5 \\%x%ﬁ é é !!&f i’,ﬁ{

DEBORAH ANNA LUEPNITZ, Ph.D.

| [ﬂﬁmwy and

fts Dilemmas

FIVE STORIES OF PSYCHOTHERAPY
BOOKS % _
A Member of the Perseus Books Group %



What a trifling difference must often deter-
mine which shall survive and which perish!
—Charles Darwin,

letier to Asa Gray

FOR MONTHS the professor had awakened to the same
vague misery at four o’clock each morning—too eatly to tise,

" too late for a sleeping pill. There was nothing to do at that rude -

hour but cty, or stave off tears with ruminations: about her job,
her life, archaic words for pain. Old English, she told me, had a
special wotd—uhtezara—tor the sadness or grief one feels in
the hour before dawn.

Professor Pearl Quincey scheduled and then canceled sev-
eral appointments with me. Bach time we talked, she was “too
fiendishly busy” or “too flercely independent” for therapy.
Each time, I learned 2 bit mote of her story.

She was born in a shantytown in Jamaica and emigrated to
the United States with het family as a young child. At fourteen,
Peatl returned to the island to live with a schoolteacher aunt. A
stellar student, she imagined hetself teaching high school one
day in Jamaica or in the American South. At a state college,
Peatl’s brilliance caught the attention of professors who urged
her to aim higher. She had the potential to become a schola,
teach in a university, shine a light for other young people.
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After an exhausting twelve years in graduate school—she
was working to support her family back home at the same
time—-Pearl landed a position in an English department of no
small reputation. The job offer, she said, was her life’s proudest
moment—and her family’s as well. The little gitl botn in a
hand-built house without hot-water, the gitl who'd been spat
on by the children of her white teachers Was NOw an assistant
professor of literature.

Oune year into her new life, however, it was clear something
had gone tersibly wrong, In the august university environment
that appeared to offer everything, Peas! felt less stimulated,
more isolated and depleted than ever before. Not even the
death of her epileptic sister had left her feeling so hollowed
out. Neither the strain of living with an overbeating stepfather
nor the pain of watching 2 brother go to jail—nothing had
quite prepared her for the loneliness of life in elite acadernia,

Whete Pearl had imagined a convivial group of scholats de-

+ voted to students and involved with the community, she found

small-minded cynics fighting over office space. Students com--
plained of never having spoken to a professor. And as the only
womzan of color in the department, Pearl felt everyone taking
her measure. Secretaries looked right through her; security

. guards foliowed her around the bookstore.

What was she doing in this wretched place? The answer: try-
ing her best to get tenure—a job for life. The irony was not lost
on her.

“Appatently I want the chance to become permanently—-
not just provisidna]ly—miserable.”

Pear! vowed to remain philosophical as her tenure vote
came up. If she lost her first bid, no matter. She had been
jumping through hoops for years; she would just keep jumping,

On the day the department actuaily voted her down, how-
ever, Peatl was devastated. Leaving the house the next morning,
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she drove the wrong way down a one-way street and stopped
nose-to-nose with an eighteen-wheel truck, its horns blating.
The following day, she was awakened by a fierce attack of seiat-
ica. The pzin was so disabling she could barely get to the bath-
LOOMm.

Ultimately, 2 sensc of being robbed of her body, of being
split into pieces, of actually not wanting to go on, became
more frightening than the idea of secking help, Peat! resolved
to see me as soon as she could drive again.

Twas pleased finally to meet her,

Pearl Quincey was a tall woman—six feet, perhaps—
dressed in an acquamarine shift with a headwrap to match. Her
skin was the colot of English toffee, her voice a sturdy roux of
West Indian and American inflections.

“I have shipwrecked,” she said, accenting the second sylla-
ble. “T have washed up o your shote after all. Please forgive
my false alarms.”

I offered whatever combination of chairs and footrests
might make her comfortable.

“I’m fine, actually, as long as 1 don’t breathe.”

Sitting across from Peatl, T myself had the sensation of
holding my breath. This setved as a first clue to my countet-
transference. I was identifying with her, mirroring her tight
posture, On the surface, Pearl was an unlikely double for me, a
medium-sized midwesterner. Nonetheless, I felt kinship. 1 have
never fought 2 tenure battle, but I had beaten my head against
enough institutonal walls to imagine her weatiness. My parents
had not faced the indignities of racism or immigration, but
they spent their lives doing hard physical labos, and like Peatl, T
was the first in my family to get a formal education. Finally, like
Pearl, T once overvzlued self-reliznce and shrank from the
thought of confiding in strangers. Matching my breathing to
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hers alerted me to these runnels of thought. Empathy has its
place in psychotherapy, but ovetidentification spells trouble,
for each patient must be known on her own terms.

Professor Quincey leaned forward on the palms of het
hands and said that the great frustration of the moment was
not being zble to read the titles on my bookshelves, No sooner
had she made us smile than she began a full-bodied sob. Pearl
was tertibly ashamed of feeling bad. I asked why.

“I come from a fine of strong women, and T have never bro-
ken down. I can’t recognize myself in the fragile mess you see
before you. And to fall apatt over such petty stuff. It’s mortify-
ing. Have you ever known anyore this unraveled over fenure?”

Mentally, T composed a short list.

The “publish or perish” system and the factionalism of the
academy unnerve many tenure candidates. Even that entitled
white man Henry Kissinger claimed he left academic life be-
cause he “couldn’t stand the politics.”

The English department acknowledged Peatl’s fine teaching
and writing, However, they wanted to see mote writing and less.
{ine teaching, The idea of shortchanging students in order to
crank out publications offended Peatl. But to leave the univer-
sity—and disappoint her family, supporters, and students—
was unthinkable.

When I suggested that we explore her hopes and misgivings
about coming to see me, Pear] said:

“My mother is my closest confidante. In therapy, one delves
into the family to pick it apart, and that would not be helpful to
me. I need you to help me with the present, not the past.”

I nodded. Because Peat] had mentioned isolation and loneli-
ness, I asked about the people she counted on for support in the
present. Did she have a spouse or partnet? Vo, Children? No way.
Pearl said she could see where my questions were headed, and
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she decided to help me out. She had never been mattied ot patt-
nered, she said, and she did not see romance on the hotizon.

“f dor’t date,” said Peatl. “I*ve decided I’'m not dateable”

“Not dateable?”

“T am 2 Darwinizn finch,” she said, shifting her long limbs
to the other side of the foottest. “Do you, by any chance, re-
member reading about the finches in The Origin of Species?”

“The ones who gave Darwin the idea of natural selection?”

“Exactly. Well, | am like a finch that has flown its little niche
for a new one. I've adapted in certain ways but T am, nonethe-
less, slightly different from the other birds, and now none can
recognize me as a potential mate.” '

T was surprised that this lovely, accomplished, thirty-four-
yveat-old woman had never had a serious relationship.

As for Darwin’s finches, I had read about them in college—
who hadnt?—but T couldn’t bring to mind the details of their
mating patterns. Peart was using finch problems as a metaphot
for the problems of human beings who leave one social niche
for anothet. She felt different, unrecognizable in het cusrent
environment. I wanted to know more about her migrations,
mote about her original niche as well, but she had watned me
off with “That would not be helpful. ..

I have spoken befote about the “yes” and the “no” alive in
every person who seeks therapy. Listening to Peatl T heard the
following: Yes, I would like to confide in you. No, that would dis-
place my loyal family, Yes, I want to get help. No, that would
prove I needed it. Yes, I want to change tny life. No, I don'. Al
the things T do and everything T am have teken me this far.

“Don’t get me wrong,” said Peatl. “I'm not snlovabl. T have
wonderful friends at home and in Jamaica.”

“Would I be right in assuming that you’re the petson on
whom evetyone depends for strength#”
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Yes, she said. Her childhood nickname was “little Matma.”
Even her professors locked to het for wisdom, it seemed. Her
brothers and sister had straightened out over the years, but
their jobs were minimum wage. When her nephews’ Catholic
school bills came, when her mother needed a new roof, Peatl
was called. That was another reason she could not give up her
cutrent job, The salary allowed her to help them.,

I asked Pearl what she did to take care of hesself when she
was feeling bad. The answes: She organized 2 conference,
tanght Sunday school, or practiced calligraphy. Her list of a
year’s activities exceeded what most people take on in five. The
term going through my head was one coined by the Bﬂtlsh
psychoanalyst Melanie Klein: #he manic defenss. Tt refers to the
flurry of activity some people use to mask even setious depres-
sion. It can work for yeats, and often is interrupted only by ill-
ness, exhaustion, or an accident. It occurred to me even as we
spoke that this recent round ‘of catastrophes might be the best
thing that could happen to Peatl. Pethaps oanly this failure of
an overdeveloped sense of duty would bting balance.

Shifting again on the couch, Peal squeezed her back with
both hands and asked if there were some way to think about
psychotherapy that wasa’ so “self-indulgent.”

