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Praise for Every Word Matters


‘In Every Word Matters, Ranjana Srivastava takes up the most important question for any writer who wants to make change in the world: who are you writing for? With the rich and compelling stories that have made her Guardian column a joy to read for years, this little book is a masterclass, filled with the essential writing tips, tools and strategies for finding and using your voice as a writer.’

Alex Green, Harvard Kennedy School, author of A Perfect Turmoil

‘In a smart and insightful how-to manual that upends a traditionally dry genre, Ranjana Srivastava gives us a window into the process, puzzles, risks and rewards of writing essays, op-eds and advocacy pieces. Drawing on her own rich career as a physician-writer, she takes readers behind the scenes to elucidate key motives, steps and missteps and helps them plan for the potential reactions when their writing takes on a life of its own. A skilled and compelling storyteller, Srivastava carries readers along, demonstrating essential writing strategies even as she articulates them, offering many spoonfuls of delightful sugar to help the instructional medicine go down.’

Debra Malina, Perspective Editor, New England Journal of Medicine

‘Dr Srivastava’s columns have always made me think philosophically about what it means to live a meaningful life, although she is never didactic. This is writing with a clear and strong heartbeat, that places the human being at the centre of the story.’

Alice Pung, author of Unpolished Gem

‘A piece of writing from Ranjana Srivastava is a gift. Few full-time writers, let alone physician writers, ever achieve the clarity, truthfulness and courage that have become the hallmarks of Srivastava’s work. I always learn something from reading her words; she helps me see my patients and my work anew.’

Melanie Cheng, author of The Burrow

‘Ranjana Srivastava is a natural storyteller with a faithful following among readers. Her empathy and kindness, as well as her fierce intelligence and deep knowledge of her profession and the human condition, shine through in everything she writes. Any aspiring writer would benefit from the clear-eyed and compassionate advice in this book.’

Svetlana Stankovic, Opinion Editor, Guardian Australia

‘Many doctors write. Few write as well as Dr Ranjana Srivastava. I have always thought that there is something therapeutic in her essays. Reading this book, I realise that her writing is part of her vocation, a vocation that can be taught as one can teach a student to read an EKG or chest X-ray. In Every Word Matters, Srivastava articulates the power, and value, of writing.’

Adam Cifu, MD, University of Chicago, co-editor of Sensible Medicine

‘In Every Word Matters Ranjana Srivastava warmly welcomes readers into her journey from aspiring writer to columnist, offering an honest account of the rewards and challenges of her work. Srivastava’s candid exploration of the writing process is surprisingly relatable. She provides guidance on how writers can make space to write, seek the human angle in complex topics, weave evidence into compelling narratives, and cultivate a vibrant practice fuelled by curiosity and consistent reading. Packed with helpful tips and example columns, this book is an inspiring read for both budding and seasoned columnists.’

Lauren Brodsky, Senior Director, Communications Program,

Harvard Kennedy School, co-author of Because Data Can’t Speak for Itself
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Introduction The Necessity of Brevity


‘A writer is someone for whom writing is more difficult than it is for other people.’

Thomas Mann



When I was a medical student in Australia in the early 1990s, my parents lived in a small city in the east of India, where my father was a university professor of physics. My parents found themselves on an excruciatingly slow government waiting list for a landline phone connection, with no certainty of ever receiving one in their university-issued house.

I was a homesick teenager. To bridge the distance, I would write to them on aerogrammes, which were prepaid and limited to a single page. It also meant limiting a lot of information to that page. My short letter took more than a month to reach my parents, rendering the news outdated by the time it arrived. So, it felt like I was always preparing the next batch of writing, not knowing that this would become a lifetime habit.

