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This book is dedicated to Ellie, Marty, David, Jay, and many of the doctors who helped me with the research. Because of bad nerves in the medical profession, none of them wanted to be named, but their help in the writing of The Sandman was crucial. I might add that most of them, once over the hump, described various possible methods of murder, lunacy, and other gore with a supreme joy. For that, I am most grateful of all.


Oh, Mister Sandman,

Send me a dream …

Chordettes


1

Though he saw the light in front of him clearly blinking red, Peter Cross’s foot did not hit the brake but the accelerator. A swarm of panic, like a shot of Methedrine, zapped through him and he could hear the squeal of brakes, the screams of a cabbie’s voice.

“You fucking bum, wake up!”

Christ, Cross thought, not only do I nearly get my ass killed, but I have to put up with the cheapest sort of irony. For Cross had not been able to “wake up” for three nights. Not been able to, because he had not been asleep for three nights. More like thirty, fifty, a hundred, but he had stopped counting. Cross’s rule: If he suspected that any time during the night he had dozed off at all, then that counted as a night’s sleep. After all, studies made at the Blake Institute showed that incurable insomniacs, even the worst of them, always snatched some few hours of sleep, though they might not be aware of it. The problem was, Cross was aware of it; he couldn’t swallow that soothing analgesic balm designed to “help the patient.” For he suffered from an illness beyond the help of analysis—the Space, burning into his organs, opening him up like a great gutted fruit … He could feel it happening, his kidneys vanishing, his liver, his intestines, his heart. He had been to a shrink once, and the man had tried to pry into him, to open the lid off the top of his handsome head and dig deep into the muck beneath his scalp … prying and peeping, such a good-natured creep with all the insight of a Roto-Rooter man. The Space was eating away inside of him … churning through his flesh … but he had to calm himself, for he was headed for work … he had to calm down.

“Hey, pal, you better shit or git offa the pot.”

Cross turned and saw a pig-faced man with arms as pink and flabby as a baby’s. The man’s teeth gnawed at the air, and Peter suddenly felt nauseous and cold and very, very strange.

“You’re driving on the street, pal,” the man said, spittle flying from his mouth. “You better wake up … you unnerstan? You cut me off again, I’m gonna have ta do some damage.”

Cross said nothing, turned away, and stared at the macadam.

The Bagel Nosh, the New York Furriers, P.J. Clarke’s, they flew by him like images from a dream. I cannot wake in the morning, I cannot sleep at night. He thought of Poe, the stories he had started to read, and they seemed like imitations of his own internal state. The same images over and over, the cheap wallpaper of his parents’ house on 21st Street in Baltimore; the pink roses peeling off of the wall, the hoarse bog of his mother’s breathing, terrible pitching and heaving in the old creaked-spring bed, the medicinal odor (menthol) of the vaporizer, the beads of sweat on her forehead; the endless bottles of pills that did nothing to stop the cancer within her but worked only as a holding action against the encroaching pain, which ate away at her liver, her kidneys; she sitting in front of him with those moist deadpan eyes, sipping seltzer water, smiling and trying to tell him about Poe …

He snapped to at 58th Street, felt his flesh returning to him. It was like that with the Space—boring away at you and then suddenly gone, or there but not as noticeable. He had to slow it down, breathe normally, light a cigarette. Only two more blocks to the hospital. And a very tough day ahead of him.

The old woman, Lorraine Bell. Admitted yesterday, he had checked her stats, tried to get out of the room before her smell got to him. They had cleaned her, of course, but there was no hiding her smell. The rotting flesh. A gomer for sure. That was Harry Gardner’s word, just another old piece of meat shipped from the nursing home, Windy Hills. Such a nice, pleasant name, and all the walls painted pastel to rest the old eyes, keep the old pulse level. But there was no slowing any of it down. Always going straight ahead, through the cutting edges of the morning. Always going straight ahead.

Except for her mouth, the way the lips curled up, as though she were in command of something—as though she were about to make a joke. There was a residue of beauty in her mouth. It had shocked him (and he recalled seeing the mouth last night, as he was pacing his apartment, walking slowly like a caged lion).

