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To my brother, David,
who will always be 10-Boy to me


 
 
What shall we think of a well-adjusted slave?
—Abraham Maslow
Only the wounded doctor can heal.
—Carl Jung
One becomes a therapist because of his own desperation.
—Elvin Semrad

ACCLAIM FOR DAN SHAPIRO’S Delivering Doctor Amelia
“There are a few gifted doctors and therapists—the neurologist Oliver Sacks comes to mind—who manage to bring the narrative skills of a novelist to their discussions of the disorders that plague the human body and spirit. Dan Shapiro . . . appears to be one of them.” — Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Shapiro clearly shines as a gifted physician and an expressive author. His writing ambles competently from page to page, dishing insights in carefully measured, melodic prose. The underlying message is one of human frailty, compassion and a better understanding that we all are somehow responsible for one another.” —Rocky Mountain News
“By plying his own hard-won wisdom at having been both terrified patient and uncertain healer, he succeeds not only in ‘delivering’ Dr. Amelia but also a compassionate and stirring look at the inner lives of medical professionals.” —St. Louis Times Dispatch
“Dan Shapiro . . . is a psychologist who specializes in treating troubled physicians. The message is important: Doctors are not omnipotent. As human beings, they sometimes make mistakes and need healing of their own.” —The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“In a choice reminiscent of Kay Redfield Jamison in An Unquiet Mind, Shapiro writes about his own responses to Dr. Amelia’s revelation. . . . Each season, book after book rolls toward the public pregnant with ruin. Here is a rare story about healing that seems earned.” — The Plain Dealer
“Honest and perceptive. . . . A very sensitive and engrossing medical memoir.” —Publishers Weekly
“[Shapiro] preserves an important message: Doctors are human beings who falter sometimes and must find solace before they resume their lives.” —The Arizona Republic 
“A fascinating view of the interactions between a psychologist and his patient during the therapeutic process. . . . A revealing narrative of self-discovery.” —Kirkus Reviews
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Author’s Note
While writing this book my love of narrative nonfiction has collided with my professional obligation to protect my patient’s confidentiality. I have tried to be loyal to both professions. I have rendered my patient unrecognizable by disguising details and in a few places have combined the experiences of two patients. In all of my decisions I have labored to preserve my patient’s core and fundamental issues, as well as the pace, tone, and outcome of our work. My patient is aware of this book and has read early versions; she is satisfied that her confidentiality has been protected and that the story matches important parts of her experience. As a result, I consider most of this work narrative nonfiction, but there are sections that have been fabricated to protect her identity.
The sentiment I’m trying to convey was better described by Mark Twain in the opening of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: “There was things he stretched, but mainly he told the truth.”

Prelude: Lauren
I sat behind Lauren Riley in seventh-grade English. Like me, Lauren was a camouflaged soul, invisible to peers. She was bright and always had some precocious book in her bag like Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull or J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey. The protagonists were always smart and sensitive and misunderstood.
In the race toward puberty Lauren was behind most. She was a little heavy around the middle, as if the extra stores of toddler-hood had never burned off. Breasts, which had a magical power over me, were starting to make their first appearance among our most advanced female classmates, but Lauren remained flat. She had long, straight brown hair and split ends. Her clothing was always conservative and never quite fit. She usually dressed in dark colors and some of her dresses were homemade, the stitching obvious. Our lockers adjoined. The inside of her locker door was covered with newspaper articles about famous women pilots and politicians and a carefully written list of countries she wanted to travel to in alphabetical order—1) Canada, 2) Denmark, all the way down to 10) USSR—with only Canada checked off at the top.
In seventh grade, notebooks were our vanity plates. At the time, heavy blue canvas three-ring binders were the most common. Using one of them, I could keep all of my subject notes in one place, making organization easy. Most students scrawled across the fronts of them. JESSE AND RACHEL, TRUE LOVE FOREVER. Or the names of rock bands: BLUE OYSTER CULT and AC/DC. Or sports teams: RED SOX, PATRIOTS, or CELTICS RULE. Lauren carried separate notebooks for each class and had the names of famous women written on her binders. For science, she had MADAME CURIE written in neat cursive on the front of the notebook, and HARRIET TUBMAN for history.
She redefined quiet. In English, if Ms. Pearlman asked an open question such as, “There are four points of extra credit toward your next test grade to anyone who can answer this very special question, a very challenging question,” Lauren would sit as still as an oak and drop her head toward her desk.