On their side, my parents faced an even greater challenge. Where they lived, aerogrammes weren’t easily available and the post office was far away. A significant breakthrough came when their immediate neighbour reached the top of the queue for a phone connection. Now, I could call the neighbour, who would summon my parents from across the fence. My parents would scurry to the neighbour’s home, but our conversations lasted just minutes, more a way to fulfil the longing to hear each other’s voice than truly connect. If I had a specific reason for the call – to give them the date of my flight home or to ask for a recipe – I had to speak clearly and listen closely. And still, those fleeting phone calls could cost more than a week’s groceries.

Fast forward 30 years, and I’ve lost count of how often I talk to my parents. Not to mention the constant exchange of text messages, banter in group chats, and the sharing of adorable dog photos. The transformation from those days of scarcity to our present abundance feels like a godsend. But those dim experiences of communicating with my parents with limited resources would enforce a habit of clarity and brevity that I now value as a writer.

As I embarked on a career in medicine, the ability to distil complex information into its essence became a necessary skill. When treating a sick, and often fearful, patient, it is essential to cut through the jargon and convey the core message concisely and sensitively. But first, this requires an understanding of the issues, deciding in one’s own mind what is fact, opinion, misconception and myth, and then finding the right words and right style of communication.

On to writing. How I wish I had thought of a delightful observation often attributed to Anton Chekhov a hundred years before I was born:


Medicine is my lawful wife, and literature is my mistress. When I get fed up with one, I spend the night with the other. Though it is irregular, it is less boring this way, and besides, neither of them loses anything through my infidelity.



I have always regarded writing as my personal passion, a creative endeavour I have pursued for the sheer joy of tinkering with words. Writing is my happy place.

My true calling, my vocation, is medicine. I am an oncologist. No one would imagine my job as being ‘fun’, but it is deeply satisfying and thought-provoking to get to help patients at one of the darkest times in their lives.

Being an oncologist also involves a form of exposure – from the time you walk out to the waiting room, people watch the way you treat the clerical staff, greet patients, whether you help carry their belongings or offer to push their wheelchair, how you respond to a flock of anxious relatives.

Inside a clinic room, each turn of phrase, every nuance, indeed every facial expression is scrutinised by worried and hopeful patients and their loved ones. It is a privilege and a sacred responsibility to be in a position of providing hope, solace and care to people facing a challenge that is equal parts medical and existential.

People enter medicine to make a difference. Typically, doctors do so through clinical practice, research, teaching and volunteering and I, too, have done each of these. But as my career advanced, I realised what I enjoyed most was a chance to democratise medicine through writing. To take the complexities of an illness or the convolutedness of the healthcare system and articulate it to the average person struggling to make sense of things, or simply curious to learn more, seemed like a worthwhile goal, one that I enjoyed, stuck to, and never resented, even when the long working hours bled into each other.

There is some routine and drudgery in all work but when I write, that feeling disappears. It is a place where I can be in a state of flow. I also keep growing, learning and meeting people I would never otherwise have.

Since 2013, I have had the joy of being a columnist for the Guardian newspaper, where I write on the intersection of medicine and society, or more broadly speaking, the art of medicine. Founded in 1821, the Guardian is one of the world’s oldest English language newspapers and has attracted many noted contributors. I like to say that I fell into this job through sheer persuasion but that would be to undersell my effort, and unfair to you, the reader. So, I will expand on this in the pages to come.

My favourite quote about the Guardian comes from a former editor, CP Scott: ‘Comment is free but facts are sacred.’ This thinking resonates with me as a doctor, and I have tried to adhere to it as a writer.

The Guardian opened my eyes to a whole new dimension of writing opinion and advocacy pieces. Suddenly, I had a public platform. Committed to my ‘real’ job and still inclined to think of myself as an accidental journalist, I vividly recall meeting Katharine Viner, the Guardian’s editor-in-chief, in London in 2018 and seeing, for the first time, a printout of the metrics of my columns. How many people read my column, how many minutes they spent on it and which country they were reading from. The metrics demonstrated the impact of my writing in granular, sometimes uncomfortable detail. Sometimes my voice was amplified by international exposure and other times, arguments horrifyingly took on a life of their own.

