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S e v e r a l  y e a r s  a g o ,  w h i l e  a  r e s i d e n t  i n  p s y c h i a t r y ,  a  woman 

was t r a n s f e r r e d  f r o m  a n o t h e r  h o s p i t a l  t o  t h e  w a r d  w h e r e  I s e r v e d  a s  t h e  

p h y s i c i a n ,  and  b o t h  t h e  t r a n s f e r  n o t e s  a n d  h e r  h i s t o r y  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  

t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  t r a n s f e r  h a d  t o  d o  w i t h  d i f f i c u l t i e s  b e t w e e n  h e r  

a n d  t h e  m e d i c a l  s t a f f .  I t  s o o n  became o b v i o u s  t o  me f r o m  t h e  p a t i e n t  

t h a t  w h i l ~ e  s h e  w a s  h o s p i t a l i z e d  s h e  was i n v o l v e d  i n  r e p e a t e d  e p i s o d e s  o f  

s e x u a l  i n t e r c o u r s e  w i t h  o n e  o f  t h e  p h y s i c i a n s  i n  t h a t  s t a t e  h o s p i t a l ,  

t h a t  s h e  g o t  c o n f u s e d  by t h e s e  i n v o l v e m e n t s  a n d  a p p a r e n t l y  became 

t n c r e a s i n g l y  more p s y c h o t i c ,  w h i c h  e v e n t u a l l y  n e c e s s i t a t e d  h e r  t r a n s f e r  

t o  t h e  o t h e r  p s y c h i a t r i c  h o s p i t a l .  

A s  a  young  p h y s i c i a n ,  I was o u t r a g e d .  I h a p p e n e d  t o  h a v e  h a d  a  

s u p e r v i s i o n  h o u r  w i t h  a  s e n i o r  a n a l y s t  i n  town s o o n  a f t e r  t h e  woman was 

a d m i t t e d ,  and  I p r e s e n t e d  t h e  c a s e  and  t o l d  h im t h a t  I b e l i e v e d  a  

c o m p l a i n t  s h o u l d  b e  f i l e d  w i t h  t h e  e t h i c s  c o m m i t t e e  of t h e  m e d i c a l  

s o c i e t y  a n d  t h a t  t h e  l i c e n s e  o f  s u c h  a  p h y s i c i a n  s h o u l d  be  r e v o k e d .  

He a s k e d  me how I knew w h a t  h a p p e n e d ,  a n d  I r e p e a t e d  my- e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h e  

s t o r y .  I n  r e p l y ,  I was a g a i n  a s k e d  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d ,  and  t h i n k i n g  

t h a t  p e r h a p s  my s t o r y  was n o t  c l e a r ,   hat I  let^ o u t  i m p o r t a n t  d e t a i l s ,  

I f i l l e d - i n  wha t  I t h o u g h t  I m i g h t  h a v e  m i s s e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  and  s e c o n d  

t e l l i n g .  I e x p l a i n e d  w h a t  I b e l i e v e d  h a d  h a p p e n e d .  A g a i n ,  I was a s k e d  

how I knew w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d ,  a n d  i t  f i n a l l y  dawned o n  me t h a t  I c o u l d  

o n l y  a n s w e r  t h a t  I d i d  n o t  r e a l l y  know,  t h a t  a t  b e s ~  I h a d  h e a r - s a y  

e v i d e n c e ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  w i t h o u t  s u b s t a n t i a t i o n .  Some a c t i o n  

may h a v e  b e e n  n e c e s s a r y ,  b u t  my k n o w l e d g e  of t h e  f a c t s  was c l e a r l y  

i n s u f f i c i e n t  . 



I remain grateful. to this day to my supervisor who impressed 

upon me forever that reality is not always easily ascertainable. I could 

not really know what had happened on che basis of the information I had, 

and even when I know things more directly through the evidence of my own 

senses, of that I cannoc really always be sure. The courts of law 

are full of people who claim to have seen or heard things that simply 

did not happen, '~ithout knowingly- lying. As a clinician I daily see 

patients who do not hear what they are told. Strong feelings, especially 

fear, buc also hurt, anger or love distort, and sometimes blot out 

altogether, simple, clear and concise facts. 

