
 
A shared experience – Dr Philip Kavanagh  
 
Town was deserted today when I went in to stock up for the week. There was once a time 
when hundreds of people out shopping, meeting friends and living their lives would have 
driven me back into the deepest recess of my own. But today I missed those people. I was 
passing a familiar spot, when I realized this is the first weekend in nearly two years where I 
have not met one of my friends for brunch. A silly thought for some, but a determined promise 
I made to myself in the summer 2018.  
I was started on medication to treat depression and OCD as a teenager, and between it, 
counselling, family and friends I not only managed but (forgive the cliché) I flourished. Those 
years took me from studying in Vienna, to pursuing a career in business in Germany and 
Sweden and ultimately qualifying as a doctor. However, just over two years ago I had to take 
leave from the BST. After a series of knocks and set-backs I lost sight of what gave me strength, 
and of things in life that made me a smile. I was unable to meet the basic needs in my life, let 
alone the needs of patients. 
Speaking with others in the last week it is clear that Covid-19 has stirred up some unwelcome 
emotions. It is not difficult to understand why. Being a doctor is not a normal job. There are 
far easier ways to earn a living. I know. I’ve done them. Medicine is physically and 
psychologically-draining. Irrespective of how some may downplay their role, all doctors make 
life and death decisions, and carry the hopes not just of patients but entire families and circles 
of friends. They look to us for guidance at a time that can be the lowest point of their life.   
For many now there is a sense of losing control. A feeling of being cut-off from the familiar. 
Some of us may not see our families or friends for months. We will certainly have to change 
our work practices and work longer and harder. We worry about attending to a seriously ill 
patient who has reached their ceiling of care, and the decisions we will have to make. The fear 
of contracting Coronavirus at work and, even worse, passing it onto a family member. When 
so much has been taken for granted, losing control can be overwhelming. Hopelessness and 
unhappiness can be insidious. Like the tide, they can ebb their way in until you see no escape. 
Who could have imagined even a few weeks ago that we would be here? An event so profound 
and unprecedented that it is dictating almost every aspect of our lives. Look around your 
hospital. Even the most senior decision makers are struggling to keep control. Covid-19 is a 
crisis that perhaps many senior clinicians never thought they would experience in their 
careers. Ever so more extraordinary that for many of us it is happening at the beginning of our 
careers. 
Whether at the beginning of a career in medicine or well on the way to retirement, we are all 
going to be tested.  We need to ensure the resilience which normally keeps us going 
perseveres both at work and in our personal lives. My colleagues are and have been an 
immense source of strength (and entertainment!) to me. When I was struggling, they 
supported me. When I was going to leave the BST, they encouraged me to stay and when I 
returned, they welcomed me back. I have gotten to know colleagues in the last few weeks 
with whom I otherwise would not have exchanged more than a hello. There have been 
wonderful debates in the Tallaght Res on “Tiger King” and other complete rubbish – all held 
over a respectful social distance of many metres squared. I will hazard a guess that most 
doctors came into medicine be with patients. I suspect many stay in the career because of 
their colleagues. 
The routine that for the last two years has kept me sane, enabled to pass my exams and 
complete the BST has now been turned on its head. However, from the loss of that routine a 



new familiar has appeared.  As always, work is left in the hospital. At home, habitual intentions 
have become actions. I am speaking far more often with family and friends. I am inundated 
with photos of my nieces and nephew. I have not heard and spoken so much German since I 
lived in Germany.  The twice weekly trip to the gym has been replaced with cycles in the park. 
I started that book “This is going to hurt”.  I was given my fifth copy of it at Christmas – it was 
about time that I got the message. I have recently discovered a skill. I make one hell of a salted 
caramel chocolate cupcake. I have just finished baking a batch of Swedish cinnamon rolls. They 
will be tested on the Renal team in Tallaght tomorrow. Of course, I worry about family and 
friends at this time, but I am still the happiest and most content that I have ever been. I take 
every day as it comes. The streets will fill up again, and there will be more brunches. 
 
 
 
 


