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Preface


  


  The Search for God in the ER





  As I grew older and had kids of my own, I was faced with a myriad of robust questions that percolate through the neurons of most men and women as they reach middle age, pouring out of me in a dark, bottomless cup of self-inquiry, introspection.




  “Why am I here?”





  “Is this all there is to my life?”





  “How much time do I have left?”





  “Is there really a God . . . and where can I find him . . . or her for that matter?”




  So much of Judaism, and most religions, for that matter, focus on us finding God in our everyday lives: from a small, clear stream, to a full moon, to a child’s sweet smile. But like any good thing, such sensations become just more of the same. In a lot of ways, godly creations as such heavenly wonders like the raspberry, the scent of an orchid, and the simple spider web become like the sound of an air conditioner or traffic outside our window: the background noise of life that eventually goes unnoticed.




  For someone like me, a pure adrenalin junky who thrives on chaos, controversy, and constant motion fed by caffeine to feel alive, finding God in natural settings proved problematic . . . even impossible. No matter how hard I tried, pausing to ponder nature, the gift of life, and the complexities of the ground under foot, the air conditioners of the natural world quickly faded into the background.




  So, I stopped and redirected my search, looking at the world I knew best: the ER. If God is really around us, then certainly I could find God in the world of which I am most familiar. It wasn’t until I really took stock of the numerous bizarre incidents and the web of subtle relationships that shaped my private and public life as an ER doctor that I realized that all along, God was there: sometimes as a colleague offering needed advice, in the sad look of a child’s eyes, or an addict’s trembling hand. More often it was a breath of conscience and reason, a voice telling me to pay attention, or a calming hand on the shoulder or a pat on the back.




  It was not until I looked carefully that I realized God is not hidden at all. It just takes time, patience, and a bit of energy to develop the mental focus to find him/her in our daily lives. It’s like mushroom hunting: it may take you years to finally find one, but once the visual pattern of what you’re looking for becomes imprinted in your brain, you realize they’re everywhere.




  I found God’s hand at work in an accidental meeting that years later saved a child’s life, in a missed breakfast that took another’s, in the passing of a beloved aunt that taught me forgiveness. I found God in a biker’s swastika tattoo, in a coma patient’s recovery on Christmas Eve, in the voice that saved an ignored patient’s life. I found God at a funeral and in the widower’s claim that I gave him “forty-eight hours” with his wife. I even found God on an emergency call to a bowling alley with the frames rolling on. Most of all, I realized that God does not need to be found at all: He is everywhere, right in front of your face; he is the stuff that makes up our stuff and all the other stuff in our universe.




  This is a collection of stories about my search for God, and how I found him in one of the most emotionally charged environments imaginable: the Emergency Room. By now, I suspect he’s somewhat tired of hearing from me, but as long as the calls are free, and the phone number is public knowledge... Well, I think I’ll keep calling and waiting to see if his caller I.D. shows up on my life recorder. I’m sure it will.




  
Chapter One


  


  “The Patient in Room Nine Says He’s God”





  These words rolled off the nurse’s tongue with an odd familiarity and ease. She might as well just have said, “The patient in Room Nine has a sore throat.” She casually handed me the chart, then gave me a look like “I didn’t sign up for this.” Her mouth flashed a tight, linear smile. I glanced at my watch and knew without looking. It was 3:00 A.M. These patients always came in at 3:00 A.M. And it was always at the height of the December flu season when the halls were decked with the ill, the dying, the beaten, and the depressed. I just wanted a few minutes to breathe, perhaps eat a donut; I deserved at least that bit of respite. I glanced over at the nurses’ station; if I didn’t hurry, only the sugared jellies would be left. I hated jelly donuts. I scanned the chart and looked up at her.




  “Really? Why not the mailman or the gas meter guy?” I asked.




  “What do you mean?” she asked, unsure of the point I was trying to make.




  “I mean, why is it that every nut case is God, Jesus, Satan, or the king of England? Why do they always have to be some government agent or a super secret spy that communicates with aliens or talks to the president through the TV? Why is it they never come into the ER, look around, and whisper, “Pssst, I’m the meterman? Don’t tell anyone,” or “I’m the cook at Burger King.” What is wrong with reading meters, flipping burgers, or delivering newspapers for that matter . . . or even bagging groceries at the local supermarket?”




  “Yeah, just once I wish it was God,” she said. I grunted in agreement, grabbed the chart and headed down to Room Nine. For a fleeting moment, though, her remark made me pause.




  Seven, eight, nine. I stopped outside the thick fireproof door. The warm steel handle felt oddly familiar in my hand, sort of like walking into my house.




