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My patient’s beagle is very quiet. He lies next to the brown leather living-
room chair she used to sit in when I would come to see her at home. His nose
is down on his paws, and his round eyes look up at me, up at the nurses, the
home health aides, the family members who go back and forth between here and
the back bedroom. He is very alert, but silent. He stays perfectly still.

My patient’s sons want to know things. How much longer will it be, will she
be in pain, what will the end be like, will she be conscious? Should they
take the rest of the week off from work, should they call the son in
California and ask him to come? Yes, I tell them. Bring the relatives from
far away, call in sick to work, get the minister, the undertaker, the cousin
with the good voice who wants to sing at the service. It won’t be long. 

They pace back and forth in the kitchen, stirring the air with their
movement. Their footsteps shake the house’s foundations. Would it have been
different, they ask, if we’d caught it earlier, if she’d had the colonoscopy
at fifty like you’re supposed to, if she hadn’t gone to Europe for two years
and not seen a doctor? If they had visited more often, or nagged her about
her health, or been nicer to her back in second grade when she told them to
finish their homework? No, I tell them, no. Of course not, no.

She first showed up in my office not six months ago, a retired college
professor proud of her good health, for a routine physical. Instead of just
the cholesterol and HDL, I ordered some other things too–she hadn’t seen a
doctor in years, and I think of them as the “just in case” labs. A complete
blood count. Electrolytes. Just in case she had something bad that no one
knew about. And she did–severe anemia, with a hemoglobin of 8.5 when normal
is above 12. 

We had literally two office visits after that–the one to plan her colonoscopy
and the one where we went over her abdominal CT scan studded with
metastases–and then I started seeing her at home.

My patient’s nurses want to talk strategy with me. This much narcotic, for
this long, and the drops that dissolve in the mouth? This many nurses, for
this many days, and the oxygen with the bubbles in it so she won’t feel too
dry? Fine, I tell them, it’s all fine, you guys do good work, just show me
where to sign and who to call. I trust you.

My patient is quiet, sedated. She appears to be sleeping. I hold her hand
when I go in to see her, and I don’t use my stethoscope. The humidified
oxygen hisses and bubbles gently, sounding like rain. I think of the four
home visits we have had–first sitting in the living room looking at family
photos together, later sitting on the foot of this bed, talking about getting
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the oxygen ordered. I’ve known her such a short time, but like her so much.
She does not open her eyes, and I try to imagine what she is dreaming about.
Long walks in Paris during her sabbatical year? Playing the piano for
Christmas carols with the family? Touching the silky head of her dog? You did
good, I tell her quietly. It’s okay. You rest now

In the kitchen, before I leave, I tell them all that I am sorry. That I am
only a phone call away, that they can call me at any time and ask to be put
straight through. I know, though, that they won’t, that my work here is done.
In another hour I’ll be back in my office prescribing birth-control pills for
college students and cleaning wax out of ears and diagnosing allergic
rhinitis–and remembering the watchful silence in that house, the tick of the
kitchen clock under the fluorescent lights, the silky ears of the beagle as
he mourns.
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