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To Gavri




She spread a salve to soothe his aches He suffered from its bitter taste

 



THE BOOK OF ODD THOUGHTS, 5:7
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SURGERY
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THURSDAY, AUGUST 19, 2004.

COLORECTAL SURGERY, WEEK ONE.

 



Jonah Stem heard a scream.

 



 



HE WAS WALKING TO TIMES SQUARE AT TWO FORTY-FIVE IN the morning to buy new shoes. The staid, sturdy Rockport Walkers that had survived two years of theoretical medicine had finally succumbed to its uncontrollably runny realities. Befouled beyond repair, they made a squishing noise and left a trail, like overgrown snails. Salient among the novel qualities they had come to possess was the stink of human shit.

Shoes were shoes. Their destruction didn’t bother Jonah per se, except that it acutely underscored his own incompetence—something he didn’t need to be reminded of these days, with people lining up to do it for him.

For this mess, as he did generally, Jonah blamed himself. He knew the rules; he’d read the Book, heard it from the Ghosts of Third Year Past. Once your day was over, the only safe strategy was OTD—Out the Door—ASAP. If you lingered and got caught, you were SOL. Particularly on surgery. Surgeons—surgical residents, rather—didn’t especially  care that your day had been over for twenty minutes. (Attendings didn’t especially care about you at all.) When they needed you, you went. The best way to avoid being needed, then, was to get out of the building supersonic fast.

Instead he’d dawdled. He had twelve weeks here; it paid to take the time to learn his way around. Asking too many questions—even innocuous ones like Where are we meeting or Where’s the bathroom—made you look unprepared. It primed the pump for getting pimped, because while the Gods of Surgery might forget your name, forget that you had other obligations, forget that you were a person with a beating heart and an independent will, They always, always remembered your weaknesses. They took note of who copped to ignorance, and on that person They pounced, eager to impart Their full-tilt no-holds-barred balls-to-the-wall medical education until he sobbed and sniveled like a little pants-wetting baby girl.

Jonah liked hospitals at that hour, the alleged end of the workday, when patients finished their early dinners and settled in for TV and Toradol and complaining. Midtown-St. Agatha’s—a thrumming snuffleupagus of sterile linoleum, wheelchairs, high-rising paperwork, hypoallergenic pillowcases, accident victims, cancer victims, moans, kidney stones, sample closets, graywater mop buckets, insurance fraud, viruses, bacteria, prions, fractures, lesions, lacerations, nociceptors firing and relaxing—took a breath. A place like St. Aggie’s was never truly silent, but like all large medical institutions, it seemed to hiccup at around six thirty P.M., granting an illusion of peace; an idea of what peace might be, if you weren’t imprisoned in a goddamned hospital.

He meandered varicose corridors, shucking the stickiness, the soreness, the self-pity. He was here to learn. He was going to be a doctor; he spent years toiling to earn the right to be so abused. He had taken college courses and review courses. He had spent hours glued to books, had bushwhacked the MCAT and pummeled the Boards. All to get here. Finishing work feeling like a used condom was a privilege. Who  cares about the antiseptic smell; the harsh, bluish lights; the overenthusiastic pastels, like chunks of Miami air-dropped smack in the middle of Manhattan. He felt better, and then there were fingers snapping in his face.

“Hello. Are you there.”

This was how they were. You accepted it or you dropped out. You found ways to cope. You imagined yourself in a different milieu—say, at a party—where you had the asshole in question beat by at least thirty yards.

You totted up your victories. One: hygiene. Residents didn’t get out much, and this one in particular suffered from excess cerumen production, which two years ago Jonah would have called by its more descriptive, real-world name: a Colossal Avalanche of Earwax. Advantage, Stem.

Two: style. The resident’s spreading waistline had succumbed to an infestation of beepers and PDAs, phones and Blackberries, making him look like Batman minus the pointy ears and award-winning physique. Advantage, Stem.

Three: charm. Obviously, he had that locked up; look at the guy, poking him in the arm and ordering him downstairs with that imperious smirk, advantage, St—

“Stop staring at me like you’re deaf.” The resident’s badge bounced as he gesticulated. His name was BENDERKING DEVON PGY-2. He had a harelip, currently twisted into a sneer. “I know you can hear me.”

“Sorry.”

“We need hands.”

Jonah loved that. The rest of his body, including his brain, was irrelevant.

His shift was long done; he didn’t belong to Benderking’s team; he needed to get home for his four hours of sleep. But this was his third day on the service, and he wanted to make a good impression; so he smiled and said I’m there and jogged along toward the OR. Unless a doctor asked you to wash his car or fellate his poodle, you did it, and you did it with love.

As they hurried downstairs, Benderking gave him the essentials: Caucasian F 37 stomach pain. After an unattended hour in the ER, the nurses find her flailing around, tachycardic, hypotensive, pushing 103°, respiratory distress, distended. Eighteen months status post gastric bypass, she had experienced a weight loss of one hundred and twenty-five pounds plus. Like setting a person down after a twenty-year piggyback ride.

Through the double doors and there she was: loose skin flapping, the skin she no longer fit, a drab pink wedding dress she could not remove.

The room was madness, everyone running to prep as they waited for the surgeon, pausing only to engage in the choicest OR pastime: yelling at the medical student. Jonah fetched a gown and gloves, and the scrub nurse yelled you contaminated it, get another, even though the items were still sealed and sterile, as though he was uniquely, grotesquely infectious. He shuffled to and from the supply room, dutifully shlepping another gown, another pair of gloves.

Into this squall sailed a gray-haired, gray-skinned, epicene man in his sixties: Gerard “The Slice” Detaglia. He wiggled his pianist’s hands and said, “Shall we dance?”

Scrub-in. Detaglia buffed each side of each finger with five strokes from a Betadine sponge. This behavior—carried out with a priest’s solemnity—marked him as decidedly old school; surgeons under forty favored instead a quicker but equally effective chemical rub. But Jonah wasn’t going to make the same mistake as yesterday, when he’d used the rub while the surgeon sponged, and the rest of the team shot him a look of horror, and he instantly gleaned that he’d screwed up.

