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People with sexually transmitted infections (
STIs ) are , not surprisingly , stressed and anxious .

 


British clinics dealing with patients who
think they might have caught an STI or actually have one , are
called Genito-Urinary-Medicine ( GUM ) clinics , and treat patients
confidentially , sensitively , and non-judgmentally .

 


These true stories of patients attending such
clinics are variably humorous or tragic , poignant or memorable .
Others are simply odd .

 


The telling of these emotive tales is not
intended to pander to voyeuristic leanings ; rather , I hope they
instruct as well as entertain .

 


It’s sad but true ,
that what is after all normal human behaviour -- indeed a basic
biologic urge -- can result in an outcome that can attract
stigmatization . I hope this work will help attenuate this stigma ,
indeed engender feelings of sympathy or even empathy for victims of
STIs .

 


For obvious reasons , the real names of
people and places are not revealed .

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The company director , Chlamydia , and
obstinacy

 


 


 


 


It was a warm September day in the first year
of the new Millennium and I reflected that the colours - the browns
, yellows , and orange-reds in trees and shrubbery around me - were
warm too . It was only 11:30 when I returned to the building that
housed our Clinic in the grounds of the Millham General Hospital (
MGH ) and took my chair behind the large ugly desk in the
consulting room .

 


The morning Clinic had finished surprisingly
early , and looking forward to an early lunch after some fairly
routine paperwork , I picked up the dictaphone to quickly finish a
few letters .

 


But just before I could begin dictation ,
there was a tentative knock on the door . “ Come in ,” I said .

 


It was Sister Judith , frowning . “ Shai , I’m afraid this
patient has just walked into Clinic, complaining of abdominal pain
.”

 


“ Okay , lets see what’s the matter .”

 


“ But there’s
something you need to know .” She sat
down .

 


“ Yeah ? ”

 


“ She’s demanding
treatment without tests or physical examination ! ”

 


“ Did you have time to discuss the various
issues that could arise from such a request ? ”

 


“ Yes , including the possibility that we
might refuse to treat her . In fact , just before coming to us ,
she attended A & E ( Accident and Emergency ) where they wasted
no time telling her to piss off .”

 


“ All right Judith , send her in .”

 


Awaiting the patient , I glanced at the file
that Sister had handed me . Company Director , it informed me , age
forty-nine . Puzzling . I wondered how someone apparently this
mature , and presumably educated , could be so unreasonable . But
don’t be judgmental , Shaila , I reminded
myself .

 


 


 


 


*****************

 


 


 


 


Putting up my feet , I sighed , took a few
deep breaths . At this stage of my career I was relatively content
with my lot .Years ago I’d passed the
stringent qualifying examinations ( the Royal Colleges are mean and
tough : two of their more pleasant traits ) and at last scored my
goal - to be an NHS Consultant .

 


No apologies for a little trumpet blowing :
it was a more uphill task for me than for some others , perhaps ;
because I’m a British Indian and because
I’m a female .

 


This brief locum spell at the MGH was
bringing in the money we needed for Vikki’s ( our son’s ) private
school et cetera et cetera . The workload was acceptable and the
pay handsome .

 


 


 


*********************

 


 


 


I snapped out of my reverie when Sister got
Mrs. A-J into the consulting room and closed the door behind her .
I stood , grabbed a chair and seated the lady . “ G’morning , Mrs.
Allason-Jones , I’m Dr. Silva . How can I
help you ? ” We shook hands .

Attractive and well dressed . She reached
into her handbag and pushed forward a couple of sheets of paper .
“ This is a download from a prestigious
health website . If you look at the highlighted section , it
describes the treatment for Chlamydia with intravenous antibiotics
for people with my symptoms . I have Chlamydia and so can you admit
me into the Hospital straight away for this intravenous treatment ?
”

 


“ We don’t function
like that , Mrs. Allason-Jones . I’m not
dismissing that you may well need such urgent and aggressive
treatment . But before embarking on any treatment , I need relevant
information . Now I’d like to ask you
some questions if that’s alright . We do
want to help you , you know .”

 


It transpired that while abroad in Europe
about five months ago she had had a brief affair lasting a couple
of weeks , breaking it off when she noticed a vaginal discharge
.The man had denied knowing that he had any kind of Sexually
Transmitted Infection ( STI ) at all . She saw a specialist in
Zurich who had taken genital swabs and informed her that she had
contracted Chlamydia . Having no faith in Conventional Medicine ,
she waited a few days till she returned to the UK and saw her usual
Alternative Medicine doctor , a herbalist
who prescribed a herbal medicine . This didn’t work , so she saw him again , was given another
herbal prescription , to no effect .

 


“ And now I have tummy pain , Doctor , for
the last fortnight or so .”

 


I thought to myself , what wonderful
hypocrisy , so why are you here , could it be because you know the
NHS is probably the best health service in the world ; and want to
claim your National Insurance privilege anyway .

 


I elicited a detailed description of her
lower abdominal pain .

 


This lady was reluctant to be examined or to
have swabs taken and when I pointed out that I really
couldn’t offer her treatment based on her
history alone , she wept .

 


“ What has the NHS come to ,” she sobbed , “ when
people cannot get the treatment they deserve unless they’re forcibly tested or examined ? ”

 


It was useless , my trying to explain to her
that it might be dangerous to her health for us to accede to her
demand without some tests plus physical examination . She was
disconsolate .

 


I put a gentle hand on her shoulder , and
escorted her through the door to Sister’s
room . Seating her , I told her there might be a way to help her
.

 


Sister was in the female examination room
with the auxiliary nurse and I beckoned her back to my consulting
room .

 


“ Judith , this is a tough nut to crack ----
”

 


“ Nut is probably the right word .”

 


I smiled . “
I’ve seated her in your room again . She
broke down unfortunately . I want to offer her treatment , but
conditionally . Have another chat with her , once she’s calmed down . Tell her that if she’s unhappy to have an ugly metal speculum up her
vagina , would she mind a simple blind swab -- bloody hell , she
could take her own sample if she wants ! You know what specimens
anyway . I definitely have to examine her
abdomen though , even if she still refuses tests .

 


“ If she will not comply with even these
concessions , send her away . If she agrees , we’ll treat her . But Judith , please don’t forget to take a written disclaimer from her
after telling her of the risks to her health of refusing
comprehensive tests and physical examination .”

 


“ But Shaila , wouldn’t it be safer - for you , that is - to simply
refuse to treat her ? Just get rid of her . Well within your rights
, too .”

 


“ Yeah , but you know that’s not my style , not the way I work . Thanks a
million for your help .”

 


While Sister busied herself with Mrs.
Allason-Jones , I phoned a very senior and respected colleague and
sought his comments on this difficult patient .

 


“ All ready ,”
Judith called . “ She’s on the couch . You were right . She chose to take
her own swabs . Refused speculum insertion . She’s consented to abdo exam but not an internal
.”

 


When I examined her , she had calmed down and
our subsequent chat back in the consulting room was less
antagonistic .

 


“ I’m glad to say
that all I could find on abdominal examination was a small area of
tenderness , that is , slight pain on pressure .You really
don’t need inpatient treatment . Have you
any questions for me ?”

 


“ Thanks . Feel a bit better now . Sister was
quite kind compared to the A & E staff . What happens now ?
”

 


“ We’ll give you a
two week course of antibiotics and I want to see you in two
weeks’ time . If you have problems , we
can see you earlier ; but please be courteous enough to give us a
ring , rather than just turn up .

 


“ Please finish the entire course of
antibiotics even if you’re much better
quite quickly .

 


“ It’s important
you do attend on that day because we want to test your blood for
three infections .”

 


“ What infections ? ”

 


“ Syphilis , Hepatitis B and HIV .”

 


She was visibly alarmed when she heard those
names .“ Are you saying I’m at risk of them ? ”

 


“ All I’m saying is
that this is what we do , and with good reason . Now I’ll take you through to Sister , for the tablets
.”

 


Having done that , I left , walked to our
allocated Staff apartment , just a couple of minutes within the
Hospital grounds . Sigh of relief ! Little did I know - - - -

 


 


 


 


**************

 


 


 


 


We’d been given the
use of the apartment for five days , the duration of my stint as a
Locum in this Hospital . The Staff Residences at MGH are small but
functional and comfortable . Hungry , I lunched quickly and relaxed
watching television with my husband Krishna .

 


“ Morning Clinic alright ? ” he asked .

 


“ Sort of . Thought I’d be lucky to have an early lunch but there was a
hiccup , got delayed but never mind .”

 


Just then , at about 1: 45 p.m. the BBC
announcer made a “ Breaking News
” interruption --- and our lives changed
forever .

 


We gaped at the scene on screen , smoke
billowing from one of the twin towers of the World Trade Center in
New York . “ The seriousness of the
accident is unknown since it only took place within the last few
minutes or so , but apparently an airplane has crashed into the
North Tower .”

 


It must have been in another two or three
minutes that the same voice said : “
Apparently a tourist was able to catch the accident on his video
camera and we can shortly show viewers .”

 


Silent and uncomprehending , we waited and
soon enough were shown the impact , unclear , but readily
recognisable as some kind of plane hitting the building quite high
up . We watched in amazement as the screen continued to show the
stricken tower , smoke dense and continuous near the top , the
South Tower beside . Alternating occasionally with the two second
clip of the tourist’s video shot of the
impact .

 


“ Surely most people must have escaped
already .”

 


“ I’m sure
you’re right .”

 


Then the unbelievable happened , except that
we had to believe our own eyes ! Surely the Media weren’t playing a macabre trick - it was the eleventh day
of September , not the first of April , for Heaven’s sake !

 


On the right side of the TV screen a plane
appeared , and barely had our subconscious registered this as an
artefact , something incidental , in the background sky perhaps ,
when it disappeared into the other Tower , bang and flash , flame
and smoke , explosion , all in one second .

 


After we’d both
been watching , mouths open , hardly daring to blink for maybe five
minutes , Krishna turned toward me .“ You
know what this is , don’t you ?
”

 


I gasped , snapping out of what felt like a
bad dream .

 


He was shaking my shoulder . “ What a coincidence ,” I
replied . “ How horrid , maybe people
below the impact can escape but what about those above ?
”

 


“You don’t get it ,
do you ? ”

 


“ What do you mean ? ”

 


“ No coincidence . Those were suicide attacks
by fanatics : you know , in the last few years , American targets
in different countries , and now , in America ! Can’t believe it ! ”

 


“ I remember Vikki saying something about his
name , the fanatic’s name the last time
he attacked - he said the name sounded funny . That’s right , he called him bin liner . ”

 


“ Close enough . I think it’s Bin Laden .”

 


We stared at each other , not really
understanding what we were witnessing . How could this happen ? I
stumbled to the kitchen and brought cups of tea to the tea table .
“ Wait a minute , don’t touch your cup yet . Too hot .”

 


Over the next few hours we learnt of the
successful attack on the Pentagon , the unsuccessful one on
Washington , D.C .

 


Holding hands , we wept unashamedly as the
massacre unfolded , live . Fire , smoke ,
black dots ( men in black suits ) jumping from windows , paper
fluttering , the sky darkening on a bright morning .

 


Krishna blurted , “
They ought to clear the ground of people for miles around , you
know .”

 


“ How come ? I’m
sure they’ll put out the fires
.”

 


“ Don’t think so .
Sorry , I meant it would be really difficult . What if the Twin
Towers come down tomorrow ? Poisonous gases , mayhem . Some wise
guy should get everyone far away from there .”

 


“ How can you say things like that ? Towers
coming down ! ”

 


“ Hey , I’m only a
bloody architect , remember ? Only thinking out loud .
Didn’t it occur to you ? ”

 


“ Yes , for a second . Blanked it out as
incredible .”

 


*********************

 


 


 


 


Just over a month later I was back at MGH ,
only a two day Locum spell , but this time I was alone . Mid
morning , things were going well . While looking at a
patient’s file prior to calling him into
the consulting room , I was interrupted by a knock on the door and
Sister Judith came in .

 


“ Remember Mrs. Allason-Jones from last month
- the Chlamydia lady who wanted treatment without examination ?
”

 


“ How could I forget ? ”

 


“ She’s back .
Walked in a few minutes ago , saying she’s in agony .”

 


I frowned . “ Oh
dear . I distinctly remember asking her to phone us first . But I
shouldn’t really be surprised
.”

 


“ She’s in my room
. Do you want me to get her in here ?
”

 


“ Sure . But do me a favour . Can you ask
Matt to see a few of my patients ? ”

 


Dr. Matthew Sims is our Clinical Assistant ,
a lovely guy , knowledgeable , reliable .

 


Sister sat Mrs. Allason-Jones down at my desk
and left .

 


“ What happened ? ” I
asked .

 


The lady did look ashen and haggard and had
her hand pressed to her lower abdomen . “
It’s been quite sudden , about five days
, the pain is awful .”

 


The whole story unfolded slowly .
She’d taken the antibiotics given to her
five weeks ago , but because her pain and discharge had promptly
gone away , she had stopped after seven days , just half the course
. She was fine for another couple of weeks but the pain had then
returned , mild at first . After a couple of days she consulted her
own herbal therapist and took the prescribed treatment - to no
avail . Now the pain was very severe indeed .“ I’m in agony
.”

 


“ Mrs. Jones , I’d
like to examine your tummy , but would be grateful if you could
agree to let my colleague Dr. Sims give his opinion as well ,
he’s a very experienced doctor
.”

 


She assented , and I asked one of our nurses
, Georgina to prep her on the female examination couch and to check
her vital signs .

 


A glance at Nurse’s
entries in the patient’s notes told me
that her pulse rate and blood pressure were normal but she had a
mild fever . Halfway through my palpation of her abdomen , Matt
came in , and as I finished my task he was introduced to her .

 


In the time it took him to see her , I
returned to my seat and made notes in her file . Soon Matt was back
with me .

 


“ Thanks a ton for helping me out here , Matt
, what do you think ? ”

 


“ No problem , Shai , there were just a
couple of simple cases . As for this patient , I’m not at all sure what we’re dealing with here .”

 


“ Me neither .” I
briefly gave him her salient historical data . “ My plan , Matt , is to give her intravenous
treatment , in view of her recent nausea and vomiting , to cover
Pelvic Inflammatory Disease ( PID ) .”

 


“ Shai , I also think she needs a laparoscopy
, urgent .”

 


“ Mind reader ! ” I
pointed at my case notes which showed the same intent .

 


“ Let me know the outcome , Shai .”

 


“ Sure thing , thanks again . ”

 


I discussed this with the patient , who
looked worse if anything , having been examined twice in quick
succession .

 


“ Mrs. Jones , looks like you’re going to get the intravenous antibiotics you
wanted a while ago , after all . The difference being that this
time it seems you do need them .”

 


“ Oh , so you’re
thinking Chlamydia .”

 


“ Both Matt - - Dr.Sims that is , and I think
you may have Pelvic Infection ; however we are also both in
agreement that you need an urgent laparoscopy . This involves
looking directly into your tummy with a flexible telescope like
instrument .”

 


“ Why ? Don’t you
know what’s wrong ? ”

 


“ We are not sure .
That’s why we want a gynaecologist to
peep inside ; if they find something , treatable either medically
or surgically , we can then try and fix it . Hopefully , you will
then make a speedy recovery .”

 


“ Surgery ! Are you saying I need an
operation ? ”

 


“ No , all I’m
saying is that we don’t want to take any
chances with your health , and a laparoscopy would reassure both
yourself and us that there’s nothing
sinister going on .”

 


Reluctantly she agreed , I soon busied myself
arranging her immediate care . Dr. Mal Price is an excellent
colleague and I was confident that she was in capable hands .

 


The rest of the day flew by , and the drive
home to Carvill was unexpectedly long thanks to a traffic jam .
Exhausted , I slept like a log that night .

 


 


*****************

 


 


 


Several days later , there was a brief but
welcome lull in my Clinic at Carvill

and I took the opportunity to ring Sister
Judith at MGH . Luckily she was free and we exchanged pleasantries
.

 


“ Hey . How’s
tricks ? ”

 


“ Bril . How’s you
? ”

 


“ Great . Just a quick word , Jude , wanted
to know how Mrs. Allason-Jones is doing .”

 


“ Oh , she’s just
fine , but she nearly drove Dr. Price mad with her antics
.”

 


Mal happens to be an unflappable kind of guy
, so I listened with more than a little interest at what Sister had
to say .

 


Apparently Mrs. Jones had questioned Dr.
Price at length about the procedure she was to undergo . She had
then informed him that no matter what he saw in her pelvis at
laparoscopy , he must not operate .
She did not believe in surgery , all she
wanted was to know the diagnosis .

 


Once she knew what was wrong , she would
obtain herbal treatment . Dr. Price had tried to explain that many
conditions were actually curable by appropriate surgery , but she
would have none of it . In the end , she had agreed to surgical
intervention in only one specific scenario .

 


That is , if there was an accident during the
laparoscopy itself and a complication ( for example a blood vessel
being cut ) , then she gave permission for lifesaving intervention
. She was adamant that only in these circumstances ( procedural
complications ) would she permit surgery . Dr. Price , like us ,
was very careful to take her signature on a disclaimer statement to
protect his own ass .

 


“ Phew ! So what did they find ? ”

 


“ Just as you and Matt had suspected -
appearances compatible with pelvic infection . The intravenous
antibiotics worked like a treat and she went home in just two days
.”

 


Thanking her , I put down the phone and
thought : “ There’s nowt so queer as folk .”

 


Here was a lady with blinkers firmly in place
, even willing to risk her life rather than take them off . This ,
in spite of being cured by our system of Conventional Medicine . I
do hope she does not suffer in the future
because of her stubbornly held beliefs . Just regret that I
couldn’t bring her around to thinking
more clearly about some conventional concepts of healthcare .

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Crabs and scabs and drips and drabs

 


 


 


 


It was approaching the turn of the millennium
, late 2000 . At Carville Royal Infirmary ( CRI ) , the gang of
inveterate gossipmonger smokers , at the altar of the giant
cylindrical cigarette bin ( courtesy CRI management ) were huddled
together in the cold .

 


Jenni was looking at me . “ Is that a food stain ?”
Pointing at my sleeve . “ Very unusual
for you , Shai , you’re normally so
neatly turned out .”

 


I grimaced . “
Must’ve been when I was packing my lunch
. Mushroom curry . Oof , very hot . Krish makes a wicked dry
mushroom curry . Made me cry . Haven’t
cried in years .”

 


“ You lucky swine . Do you ever cook
?”

 


“ Of course I do ,”
I said indignantly . “ But not very well
. Fair to middling . Of course Krish is an Angel in the kitchen
.”

 


“ Is he also a Devil in bed ?” laughed Louise . The others were smirking and
laughing too . Soon their din would touch danger decibels .

 


“ Shush ,” I said ,
feeling myself blushing . “ Why do your
filthy little minds always drift south of the belly button ? I
would’ve thought we have enough crotches
at work .”

 


“ Talk of crotches ,” said Hillary . Hillary is one of our Charge Nurses
. “ I saw the worst case of crotch rot in
years just the other day . The swelling and the redness and the pus
and the sores were awful but the worst thing was the smell .You
won’t believe this but the patient
actually asked me if I thought there was a risk of it dropping off
.”

 


“ You’re putting us
off our lunch !”

 


“ Sorry . Talk of food , I had the most
amazing lamb biriyani yesterday .”

 


“ Can you do biriyani , Shai ?” asked Jenni .

 


“ Easy peasy ,” I
said . “ But I’m reminded of the best chicken curry I have ever
tasted --- excepting of course , Krish’s
.”

 


“ Where ? Here in Carvill ?”

 


“ No . On holiday in India would you believe
. We went climbing up to this fortress on a hilltop near Poona (
now Pune ) . And back down , pleasantly tired .

 


“ Decided we deserved tea before the hour
long drive home . Krish’s sister Devi who
runs a computer business in Poona decided a takeaway was a good
idea .

 


“ We asked the waitress for chicken curry but
she said it would be at least a half hour . So we waited . It was
an open air joint , rustic and quaint . Vikki and I wandered around
to one side of the restaurateur’s house ,
just aimless meandering .

 


“ There we saw many chickens running around
in the open , pecking at the ground . Then we saw this woman come
from the back of the house , chasing a chicken . The one she chased
got away , but she made a lightning grab for another one and it was
curtains for that one , then .

 


“ There was hearty laughter when we told the
others . No wonder the waitress said half an hour . That night we
had what I thought was the best .”

 


“ Well , you can’t
get fresher than that .”

 


“ Vikki was a bit squeamish , having seen the
chicken alive and kicking , literally , just before . But once he
tasted it , no stopping him .”

“ We must have some of Krish’s curry soon ,” called
Hillary’s voice as I was about to
re-enter Clinic .

 


“ That’s a promise
.”

 


 


 


 


*********************

 


 


 


 


The fifteen year old boy Robert was tall for
his age but had a cute round baby face . He was accompanied by his
mother who appeared tense .

 


There was a niggling worry in my head .
Sometimes the parent-child situation like this one can make for a
rough time for all three of us . Occasionally , even the finesse
and the intuition and the years of experience can fail in the face
of anger and embarrassment . I braced myself .

 


“ Good Afternoon , Mrs. Philpot . And how are
you , Robert ? I’m Dr. Silva .”

 


“ Good Afternoon . Can you tell us why we are
here ?” spake Mum .

 


“ Let me check . Did your Doctor do a little
note of referral to us ?” I dug around in
his case notes . “ Yes , here it is
.” I had found it tucked away in the
little pocket in the back of the notes .

 


I was barely able to decipher the handwriting
. It was from a chap I’d briefly trained
last year , Dr. Eccles . Itchy pubis and groins two weeks , it said
. Maybe scabies -- unsure .

 


“ You saw Dr. Eccles ,” I said . “ What did he
think , did he say ?”

 


Mum replied on her son’s behalf . “ He
wasn’t sure whether it was scabies or not
. But why didn’t he treat it ? Why send
us here ? This is a VD Clinic .”

 


“ He didn’t treat
because he wasn’t sure . He must have
been concerned that if the wrong treatment was given , Robert might
suffer for longer . He knows me from having a training update with
me last year and has sent Robert for another opinion . Is that
alright with you , Robert ?” I smiled at
him . “ If you prefer to see a male
doctor , I can try and fix that up for you . We do try to give
people a choice .”

 


But Mum wouldn’t
let go . She was getting more and more irate by the minute .
“ Doctor , you haven’t answered me . Why the VD Clinic ?”

 


My patience is profound , but was being
tested . “ Mrs Philpot , this is a
Department that deals with venereal as well as non sexually
transmitted conditions . Many of our patients have ordinary
non-venereal conditions . So Robert being treated here is perfectly
normal .”

 


With difficulty , she seemed to compose
herself . “ Robby , do you want to see a
male doctor ?”

 


He had looked at me but looked away now .
“ I can see a male doctor .” I smiled at him again . “ That’s quite alright ,
Robert , just fine . Please wait here .”

 


I went to fetch Dr. Dodds . There was a
slight wait as he was with a patient .

 


“ Hi , Don .” I
explained the situation and offered to see one or two of his
patients . “ No need ,” he said cheerfully . “ I
’ve just finished .”

 


Introducing him to the couple , I said :
“ I’ll be in
the staff room if you need me , Don .”

 


Sipping warm water with my feet up , I heaved
a sigh of relief . Mrs. Philpot’s kind of
frustration is quite common . Patients want instant solutions ;
they are almost by definition anxious ; being ping-ponged from
place to place and /or from person to person is annoying and
unpleasant ; combine this and other factors with the “ stigma ” of attending a
certain kind of clinic .

 


You have here a recipe for a confrontational
situation which can turn nasty , including violence . Compared with
some other Departments we are lucky ; still I had been tense , and
just a few minutes ago wondering how to react if the lady had
lashed out . Relieved now that the problem was apparently defused
.

 


But not for long .

 


Don came along shaking his head ruefully
.

 


“ Couldn’t tell
what it is . You better have a look .”

 


“ Did the lad agree ? He’s probably shy .”

 


“ I particularly asked him . He said alright
. But you’re right , he’s shy , kept his underwear on , did not want to
expose his bits .”

 


“ Great . Do you wanna come along
.”

 


We marched slowly back and I waited while Don
got the boy ready to be re-examined . I went around the screen and
had a close look .

 


Lots of scratch marks , scattered scabs ---
that was all . No signs of specific conditions that might give me a
clue about why he was scratching . Things like eczema , dry skin ,
psoriasis , sweat rash , fungal infection , scabies , seborrhoeic
dermatitis , folliculitis , et cetera .

 


To buy time , I got a lamp and a hand lens ,
and used them to magnify features in stronger light .

 


Thus far , I knew neither head nor tail of
the diagnosis ; but peering closely at his groin through the lens ,
I saw two tiny pinhead size oval things stuck to the hair shaft .
Nits ! But I was looking for more .

 


In half a minute , I saw it : not head or
tail , but a brownish black , barely visible square shaped
body stuck to the skin , looking like a
spot or a flat mole or a blemish , barely visible . It wriggled ,
probably irritated by the heat of the lamp .

 


I showed Don , he nodded and left .

 


With Robert dressed and seated , I looked at
one , then the other , and said : “
Robert has pubic lice .”

 


“ What are they ?”

 


“ Similar to head lice you know , like kids
catch from school , but these infest the groin and pubic area
.”

 


Robert : “ Have I
caught it in school , then . Some of the smaller boys in school had
head lice a long time ago .”

 


At last he had spoken on his own initiative .
“ No Robert , not from school
,” I said . “
They are usually caught from having sex with someone , or very
occasionally from clothing or bedding .”

 


Mrs. Philpot was outraged . “ Nonsense . I won’t have
any of this !” And away she stomped
before I could say anything , almost dragging poor Robert along
.

 


I started : “ Wait
, we need to talk ------ ”

 


But she interrupted : “ How dare you ?” and
slammed the door shut .

 


Helpless , I continued Clinic after making
careful entries in Robert’s notes .

 


Later in the day , Louise came up to me and
said that Mrs. Philpot had telephoned the Clinic and spoken to her
.

 


“ We had a chat about crabs , and she asked
me if another opinion was permitted . So I dug out the notes , took
consent , and having seen your entries , explained that she had a
right to an opinion , but it was a waste of time as you had
actually seen the crabs .

 


“ She didn’t seem
to register what I said because she asked which other doctors could
diagnose Robert’s problem . Then I
explained again , slowly , in words of one or two syllables .

 


“ At last it sunk in , and she wants to see
you again .”

 


“ Fine , just fit him into Clinic . The poor
boy is scratching his skin out .”
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That evening the three of us were relaxing ,
watching TV . Supper was a long way off because Krishna had
indulged his great culinary skill . So at tea time we had a special
treat .

 


I wonder how many nationally well known
architects were also capable Indian Cooking master chefs . This
concoction was delectable . Vada is a scrumptious
dish , rice and lentil balls shallow fried . The twist was his own
savoury signature masala and herbs . He deserved
special thanks tonight .

 


The screen showed starving kids in Africa in
the milieu of war , famine , AIDS , and a squizzilion other
problems . I switched the TV off , unable to stomach the suffering
of kids . Adults I can be brave about but the thought of innocent
children suffering drives me bananas .

 


Vikky was annoyed . “ Hey , Mom , I was watching that .”

 


“ Sorry , Sonny , another time . Maybe you
want to play scrabble or Nintendo or something .”

 


“ It’s okay . India
isn’t as horrible as those places , is it
?”

 


“ Yes and no . Some places are bad . But not
as bad as you just saw . You’re older now
, and both times we went to India you saw loadsa poor people ,
didn’t you ?”

 


“ Oh yeeaah , but we had fun too .”

 


“ Wish I had as much fun as you at your age
.”

 


“ Whatsat mean . We went round in a car and
everything .”

 


And everything . He always said that . All
the kids did . “ Vikki , I said
at your age . When I was a kid we were
almost poor if there‘s such a thing as
almost poor . We were happy enough but didn’t have all these comforts .”

 


“ Poor . Poor . You mean like on telly just
now .”

 


Luckily or unluckily Vikki is intelligent ,
and articulate for his age . And unlike some peers , he
doesn’t have the attention span of a
drunken bumblebee .

 


“ No , not like on telly . I said almost poor
which sounds silly . Not starving to death or simply killed off for
reasons you and me don’t understand
.”

 


“ Does almost poor mean the poverty line like
they say on TV ?”

 


“ Yesss . Tell me . How many bedrooms do we
have . And how many toilets .”

 


“ Four bedrooms and ------- er , three
toilets .”

 


“ And a small garden .”

 


“ Yes , but why are you talking about that .
I already know .”

 


“ We were talking about poor people
.” Is it possible Vikki isn’t as clever as I think he is ?

 


“ Oh yeah .”

 


“ When I was your age , we lived in a one
room flat in Bombay .”

 


“ What . A one bedroom flat .”

 


“ No , Sonny , only one room . No bedroom
.”

 


“ Gross .”

 


“ Stop that “ gross
” business . One room , eight people
living in it .”

 


“ Gross ! Eight people in one room and no
bedroom .”

 


“ There was Mom and Dad , that’s two . Then us three kids . Me , your auntie
Vijaya and your uncle Kumar , that’s five
.” Each time I splayed my fingers so he
could keep track . “ Dad’s Ma - Gran , that’s six
. And two “ uncles ” , not Dad’s brothers but
his cousins . That’s six plus two equals
eight . Eight people in one room .”

 


“ Naahh , you’re
joking . What about food , and toilets .”

 


“ No joke , Vikki .” He sensed my sombre mood , was quiet .

 


“ We had a small kitchen , enough for two
people to squat in . And a shower room in the kitchen , a shower
room without a shower .”

 


“ How ’s that
.”

 


“ No shower . Remember a couple of years ago
both showers didn’t work here . We had to
pour water from a bucket over ourselves . That’s what we did . It’s
called ablution .”

 


“ What about the toilet .”

 


“ The toilet was outside the flat in the
backyard . We shared the toilet with neighbours . In the morning ,
there was a queue outside the common toilet . People had little
pails of water to wash their bums after their poo .”

 


He was shocked . “
What about toilet paper , Mom .”

 


I could sense he was panicking . “ None . India was , and still is a poor country and
no one except the rich had toilet paper then .”

 


Now the coup de grace .

 


“ Imagine a small girl or boy in the queue ,
bum-tight . Difficult to talk about the weather or Cricket or
anything with a turtle-head poking out , eh ?”

 


Poor Vikki’s eyes
filled with tears . I held him close .

 


Didn’t mean to
upset you , Sonny .

 


Kids are great . Particularly ours . He was
suddenly quiet . “ Mom , what about a
wee-wee . How could you do that ?”

 


“ Can you guess ?”

 


“ In the shower in the flat .”

 


Yup . He‘s smart
.
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The next morning Mrs. Philpot came in with
her son in tow .

 


I’d mentally
prepared for another unpleasant encounter of the Nt/h kind , so was
surprised that she appeared becalmed . At the previous consult she
had looked ugly with the facial distortion that accompanies
emotional disquiet . She looked nice , and did not fire the
expected salvo .

 


We exchanged G’mornings and sat comfortably , but I tend to err on
the side of paranoia and was alert to nuances that might spell
danger .

 


“ I’m glad
you’re back ,”
I said . “ The longer you wait , the
longer Robert’s horrible itching tortures
him .”

 


“ I’m sorry I lost
my temper , I was shocked and upset about your diagnosis of an STI
.”

 


“ Not to worry . I have a son and I can not
only sympathise , but also empathise with you . If something like
this happened to Vikki I suppose I’d be
pretty upset too .”

 


“ We looked at some websites last night and
non-sexual pubic lice was mentioned .”

 


“ I did mention that yesterday .”

 


“ Did you ? I don’t
remember .”

 


“ That’s entirely
understandable . Quite natural for an upset mind to focus on the
dark side and fail to register every damn detail contextually
.”

 


“ I remember you saying clothes , doctor
,” said Robert . I smiled at him
encouragingly . I liked his face and manner . He should come out of
his shell , I thought . A bit difficult if one is overtly or
otherwise dominated .

 


“I’m sorry . The
online blurb says it isn’t always
venereal . Robert doesn’t have a
girlfriend so that means he got it from clothes , right
?”

 


“ I don’t know .
What’s important is that we kill the lice
with this cream .” I turned to Robert .
“ I can see you in a week or two to make
sure we’re on track . You can come alone
or with Mum .”

 


This was my attempt to try to speak to him
alone , confidentially . The problem is , people lie about sex .
They lie before sex , after sex , and during sex . If I was to
fulfil my duty to Robert , I had to offer tests IF he had had sex .
Mum’s presence may or may not have
affected the truthfulness of his answers to my direct questions
.

 


But we can’t always
have it our way .

 


“ Dr. Silva , I asked you whether he got it
from clothes .” She seemed to be getting
hot under the collar again .

 


“ And I answered you . I said I
don’t know ,” I
said to her as gently as I could . “ Mrs.
Philpot , you’re a mature lady . You know
about doctor - patient communication privacy . One of the duties of
this Clinic is to obtain a patient’s
sexual history , so that we can do the correct tests at the correct
time to detect infections properly .

 


“ That is why I have to now formally ask your
permission to let me talk to Robert alone . May I ?”

 


“ But he’s only
fifteen and I’m his mother . Is it really
any business of yours about someone’s sex
life ?”

 


“ Good question . Yes and no . Yes , we need
to ask so we can offer tests for STIs appropriately . And no , we
can’t force people to divulge things they
do not want to .”

 


The next step would have been for me to ask
Robert whether he wanted to talk to me alone . This would possibly
set Mum on the warpath again .

 


But young Robert came to my timely aid .
Probably fed up of the amicable exchange between us , he spoke out
: “ Dr. Silva , I never had sex
.”

 


I was mighty pleased . I could now wrap this
up quickly , and get on with pending work . Smiling gratefully at
him , I said : “ Thank you , young man .
Now I would like to ask you about something else .”

 


“ But he just told you ,” said Mrs Philpot . Why can’t you keep your ugly snout out of this , I screamed
silently . But I smiled sweetly : “ This
is general questioning .”

 


And turning to Robert : “ Within the last two months , have you had friends
sleep over at yours or did you sleep over at their homes
?”

 


He thought for a bit . “ No .”

 


“ Have you slept anywhere other than at home
?”

 


“ Yes . School trip to France nearly two
months ago , for a week .”

 


“ His school is boys only ,” said Mum . “ They
normally stay in a hostel .”

 


“ Thank you , Mrs. Philpot . Now Robert ,
tell me , were the sheets always clean in those hostels
?”

 


“ Yes , except one , the bed was dirty and
smelly . Two days there but I didn’t
complain .”

 


“ I ’ve seen this
happen before ,” I explained .
“ If someone with crabs , sorry , pubic
lice sleeps in a bed whose sheets aren’t
washed before the next person sleeps in it , infection can spread
that way .”

 


Mrs. Philpot : “ So
it was the bedding after all .”

 


“ Madam , I couldn’t say for sure . All I will say is that it is
likely .”

 


“ So the sexual history as you called it
wasn’t necessary after all .”

 


“ We all have a job to do . I would be
grossly negligent if I didn’t ask the
questions I’m supposed to ask
.”

 


“ Thanks for your help , Dr. Silva . What
next ?”

 


“ Our Specialist Nurse will see Robert and
issue the prescribed anti louse cream . I’ll see Robert in a couple of weeks , just in case
the cream isn’t working as well as it
should .”

 


I studiously avoided the topic of drug
resistant lice , fearing it might lead to more time wasting aimless
chatter .

 


I passed them on to the Specialist Nurse ,
having first discreetly warned her to tread cautiously .

 


Robert was quickly cured , bless him .

 


But about a month later , I was surprised ,
but not so surprised , to find that Mrs. Philpot had attended
Clinic for a checkup , because she had been unfaithful to her
husband .
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That morning , after I had treated Robert ,
Clinic was really busy , Mrs. Philpot’s
theatricals had infringed seriously into other patients’ time . So I was relieved to have no medical
students to teach .

 


I love teaching , but it invariably slows
things down , especially if the student is ignorant or not very
bright .

 


No break this morning , I thought as I worked
through the list . Again , luckily , all the patients had
straightforward problems and I whizzed through and actually caught
up with appointment times .

 


The last but one patient was in his early
forties , pleasant enough but looking rather worried .

 


“ Mr. Benton , what can I do for you , sir
?”

 


“ I have this whitish patch down there . Been
there about three years .”

 


“ Is it itchy or painful , is it getting
bigger ?”

 


“ None of that . D’you think it could be cancer ?”

 


Aha ! There it was , no wonder the worried
look . “ Don’t
worry , it doesn’t sound like it , though
, to be fair , I haven’t examined you yet
. Any other health problems ?”

 


“ No .”

 


“ So you’re not on
tratment for anything at all , tablets , creams , inhalers
?”

 


“ Oh yes , I’m
taking these tablets for my bladder problem .”

 


Sometimes you have to tease the information
out of patients with leading questions , or else you can miss
important stuff .

