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The rise (and fall?) of an unwelcome
presence

Neurologists are dreamy creatures, but we come by it
honestly. Perhaps as children we experience a transient
neurologic syndrome, finding ourselves struggling to
describe scintillations, paresthesia, or other internal
disturbances, provoking an epiphany that there is
a difference between perception and reality. As teens,
we may explore popular neuroscience, meeting up
with Oliver Sacks’ patients in the middle of the night
when we should rather be studying. Coffee shop con-
versations in college on the nature of human con-
sciousness taper off as thoughts about student loans
replace thoughts about sentience. At some point, we
realize that people are more fascinating than ideas
about people, and we decide to embark on a long
journey of hard work. We train by riding the gurney
of the stroke patient with the Tick! Tick! of the clock
in our ears, watching the body with tubes and wires in
every orifice shudder with each blip on the screen,
and looking into the faces of the children of the aged
farmer, his skull full of blood. And when we have seen
enough to write our own book, we finally say, “I can
diagnose, bear witness to suffering, and sometimes,
heal.” We become neurologists.

Then we see a lot of people who think they have
Lyme disease but do not.

But we press on, drawing grids with pills and times
for our shaking patients, worrying about that spot in
the brain of the patient with multiple sclerosis on the
new drug, trying to appear calm when the patient
with myasthenia gravis calls in the middle of the 3
PM consult, not wanting to bother, but, “I’m having
a little trouble swallowing today.” Next we see the
fallen matriarch in her diapers for a dementia
follow-up and lament with her heartbroken son about
a terrible disease.

Finally, at the end of a long day, we jab a needle in
someone’s neck and say, “At last! I’m helping
someone!”

Despite all of the struggle, we love what we do.
We love the complexity of it all.

But gradually we become aware of an unwelcome
presence. It starts with a light whisper over the shoul-
der, “We watch to help you be safe.” The presence
starts to ask for little things at first, like letters with
specific sentences, or just a few more irrelevant facts.

After a while, the presence deposits a clunky machine
in front of us, “Now with checkboxes!” and asks for
just a few hundred extra clicks a day, that’s all. The
presence uses ancient telephone lines to send us audits
on our prescribing practices, issuing from countless
different species called “formularies,” complex beasts
that shapeshift every 6 months but always seem hun-
gry for paper and time. At first, reward is offered for
complying with the presence. No negativity there.
After a while, the presence drops its subtlety and
demands more time, more ink, more data, or punish-
ment ensues: a cut! Defensively, we try to protect our
patients and ourselves from this snarling chimera of
insurance companies, drug companies, government
policies, pharmacies, and hospitals, its clawed paw
smothering our mouth, hands, mind, and heart, with
the thick ink of money pulsing in its veins.

We try to assemble an army to fight the invader.
But the army is slow to assemble, inefficient, and
unsure of the future, easily thrown off track by empty
promises of imminent positive change. Like a canary
in a mine, we are the first to suffer in order to warn
others that what was once sustaining has become
toxic. Getting out, of course, is not an option. For
we are tough, we press on and give the presence what
it wants, because we are generally agreeable creatures.
And we have loans to repay. Over time, the hands
that once palpated muscles instead pound keyboards
and grip mice, the eyes that once connected to other
eyes cannot escape the screen, and the mouth that
once delivered bad news in person instead does it over
the phone. And the dinner lies cold on the table until
the presence is satisfied.

One day we steal a moment of reflection, and our
inward gaze discovers a shocking absence of human-
ity. The cold steel of bitterness resides in our gut,
a network of resentment riddles our heart, and cogni-
tive resistance replaces the old electrical enthusiasm
we felt when encountering a new patient. We realize
with horror that after breaking us down, the presence
has reassembled us into an automaton, a safe and
cost-effective machine, a generic “deliverable” of
patient satisfaction, all ordered up with JavaScript.

And so, with mechanical precision, we crawl into
a corner and attempt to die of a broken heart.
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And in the end (select one answer):

A. The anguish does not go unnoticed, and our
leaders enact emergency measures. “Try these
relaxation exercises,” they say. But cold steel can-
not relax on command. The next day, the
cleaners come and discover a pile of rust, all that
remains of the years of toil and heartache in-
vested in becoming a learned creature, and realize
that entropy has won. “‘Tis a shame,” they mut-
ter, sweeping us into a bin. “We were so close to
figuring out all this Lyme disease.”

B. The next day we awaken, surveying our metallic
limbs and heart of steel. “So this is what I am
now,” we say, and with familiar resignation, we
hide our tears away and stand up once again. “Like
this, I can bear anything.” And so we begin to
train the next group of neurologists, dashing away
the romance of healing from their starry eyes early
on, ensuring they can execute menial tasks time
and again without emotion, shifting their focus to
profit, and guaranteeing no one else will have to

undergo a similar painful transformation ever
again. And at last, the chimera stops cutting and
is pleased.

C. But wait! The door opens a crack and the faintest
beam of light falls on the tears of our disillusion-
ment. There stand our patients, extending their
hands, saying, “The presence asked us to vote with
stars, so we voted with loyalty instead.” Strength-
ened, we regain our voices, shouting in our social
circles. Eventually we form an army, holding high
our swords of higher purpose and, with common
sense as our guide, tear the chimera asunder. We
demand that it rebuild, this time with new blood,
its head paying attention to its heart. And so we
tame the oppressive beast at last. Incapable any-
more of encroachment from above, this new entity
becomes a constructive companion, loyal but
watchful, trailing slightly behind us at a respectful
distance, as we go merrily back to work.

D. A realistic ending of your choice. The author is
interested.
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