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			“The practice of medicine is an art, not a trade;

			a calling, not a business; 

			a calling in which your heart will be exercised 

			with your head.”

			Sir William Osler

			

			

			A Prelimary Meditation

			Thirty years ago I was very fortunate to have published an anthology of poetry and clinical portraits called Ruminations from Rural Practice. Having recently retired from clinical practice, I have now gone through my file marked “poetry”. There were about 70 poems with no real unity of themes or stories. There were self-righteous rants, incoherent non-sequiturs, clinical portraits and landscape sketches. If my mathematical proficiency is correct, this means I manage about three or four short writing pieces or poems a year. Not exactly speed writing.

			I have now drawn the scythe from its sheath, and with much lachrymation and red wine, I have reduced my 70 to 45 pieces. 

			These writings were inspired by my privilege to practise a profession that has given me insights into the various aspects of humanity with all its relationships and affairs. It has allowed me to get up in the mornings looking forward to my day ahead at work, even after 50 years of practice.  

			There has also been a fair amount of stress, anguish and sadness. These emotions and feelings that are inevitable in a profession that requires caring for patients who are ill and in distress. 

			Over the years, I have used these poems as thick, qualitative texts in teaching family medicine and in academic practice. This is in the discipline of medical humanities, which incorporates literature, art, and poetry in the teaching of the social and humanistic aspects of medicine, especially in general medical practice. The humour in some of these poems is used as a method of cryptically passing on information, conveying important educational messages that are made memorable by their humour. 

			

			Lastly, I have used the poetry as a vehicle to rail against the social and inequitable injustices that are still prevalent in the practice of medicine and the delivery of healthcare.

			This is therefore everyday “bipolar poetry” about life and death on the one hand, and the joys and pleasure of medical practice on the other.

			I am grateful to Dim Dobrev for his illustrations, which add a visual dimension and interpretation to the poems. As Ben Jonson once said: “Poetry is a speaking picture, and picture a mute poetry.” 

			I have often wondered why I write these poems, and recently I found the word for it. It is autotelic. This roughly means that it is a reward in itself. The objective or telos (or vision within oneself) acts almost as a displacement activity or outlet that needs a release for the writer. The reward takes place in the telling. The second and greatest pleasure for myself is the acceptance and help that I hope they may give to the reader.

			Chris Ellis

			General Practitioner

			Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa
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			Reflections

			I wonder where all the words

			that are spoken in my consulting room go? 

			Maybe they rise up, like thermals,

			to the ceiling and rest like a million tiny helium balloons.  

			The sad words, though, must be heavier,  

			sinking slowly down to the floor

			to shatter into teardrops. 

			Older words must dry out and remain, like autumn leaves,

			piled up in the corners and crumpled behind the door.

			I walk around my room, 

			listening for the soft crackle underfoot of forgotten stories.

			Stories, lives, symptoms,

			dormant and forgotten.

			Some angry ones must have exploded like soap bubbles 

			blown by a child from a plastic ring.

			Words spoken to patients who passed through my life long ago. 

			Are they still there, still hovering in the air, 

			between I who spoke them and she who heard.

			Unacknowledged words waiting there, suspended,

			not knowing where to go?    

			Allusions to be caught and examined

			or to float by unrecognised, 

			their significance missed, 

			cries unheard.

			

			Out of the Corner of My Eye

			I may, from time to time, catch a revealing glimpse of lives, 

			out of the corner of my eye. 

			The couple who I did not expect to be together,

			sitting in a parked car on the lane behind the golf course.  

			A parent shouting aggressively at a school sports event. 

			Mrs Jones laughing with friends in the car park.

			My diabetic patient at the local shopping mall 

			with a trolley chock-full of forbidden foods.  

			At the traffic lights, I watch village life crossing the road.

			There goes Mr Jones,

			wearing shorts and flipflops on his feet.  

			I see that he is now taking his water tablets regularly,

			as his ankles are no longer swollen.

			

			Betty

			Opinionated and unashamedly controversial,

			she enjoyed upsetting apple carts.

			It was her job, she said, to do so as her work

			was as a journalist and playwright.

			Eloquent and assured, she was at times impossible,

			but then so am I.

			She would never believe anything I said

			until I had talked myself blue in the face.