 


“ What bladder problem . And how long have
you suffered with this ?”

 


“ About ten or eleven years . At night , I
have to go and pass urine four or five times . No pain or anything
, but it’s a bloody nuisance , not just
me , the wife wakes up each time .”

 


“ Did your own doctor do tests ?”

 


“ Loads and loads of different urine tests .
A scan of my testicles .”

 


“ Any other tests or did you see a specialist
?”

 


“ Yeah , where they inject a dye into your
vein and look at your kidneys with an x-ray . And I saw this
specialist who put his finger up my arse and even shoved this magic
eye thingy up my penis to look at my bladder . Nothing showed up
.”

 


He shivered at the memory .

 


“ Come through with me . I’ll have a look and take the tests .”

 


Back in the consulting room after the swab
tests , I told him : “ That white spot on
your shaft is called vitiligo . It’s not
cancer .”

 


“ This website said something called
pre-cancer .”

 


“ That is a different disease which can look
similar , just forget the C word .”

 


Visible relief . “
What next , doc .”

 


“ Blood tests next door . Meanwhile ,
remember I showed you the little glass slide with some moisture
from your urethra . I’ll study that under
the microscope and tell you what I found . So wait outside ,
I’ll call you later .”

 


I was very happy with this chap . No bull ,
quick , easy .

 


The last patient was a thin guy in his mid
twenties . I introduced myself .

 


“ How can I help you , Mr. Chapple
?”

 


“ I thought I was seeing a white doctor
.”

 


I was shocked , but pulled myself together
pretty quickly .

 


Wanting no further development to this
situation , and to avoid future hassles , I walked to the door ,
opened it , and waved my arm .

 


“ Please go back to reception and book
another appointment .”

 


He looked confused . “ What do I say to them ?”

 


“ Your call , Mr. Chapple .” I stared at his face . If the police needed a
photo-fit at some point in the future , I’d make no mistake .

 


I joined the smoking crowd , cup in hand . It
was nice and warm outside , strange for September . Michael was
rendering his usual tall stories . Mike is our senior most Charge
Nurse . I love his style . He garnishes his “ incidents ” and makes
the mundane sound hilarious . He’s
crudely bombastic and coarsely loquacious .

 


“ So there I was , supposed to take swab
specimens from this gay bloke because Dr. Dodds was overrun , you
know how slow he is .”

 


He caught sight of me , grabbed my elbow .
“ Not like this little filly here .
You’re fast aren’t you , me darlin’ , very
fast .”

 


“ Fast but not loose ,” I said .

 


He let go my arm , and said with mock shock :
“ Didn’t mean
that . But where was I . Yes , he was lying there , exposed , I
turned around to get the swabs , only a minute to make sure
everything was just so .

 


“ I turned back around , and the patient had
this massive erection . I said nothing , just did the swabs really
quickly . You can guess what the pain of the swabbing did . He
deflated before you could say Robinson Crusoe .”

 


Everyone was shaking with mirth .

 


“ What a whopper . What a plonker . A
whopping plonker ,” he continued .
“ He had the good grace to apologise . I
said no problem mate , I’m used to this .
I’m flattered . My lovely arse attracts
both sexes , all ages .

 


“ He’s got a good
sense of humour , this lad . He laughed out loud . Broke the ice
.”

 


I went to the side-lab to read Mr.
Benton’s slide . One of the junior nurses
had already focussed it , and sitting on the little stool I looked
down the eyepiece . In seconds I saw the clumps of pus cells
indicating infection .

 


Reseated in the consult room with him , I
said : “ Two things . One , your skin
problem called vitiligo . If you are a computer buff , get online
info , we do not have leaflets about it . See your doctor , he may
refer you to a skin specialist .

 


“ Two , that urethral moisture isn’t normal . That glass slide , remember .
It’s infection , we call it urethritis .
It may be the cause of your frequent peeing but I can’t be sure .

 


“ We’ll treat you
and your wife .”

 


“ Why ? Bladder problem got
something to do with my wife ? Her bladder’s all right .”

 


I repeated patiently : “ Mr. Benton , the infection is not in your bladder
, it’s in your urethra . The leaflet will
explain .”

 


In fact , he was cured of his frequency . How
crazy can this be ?

 


Over a decade of suffering . Sleepless nights
times two . Many , many thousands of pounds worth of medication and
tests . All for want of a few pounds worth of tests and antibiotics
. Talk of horseshoes and battles .

 


Later that day , the grapevine gossip was
that the patient who wanted to see a white doctor had tried to
justify his request . Apparently the last few coloured doctors or
nurses that he’d seen had such thick
accents that he couldn’t understand them
.
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It was a day of interesting encounters .

 


Strange how monotonous days or weeks go by ,
unexciting drudgery . Then a flurry of incidents , or interesting
cases , or more rarely , a humdinger .

 


That afternoon saw yet another surprise . For
me , at least . Maybe my upbringing had been too cloistered .

 


“ Mr. Parris ,” I
called . The man got up from his waiting room chair and followed me
into the consult room .

 


Seated , for the first time I noticed the
thin white dog collar . A clergyman ! A quick glance at his notes .
Occupation : Priest . He was in his late forties , but looked
younger . Round face , rotund figure .

 


“ Good afternoon , Father ,” I said . “
What’s the problem ?”

 


“ Good afternoon , Dr. Silva .” He had a quizzical look . “ I think I’ve caught
gonorrhoea .”

 


I gave him a quizzical look . Quizzical looks
all round .

 


“ Go on .”

 


“ Three days ago I noticed yellowy pus
discharge , with slight stinging .”

 


This sounded like it could be gonorrhoea .
Usually though , they don’t say slight
stinging , they say pissing razor blades .

 


“ Let’s take the
tests , Father , come with me .”

 


He followed me into the examination room and
I took his swab tests . Yellow green pus was dribbling out of his
urethra in slow motion . A cloth he had tucked into his underpants
was soaked .

 


“ Father , you are probably right . In about
five minutes we should have a tentative , also called presumptive
diagnosis of gonorrhoea .

 


“ We are able to do this by microscopy of the
pus you saw me plate onto a glass slide . We do that in the
side-lab next door .

 


“ The treatment is a tablet of ciprofloxacin
which should cure it . I’ll see you in
ten to fourteen days for a test of cure .

 


“ Have you any doubts , questions
.”

 


“ Yes .” He was
smiling . “ Why do you address me Father
? Are you a Catholic ?”

 


I smiled too . “ No
, Father , I was born into a Buddhist family . I’m not a practising Buddhist though . But I went to
Convent Schools in India for -------- er , fifteen years .

 


“ So it’s like a
knee jerk reaction to address you Father . It was all I could do to
keep from genuflecting . But if you have deep philosophical
objections , I will stop calling you Father .

 


“ No misunderstandings , only understanding .
No offence ?”

 


Now he laughed . “
As you like , Dr. Silva . I must say , you are a refreshing change
.

 


“ I’ve had such
problems before , no one has behaved like you .”

 


“ Thanks . How did you get this ?”

 


“ I met my ex-boyfriend last weekend and was
weak .”

 


I didn’t bat an
eyelid . “ You need to tell him tonight .
You know the danger , don’t you
.”

 


“ What danger , Dr. Silva ? You said one
tablet cures it .”

 


“ I won’t bore you
to death with the gory details . Just as illustration , last month
a man had open heart surgery for gonorrhoeal heart valve infection
.”

 


“ Oh !” He was
taken aback . “ I’ll tell him . I didn’t
know .”

 


“ And you must see me
in two weeks or less . Now that I’ve
frightened the living nightmares out of you , will you forgive me
?”

 


Broad grin . “
Thank you and good night , Dr. Silva .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Ignorance , arrogance , and patient harm

 


 


 


 


Teaching is not only part of my job ,
it’s almost a passion . Like other
seniors I teach a wide cohort of people from medical students and
nurses , to Registrars and Senior Registrars , experienced doctors
about to seek promotion , Specialist Nurses and Practice Nurses ,
Social Workers , A&E staff and Community Drugs Teams .

 


Today was a relief because the trainees were
a small bunch of six final year medical students to receive
unstructured teaching for an hour before the start of Clinic .

 


I do occasionally suffer from stage fright
and have to take a beta-blocker to slow down my heart , but
that’s for formal lectures to bigger
audiences . This , today , is relaxed and more down to earth , all
of us sitting in a circle in the small training room which also
doubles as a Staff room in our GUM Department in Carvill .

 


After about twenty-five minutes of intensive
teaching , I sensed they were losing concentration and so I changed
direction . “ Right , let’s take a break , just a couple of minutes , you can
sip tea during the rest of this session if you wish . Let your hair
down . No more formal teaching this session , we’ll just do a little brainstorming , it
doesn’t even have to be our Specialty ,
could be general stuff .”

 


People generally cannot concentrate for more
than half an hour at a time . Visibly brightening , they regrouped
with their steaming cups .

 


“ You’ve all sat in
on Clinics . Any problems ? Queries ? ”

 


One of them said : “ It was embarrassing when the patient was someone I
knew ---- another student , not a medical student .”

 


“ Mutually embarrassing , I’m sure . Did you leave the room ? ”

 


“ Yes .”

 


“ What should one do , if anything ? Any of
you may comment , if you want .”

 


“ I suppose when I next saw them alone , I
would reassure him or her about confidentiality ,” said another .

 


“ I agree , ” I
said . “ Though the doctor who saw your
friend would also have done so .”

 


“ In my clinic session , I couldn’t understand why the doctor asked several patients
about sex in the previous three months ,”
said another student .

 


“ Would any of you respond ? ” I asked the others .

 


“ Blood tests for syphilis , HIV and
Hepatitis B can take three months to become positive .”

 


“ Correct . I‘m
sorry your trainer didn‘t mention that .
It’s possible he thought he had . If
something puzzles any of you , it’s
better to seek clarification . No one’s
going to laugh at you for asking questions .

 


“ Now let’s do
something new .You’ve met many doctors
over the years , can you say what attributes you found repugnant ?
”

 


“ Rudeness .”

 


“ Ignorance .”

 


“ Not listening to patients .”

 


“ Condescending .”

 


“ Doesn’t want to
teach .”

 


“ Would someone like to give an example of an
undesirable trait that actually caused harm or might well have done
. No names please .”

 


A pause while they tapped their memories .
Finally , one of them , a young Afro-Carribbean lady spoke up .
Just under five feet in height , and very pretty , she’d been nicknamed “ Tiny
Tina ” by our nurses . “ Yes , Tina , do you recall an incident ?
”

 


“ There was a middle aged lady admitted to
the ward who was seen by this doctor on his rounds . She had a
cardiac dysrhythmia . The SHO ( Senior House Officer ) described
her main details to this Consultant , and mentioned at the end that
she was the wife of one of the senior doctors in the hospital . The
Consultant did not bother to ask which doctor’s wife she was .”

 


“ Do all of you think that strange
,” I enquired . They all nodded .

 


“ I think so too . We should treat all
patients alike , but when such a relationship is mentioned out loud
, it would seem to be polite to ask whose wife she is . Is that it
, Tina ? ”

 


“ No , there’s more
. This chap prescribed anti-arrhythmic medication . Two days later
she was readmitted , had worsened . I happened to be on the ward
round again , and this time she was seen by a cardiologist . It
turned out that she was on the wrong drugs . You see , the previous
chap was an endocrinologist .”

 


I said : “
Hadn’t the first guy referred the lady on
to the cardiologist ? ”

 


“ Apparently not . Anyway , she’s well now .”

 


“ It’s good to be
able to say that . But that’s the luck of
the draw . She might not have been so lucky and suffered badly ,
don’t you think ? ”

 


“ Yes . So I think this represents
potentially dangerous ignorance .”

 


I paused . “ Tina ,
if you take a closer look at this incident , you might conclude
it’s more than just ignorance . This man
probably knows his stuff when it comes to diabetes and other
endocrine probs . But surely he knew he had become rusty about
things in cardiology .”

 


“ I suppose so . I know that I don’t know nearly enough about certain topics
.”

 


“ I suggest this guy exhibited something more
than ignorance . Failure to enquire about the identity of the
spouse tells me he’s guilty of something
far more worrying -- arrogance .

 


“ This is underlined by his failure to admit
even to himself when he was floundering out of his depth with the
heart medications . Time and again I’ve
seen arrogance cause harm , sometimes serious ; occasionally even
death .

 


“ I recall being informed of an AIDS patient
being seriously ill on the ward , with PCP ( Pneumocystis
carinii pneumonia ) . I got to know about him quite by chance ,
not because the doctor in charge told me .
I found the patient in a coma , on a ventilator . He’d been in hospital nine days already . This doctor
had given him only half the dose of the potentially life saving
antibiotic . What kind of person fails to pick up the phone to
inform an appropriate colleague , or even ask one of his juniors to
do so , knowing full well that he himself is untrained in HIV
disease ? Answer : the arrogant kind .”

 


“ Did the patient come round ? ”

 


“ No , I’m afraid
we lost him . I don’t mean to sound
unfeeling , but also look at this horrifying incident from another
perspective . Quite apart from the needless loss of life , here was
an opportunity to impart training to a whole tier of medical ,
nursing and other staff . Any other incidents come to mind , anyone
? ”

 


Nick Ansell responded . “ Well , I remember one late evening in Casualty , a
girl of fifteen came with her mother . She had been vomiting , and
the Casualty Officer appeared to take her history and examine her
efficiently . He prescribed anti-emetic tablets and off she went
.

 


“ I’d forgotten all
about it , but about a week later mother and daughter were back
with no real change . This time the Casualty Officer , a lady ,
managed to separate them and have a private chat with the young
girl . A few minutes later she told us that pregnancy was confirmed
by urine testing . The previous working diagnosis of viral
infection was obviously wrong .”

 


“ Very instructive . Any comments ?
”

 


“ Is it possible that the anti-nausea tablets
could damage the baby ? ”

 


“ Certainly ,” I
said . “ All of you should check up what
nausea medications are safe in pregnancy . I think this particular
mistake is easy to make . The first doctor was probably in a hurry
, but do any of you think this error was quite serious ?
”

 


“ Well , it might be if the baby was deformed
,” said Tiny Tina . “ Still , it seems an understandable mistake . At a
subconscious level , he was possibly thrown off the scent by Mum
being there . Hesitation , maybe at having to ask delicate
questions .”

 


“ Would it be considered inappropriate or
even unethical to do a pregnancy test without first telling the
girl or her mother ? ”

 


Uncertain glances between them . “ I think ,” I continued ,
“ that being honest and direct is usually
best , and can save grief and indeed litigation . Talking of
litigation , do you think there would be a leg to stand on if there
was a complaint against the first doctor ? ”

 


“ Probably not ,”
someone said .

 


“ I agree . Pregnancy is simply too basic a
diagnosis to miss .” A quick glance at my
watch . “ One last incident on the
Arrogance theme , then you’ve time for a
few deep breaths before Clinic .

 


“ It’s AIDS again
I’m afraid , this time a forty-something
year old with CMV ( Cytomegalovirus ) colitis . Our team was called
to see this semi-conscious man and we were shocked to see that he
had already spent twelve days on the ward
, slowly deteriorating . Now I can understand folks being busy ,
but it was remarkable , truly remarkable that no one on this team
had found a few minutes to seek expert care for a patient so
seriously ill . In fact , not minute but seconds might have
sufficed to refer him on .”

 


“ Another preventable death , then
.”

 


“ Glad to say not . Slow but full recovery ,
he’s well now , probably pumping iron
.”

 


At the end of the session , they thanked me
politely .

 


“ Not at all ,” I
remarked . “ You lot have been keen as
mustard , believe me , that makes a whale of a difference to our
motivation . Good luck with your exams . Can’t think of a worse four letter word than
“exam” in the
English language .”

 


Some smart-aleck said : “ What about “ dead ?
”. We all laughed as we left the room
.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The teenager , warts , and depression

 


 


 


 


Antonia Quentin , the medical student
designated to our Clinic for the morning session , is inquisitive
and keen to learn . It was much warmer than usual for the time of
year and I was sweating . The Carvill Community Clinic ( CCC ) ,
wasn’t purpose built for Genito Urinary
Medicine ; and certainly the architect hadn’t given much serious thought to cross ventilation
.

 


“ Wish I could wear shorts to work , like
many of our patients today ; though I think it wouldn’t go down very well with the patients .”

 


“ Management might raise eyebrows too
,” added Antonia .

 


So far , we had seen only a handful of
patients , nothing spectacular , a few cases of genital warts ,
non-specific infections , and a gentleman with psoriasis in his
groin folds .

 


“ Why did that patient with a non-sexually
transmitted problem attend here ?”
enquired Antonia .

 


“ The psoriasis case ? Well , we
don’t only deal with STIs , but
address a range of genital symptoms . In fact , a big chunk of our
workload is non-venereal conditions .”

 


“ I was impressed with the matter of fact way
the Clinic staff interact with the patients .”

 


“ It’s essential
,” I said . “
There’s no place here for anyone with
“ attitude”
problems . Even if you forget all the medical factual stuff
you’ve learnt today , remember just three
words : Confidentiality , Sensitivity , and being Non-Judgmental
.”

 


Antonia ushered in the next patient , a lady
in her late thirties , a mother of three .

 


“ Mrs. Angel , d’you mind our student sitting in for your
consultation ? ”

 


“ Not at all ,” she
smiled , looking at Antonia . “
You’ve got to learn , haven’t you .” The young
student listened attentively as I took the patient’s history .

 


“ Ready when you are ,” said Nurse from behind the screen . She had the
patient appropriately positioned for genital specimen ( swab )
taking and we made our way past the screen . “ Mrs. Angel , would you allow Antonia to take your
swabs ? ”

 


“ Okay ”.

 


“ Thank you very much indeed , that was your
good deed for the day ,” I said .

 


I watched her deftly taking the specimens ,
and before she pulled out the vaginal speculum , asked her if the
cervix looked healthy .

 


“ I think so .”

 


I peered in and confirmed that appearances
were indeed normal . She got up and started unfastening her plastic
disposable apron .

 


“ Just a second ,”
I said . “ Anything else ? ”

 


“ I think I’m done
.”

 


“ Please do an internal exam .”

 


Nurse started explaining this to the patient
but she interrupted : “ I know what that
is , go ahead , young lady .”

 


I’d just finished
writing into the patient’s file and the
three of us had re-assembled around my desk , while Nurse cleared
up behind the screen .

 


“ Please ring after seven days for your test
results . And thanks once again for helping Antonia .”

 


“ Welcome .” And
turning to the young medical student : “
There wasn’t any pain or discomfort at
all .”

 


“ Anything you wanted to ask us before
leaving ?”

 


“ No , everything was explained to me last
time . But if you don’t mind can I ask
you a personal question , Doctor ?”

 


“ Depends on the question . Go on
.”

 


“ That dot on your forehead . You look
prettier with it , I think . Is it religious or something
?”

 


“ Thanks .Yes and no . In the Indian sub
continent , Hindu women wear it customarily . But like me , a
Buddhist , many non-Hindu ladies use it ornamentally .”

 


“ Is it always red ?”

 


“ Usually . But it could be other colours ,
shapes , and sizes -- to match your dress , for example
.”

 


After the patient had left , Antonia said :
“ That was silly of me to forget to do an
internal examination .”

 


“ Don’t say that .
It’s easy enough to forget bimanual exam
. Remember the old adage -- “ If you
don’t put your finger in it ---
”

 


“ You might put your foot in it .”

 


“ Quite .”

 


I looked at the next patient’s file . “ This patient
may refuse to let you in on the interview . Occasionally they can
be rude . Just so you’re prepared . If he
doesn’t consent please leave gracefully ,
perhaps making some neutral

comment .”

 


“ That’s fine
.”

 


I left and returned quickly . “Antonia , I did ask but he doesn’t want anyone else to be present . Maybe grab some
tea or have a chat with Sister . I’ll
recall you for the next one .”

 


Seated with Jake . “ How are you ? ”

 


“ Not much better , Doc .”

 


A pleasant enough young lad of nineteen ,
Jake had a few tiny genital warts . We’d
tried many treatments , including chemical cautery and cryotherapy
( freezing ) . Each time , they would clear , only to grow back
after a variable interval of weeks or months . Frustrating for us
both , but I’d already discussed these
things at length .

 


Both at this visit and at his last visit to
Clinic I’d noticed changes in his
demeanour , and was concerned that his mood seemed down . Something
- I know not what - about his posture , perhaps , slumped in his
chair ; or maybe his facial expression , or lack of it --- made me
take the plunge .

 


I leaned forward . “ Jake , can you please trust me to help you ?
” He nodded .

 


“ Right , I’m going
to ask you some direct questions , obviously I want truthful
answers , maybe think for a second before you reply to me . Is that
okay ? ” He nodded again . “ Do you think this problem is interfering with your
lifestyle ? ”

 


“ Definitely , Doctor .”

 


“ Do you think about it all the time ?
”

 


“ Yes , the flippin warts have taken over my
whole life ,” he said glumly .

 


“ What about your social life . I’m sure you have lots of friends ?”

 


“ Yes , but it’s
difficult to talk to them like before . It’s like , we’re hangin out
and talking but my brain is numb , not letting me enjoy company .
The thought of bleedin warts down there keeps entering my head
.” His speech was slow and halting ( of
itself significant ) . “ I used to walk
around , tough guy , like , imagining a hard shell around me . Now
I can’t make new friends , can’t even ask a girl out , frikkin warts get in the
way .”

 


“ I understand . You feel unable to enjoy
yourself like before .”

 


“ Yeah , right . Even at work I
can’t concentrate , thinking about them
.”

 


“ Have you felt things are hopeless , life
can’t go on anymore , at least not in
this way .”

 


“ Yes . Felt like doing myself in the other
day ! ”

 


I took a deep breath . “ Jake , I’ve told you
it’s a matter of time . You’re young . Haven’t you
dreamt of travelling the world ? ”
Another nod . “ Don’t do anything silly . Have you got enough of the
new cream ? Yes ? Good .”

 


I took his hand in mine . “ Lets make a deal . I promise I’ll continue to support you , do my best to get rid
of the warts . You promise not to harm yourself ; I want to ring
your GP and ask him to see you urgently . What’s his name ? Does he know you well ? ”

 


“ Her name is Dr. Alice Tremain .
She’s nice .”

 


“ Right . She may offer you counselling , or
tablets , or both .Take her advice . Now , Jake , remember your
“ hard shell ”.
You can beat this . I know you can . Can we shake on our deal ?
”

 


Unspilt tears in his eyes . His free hand
touched his voice box and he whispered hoarsely : “ Deal .”

 


I was surprised to find my own eyes reflexly
filling with tears , which he unfortunately noticed .

 


At the door , I asked him to see me in a week
or two . Quickly drying my eyes and composing myself , I recalled
the medical student and told her about the young man’s depression . She expressed surprise . “ People do carry a body image impression , Antonia
. The distortion of this image can have a negligible or serious
effect , or an effect anywhere in the range between . This lad has
obviously reacted badly .”

 


“ What next ? ”

 


“ I’m now going to
ring his Doctor , requesting urgent appraisal , I’m sure she’ll oblige when
she hears of his suicidal ideations .”

 


Which I proceeded to do . She followed the
conversation keenly . Hanging up the phone , I turned back to her
and explained : “ Some people cope
sensibly with an STI diagnosis . Others are transiently disturbed
and soon recover . Many others experience a mixture of confusion ,
anger , guilt , fear , anxiety and so on . We have dealt just now
with a victim who , strange though it may seem to you , could have
died and aggrieved many .”

 


“ Do you see many cases like him ?
”

 


“ Fortunately not . Though earlier this year
, I saw a tragic happening arising from severe emotions of guilt
.”

 


“ How so ?”

 


“ In my last job , we saw this tragedy unfold
. A woman about fifty years old had died a slow and painful death ,
had suffered over a period of about six months . Maybe five
hospital admissions ; extensive investigations , results zilch .
She was autopsied since her illness had never been diagnosed , and
the doctors were astounded to find she had AIDS .”

 


“ Hadn’t they done
an HIV antibody test ? ”

 


“ Everything but . When someone from her
background , of her age , Caucasian , is admitted to hospital , you
would be hard put to blame doctors for not thinking of HIV related
illnesses . If someone isn’t a gay man or
a druggie , or hasn’t been to high HIV
prevalence areas like sub Saharan Africa , carers may not think of
AIDS in the differential diagnosis . Even if she’d had a blood transfusion in the pre HIV testing
era , some bright spark might have had their antennae out for the
AIDS possibility .”

 


“ What happened ? ”

 


“ Naturally , her husband , in his mid
fifties , was referred to us for HIV testing and was found to be
positive . We spoke to him at length , and offered treatment , but
he refused .”

 


“ I’m quite amazed
. What earthly reason would he have to refuse ? ”

 


“ God knows . I think he felt guilty about
infecting his wife . He never admitted to us how he caught HIV .
Maybe he reckoned that he deserved to suffer . We were quite
careful to explain to him that with modern treatment , he not only
had an excellent chance of a normal lifespan , but quality years
rather than years of suffering . Even pointed out how much his
family might suffer if he fell seriously ill . I even had our
senior nurse visit him at home to persuade him , but it would
appear all he wanted was to curl up and die .”

 


“ And did he ? ”

 


“ If only ! He became very ill several months
later , with PCP . Do you remember PCP ? ”

 


“ Pneumocystis carinii
Pneumonia .”

 


“ Good . Now sorry I’m going to sound cold blooded and mercenary . What
took place was that he occupied an intensive care bed for several
weeks before he died . If you work out the cost of that , maybe
thirty or forty thousand pounds , it’s a
lot more than if he’d agreed to have
treatment . The story gets worse . What I’d been dreading happened . Of course we have a duty
of confidentiality and this patient had understandably wanted his
diagnosis to be top secret . But the consultant who managed his
terminal illness was seriously considering informing his adult
children .

 


“ Luckily he asked me for my comments , and I
pointed out that confidentiality was to be preserved and maintained
beyond life and indeed after death .

 


“ I suggested that he might seek advice from
his malpractice insurance provider the MDU ( Medical Defence Union
) and that I would contact mine , MPS ( Medical Protection Society
) , and we could then exchange notes . As expected , both experts
told us that such a breach might attract accusations of Serious
Professional Misconduct .”

 


“ He could have committed suicide and saved
all this hassle ,” said Antonia .
“ It would appear he chose Death by
Default , with disastrous consequences .”

 


“ Nice turn of phrase for a horrible tragedy
. The only upside I can see to this sad affair , is that all
denominations of staff had a tough learning experience .”

 


But back to our wart patient .

 


Luckily the outcome for Jake wasn’t tragedy . He received counselling and
antidepressants ; about a year later he was able to joke about the
state he’d been in.

 


 


 


The tragedy of drugs , rape , and STIs

 


 


 


 


Things were going swimmingly in early 2000 at
GUM in the CRI ( Carvill Royal Infirmary ) . I say swimmingly with
tongue firmly in cheek . Swimmingly ---
relatively speaking . At long last we had five more General
Practitioners

( GPs ) working for us , each doing one
clinical session ( half day ) per week .

 


I was tasked with training them .

 


Training them to be part time venereologists
is quite useful to the community and cost effective .They bring to
the job a wealth of coalface savvy from their normal role of Family
Doctor . Working in a specialist department four hours a week
brings out the best in them . They’re
mature , seasoned clinicians who know their limits .They ask the
right questions , and have assured us that the specialist knowledge
from GUM comes in handy on a daily basis in their General Practice
.

 


On a more selfish note , it is no
exaggeration to say that training them has been nothing short of a
revelation for me .

 


I soon understood why they were so happy to
deal with STIs . Our algorithmic approach and relatively
straightforward clinical diagnosis and treatment come as welcome
relief after the craggy complexities of their daily grind :

 


They are able to forget the snotty infants ,
elderly half demented , crippled arthritics , youngsters with
attitude , varicose veins , diabetic diehards , migranous
misanthropes , housewives demanding Valium , neurotics of all hues
, muscle tears masquerading as heart attacks , anorexics and
bulimics , tummy pain equals stomach cancer , pseudo chronic
fatigue syndrome , et cetera et cetera .

 


This morning was Induction Training , by me ;
a colleague would continue teaching them , and I was free the rest
of the morning . I planned to sneak out and buy Vikki a birthday
present . I ’d heard from the grapevine
that there was a heavy discount on the latest version of
PlayStation , which he had coveted a long time . No pangs of guilt
here , this would be a rare excursion and like most of us , I
’d put in unpaid extra hours week in and
week out for many a year .

 


Sipping on my usual half cup of tea , I
suddenly felt sad . Most peculiar . At this moment in my life ,
things were just fine . The three of us were in good health , as
was my mother in Mysore . No money problem . In fact no any problem
.

 


Dr. Arwin Davies walked in just then . A
respected , gentlemanly colleague , and classically handsome to
boot . Arwin is nearly sixty but you’d
swear he wasn’t a day over forty-five .
He wished me , half turned toward the kettle , but turned back to
me , taken aback by my expression .

 


Laying an avuncular hand on my shoulder , he
said : “ Brighten up , Beautiful . Things
will soon perk up .” I gave him a wan
smile and he went to fetch his coffee .

 


“ Thanks . Strange thing . One moment I
’m looking forward to a quick outing for
fresh air and Vikki’s present , next
thing you know I felt like crying . Might well have done if you
hadn’t come in .”

 


“ That is strange
,” he said . “
I ’ve never seen you anything but
cheerful . Couldn’t be the weather ,
could it ? ”

 


“ No . Haven’t a
clue what the matter is .”

 


Just then Jenni , one of our seniormost
Specialist Nurses came in and said : “
Sorry to bother you , but something’s
cropped up .”

 


We looked inquisitively at her . “ A girl’s come in almost
in a state of collapse .”

 


“ What is it ? ” I
voiced .

 


“ Says she’s got
sores down below . Looks like she’s got
primary herpes .”

 


“ Oh , you’ve had a
look .” I had already finished washing up
.

 


“ No , decided it wasn’t fair to mess around . The history‘s typical .”

 


Gallant as always , Arwin offered to help .
“ Run along to the High Street if you
want , Shaila , I can see her .”

 


“ Look , I’m only
guessing here , but she may want a female doctor . She’s been raped , you see .”
Jenni was probably right .

 


“ Thanks Arwin , but I ’m going to back Jenni’s
judgement and see this poor girl . You’re
a star , thanks again .”

 


“ Hope they catch the bastard .”

 


I followed Jenni straight to the female
examination couch where the girl was waiting . She was a nineteen
year old student from Scotland , June Fraser . It was obvious she
had been crying , but at the moment was sipping tea that Jenni had
given her .

 


She was going to put aside the cup but I
stopped her . “ Finish it if you want to
, take your time , I ’ll just ask you a
few questions .” She nodded . A tall
redhead , very pretty .

 


“ How many days have you been sore ?
”

 


“ The sores started Wednesday , so
it’s five days . I’ve never ever been in such pain .”

 


“ I know , I know .” My hand was on her shoulder ; lucky she
had stopped crying .

 


“ Any fever , or vomiting , or any pain
anywhere else ? ”

 


“ Fever yesterday , not today , vomited once
a couple of days ago . The only pain is down there .”

 


“ Have you had any medicine for this ?
”

 


“ No . I went to A & E two days ago but
they wouldn’t treat me .”

 


I was careful to hide the disgust I felt .
Stark raving loony bonkers barking mad . How could this happen ?
But it had .

 


“ Now look dear , we’ll have a look and hopefully get you better .
I’ll probably have to take a swab test .
You have to brace yourself for some pain when the swab touches your
skin . Is that okay ? ”

 


She nodded , bit her lip .

 


There were literally dozens of herpetiform
ulcers all over her genital skin . No wonder her pain was so
intense . When I took the swab for Herpes simplex
virus , she screamed .

 


“ I ’m sorry
,” I said to her when she was in the
consulting room shortly afterwards . “
But that swab test was important ; have you recovered ? ”

 


“ Sort of ,” she
replied . “ Your nurse is very kind
.”

 


“ Jenni’s a gem .
Thanks . I need to ask you some stuff . Okay ? Good . First though
, I have to tell you that you probably have herpes down below . The
good news is , we’ll give you anti-herpes
tablets which should heal you up pretty damn quick . I reckon in
three or four days , by the weekend , you will be much better .
Before I go on , have you any questions ? ”

 


“ What is herpes ? ”

 


“ You know some people get cold sores ,
usually on the lips or around the mouth .”

 


“ Yes , they can come and go , can’t they . But I never knew you could get them down
there .” And with a catch in her voice :
“ But it’s so
painful ! ”

 


“ Unfortunately , some people who catch it
for the first time suffer a lot of pain because their immune system
has to learn to fight the virus , and that takes time .”

 


“ Does it mean that I’ll get more sores in the future , that these sores
will come and go ? ”

 


“ No one can predict that . If you’re lucky maybe this is the only attack
you’ll ever have . Or only a few attacks
and never again . If you do have more episodes , it’s likely they will heal quickly , like
you’ve seen with cold sores on people in general .”

 


“ Will I have to come here , or go to the Uni
health clinic ? ”

 


“ The University Clinic doctors
aren’t trained in these infections , you
know , they deal with general health . We’ll continue to see you , are you okay with that ?
”

 


She nodded and wiped away a tear .
“ Can I go home and see Mum ? You can see
I ’m in a state , can I spend a wee
little time with her ? ”

 


My heart went out to her . I put my hand over
hers . “ Of course you can . We need to
see you in two or three weeks . We can give you a sick note for a
month if you want , the medical certificate doesn’t have to say what infection you have .”

 


“ Thank you , doctor . Can I go , or is there
anything else ? ”

 


“ Talk to Jenni . She’ll discuss some more stuff with you . But June ,
can I see you again before you leave today ? ” Nod of assent .

 


I went to Jenni and said : “ Gone through a few things now -- about herpes ,
review in two or three weeks et cetera . Haven’t taken a sexual history . Didn’t discuss forensics . Didn’t discuss other swabs and triple bloods .
Haven’t told her about a jab today
against Hep B . Mind doing all that ? ”

 


“ Not at all . I’ll
talk about all that , give her leaflets , jab her , fix the next
appointment , and then back to you as usual ? ”

 


“ Yeah . You should have been a clairvoyant .
Gosh I’m hungry . Call me in a few
minutes .”

 


I took the sandwiches from my room and went
to lunch in the staff room instead . There was an opportunity here
for some gossip . No , I ’m not a
malicious gossip . I ’m a passive gossip
rather than an active one . That is , mostly listening , rarely
flapping my mouth .

 


No such luck . Arvin was still there ,
evidently having lunched and now leisurely sipping post-prandial
tea . He’s an easy chap to ruminate with
and I sat near him opening my sandwich bags . So what else is new ,
I asked . You tell me , he said , how’s
that poor girl .

 


I made a face . “
Terrible pain . Jenni was right . I’m
seeing her in a few minutes , after Jenni has vaccinated her
.”

 


“ I wonder whether that date rape drug
Rohypnol was used . It’s become endemic .
I saw a case last month . Hey , what’s in
the sandwiches ? Smells great .”

 


“ One is a coriander and green chilli chutney
, the other is savoury turmeric potato and onion . Wanna taste
?”

 


“ No , thanks . I ’ve only just finished lunch , another time
.”

 


“ Sure . About the girl , Jenni has details ,
I’ll know soon enough . Hope the
sonofabitch hasn’t given her anything
else other than herpes .”

 


“ I saw a piteous case last summer . A
beautiful boy of eighteen . Yes , beautiful . His first and only
sexual experience was at University , when he was buggered by three
collegemates who used that drug to facilitate the rape . Near
miraculously , he didn’t catch anything
from them .”

 


“ I wonder if he’s
still sane .”

 


“ Okay as okay can be . Saw him a few times .
He took a year off and a transfer . I nearly cried .
Could‘ve happened to my son , for
Chrissakes .”

 


“ Were they punished ? ”

 


“ I gather he was too distraught to seek
anything except solace .”

 


“ It’s getting out
of hand . We’re seeing exponential , not
arithmetic increases in date-rape , even that is the tip of the
proverbial iceberg .”

 


Just then Jenni came in and beckoned to me
.

 


“ Very , very sad ,” she said . “ June was a
virgin before this assault . She was about to describe the actual
circumstances of the incident , when I suggested she could tell
both of us .

 


“ At the moment she’s resting following the first dose of Hep B vacc
.”

 


I sat down , gulped down my last lunch morsel
with water , and waited . I remembered previous known cases . Any
rape is horrendous , but when pregnancy and /or an STI accompanies
, it’s so much worse , depending on which
STI . But when rape is the first sexual experience , it’s very heart-rending indeed .

 


The three of us were sitting almost in a
circle .

 


“ June , you know our follow-up plans in some
detail now .” She nodded . I continued :
“ Here are some contact numbers if you
need help . There’s the Rape Helpline ,
and my number too . You should already have the Clinic numbers . If
you’re unsure of something , you
must phone , could
make a huge difference . Any of us will help , but you may prefer
to talk to Jenni or me , which is understandable .”

