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“This is that rare thing: a truly original novel. Imagine Zen and the Art of Dentistry co-written by Philip Roth and Larry David, and you might get an idea of how funny and unique Journey of a JuBu is. Reading stories of spiritual awakening can be like getting a root canal. Fortunately, Blaine Langberg knows how to apply laughing gas so that readers don’t even realize they’ve been enlightened until they stop giggling.”

— Chris Belden, author of Shriver 
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“Who can write with witty irreverence about deep spirituality, combining existential despair with laugh-out-loud humor? Blaine Langberg can! Sparked with charm and hilarious social satire, Journey of a Jubu is an earnest exploration of the meaning of life and the commitments of love by a suburban professional who attempts to navigate a world that has just about lost all sanity. A scintillating, fast-paced novel that lingers in the heart and mind.”

—Valerie Ann Leff, author of Better Homes and Husbands
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“Journey of a Jubu is part Seinfeld, part Portnoy, and a wholly new vision for understanding the mysteries of faith. It will keep you laughing throughout, but those beautiful, honest moments of introspection—they will keep you thinking long after you're done.”

—Bill Wolff, author of Bruce Springsteen and Popular Music
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“What happens when we put our dreams on hold for others? And how do we find them again? Journey of a Jubu cleverly serves up a book within a book, chronicling the parallel paths of author (Jacob) and subject (Adam) as each faces the greatest challenge of his life. At times poignant, at times hilarious, this book playfully inspires readers to seek a more enlightened and fulfilling life.” 

—Julia Bobkoff, award-winning poet and screenwriter
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“Dr. Langberg has written an important novel which is not only engaging but also reveals significant truths and insights. He has portrayed so clearly how many of us humans have our bodies and our relationships disturbed by our old programming, and how spiritual and psychological interventions and practices can change one’s life for the good—sometimes dramatically.

I recommend it to those who not only want entertainment but who also want more peace and happiness in their lives and who are ready to recognize that these are experiences we can choose—if we want to find ways to do just that—since we are not powerless victims of the world we see.”

—Henry Grayson, Ph.D., author of 

Mindful Loving and Your Power to Heal

––––––––
[image: ]


“With Journey of a JuBu, Blaine Langberg has created characters so real, one feels like a voyeur reading the book. It’s sex, drama, mindfulness and therapy all rolled into one. Both riveting and heartfelt, JuBu is a page-turning roller coaster.  I couldn’t put the book down and am forever changed from having read it.” 

—Diane Brown, religious educator at Temple B’nai Chaim
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“I really enjoyed Journey of a JuBu. It’s a thoroughly entertaining and fresh take on an inspiring spiritual journey, told with humor and candor. We can all learn from each other’s stories about cultivating the inner self. The story unfolds with a nice flow and draws the reader further and further to its very satisfying end. This book reminds us that every choice matters and of the incalculable benefits of living mindfully.”

—Katherine Greene, editor of Between My Ears:

The World According to Doug “Rabbit” Sutherland
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“Journey of a JuBu is a smart, witty novel about an orthodontist and his fictional pediatric dentist alter ego. Langberg, an orthodontist himself, uses liberal doses of humor to explore questions about spirituality, career fulfillment, and family.”

—Heather Frimmer, author of Bedside Manners

Journey of a JuBu

How a neurotic Jew found his inner Bu
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CHAPTER ONE
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October 26, 12:45 p.m.

“You want me to kill Adam Freeman?”

“Yes,” Maggie says. “Adam Freeman must die.”

I, Jacob Silverstein, Harvard-trained orthodontist, faithful hus-band of Leah, loving father to three girls, am being asked to commit murder. And not just anyone—Adam is my best friend. I want to lose my lunch, but I force myself to shovel more bacon, mushroom, and Swiss burger (I’m not a kosher Jew) into my mouth, buying time to think. I’m a tooth straightener, not a hit man. But Maggie’s serious. Dead serious.

As I chew, she waits, Caesar salad untouched on her plate, sipping her iced tea. In her early forties, with brown, collarbone-length hair and a well-tended figure, Maggie resembles Season One Nina Myers in 24—a beautiful woman in touch with her inner badass. I’m obsessed with pop culture, so you’ll have to forgive me when I compare almost everyone I meet to TV and film characters. 

“Well, Jake?” Maggie stares at her watch. “I haven’t got all day.”

I raise my finger to signal I’m still chewing. I’ve dealt with choices my whole life, some agonizingly painful, because I’m the guy who always does the right thing, even when it hurts. But lately, as I fasten braces to crooked teeth day after day, I’ve been wondering, is there more to life? 

Maggie shifts in her chair.

“You know”—I swallow—“it’s not as easy as you make it sound. Adam isn’t some random schmuck. He’s like a brother to me, and we’ve had great times together. If Adam dies, a huge part of me dies too.” 

She scoffs. “You know, Jake, sometimes you have to make a bold move to get what you want—”

“Dr. Silverstein?”

Our ponytailed waitress bounces over in her black “High-Priced Café” T-shirt to refill the water glasses. She smiles, flashing a row of bright whites. I can’t recall her name, but I instantly recognize those teeth; I put braces on her a couple of years ago and straightened them to perfection. Now, her incisors are starting to crowd again—my beautiful work undone.

“Dr. Silverstein,” she continues, “I’m glad I ran into you. I was on a roller coaster this summer and, like, my retainer fell out of my mouth when I was screaming. My teeth are, like, moving. I know I should make an appointment, but...could you, like, possibly take a look?” She bends over Maggie’s salad and opens her mouth, pierced tongue just inches from the gluten-free croutons. Maggie shoots me a disbelieving stare. 