They were everywhere, these laws that nobody told you about but that ensured a beatdown when you broke them. Which you did. You couldn’t help breaking them. Nobody had told you about them.


The guiding principle of medical education was that people learn best under threat of mortification.

Standing at the back of the line, waiting for his turn at the sink, Jonah reflected that there was truth to this proposition. As soon as he’d  committed the scrub faux pas, a new rule—do as the surgeon—had automatically appeared in his brain, produced by the same mechanism that spurs skunks to spray, anemones to contract, birds to wing at the sound of a gun. He knew; and he wouldn’t mess up again.

The Gods of Surgery were jealous and punishing, and he had sinned. As a third-year, he could not be expected to do much more than suture, retract, suction. Like any apprentice, his real purpose was not to help but to validate the hierarchy. As every doctor before him had suffered, so must he.

The team backed into the OR, hands elevated and dripping. The scrub nurse passed out towels to Detaglia and the residents, leaving Jonah to fend for himself. In the end he didn’t have time to find one, and was still wet when they gowned and gloved him, leaving him squirmy and humid inside two layers of latex.

“Medical student.”

Another way they kept you in check, by never using your name. Obey unthinkingly, Nonhuman. In this case, the scrub nurse was giving him the light handle covers and saying Get on with it already.


He obeyed.

Strangely, surgery went much faster with the stereo off. Detaglia dove through skin, fat, muscle; he commandeered his nurses like a pasha; they moved at his bidding and flirted shamelessly. After an hour of retracting, Jonah’s forearms blazed with pain. It’s worth it, you’re going to be a doctor, Doctor Stem, Doctor Doctor oh Doctor, Christ it hurts it hurts stop shaking everyone is looking at you. They weren’t, of course; they weren’t paying any attention to him. He had to stop thinking this way. If he was going to make it through the year—day three—he’d have to thicken his skin. He had never been the hypersensitive sort—at least, he didn’t think so—and this was the wrong time to start. He tightened his grip.

The patient’s innards bulged in the wrong places, embarrassingly so, and prying her open felt intrusive, like barging into someone’s bedroom before they’ve had a chance to pick up their underwear. As Detaglia  worked, Jonah thought of the scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark when they spring the Door Best Left Alone and everyone within a mile turns to fondue. He forced himself to look. Get in there, see what’s going on, you can’t learn unless you stare it straight in the face. Many of his fellow students—had they bothered to listen to Benderking—would have checked out mentally by now. But Jonah had a strong, almost Victorian sense of Duty, and having committed to being in the room, he intended to be  there. It was disgusting, but that was life, sometimes you did things you didn’t want to do. He was further gripped by the notion that he’d paid tuition for this, and dammit if he wasn’t going to learn. He wanted to barf. He blinked. Look.


As he leaned forward to observe the incision, the peritoneum burst, and a blast of bloody guts spilled across the table, his chest, the floor, his—

His shoes.

He looked down. In his haste, he’d forgotten to don booties.

The Slice sighed and said, “Oh, heck.”

The organs Jonah knew from books and labs were robust, smooth, warm. This lady’s reminded him of a Brunswick stew; they resisted categorization: poking through, tearing, melting. She leaked. Shit and bile and cells, all curdling in a vile juice. The terminology Jonah used to organize the situation—acute mesenteric ischemia, bowel infarction—did not capture its true disorder, as her shocked body ceased to respect its God-given blueprint.

And she hemorrhaged. Blood slickened the floor. The circ nurse mopped like a fiend, snarling at Jonah to express her displeasure. Medical student would you get out of the goddamned way. Medical student please lift your goddamned leg please. I’d like to pick that up medical student but I can’t because you’re in my goddamned way.


He contorted to accommodate her, struggling not to lose his grip.

Worst of all was the smell; the body gave off gas like a downed zeppelin. The stench reminded him of a frathouse, Sunday morning circa ten  thirty A.M. The sheepish, post-bacchanalian miasma of seemed-like-a-good-idea-at-the-time : putrid meat and stale flatulence, comically magnified. To prevent himself from passing out, Jonah focused on the irreparable damage done to his shoes.

It took five hours to remove eighty percent of her intestine, which came out black and kinked, like a harvest of seaweed. When Detaglia revascularized the little that remained, the tissue flushed pink, the cardinal color of life rushing to reclaim its seat. Jonah was impressed. Everyone was impressed. The Slice was known as a clutch hitter, but this was special. Assuming she did not die overnight, the patient might go on to lead a full and rewarding life. With a colostomy bag.

“Well,” said Detaglia, glancing at the red biohazard sack, heavy with guts, “she wanted to lose weight.”

By the time Jonah had ditched his scrubs, it was half past two. Rounds began at six A.M. If he went home, he’d get at most ninety minutes of sleep before having to hop back on the subway. He should have asked for the day off but considered it gauche, not to mention spineless, to start taking liberties with his schedule after three days on the job.

The thought of being on his feet for another eighteen hours—in those shoes—made his skin crawl. This was New York, though, capital of late-night solutions.

He hit the street.

It was hot out and he could hear traffic skating the West Side Highway. Except for the hospital, Eleventh Avenue above 50th consisted of auto dealerships proffering luxury vehicles unsuited to Manhattan life. Above the locked-down driveways of body shops, broken windows glinted scaly and blue-black, fish netted in an oil spill. Near the pile of dirt and pigeon waste that was DeWitt Clinton Park, someone had left a toilet—tank, bowl, the works—out on the sidewalk like a Dadaist sculpture. He gave it a title: My Life Is Poop.


The moon was stingy; the streetlights weakly flickering.

[image: 001]

THAT WAS WHEN HE HEARD THE SCREAM.

Coming from 53rd Street, it had an operatic quality: a pure, shrill, hellish beauty.