 


“ What about the Police ? ”

 


“ Good question . The earlier you act , the
better . The Helpline can give you more details . As Jenni has told
you , anything to help you , but we don’t do Forensic stuff here , not equipped . Of course we
cooperate with anyone who does . Do we have your permission to
share info with other agencies , within reason ?”

 


“ Yes . Jenni said you wanted to know about
the incident .”

 


“ Please . If you aren’t in a mood , though , leave it . But I have to say
this to you : it is in your interests to tell us today , for more
than one reason . June , you’ve been
through hell and back . Whatever , telling us now or later , you
decide .”

 


“ I’ll , er , tell
you now . It was a Thursday evening , we went to the pub for the
“ Happy Hour ”,
you know , cheap booze for students . Five of us , two guys and us
three girls .”

 


“ Which pub ?”
interjected Jenni , a little too sharply , I thought . I glanced at
her awry . For a moment I pictured her , tarted up , going to this
pub with a view to trapping the monster .

 


“ Can’t remember ,
my friends will , though . I had only the half pint ,
can’t have any more , makes me sick and
dizzy . One of the lads asked me to go outside with him , where it
was pleasant , to have a fag , and we did , carrying our drinks
.

 


“ This friend Bill was already high . Two men
joined us , the usual small talk , weather and whatever . Bill said
back in a sec , getting a refill , and he went back in . The last
thing I remember is me standing there with those two , waiting for
Bill . I wasn’t scared , they spoke
nicely and weren’t drunk .

 


“ Later Bill told me he had eventually
remembered , and came back out . There was no one , he thought I
must have met up with other friends .”

 


“ If only one of the four had come out
earlier to check --- ” said Jenni .

 


“ I woke up at 3 a.m. , woolly headed . I was
terrified . It was a hotel room , apparently . I was half naked ,
in pain , there was blood . The men were fast asleep . I
can’t recall a thing after that again ,
till I woke up in my own room that afternoon . I must have dressed
and God knows how I got home . I was too shamed to tell anyone
.”

 


Jenni : “ Sounds
like signature Rohypnol .”

 


Me : “ How many
days between that and sores coming up ?”

 


“ Dunno . Less than a week .”

 


“ You haven’t
reported it to the Cops ,” queried Jenni
.

 


“ No .”

 


“ You should ,” I
said . “ These devils must be caught and
jailed . Tell me , have you had a period since ?”

 


Jenni : “ Check .
It was two days before the assault .”

 


“ That’s right . I
checked my diary .”

 


Me : “ We could
have given you the morning-after pill , but you were still very
confused , I think , and didn’t think of
it .”

 


“ I was confused for two days . By then it
was the weekend .”

 


Me : “ If
you’re not back in three weeks , get a
pregnancy test in Scotland even if you have a period . Go to your
nearby Family Planning Clinic .”

 


And after that she left .

 


 


 


************************

 


 


 


 


It was an unsettling day . The same afternoon
I saw a good looking young gay man of twenty-one . His medical
history was remarkable in that he’d
beaten cancer . At fifteen , most unusually , he had had testicular
cancer , surgery and radiotherapy and chemotherapy . Now in
remission . I took particular care to ask him whether he was aware
of the excellent prognosis , the probability of a normal life span
.

 


He assured me he was aware .

 


I got his sexual history , three episodes of
unprotected sex in the last two months --- all with different
people .

 


Quickly , I took his genital and throat swabs
( no rectal swabs since no rectal sex ) and sent him through to
Staff Nurse for bloods . Saw another patient in the meantime .

 


After June Fraser’s
tragedy , this man’s story sent my
hackles up . Russian Roulette ! How can an ostensibly intelligent
man ( albeit young ) chance death ( possibly slow and painful ) by
random frolicking ? Compare with a young girl being momentarily off
guard .

 


Back with me after his bloods , he sat
compressing his elbow vein at the venupuncture site with the thumb
of his other hand .

 


“ If it’s over two
minutes since the bloods , you may stop the pressure .”

 


He took his hand away , rolled down his
sleeve , buttoned up . “ By the way , Dr.
Silva , thanks for being so gentle and professional . The last time
I had swabs , in London , the guy was so rough , I was in so much
pain , I might have head butted him . Only , the cancer experience
has been so traumatic that I was able to control myself and not
shout out loud .”

 


“ That’s okay , Mr.
Baxter . It‘s great to get feedback ,
like from you . Pleasant change . Most patients take things for
granted .”

 


“ Please call me Dave . Is that it
?”

 


“ No , Dave , and yes , Dave . Now let me get
this straight . You are a first year dental student in London . Or
maybe the ‘ dental ’ entry in your file means dental hygienist
.”

 


“ It’s --- Dental
Student .”

 


“ Dave , I have something to say to you . But
you may find it unpleasant going so I want you to promise me not to
head butt me .” I had decided to take the plunge
and risk criticism .

 


He was amused and puzzled at the same time .
Hesitantly : “ I promise not to be stupid
.”

 


“ But you were stupid . Three recent
unnecessary risks .”

 


“ But I’m not
stupid .”

 


“ Look , you indulged in unsafe sex . But you
don’t look like a confused mass of
protoplasm to me . Why do you do it ? Children and teenagers think
they’re immortal but you‘re not a teenager.”

 


His face fell . At last he could feel my fury
. I was unrelenting .

 


“ You’re a Cancer
Survivor . Modern Medicine has saved your life . In your teens .
What part of HIV and Death don’t you get
? What part of Hep B and Death . What part of Syphilis and Death .
Please stop risking your life .”

 


Abruptly , I stopped . I’ll stop now , I told him , you can go ,
I’m sorry , I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings .

 


Hey you’re right ,
he said . My parents would be shocked . They were always supportive
. Even when I came out . You’re being
frank .

 


If I was you , I said , I’d look up gay and lesbian doctors and dentists (
GLAD ) in London and have a chat .

 


Thanks Dr Silva , hope I don’t ever see you again .

 


Its mutual , I said . One last thing ,
remember the old saying .

 


What ?

 


To forgive is but human , to err , divine
.

 


With a triumphant grin he said : you mean the
other way round -- to err is but human , to forgive , divine .

 


No , listen : “ TO
FORGIVE IS BUT HUMAN , TO ERR , DIVINE .”

 


At last he got it . Smiled , and left .

 


 


 


*****************************

 


 


 


 



I got the sad news that evening . Krishna
hugged me and told me that Mum had phoned around mid-day . This was
unusual , I tended to ring her on weekends because it’s cheaper to ring India than vice versa .
Mum was in tears because our pet doggy Teena had died . She was a
Pomeranian who had been with us over fifteen years .

 


“ She was weepy for a couple of minutes
,” he said . “
But she’d quietened down a little after
speaking to me and Vikki . He cried a little too . She asked us to
pray for her soul . Teena was buried in the back garden
.”

 


“ Do you think I should call her now ?
”

 


He looked at his watch . “ It’s way past bed time
.”

 


He was right . India is five and a half hours
ahead of GMT . I decided to wait until tomorrow .

 


At dinner , I mentioned my unique disquiet
earlier in the day .

 


“ I can almost swear I would have cried . But
there was an urgent distraction , so I didn’t cry .”

 


“ Mom , that’s
weird . That was when Teena gone . Could it be ESP ( Extra Sensory
Perception ) ? ”

 


Krishna : “ That
is odd . Let’s
see , she called at about one , and poor Teena had passed on about
three hours earlier . Does it add up ? ”

 


Me : “ Yes . I was
in a blue funk about ten-thirty , maybe eleven-ish . So it does add
up . It’s amazing .”

 


Vicky : “ Hey ,
you’re stealing my word , Amazing
.”

 


“ Your word . You own words ? ”

 


“ It’s the new kid
on the block . Everyone’s sayin it .
Everything’s amazing , rather than
immense or gross .”

 


“ Well , it is
amazing . Brainwaves or whatever travelling four and a half
thousand miles . Guys , has this sort of thing happened to anyone
you know ? ”

 


Shaking of heads .

 


“ Maybe I should report this to one of the
specialist journals .”

 


Krishna : “
Naaaaahh , they’d want proof , too much
trouble , forget it .”

 


“ I’ll tell Grandma
tomorrow , bet she’s gonna be surprised
.”

 


 


 


 


*********************

 


 


 


 


 


Nearly three weeks later , June was back ,
this time by appointment rather than walking in as an emergency . I
was struck by her height , just under six feet tall but she carried
it well .

 


“ Good Afternoon , do sit down . Do you mind
if Jenni sits in on this consult ? It helps our training process if
you consent .”

 


“ Not at all .” She
seemed strangely calm , considering her recent ordeal , and I
wondered why . Or was I just imagining things . “ In fact ,” she continued
, “ I welcome it , she’s really nice .”

 


I fetched Jenni . “
There’s fresh tea , if you want
.” I declined , having just had my usual
half cup . She brought two cups into the consult room . June was
grateful and they both sipped during the consult . We do try a
little harder for some patients . In fact some purpose built
Departments have a separate “ Rape Suite
” but we don’t
have that luxury .

 


“ How are you ? ”
asked Jenni . “ Did the sores heal quick
enough ? ”

 


“ Yes , I did the saline washes like you said
, okay in a few days . Mum and I prayed every day , it really
helped me to go home .”

 


“ Good . Absolutely no symptoms now ?
” I enquired .

 


“ No . What do I do if I start getting sore
again ? ”

 


“ We’ll give you a
course of the antiviral tablets called acyclovir which you had
before and which worked well . With any luck , you’ll never need them . Don’t forget to take them with you if you go away ,
even if it’s only a few days . For
example you don’t want a holiday ruined
because you forgot to pack the tablets .

 


“ By the way , the culture test for herpes
was positive , as expected . Jen , please remind me to prescribe
before June leaves today , I ’m losing my
marbles in my old age .”

 


“ What next ? ” I
was happy to see June was half smiling . “ Jenni mentioned swabs and blood tests .”

 


“ Correct . Jenni will explain everything .
But before that , tell me , did you have your period ? ”

 


“ Yes , Dr. Silva . Came off two days ago .
Do I still need a pregnancy test ? ”

 


“ Yes ,” chipped in
Jenni . And turning to me , “ what about
the second shot of Hep B vacc ? ”

 


“ See , I told you I ’m losing it . Yes , please , Jenni , and
I’ll have a really quick chat with her
before she leaves .”

 


I was in the middle of reading an interesting
article in our local ( British ) journal of STIs when Jenni phoned
through : “ She’s all yours , pregnancy test negative , given the
jab , swabs and bloods sent off . She knows to return for her third
jab and for her results . She’s waiting
for you in the consult room .”

 


“ Thanks for your time and effort , Jen , bye
.”

 


I took just a few minutes to finish the
article . Sometimes a few minutes of reflection in solitude helps a
patient . They think about something significant to ask which they
might not otherwise have .

 


“ Anything you want to talk about ?
”

 


“ Jenni told me what to do . She said about
today’s bloods being baseline , that I
had to come back after the three month “
window ” period and so on . At that time
, if everything is negative , is that the end of it ? ”

 


I sighed . “ If
only everything was that straightforward . Unfortunately not . Let
me give you an example . There are others , but only one example
for now . Have you heard of genital warts ? ”

 


“ Vaguely . They’re
sexually transmitted , aren’t they
.”

 


“ Usually , yes . But they can take many
months to show up , so it’s unfair to
give you the “ all clear ” after three months , and then you get an
unpleasant surprise later if little cauliflower like lumps appear
in a delicate place . That’s just one
example . I do not wish to bore , upset or confuse you with more
information overload . Do you get my drift ? ”

 


“ Yes . All this stuff takes ages to sink in
. Sometimes I have to re-read the written stuff -- the leaflets --
before it sinks in . I understand . I ’m
a Zoology student and still find it difficult to soak in the facts
.”

 


“ Zoology ? Good . Makes my job easier .
Let’s drip feed you with info at each
visit . Make sense ?” Nod . “ Incidentally , what happened with the Police ? And
were the telephone Helplines helpful ?”

 


“ They were . Last week I told the cops and
they were concerned , and angry . They offered me tests . I was
still very stressed and upset , but I agreed . The Police Surgeon
had an accent like me and it turns out she’s from a village near mine !”

 


“ I know the feeling ,” I said feelingly .

 


“ She was very gentle taking the forensic
specimens ; later even invited me to meet her family !”

 


“ Good . I’d take
up that offer if I were you . What progress with catching the perps
.”

 


“ Not much hope , they said . They’re driving me around on a regular basis , hoping
I’ll remember whereabouts I was violated
. They think DNA tests might be crucial .”

 


“ I’ll pray to God
they are caught , June .”

 


“ Thanks . I’m back
in about three weeks . Can I talk to you briefly after my Hep B jab
on that day ? ”

 


“ By all means . Jenni knows my schedule like
the back of her hand . She will fix us up for a chat .

 


 


 


*******************

 


 


 


I still had half an hour to go ( it was 4: 30
) before I could make my escape . Back in my room , feet up ( as
usual ) , I flipped through some back issues of the BMJ (
British Medical Journal ) , The Lancet , and the NEJM ( New
England Journal of Medicine ) . Unpaid overtime aside , I
didn’t want some lazy overpaid sonofagun
bleeding snoopy Manager querying me about my whereabouts the next
day .

 


Suddenly , Louise , another Specialist Nurse
burst into the room . “ Come quick .
Patient collapsed after a penicillin injection .”

 


We half ran , half walked to the treatment
room , found a middle aged man prone on the floor , breathing
stertorously .

 


Jenni had the sphygmomanometer around his
upper arm , when she asw me she shouted : “ 155 / 90 . Pulse regular .”

 


In a flash , I registered that the
“ ABC ” (
Airway , Breathing , Circulation ) of BLS ( Basic Life Support )
was irrelevant . His airway and breathing were intact from sight
and hearing alone , his blood pressure gave lie to his viable
circulation . Reassuring . But I wasn’t
taking any chances with his life .

 


“ One in thousand adrenaline , one
c.c.” I said .

 


“ Dunnit , intramuscular , just now ,
” said Jenni . I stared at her .

 


“ Do it again , Jenni , another dose of the
same . Louise , 400 milligrams of hydrocortisone intravenously
.”

 


I grabbed three pillows and shoved them under
the patient’s knees . Then bent down and
stethoscoped his heart and lungs . Air entry full , heart sounds
pure .

 


Then I knew he was safe . But I was still
taking no chances .

 


“ Four milligrams of chlorpheniramine maleate
intramuscularly stat , please .”

 


Jenni administered this .

 


In about fifteen minutes , the man had come
around .

 


“ Get him on the exam bed , feet still up .
Which penicillin ? Penicillin G or Penicillin K or what
.”

 


“ Procaine Penicillin .”

 


“ Thank you , God .” I said .

 


“ Why do you say that ,” asked Lowri .

 


“ Thanks because this wasn’t a penicillin reaction , which might have killed
him , it was a procaine reaction which is non-fatal .

 


“ We’ll keep him
under observation for the next half hour , then he can go
.”

 


“ Then why did you give him penicillin
anaphylaxis treatment ? ”

 


“ Because I’m not
perfect . If I was , my name would be God . If I didn‘t assume penicillin allergy
, he could die in five minutes .”

 


 


 


***************************

 


 


 


 


Five days later , Jenni came down to my room
before the morning session . I had just finished preparing my
presentation for the afternoon Journal Club , and looked
enquiringly at her .

 


“ The lab just rang .The girl June who was
raped -- her Chlamydia swab was positive .”

 


I was surprised . Results are sent through
the internal mail system , entailing unavoidable delay . Jenni
caught my expression , and explained .

 


“ I took the liberty of asking them to ring ,
they were quite happy to .”

 


I rapped my knuckles . “ Should have thought of that myself . Well done .
Have you told her ?”

 


“ No , needed to ask you first , about when
she can come in for treatment .”

 


“ Hmm , it’s a full
schedule . I’d rather not intrude into
the lunch break .”

 


“ Maybe tomorrow ?”

 


“ Rather get it over with . Tell you what ,
try and get her in first thing post-lunch . I’ll give the Journal Club something to do for a few
minutes , sneak out and have a word with her . Are you free for a
few minutes after lunch ? ”

 


“ I’ll make myself
free .”

 


“ Great ! If you see her first , treat her ,
and go through the usual spiel while I start my presentation and
then bleep me , letting me escape ----- ”

 


“ Will do . Could you write up her scrip ,
please .”

 


“ Poor thing .” I
wrote up the scrip . “ First herpes , now
this . I do hope this is the end of her torture .”

 


“ A couple of months to go .” She sighed . “ Hope she
doesn’t break down today ; I’m wondering whether to play it down a little .
Maybe just play it by ear .”

 


“ I would just go with the flow .”

 


As usual the Journal Club started late , but
only just . I had already kept copies of the article handy , and
decided not to wait for the stragglers .

 


“ The original article is also there
,” I told the crowd . “ I have also written a synopsis for the lazy or
impatient . Srange coincidence , but this article is particularly
relevant in view of the incident five days ago . A patient
collapsed after an injection of penicillin .

 


“ This article represents many
years’ work and experience , diligent
follow-up and careful data analysis . Many hundreds of patients
were given Doxycycline by mouth instead of Penicillin by injection
, as treatment for Syphilis . It proves that repeated courses of
oral treatment are hugely successful .

 


“ Extrapolating those outcomes to our
situation , it begs the question : “ To
inject or not to inject ?” Or to put it
more starkly , is it worth it to risk life ? We do know that the
risk of death by penicillin may be less than one in a thousand .
More cold bloodedly : what is the risk benefit ratio ? Litigation
risk almost goes without saying .”

 


Almost bang on cue , my bleep went off . I
answered and Jenni told me that June was ready .

 


I turned back to the Journal Club :
“ If you could spend just a few minutes
looking at the data and discussing amongst yourselves , I will be
back soon .”

 


Before seeing the patient , I met up with
Jenni who was lighting up in the designated smokers’ zone outside .

 


“ Thanks again , Jen . How is she today ?
”

 


She dragged deeply . “ Almost as expected , but her tears dried up soon
enough thankfully . The girl is tall and strong , and not only
physically . Anyway , she’s all yours .
Will pull through , I expect .”

 


“ Nothing particular I should know about
before I talk to her now ?”

 


“ No , go ahead .”

 


June was standing at the window , but took a
chair when I entered . “ Would you like a
hot drink ?”

 


“ No , thanks . Jenni just gave me one
.”

 


“ Any leads on the two men ?”

 


“ Maybe . I thought a particular street
looked familiar , they are checking nearby hotels .”

 


“ Hope they find something . How’re you coping with this new diagnosis of Chlamydia
infection ?”

 


“ It’s rough . I
had vaguely heard of it but it’s
difficult to cope . Friends have been wonderful .”

 


“ I hope you still have my number .
Don’t worry too much . The treatment has
a success rate of almost one hundred percent . When you come for
your blood tests we could swab you to check it’s gone . Do you want that ?”

 


“ I ’m not sure . I
suppose so . What are my chances of infertility ?”

 


“ Very low . Because detection and treatment
were early , before Chlamydia could damage your tubes .
That’s why I said don’t worry . Wasn’t trying
to be facetious . But that’s not to say
be complacent . Any worrying symptoms , say discharge , tummy pain
, just pick up the phone . I told you before , but repeat that you
can ring us to discuss something even without symptoms .”

 


“ Okay . Do you think I need counselling
?”

 


“ No . But if in doubt , simply ask .
Knowledge is power . Access information but keep in mind the danger
of being misled . Do you think you need
counselling ?”

 


“ Not sure .”

 


“ I ’m just a phone
call away from arranging it , so tell me whenever . The Helpline
has a good reputation too .”

 


“ Thanks .”

 


And with that she was up and away .

 


Back in the Journal Cub , my presentation
took only a few minutes . The ensuing debate was lacklustre , more
like idle banter than true scientific discussion . Nobody wanted to
step in where Angels fear to tread . I really couldn’t apportion blame .

 


Do not underestimate the old proverb about
the bolted horse and the barn door . This is a real problem in
Medicine .

 


I thought , what if someone died after a
penicillin hypersensitivity reaction . Of course , a great tragedy
. But litigation might well succeed , with the award of huge
compensation . Perhaps rightly so .

 


Anyway , the meeting ended on an insipid note
.

 


 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


The rape victim June attended about three and
a half months after her

frightful ordeal . Jenni and I saw her
together .

 


“ How have you coped with things ?”

 


“ So so . The University gave me various
concessions , with time I can catch up with my studies .”

 


From the media , we already knew about the
partial outcome of the hunt for the rapists . DNA evidence from a
hotel room had identified one of them as he had his DNA on the
database from a previous crime . He had identified his accomplice
who had gone into hiding .

 


“ Are you ready to hear your blood results
?”

 


“ Yes .”

 


“ Congratulations . Negative for HIV ,
Syphilis , Hepatitis B , Hepatitis C .”

 


She got up and hugged Jenni who was nearest
her . I got up , crossed round to her and hugged her too . She was
unable to talk for a minute , but did smile . Reached for her cup
but put it down because she was trembling too much . I told her we
would return very soon , and went with Jenni to her nicotine fix
area .

 


“ I’m so glad
,” Jenni proclaimed . “ I would have had to get drunk tonight if she was
HIV positive .”

 


“ You’ll probably
get drunk anyway ,” I joked . “ I do hope there is no long term damage .
We’ve seen it all before .”

 


Back with June . Now she had a broad smile ,
hitherto unseen by us .

 


“ Your smile is fantastic ,” I told her . “ Now
listen dear , when you go out now , that is leave here today , have
your wits about you . I have to tell you a true horror story , for
a good reason . A few years ago a patient was given his negative
HIV result and was on cloud nine . He was in his own euphoric world
and got run over on his way to the pub to celebrate .”

 


“ OmiGod ,” she
said . “ Did he die ?”

 


“ No , broken leg . We’re thrilled for you . All the best for the future
.”

 


“ Thanks for everything . You know , all of
you have been so brilliant , I’m thinking
of becoming a doctor .”

 


“ Welcome to the madhouse . It ’s torture and the road is tortuous . But rewarding
. Lastly , before you go , don’t hesitate
to talk to us again . Even about your mad thoughts about a lifetime
in Medicine .”

 


“ I’m serious , Dr.
Silva . Even thinking about this specialty .”

 


“ It gets worse ,”
I joked .

 


The next morning , no sooner had I settled
into my chair and commenced my ten minute breathing exercises ,
than Jenni popped into my room and announced : “ June was on the line just now , wants a sick note
.”

 


“ Sit down . What seems to be the matter
?”

 


“ She sounded anxious , not a lot , said she
wants some breathing space . I ’m not
surprised . She has a lot on her plate to cope with .”

 


“ Me neither . Nothing surprises me anymore .
Seems like an anticlimax after her negative serologies , but
we’ve seen this reaction before ,
haven’t we ?”

 


“ Oh yes . She’ll
come around eventually .”

 


“ Right . I want you to get me the note to
sign , talk to her again , ears pricked up for evidence of clinical
depression . Glad to talk to her if you are suspicious or unsure .
We could post her the certificate .”

 


She whipped out the sick note from her pocket
.

 


I filled it out . The note did not mention
which Department ( Stigma , raised eyebrows of holier than thou
types ) .

 


Under “ Diagnosis
” I wrote “
Chronic Viral Infection ” which was true
, since Herpes Simplex Virus is technically that
.

 


Years later we learnt that after taking a
year off , June had indeed qualified in Medicine , and was
seriously contemplating a career in Venereology .

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The legal eagle , herpes , and suspicion

 


 


 


 


Rapid rewind to 1999 , Carvill Royal
Infirmary again .

 


Sister Sayeeda entered the consulting room ,
took a seat after carefully closing both doors . She’s a fun loving soul and very well known for her
sense of humour , so I was surprised at the serious look on her
face . She pushed forward the file in her hand .

 


“ That’s your next
case , Shaila ,” she said . “ Thought I’d better warn
you about him in advance .”

 


“ Serial killer , huh ? ”

 


She gave her trademark half smile .
“ Not that bad . He’s a lawyer .”

 


“ Why , that’s even
worse . So what is it with him ? ”

 


“ Well , the last time he was here , Mark saw
him and then I dispensed his medication . He wasn’t actually ranting or raving , and he
didn’t actually run amuck , but I
gathered he was not happy with the quality of the consultation with
Mark .”

 


Surprise . Because Dr. Mark Smith is an
efficient chap and usually quite pleasant .

 


“ So what was he groaning about ? ”

 


“ He wasn’t
satisfied with Mark’s discussion about
herpes transmission , and asked me about it too . My input
didn’t help either , and he left somewhat
disgruntled .”

 


“ Sayeeda , you know how it is with some of
our herpes patients . Any tips or suggestions for my interview with
him ? ”

 


“ Dunno . Maybe your best bet is to hurry
through , get him the hell out that door , before he has time to
shift gear and wax eloquent .”

 


“ You know I can’t
be rude .”

 


“ Nor am I suggesting you should be . Brusque
, perhaps ? ”

 


“ I can do brusque ,” I smiled . “ Would you
like to show him in .”

 


“ Not really , but I will.”

 


Quick glance at his case notes . Age
fifty-one , occupation “ legal
”, address not local .

 


He was led in by Sayeeda , who introduced us
. “ Dr. Silva , Mr. Butler .”

 


“ Good Afternoon , do sit down . So ,
you’ve driven well over an hour today ?
”

 


“ That’s right .
Lucky with the traffic though . Funnily enough , I was delayed
after getting here , the parking is a huge
problem .”

 


“ Yeah , it’s
horrendous . But you could have saved yourself the bother . There
are GUM Clinics in your area , you know .”

 


He leaned forward conspiratorially .
“ It’s about
privacy , sorry , I meant confidentiality . I didn’t want to be seen in the Clinic by the locals .
Tongues wag , soon everyone and his mother would know .”

 


“ I do understand . But please don’t hesitate to use your nearest Clinic should you
have a problem coming here . We do sometimes go out of the way to
maintain patients’ confidentiality
.”

 


“ Thank you , Doctor .”

 


“ Welcome . Now , I take it you’re here for your routine three month scrip for
acyclovir tablets .”

 


“ Correct .”

 


“ Okeydokey ”, and
I wrote into his file . “ This file will
now go to Sister , and she’ll call you in
turn , should be soon . We’ll see you in
three months , don’t hesitate to ring us
with any queries , sometimes a single telephone call can save you
lots of time and energy .”

 


“ Thanks again , Doc , but I was hoping you
could explain something to me .”

 


Heartsink ! Here we go again ----

 


But I said smoothly : “ Of course . By all means . Fire away !”

 


He came straight to the point : “ I’ve had genital herpes
for just over a year , but my girlfriend and I have been together
for , er , three --- no , three and a half years . Does this mean
she’s been sleeping around ? ”

 


“ Can I take it for granted you
haven’t been unfaithful .”

 


“ Damn right ! Sorry , I should have said
earlier . Yes , I’ve been monogamous but
maybe Sarah hasn’t been .”

 


“ You understand my questions may have to be
put bluntly . Now , I really can’t give
you a definite answer . In the interests of a useful rather than
abortive discussion , please tell me whether you’ve done some homework on this subject -- you know ,
the internet , books , leaflets , the Herpes Helpline et cetera .
”

 


“ I did surf online , but the only thing that
stuck , that yammers away into my brain is that the incubation
period is only a few days . So I thought Sarah must have strayed
just a few weeks before my first herpes attack . Around the
relevant time , I’d been abroad for a few
days .”

 


“ You’re upset at
having to suffer for no fault of your own .”

 


His face fell . “
Yes , but I’ve pulled myself together .
Though Sarah and me are still together , it still rankles . She
says there’s nothing wrong with her
.”

 


“ So she doesn’t
get herpes attacks ? ”

 


“ She denies any problem down there
whatsoever . I just don’t get it
.”

 


“ Mr. Butler , we frequently do see this
phenomenon , where one of a couple gets episodes of painful herpes
, but the other apparently is symptom free .”

 


“ You mean this kind of thing is actually
commonplace ? ”

 


“ Afraid so . And even in the absence of any
hanky panky . In other words , no infidelity , the couple being
faithful , monogamous . So you’re not
unique , there are innumerable case examples out there .”

 


“ I’m grateful to
you for giving me your time , though it’s
no consolation . Can you explain to me how this can be ?
”

 


“ I can try . Knowledge is power , and I hope
what I tell you might empower you . So you can get on with life and
cut your stress levels .”

 


“ Shoot ! ”

 


“ The genital herpes virus lies dormant in
nerves near the spine . Periodically , it goes down a nerve , and
erupts on the genital skin as painful blisters or sores . But
“ periodically ” can be anything from a few weeks to many months or
even longer . So it’s no wonder that you
could be with someone for a very long time before you eventually
catch it .”

 


“ But she’s never
had sores .”

 


“ Sometimes the virus is simply shed from
normal skin with no sores at all . Another explanation is that if
the sores are up inside they may escape detection altogether
.”

 


He nodded . “ What
about cold sores ? I heard that cold sores are actually herpes as
well .”

 


“ Excellent question . Cold sores around the
mouth or nose represent a sub-type of herpes and you can get
genital herpes sores from someone’s face
sores . Does Sarah ever suffer with cold sores ? ”

 


“ Don’t know . I
could ask her .”

 


“ I’ll leave that
to your discretion . Before you go , tell me , are you okay with
the tablets ? No problems ? ”

 


“ None . Dr. Silva , may I see you next time
? The last doctor who saw me wasn’t rude
, but I got the impression he had no time for me .”

 


“ ‘Course you can see me if you wish . I
regret your impression of the last consult . It’s important to understand rather than misunderstand
. Sometimes we run late , and can appear hurried and even hassled
for want of time . By the way , did your previous girlfriend before
Sarah have any symptoms ? ”

 


“ No . That was my ex-wife .” He gave me a sidelong look . “ You know Doc , Sarah is my company’s partner’s ex-girlfriend
, and my ex-wife is now his girlfriend .”

 


I blinked , then laughed . “ Ha! Ha! Talk of revenge being sweet !”

 


“ But Doc , what to say about mutual revenge
.” He laughed too .

 


Just as he reached the door to leave , he
turned . “ Could you tell me how to see
you in your private practice ? ”

 


“ I sure can . Gimme your card .” I scribbled the appointment telephone numbers on
his GUM card . “ Please do give the
secretary your file number if you ring . And check the small print
gobbledegook on your Private Health insurance .

 


“ One last comment before you go -- in some
ways , you are a victim of the hideous media hype surrounding
herpes . It might help you to come to terms if you think of it as
cold sores but in a rather more delicate place . People
don’t hesitate to talk about annoying
cold sores in casual conversation but you won’t ever overhear them discussing “ genital cold sores ”
over tea and cucumber sandwiches .”

 


He laughed again . “ Well , I suppose that’s
one way of looking at it .”

 


I’d finished the
session . Sigh of relief ! I busied myself arranging my slides for
my forthcoming lecture . Some lecturers apparently go onto the
lecture podium with minimal preparation ; they usually make a hash
of it . Many a time have I felt cheated and frustrated by an ill
prepared speaker . No way I’m going to
join the ranks of the time wasters .

 


Sister came in .

 


“ All well , Sayeeda ? Ready to wind down and
home to a nice hot cuppa ? ”

 


She sat down . “
That guy was mighty chuffed , Shaila .”

 


Frowning , I asked “ What guy ? ”

 


“ Mr. Suspicious . The legal eagle with
herpes . Did you offer to sleep with him or something ? ”

 


“ Hush ! Wash your filthy mouth out with soap
! You mean that last one , Mr. Butler ? ”

 


“ Yup . I was pleased as punch that he took
his tablets and just left quickly . Last time , he nearly bored the
living crap out of me with his stupid questions . Felt like singing
and dancing when he shut that door .”

 


“ I know the feeling . But all I did was put
up my feet - literally - and cross my arms and listen . A little
talking and sympathy - even a few minutes - go a long way . Hey ,
have you time for a nice hot cup ? ”

 


“ And a biscuit , if you like .”

 


“ No , thanks . Just tea . Don’t snack between main meals , you know .”

 


“ I know . I’m so
jealous of your figure .” She patted her
hip . “ All that excess fat seems to
settle here .”

 


“ Good thing your beau is an ass-man
,” I said .

 


“ Ass-man , shass-man ” she muttered as she waddled out to fetch tea .

 


We’d been sipping
tea in silent camaraderie just a couple of minutes , when I
remembered something . “ Talking of
ass-men , have you heard the one about the Gastroenterologist who
fainted ? ”

 


“ Not another filthy joke ? ”

 


“ Not exactly . Sick , rather than filthy .
In fact , so sick I’m not telling unless
you promise not to smack me .”

 


“ Can I stab you instead ? ”

 


“ Oh , shut up and listen . There was this
guy with a normal eye and a glass eye . Bedtime , he would put the
glass eye into a glass full of cleansing solution at his bedside so
that next morning he could pop it back . One night , drowsy , he
accidentally swallowed the solution , eye and all .” At this point , my uncontrollable giggling drew
sharp rebuke .

“ Shaila , I will bash you if you
don’t get on with it . I hate it when you
do that .”

 


“ Very well . Where was I ? Yeah -- swallowed
the artificial eye -- the next morning , worried , he went to his
local friendly proctologist who naturally looked into his rectum
using his sturdy proctoscope . Almost immediately , he ( the
proctologist ) fainted . When he came to and was asked why he
fainted : “ I’ve looked at thousands of ass holes over the years
, but this is the first time one was staring back at me !
”

 


Sayeeda spluttered , choked . Then laughed
harder and longer than I’ve seen her do
in a long time . Recovering , she gasped , “ where the hell do you get this crap ? ”

 


“ Can’t remember .
Anyway , gotta go , see you soon .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The schoolgirl , warts and vicarious
anxiety

 


 


 


 


There was this infrequent breakfast argument
with Krishna . But this verbal sparring is almost always benign and
I think we both secretly enjoy it . My husband’s cooking is divine and my usual Friday morning
euphoria ( at the thought of a relaxing weekend ) was enhanced by
his offering of idli-sambar . This is a
favourite South Indian staple . Idlis are steamed
rice and lentil cakes and sambar is a savoury
spicy vegetable curry of soupy consistency .

 


But I digress . A news item about income tax
had infuriated me and I said angrily : “
Stark Raving Loony Bonkers Barking Mad .”

 


Krishna looked up from his newspaper , half
smile on his handsome visage . “ Barking
mad yourself ,” he said . “ What was that about ? ”.

 


“ S R L B B M ,” I
sang this time . “ Stark raving loony
bonkers barking mad ; stark raving loony bonkers barking
maaaaaaaaaaaad . Look at what this insane Government has done .
They’ve gone and raised the lower rate
tax from 10 to 20 percent , millions of poor people will be badly
hit . It‘s bloody 2008 , they
haven‘t learnt much after a decade in
power .”

 


“ They’re going
broke . Dire straits , desperate measures .”

 


“ It’s bloody crazy
. Just do the math . Minimum wage just over five and a half pounds
an hour , forty hour week , equals around £10,500 a year ; people
are up to their ear holes in debt . Nearly forty pounds a month
extra tax is gonna do them in . Wonder which particular cretin came
up with this idea . Should be shot . Have they forgotten so quickly
how the Tories met their Waterloo via that draconian Poll-Tax ?
”

 


“ Hey , everyone’s
affected , not just the poor .”

 


“ You a freaking capitalist ? The poor are
the worst off . Oh dear ! Don’t wanna be
late . See you soon .”

 


“ Working from home today . Good to be self
employed , huh ? ”

 


“ Lazy pampered capitalist ! ”

 


“ Young lady , no Goan potato curry for you
if you continue ranting .”

 


I was immediately contrite . I’m six years younger than him . “ Young lady ” was a
danger signal . I love Goan potato curry . “ Sorry , Love , I’ll be
back for lunch , bye .”

 


“ Bye .”

 


Nearly forgot my front door key , had to
knock again . Lucky Krishna is so sweet tempered .
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I was only five minutes late . One of our
more experienced nurses , Val , was assigned to me . I could always
count on her to accelerate patient throughput when the going got
tough . That is , when there were many more patients to be seen
than ideal during each session ( half day ) . Not only does working
at speed in overbooked clinics give patients the unpleasant
sensation of being herded along , it carries the increased risk of
error . We regularly have to use short cuts to save time to end
each session on time , but I like to think we do not compromise on
the quality of care and patients’ health
.

 


Today , the first patient on the list
hadn’t turned up , giving me a few
minutes to introduce our medical student to our functioning .
Estelle has an attractive Scottish accent and seemingly easily
absorbed the information I gave her . Just before the first patient
was called , I warned her not to be too surprised if someone
objected to her presence . “ If they say
no , just pop down to the lab two doors down and the nurses may
have interesting slides to show you .”

 


The man who sat down took us by surprise ,
unpleasant surprise . Even before I could make the introductions ,
he glared at Estelle : “ And who the hell
is this ? ”

 


“ Mr. Martin , I’m
Dr. Silva and this is our medical student , Estelle .
She’s sitting in this morning , but not
if you object .”