			Everything had to be argued from the obverse.

			On some days, she was deliberately unreasonable 

			just to get a reaction out of me.

			One day she felt the lump. 

			We fought against it, and between each other almost every week.

			The cancerous metastases ulcerated her skin, 

			and broke her back,

			but never her spirit. 

			Admitting her fear and impotent rage she exposed

			my superficial humanity,

			pushing the envelope open, she dismissed my platitudes 

			as her days were stolen away.

			“I’m glad I drive you to distraction,” she said. 

			“That’s my prerogative, as you can’t heal me. 

			Go and get some inspiration

			as I need you for my expiration.”

			

			I Wish I Had…

			“Told her how I felt…”

			“Let him know before he …”

			“Kept it to myself…”

			She woke beside him in the morning

			to find that he had passed away in the night.

			I had looked after the family for over forty years.  

			She was in the hands of caring relatives.

			After four months she came in to see me, sat down,

			grief overwhelming her.

			Her husband had always enjoyed gardening,

			caring for his orchids.

			Now it was spring and his orchids were in flower.  

			She wanted to take a picture of them and send them to him.   

			In spring he always brought jasmine flowers into the house. 

			That morning she had caught their scent through the window.

			On the morning she found that he had died,  

			she left the bedroom and did not return. 

			The undertakers had come and taken his body.  

			“I wish I had… held his hand till he left the house,

			 and said goodbye.”
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			Nothing

			What did you do at school today?

			Nothing.

			Surely you did something?

			No, nothing.

			Who teaches Nothing at school, then?

			Nobody.

			Are you doing Nothing at higher grade?

			Mum, can you tell Dad to stop

			asking stupid questions?

			Are you taking Nothing for matric?

			No.

			You could get an A.

			

			MATRICULATION PAPER 1

			MODULE:    STUDIES OF THE UNIVERSE

			SUBJECT:     NOTHING 

			Answer all the questions below
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			Mrs Jones

			NEGOTIATIONS AT THE END OF THE DAY

			The stage is a general practitioner’s consulting room. It has been a long day. The desk is strewn with papers. The last patient arrives.

			Mrs Jones: I’m so tired, Doctor. Could I have something to help me sleep?

			Doctor: You may be suffering from something we call depression, Mrs Jones.

			Mrs Jones: But Doctor, I don’t feel depressed at all.

			Doctor: Well, Mrs Jones, sometimes the tiredness is caused by an underlying or masked depression.

			Mrs Jones: But Doctor, I’m gaining weight. Can you give me something to help me lose weight? I’m irritable with the children and I have a very difficult boss at work. It is very stressful. I wake at 2am and cannot get back to sleep.

			Doctor: Mrs Jones, these can also be symptoms of depression. You may have washed out a chemical called serotonin, which causes the depression.

			Mrs Jones: But Doctor, I am just tired. Can’t you give me something to give me a bit of energy? My sister gets vitamin injections from her doctor.

			Doctor: Vitamins may help, but what you really need is medicine to help you build up your Serotonin levels, which have been washed out because of the stress.

			

			Mrs Jones: But isn’t it a drug? I don’t want drugs. I’m not a drug person. I want to do it naturally.

			Doctor: This is a medicine called an antidepressant and it helps correct the chemical imbalance.

			Mrs Jones: But don’t you get addicted to them, Doctor?

			Doctor: No, you will not get addicted to them, but you may have to take them for six months or more.

			Mrs Jones: My friend took one of those and gained weight. Do they make you gain weight, Doctor?

			Doctor: No, not necessarily. The one I am going to give you is weight neutral.

			Mrs Jones: But Doctor, all I need is something for this tiredness.

			Doctor: Yes, I understand that, but we want to treat this tiredness by treating the cause, which is the chemical imbalance. You also need to take some days off.

			Mrs Jones: What are you going to put on my sick certificate? They are very difficult at work. I don’t want them to think that I’m mental.

			Stage instructions: The general practitioner writes out the prescription and sick certificate. The patient leaves. ‘Life’, as it is known on earth, continues. Curtain.

			

			Long Words, Short Memory

			Bradyphrenia is a complicated word 

			meaning slow information processing.

			I use it for my own ends and purposes.

			“Christopher, you just don’t listen!”

