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MEDICAL COLLEGE OF VIRGINIA, 1984

MY HEART BEAT with the exhilaration of knowing I hid in enemy territory—a woman in a men’s bathroom. Moments before, I had blown in to make a poignant statement about this sexist university, but right now, I felt a bit short-winded, like I needed to recover an ounce of the passion that had fueled my daily survival in this hospital for the greater part of the past decade.

There were trite metaphors to describe what I had just done. Threw down the gauntlet. Drew a line in the sand. Aunt Jeanine would have called it career suicide, but I never did give much for her opinion of my actions.

Thirty seconds before, I had thought my statement was precisely what this stodgy establishment needed. But at this moment, on the day I had become the first woman surgeon to join the prestigious Six-Liter Club, I cowered in a stall of the men’s bathroom, desperate to find the fire that had emboldened me to barge into this inner sanctum of testosterone. I peered through a crack looking into the doctors’ locker room, appreciating only a small vertical slice of the room at a time. It was much like the nurses’, except larger, and it smelled a bit like my sweat socks after a run in the Virginia heat. I leaned forward until my forehead touched the cool surface of the metal door, tuning my ear to the voice of Dr. Bransford, my mentor and the chief of general surgery.

I closed my eyes and began to gloat in near euphoria. The Six-Liter Club! It wasn’t exactly where I had expected to be on this first day as a surgery attending, but a coveted milestone nonetheless. I knew graying surgeons who, respected and dignified as they were, would never know the thrill of successfully pulling a patient back from so far over the precipice during his plunge into the next world. Oh, they’d often snatched patients back from the edge, made some “good saves,” but rarely from six liters of blood loss—a hemorrhage of more than the circulating blood volume of medicine’s prototypical normal human. “Normal” in the medical literature meant male, probably white, seventy kilograms, three-fourths fluid, five liters blood, one brain, one heart, and two testicles.

But today I cared little about the prejudiced medical literature. I’d fought for the arrival at this pinnacle every day for the past decade, slogging through four years of medical school and six more grueling years of surgery residency. Every day I had strived to be seen for something other than my physical equipment in a surgery world dominated by men who thought a woman’s role should be assisting them toward greatness. But now, in 1984, I’d done what no other woman had ever done. I was the first female in the department to join the club on the first day as an attending. If I played according to the rules, the crack in the door would widen. If I failed, I’d confirm their suspicions, and the door would shut again for another decade of bigotry. Women were celebrated in other areas of medicine. Pediatrics. Obstetrics. But surgery remained the last holdout for the boys. I was determined to show them that a woman could be a cutter, too. I could play their game. Today I’d proved it.

Did I sense destiny, that I was the point of a spear thrust into the heart of a crusty, male-dominated field? Yes.

Was I up to the task? Today, I’d convinced myself that I was.

I listened to the chatter from the boys as they entered the locker room from the hallway and the operating rooms beyond. They talked about the Richmond Braves, a pitcher who was sent back from Atlanta to see if he could find his game again. I loved baseball, but today I was listening only for the approval of my hero. Certainly Derrick would tell him of my coolness under pressure, the swiftness with which I’d gained the upper hand against the hemorrhage. The Six-Liter Club was a definitive step toward gaining the respect of the guys.

Derrick was a brother, the best scrub tech I’d worked with, able to keep up with the quickest surgeons, handing them what they needed often before they uttered their request. He’d slipped into the banter of the hood, a relaxed style punctuated with his own laughter. I listened for my name as I inspected my nails. They were kept short, but manicured. Not polished. That’s a no-no around here, another concession I’d made to enter this boys’ club of surgery.

There was blood under my right index fingernail. It didn’t surprise me after the bloodbath in room five. I knew the patient only as John Doe, the assigned name for anyone who came in the ER without an established identity. I’d taken time only for the essentials before rushing him to the OR. He didn’t have the chance to give me his name before his blood pressure became a real problem. We focused our attention on the critical business of saving his life rather than the fluffy extras like name, age, and whether he liked basketball or soccer.

When I asked who shot him, he looked around with wide eyes as if he expected his assailant to jump from behind the curtain. The look of sheer terror faded from his face only as he slipped into unconsciousness. His mumbled reply was, “Some dude.” It was a statement I’d heard hundreds of times in the last five years of surgery training in downtown Richmond, Virginia. Everyone assaulted was always minding their own business when some dude shot them. Or else they knew him and were afraid to say. The way this John Doe looked when I asked the question, I’d say it was the latter. Something had made my patient very afraid. And he came within a breath of seeing the other side as a result.

If my patient’s fears were justified, and we found out there was a credible threat on his life, we’d admit him under an assumed name for his protection. It was all part of a day’s work on the trauma service at the Medical College of Virginia.

I paused, thinking about the look of terror on my patient’s face. I’d seen fear in the eyes of patients who were about to die before, but there was something different in the eyes of my newest John Doe. And something told me that I hadn’t seen the end of his terror.

This John Doe appeared to be a young teenager. A thin African American with a pitiful growth of tangled chin hairs signifying a teen who wouldn’t shave. He’d come in with three entrance and two exit wounds, a belly swollen like one of those obnoxious ticks I found on Max, my boyfriend’s German shepherd. John Doe lived because the residents put in four big IV lines so we could squeeze blood in as fast as it flowed out of the injury to his vena cava, the mother of all veins. He lived because he was young and his heart could still compensate for the stress. He lived because I had the best anesthesiologist the U had available. He lived because an OR was open the very moment he had arrived, and because I was nimble at isolating and repairing his injuries. So no, I didn’t fool myself by thinking I deserved all the credit, but attending surgeons were known to be forgetful of the little people around them. I was determined not to be one of them.

The locker room door snapped open with a thud and the sheer tenor voice of Ellis Hamilton overtook the baseball chatter. Ellis was a geeky white boy who served as the fourth-year resident on my service. He was book smart, author of over twenty papers in the surgical literature, and the nephew of one of the biggest names in academic surgery.

I wouldn’t let him operate on my dog.

