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			To

			JOAN ANDREA RYMAN KLEINMAN, 

			September 4, 1939—March 6, 2011, 

			and to all those who loved her, who were her caregivers, and who were, like me, created afresh by her love.

			

			“The space we stood around had been emptied into us to keep”

			—SEAMUS HEANEY

			

			And to all those who have experienced, withstood, and succumbed to suffering and disablement—teaching us what it means to be human and why life (and death) matter. And to those carers who have given what they have, and done what they could, to sustain life and hope and to help create an adequate end, all the time recognizing it never was enough, even when it was all they had to give.

		

	
		
			NOTE TO THE READER

			Information contained in this book accurately conveys the spirit of my work as a physician, an anthropologist, and a family caregiver. With the exception of autobiographical details, family members, and primary care physicians and hospitals who took care of Joan Kleinman, all names and identifying details in the case histories have been changed. This is meant to ensure confidentiality and to protect the anonymity of the individuals, families, and institutions involved. When I have made such changes, I have drawn on information from other patients, research subjects, and physicians facing similar problems to make the alteration valid in the light of the experiences of people I have treated, studied, and worked with.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Get out! Get out!”

			My wife, Joan, is screaming, and hitting out wildly at the stranger in her bed. She is greatly agitated and frightened. “Get away from here. Get out!”

			But the man she perceives as a stranger is me, her husband of more than forty years. Joan has just woken up from a midday nap. It is summer 2009 in Cambridge, Massachusetts. We are in the bedroom of the home we have lived in for twenty-seven years.

			I try to keep my voice calm and hide the panic rising inside me. “I’m your husband, Arthur. Don’t be so upset, I’m here with you!”

			“You are not! You are not Arthur! You are an impostor! Get out! Now!” she yells, shaking and intensely alert, like a trapped animal.

			I try in all the ways I can think of to calm her and to prove to her that I am indeed her husband, but she insists, denying who I am, growing more and more adamant, more and more upset. I begin to wonder if this is real or if I have woken up in a nightmare. Joan feels only terror, caught in the grip of a delusion that frightens her to the core. This has happened once before, in a hotel in Amsterdam the previous year, but still I feel totally unprepared to deal with her delirium.

			Joan is almost blind and suffers dementia as a result of an atypical kind of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. This excruciating episode is a classic manifestation of Capgras syndrome, a delusional state that occurs sometimes in people suffering neurodegenerative disorders. The affected person systematically misperceives those close to her and even the physical space she is occupying as unreal and fake. As in Joan’s case, it most often is episodic, short-lived, and readily forgotten, but for those close to the sufferer, it can be world-shattering—as if a bond that has taken decades to forge can be broken in an instant.

			I’m a trained psychiatrist. I should have the tools to deal with this. But right now, in this moment, I am a shocked and devastated husband. This episode, like the first, lasts a few terrible hours. During that time, I have to retreat to another part of our house, and wait until it burns itself out and she has returned to a calm state. I am also, however, a caregiver—Joan’s primary caregiver. Several times I try to engage her in normal conversation, but she rejects me. Finally, I make believe I am someone else, there to help her.

			“Well, get rid of this impostor and find my real husband,” she implores.

			

			—

			Afterward she made light of it. The very next day, she denied that it had happened at all. Up to this point, I had been caring for Joan for eight years. I had helped bathe, dress, and guide her. I also had to help her with eating and increasingly with interpreting the world for her. I was an ordinary family carer, one of more than fifty million in the United States at any time. But I have also devoted my career as a physician and medical anthropologist to professional care and studying caregiving. I have objective expertise in this subject, and at the same time, I am immersed in it as an ordinary participant, learning every day as I go.

			From each of these experiences, but particularly from the terrible decade I spent as a family carer, I gained a deeper understanding of caregiving. I found that care is a human development process. Often in our society, boys are raised to be careless, girls to be careful. It takes a long time for adolescent and young men to learn to care about others and then become caring, and at last give care. While the social pressure and cultural expectations of women to be carers is much greater, it doesn’t mean care is natural or easier for them. Women develop as carers too. Care is centered in relationships. Caregiving and receiving is a gift-sharing process in which we give and receive attention, affirmation, practical assistance, emotional support, moral solidarity, and abiding meaning that is complicated and incomplete. Care is action, practice, performance. Often it is reaction. A constant reaction to the needs of others and ourselves under different conditions and in different contexts. Care is accompanying someone through their experiences of alarm and injury. It is assisting, protecting, thinking ahead to prevent further difficulty.