Following it around the corner, he saw a woman on all fours. Behind her stood a man in a flaccid overcoat several sizes too big. He seemed in no particular hurry, slumped casually against a Dumpster, watching her crawl away.  oh my God he stabbed me


 



 



Despite the pressing heat, she was dressed in a down jacket and dark stockings. She jerked like a windup toy, listing to avoid her left hand, her left arm dripping with dark black blood. Screaming and screaming and screaming. The jagged hull of an adjacent demolition site reflected her voice at unexpected angles.


please help me

please help me

please help me



She looked straight at Jonah, her face incandescent with fear, striped by swinging hair, a pale sheet of need. Help me help me.


She was speaking to him. Help me.


Later he would come to understand that most people would have walked away. A few would’ve called the police and waited, watching from a distance. But to Jonah the situation presented itself quite differently. What he saw was the man, the woman, the moon—and he felt not only disinclined to leave but an overwhelming obligation to stay, as if the woman’s voice—help—was in fact the voice of God, funneled and filtered and broken but no less imperative: a moment chosen for him.

And he was going to be a doctor.

He did not think.

He ran forward, waving his arms. Hey.


The man glanced up and immediately reconfigured himself in agitation: shifting from foot to foot, rolling his shoulders, scratching at a tangled beard and tugging gnarls of incoherent hair. He muttered to himself. Shirtless beneath the coat, its sleeves dangling past his hands, making him look childish and lost. Jonah recognized the man’s state; he knew it intimately, embraced it regularly; and he felt a wash of calm. He knew what to do.

He said Please look at me.


The man looked at him.

Jonah said Nobody’s going to hurt you.



I’m dying screamed the woman.

Without turning around, Jonah said to her You’re going to be okay.



dying

dying

I’m dying



Can you do something for me? Mister? Please. Take a step back.

The man grimaced with impatience, like Jonah had jumped a cue. He sidestepped and Jonah stepped to match him.

Okay, hang on. I don’t want to—

The man tried a second time to go around him, and Jonah came forward—

—listen I don’t want to nobody wants to  and everything accelerated.

Hair and heat and suffocating body odor; a wrenched limb; down; the ground; and then, for the second time that night, Jonah bathed in a great deal of blood.
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“Please don’t take me back to the hospital.”

“Back?”

Two EMTs stood over him. One checked his pupillary response while the other asked if he knew his name, the date, the president.

He said, “I have a concussion.”

“You sure do, Mr. Smarty-Pants.”

“Ow. Ow.” He jerked his elbow away.

“C’mon, honey, be good.” The EMT held up a piece of gauze, orange with iodine. Jonah relented. He couldn’t see the size of the scrape, but his entire arm beat with pain. More gauze; ripping tape. Then the ambulance door opened. Red light and radio crackle. Quiet. He was alone.

He shut his eyes, and his mind filled with still lifes: the man, the woman, the moon. He wanted to sit up but could not; his head dove sideways; his

balance

was off.

Why’s my balance off.

Interestingly, he had no trouble recalling the hydromechanics of the vestibular system. Spatial equilibrium is produced by synchronous processing of signals from the retinae and from the movement of endolymph fluid  through the semicircular canals and ampullae. Reorientation of the head causes agitation of the cilia—


Sometime later he awoke to the sibilance of torn cloth. A large male nurse was cutting his shirt off with a pair of blunt scissors. Faces—some of which he recognized, although none of the names were there—whizzed through his peripheral vision: getting his shoes off, poking him, measuring him, strapping him, shouting, recording numbers. He had never witnessed a primary trauma survey from the bottom up, and his head began to fill with mnemonics.

ABCDE! AirwayBreathingCirculationDisabilityExpo—

“Goddammit stop. Stop.” He sat up, batting away the hands that were now in the process of cutting off his pants. “Stop it, I’m fine.”

“He’s awake.”

“Yes I’m awake. I’m awake. I’m fine.”

“You hit your head.”

“I’m—will you stop cutting my pants.” He knew what they were going to do, and so he wanted to get out of the trauma bay by any means necessary. Those fucking EMTs had brought him back to St. Aggie’s. It was like Groundhog Day. Once they established that he was stable, they’d bring in the on-call surgical team, including BENDERKING DEVON PGY-2; they’d strip his clothes off for the secondary survey; everyone he had to work with tomorrow (he still believed he was coming in for work) would see him naked, a common enough nightmare that was actually happening to him.


After a lengthy argument, he convinced them to let him remove his own pants. By that point he was walking, steady, alert, oriented. He kept saying I’m fine, but they put him through the whole humiliating process: ears, nose, mouth, rectum. They wanted to send him for a CT.

I’m fine.

You hit your head.

He knew they were right. They had to check for a bleed. Part of him suspected, however, that they were prolonging their examination for  kicks. Having established him as mostly okay, they had begun to make wisecracks. Paging Doctor Asscheeks.


They wheeled him down to Imaging. He closed his eyes, shivering as they laid him on the table. The radiology labs were kept arctic cold at all times, and the gown he was in felt terribly flimsy. He made a note to be sensitive to patients who requested additional blankets.

The tech said, “Hey kid, I hear you got a nice, hairless tush.”

They discharged him an hour and a half later. He went back up to the trauma bay to see what had become of his shirt (gone, of course). As he gave up and decided to go home, he was accosted by a baby-faced woman in a neat pin-striped pantsuit.

“Hello there pardner,” she said. “Some night.”

He accepted her card. Meredith Scott Vaccaro, Assistant District Attorney, a borough seal depicting an eagle hovering over Pilgrim and Indian.

“Call me Scottie.”

He looked at her.

“If you’re feeling up to it,” she said, “we can talk right now? We can do it here? What you say we go get you a cup of coffee. You got a cafeteria here, don’t you? Take care of this quick as possible?”

He looked at her card again. The Law wanted a word with him. How’d she get here so fast? Had he done something wrong? He tried hard to remember what had happened, but the reel ran with blank frames, dark and blurry. He had been scared. He didn’t know what he’d done, but it was the right thing, had to be. The woman . . . a girl, really; she had been so small. He asked if she was okay.

