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1. The Wrong Man

by Richard Bernstein

(March 3, 1991)

HE first letter, bearing a West German postmark,

began innocuously enough with “Dear Richard,”
but it quickly got into what seemed a funny, embarrass-
ing mistake. The mistake is still being made, but I
don’t know anymore whether it is funny or sad.

“At last I have found you,” the letter said (I am
paraphrasing, since 1 have lost the original text). “Ever
since we met on the Eiffel Tower in Paris in 1960, I
have thought about vou. I am so sorry for the terrible
thing that I did to you, but hope you can forgive me
and be mine again. I only want to love you in mutual
respect and admiration. Yours, ., .”

That was five years ago. The letter writer—TI1l call
her by her initials, R.S.—~had seen from a byline in an
article reprinted in The International Herald Tribune
that I was covering France for The New York Times
and could be reached at The Times's bureau in Paris.
Apparently, since she had met somebody with my name
in Paris many years earlier, she believed that she had
rediscovered a long lost love. I wrote back immediate-
ly.

“Dear Ms. S.,” I said. “lI have received your letter
and must tell you right away that you have made a
mistake. Perhaps back in 1960 you met somebody with

I
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the same name as mine (there are more than a few
such people), but I can assure you that it was not 1. 1
was pretty young in 1960 and was never in Paris until
quite a few years later. I am sure that you and I have

»

never met. I wish you the best. Sincerely., . . .

R.S. has never acknowledged that one and only state-
ment I ever made in writing to her. Nonetheless, she
has never stopped writing to me. Sometimes two or
more letters arrive in a week, sometimes only one every
few months. I have still not learned what exactly was
the terrible thing she says she did to the person she
thinks is me, or much of anything else that supposedly
transpired between us. Her letters almost always reiter-
ate her undying love; they often complain of my cruel
and indifferent treatment of her. They close with a
kiss.

Three years after this one-way correspondence began,
and after I had returned home from my tour of duty in
Paris, R.S. tracked me down on my office phone in
New York. 1 seized the opportunity to engage in a
somewhat exasperated effort to convince her that 1 was
not the person she thought I was.

“You are he,” she kept on saying. “I know it’s you.”

“Look,” T said, “I'm telling you that I'm not. Why do
you insist that I am?”

“Because I saw your picture,” she said.

“My picture?” 1 said, incredulous. “Where did you
see my picture?”

“l saw it in The New York Times,” she replied. “It
is you.”
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This was a mystery. I didn’t admit it, but the fact is
that a while before her call The Times Magazine had
run some photographs to accompany an article I had
written and I could be seen in one of them. It was odd
that she thought the person in the photograph was the
same person she had met in Paris in 1960, but I
reasoned that if she wanted badly enough to believe
that she had found the right person, any picture would
do.

During that telephone conversation, I took down the
Manhattan phone book from a shelf nearby and looked
myself up in it. I wanted to demonstrate to her that a
lot of people have the same name. I told her that I
knew she couldn’t see what I was doing, but I asked
her to believe me when I told her my findings. “There
are 20 entries under my name, and this is just one
phone book, only Manhattan!” I exclaimed. “Now, for
God’s sake, will you believe that I'm not the one?

“You are the one,” R.S. replied calmly, her voice
steady with conviction. “Why do you hide from me?”

After the phone conversation, R.S. said in one of her
letters that she wanted me to tell her if I had gotten
married since our putative meeting in Paris in 1960.
The implication was that she would accept the situation
and write to me no more. [ considered that possibility.
Why not invent a little story, I said to myself, tell her
that I have a wife and a family, even though the truth
is that I do not? It might bring this strange and
bothersome bit of wasted effort on her part to an end.

But I didn't do it. I'd like to say that the reason
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was my unwillingness to tell a lie, that I didn't want to
tarnish my record of truthfulness with R.S. But it’s
more complicated than that.

For one thing, given her clearly obsessive state of
mind, I was afraid that she would see any communica-
tion from me as an encouragement. She might twist
what I said into someting I did not mean, find confir-
mation of her beliefs even as I tried to talk her out of
them and thus open up a new stage in this tale of
madness. I had occasional waking nightmares that R.S.
would leave Germany and track me down in New
York, stabbing me as I got out of a taxi in front of
my door at night in her rage at my betrayal of her
with my supposed wife. I would have been Kkilled by a
woman I never met because of a woman who never
existed.