But most of all, I was struck by the technology that allowed me inside these metrics. The editor-in-chief said approvingly that people read my column till the end. Why wouldn’t they? I thought innocently. As a medical student I was conditioned to read entire textbooks without regard to my interest. It’s how one passed year upon year of exams. As an avid reader, I am in the shrinking category of the mistakenly loyal who plod through boring books until the end. So, it really was a revelation to me that anyone would not spend the seven or eight minutes to read my column in full.

I now cringe at my naïveté, but perhaps the mistaken assumption of an early, devoted audience helped me become a more committed writer. When the truth dawned on me, it proved a welcome liberation to write how I wanted without blanching at the thought of being read (and judged) by a lot of people.

I had been writing for some years by then, but my London meeting was the first time it sank in that I wasn’t just writing for myself. My columns frequently featured in the ‘most popular’ section of the day, a few were the ‘most read’ of the year across the entire Guardian platform, and in 2023, one of my columns became the top trending column around the world on Apple News. I discovered this when my brother texted me while travelling in India (‘Is this you?’, despite the name and photo) and my children saw notifications on their phone in Australia.

A regular column written every two weeks might attract between 25,000 to 50,000 views; but when a topic touches a nerve, the readership can jump into the millions. Whatever the number, over a lifetime of writing, it would surpass the potential number of patients I could treat in my entire career, even if I were to work well into old age. This is the power of writing for the public.

But penning occasional pieces of good writing isn’t enough for people who want to influence the public discourse. I am still experimenting with ways of getting better and I will share my experiences with you throughout this book.

As a doctor, I am surrounded by facts. Anyone familiar with an academic journal knows that you can’t read past a paragraph without bumping into a citation. Academic writing is typically dense, sterile and process oriented. It swims in evidence, citations and references. I rely on academic writing to treat my patients, but while helping to progress a field, this kind of writing often strips away the human element.

Writing opinion and advocacy pieces for the public is different. To write compellingly (and keep people reading to the end) requires adding back the human element.

The first question I ask myself about every column is, ‘What’s in it for the reader?’ Because if I can’t make it matter, the reader will click past.

For someone who is curious about a lot of subjects that I would like to write about, the notion of putting the reader first doesn’t always come naturally, but by now, I have worked with enough reputable editors and publishers to learn its primacy.

The Covid pandemic served as a powerful reminder of the importance of effective communication. The challenges and emotional turmoil experienced by patients and professionals cannot be underestimated and I was proud to serve on the frontline of healthcare, confronting its stark realities. Those difficult years shone a light on the importance of compassion and empathy, but also vitally important and, indeed, lifesaving, was clear communication from all the stakeholders.

Before the pandemic, finding interesting healthcare topics to write about had never been a challenge. However, the pandemic brought a fresh influx of pressing issues that deserved attention. Driven by purpose, I felt my voice grow stronger.

Each column felt like an extension of service to society, aiming to bridge the gaps in knowledge, foster understanding, and challenge preconceived notions. I saw how effective communication by my colleagues and me played a crucial role in explaining important ideas, pre-empting questions and facilitating understanding. Invitations to talks on communicating with the public helped me hone my skills and learn from other people.

In 2022, shortly after completing a degree in public administration at Harvard, I was invited to teach writing at the Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard Medical School. Always up for a challenge, I accepted and saw the great interest many professionals have in writing for the public.

I so enjoyed teaching and grading papers to help other people write better that I developed an elective writing course for medical students at the University of Chicago and one for ethics fellows there, who were enrolled in the same ethics fellowship that I had completed in 2004. The people who asked me to teach these courses understood the increasing importance of teaching professionals how to write in a way to reach the public.

Today, I teach professionals who work in diverse fields including academia, government, education, medicine, the environment and engineering. They care about their subject, are passionate about making an impact, and have good ideas worth sharing. My job is to help them order their thoughts, give structure to their writing, and not let their initial enthusiasm for communicating with the public fade.