_ Perhaps because she had described hetself as a finch, the
idea of flying came to mind. When traveling by air, T reminded
her, flight attendants advise adults to don their own oxygen
masks before helping others. The moment I said it, T regretted
the triteness of the analogy, but Peatl didn’t seem to mind.

“You're taiking about necessary selfishness, about first
things first. O But how do you see the goals of this work?”

She imagined I would always be on the side of individual
happiness, and not that of any larger purpose. There wete days,
she said, when she felt exactly the same way.
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“Yesterday I considered telling the chairman that I would
simply prefer not to get tenute, and I would just go home and
teach third grade, of raise chickens and pigs.”

“That’s how you’te feeling now? That you'd like to leave this
whole mess behind?”

At this, Pear] started to cry into her fists, and at some length
replied:

“No. Today, I want to say to you, ‘T want tenure. Please help
me keep my job.”” ‘

Peatl had assumed my hopes for her would lie in a certain
direction. 1 was glad she was able to articulate this assumption.
Bvery practitioner must resist the temptation to steer the pa-
deat’s course. Certainly it would give me pleasure to help Peatl
break the glass ceiling, but who could say that that should be
the goal of our work? Pear] herself vacillated from day to day
about staying or leaving, My response was that our work could
help her to clarify and implement her desire. That seemed to sit
well with her.

in the meantime, what was her intention? To Interview
other therapists? To come back? She would come back, she
said. The books, the feeling in the room, made her sense that
good things had happened here. She made an appoiarment for
the following week. ‘

Peat] had positioned me in opposition to her family, at least
to some degtee. In her mind, I wanted to “pick apart” her fam-
ily, and she was not about to do that. As for my identification
with her, perhaps it was a way of bypassing out differences.
There was, after all, no real compatison in our social origins.
Maybe my inclination to merge our experiences reflected
something about Pearl’s relationship with her mother, her
“closest confidante.” All T knew about their relationship were
the few things she had said in passing: They spoke on the
phone each day, and both suffered from chronic back pain.
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Uppermost for me was the matter of Peatl’s engaging her
dependency needs. In the past few decades, feminists have
pointed out how difficult it can be for women, especially those
who have tzken on parental roles as children, to be helped in-
stead of helping. A longing for succor can be masked in a hun-
dred ways. I hoped Peatl would someday be able to lean on
others, starting with me.

Finally, T was intrgued by her calling herself a “Darwinian
finch” She had changed her name from a precious gem to a
lonely bird, from the nickname “little Mama” to the name of
a creature who would not mate. I tutned to the bookcase to
scan The Origin of Species before my next patient artived, There,
in between Darwin’s The Descent of Man and Dickens’ Bleak
Flouse, | found a telltale gap. A borrower had failed to return

 the book. I could not remember who it was, but I was fighting

mad at the miscreant.

Pearl showed up for her next appointment saying she had had
two nights of restful sleep. She felt and indeed looked some-
what better. She could move het head freely, and had a fuller
view of my consulting toom and the books. I asked if anything
caught her eye.

“There is a Jot of psychoanalysis, of course. And feminism.
-+« Hey now! You have good taste!”

“I do?”

“Annis_Jobn! Now there is a book a woman wants to see on
her analyst’s bookshelf.”

We smiled at each other complicitly. I, too, loved Jamaica
Kincaid’s novel about a git! growing up in Asntigua. So long did
Peatl’s gaze linger on that slender volume that I asked to hear
her thoughts.
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“The book is about—but you know the boolk is about a
mother-daughter relationship. The sentence coming to my
mind is so petipheral, I feel almost silly. . . . 7

It was a good moment to introduce the “fundamental rule”
of psychoanalysis: Say whatever comes to mind, no matter
how importagt or itrelevant it may appeat, no matter how
pleasutable or unpleasurable.

In the passage she recalled, Annie John, age nine, is asked to
read aloud in class. The sentence was: “The sound of my own
voice had always been a calming potion to me.”

T had only to smile.

“Heavenly stats, of course it’s relevant! It’s about ta.ll%ing,
about the relief of speaking in front of the other, of being
heard. I did feel better after our last meeting. I was surprised.”

Jatnaica Kincaid wtites about the trawma of a danghter gain-
ing independence from a mother and father in 2 normal family,
2 loving family. Little Anaie gets up to read an original compo-
sition to the teacher. The composition describes the day a child
is separated from her mother at the beach. She panics, and
when they are reunited, the mother says, *I will never leave
you.” The teacher praises the story and adds it to the collection
in the school librazy.

I knew that Pearl had left her mother at one point to live
with her aunt. I was cutious about that move and what it had
meant to all involved, Had the transition been fluid, relatively
free of conflict, motivated solely by the aunt’s ability to pro-
vide better schooling? What role had Peatl’s stepfather played?
Had thete been jezlous tension among the adults, or farious
tivalry among the siblings? How many kids wete in this family,

anyway? .

Once again, I invited Peazl to talk. She could start anywhere.

“Well, i the English department. ... ”

" A DARWINIAN FINCGH 158

Peat] resumed her tales of work, describing 2 radio program
she had done with four other faculty members. The moderator
had referred to the participants as Dt Collins, Dr. Riley, Dr,
Rossi, Dr. Levine, and Peard. Absurcly, the topic of the pro-
gram involved race and gender in academia.

“T felt anger beating drums in my ears each Hme someone
called me by my first name. A part of me knew better than to
call attention to it, but midway I heard myself saying aloud:
‘Just a minute! Why are the others being called by their tite,
while I am “Pear]”?*”

“What happenedr” .

“I'he bemused host vowed to begin calling me “Professor;
whereupon the four men sniffed—almost in unison: ‘Personally,
Im not hung up on titles. Go ahead, and call me jobn, George,
Sueezy, Grampy.) Do you think 't crazy to care about this? It’s
1990, for the love of Godl”

“Do [ think yo#'re crazy?”

Pearl dido’t pause to hear supportive words from me. She
had two other stories to tell. As Tlistened, I was aware of being:
entaged on her behalf and wanting to defend het. In fantasy, I
landed on the scene, demanding to know why her colleagues
did not understand that forgoing recognition of status was a
luxury of the recognized.

Peatl was 2s much storyteller as analysand at that moment in
the treatment. Any attempt on my patt to intervene she gently
deflected. Winnicott would say that she experienced my efforts
as mpingensents, referring to the kind of parental attention that

is felt by the child as usurping her nascent self. Years later Pearl
would say to me, “T have been thinking about how few people
in history have been listened to.” Peatl needed me to listen.

A few weeks later, Pearl raised a complaint about the En-
glish department’s self-described feminists. She saw them as
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posers, “purveyors of fried air.” Nothing was “subversive”
enough for them.

“In the meantime, these sisters wouldn’t know 2 political
thought if it stood up i their soup.”

Valid as her critique might be, I had to wonder about its
meaning in the transference, Although Pearl was coopetative in
therapy, I felt that she was distant, still wary of me. Was it eas-
fer to critique the white feminists in her department than the
white feminist sitting actoss from her in the room?

Peat] insisted that T was completely different from those
womesl .

“No compatison,” she assured me. “Apples and oranges.
Chalk and cheese.”

T was, she said, more like the women in her family.

“Really?”

I asked Pearl to explain and she said she would, but she was
keen to tell me something else first. A program she had organ-
ized for Black History Month had been wiitten up in the local
newspapet. There was a department meeting on the day it ap-
peared, and Peat] was sure that the chair would mention it. But
no one said a word.

Pear! had decided not to get angry in those meetings any
more. She was determined to be equable and patient in het
dealings with colleagues. Nothing really worked, however.

Regardiess of the tack Peatl took, those meetings had this in
common: They left her feeling invisible, mocked, sometimes
sick with self-criticism for days. I had to quiz her to find out
that occasionally she did get compliments from colleagues.
Those affirmations she managed to dismiss as disingenuous.
For Pearl there were only two kinds of feedback: bad and in-
sincere. As I listened to het, I began to hear the longing be-
neath her anger and frustration. It was fine, T said, to use
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therapy to consider and reconsider strategy, and to vent her
tage. It was also important to address the longing for tecogni-
tion. Pearl was less than smitten with this notion,

“Not because you're wrong, but because I don’t fancy the
idea of needing validation from others. Remember, I’m usualiy
the one who ladles it out.”

. Preciscly.

A vast amount of modern psychoanalytic theory deals with
out desire for recognition from othet human beings. Since
Freud, no issue has so dominated the conversation about psy-
choanalytic theory or practice. Self psychologists, following
Heinz Kohut, write about the “mirtor hungty” petsonality.
Students of Winnicott define the “good-enough mother”
largely in terms of her ability to recggnige het infant. That means
seeing the child as a separate being, not simply an extension of
herself. Followers of Jacques Lacan believe that the ego is de-
veloped in the “mitror phase,” which begins around eighteen
months of age. Lacanians emphasize the ttouble caused by 2
lifetime of searching for ourselves in a place external to us (ei-
thert the physical mirror or the approving gaze of othess). No
ore else can tell us who we “really are” Hven the physical ob-
ject we call a mirror deceives by reversing tight and left.

