

Piano Solo

Years after my mother chose emptiness

at night I’d hear her at the piano

planting chords, waiting for them 

to grow into something.

She never advanced from childhood

lessons. She’d crackle flat a dry page

of Bartok or Anna Magdalena

and make the house’s spine go cold.

That was all her hesitant handfuls

conjured – misery, a lonely beginner

always beginning again, a weather

of notes I wished would pass.

They trickled onto my sheets

in the dark, each drop telling

how sad a woman could feel

even to have lost what made her sad.



Henry Shukman

Asthma

Presenting Complaint

31 year old lady with acute exacerbation of asthma

History of presenting complaint

Known asthmatic since childhood, gradually increasing severity, has had a couple of previous hospital admissions, the last time 2 years ago. She has poorly controlled asthma and uses salbutamol daily and needs frequent courses of oral steroids. She often wakes in the night coughing and tends to get short of breath if she has to run a short way for the bus.

This episode started last week with a sore throat and headache. It then went down onto her chest and she became increasingly wheezy and felt tightness in her chest.

Past medical history

Asthma

Low mood

Drug History

Salbutamol 2 puffs PRN

Beclomethasone 100mcg 2 puffs BD

Social History

Lives at home with her mother in a small village

Examination

General appearance – some effects of repeated steroid courses such as moon like face.

Respiratory system – widespread wheeze bilaterally, nil focal, respiratory rate 26, talking in short sentences.

Conclusion

31 year old lady with acute viral exacerbation of asthma.

A little extra time

Anonymous medical student – New York

All it takes is a little extra time.

We’re taught how to correlate stories and symptoms


with various diseases we’ve seen or read about,


then generate a differential diagnosis, including


all the zebras, only to immediately discard most


of them based on physical exam findings or lab


tests. Then we congratulate ourselves when we’ve


got the diagnosis, because it gives us something 


we can treat. It’s much more fulfilling to treat 


an illness when you know its name.

Meanwhile, the patient becomes a secondary


consideration to the diagnosis. Of course, the

patient-diagnosis is actually one beast, but it’s

easier to treat the diagnosis than the patient.

All it takes is a little extra time.

I’m young, I’m naïve, I’m still mostly idealistic.


I don’t diagnose as efficiently as my seniors.


I don’t know all of the treatments for all of the 


diagnoses all of the time, or even some of the 

treatments some of the time. That will come.

I have faith in the system. What I do have is 

a view of the patient-diagnosis that is less

obstructed by the diagnosis. There really is a 

patient in there if you dig beneath the surface

of the diagnosis. And all it takes to treat a 

patient is a little extra time.

A little extra time to hold a hand, to console,


to give hope, to laugh, to listen. I haven’t been

at this game very long, but I’ve learned that

giving a little extra time can treat a patient for

a minute, or a day, or a month. Maybe, over the 

years, the system will beat that out of me, but 

for now, I’m learning how to begin to treat a patient.

And all it takes is a little extra time.

Self-awareness goes hand in hand with awareness of others, and so it is that in the life of a small group we discover some of the depth and complexity of ourselves and others. 

Willingness to change

From the beginning then, there are moments

When the word addressed to us 

Makes us abandon the world of our own making and enter upon new life

Dialogue is not simply

A giving and receiving of information 

It does not change a person simply

By expanding their knowledge

Again and again

As we are in dialogue with others

We must hear the painful word

Which overcomes us

And draws forth a response in us

That transforms life

The word addressed to us

At those members

Reveals to us the truth

Of which we are afraid

It pierces the screen we have put up

Between ourselves and reality

Then we must wither flee from this word 

And hide behind defences

Or open ourselves to it

Go through the painful passage

From our shallow understanding 

To greater depth 

And receive truth 

That has been spoken to us.

On being a doctor
You and I cannot be friends, for now.

I must coldly probe, pain and score you.

If I care too much,

Yours, and all the others’ pains

Will drain, weaken, and kill me.

My love must be shallow enough 

For both of us to survive.
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