“Hurt. She’ll survive.” Vaccaro paused. “The gentleman, though, he I’m afraid didn’t fare so hot.”

Jonah said nothing. He worried the edge of her card with his fingernail.

Vaccaro said, “So, y’know, I’d like to get your side of the story, straighten it out ASAP. We don’t need your life to be any more complicated than necessary.”

[image: 002]

“THIS IS A FORM THAT ALLOWS ME TO ASK YOU QUESTIONS.

I can’t talk to you without it, so if you want to give me your version of the events, you should sign it. No worries, it’s very standard. Bear in mind you don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to? Go ahead, read it, it’s all in there. You want some coffee. Take a minute, when you’re ready you initial and sign? Be right back.”

He watched her walk down the empty caf and turn into the vending machine nook. The six questions in front of him were familiar from television and movies. His right to remain silent, to consult an attorney. By initialing after each, he acknowledged understanding. Or . . . forfeiture. He tried to analyze the text but kept losing his place on the page, distracted by a dim voice: his father’s. Usually low and generous, it now rose steeply. Jonah. Don’t sign it. Call me first. Jonah. DO NOT SIGN IT.


He stopped reading and relaxed his eyes, listening to the tray conveyor belt whirr.

You had to admire lawyers for producing a document so simple, yet with the power to so thoroughgoingly screw you. Obliterate your civil rights with the stroke of a pen. He hadn’t been arrested—had he?—so he had no obligation to cooperate.

But he also had no reason not to cooperate. He couldn’t possibly hurt himself by telling his version of the events. He had nothing to hide, and he wanted to go home.

He initialed and signed.

Immediately Vaccaro strode up with two paper cups, as though she’d been watching around the corner via closed-circuit, waiting for the pen to drop.

“Great,” she said. “Let’s first you tell me in your own words what happened.”

He talked. Vaccaro took notes. One part of his brain, the part that provided commentary on itself, told him that he was babbling. He tried to  stop up the flow of words, but they came tumbling out. He mixed up the order of events. Backtracked. Made it seem, he felt sickeningly sure, as though he had something to hide. A custodian arrived with a mop; two hairnetted women took their places near the cash registers. Through a picture window on the westernmost wall he could make out the Hudson, smothered in fog; premonitions of daylight on the water; the stark Jersey shore.

He mentioned that he didn’t know who had called the police.

“You did,” said Vaccaro.

“I did?”

“Yup.”

Then she began to ask questions. They seemed innocent, but he had difficulty enough establishing a chronology without having to explain why he’d been out walking at that hour, what time he’d left work, whether or not he was acquainted with the woman.

“No.”

“Or her attacker?”

“No.”

“They’re strangers to you.”

He nodded.

“What you did was pretty dangerous, y’know.”

“I guess.” For the first time he considered this. “Yeah. I guess.”

“Then what made you decide to get involved?”

He thought about the woman. Her torn stockings; her jacket engulfing her. In his memory she seemed so small. His heart had grown to scoop her up.

What made him decide to get involved.

Vaccaro leaned across and offered him a tissue.

“I’m fine,” he said.

She nosed at his cup. Without noticing, he had spilled coffee all over the table. Mumbling apologies, he wiped it up, then stuffed his trembling hands in his lap.

She asked more questions. Forty minutes passed.

He said, “I can’t do this anymore.”

“All right,” she said, chewing her pen. “Let’s get you home.”

He stood. His pants, too, were coffee-stained. “I’m not in trouble, am I?”

“I’ll be in touch if I need to,” she said.

He said, “Okay,” thinking: she didn’t say no.
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A cop drove him home. On the way Jonah left a voicemail for his chief resident, fudging and summarizing. He called it an accident. He apologized, promised to make up the day, and balled up on the rear seat of the cruiser, his chin against his knee, shivering.

More images came back. The scream, the woman, her hair tossed over the side of her face. He remembered locking arms, tripping; a pile of garbage bags. He remembered a raised hand. A blade like a beak. Pushing it back. And then the warm night, warmer.

He remembered, too, the man falling away from him, folding up in the gutter, a resigned susurration, like a bottle being emptied.

“Buddy.” The cop eyed him in the rearview.

Jonah emitted something like a burp.

“You need to throw up?”

“ . . . no.”

“You look like shit.”

“I need to throw up.”

They pulled over on 23rd Street. His heaves drew stares from the bag-eyed Pakistanis thronging behind a flatbed truck to offload a food cart. BAGEL BUTTER EGG MUFfiN COFFEE TEA. Although he hadn’t eaten in fourteen hours, the thought of food brought another wave of nausea. His  neck was wet. He retched, spat. What had been murky and indistinct turned lurid, three-dimensional. The man grew to an impossible height; his knife lengthened into a machete. The opening of his veins brought a tidal wave, and the woman screamed loud enough to shatter stone. Worst of all, he could see where the blade had gone in: right on the carotid. Like a slaughtered steer.

He asked the policeman to drop him at Washington Square Park, got out, and took a circuitous route home, walking until his head started to clear.

The East Village slept late. Puma-clad joggers, dog-walkers in faux-fur miniskirts, streetcorner prophets praying to the newly risen sun. Stout Hispanic men—half-hidden in shadow; the anonymous cogs of the metropolis—lugged trash bags and fruit crates. Along St. Mark’s, graffitied shutters sealed off cafés, sushi bars, bar bars, gelato slingers, tchotchke vendors with overflowing dump bins of tube socks. Used clothing that cost more than new clothing; fetishized poverty. A smorgasbord of T-shirts bearing political slogans du moment; the many faces of Che; purposefully unclever catchphrases like TAKE ME DRUNK I’M HOME. Jonah’s favorite was a swastika with a[image: 003]He often wondered who besides NYU freshmen was green enough to accept that as a nuanced position.