As a psychiatrist it is my responsibility first and foremost to 

help my patients elucidate and define reality clearly, and yet, being 

human I know that in spite of my own past therapy and on-going and 

never-ceasing self-scrutiny, I cannot ever assume that I will always, 

necessarily, perceive reality correctly, even when I believe I pay 

careful attention to its manifestation. I am noc above error, or 

distortion, and I must check, double-check and triple-check my state- 

ments and facts. The gravest of all misdeeds a psychiatrist can commit 

involves his distorting reality in his dealings with patients, since 

they often check their perceptions of reality against his for accuracy. 

Although 1 make it as difficult as possible for my patients to use ne 

either as model or as a >ardstick of reality, 1 and all psychotherapists 

are often cast into such a role. Our first responsibility, therefore, is 

to be sure that we attend to reality most scrupulously at all times. 

This is easier said than done. In the practice which I head the 

therapists routinely and regularly discuss with each other problems and 

difficulties involving their patients, to minimize counter-transference 

distortions. They are additionally engaged, on a regular basis, in 



more formal group supervision, at least in one twc-hour session each 

week. But all this does not always clarify all puzzles and dilemmas, nor 

does it make our life easier at all times, as the following recent 

episode demonstrates. It raises important ethical and practical issues 

that every psychiatrist and non-medical psychotherapist must face. 

Sue is an a~tractive woman in her late 20's who came to therapy 

because of a Life-long depression which interfered with her personal 

relationships. She had been seen in individual therapy as well as in a 

group for a total of three times a week continuously for about three 

years, and is well into  he middle-phase. She was referred by another 

patient, a man with whom she has had a long-term intimate relationship 

of several years' duration. This man, Joe, is seen individually by 

another therapist and is also a participant in a group for a total of 

three times weekly. Joe, who is somewhat older, presented himself 

because of moderately severe physical manifestations of anxiety which 

threatened his ability to maintair his job. His presenting symptoms have 

disappeared long ago, but as these depressive equivalents vanished, a 

full-blown, life-long, severe depressive illness on a matrix of an 

immature personality structure marifested itself. His therapy was 

progressing well, and in his fifth year of therapy the depression was in 

the process of lifting and the personality sEructure was slowly yielding 

to the pressures upon it when the following events took place: 

Sue's brother and sister were visiting from another town. The brother, 

twenty years old, is an eager, well-meaning and bright young man in good 

physical health. He is a thoughtful and introspective college stud en^, 

doing reasonably well. The oldest sibling is the sister, a ver! withdrawn, 

very frightened woman, clearly in need of urgent help for emotional 



d i f f i c u l t i e s .  The i n c i d e n t  o c c u r r e d  a  few d a y s  b e f o r e  New Y e a r ' s  e v e ,  a n d  

b o t h  b r o t h e r  a n d  s i s t e r  w e r e  v i s i t i n g  Sue  d u r i n g  t h e i r  C h r i s t m a s  v a c a t i o n .  

Around  11:OO p.m. o n e  e v e n i n g ,  Sue  r e p o r t s  c a l l i n g  J o e ,  a s  u s u a l ,  t o  

w i s h  him g o o d n i g h t  a n d  f o r  a  l i t t l e  c h a t  b e f o r e  r e t i r i n g  f o r  t h e  e v e n i n g .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  h e r ,  t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  h a v i n g  t e l e p h o n e  c o n E a c t  o n c e ,  t w i c e  o r  more 

o f t e n  e v e r y  d a y ,  and  t h i s  c a l l  was  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  u s u a l  p r a c t i c e .  