Like my students at Harvard and Chicago, people from all over the world aspire to write but many lack the means to attend expensive courses or benefit from individual coaching and editorial assistance. For others, it is time, work and family commitments that make it impossible. Hence the idea of writing this book.

Its purpose is to share with you, the reader, what I teach in my classes: how to communicate with the public and advocate for issues you care about through clear, concise and compelling writing in fewer than 1,000 words.

In his foreword to Joan Didion’s gem of a book of twelve short essays, Let Me Tell You What I Mean, the Pulitzer Prize-winning New Yorker critic and Columbia writing professor, Hilton Als, captures my own challenge of being a writer. He says that in reading a writer, you get two of them – the person who is saying something and the person who makes the words fit.

A newspaper or magazine column is typically 900 words. For a professional, this can seem like a woefully small limit to cover a lot of expertise. But this is the joy of writing – to pen a brisk column that touches the right notes, makes an impression, and may even be the starting point to changing minds. Most importantly, you want to write things you are proud of.

I am gratified when people dear to me enjoy my writing, but it is even more wonderful when complete strangers or my patients are touched by a column. To someone who feels very grateful for the opportunity to become a doctor when many other deserving individuals miss out, this really feels like a debt to society repaid.

Whether you are a fledgling writer or someone seeking to cultivate a regular writing habit, I want to draw upon my own experiences to help you write for the public. Together, we will delve into many topics, with each chapter written in approximately column length. In search of brevity, I have tried to take my own medicine.

In the pages that follow, you will find instruction, illustration and honest reflection. Where helpful, I have included my columns from the Lancet, the Guardian and the New England Journal of Medicine, the last two being the ones that publish me most frequently and have shaped me the most as a writer.

I have restricted myself to my own work not because I lack admiration for other writers. Indeed, it would be nice to include a variety of strategies and styles into a book like this, but it would be impossible to contextualise other people’s writing and infuse them with the same immediacy as my own.

I know the impetus for every one of my columns, the process of composing and revising it, the range of responses, my own (sometimes visceral) reactions to those responses and the lessons drawn from the experience. I hope that this is what you will discover in the pages of my book, which therefore shows you one way of writing, not the way of writing.

I spent some of the most inspired years of my education in the United States, including my final year of high school in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The man who taught English in the Pittsburgh Scholars Program at my school was a dry and exceptional teacher. By a stroke of luck, I was assigned to his ‘lesser’ class rather than the advanced placement class reserved for the best students.

Anyone who took Mr Sommerfeld’s senior year English class will remember the unmissable poster at the front of the room that greeted us every day. On it was an empty, hard-backed chair. Beneath the chair these words: ‘Alas, I would have been a better writer but the chairs in the library were too hard.’ The poster teased, ridiculed and exhorted us to do better – and my classmates say that it did.

Reading this book will not turn you into a writer any more than padded chairs in the library will. But if you stay with me, are open to a bit of advice and guidance and, most important of all, ready to do the work of writing, I am confident you will emerge a better writer.

With that, I wish you good luck and happy writing.





1 Routine and Discipline in Writing


‘If my doctor told me I had only six months to live, I wouldn’t brood. I’d type a little faster.’

Isaac Asimov



‘How do you find the time?’

Everyone who is interested in writing has asked this question.

I am not unique in being armed with commitments: to my children and ageing parents, my medical work with increasing numbers of patients and stretched resources, friends and relatives whom I want to hold close, and my own needs. Still, writing is a ritual that I can’t go without longer than a few days. Indeed, it is because I am busy that I write.

I think I was fond of writing even before I knew it. At age seven, growing up in India in an era of no television and months-long power outages, I was writing imagined dialogues between my dolls, of whom my parents had bought me a dozen, by candlelight. My dolls were my first audience: pleasant and willing accomplices to endless hours of storytelling.

