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I volunteered on a COVID unit at a public hospital in Brooklyn for a week in April of 2020.  

I am a general pediatrician in my real life and wasn’t sure the state of New York would take me 

up on my offer to help during the coronavirus pandemic, but as the numbers of sick patients 

mounted, and the curves of illness and death stretched ever upwards, I got the call to go. 

I understood that I would not be prepared for this, but I volunteer yearly at a clinic in Guatemala 

and know that I can handle adversity and uncertainty. My greatest fear was that I would arrive 

and be useless. That was certainly not the case. 

I was a doctor, a nurse, a social worker, a friend, and a substitute family member. 

I also understood that my gift of five days was a drop in the bucket compared to what my 

colleagues, permanently stationed in Brooklyn, had been and would continue to give, and so I 

brought cheer and Easter candy as well. 

 

Gretchen Volk, M.D. is a physician at Westside Pediatrics in Gates. (Photo: Submitted) 

 

The list of things that surprised me included both positives and negatives. 

The hotel gifted to me by New York state was in an unsafe neighborhood. Every inch of it 

smelled like marijuana. 

My Uber drivers hailed from Jamaica, Jordan, Haiti, and Ghana. They shared home remedies, 

political perspectives, and blessings from their families.  
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The hospital itself was both strange and familiar. While it had been decades since I had officially 

rounded on the wards with a medical team, it was easy enough to slip back into the familiar 

pattern of all hospital doctors - the call and response chorus, from attending physician to intern to 

resident, as we made morning rounds, chart rounds, and hypoxia rounds. 

What completely took me by surprise was how I fell in love with my patients. 

I’m a kid person.  

I like to shoot the breeze with 7-year-olds, make goofy faces at babies, and pretend to eat 

toddlers’ toes. And now here I was, surrounded by people in their 60s, 70s and 80s who were 

fighting for their lives, and most horrifying of all, they were alone. 

I have never seen a hospital without visitors before, and as pesky as family members can be, I 

will tell you now that their role in patient care is invaluable. Countless times I walked into patients’ 

rooms and found an oxygen mask fallen onto the floor or water too far away from a thirsty mouth. 

PL was a 76-year-old lady with pulmonary fibrosis and eyes that sparkled. She had a lot to say 

as she huffed and puffed under the oxygen mask attached to her face. 

She said the kinds of things other patients were too scared or too tired to admit. “Don’t leave 

me,” and “I’m afraid.” 

This is hard to hear when you need to keep moving on to the next patient in a 36-bed unit, so 

when I could, I would steal back to her bedside to talk. 

I learned that her grandmother was a Cherokee. Her grandfather was from an island. She grew 

up in North Carolina and missed its beautiful trees. 

Her children and grandchildren had a history of military service, and some were currently serving 

overseas while she fought her own battle against COVID-19 in Brooklyn. 

In later conversations, she told me she used to be a funeral director. How strange to watch her 

battling the possibility of death, while at the same time she was so familiar with it professionally. 

Losing my Dad 

My father died this past fall while I was at an airport, trying desperately to get from New York to 

LA. I always thought I would be by his side when he took his last breath. How arrogant I was to 

think I could be the master of cancer’s schedule, pancreatic cancer’s schedule no less. 

I absorbed the news of his death while on a shuttle between terminals A and D at Dulles. I sat 

alone, amidst a crowd of people, reading the news from a text message on my phone. 

A young nun sat to my right, probably seven feet away from me, and I wondered if I should tell 

her. Shouldn’t someone else besides me know about this right now? But as I said, she was 



young, and I wasn’t sure she would be prepared for what was boiling inside me at that moment. I 

spared her this awkward conversation. 

In Brooklyn, my patients battled for their own lives, and unlike my father who did have loved ones 

with him, they were alone. 

On the last day of PL’s life, she told me she had been trained as an opera singer. I asked her if 

she would sing to me. With 10 liters of oxygen blasting into her face, she sang to me in French. 

I wish I could remember the song. Its melody, like its singer, now eludes me, but sing she did, 

and her wispy voice was unexpectedly beautiful. I turned her oxygen down a tiny bit, and we 

cheered together at the progress she was making that afternoon. 

A few hours later, I peeked back in and was shocked at the change that had come over her. She 

was in frank respiratory distress, her mind focused only on breathing, and the anxiety about not 

breathing. 

I cranked up her oxygen and stayed with her for a few minutes before running to get the rest of 

my team. 

We sat with her for an hour, initially providing reassurance and then, when that no longer 

seemed sufficient, we called for reinforcements from respiratory therapy. 

She needed more help to breathe — not a ventilator, but another apparatus called bi-pap that 

would more aggressively push the oxygen into her failing lungs. 

We waited for an agonizing hour for the respiratory therapist to come. I held her hand and rubbed 

her head and reminded her to think about the forests of North Carolina. 

After PL finally switched to bi-pap, she got worse, and I realized that I was about to witness a 

futile and violent fight. 

The weapons of modern medicine were not enough to vanquish this awful virus from her 

exhausted lungs, these same lungs that enabled her to sing for me in French just a few hours 

earlier. 

I FaceTimed her family from my phone so they could see her struggle, and to ask their 

permission to change course. My goal was to give my friend peace and comfort. I couldn’t beat 

this virus. All I could do was tell it that we weren’t going to play by its rules anymore. 

Success for my friend would be defined by peace, and nothing more than that. We gave her 

Dilaudid and switched her to a more comfortable oxygen mask. I held her hand until she was 

able to drift to sleep, and then I called her family again, so they could see that she was at peace. 

I felt guilty leaving the hospital that night  



I wanted to stay with PL until her last moment, but I was due back on the unit in the morning, and 

I did not know how long she would live. I left her resting comfortably and in the care of two of the 

most compassionate residents I know. PL died about an hour before my next shift started. 

I will never forget her - her sparkling eyes and beautiful voice, and strong hands that squeezed 

mine back. 

Likewise, I will never forget my week in Brooklyn and the lessons COVID-19 taught me. 

It was a week of death and life, and cheering for those who got better, and mourning for those 

who didn’t. And now I know that I am someone prone to falling in love with my fellow humans 

even if it means it will break my heart as well. 

I am a richer person for having known her, and I am honored that she shared some of her last 

moments with me, even though I am now left with a lump in my throat when I remember that she 

could sing so beautifully, merely hours before the virus took her away. 

Gretchen Volk, M.D. is a physician at Westside Pediatrics in Gates. 

The Democrat and Chronicle did not name the patient in this essay as a courtesy to her family 

and the essayist sharing the information. 
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