 


He was angry . “ Of
course I object ! ”. Estelle mumbled
something and left .

 


“ I’m sorry if the
presence of the student upset you . But it is mentioned in the
leaflet we give all patients at registration . Did you not read
that ? ”

 


He was still fuming and after a brief pause :
“ It’s damn
rude to have her sat in .” I paused ,
some hints I’d picked up at a recent
“ Confrontation Management ” course crossing my mind .

 


I was on guard for possible violence but was
surprised at my calm voice : “
It’s normal , everyday practice , sir ,
but as I’ve said , the leaflet mentions
it . You could have told Reception Staff and I would’ve been informed . In any case she’s left the room now .”

 


He appeared visibly , if only slightly
appeased , but continued , “ What I meant
is , you might have asked me for permission before surprising and embarrassing me . I want to
complain .”

 


“ Certainly , Mr. Martin , please do .
Sometimes complaints actually help us address significant problems
and improve our service .” I took him
through to Val and she did the business of steering him through the
complaints procedure , while I went to the lab and returned with
Estelle .

 


She said : “ Wow !
He was more than a wee bit peeved .”

 


“ This behaviour , or misbehaviour is rare
but I’ve come across it before . But he
did make a valid point .”

 


“ He could have been more polite .”

 


“ True , Estelle, but remember many of our
patients are quite upset long before they get here , and have
worked themselves into a state . This guy was pissed off because he
felt it inappropriate to be asked after
catching sight of you . Strictly speaking , some would agree that I
should beg the question before he came into the consulting room .
He said he was embarrassed and surprised .”

 


“ What happened ? ”

 


“ Presently , he’s
complaining formally through the official , approved protocol
.”

 


“ Will you be in trouble ? ”

 


“ Not at all . From my own perspective , I do
it this way for a very practical reason . If I were to ask all
patients permission before meeting the
student in the room , many would decline simply because
it’s easy to say no with that situation .
That’s not fair to students , and we do
take teaching very seriously .

 


“ Please could you call the next patient ?
”

 


“ Sure .”

 


This one was only sixteen . Given a choice
I’d rather see older patients ,
youngsters are so much more emotionally vulnerable . The young
woman with

Kylie introduced herself as her mother , Mrs.
Day . She was in her early to mid-thirties . I shook
Kylie’s hand .

 


“ Kylie , it’s okay
Mom being present , right ? If you wish we can see you alone and
your mother could wait outside .” This
sounds a touch contrived but I’d learned
the hard way . Been in trouble before for making assumptions and
not asking the question formally . Can’t
please everyone .

 


“ It’s okay , Mum
knows everything ,” said the little girl
.

 


“ Why are you here , Kylie , have you noticed
something wrong , or do you just want to be checked out ?
”

 


She looked at Mum , then at Estelle , and
flushing , back at me . “ I noticed some
bits and bumps down there .”

 


“ They look like bits of rough skin
,” added Mum .

 


I turned to the student . “ Anything you want to know , Estelle ? ”

 


“ How long since you noticed , Kylie ? Like a
few days , or a few weeks or a few months .” I nodded approval .

 


“ A few months , I think .” Looks at Mum again .

 


“ Three months , I’d say ,” says Mum to
Estelle .

 


“ Did you check it out , Kylie , books or
school nurse or maybe surf the

web ? ”

 


“ We did go online ,” chips in Mum . “ Think
it’s genital warts .”

 


“ We’ll know soon
enough . We not only treat stuff you come and tell us about , but
we do tests for some infections . Estelle will explain what tests
we do and why . Meanwhile , I’ll have a
word with the nurse , Val , who will be taking your test samples .
Anything you want to ask me now ? ”

 


“ Will the treatment hurt ? ” Kylie wiped away a tear . “ The website

mentioned acid and stuff .”

 


Silently Estelle got up , went up to the
young girl , and held her hand . I decided to be more aloof ,
matter of fact . Laying a hand on her shoulder , I said softly :
“ We don’t know
what’s wrong yet , do we ? Don’t worry , we’ll try and
sort it for you .”

 


I went through the door to the examination
room . “ Val , this sixteen year old is
scared . Do me a favour . Mum is likely to want to be here with her
. I’ll stall her in there , giving you
time to take a sexual history . Then you can take the tests before
calling me in to confirm that she does have warts , and not
something else .”

 


“ Aye Aye Captain ,” smiled Val , with a mock salute .

 


Back in the consulting room , I requested
Estelle to take Kylie through to Val but Mrs. Day got up as well .
“ Do sit down , Mrs. Day ,” I said , and turning to Estelle : “ Please call Mrs. Day as soon as Kylie is ready
.”

 


“ Mrs. Day , how’s
your daughter coping ? ”

 


“ Quite well , actually . One of her friends
had the same thing some months ago , and a long chat with her has
helped . In fact she’s coping better than
me . In my day we had never even heard of genital warts
.”

 


“ It would help Kylie if you didn’t fret so . Stress can be contagious but so can be
calmness . By the way , did you have problems accessing the clinic
? Have you come a long way ? ”

 


“ No problem . I’ve
taken a half day off work , and home is only 20 minutes’ drive . My husband doesn’t know about this , Kylie’s too upset to tell him .”

 


Estelle poked her head round the door .
“ Come on in ,”
she called to Mum . “ You can hold her
hand now .”

 


Taking advantage of the few
minutes’ respite , I grabbed a cup of
coffee and put up my feet . Soon a shout from Val : “ D’you wanna take a look
? ”

 


With the four of us back in the consulting
room , I said , “ You were right , these
are genital warts . Oops ! Forgot her file back there . Back in a
sec .”

 


Val was tidying up . “ Any problem ? ” I
whispered . “ No , she was fine . Only
her first partner ever , they’ve been
together about 6 months .”

 


“ Ta .”

 


Reseated , I told Kylie that we would give
her some cream to use at home , and to see me again in a month and
a half . “ Ring us in a week for your
test results ,” I added . “ But if you’d rather Mum
rings us , that’s fine .”

 


Kylie nodded and Mum said , “ I’ll do that , not a
problem .”

 


“ Any questions ? Kylie , you were alright
with having the tests , yeah ? I know that ugly vaginal speculum is
horrible , but you shouldn’t have been in
pain .”

 


“ I’m alright , but
I was scared at first .”

 


“ I did the tests , Val let me ,” said Estelle .

 


“ Good ; so Mrs. Day , can you book the next
appointment for about six weeks but please don’t go away , retake your seat and you will be given
the wart cream .”

 


Not so fast ! Mrs. Day : “ Dr. Silva , is it okay for Kylie to go swimming ?
Could she have caught this from the pool , you know , like
athlete’s foot or something ? ”

 


Heartsink ! I turned to the girl :
“ Kylie , do you remember reading online
about how people get genital warts ? ”

 


She answered : “ It
said from your boyfriend or girlfriend .”

 


I turned to Mrs. Day : “ It’s a virus called HPV
( Human Papilloma Virus ) that causes it . Genital wart virus is
usually spread by sexual intercourse .”

 


Shocked silence , then Mum recovered :
“ You mean she got this from John ? Kylie
, didn’t John tell you he had them ?
”

 


“ Didn’t ask him ,
Mum .”

 


Ball back in my court . “ So how did John get genital warts , Dr.
Silva?”

 


“ As I said earlier , the virus is
transmitted by genital contact . It’s
only quite rarely that it is caught any other way , for example by
shaking hands , or pools or say , from towels .”

 


Mrs. Day was exhibiting some little agitation
now . “ If Kylie caught the virus from
John sexually , how did John get it ? ”

 


“ Mrs. Day , this is an STI ( sexually
transmitted infection ) . Kylie will be given a leaflet explaining
this before she leaves , as well as some further advice
.”

 


“ How did the girl who gave John this get it
?”

 


“ Mrs. Day , through sexual contact
.”

 


“ But how did it all start , doctor ? Did
John’s previous girlfriend catch it from
another boyfriend ? I didn‘t even know
John had a girlfriend before .”

 


Yeah , right , he’s
going to tell you ? Phew ! This deeply philosophical discussion was
going nowhere fast !

 


“ I don’t know ,
Mrs. Day . What we do here is treat STIs and we can do no more than
treat Kylie to the best of our ability .”
I could see the bemused expression on Estelle’s face , instantly back to neutral when she caught
my glance .

 


“ So you’re telling
me this is a venereal disease , that we used to call VD ?
”

 


“ Yes , but here in the UK we favour the term
“ STI .”

 


“ Kylie’s on the
Pill . Could condoms have prevented this ? ”

 


“ Perhaps . They don’t provide 100 % protection , but it’s wise to use them . Kylie , you’ll be offered free condoms later .” I got up . “ So
we’ll see you next month .”

 


But Kylie’s Mum
wasn’t letting us off the hook yet .
“ How long will it take for the warts to
clear ? ” I could see the girl becoming
restive , she might well break down again , having recovered after
Val had dealt with her .

 


“ Completely unpredictable . Usually a few
weeks or a few months .”

 


A pause , then : “
Thanks , doctor , for your time .”

 


At last . After shutting the door behind them
, Estelle asked : “ Is this a normal
response to that diagnosis ? ”

 


“ Not at all . Most people are more matter of
fact . Did you think Mum was more upset than Kylie ? ”

 


“ Yes .”

 


“ I think she was hovering between anxiety
and anger , she reminded me of another patient some years ago ;
that one teetered from anxiety into anger and told me off for not
being able to explain how it all started ! Maybe this
lady’s upbringing and self control
stopped her from a similar tirade .

 


“ Some patients focus their emotions on
healthcare providers , unfortunately . I recollect a lecturer
telling us about the way a patient behaved , it shocked me at the
time , but nowadays hardly anything shocks me . Apparently this
consultant informed a man that he had herpes , a split second later
he was knocked unconscious by him .”

 


“ That’s awful .
Maybe I should take karate lessons .”

 


Both of us laughed . “ What was the cream you prescribed ? ”

 


“ Podophylllotoxin . A traditional remedy for
genital warts called podophyllin , obtained from the mandrake and
related plants is available as a crude resin ,but the purified
active ingredient , podophyllotoxin is available as drops or cream
.”

 


“ What did you mean by saying condoms
don’t give perfect protection ?
”

 


“ Exactly what I said . Condoms can slip or
split . But even without either of those , there’s a significant failure to prevent STI transmission
.”

 


“ Do you think that woman’s going to confront the boyfriend ? ”

 


I shrugged . “ Who
knows ? The lad may not even have noticed warts on his bits ,
especially if the warts are tiny . Indeed , he may not even have
warts , but rather just HPV on normal looking genital skin . By the
way , they did use condoms , I checked Val’s notes .”

 


“ I was surprised that with all her questions
, the lady didn’t ask whether her
daughter’s infection meant that the
boyfriend was unfaithful .”

 


“ Given time , surely she would have . Our
response would have been : not necessarily, since warts can take
months to show up , after exposure to the virus . When Sister sees
Kylie she will pursue contact tracing and we should be seeing him
eventually .

 


“ By the way , her questions about
transmission reminded me of something funny . We had a referral
letter from a GP , a young farmer had noticed genital warts . He
asked the GP whether this could be from the warts on his
cow’s udders ! That is , did he get
genital warts from milking his cow ? ”

 


Again we both laughed . “ Did the patient ask you the same ? ”

 


“ Yes . Of course . I did tell him that the
virus is species specific , that he’d
caught it from a sexual partner .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Urethritis , cervicitis , and happy
families

 


 


 


 


With a good 20 minutes to go for the start of
our afternoon Clinic at the Carvill Royal Infirmary ( CRI ) , I sat
relaxed , feet up on desk , a cup of tea in one hand , a recent
issue of The Lancet in the other . A study of patients with
high blood pressure ( hypertension ) was of more than passing
interest to me . Krishna was found to have mild hypertension at his
most recent checkup and this article claimed a significant benefit
from Yoga exercises .

 


Sayeeda waddled into my consulting room and
plumped into a chair opposite me . Her round face is as easy to
read as a kindergarten primer and I sat up , perturbed .
“ Hey , what’s
up ? ”

 


She slumped a little , said : “ Had a run in with Racist Bitch .”

 


Our rather unoriginal nickname for SN Winton
is justified . I think it’s only a matter
of time before she slips up and is disciplined -- hopefully by
dismissal . The NHS is gradually becoming less tolerant of racism ;
unfortunately , the changes are too slow ; but what can be expected
- the NHS is one of the world’s biggest
employers .

 


Oops ! Off at a tangent again . “ So what was it this time ? ”

 


“ It seems so trivial . But you know how
these things escalate .”

 


“ Uh huh .”

 


“ I was waiting by the kettle , cup in hand ,
and when the low gurgle from the kettle told me the water was
boiling , I naturally lifted it and poured . Didn’t wait for the pressure build up and the switch to
go “off ” --
that would have taken several more seconds . I was in a hurry , you
see . But Nicole told me off for not waiting ! ”

 


“ That’s freaking
mad ! Boiling mad ! ”

 


“ She said “
That’s naughty , Sayeeda . You could have
waited for the water to boil . I’ve been
waiting too .”

 


“ I offered to pour for her cup but she
declined even though I could still hear the water on the boil . It
takes two to argue , so I shut my mouth , didn‘t respond .”

 


I said , “ Is that
all ? ”

 


“ Would’ve been all
, but Racist Bitch couldn’t stop . She
yapped again : “ You really
shouldn’t be selfish , others are waiting
, let the water boil .”

 


“ Afraid I lost my temper at this point
.”

 


“ I would’ve lost
it too , Sayeeda . Didn’t slap her , did
you ? ”

 


“ Nooooooooo ! I explained that the water
was boiling , that there was a time lag
from boiling to steam pressure build up to the switch clicking off
.”

 


“ Well done . What did Bitch say ?
”

 


“ Nonsense ! Never heard of that .

 


“ So I said sweetly : Nicole , it
isn’t rocket science . It’s common sense .”

 


“ Are you saying I’m stupid ? ”

 


“ You said the word , Nicole , not me .

 


“ She glowered and flounced away .”

 


I said “ Well , she
deserved that . I’ve had some pleasant
exchanges with her , too .”

 


“ Go on , tell me .”

 


“ Another time , Sayeeda , lets start Clinic
.”
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This “ incident
” brought back a far more unpleasant
memory from many

years ago . I had to take my mother to
Heathrow Airport by bus , since I hadn’t
bought a new car yet . Carvill to Heathrow by coach is about four
hours . After visiting with us and enjoying Vikki’s playful company , she was returning to our family
home in Mysore in South India .

 


Having seen her safely through to the Waiting
Area for boarding , I returned to the Bus Terminus to wait for the
14:40 Service . Tired but relaxed . I was glad I had a Reserve
ticket which meant I had priority over unreserved passengers in
case of a shortage of seats .

 


It was on time !

 


Strangely , the passengers exhibited very
un-British behaviour as the coach pulled in and stopped . Caught by
surprise , I found I was at the periphery of a small crowd of
people milling around the door . First , the young conductress let
out all the Heathrow bound passengers who quickly alighted .

 


As the last exiting passenger alighted , this
teenaged conductress ( almost young enough to be my daughter )
shouted for Reserved ticket holders to come forward . “ Excuse me ,” I said and
I was allowed through to the door past ordinary ( non Reserved )
ticket holders .

 


Another Reserved ticket holder reached the
conductress just before me ( a middle aged white man ) and she let
him in after she checked his ticket validity .

 


At my turn , next , she glanced at my ticket
, confirmed Reservation , but said : “
Please stand back for a moment , I just remembered something
important ,” and took a step forward .
“ Tickets please ” she shouted , and let many of the unreserved
passengers through .

 


Angry , I confronted her and requested to
board with my Reservation .

 


No , she said , I’m
just following the rules .

 


Confused , ( I was not at all sure of such
matters then , having rarely travelled by bus ) I stepped back and
watched while she let everyone else aboard . At last , I was the
only one left . Phew ! I could see the bus wasn’t full . Stepping forward , I proffered my ticket ,
but with an angelic smile , she peered over her shoulder , stepped
back onto the first , second and third doorsteps of the coach and
quickly slammed the door shut .

 


I think women are stronger than men . Krishna
says he knows they are . I love him all the
more for that . But on that insulting day I suspected that if I was
a man , I might have acted more swiftly , grabbing the double
swivel door and preventing Racist Young Bitch from screwing my
peace of mind .

 


Ran astray again , sorry . Back to the bus
incident : door shut , shock ; I ran a few steps shouting stop
stop but zil . The girl wasn’t even
looking my way . Trudged and shuffled slowly back .

 


Only two people left at the bus stop . Both
white . Young man , early twenties . Fifty-something year old lady
. Whispering .

 


“ Miss ,” the man
said “ We saw what happened . Shameful .
I’m Joseph , this is Mrs. Rosenberg , we
will support you if you want to complain to National Express about
that kid or even complain to the Commission for Racial Equality (
CRE ) . Do you want our details ? ”

 


I respected their citizenship and their
courage . I told them so . But I failed on this occasion . I was
young , and I thought I was strong and idealistic . On that day , I
was weak and felt vulnerable . I said : “
Let it go . Racism is an incurable disease .”

 


Mrs. Rosenberg spoke up : What’s your name ? Dr. Silva , I said .

 


“ Dr. Silva ” she
started . “ Racism is incurable
individually . But over time , it isn’t
incurable in a collectve sense . Remember , all Civilisations and
Religions in the past condoned slavery too .”

 


“ Still , I’m tired
and hungry . My husband and son are waiting for me . Please forgive
me my cowardice .”

 


And with that I retreated to the filthy Bus
Station Restaurant . Munching ravenously on beans on toast and
double fried eggs and toast with jam and butter , I felt homesick .
This is just like India , I thought . The same dirty floors . Two
teenagers running the whole smelly joint . Fell asleep but woke
just in time for the next bus , the 16:40 .

 


 


 


 


***********************

 


 


 


 


Surprising how much you can recollect in a
five minute daydream . I drifted out of my spell and started Clinic
.

 


Time flew , as it does when you’re quite busy . Presently I was seeing a young man
of 20 and was halfway through history taking when he interrupted me
.

 


 


 


“ Doc , I want to say something if you
don’t mind . Can I see a male doctor
rather than yourself ? ”

 


“ Certainly . Let me fix you up with one of
the chaps .”

 


“ Nothing personal , you understand .
It’s to do with me , not you .”

 


“ It’s alright .
You don’t have to explain yourself . Your
request is not only not unreasonable , but common too . Happens all
the time . Now tell me , shall I finish taking your history and
then hand you over , or should I stop right now ? ”

 


“ Oh , please take the rest of whatever
.”

 


Completing his history in just another minute
, I left the room , explained the situation to one of the nurses ,
handed over his file , returned and reseated the young man in the
waiting area . “ You’ll shortly be seen ,” I
smiled at him .

 


“ Thanks , Doc .”

 


I still had two patients to see , but took a
much needed coffee break .

 


Next was another twenty year old youngster ,
Jon . Quick history , physical examination and tests ( genital swab
specimens ) and soon he was dressed and reseated .

 


“ Jon , you mentioned a stinging and burning
sensation whilst passing urine . Have a look at this . See this
glass slide ? On the middle , here , can you see that pale smudge ?
Well , that is from the moisture in your urethra and we should know
what’s wrong when we look at it down the
microscope .”

 


“ So will it be a few days before the lab
tells you the diagnosis ? ”

 


“ Minutes , my dear , not days . We have our
own little side-lab here and you’ll have
the diagnosis and indeed treatment in the next few minutes . Please
take a seat outside and you’ll soon be
recalled .”

 


I took his specimens down to the lab for
processing . The slide would be read and I would prescribe
according to the diagnosis . The Nurse Specialist would then see
Jon and give him antibiotics , and pursue Contact Tracing ( also
called Partner Notification ) . Throughout the UK , this activity ,
that is testing and treating contact(s) by the GU Medicine
Departments helps break the chain of infection and therefore
reduces the dreadful complications of STIs .

 


Now for the last patient . I brought in Josh
( age eighteen ) and pretty much the same interaction took place .
As he got up to leave the consulting room , something about him
made me ask : “ Josh , are you related to
the previous patient ? The surname Smith is pretty common but I was
just curious .”

 


“ Yes , Jon’s my
brother .”

 


“ I guessed from your resemblance . Hope you
didn’t mind me asking .”

 


“ Not at all . Thanks .” He shut the door behind him .

 


Again I indulged in my habit -- put my feet
up on the desk . Love doing that even if it’s only five minutes . Which is all I got , thanks
to a knock on the door . Sayeeda again . She sat down . “ Finished ? ”

 


“ Yes and no . Saw my last two cases , but
waiting for microscopy results pending prescriptions .”

 


“ Shaila , if you’re not going straight home after Clinic , perhaps
you’d like to pop round to the staff room
for a nice hot cuppa .” She glanced at
her wrist .

 


“ Looks like we’re
well early .”

 


“ Probably will . You know what the bloody
managers are like about sticking to times .”

 


She left to do the contract tracing and I
retrieved Jon’s case notes from my
designated tray . As I’d suspected ,
microscopy had confirmed urethritis . I wrote out the prescription
and stole a lazy glance at the “ Contacts
” column of his notes . Sayeeda had a
habit of writing the first names of contacts to avoid confusion ,
and just before closing the file I noticed their names : Edwina and
Zoe .

 


I put Jon’s file
into Sayeeda’s tray for medication and
contact tracing , and seeing brother Josh’s file now ready for my perusal , took it into my
room .

 


Same thing , Josh had urethritis too . Repeat
performance , across to Sayeeda’s tray .
Just before dropping it in , looked at the Contact names . Back to
my room , and -- you guessed it -- feet up and a few deep breaths .
Suddenly my eyes were wide open . Gosh ! Josh’s contacts’ names were
the same ( Edwina , Zoe ) as his brothers’ !

 


Only the slight cerebral numbness that
accompanies tiredness had delayed my registering this curiosity .
Coincidence ? I thought probably not . What a juicy titbit this was
!

 


I’d know soon
enough . Sayeeda is usually thorough . Went to the staff room and
relaxed with half a cup of hot coffee .

 


My previous allusion to management’s bloody mindedness wasn’t without foundation . Most of us work a few to
several hours a week overtime , but unpaid . Managers conveniently
forget millions of hours per annum of goodwill work . But leave
early and you risk a bum spanking . Crap !

 


Another fifteen minutes and you’re outa here , I said to myself .

 


In came Sayeeda , and again her moon face
told a tale -- or at least , the nature of a tale . She made
herself some tea first . There was no one else in the room .

 


After she took her seat , I couldn’t hold back any more . “
Hey , what gives ? Come on , out with it .”

 


“ You must know . Those last two cases , Jon
and Josh .”

 


“ The brothers . What about them ?
”

 


“ Stop pretending . Sure you didn’t read my Contacts column in their files ?
”

 


At this point I lost control . “ I noticed ,” I admitted
, giggling . “ So they are screwing the same two girls , are they ? The names
aren’t a coincidence ? ”

 


“ No coincidence . The very same two girls
.” She was laughing , too . “ I popped over to the Female side to check , they
were there . Mary’s treated them both for
cervicitis , as expected .”

 


Here let me explain . Generally , the
bacteria that cause urethritis in men cause cervicitis ( infection
of the cervix - the neck of the womb ) in women .

 


“ I saw both of them ,” Sayeeda continued . “
Together . Zoe’s sweet sixteen , and
Edwina is thirty-three . They know about each other , and so do the
lads . Quite a cosy foursome .”

 


I know this sounds terrible , but once again
we giggled like crazy . “ Wonder whether
they do a menage a trois ,” said Sayeeda
. “ Think of the combinations
.” We pondered the possibilities for a
few seconds , looked at each other , and the next round of
schoolgirl giggles burst forth .

 


“ Do you think all four of them could be at
it simultaneously ? ” said I . Ha !

 


Becalmed a couple of minutes -- sip your
drink while it’s hot , girl -- and I
noticed Sayeeda ’s strange expression
once again . Moonface was keeping something from me . I told her I
was sorry she could never have an affair , hubby would know the
same day . “ This is true ” she said .

 


“ Oy ! Girl , there’s something else , innit ? ”

 


“ Why do you say that , Shaila ? ”

 


“ Your weird expression . Now , or else I tickle you to death .”

 


“ Weird is right ! Talk about family bonds .
Wait for this . Deep breath ! Edwina is Zoe’s mother .”

 



Phantasmagoric-supercalifragilisticexpialidocious ! “ Wow ! Sayeeda , these are two happy couples , eh ?
”

 


She had an expression of wonderment .
“ Four couples , really .”

 


I couldn’t help
spelling it out . Call it shameless voyeurism if you will . Neither
of us had ever come across anything so odd . Nor have I since .

 


“ Wow ! ” again .
“ Each bro is doing both mother and
daughter .”

 


Sayeeda : “ Mum and
baby each doing both brothers .”

 


Some wise guy said , once upon a time , that
truth is stranger than fiction .

 


“ Truth is stranger than fiction .” I looked up sharply . “
I can read your mind too , you know ”
said Sayeeda smugly .

 


“ I should steer clear of you , then
.”

 


 


Keratitis , syphilis , and lifelong
monogamy

 


 


 


 


“ Hey , how’s you
,” I said to Hillary , our Charge Nurse
.

 


“ Good ,” he
replied . “ Excellent weekend . Helen and
I got some DIY crap out of the way and the kids behaved themselves
too .”

 


It was a Tuesday in late May , the one after
Bank Holiday Monday , and the air was unusually still . And
unusually warm for Carvill for the time of year . We were sipping
tea and Hill held his cigarette in his other hand . We were
standing out in the open , just outside the rear door of Clinic
where management had installed a giant cylindrical ashtray for
staff .

 


Hillary is tall and good looking , though a
bit chunkier than when I first met him nearly four years ago .
“ We likely won’t be able to do this next year ,” he said . “ Rumour is ,
the hospital will enforce a strict smoking ban .”

 


“ Tough ” I said .
All but three of the nurses smoked . And changing tack :

 


“ You’re looking
good , Hill , been to the gym lately ? ”

 


“ On and off . Likely to discontinue
membership , I’m wasting money by not
using it frequently . Talking of looks , you look pretty dapper
yourself . I like that red top . What’s
this outfit called , you told me a while ago but I’ve forgotten .”

 


“ Thank you , Hill . Salwar-Kameez it’s called . I
haven’t worn a sari in
a long time .”

 


“ I think the sari is beautiful .”

 


“ Maybe , but not very practical at times .
And high maintenance too .”

 


The door opened and Christine came out to
join us . She lit up and sighed . Christine is one of several
nurses trained up to function as a Nurse Practitioner or Specialist
Nurse .

 


“ Surprised you found time , Chris , I
thought your session was overbooked ,”
said Hillary .

 


“ Yeah , lucky I got Heidi to cover for me .
She’ll be out next , when I relieve her
.”

 


“ Any problems , Chris , you know where to
find me.”

 


“ Smooth sailing so far . Except this chap .
He was sitting in on his partner’s
consultation with me and got a bit stroppy . I told him where to
get off , the little plonker .”

 


We all laughed at her quaint turn of phrase .
Her face lit up .

 


“ Hey guys , you know what , I saw a funny
old sight ,” she continued . “ There was this little girl , just fifteen , seeing
me earlier today . She had warts and Chlamydia . She came with her
mother , and she was shy and nervous .”

 


“ Just fifteen ! Wonder how old her boyfriend
is .”

 


“ I was coming to that . He’s eighteen , I think . Anyway , we were chatting ,
I was giving them the usual spiel , hoped she’d slowly gain some confidence and composure . But
no . She didn’t cry or anything , she was
sat right next to Mum .”

 


We were interrupted by the door opening and
closing , Jennifer joining us , steaming cup in hand .

 


“ Where was I ? ”

 


“ Little girl sitting next to Mum
.”

 


“ Right . Laura , that’s her name , wasn’t
calming down , she was getting more nervous . Still alright , no
tears , but I was very surprised at what happened next . She
suddenly got up , took half a step to Mum , and believe it or not ,
plumped herself onto her lap ! Wrapped her arms round
Mum’s neck and shoulder ! ”

 


We were taken aback . We’re all of us used to poignant situations . The
issues arising in an STI clinic evoke all manner of emotions ,
sometimes rampant . But I certainly hadn’t come across this behaviour before , nor even
heard of it before .

 


“ Have any of you seen or heard of something
like this ? ” I asked . Negative
headshaking all round .

 


“ Blimey ! It’s
like --- like a little toddler ! ” said
Hillary . “ I can’t even remember an eleven or twelve year old ever
jumping up onto Mum’s lap .

Bizarre ! ”

 


Jenni piped up : “
An eleven year old in Clinic ? ”

 


Chris told her briefly . “ Wo-oh-oh , at fifteen I was , like , playing
volleyball or dolls or watching cartoons or something .”

 


“ I wonder how long she’s been at it .”

 


Chris : “ Since she
was thirteen , I think . She wants to have a baby .”

 


“ Nice one , Chris . Child wants a baby
.”

 


“ Did she know about Chlamydia and
infertility ? ”

 


Chris : “ She
probably didn’t understand a word I said
. Mum seemed to absorb bits and pieces . But after Laura’s toddler act the whole consultation seems a bit
unreal . Wouldn’t have surprised me if
she sucked her thumb . But wait , almost forgot to tell you guys .
She said she couldn’t swallow tablets .
Had to prescribe syrup ! ”

 


Hearty laughs all round . Sometimes I think
if we didn’t consciously or
subconsciously invoke humour , we would be less able to deal with
the stresses . If the humour appears dark or cruel or even perverse
, that is most definitely unintentional . Conversely , we do pride
ourselves on “ being there ” when needed .

 


The banter continues . Chris was in top gear
and wasn’t slowing down : “ I nearly fell off my chair . I’d sneaked in her sexual history , you see , in
Mum’s absence , and she did admit to
doing the lollipop job on her boyfriend . So here she is , a kid on
Mummy’s lap , able to take a dickhead the
size of a small apple , but can’t swallow
small tablets ! ”

 


“ One swallow doesn’t make a summer ,”
quipped another soul .

 


“ Anyway , I exhibited iron self control and
didn’t even half smile when she requested
syrup .”

 


“ Did the boyfrind come in ? ”

 


“ No , he ’s
adamant . Says there’s nothing wrong with
him . She did try to convince him , no joy .”

 


“ Good God , he’s
going to reinfect her . I ’d like to drag
him into Clinic by his hair , kicking and screaming .”

 


“ I second the motion . Only difference , I
wouldn’t like to drag him by his
hair .”

 


Chris : “ Had a
word with Joanna . She’s gonna visit him
. Might kill him .”

 


I said , “ Talking
of babes and children , I saw something last week that upset me a
wee bit .”

 


They turned toward me . “ I saw this sixteen year old with Pelvic Infection
. A druggie . She came into the consulting room wheeling a pram
with a ten month infant . This baby wasn’t hers , it was her fifteen year old
friend’s . The baby was sucking on a
litre bottle of a purple liquid ! ”

 


“ That baby doesn’t
stand a chance ,” Hillary said .

 


Looked at my watch . “ Hey you gossiping grannies , let’s go , the bloomin Clinic is running late
.”

 


Chris said : “ I
hope you don’t nag your gorgeous husband
like that , I’ll report you to the
R.S.P.C.H. ”

 


 


 


 


 


***************************

 


 


 


 


The morning was frustrating . Things not
where they should be , people not there when you wanted them . Time
wasting phone callers , more than the usual whiff of angst from
some bothersome patients , a rude nurse . A rape victim refusing
tests because the swab taking would remind her . An angry mother
demanding her daughter’s diagnosis . A GP
ringing up with

unreasonable demands . Krishna ringing up to
say he’d be late . Ad nauseum .

 


Hope you pause and think next time your
doctor seems distant . Sorry .

 


Only two more patients to see . Looked at the
first file . Uh - oh . I popped down to Sayeeda’s room and requested her to see my last patient if
she had time .

 


“ Oh sure , I have time hanging heavy on my
hands , sitting here on my thick haunches , yawning ecstatically
.” But she was smiling as she said this ,
and already had seized the file from my hand .

 


“ God bless you , Sayeeda , with dozens of
grandchildren .” She glared at me .

 


I walked over to the elderly lady in the
corner chair . “ Mrs. Hall-Jenkins ?
”

 


She nodded , got up , and I guided her slowly
to my consulting room , hand cupping her elbow .

 


Minutes before , I had seen in her file a
brief referral note . The Department of Ophthalmology had been
seeing her for years with a diagnosis of Interstitial Keratitis (
IK ) . Strangely , it was only recently that some clever eye guy
had decided to do a blood test for Syphilis . Blood tests for
Syphilis positive . Hence the referral for a
venereologist’s opinion . Age
seventy-nine , otherwise apparently well .

 


The lady was of average weight and stature ,
but her looks belied her age . Smartly dressed , she certainly
looked no more than sixty-five . She had a patch over her left eye
, presumably from her earlier Eye Clinic appointment .

 


Having quickly taken her history , I leaned
back and asked her : “ And are you
feeling well today ? ” Affirmative nod .
“ I can see you’ve travelled quite a way getting here . How are you
getting back ? ”

 


“ Thank you , young lady . My son will be
driving me home .”

 


“ Do you want to ask me anything , Mrs.
Jenkins ? ”

 


“ Ummmm , yes . The eye doctor told me that
the blood test for Syphilis was positive and that this Syphilis had
affected my eye ,” she said , pointing to
her patched eye .

 


“ Did they not say anything more than that ?
”

 


“ Just that I should see yourselves , as
it’s a sexual thing , you know . If my
Jimmy was alive God knows what he would have made of this
.”

 


“ Oh , I’m sorry .
When did you lose your husband ? ”

 


“ Two years ago . Lung cancer .”

 


“ Oh dear . Now Mrs. Jenkins , you do know we
specialise in treating these infections . Can I ask you some
personal questions ?

 


At this , she lost her composure and tears
filled her eyes . She was seated right next to me rather than
across ( as she was partially deaf ) and I put a reassuring hand
over hers . “ I ’m sorry you’re upset . I
have to ask you these questions but if you’d rather I didn’t , I
’ll go no further .”

 


“ It’s alright
.” Dry eyed now . “ Sorry I broke down . You see at my age I
didn’t expect to attend a VD clinic
.”

 


“ I do understand . Had you and your husband
been together a long time ? ”

 


“ We were married 60 years , childhood
sweethearts , you see . And until recently I knew that we were each other’s only partner , ever .”
Again , moist eye . “ You wanted to ask
personal questions , I don’t mind , I can
answer .”

 


This was too easy ! I gave her a big smile .
“ I did . You have . That was the
personal question .” My smile broadened
.

 


“ Doctor , you have the most wonderful smile
.”

 


“ Thanks . Mrs. Jenkins , I have to tell you
that your husband did not give you Syphilis
.”

 


Puzzled , she said , “ But Jimmy was my only partner .”

 


“ Let me explain . This particular kind of
keratitis you’re suffering with is not
found in people who’ve caught Syphilis
sexually .”

 


“ But how else , doctor ? ”

 


“ Interstitial keratitis is a feature of
congenital syphilis , that is , syphilis caught while in the womb .
Mrs. Jenkins , you were infected before you were born , by your
mother . Not by your late husband .”

 


It took several seconds for the implications
to sink in . Tears again , but this time with a smile . She was
looking up : “ Jimmy , I’m so sorry , so sorry .”

 


This time it was she who squeezed my hand
with both her hands . “ Thank you doctor
, I’d been so upset these weeks waiting
for your appointment . Couldn’t sleep . I
kept crying , thinking of Jimmy , thinking what you or the eye
doctor were thinking of us .”

 


“ You’re a happy
bunny , now you know you didn’t catch it
from your husband .”

 


She let go of my hand . “ Bunny . How quaint . Yes -- a happy bunny
.”

 


“ I’d like to
examine you fully , Syphilis can cause heart or brain disease . Any
other questions ? ”

 


“ Errrr -- , no . What now ? ”

 


“ If you go behind that partition and disrobe
, I ’ll pop out for a minute . Keep on
your underclothes , see you in a minute .”

 


What a relief ! I was lucky . Some people
would have taken up much more time , but Mrs. Hall-Jenkins was so
sweet . Half a cup of strong coffee and back to examine the patient
.

 


Thorough systems exam , head to toe , nil .
She dressed while I finished my coffee and sat down , she was calm
now .

 


“ Will I need penicillin injections ? About
40 years ago my friend had to have twenty injections .”

 


“ No . In other circumstances , I would have
thought of injections or tablets . But in your case , leave well
alone .”

 


“ So I ’m alright .
Nothing else to do .”

 


“ Nothing . Look , I ’m sorry you suffered so much .”

 


“ Not your fault .”

 


“ True , but I do regret what you went
through . You were severely stressed , to put it mildly , but if we
weren’t so understaffed and overworked ,
we could have seen you weeks ago , saving you agony .”

 


“ That’s alright
.”

 


“ It’s not just
that . If one of the eye specialists had bothered to phone us , we
could have seen you sooner . As it happened , a secretary sent you
an appointment for weeks ahead , and you suffered .The system has
let you down and it makes me sad .”