I heard hand slaps and peered through the crack next to the stall door. Ellis clasped his hand around Derrick’s, his fingers curled around Derrick’s thumb as if he were his homey. This didn’t compute for me. Derrick hated arrogant white doctors. He tolerated them because it was his job. He even led the ones who fumbled in the OR without their attendings, helping them through their surgical cases. Once outside, he returned to his downtown hood, and they drove the opposite way to the west end or a stately home in the fan on Monument Avenue.

Derrick grinned at the resident. “You’re one bad dude, Doc. What color are your drawers?”

Ellis wore a tentative smile and looked down.

Seth Patterson, another tech, rolled his scrub top into a ball and swished the laundry hamper. “He don’t get it.”

Ellis’s face reddened. “My drawers?”

Seth chuckled and said something too low for me to hear from my hideout. Derrick roared.

Ellis didn’t give up. “What?” He slumped onto the bench beside Dr. Bransford, his only advocate.

Bransford patted the young surgeon on the thigh. “Your shorts, Ellis. No resident ever scrubs on his first six-liter case and comes out with white underwear.”

“My wife always complains about the blood on my clothes.”

Derrick shook his head. “We ain’ talkin’ ’bout blood.”

I sighed, tiring of this drivel. My thoughts drifted to Ellis’s wife. God only knew what she saw in him.

Seth’s next remark brought me right back.

“I’ll bet Camille’s are dry.”

Derrick snickered. “You are dreamin’ now, bro. You wish you could check that lady’s black lacy bikini—”

My mind whirled. Black lacy underwear? How would they know? My thoughts stopped short as I clutched the neck of my male-cut scrub top. In my haste to rescue John Doe, I’d forgotten to pin the neckline! For years I’d worn men’s large scrub tops that would fit comfortably over my ample chest, but I always pinned the neckline to avoid . . . Ugh! They must have certainly gotten an eyeful today.

My eyes fell to the drawstring holding up my pants. Bloodstains. Nothing new for a trauma surgeon, but I hated it that I’d thrown away three pairs of panties in the last month. I loosened the string and peered in before shaking my head in disgust. Make that four. I dropped my scrubs and slipped off the stained pair, rolling the black lace into a ball to drop into the trash can—if I ever summoned the courage to leave.

I pulled my scrubs back up and listened again as Dr. Bransford finally stroked my fragile ego. “She is cool under fire.”

Seth grunted his agreement, but was stopped short by a backhand slap to the chest by Derrick. “That girl is outta your league.”

Ellis jumped in. “Way, way out of your league!”

Dr. Bransford sighed heavily.

Derrick slapped his back. “Out of your league, too, ol’ man.”

I took a deep breath, trying to digest the exchange I’d just witnessed. Here, in this locker room, all normal vestiges of status evaporated in maleness. Derrick was talking trash and slapping the chief of general surgery—a man old enough to be his father—someone he would always honor with the title “doctor” in every other social arena. But here their common male bond dominated, swelling like a tidal wave to dwarf the ripples of social status. I didn’t understand. Outside, Derrick and Seth always called me Dr. Weller. Here, I was Camille, or “that girl,” and Dr. Bransford was “ol’ man.” The weasel resident was praised for his role in my save. He was “one bad dude.” They should have been praising me, not fantasizing over my lacy undergarments! I found myself wanting to shout, What about me? Aren’t I a bad dude?

Fortunately I composed myself and took another breath. A deep, cleansing breath. I wanted to make a statement about the stupid sign on the door outside, not eavesdrop on adolescent BS. I was a doctor, a surgeon, to be exact. I had two X chromosomes, not one like all the other surgeons here. It seemed that somewhere in our evolutionary past, the Y must have taken a dive into the shallow end of the gene pool. I nodded my head in a confidence I didn’t feel. Here goes nothing.

I opened the door and casually sauntered past the overflowing trash can, where I shoved my panties below the first layer of paper towels. No use showing everyone how right Derrick was about my taste in underwear. I tipped my head forward toward the male quartet, now all standing with slackened jaws. “Afternoon, boys.”

“Cami—uh—Dr. Weller!” Derrick pulled on a T-shirt emblazoned with an emblem of the Richmond Braves.

Ellis was wild-eyed, backing quietly toward the door. It was as if I’d somehow contaminated their turf. Now he was in full retreat, a cat running from a mouse in a dog costume.

After a moment, Dr. Bransford found his voice. “Dr. Weller, would you mind explaining what you’re doing here?”

“You hired me, sir. I’m working here as a part of the attending surgical staff.”

Derrick and Seth retreated one step behind the senior surgeon. Both were trying not to smile.

“Camille,” he began again, this time in the fatherly voice I adore. “This is the men’s changing area. You know what I’m ask—”

“This is the doctors’ locker room,” I interrupted. “Do you want me to change in the nurses’ locker room down the hall?”

Dr. Bransford gave me a stern look. “Don’t do this.”

“This?”

“Come in and start making waves your first week.”

“What, I should wait a year before I change in the doctors’ area? Then everyone would wonder why it’s OK now, but not last week or last month.” I kept my chin high and solid. “I decided I’d better start right from the beginning.”

“Camille—”

“The door has a sign on it.” I pointed to the one Ellis was touching. “It says ‘Doctors.’ Well, that’s me.” I fixed my gaze on Seth and Derrick for emphasis. “So why are you two in here?”

Derrick was poking Seth’s ribs with his elbow, and deep dimples were forming at the corners of his mouth. “What’re you doing?” he mocked.

“I’m going to get changed. It’s been a long enough day.”

Dr. Bransford sighed. “Camille, you can’t just come in here and—”

“Then change the sexist sign on the door. If you mean men, say men. If you mean doctor, say doctor.”