He turned into the 72nd Street entrance, went down the ramp, and felt as though he were riding along the surface of a tongue. A darting tongue which would flip him into the space marked in red, “Peter Cross Anesthesiologist.” He stopped the Mercedes with a jerk, stepped out on the asphalt, saw the white shadow of a nurse walking toward the far elevator. Inside his chest he could hear something taking place. Stop that. You must stop. He crushed out the cigarette, adjusted his glasses, stooped down and looked at his thin, scholarly face in the window mirror. He noticed the slight blue bags under his tense slit-eyes. Like a serpent, he thought. Patient’s name Lorraine Bell. Moldy, wrapped in gauze. With a joke about the mouth.

He walked from the elevator to the scheduling room. Check and see if the patient survived the night. She had. They were tough, very tough. Tougher than Harry Gardner supposed.

“Hey, Cross, you got the gomer this morning?”

Harry Gardner stood in front of him holding his nose. Peter stared at his huge, hairy forearms, the short, powerful torso and the stubs of legs. Harry looked like Popeye, or an ape.

“Her name is Lorraine Bell, Harry,” Peter said.

He could feel the beehive churning in him. Whirling ghostholes through his body.

“The old bag is going to soil herself, Peter. Look out when she lets the big load rip.”

“Christ, Harry,” Peter said. He started to turn away, but Harry grabbed his arm. Peter felt as though there were a branding iron on his flesh.

Then Harry cracked up and let Cross loose.

“Don’t do that again,” Peter said.

“What’s this?” Harry said, taking a step back toward Peter. “You getting tough?”

Peter stared at him, through him, and heard the sound of stones being rolled.

“Good morning, Harry,” he said.

“Space Cadet,” Harry said. “You are the original Space Cadet.”

Peter heard his voice. It sounded small and far away. He turned, went into the changing room, walked down the rows of lockers, which suddenly looked as menacing as the buildings on Third Avenue. He removed his pants, neatly folded them over a hanger. Took off his shirt and stared down at his well-muscled torso. He kept himself slender, in shape, and yet he did not see that. He saw sagging flesh, the muscles being ground down by the years. He changed into greens, got his keys, slammed his locker shut, went into the hall, and stopped by A Room. Opening it, he stared at the shelves of briefcases, the other armamentaria of his colleagues. Here they kept their drugs, all of them—Rizzoli, Lampur the little Indian, Hernandez the Puerto Rican, Chung the Chinese, and Harry Gardner. He stared at their names taped on the bags. None of them was as good as he. Most were like Gardner, who only got into anesthesiology because he couldn’t cut it at med school. Easy hours, good mobility, get stoned and laid on the weekends. He picked up his bag. Get ready for Miss Lorraine Bell.

She was eighty-one, blood pressure 160 over 60, with a joke around the mouth. Do your job, do it well … she is in pain and needs you. The doctors will find out where the bowel is obstructed. Though Peter thought he already knew. Her bowel would be obstructed from adhesions. Adhesions caused by other needless operations. He walked into the Ready Room, opened his armamentarium, and stared down at his drugs—plenty of neostigmine, succinylcholine, curare. He looked down at the long needle and thought of his mother, the injection heading into her arm…. Then he packed it all up and headed into the OR.

He was the first one in the room, and he busied himself checking over the anesthesia machine, making certain that the tanks of oxygen and nitrous oxide were set to the correct proportions. The oxygen content was all right—between 18 and 24 pounds per inch, but the nitrous oxide was a little low, so he raised it to 575 pounds per square inch. Then he turned as the two scrub nurses wheeled in Lorraine Bell.

“Hello, Peter.”

Peter smiled at Debby Hunter, a tall, beautiful blonde, new to Eastern Medical. She smiled back at him, and he felt shy and looked away from her. He stared down but became aware of her legs, long and slender, and he thought of her standing there naked, no one else in the room … and the thought made the Space inside of him howl again, shift, hurting him.

