To cure sometimes, to relieve often, to comfort always
Hippocrates 

I had a key at Madden. It fit three security doors to let me inside this psychiatric hospital, the doors clanging shut behind me with incredible force. I spent six weeks of medical school with the residents of Madden, and the only thing separating me from them was that key; yet this essay is not only about the internal struggles I discovered in my patients. It is about mine. 

Seven years earlier I was a healthy eighteen-year-old girl when I left for New York University. In my first semester I earned A's in chemistry and calculus, and withered into an absolute stranger. In the mirror I saw a gaunt face. I stared hard, but could not recognize it. An incredible force had overpowered my will to eat. I was suddenly terrified of food, to be near it, to smell it, let alone to eat it. I thought constantly about it, obsessed about it, even dreamt of food. The memories haunt me still: running for hours, hoarding food, hungrily chewing the inside of my mouth until it bled, bones jutting out from under my skin, feeling alone but unable to admit it. These are the things the models in the magazines never tell you. In three months I had shed 35 pounds from my 110 pound frame. 

When I went home for the first time at Thanksgiving, some people I had known my whole life did not recognize me. I remember eating my turkey dinner to allay everyone(s fear. It was the first meal I had eaten in months. I faced a wall of resistance; my friends begged me to go to the hospital. I was adamant, I(m fine, I told them. They persisted and I gave in, assuring them a quick check up would allay their fears. My vital signs in the emergency room that day: Height: 5 feet 4 inches, Weight: 75 pounds, Pulse: 40 beats per minute, Blood Pressure: 40/20. The nurses stuck me, over and over, trying to start an IV, but my thin veins kept rolling. I fainted. That was when, for a few precarious moments, my heart stopped beating.

Seven years later at Madden, I felt a bit hypocritical with that key in my pocket, as if my white coat was a facade. It was a state hospital, dark and institutional inside. My first patient was Jose, recently diagnosed with HIV and bipolar disorder. Beneath his manic symptoms, he was, more than anything, a gentle, sweet guy. His family told me, "You should have seen him three months ago. He was a different person." I knew what it was to become unrecognizable in three short months. Many doctors had not understood my illness; some were even afraid of it. Perhaps my knowledge will help me treat patients with anorexia; yet the most important gift my illness gave me was empathy. At Madden I saw how others reacted to our patients, sometimes even laughing at them. They were not being cruel. They simply did not understand how a disease can claim who you are. 

I remember lying in the intensive care unit, ECG leads wired up to my heart, thinking, "I'm supposed to be the doctor." I mustered all my strength to beat the disease that possessed me. My school's administration would allow me to return for the spring semester only if I had weekly weigh-ins, therapy, and a parent eat two meals a day with me. This was a problem; my parents had moved to California for the year. My father, a law professor, was on sabbatical for the year. My father is a brilliant, Harvard Law educated professor, who I have always admired. He approaches his work with integrity and dedication; yet he left his work to move to New York City so I could finish my semester in time. He left his rented condo and my mother in San Diego, to go back to college with me. We discovered New York City together that semester, and shared a lot of really good, and really tough times. Through his action of giving up his work, I knew he believed in my recovery. When I think of the words of Hippocrates, To cure sometimes, to relief often, to comfort always, I think of my father. He saved me from my illness, not by any sophisticated psychological techniques, but with breakfast. Every morning before my first class, we met at the same muffin shop and ate together. Never forceful, always loving, always a comfort, he healed me, one meal at a time. A wise psychiatrist once told me, (Don(t just do something, stand there.( While I beat anorexia, my father stood for me. With seven years of health behind me, my mind is quiet now, the pain, lessened. As I begin my career in psychiatry, I aspire to be the kind of doctor who stands there. 

The strangest moment of my six weeks at Madden was the last. I bid farewell to my patients and headed for the door. But I couldn't get out; I had already turned in my key. I felt foolish, realizing I was trapped inside. My eyes darted around the lock down unit, when they met Jose's. We smiled goodbye. That was the last time I saw or heard of Jose. Of all the conversations we shared and all the medications we tried, I most remember that smile. 

At some point we all find ourselves without a key at Madden. No one gets out alone. I turned to a nurse, "I think you're going to have to help me out." I walked away with that smile lingering on my face. The sun was so bright that day. It was beautiful out. 