My mentor shook his head slowly. I knew I was skating on thin ice. I’d been changing in the nurses’ locker room ever since I arrived at the Medical College of Virginia as a student. The sign had always bugged me, but it wasn’t a med student’s or a resident’s place to make waves. I had planned on bringing it up at a department meeting, but I’d surfed the high from joining the Six-Liter Club right down the OR hallway and into the doctors’ locker room. It was just one of those split-second, on-your-feet decisions that surgeons were supposed to be able to make to succeed in a life-or-death career. One second I was in the hall looking at that goofy sign. The next, I was marching into the nurses’ lounge to get my clothes. And two minutes later, I had invaded Testosterone Central and was seeking refuge in a bathroom stall.

I shrugged with casual nonchalance. I turned and looked at the locker I’d chosen. It was time. Game on, as they say. If I walked out now, I’d be just another poser. I touched the drawstring of my scrubs. I waited a few seconds, trying to find real courage behind my bravado. I closed my eyes.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t bring myself to drop my scrubs in front of a bunch of leering vultures—especially with the black lace tucked inside the trash can. But how could I save face? I cleared my throat, searching for an answer.

“Dr. Weller!”

I spun around to face the chairman of the department of surgery, James P. Gilles. He didn’t smile on a normal day. I’d personally seen him fire two residents, one just for being late to a morbidity and mortality conference. My eyes met his for a second, and in that moment I felt the weight of my fate.

For five years, I’d lived for the sparkle in this man’s eyes as we stood facing each other across an open body. Gilles could fry you, scare you, or send a resident’s heart soaring with confidence . . . with just one look. We’d all grown to know the eyes of the chairman. Above his mask, his eyes told the story of fulfillment or the demise of your dreams. He had the kind of eyes that seemed to look right through your clothes. Not lustful, but searching, able to detect a faltering constitution. I always felt bare beneath his gaze, yet at the same time, warmed by his approval.

But not today. His eyes were dead. I shivered and looked away. “Yes, sir.” Calling him “sir” was survival instinct. We were formal in surgery. All of our attendings were “doctor” or “sir.” We never bantered around with first names the way they did over in family medicine. Family doctors could afford to be casual. They probably had a case of sniffles to diagnose. Surgeons dealt with life and death, and we trained like soldiers.

“What are you doing?”

I cleared my throat again and looked at the blank faces of the boys. “The sign on the door says ‘Doctors,’ sir.” I winced. I was saying “sir” too much. Made me look rookie. Like the rookie I am. “I was just planning to change—”

“I’m not referring to right now. I’m referring to the bloodbath in room six. Your patient received twenty-three units of blood.”

I managed a small smile. “Yes, sir. A save, sir.”

“Why didn’t you call for help?”

The question caught me off guard. In retrospect, I should have seen it coming, but I was still blind, surfing the wave of exhilaration. I started to answer, but my brain couldn’t catch up to my mouth. Instead, I stood there, jaw unhinged, searching for a response.

“Arrogance leads to patient disasters, Camille. You may have stroked your ego, but at what expense? This is your first day,” he said, swinging his arms in emphasis. “You lost that much blood and you didn’t call for help!”

“He’s alive, sir.”

“Barely. And now he’ll fight a battle to overcome the profound effects of shock.” He shook his head. “This isn’t a game. A boy’s life is at stake and you’ve already turned him into some trophy.”

I tried to speak. I wanted to tell him it wasn’t a game to me, that the patient wasn’t a trophy, that I was a surgeon, but also a woman and capable of deep feeling, but his words had hit a sensitive mark on my soul. “I wasn’t—”

He raised his voice and cut me off. “For God’s sake, Camille, call for help!”

I nodded, suddenly numb and barely comprehending what had just happened. I’d taken my first lashing from the boss. My first day as a trauma attending, and already, I was cut down in front of a crowd. I turned and gathered my things. I needed to change, but I needed to retreat to the nurses’ locker room—and fast—before I started to cry.

I clutched a small handbag with such vigor that I whitened my mulatto knuckles. Heading for the door without uttering another word, I knew I was toast. Six-Liter Club on my first day or not, no one misbehaved in front of Dr. Gilles. I bit my lip in disbelief. I’d gone from Everest-high to Death Valley-low faster than anyone in MCV history.

The nurses’ locker room was empty, as was usual in the middle of a shift. I changed and scurried out at a surgeon’s pace. I hit the stairwell at a near-run just as the tears started to well over my mascara. Cursed X chromosomes! Surgeons don’t cry!

I descended to street level and headed toward the Broad Street exit. My last thought before facing downtown Richmond was, Maybe Derrick will tell Dr. Gilles I’m a bad dude and everything will be OK.

The languid air brought me back to my senses.

No one crosses the boss of the boys’ club and survives.
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THE SIMBA REBELLION, THE CONGO, 1964

I’VE NEVER SEEN a dead body walk before. Tomorrow is supposed to be the day. From my hiding place in the loquat tree on the edge of the banana grove I’d guess the bad Simba men haven’t seen it happen either. A body has been lying in the street for two days and more and more of the soldiers come by to see. Yesterday one of them wanted to take the body’s hat, ’cause it’s a special one with leopard fur, but another soldier with a big gun said he couldn’t. The dead man will come back alive by tomorrow and will need his hat. They said the witchdoctor cast a spell so the bullets will turn to water and anyone who dies will come back to life in three days.

My daddy says only Jesus or Lazarus came back after three days, and the Simbas will have to face the facts. I’m not sure where the facts to face are, but I know that soon the Simba men won’t want to face this body at all ’cause it’s getting stinkier in the heat. At least it rained this morning and washed some of the blood into the dusty road.

Before it rained it looked like nearly all that man’s blood was on the road. Daddy says a body only has five liters of blood. It’s all God gave you and without it, you can’t live. I’m small and Daddy says I have about a gallon of blood myself. He only told me that ’cause I was bugging him to know. I’d spilled a whole gallon of cherry Kool-Aid on the kitchen floor, and I remember that it seemed like a lot, especially if it were blood. I cried that day ’cause Kool-Aid is very precious and we only get it when special white missionaries from Daddy’s home come to visit.

He says that back in his home there are stores with more Kool-Aid than a kid could ever dream of. I wish he’d take me there. Some of our friends left for safety a few months ago, and some of them the bad Simba men carted off to Stanleyville.