Near Tompkins Square Park, a skateboarder repeatedly attempted to jump a fire hydrant, each time coming a little closer to success and to wrecking the door of a parked Cadillac. A friend with a video camera encouraged him by displaying a crescent of thumb and forefinger: inches.  Dew and hosewater ran scummy across the sidewalk, frothing whatever solutes lurked in the concrete. Jonah smelled the oncoming day: summer in New York. Excrement, saline, coffee grounds, fried food. The array of sensations did him good, thinned the muck in his head. Sunlight carved faces: a dejected kid dribbling a basketball; a tattooed girl using her boyfriend’s cigarette to light hers; a derelict with a shit-eating grin sharing a bench with an old man in polyester pants throwing breadcrumbs to the pigeons. They all seemed to nod at him, to say We know what you’ve  been up to. He hurried into his building and up its ominously canted stairwell.

In his apartment he hung his keys on the nail by the door. He didn’t expect an answer to his Hello. Lance usually slept past noon. In the last three days they’d barely seen each other: an hour while Jonah studied and Lance got ready to head out for the night. It would probably go like that all year long, nocturne and diurne.

The shower ran brown as he scraped dirt and blood from his body; he ruined a washcloth getting it all off. The gauze on his elbow peeled back, revealing that he’d lost a patch of skin the size of a playing card. He used Band-Aids, Neosporin, and tissues to jury-rig a new bandage.

As he got into bed, his cell buzzed: his chief excusing him for the day. Gratefully he set his alarm for three P.M. and sank beneath the blanket. Drifting off, he saw the face of the man he’d killed, contorting and whitening and accusing as he decanted himself through a hole in his throat.

 



 



 



THE PHONE RANG AT TWO.

“. . . hello?”

“Hello is Jonah Stem there.”

“. . .’s me.”

“This is Christopher Yip from the New York Post, I heard about your heroic act last night and I wanted to ask you a couple of questions, first how old are you and—”

“Please—” His mind was soup. “I don’t want to ans—”

“Where are you currently employed you’re a medical resident is that right?”

“I do—I’m a student, not a resident. Please, I—”

“When you stepped in to fight were you aware that he had a knife and if so—”

“Excuse me, I’m hanging up.” As he did, he heard Do you expect a rewar—


He disconnected the phone and rolled into a pool of sweat, hoping to recapture his nap. When that failed, he put on his bathrobe and shuffled out to fix himself breakfast (lunch?), so groggy that he almost tripped over Lance, crouching in the hallway.

“Morning sunshine. I had a brainstorm last night. It’s gonna be fuckin brilliant.” Lance bit off a length of electrical tape and smeared it along the baseboards, sealing in a yard of computer cable. He crabwalked four feet and did it again.

After a year and a half of roommateship, such a scene did not surprise Jonah in the slightest. “Okay,” he said and headed to the kitchenette, an unwalled area distinguished from the living room primarily by one’s imagination.

“Last night”—bite, tape—“Ruby and I went to the Brooklyn Museum to see Rashomon, which by the way is a certifiable classic, it’s  whack, have you seen it?”

“No.” Jonah pawed through the freezer until he found a package of soy burgers, one of which he threw into the microwave unadorned.

“You should. Anyway, as I’m watching it I’m realizing that the trend of the past like half-century has been to explore multiple perspectives, you know”—bite, tape—“documenting subjectivity. But we’ve gotten totally  fragmented. We can’t focus anymore. Everywhere we go, there’s these people, these ideas, these images, moving a hundred miles an hour, and when do we ever see, I mean really see? We’re so ADD, look at me, I’ve been taking Ritalin since I was four.”

“And snorting it since you were nine.”

“Exactly.” Lance pulled the sofa out and crawled behind it. “To vanquish this, we need to look inside, back to fuckin basics. Especially considering nine-eleven, this seems like the path that our culture needs to go. It hit me like a nuclear warhead, or maybe a dirty bomb. Anyway I’ve  been overthinking myself for months, dude, but now I see: it’s all about  self. And as I’m thinking this, the craziest shit happens, the projector breaks down. Do you believe it? Asswipes.”

“I’m sure you can get it on DVD.”

“It doesn’t compare to the big screen, dude. No loss, though, as at that moment I understood something critical. And that is this: when the movie stopped, it stopped. That’s the difference between film and the actual flow of time. I said to Ruby, ‘This here shit is an all-too-clear reminder that our chosen medium is a construct.’ See? It’s a sand-eatingly artificial reduction of life to two hours and forty minutes. We limit ourselves, and as artists, that’s not cool. Hence.” From behind the sofa rose a fistful of cable. “Real-time cinema. I’m taking it to the next level. All me, all the time. Webcams in every room. It’s going to be a whole new  genre of inward-looking cinema, a complete network of consciousness. And I have a great name for it, too, ready? Selfumentary. Is that dope or what?”

Jonah didn’t think this was a very original idea. Lots of people had webcams. He wondered why Lance thought anyone would pick him over young women in the buff. But he knew better than to object. “The dopest.”

In the seven years Jonah had known him, Lance DePauw had always swelled with protean ambition. At Michigan he’d burned through several career choices (sports commentary; video game design; and, for one hilarious semester, solid-state physics), each time failing to achieve world renown before his interest expired. His best idea—a beer-delivery service called Foam Home—had seen its knockout business model buckle under the weight of Lance’s decision to use all initial stock to throw Alpha Sigma Phi’s biggest party since the Kennedy administration.

Jonah often got the sense that Lance had been born in the wrong era. He had a gift for throwing cash around, and would have done fine in medieval Florence, serving as patron to an impoverished sculptor; his passions trailed the zeitgeist like a banner flapping behind a propeller plane.

These days, though, you were either talented or a conformist pussy, and no way would Lance content himself with the latter.

It fell to Jonah to listen, respond, humor the air castles. He had practice as a listener; he’d done it all his life. Although at present he felt too frayed to contribute much more than Yes and No and Sounds cool.


“You know what these camerabobs cost? Like twenty bucks. And they’re good, too, for their size. Like some shit out of Get Smart. That show was genius. Half the things they made up, you can get at Best Buy. Plus I’ll save money on film.”

