
Everything grows unclear.  I cannot see the hospital
room. I cannot see the hands of the wall clock. I
concentrate on my new patient, Alex.

“I am exhausted,” Alex says. “I can’t get up in the morn-
ing. I don’t sleep — only three hours a night. My father-in-
law says I’m no good at work. I feel like dying.”

“Do you plan to kill yourself?” I ask.
“I plan to dive off a bridge. But I have to get it right. I

don’t want to be crippled.”
I rub my nose under my mask. “Are you serious about

jumping?”
“Every day I make plans,” Alex says. “What if I swallow

sleeping pills? Suppose I get brain damage? That’s no
good. I’ve got a butcher-knife at home. What if I stab my-
self? I hate the sight of blood.”

“How do you feel now?”
“My mind keeps planning. Should I drive my car off the

road? I hate speeding. My father-in-law bought me a
Volvo. You can drive a Volvo into a brick wall; nothing
happens, because of the air bags. I think about jumping in
front of a subway car. Then I think of the sound — that
thud.” Alex says. “It makes me sick.”

“You think of suicide every day, but you don’t kill
yourself.”

“I have a terrible imagination.”
I adjust my goggles. “You’ve never tried to kill yourself?”
“No. I worry. I have fears. Dying scares me.  Looking at

you scares me too.”
“Me? Why?”
“You look like a horror movie.”
There is a small mirror in my hospital office. I look at

myself.  I am in a yellow hospital gown. I am wearing surgi-
cal goggles, an N95 face mask and latex gloves. I’ve been
seeing psychiatric patients this way for days. 

“I have to follow precautions,” I say. “This is not my
idea. It’s hospital orders.”

“Doc,” Alex says. “Your goggles are fogged up.”

“I hate working for my father-in-law,” Alex says.
“What business is he in?”
“Soap. I told you the first visit. He makes antiseptic

soap.”
“How is the soap business?”
“For him it’s good. For me, it’s sickening. I feel allergic

to the smell.”
“Do you have allergies?” I ask.
“No. But suppose I develop an allergy,” Alex stops.

“What do you say?”
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Alex comes to hospital during the height of the SARS
outbreak. He has many worries. He hates the dark, crowds,
hospitals, doctors, his father-in-law and the smell of soap. I
have seen Alex for three sessions. Alex hates everybody. He
hates me. He hates waiting in line to get to see me. 

“So what’s the answer, Doc?”
“It’s too early to say.” 
“Too early?” Alex slams my desk. “I haven’t time for

therapy. I need a quick fix.”
“You’ve been like this a long time.” I say. “There is no

quick fix.”
“But I need a fix,” Alex mutters. “Understand?”
“Yes,” I say. “But I need to ask questions.”
“My father-in-law says I ask too many questions. Cata-

strophes are my worry.”
Alex lists his fears. Since 9/11 he has worried about ter-

rorists. He is addicted to newspapers, TV news and his
powerful short-wave radio. He watches news to soothe
himself.  Yet, watching, he becomes fearful and vigilant. He
won’t travel to Third World countries. He avoids restau-
rants and theatres. He refuses to eat beef. He frets about
mosquitoes. He is clean-cut, forty-five, and easily startled. 

“Do you think a lethal virus could attack chickens?” 
“Unlikely,” I say.
“Suppose there was a mad chicken disease.”
“Doubtful,” I say.
“Suppose a virus attacks vegetables.”
“Scientifically, it’s almost impossible.”
“The trouble is,” Alex says, “these days, anything is pos-

sible.” For a moment the lights in my hospital office flicker,
then go back on. “See? What was that? Terrorists?” 

Alex seizes on a doubt and expands it into a possibility
that terrifies him.

“Want to know a secret?” Alex leans forward. “No mat-
ter how sick you are, you need soap. Everybody is into
soap. Hotels. Airlines. Restaurants. Hospitals. Churches.
Undertakers. The future is soap. Antiseptic soap. This
lousy filthy planet needs soap.” 

“So business is good?” I ask.
“His business is good.”
“How is your marriage?” I adjust my goggles. The room

is growing warmer.
“Terrible.”
“How are your children?”
“Miserable. What do you expect? Teenagers. They hate

me. Are you listening?”
“I am trying to listen,” I say. 
“You’re not listening,” Alex says. “First, you can’t see

with those goggles. Second, that mask is suffocating you.”

“I’m warm, that’s all.”
“You look sick,” Alex says. “Are you sure you are lis-

tening?”
“I’m listening.”
“No one listens to me. They think I exaggerate.”

Alex’s fear unsettles me.
“Tell the security guards in the black vests at the back

door to smile. They look like pallbearers. A bad sign. And
the questions! Have I had unprotected contact with a person
with SARS in the last 10 days? Have I been to China, Hong
Kong, Vietnam, Singapore or Taiwan? Do I have SARS
symptoms? Well, how do I know for sure? What if I have a
headache or a cough? Do you know how aggravated I am?”

“Are you worried about SARS?”
“No.” Alex storms from his chair. “I am not worried

about SARS. I am terrified. My father-in-law says soap is
the only weapon they have against SARS. What do doctors
know? Listen, Doc. I am coming to hospital to get help for
my worries. Do they think I need this?”

Alex hands me a white security form. No one enters
hospital without it. He has checked no to all questions. My
goggles are fogged. I clean them with antiseptic.

“Keep your goggles on with patients,” Alex says.
“I can’t see,” I say.
“I should complain to the hospital. Suppose I catch

SARS from you?”
I adjust my goggles. My N95 mask clamps my nostrils. I

find it uncomfortable to breathe. My goggles press on my
nose. The gown and gloves make me claustrophobic. I have
seen six patients in a row. Each time, I wash, re-gown and
change gloves. Stern warnings are posted everywhere in the
hospital. Bottles of antiseptic, gloves, goggles and gowns
are stacked on metal trolleys in halls.

My office has no ventilation, no window. The tempera-
ture cannot be adjusted.  

“How is Celexa working?” I ask.
“I am up to 60 milligrams. It helps.”
I review Alex’s medications. The citalopram works best

for his fears. It seems odd that his father-in-law owns a
soap factory. This fact does not reassure Alex.

“If you ask me, a hospital is a scary place these days,”
Alex says.

For a moment Alex laughs. 
And then, under my goggles and mask, I begin to 

laugh too.
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