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n this busy office day, I am
O working with Julia, a smart
and eager medical stu-
dent. She has an advanced level of
Spanish, which is a relief on this day
as most of my patients are Latinas.
I am the only Latina physician in
our office and am proud of how my
panel of patients has grown. Many
women tell me they are more com-
fortable talking to me about medi-
cally and culturally sensitive topics
than talking to my colleagues.
Over the years I have learned
many hard truths about the popu-
lation I serve. I have learned that
socioeconomic factors often dictate
my patients’ health and treatment
outcomes. I have learned more about
laws regarding intimate partner vi-
olence and deportation than I ever
thought I would need. Unfortunate-
ly, more than one in three Latinas
report being a victim of intimate
partner sexual or physical violence,
and these violent acts are on the rise
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Several cultural issues impact
abused Latinas, including religious
beliefs, marianismo (female submis-
sion and passivity), machismo (male
privilege and dominance), the lack
of Spanish-language resources, lim-
ited financial aid, and fear of depor-
tation. I am grateful for the support
services available to our patients,
in particular, the intimate partner
violence program, an initiative for
the prevention of intimate violence
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against women, where psychologi-
cal and legal assistance are provid-
ed to immigrant and undocumented
women under the Violence Against
Women Act. Despite my previous ex-
perience working with this program,
I am not prepared for my encounter
with Sonia, the bravest woman I've
ever known.

On this busy day, Monica, a victim
advocate, asks if I can add a patient
to my schedule for suture removal. I
agree, assuming Julia would be hap-
py to remove sutures. Monica goes
on to tell me that my patient, So-
nia, was recently attacked by her
husband. Sonia was originally from
Mexico and, hoping for a better fu-
ture, she moved to the United States
with her husband and their two chil-
dren. Since they were undocument-
ed, Sonia didn’t work and she didn’t
have any family, only a couple of
friends. Lately, the abuse had wors-
ened and she didn’t feel safe any-
more. She left with her children and
moved in with a friend. The follow-
ing week, her husband asked to see
the children. Sonia agreed and met
him at her friend’s house. During the
visit, he became violent, grabbed a
kitchen knife and started slicing
her face. She was forced to use her
arms as a shield. Her friend called
911 immediately. He was arrested
and Sonia was taken to the nearest
ER. Fortunately, she had not suf-
fered any major injuries and Mon-
ica was providing her psychological

assistance. As I listen to Monica, I
feel a cold wave go through my body.
This is my first time facing a case
like this and I can feel myself get-
ting upset.

Julia and I walk into the room.
Sonia is sitting quietly on the exam
table. She has lacerations on her
face, arms, and hands. I start the
conversation in Spanish. As I intro-
duce myself, I can see from her fa-
cial expression that she is in physical
pain. It is difficult for her to smile
due to the lacerations on her cheeks,
but her eyes tell me her pain goes
deeper. I want to make the encounter
as comfortable as possible, but the
air feels heavy; Sonia seems tense.
I take a deep breath. I let her know
I talked to Monica. I look into her
eyes and offer my hand. I tell her
how sorry I am that she had to go
through this experience. I tell her
she can trust me. I ask her where
she is from, and she replies, “Mex-
ico City.”

I respond with a smile, “Me too!”

She smiles weakly back.

Julia and I begin to remove the
sutures. Sonia cries after every one.
She claims it doesn’t hurt but her
voice tells me she is suffering. When
we finish, she states, “My face will be
marked forever.”

With tears in my eyes, I ask if I
can give her a hug, and she nods. I
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tell her that the wounds on her face
will heal, the pain will improve, and
her scars will only be visible enough
to remind her how brave she is. Julia
also gives her a hug. I call Monica in
to let her know that Sonia is ready
for her therapy and Julia and I go
to my office.

As a teacher, I know it is impor-
tant to discuss this case with Julia.
We talk about important aspects of
intimate partner violence in the Lat-
in community and available resourc-
es to help victims. I ask Julia how
she is feeling. She is sad and angry
at the same time. We discuss the im-
portance of debriefing and sharing
emotions after difficult encounters.
I ask if I can give her a hug, she
agrees and we both end up crying.
Weeks later I find out that Sonia and
her kids are safe. They are receiving
psychological and legal assistance to
avoid deportation.
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When I think about this day, I
think about what Julia and I learned
from this encounter. Julia not only
learned about the physical and psy-
chological effects of intimate partner
violence, but also that as physicians,
we are allowed to share our feelings
with our patients. It is not a sign of
weakness but a sign of compassion
and empathy. I learned how impor-
tant it is to address intimate part-
ner violence with my patients. I now
make it a priority to ask about this
important topic every time I meet a
new female patient.

Although I only saw Sonia once, I
frequently think about her, and how
powerful bonds can happen quickly
and meaningfully across language
and culture. I will be forever thank-
ful to her for the learning opportu-
nity and the trust she put in me
during such a vulnerable time.

She was, without a doubt, the
bravest woman I've ever met.
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