			Care is also about the vital presence—the liveliness and fullness of being—of both the caregiver and the care recipient. Acts of caring call that presence out from within us. Care does not end with death but involves actively caring for memories. I learned that caregiving entails moments of terror and panic, of self-doubt and hopelessness—but also moments of deep human connection, of honesty and revelation, of purpose and gratification.

			I also learned how far the domain of caregiving extends beyond the boundaries of medicine. Caregiving is perhaps the most ubiquitous activity of human beings, and it can be the most demanding, at times discouraging, one. It is also the existential activity through which we most fully realize our humanity. In the humblest moments of caring—mopping a sweaty brow, changing a soiled sheet, reassuring an agitated person, kissing the cheek of a loved one at the end of life—we may embody the finest versions of ourselves. It can offer redemption to the caregiver and the person to whom he is giving care. Care can offer wisdom for the art of living.

			Caregiving is hard, sometimes tedious, unglamorous work, but it resonates with emotional, moral, and even religious significance. Understanding the meanings that arise from the practical work of care may help us to meet the challenges of sustaining it, and of enduring its many trials, and also may strengthen us to face the other tests that life brings. Those challenges are increasing. I believe we are living through a dangerous time when high-quality care is seriously threatened among families, in the health professions, in our hospitals and aged care homes, and in our society at large. Amid the hardness, hate, violence, and cynicism that fuel politics today, an anti-caring ethos prevails, and undermined by funding that scarcely touches the need, care can be wrongly portrayed as softness and sentimentality. It is neither. Care is the human glue that holds together families, communities, and societies. Care offers an alternative story of how we live and who we are. But it is being silenced and diminished in value, in the United States and around the world, sacrificed on the altar of economy and efficiency, demanding more and more of families and health care professionals with fewer and fewer resources, and threatening to displace meaning in health care. The moral language of human experience, of people’s suffering and healing—the bedrock of our common existence—is being stifled, and at worst will be lost.

			We must be prepared to ask uncomfortable questions of ourselves, to challenge the assumptions of our institutions and the premises of the “health care debate.” It is a time to act. This volume is my testament about caregiving and why it matters most.

		

	
		
			One

			Not much in my youth signaled a future of caregiving.

			I never knew my biological father, Nathan Spier. Even as I write his name, I am unable to conjure a face or even a shadow. My mother, Marcia, ran away from him and from a marriage she couldn’t tolerate, taking me with her, when I was one. I didn’t know his full name or anything else about him until I was in my twenties, and even then, the subject remained radioactive enough in my family that I made no serious effort to find him. The mystery of my origins would haunt much of my young life. My own mother was unable to talk to me about my biological father and his family until she was in her sixties, and even then, she insisted that I should never meet him. A real estate developer, called the King of Bensonhurst as I later learned, he and his family had been involved in a scandal concerning illegal influence on the courts that resulted in the suicide of a judge. And to this day, that is all I permitted myself to know.

			I grew up in a well-to-do Jewish family, in an economically and culturally mixed Brooklyn neighborhood. Our household, at least initially, consisted of my mother, my maternal grandparents, and me. My mother was a vivacious redhead (dyed) who loved the high life filled with nights out on the town, which she balanced with volunteer work in hospitals and for Jewish advocacy groups. She had the means to hire nurses and maids to look after me and, later, my brother. When she realized that I had played hooky from Hebrew school for several weeks, she assured me that I would indeed learn enough Hebrew to achieve my bar mitzvah, because she would not be denied the privilege of throwing a big party, as was expected in her circle. She made it clear throughout my childhood that I was to become a physician or a professor, or some other high-status professional whose intellectual achievements would add a patina of class and respectability to the family’s financial success.

			My mother was also high-strung and volatile. I never doubted her love, but at the same time, I found her emotionally untrustworthy. When my half brother came along, I never felt sure if her concern for me was as great as her worry about him. I sensed that she and the rest of the family saw me as more self-sufficient and able to look after myself. My stepfather would prove to be almost as much of a party animal as my mother, and their friendship networks included all kinds of colorful and sometimes slightly shady characters.

