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Being ill in a foreign language: a tale of pees and queues.  

While renting an apartment on the Dodecanese island of Tilos for a month I got into a 

daily routine which began with a stroll down to the town for a WiFix in Roulla’s coffee 

shop.  Caffeined-up on double espressos I would then take to the mountains for a day’s 

walking. 

Sunday morning and I knew after walking uphill back to the apartment that all was not 

well.  Nevertheless, always one to push on regardless and adopting the philosophy that 

“not feeling too good‘” is better looked at as “not feeling too bad”, I set out to walk 

across the mountain to Stavros, a secluded beach on the other side of the island.     

The evening before I had had a headache, unheard of me except when eating ice cream.  I 

felt exhausted and developed severe cramps in my legs.  Then I started going to the loo for 

a pee every 20 minutes, increasingly uncomfortably and with very little to show for each 

visit.   

I went to bed at 22.30, at least two hours earlier than normal.  Last time I was in bed so 

early was when I was zonked out on Vallium after dislocating my neck canoeing which 

put me in bed, and on another planet, for 7 days.   

In the morning it seemed to have passed over.  Too much sun?  Bad water? Something I 

had eaten?  Lack of salt?  An infection?  Old age?  I had no idea but packed my rucksack 

for the day and left. 

As I started the steady climb towards the ridge I deteriorated rapidly and it soon became 

clear that it would be foolish to continue into the mountains.  For only the third time in 

my life I turned back without completing a walk.  I stopped in the shade of a tree in a dry 

river bed, sat on a rock and, after a long rest, headed back. Slowly. 

I hung around the apartment all afternoon, alone, feeling sorry for myself, symptoms 

accumulating.  I had no energy and was completely listless, no urge to do anything.  

What I did have was a high temperature and by now I was aching all over. Feeling rough as 

a badger’s Londonderry Air (pardon my French), I walked down to a beachside taverna in 

order to check out the symptoms on the internet.  The waitress brought me a beer as 

usual but I had no taste for it and asked for water.  

Searches of health web sites indicated that I probably had a urinary infection, that it was 

unlikely to clear up on its own (always my preferred option) and that it would need 

treating.   

The sign outside the clinic was in Greek.  Understandable, this being Greece. The opening 

hours were clearly displayed using the 24 hour clock which saved me struggling with 
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morning times being π.μ. in Greek and not ‘a.m.’. The clinic opened at 12.00.  I had 

arrived at 11.30 to do my homework. 

I was surprised that a Greek island with a population of less than a thousand had a clinic at 

all but I had spotted it behind the church when I went to the butcher’s shop a few yards up 

the road.  The butcher’s was spotless, stainless steel and glass, and I had mused, somewhat 

flippantly, that this was a very convenient arrangement, that maybe it doubled as an 

operating theatre for the doctor:  “Is this liver one of mine or one of yours?”  And, if the 

operation wasn’t a success, the church was handy.  Gallows humour but it stored the fact 

in my subconscious ready to pop out barely a week later when I needed medical 

attention. 

I had been told that though the doctor spoke good English the nurse didn’t speak any.  I 

had a reasonable grasp of tourist Greek, adequate for booking hotels, ordering food and 

drink, enquiring about buses and ferries, and Theo, our Greek tutor in Cardiff, had made 

sure that we could engage in polite general conversation and even apply for a job. 

However he had singularly failed to include a module in the course on describing the 

symptoms of urinary or any other kind of infection, a major oversight.   

I had never before tried explaining the 

symptoms of urinary infection in Greek.  

Or any other language.  Not even English.  

Symptoms had accumulated and I now sat 

in the shade of a tamarisk tree to revise the 

necessary vocabulary: fever, infection, 
bladder, urine, cloudy, smelly, temperature, 
having a pee, frequency, pain, discomfort, 
headache, antibiotics....  Some were words I 

knew from other contexts, such as ‘θερμοκρασία’ (temperature).  Some I could guess at 

such as ‘θεραπεία’ (therapy) and ‘ούρον’ (urine).  I was glad I checked on the latter 

because it’s very close to ‘ουρανός’ (sky). However, most were words which rarely if ever 

crop up in general conversation.  After doing my homework I reckoned I could string 

them together with appropriate verbs and endings.  