_ Feminist analysts have pointed out the politics of mirroting,
following Virginia Woolf, who famously remarked on women’s
“delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its
natural size.”

We spend out energies figuring out whose tecognition
counts—which mitror to consult and how to read the images
we discover. Some people are drawn to trick mitrors. They will
check their reflection only in the gaze of someone guaranteed
to diminish them. In contrast, a few lucky souls walk right by
mirrors that elongate flaws and foreshorten vitmes.
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Being the only woman or the only member of a racial mi-
nority at the workplace can make it much more difficult to be
recognized and to believe in the recognition one finds, Minot-
ity status doesn’t create the psychological need for recogaition,
it complicates it.

Eatly expetience is influental if not determinative of our
abiity to see and be seen by others. Those who have not been
recoghized by patents doz’t know what recognition means,
don’t know quite how to seek it—and may be confused when it
comes theit way. I was, of course, interested in Peatl’s experi-
ences in her family, She let me know she had experienced
“zero” recognition from het stepfather, but that she had been
“loved and adored” by her mothet and “deeply understood” by
her aunt. We agreed that she needed to learn to accept recoghi-
tion from people outside the family and particulatly, it seemed,
from male colleagues. I believed, moreover, that there were as-
pects of Pearl—her sexuality and desirability, for example—
that had yet to be reflected convincingly by anyone.

Tt was ia this session that I asked Pearl if she felt recognized
by tne.

“T do. To 2 surptising degree.”

Would she let me know if I got her wrong?

That would be difficult, she admitted, but she would try to
be candid. ‘

In the meantime, Pearl needed to get back to wotk, Thete
were no guatantees when it came to tenute, but the advice
coming her way was to write. Peat] had plenty of ideas, but she
was so anxious that the words would not come, She sat at her
desk, night after nauscous night, still afraid of falling under the
wheels of her depression, of getting caught i its gears. Peatl
found herself counting the days between our weekly sessions.
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“I'm a little annoyed,” she said. “This is what I was afraid of.
Therapy creates dependency.”

T told het she was tight, but that the dependency is of a pat-
ticular kind-—a temporary one. She was free to lean on our re-
lationship as long as she needed it, but our goal was to set a
date at some point to say good-bye. I asked what she was
thinking,

“I don’t know about the good-bye patt, but the rest is com-
forting, You can be almost as comforting as my mother. I used
to say my mother would have made a great lawyer, but now I
think she should have been a therapist. I mailed her a photo of
me taken at the department party, and she said the chairman
looked like ‘a snake in a suit” When T told her the latest thing
he had said to me, she just paused and said, Pearl Quincey,
why ate you so bothered by this heartless nonsense?’ T wanted .
to craw] up in her lap, all six feet of me.”

Compating me with hef mother was surely a compliment,
although T could not compete with that lap!

“My mother would get these big knots in her shoulders and
neck from scrubbing and lifting, so T would knead her back
and then sit in her lap and rub het wrists” ,

They had been comforting each other for a long time.

. Peazl was reminded once again of Jamaica Kincaid’s novel:

“Annie John loves her mothet’s embrace, and says, /7 was i
suth a paradise that [ fived. Well, that was me, too. That was us.”

I asked Pearl if she wanted to elaborate, and it was at that
point, three months into our work, that she began to desctibe
the love story between her mother and her. It did not end
when she moved in with her aunt. 'The two women in her life
presented strong arms that reached the thousand miles from
northern Florida to Kingston, the island’s capital.



164 ) SCHOPENHAUER'S PORGUPINES

“I have traveled a fair amount, and although my mother
claims to be interested in traveling, T can’t get her to leave
home. She has always said, ‘T would rather see the world
through your eyes.””

“You have brought the wotld to your mother.”

“When yvou put it like that, 1 understand why I’'m so tired!”

Pearl felt that it was the least she could do, however, There
was no one on earth she admired more.

“My mother has been my hero since I heard her talk back to
the shetiff who came for my brother. Before that, even. She
has been my hero since Haley’s Department Store.”

I asked if she would let me in on those episodes from
childhood.

“Haley’s was the famous Easter hat crisis. My mother made
all our clothes, you see, and not many of those after my stepfa-
ther lost his job. Then he worked again for a while, 2nd to make
a long story shott, we were visidng the city and allowed to buy
Easter hats. T am in the fifth grade. Can you imagine what the
inside of a department store looks like to me? T am on Cloud
Nine looking at the pink and yellow chiffon fowers, thinking
this work of art is going to be mine! But in twenty minutes it
becomes clear that the cletks ate not waiting on us. My mother
tries nicely to get their attention, but there we stand while they
walt on every white woman and gizl in the world. Finally, a
wouman with hair that looks stiff like a lampshade turns to us.
When mothet points to the two pink hats, the woman balls up
some greasy old tissue and puts it in the lining of the hats, Why?
So out hair won't touch the white folks® merchandise! Tell me,
what is the thing to do in that situation! My mother tries the hat
on, but slowly, making everyone wait. And then, when the lady

says, ‘Make up your mind, poky, or get along!” she says, looking
into the mirror the whole time: ‘Madame, can't you see I have
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made up my mind? I have made up my mind to be treated like
everyone else at this countet” I 'was so proud of het!”

1 could see little Pearl, nervous but thrilled to know “#is is
ey meather!”

“Oh, Deborah, how we laughed about that woman! If you
could have seen her facel The thing about Rita Quincey s that
she’s not bitter. To this day, she’ll say: “Those were the #wes we
was living in” When I teil her things that go on now at the col-
lege-—that’s what she can’t understand. ‘Educated folks with
bad manners?’ She can’t quite fathom it.”

Pear] adored her mother, and who wouldn't adote 2 mother )

like that? I could almost hear them talking on the phone at
night in Jow fones, mjéckjng the English department oddbzlls,

gigeling. aen

“I was twenty-one when my stepfather died, and my mother

seemed to come alive in some ways—-we all did, And yet she is
still down there cleaning houses, won't travel. . .. 7

Pearl interrupted her own shambling narrative to say 1
would be diszppointed if T were looking for family scandals or
abuse.

I said I wasn’t looking fot scandals; I simply wanted to know
mote about her early wotld, Now that she had clued me in a
bit, how did she feel?

Pear! did not want her family “pathologized.” She had
heard social wotkers speak disparagingly about black families
without any sensitivity to the strength of black families. There
was nothing strange ot unhealthy about her having lived with
her aunt, she said. At times she had called them both “Mom,”
but that did not mean she was confused about who hetr
mother was.

Peat] asked point-blank if I could see why she considered
her mothet her best friend. I could. She sounded irresistible.
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Peat] waved her long amber beads playfully in my ditection.
She was glad I was getting the pictute. She had been aftaid, she
said, that I would want to take her mother away from hes,

Two weeks later Pear] remarked that while I knew a lot about
het, she knew nothing about me. When I asked what she might
like to know, her answer came back quickly. Tt was actually a re-
lief, she said, not to know about my life, for if she did, she might
wotry and want to take cate of me. S$till, she was cutious. . . .

Peatl’s thinking is typical of psychothetapy patients. We feel
curious about the therapist’s life, but we don’t really want our
questions answered. I suggested that Pearl make a habit of
stating her questions about me with the understanding that the
questions need not be answered, The patient’s fantasies are al-
ways more instructve than the facts.

Pear] saw .me as someone who had undergone some great
difficulty in life. And she guessed T had been widowed or di-
vorced.

In the transference, I was becoming the good, slightly ideal-

ized mother. Like her mother, T was single and hardworking -

(Pearl was concerned 2bout my long hours) and self-sactificing
(she guessed I did not take dinner breaks).

One cvening when I happened to be thinking about het,
Peatl telephoned. Very apologetically, she asked to run a work
problem by me. Within ten minutes, she had outlined and
solved her own problem, and I had only to listen and marvel at
the fact that she had allowed herself the “indulgence” of call-
ing, She said that if [ hadn’t picked up on the first ring, she
might have lost her nerve. “You answeted the phone because
you knew I needed you tonight.”
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Duting this long moment in our work, Pearl Quincey could
make me feel preternaturally attuned, effordessly healing, Even
when I did something that might have annoyed her, such as be-
ing late or saying “See you Tuesday” instead of Monday, she
turned my foible to virtue. “You're just showing me that you,
too, ate human.”

It was in such a paradise that we lived.

Peatl came in one afternoon several weeks later, talking about a
good class. A male student had spouted off about the women’s
movement, insisting that there was nothing in nature more
powerful than the maternal instinet, and the students had en-
gaged each other in high-volume debate. During the next class,
Peatl made a single and effective intervention: She read a pas-
sage from Darwin about instinets in animals that ate mote
powerful than the maternal. The students buzzed in amaze-
ment. Pearl said that teaching had become a pleasure again
now that she was feeling better.

T was distracted by this second reference to Charles Datwin.

“Pearl! Darwin again!”

“Again? Yes, the finches!”