“Who can tell me why Holden lied so often?” Ms. Pearlman asked us once. We’d been reading The Catcher in the Rye. I thought it was funny that he lied so much but I had no idea why. There was silence in the room as Ms. Pearlman slowly walked down our aisle. Paul Croteau and I figured it out once, that she paced a few miles every day up and down the aisles. Ms. Pearlman could wait for an answer. She was as patient as a stalker.
Ms. Pearlman arrived at Lauren’s desk and smiled gently at her. “Lauren.”
And Lauren said, without moving even a hair, “Maybe Holden lied to shield himself so that people would never really get to know him?,” her soft voice disappearing into her desk. Ms. Pearlman smiled and repeated Lauren, as if she were translating for the rest of us, “That’s right. Holden lied to shield himself,” and then Lauren and Ms. Pearlman stared at one another, Lauren’s eyes wide open like a scared rabbit, afraid of a follow-up question. Then Ms. Pearlman turned and continued up the aisle and Lauren exhaled softly into her hand.
Ms. Pearlman often tried to get Lauren to repeat whatever she’d said. When she asked us to explain why the man in “The Tell-Tale Heart” heard the pounding under the floor, four of us had provided answers like “Killing people makes your senses intense” or “The guy had, like, come back to life, man.” Lauren said flatly, “He felt guilty.” Ms. Pearlman prodded Lauren a few times to repeat herself until her voice was loud enough to be heard beyond her own desk, and then Ms. Pearlman stopped pacing. She smiled directly at Lauren, as if they had shared a private confidence. We all looked from one to the other, as if we were at a tennis match, before Ms. Pearlman went back to her pacing.
I teased Lauren every now and then. Her hair was so long that it occasionally covered my desk when she sat down, long brown strands fanning out across the surface like a peacock’s tail. A few times I’d kneeled on my chair and put my head under her hair and asked David Roth to look at me.
“Check me out, I’m Lauren’s twin brother.” Lauren would spin quickly, a frown at first, and then a slight smile, and she’d gather her hair together and hold it to her chest. She never said anything, but I knew she wasn’t angry.
One morning before English, I went to sit in my seat behind Lauren and found a note on my chair. It was folded in the “note” style, an elaborate origami square with triangular folds that made the note small and tight. Across it was my name written in neat cursive. I fought to open it and then stared at Lauren’s careful handwriting. I need to tell you something . . . it read.
I said, “What’s up?” but Lauren was turned away from me in her chair, her head down, and she didn’t turn around. I waited. No response. I wrote a question mark below her writing on the note and tried to fold it back up in the right style but I couldn’t get the final flap to fit. I gave up and dropped it back over her shoulder.
She opened it. While she wrote I considered the note and perked up. Recently I’d started to identify new feelings. One of them was for Lauren’s best friend, a girl named Debbie. Notes were a common way to share romantic information because a friend could act as an ambassador and keep the evidence of everything said on both sides. The rules of adolescent diplomacy were elaborate and serious.
The note landed back on my desk. Folded perfectly as before. I struggled and then unwrapped it. You can’t tell a soul. Standard procedure. I studied the letters. They were perfectly formed, the Y written in cursive looped perfectly. I scribbled “OK” and didn’t even try to fold the note up properly. I dropped it again over her shoulder. Her head bowed and she scribbled more. Then she turned in her seat and looked back at me squarely and put the note on my desk, unfolded. Beneath my hastily scrawled “OK” was her response.
It’s about me and my dad. I don’t know what to do.
Not about Debbie. I sank. Lauren spun back around, leaving me staring into her fleshy neck. At the time, marital disputes were an epidemic. A lot of our friends’ parents were divorcing. When Cathy Fox had suddenly vanished from math, Roland Cheyney had told me, “Her mother is taking her back to South Dakota where she’s from. Man, like, it snows every day and it never gets above twenty degrees there.” That night at dinner I’d studied my parents and cleared the dishes without being reminded. Maybe Lauren is going to have to live with her father?
There was some activity in the class and Ms. Pearlman quietly said, “Hush up, now,” and then told all of us to turn to page 121 of our readers. Lauren reached under her desk and pulled up her Edgar Allan Poe reader. Then she folded her hands over her book, the ready student.
I wrote another ?? on the note and this time folded it to the best of my ability. When Ms. Pearlman looked down into her book and began to walk, her back to me for a moment, I slid the note around, onto Lauren’s lap. She let it sit there. I pulled up my book, quickly found page 121, and waited. I felt eyes on me and looked at Ms. Pearlman, but she was opening her book and said, “The Raven.” Looking to my left, I saw David Roth looking at me. He put his eyes toward Lauren, nodding slightly and then toward me, as if asking if we were “going out.”