			My mother was one of four daughters, but her father’s clear favorite. It was for this reason that we lived with my grandparents. My grandfather, a proudly secular Jew of Russian background, had built a prosperous soap company and amassed real estate holdings. His business prospered in the 1930s and early ’40s but went into precipitous decline in the postwar years.

			My grandfather was, I imagine, typical for his times, but would seem totally out of place in the second decade of the twenty-first century. He was formal, distant, and authoritarian. He didn’t express his love in words but in deeds, protecting and often defending me when neighbors and shopkeepers objected to my delinquent behavior. I remember one Saturday morning, when the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, a monumental figure in the Hasidic Jewish community who had recently moved next door, took away the basketball I was dribbling and told me not to play on the Sabbath. It was my grandfather who retrieved my basketball from the Rebbe and admonished me to play with it outside every Saturday from then on. He was at the very center of the family—a loving paterfamilias—and he carried as an almost sacred duty the responsibility for our financial and social security. I admired my grandfather, and always felt secure under his protective wing but never felt emotionally close to him.

			In contrast to my high-living mother, my grandmother was old-world, a poorly educated, superstitious, and increasingly paranoid matriarch who never left the house and who occasionally whispered to me that I came from an even richer family. Her mysterious mutterings only further confused and disturbed me, since she would stubbornly refuse to elaborate, no matter how hard I questioned her.

			These older generations saw me as a willful, headstrong little boy, naturally resistant to authority. In the family’s folklore, these traits were forged at birth, when I emerged from the birth canal with the umbilical cord wrapped tightly around my neck, blue and struggling to breathe. In their eyes, I was born a fighter, and it’s fair to say that I did little to dissuade them from that notion as I grew up.

			In 1943, when I was two years old, my mother absconded with me to Miami, so as to thwart my biological father, who was trying to use legal means to compel our return. (Apparently, Florida did not recognize New York State’s marriage laws then.) For a while we lived across from a hostel for army and navy officers, several of whom took an interest in my mother. I remember asking each one plaintively but with hope, “Are you my father?” Perhaps this sense of loss and longing contributed more to my aggressive willfulness than any birth trauma I might have experienced. At any rate, my behavior got bad enough that my frustrated kindergarten teacher insisted my mother remove me from the classroom. “He only does things his own way,” she complained.

			My mother met the man who would become my stepfather during that brief sojourn in Florida. Peter Kleinman had played professional basketball and was a minor celebrity in his day. He was good-looking, friendly and charming, and admired by many. I admired him, too, when I was young. As I grew older, though, I could see that my grandfather regarded him as a failure in business and in his law practice, and with good reason. I think even my mother, who loved her new husband, came to share this view. I could feel my stepfather’s love and concern for me—he was the man I saw as my dad—but I understood and accepted that he loved my brother, his natural son, more. Peter Kleinman would adopt me when I was twelve, changing my name from Arthur Spier (pronounced “Spear”) to Arthur Kleinman, so that it felt as if I was starting out anew.

			In the decade after my grandfather’s death in 1958, during which time my stepfather stopped working, he and my mother together spent her entire inheritance. I didn’t feel the loss of the family’s financial security as deeply as the resentment, embarrassment, and maybe even shame over the irresponsibility of my parents, who had put the family—meaning my brother and me—second. This was quite the opposite of the example set by my grandfather.

			My kindergarten teacher wasn’t completely wrong about me. I remember an episode from around that same time, when I angrily informed my mother I was running away from home. When my mother opened the door I had so dramatically slammed on the way out, she found me sitting on the steps. I couldn’t go any further, I explained, because I was not allowed to cross the street on my own! Clearly, there was something in my nature, even at this early time, which acted as a natural brake on my impulsiveness. I could be difficult, but I knew there were rules and directives that needed to be followed. And I was not so foolhardy as to do something that would cause me to injure myself. This fundamental awareness would keep me out of trouble time and again during my childhood, or at least it helped keep that trouble to a mostly manageable level.

			Back in Brooklyn, I attended a public school four blocks from our house. Our Crown Heights neighborhood was a mainly Jewish enclave surrounded by Irish and Italian communities, where apartment blocks thrust their dark brick facades from between brighter rows of sturdy single-family houses. In the street, we boys played stickball or punchball, bought vanilla or chocolate cones from the ice cream truck, shot marbles, flipped coins, watched the girls play hopscotch, experimented with cigarettes, and fought with one another to see who was the toughest. Nobody bothered to hide their racism or anti-Semitism in the 1940s and early ’50s, and I got into many fights on the streets outside our little enclave on account of being Jewish and unwilling, to a point anyway, to back down. But there must have been more than this at stake for me because I fought with Jewish boys too.