 


“ Thanks for your honesty .” She got up .“ Is that it
? May I go now ? ”

 


“ Yes.” I got up to
see her to the door . She hugged me , speechless , and quickly left
the room before she could cry again .

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Herpes genitalis and serious mental
disability

 


 


 


 


It was a strange day , I’d never experienced anything like it . Some
“ Line Managers ” had decided that our Department was “ dysfunctional ” and
hired a private Management Consultant to address this problem ,
presumably at considerable expense . This man had decided that an
“ Away Day ”
was the answer .

 


We were told to arrive at this Stately Home
on the outskirts of Carvill in casual dress . This consultant had
told us it was a day of retreat , we would hopefully relax , let
our hair down , and “ bond ”. I arrived a couple of minutes late , on a breezy
mild July morning , relieved to find that almost a third of our
nearly three dozen strong staff were late too .

 


The general feeling was that this was an
unexpected , yet welcome bonus day off work . Our attire reflected
this , many of us in shorts and colourful tops . If you
can’t beat ‘em
, join ‘em .

 


The cunning consultant told us that he
expected this late start , had purposely given us an earlier start
time than necessary , please have your coffee and tea and biscuits
awaiting the latecomers . Desultory yak-yak .

 


We were too grown up to be angry or insulted
. It was just another immature or even downright foolish mid
managerial cockup . We were no more malfunctional than any other
team . We weren’t meeting certain
contrived

“ targets ” , but
not because of inefficiency .

 


There simply wasn’t
enough funding to hire adequate staff . Mostly we worked flat out ,
indeed many of us put in unpaid overtime . Managerial grumbling
about intra-departmental bickering was unfounded . It was no more
than average .

 


Thousands of pounds wasted on a single day .
Not spent , wasted . The NHS wastes billions -- that’s right , billions of pounds each year .

 


Mr. Godfrey droned on about responsibility ,
accountability , trust building , pro-activeness , time management
, incentivizing , appraisability , work value ethic , team
spiritedness , disenfranchisement , motivational integrity ,
respecting differences , catalytic conversion , individual and
collective empowerment , jurisdictional enablement , multi tasking
functionalism , patient centred probity . All that crap , and more
. He stopped just as the somnolence factor was approaching cent per
cent . The mid morning tea break following this drivel brought
welcome , if temporary relief .

 


Tea was surprisingly good . I found myself
talking to one of our older receptionists , Diana .

 


“ Saw your son in the shop the other day
,” she said . “
Debenhams , I think it was .”

 


I was puzzled . “
But Diana , I didn’t know you’d met him before .”

 


“ Haven’t
.”

 


“ But then how did ------ ” I broke off , she smiled a wide wide smile .

 


“ Because one look at his face , Shaila , and
I knew he couldn’t be anyone
else’s son but yours . What’s his name ? ”

 


“ Vikki .”

 


“ Well , I hope I didn’t upset him ; he caught me staring at him . Hope he
didn’t think I was a perv or something
.”

 


“ He’s gotten used
to people giving him more than just the passing glance . No way
he’d be upset .”

 


“ He’s lovely .
I’m going to call him Sunshine , if you
don’t mind .”

 


“ Not at all .”

 


We indulged in some juicy gossip about one of
our colleagues , and I was just about to excuse myself to the
toilet prior to the post break session , when Diana smiled again :
“ Funny old thing happened last week
.”

 


I was instantly curious : “ What , at Reception ? ”

 


“ Yep . An older guy came in and said he had
an appointment . His letter of appointment was with the Dept. of
Oral Medicine . He apparently followed the GUM signs down the
corridor thinking it has something to do with mouth problems
.”

 


“ Ooooohh -- how tempting for a jolly good
laugh .”

 


“ Exactly . Anyway , he asked me what GUM was
for , was it mouth or teeth , blah blah blah . So I leaned forward
and told him not so , it was about taking a swab test from a
bloke’s wotsit . He nearly fainted but
recovered and scurried out at 60 miles an hour ! ”

 


“ Ha , ha .” But I
had matching rejoinder for her : “
Reminds me of a young lad from a while ago . It was a normal
consultation until I told him I would be taking swabs from there .
He didn’t know what a swab was , so I showed him . He actually fainted
when he saw the swab ! ”

 


“ Oh dear . Was he hurt ? ”

 


“ Nah . Some sixth sense or maybe the glazed
look in his eyes made me jump up and grab him before he hit the
floor . Ten seconds horizontal and he was fine .”

 


“ Uh Oh , think we’re late .”

 


And with that the rigmarole began again .
Brainstorming , group seminars and focal interest discussions .

 


At one point the parlance became a bit rough
, the bone of contention being “ open
access clinics .”

 


It was the co-ordinator Mr. Godfrey who
raised the topic , no doubt at the behest of disgruntled Management
. Not fair , I thought , to raise this hot potato subject at a
supposedly motivational away day . I glanced at the face of our
most senior Charge Nurse , Michael . I was thrilled to see the
storm clouds gathering . We might have some excitement after all
!

 


A really quick word about “ open access clinics .”
We run an appointment-only system and unfortunately patients have
to wait about a month to be seen . Urgent cases are seen
immediately . It works well . But open access means no appointments
, people just walk into the clinic and are seen . One of the main
drawbacks is the wait . Short staffed as we are , patients might
wait an hour or two , or more before they can be examined .

 


Michael raised his hand and Mr. Godfrey bade
him speak .

 


He got up . “ Hi ,
I’m Mike , one of the Charge nurses . Is
this really for discussion ? We , that is the clinical staff have a
great deal of experience of running open access clinics ; this
issue has been done and dusted . Did the line managers ask you to
discuss this with us ? ”

 


“ It was mentioned in passing . However , you
know I’m merely facilitating this forum ,
if you all don’t want to talk about it ,
by all means let’s get a move on and
discuss other stuff .”

 


“ The subject is fairly straightforward .What
did management tell you ? ”

 


Godfrey looked uncomfortable at this but
replied : “ They seemed to think the
Department was recalcitrant when the idea of open access was
broached .”

 


“ I suspect you were misinformed , Mr.
Godfrey . May I very quickly explain and then others could have
their say ? ”

 


“ Go ahead , Mike . I find this interesting
.”

 


“ Last year management ordered us to run open access , in spite of unanimous
written memoranda from the doctors and nurses . We duly started and
never could finish by 5 p.m. . Worked into the evening and night
.”

 


I took up the thread : “ When we found there were to be no overtime
payments , we requested time off in lieu , but were told to pee off
.”

 


Mike : “ It ground
to a halt because there simply was no funding from anywhere to pay
for it . It wasn’t legal , in the absence
of an emergency milieu , to withhold pay for work .”

 


Me : “
It’s not just that . Inadequate seating .
Youngsters sitting on the floor , people even waiting outside .
Reminded me of my early years in India .”
This last observation drew a ripple of merriment from the audience
.

 


Hillary stood up : “ Last and far from least , quality of care . More
likely to make a mistake when you’re
tired or working at breakneck speed to try and finish work at a
decent hour .”

 


Godfrey : “ Well ,
summed up nicely . Thanks . Any other views ? If not , we can split
for lunch . And some good news . I’ve
curtailed the afternoon session so perhaps you can beat the mad
rush and be home earlier than expected .”

 


Lunch was another pleasant surprise . Not the
usual stale sandwiches ; a hot lunch including Chinese and Indian
.

 


We took our crackers and cheeses out into
warm sunshine . I munched contentedly , feeling relaxed . This was
helped by the fact that the impending weekend would let me recharge
. I nearly always felt more relaxed on Fridays .

 


One of our Specialist Nurses , Louise was
talking to Mike . The three of us had hurriedly vacated our spot
under a tree after aerial bombardment by a feathered friend had
landed its messy splotches dangerously close to us .

 


“ Whew , bird shit after bull ,” was Mike’s laconic
remark as we resettled on the dry warm grass .

 


“ Anyway ,” Louise
continued . “ Lynn called the police
.” Immediately alert , I said ,
“ Hey , what have I missed here ?
”

 


Moving so I was facing both of them , looked
enquiringly at Louise .

 


“ I was talking to a patient yesterday , a
young lady , when a man burst in and demanded to know what was
wrong with her . He was shouting loudly . Both the girl and I tried
to reason with him , but he was hopping mad . He was saying
he’d been in many many long term
relationships and none of his girls had had to come to this clinic . At one point it looked like he might hit
one or both of us .

 


“ Luckily Lynn was clearing up next door and
called 999 . Amazingly , they arrived in two minutes . By this time
he’d picked up the patient and slung her
over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes . He’s like , eight feet tall and four feet wide and the
poor little thing probably weighs no more than ninety pounds . The
police came in the nick of time and that was that .”

 


“ Sounds crazy ”
said Mike .

 


“ More like Stark Raving Loony Bonkers
Barking Mad ,” said I .

 


“ Truth is stranger than fiction ,” said Miss Philosophical Louise .

 


“ Hope I don’t come
across him , what’s he look like ?
”

 


“ Like the devil incarnate . He’s white , early twenties , broken nose ,
cauliflower ears , face covered in tattoos except for eyes , nose
and mouth .”

 


“ What tattoos ? ”

 


“ Assorted snakes , I think .”

 


“ What’s this about
numerous long term relationships , I thought you said he’s only young .”

 


Louise sniggered : “ Like some wag said once upon a time , nowadays
it’s long term if they stay for breakfast
.”

 


“ Promiscuous , if you ask me ,” chortled Mike . “ Call
me old fashioned if you like .”

 


“ Old fashioned ? More like Jurassic , Mike
,” I chided . “
Another wit said promiscuous has no real definition . Promiscuous
is someone who’s had one more lifetime partner(s) than yourself !
”

 


“ About four years ago there was this scene
in the late clinic ,” said Mike .

 


Twice a week we run late clinics in an effort
to be patient friendly . It means that people who are otherwise
well can access treatment after working hours . Typically , they
run for two or three hours after 5 p.m.

 


“ A middle aged lady was waiting to be seen
,” Mike continued . “ She had Chlamydia . Apparently her husband had
given her up for a new model - a quarter century younger model
.

 


“ Presumably , hubby had caught Chlamydia
from his shining new fooklemate and passed it onto her . Anyway ,
Sod’s law kicked in and hubby and Shining
New Model sat down in the same waiting area .”

 


“ What a twerp ,”
said Louise . “ He could’ve left rather than sit and wait .”

 


“ True , big mistake . It took her all of
five seconds to react . Jumped up , grabbed the younger lady ,
threw her to the floor , tore out clumps of her hair , and began
beating and kicking her to death . When hubby leapt up to help ,
she socked his kisser and knocked him down .”

 


“ Wow . Police come in ? ”

 


“ No , while Wild Wife was bashing hubby ,
Little Miss Muffet ran out , and hubby soon followed , clutching
his cut lip .”

 


“ Oh dear Oh dear Oh dearie me ! ”

 


“ Strangely , she composed herself pretty
quickly . Calm as a cucumber in just five minutes .”

 


Louise fell for it . “ You mean cool , don’t
you .”

 


“ Mike does tend to mix his metathings
,” I said . “
Back to the madding crowd , let’s go
.”

 


The afternoon session was only marginally
less boring than pre-lunch .

 


 


 


 


**********************

 


 


 


 


The weekend lived up to its promise , with
lots of reading , a couple of pleasant dinner parties .

 


In recent years there has been an influx of
people from the Indian sub-continent , probably largely Software
personnel , occasionally temping but mostly living in the UK for a
spell of a few years before returning .

 


Krishna and I had made our decision some
years ago . We liked this green and pleasant land ( and most of its
people ) , going back to India was unfair to Vikki who was born
here and knew no other lifestyle .

 


During this new millenium India has changed
dramatically . I hadn’t visited for
several years and was assured by friends that some places are
unrecognisable from just a few years ago .

 


On the Sunday evening the three of us were
playing Scrabble and Krishna was winning as usual . Somehow the
conversation swung round to holidays and Vikki said , “ Why not go to India this summer ? .”

 


Krishna : “ Hey ,
cool . We could spend a whole month .” I
frowned at him . I do get annoyed when he apes Vikki’s schoolboy semantics . Cool . Lush . Awesome .
Gross . Immense . Hilarious . Chavvy , blah blah .

 


Me : “ Definitely
not cool . August will be boiling hot . Remember what you did last
time at Bombay ( now Mumbai ) after landing . You took off your
shirt in the taxi on the first day and said lets go back to Carvill
.”

 


He smiled sheepishly : “ Oh yeeeeaaah , but I didn’t cry , did I ? ”

 


“ No , sweety , you did not . And we had a
pretty good time .”

 


Krishna : “ Idea .
Let’s be packed and ready . We might get
last minute bargain basement fares .”

 


Vikki : “ Cool .
This time I’ve got my digital camera
.”

 


Me : “
Everything’s cool nowadays . A long time
ago , the same things were hot or groovy , innit ? ”



 


Krishna : “
Don’t try to mimic him , Shai , it
doesn’t become you .”

 


I glared at him . Talk of the bleeding kettle
calling the bloody pot black . I flounced off for some hot cocoa .
“ Cocoa , anyone ? ” Yes please , they bleated together .

 


**************************

 


 


 


 


 


Monday and Tuesday whizzed by , incredibly
busy .

 


I spent much of lazy Wednesday morning
preparing our Departmental offering for next week’s Grand Round . This happened to be the spectacular
case of a young lady who had tuberculosis ( TB ) and syphilis at
the same time . The Director of Public Health had rung me earlier
to discuss it . Dr. Redcoat has seen it all in his time but even he
was quite astounded by this patient . I invited him to attend the
Grand Round and he said he’d look forward
to it .

 


“ The clinical slides are colourfully
gruesome , ought to wake up the first year Clinical Students
,” I said .

 


“ By the way , Shaila , I couldn’t find the TB culture result , do you know anything
about it ? ”

 


“ Sorry about that , Dr. Redcoat , the
imbecile surgeon actually forgot to send the lymph node sample off
to microbiology ! ”

 


“ Good grief ! What is their training coming
to nowadays ? ”

 


“ God knows . Last month a Senior Registrar
asked me , with a tremor in his voice , whether he ought to double
glove for a biopsy on an HIV patient .”

 


“ What a prat . By the way , Shaila , about
your case -- makes me think -- are we going back to Victorian times
? ”

 


“ It would appear to be so ,” was my prim reply .

 


Having finished the PowerPoint presentation I
relaxed with a half cup of coffee in the leisurely run up to lunch
.

 


Knock , knock . “
Come in ,” I said .

 


“ There’s a lady
come in without an appointment , looks distressed ,” said Michael . “
Wouldn’t give me details , wants to see a
lady .”

 


Most of us would rather not do clinical stuff
when not on clinical duty , I’m no
exception . But Michael is so experienced that I trust his
judgement implicitly .


 


“ Okay , Mike , can you do me a favour ?
”

 


“ Shai , I’d do you
anything .”

 


Smiling , I said “
If you ferret round for one of the nurses , full prep , and have
her drag me outa here when all is ready , please .”

 


Meanwhile , Imogen had snuck up , and as soon
as Mike had left , helloed me and said , “ Dr. Ward has this lady on the couch , in position
, wants your opinion .”

 


“ Sure thing .”

 


“ Follow me .”

 


Exchanged greetings with Dr. Ward , she
isn’t the brightest of sparks , but
honest enough .

 


She made way for me and I took the
examination chair after introducing myself to the patient . Peering
closely , I touched the small lesion with a gloved finger and got
up . “ Have a better look , Dr. Ward ,
with this ,” and I handed her a small
lens . “ This is molluscum contagiosum .
See the mini-dimple at the summit of the papule , this dimpling is
called umbilication and it clinches the diagnosis .”

 


I took a small sharp curette that Imogen
handed me and showed the patient . “ This
mini spoon can scoop out the spot . It will give you a scratchy
pain lasting a fraction of a second . See ? Heals with no scar
.” And I demonstrated the scooping
movement on her palm . “ Can I go ahead
or would you rather not ? ”

 


“ Please do , thanks .”

 


Back to the chair , curette positioned .
Looked at her again . “ Ready , brace
yourself .” A sudden flick , and it was
out .

 


“ In General Practice , I freeze them
,” said Dr. Ward . “ Good ,” I said .
“ Small kids may take fright at the
curette , and perhaps not tolerate the pain . But this curettage is
faster , cheaper , and less likely to cause scarring .”

 


Back in my room , I found Louise waiting
.

 


“ Sorry , darling , I was busy with another
case .”

 


“ Just fine . Only been here half a minute
.”

 


“ Are we ready to see this one ? ”

 


In the consulting room she introduced me to
Mrs. Palmer and left to wait in the exam room .

 


“ How can I help you ? ”

 


“ I’ve got herpes
.”

 


“ How long for ? And what have you noticed
--- spots , or pimples , or blisters or boils or what ? And where
are they ? ”

 


I’d managed to look
at her file briefly . Age 43 , divorced , unemployed . I looked at
her . Could be called attractive , I suppose , if she’d bothered with her hair , makeup , and clothing .
But it was her body language , facial expression , and most of all
speech that caught my attention .

 


She sat slumped , face singularly
expressionless . Her eyes were unable to hold mine for more than a
fraction of a second . Spoke slowly , missing out the lilt and
continuum of normal elocution .

 


“ Down below , Dr. Silva . On the right side
this time . I suppose -------- suppose you could call them painful
spots . They , ----- they sort of come and go . What else did you
ask ? I forgot .”

 


“ Sorry , Mrs. Palmer , didn’t mean to rush you .”
Sighing , I swivelled a bit and put my feet up on the desk .
“ How many days - or more than days -
have you had the painful spots . And have you had treatment ?
”

 


“ This attack maybe five or six days . And
did you --- did you not say treatment ? ”
I nodded . “ No treatment . I am quite
clean , doctor , and I’ve er , er ,
simply been washing more frequently . No tablets or ointment if ,
if , if that’s what you mean .”

 


“ Good . Now can you tell me more , please .
How long do attacks last ? How many months or years have you had
this problem ? ”

 


“ Well , Doc , I’d
say they last a week or two . Em , er , maybe nine or ten years
since it all started .”

 


“ How many attacks a year ? And by the way ,
have you never had any treatment ?
”

 


She frowned . “ No
, never . And every year I get maybe seven or eight , maybe more
attacks .”

 


“ May I have a look ? Let’s try to help you .”

 


I took her through and asked Louise to have
the usual bacterial swabs as well as Herpes Simplex
Virus swabs at the ready . Back to the consultation room for a
few deep breaths . I’m a great believer
in deep breathing . But enough about deep breathing . If I start I
could bore you to death . Back to the VIP -- the patient .

 


After thoroughly examining the vulval lesions
, I took the bacterial and viral swabs that Louise handed me .
Rising , I asked : “ Mrs. Palmer , are
you okay with blood tests ? Let’s be
thorough and go by the book .”

 


“ Alright .”

 


“ Thanks for your time , Louise . Please do a
full blood count , glucose , urea & electrolytes , thyroid
function tests , plus our standard serologies .”

 


“ Shai , please write down those non -
routine ones . You know how my age has affected my memory
.”

 


“ Gosh , you’re
right . Very nearly 28 now , aren’t you ?
I’d almost forgotten .” I was pleased to note that the lady , who was
getting off the couch , had a half smile on her face at this
exchange .

 


Back to complete the consult / interview , I
said to her , “ Sorry I caused pain
whilst taking the swabs . They’re
important , you know .”

 


“ That’s fine . I
noticed you took your time . My GP couldn’t have taken a look for more than a second ,
I’d say .”

 


I was shocked , but maintained a straight
face . I’m good at that . Too many
strange or darn peculiar histories had passed my field of vision
for me to react in an obvious or revealing manner .

 


“ When you had your first episode , what took
place ? ”

 


“ She ( the GP ) was rude and quick . Hm Hm
Hm she got me on the couch and looked down at my bits , said herpes
, and almost ran out .”

 


“ Did she take a culture test , a swab ?
”

 


“ Can’t remember .
When I dressed and returned to her office , she said
you’ve got
herpes and I said what does that mean and she said
you’ve got to live with it for the rest
of your life and there’s no cure
.”

 


“ I asked her what she meant and she said
exactly that . You’ll suffer for the rest
of your life . She was actually smiling when she said that
.”

 


“ Weird . Did she take a culture test like I
did just now ? ”

 


“ Ummmm --- can’t
say . She didn’t say she did .”

 


“ Mrs. Palmer , I saw folliculitis when I
examined you . Not herpes . It means mini boils . Like many folks
get all the time . The glands of the hair follicles of the skin
attract germs which feed on the sebum - the natural skin oil -
causing infection . This is pretty common .

 


“ I’m not sure
what’s happening here . Today my
diagnosis is folliculitis , mini boils if you like .”

 


“ Are you saying I don’t have herpes .”

 


“ I don’t know .
This is the first time I’ve seen you
.”

 


“ I’m er er er
really confused . What can I do ? ”

 


“ I run a Vulva Clinic once a month . Come
there , the next one is next week and I’ll fit you in , let’s
talk again . Meanwhile take antibiotic tablets for a week and rub
on some antibacterial cream .”

 


I saw Mrs. Palmer in the Vulva Clinic the
following week . Luckily there was a cancellation and a longish
consultation ensued . She was able to tell her awful story in
considerable detail .

 


The diagnosis of Herpes had shattered her .
She ’d become so anxious and stressed
that she lost her job as an administrator in a television company .
The GP had certified her as Disabled ; to use her own words , she
had spent the next eight or nine years “
in a zombed out state .” She had received
intermittent help from Community Psychiatry in the form of
counselling .

 


On this second occasion I was quite pleased
to see that her demeanour had improved somewhat .

 


“ Did the tablets and cream from last week
help ? ”

 


“ Yes , Dr. Silva , the spots went away in
just over two days .”

 


“ Is it possible they disappeared by
coincidence ? ”

 


“ No way . No coincidence . I can tell
because I ’ve had this problem for so
long now .”

 


“ Do you feel able to discuss my plan for
your care now , or shall we postpone it to next month’s Clinic ? ”

 


“ Now , if you have time , doctor . What
about my test results ? ”

 


I opened her file .“ Blood tests fine . Herpes swab negative . The
other swab grew Streptococcus .”

 


“ Is that like the sore throat bug ? And does
this mean I definitely don‘t have Herpes
? ”

 


“ If only things could be that simple and
straightforward . Yes , it’s similar to
the kind of bacteria causing many cases of pharyngitis . The
problem is that I have seen only one
attack or episode . I cannot mislead you by guesswork .

 


“ If you agree , my plan is to see you at
each episode for at least the next three or four episodes .
It’s possible , no no , I ’d say probable , that this will tell us what the
matter is with you . At the moment my working diagnosis is
folliculitis , you know , like small boils .”

 


“ Can you do that ---- that is see me
frequently like I described ? ”

 


“ Anything to get to the bottom of this
.”

 


“ Good . When you experience your next
episode , see me on day five or six of the attack so that I can
assess you better .”

 


“ I will . Can I ask you something ?
”

 


“ Go ahead .”

 


“ I met this man , about six months ago ,
we’ve become very close , but nothing
physical yet . Do you think it’s alright
now or should I wait some months till you sort me out , before I
become physically involved .”

 


“ I really couldn’t
say one way or another . Would you like to have a chat with our
Specialist Nurse about safer sex ? She can also give you free
condoms .”

 


“ Yes , thank you .”

 


She did stick to our plan and over the next
few months saw me three times , and the outcome was the same ,
except that the lesions varied in their exact location on the
genitals .

 


On the last of these occasions , which was to
discuss test results of the

previous episode , she displayed a remarkably
different persona . She wasn’t exactly
chirpy but looked much better .

 


“ You’re looking
good ,” I remarked .

 


“ Thanks .You’ve
helped a lot .”

 


“ They pay me well ,” I shrugged . “ Er , lets
see . Same as before , negative for Herpes . But it was a different
bacterium this time . Staphylococcus .”

 


“ Is it serious ? ”

 


“ No . To use your own analogy , just as you
can get a sore throat from different bugs , so also you can get
folliculitis from various microbes .”

 


“ So now you’re
certain I don’t have herpes , only a
minor skin infection .”

 


I was cautious . “
Mrs. Palmer , I have learnt the hard way . Here , I’m giving you an opinion , not making a statement of
fact . My opinion is that you get recurrent folliculitis . Not
Herpes . I can offer you antibiotics by mouth , or cream to apply ,
or both .

 


“ This tendency of yours to folliculitis may
persist , or go away over the next few months or years . I can try
some adjunctive measures in an effort to lessen the frequency and
severity of episodes . If we start on that footing today , maybe we
can have another chat in , say , three or four months .”

 


“ Happy with that . Strange that I was down
in the dumps for so many years for no good reason .”

 


“ You should have sought us out early on ,
this is exactly our cup of tea , if you don’t mind the expression .”

 


“ Cup of tea .” She
actually smiled . “ I was shell shocked ,
you see . I overheard two teenagers in a charity shop where I
worked , that’s how I first came to you
.”

 


“ I understand . You thought you might be in
love again . What happened ? ”

 


“ We’re a couple
now . George owns a small business and wants me to work for him
.”

 


“ How long is it you’ve been physically intimate ? ”

 


“ Just over two months .”

 


“ Then you’ll need
to have swabs and bloods for the usual STI screen .”

 


Now she was confused . “ But I thought I had the tests .”

 


“ You’re right ,
you did . But not after your relationship with George began
.”

 


“ We use protection .”

 


“ And condoms can fail . Think about it . I
would suggest we see you three months from now , sooner if you
notice anything wrong . In fact , two birds with one stone , namely
the STI screen and the folliculitis chat with me on the same visit
.”

 


She gave me a grateful smile , and was
through to Louise for medication and condoms . End of Clinic , and
I finished dictation very quickly .

 


Some colleagues write reams . I
can’t see the point . GPs just
don’t have the time to read through
convoluted excrement , let alone sorting the chaff .

 


Louise came in , welcome hot cups in hand .
“ That was a very sad story , I thought
.”

 


“ Understatement of the year . Imagine
disabling someone for the best part of a decade , from sheer
ignorance and ineptitude .”

 


“ I ’d like to meet
that doctor in a dark alley . Hey , aren’t you supposed to report underperforming colleagues
? ”

 


“ Are we on the same planet ? Remember the
Bristol Heart Babies Scandal ? ”

 


“ Remind me .”

 


“ An anaesthetist found that dozens of babies
were maimed or killed in Bristol because Management decided to save
money by forcing the ( adult ) cardiac surgeons to operate ,
instead of hiring a Pediatric Cardiac Surgeon . He was sacked , had
to emigrate to Australia because he blew the whistle and no one
would employ him in the UK . What happened next was farcical and
shameful . The surgeons lost their livelihood but Management
escaped unscathed .”

 


“ Wow . I get your point . Still , a tragedy
.”

 


“ You bet your sweet derriere . Her American
Cousin would have sued for a large , maybe seven figure sum
.”

 


“ Didn’t you hint
as much ? ”

 


“ Severely tempted . But in the absence of
dead certainty , held my counsel .”

 


“ Maybe she’ll
eventually work it out , and sue the slob .”

 


“ I hope so , too .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Drugs n Sex n Rock n Roll and the UK
infertility epidemic

 


 


 


 


The dining table conversation had been
sluggish thus far , though not outright boring . Krishna
’s friend Andrew is a bright young man ,
and it was obvious that he was an admirer as well . He ’s also an architect , and I suspect he looks up to
Krishna as a mentor as well as a friend .

 


We had just finished dessert , a delicious
Indian ice-cream variant called kulfi . In fact
we were all indulging in second helpings . Earlier , I had had to
tell Vikki off for his gluttonous attack on the kulfi .

 


“ Let’s catch the
news ,” I said .

 


“ ----- hospital spokesman told us that the
incident would be rigorously and quickly investigated ,” the newsreader’s voice
intoned . “ The patient will need a
kidney transplant , pending which he will have to undergo dialysis
three times a week . An earlier statement by the Press Officer of
the hospital indicated that it was not yet clear whether the
removal of the wrong kidney was due to a systems failure or an
error by an individual .”

 


Disgusted , I switched off . “ Poor sod , I hope he gets a transplant quickly
.” I felt ashamed of the profession .

 


“ How could that happen ?” asked Andrew .

 


“ Can’t say with
this particular case , but it is an avoidable mistake .”

 


“ I wonder if the kidney was cancerous or
something ,” said Andrew . “ But then wouldn’t it be
glaringly obvious ?”

 


“ True . This tragedy was probably not in the
setting of malignancy , but some other non-cancer kidney diseases .
They remove the diseased kidney because it produces harmful
substances . The double whammy here is that when the normal kidney is removed and the mistake inevitably
discovered , they have to remove the remaining diseased kidney as
well .”

 


“ Bloody awful ,”
said Andrew .

 


Krishna : “ So if
the left kidney is diseased and is the correct one to remove ,
it’s a case of left is right and right is
wrong .”

 


“ Enough already !”
I glared at him and Andrew switched off his smile . “ This is a serious thing , you know .”

 


Krishna put out his hands in contrition .
“ Sorry , sorry .”

 


“ Damn right . But guys , I ’m reminded of a truly sordid affair some years ago
which nearly had me tearing my hair out .”

 


“ What happened ?”

 


“ I can’t say which
hospital . In this sad , sad case the wrong kidney was removed but
there is a twist . Just before the surgeon was going to make the
incision , a final year medical student who had studied the case
told him she thought it was the other kidney that should be out .
But he told her she didn’t know what she
was talking about , and removed the good kidney anyway .”

 


“ Unbelievable !”
They were gawping at me in amazement .

 


“ I keep telling you truth is stranger than
fiction . Look at nine-eleven . Anyway this chap was jailed
.”

 


I served coffee and we relaxed , watching the
news for a couple of minutes . There wasn’t anything very interesting going on and then I
remembered another patient’s suffering ,
and its cause .

 


“ That wrong kidney business was an error of
commission ,” I said . “ But I came across an error of omission during a
previous job , again with a disastrous outcome .”

 


I could see their curiosity aroused .

 


“ Go on ,” said
Krishna .

 


“ Only if you promise not to make sick
remarks .”

 


“ I do solemnly swear .”

 


“ And not a word to anyone , on pain of death
.”

 


They rolled their eyeballs .

 


“ I was unpleasantly surprised to receive a
letter from a lawyer alleging negligence by the hospital , which
shall go nameless . The accusation was that many years ago , this
patient , their client had Syphilis . That this was diagnosed

but not treated . That as a result the client
had suffered brain damage . Compensation would be sought
.”

 


“ Was there no treatment for it in those days
?”

 


“ There was indeed . Penicillin and other
antibiotics .”

 


“ Sorry to interrupt .”

 


“ It’s alright . If
you don’t interrupt , sometimes you later
forget what you wanted clarified . As you can imagine , I did not
believe such a thing could happen . The lawyer requested a
photocopy of the patient’s medical record
as the first step . I wrote back to the lawyer seeking the
patient’s written consent for this
.”

 


“ But doesn’t the
fact of being the client imply consent ?”
asked Andrew .

 


“ Implied , yes . But I ’ve been trained to be cautious to the point of
paranoia . Better safe than sorry is good , but I go one step
further : it pays to be paranoid . So when
this written consent was obtained , I sent the copy of his case
notes . But when I read his notes , I was gobsmacked , dumbfounded
,

flabbergasted , and thunderstruck
.”

 


“ All that at the same time ?” smiled Krishna .

 


“ Yup . It was true . He had Syphilis , and
hadn’t been treated .”

 


“ What about the brain damage .
Isn’t Syphilis supposed to turn your
brain into jelly or something ?”

 


“ Not quite . I couldn’t say about this patient , but it’s almost certain the

patient has been formally proven to have
neuro-syphilis , else the compensation claim is weak .”

 


“ I just don’t get
it ,” said Andrew . “ How can a doctor not treat a killer disease ?
There must have been some address mistake , or identity mistake or
something . Or the patient not attending for treatment .”

 


“ Nothing of the sort . I went through the
file again and again . The man had four different Syphilis blood
tests at each hospital visit , and he visited the hospital four
times .

 


“ Not all four tests were positive at each
visit , but I can assure you that I ’m an
experienced Syphilologist and I know there
is no excuse for not treating . The only possibility that has even
a whiff of sanity , is itself strange , strange , strange
.”

 


“ And what would that be ?”

 


“ Brace yourself . If he was interested in
observing the pattern of the test results , and the strengths of
positivity over a period of say a few months . But if he then
forgot to follow-up , and the patient did forget as well ,
there’s tragedy for you . And what if the
patient moved home .”

 


“ But that’s
downright arrogant .”

 


“ Absolutely . If , as I think is the case ,
the patient has proven neuro-syphilis , the hospital
doesn’t have a leg to stand on . God
knows , they might have to settle a seven figure sum .

 


“ It was my unfortunate task to report to
Management that the unbelievable had actually happened .”

 


For a while , they appeared to be too shocked
to say anything .

 


“ Didn’t one of
Britain’s kings go mad from Syphilis
?” asked Andrew .

 


“ I believe the jury’s out on that one . They say it might have been
porphyria . I can’t remember which king
.”

 


“ Didn’t one of
India’s statesmen die of it ?” asked Krishna .

 


“ I’m not sure
whether that’s true or a rumour . If he
did , he almost certainly didn’t catch it
from Lady Mountbatten with whom he had a rip-roaring affair .
Rather , from heady days at Oxford .”

 


“ How can you tell ?” enquired Andrew .

 


“ The time factor . You get syphilitic heart
or brain disease decades after you first catch it .

 


“ And there was Randolph Churchill , and Al
Capone .”

 


“ Capone ? I thought he died in a hail of
bullets .”

 


“ Nope . Died of Syphilis in Sing Sing . More
coffee , anyone ?”

 


“ Not me ,” said
Andrew . “ Your Syphilis seems to have
quenched my thirst .”

 


“ I’ll give you
more of that , then . There was this great British surgeon , Hunter
I think his name was , probably nineteenth century . He took some
pus from a patient with gonorrhoea , and inoculated it into his arm
to prove some point about infectivity . Unfortunately this pus
contained the Syphilis bug and

he died of it . Of course you can’t be sure . Maybe he caught it screwing someone
.”

 


Krishna said : “
Phew . Enough . What a pleasant post-dinner conversation topic ,
what about weather , politics , sport .”

 


I said : “ How
about Iraq , Afghanistan , the never ending African genocides ,
starvation deaths , torturing dictatorships , World apathy et
cetera .”

 


Andrew : “ You
forgot murder , rape , child pornography , global warming , alien
invasions , and death by taxation .”

 


Me : “
Didn’t forget , was rudely interrupted
.”

 


 


 


 


 


**********************

 


 


 


 


I was late to start clinic . The first
patient was a plump young woman in her late twenties .

 


“ Miss Wills , how can I help you
?”

 


“ I’m here for a
checkup . No problems , except condoms splitting . I trust my
fiance , but I don’t know about him
before we got together . You know the score .”

 


“ The score . We know the score ,
it’s all about scoring , innit
.”

 


We both laughed .

 


I completed her sexual history and other
relevant history , we talked again after her swabs had been taken
.

 


“ Things looked normal . But we do not make
assumptions , you need to ring next week for the results of your
tests . Even if you are negative come back in six to twelve months
for re-testing . Unfortunately ours is an imperfect science and one
set of tests can miss something . It goes without saying that if
you have symptoms we need to re-assess you .”

 


“ Thanks , Dr. Silva . By the way , I have a
pair of complimentary tickets for the new Harrison Ford movie
.” She dug into her handbag and handed me
the tickets . “ They’re only valid till this weekend .”

 


“ I’m not supposed
to accept gifts but this is tempting . My son and husband will be
delighted , thanks . How did you come by the tickets ?”

 


“ I’m a camerawoman
, so I get the odd freebie .”

 


“ In your job you must travel a lot . Meet
interesting people .”

 


“ It’s tiring , but
yes , we come across interesting types . Recently I was thrilled to
shake hands with Miss World , an Indian lady called Rai . I cannot
pronounce her first name , I ’m afraid
.”

 


“ Aishwarya .”

 


“ That’s right .
Her complexion is absolutely fabulous . I can’t even describe it . Perfect , maybe .
That’s it . Perfect . Never seen anything
like it , don’t think I ever will again
.”

 


“ I’m from the same
region in India that she’s from
.”

 


“ Oh . Whereabouts would that be ?”

 


“ Mysore . Quite a nice place . Been there
?”

 


“ No . I did work in New Delhi , though
.”

 


“ I lived there a while . The heat nearly
killed me . Thanks again for the tickets . Don’t forget what I said about re-testing .”

 


 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


 


I wasn’t in a
particularly good mood , which is quite rare . I am almost always
even tempered , people have often commented on my affability . But
I had started my wotsit last night , hated it . Bloody blood , hate
it !

 


There was a lull in the proceedings , two
successive patients not having shown up . So I took advantage of
the unexpected break with a quick half-cup of coffee . Just as I
had finished washing up , Louise poked her head round the door and
beckoned to me .