I gave him the finger, hiding it behind my other hand.
Ms. Pearlman told Michael Almonte to read. He was in the dreaded first spot in the front of the room in the corner. Michael was a bright kid who hated to read aloud but after a brief complaint, he complied and started with a slow pace, his voice carrying the slightest Italian accent.
Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,  Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore . . .
I’d met Lauren’s dad once when he came to pick her up because Lauren’s mother was sick. She was sick quite a bit. Mr. Riley was a short, slight man with a lot of hair. He wore black glasses that were too big for his face and had a chain on his belt that disappeared into his pocket. His pants were always baggy, as if he’d lost fifty pounds but had never bought new clothing.
The note landed back on my desk, again folded fastidiously. I used my pencil to pry it open. Ms. Pearlman asked Wallace Crenshaw, sitting next to Michael, to read next. Wallace barked out each word as if doing the play-by-play at a baseball game. Whenever he tripped over a word he started the entire sentence over.
I looked at Ms. Pearlman. She mouthed the words, as if she could magically help Wally read the lines accurately. I looked down into the note.
My father touches me.
Suddenly my mouth was dry and my whole body went stiff. Wallace Crenshaw’s staccato rendition of “The Raven” screamed in my ears.
“’Tis some visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door;
Only this, and nothing more.”

And there it was. It descended on me like a curtain. A divide between childhood and adulthood, Lauren perched on one side, her plump childlike body holding out her hand to me, and I still on the other. My face felt hot.
I wrote, Tell your mom? and handed it around her into her lap.
She wrote for a few moments and I listened to Wallace pound out Poe’s poem. Lauren’s note landed back on my lap. No way. Would kill her. Ms. Pearlman called on someone else and I sat listening, my pencil hovering over the note. A fantasy brewed of me waiting with three friends for Lauren’s father outside of Connecticut General, where he worked as an actuary. All of us wearing masks and carrying baseball bats. It would be dark. “Working late, Mr. Riley?” I’d ask him. Then we’d surround him and he’d ask who we were and what we wanted. I’d beat the bat in my hands a few times, like in the union movie, just to show we were serious, and his eyes would open wide. Maybe he’d pull out his wallet and offer it. “We don’t want your fucking money,” one of us would say. Then I’d say, “If you touch your daughter again, we’ll kill you.” My voice would be deep and powerful, like Paul Robeson’s or Darth Vader’s. I felt a rush of adrenaline and my head felt clearer.
She needed to be rescued. Call the cops, I wrote. I handed it over and Lauren read it and shook her head while she carefully wrote a response. What was wrong with calling the cops?
I looked up and Leo Gerome was reading.
And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain  Thrilled me—filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before. . . . .
Lauren handed the note back. I opened it.
Won’t work. Don’t want foster care. They could take me and my  little brother away. If the police didn’t believe me, I’d be stuck with my father, and he’d know I’d told on him, then what?
I didn’t have a response. I sat in the chair feeling restless. There had to be an answer. A good answer. There’s always a solution. Isn’t there? Lauren spun in her chair, grabbed the note, folded it up, and the exchange was over.
That evening, at home, I got down the yellow pages and looked up the number of an anonymous help line in Hartford. Then I called Lauren; her family’s number was in the book. An adult male voice answered the phone and said, “Who is this again?” after I had already told him. When Lauren came on I asked how she was.
“Fine,” she said, curtly. I heard his voice in the background asking who the hell it was. I realized it was probably the first time Lauren had been called by a boy.
I said, “I got the number of a hotline, for people in . . . you know . . . the same situation. Uh, it’s . . .” and I read off the number quickly, but I could tell she wasn’t writing it down. Then she said, matter-of-factly, “I have to go.” And she clicked off.
I stood for a moment listening to the dial tone. It hadn’t gone at all as I’d expected. On the bus, on the way home, I’d imagined us talking for an hour, and me eventually giving her the number. Of course, in my fantasy she didn’t really need it anymore, because I’d been so helpful and, somehow, telling me had solved everything. I fantasized about her telling all of our friends, and especially Debbie, what a decent guy I was, how mature.
Then I began to worry. Maybe I shouldn’t have given her so much advice? Maybe I should tell my parents? But that would probably make things worse; they’d call the cops, or the school principal, or reporters. Lack of assertiveness was never one of their shortcomings. I hung up and went down to my room, turned on a comedy show, and tried to forget it.