I like it here mostly, but when it rains, it gets real muddy and my mom won’t let me play outside. I’ve seen mud so thick you could practically lose your car. Mr. McMillan got his motorcycle stuck in the mud once. They call motorcycles piki-pikis here ’cause of the sound they make when they drive by. Mr. McMillan got red in the face trying to push his piki out of the mud. Then he just walked off and left it there, standing straight up in the mud without the kickstand or anything. I think Mom thinks that would happen to me. I’d wade in and get stuck and I’d have to stay there, planted in the thick Congo mud like a baobab tree forever.

Gunshots alert me. I strain through the branches to see where the fighting is, and if the soldiers are bringing more wounded people for my daddy to see.

“Camille!”

It’s my mom. I want to stay here a little longer to watch the dead body. “Coming!”

I’ll come back tomorrow if I can sneak out of the house. I want to see if the witchdoctor is right.

I’m not sure what to believe, the men who call themselves lions, or my daddy. I guess I’ll believe my daddy ’cause he’s been right about most stuff so far, plus the fact that the bullets that hit the dead Simba didn’t turn into water, so I’m not sure I can believe the rest. Just the same, I’m going to come down here early tomorrow and watch from behind this tree to see for myself.

RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, 1984

I SPENT AN HOUR walking the streets of downtown Richmond before ending up at a park bench in front of the governor’s mansion where I shooed the pigeons away and sat in a defeated slump. I’d traversed the minefield known as surgery residency in Virginia long enough to know two things: You don’t cross the chairman and . . . well, that’s about it. As long as the chairman liked you, you were going to make it. I’d also learned that the best way to diffuse a potential bomb was to fall on it early, take your due, and say it was your fault. They crucified you if you lied or covered a mistake. If you said, “I did it,” the worst they could do was get mad or fire you, but at least you got to live. The department of surgery had been good-ol’-boy Southern until Dr. Gilles was brought in from Ann Arbor and he made history by hiring the first female of color. Now I wondered whether I’d make history again with the shortest academic career on record.

Gilles had been so upset about my independence that he’d completely overlooked my locker room antics. But as soon as the grapevine had a chance to spill the story, I was sure he’d rethink things, and I’d have two strikes against my record instead of one.

I enumerated my options. Pretend it didn’t happen. Go to Dr. Gilles and promise never to make waves again. Defend my actions and force the sexist institution to change, and promise to call for help, even when I thought I didn’t need it. Or, I could hide from Dr. Gilles for the next three months, the approximate time for him to forget my antics. My modus operandi had always been the second choice. If I had problems, I’d just work hard and ignore them. But this wasn’t going to go away. I’d offended the big boss on the first day, and it was going to be hard to sleep tonight if I didn’t claim temporary insanity and promise to do better.

I spent another hour on the bench rehashing the options in order, reverse order, and finally, in random order, musing until I was either going to nudge myself over the precipice of sanity or do something to correct my problem. Being a surgeon, I selected the latter. When given a choice between contemplation and action, the surgeon’s choice was a given. I would go to Dr. Gilles, apologize, and pray that I could keep my job a little longer.

I walked back to the hospital, stopped in the misnamed nurses’ lounge to freshen my makeup, and padded on little cat’s feet down the corridor leading to Dr. Gilles’s spacious office. His secretary had left for the day, and his door stood slightly ajar. I raised my hand to knock, but halted when I heard voices inside.

The voice of my chairman, Dr. Gilles, was unmistakable. “My wife didn’t want me to hire her. She’s so—” He paused. “Damned pretty.” I heard the scratch of an old lighter. Gilles must be lighting a cigar. “Gladys doesn’t trust pretty women.”

I listened to a chuckle I recognized as coming from Dr. William Bransford. I could smell the aroma of a Nicaraguan cigar, something I’d shared many times with Dr. Gilles on late nights. Sharing cigars with the boss was another bit of the boys’ club behavior I’d adopted to survive.

Gilles spoke again. “I’m starting to regret this decision already.”

Bransford cleared his throat. “It’s a challenge to be respected when you stay on as an attending in the same institution where you trained.”

“It’s more than that, Bill.” Gilles kept his voice low. As he continued, I leaned against the door to hear, then startled as the door edged open. I froze, suddenly afraid of stumbling into the chairman’s office. Thankfully, the door didn’t fly open; I didn’t tumble headfirst into the room. I held my breath, slowly exhaling when I heard Dr. Gilles continue.

“Blaine Stevens’s son from Ann Arbor wanted this job. I doubt his father is very happy with me.”

I knew Blaine Stevens. Everyone in academic surgery knew his reputation. He walked on water and everyone expected his son would follow in his shadow.

I heard tapping—fingers on a desk. Bransford spoke. “Why didn’t you tell the committee?”

“The dean’s office made it clear. Diversification is the order of the day.” Gilles sighed and I heard his chair squeak followed by a thud. I imagined the chairman leaning back in his mahogany chair and plopping his feet on the desk. “Did you know that surgery is the last department to hire a black?”

His words hit me like a train from nowhere. Black? What’s that got to do with anything? I shook my head. I hadn’t thought much about it. My aunt had raised me white. I rapidly pushed the thoughts aside. I didn’t have time to process this. I needed to know if I still had a job.

“She’s qualified, Jim. So she’s struggled with arrogance. What surgeon hasn’t? And if she wasn’t confident, we’d have other problems.”

“What are the odds she’ll make it a year?” He sighed. “How long did Peterson last?”

“Four months.”

“And Garrett?”

“Six.”

The chairman growled, “My bet? Camille makes it two months.” He paused. “She joined the Six-Liter Club and didn’t call for help.”

“She saved the patient.”

“Ellis told me he was afraid.”

“Ellis is a wimp.”

“It takes a good surgeon to pull someone back from losing six liters of blood, but a careless surgeon to lose six liters in the first place.” I heard a thump. Gilles must have dropped his feet to the floor. “Not knowing everything isn’t a crime. It’s a crime not to know your limits, when to ask for help.”