Although I don’t need a close-up to see that without the retainer her teeth have relapsed, I lean over to examine them. Fixing it means more money for me, but I’m so bored with braces, I could garrote myself with my wires. I grit my own teeth.

“Losing your retainer on a roller coaster ride, well, that’s a first. Give the office a call, Abby,” I reply, finally remembering her name, “and we’ll get you in for an impression to make you a new one.”

As Abby trots back to the kitchen, Maggie cannot conceal a smile. “Do you get that a lot, Jake? Patients coming up to you for free checkups and drooling over lunch?”

“All the time,” I respond. “I’ve probably put braces on half the kids in Matingly.”

“Well good for you,” she continues. “How thrilling. Have you thought about my question? Or is your head still in that waitress’s mouth?”

Something inside me snaps. Maggie has pushed mild-mannered Jacob Silverstein over the edge—or at least right up to it. I consider making a comment about where her head is in relation to another part of her anatomy, but a mushroom escapes from the bun I’m still holding and plops onto my tie. 

“Dammit...” I wet my napkin and dab frantically at the widening stain. Hardly the composure of a cold-blooded killer.

Maggie eases her chair back and gets up. “I knew you didn’t have it in you, Jake.” 

“Wait.”

She pauses and sits down.

“You want a bold move?” I loosen my tie and unbutton the collar of my dress shirt, then carefully roll up each sleeve over my elbow. 

“Yes, like the day we met. You were full of fire.”

I think back to that day three weeks ago. Living my predictable, boring life as a successful orthodontist and writing at night. I had taken my girls to Kids’ Fest in Matingly, Connecticut, and they tugged on my cargo shorts as they dragged me into Books on the Green. I almost dropped my cup of Dunkin’ Donuts iced coffee when I saw mega-author Irving Sharf signing copies of his latest fantasy book, The Swan Song of the Dragon Menace. Sharf, with his sweep of thick silver hair and horn-rimmed reading glasses perched on the tip of his nose, sat behind a stack of books, pen in hand, autographing copies of his enormous hardcover bestseller. The truth was, that should have been me up there. 

Fifteen years ago, I struggled through dental school, inches away from a nervous breakdown. No one ever told me it would be that stressful. Working on live patients when you’d just learned how to do the procedure on a fake tooth the day before and knowing you could cause irreparable damage to a real human with one slip, was giving me migraines and nervous tics. One of my roommates offered me a Valium, but it only made me feel sick. Then I read an article that said dentists have the highest suicide rate of any profession. That fun fact hadn’t been included in Harvard’s glossy vocational brochure. When the same roommate who offered me the pills overdosed and nearly died before finals, I freaked. I told my advisor I wanted to quit. He referred me to a counselor at student health services, who urged me to do something creative—non-dental—as an outlet for my stress. During the summer between my third and fourth years of dental school, I took a creative writing class at Boston University. I wrote a novella and, on a lark, submitted it to the Academy of Writing Competition, a prestigious contest. Shockingly, I was chosen as a finalist from tens of thousands of entries.

The final step in the competition was to fly out to California to read an excerpt to a panel of judges who would determine the winner. The day of my flight, I received a frantic call from my mother: “Jacob! Meet me at the hospital! Your father had a stroke. He’s conscious, but in intensive care.” I agonized, but like I said, I’m the guy who always does the right thing, so I skipped the flight, withdrew from the competition, and joined my family at my dad’s bedside. My dad recovered almost fully, and eventually I learned to manage my anxiety at dental school. I graduated, completed my orthodontic residency, and now own a thriving practice. 

The creative writing class served me well. To this day I still write to reduce my stress. But who do you suppose won the competition that year, along with one hundred thousand dollars and a publishing contract? None other than Irving Sharf, the man right in front of me, signing autographs for the masses. And there next to him, I recognized local Matingly resident and literary agent extraordinaire, Maggie Christiansen—maker of bestsellers and master of the million-dollar advance—fresh from the pages of a recent profile in Publishers Weekly. Seeing Maggie rekindled something inside me.

As that bastard Sharf signed copy after copy, I waited in line for nearly an hour with my three girls bored out of their minds and spent thirty-two bucks on his 600-page monster—a book I’ll never read and will probably use as a doorstop—to get a minute with Maggie. I was determined to pitch her the novel I’d been working on late at night. Maybe she could resuscitate my dream of becoming a writer.

Sharf beamed as he posed for selfies with his fans. Not a care in the world. Damn him. I wondered what it would be like to get out of the business of straightening teeth and into a life of true creativity, to realize the dream I’d dropped when my dad became sick. Just as I was about to walk up to the table, I heard my name. 

“Dr. Silverstein!” I turned around and saw a woman with bleached-blonde hair smiling at me. “My daughter’s bracket broke last night, and it’s dangling in her mouth. She’s in a lot of pain. Can we get in to see you...today?”

As I looked up, there was Sharf being hugged by an attractive female fan. I fake smiled to the blonde mother. “Come by at four o’clock,” I said and turned around dejected, prisoner of my orthodontic practice. 

Finally, I stepped forward and shook Sharf’s hand. A hand that gets to spend all day writing. A hand that’s never had to bend wires or bond braces. 

“Who should I sign this to?” he asked.