Lauren and I never spoke about it again. I didn’t have the courage to ask her what had happened. Or even how she was. I stopped teasing her. I think I stopped talking to her altogether. When I saw her in the halls she usually had her head down, her notebooks pulled to her chest. When I saw her at her locker I waited for her to leave and then went to my locker.
Two years later, when we were in ninth grade, Lauren suddenly disappeared. She just didn’t show up for school one day. There were rumors about her being pregnant, or a secret pot-head, or that she was involuntarily put into a hospital up in Boston.
I never saw her again.
It’s been twenty-two years since I last spoke with Lauren. I’m a clinical psychologist now. I can’t say what impact she had on my choice of career, only that she’s never far from my mind when I’m doing therapy. I’m still terrified that someone will keep something hidden from me for a long time, and when they do tell me the truth, I’ll be useless. When they finally beg me to throw something into the frothy water to save them I’ll scurry along the banks, frantic, unable to find anything that will help.

Session One
Dr. Amelia Sorvino’s reputation preceded her. She was an obstetrician on our faculty, a rising star and a favorite physician with pregnant moms in the community. When I said her name in the waiting room she smiled at me, a warm open smile, and stood up. She had full lips and dimples, light gray eyes, and wore no makeup. A beautiful woman. I guessed that she was my age, in her mid-thirties.
Once in my office we sat down and I explained the rules of therapy. I told her about confidentiality, and how we keep charts that are distinct from her medical record, and how long we’d most likely be together. I had her sign a form indicating that she understood. Then, as I always do, I asked her what had brought her in.
She said she didn’t know. Maybe she shouldn’t have come. Then she smiled at me again, warmly.
Treating physicians has become one of my specialties, though it wasn’t my intent. I joined the psychiatry faculty at the University of Arizona in Tucson in 1995 with an expertise in counseling people through major medical crises. At the time, I had just finished a clinical postdoc at Harvard focused on counseling people through medical challenges. By then, I’d also survived a five-year bout with cancer myself, including a bone marrow transplant and more chemotherapy and radiation than one person should be allowed to enjoy. I felt well prepared for that work; I understood it from both sides of the bed. But after I’d been on the faculty eight months, and had treated the patients of one of our surgeons, he decided to come see me himself.
I was surprised. Surgeons have a reputation for thinking that they are “above the fray.” He turned out to be sensitive and insightful. We worked on his relationship with his family, his conflicts with his brothers, and his flirtation with alcoholism. Before our treatment was complete he’d referred a few of his friends to me, also physicians. Soon about a third of my patients were doctors. I liked the work. Probably because they’re passionate, articulate, and motivated, but maybe it’s also because I enjoy the tables being turned.
In the beginning, the art of therapy is hearing the patient accurately. When I was in training an older supervisor shared that therapy is like frogs on lily pads. Frogs won’t move unless their lily pads sink, and one frog can balance perfectly on a lily pad. When two frogs get on a pad together, the lily pad will start to sink and at least one must hop to another. The art is showing the patient that you’re on the lily pad with them, that you get where they are. If they don’t feel that you get it, then they won’t go anywhere.
The way therapy starts is critical. If the therapist starts with questions, a pattern is established that suggests that through answering questions, healing occurs. In my experience patients know which lily pads to hop on better than I do, and my questions don’t usually lead to healing. So I waited for Amelia to begin. Eventually she spoke.
“I’m a competent person; I trained at some of the best institutions in the country. I was at Wesleyan for undergrad and Penn for medical school and then I came here for residency. I was asked to join the faculty as soon as I was done. I should feel competent. I did until recently. But I’ve lost that. Maybe I’m just being silly; I’m sure you have people to see who are really ill. I’m not really ill. I’m fine.”
Changing the topic, she said, “This is a comfortable room.” I thanked her and waited. My office is small and windowless, but pleasant. There’s a slate water fountain, a gift from my wife, and a leather love seat my patients sit on. I sit a few feet away on a comfortable office chair. The walls are decorated with framed diplomas from Vassar, the University of Florida, and Harvard, a print of a snow leopard and another of a lighthouse triptych with the ocean gathering around it, salt spray and fury. The silence expanded.
Eventually, she spoke.
I don’t know where to start. Does it matter? I’ve had this feeling of lost competence before, just not recently. It’s so familiar. I remember the last time I felt like this. It happened when I was a second-year resident and rotated through a hospital in Douglas, Arizona. No one else in the residency wanted to go out there. As you know, it’s a border town and it’s incredibly poor. Many of the patients are Mexicans, some are illegals, and they often don’t get as much prenatal care as they need. But that’s the kind of work I’ve always liked, when I’m most needed. So I leapt at the chance.
