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TRUE STORIES

“Your heart rate is 140 on the monitor”, she said.
The cause turned out to be a loose monitor lead. After this

intrusion, I was unable to get back to sleep. I knew I could not have
any more drugs until 1.30 am, so I asked if I could get out of bed.
After wandering around in circles for a while, I came across a large
bank of screens showing CCU and ward telemetry tracings. There
were heart blocks, bradycardias, tachycardias, paced rhythms and
evolving infarcts. I noted that I was alive and ticking, although that
seemed a mixed blessing at the time. But what was my trace doing up
there along with all the others? Were the gods punishing me for
something I had written more than 20 years ago?2

So, what did I learn from being “on the other side”? Doctors are not
immune from illness. Hospitals are dangerous places — avoid them if
possible. Selected patients should be given benzodiazepines the
moment they walk through the door. Those responsible for unneces-

sary hospital noise should be taken out and shot. And, after
considering the alternatives, I can highly recommend ventricular
fibrillation as a way of leaving this world.
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Lifetime costs of tobacco smoking
C Ross Philpot

TO THE EDITOR: A patient of mine recently reported that she
had had a busy week, with the death and funeral of her sister.
The woman had died with lung cancer at the age of 77, after
having smoked tobacco for 61 years from the age of 17.

On further enquiry, I was informed that the woman had
“smoked all day and all night”, at the rate of 60 to 80 cigarettes
per day. People could hardly stand to visit her home because “the
house was always full of smoke”. Two different brands were
used, including packs of 40. She had required oxygen therapy
for the past 12 to 18 months and was severely disabled by
breathlessness. She would “chain smoke”, with one cigarette
behind each ear and one in her mouth. Rather than light them
with a match or cigarette lighter, she would light her next
cigarette from the butt of the one she was just finishing.

At an average of 70 cigarettes every day for 60 years, the total
intake amounts to around 1 500000 cigarettes. At, say, 50c for
each cigarette, this equates to a cost of $35 a day or $12 775 for
a single year. A principal reason for taking the trouble to offer
this anecdote for publication is that this is the greatest number of
cigarettes I have ever heard of being smoked by any one person.

C Ross Philpot, Physician
South Australian Infectious Diseases Services, Adelaide, SA.
sue.paul6@bigpond.com
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