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EPIGRAPH

“As a rule psycho-analysis possesses a doctor either entirely or not at all.”

—SIGMUND FREUD

New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis


1

Small-cell carcinoma of the left lung. Cancer, he told her like she wasn’t a doctor.

“I’m a doctor,” she told the doctor.

He looked at her. I hate him, she thought.

The cab ride home was uneventful. She had some time maybe, they said. But they say that to everyone, don’t they? A lot of people survive cancer. More now than ever. Of course, there’s more cancer now than ever—although maybe we just have better cancer-detection techniques.

At the last moment she told the cab driver to take a left at the light and go back to the Upper East Side, back to where all the best doctors in Manhattan keep offices because that’s where the best patients live. Plastic Surgeon, Cardiologist, Plastic Surgeon, Neurologist, Plastic Surgeon, Sports Medicine, Plastic Surgeon . . . Natalie stopped reading the signs and looked down at her bag as she opened it for cash.

Her hands were shaking, but they went steady when she looked at them. Good, she thought, I’m still the boss of me. Doesn’t matter what’s growing in my lung.

She paid the driver and stepped out and looked up at the murky brownstone building on East Sixty-Eighth. “Natalie Kruger, MD (Psychiatry),” the sign said as she let herself into the small empty lobby.

It was a three-story brownstone, built in 1910 and very well maintained since then. A little bit off from the main drag of medical miracle workers, but it was better that way. She liked having windows that looked out onto the street, although there were trees that shielded the window most of the year.

The office was empty, of course—she shared it with no one. Natalie’s house in the West Village was empty too, but of the two empty places she preferred this one. She smiled at the mirror and sat down on her crazy couch. She hated them, she thought as she imagined her patients, mentally perusing them by face and name and “ailment.” They did this to her, she knew. Too many years of listening and nodding and offering serious, helpful advice that was mostly ignored by the crazies.

A psychiatrist shouldn’t even use the word crazy in a thought, Natalie said to herself as she got to her feet and went toward the small kitchen area. Can’t call them crazies. It was insulting, degrading, and just plain wrong. Besides, she didn’t really believe it. She was a good doctor, she knew. Natalie turned on the half-full electric tea kettle and stared at its stainless steel shininess. So clean.

The water was ready too soon, and Natalie dipped the green-tea bag and watched the clear water turn a natural shade of brownish-green. It looked nice through the steam. Perhaps a mountain hot spring looked like this when seen from above.

Maybe a vacation would be nice, she thought as she smiled once more at her reflection before walking slowly over to the window. A vacation before I die.

And Natalie put down the steaming mug and let loose. She cried like she had never cried before. Sounds came from forgotten places within her, and it felt good, so good. She let herself go, and then she let herself go again. The office was soundproofed to some degree—enough to keep any outbursts private, to keep them inside.

She felt so much better now. Perhaps that was all that was needed, she thought in a moment of panic-ecstasy. Maybe it’s gone away now. Maybe I just needed to cry, and now that I’ve cried it’s gone away.

Of course, Natalie was a doctor and not a crazy. The diagnosis was just one opinion, and there would be at least two more, maybe three if there was even the slightest disagreement. Hell, she could go on for months just getting fresh opinions, never really “knowing.” Maybe she would. Maybe she’d just sit there in her Freud-chair and stare at the heads of her crazies and listen to them and tell them that they weren’t crazy because no one is really crazy on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. You’re too rich to be crazy, she’d say to them.

Mean. So mean. Natalie was a rich woman, and although it did make her feel a bit guilty, she liked the guilt because it made her feel less guilty. She smiled and sipped the tea. So smart. Such a smart girl.

The smile faded as she thought of her mother. Mother Kruger had died of cancer, and so perhaps it was meant to be. But no one else in the family had it. Besides, Natalie knew that Father Kruger had been the trigger, the first cause, the final effect. Or perhaps Natalie was just too good at her work, too good a psychiatrist to leave her own parents out of it.

The phone lit up but remained silent, and Natalie was brought back to the present and she remembered that life was still happening and she could not just sit there and sip tea and wait for death. She’d go out there and meet it face to face. Life, she meant. Meet life face to face.

She checked her calendar. There was an appointment in the evening. What optimism. A potentially life-changing morning meeting to discuss the results of her biopsy, but she had scheduled a session for that very evening. Too late to change it now. A good psychiatrist never reschedules. Many of her patients just needed to know that someone was there to listen, someone they could rely on, someone who wouldn’t cancel meetings or answer the phone in the middle of a conversation.

