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The Equation We Were Born to Solve
fiction 
Robert Earle

 Both her arms, her collarbone, her 
sternum and her legs were broken but she 
was enjoying his attention, so he let her 
talk. She spoke rapidly. Her teeth and jaw 
hadn’t been damaged and her uncombed 
black mane and the ugly sutures around 
her bruised right eye socket didn’t inhibit 
her. She was girlish except for her deep 
voice, which changed when she was 
fifteen. The accident apparently pleased 
more than pained her. She thought 
someone had tried to kill her.
 “I was turning left up Arizona 
Avenue from Canal Road, and I wasn’t just 
sideswiped. I was hit hard in the right rear 
taillight. That’s what drove me into the 
other car. It was an intentional hit-and-run. 
The police only interviewed me for fifteen 
minutes. Have they talked to you?”
 “No.”
 “See? How could they not 
interview you? Do they want leads? Do 
they understand I’m not anti-Israel or pro-
Israel, anti-China or pro-China, but 
someone wanted me dead anyway because 
of the things I’m into? The accident wasn’t 
that far from the CIA. Three miles.”
 His theories had infected her. 
Psychologically, he took the term 
microcosm seriously and documented the 
social forces that shaped personalities at 
the village level and then tested them on 
larger scales before focusing on leadership: 
the Churchill, Roosevelt, U Thant, Lyndon 
Johnson, and Robert Oppenheimer studies; 

the studies of corporations and the turn 
toward profit and away from broader 
social responsibility.
 Consequently she didn’t conceive 
that she merely had a “life.” Like him, she 
had a “mission.” When she was twenty-
two and he was asked to mediate between 
the Maoists and the king in Nepal, she 
wanted to make a movie. He said no, but 
let her come along. Unwise. She took off 
with the Maoists. When she came back, 
prepared to explain their side of the story, 
the project was kaput.
 He had four children, only one like 
Flora. The others veered away from him; 
they were skeptical or like their mother, not 
interested. But Flora’s adolescent devotion 
had lasted into her thirties. 
 “Turn on the computer, Daddy. I 
want to show you something.”
 “I think you should rest.”
 “You need to see this.” 
 She guided him to pictures of three 
wooden crates in a dark room, each 
theatrically stenciled Gold—$1 billion—
1933. Like something you’d see on stage in 
a Broadway comedy. But he already had 
met a guy named Mike, an itinerant 
Filipino dive instructor, who showed him 
these images at a party in Flora’s rumpled 
living room, decorated with paintings by 
her mother. Not very good paintings but 
lots of them, landscape after landscape, all 
the places they’d lived as he pursued his 
work: Mexico, Morocco, Indonesia, 
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Germany, India, finally Washington, D.C.
 Once Mike the dive instructor had shown him the crates, he’d instantly known that this 
would be Flora’s next craze, so he’d looked into the improbabilities. In 1933 the federal budget was 
$4.5 billion, meaning that someone in the the United States government mysteriously had 
transferred gold reserves equivalent to three-quarters of its annual expenditures to hiding places in 
the Philippines, from which, Mike’s tale continued, “mountain people” had stolen it, though if there 
were five hundred bars of gold in each crate, the crates would weigh over twelve thousand pounds, 
not easy to haul through a jungle into the mountains. 
 “Mike can get me to those crates, and I want you to go with me, Daddy. We’ll document this. 
You’ll help me deal with these mountain people. Mike says they’re tricky.” 
 “We need to get you out of the hospital and through physical therapy.”
 “But the U.S. Government wants to get that gold out of there and not have it finance Islamic 
terrorism worldwide.”
 “Why doesn’t the U.S. government do something, then?”
 “Because it doesn’t know where it’s hidden. Mike’s the first person to find out. Do you know 
what a cargo cult is?”
 “Of course.”
 “That’s how the villagers view the gold: it’s their god.”
 “I see.” 
 “I mean, the government thought the Philippines was the last place anyone would look for 
its secret gold reserves. But the feds choose Mindanao and it becomes the center of a Muslim revolt 
and it’s only luck the tribes get the gold and hide it. I need you to go with me on this the way I 
always went to places with you. We’ve got to get you out of the office into the world again. The 
office is killing you. From now on I want you to go everywhere I go. Come to the conference in 
Sydney on the Spratly Islands disputes. All of Southeast Asia will be there. I could play an 
important role with you advising me, helping with networking, watching my back. People know 
who you are.”
