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Description:

The world of psychiatry is a journey into the nether corners of the mind. To his patients and colleagues Doctor Clifford Cowen represented the highest values of the psychiatric field. All paid homage to the man but one—his friend and colleague, Cindy Pietila. But when Cowen began to unravel, Doctor Pietila, against her better judgment, agreed to take him on as a patient—a mistake that will lead her to expose a brilliant mind tormented by demons she’d never fathomed. If she fails in her treatment, not only will her career be on the line but her life as well.
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First Chapter:

He was one of the honored analysts of his day. Do not think that I was very impressed by his papers, but they were the essence of Doctor Cowen. In reality he cared little or nothing for his patients; in fact, he detested neurotics, but he learned the ropes and used his knowledge to counteract the feeling of inferiority he’d felt for most of his life. He derived a great deal of satisfaction from the knowledge that, on his climb up the social ladder, he could see the perverted side of those he detested. In medical school he was Doctor Span’s star pupil. Span taught all his students to think like Freud and had an apt disciple in Cowen. He was so bright that Span used him as his personal assistant. Truthfully, Clifford wasn’t mature enough to warrant the job, and he quickly got into trouble over some “medical error”, which cost him his seat by Span’s side. This only increased Cliff’s growing distaste for psychiatry, but it also gave him the drive to be the best, and it certainly improved his relationships with the other students. In his last year at med. school he drank too much and frequently stayed out all night carousing with those of like mind. Yet, I never actually met anyone who liked associating with him, and no one would cover for him either. Human nature being what it is, when he became a big success years later, former students would swear they’d been “bosom buddies” with Clifford Cowen.

 I’m skeptical of simple explanations regarding one’s behavior, especially those concerning Clifford. I’d assumed that he’d fallen out of favor and was soon forgotten by Doctor Span, but, as fate would have it, I had dinner with the doctor on one occasion and found that he not only remembered Cowen vividly but had followed his progress over the years. He had often watched him on talk shows and had read his books, “Urban Man”, and “Isolated Woman”.

 Clifford was rich through his father and a Catholic through his mother. At the prep school where he studied hard to get into Yale, no one bothered to build his ego. His fellow students barely acknowledged him as a member of the human race, which made him bitter and cynical. Probably due to the isolation he endured, I became fond of this complex man as we progressed through medical school. He was a plain looking boy and, despite his attempts to fit in, was actually shy and painfully aware of just how different he was from the rest. Despite his difficulties he somehow graduated with honors, went on an ego trip, and married an older, society lady. He was married to her for only two years when she suddenly died, leaving him with two dachshunds (which he soon gave away) and plenty of money. Truth be known, he’d been entertaining the thought of leaving her for some time but had lacked the courage to follow through, so her death came as both a shock and a relief.

After the funeral Cowen took off for Los Angeles. While there, he gambled heavily and consorted with hookers, which soon depleted his late wife’s funds. Reluctantly accepting the fact that he’d have to work for a living, he set up his practice and, in record time, was backing mental health reforms. His papers were published and read by those who counted. Californian’s loved his mystic insights, and his colleagues were delighted by the brilliance of the young psychiatrist. Cowen was regarded as a saint and had his face plastered on major magazine covers across the country. He used his own money to publish his first book, “Urban Man”, and discovered he liked the authority of being a writer. But self-publishing became too expensive, and he grudgingly gave it up.

He’d been living with a “lady of the evening” by the name of Kathy Thomas who quite satisfactorily assuaged his carnal needs. Anxious to put her old life behind her, Kathy talked Clifford into going abroad to further his studies in pursuit of his goals. So they went to England where she changed her ways and developed a new sense of worth. During their stay abroad they had a relaxing time and enjoyed sharing new experiences. 

After returning to the states they settled in Richmond, Virginia, not far from my husband, Daniel, and me, where Cliff went on another ego trip and began writing again. It was then that he wrote “Isolated Woman”, and he would sit for hours regaling me with his thoughts on the inner conflicts of man and how determined he’d become to save the “common folk” from their ineptitude.

Despite strong misgivings on my part I became, at his request, Clifford’s analyst. I first became aware of his dangerous attitude towards humanity one night after we’d dined together. Cliff, Daniel, and me ate at a low budget affair—Cliff didn’t want to spend too much—and afterwards went to a bar for drinks. After several whiskey sours he began talking about the need for an atomic war and the replenishing of the planet, and declared his desire to drive off to the mountains and feel the “very essence of life”. 

I suggested a trip to the Peaks of Otter in the Blue Ridge Mountains when we could find a free weekend. “I know plenty of people in the area so we wouldn’t have to spend money on motel rooms,” I said. Despite the frown that appeared on Clifford’s face, I pressed on, “They’re my kind of people, and they love to have visitors from the big city. It would be a very relaxing weekend.” Cliff still said nothing and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Well,” I continued, noting the shyness in his eyes, “why decide tonight? We could go somewhere else if you like,” I added, looking over at Daniel, who shrugged his shoulders and kept mum.