Most of her patients suffered from what Natalie privately called “unstructured loneliness.” Solitude was an art, she knew, and when it was thrust upon an unprepared mind, it stirred things up. Her patients were a fairly even split between men and women, almost all with Manhattan addresses that included heated garages that cost $175,000. Yes, a parking spot in Manhattan can cost more than a five-bedroom lakeside house in Indiana or Ohio or Nebraska. Natalie smiled again as she tried to figure out whether Nebraska had any lakes.

The Krugers themselves were from New Jersey. Morristown, which was a very nice place with big houses and tree-lined streets and clean parks and happy dogs and healthy people. It was far enough away that New York City didn’t cast too much of a shadow over it. Natalie’s parents had both worked at Johnson and Johnson, which had offices scattered over much of New Jersey, with headquarters in New Brunswick. The Krugers were a J&J family, and the company had treated them very well even though Father and Mother Kruger had not been hotshots or bigwigs or fatcats. The company-sponsored health insurance had covered every last bit of Mother Kruger’s medical expenses, and she had died in relative peace and comfort, albeit with insides that had been burned out and cut at so many times that by the end her small body had seemed too frail to even house a soul that had no mass or height or weight.

Father Kruger had died not much later. Shotgun in the mouth. Not an easy thing to do, it turned out, despite all the Hemingway and Hunter S. Thompson he had read. The autopsy suggested he had bled to death with half his face gone. Did it in the garage after placing a heavy plastic dropcloth on the floor. Two layers of plastic, actually. Double-bagged, so he wouldn’t drip. Natalie hadn’t found him. She had been away at college. Father Kruger wouldn’t have set it up so that his only child would stumble across the scene. Nice of him, even though he had not been a particularly nice man.

Not a bad man either, Natalie thought as she stared at the limp and used-up teabag in her mug. Certainly not violent, not even particularly short fused. He had never cheated, far as Natalie knew. Just a victim of unstructured loneliness, badly managed solitude. The first victim.

She sighed and nodded and folded her arms across her chest and squeezed tight, hugging herself, wondering if she really had any choice other than to become a goddamn shrink. It was no secret to the mindfuck community that many smart men and women are drawn to psychiatry precisely because they’re searching for answers themselves, scared that they’re on the edge of insanity, the cusp of craziness, the border of berserk. They want to understand what lies beneath, within, underground. Just like how an astronaut dreams of what space might look like, a physicist wonders about the structure of the universe, a mathematician believes that numbers will explain the world to her, and a writer wants to know how the story ends.

But her story already had an ending, she remembered. Not a surprise ending, not really. But still a surprise, because the belief that we’ll never get old and certainly never die is strong within even the most hopeless.

“At least I won’t get old,” Natalie said, but not to the mirror.

She was back at the window. The wind had picked up and the branches outside were moving like peacock feathers being fanned at a queen, reminding her that she was still queen, still in control.

“Suicide is often an ultimate expression of the need to be in control,” she remembered someone saying when she was an intern at St. Luke’s Roosevelt on the West Side many years ago. “The powerless person makes the statement that she still has the power to take her own life.”

“Bullshit,” Natalie said to the window, or perhaps to the top of the yellow cab that had stopped outside her brownstone.

A young woman with a hat stepped out and looked around and quickly hopped up onto the sidewalk and hurried into the neighboring brownstone, like she had something to do and someplace to be and not enough time for either.

Natalie looked at the time and decided it was too late to go home before her next appointment. She took off her shoes and lay down on the couch and closed her eyes. It felt nice, and she wondered if she should see someone, another professional. It had been years since she had done that. Too long. A psychotherapist should see a peer on a regular, if infrequent, basis. Natalie was a psychoanalyst, and part of the danger of playing in the deep end of the pool is that you can’t touch the bottom without going under. Of course, you go under just temporarily, to help your patient find his way out. Your training and experience will bring you back up—so says the theory. But still, the basic tenet of psychoanalytic therapy is that the therapist enters into the relationship as well, changes as well, is really and truly underwater with the patient. And so sometimes she needs someone watching, ready to throw her a ring.

She laughed as she repeated the word ring. Free association at its finest, she whispered as she thought of her marriage. It was only fitting for a head-doctor to have lost a parent to suicide and a husband to . . . what had she lost him to, she wondered.