T h e  t h r e e  s i b l i n g s  r e p o r t e d l y  s p e n t  a  p l e a s a n t  e v e n i n g  t o g e t h e r  a t  home. The 

n e x t  t i n e  S u e  t a l k e d  t o  J o e  was when h e  c a l l e d  h e r  s o m e t i m e  i n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  

of t h e  n e x t  d a y .  He s o u n d e d  t o  h e r  somewhat a g i t a t e d  a n d  i r r i t a t e d ,  a n d  s h e  

r e p o r t s  t h a t  s h e  a s k e d  him w h e t h e r  a n y t h i n g  was t r o u b l i n g  h im.  He a s k e d  h e r  

i n  r e p l y ,  somewhat  s a r c a s t i c a l l y ,  how h a p p y  s h e  was w i t h  t h e  v i s i t  by h e r  

b r o t h e r  a n d  s i s t e r ,  a n d  s h e  a n s w e r e d  t h a t  i t  was a  g o o d  v i s i t  a n d  t h a t  b o t h  

h a d  j u s t  l e f t ,  s h e  h a d  j u s t  r e t u r n e d  f r o m  d r i v i n g  them t o  t h e  a i r p o r t .  S h e  

r e p o r t s  t h a t  J o e  made a  f e w  " s t r a n g e "  r e m a r k s  w h i c h  t r o u b l e d  h e r .  S h e  c l a i m s  

t o  h a v e  a s k e d  w h a t  t h i s  was a l l  a b o u t ,  b u t  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  was i n c o n c l u s i v e .  

J o e  seemed b i t t e r  b u t  d i d  n o t  e l a b o r a t e .  

When t h e  c o u p l e  met l a t e r  t h a t  same e v e n i n g ,  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y  was r e v e a l -  

e d :  J o e  a c c u s e d  S u e  o f  h a v i n g  h a d  s e x u a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  h e r  b r o t h e r ,  p e r h a p s  

n o t  s e x u a l  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  b u t  a t  l e a s t  m u t u a l  s e x u a l  m a s t u r b a t i o n .  He c l a i m e d  

t h a t  a f t e r  t h e  p h o n e  c a l l  t h e  e v e n i n g  b e f o r e ,  h e  was t r o u b l e d  b e c a u s e  h e  h a d  

s u s p e c t e d  f o r  some t i m e  t h a t  some s t r a n g e  t h i n g s  w e r e  h a p p e n i n g  b e t w e e n  h e r  

a n d  h e r  b r o t h e r ,  and  t h a t  h e  was  a g i t a t e d  e n o u g h  t o  l e a v e  h i s  a p a r t m e n t  

a c r o s s  t o w n ,  d r i v e  f o r  45 m i n u t e s  a r o u n d  m i d n i g h t  t o  S u e ' s  p l a c e .  T h e r e  h e  

l o o k e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  window i n t o  h e r  h o u s e  w h i c h  was l i t .  He c l a i m e d  t o  h a v e  

s e e n  S u e  s i t t i n g  o n  h e r  b r o t h e r ' s  b e d  w h i l e  h e  f o n d l e d  h e r  b r e a s t s .  He c l a i m s  

t o  h a v e  s e e n  h e r  l e a n i n g  i n  a  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  s u g g e s t e d  t o  him t h a t  s h e  was  

p l a y i n g  w i t h  t h e  b r o t h e r ' s  g e n i t a l s .  He c l a i m e d  t h a t  h e  was  s h o c k e d  a n d  t h a t  

t h e  e x c i t e m e n t  s t e a m e d  u p  h i s  g l a s s e s  t o  t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  h e  removed  t h e m  f r o m  



h i s  n o s e ,  w i p e d  them and  l o o k e d  a g a i n .  H i s  s u s p i c i o n s  w e r e  a g a i n  c o n f i r m e d  by 

w h a t  h e  saw.  He was a g i t a t e d ,  a n g r y ,  h u r t  a n d  s c a r e d .  To c a l m  h i m s e l f  h e  

