
FAMILY MEDICINE	 VOL.	46,	NO.	10	•	NOVEMBER-DECEMBER	2014 807

BOOK AND MEDIA REVIEWS

with finding more opportunities to help phy-
sicians become better critical thinkers rather 
than naïve adopters of EBM. Analyzing studies 
with a narrative flavor will be something that 
we can build into our journal club and M&M 
conferences. At the same time, incorporating 
the science of best practices into doctor-patient 
conversations will strengthen our self-reflec-
tion venues. I look forward to using the pro-
cess these authors have outlined to foster the 
integration toward a healing community of 
health care systems, providers, and patients.
Mary R. Talen, PhD
Northwestern University Family Medicine Residency
Erie Family Health Center
Chicago, IL

Minor Emergencies, 3rd Edition
Philip Buttaravoli and Stephen M. Leffler
Philadelphia, PA, Elsevier Saunders, 2012, 814 pp., $89.95, 
paperback, and also as e-book

Minor Emergencies is 
designed to be an effi-
cient resource, detail-
ing practical how-to’s 
needed to handle a 
wide range of non-
life-threatening medi-
cal crises. Its authors, 
both emergency phy-
sicians, have orga-
nized a broad array 
of urgent topics in an 
easy to access man-
ner. Available in both 
paperback and e-book 
format, Minor Emer-
gencies is readily con-

sulted at the point of care.
Organized by issue within an organ system 

framework, each chapter describes common 
presentations as well as treatment. Especially 
helpful are do’s and don’ts presented in bul-
let format, with key information bolded, and 
important caveats both bolded and in red. De-
tailed figures and diagrams augment the in-
formation presented. Chapters conclude with 
more thorough information for perusal when 
time is not as constrained, as well as exten-
sive references. For treatments involving a pro-
cedure, instructional videos are included and 
are instantaneously accessible without log-in 
(although do require a smartphone QR reader 

for those purchasing the paperback version). 
Patient education materials, sadly, are lacking, 
and their omission is the only thing keeping 
this resource book from being a truly compre-
hensive reference. 

In short, Minor Emergencies is an indispens-
able text for all physicians practicing ambula-
tory care. It can be used to quickly refresh the 
memory of the experienced clinician as well 
as to instruct the resident physician and will 
prove especially valuable when time is of the 
essence. It should be a standard reference in 
all residency and practicing physician in-office 
libraries and is well worth the cost.  
Holly Salzman, MD
University of California-San Diego

In Awe of Being Human, A 
Doctor’s Stories From the 
Edge of Life and Death
Betsy MacGregor
Greenbank, WA, Abiding Nowhere Press, 2013, 298 pp, $14.40, 
paperback, Kindle $9

In Awe of Being 
Human, A Doctor’s 
Stories from the 
Edge of Life and 
Death, is a deep-
ly moving account 
from a physician 
who has cared for 
patients from the 
beginning to the 
end of life. Betsy 
MacGregor, MD, a 
pediatrician who 
worked in New 
York City for near-

ly 30 years, recounts stories from her practice 
around themes that comprise the heart of heal-
ing. Dr MacGregor provided care for neonates, 
children, adolescents, and families. Later in her 
career, she conducted research with people at 
the end of life to study “the arc of the human 
journey from the beginning to the very end.” 
Therefore, her work resonated with my ex-
perience as a family physician over a similar 
period of time.  

Dr MacGregor describes her patients, most-
ly from the inner city of New York, as “people 
that I loved and learned from.” Her love and 
deep respect for her patients shines through 
riveting stories that span her career from a 
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tentative medical student, an exhausted resi-
dent, a seasoned attending physician, as a pa-
tient herself, and as a wise sage. These stories, 
“the fierce and tender ones that carved out a 
niche in the marrow of my bones,” provide in-
timate views into the worlds of hospitals and 
doctoring as well as into her own character 
and development as a physician.  

In the introductory chapter on “Beauty and 
Brutality,” Dr MacGregor describes the par-
adoxical juxtaposition of beautiful patients 
plunged into the depths of tragedy. She de-
scribes her first experience of removing a bul-
let from a young man’s thigh with such vivid 
detail that the reader can almost smell the 
blood and see the sweat on her brow. While su-
turing the wound she wonders why gruesome 
things happen to decent people and observes 
that life is not always fair or reasonable.  

In the chapter on “Tenderness and Technol-
ogy,” Dr MacGregor discusses the thin lines 
between helping and hurting and how these 
lines are often crossed inadvertently. How do 
doctors know when to continue and when to 
stop, especially when patients and their fami-
lies are clutching to every last straw of hope 
that a loved one may improve and survive? 
These challenges are especially apparent in 
the neonatal ICU where premature infants are 
treated intensively but often die in spite of ev-
erything. Such experiences left Dr MacGregor 
wondering “what we had gained for them be-
sides a prolongation of struggle and pain.”  

Dr MacGregor describes unprecedented de-
velopments in medical science and technology 
over the course of her career such as in diagno-
sis, treatment, management of premature neo-
nates, and in preventing pain. Yet she cautions 
that when the deceptive lure of technology is 

coupled with arrogance, tenderness can get 
pushed out of the picture. Her tender feelings 
toward her patients did not seem to wane as 
she recounted her amazement with the process 
of birth. She crafted and whispered a personal 
welcome to each newborn that she examined, 
“Hello, welcome to this life! May you have a 
good life, a wonderful life.” 

This book is a rich resource for health pro-
fessionals as well as for lay readers. It is an in-
spiring introduction for students and residents 
into the world of healing and the challenging 
and heroic lives of patients. It is a compelling 
reminder to seasoned clinicians that life is a 
miracle, and healing is a privilege. The book 
provides a glimpse into the soul of an extraor-
dinary physician. It will provide any reader 
with a better understanding of the joys and 
pathos of doctoring.  

In Awe of Being Human rekindled my ap-
preciation for my work as a family physician. 
Dr MacGregor’s stories triggered memories 
of almost fainting in the operating room as 
a student, the wonder of attending deliver-
ies, exalted moments when patients recovered, 
and moments of deep sadness with patients 
and their families. Dr MacGregor reminds us, 
“Medical care is not just about diagnosing and 
treating disease but includes paying attention 
to the people who have the disease and accom-
panying them in their search for healing.” Her 
inspiring stories remind us that doctoring with 
compassion and reflection is endlessly fascinat-
ing and brings immense rewards.  
Cynthia Haq, MD
Department of Family Medicine
University of Wisconsin-Madison
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