Enough, she said and almost laughed out loud. Father, mother, husband—what else? The kids you never had? The dog you never loved? The goldfish you never fed? Anything left to analyze? Anyone left to blame? Are you done behaving like a second-year Psychology undergrad?

“There is no one to blame,” she said to the empty room. “No one.”

And soon she was asleep, all alone in that empty room.
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The buzzer woke her up. Natalie didn’t keep an assistant—not full time anyway. Grace came in two days a week to help with some small things. Grace did manage the calendar, but she did it from her home in Queens. So easy to forward phone calls and use shared calendars on the computer these days. In fifty years the nerds will figure out a way to make it so that cancer is diagnosed at home in the morning and taken care of overnight with a pill.

Nerds, crazies . . . Natalie hadn’t used those terms in years. It sounded so nineteen-eighties, even though she was too young in the eighties to use words like that. She felt like a child suddenly as she went to the door and hit the buzzer. A silly child, a silly scared child, a silly scared child in grown-up shoes trying to fix her own head by getting into the heads of other children who were pretending to be grown-ups.

Mr. Winston knocked at the door even though it was clearly ajar. He was a soft-spoken man, very well educated and quite rich, with a family to die for. Mr. Winston had been sent to therapy by his wife. It had taken Natalie three sessions just to get that much out of him: “Why are you here?”

It was an interesting question, and Natalie had always focused her early sessions around it. Simple and straightforward, yet complex in that it was the only question that really mattered. Sometimes it was the only question she ever asked a patient.

Like with Mrs. Mathews. “I’m here to understand why I’m here,” Mrs. Mathews had said to Natalie in that first session. Then she had laughed and clapped her hands (but not like a crazy). Mrs. Mathews had come in for help with de-programming herself from a cult. Not some morbid cult with twisted values like polygamy and drug abuse and how children should be able to bear children at age twelve. No, best Natalie could figure out, it was some unofficial cult started by second-rate stage actors who had too much time on their hands in between auditions and waiting for their two-second parts during rehearsals. New York was the home of Broadway, of course, and many arrived there expecting it to be hard but possible, and soon realizing that it was in fact easy but impossible. Making it in the arts was easy because when it happened it seemed easy; but since there was no clear path or criteria to make it happen, it seemed impossible. A lottery ticket purchase, but unlike Powerball, an audition makes you think that you actually have some control, some hand in determining the outcome, a set of probabilities that are alterable by what you do and how well you do it.

Not so hard to get caught up in fantastical, magical thinking—“The Secret” and all that. Sit in a circle and hold hands and believe hard enough and something will happen. It has to. It just has to.

Of course, it hadn’t. At least not for Mrs. Mathews. Perhaps the problem was that she joined a group of like-minded has-to-happeners. There’s just one spot in that chorus line, and so how can it help when twenty of you try to combine your “rays of intentionality.”

But the next fifty-five minutes was about Mr. Winston, and so Natalie cleared her head and smiled pleasantly but professionally and offered the man some tea. He declined, like always, and waited there in the middle of the open room until Natalie asked him to take his place on the couch, like always.

Soon they were in it and Natalie had gotten him going, and she tried very hard to stay with him and not let her gaze and her mind drift away from his well-combed hair and well-shoed hooves that she could see in a straight line from her vantage point. Like a little goddess, she thought as Mr. Winston talked about his wife and kids and work and his dreams and regrets and desires and fascinations and the things he did last week and the stuff he hoped to do that night. Like a goddess, I control him. Like a doll in my dollhouse, a pony in my stable, a puppy in my garden. He thinks he is free but he is free because I allow it, because I know there is a hedge around the garden and walls to my dollhouse and a tall white fence that surrounds the stable.

Natalie drew her legs up into her body and hugged herself, feeling warm and marveling at how painfully obvious it was that a human literally tries to withdraw to the womb when it feels cold and lonely outside. She stared at Mr. Winston’s head in pity and wonder. Just another man who married too early because he missed his mother, missed his mama. Mommy-mommy, where are you? I’m little Winston and I’m scared and the world is so big and . . . and . . . and please hold me, Mama, hold me close and I’ll give you children and take care of you and do what you say.