			“I’m sorry, I have bradyphrenia.”

			If this doesn’t work, my back up is 

			Retroactive Inhibition.

			Retroactive Inhibition is when new information

			comes in the front door of my  brain 

			and displaces stuff that I may need

			from the dusty shelves at the back.

			My cerebral hemispheres are overloaded, 

			with

			www.com, enter, delete, shift, insert, and backspace.

			Bradyphrenia and Retroactive Inhibition, 

			now what was it I came into the kitchen for?

			

			Miss Havisham

			Deserted, hopes dashed, many years ago.

			She has led a withdrawn life, 

			in the shadow of that day.

			Her sense of self was taken away from her, and inside

			was sown a great pain.  

			She grew around it to survive.

			She gets dressed up to come and see me

			at the surgery.

			Estella comes with her,

			standing, silently and deferential, behind her. 

			Grief, unacknowledged and unanswered, 

			spools itself around her,

			existing, quiescent, in the world she created for herself.

			We discuss the tragic elements of life.

			She would like the laws of time

			and the universe

			to be changed. 

			Time must be rewound,

			the arms of the clock must be turned back,

			We are stuck on that day in the past,

			when he left. 

			“Doctor, is there a pill to repair

			a severed heart,

			or an incision to cut out the memories?”

			

			She asks me “Why?”

			I fail the test again

			on behalf of the whole of humanity.

			I make suggestions.

			She replies, “If only…”

			There remains nothing more to say.

			I failed again to make even small islands of meaning

			for her to stand on.

			We had reached the hard edge of the world.

			“You see,” she explains,

			“you do not understand.”

			From that day,

			time stopped,

			never to return.
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			Refused Chemotherapy

			One of my patients came back to me from the oncologist last week

			with a report.

			The oncologist stated that the patient

			“refused chemotherapy”.  

			This got me thinking about what sort of relationship

			the oncologist had established with the patient.  

			If he had said that the patient “declined chemotherapy”

			I would have gained the impression that they’d had a discussion

			about the treatment, 

			and reached a mutual agreement to its management.     

			If the report had said:

			“We decided that we would not undergo chemotherapy at the moment and we are going to try the medications and then review the situation”,

			I would have gained the impression that 

			they were walking beside each other.

			

			The Pressure Cooker 

			We were eighth in sales

			in South Africa, Doc,

			and now we are second.

			They analyse our monthly sales.

			If they are down

			they want to know why.

			They extended my area to Swaziland,

			and called me back from holiday after one week.

			Doc, it’s a world of zero tolerance out there.

			I’m travelling every week,

			thousands of kilometres.

			There’s trucks everywhere, and potholes.

			I’m supposed to be in Empangeni tomorrow.

			Doc, my boss is a petty, pompous asshole,

			with his head stuck up his own boss’s asshole.

			I’ve got more in my little pinkie finger

			than he has in his whole head.

			I don’t know what the hell I am working for.

			My appraisal is due next month.

			I’m owed two month’s leave.

			There’s the insurance on the house to be paid,

			and the vet’s bills for the dog,

			

			Ask Not for Whom the Cell Phone Rings

			The yearly pap smear. 

			Undressed, her handbag by the examination bed,

			starts to play a grand Verdi opera. 

			It conjures up the scene where the virgins and slaves make a triumphant entrance into the temple.

			The call of the trumpet fanfare is answered by the full orchestra.

			Deftly she reaches for her phone.

			 “No,” she says, “I am at the doctor’s.”

			It is her friend Fiona. She is going through a bad time, by the way.

			Yes, she had tried that new herbal ointment,

			but, no, she had not heard that Jane had left Charles. 

			At last, about time too. She’s has had to put up with him for too long.

			I continue with my speculum operations.

			Fiona has to go now as she has an appointment at the hairdresser’s.

			Perhaps in future, I should ask my ladies:

			“Would you like to call a friend while I am down here in the underworld?”
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			Ataraxia

			An Escape from the Pressure Cooker

			Ataraxia is a state of tranquillity. 

			reached by avoiding politicians (do I hear a roar of assent?)

			and vexatious people (another roar?) 

			and surrounding oneself with trustworthy and affectionate friends,  

			having few material needs, being free of pain, and leading a virtuous life.

			All this with a contented and satisfied
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