 


“ Stella wants your opinion ,” she said . I frowned . Dr. Stella Walton is one of
the worst Registrars ever to be foisted on us . Lazy and callous ,
she was a danger to patients ; we considered her untrainable , and
had informally considered asking her to change direction .

 


“ It’s Alex
,” she continued . “ Apparently , he has a blister .”

 


Alex is one of our HIV patients , a cheerful
man in his mid-thirties . I knocked and entered the examination
room .

 


“ Good Morning , Dr. Silva ,” said Stella . I returned the greeting and asked
her what the matter was .

 


“ Alex noticed a blister yesterday
,” she said . “
No other symptoms .”

 


“ Where is he ?”

 


“ In the consulting room .”

 


“ Please bring him here .”

 


She brought him in and we exchanged greetings
. I knew Alex well . He took off his shirt and I saw a small clear
blister on his back , between his shoulder blades . I told Stella
what tests to take , and excused myself briefly . I went to the
toilet , puzzling over the possible cause of this blister . It was
while drying my hands that a thought came to me .

 


Back in the exam room , I sat down and asked
Alex : “ Did you have a fever or any hot
or cold sensation ?”

 


“ No .”

 


“ In the last few weeks , have you been in
contact with anyone with the chickenpox ?”

 


“ Over a month ago . My friend in Southampton
had it , I stayed with him three days .”

 


“ Please check his temperature ,” I requested Stella , which she did . He
was febrile at 38.2 degrees .

 


We left Alex and once in the consult room , I
questioned Stella . It’s rude and
unprofessional to question a trainee with a patient present .

 


“ I think it’s
chickenpox , Stella , any ideas about his management today
?”

 


“ Well , it’s
self-limiting , so I guess we can review him periodically in case
there are complications .”

 


Stupid minx . I stared at her .

 


“ Stella , he’s
immuno-compromised . Even with immuno-competent patients , there
can be very serious complications --- liver , lung , brain
infection to name a few .”

 


“ So we’ll treat
him with acyclovir , I guess . Shall I write out the scrip
?”

 


“ Please .”

 


She wrote it out . I said : “ I ’ll see him out . Save
you some time , you can see your next patient . I will follow him
up and keep you informed .”

 


She handed me the prescription and I got up
to go and see Alex . Before I reached the door , I glanced at her
scrip . Rage gripped me . I went back and sat down .

 


Stella , you’ll
have to rewrite the scrip .You have given him one fourth the dose ,
and for five days when it should be seven days .”

 


She was wrong footed by my vehemence .
“ Er , er , what do you mean ? We always
write this dose .”

 


Alarm bells sounded in my head . I knew from
all sections of staff that not only was she a twerp , but a rude
twerp . I mustn’t lose my temper . More
than one person had heard her say : “ I
know my rights .”

 


But this was bad stuff . Not just health ,
but life itself was at stake .

 


“ Have you had a look at the BNF ( British
National Formulary ) lately ? Or read about viral infections and
their management in HIV disease ? Or asked anyone about anything
?”

 


“ But I’ve scripted
acyclovir many times , that’s the dose
.”

 


“ You wrote the correct dose for Herpes . The
dose for chickenpox is four times that for
herpes , and seven days , not five .”

 


“ Sorry , I did not know .”

 


“ Sorry isn’t good
enough . Sorry doesn’t help . People can
get seriously hurt or die from mismanagement of their condition
.”

 


“ You’re getting
aggressive .”

 


“ Damn right ,” I
snarled at her . “ You need to talk to
someone when you don’t know stuff . The
problem is , you don’t know that you
don’t know .”

 


“ This feels like browbeating .”

 


“ Do you know how it feels to be dead
?”

 


“ I’m going to
complain about you .”

 


“ Please do . It’s
only fair to warn you that if you decide to continue in this
specialty , I will be informing the Postgraduate Dean , and if
necessary the GMC that you represent an ongoing threat to patient
safety . If you can’t shape up you have
to ship out .”

 


“ I will think about what you said
.”

 


“ You have a few days to think things over
.”

 


I went back to Alex and wrote out his scrip ,
discussed his condition and its management .

 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


The following week I was training a Nurse
Practitioner who wanted an update in STIs . She wanted training to
enable her to better manage relevant problems in General Practice
.

 


They were mainly young people who had
increasingly accessed the Practice for advice or treatment for STIs
, contraception , abortions and pregnancy care .

 


Our department was bursting at the seams
thanks to the meteoric rise and rise and rise of STIs and an almost
total lack of injection of fresh monies into their management .
This Cinderella treatment is virtually ubiquitous in the UK .

 


The UK epidemics of STIs had only slowed for
a couple of years in the mid-eighties because of extensive media
propaganda by the Government in the wake of the AIDS scare .

 


Since then though , with the failure of AIDS
to spread widely in the heterosexual community , complacency seems
to have set in .

 


Britain boasts and has boasted for many many
years , of the highest rates in Western Europe of teenage pregnancy
, of teenage abortions , and also of STI prevalence . Throughout
the nineties the UK has seen numerous outbreaks of Chlamydia ,
Gonorrhoea , and Syphilis . In this , the eighth year of the New
Millennium , the story’s the same .

 


The first patient on our list was a young
lady of nineteen who had already attended a couple of weeks ago
.

 


“ Sally , this is Mrs. Amanda Thin , a senior
nurse sitting in with me if you don’t
mind .”

 


They shook hands . “ I’m happy with that
.”

 


I studied her file , said to Amanda :
“ Sally was here two weeks ago , a
colleague treated her for Pelvic Infection with a
fortnight’s course of Doxycyline . She
had had pelvic pain for six months before coming to us .”

 


Turning to the patient : “ Can you point to where the pain was ?”

 


She pointed to her lower abdomen , on the
left side .

 


“ Amanda , the notes say the pain was severe
. Sally , you went to your doctor twice in the first few months .
What did they say ?”

 


“ The first doctor said it might be the Pill
, and changed it . That didn’t work and
the next doctor a month later thought it was Irritable Bowel
Syndrome . The treatment for that didn’t
work either . In fact I saw the third doctor who thought of an
Ovarian Cyst , but the scan showed no cyst .”

 


“ And how long have you been with your
boyfriend ?”

 


“ Nearly a year .”

 


“ How is the pain now ?”

 


“ Ninety percent better .”

 


“ Did your boyfriend take his treatment
?”

 


“ Yes . He said his ex-girlfriend was treated
as well .”

 


“ Fine , we’ll give
you some more tablets since the pain is still there . It’s very important you come back if there’s any more trouble . You have been made aware that
your fertility is at stake .”

 


“ Yes , I’m going
to be very careful . I want to have kids .”

 


After she left , Amanda asked : “ Did the swabs show anything ?”

 


“ All tests negative . What you just saw was
rather typical . Three different erroneous diagnoses . Each time
the threat of blocked Fallopian tubes persisted or increased . The
sexual history was entirely ignored , and valuable time lost
.”

 


“ So ignorance could have cost her fertility
.”

 


“ I’m not trying to
split hairs , but ignorance is too crude a word . Lack of awareness
. Of course the doctors know about Pelvic Infection . But for an
overworked GP , having one’s antennae out
consistently is not easy .”

 


“ You were particular about seeing her again
if symptomatic .”

 


“ That’s because it
can relapse . Picture this . Say , her tubes are not damaged . Now
the pain of relapse , and if she ignores it because it is mild ; it
might go away , she‘s still at risk of
Tubal Factor Infertility ( TFI ) .”

 


“ Is the partner always treated ?”

 


“ Always , but always . Two more learning
points with little Sally’s case . First ,
contact tracing --- her partner’s ex was
also treated ; if Sally had an ex-boyfriend we would have evaluated
him too . Secondly look at the time span between getting infected
by her boyfriend and developing pelvic pain . A few months . Though
it can be slower or faster .”

 


After three routine insignificant cases ,
there was an emergency . Dr. Sue Littmann , our bright young SHO (
Senior House Officer ) rushed in .

 


“ There ’s a very
unwell sixteen year old next door . Very bad pelvic pain . Fever at
38.8 . Tachycardia at 96 per minute . Tachypnoea at 20 breaths a
minute . Blood pressure maintained at 100 /60 . Vomiting like mad ,
dehydrated . Pregnancy test negative . Swabs done . Impressive
cervicitis observed at swab taking .”

 


“ What do you think ?”

 


“ Pelvic infection . Thought you’d better see her too .”

 


“ Boyfriend ?”

 


“ None . But three one night stands in the
last five or six months . Apparently she pulls them at the clubbing
scene . Lots of booze and drugs . She’s
on the Pill , didn’t bother with condoms
.”

 


“ High performance Pulling Power not always
good , huh . I’m going to lay a hand on
her , but meanwhile could you liaise with O & G to get her a
bed . Urgent ultrasound , intravenous fluids , intravenous
Ofloxacin .”

 


“ What dose ? She’s
thin as a rake , maybe eight stone tops .”

 


“ Go easy . 200 milligrams twice a day . Oh
and by the way , along with the routine bloods ask for Chlamydia
antibodies . On the requisition form two words : Pelvic Infection .
But mention the duration . They‘re doing
a big study , you see .”

 


Amanda accompanied me to the patient and I
couldn’t find anything that Sue had
missed . Later we learnt that this little girl was in fact
sufficiently well to go home in less than 72 hours , and would soon
be reviewed as an out-patient very shortly .

 


We returned and I finished the list quickly ,
thanks to a combination of simple cases and two who didn’t turn up . This freed up some training time with
Amanda .

 


We settled down with our cups of tea .

 


“ I’d never even
heard of a sixteen year old with severe Pelvic Infection . Let
alone seen one . I was shocked .”

 


“ You hid your shock quite well .”

 


“ Isn’t it rare to
see two teenagers with PID in a single morning ?”

 


I had to give this question some thought .
After a while : “ Yes and no . Some years
ago , yes . Now , not really surprised . You might faint if I told
you how much STI is out there .”

 


“ What routine tests are offered ?”

 


“ Swabs for Gonorrhoea and Chlamydia . Bloods
for Syphilis , Hepatitis B and HIV . Oh , almost forgot . In
females , an extra swab for Trichomonas .”

 


“ And what are the commonest infections
?”

 


“ Urethritis in men , Cervicitis in women ;
warts in both sexes .”

 


“ I’m still
surprised at the teenage Pelvic Infections today .”

 


“ You heard what Sue said . Ridiculously
young people are getting drunk or stoned or whatever or a
combination . Surely you remember , as I do , that as teenagers ,
while we didn’t think we were immortal , we sure felt immortal .”

 


She gave a nostalgic smile . “ I remember . But I didn’t go mad .”

 


“ Nor I . But we had fewer distractions .
Some kid on television recently said she probably couldn’t live without her mobile phone .

 


“ But the UK epidemics of STIs
aren’t just fuelled by alcohol and drugs
and the clubbing and pubbing scene , Amanda . Most cases are
attributable to that dreaded reality called Peer Pressure
.”

 


“ But coming back to Pelvic Infection , do
you think that all these women nowadays who are sub-fertile have
blocked tubes from an STI ?”

 


“ Far from it . Historically , if you go back
just a few decades , TFI was a cause of
infertility . Now , it’s the major cause in this country in certain age groups ,
though not by far .”

 


“ You’re saying ,
there are loads of women out there with blocked tubes .”

 


“ Amanda , the epidemics of Pelvic Infection
out there means loads and loads . Translated into numbers , what
does this mean ?

 


“ UK population 60 million . Half female .
Several millions aged 15 - 25 . Now apply a little fuzzy logic
.

 


“ Hundreds of thousands of these with Pelvic
Infection . Assume only a small fraction of these get blocked tubes
.

 


“ Therefore , my educated guesstimate ,
Amanda , is that currently , as I speak , tens of thousands of
young British teenage girls and young women are already sterile ,
and don’t even know it . Tens of
thousands or maybe even more , who knows ?

 


“ Then the torture begins . Treatment is five
or ten or twenty thousand quid or more for each couple .

 


“ Cumulatively , the cost is hundreds of
millions of pounds or even billions in just a few years
.”

 


“ Shaila , what is the cost of treating
infection early , before expensive complications ?”

 


“ Five to ten quid . Double that for some not
so simple cases .”

 


“ So an ounce of prevention is really worth a
pound of cure !”

 


“ Wrong . The proverbial factor is sixteen (
ounces to the pound ) . But basic primary school Math tells you
that with STIs , an ounce of prevention is worth tons of cure
.”

 


“ I see what you mean .”

 


 


 


*********************

 


 


 


 


We’d been on
holiday in Cornwall , a lovely relaxing break , and returning to
work after eight restful days felt distinctly unappetising . I also
experienced more than slight trepidation about the incident with
Stella ; if she persisted in trying to be a career Venereologist ,
I had a messy fight on my hands .

 


Don’t get me wrong
. I’m a very gentle person , some would
say timid . In fact if I hadn’t been in a
job like this where I had to talk to
patients all day , I don’t know how I
would have coped . Even now , with well over two decades of
lecturing experience , I have to take beta-blockers before every
formal didactic lecture !

 


It wasn’t just the
chickenpox incident that told me she was dangerous . The previous
month , she’d missed pneumonia and given
the patient cough linctus instead of powerful antibiotics . Another
time , she’d missed an ectopic pregnancy
. Both conditions are fraught and outcomes could have been very
serious , even fatal . Luckily my senior colleagues had the same
opinion .

 


So it came as a pleasant surprise to hear ,
minutes after my return to Clinic , that she had resigned in my
absence . She had been excused the mandatory one month notice .

 


One of the nurses suggested a big party to
celebrate . Such was the relief experienced by all denominations of
staff . Months later we learnt she had started re-training in
Psychiatry . Not so easy to kill patients in that specialty .

 


My first appointment of the morning , a long
one , was wasted because the patient hadn’t attended . Shame . But I made myself a half-cup
of tea and joined the smokers in their lair , they’re generally a jovial bunch , always good for a
laugh .

 


“ Congratulations .”

 


“ What about ?” I
asked .

 


“ Oh , don’t
pretend ,” said Hillary . “ Our spies have informed us . It was you who got
rid of Stella .”

 


“ Oh dear oh dearie me ,” I said . “ No one else
was present when I spoke to her . And no CCTV camera in the room
.”

 


“ Keep her guessing .”

 


“ Must have been Alex ,” I said . “ He was in the
next room .” I could tell from their
expressions that I had hit target . “
Eavesdropping little swine .”

 


“ She was very rude to me ,” said Louise . “ There
was a patient with an equivocal Chlamydia test result whom she
didn’t treat . When I pointed out that it
was Clinic policy to treat equivocals , she told me to get lost and
mind my own business .”

 


“ Not surprised ,”
I said . “ She’s a nasty piece of work . She doesn’t know that she doesn’t
know .”

 


Michael : “ Reminds
me of the Great Man , can’t remember
whether it was Aristotle or Socrates or Confucius who said :

 


He who knows not but knows that he knows not
-- teach him .

 


He who knows but knows not that he knows --
enlighten him .

 


He who knows not and knows not that he knows
not -- shun him for he

is an ass-hole .

 


He who knows and knows that he knows , follow
him , for he is a philosopher .

 


“ Mike , you’re a
deep bloke .”

 


“ A philosopher .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Serial date rape and a dope on dope

 


 


 


 


On a warm bright sunny July weekend we
decided a picnic was a good idea . Krishna drove his larger more
comfortable car , a Skoda . The brunt of many a joke , but he loved
the near silent power of its high-pressure direct-injection
common-rail diesel engine . Overtaking was safe and effortlessly
easy . It was environment friendly and fuel efficient too . My
little Nova was for short runs and errands .

 


No , I’m not paid
by either motor company .

 


Our destination , the Brecon Beacons in Wales
, is a designated area of Outstanding Natural Beauty , and there
was very little conversation , such was the splendour of the
passing landscape . Each turn seemed to bring into view a sight
even grander than the one before .

 


Vikki had brought his friend Mark along .

 


Presently we stopped at a scenic site ,
having been informed by road signs half a mile earlier that there
were toilet facilities there . We got out and I stretched
elaborately .

 


“ Any more of that and something is bound to
snap ,” said Krishna . “ Wonder whether you were a dancer in your previous
life .”

 


“ Yeah , yeah , hear , hear ,” I taunted .

 


Vikki and Mark were running towards the
toilets . “ Vikki , don’t run , walk ,” I shouted
shrilly . Echoing in the hillsides !

 


They stopped and turned and shouted .
“ Hulllllllooooo .” Huh oh , huh oh , huh oh said the hills ,
delighting them .

 


We walked a few yards to the viewpoint ; a
barricade near the almost vertical hillside was reassuringly robust
. Vikki was staring through his binoculars , taking turns with Mark
.

 


Sudden a small herd of sheep appeared from
nowhere . They milled around us bleating plaintively , obviously
begging for food .

 


“ Mom , can we feed them . Pleeeaaaase
.”

 


“ Sorry , sonny , we only got lunch for us
.” Their faces fell . I had a trick up my
sleeve . I went to the unlocked car and took a large loaf of bread
from the boot where I’d hidden it .

 


“ Voila ,” and I
handed it to the boys . They yelped thanks and ran towards the
sheep which had drifted disappointedly away .

 


Krishna’s
computer-geekism is matched by his techno-nerdism . True to form ,
he was freaking out on the spectacular panorama with his new toy ,
a nice little digital camera .

 


Me , I’m laid back
. Literally . Flat on a nearby stone bench . Staring at the sky and
taking slow deep breaths .

 


Refreshed after three minutes of following my
television Yoga Guru’s sage advice , I
got up and stretched again .

 


The boys ran back in just a few minutes ,
shouting in excited disharmony . I shushed them and at last made
sense of their gibberish . Apparently , they had found a remarkably
intelligent sheep .

 


“ First it comes to your left hand and grabs
the bread . Then it goes behind you and comes to your right hand ,
to make you think it’s another sheep .
Because we’re trying to be fair , it
knows that if it stays in one spot , it has to wait its turn
.”

 


I was sceptical . Meanwhile Krishna had
ambled over to check out the hubbub and the story was repeated by
Mark . Krishna’s amused grin only made
the lads’ outbursts more vociferous . The
same grin that had mesmerized me into his world and his life was
annoying the boys .

 


“ Hold your horses , guys . How do you know
it’s the same sheep ?”

 


“ It has a red mark above its eye . But you
can tell without that because we took turns behind each other
.”

 


“ Can’t believe it
,” I said . Krishna’s teasing mood had infected me . “ Why aren’t they all
doing it ?”

 


“ That’s the point
, Mom . This one is clever .”

 


Danger signal . That’s the point or What’s the
point is Vikki’s verbal clue leading up
to possible flashpoint .

 


So I called halt to my tease instinct and
gave Krishna “ the look ” telling him to back off as well .

 


“ Okay guys ,”
Krishna placated . “ You’ll each get a pound for good observation skills if
this is true . Lets find this Einstein sheep .”

 


“ Yessss , yessss ,” they hissed , anticipating easy money .

 


We all went toward the sheep which were half
running our way already . We got the boys to stand close together ,
side by side facing the sheep . They identified the white sheep
with its red spot above the eye . The feeding started and both of
us watched with interest .

 


At first Einstein showed no evidence of
genius . Then the fun began . He was doing it ! On the right was
Vikki , feeding bread to him . As soon as his turn to nibble was
over , he sneaked behind Vikki and begged Mark . As soon as Mark
let him have a bite , he sneaked behind him and targeted Vikki .
Ten times . And never in front , the sneaking was always behind .
And no other sheep was doing this .

 


At last the boys were empty handed and
gleefully accepted their reward . Einstein was the only topic of
conversation as we returned to the car and resumed the pleasurable
drive .

 


After another couple of scenic stops , our
tummies were rumbling . We spread our wares on the grass . Krishna
had made plenty of his very own recipe lemonade . The best in the
world . I knew the recipe but still couldn’t reproduce this ambrosia .

 


The sandwiches were superb too . We had cut
off the borders of the slices , so had had to make more sandwiches
to equate the quantum . Relative silence as we munched away . The
fillings were mouth watering : Red onion and potato , chilli
chicken , ginger chicken ( for the boys ) and sweet and mango
pickle .

 


I wasn’t surprised
to find only one sandwich left . There had been over two dozen to
start with .

 


Late that evening on the way back home , we
stopped at Sheep Station Einstein for the toilet facility . As we
waited for Mark some sheep once again approached us . But no
Einstein . “ I wish we had saved some
bread from before so we could feed them again ,” said Vikki .

 


I opened the boot and said “ Tra la !” and it felt
good to see the joy on their faces as they took the half loaf from
me .

 


 


 


 


 


 


*********************

 


Over the years , my experience of the doctor
patient consultation quality has been satisfactory . At least , not
unsatisfactory . A handful have been downright unpleasant . I may
be called biased , but in fact I think those few unpleasant
interviews were not of my making . I always keep in mind that by
definition , a patient is either unwell or at the very least ,
anxious or worried even if not unwell . So I’m as patient as I possibly can be .

 


A few years ago my normally imperturbable
calm was almost breached by a particularly obnoxious man .

 


Our medical record ( case notes / file )
starts with the patient’s personal data
on the first page which the patient fills out : Name , date of
birth , address , phone number , occupation , and so on . This chap
had only written “ John” and nothing else . In itself , this behaviour is
occasionally encountered and entirely understandable . People fear
that their details might be accessed and misused .

 


“ John ,” I called
out to the crowded waiting room . Three men rose from their chairs
. “ John without a surname ,” I amended . Two sat down with puzzled expressions
.

 


The third strode to me and I led him into the
consult room .“ I’m Dr. Silva ,” I said and
we sat down . He appeared to be in his mid-forties and his gait and
posture were deliberate , purposeful . Face expressionless . Lean
and casually dressed .

 


“ What can I do for you ?”

 


“ I want an AIDS test .”

 


“ Certainly . But before we proceed I need a
date of birth .”

 


“ I want this to be confidential .”

 


“ It is confidential , sir . This
Department’s files do not go to the
Hospital’s Medical Records . This is
standard procedure in the UK across hundreds of departments such as
this one . Even the test Request Form does not have your name on it
, only your File Number .”

 


“ I don’t want to
give my date of birth .”

 


“ I’m afraid I will
have to refuse without it . You don’t
have to give your real birth date .”

 


He thought this over . “ Fine . First of January , 1970 .”

 


“ Please write it down .” I reversed his file and pushed it to him ,
indicating the designated space . He wrote , but I also gave him a
small blank piece of paper .

 


“ Please write that date and keep it safely .
When you come back for your HIV test result , we will refuse to
give it to you unless you give that date .”

 


He threw the chit into the nearby wastepaper
basket . “ No need . I will remember the
date .”

 


I was annoyed , but shrugged and said calmly
, “ I did warn you .”

 


“ Can I have the test now ?”

 


“ In a minute . For the record , I need your
medical and recent sexual history . Have you any medical condition
, or are you on treatment for anything ?”

 


“ Look , doctor , I’m here for the blood test . That’s all . I don’t want to
answer any questions .”

 


“ I can’t force you
to do anything . But I may not be able to give you the best
possible service without background information . All clinics like
this one across the UK function in much the same way . Our
Specialist Nurse who will see you next for the test cannot give you
proper HIV pre-test counselling without a modicum history
.”

 


“ I don’t want any
counselling or nonsense . Just the test and out of here
.”

 


“ Alright . But let me finish what I have to
say . I’m only doing my job .
I’ll give you one example , but there are
many . If you’re gay , for example , we
offer Hepatitis B vaccination .”

 


He got up slowly , saying : “ You seem biased , and not very professional .
I’ll go elsewhere .” He had reached the door .

 


“ Wait .” Something
in my voice made him pause . “ If you
reseat yourself in the waiting room , you will be called for the
test . I don’t want to waste your time
.”

 


“ Thanks .”

 


I went across to Jenni and explained the
situation to her . “ Don’t do the bloods unless he signs a disclaimer
,” I advised her .

 


“ Fine ,” she said
. “ But I won’t
do the test if he doesn’t listen to the
three month window spiel .”

 


“ Fair enough .” We
didn’t want complaints or legal action
arising from alleged incompetence or malpractice . She was
referring to the possible three months that the test could take to
become positive after catching the virus .

 


It transpired that “ John” had to take the
test a second time because he forgot the false date of birth he had
provided . His test result was negative .

 


 


 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


On another occasion , a patient accused me of
misconduct . Considering the verbal and occasional physical
assaults some colleagues experience ( Accident & Emergency for
example ) you might think I’m a wimp
.

 


But it is because such frictions are so rare
in our specialty that confrontational episodes stick in the mind ,
not easily forgotten .

 


I had called in this young man , thirtyish ,
and taken his relevant history . Now for the swab tests .

 


“ Mr. Chambers , please go behind that screen
and lie down on the examination table .”

 


“ Yes , but last time you told me I
didn’t have to get swabs done again
.”

 


“ I thought you came here
for testing . You just mentioned to me that you had swabs in
London seven or eight months ago .”

 


“ Yes . I went to have a checkup at a Genito
Urinary Clinic and when I told the doctor that you had said I
didn’t have to be swabbed again , he said
you were lying .”

 


I was surprised , and angry that a doctor
should say such a thing about a colleague without background
knowledge .

 


“ And Mr. Chambers , you are now stating that
I told you that you didn’t need to have
swabs done .”

 


“ Yes . That was over a year ago . You lied
to me . That’s what the London doctor
told me . It’s professional misconduct
.”

 


“ Give me a second , please . Maybe a
misunderstanding here . Just gimme a minute , let me look at your
notes .”

 


I checked his previous attendance at our
Clinic . About a year and a half ago we had treated his Chlamydia
infection which he had contracted from casual sex . We had also
treated his wife . I read every word . “
Mr. Chambers , I did not lie to you . You caught Chlamydia last
year . My colleague swabbed you and I saw you to treat you . I
truthfully told you we did not have to repeat the swab after the
antibiotics .”

 


“ Then why do you want to swab me now , you
had told me I didn’t need to have the
swab repeated .”

 


Unbelievable ! And stark raving loony bonkers
barking mad .

 


“ You had unprotected casual sex in London
after we treated you . That’s why you had
the swabs in London . Since that swab test , you have had sexual
intercourse with two different people , unprotected . That is why
you made this appointment . I correctly told you we did not have to
repeat the swab last year . I did not tell you no swabs for the
rest of your life .

 


“ You were probably seen by a nincompoop in
London , not a specialist like myself . He misled you , misbehaved
and needs knuckle rapping .

 


“ Mr. Chambers , I cannot force you to to do
anything . You do not want the swab tests , right ?”

 


“ No , I don’t
.”

 


“ What about being examined . Do you not want
that either ?”

 


“ Don’t want you to
examine me .”

 


“ What about a urine sample . Would you mind
pissing into a pot ? We can send off that sample .”

 


He actually gave a half smile . “ I can piss into a pot .”

 


“ Please reseat yourself in the waiting room
. Don’t pee before the nurse calls you
.”

 


I spoke to Louise . “ Before the bloods , please get a first catch urine
sample He refused swabs . We also need him to sign a disclaimer .
He refused to be examined either .”

 


 


 


 


 


************************

 


 


 


 


 


The proportion of people attending our
Department who have Mental Health problems is higher than average .
The same statement also holds good for drug and alcohol abuse .

 


I recall a bizarre conversation with a
patient with schizophrenia . He was an older guy , in his sixties .
He had been drinking , too , which only made the consultation more
vexed . Our staff have been trained to deal with “ situations” arising from
problem patients .

 


This man declared soon after taking his seat
: “ I’ve got
gonorrhoea and syphilis .”

 


“ We’ll certainly
test you for both , Mr. Grady . But how do you know that you have
caught these infections ?”

 


Triumphantly , he rolled up his trouser leg ,
exposing a few old scars . “
That’s syphilis ,” he said .

 


“ What about gonorrhoea ?”

 


“ I can tell from the smell of my pee . Do
you need a sample ?”

 


“ Yes ,” I lied .
“ Nurse will give you a plastic container
to do the sample . Do you remember when you got infected and from
whom ?”

 


“ It was last year . I was visiting my
brother and his dogs sucked me off .”

 


I resisted the temptation to ask him whether
the dogs were male or female .

 


For safety reasons , we try to deal with
these poor souls as quickly as

possible . And I don’t mean just our safety . Last year , 2007 , we had
the

police in because of a knife attack by one
patient on another in the waiting room . Luckily , no fatality
.

 


Accordingly , I swiftly enlisted
Hillary’s aid . Giving him a synopsis of
the case , I left him to deal with Mr. Grady .

 


“ He’s harmless
,” I explained , “ but I’d rather
he’s out the doors sooner rather than
later .”

 


“ Dead right ,”
said Hillary .“ I’ve seen blokes like that being attacked because of
talking a lot and offending others in the waiting area .

 


 


 


 


******************

 


 


 


There is a much less common problem , mostly
afflicting men rather than women .

 


These patients lead normal lives , apart from
imagining they have a sexually transmitted infection .

 


They attend a few times a year , each time
requesting tests for a specific infection . It used to be syphilis
or gonorrhoea , but since the late eighties , HIV has been a focus
. Each time they are apparently reassured by negative results ,
only to return in some months for another test - always for the
same infection .

 


I think the psychiatrists have a fancy word
for it : “ Monosymptomatic delusionosis
.”

 


 


 


*******************

 


 


 


 


A colleague of ours suffered greatly , having
been stalked for some years by a paranoid schizophrenic . I spoke
to Dr. Rupert Johnson at length about his experience .

 


“ Did he speak to you ?” I asked . “ Or was it a
long distance kinda thing ?”

 


“ He did ,” Rupert
said . “ I got the impression he
suspected that some doctors working with STIs got a perverse kick
out of peoples’ personal lives . He even
hinted that I was sexually molesting women in Clinic .”

 


“ He never assaulted you , did he
?”

 


“ No , Shaila , but it would have been a case
of when , rather than whether .”

 


“ Gosh . Didn’t the
Police do anything ?”

 


“ If they had done their job , I
wouldn’t have had to move jobs myself .
In fact , I’m much better off in this job
, but that’s only serendipity
.”

 


“ Good Grief !” I
was shocked . “ Your life was in danger
.”

 


“ Yes ,” he said
simply . “ A very senior Police officer
visited us and admitted it was a case for the CPS ( Crown
Prosecution Service ) . Arson and murder threats , you see
.”

 


“ I’m staggered .
Years of stalking and the Police couldn’t
catch him .”

 


He lowered his voice : “ I think the Police protected him because
he’s an ex-policeman .”

 


I’ve no doubt at
all about Rupert’s truthfulness
.“ So they actually knew him .”

 


“ Absolutely .” He
had lowered his voice even more . “ I saw
him in a shop which had CCTV . Immediately rang the Police . They
confiscated the Cassette with him in it . Lost the tape
.”

 


“ This is scary stuff .”

 


“ You’re telling me
?! The madman had even threatened my wife and little daughter . We
had a mini fire extinguisher fitted on our door in case of an arson
attempt through the letterbox .”

 


“ It’s a mad mad
world .”

 


“ Crazy as hell . One day I saw him on the
footpath and tried to run him over . Had I succeeded ,
would’ve been in deep crap myself .
Strange thing is , I don’t feel pangs of
guilt or anything ; and I consider myself a religious person --
weird , huh .”

 


“ It gets weirder and weirder . Brave of you
; years of anxiety .”

 


“ Brave ? Bloody hell , I ran away
didn’t I . If it wasn’t for Liz , would’ve run
earlier . The female of the species is braver than the male
.”

 


 


 


 


**********************

 


 


 


Wintry weather had arrived early , in autumn
2007 . I always have a spare pair of shoes in Clinic . That way , I
can change from my sturdy Wellingtons into clean dry shoes in
inclement weather . I also keep a spare top and a pair of trousers
handy but rarely have to use those .

 


The morning session was uneventful , even
boring .

 


Leisurely lunch and some tea before the
afternoon session . The fagging crowd were indoors in the staff
room , the biting wind and rain having cramped their usual style in
the outdoor Smoking area . They would actually go out there with
their umbrellas , sucking furiously to finish their nicotine fix in
half the usual time before scurrying back in .

 


“ What’s with you ,
Dr. Shaila , that frown doesn’t become
you .” I liked Michael ’s occasioanal cute turn of phrase .

 


“ Nothing really . The weather , I suppose .
Probably being nostalgic about the warm weather this time of year
in India . No , cancel warm . I should say hot but not sheer murder
which it can be March to July .”

 


“ We should all visit and stay with you .
How’s your mother ?”

 


“ Great . Legendary hospitality . Best time
to come , weather wise , is probably around Christmas , you all
proclaim temporary insanity around then .”

 


“ That reminds me ,” said Michael . “ There
was this insane S.H.A.G. ( Sexual Health Advisory Group ) meeting
yesterday .”

 


The topic amused everyone . It
wasn’t a joke , it was for real . The
name had evolved from H.A.G. , the former HIV Advisory Group . To
encompass not just HIV , but the broader picture of sexual health
.

 


“ So much talk , and nothing gets done for
want of money ,” Michael said .

 


“ After nearly two hours , the only positive
thing was at the end : the date of the next meeting .”

 


“ So you’re saying
,” said Hillary , “ it’s like pep-talking
each other for most of the afternoon .”

 


“ I have a subtle word for it ,” said Michael . “ Mental
masturbation .”

 


“ Would have been a bit more fun if there was
some Mutual Masturbation .”

 


A slow murmur of amusement spread through the
room .

 


I had attended one of these meetings by
default last year . Michael was right . Essentially , for the best
part of two decades , Governments of both main parties have
blighted the NHS with hare brained schemes , and a veritable army
of overpaid underworked managers have reaped rewards .

 


During this period , a near tripling of the
NHS budget ( £35 billion to just over £ 100 billion ) has resulted
in patchy miniscule improvements .

 


 


*********************

 


 


 


 


 


“ I just heard that Steve died last night
,” announced Louise with about ten
minutes to go to Clinic start .

 


“ Steve ?” I
enquired .

 


“ Steve Castle ,”
she replied .

 


“ I’m sorry
.” Steve the gentle giant had had AIDS .
A genial gay man just over fifty , he had learning difficulties .
“ Can you do me a favour , Louise .
Please get one of the secretaries to pull his Hospital Notes
.”

 


We have our own Department files , separate
from the Hospital Medical Records . Something was bothering me .
I’d seen Steve some months ago and knew I
should have seen him again , soon . But I hadn’t .

 


Uneventful drudgery for the best part of the
afternoon , then I learnt that two patients had cancelled . Damn !
People wait a month or more to be seen , and telling us minutes
rather than a day or two beforehand wasn’t fair .

 


I found I had only one patient to see .
“ Malcolm ,” I
called . No response .

 


So I went up to the only person there who
seemed to be about twenty-nine , the age indicated in the file
.

 


He was asleep . I nudged him gently . Red
eyed , he nodded when I repeated his name and slowly followed me
.

 


“ I’m Dr. Silva
.”

 


“ Hullo , Good Afternoon ,” he responded . His voice was off timbre , as
expected in the recently somnolent

 


“ Any symptoms ,” I
sought . “ Or is it routine testing you
want ?”

 


“ No problems . Thanks , just the tests
please .”

 


With the knowledge of two cancellations ,
I’d taken the trouble to spend time
looking at his file leisurely , rather than the usual hurried
cursory glance . This guy was prolific . Numerous Clinic checkups
over the years , and cumulatively many dozens of partners , mostly
one night stands .

 


But the only infection he’d caught was Chlamydia , once . Obviously careful
.

 


Taking his recent relevant history , I
noticed his attention repeatedly distracted . Also , his posture
slouched and languid . He was hopped to his eyelids ! He’d had more than just a whiff of the spliff . Unlike
Bill , he’d inhaled . Deeply and often
.

 


At one point during the consultation , I
deliberately slowed my note taking , and he very nearly fell asleep
again .

 


“ And have you remembered not to pass urine
before coming to Clinic ?”

 


“ Yeah . I went to bed late , only just got
up . Didn’t pee .”

 


And you had grass for breakfast , I thought ,
only you didn’t eat it .

 


I was keen to get rid of him as quickly as
possible , on the basis that an ounce of risk management is worth
pounds of trouble avoidance .

 


But something made me postpone passing the
buck to Michael or Hillary which is the norm . Our Charge Nurses
are worth their weight in diamonds .

 


I put my feet up on the nearby chair .

 


“ Mr. Preston , what do you do for a living
?”

 


“ I own a garage , it’s a family business .”

 


“ Far be it from me to lecture you , but you
don’t have a regilar partner and tend to
change partners frequently .”

 


“ But I’m very
careful .”

 


“ I can see that .”
I was looking pointedly at his notes . “
But not many blokes can pull girls as regular as you .”

 


He smirked . Yes , smirked . “ Some of them can’t hold
half a pint . A pint or two and off we go . It’s like stealing ice cream from a baby .”

 


I gave him an expansive smile . “ Right , lets take swabs .”

 


We trooped into the exam room .