r e m e m b e r s  t a k i n g  a  w a l k  a r o u n d  t h e  b l o c k ,  a f t e r  w h i c h  h e  l o o k e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  

window a g a i n ,  a n d  a g a i n  h e  o b s e r v e d  more  of  t h e  same .  D e e p l y  t r o u b l e d ,  

h e  u s e d  t h e  k e y  h e  h a d  i n  h i s  p o s s e s s i o n  t o  e n t e r  h e r  h o u s e ,  h e  c l a i m s  t o  

h a v e  s t o o d  t h e r e ,  w a t c h i n g ,  f o r  f i v e  m i n u t e s ,  h i d i n g  a n d  o b s e r v i n g  t h e  

s t r a n g e  a n d  u n a c c e p t a b l e  s c e n e .  He t h e n  l e f t  and  d r o v e  b a c k  t o  h i s  a p a r t m e n t .  

H i s  r e m a r k s  of t h e  f o l l o w i n g  day  r e f l e c t e d  w h a t  h e  b e l i e v e d  h e  saw.  When t h e y  

met  h e  f i n a l l y  c o n f r o n t e d  h e r  w i t h  h i s  s t o r y .  

S u e  c l a i m s  t h a t  s h e  was f l a b b e r g a s t e d .  The  w h o l e  t h i n g  s i m p l y  d i d  n o t  

h a p p e n ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  h e r .  I t  was  s h o c k i n g  t o  h e r ,  s h e  c l a i m e d ,  t h a t  h e r  " v e r y  

b e s t  f r i e n d "  a  man s h e  l o o k e d  up t o ,  r e s p e c t e d  a n d  s t i l l  l o v e d  a c c u s e d  h e r  of  

h o r r i b l e  t h i n g s  s h e  d i d  n o t  do a n d  t h a t  s h e  b e l i e v e d  s h e  was i n c a p a b l e  o f  

d o i n g .  W i t h  J o e ' s  c o n s e n t ,  s h e  t r i e d  t o  c a l l  t h e  w r i t e r ,  h e r  t h e r a p i s t .  S h e  

c l a i m e d  s h e  was  f r i g h t e n e d  a n d  w a n t e d  t o  s p e a k  t o  someone s h e  t r u s t e d ,  

w o r r i e d  b o t h  a b o u t  h e r s e l f  a n d  h e r  s a n i t y  a s  w e l l  a s  t h o s e  of  J o e .  U n a b l e  t o  

r e a c h  t h e  w r i t e r ,  s h e  t r i e d  a n d  was a b l e  t o  r e a c h  J o e ' s  i n d i v i d u a l  t h e r a p i s t .  

S h e  t o l d  h im how f r i g h t e n e d  s h e  was a n d  r e p o r t e d  more  o r  l e s s  a c c u r a t e l y  w h a t  

J o e  h a d  a c c u s e d  h e r  of  a n d  h e r  own v e r s i o n  of t h e  e v e n t s .  S h e  i n s i - s t e d  t h a ~  

n o t h i n g  of  t h e  k i n d  h a d  t r a n s p i r e d ,  b u t  was f r i g h t e n e d  s i n c e  o b v i o u s l y  

s o m e b o d y ' s  mind was p l a y i n g  d a n g e r o u s  t r i c k s  on o n e  of t h e m ,  a n d  s h e  c o u l d  

n o t  be  a b s o l u t e l y -  s u r e  t h a t  i t  was  n o t  h e r  own m i n d .  Even t h e  p o s s i b i l -  

i t y  s c a r e d  h e r  a  l o t .  S h e  e v e n t u a l l y  a s k e d  J o e  t o  l e a v e  h e r  h o u s e  a n d  n o t  

s t a y ,  a n d  on t h e  f o l l o w i n g  day  s h e  a s k e d  t h i s  w r i t e r  f o r  a  j o i n t  s e s s i o n  

f o r  h e r s e l f  a n d  J o e ,  h o p e f u l l y  a l s o  w i t h  t h e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of  J o e ' s  

t h e r a p i s t .  S h e  was c l e a r l y  t r o u b l e d ,  knowing  t h a t  some m a j o r  b r e a k  w i t h  

r e a l i t y -  h a d  o c c u r r e d  somewhere .  