I consciously unclenched my jaw. That’s ridiculous! I didn’t cause the injuries that led to the blood loss!

Bransford came to my defense. “The patient lived, Jim.”

“So far. But he’s a long way from making it. If he doesn’t survive, I’m going to make her answer for why she didn’t call for backup on such a huge case.” I could hear him exhale and imagined him blowing smoke to the ceiling. “It was her first day, for God’s sake.”

“She’s making a colorful start, that’s for sure.”

“Two months. That’s all the grace I’m going to give. If it’s not working out, I’m going to cut my losses early on this one.”

“You’re going to let Gladys win?”

“It’s not just about that. I don’t like anyone, the dean or Gladys, pressuring me to make decisions. Let’s just say I’m going to be keeping my finger on the pulse of Camille’s work. In the meantime, I want you to find out if Blaine Stevens the Second is happy in his new position working in the shadow of his father.”

“He stayed on in Ann Arbor?”

“Yes. But sometimes the father-son thing messes up a young man’s desire to be something on his own.” The chair squeaked again. “Look at the time. I told my wife I’d be home early.”

I stepped out of my shoes, gathered them in my hand, and ran. Ran without looking back.

The glorious feeling of destiny I’d savored in the men’s locker room had been replaced by a sickening dread in the pit of my gut.

And for the second time on my first day, I fled the hospital with my heart in my throat.
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THE DARKNESS HELD private terrors, dreams that held back their meaning but left me in the grip of breathlessness. As long as I could remember, the blackness of night carried a vague discomfort, something I couldn’t name and mostly ignored. I had used it to my advantage, avoiding the night scene in college, and, preferring the light of my studies, I excelled, entering medical school and surgical residency. Studying was my escape and my security. Being the best left little time for anxieties that lay beyond my consciousness.

Maybe, just maybe, that’s one of the reasons surgery was such a good fit for me. Because darkness delivered her scheduled horrors to the surgeon. With clockwork regularity, the sun fled, and with it the urban man’s sensibilities. Mugs of golden ale, or unseen bottles wrapped in brown paper bags, were lifted in celebration or escape. Those with ill intent crept from underpasses to commit the butchery that fed the trauma surgeon her daily bread. Automobiles sped along, driven by inebriated Indy wannabes, and life became death. Silence replaced breath. So for me, the trauma surgeon, night was my busiest time. And that meant less time to be distracted by my personal nighttime demons.

But tonight, I ventured out. Partly because I needed to unload my miserable day on Mark Lawson, and partly because he complained of my neglect. This wasn’t my fault. Not entirely. His schedule as a pediatric oncology fellow competed with mine as a surgery attending, creating frequent clashes of our calendars. And partly, although I wouldn’t admit it to Mark, I wanted to drive my new Honda Prelude—which I’d proudly made a down payment on using my first attending paycheck. Since buying it, I’d refused to go anywhere in Mark’s 1978 Datsun.

Tonight we ate Nepali food, hot enough to satisfy my passion for spice. As darkness descended on Richmond, I busied myself with conversation, expounding my turmoil over my impulsive behavior and the conversation I’d overheard in the chairman’s office.

Mark was typical male. And so atypical male. Perhaps that’s why I found myself hoping he might be the one. He’s motherly and compassionate with the kids he encourages through the chemical tortures of chemotherapy. He listens. Really listens. And so I regurgitated the whole ugly story of the stand I’d made in the men’s locker room, and the tongue-lashing I’d taken from the chairman.

Mark didn’t seem sympathetic. I doubted if he’d ever feared for his job. In fact, he seemed more upset about my little statement over the stupid sign than the rebuke I’d suffered from the boss. “I know you, Camille,” he said. “You’d have never dropped your scrubs in front of the guys.”

“How do you know?”

“You’ve never undressed in front of me.”

After I had laid bare all my raw experience before him, his only thought was the thrill of seeing me undress. He was jealous and it wasn’t pretty. One mention, or one glance, of a shapely backside, and a man’s frontal lobes went on vacation. I knew this for a personal fact.

My response to Mark was curt. “Sulking doesn’t look good on you.” I paused. “I haven’t finished the story.”

He busied himself with a rice dish while I recited the conversation between Bransford and Gilles. I couldn’t hold back my anger. I kept my voice low, but inside I was seething. “He basically said that he hired me because I’m black!”

“He wouldn’t have hired you if you weren’t qualified— independent of skin color.”

“He said Blaine Stevens’s boy applied for my job.”

The name meant nothing to Mark.

“Blaine Stevens is one of the world’s best-known vascular surgeons.”

“So? Gilles hired you instead. You know your credentials. You know he wouldn’t have hired you if you didn’t stack up in other areas.”

“That doesn’t matter. The fact is, I got the job because of my skin color.”

“Ridiculous. If you couldn’t cut it, he wouldn’t let you into the club. He trained you, Camille, he knows what you can do.” He pushed aside a red pepper, dissecting it from his next bite. “You know you weren’t hired for your skin color.”

I slumped in my chair. “You know what’s weird? For years I didn’t think of myself as black.”

I watched as Mark’s eyebrows lifted. “You’re serious.”

“My father was white. My aunt Jeanine is white. She raised me white.” I shrugged. “You’re white. Why should it matter?”

“Doesn’t matter. When people look at you, they see black.”

“That’s just not fair. I’m as white as I am black.” I sat up straight. “How do you see me?”

He avoided the issue. “You’re beautiful.”

“White or black?”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

He shook his head. “You don’t seem to know who you are.”

I thought about what he said. Perhaps he’d tossed it off the cuff, but I took it to heart and couldn’t respond. Maybe my aunt Jeanine had protected me from thinking of myself that way. Maybe that robbed me of identity. When I did respond, I quickly wanted the words back. “I’m a surgeon.”

“That’s what you do.” He set down his fork and touched my hand. “You’re a woman, Camille. An African American. You should celebrate that.”

