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And to AYM, AU, CM, KD and KS:

Thank You

This is for my mother


Disclaimer

You will not find a Dr Karl Morski on the register kept by the United Kingdom’s General Medical Council. For reasons that will soon become apparent, I have chosen to adopt a pseudonym for this work. The names of other persons appearing in the text have also been anonymised or otherwise altered.

What you are reading is, nevertheless — other than the liberties mentioned above — a set of true stories.


The Intern

Manchester, England

Holding in my hands a certificate from the General Medical Council it is harder to deny that I am no longer a medical student. I have graduated. And now I am a provisionally registered (and licensed) medical practitioner in all of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Now I am meant to be the doctor. The lifesaver. The expert. Not the student but the teacher.

And I am not that. Not yet.

Before being considered competent to practice with full independence, as far as that is

ever possible, medical graduates must train under the supervision of more senior clinicians. At first, you are the least experienced member of the team, and each year you take on more responsibility and inch closer to one day being an attending consultant doctor. What patients sometimes call a real doctor. As a house officer in the UK’s Foundation Programme, which I am about to commence, I start at the very beginning of this process.

So I am not a real doctor.

But not a student.

Something in between.

A junior doctor.

A graduate trainee.

An intern.


A New World

Aberdeen, Scotland

COMING FROM MY two homes of Canada and Poland I quickly realize that the United Kingdom is not like that part of the Commonwealth with which I am familiar, or even like the rest of the European Union. To start with: there are two taps, hot and cold. I cannot help but find this vastly inferior to taps on the continent where hot and cold water can be mixed to a desired temperature. An engineer tells me that the way it is done in the UK saves money by using older technology. I have to trust them on this.

More seriously, there is a significant fear of terrorist attack. Rubbish bins are armoured metal behemoths built to contain the blast of a planted explosive. (Or rather deter the placing of bombs in bins by making them unsuitable for that purpose.) At a coffee shop in London, I had been chastised by the staff for not taking my bags into the bathroom with me; the concern here was that I could be leaving a bomb and protecting myself from its detonation in the lavatory. Similarly, at the lounge in Aberdeen’s central stain station, I am yelled at for moving too far away from my luggage when I pace whilst taking a call on my mobile. Everybody is on edge.

One day I will work in Aberdeen, but for now I must make the trip to Elgin, luggage and all. I have a reservation for a car rental. But a tragic attack in which a stolen Polish vehicle was used to murder innocents has taken place in Germany. The vehicle was Polish; the driver was not. Still, I am coming from Poland and a connection is made. My reservation is cancelled for reasons of public safety. Debating with the staff at the service does not prove fruitful. However the eventual intercedence of the franchise owner, satisfied that I have come to Scotland to save lives and not take them, finally has me on my way.

I leave Aberdeen with a free upgrade to a Volvo luxury sports utility vehicle. It is by far the fanciest car that I have ever driven and the comfort features almost make up for having to drive on the wrong side of the road.


The Haunted House

Elgin, Scotland

THE NATIONAL HEALTH SERVICE has kindly provided me with accommodation near my hospital. I am very thankful as I have come to understand that sorting out things such as banking and housing can be difficult for those just arriving into the country. There are, however, some eccentricities about my new home: There is no road access to the house, officially called a cottage. It sits off some ways from the street in a wooded area by a stream. The stream is lovely. But the isolation has an effect on the psyche. Who knows what lurks in the woods after dark? And then there is the fact that the cottage looks rather poorly maintained, and it has not been lived in for some time prior to a few years before my residency. I will soon learn from my housemate, for I will have one, that we must leave the lights on when we are out of the house working night shifts. Otherwise, local teenagers, presuming the cottage to be abandoned, will have parties in the attached shed and leave a mess. Indeed the times that we forget to do this we come home to empty bottles of cider scattered on the lawn. Using our powers of deduction, honed by years of rigorous education, we determine that they were left by ghosts and that the house is haunted.

My housemate is a doctor from Germany. We get along well, but he soon determines that the NHS in Scotland is not for him and returns from whence he came. Another German national moves in. At this point we start joking that this is not only the Haunted House but also the ‘Eastern European House’. It is in jest, but in fact this house does seem to have housed plenty of doctors from Germany and Poland in particular.

I escape the ghosts by spending more hours than not in the hospital.


The Deep End

Elgin, Scotland

WHEN I ARRIVE in the town of Elgin and show up to work on the first day, I am informed that I would be being thrown “into the deep end”. That is a fair description of what actually happened.

My first placement is in General Surgery (although I will also be covering Orthopaedic Surgery for a combined total of up to 60 patients). I expect that I will find myself as part of a large team. In Poland, as in many parts of Europe, first-year graduates of medical schools are supernumerary in the hospital. That is, if they show up to their assigned ward so much the better, but the department does not require their contributions to function.

Within the United Kingdom, junior doctors in the Foundation Programme are crucial to the ward, handling not only the intake of new patients, routine prescriptions and requests for lab tests and imaging studies, administrative work and medical procedures, but also attending to emergencies. And there are fewer house officers in the UK than there are interns in many other parts of Europe. On this ward there will only be one first-year doctor at any given time; the consultants will be operating or holding surgeries in their clinics, and the middle-grade doctors will be in the Accidents & Emergency department seeing patients.
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