  There is an interesting Judaic legend that tells of 36 Tzadikim Nistarim or hidden, just men. These men are often described as impoverished, homeless wanderers. Many of them do not even know they have been picked by God to bear the sorrow and the sins of the entire planet. When one dies, he is immediately replaced by another.




  As long as there is a replacement, then God will spare the world from destruction. But should one no longer be found worthy of being a hidden, righteous man, then the world will end. I would certainly like to think this tale also translates to righteous women as well, but I am merely repeating the legend.




  More important, I truly believe the purpose of such tales is to serve as a reminder that we know not the substance or the soul of the person with whom we come into contact. What a tragic legacy if we should be brought before God, and he sits us down in front of a projector screen to play back the scenes of our lives. Lo and behold! We come into contact with one of the righteous 36. We passed him on the street and thought him a bum, ignoring his outstretched hand. We scoffed at his pain. We ignored his fears. We failed as physicians to comfort when we should have been beacons of hope.




  About three years ago, I think I met one of the 36. It was the early hours of the morning and we were very busy. I can’t recall her name or where she came from, but for a brief moment, I saw her . . . then I saw her again for real.




  Medical centers spend millions upon millions of dollars on children’s hospitals and child cancer wings, as they should, though the proportion of hospital resources and commercials featuring sick kids seem excessive. Now, please don’t misunderstand me. I completely support child-health initiatives. It’s just that, for every sick child I put into the intensive care unit, I will admit fifty adults over the age of sixty. Hospital administrators and charitable trusts understand that ill children sell. Snake a tube through a sick child’s nose and throw him in front of a camera with a sports hero and, Bang! The dollars fly with instant cash contributions and television coverage. Let’s be realistic. A ninety-year-old unresponsive, septic, demented lady in a diaper with Alzheimer’s and bed sores does not make for good TV. They don’t even make the cut for the television show ER. When was the last time you saw footage of the Dodgers visiting a nursing home or a geriatric ward? When was the last time the Detroit Pistons were at their local dialysis center passing out jerseys and hats? How often do the New England Patriots visit long-term care or retirement centers?




  I have a theory that God judges us not so much on how we care for the children, but how we care for the elderly. The child is easy: He or she immediately garners our sympathies. With a quick glance we feel sorrow, compassion. Our hearts ache and our throats knot up as our eyes fill with tears. This is because we are inherently driven to care for the young, to put them under our wing, to shelter them from pain, despair, and harm. The elderly . . . they require work. When I encountered one of the 36 righteous men, I did not recognize ‘her’. She was elderly, ill, and disheveled. She had been sent from a nursing home with a spurious reputation. She smelled of soiled undergarments, and her mouth was cracked and dried. She had a dirty catheter extending from her bladder. Her nails were long and unkempt. The elderly woman’s hair was white, greasy, and matted to her head. Flakes of dry skin encrusted her hairline.




  I hurried into the room with an assembly line sense of importance. I scanned her nursing home chart. I made note of her past history of dementia, sepsis, congestive heart failure, and chronic urinary tract infections. I flew through my exam, no problem. An old, dry, septic catheter urine infection: Antibiotics, call her doc, and make the room ready for the next patient. That was when I truly saw ‘her’.




  I was leaving the room and glanced up at her lying in the bed. I saw her again. Only that time, she was a child: a soft, clean, vibrantly innocent child. She was playing on a porch somewhere in the Midwest during the 1920s. A small rag doll danced and flayed as she clutched it in her hand. She laughed with her barefoot brother, who was clad in overalls. He chased her around the yard with a grasshopper on his finger. She screamed with laughter. Her father watched from the porch in a wooden rocker, laughing while Mom gently scolded her brother. That was when I saw her taking a ride for the first time in an automobile. It was a small pickup with wooden panels driven by a young man with wavy curls. He smiled gently at her while she sat staring at the road ahead, her hands folded in her lap, clutching a small beaded purse.




  That was when I saw her standing in a small church. She was dressed in white cotton, holding hands with the young man, and saying, “I do.” Her mom watched with tearful eyes. Her dad had since passed. Her new husband lifted her across the threshold, holding her tight. He promised to love and care for her forever. Her life was enriched, happy.




  That was when I saw her cradling her infant, cooking breakfast, hanging sheets, loving her family, sending her husband off to war, and her child to school.




  That was when I saw her welcoming her husband back from battle with a hug that lasted the rest of his life. She buried him on a Saturday under an elm, next to her father. She married off her child and spent her later years volunteering at church functions. In time, she lost her friends and disappeared into the nursing home as her mind and her family slowly faded away.