D u r i n g  t h e  j o i n t  s e s s i o n  J o e  a p p e a r e d  p a l e ,  a g i t a t e d  a n d  o b v i o u s l y  

v e r y  s c a r e d .  Sue  was t r o u b l e d ,  b u t  c a l m e r .  She  s p o k e  f i r s t  and  s a i d  t h a t  

s h e  was v e r y  d i s t u r b e d  by t h e  w h o l e  a f f a i r ,  t h a t  s h e  was s u r e  a l l  a l o n g  t h a t  

s h e  was  n o t  i n v o l v e d  a s  a c c u s e d ,  b u t  t h a t  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  s i m p l y  d i s m i s s  J o e ' s  

s t a t e m e n t s  a s  f a l s e ,  o u t - o f - h a n d .  S h e  s a i d  t h a t  s h e  h a d  j u s t  f i n i s h e d  

s p e a k i n g  t o  h e r  b r o t h e r  b a c k  E a s t  a n d  t h a t  s h e  i m p l o r e d  h im t o  b e  m o s t  h o n e s t  

w i t h  h e r .  What s h e  was  a b o u t  t o  a s k  h im w o u l d  b e  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n  

s h e  e v e r  a s k e d  h i m ,  a n d  s h e  b e g g e d  h i m  t o  b e  s t r a i g h t  w i t h  h e r ,  n o  m a t t e r  

w h a t .  S h e  s a i d  s h e  mus t  c h e c k  o u t  r e a l i t y  a n d  know w h a t ' s  w h a t .  S h e  t h e n  t o l d  

h i m  of w h a t  J o e  c l a i m e d  h e  saw a n d  a s k e d  h im w h a t  l ie r emembered .  The b r o t h e r  

a l l e g e d l y  s t a t e d  c h a t  n o t h i n g  o f  t h e  s o r t  h a d  h a p p e n e d ,  t h a t  h e  d o e s  n o t  

b e l i e v e  t h a t  s h e  e v e n  s a t  on h i s  b e d ,  t h a t  t h e r e  was n o  s e x u a l  p l a y  b e t w e e n  

t h e m  a t  a n y  t i m e ,  and  a l l e g e d l y  a d d e d  t h a t  t h e  w h o l e  t h i n g  i s  n o t  e v e n  

r e c o g n i z a b l e  a s  a  d r e a m .  He r e a s s u r e d  Sue  t h a t  i t  s i m p l y  d i d  n o t  h a p p e n .  

S u e  c l a i m e d  t h a t  w h a t  h e r  b r o t h e r  s a i d  a n d  t h e  way h e  s a i d  it c o n f - r m e d  

f o r  h e r  beyond  a  shadow of  a  d o u b t  h e r  v e r s i o n  of t h e  s t o r y - .  She t h e n  b u r s t  

o u t  c r y i n g ,  t e l l i n g  t h e  w r i t e r  t h a t  s h e  i s  v e r y  w o r r i e d  a b o u t  J o e ' s  m e n t a l  

h e a l t h  a n d  s o b b i n g l y  a s k e d  me t o  p l e a s e  h e l p  h im i n  t h i s  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  

h o u r .  S h e  d i d  n o t  a p p e a r  h y s t e r i c a l .  She  was c r y i n g  f o r  a  w h i l e  and  tklen 

s p o k e  t o  J o e  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  w h o l e  s t o r y  makes  n o  s e n s e .  "You know t h a t  