			My life on the street from 1944 to 1953 contrasted sharply with the cushy existence at home, where we had a cook and a housekeeper and I never had so much as a chore to do. I was given to understand that I would always be financially secure and that the family would always take care of me—not exactly the best message to encourage my sense of responsibility and stewardship. I treated myself from childhood on with a carelessness that was surely compounded by my mother’s distraction with a new marriage that had produced a new child. I neglected my health, as did most kids then, I suppose, and have suffered the consequences ever since, with dental problems, asthma, melanoma, and other ailments.

			My neighborhood friends came from hardworking ethnic families, and most were not well off like mine. I spent my childhood with these tough working-class kids, instinctively understanding that the best way to survive the bullies and the street fighters was to become one of them. I learned to take care of myself, teasing, hassling, and abusing other kids just for the sport of it. I was becoming not just tough, but hard.

			And yet that same instinct that kept me from crossing the street when I wanted to run away from home must have also tempered the worst of my behavior toward others. It was partly a nascent awareness of the need for self-protective boundaries, but also an awakening sense of the emotional and moral responsibilities of relationships. Around age ten or eleven, when girls started to come into focus, I developed a childhood crush on one in particular. But the conventions of courtship entirely escaped me. I think I must have believed that I had the right to help myself to whatever captured my fancy. At the end of the school day as we all left to walk home, I asked her if I could carry her books. It never occurred to me that I might be rebuffed, and when she said “No!” I impulsively grabbed the books and ran away. It took only a few moments to recognize I had done something shameful and for a hopeful suitor terminally unhelpful, so I returned her books with a burning feeling in my face and chest.

			At the same age, an older boy in the playground tried to wrench my brand-new basketball from my hands. When I refused to let go, he banged my head repeatedly against the steel pole that supported the hoop. My head was bleeding, but I refused to cry in front of him or the other kids who had gathered around, or beg for the ball back. I ran home believing my dignity was still intact but bearing the wounds of battle. I wasn’t angry about the injustice done to me; I was just burning for revenge. I would show I would not be trifled with or cowed. I would strike back. I had watched and learned. But all I had really learned is what every bully knows: you pick fights with those you can defeat and humiliate.

			I came to the cynical understanding that beneath its orderly and proper exterior, it is a violent world without justice or goodness. I learned another brutal lesson, also not compatible with caregiving, in a fight with another aggressive boy who lived on the block. Following a minute of grappling and hitting, I locked my arms around his head and squeezed as hard as I could. He started to cry and begged me to stop. So I released my hold, only to have him crush my neck with a hammerlock that was so tight I couldn’t breathe. I gave up, and he celebrated his victory by laughing at me. It would take me a long time to unlearn the lesson this particular beating taught me: to resist empathizing with my enemies, to take no pity, no mercy.

			Every now and then, though, the light found its way through a crack in my armor. One summer when I was eleven or twelve, I had gone to a summer camp in upstate New York, where I joined with the other more rugged campers in making fun of a small, bespectacled boy who avoided sports and always carried a book around. But his surprising response to our teasing—arguing that he was becoming serious about intellectual matters—was so passionate, so mature, and yet carried lightly with a self-deprecating humor that I felt a respect and even admiration for him. This boy was also caring. When I got hit in the head with a softball pitch, he ran over to see if I was all right. I knew I liked him and what he stood for, which was so very different from the rest of my experience. I couldn’t recall having felt that way before, except for the tough kids whose coarse behavior I emulated. I remember wondering if there might be a way to be like him and also still be myself. This was one of the first times in my life that I actually began to see that there was a part of me that wasn’t being cultivated at all, and perhaps was even being stifled by my hard shell.

