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The Circle
 Each Thursday night when Dr. Cramer enters the room to prepare for their sessions, he sets up the chairs in this exact format.  He is intentionally putting distance, though ever so slight, between him and his patients.  Even if the distance is just centimeters, it is enough for Dr. Cramer to warn himself against becoming too attached.  He takes his seat and inhales deeply. He places his brief case next to him and leans it against his chair. He rubs his head gently where a persistent pain has been plaguing him.  He leans over removing his glasses and his legal pad from his briefcase.  A pang of guilt pierces his chest.  Am I insane? What is wrong with me? I sit here and exploit their pain on a legal pad.  In an odd way, he lives for Thursdays.  They make his existence worthwhile.  Friday morning, Dr. Cramer will enter his office, listen to patients beg for sleeping pills, and wonder why he had chosen this profession.  

“Dr Cramer?” 

“Hmm..oh, yes. Sorry Hannah, I was daydreaming.”

“I didn’t mean to startle you.  I was just wondering if the rumors about Beth were true.”

“Yes Hannah, I’m afraid they are.”  Hannah looks down at her lime green flip-flops in front of her.  A single tear hits her exposed sloppily painted toe nail. 
“Well, could you tell me what exactly happened?”  Before Dr. Cramer could answer three more patients began filing in.  Unlike most high school and college aged young adults, no noise preceded the patients’ entry.  In a room full of youth, silence is far more deafening than any noise could ever be. 

“Well, now that the rest of the students are here, we should probably discuss this after class. Is that alright?”

“Yeah. But Dr. Cramer, is she…”

“No, she’s not.  Not yet.”  For a moment Hannah looks up, and he sees a glimmer of hope in her eyes. He rarely sees hope in any of their eyes.  Hannah allows herself a half smile, and turns to take her place in the circle. 

“Alright.  Why doesn’t everyone take their seats and we’ll begin.”  The Circle had originally been arranged for 13 people.  Now however, only seven chairs remained.  One chair, sits noticeably vacant.  Dr. Cramer quickly realizes his error.  He jumps off of his seat and folds the chair leaning it against the wall.  His patients stare at him.  “Uh, um, well, most of you know that uh, Beth will not be joining us this evening, so if um, any of you, have a question about that, I’ll uh, talk to you after class.  So uh, let’s begin with Inside Outside.  Hannah, we’ll start with you.”  Hannah rises slowly.  Though she just turned eighteen last month, her young body is tired.  After four years of battling leukemia, Hannah’s legs could hardly support her minimal weight. She stabilizes herself by holding onto the back of the chair, and stands with military-perfect posture. When sessions first began Hannah would wear a long blonde wig, and a substantial amount of makeup.  Now however, she allows her pale face, dark circles, and bare head to show.  Dr. Cramer sees her acceptance of her condition as progress. 
“Well, um, on the outside today, I’m wearing lime green flip-flops.  I know it may be rushing the fashion season a little, but I got them for my birthday and I wanted to wear them before….”  She does not finish her sentence. She does not have to. Each patient waits for her to continue. “On the inside, wow, on the inside, I’m thrilled, I’m ashamed, and always a little depressed.” Knowing the routine by now Hannah did not need Dr. Cramer to urge her to elaborate on her emotions, she continues speaking without hesitation. “I’m thrilled tonight, because someone asked me to my senior prom.  I couldn’t believe it. Who would ask me?  I’m balled, I’m scrawny, I’m sick, but someone asked me anyway. I said yes naturally, but in my excitement, a feeling of shame came over me.  Ya know, like when suddenly you remember who you actually are. Yeah, that was me yesterday.  Suddenly I remembered that I am balled, scrawny and sick.  I was ashamed at that moment because the guy standing in front of me is the most popular guy in school.  He’s gorgeous, smart, athletic..all the girls want him. I realized that he was not asking me out because he wanted to date me, but because he knew it would be another good deed to add to his list.  I still want to go, and I think it’s super nice of him to ask me, but to him, I’m just “the right thing to do.”  
He’ll take me to the dance, twirl me around the floor, and then go call the head cheerleader. It’s hard for me.  It’s hard to be a good deed more than a person.  I don’t know what I expect. People 
are just trying to be nice, but they will never see me as being a person.  I shouldn’t complain, I know.  I just, I just want someone to see something in me other than my sickness.  I guess I’ll just have to deal with it. I’ll go to the dance, I’ll have fun, but in the back of my head I’ll know, that everyone around me is feeling sorry for my life. I can’t win.  There is no way to live when you remind everyone of death.”  Hannah eases her fragile body back into her chair. Dr. Crammer scratches a few notes onto a piece of paper, and nods at the young man sitting next to Hannah.  