 Louis Cranbrook was eighty-two. He liked to start the day slowly, bathing, then getting 
dressed in clothing that concealed the brace he wore for his sclerosis, and then being driven to the 
office where he reviewed cases with the other psychoanalysts. Private practice was how he’d 
decided to wind things down when he was seventy, but he didn’t see patients himself anymore. At 
noon he swam and had a massage. In the afternoon he took at nap at the club and then returned to 
the office to meet with his associates again. They did not equally enjoy this. Raymond Knight 
subjected himself to supervision with the asperity of someone who believed he was the best 
psychoanalyst in the world. But Raymond was separating from his wife and genuinely under 
emotional and financial pressure,  so he put up with Lou’s comments. Leah Goldenberg had worse 
sclerosis than Lou. She saw patients sitting in a chair that had a counter-weighted chin strap 
suspended over it. She placed herself into the chin strap and let the weights gently pull her spine 
upward. The patients were not to look but she suspected some saw her in a reflection in the 
window. This upset her. Lou cautioned her, as he cautioned all of his associates, to dissolve into 
what the patient said, not what he or she as a therapist thought. All of them were trained in his 
theory of socio-psychodynamics, reducible to the irritating phrase, “It takes a village to raise a 
child.” There was more to it than that, but it was generally true: families were always subject to 
larger social groups and larger social groups inevitably were subject to some kind of leadership, his 
own final subject and, in a sense, his ultimate form of practice: his associates performed therapy 
under his leadership. It was an almost mortuarial business. People came to them to have 
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communally unresolved parts of themselves put to rest forever: nagging insecurities, repetition 
compulsions that took the form of serial divorces, being fired, getting into debt, alcoholism, inability 
to sleep, horrific dreams. Interring these things usually required digging them up where they’d been 
buried alive in villages they’d long left behind and then performing an act of psychic death, or you 
could even call it self-sacrifice. He seldom spoke in these terms, but his associates understood, and 
his own advancing age made such a perspective ineluctable for him.
 He felt death when he was swimming sometimes. If the water was warm enough, he could 
close his eyes and count strokes from one end of the pool to the other the way a child counted sheep 
and almost be asleep by the time he arrived. The lifeguards knew this and watched his mildly 
twisted body approaching the wall and would whistle to alert him, just a brief toot. He’d raise a 
hand in thanks, flip, push off and go back into his watery sleeping routine. Thirty toots made a 
swim. He’d get out, shower, then the massage, then the real sleep, and then the drive back to the 
quiet office and the final consultations with associates. The idea that someone at eighty-two could 
retain all of his mental acuity inspired them and reassured him. What was tired was his body, not 
his mind, and mentally Washington was easy. You had enormous communal constraints on 
everyone in government, hence social possibilities and forces that were fairly predictable. It was a 
mega-village in which the politicians, lobbyists, contractors, and workforce struggled with their 
addiction to killing the goose that laid the golden eggs. Happiness was not on the agenda. First 
came money, then power, then influence, then resentment, then frustration, then the city’s 
nightmare: no more money.
 Meeting someone like Flora would be unusual in D.C. She felt he had educated her to think 
outside social reality so she could be brilliant when necessary, as often was the case; she liked her 
adrenalin, her promiscuity, her outsider’s style and ability to multi-task. If he kept case notes on her, 
he would write that she was a well-intentioned manipulator who would say anything toward a 
good end: a clean environment, no more medicating soldiers who shouldn’t be on the battlefield 
anymore, no more terrorism, no more dangerous feuding about the Spratly Islands.
 “Would this be a documentary? A documentary about the gold?” 
 “No, Daddy, no, forget the gold, it’s just an instance, not my real point. Now that I know 
someone’s really after me, I don’t have much time left, and I need you with me, that’s what’s 
critical.” 
 “You’re thirty-six. You have plenty of time left.”
 “Not if someone kills me. It could be a drug cartel, have you considered that?”
 “No, I haven’t. Why would it be?
 “Because you know the sending communities, and I’m your heir. I know them, too. I get the 
whole upside-down logic of what’s going on across the border. This is the second Mexican 
revolution. The DEA had you in to talk to them. They could just as well have asked me, and the 
cartels know that. They know you’re a socio-psychic wizard, and that’s what you made me. We’re 
both threats.”
 He’d given up his swim for this hospital visit, putting his own metabolism under stress, 
likewise his personal embrace of alienation, his core strength. Loving was hard for him. It clouded 
things. His birth family had no idea what interested him. He’d ask questions about electricity that 
his father, an electrician, couldn’t answer. His mother disappointed him by cooking the same food 
over and over again. His sister realized he saw her carrying on with the wrong guys and hated him 
for that. He understood by age twelve that he was not in the right place. By fifteen he understood 
that alienation, so much criticized, was a gift. As his first three children went off in different 
directions, he felt relief. But Flora . . .
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 He went back to the office. Lyle McKee came in. Lyle was a dutiful analyst, as good as 
anyone at summing up the macro-forces besetting the poor individual in a Washington setting. 
 Lou sat in his customized corrective chair across from Lyle. They both happened to glance 
out at the street, Wisconsin Avenue, at the same time, and notice how gusty the day was, litter and 
leaves swirling everywhere, harbinger of an oncoming storm, perhaps even snow. Minnie brought 
in green tea. Her gaze tiptoed across his face, evaluating his mood. Lyle noticed this.