I’d only just finished my internship and, though I’d delivered a handful of babies, I was always under the close supervision of an attending physician and other residents. It was an exciting time for me; I was starting to feel like a physician.
Well, on the fourth day of the rotation I drove out there. I liked the drive. You pass the Rincon Mountains and go through Bisbee. I love the high Sonoran Desert and until you get into Douglas it’s pretty. Douglas is not pretty. If you’ve been out there, and traveled at all, you know that Douglas is like the Third World. There are houses on dirt roads and many of them are just plywood slapped together. There are dogs everywhere. And skinny kids. It’s got that same sadness as Nogales or El Paso. I read somewhere that in border towns everyone lives in the shadow of the American dream.
Anyway, the morning started badly. After I got to the clinic a nurse told me that the attending physician had had car trouble on I-10 outside of Dragoon and hadn’t made it in yet. It was just me and the chief resident, Mike. He was a good guy, and he told me not to worry, the rotation was reasonable; it never got all that heavy and he’d help me through anything that came up.
The first patient had been there since the previous night. She was going to deliver twins. He introduced me to her; she was already on the monitor. He explained that she had diabetes, and told me I was lucky to be there because the birth could be tricky. Isn’t that horrible, during training we enjoy someone else’s complication? But that’s how it is. Anyway, the mom was coming along slowly.
About an hour later another patient came in. The chief told me to go evaluate her; “Just don’t do anything important,” he told me. So I went. She said she was Mexican born, and nineteen. She had short, jet black hair. Her hands were tough, like leather. I never asked what she did for a living but it had to be outdoors. She had spots of blood on the hem of her dress and down the back. 
She spoke English well, she said she was only twenty-three weeks  along and that she hadn’t felt the baby kick lately. A full-term baby is forty weeks, so twenty-three weeks is very early. The mom had been getting good prenatal care; she’d been into the clinic a few times during the last month. That was rare out there. I did an ultrasound. The machine was old and I wasn’t great with it but it looked to me like the baby was measuring only twenty weeks or so, and the baby’s heart rate was low. At least the mother had stopped spotting.
Her husband was there, a sweet guy, beaming, even though he was a little worried; it was like he was putting on a smile for her. He didn’t speak as much English and she translated for him. She said her husband was a painter, he painted houses when he could get the work. He reminded me of Jay, my husband. Anyway, he was painting a house about ten miles away when she started spotting. She had no idea how to get a hold of him—they didn’t have cell phones or pagers—so she went out walking, looking for him. There were only a few places he could be, she thought. He wasn’t at the first couple of houses and by the time she found him it had been four hours.
After the ultrasound I asked her to wait a moment. I left her room and went back and ran her case by Mike. He asked me some questions and then said that we should watch her overnight. He told me to put her on a monitor, have her follow strict bed rest, and depending on how the baby was doing, we might try to transport her to Tucson. He said he’d take a look when he could get away.
I talked to the staff and they arranged for her to be admitted and I went back and tried to be helpful for Mike. The first twin was crowning when one of the nurses came back and told me my patient’s baby was  having some strange heart readings. Mike said it was probably just the monitor, all the equipment sucked, and so I went back to her, thinking we’d just need to move the monitor, they fall off all the time, even the best ones.
But when I got there my patient was in labor. She’d started having  contractions about two minutes apart. It was too early for her to deliver and I gave her terbutaline but it didn’t stop the labor. That baby was coming. I ran back to ask Mike to come help me, but when I walked into the room it was obvious that he couldn’t. He had just done an episiotomy and he was about to deliver the first twin; the mom was screaming and pushing. He had to yell over her. He told me to stall as long as I could, to deliver her if I had to, and he’d be there as soon as he could.
I ran back and I remember the hallways were quiet. I felt like I was in high school after everyone else had gone home. Before I got to her room another nurse showed up and told me we had two more women in labor who’d just come in. It was going to be a long morning.
When I got back it was obvious that she was in active labor, trying not to push. She had a desperate look, like an animal. Her baby was crowning, he was coming. I tried to remember how early a baby could be born and still survive. Twenty-three weeks? Maybe we could get him to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, the NICU in Tucson, where the most ill babies and preemies go. The whole thing happened much faster than I thought it would. She delivered fast and the next thing I remember, I was holding her baby. I could tell right away that he wasn’t okay. He was blue and purple. He looked puny too, the tiniest creature you’d ever seen. I tried to resuscitate him, turning my back to his parents and pressing my finger into his chest, but he was gone. He had these purple-colored fingers  with the tiniest nails. I stood there holding him and his mom asked what was happening, is he okay? I didn’t know what to do.