Adam stands and shifts his weight from foot to foot. He has always been shy, but knows by now that he can’t get away with refusing to speak.  In contrast to Hannah, Adam looks perfectly healthy. He’s at least 6’2 and a solid 190.  His dark hair and sharp blue eyes are a constant attraction for young women, but he refuses to date. That just wouldn’t be fair. Adam’s brain aneurism was discovered one year ago.  His brain is literally a ticking time bomb.  


“On the outside today, I’m wearing my new blue shirt that my mom told me brings out my eyes.  On the inside, I’m pretty much a mess. You know, I have a little brother.  He’s 9 years younger than me, but we actually share a birthday.  I turn 20 next month on his 11th birthday.  I was out shopping for him today, when I realized that by buying him a gift, I’m actually hurting him.  He’s just 11 years old, what if when I’m gone, he misses me and cries every night to sleep for a year.  What if he doesn’t want to go to school, because I won’t be there to pick him up afterwards? Both of those problems would be my fault. Should I stop being nice to him?  Should I make him want me dead?  No.  That can’t be right, right?  I should touch people while I’m alive, I should leave my little brother with the memory that his big brother was great, right? No.  That can’t be right either.  By being a good brother or son, I’m just setting my family up for hurt.  Who gives a shit if their going to think of me as an amazing son, I won’t be around to hear their praise.  And yet, they’ll cry themselves to sleep because they miss their amazing son.  All my kindness is doing is killing them inside.  I don’t want them to miss me, I want them to hate me. I want them to be happier when I’m gone.  I mean, what kind of big brother spoils his little brother and then leaves! I should just start being a bad kid and that way my family will be relieved by my death!! This is all so screwed up!”  Adam clinches his fists.  His face is now red.  Tears have mixed with a running nose and are now streaming down his handsome face in unison.  He breathes heavily. “I’m sorry guys.  I know I shouldn’t get so worked up.  But I can’t stand the thought of my family being in pain..”  

Silence. No a single word in the English dictionary could appropriately follow Adam’s outburst of pain.  Dr. Cramer knows he should say something profound and meaningful, but each thought that enters his mind seems trivial.  The nagging pain on at the base of his head intensifies. Dr. Cramer feels the patient’s eyes resting on him.  A tear runs down his cheek, and with that tear the pain in his head eases. “Adam, I don’t know what to say.  I don’t know how you feel.  I wish I did.”  Dr. Cramer quickly realizes that his emotions are overtaking his ability to lead the group.  After a moment of sincerity, he quickly launches into the typical “live for today, live as if each moment was you last, carpe diem,” message that can be found in every, add, movie, or song.  After his artificial up-beat message, Dr. Cramer dismisses the class.  He knows he has done them little good, and as he scratches down some final notes he feels that similar pain reminding him that he is not fit to lead this group.

“Dr. Cramer?”

“Oh. Hannah.  Sorry, you caught me daydreaming again.”

“How’s Beth.”

“Uh, well, she’s, she’s unresponsive.  Her heart is, well, it’s just not working anymore.”

“Can’t they do a transplant or something?”

“
Unfortunately, hearts don’t grow on trees. She is on a long waiting list Hannah.”  Tears form in Hannah’s eyes.  She and Beth have become close friends.  Both are Seniors in high school, and only around each other did they know for sure that they were not just another good deed.  