I was ten years old when we moved from India to the English city of Liverpool, where I took an immediate liking to the lovely school principal, Mrs Atkinson, who warmly embraced me amidst the culture shock. Too dumbstruck to talk to her, or anyone else, I spent hours scribbling conversations I would like to have had with her and others. Liquid paper was in fashion, but I wrote so much that I constantly ran out of the little tubes, thus prompting me to write over my writing until the notebook filled up, at which point I would start all over again. My parents were puzzled by what kept me busy but probably secretly relieved I was occupying myself.

I didn’t know anyone who wrote for pleasure, but I simply loved the feel of pen on paper. I have written a continuous diary since and entered my first poetry competition around that time.

After a year in Liverpool, we went back to India, where I returned to the familiar comfort of my old school and my old friends.

When I was fifteen, we moved again, this time to the United States. Here, I was lucky to be taught by a marvellous English teacher who ingrained in me the foundations of good writing. Mr Sommerfeld was an old-fashioned, no-nonsense teacher with a dry sense of humour, as evidenced by the poster I mentioned in the introduction.

He did not tolerate apathy but he also took genuine interest in the students who enjoyed his class.

‘Put me there,’ he would proclaim, asking us to transport him to the experiences, places and people we were writing about. It was his way of saying show, don’t tell, and it was his phrase I took to heart and one that still echoes in my ears. I loved his class for its rigour and high expectations and it was the only ‘writing course’ I ever took.

He was thrilled to see me become a doctor and on my visits to the United States, I sought him out for lunch. I also acknowledged his powerful influence on my writing in my first book and in a Guardian column. Mr Sommerfeld died recently at age 90 and left behind a fine legacy, in that his students still remember him and save the papers he once graded.

My break as a writer came as an Australian medical student in 1997 when, with my medical school professor’s encouragement, I published a narrative in the prestigious journal, the Lancet, about an elective I had undertaken in my Indian hometown, which had burst my bubble of first-world medicine. I was left reeling, seeing my friends and other patients falling sick from preventable illnesses.

My publication was a hard-won prize because the editor had wanted to slash my essay by half, but my professor urged me to reply that his proposed edit would dilute my message. Quite happy to have my name associated with the Lancet in any form, I wrote to the editor just to appease my deeply invested professor and was surprised when he conceded that I had a fair point. My essay was published in full, and it was my very first lesson in standing up for the integrity of my writing.

Buoyed by that achievement, I began submitting to other publications, most of whom rejected my writing for not being strong enough, and once because the editor was also miffed at being mistaken for the editor of a rival publication. I was undeterred by the rejections, perhaps because I was finding solace in writing and quietly processing the big emotions I was encountering as a young doctor.

My friends expected that the demands of medicine would put paid to frivolities such as writing, but by then I knew what catharsis I could find in the act. I prioritised habit over content, grappling with questions that felt pretentious to ask aloud. Who am I? Where am I headed? What matters? People deal with the big questions of life in many ways. Some shop, run, drink, paint, see a therapist or talk to friends. From a young age, I weaved my way through life foremost by writing.



Writing for an audience

Writing for personal satisfaction takes discipline but ultimately, the stakes are low. No one will know or care if I am sparse with the truth, self-indulgent or boring. But every fortnight in the Guardian I submit 900 words for public consumption and judgement. Writing for the public entails care, complexity and responsibility. Therefore, this work, I think, calls for thoughtfulness, discipline and courage.

The heady part is having a public profile and harnessing the advantages of a public platform. In this way, my writing feels like an extension of service to society. The Guardian not being behind a paywall helps me gain global readership.

After reading my column, when an anxious patient is reassured, a harried relative feels heard, or a policymaker rethinks an issue, the feeling is indescribable. It brings a smile to my face when patients unexpectedly reveal that instead of telling their doctor how they felt, they printed out my column and left it for them to read and reflect on. And I still pinch myself when significant people in government, business or industry tell me that they enjoy my writing. But to borrow from Nietzsche that well-worn saying, even those who have a ‘why’ must find a ‘how’.