I carried him across the room and into the bathroom and stood, staring at him, not knowing what to do. There were diapers in a pile. I held  him with one hand and cleaned him, I washed his little face with the corner of a washcloth and tried to put a diaper on him. It was huge and it didn’t fit. Then I put one of those little blue hats on him. It was too big for him. I realized I was trembling. I stood in there a long time. Then, finally, I carried him back out and was standing there when one of the older nurses, a big Mexican woman, put a hand on my shoulder. She took the baby, gently pulled the hat off of him, and brought him over to the mother and gave him to her, and she held my hand and the mom’s hand and was looking at all of us. I remember every word she said. “Chica, your little baby boy wasn’t ready to come into the world and he didn’t live. But you look at him. See, he has perfect lips, and perfect ears, and a perfect chin. Girl, you can have a healthy baby. You all name him, and stay with him as long as you like. When you’re ready you let us know.” She left the little baby on Mom’s chest. The mom and dad didn’t make a sound. The room was silent.
Then the nurse, her name was Leslie, gently pulled me into the bathroom and closed the door behind us. I was still holding the little blue hat in my hand. She took the hat and got a cloth and washed my face. She stroked my hair as if she were my mom and she said, “And you, mira, you look at me. You did everything you could have. Don’t think for a moment that you could have been the cavalry and saved that baby. Some babies aren’t meant for this world and I’ve seen a lot of babies and that one wasn’t ready. You forget everything they taught you in Tucson about saving twenty-two-weekers, you did everything you could. Comprendes?”
She hugged me for a long time and I started crying and apologized, I felt so unprofessional, and then she said, “I see a lot of you come and go. You took the time to find this silly blue cap and put it on him. You’re different. You care. You’re going to be a good doctor.” And I swear to God I’ve never wept so much in my life. Just hearing those words. It was the first time anyone in the field had ever said that to me. Not one of the residentsor faculty ever said much that was encouraging. They never really said it to anyone, but she did, and she held me and brushed the hair from my eyes and then patted me on the butt and said, “We’ve got a long day ahead, you go back out there and deliver some healthy babies.” So I did.
Amelia looked at me for the first time. She spoke slowly.
“That’s why I’m here. It’s not what happened back then that’s important, it’s that I feel that way again. Just like I did in that bathroom. Lost. The world swirling by while I stand frozen in place. I’ve been secretly hoping you’d be that fat Hispanic woman. I want someone to envelop me in her arms and tell me I’m going to be all right. That I’m going to find my way out of this. But she isn’t here. And I don’t think anyone can help me.”
She sat back and looked at the walls and my bookcase. She took a tissue and dabbed her eyes, though I couldn’t see any tears.
“This feeling of being lost, of incompetence, do you know where it’s coming from?” I asked.
“I might. I think I do. But I’m not ready to talk about that, is that okay? Do you mind? I know it must seem silly to come to a psychologist and then not want to talk about it.” She laughed. When she smiled her face opened. It reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t remember whom. My first instinct was to press her a little, she seemed strong enough, but then I thought of the advice of an old supervisor, Arthur Klein. “If you give her time, she’ll give you time.”
“Would you mind if I asked you about symptoms?” I asked. How’s your sleep? Fine. How many hours do you get? Seven. Do you wake too early or have trouble falling asleep? No. Tell me about your energy, concentration, and libido. Okay. Medications? None. Illnesses? Appendectomy; and then, as I always do, I asked, “Are you having any thoughts of hurting yourself?”
She shrugged, scratched her arm, and didn’t say anything. It was an unusual response. Most of my patients immediately answer the question, eager to reassure me. For a moment I felt as if I were on a riverbank in the mist and something looming, something scaled and dangerous, was rising in the fog just beyond my vision. Then she said quietly, “No. No suicidal thoughts. No plan. No intent.” She broke the spell, and I felt silly. She was fine.
“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m here. I am too. I don’t completely know how to do this. How to use this time. Do I just tell you the things I’ve been thinking about?”
“Therapy is like a long winter drive. You’ll know where we need to go better than I, so you’ll take the wheel and I’ll sit in the passenger seat. While driving, you’ll have your eyes on the road. From my vantage I may notice landscapes you haven’t studied before, and together, we’ll find our way to warmer climes.”