 


“ If you lie down there ,” I said , pointing to the male examination couch ,
“ I’ll pop out
for a moment while you undress .”

 


You always leave the room to let the patient
undress ( partially , that is , taking their bottom bits off ) in
privacy .

 


I took time with arranging another male swab
set . Fiddled about with miscellaneous paraphernalia .

 


I must have spent more than a couple of
minutes doing this because when I went back he was asleep again
!

 


About to wake him again , I noticed something
had slipped out of his trouser pocket , presumably when he was
pulling down . His underwear was still on . I bent down and peered
at the little plastic container on the couch . It was Rohypnol .
This is the notorious Date-Rape drug that leaves the victim with
zilch memories of the night before .

 


This miserable young man was a serial date
rapist .This man had traumatised , perhaps for life , maybe dozens
of young girls .

 


I almost ran across to Hillary . “ There’s a chap freaked
out on cannabis ,” I told him .
“ For swabs . Sleeping . Wake him up ,
please , and take his tests .

 


“ I don’t want to
deal with him anymore .”

 


He looked at me sharply . “ Shady character ,” I
said .

 


“ Anything for you , Shai .”

 


 


 


 


*****************

 


 


 


 


 


Over the next few days , intermittent
conflicting thoughts permeated my mind . We are expected to
maintain confidentiality to an almost absolute standard , but here
, I had almost certain knowledge of past and probable future
commission of the heinous crime of serial date-rape .

 


It took me almost a week to make my decision
. But before I acted , I had to double check the man’s file for any clues that might affect my decision
one way or another .

 


No one else must know .

 


I secretly sought and read his case notes .
If he was foolish enough to

( literally ) let slip evidence when
intoxicated in Clinic , maybe he had left telltale information
elsewhere .

 


Standard practice across the UK dictates that
consorts’ file numbers are noted in the
index patient’s file . If Malcolm Preston
was a serial date-rapist he most certainly wouldn’t give his victims’ names
.

 


Over the years , nearly a hundred sexual
encounters were documented . But only two female file numbers were
available . No identification details for nearly one hundred
females . This in itself is quite a remarkable statistic . He
always used condoms , so it wasn’t
surprising to find that he only once picked up an infection .
Chlamydia , treated nearly two years ago .

 


Eagerly , I studied the files of both these
female patients . The first one I read and reread but no joy . The
second one made more interesting perusal . This nineteen year old
had Chlamydia . I checked out the date . It was just days off our
perpetrator’s Chlamydia diagnosis date
.

 


However , the “
Sexual History ” column contained more
revelatory data . The doctor had noted that this patient
couldn’t actually remember whether or not
she had had sexual intercourse , and attributed this memory loss to
being pissed out of her head .

 


I felt compelled to breach the almost sacred
trust that we are perennially exhorted to adhere to . But I meant
to do it anonymously . No one in the world must be able to find the
source of information .

 


Two days later , I walked into one of the
busiest in-patient wards in the hospital . It was mayhem there ,
people running around everywhere . In seconds , I had typed our
rapist’s name and address , but also
added a few words : serial date rape . I took the printout with
gloved hand and put it in an envelope on which was the Police
Station address .

 


A first class stamp ensured next day delivery
. It was almost three months later that they arrested him . A
plainclothes Policewoman had been used in a sting operation .

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


A nappy rash without nappies , and a nodule
in a delicate place

 


 


 


 


It was Vexatious Unnecessary Harassment time
again . Presumably with nothing better to do , Management had
decided to employ ( yet again ) an outsider , an expert styling
himself as a Time Management Consultant . The theme was apparently
time motion studies and the particular instrument of torture this
time was a Laser Pen .

 


Staff would have to use the Laser Pen to scan
barcodes such as are used for pricing at supermarket checkout
counters . Each of our activities had its own barcode , and the
whole idea was to document each and every minute of our working day
.

 


Each section of staff had their own set of
barcoded activity , to be scanned for two to three days , so the
whole exercise would take about ten working days for all sections
of staff to complete .

 


The unanimous opinion amongst us was that
this whole exercise was laughably ridiculous , indeed smelly
excrement , but Management were deadly

serious .

 


And so it started , the nurses first .
“ Answering the phone” -- scan ; “ number of
minutes” -- scan ; “ Patient’s history
taking” -- scan ; “ Preparing patient for tests” -- scan ; “ Diagnostic
Microscopy” -- scan ; “ Explaining Diagnosis” --
scan ; “ Contact Tracing” and so on and so forth , ad infinitum .

 


By the end of the first day the
Nurses’ morale was fathoming hideous
depths .

 


Early the next morning I arrived to find
seething excitement . Someone had written a lengthy memo ending in
a strong appeal to Management . And everyone signed it gladly .

 


The staff room was buzzing .

 


“ What about farting ? I needed a barcode for
that more than once .”

 


“ How about scratching my inflamed piles ?
How many minutes allowed ?”

 


“ I tried to seduce Louise but found no
barcode for that .”

 


We were pleasantly surprised by the prompt
response from the Line Manager who informed us that after
today’s activity Laser Pen coding
exercise , interim analysis would follow . The Laser Pen time
analysis exercise would only continue , IF the analysis confirmed
the usefulness of the proceedure .

 


There was a collective sigh of relief when it
was formally abandoned as less valuable than horse manure .
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I was dictating a letter in my rat hole of an
office . Far be it from me to complain about Managers with their
knee deep carpets and their airconditioned luxury cars . Far be it
from me to complain about their travel claims amounting to
thousands of pounds each per annum .

 


But here I was , in a cubicle barely able to
breathe . If I didn’t watch my step I
might stumble and fall any moment ; perhaps I should take up the
matter with the Health and Safety Department .

 


Suzie , our Reception manager came in .
“ Shaila , there’s a toddler aged three registered to see you
.”

 


“ Suze , you know we don’t deal with small children .”

 


“ Sorry . The new girl didn’t know .”

 


“ Why can’t you
refer the kid to Pediatrics ?”

 


“ This little girl is already registered with
us .”

 


“ What about A & E ?”

 


“ No , we’ve
already got a file for her . The best you could do is see her and
get rid of her by transferring her care to whoever .”

 


I shrugged in resignation . “ Tell the new kid on the block to be more careful
in the future .”

 


“ Done .”

 


I called the new patient into the examination
room . Or rather , her parents , who had brought her in .

 


Introducing myself , I said , “ Do sit down , Mr. Al-Jalawi , and you , Madam
.” The little girl was on Mum’s lap .

 


Mr. Al-Jalawi said , “ You had seen my wife’s
friend a few years ago and she highly recommended you .”

 


“ I see . Normally , we don’t see small children in this Department . A Skin
Specialist or a Child Specialist would probably be the appropriate
ones to see her . She has a nappy rash , I was told .”

 


“ A paediatrician has already seen her but
the creams and antibiotic syrup she prescribed did not help
.”

 


“ Did your family doctor refer her to a
dermatologist ?”

 


“ Yes , but the waiting time to be seen by
them is months .”

 


“ Okay , I’ll see
her , but remember that I’m neither a
dermatologist nor a paediatrician .”

 


I gave the little girl a big smile and was
rewarded with a small shy one . “ Right ,
lets get little Noora ready on the couch here .”

 


A cute , plump kid . She had what looked like
a bad nappy rash and it puzzled me .

 


“ She doesn’t
usually wear nappies , does she ?” I
asked Mrs. Al-Jalawi .

 


“ No , we can’t
understand why the other doctors called it that .”

 


When a patient has a rare condition which is
missed by diagnosticians , it almost goes without saying that the
patient may suffer . It is really no consolation to the
patient’s relatives and friends that
their beloved has or had a rare disease . Therefore it behoves us ,
as specialists , to do our utmost to detect and treat , if
treatment be available .

 


“ Has she had other problems ,” I probed . “ Like maybe
chestiness or perhaps tummy trouble ?”

 


“ She often gets sore throats , which often
end up with the infection going down into her chest ,” said her father .

 


“ And she also gets a tummy upset with loose
motions ,” added her mother .

 


“ How often the loose motions ?”

 


“ Two or three times a month at least
.”

 


At this point I noticed little Noora gently
scratching her hand . I leant forward for a closer look . There
were reddish scaly lesions on the back of each hand . I requsted
her mother to let me look at her feet and sure enough , similar
patches were on her feet . The nails looked dry and brittle .

 


Something struck a chord from many years ago
. I asked the couple about their daughter’s diet and got the surprise of my life .
“ All she ever eats is chicken
,” Mrs. Al-Jalawi admitted .

 


“ What ?!” I
exclaimed . “ Does she actually refuse
all other food ?”

 


“ Yes , we have tried and tried but she
throws a tantrum as a response .”

 


“ I suspect a nutritional problem
,” I told them . “ I want to test her hair , nails and blood , please
.” They nodded acquiescence and I filled
out the necessary forms . Summoning Jenni’s aid , I introduced her to them . “ Jenni , we won’t be
messing about poking Noora . If you could accompany them upstairs
to Paeds for these samples please . And then back here for another
little chat .”

 


Without delay , I rang Pharmacy and explained
the situation to them .They’re very good
. They readily agreed to formulate a syrup for little Noora .
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I’d very nearly
forgotten to look up poor Steve’s file
.

 


I had found a large black plaque on his back
. It had grown there only recently and I’d spoken to one of the dermatologists who had
agreed to see him right away . I had told her I strongly suspected
melanoma , that perhaps it warranted urgent removal .

 


Shocking then , to read her notes :
“ ?? inflamed mole .” She had proceeded to prescribe a steroid cream
with a further note “ to review in two to
three weeks .”

 


When he failed to show up for the review
appointment , nothing was done to try and contact him . In two and
a half months , he was dead from multiple secondary melanoma
deposits in his brain .

 


Gross negligence . I wondered why he was
mistreated . Was it because he was gay , was it because he had mild
learning difficulties , or was it because he had HIV ?

 


Probably all three , I thought . I wrote to
the dermatologist but got no reply .
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The trio returned from the Paediatrics
Department surprisingly quickly . Little Noora seemed none the
worse from having her blood sample taken .

 


I thanked Jenni and seated them .

 


“ What do you think ?” said Mr. Al-Jalawi .

 


“ I’m not certain ,
Mr. Al-Jalawi , but I want to treat Noora for possible zinc
deficiency . The condition has a fancy-shmancy name ,
Acrodermatitis Enteropathica , or AE for short .”

 


“ Is that what you meant by nutritional
problem , Dr. Silva ?”

 


“ Yes , sir . Zinc is a trace element but
essential for health . The test results will likely tell us whether
we are on the right track or not .”

 


“ So we have to wait before she gets any
treatment . How long will the test results take ?”

 


“ About two , maybe three weeks ,” I responded . “ But with
your approval I want to put it to the therapeutic sword straight
away .”

 


“ You want to treat her before any proof from
the samples .”

 


I nodded . “ It
seems unfair she should continue to suffer any longer . So I spoke
to Pharmacy and they are making a special syrup for her --
it’s not available as a proprietary
medicine .”

 


“ Thank God ,”
breathed Mrs. Al-Jalawi . “ For a moment
I was afraid you were going to say injections .”

 


“ I need to know immediately if there are
side effects . And I need to see Noora in a couple of weeks even if
everything is going swimmingly .”

 


“ What about her diet ?”

 


“ Well , common sense tells you that a
chicken only diet is bad . You have to do what it takes to get her
on a normal diet . Do you want to see a nutrition specialist
?”

 


“ No doctor , unless you think it’s important .”

 


“ Leave it then . Now a favour . This is a
teaching hospital so I want photographs of Noora’s skin lesions . But you’re welcome to refuse if the idea doesn’t appeal to you .”

 


The couple looked at one another . They
nodded assent but the mother asked : “
Her face won’t be photographed , will it
?”

 


“ No . Here are the forms for the Medical
Illustration unit . And here’s the
prescription for Noora’s syrup . Make an
appointment for me to see her , on your way out now .”

 


After they had left I went up to reception
and got Noora’s appointment changed to a
double slot . Some patients need more time than others .

 


When I saw them about two and a half weeks
later , it was gratifying stuff . Noora was nearly 100 percent
healed .

 


“ But she still wants chicken once a day
.”

 


“ Try to wean her off even that ,” I advised .

 


“ What about her zinc test report
?”

 


“ I haven’t looked
yet . Gimme a minute .” I searched her
file and told them that low zinc levels in her tissues confirmed
zinc deficiency .

 


“ But Dr. Silva , does she need treatment
forever ? And does she need testing again ? She’s scared of the needle .”

 


“ No more tests , thank you . About forever ,
I don’t know . We can stop

treatment and see what happens , but not now
. In a few months maybe . For now , I’ll
reduce the dose .”

 


“ It was amazing , Dr. Silva . She suffered
for well over a year , and the zinc syrup got her better almost
immediately .”

 


“ Zinc is vital , so I’m not surprised at the speed of her recovery .
I’ve seen this happening once before
.”

 


“ Only once ?” This
time it was the father . “ It must be
quite rare .”

 


“ It is indeed . I’ll see Noora in about two months . Here‘s your repeat scrip for the syrup .”

 


I was very pleased when the Al-Jalawis
presented me with an enormous bouquet at their next visit . And a
box of the finest chocolates .
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It is interesting when people get symptoms
pertaining to the genital region , but the cause is not an STI .
But no more than that -- interesting . And quite common indeed , we
observe this on a daily basis in Clinics of Genito Urinary Medicine
.

 


But it is gratifying when one is able to
diagnose “ a significant other
” kind of condition impacting on the
quality of life itself . Little Noora’s
AE was one such gratifying episode but it reminded me of similar
gratification some years earlier . That case had literally made the
hair on the back of my neck stand on end when it dawned on me what
I was dealing with .

 


A young lady had been “ fitted in” as a
semi-urgent extra case without a formal appointment .

 


Mercedes , from the Philippines , was one of
a large group of nurses recruited from Manila the previous year .
She’d noticed a vulval “ spot” about three days
earlier . I examined her , confirming a skin nodule .

 


“ What is it ?”

 


“ I don’t know
,” I said . “ I
will need to question you in a bit more detail , if I may
.”


 


“ Yes , please .”

 


“ And have you any such nodules anywhere else
?”

 


“ Maybe four or five others , all within a
week now .”

 


She showed me another half dozen nodules
scattered over limbs and trunk .

 


With more leading questions the story
unfolded . These lumps could appear anywhere on her body ,
sometimes painful . She verified fever in most outbreaks . This
cropping of these nodules had been going on for nearly a year .
They could take a week or two to fade .

 


“ Did you see any other specialist
?”

 


“ Yes , a dermatologist . They did lots of
blood tests and took a biopsy .” She held
out her arm and showed me the scar .

 


“ Did the biopsy not yield a diagnosis ? Did
they not tell you the name of this condition ?”

 


“ Yes , they said compatible with
Sweet’s syndrome . And gave me steroid
tablets which helped .”

 


This was pretty much as expected . The red
nodules would apparently melt away dramatically with steroid
tablets .

 


“ Were you told to reduce the steroid tablets
when improvement occurred ?”

 


“ Yes , but as soon as I cut the dose , the
lumps return .”

 


“ Do you mean immediately or is there a gap
.”

 


She thought for a moment . “ Probably a gap , say a few weeks .”

 


All this was par for the course , thus far .
Her detailed description and the appearance of these red nodules
was in keeping with the diagnosis of Sweet’s syndrome .

 


“ I have a plan , if you are agreeable
,” I said .

 


“ Anything , doctor , to know what is
happening to me .”

 


“ Okay , Mercedes , oh , may I call you
Mercedes ?”

 


A nod . “ You can
call me Mercy for short .”

 


“ Thank you , Mercy , the plan is simple . As
you know it is easier to diagnose something if it is full blown ,
compared to mild and confined . You say there’s a flare up when you stop the steroid tablets .
Can I see you when you have many nodules after you stop the tablets
?”

 


“ Yes , I’ll taper
off the tablets the way I was told . Can I come next week
?”

 


“ Or the week after , depending on how severe
the rebound reaction is . Just make sure you ring me first . If you
can’t get through to me , leave your
contact number and I’ll tell you what
time to come in . Take paracetamol for fever , don’t be tempted to restart the steroids .”

 


And with that arrangement in place , she left
.
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Mercy came in about ten days later . Luckily
she was diligent about informing me beforehand and I was able to
make arrangements for someone else to do the humdrum routine stuff
.

 


Meanwhile , I had time to go through her
regular Hospital Notes and confirmed her history . I even found
time to study her biopsy slide .

 


She showed me many new lesions . Her original
presenting vulval nodule had healed without scarring , but faint
scars marked the site of previous eruptions .

 


Frankly , I was baffled . Clinically and
histologically , Sweet’s syndrome was a
passable working diagnosis . I was hard put to add anything .

 


I resorted to casual conversation as a
diversion and to postpone telling her that I was at a loss to help
her .

 


She told me about her family and her tough
life in Manila . Her pale oval childish face brightened as she
described her UK experience as a revelation .

 


“ No matter if I return to Manila next year
or in ten years ,” she said , “ to work here has been a great experience
.”

 


“ I can say that for myself too ,” I said . Looking at her face , the memory of a man
I had treated many years ago in India came very much from the
subliminal to the forefront of my conscious thought .

 


The ever so slight tinge of pink , the barely
discernible thickening of the skin of the face . If you
don’t look for it , girl , you
won’t find it , I gently reminded myself
of the old adage .

 


With heightened awareness came the familiar
questions which I spouted in an almost knee-jerk fashion .

 


“ Mercy , have you had nosebleeds recently
?”

 


“ Not recently . A few over a year ago but
nothing since .”

 


“ Swelling of the feet .”

 


“ Maybe six months ago but not now
.” She was plainly puzzled at the
apparent haphazard anatomical flitting from face to feet .

 


“ Tingling or numbness of your hands or feet
?”

 


“ No .”

 


“ Can I look at your hands ?”

 


I felt her wrist , more specifically , I
rolled my finger around the outer side of her wrist . Initially she
thought I was feeling her pulse as most doctors do but puzzlement
again when she knew I wasn’t .

 


“ What are you doing , Dr. Silva ?”

 


“ Feeling your radial nerve .” Not the radial pulse .

 


“ Nerve ?”

 


“ Yes . Now let me feel the other one
.” And I repeated the exercise ,
consummately practised from countless repetitions .

 


I could almost sense her horror . No tremor
in her voice , though , as she queried : “ Skin problem , and you are palpating my nerves
.”

 


“ Yes ,” I said
gently , “ can you read my mind
?”

 


“ What you are thinking of is common in the
Philippines , Dr. Silva .”

 


“ Mercy , I have a nasty suspicious mind . If
I’m wrong , relief for both of us . If
I’m right , no need to panic , you
already know that , right ?”

 


“ Right , but it is scary . You understand
.”

 


“ Of course I do .”

 


She knew I was looking for signs of leprosy ,
and I knew that she knew .

 


I examined her other peripheral nerves ,
including the ulnars and lateral popliteals and posterior tibials
.

 


“ What do you think , Dr. Silva ?” This time a slight but definite trembling of voice
, tinged with fear perhaps .

 


I didn’t want to
mince words , give her false hopes . “
Some of the nerves feel thickened , I think you have leprosy .
I’ll have to do a tissue test to confirm
. Now Mercy , earlier when I said no need to panic , you know what
I meant , right ?”

 


I have seen and heard of people self harming
because of misunderstood words or phrases , and must not allow a
turn of phrase to result in a grievous outcome .

 


I was glad when she said , “ Because it’s curable
.”

 


“ Completely curable , with rare exceptions
due to drug resistance . Now about the test : have you heard of a
slit and smear prep ?”

 


“ No , what is it ?”

 


“ I make a tiny incision in your earlobe ,
and take a small tissue sample onto a glass slide for microscopy
.”

 


“ Sounds painful .”

 


“ Not really . I won’t need to give you a local anaesthetic injection
because by compressing the skin like this ,” and at this point I illustrated by squeezing my
own earlobe , “ the lobe becomes numb .
Even the scar will be invisible .”

 


“ Do you mean today ?”

 


“ I mean now , if you are ready .”

 


And we proceeded without delay . Just a
minute of firm compression , a small nick she barely felt , and
clear almost bloodless tissue fluid oozed . I touched the surface
of three successive rectangular glass slides to the moisture , and
we were done in under five minutes .

 


“ How many days before we know ?” she asked , compressing her earlobe firmly as
instructed . “ So this means that the
skin specialists were wrong ,” she
added

 


“ You can let go your ear now ,” I said . “ We might get
the microscopy result in two or three days . But I won’t comment about the dermatologist just yet .
We’ll wait and see .”

 


“ Will you be treating me if it is leprosy
?”

 


“ No , I do not treat leprosy . Another
specialist will treat you .”

 


In fact Microbiology phoned me that afternoon
with a positive report , that is that the smears were teeming with
Mycobacterium leprae . I requested the written
report for my eyes only . I had also made sure her file had an
alternative name for her infection , Hansen’s Disease

If it itches , it
isn’t
Syphilis

 


 


 


 


Fast forward to 2007 . Our non hospital (
community based ) Genito Urinary Medicine Clinic in Carvill is
housed in a small building , the Carvill Community Clinic ( CCC )
near the town’s High Street .
It’s important to give patients easy
access when possible and the CCC also provides other services like
Pediatrics , Audiology , Family Planning , Podiatry , Physiotherapy
et cetera .

 


The afternoon session had been muddling along
thus far , many patients had already “
DNA’d ” ( did
not arrive ) . I wasn’t terribly upset ,
though , because the morning session had been hectic , and I was
able to do justice to my teaching commitment .

 


The medical student allocated to me for the
day was remarkable . Ricky de Feo was a “
mature ” student , thirty-five , and it
was a pleasure teaching him . A small proportion of the usual
twentysomething year old students is inattentive or even fail to
hide their boredom , it’s frustrating to
try drumming some knowledge into their ( sometime thick ) skulls
.

 


This chap was different . An engineering
graduate , he’d gone into business and
sold out just before his thirtieth birthday , netting a huge profit
.

 


“ So what made you ditch your lucrative firm
and opt into years of strife ? ”

 


“ I suppose I was influenced by a book I read
by this Scottish bloke , A.J. Cronin . It’s called The Citadel ” he explained , “ and
here I am , hopefully going to be called Dr. de Feo rather than Mr.
de Feo in a few months’ time .
I’m also lucky , Dr. Silva , that my wife
has happily put her career on hold to look after me and the two
little ones .”

 


“ Well Mr. de Feo , good luck with your
finals .”

 


“ Oh , please call me Ricky ” he said .

 


The phone rang . “
What’s up ? ”

 


It was our Staff Nurse , Rosemarie :
“ One of the GPs ( general practitioners
) rang in a while ago asking us to see this patient , a young man .
He’s only just come in .”

 


“ What’s the matter
with him ? ”

 


“ The GP suspects Syphilis .”

 


“ Are his case notes ready ? ”

 


“ Give us five minutes .”

 


My ears had pricked up when Syphilis was
mentioned . “ Ricky , we’ve fitted into Clinic an extra patient just now ,
suspicion of Syphilis . We do have a written policy outlining cases
that we will see urgently , that is , without a pre-booked
appointment , and suspected Syph is one such case example . The
normal / routine appointments are weeks ahead , and we
can’t let this man wait that long
.”

 


“ I’ve never seen a
patient with Syphilis before .”

 


“ Well , it is pretty uncommon . But
don’t get too excited . It’s probably something else altogether .”

 


“ I seem to remember some Great Man saying
something profound about Syphilis a while ago .”

 


I smiled . “ Sir
William Osler , over a century ago , I seem to recall . He said
that if you know Syphilis , you know Medicine . His actual wording
was a bit more long drawn out , but that’s what he meant .You may remember , at every stage
of its natural progression , Syphilis can be a great mimic ,
inducing diagnostic errors , with possibly tragic consequences
.”

 


Glancing at my watch , I got up and took the
patient’s file from its designated tray .
Walking back to the consulting room , I noticed this man ( the only
patient in the waiting room ) looking absently out the window ,
scratching his hand and wrist .

 


“ Right , Ricky , we have here a thirty-one
year old male , a Sales Executive who lives just outside town . It
would appear that we’ll be disappointed ,
it’s unlikely that he has Syph
.”

 


Ricky frowned , puzzled . “ But how could you say ? We haven’t seen him yet .”

 


“ Well , there’s a
maxim , dictum , whatever , that was taught us early on . My
formative training was in India , where Syph is not uncommon , so
I’ve seen more than a few cases in my
time . Now , this particular saying informs us that if it itches ,
it isn’t Syphilis . This chap is
scratching away there waiting for us to see him .”

 


“ So , you’re
ruling it out on the basis that the patient has itching ?
”

 


“ Not entirely . He could be the exception
that proves the rule . You may well giggle in a few minutes if I
fall flat on my face ( if he does have Syph ! ) . But
let’s see him now . Would you mind
calling him in , it’s Mr. Saxon
.”

 


Ricky went to the door , called out , was
soon back with the patient .“ Hi ,
I’m Dr. Silva , this is Ricky our student
doctor , do you mind if he sits in on the consultation as part of
his training ? ”

 


“ That’s okay , Doc
, I’m fine with that .”

 


“ So , what brings you here ? ”

 


“ Well , Doc , I noticed these bumps down
below , and saw my Doctor at the local Surgery . He took just one
look at my willy and phoned your nurse .”

 


“ Did he tell you what he thought ?
”

 


“ He thought it might be Syphilis , and said
he wasn’t sure . But he didn’t want to take any chances and told me to get a
Specialist opinion

straightaway . ”

 


“ You must have heard of Syphilis ?
”

 


“ Just the name . I’ve been worried since , because I remember hearing
that it can drive you mad .”

 


“ Don’t you worry ,
that’s rare , and only if it
isn’t diagnosed in time . Ricky will show
you the examination couch . Ricky , if you get Mr. Saxon
comfortable and the affected area exposed , I’ll pop down to have a look in

just a minute .”

 


As soon I had
donned gloves , I handed Ricky a pair as well , and we were looking
at several nodules scattered on the patient’s genital skin .

 


“ Ricky , look carefully at these nodules ,
and photograph them in your mind’s eye .
These lesions are pathognomonic of a certain condition , but not
Syph .”

 


While the man was getting dressed , I crooked
a finger at Ricky and bade him wash his hands thoroughly , as did I
.

 


“ Scabies ? ” he
whispered . “Yes . Well done !
” I said .

 


“ Doc , what’s that
patho word you mentioned ? ” We were once
again seated .

 


“ Sorry , didn’t
mean to upset you . It only means that those bumps are diagnostic
of scabies . That is , they are a telltale sign , a clincher if you
like .”

 


“ Scabies is an ordinary infection , quite
common ,” Ricky piped in .

“ Treatment is usually straightforward
.”

 


“ Isn’t it
contagious from or to someone else ? ”

 


“ Yes , Mr. Saxon ,” I said . “ Does anyone
else in your house have it ? ”

 


“ I have only the one flatmate , a lady , but
she hasn’t said anything .”

 


“ Now I have to ask you some more questions ,
including some rather personal ones , but before that , can we look
at your arms and if you could take off your shoes as well , please
.”

 


Ricky and I had already examined his thighs
and buttocks whilst he was undressed for genital examination .
These areas had typical lesions of scabies , and indeed so did his
hands , wrists , and ankles .

 


“ Sometimes scabies is caught by sexual
contact , do you have a partner at the moment ? This flatmate
isn‘t your partner ? ”

 


“ Oh no . She’s
only a friend . In fact I’ve been a busy
bee , and haven’t been with anyone for
months , thanks to my freakin workload .”

 


“ Could you be more exact about your last
sexual exposure ? It’s important because
of the tests we will be offering you . Would you say the last time
you had sex was a few or many months ago ? ”

 


“ Definitely four or five months ago , that
was at a drunken party where I met this guy .”

 


“And how long have you had this itching all
over ? ”

 


“Yeah ,” he said
thoughtfully , “ that would be about
three months , maybe a bit more . ”

 


I treated his scabies and asked him to return
to Clinic in a few weeks , by appointment , for routine swab tests
and blood tests .

 


“ Ricky , thank goodness that was an
intelligent man . With some patients , that consultation might have
taken twice as long .”

 


“ He was matter of fact , too , Dr. Silva .
I’ve seen some intelligent patients who
have gone on and on and on from sheer nerves .”

 


“ True , true . Well , we’ve finished for the day . Anything you want to
discuss before we leave ? ”

 


“ Hmmm , not really . Almost an afterthought
-- does the GUM service offer gay men like that one Hepatitis B
vaccinations ? ”

 


“ Good question . Yes , but only after his
Hepatitis B serology result comes back . No point if he’s already infected , or already immune .

 


“ By the way , have you any idea whether
you’ll go into General Practice or
Hospital Medicine ? ”

 


“ Not really . But I probably won’t be a surgeon .”

 


“ Why not ? After all , surgeons are
operating physicians .”

 


“ Well , it isn’t
about surgery itself , which is fascinating . It’s to do with the surgeons - by now , I’ve seen more than a few oddballs and weirdos
.”

 


I laughed out loud . “ Well said , Ricky . I could tell you a few stories
but my tummy is complaining . Best of Luck once again.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Spotted Dicks , Painful Pricks , and Sundry
Cockups

 


 


 


 


I was hanging out ( as they say nowadays )
with the infamous smoking crowd outside the Clinic on a fine ,
still , sunny day . When I joined them , it was subsiding laughter
( as usual ) all round , and I asked what I had missed .

 


“ Oh , go on and tell her , Peggy ,
she’ll soon know anyway .”

 


“ Have you guys been talking about me behind
my back ?” I said sternly .

 


“ My darling , always in front of your
anterior , never behind your posterior ,”
said Peggy , who has this knack of coming up with weird or not so
weird phraseology from time to time .

 


“ Come on , give ,”
I said impatiently . “ Not another
patient who thought that genitalia was an airline
?”

 


On cue , they all giggled in unison .

 


It was taking Peggy a while to stop giggling
. It’s incurable , her giggling .

 


At last : “ A nice
gay bloke came in today and I was going to turn him away because he
had no appointment . But he was insistent because his GP had told
him to just walk in and he would be sorted out . Besides ,
he’d travelled almost an hour to get here
. So I gave in and triaged him .”

 


We operated a Specialist Nurse Triage system
for deserving patients . We must be user friendly and also be seen
to be user friendly .

 


“ So there we were sat and he explained that
the GP had said the warts on his face were genital warts and the
Genito Urinary Department would therefore be the ones to remove
them .

 


“ It was all I could do to keep a straight
face . I told him we did not deal with facial warts . That he had
to go back to his GP . But I did offer him an STI screen which he
declined .

 


“ Even he thought that his doctor calling his
face warts genital warts was strange . The poor guy even smiled .
Said he would talk to her immediately and I said good idea
.”

 


“ You sure his genitals weren’t hanging off his face ?”
sneered a wag . Laughter all round . Again .

 


“ But what’s this
got to do with me ,” I asked .

 


“ The doctor rang to complain minutes ago .
Dr. Easton . Seemed pleasant enough . But wanted to speak to one of
the doctors . So I took her number so you could explain
.” And Peggy handed me a slip of paper
.

 


I glared at her . “
Get ready for a dose of grievous bodily harm .You’ll never know what hit you .” But I accepted the little piece of paper in good
grace .

 


“ By the way , do you think the doctor
labelled the warts as such because the man is gay ?”

 


“ Probably .”

 


I rushed off because I wanted to nip this in
the bud before Clinic started . We are acquainted with Dr. Easton
who’s really a nice lady . Maybe this was
just one of her “ off” days . We all have them .

 


“ Hi , Dr. Silva speaking .You wanted to
discuss something with the GUM Clinic . What was it about
?”

 


“ Oh , thanks for getting back to me so
quickly . I sent in a patient with genital warts on his face and
apparently one of your nurses turned him away . He’s come back to me since .”

 


“ I did have a chat with that nurse .
I’m afraid she was right . We do not
treat face warts . She did in fact offer him an STI screen , which
is what we do . And by the way , this is an appointment Clinic ,
not open access .”

 


“ Oh . But the warts did look like genital
warts .”

 


“ Indeed . But we don’t treat warts not in our area , if you get my drift
.” I’m a
patient girl but -- whew !

 


“ Look , Dr. Silva , could I speak to a
Consultant ?”

 


“ I am one of the Consultants . But you can
seek another opinion .”

 


“ Oh . So what do I do now ?”

 


“ You can treat them yourself , but you could
save yourself the hassle by doing a one liner to the itchologists .
Warts can be recalcitrant as you already know from bitter
experience .”

 


“ Thanks , Dr. Silva . Say , haven’t we met before ?”

 


“ Yes , years ago - the drug company cruise .
Good laugh . By the way , do me a favour . When you see that young
man again , encourage him to ring and make an appointment for an
STI screen .”
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Arrived home shaken , that evening . Krishna
didn’t notice at first , concentrating as
he does on the complex geometrics and other wizardry generated by
his dorky laptop . Am I jealous of the damn thing ?

 


It had become much quieter of an evening
since Vikki had left for University . Missed him and his quirky
smile .

 


The not so musical preamble to the six
o’clock news disturbed Krishna . He
looked around , irascible . “ The music
is too loud ,” he whinged .

 


“ Yeah , gets on my nerves too . I’m forced to lower the volume , and then raise it
again later . So bloody annoying .”

 


He paused his gizmo-thingy and stretched
slowly on his way to watch with me . “
New dance step ,” I teased . Yeah , need
to practice more , he said , exaggerating the stretch before
sitting down .

 


“ You look serious ,” he said . “ Just tired ,
huh .”

 


“ Not tired , but scared , even shaken
.”

 


“ What’s up
.”

 


“ That last big roundabout half a mile up the
road . Stupid me , thinking about God knows what , took it in fifth
gear . There was a puddle , next thing I knew the driver’s side wheels were up in the air . Maybe two feet ,
I don’t know , maybe two seconds
.”

 


“ Gosh . Could’ve
somersaulted . Crashed .”

 


“ Dead right . Almost literally . Just missed
a lorry at the usual exit . Missed being flattened by inches .

 


He hugged me hard . Sorry Shai , but
don’t daydream please .

 


I’m afraid I broke
down . It had been truly terrifying .

 


Nothing so frightening had happened to me for
nearly thirty years . That was when a car had screeched to a halt
inches from my head . In Mysore in the seventies , traffic was
sparse . Cycling carefree , I’d hit a
pothole and fallen to the right , into traffic ( legacy of the
British Raj , driving is on the left ) .
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In the early nineties , we were awaiting the
outcome of an audit into waiting times for patients attending GUM
Clinics . Then , during Thatcher’s Tory
regime and before New Labour’s wanton
destruction of the country started in 1997 , AUDIT was the bible of
Muddling Middle Managers’ Misdeeds .
Hordes of young green twerps , wet behind the ears and full of
pseudo self confidence were producing forests of colourful
paperwork . You name it , they audited it .

 


I can’t remember
whether this audit mania was a home grown imbecile’s idea or parroted from across the Pond as are many
things in these Great British Isles .

 


It lasted two or three years and cost God
knows how many billions .

 


The young blue eyed blonde swayed into the
Staff room cum Lecture room and presented her self important Audit
Officer’s tedium to a yawning herd . Some
of us were still awake , barely . The girl was barely out of school
!

She presented :

 


Women waited longer than men .

 


The waiting time was about a month .

 


Two weeks , sometimes five or six weeks in
other seasons .

 


Depending on staffing levels , annual leave ,
study leave , holidays , other variable factors , sickness ,
weather , et cetera et cetera .

 


That was just to enter Clinic . Once in
Clinic :

 


Women waited longer than men , and took
longer to deal with . Surprise , surprise . Women have to have more
swabs than men : more orifices . A more detailed history :
menstruation , childbirth , miscarriages . Contraception : the pill
, the coil , condoms , or coitus interruptus or implants or
sterilization . Or the menopause or abstinence .

 


Men were in and out quickly , joke not
intended . I am not a sexist . Facts are facts .

 


Anyway , after the coarse data presentation ,
we chatted politely with the attractive young lady . She had not a
clue that we already knew all this tripe . She thought she was
educating us . Bless her !
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As we trooped out of the room , I found
myself in conversation with Annie , our Staff Specialist .
She’s a mature clinician who had found
herself at the wrong end of Designations Reform and had to take a
salary freeze . Managers got promoted for such Creative Stabbing
.

 


“ Shaila , I’ve got
Spotted Dick for you .”

 


“ Love it . Did you cook it yourself
.”

 


“ Shai , she really means Colourful Cock
,” said Michael .

 


“ Mike , mind your language , I was raised in
Convent Schools .”

 


“ And we know what goes on there ,” he leered .

 


“ Shut up . Indian Convents are pure
.”

 


“ Poor , you mean .” I was speechless . The guy hadn’t even had a half pint .

 


“ This young man has a spectacular rash on
his whatchamacallit ,” he said .

 


“ I’ve got him
waiting for you ,” Annie said .
“ He came in yesterday but you
weren’t here .”

