DOCTOR’S WAITING ROOM

I notice the files –

the cards like tombstones in vertical file.

A hundred lives vacuumed into one manila file

with clinical coldness.

The chairs are in horizontal file.

There is just me.

And one other, then two.

Grey people, stiff, defensive.

And the inconsolable phone.

I wonder about my tombstone, my epitaph.

Pig-tailed receptionist, bright demeanor.

How are you today? breezily.

Very well all reply.

Their story not for her to hear.

Pot plants also wait, self-absorbed limp.

Blank spaces on walls. Margins between people.

FUNDING NOTICE – Patients are reminded

That………………

Obligatory decor: inevitable seascape,

Venice in anaemic glow, standard treatment.

My name is called.

His voice is warm, his smile welcoming.

the diagnosis – heart disease

downgraded to indigestion.

I pay and leave.

John Hornsey

The truth, as I understood it, between life and death was confronted in the peaceful environment of a small, air-conditioned waiting room. Until recently, I had never even considered this disturbing and inevitable fact of life. Such apprehension in a mere and relatively quiet surgery.  I was terrified.

Under these tense circumstances I had become increasingly troubled and alert. Despite all reasoning I was relying heavily on my sense of hearing and sight, discretely examining the interior of the impersonal waiting room. I noticed the clinical files on the opposing side of the room. The meaningless cards were like tombstones together in a diminished vertical file. Hundreds of lives seemingly overlooked and compacted into a small grey cabinet.

Huddled beside the cabinet was a large pot containing some kind of fern. Limp and self-absorbent, its drooping leaves were hanging wearily over the nearby shelves, pleading for light. The whole environment emanated your stereotypical clinic – well-lit and office-like. Typically, the walls were white and covered in bright laminated pictures – pictures of youth, happiness and health. Photographs intended to liven up the unsettled and depressed… but in this case with little success.

The truth is that I’ve been unwell for some long time now, hence the concern for my health. Naturally my family was worried about my well-being, and despite my stubborn attitude they eventually took me to see a doctor. I am very fortunate to live within such a supportive and caring household. Not a moment passes that I am not thankful, particularly towards the kids.

We have always believed in good morals and of course, good family values. Every second day we would walk together and talk; as young as they were, Julie and Mark insisted that I took a frequent walk “to ensure my health”… god bless them. I sincerely care for my family, and even in the face of death, I remember them. As I have heard so often, it is important to treasure the good times. More than any other memory I will remember the amusement we had in the park; the fortnightly barbecue and the games of catch we used to play. Even Martha became involved in throwing the frisbee. Regardless of the changing times our large family had remained together with no exception to my apparent illness and gradual ageing. My only wish is that the children could understand.

I can accurately remember the last time I visited this surgery. I had believed that the cause of my indisposition was nothing more than the effects of old age. In fact, only a fortnight ago my impression of any clinic was still very similar to when I was young. I had accepted that a surgery was a friendly place for patients with minor injuries or sickness. I saw the clinic as a place to get better and I recollect sights of patients with mere colds, cuts and the occasional broken limb. However recently my perspective has changed from harmless check-ups and prescriptions to misery and death sentences.

Recently, I’ve been obsessed with senility, for though I am still considered middle-aged, I seem to be losing the ability to perform simple everyday tasks. My arthritis is getting worse and sometimes I find even the slightest movement to be quite painful. I picture myself slowly deteriorating until I vanish completely, eventually dying like a lost cause. I find that the simple act of standing can take all my energy, let alone my attempts to amuse and play with the children. Truly, ageing is tragedy enough, but lately I am faced with death. Regardless of what death constitutes, I fear it greatly.

Abruptly my reflections dissolve as I experience another one of those sharp pains from within my body. It pierces my heart and I grow anxious with fear. My aged and worn skin has become cold in the harsh air-conditioning, my throat parched. Aside from the inconsolable phone and the occasional growling of the restless patients, the atmosphere is disturbingly quiet. I had perceived that the other patients were totally self-absorbed and oblivious to me. 

Abruptly my focus is drawn towards the corridor by the distinct sense of movement. My nerves quiver and tense as the lively receptionist casually enters whilst continuing a polite conversation with a colleague. Then, approaching the towering front desk she formally refers to her indispensable files. My name is called.

Slowly, I am led down the corridor to where my fate awaits me. As I enter the surgery I am greeted by the doctor. His smile is welcoming, his voice, both warm and caring. Though I appreciated his tone, I remain anxious and afraid. I close my eyes as I feel a pain in my neck, only this time the piercing is real. Immediately my mind goes into a meaningless blur, I lose consciousness. The only thing I visualize is a blinding light…… death?

I regain alertness to the same, kind voice of the doctor. Although I am yet to discover my fate, I am beyond fear and calmly sit up in bed. The man began speaking again and I overhear the diagnostic – heart disease… downgraded to indigestion. I am immediately flooded with relief and I slowly exhaled. I could see too, that I was not the only one happy. I show my affection to the animal doctor before being taken back home. My owner had been very understanding, and the vet was kind. I still cannot believe that I was actually worried about mere indigestion over a couple of stale Meaty Bites! Yes, life was truly a bitch, but then again…… so was I.