He looked down at Lorraine Bell. Her face was lined with wrinkles—so many of them that he couldn’t believe it. But there was the mouth—it seemed to be smiling—and it seemed to be young. He hooked the hoses up to the ceiling, green for oxygen, blue for nitrous oxide. He watched as Dr. Dios, the Filipino surgeon, came in. The doctor was a smooth, urbane-looking man, but Peter wondered what went on behind the mask. Now Dios began to kid around with Debby Hunter, ignoring the other nurse, Robin Hanlon, entirely. That was the way it always was. The good-looking, the beautiful, they got all the attention. The Lorraine Bells of the world got operations they didn’t need. He looked down on her and was hit by such a surplus of emotions that he felt as though he would gag. He breathed in deeply again and checked the pop-off valve on the anesthesia machine.

“Peter, how have you been?” Debby Hunter smiled at him, and Cross felt his face flush. No goddamn good with girls. Never had been.

“I’m fine. Fine.”

“That’s good. Been reading much?”

“Why?”

“You looked tired. Besides, I see you reading at lunch hour. You usually have one of those ghoulish books of yours.”

“Escape from the white tile womb,” Peter said.

Debby laughed and helped Dios and the other nurse get Lorraine Bell onto the operating table. Peter went back to his work, his pulse beating faster.

“Cross? Dr. Cross?”

“Yes?”

“How we coming?”

“Fine, just checking the vaporizer.”

Cross poured a 150-cc. bottle of enflurane into the vaporizer, then turned and opened his armamentarium and began laying out his drugs—the 10-cc. syringe of sodium pentothal with 250 milligrams of the drug which would first induce Lorraine Bell to sleep, the 5-cc. syringe filled with 100 milligrams of succinylcholine which would relax her muscles, the 5-cc. syringe of curare used to maintain relaxation, and another syringe which he found himself reaching for as if he were in a dream, a 5-cc. syringe in which he placed 2.5 milligrams of neostigmine. He was barely aware of what he was doing. He began to shudder a bit … and laid out the atropine, 1.2 milligrams in a 3-cc. syringe. His tongue was dry, and he felt a cold chill come up his back. Across the room Debby Hunter talked with Dios, but he felt as though he were looking at her through a fog.

“Cross, Dr. Cross?”

“Yes. I’m coming.”

He laid out the endotracheal tube, tested the rubber cuff on it by inflating and deflating the balloon. He then inserted the stylet into the end of the tube which would remain outside of Lorraine Bell’s mouth. He lubricated it, softly rubbing the steel, rubbing it round and round, feeling, as he did it, clean and fast as though he were breaking out of a trance. He then checked out the laryngoscope to see if the light worked. He laid out oral and nasal airways and several tongue depressors to help the patient breathe. He wanted her to breathe for him. He wanted to feel her breath on his wrist. He checked her blood pressure chart again: 100 over 60. Still very very bad. Then he nodded to the nurse and let her know he was ready. He put on the blood pressure cuff, hooked on the leads for the cardiac monitor, made sure the IV was running properly. Lorraine Bell was now receiving her 5 percent dextrose and normal saline.

Quietly, fluidly, in a voice which sounded strange to him—it was that calm and peaceful—he said to Dios, “When she’s asleep, I’ll put in a central venous pressure line.” Dios nodded and Peter took her blood pressure again. It registered as it had on the chart, 100 over 60, and her heart rate was 100, but irregularly irregular, which meant she was suffering from atrial fibrillation. In short, her heart was very weak, and he must be careful. Not too much anesthesia.

When he thought that, it was as if his mind had cleared and he was himself again—he felt brilliant, logical, scientific—the room had become all hard-edged chrome, steel, and tile, and the ecstasy and strangeness that had encircled him a moment ago were now gone. He felt “normal,” though he didn’t know exactly what that meant. But he did know that he kept right on feeling normal until the moment he put the 150 milligrams of sodium pentothal into the IV line. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he once again saw her mouth and he began to feel the fog sweeping over him.