Sure, I knew I was a woman, but in my chosen field, I’d spent most of my adult life proving that being a woman didn’t matter. That having two X chromosomes wasn’t a handicap. I stayed quiet. Maybe Mark couldn’t get this. He was a pediatrician. He’d joined a field where a motherly touch was celebrated as an asset, not a disadvantage.

Mark probed again. “Why do you care so much about Gilles?”

I glanced at him. He was staring out the window. He should know the answer to his question.

He continued, “We don’t deify our chairmen the way surgeons do.”

“Be fair, Mark. He’s not God.”

“Exactly my point.” He looked back at me. “Maybe you can’t see it because you’re too close. But look at your department from the outside and you might see the worship they offer up to him.”

I held back my reaction. I wanted to argue, but I knew he wouldn’t say it unless it merited some thought. In truth, dating a pediatrician brought fresh perspective to my surgical focus. I took a deep breath. “I love the man, I guess.”

Mark nodded.

“And I fear him.”

“I know.” He shook his head. “A style of leadership that is OK for military conquest, but inappropriate for a hospital. We don’t put up with that in pediatrics.”

I knew he was right. “Surgery will be the last to change. Kinder and gentler is for our medicine colleagues.”

Mark slipped into silence. I paid the bill, we walked to the car and drove into the moist night. As we approached the Nickel Bridge toll, I shoved my purse in his lap. “I need some change.”

He grunted and began a hopeless search for the needed coins.

“Check inside the front flap on my wallet.”

He rummaged happily, a blind boy without a cane, a man helplessly looking for spaghetti noodles on the pasta aisle at Safeway. Finding anything must be an X-linked trait, and the poor man only had one X chromosome. I stuck my hand in and extracted exact change in less than fifteen seconds.

Mark sighed. A moment later, however, something else had his attention. He held up a priceless treasure. He flipped on the dome light and stared at a yellowing photograph I kept in the cellophane picture section. It’s a favorite activity of adolescent-minded men: Check the wallet for pictures of the competition. He wouldn’t find any in there. I only kept one picture in my wallet. And I had for twenty years. His voice almost squeaked with excitement. “Who’s this?”

I let him stew. “My mother.”

I listened for the predictable gasp. He didn’t disappoint me. “But sh-she’s topless.”

“She’s not topless, Mark. Topless is an American concept. I told you my mother was African.”

“But I thought, African, well, you know, uh, sort of like you, African roots or something.”

“She was native Congolese. For the women of her tribe, the breast was for mothering, nurturing, not like here.”

After a few more moments, I had to close the wallet for him. I was afraid he’d start slobbering or something. Here he was, one of the most educated men I knew, and let him see a breast outside of a clinical setting and his brain was held hostage.

“Tell me about your mother.”

I didn’t know what to say. I was orphaned at age ten, raised by my white aunt Jeanine, who resented the intrusion of her brother’s daughter on her social scene in the upper crust of Montgomery, Alabama. She sent me north to a prep school in Boston and refused to let me speak of the Congo. That was past. My father lacked common civility, she’d said. I’d been scarred enough by the loss of my parents, as primitive as they were, she’d said. My focus was to be forward, not backward. Education would be my salvation. The answer for the hell I’d been through in the Congo was an awkward silence. What did I know about my mother? Very little. I had islands of memory within a sea of deep blue nothingness. Aunt Jeanine’s attempts to erase the past had worked well, mostly. She’d have choked on her Southern sweet tea if she’d even known I’d managed to keep this particular picture of my mom.

“Camille?”

I realized I’d been in the ozone. “I don’t know. I don’t remember much.”

“How old were you when—”

“Ten.”

“You must have some memories.”

I shrugged. Rehearsing the stories with those you love preserved memories worth keeping. Without the rehearsals, I’d retained precious little. Besides, I didn’t want to talk about my parents. Maybe it was a hang-up I’d inherited from my aunt, but I had the gut-level feeling that there were whispers from my African childhood that were too horrible to speak of. I didn’t understand it; the subject always made me uncomfortable. Like a child staring at the stairwell leading to a dark, little-used basement, I wanted the door to stay closed. I kept quiet and hoped Mark would take the hint.

Night fell with full force, and with it, a summer thunderstorm began to threaten, bringing first drops, then sheets of rain. I slowed to a crawl on Chamberlain Avenue on my way to my northside apartment. My mind turned from Mark to my career. How could I have been so stupid as to—

A dark object darted into my path from between parked cars. My reactions were swift, but not swift enough to prevent the sickening crunch that followed.

Mark gasped and whirled to look behind as we skidded to a stop. A pickup truck behind me swerved, narrowly missing my side mirror. Horns blared. Something or someone was lying in the road behind my new Honda Prelude.

“Oh God,” I whispered. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

Mark jumped out. I followed. In a moment, we were kneeling over a large yellow dog. A sticky, gasping tumble of fur.

“Can you do anything?” Mark honored me with the question, yielding to my forte in trauma.

I lifted the dog’s head. It bobbed loosely on its body as if the only thing keeping it attached were yellow fur. The dog gasped and blood fountained from its mouth, spraying across the gray pants of my suit. “Tumi,” I whispered.

“What?” Mark touched my arm. “Camille?”

I’d not spoken that name for twenty years, yet here with a dying dog in my hands, the name of my childhood pet dropped from my lips. I let the animal slip from my hands. Repulsed, I stood and backed away. “Its neck is broken. There’s nothing—” My voice halted, betraying me.

Mark surveyed the apartment houses lining the streets, then felt in the dog’s fur around his neck. “There’s no tag.” He grabbed the dog by the thorax, his hands buried in the thick fur. He pulled the dog to the side of the road between two cars, hesitated, then hoisted the lifeless mound of bloody, wet mange onto the sidewalk. Our eyes met. I was stunned. I’d never killed anything. Mark didn’t seem to know what to say. He shrugged. “His owner will find him. There’s nothing else to do.”

I checked the front of my car, tolerant of the rain. Seeing nothing but a patch of yellow fur hanging on the bumper—cringing, I flicked it off—I returned to the car and we drove home in silence.