“I’m Jacob Silverstein, one of the finalists with you in the Academy of—” But before I could finish, Sharf scribbled something inside my book and turned his attention to the next person in line. I opened the book and read: “To Jacob—Always Live Your Dreams!” over his enormous “Irving Sharf” signature. I looked around. Where was Maggie? As I backed up to let a Sharf groupie move ahead in line, I bumped right into her.

“Excuse me, I’m sorry.” 

Maggie lifted her eyes from her phone. At last, my carpe diem moment had arrived. But the only thing seizing was my throat.

I coughed and surprised myself by blurting, “I would love to pitch you my novel.” Before she could say no, a surge of courage overcame me. “The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS”—I wiped sweat from my upper lip—“is the story, ahem, of Adam Freeman, ahem.” I took a gulp of my cold coffee. “The story of a late 30s, Jewish, Yale-trained pediatric dentist, who—”

“A novel about a dentist?” She looked back down at her phone.

“A pediatric dentist,” I clarified, “who goes on a quest for spirituality and enlightenment and finds it in unlikely places.”

“Like between his patients’ teeth?”

I was losing her. Suddenly I remembered reading in Book Business magazine that editors like to hear crosses and comparisons in pitches.

“It’s Seinfeld meets The Celestine Prophecy,” I managed. She looked up—a flash of curiosity in her eyes. I gasped, “I’m only an orthodontist, but I know this book can become a pop-culture classic.”

“Slow down,” she said.

I bit my lip to curb my enthusiasm as she finally stuffed her phone in her purse.

“You’re interesting. Send it to me, and I’ll give you feedback.” She handed me a business card. I was all smiles, just like my patients when their braces come off. I walked through the rest of Kids’ Fest in a daze, beaming at strangers, buying my daughters the cotton candy they’d been craving since ten in the morning. We went into the toy store and finally left for home after I ran out of cash.

“It was a great pitch, Jake.”

“I know, and it’s an even better novel.” I take my napkin and wipe my damp forehead.

Maggie purses her lips. “Look, Jake, you’re a fine writer for someone who spends all day wiring teeth. But I’ll be blunt. The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS doesn’t work as a novel, and Adam is a total douche. Using him as your alter ego drains the book of its authenticity. But...your book would work beautifully as a memoir.” She pronounces it ‘memwahh’ with the accent on the second syllable. “Spirituality books are cash cows. People eat enlightenment for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. As a memoir, even by an unknown author, I could make 12 Steps to Spiritual Enlightenment a breakout bestseller—the next Eat, Pray, Love. You have a fresh voice, Jake, and that could be you in Sharf’s chair autographing copies. Adam Freeman is the only thing holding you back. If you don’t kill him, I can’t help you.”

I sit up straight. “I can’t kill Adam. And I won’t. I spent six years creating him. And even though you don’t like him...”

“I hate him.”

“...I believe I can go deeper into my story, my journey to enlightenment, in The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS than in some twelve-step ‘memwahh’ published by Hazelden.”

“Hazelden pays well, Jake. Are you done with your rant?”

“No. I’m not. I’m just getting started. I told you I lost my big break, my dream, of becoming a professional writer when my dad suddenly got sick. I told you how, after I established my practice, I came home after fourteen-hour days and exchanged my pliers for my pen. I told you how Adam sat down at my desk next to me, whispered in my ear, and begged me to tell his story. And you’re playing on my fear of missing out again and trying to get me to write the book you want.”

“The book readers want...”

“Look, Maggie, I know you’re trying to clear a path to success for me. But the kind of success you’re talking about is the bitch goddess who steals your soul. I need to take the road less traveled here.”

“What, the yellow brick road, Jake?”

“Instead of following the money, I need to follow my heart. And if you can’t help me with that...”

“Jake, this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Don’t blow it.”

“And my name is Jacob.”

“Fine. Jacob, would you be kind enough to read me your opening page?”

I pick up the manuscript that’s sitting on our table and begin to read.
The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS 

by Dr. Jacob Silverstein

June 9, 2014—Six Feet Under

Am I dying? I think I’m dying. Can this really be it? My left arm feels numb, and pain is gripping my chest. I must be dying. I’m sweating, and I can’t breathe. Shit. Is this the end? Is this how I go? At thirty-nine? A fucking heart attack? In bed? This must be how my own Six Feet Under episode starts. But what a boring death. Jim Fixx, the guy who wrote that running book, died while he was running. Steve Irwin, the crocodile hunter, got stabbed in the chest by a stingray. Adam Freeman, DDS? Ticker gives out watching late-night reruns of Seinfeld. Totally pathetic. 

I should probably call 911, but I don’t want to wake up my wife, Minnie. She just took her Ambien and fell asleep a few minutes ago, and when Minnie gets a good night’s sleep, I’ve got a shot at morning nookie. But if I’m dead? I forget what they call that, necro-something or other. And if it’s a panic attack, like the one I had before, how embarrassing to have the ambulance gurney me off for a false alarm—a mental problem—with all the neighbors watching. You can bet everyone on our street will be looking to see what the hell’s happening at the Freemans’ at 12:00 a.m., then checking online tomorrow for my death notice. 

Arghhh, this pain, it’s almost worse than death, and my left eye won’t stop twitching. I’m ready to run my dental drill through it. I never thought it would end this way. Isn’t my life supposed to flash before my eyes? Hello, God, turn on the projector! If I do croak, who’ll write my obituary? Who’ll come to the Shiva for miserable, old me? Who’ll tell a bunch of funny, poignant anecdotes, sanitize the bad stuff, and make me out to be better than I was? Can I count on my buddy, Klein, or can I trust Errol to cover for me? Oh, God. Breathe, Adam. Breathe. Maybe it is just another panic attack. OK. The pain’s a little less now. Try to go back to sleep...and hope you wake up in the morning.

