
met. Following their courtship took my mind off myself. We were kind of like
girlfriends, but she was my nurse and had to do the hard stuff, like the dressing
changes
at night.

Some months after my discharge, I sought out a reconstructive surgeon who equaled
Clara in compassion and caring. On my first visit, I must have asked in six different
ways if he could make me look like I did before. During a happier time years later, he
told me that I was very clever and I would construct the sentence just a little bit
differently each time. I’d wait a little while and ask the question again. Although the
answer was no, he knew that I was too fragile and vulnerable to be given a straight
answer. So he would patiently say, “We are going to do the very best we can; we are
certainly going to try.” Of course, the answer I wanted was, “Yes, yes I can!”

As we began the journey of my facial reconstruction, Teresa Lindeman, an amazing
counselor, helped prepare me for the many operations to come. I knew that whoever
was doing my surgery was going to have a tremendous impact and control over my life,
and it frightened me. I didn’t want to be seen only as the young teacher who had a burn
injury and needed to be fixed up. I wanted him to really care about me. She said,
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Yes, yes I can!That Is All
It Took

As told by
Kenneth Hamilton

A patient of mine who had a lot of problems with her elimination was referredA patient of mine who had a lot of problems with her elimination was referredA patient of mine who had a lot of problems with her elimination was referredA patient of mine who had a lot of problems with her elimination was referredA patient of mine who had a lot of problems with her elimination was referred
by her primary care physician to a gastroenterologist in a nearby city. by her primary care physician to a gastroenterologist in a nearby city. by her primary care physician to a gastroenterologist in a nearby city. by her primary care physician to a gastroenterologist in a nearby city. by her primary care physician to a gastroenterologist in a nearby city. She called
and got his receptionist on the line who was ready to schedule her right away. “We will
do you next Thursday. You come to the hospital at 10:00 a.m. Colonoscopy is quite an
invasive procedure, and you’ll need to take this solution to clean you out. When you
come to the hospital, they will get you ready, start an I.V., and the doctor will come in
and do the colonoscopy on you.”

These comments pitched this woman into a terror. She said, “I can’t think of having
an I.V. without seeing the physician.”

The receptionist persisted. “Well, he is very busy. This is the way we do things.”

When she hung up, she quietly went into herself and all of a sudden got images as a
child of four or five being walked down a corridor in a hospital. She had a middle-ear
infection, and a nice nurse was taking her to the doctor, talking sweetly to her. When
she entered the room, there was a hideous man hunched over in the dark with a light
and a round mirror on his eye. She was so horrified they had to pin her down for the
procedure as she fought tooth and nail. Looking back, she felt ravaged by the whole
experience, which led to images of rape and sodomy.

She came to see me and said she didn’t know what to do. I suggested that she simply
call the doctor, but she said she couldn’t do that because in her mind’s eye, he was the
same as the doctor with the mirror on his forehead. I offered to call him and have him
call her if that would make it right. It was a great relief to her. “If I could just hear his
voice, I am sure it will work out all right.”

I called the doctor, whom I happened to know, and said, “Look, this is what has come
up for her. Do her a favor and give her a call.”
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In 1977, I was burned quite severely in a car accident.In 1977, I was burned quite severely in a car accident.In 1977, I was burned quite severely in a car accident.In 1977, I was burned quite severely in a car accident.In 1977, I was burned quite severely in a car accident. Until being admitted at the
University of California Irvine Medical Center, I didn’t know much about medical care
or hospitals. But there were some things that I learned very quickly about health care
professionals.

A number of significant people came into my life as a result of this accident. The first
was my primary care physician, Dr. Robert Klein, who was in charge of my care. My
face was so severely burned that my eyes were swollen shut. At first, the only way I
could know whether he was present with me and really cared was through the tone of
his voice: how he would call me by name, and how he would ask me about the previous
night, and how I was doing. I got so that I would listen first thing in the morning to
see if he was coming around. If I heard his voice in the nurses’ area I always felt, “Well,
if he is here, I am going to be okay.”