Cliff smiled and I decided to let the subject drop for now. On our way out he finally responded, “Hell, why did you have to bring other people into it? You know I’m not about to take time off to mingle with a bunch of rednecks! Didn’t you understand where I was coming from when I didn’t say anything?”

“No, I’m not always looking at you in an analytical fashion, Cliff. I know people all over the state. Why does it matter to you where we stay? The idea is just to get away for a few days and relax.”

“You’re always trying to push me, Cindy Pietila. Any adventure, no matter how simple, has some kind of underlying meaning. I don’t need such behavior from you—I have patients for that! Don’t you care anymore?”

“Of course I do,” I replied wearily. “That’s why you should go!”

“Let’s just forget it.”

“I’m not going to let it drop, Cliff. Daniel would enjoy it and so would you and your girlfriend if you gave it a chance.”

“Well, I’ll mull it over.”

“Want to discuss it again in my office tomorrow?” I asked, looking at him closely.

“I’ll call you. Good-night,” he mumbled, before turning around and marching back to the bar.

“He’s not much of a doctor,” Daniel observed, shaking his head.

“You’re probably right but I feel he can be. I saw his talent in med. school.”

“You don’t trust his motives, do you, Cindy?” he asked as we walked out to the car.’

“No, I don’t. He’s a product of a Godless society.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it. Maybe he knows more about people than even he wants to admit.”

I sat quietly on the way home, grateful for a stable husband and his quiet approach to life.

During this time, “Isolated Woman” was published by a small, little-known publisher (major publishers had turned down the work, which I thought was a wise decision). Somehow the book became a big success (I thought it was a total bore), and Cliff was riding high. His newfound fame caused an awful scene with Kathy, as other women began to notice him. Because of this I felt certain Kathy would eventually lose him. With the success of “Isolated Woman”, Cliff’s self-published “Urban Man” was picked up by the same small publisher and soon became an even bigger hit. The “educated” praised his style, and Cliff’s already over-inflated ego grew even larger. He was now in demand all over the country and took full advantage of his status. 

I’m sure that Cliff had never loved anyone but himself for most of his life. He’d married for money the first time, and Kathy had taken him on the rebound upon the realization that she’d been nothing but a whore since she was thirteen. Cliff lacked confidence then but was quick to realize that women found him attractive, and he could use and abuse those who desired him. This realization changed his actions so much that he became most unpleasant to be around. Also, in flirting with the more desirous women at his numerous parties, he had dined and bedded many who were quite capable of destroying his fragile ego. Oblivious to this danger he became increasingly vain and boasted of his conquests to the extent that enemies began forming in the ranks.

Then there was another concern. He’d been reading the works of Alfred Adler. This sounds like a typical pursuit for an analyst, but Clifford decided he could have been Adler. Adler set goals needed to understand human behavior—the powers of self-knowledge and self-criticism that lie within us all—but allowances should be made. Cliff took every word Adler wrote as gospel, yet considering Adler as “all-knowing” in the field of psychiatry would be akin to a six-year old’s inability to learn without hearing the sounds of Tom and Jerry. Such narrow-minded thinking was dangerous, particularly for an analyst. I didn’t appreciate just how far Cliff had gone in his obsession with Adler until one fateful day when he dropped by my office to again discuss his favorite subject—himself.

“Psychiatry is an interesting field; don’t you agree, Cindy?” he asked with a smile on his face as he sat in the chair by my desk.

“I can see it’s game time—again,” I answered dryly. “Do you want to talk professionally or as friends?”

“As friends. Do you think I’ve changed, Cindy?”

“I don’t want to answer that. I’ve never put words in your mouth before, and I’m not going to start now. You can tell me how you’ve changed—if you want to.”

“Maybe you don’t know me anymore,” he retorted mockingly. “Maybe you’ve never really known me.”

“I’ve got patients to see, so if you want to play word games then catch me another time.”

“Is that all you can say?”

“Do you really want to talk, Cliff?”

“When you put it that way, the answer is no,” he responded flatly.

“None of your usual stories about how others have forced you to become aggressive?” I queried, pushing him.

“No, listen Cindy. If I did tell you what was really going on in my head, I doubt you could handle it.”

“I’ve done damned well so far.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” he rejoined, sitting back. “I’m not myself today.”

“So what’s bothering you?”

“All the old fears are back, and I’m even upset with my connections.”

“That’s understandable. I’ve seen the people you deal with.”

“I like using them,” he said, standing up and pacing back and forth. “I’ll use even more before I’m through.”

“Don’t play the child,” I responded evenly. “You can do anything you wish, with or without your sycophants.”

“Yeah, right.”