* * *
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Maggie looks up at me. “What is there to like about Adam? Why do we give a damn if he dies—or exists at all? He’s a selfish, narcissistic, male chauvinist—a typical prick. ‘Morning nookie?’ Honestly, Jake.” 

I lower my head, trying to hide my dejection.

“And he’s not your friend,” she continues. “He’s your fucking protagonist.”

I look down at the remains of my burger and the mushroom stain on my tie. Maggie may as well have driven the table knife into my heart. 

“But without Adam, I’m afraid there is no book,” I whine.

“Without Adam, you have a future as a writer. I’ll give you twenty-four hours. Meet me here at one o’clock tomorrow. I’ll have a contract ready. If you want me to be your agent and sell your book, off Adam and move on.”

She takes a platinum Amex from her wallet and signals for the check. Our waitress walks over with it. She must see the stricken look on my face.

“Dr. Silverstein, like, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Abby.” I force a smile. “And thank you for the lovely lunch, Ms. Christiansen.”

“You know,”—Maggie snaps her wallet shut—“I’ll pay tomorrow if we have a deal. This one’s on you, Jake.” And with that, she swooshes out of the High-Priced Café in her four-inch heels, leaving me with the high-priced tab. I look over at Abby the Waitress and shrug. 

She smiles at me with one corner of her mouth and whispers, “What a bitch.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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1:18 p.m.

I nearly run three stop signs driving back to my house, five minutes away, to grab a clean tie. I have a pit in my stomach the size of the Grand Canyon. Opening the glove compartment, I reach for my secret stash of Twizzlers Bites and shove a fistful into my mouth. It would have been much better if Maggie had said, “Love it! Let’s get this book published.” But instead she wants me to shelve Adam and begin a new book—a memwahh for Christ’s sake—to expose my life exper-iences...Righhttt. She didn’t even think that Adam was likeable. Sure, he’s childish and inconsiderate at times, but he’s a stream-of-consciousness kind of guy who’s thoughtful, entertaining, and—at least to me—funny. And now it dawns on me: what does Maggie Christiansen, a Catholic woman who grew up in Connecticut, know about my protagonist—a neurotic, Jewish, Yale-trained pediatric dentist from New York? I’ll be damned if she’ll stop me from chasing my dream.

I enter the house and race past Leah sitting at her corner desk in our new designer kitchen. Leah, my Mary-Ann-from-Gilligan’s-Island look-alike. She’s petite with shoulder length, dark brown hair, and her gorgeous smile lights up the room. I enter the bedroom, pick a clean tie, and make my way back to the kitchen. While tying my Windsor knot in front of the dining room mirror, I tell Leah what happened with Maggie. 

I’m out of breath when my monologue is complete, so I plunk down on the cushioned bar stool and pull myself up to our granite counter at the center island. Leah pours me a glass of lemonade. “I can’t believe she wants me to kill off Adam!”

Leah smiles, looking around at our gleaming new kitchen. “I love your tenacity and determination, honey, but isn’t creating beautiful smiles—and this beautiful life for your family—enough for you?”

“Well”—I take out the crystal bowl I bought Leah for her birthday last year and fill it with trail mix—“it’s one thing to create a healthy, esthetic smile, but a whole other ball game to create a universe—a universe that readers enter and fall in love with. And learn from. And never want to leave. During their appointments, my patients sometimes experience pain and can’t wait to get out of my office. But my novel? No one will want it to end. Today at lunch, I ran into this girl I treated who lost her retainer on a roller coaster. Now her teeth are crowding again, and we’re back to square one. Every day in my office is like writing the same chapter over and over again. But with my novel, my very own book, I can work my way to the end of the story and create something everlasting!” I let out a breath, surprising myself with my own passion. 

Leah sits down next to me and picks through the trail mix to get to the M&Ms. “I thought you were happy with your practice,” she says, popping a handful of the green ones in her mouth. “Why do you need this?”

I look longingly at the candies in her mouth. It’s as if she didn’t hear anything I just said. I try a different tack. “You know I’ve been searching and looking for my truth. To be honest, I want this for my legacy. I want to be listed in the credits, like Larry David, not the invisible man behind the Invisalign.”

Leah laughs, then turns serious. “That’s sweet, Jacob, but this book’s not going to pay the bills.” She picks up my copy of The Swan Song of the Dragon Menace from the kitchen counter where it sits next to my manuscript. “I didn’t know you liked this series. I’ve been looking forward to reading the new one.” Leah makes her way to the living room, hugging Sharf’s book.

With three quick steps I catch up to Leah and grab the book from her hand, startling her. “Six hundred pages of total crap. Instead of reading his book, you should be reading mine.” Her mouth drops open. “Not once in the six years I’ve been writing did you ever ask to see my manuscript.” She gives me a shocked look. My tone softens. “You know, I’d love your take on Adam. After you read it, tell me how delusional Maggie is for loathing my protagonist.”

Leah shuffles back to the counter and sits. She sees the hurt in my eyes. “I’m sorry, Jacob. I didn’t know you wanted me to look at your book. In my defense, you would hunker down in your office writing for hours on end. I assumed the book was personal. Do you have time to read me a chapter now? I don’t want you to be late for work.”

I check my watch. 1:39 p.m. “We start clinic at two. I have a few minutes, plus Dr. Smith can always cover for me.” Picking up the manuscript, I turn to Adam’s next entry and start reading. 

