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Edward Beal

In my decades as a psychiatrist, I’'ve seen many different kinds of patients;
only in the past five years, though, have I worked with soldiers.

I see them through TeleHealth, an organization that offers patients long-
distance care via a sophisticated form of Skyping.

I originally took this job for financial reasons (during the economic
downturn of 2008), but I quickly discovered its unique rewards.

Early on, for instance, as I stood waiting for an elevator, a quadriplegic
soldier maneuvered his electric wheelchair alongside me.

When the doors opened, he looked up and said, “After you, sir.” That’s not a
memory that fades.

Unfortunately, I also discovered the job’s difficulties. At times, despite my
admiration for the soldiers’ heroism and bravery, I've found it hard to hear
so many stories of death, loss and grief.

Also, commuting to work has become progressively more arduous. Initially I
worked at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, but our TeleHealth group has grown
so much that we’ve had to move twice. These days, in place of my original
twenty-minute commute, I drive to the subway parking lot, walk to the Metro,
take a forty-five-minute ride, then walk fifteen minutes underground to my
new workplace.

Finally, since our building is controlled by the Department of Defense, we’re
subject to rigorous security requirements. No one can enter or exit the
building or offices without the requisite badges and whistles, and the
arrangements are complex and ever-changing—passes expire, codes change,
bureaucracy is ever-present.

At times, this work’s psychological and logistical stresses have made me
wonder, How can I continue? and ask myself whether I should stop out of self-
preservation.

A1l of which brings me to recent events.

This past week, less than twenty-four hours before my next telepsychiatry
session, I suffered a personal trauma of my own: the loss of a beloved family
member. Despite my grief, though, I never considered canceling the session;
as always, it seemed to me that the soldiers’ need for support outweighed
mine.

The next morning I drove to the Metro, boarded the subway and walked to work
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as always. As I reached the building entrance, I suffered a horrifying
realization: I had left behind all of my security passes. And without them, I
couldn’t work.

Deeply unnerved by this uncharacteristic mental lapse, I leaned against the
wall.

Is this the beginning of a meltdown? I wondered. Maybe I’'m just in denial
about how I’m handling this loss and this work. Maybe I have to admit that
it’s really getting to me..that I just can’t do it.

Pulling myself together, I called a colleague at the office, described my
situation, confided in her about my personal loss, said that I’'d be at least
two hours late, and headed back to the Metro.

After a few stops, the train halted. There had been an incident at Gallery
Place: someone had committed suicide by jumping in front of a train. Subway
service was being curtailed. Besides being a terrible tragedy for the person
involved, this meant that, if I wanted to get back to work, I would have to
drive.

Can I trust myself to do it? I fretted over whether I could muster the needed
concentration and coordination. But I made myself get into the car and go.

Arriving more than two hours late, I called the remote telepsychiatry
location to start the session.

“Sergeant Johnson is here,” said the secretary. “His appointment was supposed
to start thirty minutes ago. He's demanding to see you, even if it’s only for
a few minutes. He seems agitated.”

I remembered Sergeant Johnson well. He had been deployed in Iraq at least
twice. He'd described seeing his best buddy get killed by a handmade bomb;
the memory still gave him nightmares.

After his first deployment, he’d returned to a drug-addicted father who was
dying in the hospital. Deployed again, he was brought back home after his
mother developed cancer. He'd spent eight months taking care of her as she
wasted away; she’d died in his arms. He had recently attended a criminal
trial in which one of his siblings had been convicted and sent to prison.

Johnson’s psychiatric sufferings reflected his real-life traumas. Anxiety,
hyperalertness, sleeplessness, agitation, irritability, depression, intrusive
thoughts..you name it, he had it.

Now he was demanding to see me. I had no idea what to expect; was he angry
that I was late?

Apprehensively, I sat down in front of the monitor and logged on.
Sergeant Johnson appeared on the screen.

“Doc, I just want to say that the medication you gave me is really helping.



My wife and I were able to go to a movie recently for the first time in
years.”

He looked straight at me.

“Also, I want to tell you how sorry I am for the loss of your father
yesterday...I think you have real courage, showing up today.”

How did he know? I wondered, then realized that my colleague must have shared
the news.

Conflicting emotions engulfed me: lingering embarrassment and guilt over my
lateness; relief that, rather than being irate, Sergeant Johnson was eager to
express his appreciation for how much better he was doing; and astonished
gratitude that such a courageous man would consider me courageous.

In that moment I couldn’t convey any of this, but there was no need. He could
see that I was speechless.

Finally I managed to say, “Thank you.”
And that is why I work with soldiers.
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