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Perhaps the most important thing we give each other is our attention. – Rachel Naomi Remen, MD 

As a northeastern-raised woman, September always brings memories of 

beautiful fall days and the start of the new school year.  I always loved the first 

day of school when I had a chance to start over and think of fall as my time to 

re-start even now.  As I was preparing for a devotional for a meeting the other 

day, I was reminded of a very special “teacher-patient” I had the honor of 

working with many years ago.   

Sylvia taught me more about love, faith, hope, and strength than any other 

person I have known in my work.  She was referred to me following the murder of her 12-year-old son.  

Shortly after her son was murdered, her husband sustained a massive head injury to his frontal lobe and 

was no longer the man he had been.  He could not continue working as an accountant or behave 

appropriately much of the time.  Literally, he acted as a completely different individual.  Her primary 

care physician was worried that the surviving 14-year-old son was being impacted by the negative home 

environment.   

Sylvia and I worked together for many months during which I shared her story with my team.  They 

worried about the alter dedicated to her son, how she kept his things out as if he was coming home any 

moment, and how she continued to work while caring for her husband, leaving little time for her other 

child.   

The day Sylvia told me that the headstone was ready to be placed at the gravesite she asked me if I 

would come to the cemetery with her and to her home to see where her son had lived.  It took us 

several visits, and me convincing my supervisor that I could hold the appropriate boundary before I 

finally drove out to meet her at the cemetery in New Hampshire.   

We spent our time together there, standing at the foot of his grave, talking about the beautiful 

September day, the marvelous headstone that had an image of a loon, the great sounding bird of the 

area and lots of silence in comfort.  I followed Sylvia home, and as I got out of the car and walked 

toward their little house which sat near a small brook, I was struck by the beauty of a tree.  I stopped 

and said to Sylvia, “if I lived here, this is where I would sit and do all my thinking and praying.”   

She started to cry. It was “exact spot” she and her deceased son, from the time he was a baby, would do 

just that.  We sat there for some time before she took me into her home to show me the alter (a small 

space created on her dresser) and the bathrobe left on the back of the bathroom door.  I met her older 

son and he shared memories of his brother, his father, and his pride in how he and his mom were taking 

care of each other through all the pain.   

It was a day I recall with sadness and delight.  It was a beautiful September day, a time of renewal for 

me as I learned that our patients tell us our stories, but until we experience them it is too easy to judge 

what they may need.  I am grateful for Sylvia and her story.  I know you have your Sylvia stories as well 

where you knew that this patient was sharing a special place in their heart with you and trusting that 

you were taking care of them as best you could. 

 Thank you for all that you do!       Kathy 
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