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Mother of a psychologist

A Story

Andrew Hartwell saw clients four days a week. The fifth day he kept for writing and phone calls with colleagues. Weekends often went to seminars where he was asked to speak, or to meetings of a family law working group — not the most prominent, but serious work.

His monograph Attachment as Destiny had gone through four printings. Television called occasionally — not often, but it called. His photo was on the institute's website: dark jacket, attentive eyes, head tilted slightly forward.

The waiting room always smelled of good coffee and fresh flowers.

Clients came to him with broken marriages, with children who had stopped talking, with mothers who drained everything alive from their children and called it love. He listened evenly, almost gently. He knew how to stay silent in a way that made people find the answer themselves, in the space between his questions. He told them: »You are not obligated to earn your right to exist in another person's eyes. Even if that person is your parent.»

He said this calmly. Like a man who had long since made his peace with his own parents.

They gave him the award in November — quiet, professional, real. Afterward, colleagues suggested dinner. He pleaded exhaustion, stepped outside, took out his phone.

He called his wife second.

His mother first.

She picked up after the third ring.


— I heard they gave you something, — she said.

— Yes. The association award. For the monograph.

— Finally, — she said. No exclamation. Just — finally — the way you'd say it about a repair that had been promised too long ago and put off too many times.

— Yes, — he said.

— Well. Good.


She hung up. He stood on the sidewalk in the November cold, among strangers. Something inside him felt strange — not hurt, not disappointment. Something closer to relief. As if he'd passed a test. As if he could breathe now.

He called his wife. She said »I'm so happy, I'm so happy for you» — and he listened to her voice and thought about how the word finally, delivered in his mother's dry flat tone, somehow weighed more.

That evening he watched the recording of the interview himself — after his assistant had gone, alone in the empty office, phone in hand. A serious anchor, a long conversation about family violence and proposed legislation. He watched himself on the screen and thought — it went well. He was precise, held his pauses, never lost the thread. He allowed himself one moment — small, brief — just to feel that it had gone well.

The phone rang at quarter past five.

The screen read: Mom.

Outside, a storm was building. Heavy violet clouds moved in from the west, and the air had gone thick, almost solid.

He answered on the third ring.


— Yes.

— I saw your interview. The one they aired Thursday.

— And? — he asked. His voice came out even.


A pause. Not long — exactly long enough for him to feel himself waiting.


— You talk too much. You wave your hands. You come across as full of yourself.

— Understood, — he said.

— I'm not saying it was bad. I'm saying what I saw.


He looked out the window. The first drops hit the glass. That small moment of pride he had just allowed himself vanished — not gradually, all at once, as if it had never been there.


— Was that the only reason you called?

— What did you want me to call for? To tell you how wonderful you are? — There was that familiar tone — not cruel, worse: wearily contemptuous, like someone long exhausted by the obligation to deal with something mediocre. — You're a grown man, Andrew. You don't need praise.

— No, — he agreed. — I don't.

— Will you come visit next week?

— I'll try.

— You'll try, — she repeated, in the same tone a teacher uses to repeat a wrong answer back to a student. — Fine. If you can't make it, it's fine. I'm used to it.


She hung up first. She always did.

He sat for a few seconds with the phone in his hand. Then he stood, walked to the window, pressed his forehead against the cold glass. The storm had started in earnest. He looked down at the wet city below and thought about how tomorrow morning he would sit back in that chair and tell some forty-year-old man that parental approval is not oxygen. That you can breathe without it.

That you can.

Storms in his childhood always started the same way.

First the sky darkened — sharply, not
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