The microwave beeped. Jonah dumped the patty on a paper plate and added a dot of ketchup. Swooning with nausea, he leaned against the kitchen counter, watching his best friend run wires to the fridge, behind the fridge, in the fridge. He took a bite of burger, stifled a gag. “I thought digital was blasphemy.”

“You got to take the sacred cows and machine-gun the cocksuckers,” Lance intoned. “You think Michelangelo gave a rat’s sack about tradition? Check it: this one’s wireless, on-the-fly roving broadcasts. Or we can put it in your room.”

“That’s really okay.”

“Yeah,” Lance said thoughtfully. “You’re right, I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to shift the focus off my protagonist.”

Unable to stomach the burger, Jonah set it down. He rubbed his face. The man the woman the moon. To his great distress, they seemed to be sharpening, their colors acid-bright. There was the man, his breath a long-distance kiss, the knife. There was blood. He tried to stop thinking about it. Be human. Lance was watching him, still waiting for an opinion. If he opened his mouth, maybe it would go away.

“What happened to the Corner Project.” For three months, Lance had been shooting out the window, single-position shots of Avenue A and 11th that lasted three hours.

“Fuck that shit, I’m through with it.”

“You said it was like a Warhol film.”

“In terms of how much it ate. This is much realer.”

“I’m glad you’ve found your muse.”

“She found me, dude.” Lance positioned a camera above the living-room TV.

“Not in here,” Jonah said.

“It’s not a camera on you, it’s a camera on the room. If you happen to be in—”

“No.”

A moment’s pout, then Lance began pulling up tape. “Fuckin killjoy.” He slid the sofa back into place and surveyed his handiwork with satisfaction. He coiled up the excess cable and scurried down the hall to the third bedroom, designated as the editing studio. A moment later he reappeared holding an ornately carved wooden box—a souvenir of Egypt-and-Morocco, junior year—from which he fished the raw materials for a joint. “What’re you doing here? I thought you had work. Is it a legal holiday? Is it Veterans Day?” He licked paper. “Fuck me, I have lost all  sense of calendar.”

“I had to stay late. I got back this morning.” Jonah paused. “I saw a woman being murdered.”

“What?”

Jonah told him. Lance’s pupils expanded as though he was already high. “Holy shit. This whole time I’m yadda yadda yadda, why didn’t you  tell me?”

Jonah shrugged.

“Are you okay? What happened to your elbow? Fuck, dude, fuck.”

“I’m tired. I need to do some reading, I have work tom—”

“Are you retarded ?” Lance waved the unlit joint. “You should spend the day in homage to yourself.”

“I don’t see anyone giving me a trophy.”

“Done and done.” And Lance ran out.

Shaking his head, Jonah went to the corner of the living room, where a card table sagged beneath a stack of dense, outsize paperbacks. Like most  med students, he bowed to the fiction that knowledge increased in proportion to textbook ownership. He picked out a surgery primer at random and opened to a section on wound management.

Lance returned. “I love the Internet,” he said.

“Did you really order me a trophy?”

“Fuck yes I did. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this earlier. This is a moment that deserves to be enshrined. Look into the wireless.”

“Put it away.” He flipped pages and found himself staring at the vasculature of the neck. His gut churned and he dropped the book on the floor.

“Lo, the hero is weary, but he shall overcome—and prevail.”

Jonah got up and headed for his room.

“Hang on, you’re moving too fast.”

He closed the door in Lance’s lens.

You can’t escape me forever, Stem. I’ll make a star out of you yet.

Gashed trachea, rent esophagus, major vessels misrouted, whistling blood, coughing blood, drooling blood, hissing it from nostrils and ears, a human Roman candle.

Hey, dude, you think you’ll be on TV?

Why was it so much worse than surgery. Fluids were fluids; wounds were wounds. He had been operating to save her. That was it: he was a surgeon, he’d removed a man’s violence. A violencectomy. He had saved a life. He was a healer.

He heard Lance give up and walk away.

The man the woman the moon.

He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the area rug. Talking to Vaccaro had been a mistake, he decided. At the time she’d asked him to sign away his rights, he had been half out of his head. There had to be legal refuge in that. He hoped.

The Post would carry the story with or without his consent. His parents got the Times, but he couldn’t count on keeping the news from them for long: Erich would find a copy of the Post lying around on the train;  Erich would tell Kate, who would tell his mother, who would, upon recovering her composure, tell his father. If not Erich, then someone else; it was inevitable.

His mother got anxious and distant in the face of bad news; his father, analytical and directed. Jonah’s usual role in this minidrama was to let them run their course, reassure them of his well-being, and field their advice before discarding it. He tended not to listen even when he knew they were right, a habit he supposed he shared with most of the world. But this was a new sort of problem. He needed help.

You have reached the home of Paula and Steven Stem.

“Hello,” he said into the machine. “Hello hello hello hel—”

“Yonah.”

“Hi Madonna, is my mother there, please?”

“I get her.” The phone clattered down.

His parents had a policy of screening all calls, whether it was noon or midnight. He had lobbied unsuccessfully to convince them to invest in caller ID. Although far from technophobic—his father was a gadget-freak—on this point they remained firm.

What if it’s important?

I pick up when I hear you, Jonah.

What if I’m in prison and they allow me three rings before they cut me off, and you never get to hear my voice, and I rot for the rest of my life?

That’s a risk I’m willing to take.

He wondered if she’d make that joke now.

His mother’s wryness sprung from too much education crammed into too domestic a life. She had a WASPy knack for coolly picking apart histrionics, and an equal knack for dismissing those same criticisms when she was the one losing it. Jonah didn’t relish the idea of either reaction.

“My darling son, I think it’s so charming that you’re calling me from work. Just like your father.”

“I’m at home.”

“Then I think it’s so charming that you’re calling me on your day off. What a good boy.”

He had to smile. “How are you, Mom?”

“I’m making Peking duck. It’s a lot trickier than I’d’ve thought. You make these itsy-bitsy garnishes with scallions. In my previous life, I was not a Chinese chef.”

