Surviving the Fall: The Personal Journey of an AIDS Doctor.
By Peter R Selwyn. 145 pp. New Haven, Conn, Yale University Press,
1998. $20 (doth). ISBN 0-300-07126-4.

In Surviving the Fall, Peter Selwyn shares the lessons
he has learned from both 10 years as a primary care
provider for persons living with AIDS and his struggle
to cope with his father's death by suicide when he was
an infant. "AIDS is kind of like life, just speeded up,"
he quotes a patient as saying. Perhaps then, too, "being
an AIDS doctor" is just like being any other kind
of physician but speeded up as well. Finding myself
an AIDS doctor also, I often feel as if! am living in those
dog years I learned about as a child (each human year
is equal to 7 dog years). Much like a dog's life, the pace
of events, the intensity of the illness, and the emo
tions evoked are often overwhelming, and the clini~
cal demands leave little time for introspection or
assessment.
Selwyn poignantly and accurately describes the lives
of his patients with AIDS and the clinical life of an
AIDS doctor; this alone makes this book well worth
reading. Much more important, however, and the best
reason to read this book is Selwyn's ability to take the
lessons he learned from his patients and from AIDS and
apply them to himself. John Berger, in A Fortunate
Man, a book Selwyn credits with helping him choose
family medicine as a specialty, states that many physicians become cynical and disillusioned because they are
uncertain about the actual value of the lives of their patients. Selwyn has been able to use the lessons learned
from AIDS to discover the value of his own life as a father, husband, and physician and to perhaps become
another fortunate man.
Kevin Carmichael, MD
Tucson, Ariz

Disorders of Mental Status: Dementia, Encephalopathy,
Coma, Syncope. By Karl EMisulis. 303 pp., illustrated. Wohl/nI,
A/ass, Butterworth-HeinLmann, 1998. $40 (paper). lS'l3N 0-75069988-4.
Many clinical problems in family practice are associated
with changes in mental status. The literature dealing
with these phenomena is problematic, scattered as it is
across a range of diagnostic entities and written largely
from a specialist perspective. I reviewed Misulis' little
volume eagerly, in hopes of emerging with a more coherent and substantial grasp on these disturbances as
they play out among family practice patients. For the
most past, I was not disappointed.
The preface implies that tllis volume is inte11ded for
primary care physicians and consulting neurologists. I
would say that this material is written directly for consulting neurologists and incidentally covers materiel important to primary care physicians-the content is
equally applicable to both, but the emphasis and treatment is more suited to the consultant's agenda. For example, the discussion of the causes of syncope deals with
Shy-Drager disease and mastocytosis, but not the autonomic neuropathy of diabetes mellitus.
In terms of comprehensiveness and depth, this book
falls between a spiral-bound survival manual and a definitive textbook. The material devoted to a particular
presenting complaint or diagnostic entity can be read in
a few minutes. The organization of this material is a
definite strength. The first section deals with cardinal
manifestations of disease-in this case, 75 pages on disturbed mental status and a general approach to the 'patient. I found this section extremely valuable. For the
most part, Dr. Misulis reaches an appropriate level of
specificity. For example, the Mini Mental State Examination is reprinted in its entirety, with suggestions
about when to use it, how to introduce it, how to administer it, how to score it, and how to interpret it, all
in less than 3 pages!-and remember, these are small
pages. The chapters in this section contain diagnostic
flowcharts that have been simplified to three or four
nodes, yet retain sufficient detail to produce diagnoses
most of the time. The accompanying text carries the experience and perspective of a seasoned clinician.
The second section deals with diagnoses that can produce altered mental status, such as stroke, seizures,
trauma, or infection. These chapters are 5 to 20 pages
and are generally reduced to only that material which is
immediately practical and applicable.
The final section deals with general management issues; the chapter on caregiver support alone is worth the
price of the book, containing as it does a wise and balanced treatment of how to talk to and work with families
of patients with devastating diseases.
For all these considerable strengths, this book contains some maddening weaknesses. Most fall into three
categories: presumption of neurologic knowledge
(\\'hat is pronator drift, and how do I test for it? \Vhat
is bulbar motor dysfunction, and how do I test for it?),
reference to material that is not to be found (We are
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syndrome, the use of inhaled DNA-ase in cystic fibrosis treatment, and the addition of F and G to the hepatitis alphabet. Some omissions were mention of
"flesh eating bacteria" in the section on streptococcal
infection, the use of therapeutic erythropoietin, discussion of recent concerns about the increasing bacterial
resistance, and the controversial issues surrounding the
diagnosis of Lyme disease and treatment of exposed
persons. The current updates of selected references in
almost every section provide the reader an opportunity
to find recent review articles on most topics. This edition must certainly be considered an update, not a revision, and owners of the previous edition will find little
reason for purchasing the newer volume.
As with previous editions, the editors have done a
good job of accomplishing their goals of selecting the
most important aspects of pediatric medicine and presenting them in a style and length that are readable and
clinically relevant. The book is intended for students;
those needing more depth, broader scope, or more detailed references will require the full textbook.
LelandJ.Davis,MD
Santa Rosa, Calif
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