			Yet even on those tough streets occasionally there was evidence that friends had your back, at least when you were threatened by “outsiders,” such as kids from other neighborhoods, older kids who belonged to rival gangs, or the police. I remember a time when everybody knew about a big gang fight among high schoolers that was to take place in a park near my school. I was very excited and planned to go. Two of my friends prevented me from going, insisting that if I got involved, even as an observer, I was likely to get into more serious trouble. At a nearby movie theater for a Saturday matinee, a fight started several rows behind where I was sitting with friends. I started out of my seat to take a closer look at the action, but one of my classmates abruptly pulled me back by the collar of my jacket, saying, “Come on, they have knives. We are getting out of here!” Could we call these school chums and street friends a social network that functioned as a caring circle? If I had used words like these with them I doubtless would have been laughed at and ridiculed. But there was a kind of incipient care among us that held fast despite the otherwise brutal atmosphere of carelessness and violence. We shared a local world, and knew it, and we were learning how to care for one another.

			It was at this time, however, that it suddenly became clear that the street persona I had developed had not gone unnoticed in our little corner of Brooklyn. The cops on the beat brought me to the boxing program in the Police Athletic League as a way of redirecting my aggression. And more troublingly, a local man singled me out as a kid with potential. He came up to me on the sidewalk one day and playfully mussed my hair while telling me that he had his eye on me. Shortly after, I spied a newspaper photo of him in police custody, with a headline identifying him as a leading Mafia enforcer. Whether it was that single event or the larger constellation of concerns about our neighborhood, my associates, and my waywardness, my grandfather and my parents concluded that it was time to get me out of that world. They decided to leave Brooklyn and move the family to the suburbs on Long Island.

			In my new school, I channeled my overbearing drive into academic work. This was a fiercely competitive setting, but now the competition was for educational success and recognition. Like me, my fellow students were on the way up, climbing aggressively and not much given to empathy or real friendships. The tough boys of Brooklyn were replaced by the ambitious boys—and girls—of our new neighborhood. And I was to find that the rules of engagement were very different. I actually got into a scuffle on my first day at the new school, taking down a couple of bullies who confronted me and warned me about showing off with my smart answers in the classroom. I was shocked when my triumph horrified the other kids, rather than eliciting their respect.

			These developments came together with several others to push my life in a new direction. First, I became an avid reader and—guided by several teachers and others who took a major interest in me, including a diminutive older woman who invited me to a reading by poets at her Greenwich Village apartment—I educated myself in history and literature. I was especially drawn to personal narratives: biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, journals. In each of these I searched for the ways the context affected real lives, and historical contingencies altered genetic ones. This was my precocious and dizzying exposure to Dostoevsky’s “fire in the minds of men” and its local misadventures—revolutions intensifying social suffering, destroyed by corruption and bad faith, and the ironies and failures that are constant in human experience and that unbend the arc of justice and further break broken men. It was too much wisdom too early, yet it had its effect. I was furnishing the soul of a youngster who would come to the understanding that what was missing in the world was care for ordinary people. Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country, Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory and The Heart of the Matter, George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London, The Road to Wigan Pier, Homage to Catalonia, and Animal Farm, and other works became more real to me than my historical times—the dull, conformist, and predictable 1950s. I didn’t understand how rare it would become to have a whole weekend—because there was no TV, no social media—to get wrapped up in a novel or a travel story or social history.

			And second, I developed a passionate and abiding interest in the stories of those around me: the real people in my life. This surely was abetted by my confusion about my own story. Who was I anyway? Were the incomplete fragments of stories I was picking up from my grandmother and my mother true or not? Where did they lead? And since I was prohibited from crossing over to the other side of my ancestry, did it really matter if I couldn’t figure it out? The stultifying 1950s had also seen the rising influence of existentialism, and I had developed in my teens the core doubt that any of this history really mattered. If the world was absurd, wasn’t my biography yet one more instance of just how absurd it could be? Later I would see this as the central point of Man’s Search for Meaning, the seminal book by the psychiatrist, neurologist, and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl: we can’t control what has happened to us, yet we can control how we think about it, and so make it meaningful in our lives.

			There was also my dawning recognition in the 1950s that even though we were still wealthy, history was conspiring to reduce that wealth in a macroeconomic way that we could not control. The new suburbia destroyed the value of my grandfather’s investment in inner cities. Liquid soap came to replace hard soap in public toilets, undermining the family’s soap business. The square block on the east side of midtown Manhattan that my grandfather had purchased as a safety net was taken away by Tammany Hall politicians under eminent domain. At the time, these historical contingencies were invisible, covered over with the uncertain anxieties of the lived experience of our days, camouflaged by the one-damn-thing-after-another ordinariness of our lives.