“You never made Peking duck for me.”

“I didn’t feel the need to impress you. Besides, it would have gone unappreciated. Did you know that for two years you refused to eat anything other than macaroni and cheese? We began to worry you’d get scurvy. That was why we started buying you Flintstones vitamins, so you wouldn’t end up looking like a sixteenth-century sailor.” Her knife scraped against what he guessed was the big bamboo chopping block. “I’m so happy you called. Do you need money?”

“That’s not the only reason I call you.”

“Of course not. Do you?”

“Listen, Mom—”

“Oh boy.” He heard her put down the knife. “Is this going to be  serious?”

“It might be.”

In the background he heard her telling Madonna to dice these, please; he heard the phone brushing against her bony shoulder as she wiped her hands on a gingham towel. He could see her perfectly. He did not feel up to this.

“All right, I’m all ears.”

“Are you in the den?”

“I’m in the breakfast room. Why?”

“I . . . wondered where you were.” He paused. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too.” She sounded alarmed. “What’s the matter?”

Telling her was much harder than telling Lance. Midway through, he began to shake. She said nothing, her long, clear breaths filling the silences.

“Nothing happened to me,” he said. “Understand? I am perfectly fine. Not a scratch. Mom. Tell me you understand.”

“I understand.” She swallowed. “What did the police say?”

“It was an accident.”

“Do they know that?”

“Yes.”

“What did they say about you?”

“They didn’t say anything.”

“Have you called your father?”

“You’re the first person who knows. Besides Lance.”

“We should, we can conference call him. Hang on.”

He started to object but she had already moved the receiver away.


“Mom.” Hearing her dial, he groaned and slammed a fist into his bed.

“I’m sure he’ll know what to say,” she said, coming back on over the ringing. “To be perfectly honest I don’t.”

“I was going to call him right afterward.”

“Well now we can all talk together.”

“Doctor’s office.”

“Hi Laurie, it’s Paula, it’s important.”

While they waited he said, “You’re getting angry at me.”

“Why would I be angry at you?”

“You are,” he said, “and it’s not helping. Not at all. This is hard enough—”

“Hello?”

“Steve, it’s me.”

“Laurie said it’s important. I’m about to eat, what’s on your mind.”

“You’re eating? Why are you eating now?”

“I haven’t had a moment, I’ve been on my feet all day.”

“It’s three o’clock. If you eat now you won’t be hungry for the dinner I’m making.” She sounded hysterical. Please, Mom, please.


“All right,” his father said, “then I won’t eat. I am putting the sandwich down. Here it goes, down on the desk. Better?”

“Excuse me,” Jonah said.

“Jonah?”

“Jonah’s in trouble.”

“N—Mom.”

“What trouble?”

“Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait. Everybody stop talking. Mom, I will explain what happened, and I don’t need any help, so please do not interrupt me.”

“Someone please tell me what’s going on.”

With the fourth retelling, he was too preoccupied with managing his parents’ panic to get worked up over the gory details.

“You talked to them without a lawyer?”


Here we go. “I should have called you first. I was too tired to be rational and I wanted to set the record straight before they could think that I’d done something wrong.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” his mother said.

“I know, which is why—”

“You could have been killed. Jonah? You could have been stabbed.”

“I wasn’t.”

“What I’m concerned about,” his father said in his steady, scholarly way, “is that you might have said something incriminating without realizing it.”

“There’s nothing incriminating about what he did.”

“Fine, Paula, but I’m imagining how a prosecutor might spin it.”

“I didn’t get the impression that she thought I was guilty of anything.”

“That’s her job, Jonah,” said his father. “To get you to talk.”

His mother said, “Do they know what’s going to happen next?” “She said she’d be in touch if she needed to.”

“I’m not sure I like the way that sounds,” said his father.

“They must have a way of proving it was an accident,” his mother said. “From the, I don’t know, the position of the body. They do it all the time.”

“No witnesses,” said his father.

“The girl,” Jonah said. “She saw it.”

“Her word is gold on this, I suppose. We should get in touch with her.”

“ ‘We’?”

“I want you to go tomorrow—or, better yet, I can call him now—hang on.”

“Who’re you calling?”

“Chip Belzer. He’s an old friend.”

“He’s one of the top defense attorneys in New York,” his mother said.

“I don’t need a defense attorney.”

“Not yet you don’t. Laurie—” His father put down the phone.

“This is not what I needed from this conversation,” Jonah said.

“What you need is to protect yourself.”

He started to argue, then thought better of it. Parents defended, by definition. That’s what they had to be worried about. His worry, however, was a whole nother beast. His heart was tripping along at a frightening clip.

He saw it again.

STOP.

He saw it again.  stopstopstopstopstopstop


“Jonah? Are you listening to me?”

“. . . yes.”

“I asked if you knew your schedule yet.”

“For when?”

“Thanksgiving,” she said. To his mother, Thanksgiving outranked Christmas, birthdays, and anniversaries. She began planning over the summer and used it as a star by which to navigate the year’s shortcomings and victories. “You said you’d let me know when you got your call schedule.”

“Okay.”

“Do you have it?”

“It’s August.”

His mother ignored this. “Kate and Erich are bringing their nanny.” “They brought her last year.”

“It’s hard for me to get used to new people.”

“You got used to Gretchen pretty fast.”

“She’s not a person, she’s an angel.”

At least her sense of humor was returning, and not in a brittle way. He decided to capitalize. He told her he could run out and father a child, if that made her so happy.

“I thought you did already,” she said. “I always assumed that I had a whole slew of illegitimate grand-progeny, running around in, oh, I don’t know. Canada.”

“All right,” his father said. “I spoke to Chip. He can see you, but he has a limited amount of time so you should probably get moving.”

“What—now?”

“He’s at Forty-seven East Fifty-fifth between Park and Lexington. The name of the firm is Belzer and MacInnis.”

“I can’t go now.”

“You have to,” said his mother.

“I told him you’d be there in a half hour. Take a cab.”