––––––––
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The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS

June 9—The Office

“You look really tired today, Dr. Freeman. Are you okay? How was your weekend? Did you get my emails? Oh, and are you coming to the morning huddle? You haven’t been in a while.” 

This is the barrage of questions that assault me from my office manager. Veronica is in her early sixties and has been with me the longest—over nine years. With her bright red hair and short, stout build, she looks like Mrs. Garrett from The Facts of Life. She has the gift of gab. Every topic of conversation eventually reverts to her grandchildren and her past job as an office manager at a podiatrist’s office. Occasionally, I have to remind her that she now works at the other end of the body. Veronica is my most reliable employee—even coming to work once with a broken arm. I can’t complain about her commitment, but I wish I could give her a plaque that reads “Silence is Golden.”

I pick and choose which of Veronica’s questions I answer. “I’m fine...tired. The little one was up all night again,” I lie. I feel bad blaming my sleep-deprived night on my innocent toddler, but not that bad. It’s like the time when I farted in public and blamed it on him. I had no choice. What was I going to say? That I was up all night because I had a panic attack? That my anxiety is becoming unbearable? I’d just as soon lie.

I tell Veronica to start the morning huddle without me. I used to attend them. The original goal was to make the workday run smoothly, but after a while they became bitching sessions: “How come extra work was performed on Suzie?; It looks like this appointment will cut into lunch; I have to leave at 2:30 today....” The whining was too much, so Veronica leads the meetings, and I pretend to be busy in my office as I secretly play Candy Crush.

Now is when I break the fourth wall—my Michael-Scott-from-The-Office moment when I speak to the reader. I knew that starting a practice would have its challenges, but I didn’t think it would come with such intense headaches for eleven years straight. Managing eight women, ranging in ages from twenty-two to sixty-two is insane. These employees have given me a lot of premature gray. 

I look at the schedule and see that I am beginning my day with Becky McDougall. I remember her as a cute little girl—one of my first patients. With her pigtails and bangs that hung down to her eyes, she could have been Punky Brewster’s twin sister on the 1980s show of the same name.

My God, I think, as I enter the room, Becky is not so little anymore. She is twenty-one years old and back from college on her summer break—a very attractive young woman in a low-cut, V-neck T-shirt.

“How are you, Becky? Wow, you’ve grown up.”

She laughs. “Hi, Dr. Freeman. I go by Becca now.”

“Oh, sorry. I guess I’ve known you for too long then. You were one of my first, uh,” I stutter, “patients.”

My assistant, Sam, quickly covers up Becca’s burgeoning cleavage. Mental note: make sure my daughters never wear a shirt like that until they are at least thirty. I don’t want some perverted old man getting a free peep show. I know how guys think—and most of the time it isn’t pretty.

I continue babbling, “Where are you at school again?”

“University of Florida.”

“That’s great, must be fun down there. Getting any studying in?”

She laughs nervously. “Yeah, I’m a pre-med major, so I take a lot of lab courses that keep me busy.”

I pick up the needle to get her numb, and suddenly the room is spinning. I feel dizzy. To distract myself, I focus on the X-ray to visualize the cavity I’m about to fill. But the lightheadedness persists. “I’m sorry, Becky—I mean Becca, can you excuse me for a moment?”

I quickly remove my mask, take off my gloves, and walk out of the operatory into the hallway.  It’s not a great practice builder to faint on the patient with a needle in your hand. 

“Are you okay Dr. Freeman? You’re sweating. I’ll get you some water.” Sam rushes away.

Sam is a character. She started working for me at twenty-two years old, and four years later she’s still with me. She resembles Lena Dunham, the comedian and writer of Girls on HBO, with her thick, wavy brown hair, high forehead, and round face. It would really make my life much easier if Sam came with an instruction manual. At first, she was very punctual, upbeat, and personable. She wants to please me, a great trait for an employee. But it’s amazing how much drama some people create. Sam is the CEO of conflict. She smiles at you one moment, then goes behind your back and knifes you in her next breath. I don’t completely trust her. So why do I keep her around? It’s like the idiom, “better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.”

Sam hands me a glass of water and I take a sip. “I’m fine.” I move my hand and wipe the sweat from my forehead. I hope it’s not another panic attack—or worse, a stroke. 

Buzz, buzz, buzz... Snapping out of my daze, I notice Sam’s scrub pants lighting up. “Hey, is that your cell?”

“What? No! I just forgot to put it away this morning.”

I snap at her. “You know my policy, Sam. No cell phones while we’re with patients! How am I supposed to treat anyone when my assistants are off in the bathroom texting and checking their emails? Not acceptable.”  

Sam looks at me evasively. “It was a mistake, Dr. Freeman. I haven’t been myself this week. I have my period.”

Oh no, here come the full waterworks. For a moment, I look into her eyes and feel sympathy. I lean over to give her a hug but then I remember how many times I’ve warned her about this. “Sam, I’m sick and tired of the lies. I’ve given you a zillion warnings. Do I have to write you up?” Sam covers her eyes. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” 

She lowers her hand. Eyes puffy and red, she stiffens her back. “After all I’ve done for you, this is how you speak to me? Forget about writing me up. Save your paper. I can’t take these conditions anymore. I quit.” Sam walks out.

I stand there dumbfounded, then rush to Veronica’s office. “Veronica! Sam just quit.”

Veronica stands up from behind her desk. “What happened?”

“I told you. Sam left. I need your assistance.”

