
 

US doctors reflect on exhaustion, trauma of
one million COVID deaths
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Joseph Varon—who is chief of intensive care at United Memorial, a
small hospital that mainly treats minority patients in Houston—made
headlines when a photo of him hugging an elderly COVID patient during
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Thanksgiving in 2020 went viral.

While that man went on to recover, it was those that did not make it that
haunt Varon.

"As a doctor, just in the last two years I have signed more death
certificates than ever," he said.

As the United States marks the grim milestone of one million COVID
deaths, health care workers who have served on the frontlines continue
to shoulder a heavy burden, even as the rest of society has moved on.

Many are exhausted, traumatized, and still afraid of crowded settings.

Varon remembers well his first death, that of an immigrant working in a
hotel.

"He came into the hospital, and literally within a week he died, at 34
years of age without any pre-existing medical conditions," he said.

From then, until the last big wave at the start of this year, there was little
respite.

Varon recalls nurses crying as they faced never-ending ICU admissions,
beds in hallways, one intubation after another.

He also remembers his wife asking him to change his clothes in the
garage before entering their home, after 20-hour shifts.

The Thanksgiving photograph, said Varon, "became a symbol that we
doctors also have feelings."

At that moment, he didn't care about protecting himself, but wanted to
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give comfort to a man who didn't know if he'd make it and couldn't see
his wife, since visits were not permitted.

The demands of work also extracted a personal toll. Varon feels far older
than his 59 years, hasn't gone on vacation since the start of the
pandemic, and was phoning in prescriptions on the day of his daughter's
wedding.

He now sees "light at the end of the tunnel" and isn't seeing many
COVID patients— though he is seeing patients with post-COVID
disorders including heart and lung issues.

Stressed by crowds

Early on, the disease was a total mystery: how it was transmitted, who
was most susceptible, how to treat it.

Health workers feared bringing it home to their loved ones, or dying
themselves.

That fear was heightened for Daniel Brenner, an emergency physician
interviewed by AFP at the start of the pandemic, when doctors were
scrambling to find the right strategies to deal with severe lung injury
caused by serious cases of COVID.

Brenner's wife is also an emergency doctor—and until the vaccine came
along, they lived in dread of leaving behind their two young children,
now aged five and three.

"The thought of dying because of what you do and leaving your children
as orphans is terrifying," the 38-year-old said.

Now working in Indianapolis, Brenner says he's found it hard to re-
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adjust to crowds, despite far lower levels of COVID in the community,
and hardly does things he used to take for granted, like eating inside
restaurants.

"It's unfortunate because I'm trying to make sure that I don't inflict my
trauma on my kids," he said, becoming emotional.

"I want to make sure that they have enriching fulfilling things in their
lives, but it's really hard when I'm trying to figure out what's safe."

The vaccine was a major turning point, says Brenner, greatly reducing
the risk of severe disease and lifting a weight off his shoulders.

But there are still vaccine holdouts getting sick.

"I have a mixture of sadness and frustration because it's preventable and
I see people who are spreading misinformation, and doing themselves
and their neighbors and their family a disservice," he said.

On a more hopeful note, Brenner makes a point of talking to all high-
risk patients he sees about COVID vaccinations, and finds that the
hesitant are generally amenable once he addresses their fears.

"The vast majority of my patients, after I have that conversation, ask me
where to get vaccinated," he says.

Brenner directs them to a walkup clinic within the same hospital.
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