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there are two great virtues-patience and
fortitude. You need to get to know them."
I would have liked to talk to him for
hours and hours. Here was someone I
could lean on. Someone who cared. This
doctor, without being in the least bit soft
or sympathetic in the maudlin "poor you"
sen'se, had a ,quality of caring that I have
since found to be a characteristic of
great people.

I didn't see him for a couple of days
after that, and I put a note in the box
provided for such communications, ask
ing for an appointment with him. The
next afternoon he came to see me. He
asked me how I was feeling, and I s~id,
"Absolutely awful. Worse and worse.:'

"You' don't act as though you feel
awful," he said.. "Why don't you act the
way you feel, instead of covering up and

. pretending all the time? Try a little'
spontaneity."

I told him that if I were to act the
way I felt I would just ,sit in my room,
and stare at the wall. "I'm empty," I
told him. "I am an automaton going
through the motions of li~ing. ,There is
nothing inside. Nothing. I feel as if this
were' a sickness in my soul." He ,said
that was a very good description of the
kind of sickness I had.

He urged me again to make. a stab at
being myself. "Be as honest as you can
in your relationships with the nurses and
the other patients even if you act like a
bitch. There's nothing wrong with being
a bitch when the occasion calls for it."
He left me with these words: "This sick
ness didn't come overnight and it isn't
going to go overnIght. RellJember what
I told you-patience and fortitude."

I had "behaved" myself for so long, it
seemed as though I truly didn't know
how to act spontaneously, and so I con
tinued to be a goody-goody model pa·
tient seething inside with emotions I
could not express. My tensions were so
great and my real difficulties so inacces
sible to my conscious mind that-after a
few weeks' of fruitless discussions limited
to my uncomfortable' symp'toms-it was
decided that I be given a series of shock
treatments. These, while not the pleas
antest experiences, were not nearly as
gruesome as I had imagined, and the
relief they gave me was almost u'nbeliev
able. I felt relaxed for the first time in
years. After the series was finished I
remember saying to my favorite nurse. a
spare, wise ex-Army officer, "I feel so
well. I can't imagine what brought me
here." She gave me a hug and told me

to talk that. over with the psychiatrist.
:The doctor was able to make me see

at last that my anxiety-which had for
its principal symptom my fear of losing
my mind-must have a cause. He said
that there were patients in the hospital
who had an obsessive fear of cancer or
of heart trouble. The anxiety or fear, he
explained, was a sort of inner music to
which each patient put his own words,
words associated in his mind with some
traumatic experience in his past and con·
tinuo~sly distracting him from discover·
ing the real cause of his fear. (With me
the traumatic experience had been wit·
nessin'g, without comprehension, a mem
ber of my family in the throes of an
acute psychosis.) Ano'ther of my symp·
toms was a feeling of shortness of breath.
"I feel as if I'm smothering when this
comes over me," I told the doctor. "I feel
as if I'm blacking out."

He was most patient. "I want you to
listen to ,me," he said, "and understand
this at least with your mind. Later on
you'll understand it more organically.
YoU!: symptoms are your fear. Don't bur·
den yourself with the additional fear of
your symptoms. Even if you should black
out from all this hyperventilating you're
doing, there is an internal mechanism
that would immediately restore your nor
mal breathing. In a pinch we've got a
machine that can breathe for you." I
began to relax a little, visibly. The doctor
smiled. "See?" he said. "I can reason
you out of your symptoms, one by one,
but as quickly as I do some new ones
will crop up as long as the inner music
is there. You'll keep putting new words
to it." He finished with a sentence that
has stood me in good stead. "Don't use
your symptoms against yourself."

There were all sorts of other symp
toms, too. There were fits' of black de·
pression, days of mewling self·pity and
buckets of tears, not to mention all sorts
of physical manifestations-from heart
palpitations to pins and needles in my
feet. The original fear remained hidden.
but I was usually comfortable enough
now to go out to dinner or shopping.

A Cause of Anxiety
When I spoke to the doctor again I

said, "Is it possible that the cause of my
illness is a philosophical dilemma?"

"Of course," he said. "What is your
dilemma?"

I told him. "I can see no meaning in
life. I used to think that love gave life
meaning, but that was a long time ago.
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