“Another employee quit? What did you say to her? With all due respect, Dr. Freeman, how are we supposed to run an office with employees leaving all the time? You’re gonna lose this practice if we can’t keep a stable staff. What am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know. It’s your fucking job to staff my office!” I storm out.

* * *
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My cell phone rings, and I ignore it as I turn the page to start the next chapter. 

“Aren’t you going to get it?” asks Leah.

“Don’t you want to hear more?” I ask excitedly.

“I want you to be on time seeing your patients.” I see that Leah is right—it’s the office calling. I pick up.

“Hey Janet. Sorry I lost track of time... Have Dr. Smith start the clinic... I know he’s fresh out of school, but he can handle things until I get there... Okay, I’ll see you soon.” 

Before Leah can object, I pick up the pages and keep reading.

––––––––
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The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS

June 9—All in the Family

My crappy day gets even worse when I arrive home. I breeze into the mudroom, talking on my Bluetooth, and my wife’s voice echoes from the kitchen, “Adam, how many times have I asked you to get off the phone when you walk in the door?” My wife Minnie is no mouse. More like a shrew.

“I just got home. Hang on a sec.” I put the call on mute. “Really, Minnie, give me a minute?”

“Your family appreciates your full attention.”

“Gotta go, Klein. Talk to you later, buddy.” Gone are the glory days of All in the Family when Archie collapses into his armchair and Edith mutely brings him a cold beer. I hang up and my words rush out unfiltered: “My God, can’t a man get a freaking break? If you’d had my shitty day, you’d be yakking it up with your girlfriends. Get off my case. Go check your email, which you do half the time when I’m home anyway, and don’t be so hypocritical.” I stop to take a breath, a little surprised with my level of anger. I know I’ve hurt Minnie’s feelings.

It’s times like this when I wish life came with a DVR and a pause/rewind button. I regret my harsh words as soon as they come out of my mouth and wonder why I couldn’t stop myself. I’m about to apologize before going upstairs to change into my post-work shorts, T-shirt, and hoodie when Minnie rebuts, “Adam Freeman, you’re being an asshole. Don’t you dare accuse me of not paying attention to our kids. I’m with them all the time, and if I have to answer an email, I don’t need you making me feel guilty about it. Men...” She trails off, and I slink upstairs for the comfort of my sweats. 

The kids are watching television and can sense the tension between their parents. I try to defuse things by throwing up the white flag. “Listen Minnie,” I yell down the stairs, “we’re on the same page here. I think everyone should put down the iPads and smartphones. We’re enslaved to them. Remember last weekend in that restaurant? The couple next to us, each texting while their meals were getting cold? The conversation was nonexistent. For all we know, they were probably texting each other.” I enter the kitchen waiting for Minnie to laugh, but her response is flat.

“Dinner is served. Let’s eat.”

All things considered, we have a nice family dinner. Minnie has always been good at hiding her issues with me in front of the kids, then handling things later in private. After dinner, I bathe our three-year-old son, Spencer, and Minnie reads to the two older girls. We meet up to do the dishes together, which we have agreed is the fair way to clean up. I may be a schmuck sometimes, but I’m not one of those guys who won’t help his wife in the kitchen.

Minnie begins, “At the PTA meeting this morning...” My mind starts to drift back to my day at the office and Sam’s departure after Cellgate. Did I react too harshly? Will Veronica be able to clean up my mess again? “I think Debbie will run the book swap.” 

I turn to face her.  “What?”

Minnie turns off the water. I continue to dry. “Are you listening to me, Adam?” There’s hurt in her eyes.

“Sorry, thinking about this cell phone incident at work today.”

“I’m talking to you, Adam. We’ve been over this.”

“What? I missed that last part.”  

“Oh my God, you’re so ADD! I think you need Ritalin.” She storms upstairs, leaving me to finish the encrusted lasagna dish.

I fill the dish with water to soak and turn on what’s left of the Yankees game. I make the conscious choice not to go through the saved recordings on the DVR. I don’t want to get sucked into one of my shows, even though we are 90 percent full, and I really should clear some space. I may have to spend this weekend catching up on my programs. 

After the Yankees get down by four runs, I decide to go to bed. The iHome on my nightstand reads 10:38 p.m. I slide under the covers, prepared for a round of humbling pillow talk with Minnie, but she’s fast asleep. What’s that warning for couples about never going to bed angry? I don’t enjoy apologizing to my wife for my behavior, but I do know it makes things better in the morning. Now I’m screwed—and also not screwed—and I can’t even get Minnie’s advice on losing Sam. I’m sure I have a patient or two who takes Ritalin. Maybe I can score a few pills. I’d rather take stimulants than go see a marriage counselor. 

I put my head on my pillow, and my rapid heartbeat starts again. A wave of anxiety tenses my body, and my eye begins its twitching ritual. I’m already losing control of my body (God forbid I have Parkinson’s or MS), and now I feel as though I’m about to lose my practice, my wife, and my mind.

* * *
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I put down the manuscript and turn to my wife, anxiously awaiting her response. I prod her, “I’m dying to know what you think.”

Leah cocks her head. “The writing’s good. You’ve always had a way with words. And it’s...entertaining.”

I clench my fist and give a celebratory pump of my arm in the air. “Hah, you made my day!”

“But I can’t disagree with Maggie. Adam is a jackass.” 

