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Q U E RY

Late-night hospital phone calls dip deep
into the domestic well. My toddler is asleep,
my wife is asleep, I should be asleep, but the
business of medicine makes me fitful. It’s one
of those woe-is-me, why-am-I-here, I-wish-I-
were-home-with-you episodes at 3 am. My
phone call risks waking up the baby.

Remind me again. Why am I here?
I don’t expect my wife to respond because a

real answer would be impossible, grotesque
even. I ask again.

Why am I here?
She listens to my familiar litany: I have a

family to feed I have an insurmountable debt I
need less sleep than a commercial pilot I like the
ethic of sacrifice I think that service is the most im-
portant role of the physician I accept implicit rela-
tionship strain I enjoy meeting my daughter in
waiting rooms I am invigorated by hospital coffee I
need delusion I want to feel important I need
meaning otherwise I’ll go insane.

Or: I don’t know.
What I say comes out largely as whining, a

soliloquy in self-pity. She’s heard this before,
and at 3 am even I don’t know why I’m calling
except to hear her voice, her strain to be un-
derstanding. I’m certainly not expecting an an-
swer. If I were home, we’d both be asleep and

I’d feel no urge to disturb her. But on this sin-
gle mattress in a cubicle that can’t contain the
full outstretch of my arms, I wonder why I feel
so alone.

Yet I know that her voice is enough, and I
know that the defect lies in the part of me that
requires her voice, the cavity in me that she
must fill. At 3 am this cavity is large. Medicine
sits in the crevasse, and I’d rather have my
wife fill the space than let it nurse me into the
morning.

I talk nonsense at this hour, ask questions
of no consequence, and still part of me is at-
tuned to pager frequency, the implacable call
back to work. What can she say?

I love you, and you need to sleep. I need to sleep.
Our daughter needs to sleep. Try to go to sleep, and
call me in the morning.

Uttered in a drowsy narcosis, the effect is
hypnotic, and I agree.

I love my wife, and when she answers, I
know I’m blessed. That’s why I phone her at 3
am. Unlike the blargled and bleary reassur-
ances I usually offer my patients, her advice
does no harm, and so far, it’s been a charm to
ward off doubt long enough so that I can sleep
to the next pager ring.

— Dr. UrsusA
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