She smiled at me again. “I like the way that sounds.”
“I’ll give you a little hint, it doesn’t matter which direction we go. Just start the car. We’ve got time. We’ll find our way,” I offered.
The silence was more comfortable this time.
“Okay. Here’s something I’ve been thinking about. Do you ever get a song lodged in your head? I have this Talking Heads song in my head. I don’t even like the tune. There’s one line that goes, ‘This is not my beautiful house, this is not my beautiful wife.’ That’s me. I’ve awakened in a strange life and I want to know how I got here. Maybe that will help me get home, you know?”
“That’s good, keep driving.”
“I haven’t worked for seven months. I’m not a doctor anymore and I’m not sure I care. I feel numb. I’ve been trying to think back to the first time I wanted to be a physician. It seems like it’s what I’ve always wanted, but I think it actually goes back to the death of my grandfather.”
“Your grandfather was a physician?”
She laughed.
No. My grandfather was a bear. He was six foot three and must  have weighed three hundred pounds. Massive. He’d worked as a butcher  his entire life in the Italian Market in South Philly. After my grandmother died, when I was two, he moved in with us. Our bedrooms were next door to each other and right outside the kitchen. 
When my father and his brothers were growing up, they say Grandpa  was a fierce disciplinarian with a temper and elaborate rules. The man I knew was nothing like that. Maybe because I was his first grandchild. Or maybe he changed when Grandma died. Anyway, the man I remember  was a giant with a billowing laugh and stubble. I don’t know how it started, but by the time I was nine, we were locked in a battle of pranks.
We had a basement that was unfinished. It was dark, cold, and, in my imagination, infested with insects and monsters. The water heater  was at the foot of the stairs, a huge white cylinder with pipes coming in and out of it like arms. It made terrifying knocking sounds. The washing machine and dryer were also down there. One afternoon—I must  have been eight—Mom told me to go down and get my nice shirt out of the dryer. I was taking piano lessons down the street and Mom made me dress up for the lessons. I walked down the creaking wooden stairs, around the water heater, and then finally found the string for the light-bulb. Before I could pull it, I heard a soft growling sound. Then it broke into a roar, and I could swear that I saw a saber-toothed tiger crouched behind the water heater. I screamed and ran up the stairs, stumbling over the bottom steps. I hadn’t even reached the top when I heard him behind me, laughing and snorting. I stood in the doorway screaming, “That wasn’t funny! That wasn’t funny!” But it only made him snort louder. I told him I hoped he choked. He was alternatively howling and gasping for breath as he made his way up the stairs.
I think that’s when I stole all of his underwear. I hid it under my mattress. He came out into the kitchen for breakfast the next morning in his bathrobe. Mom asked him if he was feeling okay. He said, “I feel great.” And he kept staring at me as he made his way around the kitchen getting his bowl and the milk. I was eating at the table, trying to be casual. My little sister Cora kept saying, What? What’s so funny? and then I couldn’t take it anymore and I laughed so hard that Cheerios almost came out my nose.
Now we were seriously engaged. He short-sheeted my bed, nailed my backpack to the floor, and turned off the hot water when I was in the middle of a shower. Once he put pillows under his blankets and one of my grandmother’s wigs so that when I went in to wake him up I thought something had happened to him. I was standing there saying,  “Grandpa, wake up, Grandpa, wake up,” when I felt cold water on my forehead. The old bastard was hiding behind the door with a water pistol. “You’re so immature!” I yelled at him and he howled. 
In fairness, I cut the buttons off his favorite shirt, replaced his shampoo with rubbing alcohol, and took apart his bed once. Mom and Dad  tried to stop us, but Grandpa was above the law of the house, and as long as I was just responding, I couldn’t get in trouble. “I can’t just let him torture me!” I argued to my parents, who looked the other way. Grandpa’d nod soberly when they told him to quit, that it was hard enough having three girls in the house without him making things worse. He agreed over and over again but never changed.
I think, if we’d had the time, we would have eventually destroyed all of each other’s possessions.
He wasn’t all practical jokes. I remember running to him when  Melissa O’Donnell made fun of me at school. He was the one person I wanted to see. It felt like no matter how big I got, Grandpa would always be able to protect me. That day he rubbed my hair and sang me children’s songs in Italian.