Had I done my best to hunt those finches down? Finding
that all four copies of The Origin of Species were checked out of
the libtary, I had requested a “recall” but never followed up. I
asked Pear} if she would refresh my memory about the finches
and explain what they meant to her.

“Absolutely!” she said, and made a note to bring me the ref-
etence. At the moment, however, she had more pressing items
for the session: a plan to get the tenure writing done, and a
dream about writing with peacock-blue ink.
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Pearl’s view of dreams was different from mine. Whereas in
the Freudian tradition I begin with the idea that the dream is a
fulfillment of a wish, Pearl believed dreams had predictive
powet. The peacock-blue dream pleased her as it meant she
would soon be “proud as a peacock” about her work.

“And why a peacock?”

“Why not?” she laughed.

The summer was approzaching and Peatl had let me know easly
on that she would be interrupting therapy to spend time with
her family in Florida. She had spent every summer of her life
there and felt, indeed, that she belonged with the people who
loved her most.
- Pearl went a step farther than I expected. She said she was
feeling so well that she was ready to stop therapy. She would
come back in the fall to te up loose ends, but she was grateful
and pleased to be done. “T am feeling so much steadier. I feel like
telling all my students that they should undergo psychotherapy”
I did my best to smile through this little speech, but I was
nonplussed. Did she really feel she had “undergone psy-
chotherapy”? I still knew relatively little of her history. Some
patients offer more background information in two sessions
than Peat] had in four months. And what about this business
about being a finch, doomed to celibacy? Pearl had expressed
candidly her fear of dependency, of course, and I had insisted
on my intention to let her go. Now I felt like 2 Band-Aid she
was peeling off. I suspected that she was detaching precisely
because she was feeling close to me. I suggested that she
might be talking of stopping therapy to avoid missing me over
the summer. The notion did not ting true to her.

A DARWINIAN FINCH 189

Tasked if she didn’t feel there were many more things for us
to exploze in therapy.

“Priends have nagged me for years about ‘exploting’ men.
They cut out personal ads, tell me about dating setvices, leave
their kids with me to babysit. Meanwhile, my mother is mose
forward-thinking than these big-city gitls.”

Rita Quincey had told her daughter long ago that women no
longer needed to matry. Rita described a television show she
had seen about the Delaney sisters, who credited their hundred
and four—plus years to the fact that they never matried. “We
didn’t have husbands dtiving us crazy,” they had told reposters.

I asked Peasl if she thought my wanting to explote her pet-
sonal life was a step toward marrying her off.

“Well, I don’t know what you have in mind, and that’s the
point. Who decides when a person is healthy?”

Regarding the goals of therapy, Freud said simply: feber und
arbeiten, to love and to work. Wisely, he did not define either
termm, Others have not hesitated to do so, some with disastrous
resuits. Melanie Klein wrote a paper on the requirements for the
termination of analysis. Before adding her own conttibution,
Klein summarized what she considered to be the accepted and
“well-known ctiteria” for termination, including “an established
potency and heterosexuality”” Given all he did to normalize ho-
moscxuality, this is not a criterion Freud would have accepted ot
recognized. Reading the case studies of certain British and
American practitioners, onie could easily get the Impression that
their goal was to help people adapt to middle-class social codes.

I had already devoted a good pottion of my career to con-
testing this normative revision of Freud, It felt odd to be iden-
tified with the consetvative view!

I find nothing suspect about a woman’s choosing to live
without marriage ot children, but Peat] seemed not to have
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done any choosing. She had expressed neither conflict nor cu-
tiosity about tomance ot sex. I stated the obvious: There is no
single definition of the good life. However, I argued, in this
psychotherapy which she had elected to undergo, she had in-
troduced an enigmatic statement about her identity. I sug-
gested that before finishing our work, we get to know more
about Peatl s “Darwinian finch.”

She agreed.

I 'was pleased at Peatl’s willingness to challenge me in this
session and to ler me push back. It showed her ability to move
out of the idyllic mother-daughter harmony into something
more complex, Perhaps it was just this complexity, this disso-
nance, that she dreaded, and she would rather leave therapy
than face it. .

‘The moxnths that followed provided me with space to reflect
on my Darwinian finch. Peatl had said there was something
about her that was “slightly different,” resulting in her not be-
ing recognized by men as desirable. I knew that she did not
mean anything obvious like her height, which might have in-
timidated boys in school. Peat] had let me know she was talking
about very subtle, “hardly visible” differences. The only other
clue she had offered in passing was that academic men felt she
was not quite like other academic women, and that men in het
hometown found het “citified” and “strange.”

Allowing for the complications caused by class migration, I
couldn’t readily account for the extreme nature of Pearls situa-
tion, Why had she not found a single man in one of those
places who would love her precisely for her differences, who
would find her not odd but extraordinary?

Given the enormous number of gitls who have suffered
sexual trauma in their eatly lives, I had to wonder if she had
been molested. Many abused gitls say just that: that they feel
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fundamentally “different” in some vague and painful way. Peatl
had warned me eatly on not to expect surptises ot secrets. We
know, however, that many people reptess traumatic events and
remember them later, sometimes with corrobéraﬁng evidence
from the abusers or from hospital tecords.

I wondered also if the “unrecognizability” in question had
to do with sexual odentation. Was it possible that her desite
was for women, but that this had been less acceptabie to her
than zbstinencer

There was no evidence for my hypotheses either in the con-
tent of her sessions or in the transference. Some people who
have been abused are so imbued with the victim-victimizer dy-
namic that they continue unconsciously to re-cteate it evety-
where. Sitting with Pearl, I never felt, “This woman is expecting
to be abused by me.” Nor did I feel the opposite (also common):
“This person is expecting me to submit to her emotional abuse.”

Before leaving on vacation, T finally put my hands on a copy
of The Origin of Species in order to read the chapter on finches,
To my everlasting surprise, there was 10 such chaptet! Not only
that, but the book indexed not a single entty for finches. T de-
cided it had to be a bad index, and began reading the text from
the beginning, Pigeons, mockingbirds, and tortoises inhabited
those pages that changed the wotld, but no finches. Pethaps
Darwin desctibed them in The Descent of Aan, his book that ex-
plores natural selection in depth. Not a mention, Finally I found
a single paragraph about the Galapagos finches in Diary of #he
Voyage of the #1205, Beagle—a book Thad never read. That lesser
work was written in 1837. Why had the finches not made it into
his 1859 .opus? And how had Pearl and T come to believe we
had read a nonexistent passage? It was an extraozdinary fofe 4
denzx, 1 thought, and yet something I could not discuss with my
partner in illusion, precisely because she had down home.
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As the August ait chilled to a fall breeze, I was pleased to see
Peatl’s name in my appeintment book once again.

She walked into my office looking relaxed, sporting beaded
plaits, and catrying a copy of Lhe Onigin of Speﬂes Peatl said she
‘had had a wonderful summer.

“But I have strange news for you, Someone stole a chapter
out of this book,” she said.

1 knew what she meant.

“Weli, T have some library work cut out for me,” she said.

“Pear], tell me what you remembet about the finches.”

She drew a deep breath, and finally embarked on her expla-
nation. Pearl informed me that Chatles Darwin had started off
his voyage believing in the fixity of species. In the Galapagos
Islands, howevet, he found thirteen distinct species of finches,
one per island. He realized that their isolation from each other
had allowed them to evalve ato distinct species, not just vari-
eties of the same species.

“But what does the story mean to yous”

“Some of those thirteen species look different from each
other, but others are so much alike that the human eye can’t
disﬂnQuish them. Only the finches can. A bird who flies to a

different area, despite sporting the same feathers and singing -

the same song, will be excluded on the basis of having 2 beak
that is a hair’s breadth different from the others.”

“QOK, so these birds, somehow—mystetiously to us—de-
cide that 2 new bird on the block is just slightly different, and
then deem thatbird to be ... ™

“Undateable.”

Peatl was more comfortable applying her intellect to the
problem than moving close to her emotions. She had not spent
much time thinking about why this patticular story had res-
onated so deeply with hez. She had, however, begun locking up
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everything she could find on the topic. Thete was a good deal
of helpful material, and Pearl made copies fot me with pas-
sages highlighted in yellow.

The key to our copundrum lay in an article written by histo-
rian of science Frank Sulloway. Pearl flew in one afternoon,
waving it in the air.

“This article is called ‘Darwin and His Finches: The Evolu-
tion of a Legend.’ Are you ready for this?”

She was hardly seated on the couch when she began teading
aloud to me:

{Flar from being crucial to his evolutionary argument, as the
legend would have us believe, the finches were not even
mentioned in ke Origin of Species. . . . In spite of the leg-
end’s manifest contradictions with historieal fact, it success-
fully holds sway today in the major texthbooks of bialogy
and ornithology, and is frequently encountered in the his-
totical literature on Darwin, It has become, in fact, one of
the most widely citculated legends in the history of the ife -
sciences, ranking with the famous stories of Newton and
the apple. (p. 40)

Pear] looked up at me. I was still standing, too amazed to
move. The moment I sat down: and made eye contact, we both
burst out laughing.