			I learned to be an intense listener, a sharp observer of people’s struggles to make sense of their worlds and themselves. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I suppose I had intuitively begun to train myself in the rudiments of psychiatry. And I was a natural ethnographer, even though I had never at the time heard this word. My deep curiosity about how people lived their lives and turned their experiences into particular meanings about what was at stake for them transformed me from a self-conscious, immature teenager worried about his pimples and moles into a questioning, informed, experience-oriented student of human conditions. As I listened and people talked, I learned to hear not only their words but also their human tone.

			So the small bohemian middle-aged woman, the intellectual who invited me to her studio apartment in Greenwich Village to hear poets of the Beat Generation, confided in me that she was an alcoholic and had experimented with all the drugs she could find because she had failed to escape to Europe and find her artistic destiny, making her feel she had “murdered her life.” I listened; her words inscribed themselves in me, but how could I understand their sad meaning?

			Or when our maid Hatty, the tall, unflappable African American woman who had raised me from age four, told me when I was fifteen that every day she had spent with me represented a day she had failed to spend with her own son and daughter. That was the first and only time she didn’t laugh when she picked up after me, but broke down in angry tears. And although I truly believed I had always loved her, it was the first time I had heard the tone of her pain and saw through the cruel fiction of her being “a member of the family.”

			Then there was my neighbor: an attractive young married woman whose husband had suffered a heart attack and was now confined to a wheelchair. She asked me to listen to her as she gave vent to her frustration, her sadness, and his hopelessness. She didn’t know how they would survive this sudden devastating trauma. Why did she tell me, a sixteen-year-old, these awful truths? Maybe she could only have told someone like me, who had nothing to offer except witnessing her miserable condition, because all I could do was reflect back her fear and feel her desperation. From the vantage of six decades on, it would seem she had recognized something responsive in me that needed to be aware of the cost of caregiving for another. Notably, no one my own age acted this way with me; only older people did, and almost always they were women.

			These women, among others, were in retrospect training me as an adolescent to listen, witness, and safely share my presence with them. I was awakening to the understanding that their personal problems were social ills that were shared with others in my world and grew out of the history and culture in which they lived, as much as from the particular lives they led. I was being brought into a different emotional sensibility and new kinds of moral relationships, ones where caring mattered and the act of recognizing or creating meaning was a way of giving and receiving love.

			Over the years, the confining, parochial world of the neighborhood, my family, their business enterprises, and their expectations of me became oppressive. I could no longer abide the narrow, self-interested, pragmatic talk about making money (not something I had ever had to try to accomplish, of course) and the lack of engagement with substantive ideas and moral questions. Sure, there was a genuine concern with the plight of Jews in the world, but even that struck me as a tribal, exclusive interest that ignored social justice for other groups, including the weak and vulnerable in our own city.

			As soon as I could, I escaped that place, first to Tufts University in New England and then to the West Coast and Stanford for college and later medical school. I was in college and professional school at an extraordinary time: The civil rights, antiwar, and feminist movements were growing rapidly, upending values long taken for granted, and introducing the idea that the society and individuals in it (like me) needed to undergo radical change. My fellow students were going off to organize African American voters in the South, campaign against the Vietnam War, protest patriarchy and male chauvinism, and invent original forms of aesthetic and emotional expression. Later on, I would realize that it was the United States—not China, where the phrase was coined—that experienced a genuine “cultural revolution.” Everything seemed possible, not least personal transformation.

			As a fledgling intellectual, I discovered Albert Camus, and felt he was a moral icon of the responsibility to engage the great issue of one’s time. I read the literature of the European Left, who were still wrestling with the aftermath of fascism and collaboration and were searching for new forms of solidarity with, and support of, the poor and the marginal. I was taught by Malcolm Cowley—novelist and literary critic who had chronicled the “lost generation” of American writers after World War I in Europe—who insisted that Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and others had to be understood as born into a time they could not master but that had broken and redeemed them. I wrote the words in my notebook, but I was not ready for their wisdom.

			The literature I valued mirrored my growing awareness that I would someday pivot like Shakespeare’s Prince Hal from the young wastrel in Henry IV to the victorious warrior king in Henry V. Just like him I would turn away from my troubling past but draw on it to create a more successful future. So it was no surprise that Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim and Victory were among my favorites. Each presented a hero who early in his life had failed to muster the courage and responsibility needed to face a crisis in his local world and had run away to a foreign place where he was unknown and could remake his life entirely. Having succeeded in this new world, he eventually had to face once again a crisis that required him to stand up to a dangerous evil threatening him and those he had come to love. The romanticism of this life trajectory never bothered me. Instead, I took the message to mean that I, too, could redeem a wanton and thoughtless childhood, and use what had strengthened me physically and psychologically in a totally different way that might do good in the world.