Grandpa could be a pain in the ass, too, but usually he took that out on my father. They fought most often in the kitchen. Grandpa liked his food a certain way, and those ways died with Grandma. That’s when he missed her the most, and it came out in rage. Once he threw a tray of lasagna at the wall. “So you finally show yourself, you damned cretino,” my father screamed at him.
And then, a few weeks before my tenth birthday I went into the bathroom and found Grandpa on the floor, his fleshy legs white on the red linoleum. His face was pressed against the tub and he kept opening and closing his mouth but didn’t say anything. I thought it was one of  his jokes but then I saw a gash on his forehead from where he’d fallen,  deep crimson, and I ran to get Mom. The ambulance came and four big men carried Grandpa out on a stretcher. He was still opening and closing his mouth.
We visited him in the hospital. I was excited, because I’d never been to a hospital. I didn’t get the gravity of the situation. My parents were serious, but when it came to Grandpa, he never followed their rules. When we got there, it wasn’t what I’d expected. I thought the hospital would be clean and white like in Marcus Welby on television. Marcus Welby’s hospital was well organized and people spoke quietly. But when we walked into University Hospital I smelled piss. There were people everywhere: in the hallways, in wheelchairs, on gurneys, and even in the stairwells. They were yelling and moaning. It was chaos. My parents were lost for a while, we couldn’t find Grandpa’s room. There were different wings. Mom was carrying Brenda and she got frustrated because  Brenda was complaining. Then we found him. He was sharing a room  with two shriveled old men who looked like they were already dead. The place smelled like a locker room.
The shades were open and the room was stuffy and bright. Grandpa  moaned and moaned and Dad mashed the call button but no one came for a long time. I went and stood next to Grandpa and tried to talk to him. I expected him to tell me everything was okay. Stop worrying, Picolina. But he didn’t hear me. Finally a nurse appeared and Dad begged her to bring something for Grandpa. I’d never seen him beg. She brought back a doctor and I thought, “Finally, now everything will be okay.” The doctor injected some medication and Grandpa stopped moaning.
The image that’s sharp in my memory is of me standing alone in the corner of the room, looking through the sunbeams and floating dust motes at the doctor huddled over Grandpa, listening to his chest with the stethoscope. The doctor squinted. The skin under his jaw was unshaven and his hair was long; he didn’t look like a doctor. 
I don’t remember how long Grandpa was in the hospital, but I do remember the cemetery. It was one of those early spring days, the first warm day in a long time. It was raining and the grass had just been cut. It smelled like spring. I couldn’t believe Grandpa was gone. When they started lowering his casket into the ground, Dad began fidgeting; he put his hands in and out of his pockets. He was wearing this ridiculous suit; it was missing a button and had a tear in the back. His hair had little beads of rain on it. I was old enough to be embarrassed for him. When the casket reached the ground and they pulled the ropes up, Dad dropped into the grave.
He didn’t say a word; he stepped forward and dropped in like a lead weight dropping into water. I rushed forward, but Mom grabbed me and pulled me back and both of my uncles yelled and pulled him out. It was awkward, the grass was wet, and it took them a few minutes. 
When Dad came out he had red mud on his knees, his tie, and the  back of his hands.
That was the first time I thought about being a doctor. I could have saved Grandpa. I could have stopped him from dying. I could have saved Daddy.
After Amelia was gone her voice lingered. I love voices and accents. I learn as much from the cadence, pitch, and energy of a voice as I do from the content. I’m often reminded of similar voices. When talking with someone I might suddenly remember the gravel in the butcher’s voice at Copaco meatpackers, where I worked when I was sixteen. Or the syrupy thickness of Arthur Klein’s voice, my supervisor at McLean when I was finishing my training. Or the low whisper of Terry’s voice on Sunday mornings before we had Alexandra, when the days were ours. I have a terrible memory for names, but I never forget a voice. Voices are a soul’s signature.
When people talk about meaningful parts of their lives, their voices change. A voice that bounces along may suddenly go steady and smooth, or a tenor that fills the room with volume may drop low and quiet.
Amelia’s voice was brittle and tight. When emotional her voice rose and then disappeared, as if all of her energy were devoted to not giving voice to her truths. She reminded me of an older woman I treated in Boston who went blind rather than face her husband’s obvious abuse.
I started my chart note. I wrote down what I knew about her family and drew a family tree with circles representing women, squares for the men. Next to each shape I recorded what I knew about that relative. Then I wrote down her presenting complaint, the symptoms she told me. The next part of the note is mental status but I stopped writing. In this section I record suicidal and homicidal ideation, intent, and plan.
I realized I was attracted to her. This isn’t
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