The writing practice

Every writer, including those who ‘love to write’, requires discipline. There are no shortcuts. If you want to write effectively, you must create a deliberate practice. The students in my class recognise this and are eager to find a structure.

Here are some methods that have worked for me that you, too, might find useful.

Firstly, writing needs dedicated time. Long ago, I decided that I couldn’t treat patients every day because I need unstructured time to think and reflect. Filling every day with work and errands is a sure way to edge out the creativity and emotion needed to write. Obviously, this is a decision with career and financial implications, and not possible for everyone, but I believe that I am a better doctor (and a more balanced individual) for making time to write. This is one reason a physician friend of mine negotiated time to write and host a radio program when signing a university contract. I wish this were more common.

Another colleague finishes work and heads straight to a café for one hour before picking up her children from school and beginning her second shift of work. That one precious hour focuses her attention like a whole day might not. She once shared the mortified account of a fellow writer and mother who went to a seven day writing retreat, wrote seven words, and spent the rest of the time binge watching television. If I was ever given the dubious gift of unlimited writing time, I’d be in exactly the same boat.

I have since been glad to meet other professionals who have put a value on their writing and rearranged their work accordingly.

However, designating time away from work or other responsibilities is not enough, as it’s far too easy to fill in time with other, undeniably important things such as seeing friends or getting enough sleep and exercise. After many years, the practice still doesn’t just click into place; I must make time to write.

Just as writing requires designated time, the inspiration for a column doesn’t just float up. For me, keeping a daily journal yields unexpected and valuable insights. Driving in silence helps me marshal my thoughts. And funnily enough, the rhythmic strokes of the rowing machine at the gym or a steady-paced run often help me ‘write’ a column in my head.

Since my column is published every two weeks, I am always writing. Each week, I try to allocate an uninterrupted block of four or five hours and incorporate additional deadlines. Behavioural economists call this ‘choice architecture’, to nudge the brain towards a desired behaviour.

I schedule a call or arrange to pick up a child close to a deadline, because a narrow window of opportunity to write forces me to focus. If I need to file a column during a holiday, I give myself a block of time when my teenagers are sleeping in; my reluctance to encroach on our time together makes my brain work harder and fingers type faster.

When it comes to minimising distractions, most people recognise their weaknesses. Mine is to stop worrying that in the very period my phone is on silent, my parents or children might need to reach me urgently. And I am not alone in fighting the urge to incessantly check my email and clear my inbox. In the course of my writing, many unnecessary emails have been written, junk folders examined and irrelevant surveys answered.

To make an idea tangible, I give my column a working title. Writing on two or three key points, I park the uncertainty of how they will fit together. Writing truly begets more writing. If you write down your first sentence, the second will come. Once you build the first paragraph, writing the next one is a little easier. The more you write, the more things fall into place.

I once innocently asked a prominent author if she ever experienced writer’s block, thinking that it might be about the only thing we had in common. Memorably, she scoffed that no one asked a builder about ‘builder’s block’ or expected a mid-flight pilot to suffer from ‘pilot’s block’. She said to regard any writing one wanted to accomplish as no different to a real job. Her no-nonsense attitude stayed with me. When I stop worrying about what to write or how my writing will be received and put my mind to doing the writing instead, I come out better.

Since I hate being reminded by my editor to cap my enthusiasm at 900 words, I adhere to a 1,000-word draft. I try to write as much as possible in one sitting and then set my work aside for a day or two.

On returning, I allocate another couple of hours for reading, revising and some mindless tinkering with words that nonetheless makes me happy.

I have grown more fluid with practice but it’s very easy to waste time seeking endless perfection. To avoid this trap, I submit my column a few days before the deadline, which has the additional benefit of not being chased by editors and hence gaining goodwill.

A word about expectations: be forgiving. Sometimes, your designated time will evaporate. Or the words will feel wrong. Instead of being disheartened that the work of writing is beyond you, a commitment to trying again can be the inspiration to refocus and do better next time.