Spineless, oblivious prick, Nat thought. She put her feet back down on the floor and planted them firmly. She was a big girl now. She was a woman. She had gotten rid of that bore of a husband the moment she understood that she had only married him because she herself had been thrashing around looking for Daddy, like so many little girls do. Why were things so simple? Where was the complexity and unpredictability she had hoped to find in the world of psychology? How was it that most people really were driven by just a handful of events and relationships? How come it all really did boil down to Mother and Father, with a few predictable variations around those themes?

Maybe psychology really was a science, a formula, a set of mechanical principles: you plug in the inputs, and you get the expected outputs. A science, like the Austrians and Germans and now the Americans in their endowed chairs at the world’s new greatest universities want it to be. After all, the scientists were the “real” intellectuals in American academia. Every other discipline spends their time and money trying to become more “scientific.” Philosophy departments invented “Analytic Philosophy,” which said that all of philosophy is a set of problems that can be addressed through an analytic framework built upon the universally accepted tool of logic. Economics departments for a long time stuck with the equilibrium theory of markets, a theory suspiciously analogous to the second law of thermodynamics, something that twisted Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” insight into dogma too precise and extreme to be real. And psychology, with its increased reliance on statistics as a tool for analysis, had been trying to break its way into the hierarchy of the sciences for as long as . . .

“What do you think?” Mr. Winston was saying.

“Well,” said Natalie, and she coughed a little. “It’s not important what I think.” She hesitated and coughed again and felt something rise up in her when she saw how her feet were turned inwards with toes touching and how her hands were unconsciously being wrung by the part of her that wanted to be a little girl again and play with dolls and ponies and puppies. “But for what it’s worth, I think it’s bullshit.”

Now Mr. Winston turned his head, but the couch was built so that it was not easy for a patient to swivel around, and so the leather simply made a squeaky sound as the man’s face touched it.

What if she could just turn his head a bit more—no, a lot more. All the way around. Snap it off like it was the head of a doll. Mommy-mommy, look. See what I done. See what I done to Dolly.

“Excuse me?” said Mr. Winston, and it was clear that he was frightened.

It’s nice to frighten someone, Natalie thought. Now you know how I feel, sitting here alone with nothing but an empty office and an empty home and some money and great hair and nice skin and nothing to look forward to but my soon-to-be-determined, expectedly-short life expectancy. Maybe you come with me, yes, Mr. Winston? You’re still looking for Mommy, and your mommy’s dead, and it’s really as simple as that. There’s nothing I can do for you, is there?

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s fifteen minutes too soon, but I need to cut this session short. I have a personal emergency that I must attend to immediately. I’ll make sure Grace adjusts the bill to account for this. I’m sorry.”

Mr. Winston seemed almost relieved, like he was used to women sending him out of the room so that the grown-ups could talk about big-people stuff. He left with just an apologetic smile and several eye-blinks, like he thought it was all his fault.

“It is your fault,” Natalie whispered as she closed the door behind the man and walked back to the center of the room and stood there as if waiting for a beam of power and glory to shine down on her and take away the hurt.

Not that it hurt. She hadn’t been coughing up blood or anything like that. Hadn’t been coughing up anything, really. Things felt fine. They had discovered the growth when checking her for internal bleeding related to a blow she had taken to the ribs. Soccer, of all things. Natalie had always been a great defender, and she had a fearless way of running straight at a striker, putting her own body between the player and the ball. “If you can’t get the ball, then get the player,” someone had told her once. Perhaps it applied to football and not soccer, but Natalie liked it.

Still, that time in the park she had gotten hit by the ball hard and at point blank range. She remembered seeing the thigh and calf muscles of the woman who struck that blow—meaty specimens that belonged in a German museum of some kind. The ball had been overfilled, Natalie was sure. Too much air stuffed into it, which made it tight and hard and allowed it to fly that much faster. She didn’t know that a blow to the ribs could knock you out cold like that, but it had. Just for a second or two, but it was enough. The entire left side of her body had turned this deep maroon and then blue and yellow and even a bit of green, like bile or something that curdles. The pain was tremendous, and even though Natalie knew there wasn’t much you could do with a broken rib except sit quietly and wait, she agreed to the MRI because there could be some internal damage that wouldn’t get picked up by a simple X-ray.

And that’s when they had found it.

She smiled as she made herself some more tea. After kicking off her shoes, she fell to the couch. The day was done now. Perhaps it hadn’t even happened.

It.

