don’t – to grab hold.”

I said that repeatedly over the past few years – when Quintana expressed unhappiness or hopelessness about her situation – I had tried to explain that she had to make a decision to be happy. That there was an actual benefit to “putting on a happy face”. I said I was encouraged to hear that some of what was said at Hazelden seemed to echo this – the “look good to feel good”, the “as if” theory – the point being to act “as if” you believed the slogans, and suddenly you found you did believe. I said that I had told her, as an example of this, that I had thought myself in a dead-end situation in my twenties and had finally come to a conscious decision to change it – in this case to break off a relationship with someone destructive and get on with my life.

Dr. MacKinnon wanted to know what was destructive about the relationship. I explained that the person in question was very smart, and had believed that I was very smart, which at an insecure time in my life had been valuable, but that this person was also very destructive to himself, drank too much, was too depressed to work or even take care of himself, etc.

Dr. MacKinnon asked if he was









































On July 26, 2003, a little more than six months after Didion sat with Quintana in the psychiatrist’s office, Quintana was married. She and her husband lived in her old apartment, not far from the Didion/Dunne apartment. On December 22, Quintana was not feeling well, and her husband took her to a nearby hospital then known as Beth Israel North. She was diagnosed with the flu and sent home. On December 25, her husband took her back to the hospital. She was diagnosed with pneumonia, admitted to the ICU, and intubated. The next day, she was in septic shock. John Gregory Dunne had a heart attack and died on December 30.

On January 22, 2004, Quintana was discharged from Beth Israel North and three days later was admitted to New York–Presbyterian Hospital with pulmonary emboli. She was released after a week and was able to attend her father’s funeral on March 23. She and her husband flew to Los Angeles for a vacation on March 25. She fell at the airport and was taken to the UCLA Medical Center, where she had surgery for a subdural hematoma.

Late in April 2004, Quintana was moved from the acute neuro-rehabilitation unit at the UCLA Medical Center and brought to New York, where she was treated at the Rusk Institute at New York University Medical Center for two and a half months. After she was discharged from Rusk, she received outpatient therapy.

Quintana was admitted to the ICU at New York Weill Cornell Medical Center with acute pancreatitis on June 14, 2005. On August 3, surgery revealed a necrotic colon and peritonitis. She died on August 26. She was thirty-nine.

One of the doctors who had treated Quintana for substance abuse wrote to Didion after Quintana died. In a letter found in her computer, Didion replied gratefully and told him that during the last hospitalization, Quintana had said she would like to get back into therapy. She speculated on what had in the end caused her daughter’s death.

“I still have trouble sorting out how much of what happened to her was alcoholism and how much depression and how much an only marginally connected cascade of disastrous medical events,” she wrote. “I recognize the connection of pancreatitis to alcoholism but I am not sure she would have had pancreatitis had there not been 18 prior months of illness, from the original septic shock to the pulmonary emboli that followed to the bleed into the brain that ensued from the coumadin for the emboli.”
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