Something about the image of the dog coughing blood affected me in a way I couldn’t describe. It was déjà vu, a miserable dyspepsia that told me this had happened before. Or I’d seen this before. I sensed something lurking just beyond my retrieval. My pulse quickened and panic blew a cool wind across my neck. I braced myself against this thought. I was a scientist, a rational being. I couldn’t be given over to such psycho-bull. Of course I felt bad. I’d just killed someone’s dog, a family pet perhaps. It was no deeper than that.

But I couldn’t make the image go away. Blood. Sticky and warm. A gasping dog hungry for air.

Fortunately, Mark knew when to draw me out and when to stay silent. His quiet presence was welcome.

Ten minutes later, I stood at my kitchen sink staring at myself in a rain-streaked window. Mark embraced me from behind, watching our reflection as he began to nibble on my earlobe. His strong arms were around me, caressing me gently. He knew my mind was in turmoil, both from my day, and now from the night. He was amorous, but I was cold to the idea and wanted to hide somewhere. For about twenty years.

He must have sensed my tension. He whispered in my ear, “Come on, baby. Everything’s gonna be all right.”

I shivered, but not from Mark’s warm lips on my neck. Something freaky was happening to me. For the second time in a few minutes panic tightened my chest. I closed my eyes and my breathing quickened. Something, somewhere felt very wrong. This was alien to me. I was not prone to such emotional extremes.

I neared the edge of a cliff. Closer. My mind raced. What is wrong with me? I feared loss of control. Surgeons didn’t do this.

Mark acted oblivious, taking clues only from my actions, not my mind. I closed my eyes. My breathing quickened. He thought I was responding to his caress, but as my chest tightened, I ran through a mental differential diagnosis: acute myocardial infarction, stroke, pulmonary embolus, viral pleuritis. I fought the thought that I was dying. Mark’s tender words echoed in my mind as if bouncing off expansive canyon walls. Everything’s gonna be all right. The whisper held a dread for me. He’d spoken so gently, but my mind had reacted with abject fear. His kisses became longer, searching. He turned me toward him and I kept my eyes closed, afraid he’d see my terror.

In a moment, I pushed him away, gasping for breath.

“What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I just feel . . .” I hesitated. “I just feel weird.” I knew I was on the edge. A child staring down the stairs into the scary basement. I didn’t know why or what, only that there was something down there. Very dark and very evil.

“Slow your breathing down. You’ll hyperventilate.”

I knew what he was saying. The doctor in me knew. And the doctor in me was embarrassed. I was fully aware of how stupid this seemed and how little I could do about the feeling.

“Sit down.” He motioned to an easy chair in the den, his face twisted with questions and concern. “Camille?”

I forced myself to slow my breathing. Take a breath. Slowly breathe out, mentally counting one, two, three, four, five . . . After a minute or two I felt better, but a bit flushed and a lot foolish. I thought of Sally Pickford, who used to hyperventilate on the prep school playground during recess. I couldn’t be like her. She was prissy and afraid of everything—even going to the bathroom at school.

I waved Mark away. “I’m OK.” I shuddered and attempted to reassure myself. “Really.” I offered a weak smile. I was a horrible liar.

He handed me a glass of white wine. It was overfull. I didn’t complain. My day had been entirely too weird to protest.

I studied Mark. He sat across from me drinking nothing, wearing a doctor face of concern. I felt bad. My reaction had ruined the tender moment.

After ten minutes, my glass was empty. I stood and picked up my purse from the kitchen counter. The wine and the intensity of the emotions had prompted me forward, to dare a second look into the basement, something I’d been avoiding for a long time. I retrieved the picture of my mother and laid it on the coffee table in front of Mark.

“I remember a few things, phrases of a language I no longer understand. I think she sang to me.”

Mark spoke softly, “She was beautiful.”

Just like a male. All he knew of her was what he had seen from a faded little photograph. Mark is a breast man, I thought. He’s already infatuated with my mother. Luckily for me, I’d taken after my African mama in that way. But equipment of that caliber wasn’t always an advantage. I’d worked harder in medicine to be noticed by my work instead of my breasts. I sighed. At least I’m not blond.

“What happened to her?”

“My parents were killed by the Simbas.”

“Simbas?” Mark’s ignorance of reality outside his small United States life was woefully common among Americans. But, truth be known, I only knew of the Simbas because I’d researched them in college on my own, not because my professors thought they were important.

“There was a rebellion to overthrow the young Congolese government shortly after Belgium granted the Congo independence. Those in the rebel party were fierce fighters, often proceeding into battle in opiate-induced frenzies, advancing after witchdoctors cast a spell convincing them that the enemy’s bullets would be as harmless to them as drops of water.”

Mark nodded, urging me forward. This was his gift to me. He loved to explore, to find what I was about. If he was right, and I didn’t really know myself, maybe we’d discover it together. The thought made me feel warm. Maybe I could find the strength to take a step down the stairs of my past.

“Simba means lion. They wanted a name that would carry fear into the heart of their enemies.”

“Your parents supported the government?”

“My parents were caught in the cross fire. The government had called upon the West for help, so any white man was assumed to be a part of the established power. My mother was killed because she was my father’s wife.”

“Your father was a doctor?”

I knew I’d told this to Mark before, but he was drawing me out, looking for more. This was one reason I was falling in love. “A surgeon. A missionary who came and stayed.”

Mark grunted. “From the looks of your mother, I think I’d have stayed.”

I punched him in the arm, and he whined. After a few moments, we fell into a comfortable silence. I was tired of talking, and Mark must have been fantasizing about my mother. Or me. Hopefully me. He fidgeted, most likely wanting to—but not daring to—try anything romantic.

He seemed restless. “Are you sure you’re all right?” He checked his watch.

I read him like a book. His body language said, This is going nowhere tonight, so I’m outta here. Typical male.

I nodded and shooed him out the front door, kissing his cheek, and telling him while reassuring myself, “I’ve just had a bad day. New job. Domineering boss. Hitting that poor dog . . .” I shuddered in spite of myself. “It’s the stress. I’ll be fine.”