  That was when I saw her as a reflection of God: a righteous, pious spirit trapped, crying for help, crying for comfort and dignity. So I went back and put my hand on her cheek. I told her, “I am here. I will take care of you.” Though there was no response, I talked about my kids, the weather, how Reggie Miller lit up the Knicks, and how sorry I was that she had to go through all of this discomfort. I helped the nurse clean her off. We washed and combed her hair, scrubbed and gently massaged her hands, and offered her a brief visit into the past.




  That was the day my eyes were opened. I didn’t know why, it just happened. It was the day I saw a person, not a patient. I saw a soul, not a sickness.




  I took a deep breath, and as the door handle fell and the light from the room escaped into the hall, all I could think was, “If you’re God, do I have some stories to tell you.”




  
Chapter Two


  


  Scotty





  He was the bravest kid I have ever known. I, on the other hand, was an awkward coward, especially around girls. He walked through our young lives with confidence I could only envy and dream of emulating. His name was Scotty, and he was perhaps one of my best boyhood friends. He was short, kind of dumpy, not athletic, an average student, but he had the heart and presence of a Bengal tiger. He was always pushing the envelope: egging houses, playing ding-dong-ditch, sneaking a beer. He would blow up small items with firecrackers, tell outrageous stories about the kids in the neighborhood, and find mischief in something as innocuous as a piece of cake.




  While I was always looking around to see who was watching, he charged onward with reckless abandonment. He was a good, pure-of-heart kid, though. He never picked on anyone or teased anybody. The wretched refuse of grade school and junior high were drawn to him like rats to cheese. His younger brother Clark was attached at the hip and they, in all practicality, were an inseparable tandem, Scotty and Clark. Scotty had a way with the opposite sex. He could walk up to any girl, no matter how gorgeous and beyond reproach, strike up a conversation and ask her out on a date. Not bad for a thirteen-year-old. Of course, he was rejected most of the time, but darned if he didn’t show up for the game. Most of the time, rejection just seemed to make him all the more determined. We had a symbiotic relationship; I was the cleaner fish and he was the shark. I would live vicariously through his self-confidence, and in return, I cleaned up his messes (or beat the daylights out of anyone who would dare pick on him). Carl learned that lesson in science class.




  Carl was everything that Scotty wasn’t. He was a disturbed kid who, back at Eastwood Junior High School, was labeled ‘a hood’. In seventh grade Carl had shoulder-length hair; he wore black tank tops, Colorado hiking boots, a leather wrist band, and carried a wallet chained to his belt. A pack of cigarettes adorned his front pocket. He was always in fights and seemed mad at the world. He was small for his age and spent his youth aiming to prove himself. When I look back, I feel sad for Carl. I can now only imagine his home life, and as a physician, I understand him better.




  For some reason during science class one day when the teacher was out of the room, he decided to single Scotty out for a lesson. He poked fun at him, cursed him, called him “fat boy”, slapped him on the back of the head, and so on. He made a spectacle of Scotty in front of the other kids, and all Scotty could do was sit back and take his ridicule. Scotty was not a fighter, and he was certainly no match for Carl. He just did not have the anger in him. I, on the other hand, did. When I told Carl to leave him alone, he turned his attention to me, which was a big mistake for both of us. I was always looking for a fight myself, a cause of the day, and Carl seemed the perfect target.




  I had been looking for a reason to come up against this kid ever since I first laid eyes on him. I was, in essence, a tough guy with a conscience. Everything had to be a battle. Every event in my life was a conflict between right and wrong, good and evil, and I was going to be the one to fix it. Carl was that ‘back alley sort, the switchblader’ we ‘good kids’ were supposed to avoid. And hell, from social injustice to cause after cause, I jumped the way some people choose shoes. I would try on a battle and if it didn’t fit, I would toss it aside and pick another one. The problem was, I left a lot of discarded shoes and damaged soles in my wake.




  I used to tell my parents that I never started a fight, when in actuality I started them all; I just didn’t throw the first punch. While I was not a big, tough kid, I was the seventh grade equivalent of Tanner from the Bad News Bears , a runt who had a perpetual chip on the shoulder. I was always on the defensive, the silent assassin angry at the whole world, the one who never backed down from anyone but ran for cover when a pretty girl walked up. This, along with my big mouth, got me beat up frequently. But I was the type of kid who would rather have my ass kicked than walk away. In some ways, I am still like this as an adult, though I pick my battles carefully, understanding the ramifications of fighting winless battles.