Quickly he picked up the mask, put it over her face, and continued to hand-ventilate her with the bag. He watched as she went deeper, then he injected 60 milligrams of succinylcholine, and he watched as her muscles began their fasciculations, the fluttering of the eyelids, the rippling of the muscles in the arms and the knees, and finally the feet, jerking a little, then relaxing. He knew she was peaceful now, that all her pain was gone and that she was in the place beyond even dreams.

He inserted the laryngoscope into her mouth, exposed the larynx, and placed the endotracheal tube down through the vocal chords into the trachea. He then removed the steel stylet from the other end and hooked up the connector to the machine. Carefully pressing the bag, he inflated the endotracheal cuff, checked for leaks, and, once satisfied there were none, he turned on the nitrous oxide and enfluorane mixture, still checking her blood pressure and keeping an eye on the cardiac monitor (he couldn’t be too careful there).

He kept ventilating with the hand bag and secured the endotracheal tube with a loop of tape which went around her lips. When he touched them, something seemed to break inside of him, literally shatter, as though there were some delicate crystal goblet instead of organs inside his own body. But when it shattered, instead of pain, he seemed to be filled with a terrifically warm liquid, all at once clear and good, and he felt himself swimming in a kind of compassion.

Now he put in the oral airway, using a tongue depressor, and placed in an esophageal stethoscope which allowed him to listen to the patient’s heartbeat and breathing. He checked the heart rate and noticed that during the induction it had gone up from 100 to 126, but now it was returning to normal. The blood pressure had dropped slightly, to 90, but he checked the intravenous line, inserted it, and took the pressure. He found it acceptable—”acceptable”—another word like “professional.” Suddenly that word, too, made him feel wretched, and he began to breathe deeply. God, don’t let anyone notice.

He put the manometer on the line—it read 9 centimeters of water pressure and was fluctuating well. She was ready now, and the circulating nurse prepped the patient’s stomach with iodine soap. Debby handed the surgeon the sterile drapes and towels, and Dios draped Lorraine Bell. He did it quickly, professionally, and Cross felt as he always did when the patient was draped—cut off, removed from the operation. He had heard other anesthesiologists complain about it, especially Harry: “We get them all ready, we control it, and then they take over with their big egos and they get all the credit.” With Harry it was all a game of power. Harry was sorry he hadn’t been able to “cut it” in surgery. Dios now turned to Cross and nodded.

“May I begin?”

“Certainly,” Cross said, and he liked the sound of his voice when he said it. Crisp, in control.

Dios wasted no time. He accepted the scalpel from Debby and made the first incision on the belly. His assistant, Dr. Black, clamped the skin off, and the operation was underway. It would take a while to find the obstruction in Lorraine’s bowel. Since she couldn’t tell them where she hurt, the obstruction could be practically anywhere. Dios had made the incision where another incision had already been made. Cross thought of the old adage he’d learned in medical school: “See an abdominal scar; think of obstruction due to adhesions.” Surgery from the world of the blind. The patients knew nothing, the surgeon little more.

Cross was certain that Dios hadn’t bothered to tell Lorraine Bell’s children, if she had any, or if they had bothered to ask him. Probably they had not. Probably they had sent her off to a nursing home years ago, going out every week at first, then every couple of weeks, and finally once a month. By the second year they would call on her birthday and talk to a nurse, who would tell them she was doing quite well and “had taken her medication. Wouldn’t it be a shame to wake her?” And, of course, they would agree … it would be too bad … ridiculous to wake a now senile woman out of a good dreamy sleep. And so she would waste away until one day when everything had fallen in—her cheeks, her nose, her eyes, one vast sag of wrinkles—everything gone except the mouth, as if it were fighting the battle all by itself, the battle to remain young and beautiful. Such a futile battle it was, too. Cross knew that. He was only thirty-five, but already in himself he could see the signs of decay. He stared over at Debby Hunter. God, she was beautiful.

He watched Dios and his assistant, Black, kneading Lorraine Bell’s intestines, looking for fluid or gas trapped in the loops of the distended bowel. He watched as they shook their heads.

“It’s not there,” Dios said.

“I don’t see any adhesions,” Black said.

“This is so frustrating,” Dios said. “If we can’t find it, we’ll have to open her up again.”