“No,wait-~there’s morel” she szid.

Darwin apparently did notice the finches, but collected tel-
atively few. Having packed them together, he had trouble
labeling them. Observing the finches didn’t turn him into an
evolutionist., Rather, it was his conversion the following yeat
to evolutionaty views that allowed him to ook differently at
those finches. It was a colleague—a man who, ironically, dida’t
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believe in evolution—who had to tell him the finches wete ac-
tually different species.

“So the legend romanticizes a messy bunch of events,” 1
said, “removing the story of his dependence on other thinkets.”

“Right. And apparently the serious work on the finches
wast’t done until 1947, by a man named David Lack. It was he
who obsetved that even the seemingly identical finches were
careful not to interbreed.”

Some scholars, we learned, believe they should be called
“Lack’s finches.” The story does not end there, however. Evolu-
tion, as we now know, is not something that happened eons ago
but something continuously operating, Later researchers found
that under certain conditions, finches of different species do
“date”” and mate. Fully 10 petcent of the finches on one of the
Galapagos Islands are now bybrids. And the bitds who have
mated with those outside their group are the most robust of alll

Pearl was fascinated with the topic. The finch studies spoke
to her like wtiting on the wall, and her excitement was conta-
gious. Sketches of shiny black birds with impressive beaks,
thotocopies of data in infinite shades of gray, found a messy
nest high on my old Tkea bookshelf.

The conclusion Pear] drew from her voluminous reading
was that to be a Darwinian finch or 2 Lackian finch was by no
means to be doomed to neglect and exclusion.

A source of ongoing dismay for Pearl was ot being able
to place the moment she had named herself a Darwinian
finch. She remembered only writing a report in high school
on Darwin, and finding him a sympathetic character—in-
deed, an intellectual hero.

This man whose ideas shook the world was a humble
preacher who started out believing in the constancy of species.
He allowed both observation and argument to change his
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mind, This was what a good scientst must do, she told her stu-
dents. Or a good scholar.

Biographers have described Darwin as 2 homely man of
mediocre intelligence, a bad speller, and an imperfect re-
searcher who made tersible gaffes in sotting his specimens, He
seemed to me an unlikely hero for Peas, the elegant intellec-
tual, metculous in her work, possessed of a lapidaty wit Not
odd at all, on second thought. One of the few things she had
told me about her stepfather was that he had to be right all the
time; there was no changing his mind. Tt occurred to me that
Darwin had appeared at a moment in her young life as the
flawed but gentle father for whom she longed.

Eventually, Pearl decided that regardless of where she had
found the finch fable—updated with certain details—it stuck
because she needed it to be true. “Mating” had for her 2n aura
of impossibility, and it was more comfortable to think of this
poetically as destiny rather than choice. What had become of
beautiful Pear, the woman trapped inside the story? Why not
do some research or her own name? -

On this subject of her namie, Pear] had some things to tell
me right then and there, Other facts she learned only later, af-
ter speaking with her mothet.

She had always liked her first name, and remembered clearly
the day her aunt showed her that precious pearls come in
shades of black and white. And while she knew she had been
named for her mother’s mother, she had not known why.

“My mother bad always told me that she didn’t get along
with her mother, who was crazy and beat her, but spated her
sister, my aunt. My mother hoped that naming her pretty baby
‘Pearl’ would win her mother ovet.”

Pearl had never liked het last name, “Quincey;” hecause it be-
longed to the stepfather she despised. It might have been sotne
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slave’s fitst name, a hundred fifty years back, she said. She had
simply never wanted to know anything about him ot his family.

1 let Peatl know that I believed in asking questions about out
names. She agreed in principle, but made it clear that it might
take years before she would be ready.

The name “Peatl Quincey” contained worlds of meaning: the
attempt of a daughter (Rita) to win over a “crazy” mother, the
story of that daughter’s tivalry with her favored sister, an associa-
ton with besutiful jewels in blaclk and white, and a connection to
slavery with all its savage destruction of names and subjectivities.

While speaking to her mother about names, Peatl had been
careful not to mention therapy. It was important that Mrs.
Quincey rot have to think of Pear! as anything but invincible.
She had been disappointed to leatn that “after all the trouble
and fuss” Pearl stili did not have tenute.

“But they will raise your salaty, no?” her mother asked.

Pear] admitted to me for the first time that she felt pressure
from her mother to succeed. She also told me that she had felt
bad about studying literature, as her mother had wanted her to
become a famous scientist or doctor and discover a cure fot
cancer. Who could blame this mother, whose life had been
crushingly difficult, for wanting to live through her child? Of
coutse the family wanted Peatl to become a big name. Peatl
wanted it, too.

The uncovering of the finch myth marked a turning poiat in
out wotk, Peat] said: “Tt would make any person say, What else
do T assume to be true that is not?” It feels like an open door
where one expected none.”

I wondered how she felt about the fact that I, too, had be-
lieved in the myth of Darwin’s finches.

“You did and you didn’t,” she said. “You kept asking me to
talk about it, ot T never would have done the research.”
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My asking questions about her name is something I owe to
my interest in the work of Jacques Lacan. No analyst since
Freud has so keenly appreciated our debt as human beings to
language, to the register of the symbolic. Even before we
speak, we are spoken about, says Lacan. Before we are loved
and held by mothers and others, before birth, and sometimes
years before our conception, we have zlready been the subject
of talk. In some families, a male or female child has been long

awaited—or dreaded. In others, a child may be conceived as a

teplacement for a lost baby ot refative, Parents tich and poor,
sick and well, imagine all mannet of things for their children.
These expectations—along with cultural conversations about
the value of childten, male and female, born in and out of
wedlock to parents young and old, sttaight and gay——cannot
fail to affect children’s subjectivity, the way they will say “T am.”
Sometimes 2ll 2 person knows about this complex history of
being spoken about is his or her name and namesake. Names,
given to us in a deceptively simple gestute, are stuffed with
hope, memory, and feat. -

Investigating the “stuff” of our names and our otigins can
provoke anxiety, but failing to do so often ends up the more
petilous choice. For an example of such peril, we need go no
farther in myth or literature than Sophocles’ Oedipus. The
name “Oedipus” means “swollen foot” and refers to his bio-
logical father maiming him as an infant before having him
abandoned in the woods. Oedipus is rescued by 2z herdsman
and raised by adoptive parents. When, as an adult, Oedipus
leamsi from the oracle that he will kill his father and marry his
mother, he flees the adoptive parents, assuming the oracle
meant them. Vzinly trying to escape his fate, Qedipus of
coutse fulfills it instead, killing his biological father and marry-
ing his biological mothe:.
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Oedipus showed exceptional cleverness in solving the riddle
of the Sphinx. But he was neither clever not curious enough to
solve kis own riddle, the riddle of his name. For Lacan, the
Ocdipus tale is not so much about the infamous family triangle
as it is a case of mistaken identity. An aging Oedipus, blind and
in exile, finally undertakes a kind of self-examination. Some-
thing we might call transformation ot redemption comes as he
ackaowledges and accepts his wounded self. The formerly
proud Oedipus addresses King Theseus poignantly at Colonus:

1 come to give you something, and the gift
Is mey own beaten self; no foast for the eyes;
Yet in me is a more lasting grace than beauty.

Jacques Lacan understood the Oedipus complex in the lives
of actual men and women, analogously. We are, each one of
us, embarked on a mission involving mistaken identity. In order
to connect with other people—in order to answer our own.
“Who am 17”’—we use names, academic degtees, medical diag-
noses, family prognostications, and social myths. I zm a “poor
little rich kid,” “the daughter of alcoholics,” “the ovet-

achiever,” “the forgotten middle child,” “a Darwinian finch”

Many of us never question these—cannot stop taking them for
granted—until we faltes, break down in some way.

Peatl had enteted therapy thinking about herself mote con-
fidently as a Darwinian finch than as, say, “Professor Quincey.”
One could argue, of course, that “Professor Quincey” is also a
mistaken identity. Alone, it does not carry the truth about
Peasl, For Lacan, all identities are mistaken in the sense that
they are superficial, partial. We use them to function in the
world, but we need always to remember the cost. The point is
not to go nameless, to refuse the question “Who am 17", but
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to keep the conversation about identity going, This is the work
of psychotherapy: to learn both to assume an identity and to
call it into question. It is one of the principal ways that talking
helps. ‘

It was around this time, in the second year of her therapy, that
Pearl began to speak about the test of her family, and to tell
mote of her story:

“My mother got pregnant with me the first time she had sex,
at fifteen, with a fourteen-year-old boy named Owen Platt. My
aunat married a white man with enough means to help us leave
Jamaica. In Florida, my mother met Derek Quincey, 2 dark-
skinned, broad-shouldered man who married her for her looks.
I believe she fancied him at fisst. He was older and secmed in-
tetested in providing for us. His father was killed in 2 fight over
fifty cents lost in a card game. That’s when his drinking went
out of control,”

Mr. Quincey beat his sons, and Pearl lived in terror of his
mad fits.