  So Carl turned his attention toward me, called me a few juvenile names, made fun of my clothes, and looked to make sure the class was laughing with him. Then he put his hand on my shoulder, forcing me to sit down (as I knew he would). He started it . . . he touched me first, I would later tell myself and others. BLAM! I proceeded to break Carl’s nose in front of the whole class. He fell on his rear and cried. The teacher escorted him out of the room and me to the principal’s office. Scotty thought that was the coolest thing he had ever seen. A few weeks later, Carl beat the daylights out of me on the softball field. Oh well, live and learn.




  I used to love hanging out with Scotty. He had the newest toys, the most modern model rockets, and he was always in possession of the neatest novelty items. But what made him truly unique was the optimism in which he approached life. He seemed to enjoy every moment of life. He was connected, he knew everything that was going on with everyone in the school, and if he didn’t, he would make up the best stories.




  “Hey, Lou, see that kid Jeff over there? He beat up a cop on the bus, no kidding . . .” In actuality, Jeff threw an egg at a car while on the school bus; the car belonged to a security guard, who boarded the bus and made Jeff clean it up. I liked Scotty’s version better.




  I used to spend the night at Scotty’s, where we would spend hours calling girls and playing street hockey until late into the night. After his folks fell asleep, we would occasionally climb out the window and run around the neighborhood, getting into all sorts of trouble. It was nothing serious, just good old-fashioned adolescent mischief, the kind my kids will never be able to get away with under my helm. We were suburban commandos on late-night raids, princes of our domains, sidewalk soldiers. We had no cares and no boundaries: The world was ours. We were eternal kids. And when the time came for me to remove Scotty from life support, I remembered the child whom I called my friend, and I cried for my loss . . . of all those memories, of innocence never to be recaptured.




  Scotty was in seventh or eighth grade when he was diagnosed with insulin-dependent diabetes. He struggled with it his entire life. The sad part was that it kept him from pursuing his dream to become a pilot. He married a wonderful girl and had three beautiful children, who became his life, his reason for living. I didn’t have much contact with Scotty after he moved in the ninth grade and attended another high school. I got involved in sports, and then went on to college and medical school, though I kept up with him through his parents and mutual friends. I knew that his life had been difficult. He was hard to employ because he was chronically ill and missed long periods of work. But Scotty never complained. He kept plugging along, working when he could, playing his hand of cards as they came. He spent much of his later adult life in and out of the hospital. His heart and intestines were ravaged by his illness, and in time his body buckled under the force of his diabetic cancer.




  My wife and I visited Scotty and his family at his apartment in Plainfield, Indiana. It was small, a few bedrooms, and very crowded for a family of five. I felt sad and uncomfortable. By this time I had become a successful, well-to-do physician and it was obvious that he was struggling. What was remarkable about Scotty, though, is that he was happy for my success but was also happy for himself. He was content with his own life and felt he was blessed, even though his health and finances were poor. It didn’t matter because he had his wife and his kids, and he was rich beyond Midas.




  I was so comforted that Scotty of now was no different from the child of old, when we were kids. We laughed, joked around, and reflected on our early years. We told stories until late into the evening. He was still far more alive and optimistic about the future than I was. Furthermore, he was proud of me. I could tell that he bragged to all of his other friends and family about Louis Profeta, the doctor, the guy in the paper, the writer, the overachiever, and the dude that busted Carl in the chops in science class. I was, in all senses of the word, his undeserving hero; and he was, in all manners of speaking, mine. He still is. He told me that his brother Clark had not fared well in life. He had become an alcoholic and a drug and cocaine addict. It had become so bad that Scotty would no longer allow him in his home or around his children. Not having Clark around, or being able to help him, made Scotty profoundly sad. Scotty knew, as I did, that Clark had crossed the threshold of saving.




  During the next few years, Scotty was in and out of the hospital. He had no insurance, but I was able to get him hooked up with a local physician friend. Scotty loved the attention lavished on him in the hospital. The residents took what he perceived as extra good care of him when he was admitted. They made sure to drop my name, informing him that they would face my wrath if he were in pain, or just simply uncomfortable. This, of course, was all a ruse; I’ve never yelled at a resident physician in my entire life. They knew Scotty was my friend and did me the favor of making him feel all the more important. Scotty was a king and the hospital became a palace. He loved it when I would come to his room and he could call me by my first name in front of the other nurses and physicians. I loved it too.