“You’ve got plain, old-fashioned charm.”

Cliff stopped pacing and looked at me. “I’ve realized my potential, but the knowledge doesn’t comfort me. So I’m better than most,” he shrugged. “Big deal.”

“You should find comfort in your work. All that you’ve written has been applauded and applied in many different therapies, and your books are still selling well.”

“I hate all this pretense,” he said wearily, returning to the chair. “I’ve been there and seen the ugliness in life.”

“All types of people have seen the ugliness—except those who are creating it,” I pointed out crisply.

“I’m not interested in others!” he retorted angrily. “They’re the abnormal types! I want to concentrate on me and my problems! I’m the educated psychiatrist—remember? I can dispense medication and put the feeble away from the eyes of society.”

“Your lack of compassion is troubling. Did you ever think about giving up your work?”

“Yeah, but that’s too easy.”

“Why don’t you take a good look at yourself and try to resolve this inner conflict with total honesty?”

“I want answers from you!” he cried, slamming his fist into his palm.

Cliff refuses to examine his own motives, I mused, and until he does…

“Come with me for lunch at Mac’s,” he blurted out.

“Are you buying?”

“Yeah,” he responded. We took a cab to an old café on North Street, and on the way I thought about what my approach would be while we were at the restaurant. Once there I could help him relax by keeping the conversation light. It’s very important to not crowd a patient, and even more important to maintain one’s ethics. I wondered how long he could continue to function as a doctor. 

We placed our orders, remaining quiet until the food was served. I wanted him to speak first.

“I need a big break, something more in my life,” he finally said.

“We all look for something more—we’re always searching.”

“Look, Cindy,” he said, placing his hands in his lap. “Don’t you ever get tired of living in this festering hole? Do you realize we’re just nameless people, part of a dying society?” 

“We’re alive, Cliff, and that counts for something.”

“Take a minute and do some actual thinking for a change! I wonder if you ever think about what all this means!” he cried, waving his hands around.

“Of course I think about life—everyone does,” I responded calmly.

“You don’t think about it in a serious way.”

“You could spend your whole life worrying about your own death!” I said a little impatiently. “What good does it do? I try to make the most of my talents. I don’t want to waste the time I have playing little games.”

“Well, I know life is more than this. People are souls wandering around creating special complexes.”

“Listen, Cliff. Going around in a blind, self-hate existence serves no one. I’ve tried all the worrying and fear I care to. You can’t run away from life by burying your head in the sand. There’s more to gain by working towards your goals.”

“But you’ve never been the target of abuse!”

“Abuse, hell!” I cried angrily. “I’m no beauty, and I also have the disadvantage of being a female doctor. Med. school wasn’t a piece of cake. I know how you feel, but it’s time to deal with these feelings, toss them aside, and grow from the pain.”

“I’m tired of trying, and I’m sick of people thinking I’m so fantastic. If you only knew the real me…if you only knew,” he mumbled.

“So stay out of the public eye for a while,” I suggested, glancing at my watch. “Take time off and relax—take a vacation with Kathy.”

“She’s another headache. She wants more than I care to give. Nothing can happen that will change the way I feel except death. You’ll never know what’s really in here,” he added defiantly, thumping his chest.

“Wasn’t that your idea all along? Keep me out and you win?”

“I don’t want to discuss it any further.”

So there I was. I was concerned for Cliff, but I couldn’t force him to talk about the dreaded subject—death—because, if I did, he’d immediately figure out my two alternatives: either recommend treatment by someone other than a friend, and/or recommend treatment by a tougher analyst. He’d picked me because I was safe and knew I wouldn’t force the issue.

“Well,” I said, rising to my feet, “I need to get back to my office and take care of business.”

“Why don’t we have a drink first?” he asked hopefully. “I know a place a few blocks over.”

“No, I have a full afternoon.”

“Do you mind if I call you tonight and talk over my plans?”

“No, call anytime,” I answered sincerely, determined to do what I could for Cliff.

Clifford did call me that night, around one in the morning, and ranted and raved about his lost years. In all my years of helping people I’d never felt as helpless as I did then. Here was a highly intelligent man, potentially an outstanding psychiatrist, who had no desire to be helped! His life was his own, and he wasn’t about to let anyone interfere. I thought back over our conversation after he’d finished his diatribe.

“Did I tell you my secret?” he’d asked me.

“No, but if you want to you can,” I’d responded wearily.

“God, what a joke all of this is!” he’d cried, avoiding the ‘secret’ he was about to tell me.

“Cliff, did I upset you today?”

“Maybe so. I didn’t want to think.”

“What’s really bothering you?”

“Ugliness,” he’d replied flatly.

I could see his face in my mind. We’d ended our conversation on a promise that we’d talk more tomorrow, but I already knew it would be a waste of time. Clifford Cowen liked playing games with me and wasn’t about to give anything up.