When Peatl had the chance to live with her aunt, Derek op-
posed it, saying that “the Rasta bastard” would go wild there
and start popping out babies. Her mother cited her studious-
ness and said they should let her go. Peatl choked on the
thought of leaving her mother behind, but she wanted to es-
cape her stepfather. When her brother broke his arm, 2
drunken Mr. Quincey—who had hated doctors since a white
physician refused his mother care—knelt on the boy’s chest,
cursing and insisting he could set the bone. Seeing her mother
helpless against his evil, Pearl felt hate for her, too. Pear! vowed
to be victimized by no man.
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'The exception to Derek’s no-doctor rule involved little Ellie,
born with a seizure disorder. For Detek to favor—of all chil-
dren—this sick and weak one! Peatl remembered feeling supe-
rior to Ellie because the little girl had much darker skin than
hets. Peat] had never voiced her resentment of this child to
anyone. Not a word.

I made sure to ask Pear] duting these sessions how she felt
talking about her family.

“ feel a twinge. When I started to talk~did you noticer—I
sort of whispered like they might be in the next room listening,
But you know, they aren’t. This is my life, and these stoties be-
long to me, and I want to tell them.” . '

Peatl said she wanted to say a bit more before we stopped
for the day. _

As a teen-ager, she continued, boys did not approach het,
and she was relieved. She would do anything before proving
her stepfather right and getting sent home, Better to outdo the
adults in the business of good behavior.

Many 2 high-school gitl feels insecure or overlooked, of
course. Pearl’s awkward stage continued through college. She
insisted she was not noticed by men—not by short or tall men,

a0t by men who grew up in the South, North, the West Indies, -

or zbroad. She did not feel ugly, just different. “Tt was like 1
wote a sign that said ‘T don’t do sex, marriage, or babies’”

I liked this talk of wearing a sign. Tt suggested she realized
that, far from being unrecognizable in some essential way, she
had made choices. The “sign” had served her well. As a woman
of color, she had always to be at the top of her class to prove
that she was as good as the rest. Without financial resources
arid with a family to support, she had wotked a couple of jobs
at all times. Pearl had become one with her work, A man would
have been a distraction.
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I asked if she ever felt otherwise now—that & relationship
could make life better.

Peatl looked away and shook het head. I had the feeling I
was about to get a talking-to. She asked if T had any idea of the
statistical odds against an educated black woman her age find-
ing & suitable male pattner. I let het know I understood that the
demographic facts were not cncouiag{ng.

“Nonetheless, I'm asking you, Peatl: What if you did meet
someone you liked? Would you be interested in a telationship?”

“If it were ‘raining men’? Yes, but stll, who would T find to
put up with me? I'm not a youngster; I'm set in my ways.”

“Keep talking.”

“Who would have me? I'm a tetrible cook. I don’t want to

B

take care of any more kids. ... I mess up everyone’s stereo-
type, don’t you think? Is there a man anywhere looking for a
tall, guileless black lady who reads a book a day and keeps
nothing in the fridge but Popsicles?”

Het questions were beginning to change. In fact, during this
petiod, I never knew what she would bring up.

Pear! walked into her next appointment asking, “How do
you do it, Deborzh?”

“How do I do what, Peatl?”

She wondered how I balanced work and social life, matriage,
kids, romance, ptivate time. She believed T'held certain secrets,
both the keys to her own mythology 2nd the keys to living,
Would I share them or keep them to myself? If she did meet
someone, could she count on me for advice? What if she fell
for someone 1 didn’t like? Could T stand to hear the details of
pursuit and courtship?

Pearl wanted reassurance that 1 coulci tolerate her becoming

sexually active. Her parents had managed to foreclose her cu-

tiosity and expetimentation. Pear] wanted to be sure [ would
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not be put out, frightened, censorious, or jezlous of her new
adventures.

Three months into out work on these issues, Peatl had cof-
fee one day with a psychology professor. This led to weeks of
dadag that felt sexually charged. She enjoyed the physical con-
tact a lot, which she described as mostly “kissy face” (accent on
the second wotd).

When Pearl announced those events to e, I almost knocked
over the small bowl of roses at my right. She had gone from
coffee to her first kissy face in three dates? So matter-of-factly?

Only then did Peasl clarify: Although she had not done any
formal dating in college, she had fancied certzin boys, been
firted with, danced a lot. She had even had a bit of sexual ex-
perience in graduate school. Tt simply hadn’t added up to any-
thing, she said. Neither to love nor to hope.

With regard to her new psychologist friend, the challenge
came in the time between dates, when she was waiting for him

to call. She would feel needy and pathetic. How she missed be-

ing totally in control.

1 let her know she did not sound pathetic by any means. The
desire to be perfect, in total control, had become a motif, and [
asked if she could say more about it. It was a desire she con-
nected with her mother’s love. She had lived to be her mother’s
perfect daughtet, thereby vindicating Rita’s life of sactifice.
Pearl was beginning to glimpse the error in this: Thete wete no
perfect daughters; and showing wealmess, admitting to desire,
were not decisions taken against her mother.

When the psychology professot teturned to his former giti-
friend, Pearl was very disappointed, but she did not regret the
experience. She felt a spell was broken. Pearl seemed to me
morte relaxed and confident, less stern a taskmaster to herself.
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She had even gone out and bought a used piano, not for her
nieces and nephews but for herself!

I was shocked, therefore, on arriving home from a long
weekend to find a ctisis ' message from Peatl. Her sciatica was
back; she was in grinding pain. It occurred just hours after re-
ceiving some news by mail. On the strength of four chapters, a
major academic publisher had accepted her book, vistually en-
suring her tenure.

Pear] told me about this on the phone. She knew she had
every reason to celebrate, but she felt awful. Why had the good
news triggered her symptom? Why should shccess be so
closely paired with pain? When I asked Peart] for her thoughts,
she recounted the nightmare she had had that motning,

I am sitting high up in a tree, enjoying the view. I can’t be-

tGeve I have climbed so high. I look below and see a creaiuve

dromming. It is part kitien, part rabbit or rat. I am horrified,

and yer happy the thing is not mine. I woke up in a sweal.

I asked Peas! to say whatever came to mind about the
dream.

:‘That’s me up in the tree, looking down. And the creature, I
think, has to be Ellie.”

Here was another boat T had missed. It was duting our very

first conversation that Pear] had mentioned the sistet who died.

1 assumed she died as a ditect result of the epilepsy. It turned
out, howevet, that she dtowned in the creek near their house.
Pearl said that her brothers kept a canoe near the creek, and
had been warned about keeping Ellie away {rom it. One day
she wandered off just long enough to throw her toys inside
and try to push it in the water. It’s possible that she had a
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seizure before falling, because no one heard her cry out. They
found her facedown in the water.

Fifteen-year-old Peatl was terrified that Detek would blame
het for Ellie’s death. He did. If Pear] had been home where she
belonged, he said, the child would be alive. Pear] was torn be-
tween a desire to go back and comfort her mother and a wish
to stay with het aunt and finish school. Her mother made the
decision for her, insisting that Pearl’s education was para-
mount. Pearl was ostensibly telieved, and no one guessed her
guilt. Friends and family had gathered around the Quincey
home to mourn the child’s death. Pear], meanwhile, was sitting
in a gitls’ school studying algebra and French. '

The dream made the conflict almost unbearably clear. Pearl
Lad climbed highet than she had ever imagined, and loved the
view. She had reached that point, however, only at the expense of
her sister’s life. “The thing was not mine” ate the words she uses
in the dream, connoting het envious disparagement of Ellie,

Peasl dealt with her embarrassment of riches in the way she
knew how—Dby giving away all she could. Eilie’s death, she said,
tedoubled the drive to justify her privileged positon. No one
would accuse her of living high on the hog. She would wotk
harder and accept fewer rewards than anyone. It was no sur-
prise that she could not feel joy about the prospect of success.

Pear] was not the first patient of mine to become de-
pressed over good news. One astute man observed that the
uncoascious seems to put an “absolute value sign” on events.
Thus, we are disrupted by big changes, be they in the positive
ot negative directon. People have committed suicide on both
losing fortunes and winning them.

Throughout her second year of therapy, Peatl talked 2 lot
about messages the family had given her about staying and
leaving, about independence and family loyalty, about gratitude
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and self-indulgence, These can be complex knots for any fam-
ily to untangle, but in those whose young members actually
change social class, they seem partculatly gnatled. Poor and
working-class parents generally want their children to have op-
portunities they missed. Their children take up the mandate to
succeed and, in so doing, end up in 2 wotld foreign to theit par-
ents. They not only do a different kind of work, they also eat
different foods, enjoy different entertainment, and hold differ-
ent political views. The young person in such z family may feel
that, in order to show loyalty (through success), he ox she must
inevitably teject the family’s traditions. And the young person
may feel tremendous guilt about surpassing siblings and
cousins economically, In some families, the successful member
tries to convert those left behind to new tastes, as though envy
might magically dissolve if everyone would just eat brioche and
read the New York Timesin their designer pajamas.