By the time the nurse arrived I had been joined by half a dozen or more locals.  In the UK 

we would have automatically formed into a queue but this was just a collection of people 

perched on walls and slouching against shady trees.  There was no stampede when the 

door opened.  We shuffled quietly into the dark, refreshingly cool waiting room in 

approximate order of arrival and, whether out of courtesy or recognition that I was there 

before anyone else, I was ushered into the surgery first.   
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The medical service seemed to be a variant of the triage system.  Describe your symptoms 

to the nurse, and if necessary she agrees the diagnosis and treatment with the doctor who, 

rather than being on the premises, is on the other end of the phone, possibly at the other 

end of the island, possibly out fishing in his boat.   

I described my symptoms as well as I could with a prepared short, monosyllabic speech: “I 
have a fever; I ache all over; I have no energy and am very tired.  I need to pee  .....”  

Anticipating the rest, the nurse quizzed me: “Do you go frequently?  Do you do much 
each time?  Does it hurt?”  Some of the words I didn’t know, but between us we worked it 

out.    

Thankfully there was no examination of the offending part of my anatomy but there was 

one embarrassing moment.  Explaining in my best Greek that my temperature had been 

between 38 and 39 she interrupted: “I will take your temperature now”.  I opened my 

mouth ready to receive the thermometer under my tongue but the next thing I know is 

that the nurse is unbuttoning my shirt and groping around my upper chest.  Slowly it 

dawned on me that rather than this being the well, advertised aphrodisiac effect of my 

deodorant she was trying to insert a thermometer under my armpit.  Once it was retrieved 

she confirmed that my temperature was indeed above normal, before she went to wash 

her hands ..... thoroughly. 

She then phoned the doctor but spoke so rapidly that I understood very little.  It seemed 

my e-diagnosis was correct.  And it seemed her proposed treatment was also correct, a 

course of ‘αντιβιωτικά’ - antibiotics.   

The back wall of the consulting room was lined with cupboards stocked with 

pharmaceuticals, dispensed on the spot as there was no pharmacy on the island at that 

time.  A medium sized box was selected. “Take one in the morning and one in the 
evening after food” and, when I checked, “No!  definitely no alcohol”.   

She then rattled off something very rapidly of which I only managed to catch part.  I was 

to return the next day at 12.00 for an antibiotic injection in the “πισινός” (pronounced 

‘pee see nos’), which, despite the onomatopoeic suggestion to the contrary and the 

nature of my affliction, means ‘backside’.  Having confirmed this, I thanked her and 

started to leave, at which, agitated and a trifle irritated, she called me back.  I had missed 

one small but key word – ‘τώρα’ – now.  I was to have two injections, the first now and 

the second tomorrow.  So it was a matter of drop your trousers, get on the bed and a 

hypodermic needle in the πισινός. 

Then the really painful bit - €17 for the antibiotics.  In Wales prescription pharmaceuticals 

are free of charge, money which many argue would be better spent on improving waiting 

times but nevertheless a universal benefit you get used to. In a cash-strapped economy 
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like Greece I suppose they can do without hordes of foreign geriatrics using up resources.  

Indeed it is surprising how many of the visitors to Tilos are ‘older citizens’ who, like 

geriatric cars, may break down and need attention at any time.     

I was in the surgery well over half an hour partly because of the slow process of diagnosis 

and on-the-spot treatment but mainly because of the difficulty with the language and the 

need to ensure there was no misunderstanding and no mistakes. When I finally emerged 

back into the waiting room it was packed to capacity, everyone glowering at me, 

regretting their generosity in letting me go first. 

The return visit the following day to drop my trousers again for the lovely nurse was far 

more streamlined.  I was prepared for the thermometer-routine and unbuttoned the shirt 

myself.  In fact I wore my other shirt in case the nurse thought I only had one.  

Unfortunately, there was a slight hiccup at the end of the process.  The thermometer had 

disappeared!  It was only a tiny old fashioned mercury jobbie and she just couldn’t find it.  

Nor could I at first.  You have to admire anyone who takes up a career which entails 

fishing around for a 3 inch long 2 mm diameter piece of glass from someone’s hairy 

armpit.  Eventually I managed to find it hidden in the undergrowth.  I felt the 

embarrassment more than the injection in the πισινός. 

The antibiotics had already started to do their job and, anticipating that my appetite, 

missing for 2 days, might have returned by the evening, when I left the clinic I popped 

along the road to the butcher’s for some rump steak. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  
 