After he left I poured another glass of wine. I felt like cussing myself for reacting the way I had. I’d known that eventually, if Mark and I continued down this road, he’d want to stay over, and just when he was feeling the time was right, I’d freaked. It’s not that I hadn’t thought about it. But my feelings were a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. I’d dreamed of it, run from it, debated it, and agonized over it.

I’d spent the better part of my reproductive years chasing a career in surgery and pushing love to the back burner. Although I wouldn’t admit it publicly, I’d started to wonder if I could lay down my perfectionism and trust a man with everything. I looked in the mirror. I still looked young for thirty. I was sure my biological clock had a few hours left. I puckered toward my reflection. There was no reason to rush love just because I’d finally finished my residency.

As I touched my kinky hair, the accusation that Mark had thrown out over dinner resurfaced. I don’t know who I am.

I rehearsed my answer, whispering to myself, “I’m a surgeon.”

I pressed my lips together. No. There was another part of me—a huge part of me—that I’d been shoving aside.

I’m a woman. I sat straighter. A black woman.

I plodded to the phone and dialed my best friend. Kara Schuller was the only person in the world who would understand the mess of a day I’d had.

Her answering machine picked up. I didn’t feel like pouring my heart out to a tape recorder. “Kara, it’s me.” I paused, wondering how much to say. “We need to talk. It’s getting late. I’m going to bed. I’ll call you tomorrow.” I set the receiver in its cradle and fought back a tear. Kara and I had been a team since my prep school days in Boston. When I’d come to MCV for medical school, she came along for nursing. Later, when I stayed for surgery residency, she’d landed a nursing job in the pediatric intensive care unit. Her love of Red Sox baseball and her ability to make me laugh at myself had been my sanity through surgery residency hell.

Now, just when I thought my arrival as a staff attending would bring the satisfaction and acceptance I sought, I found myself on a very short leash held by a chairman convinced I would fail. A chairman who’d admitted he kept me on the leash because of my skin color.

I knew how to react to that. I’d work harder than the white men who wanted to keep me out of the club. I’d prove to myself and the world that I was better than they were at their own game.

I undressed and crawled into bed. Staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep, I cataloged my anxieties. Will I ever find true love? Can I overcome my boss’s prejudice and keep my job? I shivered at the next thought: What evil lurks in the basement of my past?

I played a mental game, willing every part of my body to relax in search of sleep. Hands, fingers, shoulders, neck, focusing on each to distract my mind from worries.

I yawned. My only relief was that my horrible day had come to an end.

When I closed my eyes it wasn’t the image of a dying dog that robbed me of sleep. No, it was the eyes of my six-liter boy, wide with naked fear.

I’d pulled him back from the precipice of death. Now, for his sake and my own, I needed to pull him further from the edge.
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THE CONGO, 1964

I WAIT TO RESUME my hiding place in the loquat tree until my mother goes over to cook stew for Mr. Mutambo. I want to watch and see if the dead man is going to walk. Since Mr. Mutambo’s wife died, my mother helps him out. He does pretty good on his own, considering he only has one hand, but my mother thinks a good Christian should help out the neighbors. Mr. Mutambo has done odd jobs around the hospital for as long as I can remember. He used to work in the rubber factory. He said the managers were cruel and cut off his hand when he didn’t meet quota. I used to think quota was the name for the boss ’cause everyone wanted to meet him, but my daddy says meeting quota just means you got your work done.

Lots of guys in this country only have one hand, ’cause a lot of them didn’t have a chance to meet quota.

My daddy says that the Congo is the wealthiest place on earth. There is gold here. Diamonds. Rubber. Lots of great fruit like mangos, pineapples, and sweet loquats like the ones I suck now that I picked from this tree. But these people just fight, fight, fight and can’t seem to come to a place where they work together and use the good part of this land in a way that will keep the women singing and the men meeting quota.

By near night, the dead man hasn’t walked, and I watch as a soldier steals his nice leopard hat. The dead man didn’t have shoes or I’m sure he’d have taken them, too.

I’m not sure the witchdoctor is wrong about the dead rising, but I think the only way this guy could have walked is if he’d have kept his blood.

Mother and Daddy have been whispering about going away. I think Daddy wants Mommy to go away to keep her safe, but she’s afraid to go alone and Daddy won’t let me go with her.

Daddy has been scaring me lately. I never saw him cry until yesterday. The Simbas had brought a little boy soldier in. He bled all over the ground outside the operating theatre and Daddy didn’t have a chance to save him. Daddy rubbed the tip of his rubber boots in the dirt beside the little soldier’s body. My daddy wears rubber boots in the theatre. Daddy shook his head and mumbled about the red dirt. “Sweat, tears, and blood,” he said. “It’s what makes this dirt African.”

RICHMOND, 1984

THE CHARDONNAY QUIETED, but did not annihilate, familiar demons that haunted my night. I awoke only once, at 3:00 a.m., my bladder screaming and with only blurred images of a gasping dog, blood, and being caressed in a dark place. After emptying my bladder, I laid awake until four, wondering how long I’d have until Dr. Gilles summoned me into his lair to tell me to find work elsewhere. Would I last two months? Would he give them to me? I reviewed what I knew of the bleak local job market. Surgical groups in Richmond were not closed to women, but gender seemed a handicap. The boys were suspicious of new partners who might become impregnated and want time off. And no group in Richmond had ever hired a female African-American surgeon. Dr. Bransford said nice things like “Their loss, our gain,” but now I knew better.

It was in the darkness when I was alone that I fought back the tide of doubts that assails any trend-breaker. Gilles had hired me as a token female. And as a token person of color. I was riding the coattails of a system that granted reverse discrimination as a privilege to those it had considered second-class a generation ago.

Those were the lies I told myself at three in the morning when I’d just offended the chairman. But I knew the truth. I was the best resident to finish the program in years. And I’d had to be twice as good as some of the men just to stay in. Surgeons in the South seemed to have forgotten the Civil War and the ERA.
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