Was cancer an it? Why did some people say my cancer or the cancer? Cancer is a generic name for a lot of different malignant conditions that share only a few commonalities. But what kind of people said my cancer versus the cancer? The former took some ownership of cancer, she guessed. It’s yours, honey, so fucking deal with it. The latter implies that it’s something alien, something that comes without warning or justification, something that happens to you. Why me? Oh, oh, why me? Boo-hoo. Wah-wah. Fuck-fuck.

Which one was she, Natalie wondered. Was it her cancer? Could she own it? Or was it something external, a “condition” that’s no one’s fault?

“But if it’s mine, then maybe I can do something about it,” she said to the mug of green tea. She dipped the tea bag again and again, again and again, and again and again. Then she screamed, “Fuckfuckfuckfuck,” and threw the hot teabag at the wall. It stuck there for one long moment, looking back at her like a broken cyst or a convulsing sac or a rabid potato.

“Ma-ma-ma-ma-mamaa!” she screamed but with a smile.

“Aa-la-la-la-lalaa!” she yelled but with a laugh.

“Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuckaa!” she howled before putting down the mug of tea and sitting back down on the couch and sobbing and laughing and making more sounds that were not words but felt like exactly the right things to say.

She rubbed her eyes very gently and carefully and forced a professional smile. The body can control your emotions sometimes, so if you force yourself to smile you actually feel . . . smiley. Soon she was smiley enough, and she sat there and wondered if the three cigarettes she had smoked fifteen years ago were the cause.

Just then her phone beeped, but it was the calendar beeping again. A reminder. Another appointment? No, too late for it. Grace knew better.

She looked, and the calendar was blank because it was a scheduled reminder attached to an old email. She checked it and smiled. A party. A party with people who would be eating and drinking and talking about their futures and how life was so wonderful and how it could never end, at least not badly.

A party, she said to herself. Should we go?

Should we go, my cancer? Yes? You’ll dance with me? You’ll hold my hand? You’ll take me home and fuck me later? Yes, you will. Yes, you will.
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The party was a grandish affair. Natalie’s plastic surgeon friend from Cornell Medical School had just had twins, and so the twins had been bundled off to the upper floor of the two-story penthouse and the lower floor had been opened up and turned into a playpen for the parents and other grown-ups.

Sushi table, exotic taco bar (rabbit, swordfish, partridge), made-to-order omelets (breakfast is the new dinner), egg-free no-sugar desserts, and a big bowl of Fritos (for irony). The wet bar was disgusting in its lavishness, and Natalie walked straight to it and asked for something unpronounceable in a tall glass.

“With lemon,” she was saying when the hostess walked up to her.

“Nat,” said the hostess.

“Carla,” said Natalie (Nat). “Excuse me for going straight to the bar, but I saw that you were busy.”

“Yeah,” said Carla. “It’s started already. Just found out that Harry and Thelia know someone on the board of the Trinity School, and so I was working out a plan for all of us to get together at some point.”

“Trinity School,” said Nat, and she took a sip and made a face. “Isn’t that on the West Side?”

They both laughed and clinked glasses, and Carla tittered some more as a handsome man stepped up to them and touched Nat on the shoulder.

“Hey,” he said. “Remember me?”

Nat didn’t, but she didn’t say so. The man was handsome, and even though Nat knew there was some truth to the thought that handsomeness and niceness were inversely proportional, she didn’t mind the way he touched her shoulder. Her blouse was thin and Nat knew it hung very well on her breasts and she felt very happy for one moment that it was lung cancer and not breast cancer, because at least this way she’d have them until the very end.

“Neal,” he said to her, still smiling. “Neal Sharma.”

“Oh,” said Nat. “Oh,” she said again when she remembered who he was and marveled at how different he looked.

“My wife is a plastic surgeon,” he said. “So that’s why you probably don’t recognize me.”

“Oh,” she said again, not sure where to take that.

“If you say oh again,” he said with a wink, “it counts as an orgasm and my wife will kill both of us and then kill herself.”

Now Nat laughed, and it was a real, deep, true laugh, and she was so happy for not coughing that she laughed again until she coughed.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Neal, how are you? Jesus, you really look different.”

He shrugged and his eyebrows moved a bit and now he looked like the shy Indian boy she knew from all those pre-med classes at Tufts. Nat inspected him for a bit and sipped her drink and nodded as he shrugged again, almost in relief, as a short, firm-looking Indian woman stepped up to them and smiled.

“I’m not dead yet
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