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We all woke up to the news this morning that the President, First Lady, White House Aides and 

members of Congress have tested positive for coronavirus and some are experiencing symptoms 

of COVID-19. I wish them all well and a complete recovery. The situation is a good reminder 

that anyone can get this virus (setting aside the White House refusal to wear masks and stay out 

of crowds) and that the virus is still in the world’s population and will not disappear. We know 

how to be careful. And we all should continue to be careful. 
  
We missed my favorite “holiday” last month (well, maybe my second favorite; Thanksgiving is 

my favorite). National Ampersand Day was September 8. Why do I like National Ampersand 

Day? First, if you don’t recognize the word, the ampersand is this character: “&”. We use it as a 

way to say “and” as in Johnson & Johnson, for instance. 
  
But here’s the reason I think it’s important to think about the ampersand. We can hold two, 

sometimes contradictory, ideas as valid at the same time. This is not only true in culture and 

politics. It’s also true in medicine and science (this is sometimes why we run experiments). And 

it’s also true in organizations (on teams) as well as in close relationships (well, maybe not with 

kids, but go ahead and proceed as if…maybe your kids are exceptional). It’s a way to keep a 

conversation going, to learn better and more. Instead of laying out opinions as the only truths, 

instead of saying “yes, but,” we can say “yes, and.” Two things can seem irreconcilable but both 

can sometimes be true at the same time. Or maybe conducting discussions (when differences are 

apparent) with an ampersand can lead to better decisions, compromises, or at least to 

understanding the other person. And from that understanding, we can move past seeming 

impasses. Hold these thoughts, please. 
  
On my way into work Thursday morning I had a near accident at an intersection. You know how when 
you approach a traffic light and it’s yellow and you go through it just as it’s turning red? We all do this, 
I’m sure, lots of times without accident. Well, Thursday morning a car approaching a light that was 
turning red picked up speed through the intersection just as I was turning left into his/her path. My 
brakes worked, the pickup truck behind me swerved and braked, and the car running the light also 
swerved and made it through. I’m sure my heart rate was through the roof. Someone told me this was 
my stress test for the day. Anyway, once I calmed, I couldn’t help thinking about the number of times I 
saw a light turn yellow and, without thinking, went through without incident. Almost every time it works 
out well so I don’t think about it much. (Remember how good the turkeys feel until Thanksgiving…). 



Having an accident in this situation is such a low frequency event for most of us we don’t consider what 
to do. We’re on autopilot. And that works until it doesn’t. Stay aware in those intersections. 
  
One other example: most people who have a glass of wine or a beer or two at dinner don’t consider 
ourselves drunk. We might get in the car to drive home. And most of the time we don’t get in an 
accident. We make it home without harm to ourselves or others. Until…. 
  
Here’s the point I’m trying to make. We’re in that situation now with COVID-19. Since most of us are not 
infected (and maybe we don’t even know someone who is or was infected), we may be tempted to get 
lax about gatherings, traveling, wearing our masks, etc. We see other medical groups bringing in more 
and more patients to in-person visits to “get back to normal.” But maybe there is no “normal” until we 
have a vaccine and enough of us get vaccinated (“vaccines don’t save lives; vaccination saves lives”). 
  
So as we approach what Steve called the “high risk season” (colder weather driving us indoors in 
enclosed spaces, windows closed, maybe not the best air flow for long periods of time while the virus is 
with us), we see two necessities: keep slowing transmission of the virus AND provide necessary services 
in volumes that move us toward “normal.” I’m sure this is true in your homes and personal lives too. You 
want to keep safe AND you want to enjoy your loved ones and friends. Let’s try to find reasonable paths 
to do both, as possible. 
  
Maybe the most famous person in the world getting infected will help us all keep thinking that the virus 
is here AND we have to make good decisions. Read this: 
  
https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/29/health/how-to-stay-safe-covid-fall-autumn-wellness-
trnd/index.html 
  
And this may help with perspective also: 
 
https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/30/health/back-to-normal-bias-wellness/index.html 
  
  
National and State 
  
Half the states are experiencing increased cases and hospitalizations. The national death toll is now 
208,000. 
  
In our state, Boston and Springfield are now “red zones” meaning that DPH sees statistical increases of 
concern. The case positivity rate for the State of Massachusetts as of 9/30/20 (14 day rolling average) 
was 0.87% (still pretty low). However, yesterday that rate rose to 1.1% causing some localities to hold on 
or role back reopening plans. It’s too soon to know if this trend will continue but the fall is here, the 
weather is changing, and we’ll all have to be more careful. 
  
At VMG 
  
Since we are now doing COVID testing, we can report on our own small sample of test results. The Valley 
Medical Group rate for all patient tests completed the week ending 9/23/20 was 0.52%. We’re not sure 
what to make of that because the numbers of people tested are still relatively small but at least it’s not 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/29/health/how-to-stay-safe-covid-fall-autumn-wellness-trnd/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/29/health/how-to-stay-safe-covid-fall-autumn-wellness-trnd/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/30/health/back-to-normal-bias-wellness/index.html


higher than the state. We are monitoring our own test results as well as the state and regional averages 
to make judgments about our own plans to continue bringing in more patients. 
  
Flu clinics are in process and the plan is to continue to roll out more messaging and clinics as we get 
more vaccine. We’ll be updating employees about getting vaccinated in the next few days. 
  
The storm Tuesday blew down our tent in Easthampton (again). Thanks to all the staff who worked on 
getting operations back up and running as the weather threw us a curve ball (I do wish we could just talk 
baseball – normality envy). 
  
From the Concert in Central Park, 1991…We need bridges, ampersands, friends. 
  
https://www.simonandgarfunkel.com/video/simon-garfunkel-bridge-troubled-water-concert-central-
park/ 
  
  
Please stay safe and well. Please continue to do what works: 
  

         Please wash your hands (often), 

         Don’t’ touch your face, 

         Maintain social/physical distancing (it works), and avoid large gatherings and 
crowds 

         Definitely wear a mask (it is not a political statement; it’s a public health good), 
(and for those patients and others who wear their masks without covering their 
mouth and nose, help them understand that both are necessary) 

         Don’t come to work if you fell sick, 

         Continue to be in touch with and take care of each other, and help to educate 
everyone. 

  
Have a great weekend. 
  
  
Joel 
Be patient; be mindful 
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