“I know,” said Black wearily, as if he had already given up hope.

Cross watched as she lay there; then he checked her heart, her blood pressure, her breathing. All okay, but then there was a sickening stench and the scrub nurse held her fingers over her nose.

“God,” she said, “she’s done it. She smells like dead fish.”

The room reeked of Lorraine Bell’s shit, and the circulating nurse, Mrs. Martin, looked as though she were going to pass out.

Now they were working on her abdominal wall, Dr. Black using the rakes and Kocher clamps to keep the wall open. Cross watched, still stunned, his left hand preparing to inject her with a slight taste more of anesthetic, this time curare if she became too light and began feeling the pain. (And also to allow her to stay at that great place he had put her. Yes, he was growing excited again, reaching for the syringe labeled Curare.) He watched as they freed the small bowel from the anterior abdominal wall, dividing the adhesions which they found with dissecting scissors.

“Maybe these are it,” said Dios. “Two adhesions. God, the last guy butchered her with the stitching …”

“Yeah,” said Black, “but it didn’t stop her from butchering us. Christ, that odor.”

Cross watched as they began to cut through the adhesions. He knew that these two adhesions wouldn’t be the last of Lorraine Bell’s problems. Sure, they got rid of them, but from the looks of her, some young resident had been practicing carving turkey on her. How many more adhesions did she have inside the loops of bowel that Dios and Black didn’t bother to plunge into because of the smell? It was clear from the speed at which they worked that they were doing their best to get out as fast as possible. Not that they were bad doctors—Dios was a bit of a hacker, but he was by no means the worst—it was just that everyone felt the same way. One had only so much time, stamina, and strength to waste on a gomer. Everyone knew she would be better off dead. So, given that premise, anything one did was sort of a bonus for her. Cross watched as the two surgeons started the Noble Plication, and he suddenly felt tears come to his eyes. God, don’t let them notice. What was happening to him? Was he having some kind of crackup? He didn’t understand it. But the moment he had seen her, something had clicked, and so now, as her body began to jerk a little from them tugging on her mesentery, he felt a cold chill come down his back.

He reached for the curare, with its pale green label, only he didn’t pick it up. His hand reached for the neostigmine, and he had almost injected the drug into the IV when he noticed … My God, the wrong drug … or was it wrong … Lord, don’t let them see. Slowly, he put back the neostigmine, picked up the curare, and shot it into the IV. Six millimeters of it. Almost immediately Lorraine Bell began to relax. The doctors resumed stitching up the mesentery. The patient bucked, and now he felt a strange calmness descending over him. All the shakes and fears were gone.

He felt himself pulling away from everything, and he found his hand reaching for the neostigmine, the syringe with 2.5 milligrams in it, reaching behind the curtain where no one could see him (but then they couldn’t see him anyway, for somehow they were no longer in the room, it was just he and Lorraine Bell, oh, yes, and he felt good … all of a piece, not split or unsure of himself anymore) and he stuck the 2-millimeter syringe into the IV, shooting the drug into it, then replaced it with the empty curare syringe, so if anybody looked, they would see nothing unusual, nothing unusual at all … and he heard his mother, Lila Lee, saying to him, “If I could just sleep through it … If I could only sleep through the pain … Petey … I could bear it if I could just sleep through the pain.”

He checked her blood pressure. Christ, it was happening already. Her pulse rate had dropped off from 100 to 90 and was rapidly descending. Her blood pressure had dropped from 100 to 80 and was going down fast. Peter watched and felt the faintest sense of fear, a chill, but the chill seemed to be changed into something else, a rush of excitement, a spreading of happiness which poured through his veins.

Suddenly, Dios spoke up sharply: “Hey, Peter, there isn’t much bleeding.”

Peter turned and looked at the monitors (turned coolly, as if he had been preparing for this all his life).

“My God,” he said, hearing his voice register a wonderfully accurate degree of shock and dismay. “Her blood pressure is down to sixty and her heart rate is down to fifty-five … and dropping … I don’t know what the hell is going on! Stop the operation until I can get her stable.”