			Looking back, I sense I had an inkling of what that new life would be. It was Sinclair Lewis’s Arrowsmith and Axel Munthe’s The Story of San Michele, tales of young doctors (one even a psychiatrist) finding meaning in their lives through work and love. Later, other important books would continue this central interest in the transformation of young lives and their moral development, especially Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks and The Magic Mountain.

			And at the same time, I marveled at the majestic beauty of California’s Big Sur, and felt personally liberated enough to become aware that I had a longing to be loved and an urgent need to love in return. I never found love among the mist-covered and rock-strewn beaches, the turquoise ocean, the huge redwoods, but I did encounter other seekers—students who like me confused the search for the pleasures of romance with moral and spiritual quests. I recognized the confusion underlying the adventures of many of my peers, but I remained blind to the futility in my own quest. I was also ready for a new direction, something that could unite my intellectual aspirations with the practical orientation of the medical training I was preparing to pursue. I was searching for what would come to matter most in my life. It would prove to be a complicated but transformative journey.

			Romance became a constant preoccupation. Since my teenage years, I had resisted the building pressure to date the Jewish girls from moneyed backgrounds to whom I was repeatedly introduced. One blind date arranged by my mother’s friends was with the daughter of a major company CEO who lived in a penthouse on Fifth Avenue and whose father explained to me the purchase price and current value of an original Picasso painting, the only thing in his living room that he seemed to even notice. I felt he was appraising me in the same way. I wanted to date whatever girl I wanted. Here my powerful inner need to be loved merged with a rising sense that beautiful, educated, and sophisticated Protestant women were the ones who could do that and at the same time remove me from a cloying upper-middle-class ethnic ghetto.

			

			—

			
			Having relocated myself, both physically and spiritually, and having become newly familiar with Marxist teachings, I started to think about the world in a different way. In solidarity with the workingman—or so I thought—I took a summer job in the New York City sewer system. The sewers were a dank and dark netherworld under the streets, the workplace of an army of engineers and laborers, unseen and unappreciated by those aboveground. And it was a forbidding place. My boss was an example of all that was wrong with society, I thought. Bigoted, untrustworthy, and corrupt, he berated my fellow workers and encouraged bad behavior among them, like pilfering, shirking duties, and falsely claiming overtime.

			Bill Burt, a large, white-haired Irishman who reminded me of Robert Louis Stevenson’s description of Long John Silver—“boisterous and piratical”—mentored me in how to adapt to the sewers and to our appalling boss. At the same time, he taught me about life on a grander scale. Despite the limits of a dreadful job that he couldn’t wait to escape from through early retirement, it seemed to me he was a kind of secular saint, helping others and standing up for the weakest of them. He protected me and held me to the standards that made me a competent worker. A good man and the first person with whom I fully shared my fears and aspirations, Bill was also the first person I felt I could trust emotionally to offer me the wisdom and care of an older man for a younger apprentice.

			The school year at Stanford that followed my summer in the sewer was my first year of medical school, and I found I couldn’t abide the tedious study of basic science that the training required. Indulging myself in righteous indignation, I wrote Bill a rambling, sentimental letter, explaining that I was thinking of dropping out to become a blue-collar worker like him, and also try my hand at writing. He wrote me back, in vernacular almost entirely devoid of punctuation and grammar, asking me if I wanted “to do donkey labor like me the rest of your life?” He admonished me not to lose my chance in life, ending, “Kid, if you give up becoming a doctor, I’ll come there and break your legs!” The bracing response had the immediate salutary effect of keeping me focused on my path, but the care this father figure expressed for me held a lesson that would only come clear to me years down the road.