Pearl had tried her best to remain patt of the clan. She pet-
mitted herself to enjoy certain fruits abroad, but only if she
shipped some home. She was allowed to do well, but not to
feel well. Giving up the dream of romantic love, she decided,
was a kind of deal she had struck with God. He had taken her
sister; she would soldier on, living and working for two. Loneli-
ness would be the price she paid for her vertiginous huck.

Freud wrote evocatively about people he described 2s

“wrecked by success.” He found it bewildering, but true,

¥, . . that people occasionally fall ill precisely because 2 deeply
rooted long-cherished wish has come to fulfillment, It seems
then as though they could not endure their bliss.” Freud gave
several examples, among them that of a professor awatded a
coveted university chair after the death of its occupant.

“He fell into 2 state of melancholy which unfitted him for
all actvity for some yeats aftet.”
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The problem, as Freud saw it, was that the immediate suc-
cess in these cases resonated with a longed-for but taboo
success from eatly life, namely the Oedipal desire to posscss
fully one parent, displacing the other. The feeling in adulthood
that one has finally “done it” wraps certzin people in the grip
of a guilty wish long repressed.

There was, in Peatl’s recent success, the revival of some ele-
ments of her family complexes. Peat!’s underestimated tivalry
with Bllie—her stepfathet’s favorite—had contributed, we
concluded, to her years as a confirmed celibate. Her choice of
the label “Darwinian finch” condensed an astonishing number
of aspects of her identity. It meant that she bote the proud
pame of Charles Darwin, an influential scientist with a gentle
soul. It meant that she was a bitd, that Is, a creature destined to
migrate and therefore expected to leave home. Pearl would not
mate or have children, thus escaping the humiliations her
mother had known—Iiving with a bully and a drunk, seeing her
children abused, and giving up 2 life of her own.

There is another matter that comes into play in this conun-
drum known as “incomplete mourning” ot “frozen grief”
Sometimes we deal with a lost loved one by identifying uncon-

sciously with that individual. In choosing to be a finch, Peatl -

was not only giving up part.of her self, she was also becoming
Ellie. EBllie had always been known as a child who would not
grow up and have a full adult life. She wandered off one after-
noon, dreaming of we-know-not-what, pushing and pulling at
the Little canoe she longed to boatd. She shipwrecked instead.
Peatl had, too: indeed, this was the first thing she said about
hetself on entering my office, “I have shipwrecked. . . . washed
up on your shore after all.”
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In the third year of therapy, Peat] met Joshua, a physician and
native of Cameroon. Joshua listened and he talked. He loved
his own wotk, and he enjoyed Pearl’s passion for hers. He de-
lighted in her beauty and talent, and he did not idealize her.

The finch was in love for the first tme. Daily she endured
the highs and lows. T was glad to support her in those dizzy
momerts. When she wortied that she “did not deserve .. 7 1
reminded her that she did deserve. When she asked if her
mother could adjust to her being in love, I assured her we
would continue to work on that. b

As their relationship progressed towatd sexual consumima-
tion, I found myself filled with delight for Peatl, and only
slightly jittery. Flad we talked enough about her fear of engulf-
ment and of engulfing, her fears of penetration and of preg-
nancy, for her to accept the pleasures of sex?

Yes, apparently. Pearl grew to love her intimacy with Joshua.
The most difficult part was her mourning over lost time.

“This whole world called the body,” she said beausifully, “all
these years could have been mine.” -

Pearl’s plaits grew to shoulder length and the beads mote oz-
aate. Emboldened, fledged, no longer waty, she enjoyed every-
thing she did i a heightened way.

‘Those floaty months of pleasure—how loag can human be-
ings bear them? Pearl was not sure how to tell Joshua she
needed more time zlone. At length they had “the talk,” about
time spent together and zlone, This should have solved the
problem, she thought. However, thete were days she would
have traded all the pleasures of love for a month alone to write
and think. Sometimes she wished for no relationship at all,

“T'm ashamed. I must be the textbook definiton of neure-
sis. Do you think I might be one of those people who simply
have no talent for happiness?”
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I did not. I thought she was smack in the middle of the por-
cupine dilemma. Whenever Joshua held back, she rushed to-
ward him; when he made himself availzble, she withdrew. To
me she was not an exotic bird, unchosen and unchoosable, buta
porcupine like everybody else—a creature social and capable of
reproducing, but one who would forever seek the tight distance
between the painful extremes of entanglement and isolation.

Pearl was eager for her mother to meet Joshua, but Rita
came up with a dozen reasons why she couldn’t do so. I won-
dered if this was about Joshua being a physician, or about his
being Aftican. “T think it about his being a man,” said Pearl.
“It’s about his being not her.” ‘

Peat had always been glad not to have one of those moth-
ers who were abways needling their daughters to marry. She was
unprepared, however, for what turned out to be a ptolonged
indifference—even hostility-—on her mother’s part toward her
relationship. That her mother, always proud of her achieve-
ments, should not join in her delight over this development
filled Pear] with anger.

Here we labored for a long time. It was, perhaps, the most
profound piece of mourning Peztl had to face—less dramatic
but infinitely mozre bitter than mourning her sistet, ot even
“lost time.” ~

Ritz Quincey had wanted to spate her daughter the disap-
pointments of marziage. No doubt she also felt protected by
her unmarried daughter, and loved being Pearl’s confidante.
Despite het peregrinations, Pearl seemed to be the one child
who would never leave het,

Tt was at this point ia therapy that Pear] reconsidered an in-
terpretation I had made years eatlier: that the sciatica was yet
another means of staying connected to her mother. The notion
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had been meaningless to her three years ago; it was simpiy a
coincidence, she said, that both she and her mother suffered
from chronic back trouble. Now she saw it differently. The pain
they shared in this particulat part of the body marked them
both as women who did hatd physical work, They could com-
misetate, they could feel fot each other. As a teen-ager, Pear] re-
alized, the pain had allowed her not to have to feel that she was
a spoiled girl on permanent holiday. Like her mother, she was a
hatd-wotking black woman, laboring to support her family. A
symptom that made her feel connected to her'mother’s body
would not, she realized, be a symptom easily given up,

Much has beeq: written about the mothet-daughter relation-
ship in the past few decades. Some of this writing refutes the
rather ditn view Freud took of the bond between mothers and
their female children. In the tendency of mothers to ovetiden-
tify with daughters in the early, “pre-Oedipal” stage, Freud saw
the origins of women’s “lesser capacities” for autonomy and
objectivity, In the 1970s and 1980s psychoanalytic feminists
wrote about mother-daughter identification in a more complex
way. Indeed, they said, the blusted ego boundaries between a
mother and her gitls may lead her to assume she knows their
feelings before they do. Yes, it may lead them to cling to each

~ other, What is lost in terms of autonomy, howevesr, may be

made up in the positive qualities of empathy and loyalty.

The psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow writes about differ-
e_nce,s;. between boys and gitls at the pre-Oedipal stage. The
boy’s first intimate connection in life is with a czoss-sex parent,
and the girl’s with 2 same-sex parent: in both cases, the mother.
Boys are expected to switch their identification and become
like the males in their family. Girls do not experience that rup-
tute; they are expected to maintaie their otiginal identification.
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Chodorow maintains that this fact contributes to gitls” greater
tendency for continuity and connection to othets. It can also
trap gixls into those very things, howevet. ,

Therapists, fiction writers, and memoirists have set them-
selves to describing this set of issues. On the subject of moth-
ers and daughters, Jamaica Kincaid is again most eloquent. In
adolescence, Annie John reflects:

Something T could not name just came over us, and sud-
denly I had never loved anyone so ot hated anyone so. But
to say hate—what did I mean by that? Before, if T hated
someone I simply wished the person dead. But I couldn’t
wish my mother dead. If my mother died, what would be-
come of me? I couldn’t imagine my life without her. Wotse
than that, if my mother died, I would have to die, too, and
even less than I could imagine iy mother dead could T

imagine myself dead,

Pearl was beginning to distinguish her desires from her
mothet’s, as some girls do in adolescence. She wrote letters
home, angty and plangent. She read drafis to me until she had
the tone just right. Peasl never stopped loving her mother, but
het capacity to love, admite, and desire expanded its embrace.
Instead of phoning home for a few minutes each day, she be-
oan calling for an hour on Sundays. Pearl prevailed upon her
brothers aad sister to do some of theit mother’s banking and
doctor’s appointments—things she had done from a distance.

Pearl practiced some distancing moves on me. She, who had
never canceled a session without a good reason—and certainly
not without notice—was now canceling frequently. There were
three occasions on which I 'would have charged her, in fact, had
I followed my policy meticulously. T had explained the
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cancellation rule to her at the outset. When I raised the matter
once again, Peat] refused to engage me, insisting that she had
been “fiendishly busy” of late. I took that fact into account and
fortified it with some vague sense of her specialness. The lat-
ter, [ eventually realized, was something I needed to analyze in
myself,

The words going through my mind were: “I’s Pearl. How
can I charge her when she . . . has had such a hatd life . . . never
believed in therapy in the fitst place " has done so well . .. is
someone who sacrifices for others, and who wouldn’t under-
stand my need to chagge for missed sessions?”