I look down at the counter. “But he’s a man on the edge, beaten down and—” 

She cuts me off. “He’s mean to his staff and wife. If you were like that to me, I’d kick you out and probably divorce you. Don’t get me wrong, I want to see where you’re going with this, but why don’t you think about writing a memoir like Maggie suggested? You’re such a big fan of reality television, and we’re both devoted followers of Survivor and Naked and Afraid XL. And it’s impressive that she’d want to get your book published.”

“But, Leah, I don’t want to be that guy who exposes himself to the public both figuratively and literally. Those reality stars seem motivated by the fame, the money, the adventure. I want to create a work of art.”

“With a total jerk as your main character?”

“Adam is a means to an end. I want my writing validated, and it almost was with my novella. But that came to a crashing halt when my dad was hospitalized. I thought that ship had sailed, but meeting Maggie was like a kick in the pants that brought back those desires. I need to share Adam’s journey with the world.”

“But why not write your story?”

“Because my life story isn’t nearly as interesting as Adam Freeman’s. Plus, I don’t want to expose my crazy, neurotic thoughts to the world. You know my history with anxiety before I sought help.”  

Leah glances out the kitchen window and nods. She knows that when I was a kid, I assumed it was normal to go to the bathroom four to five times before leaving for school. Before big tests, I vomited uncontrollably for ten minutes straight. In social situations, I would hide in the corner while others talked and laughed. She lived through my anxiety and stress during dental school, and then in my practice before I studied Buddhism and became more enlightened. I didn’t want to write my version of Portnoy’s Complaint. 

“If I tell the truth, Leah, people will laugh at me. And if I exaggerate, I could have a James Frey, A Million Little Pieces moment with Oprah chastising me in front of millions.” 

“Jacob, it would take tremendous courage for you to write about your anxiety and how you always wanted to be peaceful and to have a calm soul. Maybe you should think about that.” I sigh. “And Oprah would eat it up,” Leah adds.

“But there’s no dramatic arc to that narrative. Seven years of schooling after college, starting my own orthodontic practice from scratch, being married to a loving and supportive wife”—I smile at Leah—“and having three amazing girls—all great accomplishments but hardly a page-turner.” 

“From what you told me, I think Maggie is interested in the anxiety you felt each day, your journey into spirituality from neurotic Jew to enlightened Buddhist, and how you conquered your inner demons. You could write about how you were obsessed with ridding yourself of your uncontrollable ear twitch.”

I grimace. “I gave Adam an oscillating left eye twitch. And I had a wiggle, not a twitch.”

“Honestly, I’m not sure of the difference, but fine, your wiggle. It was a cool party trick, anyway, before you lost control of it.”

“I know, right? It had a mind of its own when I got stressed and went from an entertaining diversion to a disruptive part of my life.” 

“You hated it when people asked you if your ear was moving, and you told them it wasn’t. You were in denial until you asked for help.”

On this Leah and I agreed. I was so distraught with the wiggling and the fact that I was losing control of my body, that I went to a doctor to see if I had a brain tumor. The EEG showed my neurological system was functioning normally, ruling out any pathology. Although I ran three to four days a week and was over six feet tall and built like a beanpole, I went in for a stress test. The results were unremarkable. My heart was healthy. Still more visits to the doctor. Full blood work-ups and back to the hospital for a PET scan.

After the medical tests turned up inconclusive, I still had no idea what was causing the twitching. It became clear that something was wrong inside my head. Leah stepped in and took me to a psychiatrist, and when I didn’t like him, she persisted in finding a mental health expert who could “treat me.” 

You might think that now is when I’m going to reveal deep dark secrets about my tortured life and the perils of growing up as a white, middle-class, Jewish kid in suburban utopian hell. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but even though I’ve always been melancholy, I have no bad memories of my upbringing. I was well loved by my supportive and caring parents. Shrink after shrink couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong with me either, why I was anxious. 

The key turning point came on my thirty-fifth birthday. I didn’t want a baseline of sadness as I approached midlife. I had to get my act together and figure out how to settle my anxiety, ditch my ear wiggle, and soothe my restless soul. With traditional medicine giving me no answers, I decided to seek non-standard help. I found an amazing hypnotherapist. After a few sessions with her, during which, among other things, she encouraged me to write again, my ear wiggle miraculously vanished. When I put pen to paper, all I could think about was the universe I was creating—a universe over which I could exercise complete control. To get to the bottom of why I couldn’t control my body, I invented a character with a similar problem and had him explore it and eventually solve it. With Adam, I could face my uncomfortable truths safely through fiction, then comfortably reveal my discoveries to myself. Adam’s story resonated deep within me. Even though I was straightening teeth all day, each night I would make a beeline to my laptop and join Adam Freeman in his fictional world. With each stroke of the keypad, as I became more immersed in Adam’s eclectic existence, I felt alive and free. Even though bags were developing under my eyes from lack of sleep, I felt euphoric. I was finally leaving my mark.

I turn to Leah. “Maggie thinks Adam is so snarky he needs to be given a fatal overdose of nitrous oxide so my real story can be told. I’d like to put that mask over Maggie’s face instead.” 

Leah has a shocked look on her face, but it quickly morphs into a smile. “Listen, Jacob, if you feel that much passion for Adam’s story then I support you. Whatever you decide. But remember, you have to decide soon. Maggie gave you twenty-four hours.”

My cell phone vibrates again. I see the text, “Dr. Silverstein—clinic 1/2 hour behind. R u coming?”

“Leah, I’ve gotta run. Your support means the world to me. I love you.” I grab the manuscript, give Leah a quick smooch, and dash to my car.