 


Michael drifted off and I followed Annie to
the exam room .

 


After introducing me , Annie went on .
“ This is Adrian , twenty-five , red non
itchy rash on glans about a month . No intercourse three months ,
last being a week long affair , unprotected .”

 


She asked him to get ready on the exam couch
, at which point he leaned for his crutches , and hobbled with
their aid the few steps to the couch . I examined the red lesions
carefully , and we returned to our seats .

 


“ Why is he limping ,” I asked Annie .

 


“ He knocked the knee a couple of weeks ago
.”

 


He was dressed and seated while I made my
notes .

 


“ Adrian , can I check your knee .”

 


He pulled up the trouser leg . The knee was
warm and red and slightly swollen .

 


“ Do you remember exactly when and against
what you knocked your knee , Adrian ? Or was it sport ?”

 


“ Not sport . I guessed I must have knocked
it on something when drunk . But I really don‘t know .”

 


I beckoned Annie back to the consult room ,
and told her , “ It’s arthritis , not trauma . There’s apparently no conjunctivitis ; if you now check
for urethritis please .”

 


She raised an eyebrow . “ Reiter’s syndrome
?”

 


“ Correct . One of the triad of urethritis ,
conjunctivitis , and arthritis is missing , Annie . So this is
Reiter’s sans the eye component . If you
find he doesn’t have urethritis call me
back .

 


“ If he does , give him the usual but for
twice as long . I want to see him in three weeks . Remind me to
give you feedback next month . Refer him to Rheumatology please
.

 


“ The rash is Circinate Balanitis which is
the textbook , characteristic penile lesion of Reiter’s .”

 


“ What do I prescribe for it ?”

 


“ Oh yeah , sorry , old age .” Rapped my own knuckles . “ One or two percent hydrocortisone cream . Twice a
day tapering to once .”

 


“ Shaila , I need to have a one-to-one on
Reiter’s with you . Exams round the
corner , you know .”

 


“ Sure thing . Lets make a date .
Reiter’s is not only interesting ,
it’s a favourite chestnut for your
viva voce . The oldies love it .”
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In my very first year of UK training I was
unfamiliar with local jargon , colloquialisms , idiomatic
expressions , speech idiosyncrasies and so on . Luckily no mishap
as a consequence , but I was aware of others suffering
embarrassment or worse .

 


Sister Eileen who took me under her motherly
wing that year , 1990 , retired just a few months after I joined
the Department . She guided me through some quaint expressions and
some other run of the mill ones

 


One day she overheard me saying “ prick” while I was
reassuring a female patient about the relatively easily tolerated
needle pain of taking a blood sample .

 


After the patient had left she told me :
“ Shaila , just a cautionary word
.”

 


“ Sure ,” I said
sitting down hard with a loud long sigh of relief . When
you’re new and not able to work with the
aplomb that accrues from experience and familiarity , tiredness and
frustration can result .

 


“ Actually , it’s
not very important , but still worth remembering . Occasionally
these male chauvinistic pigs have odd fixations about their bits
and pieces .”

 


I smiled , amused . “ Don’t they all
.”

 


“ Pricks , shmicks . Anyway , if you soothe a
female patient saying “ little
prick” that’s
alright and it’s alright with most males
too . But the odd one , sometimes really odd , can take offence ,
and cause trouble .”

 


“ I see what you mean . An insult . But
surely they know the context .”

 


“ Context , shontext .You are right , Shai ,
but I‘m not on about the usual here but
the unexpected . A young staff nurse was assaulted some years ago
.”

 


“ Wow . Was she badly hurt ?”

 


“ No , she fled . The man had bolstered his
nerve with some plonk to attend Clinic and nurse had just swabbed
his plonker .” Here she grunted briefly
at her own wit .“ So when she was about
to needle his vein she says only a little prick and he flies at her
.”

 


I grunted back .“
Lucky he didn’t have a knife .”

 


“ Who knows ? He might have had . But forget
the booze . What about troubled people ? I’m not talking about barking mad here , just normal
guys going through a phase of mental trauma blah blah .”

 


“ So my best bet is to say scratch , or
twinge or something like that .”

 


“ Even pain will do . Best avoid the Prick
word for all patients , male and female , so you don’t have to remember each time .”

 


I got up to go . Gave a mock bow , half
curtsy .“ Me thanks thee , Sister Eileen
and see you next week .”

 


“ Eileen to you , my love .” She touched my arm . “
Sit down , dear , just a minute . I’m not
back next week , using my accrued leave , you see .”

 


“ Oh , Eileen , I’ll miss you .” Unexpected
tears in my eyes .

 


“ Listen Shai , be safe . I can’t really advise you about everything , but you know
, self defence courses , pocket alarm , whatever .”

 


“ I thought it was safe here , Eileen
.”

 


“ Yes and no . Times change . You’re much the prettiest girl here in many years . And
I daresay , one of the best doctors . Good Luck .”

 


“ Thanks again . I’ll see you soon , for sure .”
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Just four years later I had occasion to
remember her words .

 


I was seeing a man , early forties , who had
a skin condition of his glans and foreskin . Tall and slim , a
barrister . Not bad looking .

 


He had seen several doctors in his local
Practice ( or Surgery as they call it here in the UK ) . For five
or six years he had been given various creams , in the main for
Candida albicans ( thrush ) . Only got worse .
Now , he said , the skin was tightening , splitting .

 


He pulled a sheet from his pocket . The
website download described lichen sclerosus in some considerable
detail . I was amazed . This was the diagnosis I suspected from the
very suggestive history .

 


“ Shall we see ,” I
invited . We were back in the consult room in two minutes and I
surprised him by saying : “ Your
diagnosis is as good as mine .”

 


“ D’you mean that
it is lichen sclerosus .”

 


“ Yes it is . Off you go with some cream and
I’ll see you in maybe a month or so .
Should improve rapidly .”

 


“ But it says here it could be pre-cancerous
. So I could get cancer .”

 


“ Not to fear . That risk diminishes with
successful treatment .”

 


“ But still a risk .”

 


“ And bright pink elephants might fly
overhead faster than a speeding bullet , my dear .” Noticed the little frown . “ Sorry , dear .”

 


I’d picked up this
dear habit from a colleague who used it to distraction .

 


“ Sorry , didn’t
mean to belittle your worry . Translated to English , that means
very very unlikely . And I’m paid to keep
a watchful eye on you .”

 


“ Thanks . Don’t
you need to prove it with a biopsy or something ?”

 


“ I can easily do a biopsy if you insist .
But most people don’t like a scalpel
blade slicing into their delicate genital skin .”

 


He winced . I continued with a demonstration
of how to use the cream ( a strong steroid cream called
betamethasone ) on a plastic dummy willy .

 


I saw him at increasing intervals four more
times . The third of those times , he had no lesions , looked
completely normal . On the last occasion , I told him I
didn’t need to see him for a year .

 


He appeared crestfallen . “ Maybe three or four months , Dr. Silva , in view
of the cancer risk .”

 


“ Pre-cancer ,” I
corrected him . “ Which can be removed so
the cancer doesn’t ever happen . So a
year it is .”

 


Then he dropped the bombshell .

 


“ Dr. Silva , I think I may be falling in
love with you .”

 


“ Sir , pl -- please wait here a second
.” Walked slowly to the door . Out the
door , I virtually ran to Dr. Nick McCloud ’s office . The old sea-dog was relaxed , the
remains of his lunch still awaiting disposal . I told him about my
dilemma .

 


“ Sit down ,” he
commanded , and strode to the door , where he paused . “ I always thought you’re
a little Bangalore Torpedo .”

 


He was out before I could say anything , back
in just four or five minutes .

 


“ Here ,” he said ,
pushing the file toward me . “ Get
reception to put a red warning jacket on his notes . Write boldly
on the front , for him not to see

you , and a brief note about what happened ,
inside the notes .

 


“ I warned him not to attend the Clinic again
, unless a new problem . Told him the current problem was for the
Dermatology people , they would send him an appointment . So do a
letter of referral to them . I wouldn’t
worry anymore if I were you .

 


“ He seemed surprised I wasn’t angry .”

 


“ Thank you , saved my bacon ,” I said . “
What’s this Torpedo business ?
I‘m from Mysore , not Bangalore
.”

 


“ The Bangalore Torpedo . Invented there .
First War fame . Whenever I see you I’m
reminded . You torpedoed him anyway .”
Huge smile .

 


“ Thanks again , Dr. McCloud .”

 


I saw the man once more , perchance in the
City Centre . He smiled and waved and so did I .
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A couple of days later I encountered Louise
and Jenni after the Late Clinic . This usually runs to half-seven ,
so we were the only ones left there in the staff room . They were
winding down after a tiring day . Like me they had started about
8:30 AM .

 


“ You won’t believe
what happened to Annie .”

 


“ What ,” responded
Louise , “ the rape case ? I only got
snippets rushing by a bunch of gossiping old spinsters .”

 


Annie happens to be one of the very best
doctors when it comes to management of rape victims .

 


“ Well , she’d
examined this boy who was raped a fortnight ago .You know how
gentle yet thorough she is . Friday just gone , she got a shock
when she read the lawyer’s letter .

 


“ Apparently , this nineteen year old told
this lawyer that during and after poor Annie examined him and took
his tests , he had felt the same mental trauma that the rape had
caused . It was like reliving the rape , made him godawfully
distressed and they want compensation .

 


“ They stressed this wasn’t a complaint against Annie . In fact the lad
thinks she’s wonderful and kind
.”

 


“ Bizarre ,” I said
between grateful gulps . “ But I vaguely
remember a precedent . It may be the Hospital will pay out just to
get rid of the bother.”

 


They were shaking their heads . “ On the other hand ,” I
said , the Hospital legal eagle may well play the patience game and
hope that time will make the lad relent . The case against the
Hosiptal isn’t very strong . The contrary
in fact .”

 


Suddenly Jenni remembered something .
“ Hey , what’s
it with you , Siren ,” looking at me .
“ The grapevine says someone tried to
feel you up .”

 


“ Bloody hell ! This proves the old proverb .
No feeling , no up ,” I exclaimed ,
“ chap calmly announces he may be in love
with me . Ran out of there fast .”

 


“ Was it love at first sight with you and
Krish ?” asked Louise , slyly lighting up
. “ What do they call it now -- whirlwind
thingy .”

 


“ Actually , it was funny . I was nineteen ,
third year med school , and I had to remove his sutures .
That’s when I first met him .”

 


“ Sutures -- interesting place , or ------
”

 


“ Appendix job , if you must know
.”

 


“ Ooooo --- wwwww , so you saw his thingy
even before your first date .”

 


I got up fast . “
Hush ! Soap water for your filthy gob .”

 


“ Cool it sister ,”
Louise pulled me down . “ We
won’t go there . Oh , to have known true
love . Even if lost . So far people have only fallen in lust with
me but not love .”

 


“ I remember the movie Love Story . True Love
means never having to say you’re sorry
.”

 


“ True Love means never having to say
you’re sorry when you fart .”

 


 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


Over the years , we have all been disgusted
with major mistakes , major tragedies in medicine .

 


Wrong limb operation , wrong eye , wrong
kidney , wrong patient even . The list of major errors is very ,
very long and grows steadily .

 


The numbers of less major cockups is
staggering , and far exceeds what Joe Public generally imagines .
The consequences , range from trivial to severe .

 


I remember once giving a patient an
antibiotic forgetting he was on hay fever tablets which could
interact causing heart rhythm abnormalities . Hours later he was in
A & E , needing 24-hour cardiac monitoring . Unfortunately , I
told him about my mistake ; fortunately , he forgave me . Another
time , gave penicillin to a penicillin allergic patient . Luckily
the dispensing nurse prevented possible tragedy . And a few more
examples .

 


A colleague of a friend , who is a
gynaecologist , removed a condom from a lady , so her annoying
smelly discharge stopped . Playing tennis a few days later , he met
her husband , an acquaintance . Just as they bade goodbye :

 


“ Thanks , John , for sorting my wife
.”

 


“ Easy peasy . Stupid condoms .”

 


The husband never used condoms . That
marriage did not last much longer .

 


 


 


 


***********************

 


 


 


 


I was walking along the corridor with Hugh ,
our Infectious Diseases ( I D ) expert .

 


“ Thanks for seeing our TB ( tuberculosis )
patient recently , Shaila . His genital drug eruption is now gone
.”

 


“ Anytime . Is he home and dry now
?”

 


He rolled his eyes in mock horror .
“ Nearly lost him . Cockup with his
medication , liver failure nearly did him in .”

 


“ Crazy . How could that happen . Patient
confused at home -- maybe . But supervised over and over in
Hospital . Crazy !”

 


“ Right word . We’re still trying to figure it out . Somewhere down
the line , he got twice his medication , the drug chart looks a
mess , but some hawk-eye spotted the anomaly just in time
.”

 


“ Double dose is a baffling error
.”

 


“ No , Shaila , not double dose . Correct
dose , but twice a day instead of once because someone forgot to
remove an obsolete chart .”

 


“ All’s well that
ends well is not nearly good enough . In fact , crap .”

 


“ That’s profound
,” he joked . “
Anyway , road to recovery and all that jazz .”
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Another encounter of the corridor kind , some
months later , this time it was Prof. Hadley . Tall , gangly ,
genial guy , very well liked . Not one of your holier

than thou Dons .

 


“ Hello , Shaila . Keeping well ?”

 


“ Excellent , thank you .”

 


“ Liked your presentation Are we back in
Victorian Times . Hey , maybe you should apply for the Senior
Clinical Lecturer handle .”

 


“ Maybe I will , thanks .”

 


We were just about to exchange goodbyes at
the corridor fork when he said : “ Oh ,
by the way , Wilcox referred me a chap with frequency .” Prof Hadley is hormone prone , an Endocrinology
don . “ Can you get his details off our
Registrar , in fact take her with you , opinion please . Noticed
your gang weren’t involved .”

 


“ No problem . Ta ra .”

 


The Registrar , Sasha , filled me in on this
patient’s complete details on the long
walk from GUM to the Nephrology Ward .

 


Fifty-eight year old man , four months of
passing urine frequently . Once every twenty minutes . If he
didn’t , that is , if he held it , it
would happen anyway . The so called urge incontinence . No stinging
or pain at all .

 


They ’d done
everything in the book for him . Almost .

 


Multiple urine cultures . Specific gravity ,
chemistry . Volume in 24 hours .

 


Hundreds of blood tests , often repeated
.

 


Flow studies , dye studies , endoscopy with a
flexible “ telescope .” Prostate studies including scans . Bladder wall
tests .

 


Plain x-ray , ultrasounds , kidney function
tests . MRI scans . Even radio-isotope scans . They were even
contemplating cutting the poor guy open .

 


“ Any sexual history ?”

 


“ Celibate nearly a decade . Similar symptoms
around then , gone in a few days without treatment .”

 


“ Thanks , Sasha .”
My work was cut out for me .

 


He was fast asleep . We woke him and
ascertained he hadn’t passed urine for
just over an hour , having slept . I used the usual technique to
obtain urethral moisture to smear on a microscope slide , and took
swabs .

 


“ Do you have ten minutes for microscopy
,” I asked Sasha . She nodded .

 


“ I will stain the slide first .” In just two or three minutes , I was able to look
down the microscope and in seconds , she did too .

 


“ Well ,” I said
.

 


“ Polymorphs ,” she
said .

 


“ Pus cells we loosely call them in GUM . So
?”

 


“ He’s got
urethritis , Dr. Silva .”

 


“ Shaila . The microscopy took five minutes .
Cost a few pence . The antibiotic I’m
about to ask you to prescribe is about twenty quid . Tell me ,
Sasha , what’s your educated guesstimate
of costs on the ward .”

 


A long pause . “
Maybe twenty or twenty-five thousand pounds , I reckon .”

 


“ Mad , or what ?”

 


“ Doesn’t begin to
describe it .”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Random reminiscences ( actually , raves and
rants )

 


 


 


 


Vikki was back for the Easter Break in his
first year at University , and we felt too lazy to eat out or cook
. So a Chinese takeaway it was , our favourite . We can’t bear Indian , it wasn’t
even near comparable to Krishna’s
celestial cooking . God by name , god by culinary nature .

 


A half hour after my phone call both my men
were back , piping hot food packs at the ready .

 


For several minutes , conversation was
monosyllabic , mostly , and I sat back a couple of minutes ,
momentarily sated , awaiting my second wind .

 


“ You’ve lost
weight .” I said to Vikki . His
previously convex cheeks were now ( just barely ) concave .
“ Your convex cheeks are now concave
,” I told him .

 


“ You and your Geometry ,” he smiled at me , mouth half full . This time I
did not chide him .

 


“ You mean Physics , sonny ,” I corrected .

 


Vikki picked at his Sweet & Sour .
“ Where’s all
the bamboo gone ,” he moaned .
“ You’ve picked
and pecked it out , hey .”

 


“ Wouldn’t do that
to you , maybe to your Dad . It’s the
shop , bamboo is so costly they’re stingy
with portions .”

 


“ That reminds me ,” interjected Krishna , “
of your mother’s Juvenile Delinquent days
as a bamboo poacher .”

 


I stabbed him with my eyes . He clutched neck
and chest , eyes rolling till only the whites showed . Too late
.

 


“ You mean like a Young Offender ?” Vicky looked admiringly at me . “ So you have a Juvenile Record . But
they‘re supposed to be sealed or
something aren’t they .”

 


“ It’s nothing
really ,” I mumbled . “ One of the Palaces of the Maharaja of Mysore ( now
Karnataka ) was only half a mile from our house in Mysore . It was
easy to go there , my Daddy and I , park on the main road , armed
with sickles and gunny bags . Creep through a hole in the wall .
Hack off the tender bamboo shoots . Tons .”

 


“ So much ?”
curiously . “ What did you do ? Sell it
?”

 


“ Noooooo - oh , used all of it : watery or
dry curry , salad , pickle , chutney , savoury crisps , other mouth
watering stuff as well .”

 


“ Well , I’ll be a
smoked mackerel ! So you got caught in the end .”

 


“ Well , it’s not
really stealing is it . The young shoots would grow inedible ,
wasted , and look at the labour costs of clearing dense fat bamboo
groves . So it was like , we did the Maharaja’s Estate a favour .”

 


“ Oh , hoo ,”
hooted Krishna . “ Amateur economist .
Great . A furtive act not only becomes noble , it saves labour and
money and the environment . Talk of liars , damned liars , and
Economists .”

 


I gave him The Look . Instant deflation . He
now knew that one more false move would earn Nocturnal Rejection ,
unless he ---------

 


“ Daaaaad , give Mom some credit . All she
said adds up . But Mom , why wasn’t
everyone doing it ?”

 


“ Luckily in those days most people in the
region did not know about it . Meaning , did not know about what a
delicacy bamboo is .”

 


“ And were you arrested ? Don’t tell me you don’t have
a Record .”

 


“ Alas , no . But the mali
( keeper ) caught us one day , and threatened to inform on us . It
was obvious he wanted a bribe . But Daddy noticed some cattle in
the distance and took a chance with a counterpunch . He said we
could report the mali for using the King’s property to graze his own cows . So he let us go
, with the sacks full of young bamboo .”
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“ Miss O’ Leary ,
do sit down ,” I said . A round faced
attractive young woman of thirty-seven , she seemed uncomfortable
and uneasy . She complied , sat .

 


Seated , I said nothing for a couple of
minutes , speed reading her case file , then looked up and smiled
.

 


“ Please interrupt me if I’m wrong . First visit here , transferred care from
another Centre , HIV medication working beautifully to date , no
problems at the moment .”

 


“ Yes , Dr. Silver , sorry , Dr. Silva . I
just need a three month scrip , I have to go .”

 


“ I normally spend time on the initial visit
getting acquainted . But fine , we’ll
talk another time . Here are your tablets .”

 


Nervousness meeting strangers , new Clinic ,
new city ; so her disquiet was entirely understandable , even
predictable .
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The fortnightly Journal Club had just
finished fifteen minutes before schedule , and we were finishing
our ( sponsored ) hot lunches , half-decent for a change .

 


“ I saw a scary patient this morning
,” confided Louise .

 


“ What , three heads and antennae
.”

 


“ Silly ! He is HIV positive and came for the
routine bloods . I’ve never heard a story
like his before , and pray I never do again .”

 


“ You’re scaring me
even before you start .”

 


“ Shut up and listen . Before the bloods , I
decided to offer Syphilis testing as well , since it’s been a while since his last Syph test .
He’d forgotten essential stuff about Syph
so I spent a minute on that . “ Then I
took his sexual history and blow me down , could not believe my
ears . He’s bisexual , and has
unprotected sex .”

 


“ That ’s not rare
.”

 


“ What’s scary is
that this guy only lives for sex . And never , ever uses a condom .
Almost all the male partners anonymous and many women as well .

 


“ His scoring rate is very high . At least
two or three men and one or two women a week . And he’s been positive many years already .”

 


I shook my head sadly . “ That’s sad .”

 


“ I got curious enough to ask him what he
thought his chances of transmitting the infection were . He says if
people wanted to have unsafe sex that was their problem , their
life , not his . He said he could write a book about his life and I
said I’m sure you could .”

 


“ Obviously , he’s
not on treatment .”

 


“ No”
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I saw Miss O’ Leary
a month later , not three as expected , since I’d given her a three month scrip .

 


“ I wasn’t
expecting you ,” I said .

 


“ Neither was I , but something happened last
month and I thought I might have a chat with you .”

 


“ That’s what
I’m paid for ,”
I said , putting up my feet , “ Go on
.”

 


“ Tummy pain here ,” pointing at her lower abdomen , in the middle .
“ Quite bad at first , three days . Now
on and off , niggly , sometimes more than just niggly .”

 


“ Ever before ?”

 


“ Started eight , maybe nine years ago , .
Hasn’t gone since .”

 


“ I need a clearer picture . Would you say ,
on average , five or ten or fifteen or twenty days a month , and
mostly mild or severe pain .”

 


“ Mostly average pain , sometimes mild .
I’d say ten to fifteen days a month
.”

 


“ But that’s
terrible . Any other symptoms . Pain , cough , fever , headaches or
anything at all .”

 


“ Dr. Silva , you’re the first doctor I’ve
seen putting their feet up .”

 


“ Miss Leary , if it upsets you ,
I’m sorry .”

 


“ The name is Shona . Keep your feet up , I
like it . Yes , actually , pain in my legs for about seven or eight
years .”

 


“ Could you describe it in detail , please
.”

 


“ Severe , and daily . Every morning for an
hour or two my legs are so stiff and painful , I can’t walk properly , eases up later .”

 


“ Is the pain in
the joints , muscles , or bones .”

 


“ All of those . All these years paracetamol
or Brufen or both , mostly more than once a day .”

 


“ Ever tried Indian Tonic Water at night
?”

 


“ No , but I could try .”

 


“ Come through with me .”

 


Following a rapid but thorough examination
next door , we returned .

“ Shona , your previous Unit knows about your
pelvic and lower limb symptoms , I presume .”

 


“ Yes , and they took swabs more than once ,
did scans and blood tests , and took x-rays and looked up my bum .
And a barium enema . And electro-neurological tests on my legs .
They even wanted to inject a dye into my leg arteries . But I
refused that .

 


“ I asked them for treatment , but they said
they couldn’t treat because of negative
tests .”

 


“ I have a proposal . But before that can we
do swab tests please .”

 


“ No , had enough .”

 


“ Fair enough . But I need a sexual history .
Have a partner ?”

 


“ I’ve been
celibate for almost ten years .” I was
taken aback but didn’t show it .

 


“ I have very considerable experience of
dealing with pelvic symptoms . We know that rarely women with
Pelvic Infection can have musculo-skeletal pain such as the bad leg
pains you do .

 


“ I strongly recommend a two week course of
antibiotics to cover possible Pelvic Infection . Then I want to
talk to you , say six weeks from now , for the next stage
.”

 


“ Fine .”

 


Six weeks later she was smiling . “ Dr. Silva , thank you . The pains are gone . Both
tummy and leg pains .”

 


“ Don’t thank me .
Thank the antibiotics . This shows the leg pain was related to
Pelvic Infection as we suspected .”

 


“ And oh , I nearly forgot , doctor . It
wasn’t just a case of two birds with one
stone , it was three birds with one stone . For many years
I’ve been constipated but not since
starting those tablets .”

 


“ Great . Thanks for remembering to tell me
.

 


“ I would like to try antibiotics again if
your symptoms return , which is possible . It’s called relapse .”

 


“ Thank you . I don’t understand why Dr. Woodfield and none of the
others gave me antibiotics .”

 


“ You told me tests were negative . Maybe
that’s why .”

 


“ But you did treat me . And you told me the
reasoning or logic which I can understand . What I can’t understand : why couldn’t they have done it ?”

 


“ Shona , everyone is different . This is my
baby . This is an area of Special Interest for me . Right up my
alley . Within this Specialty , I have gaps in my knowledge in some
other fields .”

 


“ I still thinks it’s unfair . How much do the antibiotics cost
?”

 


“ About twenty to twenty-five quid
.”

 


She stared at me , then looked away ,
thinking . At last : “ It’s bloody unfair . I’m a
bloody accountant . All this doesn’t add
up . Please would you write to them telling them about their
monumental goof-up . Bastards !!”

 


“ I will do . Professional bloody courtesy ,
I can’t denounce them . I’ll describe your progress . They may even learn
from it .”

 


 


 


 


***********************

 


 


 


 


 


“ I wouldn’t dream
of holidaying in places I know there have been reports of
kidnapping Western visitors .”

 


It was the motley crowd outside the Emergency
Doors at the rear of Clinic . Motley except for one common thread :
inhaling and exhaling small doses of cancer two or three times a
day . Only . We were far too busy for them to indulge more often
.

 


“ Yellow coward . Go and holiday in John
O’ Groats .”

 


“ Yellow ? Racist pig !”

 


I bravely interrupted to prevent head butting
. “ One day kidnapping was mentioned at
breakfast . When Vikki understood we were discussing British
hostages , he said he thought they were grown-ups . Yes , we said ,
they are . Then he says shouldn’t it be
called “ adultnapping
.”

 


Broad smiles all round . “ From the mouths of babes ------- ”

 


The conversation drifted to more mundane
matters like paedophiles and infanticide .

 


“ Basically , there’s no excuse .”

 


“ Basically , shaking a baby that hard is
unforgivable .”

 


“ Whoa , whoa ,” I
shouted , “ why is everything nowadays so basically .”

 


It stopped the rot momentarily . “ What’s gotten up your
nose , Shaila ?”

 


“ Basically , it’s
gotten up my sweet ass , a pain my basics , this non stop saying
basically . The whole world and his mother say basically .
Basically this and basically that .

 


“ The time , basically 8:00 AM .

 


“ Breakfast , basically corn flakes .

 


“ The motive , basically jealousy .

 


“ The verdict , basically guilty .

 


“ Cleanliness , basically non-existent .

 


“ Population , basically no control .

 


“ Chastity , basically a stigma .

 


“ Stupidity , basically essential .

 


“ Knife carrying , basically understandable
in the context of deprivation , exclusion , and self defence
.”

 


“ Kicking foreign arse , basically essential
for political survival .

 


“ Failing patients , basically the flavour of
the past decade .

 


“ Women can’t drive
in some countries , basically why not in more countries .

 


“ And on and on and on it goes , ad basically
pukulum .”

 


Michael snickered . “ Her husband gives her nutmeg and poppy seeds in
the nightly curry . It hasn’t worn off
yet this morning .”

 


“ Or is it the ganja from their back garden
.”

 


“ Could be her pre-menstrual tension
.”

 


“ Or the tablets for the PMT .”

 


 


 


 


 


*****************

 


 


 


 


Some years ago , I met a swinging couple .
Smartly dressed , articulate , about fifty . In the Clinic consult
room they sat relaxed , slim figures , both good looking .

 


“ Good afternoon .
How can I help .”

 


“ We’ll cut to the
chase , Dr. Silva . No beating around . I’m Alistair , this is Joan . Over the years ,
we’ve lived in six places across Britain
, we always meet one or two couples each time who enjoy shared sex
. Like a gated community , privacy .

 


“ We share each others’ wives and husbands . All well , so far
.”

 


“ Until last month ,” Joan leaned forward . “
My GP , Howard , said my Chlamydia swab was positive when I went to
him with an non-smelly discharge .”

 


“ We can’t
understand . Two years .” Alistair now .
“ Four couples , eight people of freedom
, and now VD .”

 


My mind exclaimed HELLO ! at their naïve
behaviour . But as always , I was polite . “ One or more of you eight has strayed ,” I said .

 


“ But we discussed this . None of us have
left the sexternity .”

 


“ Look , Mr. Smith , no insult intended , but
Chlamydia is not caught from air pollution or the drinking water
.

 


“ Someone may have been too drunk to remember
, or date-raped . It may or may not matter . Importantly , be
pragmatic .

 


“ I’ll treat you
all . Then you can all live happily ever after . Unless it happens
again . Do you get my drift ?”

 


Give them credit . They were matter of fact ,
not immature , and soon back on track . Or should I say back on
back . Or back on front . Live and let give .

 


 


 


 


 


***************************

 


 


 


 


 


Talking about swingers reminded me of a
marvellous gentleman I met on one of my brief locum stints at
Millham General Hospital . This locum stuff is not merely about
helping out a colleague in need .

 


The money is good and helps pay for those
little or not so little extras that can make a difference to the
family . Downside -- it cuts into your annual leave . You
can’t eat your cake and leave it too
.

 


But the Locum industry is huge , not just
about people like me doing the odd favour . The turnover is
billions per year . In fact , it’s a
racket . Thanks to understaffed , overworked coal face healthcare
workers constantly at breaking point . Thus , there’s no “give” in the system thanks to ubiquitous NHS management
policies .

 


Thousands of doctors make ludicrous amounts
of money milking the system and dozens , possibly hundreds of
people are Locum Agency millionaires .

 


There I go again . Back to the charming
gentleman . He strode into the consult room , erect of bearing ,
purposeful gait . He waited before being asked to take a seat . He
had a black eye - patch

 


“ Good Morning , Dr. Silva .”

 


“ And a very Good Morning to you , Sir
.”

 


I’d glanced at his
file beforehand . Colonel Statham , aged seventy-nine .

 


A sexual history is de rigueur in venereology
clinics but this one made my day . The minimum duration is three
months’ history because of the
“ window period” for the blood tests .

 


In his case this wasn’t particularly relevant , he had two regular
girlfriends for about a year . What was piquant and very nearly
made me lose control and laugh out loud was that one was
thirty-seven , a divorcee , and the other only twenty-one , a
college student .

 


But he did notice my bemusement , and
twinkling of eye , said , “ One goes to
these parties more often when one is a widower , and one thing
leads to another .”

 


And smiling a really attractive smile ,
“ I take a while getting into top gear ,
but they know how to make me rise to the occasion . By golly , the
things they do to me , and vice versa , I wouldn’t have dreamed of with Murielle , but those were
different days .

 


“ I have some excellent photographs , Dr.
Silva , would you like to see them next time I see you , that is if
I have to see you .”

 


I hastened to decline , and took him through
to examine him , and we were back in well under five minutes .

 


“ You have thrush , Colonel , and it should
go with some cream .”

 


“ Is it VD ?”

 


“ Not at all , just a yeast infection . Very
common , very easy to treat .”

 


Shoulders slumped in relief . “ Thank Goodness . Murielle would turn in her grave
. I wonder whether she would forgive me .”

 


And now a sudden volte face , a single tear
from his single eye . The other presumably lost in battle .

 


I hurriedly left the room , ostensibly to get
him a box of tissues to blow his nose , but really to quickly dry
my eyes .

 


When will you stop being a big baby , I
admonished myself , grow up , girl .

 


His recovery was faster than mine . He
gratefully accepted the tissue , and not long after , a small
almost shy smile broke through . “ Thanks
, Dr. Silva . I know she would forgive me . The old girl had a
heart of gold , she wouldn’t begrudge me
this late pleasure in life .”

 


“ I’m sure she
would , Colonel , in fact she might well be pleased for you . I
know I’d be if it was my husband . And
don’t you dare say late in life ,
who’s to deny you a Century .”

 


“ Thanks ,” he said
, gratefulness obvious . “ By the way
what part of the subcontinent are you from ?”

 


“ South India , a place called Mysore
.”

 


He looked at his timepiece on its silver
chain , regal moustaches twitching . “ I
wouldn’t like to keep you , maybe others
waiting .”

 


“ No , Sir , you go on .” I put my feet up . Should I give this up , I
thought . “ Let them wait .”

 


“ I was near Mysore , in Bangalore , after
the War .”

 


“ The First War ?”
He was surprised to see me wink . But recovered quickly .

 


“ No cheek from you , young lady , doctor or
whatever .” Mock remonstration .

 


“ But I walked straight into that one . It
was cold there , in Bangalore , I needed two woollen blankets ,
sometimes during daylight , and that was in summer .”

 


“ Brace yourself for a shock . Go there now ,
and you may need a fan in winter , sometimes at night .”

 


“ You don’t say .
What do they call it , Global warming .”

 


“ Yeah . Listen , I’m not prying , just doing what I’m paid to . You mentioned slowness down there . Do
you have a problem hoisting the flag , if you get my drift
.”

 


“ No , doctor , slow but steady . Besides ,
half the fun is when they’re working to
get full mast .”

 


“ You know there’s
a pill nowadays .”

 


“ Oh , I’ve heard
of the blue pills . Maybe I’ll need them
some day .”

 


“ If you find yourself not able to pull your
weight .”

 


He gave a lopsided smile . Eyes , sorry , eye
twinkling again . “ Or if they find
themselves unable to pull my weight . Oh , dear , I am going to
miss Arabella , she graduates in a few months . Nice to meet you
.”

 


He had noticed me slowly rising , signalling
time .“ And you , Sir .” I meant it .

 


 


 


 


********************

 


 


 


 


We were all congregated in the staff room ,
and though it was the going away party for one of our student
nurses , conviviality was the name of the game . In the run up to
Christmas , and helped by mulled wine , faces glowed and enamel
showed in abundance .

 


All too soon it was clearing up time . Funny
how the male of the species looks a his watch , clears his neck ,
and mumbles about his water tablets and the toilet , before riding
off into the sunset , never to be seen again . Another muttering
about imminent death by spousicide if he didn’t scoot . Nutshell , we women , unarguably superior
to our dangly counterparts , are left to tidy up .

 


“ I’m coming in
very late tomorrow . Louise , can you tell the powers that be that
I rang in sick . Even I have displayed ungodly weakness at times
.”

 


“ What if I’m late
too .”

 


“ No big deal . I tried and tried but
couldn’t get through . Never fails
.” It was true , too . One can never get
through . Or as the great Thatcher would surely have put it , We
can never get through .

 


We finished surprisingly soon , and the
madding fagging crowd , reduced to just five strong females , sat
drooped . We would soon be home . I waited with them , giving them
company . Didn’t mind at all . It would
be churlish to scuttle away , they were like my sisters , doting on
me .

 


“ We must take revenge on the Balls Brigade ,
but how .”

 


“ Tie their laces .”

 


“ Salt in their tea .”

 


“ Sneak off next time .”

 


“ Wait a minute ,”
spluttered Delia suddenly . “ Arwin had a
fabulous story last week , I was reminded when someone said Balls
Brigade .”

 


“ Oh yeah , balls always interest me
.” Jenni perked up . “ The dangly kind , not the dancing party kind
.”

 


“ He told me he saw this chap , with pain in
one testicle . He had had the pain for some years . He’d been to the GP many times , many tests . Then
ping ponged between them , the general surgeon , and the urologist
.” Her voice suddenly became high pitched
, and lilted : “ Ping pong the ball ,
ping pong the ball , pong it and ping it and pong ping the ball ,
pong ping the ball .”

 


At this point she had actually got up ,
swaying in tune .

 


“ Sit down , you drunken cow .” Louise’s turn to butt in
. “ Here , have this glass , and spill
the beans , sorry , balls .”

 


“ It was one ball .”

 


“ All right you silly wench . Ball . Now
bottoms up and talk .”

 


She gulped it down in seconds . “ The last time the urologist offered to remove the
offending organ .”

 


We looked at each other , then spontaneous
cacophony , booze catalysed laughter .

 


“ Strange that three different sets of
doctors never thought of us , after all , we’re ballologists too .” I
was seething .

 


“ Yesh ,” said
Delia . “ A friend of hish told him about
ush .”

 


“ Typical surgical mentality ,” I said . “ Adenoids --
adenoidectomy . Cyst -- cystectomy . Tonsillitis -- tonsillectomy .
Appendicitis -- appendicectomy . Cue , ballitis -- ballectomy
.”

 


“ It gets better ,”
said Delia . “ Arwin found signs of
infection on microscopy and a course of antibiotics cured it . No
pain now .”

 


Louise : I hope he doesn’t start swinging it about , he’ll be back pretty damn quick .”

 


“ Swing a ball , swing a ball , gently down
the street , merrily , merrily , merrily , merrily ---- -----
”

 


The end

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


