
government from negotiating prices
with the drug companies. In addition, it
totally ignores the need to improve the
cost-effectiveness of prescribing. Avorn
concludes that, far from containing
overall drug costs, this law is destined
to keep them rising so that drugs be-
come even more unaffordable. 

Ensuring that all Americans have
adequate drug coverage will not be
easy, given the increasing privatization
of US medicine that has been going on
for the past two decades and the politi-
cal clout of the people and institutions
that have been pushing for privatiza-

tion. Ideally, Avorn would like all
health care delivery organizations to
be run on a nonprofit basis, but he is
pragmatic enough to recognize that
this goal is unattainable in the present
political climate. Instead, he calls for
legislation to make all insurers offer a
comprehensive formulary of medica-
tions in all categories — but with the
caveat that they could choose which
drugs in each class to cover, depending
on what kind of discounts they negoti-
ate with drug manufacturers. Unfortu-
nately, even this modest step seems
wildly optimistic. 

Every generation or so, something
comes along to radically change the
direction of the pharmaceutical indus-
try and everything associated with it.
Today we may be at one of those cusps
of change. If we are, Avorn’s book will
be one of those things that help to
propel us into a better future.

Joel Lexchin

Côté cœur
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It was going to happen sooner or
later, and now, finally, it had come.

Time to pack up. Everyone leaves
eventually, going to new places, making
new friends, shaking off the dust from
the past. Then it happens to you, too.
Want it or not, you leave, and hopefully
you leave something behind to come
back to. 

It was the inevitably paced ticking
of the clock that made my parents re-
alize two things. First, I would actually
graduate from medical school and not
flip pancakes for a living (also an all-
night job, as my mother pointed out
the day I wanted to drop out). Second,
although I was already living away
from home, graduation
would mean that I
would move even fur-
ther away. No more
weekend visits. No
more discussing the
same evening paper on
the provincial anytime
phone bundle. 

At what began as a
surprisingly normal family meal, my
mother burst into irreconcilable tears
upon the mention of residency. My fa-
ther, usually oblivious to the reason
for such outbursts, came up with his
own recommendations.

“Farrah, my princess, you are my
biggest investment. I want you to
promise me that you will never, never
go to Africa. I don’t want you running
off — they have different diseases
there and you wouldn’t be immune.”

As an only child, I have become
jaded. I ignore such melodrama; in-
stead, I get caught up with the sub-
tleties. 

“Did you say biggest, or best, invest-
ment?” I asked.

“Well, definitely my biggest. Do
you know how much it costs to raise a
child in Bangladesh?”

“Could you say something useful?”
“No. Pretty useless.”

Exasperated, I
stood up to leave the
table. As I was walking
away, I heard my
mother practically
wailing, but pausing
long enough to throw
her napkin at my fa-
ther. “Don’t be a loser,
Abdul, and eat those

peas. I made them especially for you.”
It hardly matters that my mother

married my father when she was my
age or that my father left home for
school at the age of 15, halfway across
the world, without looking back. 

I must send postcards from my elec-
tives and say, “No, Mom, you may not
embroider my lab coat. It makes me
feel like a geek.”

I called my grandfather, whose pa-
triarchal irrationality has always been
strangely refreshing. His voice has
softened from more than twenty years
with Parkinson’s disease, but his atti-
tudes remain firmly in the wartime
era. At 83, he tells me that if he were
my age again, he would sell weed; as a
survivor, he cares little about what the
family thinks of his ideas.

“Put them in a home,” he said
matter-of-factly, as though the an-
swer was astoundingly obvious. He
added: “I, however, refuse to enter a
seniors’ home. I would rather be
dead. Remember that and remind
your parents.” 

My grandmother has bought me a
new flannel nightie for residency. And
so, I am left, despite overwhelmingly
good intentions, to my own devices. 

Sometimes, though, I get help
within the hospital milieu. I have re-
ceived ample, unsolicited advice on
marriage, waffle-making, cruise ships
and even lottery tickets from my pa-
tients, while my professors, likely in
hypomanic episodes, have further sug-
gested that I travel far away and see

The leaving game

Room for a view

D
O

I:
10

.1
50

3/
cm

aj
.1

04
13

79 A
rt

 E
xp

lo
si

on

Dr. Lexchin teaches health policy at York
University and is an emergency physician
at the University Health Network,
Toronto, Ont.



the world while studying medicine.
“You’re only young once. Go and see
Venice before it sinks.”

“You get to my stage all too
quickly,” said my most-published pro-
fessor, as though my annual colon-
oscopy awaits upon convocation. 

My medical friends, however, al-
ways understood. But now that my
classmates are scattered in the hospi-

tal, we see each other less and less. All
too often, we could name what each
other had for breakfast, the order in
which we would appear late for class,
the subjects we skipped, the topics
that stressed us out. Now, everyone
sees the end of the tunnel: going to
long-awaited electives, finding refer-
ences, writing case reports, figuring
things out. 

There is anticipation. We are all, in
a sense, ready to leave, but in truth
much less certain of what we are leav-
ing for. 

Farrah Mateen
Medical Student
College of Medicine
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon, Sask.

The Left Atrium
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Lifeworks

Visionary gifts

Visual art exists in the physical mo-
ment when the viewer stands be-

fore the work. But it also generates a
psychological or intellectual moment
that the viewer captures as memories in
the mind’s eye. 

This is certainly true of Nancy Edell:
Selected Works, 1980–2004, a retrospec-
tive exhibition that was on view at the
Art Gallery of Nova Scotia (AGNS)
from Oct. 2, 2004, to Jan. 2, 2005.
There are plenty of moments one might
wish to relive in this impressive selec-
tion of 78 works, which took up the
whole of the third floor at the AGNS. 

Curated by Ray Cronin, a friend and
former student of Edell’s at the Nova
Scotia College of Art and Design, the
exhibition’s sheer volume and extensive
timeline demanded return visits; this
reviewer enjoyed two repeat viewings.
Over the 24 years covered by the show,
Edell, a native of Nebraska who has
lived in Nova Scotia since the 1980s,
used a variety of materials and
processes to chart one important aspect
of her sense of self: changes experi-
enced in her own body over the years. 

In the 1980s the artist learned to
hook rugs, a traditional domestic activ-
ity in the Maritimes. Edell’s works,
however, are not the expected folksy
coastal scenes. Instead, her depictions
often invert the socially constructed
roles women play in the home. For ex-
ample, in Home Entertainment (1984), a
topless woman wears a child’s blow-up
toy around her waist. With her head

covered by a bathing cap and shrouded
by a halo, she stands over a hooded,
naked man crawling toward her. This is
not the family heirloom your grand-
mother passed down. Cronin refers to
Edell’s work as “contrarian because
she’s positing a different view,” though
she does so without an agenda and
without anger. 

In the late 1980s and throughout the
1990s, Edell started to use different
processes and materials that altered her
use of imagery and form even as her
theme remained the same: how the
body changes over time, and how that

change governs self-image. Whereas
the woman in Home Entertainment ap-
pears playful, sexual, confident and vital
in her younger years, the 1988 work
Royal Family in Point Pleasant Park pro-
vides an interesting contrast. 

This diptych combines monotype
printmaking, drawing and found ob-
jects, namely paper dolls. This is an
abstracted view of the popular park:
against a nocturnal background Edell
draws a woman who stands cradling a
cat. (Like Edell, the woman has
bobbed red hair and wears round
glasses, a visage that appears occasion-
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Nancy Edell, Syncoryne Mirabilis (2004). Mixed media on plywood and hooked
rug. 216 cm x 360 cm.

C
ou

rt
es

y 
A

G
N

S


