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■  POSTSCRIPT

One of the things I really dislike about 
general practice is the fact that 

there are patients who cough all over you! 
I dunno why they do it. But I think it’s their 
way of saying “Look at me! I really have 
got something wrong with me. Listen to 
this deep throaty noise I’m making!”
 In fact, a few of them make a point 
of coughing all the way down the corridor 
as they approach the doctor’s door. And 
when they sit down, they promptly start 
hacking all over you. Sometimes, I’ve 
actually seen tiny blobs of virus-filled spu-
tum flying my way. On a few occasions, 
I’ve even had to wipe my eyes.
 Many people don’t seem to feel that 
there’s anything socially unacceptable 
about this! For years, I used to offer 
them a clean hanky. But amazingly, most 
of them didn’t take the hint, and just 
said, “No, thank you, doc, I’ve got one.” 
It’s tempting to reply: “Then why on earth 
don’t you use it?” 
 Other patients simply don’t carry a 
handkerchief at all. Apparently, use of 
hankies has fallen a lot in recent years. 
And research suggests that a lot of 
people under the age of about 35 now 
believe that handkerchiefs are “unhy-
gienic”. In surveys, they say that they 
don’t like the idea of having what they 
often call a “snot-rag” in their pockets.
 But they really ought to use tissues 
instead. After all, most GPs have a large 
box of Kleenex (or whatever) on their 
desks, to mop up tears or other fluids.

Shelter from the cold
A particular problem that I’ve noticed 
recently is that some folk think it’s per-

fectly OK to cough or sneeze over what-
ever drink the doctor has on the desk. 
Several times, I’ve found people cheer-
fully hacking onto my morning mug of 
coffee. Eventually, I decided that it was 
wiser to move the old elevenses to the 
other side of my table, in the shelter of 
the computer.
 Really, a GP should protest about this 
kind of behaviour. Or I suppose you could 
put up a notice saying:

Kindly do not cough all over the doctor 

But unfortunately, these days you have to 
be so careful not to offend people, don’t 
you? I asked one mother to suggest to 
her teenage son that he ought to cough 
into a handkerchief, rather than over 
me, and she replied that she’d “never 
heard such rudeness”. I suppose she 
thought that as a medic, I was there to 
be coughed at.
 The final straw came quite recently, 

when a large gobbet of somebody’s 
greenish phlegm landed on the front of 
my King’s College Hospital Rugby XV tie. 
That was when I started to think seriously 
about retirement!
 Anyway, there’s one good thing about 
not seeing patients any more: I don’t get 
nearly as many colds and sore throats. 
Now I wonder why that is?
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Being at the receiving 
end of patients’ coughs 
and splutters is one of 
the downsides of general 
practice – in fact, it was 
enough to drive Dr Delvin 
to retirement.
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