Oh, he had done it. Just the right amount of “professional” concern.

Black’s voice was urgent: “Her heart … ventricular heartbeats … now it seems … Christ, she’s going into ventricular tachycardia … Shit … It’s happening too quick … What the hell is it … she’s going into V-fib …”

Dios nodded and yelled. (Though Cross couldn’t hear him, he felt as if he had turned to gold. Never had there been anything like this. He had been waiting for this moment.) “All right, I’m starting external cardiac massage … Get the crash cart … We’ve got to get the pads on her.”

Dios began to pump up and down on the heart, harder and harder, and Peter, feeling as though he were watching himself perform, began to give Lorraine 1.2 milligrams of atropine, which ordinarily would increase the heart rate, but he knew now that he had been successful. He had waited too long. The atropine would get to her too late … Oh, yes, as would the sodium bicarbonate, 50 milliequivalents worth he pumped into her, and finally the one milligram of epinephrine used to stimulate the pulse rate.

“It’s not working,” Peter said. “Nothing’s working at all.”

“It’s no fucking good,” said Dios.

“My God,” said Debby. She turned her long, beautiful back to Peter and held her hair with her hands, like someone gripping the edge of a building. Peter watched her and felt another jolt go through him. He wanted to go over to her, put his arm around her, hold her face and tell her it was all right. Everything was going to be just fine.

He stood there, hands limp at his sides, the glare of the hot lights reflecting off his glasses. He watched, deeply moved, as they wheeled the corpse into the hall.

He walked through his living room, hearing the sound of his stockinged feet as they glided over the fake Oriental rug. In his hand was a Scotch and soda, and the sounds of the ice cubes clicking sounded like the roll of dice on a back alley in Baltimore.

She was done. She was history, and he waited to feel ashamed, waited for the Space to start eating away inside of him, the rawness of the organs as the Space ate through him like an acid. He sat down heavily in his white chair, stared at the blank TV screen, and remembered the first time he had felt that way, sitting in his peeling wallpapered room on 21st street in Baltimore.

He had been staring across the alley at Rosalie Fangikis, the Greek girl, and she had started to take off her clothes. He watched her take off her sweater, toss her black hair back, walk to the window, and he felt himself getting excited—Christ how he wanted her. But then it came over him, the way his father had laughed at his skinny arms, the absurdity of his small chest, and birdlike legs. And he felt suddenly a wave of paralyzing self-loathing. It was nuts to even think of it. Not only was he not going to have Rosalie, but the fact was he was never going to have anybody. He was a mama’s boy, Lila Lee’s boy, the artsy crazy lady of the block. He began to shiver and to hold himself, wrapping his arms around his waist and moaning. It was then, at that moment, that the Space was born.

He felt hollow. He felt his heart, veins, kidneys, lungs disintegrating, like people disintegrating on Captain Video serials. He squirmed on the cold, wide bed, and tried talking to himself—it’s just a crazy feeling … it’s all in your head … your heart is still in your body, you can hear it beating … your lungs are still there, you’re still breathing. But the logic of his words didn’t ease him. He felt empty, drained out, a non-person. He was never going to be alive, never going to be a man. He was a pussy. He couldn’t even climb the fucking ropes in gym for Chrissakes. And when he turned and saw her body across the dark alley, he felt as though he were an empty goblet or a manikin. Push him over on the floor and he would shatter into a million fragments.

Now he sipped his Scotch, and looked around the room. The Space had never left him—never. He had tried to fight it, had finally, tearfully (and full of shame) told Lila Lee about his trouble, not actually mentioning the Space—he was too ashamed of that, too fearful of it to actually call it by name, at least to her—for even then he was aware that somehow she was partially responsible for it. She had taken him to Dr. Salem. He recalled the man’s old office on Greenmount Avenue, the musty smell of old furniture and the dead glare of faded yellow lampshades. He had gone into the doctor’s office and sat in front of the bald man, and after an hour of twitching and stalling, he could resist no longer, and he had broken down and told him about the Space—how he felt like nothing, how he would be on his way to school, and he would see a woman and he would feel it happening, the organs vanishing, smoking like dry ice. Eventually, after Peter had spilled himself to Salem, the doctor had asked him to wait in an adjoining room, and called in Lila Lee. Peter had sat by the door, staring down at a copy of Jack and Jill magazine. He sat quietly for a few minutes, and when the receptionist went to lunch, he crept close to the door and listened while the old man said things he didn’t fully understand, “self-image,” “hallucinations,” “due to a terrible feeling of guilt and worthlessness,” and hearing them made him even worse, for they seemed to be a death sentence, an actual confirmation of his most terrible fears. He was all these things. A “sicky,” a “weirdo,” a “nerd.”

