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Sleepless in Methuen
Lawyers Concerned for Lawyers

Q: I have just about managed my ca-
reer (intellectual property law) and 

home life (now including two wonderful 
but demanding young kids) over the de-
cade or so since I was admitted to the bar. I 
can be a driven person, who needs to have 
things “under control,” but my approach 
to life was more or less working, until I 
recently separated with my husband be-
cause of his drinking. Now I barely sleep, 
not only because of the kids and things I 
have to get done for work, but because I 
can’t stop thinking about how my life is 
changing, how my ex and I will manage 
as co-parents, my disappointment that I 
was not important enough to him to make 
more of an effort, etc. I’ve been cranky 
around friends and coworkers, and almost 
feel ready for a nervous breakdown. I’ve 
also made two significant (but fortunately 
reversible) errors on key documents in the 
past week. 

A: Despite decades of predictions 
that technology would bring us 

lives of leisure, the trend seems to have 
been the opposite — we expect more of 
ourselves, and have less and less time for 
basic needs, like sleep. In fact, the trend 
toward decreased sleep dates back to the 
advent of the light bulb (not at all surpris-
ing, when you think about it). And more 
than in the past, when we face crises in 
our home lives we often have to juggle 
them alongside consider career pressure. 
So it is not hard to understand your sus-
ceptibility to insomnia.

Yet a decent amount of sleep is crucial 
for healthy functioning, and your sleep 
deprivation absolutely is at least one fac-
tor contributing to your irritability and 
cognitive inefficiency. The more sleep a 
person loses, the more susceptible she is 
to depression, memory impairment, pain, 
immune deficiency, accidents and even 
psychosis (which can include hallucina-
tions or delusions) — compounding the 
problems you were already facing. It is 
definitely worth doing something about 
your sleep deprivation, but what?

Psychotherapy/counseling: If you 
are not already talking to someone with 
whom you can be completely open about 
the strains you face, this would be our first 
recommendation, and although it probably 

won’t make you sleep like a baby, there is 
a good chance you’ll feel some relief and 
be better able to unwind.

Lifestyle changes: These may include 
(a) using the bed only for sleep; (b) getting 
exercise about four hours before bedtime; 
(c) employing relaxation techniques; and/
or (d) using cognitive strategies to help in-
terrupt or turn down the volume on those 
ruminations that keep your mind cranking.

Medication: If the above approaches 
are not enough, there are of course medi-
cations that aid sleep. Before moving to 
the most potent ones (since they also can, 
for some people, cause problematic side 
effects or become addictive), you could 
start by trying melatonin or over-the-
counter sleep aids (which are essentially 
drowsiness-inducing antihistamines). Tra-
zodone is a commonly doctor-prescribed 
medication that is non-addictive, but for 
some it induces a degree of grogginess that 
might either stay with you in the morning 
or prevent you but being sufficiently re-
sponsive to the kids at night (so the best 
way to give it an initial try would be when 
a friend or relative is staying over). It is 
also possible that you might benefit from 
an antidepressant (not only with regard to 
sleep but other symptoms such as tearful-
ness, decreased concentration, decreased 
ability to enjoy your interactions with the 
kids, etc.). Those take longer to work, but 
can be considered, perhaps after trying the 
other measures we have already discussed.

If you could use input or assistance 
in finding resources for any of the above 
(including the huge issue of alcoholism in 
the family, on which we have not focused 
in this answer), feel free to confer with 
any LCL clinician — that’s what we’re 
here for. ■

Questions quoted are either actual 
letters/emails or paraphrased and dis-
guised concerns expressed by individu-
als seeking assistance from Lawyers 
Concerned for Lawyers. Questions for 
LCL may be mailed to LCL, 31 Milk St., 
Suite 810, Boston, MA 02109; emailed 
to email@lclma.org or called in to (617) 
482-9600. LCL’s licensed clinicians will 
respond in confidence. Visit LCL online at 
www.lclma.org.

Jurisdiction Act.
Among the issues sure to surface be-

fore the Judiciary Committee this session 
is compensation increases for criminal 
justice attorneys, which have long been 
supported by the Massachusetts Bar Asso-
ciation, most recently in the report “Doing 
Right by Those Who Labor for Justice.” A 
commission appointed by former Gov. De-
val L. Patrick following the MBA’s report, 
also recommended increases. MBA Presi-
dent Marsha Kazarosian served on that 
commission. (See related story, page 3.) 

Mandatory minimum sentences are 
sure to be on the radar this session. Baker 
has previously indicated his support for 
the repeal of mandatory minimum sen-
tences for nonviolent drug offenders. 
Rosenberg has discussed the need to 
provide treatment over incarceration for 
substance and mental health problems 
opening the door for discussion of the 
repeal of mandatory minimums, which is 
supported by the MBA.

Sen. William Brownsberger (D-Bel-

mont) was reappointed by Rosenberg 
to helm the Judiciary Committee on the 
Senate side. This will be Brownsberger’s 
first full session as chair. He was appoint-
ed last spring when then-Chairwoman 
Katherine Clark was elected to the U.S. 
House of Representatives.

At press time, the House had not 
appointed a chair. Following longtime 
Chairman Eugene L. O’Flaherty’s move 
to the administration of Mayor Martin J. 
Walsh, where he serves as corporation 
counsel, the House side had been led by 
Vice Chairman Christopher Markey (D-
Dartmouth).

Over the coming months the Judicia-
ry Committee, as well as the other joint 
standing committees, will begin holding 
public hearings on the over 5,000 bills 
currently pending. The Legislature op-
erates in a biennial session. Formal ses-
sions for the first part of the session will 
conclude on Nov. 19, 2015. Everything 
pending at that time will carry over to the 
next year, with formal sessions conclud-
ing for the second part of the session on 
July 1, 2016. ■
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