“Can I see her?”

“What?”

“Can I see Beth?” Dr. Cramer inwardly sighs.  His head is pounding.  He just wants to go home and type his latest notes for his book.  His dream as a psychologist is to publish a study on youth with terminal illnesses. If he is going to be forced to live deal with others’ pain, he at least wants some recognition for doing a good job of it.  With one look at Hannah however, Dr. Cramer knows he will drive her to the hospital.  Her mom is working full time and her father left when she was three, he was her only link to her best friend.

“Yes, uh, of course. Let’s get going.”  Dr. Cramer and Hannah fold the he chairs and lean them against the wall.  They exit Dr. Cramer’s office and as they walk to the car, Hannah’s legs collapse. Frantic, he lifts her off the ground and stares into her blue eyes.  They are still alive. 
“I’m sorry Dr., my legs just do that sometimes.”

“Oh, please don’t apologize Hannah.  I’m so glad you’re okay.”  

“You mean that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do.”  Dr. Cramer catches his breath, he and Hannah drive to the hospital in silence.  In his mind Dr. Cramer wonders if he will ever be able to publish his book.  He imagines the cover with “New York Times Best Seller” written in big bold letters.  The pain in his head returns.  The road ahead becomes blurry as guilt plagues his brain.  Red and green lights become one purple shade.  The yellow line down the center of the road fades into the black pavement.  He wonders if he should pull over. But Hannah is right next to him, he can’t frighten her.  

“Dr. Cramer, you missed the turn.”  Hannah’s voice is concerned.  

“Oh, so I did.”  Inhaling deeply, Dr. Cramer manages to back into the parking lot entrance. Once safely within the hospital’s perimeters, Dr. Cramer stops the car, and falls forward onto the steering wheel.

“Dr Cramer! Dr. Cramer! We’re in the middle of the parking lot!  Dr. Cramer!”  Hannah unbuckles her seatbelt, opens the door and jumps out of the car.  As soon as her feet hit the ground, her body collapses. “No.  Please no.  I have to get help.  HELP!  PLEASE! SOMEONE! PLEASE!!”

“Dr. Cramer.”  He hears his name being called somewhere in the distance.  “Dr. Cramer, my name is Dr. Matthews, you blacked out in the parking lot earlier today.”  Earlier today?  Dr. Cramer attempts to wrap his brain around the words, but everything is just too blurry. 

“Dr. Cramer.”  A young girl’s voice softly whispers in his ear. Dr. Cramer recognizes her voice.  Girl, car, parking lot, book, guilt, pain, circle… The story pieces itself together. 
“Hannah?”

“Yes, yes, it’s me! It’s me and Dr. Matthews.  I tried to get help, and Dr. Matthews was on his way to work and heard me.”  

“Hannah, why don’t you go wait outside while Dr. Cramer and I talk for a bit.”

“Sure.  I’ll go see Beth.”

“Dr. Cramer, I realize that you deal with this sort of thing every day, but um, regardless, I’m afraid the news is not good.”

Still confused and exhausted, Dr. Cramer remains silent.

“Well, it appears that you have large tumor on the stem of your brain.  I have called in some specialists to take a look at you, but I’m not going to lie, things do not look promising based on the MRI. If there’s anything I can do to ease your pain level, let me know.”
Dr. Matthew’s words resonate within Dr. Cramer’s aching brain. He is not sure what the appropriate response should be, but he feels tears streaming down his cheeks.  “Thank you Dr. Matthews, I will be just fine.”  

Each Thursday night when Dr. Cramer enters the room to prepare for their sessions, he sets up the chairs in this exact format.  He is intentionally putting distance, though ever so slight, between him and his patients.  Even if the distance is just centimeters, it is enough for Dr. Cramer to warn himself against becoming too attached.  He takes his seat and inhales deeply.  No briefcase, legal pads, or pens rest against his chair.  He only brings himself tonight. After resting for a moment in his chair, he smiles to himself, stands up, and pushes his seat in just one centimeter. 