This was not tedvial stuffl Many patients come in skeptical
about therapy. Many have had hard lives. Pearl was by no
means the most deprived person I had ever had in my care.
What exactly was going on hete?

I believe we were reenacting the relationship she had with
her mothes, in which clear boundaties were sacrificed and con-
flict foreclosed by the wish to be close and unique to the other.
Thad to ask myself if cultural factors were in play as well. How
else to make sense of my musing that “she woulda’t under-
stand my policy”? The more I thought about this particulat
frec association, the motre condescending and suspect it

" sounded. Was this a bit of unconscious racism dressed up as

magnanimity? I half-hoped the issue would go away, but it did
not. Peatl then called to cancel a session because she wasn’t
feeling well. We rescheduled the appointment but she didn’t
show up. She called that evening to say she had forgotten
about it compietely. I mentioned T would have to bill her for
the missed session. :

Af'the time of the phone call, Pear] hada’t protested, but in
our next session, I noticed her fighting tears as she wrote out
the check. I encouraged her to speak.
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Therapy was an extravagance in the first place, she said. To
pay this hefty sum for no session at all was outrageous. She
knew it was customary for therapists to work in this way, but
that only showed how out of touch the profession was with
pecple’s lives.

I sensed she was s4ll holding back, and I invited het to con-
tinue.

“I haven’t formulated my thoughts, and I don’ want to keep
blusting stuff out”

“Sometimes the truth likes to be blurted out.”

“1 don’t know! But I can’t help thinking how hard most
people in this world work for one hundred ten doliars. That
includes the people in my family; they work hatd for that
money! Can you really appreciate it, coming from your back-
ground? Tt just hurts somehow that even with someone like
you, there comes a limit between black and white, 2 limit of
understanding,”

Few things are as unnerving as confronting one’s own
racism, ot being described as insensitive to race. I felt embaz-
rassed and sad, but also encouraged by het willingness to speal
het mind. I wondered if she had felt this limit at other times in
out work,

“Last yeaz, a college friend of mine told me her therapist
was black, and it made me curious, you know, about the differ-
“ ence that might make, But, no, I have never felt until now that
there was this limit between us. Like, “You just don’t get me.””

We talked a bit about her fantasy of what it might be like
having a black therapist, and exactly what it was about her that
I wasn’t “getting” We had reached the end of the hout, and I
mentioned that we didn’t have to wrap this up in one session.
We could (and we did) return to the question of race and its
meaning in out relationship.

|
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Pearl was right about limits. No white petson, regardless of
sympathies, based or not on some shared expetience of big-
otry ot povetiy, can know from the inside the experience of
any person of color. Race matters, and we ert profoundly ia
not acknowledging the gap, And no thetapist can understand
any patient fully, even when their race and class backgrounds
are similar. That we are fairly guaranteed to misunderstand
each other is a useful if humbling truth. Psychoanalytic therapy
is devoted to matking our longing for clairvoyant love, and our
difficulty in recognizing all othets as othet.

As for the rules about time and money, it was clear to me
that Pear] never would have allowed herself that candor had I
not decided finally to apply my policy. To proceed along un-
spoken lines such as “How can I charge this poor black
woman?” was, T realized, a countertransference problem, a
simple rescue fantasy. Pethaps if T could grant her the privilege
of not paying, her life would have less privation, ket playing
field would feel a bit mote level. . . .

As we have seen in the other cases, a “resistance” to making .
the unconscious conscious belongs to the therapist as well as
to the patient. For both, thete is a yes and 2 no, always. I saw
my not charging Pearl as a bit of tesistance to doing the work.
That is, sensing that Peat] was expressing anger ot resentment
through her no-shows, T nonetheless chose to let them pass,
rather than invite her eriticism. It was an act of self-protection.
Realizing this made me flash on the stoty she had told early on
about the racist white clerk who lined their hats with tissue pa-
pet to “protect” the heads of white customers. All therapists
at some moment with every patient construct a kind of
brotective lining to shield themselves from what is going on
inside the patient’s head. One wants to know and vet one also
does not want to know. . . . Unique to psychoanalytic training
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is the emphasis on disciplining oneself to face rather than dis-
avow one’s own resistances,

What if Peat]l had had 2 black therapist? Race would still
have mattered, but differently, as the experiences of therapists
of color have shown. The psychoanalyst Kimberlyn Leary, for
example, writes of het expetience with African American pa-
ticnts who worry if she is “black enough” (or, perhaps, “too
black”). Race operates in thetapy also when both patient and
therapist are Caucasian. I had a white patient years back who
petiodically entered my office slinging racist criticisms of our
black receptionist. In minutes the patient and I would be in a
heated and thoroughly unproductive debate about racial
stereotyping, One day I saw a pattern: She abways made these
comments when she was actually angty at me—for being late,
changing her appointment time, or simply pushing her too
hard to talk, ‘This woman found it neatly impossible to get mad
at someone she liked. It was much nicer to think of joining
with me against someone who seemed to her an easy tatget.
My interpretation zbout her use of race marked a turning point
in our therapy.

In the week that followed our discussion about the fee, Pearl
phoned to apologize about spouting off. She seemed surprised
to leatn that I was not irritated with her, and that I was no less
pleased to see her the following week. This helped het to under-
stand that getting angty with close friends, with Joshua, and
maybe even with her mother might be possible. Porcupine-style
withdrawal was not the only way of negotiating distances in

love.
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Pearl was enjoying her new telationship, her friends, het
teaching, She was not at all sure, however, that she would re-
main at the university. On some days, she felt an ethical impet-
ative to stay. There were now three graduate students who had
chosen the department because they wanted to work with her,
and their needs haunted her days. At other tmes, she felt,she
had to leave because she could never be happy at an institution
of that kind. For the first time, her happiness was allowed to
mattet.

Pear] arranged to take an unpaid leave of absence to finish
het book and discreetly look for other jobs. She would spend
most of that time working in Africa with Joshua, and meeting
his family. They were committed to each other, although the
relationship had its sticking points, notably the question of
children. Joshua wanted eight. “Now it’s true that that’s seven
or eight more than I want, but he’s not implacable. T'll bargain
him down before long, you'll see.”

Peat] knew we had not solved all her life’s problems and that

the question of kids was serious. She had never really consid-
ered being a mothet until she met Joshua, she said. She felt
sure he would be an involved patent, and that she wouldn’t be
sactificing everything if they had a family.
" Before she left the country, we cut our sessions back to
every other week and then every thitd. Peatl cried like = little
girl the day we said good-bye. She gave me a packet of her
writings inscribed in a tender way. I heatd nothing from het for
neatly a vear. Then one spring morning Peaz] called saying she
was back in the U.S. and wanted to say hello. I was delighted to
greet her in my office.

She had loved her time in Africa, and pulled out photos of
herself dressed in gowns of kinte cloth and standing nextto a
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handsome man with very black skin. She had finished her book
and written some poetry as well.

And what had she decided to do about het cateer?

She had accepted 2 job at 2 college in Georgia—a place less
prestiglous than the one she had left, but one that promised to
be more rewarding. They valued teaching,

The matter of children—FHow many? Adopted or biologi-
cal? And when?—remained unsettled. And then there was the
question of her mother. Mrs. Quincey wanted to move closer
to the couple, and although Joshua liked the idea, Pearl wasn’t
50 SUre.

I looked at Pearl. She was so different that day from the
woman who had entered my office more than four years ago.
Then she had heen wracked with an inflamed sciatic netve,
lonely, Insomniac, fuminating ovet obsolete wotds for grief—
indeed, living with an obsolete self-description. Now she ap-
peared vital, relaxed, hopeful.

T asked if she would allow me to include her in & book I
hoped to write about psychotherapy. She gave an emphatic
“yes!” as though a weight had been lifted.

“Onus wotk has made so much possible: my book, finding
Joshua, surviving my tzribulations. I would love to give some-
thing back to you.”

And so she did,

BEIGHT DOLLARS and ten cents an hour, That’s what we,
a top-notch team of psychologists and social workets, were
earning in the eatly 1980s at our world-famous childrer’s hos-
pital and convmunity mental health center.

1 had been simmeting quietly over this for some time, never
reaching full boil until our director called 2 special meeting. Dr.
Claude Bradley wished to announce that our caseloads would
be increased by 20 percent, effective immediately. Were there
any questions?

1 raised my hand.

“We'te working twelve-hout days as it is, Claude. Some of us
are still in analysis and many have spouses and kids. I calculated
my houtly wage last night, and hete is my comment: T can’t be-
lieve the amount of wotk I'm doing now for eight dollats an
hout, 2nd I'm not dying to do more.”

No one moved. ‘

“When did yox get a raise?” came a voice behind me.

That would be Jeff, the class clown.

Claude was sympathetic. He was a decent, overworked guy
who could have been making a mint in a different setting. He