The other miracle in my life at that time was Clara Rodriquez, a nurse. I called her Saint
Clara. The ways she spoke to me, touched me in areas that were not burned, took care
of me, and explained things in a calm, reassuring tone of voice saved my life. Her very
presence let me know that eight hours of my life were under control.

Bandage changes were very painful. Just having my skin exposed to the air was excru-
ciating. During their removal for the tub bath, she would allow me to stop to take a
few breaths and even pause for a minute or two before starting again. With bandages
over most of my body, that little bit of control of the pace was very empowering. I
never realized what a gift that was until I discovered that all nurses weren’t like Clara.

Clara also attended to the little things that had to be done. As a result of the burns,
my mouth contracted quickly and none of the other people ever thought of taking
care of my teeth. Not Clara, though. Because it was hard to get a toothbrush in my
mouth, she would bring the tiny head of her electric toothbrush and, by hand, go in
and clean my teeth.

More importantly, she always called me by name, always explained a procedure before
she did it, and was extremely helpful to my family and friends. I didn’t understand
what a great nurse she was until she was off for five days. I counted the minutes until
she came back. Her replacement was the exact opposite in her care, compassion, and
giving me any kind of control of my care. It would show up even in the little things,
like forgetting to cover me after I used the bedpan.

Another thing about UCI is that it is a teaching hospital. As people made rounds, within
the first week I could tell who really cared by what they would ask me, how they looked
at me, and how they addressed me. Often they would come close to my bedside and
touch my foot.  Then there were the others who were looking at the ceiling.

One resident would come at night and sit by me. We would talk about what was hap-
pening to me, my being scared about the future, what life was going to be like, and
how I was going to deal with it. But we’d also talk about ordinary things like life and
TV shows. Sometimes we’d just talk about him and his life. He was extraordinarily
good-looking, drop-dead gorgeous. You’d think that somebody that attractive would
just never care about some poor little burned lady. But he did, and on his own time.

There was also a young nurse from Boston who had a wonderful accent. The burn
center was her first job. She was 23 and had this great boyfriend whom she had just

From Patient
to Partner

As told by Barbara
Kammerer Quayle
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He wasn’t particularly pleased. “Damn it, you know I have to go see somebody in the
ICU right now and I have four colonoscopies to do this afternoon. Okay, what is her
number?” I gave it to him. “Thanks, I’ll get in touch with her.” He is a sweetheart, but
busy as hell.

He did call her as he had promised. When she heard his voice and he explained the
procedure, she said, “I really don’t want to take off my clothes until you come into the
room.” He reassured her it was all right. That is all it took.

When she went in to have the procedure done, a wonderful nurse welcomed her. My
patient at this point felt so at ease that she said she had talked with the doctor and it
was all right to go ahead and start the I.V. She even got undressed.

He did an uneventful colonoscopy. As she was waiting for the procedure to be done,
she shared what had occurred for her following the conversation with his receptionist,
detailing her memories of the doctor and her feeling of rape and sodomy. She asked
if this ever happened before with other patients. He said she would be surprised how
common it is. “I have had to spend a lot of time with people because they come up
with these images. I am glad you told me about them.”

The biopsy revealed that she had a rare form of colitis called collagenous colitis.
Subsequently, her symptoms virtually disappeared with a minimum of dietary
management and no surgery.

This truly therapeutic encounter occurred because there was a direct voice communi-
cation between two human beings. It wasn’t even necessary for her to be face-to-face.
All she needed was to hear his voice.

I know that offering to call him was an important part of it. But it took very little time
for me to be helpful—ten minutes to listen and five minutes to call her doctor. That is
all it took.

Kenneth Hamilton, M.D., is founder and principal of H.O.P.E., Healing of Persons
Exceptional, SoulCircling in Maine.

All she needed
was to hear
his voice.
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