 “Flora?” Lyle asked.
 “Exactly.”
 “How is she?”
 “Physically badly beat up, but surgeons have it easy, don’t they? Where the bones don’t 
work anymore, they can use titanium. She’s got some in her arms and legs. Proud of it.”
 Lyle fingered his earlobe, an indication that he was prepared to listen.
 Lou felt the undertow and curse of caring. When Flora was born, he’d known she’d be the 
last one. A fact of age and diminishing interest between him and Beatrice. The girl was demanding 
from the start, a colicky howler;  she was a dancer and actress and debater in school and a voracious 
reader who worked through all his books by the time she was eighteen. Why did you say this? Why 
did you say that? Did you really read all the books in the bibliography? Should I? But I don’t want 
to be a psychoanalyst. I want to do things. Is that wrong? I know this guy in the army, I know this 
woman in the village, I heard this preacher, I saw this street fight, I think the mayor of this place is 
crooked, I wouldn’t trust the Chinese community if I were the Indonesians, the Secretary of Defense 
offered me a job when you introduced me at that reception, so I’m going to work on 
communications and the energy-conservation efforts at the Pentagon, and I’m writing a treatment—
I know Hollywood will buy it—about a nineteenth-century Muslim leader they called the Defender 
of the Faith because the French could never catch him. He could move a tent city of sixty thousand 
twenty miles overnight. I mean, what is religion if not a metaphysical social system? Have you 
thought about that? Yes, he’d thought about that. He’d written about monasteries, holy orders, and 
the Reformation.
 He said to Lyle, “Flora thinks someone was trying to kill her when she had that car 
accident.”
 Lyle asked, “What do you think?”
 “It never would have occurred to me.”
 “But it occurred to her?”
 “Yes.”
 “What does Beatrice think?”
 “She wouldn’t tell Beatrice this, wouldn’t want her to worry.”
 “Where does that leave you, Lou?”
 He said, “I feel that I’ve been caught. The family into which I was born didn’t catch me, no 
one in my work has caught me, but now this last daughter of mine has caught me. I’m not in the 
least alienated from her.”
 “You mean you believe her?”
 “No, no, no. There’s no believing anything she says. She talks about huge quantities of gold 
in the Philippines and I don’t believe that. She talks about changing the Pentagon’s attitude toward 
energy use, and I don’t believe that. But now she wants me to become her assistant, travel 
everywhere with her, help her out. And she does finagle her way into things. That’s undeniable.”
 Lyle said, “Pardon me, Lou, but you as Flora’s assistant would be like Albert Einstein 
becoming the Yankee’s hitting coach.”
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 Lou looked out at the twisting flurries of oncoming snow. Her disorder had been ongoing,  
and he was essential to it, her village. He suspected if anything other than an accident had 
happened to her at the intersection of Arizona Avenue and Canal Road, she had positioned herself 
for the crash or accelerated into it. He found this thought unbearable. The way she went about 
things complemented and entranced him; he was quiet, she was noisy; he was reserved, she was 
forthcoming; he was not a man who attracted women, she was a woman who attracted men; the 
isolation that had befallen him brought peace, the isolation within which she dwelled maddened 
her; he could hear her calling for him, wanting this, wanting that, and now she was delusional in 
her hospital bed, telling him that she could only live if he gave up his life, if he died overextending 
himself, if he was the part of her that had to be interred so she could take over, so she could be 
freed. 
 Lyle thought they were through discussing Flora and had begun talking about his cases. In 
fact Lou was listening and responding though he was barely aware he was doing it, so Lyle didn’t 
realize this was not a normal session, quite possibly Lou’s last. He knew Flora had a chance if he 
allowed her to absorb him fully into her being, if he gave up his life and followed her around and 
made her feel, whether he was literally alive or dead, that she had conquered him and become the 
leader. Yes, he was in the way; yes, he was the one who had to be run over; yes, he was the one who 
had to find the room in her mind that would contain not her deathbed but his own.
 I’m done, he thought. I have been lying to myself that I would never surrender my distance, 
no one could ever catch up to me. But she’s always had me. She’s always had the tenacity. She’s 
always been willing to try one thing after another. She squirted out into reality and found my 
emptiness right away and now says it’s time to give up, surrender, quit. She is the equation we were 
born to solve. Love and death. We’ve brought them together. We’re one.
 Lyle finished up and thanked him and Minnie cleared away the tea and Lou remained in his 
chair looking at the snow, feeling its chill and smelling its frosty burn despite the double windows. 
People were bent over, protecting their faces, especially their eyes. You couldn’t see with snow in 
your eyes. You might bump into something, trip, have a bad fall, break a hip and have everything 
go downhill from there.
 Minnie said, “You be careful, it looks slick out there,” when he left the office.
 He said he knew, he’d been watching the snow build up, watching people struggle to stay on 
their feet.
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