			During those early years in medical school, two experiences abroad awakened me to a subject that I would pursue throughout my career, the suffering that so many societies endure and its aftermath for vulnerable individuals. I took a trip to Germany in 1963, happily traveling with fellow students and not thinking much beyond my own self-absorbed concerns, when I arrived in Alsace in France, and checked in at a small hotel in a tiny village. Wandering along the canals outside the village, I was forced by a passing rainstorm to run to a copse of trees and ended up stepping into a hidden cemetery. There I found a small monument to a multigenerational family, all of whose members had the same wartime date of death. When I got back I asked the hotel’s receptionist in German—I should have used French but I didn’t possess it then—about this grim oddity. She shouted at me that it was my people, the Germans, who had killed this family. This was at a time when there was little attention paid to the Holocaust in the United States, and I had hardly thought or talked about being a Jew in Germany, only eighteen years after the war’s end. Thus, my first encounter with the Shoah was, in her eyes at least, as a perpetrator. This troubling experience broke through my self-absorption. It was the first time I truly felt the overwhelming dangers of the world from which my privileged life had protected me, and the responsibility we have to honor history and bear witness to human suffering.

			The second experience grew from this one. Horrified by my willful ignorance and the possibility that I could be taken for one of the guilty, I went directly to Israel that summer to confront my Jewish identity. There I became the object of an intense recruitment effort by the charismatic leader of a kibbutz. He entreated me to join the other young Jews from around the world who were building a future in the desert. I declined. In reacting to his enthusiastic presentation of Zionism, I came to realize that I was more at home in the plural, diverse world of the Diaspora and felt uncomfortable with ethnic, national, and religious exclusivity. Yet I still didn’t recognize at the time that the trajectory of my own life was slowly bending in a direction that likely would have surprised, if not astounded, my early teachers and friends, including the likes of Bill Burt and certainly that Mafia recruiter.

			These early experiences have become touchstones for interpreting the way my life and work have unfolded. In the years that followed I became a physician, a husband, a father, a writer, and a teacher. Perhaps because of my psychiatric training and clinical experience, I still seek meaning in the formative experiences of childhood and youth, not least my own. I can look back on those years and recognize that I entered early adulthood having not yet learned to care for myself and for others, that I was careless and simply expected to be cared for, that I had only partially reformed myself, and that even though I read and wrote about care, I had not yet practiced caregiving, not in the family, not even in the medical profession.

		

	
		
			Two

			Surely, it had to have been more than my family’s expectations that steered me toward medicine. It wasn’t as if we had a tradition of physicians in the family or even had doctors in our social circles. But the one doctor who did figure in my early life made a great impression on me.

			Dr. Frederick Ben was a stern but gentle general practitioner who treated my frequent childhood and adolescent chest infections, often in my own home. Dr. Ben looked every inch the European doctor, pleasantly plump, with close-cropped hair, a neatly trimmed beard, bushy eyebrows, and rimless eyeglasses framing his kind but piercing eyes. His heavy tweed blazer and gray flannel pants were always redolent with the aroma of pipe tobacco. He spoke in thickly accented English, with the rather formal cadences of his native German, occasionally signaling a shift from dispassionate medical commentary to more intimate words of personal wisdom by passing his hand across his face and shaking his head. I don’t remember Dr. Ben smiling that often, but I do remember the mixture of concern, careful attention, and earnest encouragement in his expression as he percussed my chest and listened intently to my lungs through his stethoscope.

			A few times, Dr. Ben and his wife invited me to take tea and cake with them in the living room of the house where he lived, in which he also had his office and examining rooms. On these occasions, he would share his experiences with me, although only rarely did he allude to the anti-Semitism he and his family must have faced before emigrating from Nazi Germany. Instead, he regaled me with clinical accounts of memorable cases, spinning them like medical detective stories. One theme that seemed to underlie many of these stories was the woeful absence of effective treatments. After all, even as recently as the mid-1950s, there weren’t many truly reliable medical treatments for serious diseases. Penicillin had only just become widespread in medical practice. Dr. Ben himself used to hand out “red” and “blue” pills to almost all of his adolescent patients. He did this so often and so readily, without ever explaining what the pills were, that my brother and I suspected they were just placebos.

			As I grew into my mid-teens, Dr. Ben started subtly recruiting me for a career in medicine. He saw medicine, first and foremost, as a moral calling. It was about doing good for people who needed help. The technical details mattered greatly, but Dr. Ben believed in the doctor-patient relationship as the vital core of medical practice. He once told me that if a doctor earned the complete trust of a patient, the doctor could talk the patient out of an acute attack of asthma, reduce the pain of gouty arthritis, even mobilize a demoralized cancer patient into action. He attributed such marvels to the charismatic presence of the physician and the ability to draw vitality and healing power out of the
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