But there was another reason for not springing a wife
and children on R.S. The fact is that despite my
sincere efforts to convince her of her error, I didn’t
really want her to stop writing. I was disturbed and
annoyed at her stubborn obsession, but at the same
time I was secretly enjoying it. There was something
novelistic about its absurdity. And it was absorbing, this
descent into the depths of a disturbed mind. It was my
private soap opera. I was starting to look forward to
each installment.

Perhaps, 1 mused to myself, someday 1 will think of a
way to use the whole episode in a novel, a film script.
I will create some dark, convoluted Graham Greene-like
entertainment, a different sort of fatal attraction, a
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c = census " A O#H3E,
iy

ef.

collog. = colloquialism "H§E
d. = died T5EL

Gr. = Greek

Informal U< 72007228,

L = Latin

Med. = Medicine TEZFHFE
pl. = plural "#50

pop. = population "A 1}
short for THFETZ

trademark for TTEEE,
US. "7 A 7358 () .
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1. The Wrong Man
By Richard Bernstein

SBRONRYAZEDSS, BURICEDHOEBRADANBDOFEZ
BITEOEESEE. ZORBERZOENSNSBNET D, €D D51,
BRI $EDHUIMRT, FEEODDDOHDZOLHOIRICOZED
CEEL TVWSBDIRRT D AEOBHER >DETIEY —~EEEE
FEWZHNTUND,
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innocuously enough "% -7z { I b #& < 4 innocuously = harm-
lessly ; inoffensively

byline = [U.S.]a line identifying the writer of a newspaper or
magazine article "E0EOE L, BAHAD OFEHEE by ~ FELT
HDHIEDPD,

The International Herald Tribune New York Herald Paris
edition & U T18874E AT & N 7zd3, 1967461 Whitney Communi-
cations Corporation, The Washington Post, The New York
Times O=#HOEERE DD & THELTRITEND LDk o T2,
ISV W FETHHIME T 2L, XFEBY OHEEHKE 2
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16 The New York Times I1851FWEITI&NTz, BRRKELTHES
MpLansE, &F)
cover [ v —7 VX MRJEEHFICANS, BT 5,

17 The Time’s bureau in Paris T=a—3I— 7 « ¥4 AXD/)KFE,

22 Ms.[miz] ZEOFRE FERRBIL V7202 v Miss, Mrs. @
WMAE2ED 5,

23 right away = immediately

6 one and only "HE—®D

9 —every few months "#»rAB &2,

10 1 have still not learned "$b > Thh o\,

11 she says (XA,

11—to the person she thinks is me = to the person who [she
thinks] is me "L HFLTIEL o T3 AMC

12 much of anything else "M@l H 7L LTH Eb>TH0S
723) ) much BITi 110 Olearned OBEWEEI %, £7-. L10D
not »HFWT, not much THFE D ~TiEiwn;

13 almost always "78A &0 b

13—reiterate = to say over again

15 They close with a kiss. "FHOFBFCiZ. FAE2RVFT, &b
5 4

17 one-way correspondence "—FEITOFEEDOLY LV

18 tour of duty "Ep G,

19 track down = to pursue until caught, as by following tracks
TEWED %

21 exasperated = angry ; irritated

22 the person she thought I was "% ds, B Z DA EBWIAAT
Wiz A ¥,

24—“Why do you insist that I am ?” = “Why do you insist that I
am he?”

2 Times Magazine The New York Times Magazine DI &, Z
DOFEOHEREO—RE LTHRITEN B,

3 run=[US] to print;esp, to publish (an advertisement,
story, etc.) in a newspaper or magazine

7 badly enough "A% T, badly[Collog.] = very much

8 —will do = to serve the purpose

11 Manhattan New York HOH.L %2R+ —X TCHEHELSHE R
EBH 5,

11—looked myself up "EHSOAF 2 L7, look up = to search for
and find, as in a reference book

15—There are 20 entries under my name "#. & [E C&RIA20 A &
2 TWw5 entry = the recording of an item, note, etc. in a list,
journal, etc.