During my ten-minute drive back to the office, I ponder Maggie and Leah’s feedback. They both have a point. Surprisingly, I didn’t remember what a prick of a character I created. I must have writer’s amnesia. I look down at the manuscript and address Adam as if he can hear me. 

“What the hell are you thinking, man? Stop whining about your work problems and start treating your wife like someone you care about. If you keep treating Minnie this way, you might as well live in a monastery. She’s working hard for you. You want her to manage your office, and she’s already managing your life. This is exactly what Maggie didn’t like in you. The stereotypical, misogynist, entitled, male attitude.

“Still, I can empathize with you, bro. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve said something stupid and hurtful to Leah—something I didn’t mean and totally regretted. Getting into an argument with your spouse can make you regress and descend to a place where you’re embarrassed about what comes out of your mouth. While I’m not proud of you, Adam, you’ve captured a pretty accurate portrayal of marital conflict. It rings true to the man you are at the start of the story and lays the groundwork for the man you need to become.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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2:32 p.m.

Manuscript still in hand, I enter my office through the back entrance. I see Dr. Dennis Smith, my young new associate, remove his mask and gloves, and pat the patient on his right shoulder. “Great job with your elastics. See you in seven weeks.” 

The enthusiastic Dr. Smith walks into my office as I place the manuscript on my desk. “It’s been real busy since lunch, Dr. Silverstein.” He’s in his late twenties, fresh out of his orthodontic residency at UCLA. This black surfer dude exchanged the fun and sun of Los Angeles to live near his wife’s family in Connecticut. Smith resembles a young version of the actor Will Smith, no relation, and flashes a bright white smile that makes the moms swoon and the teenage girls giggle.

“I keep telling you, Dennis, please call me Jacob. You’re making me feel old.” He nods, but I know he won’t stop addressing me as Doctor. “I apologize that I’m late, I had a meeting about my manuscript which took longer than I thought.”

“Manuscript? You wrote a book?”

I sit down at my desk. “Oh. I thought I mentioned it.”

“Nope, I would’ve remembered.” He points to the pages sitting on my desk. “What’s it about?”

It dawns on me that I have another chance to get a fresh perspective for my book. “Looks like you cleared out the clinic. Sit down and I’ll read you a chapter.”

––––––––
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The Adventures of Adam Freeman, DDS

June 13—Mad About You

Tonight’s the Freemans’ weekly date night, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. I’m looking forward to recharging my batteries and reconnecting with Minnie. A weekly date night wasn’t my idea (I’d be happy with once a month), but Minnie lobbied for it and I gave in. It’s not that I don’t like going out with her, but sometimes a guy just needs space. I mean, I love my wife and all, but I also love my time alone. Scratch that. I love my time alone more. But even I recognize I’ve got to compromise in this marriage to make it work.

When you think about it, marriage is a sacred bond between two people who decide to spend their lives together—and who can un-decide that too. But as kids we are thrust into this world with parents who have to accept us, flaws and all. And the truth is, our parents didn’t really choose us. They ended up with us in the genetic lottery. In my case, my mother tolerated me while she adored my sister. Pretty much every family has a “golden child,” and Hannah, my sister, was ours. When we were growing up, she was the one who was given an air conditioner in her room while I suffered and sweated, sleeping in my underwear because my bedroom was “between two rooms that already had AC.” Then there were all the times my mom took my sister out for ice cream and shopping but, because I was lactose intolerant, I was left home with my quiet father whose idea of playing with me was reading The New York Times by himself. My dad did spend time with me, but only to watch sports. His other passion was playing one-on-one basketball, but I grew frustrated losing to him. Once when I was fourteen and we were the same height, I took an 18-12 lead in a game, but he stormed back to win 20-18. Due to his ultra-competitive nature, he never played basketball with me again.

Minnie and I go out to dinner at a neighborhood bistro with white tablecloths where a piano/guitar duo is playing singer-songwriter tunes ranging from Simon and Garfunkel to Ed Sheeran by the fireplace in the back corner. I love listening to live music, and I’m in great spirits. After the wine comes and we order our food, Minnie gives me the recap of what’s going on at home with the kids. 

“I signed the older girls up for the early bird special at camp.”

Gulping down a spoonful of French onion soup, I ask, “How much did that set us back?”

Minnie pierces a cherry tomato with her fork. “A little over six grand.”

I drop my spoon. With a string of melted cheese dribbling from my lip, I blurt out, “I should have been a camp director! They must make some good coin!”

Minnie laughs. “Debbie spent eleven thousand dollars to send her boys to a two-week sleepaway camp, so this day camp’s a bargain.”

“A bargain?” I sputter. “How is six grand a bargain for four weeks in the woods behind the local YMCA? This day camp doesn’t even provide lunch. Sounds more like extortion to me.”

Minnie’s face sours. “What’s your problem, Adam?” she says between bites of her niçoise salad. “I saved you five percent by doing the early bird special. You’re welcome.” 

I sigh. I guess these camps have to make enough money to take them through the winter, but it’s still outrageous. People balk at how much I charge for a dental cleaning and X-rays, but I have a Doctor of Dental Surgery degree from UPenn and my specialty training from Yale, and I run an office of trained professionals, not a group of hormonal teenage counselors-in-training learning on the job. They say finances are one of the biggest problems a marriage faces. Minnie and I have a lot of hot-button issues, but fortunately money is not one of them. I may get cranky, but I make enough to give us and the kids a good life. 

“Well, I’m sure the girls will enjoy it. I’ll just have to take on a few more patients this year to cover it.” Minnie nods and smiles her beautiful smile that can still make my heart
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