  A few weeks after his last admission for diabetes, Scotty’s heart stopped for a prolonged period of time. He was brain dead. His wife asked if I would take him off life support. Better it is a friend than a stranger, she told me. So, with his wife, his kids, and his other brothers and sisters by his side, I deflated the breathing tube, removed Scotty from the ventilator, and sat while his heart slowed and he gently passed away. Later, I spoke at his funeral, relating my memories of Scotty. His brother Clark somehow made it. He was a shell of the person I once knew. I tried not to get too involved with him, preferring to remember another person in another time. Scotty’s wife sat with me and told me Scott had a premonition of his death a few weeks earlier. His demeanor had changed and he cried a lot. He had decided on the spur of the moment to pick the family up and go to Disney World. She said that they had the time of their life. It was, and will always be, the most special memory of their life together.




  That day, I came home from the funeral and told my wife to get packed, that we were flying to Orlando the next day. I found a cheap airfare, a room at the Wilderness Lodge, loaded up my two young sons, and flew to Florida. The amazing thing was that we did not wait in line on a single ride. The weather was perfect, and though the park was quite crowded, it seemed that every time we approached a ride, be it the Haunted Mansion, Space Mountain, or those damn spinning teacups, the crowd seemed to evaporate. I knew it had to be Scotty looking out for us. It got to the point where we would walk up to an attraction, thank Scotty, and walk right inside. I have not returned to Disney World since then. There is no way any vacation there could be any better.




  Some years later I went to visit Scotty’s grave. My sons went with me. We sat on the grass in front of his stone, and I told them stories of my youth. The next day we went to King’s Island, an amusement park near Cincinnati. It was the middle of summer and was quite crowded. Once again, we did not wait in line at any of the major attractions, something I always loathed about those parks. We had an absolute blast. We rented a cabana at the water park, where we were just sitting back, relaxing, when I heard a voice.




  “Louis . . . Louis Profeta?” And there they were . . . Scotty’s mom, dad, and their newly adopted children. They had rented a cabana that happened to be right next to ours. Then I knew. It all made sense . . . Scotty, his parents, the grave, and the amusement park: It was only natural that he was here, too. The day before I had visited him, that day he was visiting me. I had not seen or spoken to his family in nearly five years, and here they were. Once again, the stars had aligned and God gave us a chance to hang out one more time. We caught up on our lives, and his parents met my children. We laughed and reflected on Scotty. I told his new sisters all about the brother they never knew. Later on, we went on more rides and more attractions without waiting in line; my kids would jokingly thank Scotty prior to getting on each ride. I too would smile, look up at the heavens, and thank him and God for a good day.




  
Chapter Three


  


  An Olympic Legacy





  Can an autograph reclaim a life? Can a simple smile, a handshake, or a hug change our destiny or alter the course of a child’s existence? Can a kind gesture give one more sunset to the living or comfort the dying? Think not? Then let me tell you a story!




  In 1981, I was a seventeen-year-old gymnast for a local high school men’s team. How much potential did I have? Who knows? I certainly did not lack in dedication, work ethic, or love for gymnastics. I could reasonably envision myself competing at the collegiate level and perhaps beyond. I had been following the national and international gymnastics’ scene with undaunted fervor. I taped every segment the national media aired. The walls of my bedroom were plastered with cutouts of the national men and women’s teams. I had a video library of all the greats and studied their routines in detail. I followed the careers of Bart Conner, Kurt Thomas, Mark Casso, Jim Hartung, Scott Johnson, Mitch Gaylord, Peter Vidmar, Tim Daggett, and Phil Cahoy with the same degree of enthusiasm that many of my friends followed baseball. To this day I can recall many of their routines, each twist and each turn. There was, however, one gymnast with whom I was especially captivated: Ron Galimore.




  Anyone who knows the sport will tell you that in 1980, Galimore was perhaps the finest vaulter and floor performer in the world. Ron was one of the first to do a full-twisting layout Tsukahara vault in competition. According to 1996 Olympic coach Peter Kormann, no one has yet to do it as well. The height and power that he would obtain off the horse were phenomenal. It was a classic study in the conversion of momentum. There were times that the vault would literally disappear from the TV screen. His power, grace, and air time were unmatched.




  But there was also a mystique about Galimore. His father was a famous running back for the Chicago Bears, whose time was cut short by his death in an auto accident. Ron was only six years old at the time. Ron told me that, while he can remember the frigid temperatures of the games, his own image of his father’s gridiron play is more a product of other people’s memories than of his own. To this day, fans still remind him about his father’s greatness. Football, however, took a backseat to another sport. Ron became enamored with gymnastics, and in time accomplished what no other African-American had achieved in the sport. He became a member of the 1980 Olympic gymnastics team, one of the finest American men’s teams ever assembled.
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