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The Procedure
David Mathew.1

He was an elderly gentleman who presented to the hospital 
because of dysphagia and marked weight loss. 

Numerous investigations revealed no answers; there was no 
explanation for his symptoms. And now it was time for me to 
perform a lumbar puncture on him following a suspicion of an 
autoimmune process, one that the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) - 
fluid in his back - could possibly provide answers for.

I approached his bed and he slowly turned to greet me. 

“Hi, I’m part of the team, and it looks like we need to do a few 
more tests to find out what’s wrong.”

He grimaced at the word “tests”. It could not be good news 
having more tests. But he remained strong and gave me a nod- 
almost robotic in nature.

“I’ll need to do a little injection in your back and take some of 
the fluid out.”

Ordinarily, a needle in the back would terrify someone - but 
not this gentleman. 

He’d had days of consecutive blood tests. His veins were run-
ning out, and the number of attempts required to draw blood 
increased by the day as the size of his vessels shrunk.

“Go on and explain.”

It took me a few minutes to comprehend the above line he 
uttered, due to his severe dysarthria. Only after asking him to 
write it down did I understand.

And whilst explaining the procedure, I watched his eyes brim 
with tears - tears that equilibrated so that they just filled his 
eyes, tears that were never enough to trickle down the creases 
of his weary cheeks. I enunciated each word, explaining the in-
dications and risks. It was as if each word was a dagger, slicing 
apart any sinew of confidence left in him. 

That day I learned to be strong in the face of hopelessness. 
That day I learned the power of medicine, a power to break 
even the sturdiest souls. That day I stared futility in the eye.

Patients are subject to the mercy of medical professionals, 
ones who would usually unleash a battery of tests to find a 
cure. Yet sometimes we forget the pain that they have to go 
through, the agony of being subjected to tests to rid their own 
bodies of destruction. And the simple solution of time – just 
spending a little more time with patients – may sometimes be 
the only solution to allay their fears. 
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