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It’s called a missed miscarriage: You arrive, as I did, at the doctor for
your first-ever pregnancy appointment, suffering from morning sickness and
filled with joyful anticipation—only to learn that your body has not yet
registered the death of your small embryo. Despite all of my doctor’s
tinkering and double-checking, the ultrasound screen showed no movement.
There was just the outline of a baby in me, quiet and still.

Hoping for a natural miscarriage, I told my coworkers what had happened, but
asked that we not discuss it at work.

Day after day, I went to the Denver office where I worked as a speech
pathologist, carrying my baby deep inside me, like a single stitch woven
within fold after fold of tissue and blood.

I was asking my body to let the baby go. My body refused. So the waiting
continued.

My sadness was mingled with still another grief: My dad was dying of terminal
throat cancer in Arizona, and my husband and I planned to fly there to see
him soon.

Each day, I walked with a darkness inside as I attended to each patient,
eight in a row, until it was time to go home.

I realize now that I was acting as I felt a good mother would. In waiting, I
was protecting that little baby in me, the size of a poppy seed, and giving
it space, in its death, to pass. I was giving space to the rest of my future,
too. I didn’t know if I would ever have children to be close with, as I was
with my dad. So there was just space.

After two weeks, the strain started to wear on me. One Sunday night, my
husband found me folded up on the tiny vanity in our bathroom, sitting in the
dark.

“I don’t know if I'm capable of handling this much loss,” I whispered.

The next morning, I greeted my coworkers and finished with, “I can’t talk to
any of you,” avoiding the eye contact that was too painful to bear. But in
the waiting room, I greeted patient after patient as usual: “Hi! It’'s nice to
meet you, come on back!”

A few days later, I greeted Roger, a patient in his seventies who looked
young for his age. He matched the firmness of my handshake, a litmus test I'd
unconsciously absorbed from my father, and I instantly liked him. And he
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responded so kindly to the proud and energetic woman I present first to
everyone that for a second I felt my guard drop.

I led him into my office, invited him to sit and asked him to tell me what
had brought him there.

He was an internist, he told me—and as he described the hoarseness,
breathlessness and vocal-cord dysfunction that were his chief complaint, his
lifetime of clinical experience showed clearly in the thoroughly detailed
account. To my surprise and pleasure, despite his impressive professional
accomplishments, he interspersed his recital with comments like, “I'm so
pleased to hear from an expert like you.” Being all of twenty-eight years
old, I felt tremendously honored. And, fortunately, I had some expertise to
offer him.

I began by sharing some basic information about the negative impact of
throat-clearing, which can lead to the symptoms he described. As a speech
pathologist, I often tally the amount of times a patient throat-clears within
a session’s first ten minutes. For some, throat-clearing has become so
unconscious that they’re surprised to hear that they’ve done so ten times in
ten minutes. Roger, I noticed, had cleared his throat fifty-five times within
the first ten minutes.

When I shared this, Roger was at first floored-and then exhilarated to have
his problem diagnosed, to know that it was nothing serious and to learn that
there were tools to address it.

For me, it was so satisfying to feel, once again, a strong sense of
connection to a patient who needed help and whom I could empower and educate.
Since my miscarriage was diagnosed, I hadn’t felt truly available to connect
with my patients.

Yes, the therapeutic relationship is important for the patient, I thought,
but it’s always important for me, too.

We looked at each other, smiling, then Roger shifted in his chair and cleared
his throat.

“Oh, sorry! I just did it again,” he said. We both laughed.

He leaned forward, cocked his head and said gently, “I'm sorry, but I need to
tell you that you are extraordinary. You are so extraordinary—and yet I need
to ask, Are you..suffering?”

My eyes widened in shock. My mouth fell open, and I let out a moan.

“Yes,” I gasped, then began to cry in the way that I do, relying heavily on
my stately nose to breathe in air that magically and instantly turns into big
tears welling out of my eyes.

He let me cry for a minute. Then he said, “I don’t know why, but I feel I
need to tell you that you have a mother’s heart. It's so strong. Do you have
children?”



Now I sobbed, even more loudly. Quickly, I covered my mouth and half turned
away in my swivel chair.

“I.IL.I'm pregnant, but the baby has died. Right now, the baby is just..inside
me."”

He reached across the desk and grabbed my hands.

“Don’t squirm out from under this,” he said. “Let it do its work in you. You
must endure this and grow. Just endure this and grow.”

Smiling, he patted my hand in a grandfatherly way.

“I have to say it again, I just feel that you are a mother,” he said gently.
“You are a mother. You have a mother’s heart. I believe that you will bear
children. You will.”

I felt heartened that someone could tell I was a mother. Something inside me
was radiating this to the world, and Roger could read it as plain as day—just
as I could hear his throat-clearing when he could not.

At the end of the session, we embraced, then Roger gave me his card and left.
He lived out of state, and he must have used his new knowledge about throat-
clearing to ease his symptoms, because I didn’t hear from him again.

Three years passed, and I needed to leave my job in order to relocate.
Cleaning out my office, I found Roger’s card in a desk drawer. So much had
happened since we’d met that I was almost surprised to remember that he was
real.

I emailed him to say that my husband and I now had two children.

“You saw me when I was suffering, and yet you were over the moon that I
taught you a strategy to stop throat-clearing,” I wrote. “Thank you for
sharing that moment with me!”

Writing those words, and remembering his kindness, I was struck yet again by
how powerfully we can help another person just by being ourselves.

About an hour later, Roger called my office. He told me that he had just read
my email and had tears in his eyes as he remembered our encounter. We
reminisced and laughed, and I cried again.

Nowadays, Roger and I stay in touch. He sends me essays about medicine,
health and marriage, and I remind him not to clear his throat.
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