“And Jonah? Remember to tell me when you get your call schedule.”

“All right.” He thumbed TALK, lobbed the phone onto his bed, and began hunting for a spare pair of shoes.




4

Despite two Harvard degrees and a spate of highbrow publications, Chip Belzer spoke old-timey street punk, like he’d tap-danced out of  West Side Story. Jonah was glad they were on the same team.

In Belzer’s opinion, the possibility of a formal charge was remote. To prove his point, he read the homicide statutes aloud.

“ ‘With intent to cause the death of another person . . .’ blah-deeblue-dee-blah. Except—listen to this—except if you had ‘reasonable ground to believe that any other participant intended to engage in conduct likely to result in death or serious physical injury.’ ” He set the book down. “That includes carrying a weapon. Trust me, kiddo: they ain’t wasting their time on you. Meantime, be on the safe side, say nothing.”

Jonah said, “Do you think I did anything wrong?”

“Wrong?” Belzer appeared to consider the concept distasteful. “As in, morally? Absolutely not. Do you?”

“No. I don’t know.”

“Well, I do.” Belzer smiled. “Look. The girl was in trouble.”

“Yes.”

“And the guy pulled a knife on you.”

“I think so.”

“You think so, or you know so.”

“We were fighting. It was dark.” Jonah paused. “He had a knife.”

“Right. You saw it and you felt threatened. Unless you meant to assault him.” Belzer raised an eyebrow.

“Why would I do that?”

“Good question. You wouldn’t, and you didn’t. You’re not a homicidal crackhead. You’re a medical student. You saw a woman being killed, and your behavior was commensurate. That’s appropriate force. You get me? You’re as innocent as the day you were born. At least with regard to this. I dunno what you do in your free time.”

“. . . all right.”

“You’re being kinda rough on yourself, don’t you think?”

Jonah shrugged.

“The guy tried to kill someone. He tried to kill you. You should be congratulating yourself. You did good. Anyway you got to move on.”

It was hard for Jonah not to scoff. Move on. He bet that if he looked hard enough, he could still find flecks of dried blood on his back. And he was not a big one for moving on, especially not under duress.

But a defense attorney’s job was to see behavior in discrete packets: defensible or not. He probably parceled out the same wisdom to men who had committed real crimes, stolen and raped and killed. So you crushed her skull with a brick, kay surah surah.


Belzer tossed the criminal-law handbook in a drawer and laced his fingers. A large gold pinkie ring glinted on his right hand. “Your dad’s a great guy, y’know that?”

“I do.”

“One of the smartest guys I know.”

“Thanks.”

“And you look like your mom.”

“Thanks again.”

“Look,” Belzer said, twiddling the ring, “put it out of your head. Nobody ever felt better worrying about the past.”

[image: 004]

WITH THE PUBLICATION OF FRIDAY’S POST, HOWEVER, PUTTING it out of his head ceased to be an option.

Yo Superman!

Word got around fast.

Lookee, Superman, whyncha open this jar for me? Careful don’t break it. Hey, Superman. Mr. Massive Intestinal Cyst needs X-rays. Go use your powers.

Up went the article, on bulletin boards and in bathrooms; it papered the freight elevators and the cafeteria; it had been enshrined in the locker room and pasted over fliers for talks on RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN RENAL TRANSPLANT and FMRI IMAGING OF CONGENITAL CARDIAC LESIONS.

Everywhere Jonah went, he faced himself: the lousy photo that Christopher Yip had dug up. It looked like the portraits they printed of murder victims—grainy, smiling, apple-cheeked—and it sent the residents on his service into gleeful fits.

Up, up, and away!

They furthermore harangued him with quotes from the text: a half-page of pap plagued by an outbreak of modifiers and crowned with a lurid, forty-point headline. In it, Jonah was variously a “resident,” a “third-year resident,” and a “surgeon.”

Congratulations on your residency, Superman! Mind writing me a letter of recommendation?

Reports of his jaunt through the trauma bay rapidly built into a vivid mythology involving his rear and other standout features of his nakedness. The comic possibilities were simply endless.


Superdick!

Supercock!

He felt as though he’d been forced to run for office on a platform of

 



SUPERDOC BATTLES

SICKO W/ KNIFE

Damage done, he resolved to take it in stride. When people called him Clark he stuck his arms out and whistled the wind. He hummed the theme song and pretended to tear his shirt off with flexitudinous panache. The nurses prodded his biceps. They remarked on his tight pants. He said Wouldn’t you like to find out?


People he hadn’t heard from in years e-mailed him best wishes and awkwardly put admiration. A girl from his high school doubted he remembered her (he didn’t) but wanted to know if he could get together for coffee (he couldn’t).

His friend Vik, rotating through medicine up at HUM, sent him a large bouquet of flowers with a card reading your lucky these arent for your funeral you idiot.


On Wednesday, his sister called.

“What were you thinking.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You could’ve been stabbed.” Sometimes she sounded so much like his mother that it gave him the chills.

“I know,” he said.

“Aren’t you upset? Why don’t you sound upset.”

“Of course I’m upset.”

“Then why don’t you sound upset?”

“I’m exhausted,” he said. Which was true. It was now Thursday, and he’d been at St. Aggie’s six days in a row, sixteen hours a day. His superiors hadn’t explicitly ordered him to make up the missed day, but tacit expectations bore down on him like Scripture. He’d worked Saturday, Sunday, Monday. Tuesday he had call until midnight, and today he had to come in for a seminar on post-op care. He was a zombie, but anything was better than going home to the apartment—empty once Lance had left for the night—to be hounded by silence and insomnia. Irrelevancies channeling nightmares: the hiss of a braking bus, so much like a man’s dying sough.

“The reporter got everything wrong. He made you older than you are.”

“I don’t know where he got any of that information. Not from me.”

“He said you’re from Manhattan.”

“I am.”

“Not originally,” she said. “He implies that you’re native.”

“Yeah. I know. He’s wrong, isn’t it terrible.”

“Don’t be passive-aggressive, Jonah-face.”
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