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Dear Pulse readers,

“My only enemy is time,” Charlie Chaplin once said. He was probably referring
to the aging process, but he might just as well have been talking about the
medical visit.

For me, the hardest part of being a doctor is time.

My first patient of the morning is scheduled for 8:20, but I rarely begin a
visit then.

Why?

My patient arrives late. Or there’s an insurance issue, and registration is
taking longer than expected. Or rooming is delayed because my nurse is tied
up with something else, or the patient is a child who needs their hearing and
vision checked or it’s an elderly adult, meaning a checklist of questions
about home safety, perhaps through an interpreter if they don’t speak
English.

I check my watch. It’s now 8:35. My 8:40 patient has just arrived, and my
first patient is still being prepped.

I finally walk into the room at 8:37. My first visit begins seventeen minutes
late, the closest to on time I will be for the rest of the morning.

My patient has diabetes and high blood pressure. Her sugars at home have been
running high. The blood pressure obtained by the nurse is 154/96; I’ll have
to double-check that manually. My patient is also reporting back pain, and
the Tylenol I suggested isn’t helping at all. Sometimes she can barely walk!

A half hour later, I’m trying to wrap things up. Glancing at my schedule, I
can see that my third and fourth patients have arrived.

My patient remembers that she needs a letter to present to housing so that
she can get an apartment in a building with an elevator. (She lives in a
fourth-floor walk-up.) Oh, and could I please refill her husband’s blood
pressure medication? He’s about to run out.

I’m now thirty-two minutes late for my second patient, who is cheerful and
forgiving. But she becomes tearful when I ask how she is. I reach for the box
of tissues. She’ll also be needing a pap test. And she brings a physical form
for work.

At the health center where I work, we’re scheduled for one patient every
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twenty minutes. As it generally takes me about a half-hour to see patients
and listen to their concerns, by the end of a morning I can easily be running
an hour-and-a-half late.

The last patient of the morning–it’s now nearly 1:00 pm–greets me with
crossed arms and a scowl.

“I got here two hours ago,” she says. “This is ridiculous.”

Sadly enough, I agree. And there’s little I can do about it.

The clock reminds me of how far behind I am, how upset my next patient will
be and how unpleasant this feels–despite years of trying to get used to it.

For patients who’ve spent too much time in the the waiting room, the clock is
a reminder of how long they’ve been there, the job they’ll be late for, the
parking meter that’s about to expire and the many other things they could be
getting done if they weren’t having to wait.

And for family members sitting in a hospital lounge as their loved one has
major surgery, the clock can mean something else entirely.

How about you? What’s your experience of Watching the Clock, this month’s
More Voices theme? Use the More Voices Submission Form to send us your lived
experience.

For more details, visit More Voices FAQs. And have a look at last month’s
theme: Coping.

Remember, your health-related story should be 40-400 words. And no poetry,
please.

We look forward to hearing from you.

With warm regards,

Paul Gross
Editor
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