I am n o t  s e x u a l l y  c o m f o r t a b l e .  I am n o t  p r o m i s c u o u s .  I t  e v e n  t o o k  u s  2 

l o n g  t i m e  b e f o r e  I c o u l d  a l l o w  m y s e l f  t o  e n j o y  s e x  w i t h  y o u .  T h i s  i s  not: 

my way. You o u g h t  t o  know t h a t  a b o u t  me. You a r e  c o n f u s e d ,  a n d  I am w o r r i e d  

a b o u t  y o u . "  S h e   hen a d d e d  t h a t  s h e  mus t  b r e a k  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  

t h e m  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  s i m p l y  a f r a i d .  "What i f  you  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  my b r o t h e r  

was t r y i n g  t o  h u r t  me, y o u  m i g h t  h a v e  come i n t o  t h e  room a n d  s t a b b e d  kim 

t o  d e a t h  o u t  o f  g e n u i n e  d e s i r e  t o  h e l p  me. I c a n n o t  b e  w i t h  b-ou anymore  

b e c a u s e  i t  i s  n o t  s a f e .  You a r e  c o n f u s e d . "  



J o e ' s  r e s p o n s e  was d e e p l y  t r o u b l i n g  t o  t h e  w r i t e r .  H i s  f i r s t  s t a t e m e n t  

w a s ,  "I h o p e  y o u r  s t o r y  i s  r i g h t ,  a n d  t h a t  y o u  d i d  n o t  d o  t h o s e  t h i n g s  

w i t h  y o u r  b r o t h e r . "  I p o i n t e d  o u t  t o  J o e  t h a ~  h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  t r o u b l i n g  

b e c a u s e  i t  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  S u e ' s  v a g i n a  i s  more  i m p o r t a n t  t o  

h i m  t h a n  t h e  p r o p e r  f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  h i s  own m i n d ,  t h a t  h e  d i d  n o t  seem t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  i f  t h e  s t o r y  d i d  n o t  h a p p e n  and  t h a t  it  was  j u s t  a  f i g m e n t  

of h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  t h a t  t h i s  w o u l d  r e p r e s e n t  a  s e r i o u s  b r e a k  w i t h  h i s  

a b i l i t y  t o  t e s t  r e a l i t y .  T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  h e  was w i t h d r a w n ,  h u r t  

a n d  v e r y  s c a r e d .  T h e r e  was  n o  o b v i o u s  t h o u g h t  d i s o r d e r ,  a n d  h e  h e l d  f i r m l y  

a n d  c o n s i s t e n t l y  t o  h i s  v e r s i o n  of t h e  s t o r y .  

I was n o t  a t  t h e  s c e n e ,  and I c a n n o t  know w h a t  r e a l l y  h a s  h a p p e n e d .  

B a s e d  on t h e  t o t a l i t y  o f  my c l i n i c a l  i m p r e s s i o n s ,  t h e  way t h e  i n t e r v i e w  w e n t  

a n d  how e a c h  of them seemed  a n d  b e h a v e d ,  a n d  a l s o  b a s e d  o n  my own i m p r e s s i o n s  

of t h e  b r o t h e r  a s  a  p e r s o n  (1 met h im o n c e ) ,  I t e n d  t o  a s s u m e  t h a t  t h e  

d i s t o r t i o n  i s  i n  J o e ' s  mind .  B u t ,  I d i d  n o t  t e l l  h im o r  h e r  s o .  K h a t  I d i d  do 

w a s  c a u t i o n  them b o t h  t o  a c t  mos t  c a r e f u l l y  i n  t h e  r e a l  w o r l d ,  t o  d o u b l e  and  

t r i p l e  c h e c k  r e a l i t y ,  t o  d r i v e  more s l o w l y  a n d  t o  r e f r a i n  f r o m  s e e i n g  e a c h  

o t h e r .  I a l s o  a s k e d  e a c h  o f  them t o  h a v e  d a i l y  p h o n e  c o n t a c t s  w i t h  t h e i r  

i n d i v i d u a l  t h e r a p i s t s  f o r  t h e  n e x t  f ew d a y s .  

w h a t  w o u l d  you  d o ?  IJhy? 