Then he heard his mother saying, “My son is not like that. He’s just a little upset, that’s all. How dare you label my son like that.” And he had felt such tenderness toward her. She had taken up for him. She was his companion. The only one he could count on; and yet, yet wasn’t it she who had made him that way? God, it was too terrible. He loved her, and yet when they left the office, and she tried to take his hand, he had violently pulled it away and then felt guilt for that, and inside him the Space began growing again, more violently now, like a jungle vine twisting around all his organs, smothering them, and it whispered a secret message to him, that it was never going to let him go—never—that he would pay for betraying it to that doctor, that he would always pay for the rest of his life. He was nothing, nobody, dead, no, worse than dead, he would be condemned to keep on living, while feeling hollow, scooped out, less than zero.

Now he got up and walked to the bedroom. Something strange was happening—something so new and delicious that he could barely understand it. He sat down on the bed, and with his right hand he touched his left bicep. It felt strong, full of muscle, and then he poked himself in the stomach. It too was all right—flat, muscular. God, he felt exhilarated, almost ecstatic. Those old memories of the Space, the persistent feeling of worthlessness which had never left him, never even after all these years, even after success as a doctor (For what was a doctor but a mama’s boy grown up?)—suddenly the memories were simply that—memories. It was as though they were somebody else’s life story, some poor, pathetic bastard who was lost and alone.

The Space had called to him and challenged him. He had met the challenge head on. He had killed—don’t try and hide it—he had killed. He had taken the leap that every man, woman and child wondered about and secretly desired. (After all, what child hadn’t thought about killing his punishing father, what poor working slob hadn’t fantasized about doing away with a manipulating boss?)

He had killed and he felt good about it. He was alive, a man, and sitting there he felt powerful, aware of his own magnetic presence in the room. For the first time in his life he liked himself. He lay back, stared up at the ceiling, and he couldn’t believe it—peace.

He was warm, very warm, and drowsy. And then, for the first night in years, Peter Cross fell into a deep, perfect sleep.


2

Dr. Robert Beauregard, chief of Anesthesiology, sat at the head of the long oak conference table and stared down at Dr. Dios and Dr. Black, Dios’s assistant on the Lorraine Bell case. The long table, big enough for twenty, was where the department held its weekly morbidity and mortality meetings. During these inquisitions, any questionable deaths were discussed and accounted for.

Now with its seventeen empty chairs, the room seemed a melodramatic prop in a trial held in the Soviet Union for Crimes Against the People. At least Dios felt that way. He looked up, tried to meet Beauregard’s gaze head-on, but it was impossible. Beauregard’s power, his bearlike presence, was hidden beneath a shock of graying hair. His blue eyes were often penetrating, as though they were judging a man, even on the best of days, but during these meetings they looked cold, full of ice … Beauregard’s obsession with unnecessary deaths was a legend in the hospital. Indeed, when they felt very good, some of the surgeons might make a passing joke about it. But not today, not sitting in the hot seat staring up at him. Beauregard had the lowest of burning points. He drove himself and his staff as hard as he could, and Dios had known from the very moment of Lorraine Bell’s death that he was now on the shit list. Beauregard had said it over and over, “No unexplained OR deaths. They are unacceptable.” Dios shuddered a bit, thinking of what a scandal could do to his career. He had come from a poor family in the Philippines, worked hard to get through med school, and was just starting to enjoy the fruits of his labor.
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