Apart from serving as a means of influence and communication, good writing is a gift to your readers. Keep moving.

TIPS


	1. Pair interest with routine and discipline.

	2. Clear away distractions.

	3. Expect (and accept) small steps to success.








No Refuge for the Ailing

3 August 2006

New England Journal of Medicine

The still, oppressive heat of the afternoon seems to magnify the queue of waiting patients. A young woman separates herself from the crowd.

‘Excuse me, Doctor, how long will you be?’

I answer with a flicker of annoyance, ‘I am not sure, but I will see you.’

An hour later, it is her turn. She looks far too well, I silently judge. The well worried. She springs from her seat at the sound of her name but moves away from me toward the stairs. There, she utters a rapid command in a foreign tongue before turning apologetically toward me. Before I can greet her, a scarf-clad head comes into view. It belongs to an elderly woman physically supported by aides on each side. The aides stop on the landing, then wordlessly and cautiously lift her up to carry her into the only chair in my office. Her features are wizened, her frame more shrunken than the six decades indicated on her chart would predict. Her eyes are dull, opaque, her face a repository of apprehension, anxiety, perhaps worse. She periodically glances at her daughter, but mostly she keeps her face averted as we settle into the consultation. The daughter speaks for her.

‘I am sorry if I was rude, Doctor. My mother has breast cancer, and she was waiting downstairs for a long time. We can’t afford to see anyone. We need your help.’

I am caught unaware.

This is a refugee clinic, run out of a makeshift healthcare facility as bare as any in the Third World. Volunteer physicians bring their own equipment and, often, spare drug samples. Limited numbers of doctors and meagre donations mean that we can barely treat hypertension, eczema and headache; we are rarely able to provide refugees with anything remotely resembling the standard of care.

We don’t do cancer, I want to say, keen to end the conversation right there.

‘Doctor, my mother has no one. We can’t pay the specialists. The emergency room bills us if it doesn’t turn us away. They said you would help.’ Her tone combines pleading with frustration and accusation. The mother winces with pain. The daughter solicitously measures out some morphine. As the patient swallows it with a wry face, the daughter murmurs, ‘This is the last morphine. We have to wait now until…’

‘Until…?’

‘Until my husband’s disability pension arrives.’

She brusquely runs her hand across the involuntary tears that have started. Her mother’s hand surreptitiously reaches out to comfort her. In that moment, the enormity and heartache of the situation descend on me, and Mrs Habib becomes my patient.

Having lost all the male members of her family through war, Mrs Habib arrived from Afghanistan to live with her only daughter, an Australian resident. Here, her application for refugee status was denied on grounds of insufficient evidence, thus denying her access to any form of government support, including food, shelter, employment and healthcare. While the decision is appealed on humanitarian grounds, a process that can take years, the restrictions continue. Reliance on the family’s small earnings worked until she developed cancer. A public hospital provided her with a free mastectomy but no follow-up. Now she is riddled with painful bony metastases. I read letters from physicians noting her inability to pay and theirs to continue her care. The documents mark a trail of disappointment.

I feel burdened by the realisation of what I am undertaking. How will I adequately stage or treat Mrs Habib’s cancer? Where will her drugs come from? What will happen when she becomes terminally ill? The near-empty drug cupboard stares at me insolently. Reminders of past battles to achieve a modicum of care for less sick refugees fill me with a sense of foreboding. Distracting myself from the panic, I state aloud, ‘First, we need to control your pain. Then we can think about other things.’

The clinic nurse locates an unused pack of donated morphine tablets and calls a local pharmacy to dispense morphine liquid at the clinic’s expense. She also mentions a pharmacist who is willing to supply tamoxifen at cost. Mrs Habib still carries the prescription that she could never afford to fill. The nurse kindly reassures the daughter that the clinic will do everything it can to ensure Mrs Habib’s comfort. I tell myself we will succeed.

‘How long does she have, Doctor?’

‘Without knowing the true extent of her disease, I
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