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			In memory of my brother, whose voice I still hear. How is it that you speak most loudly from the very pages of this book? Perhaps my answers are here.


			 


			Johnny, we all miss you and wish you were still here.


		


	




	

		

			Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,


			there is a field. I’ll meet you there.


			—Rumi


		


	




	

		

			 


			Family


			“Yo, Murphy. Check it out,” Mary K announced as we walked together into the doctors’ lounge of UCSF Medical Center. Her raspy voice wore rough New York edges and contradicted her petite frame and freckled face. 


			Awaiting us were a dozen of our fellow interns and nurses, wearing a rainbow of hospital scrubs and white lab coats, and a few of the friendlier senior staff physicians. 


			Dahlia de la Rosa, my favorite nurse in pediatrics, pushed a hospital gurney with a huge cake on it. Along with her, carrying an instrument tray, was Andra Littleton, the star among stars of the third-year residents. They were both clad in surgical scrubs, gloves, and masks. The gurney was draped and the cake decorated to look like a pale belly prepared for surgery. Blood-red lettering read, Way to Make the Cut, Dr. Kowalski and Dr. Murphy.


			Dr. John Marshall, the head of surgery, raised his paper cup and the murmurs of the group came to an instant silence. “This class is an exceptionally fine group of interns. Perhaps the best I’ve seen in all my years at UCSF,” he said. “That is, of course, with the exception of when I was an intern.”


			The crowd gave a good-natured round of boos. 


			Another intern hollered, “Your specialty was blood-letting and use of leeches, wasn’t it Doc?”


			“Watch who you’re insulting, Dr. Jones. I haven’t signed all of your paperwork yet.” Warm laughter rolled through the room. “Dr. Mary Kowalski and Dr. Katherine Murphy have been offered residencies from the likes of Johns Hopkins, UCLA, and Boston General. After considering their prestigious options, they’ve elected to accept surgical residencies right here at our own UCSF.” 


			A burst of applause sent an unexpected charge through me. Marshall’s rare compliments and expectation of perfection gave him a well-earned reputation as a hard-ass, but made the praise that much sweeter.


			Dr. Marshall continued, explaining that Mary K would begin her specialty in the organ transplant program while I’d be in pediatric surgery. He bragged about us both until I thought I’d die of embarrassment. “Welcome, both of you, to UCSF.” Dr. Marshall lifted his glass a bit higher and the crowd shouted, “Cheers!” 


			Mary K raised her fists and did an end zone triumph dance while I felt my face get hotter. 


			Dahlia held a scalpel over the cake. “The patient is prepped, doctors. Vitals are good. Time for a little surgery,” she said, her native Mexico accenting her words. 


			“I think you can handle this one, Murphy,” Mary K said, shining her fingernails on the lapel of her lab coat. “This patient doesn’t require my level of skill.” 


			I stepped toward the gurney. “If the procedure is too much for you—” 


			“No, no,” Dahlia cried. “Both of you. We want to watch you in action, see if all of this praise is deserved.” 


			Andra offered a scalpel. Cameras flashed while Mary K and I made the ceremonial first cut to the cake. 


			Suddenly, Mary K stepped aside and pulled off her mask. “I pronounce this patient healed.” She dipped her pinky into the icing and took a tiny taste. “And delicious. Nurse, can you take over?”


			The crowd laughed and the skirmish for cake began. Mary K inserted her thumb and forefinger into her mouth and delivered a piercing whistle that instantly quieted the crowd. She looked at me, silently offering me the floor. I shook my head. “No,” I whispered. “You go.”


			“Hey Kowalski,” one of the interns jeered. “Why don’t you stand up so we can see you?” Mary K’s diminutive size had been the safest topic for teasing from our fellow interns. Only Mary K could carry off all of her bravado from a barely five-foot frame. Her general prickliness kept people from teasing her about much else. 


			“Hardy, har. If you mangy state employees could stop stuffing your pieholes for just a minute, I’ve got a word or two.” 


			The group hissed and booed. “Pipe down,” Mary K said. “Murphy and I want to thank you all for this little shindig. Dr. Marshall, we’re honored that you would join us. Deciding to stay here at UC was just about the easiest decision I’ve ever made. Great hospital. Great staff.” Mary K paused and looked toward me. “Great friends. And, hey, three thousand miles away from those stinking Yankees. What more can a gal from Queens ask for, huh?” Mary K lifted her water bottle. “To a great institution and a group that should definitely be institutionalized.” 


			The rest of the gathering was a flurry of congratulations and well-wishes from colleagues whose duties demanded that they return quickly back to work. They exited carrying paper plates with gruesome slices of red velvet cake. Celebrations in hospitals are more like drive-bys than parties. 


			Dahlia offered a plate to Mary K. “You didn’t get any cake?”


			“None for me, thanks. Trying to keep my girlish figure.” She tilted her water bottle, emptying the last of it. 


			I smiled at Mary K’s standard decline of sweets. Meanwhile, I’d eaten my second piece, since at nearly five-foot-ten the term girlish hadn’t applied to me since I was ten. 


			As the crowd thinned I spotted Nigel Abbot across the room. His navy blue cashmere blazer and turtleneck seemed assigned from a wardrobe department called to costume a distinguished resident psychiatrist. They went perfectly with his pale complexion, precisely trimmed goatee, and somber but kind expression. 


			“There’s your boyfriend,” Mary K whispered, her elbow nudging my side. “Thurstin Howell the Third.”


			Nigel and I had a loose arrangement—one that we’d tacitly agreed was not for public knowledge. Hospital gossip was rabid once couples formed. We saw each other discreetly. No commitment. No drama. He was kind, easy to talk to, and was one of the few single male residents who hadn’t slept with nearly every intern and nurse on staff. While our relationship wasn’t exactly the stuff of great romance, it was comfortable and convenient. “Roommate code of silence, remember?” I whispered. 


			“Fair enough,” Mary K said. “Just let me know if Dr. Milquetoast is coming to our place later tonight. He gives some of my dates the creeps. Settle a bet,” she said out of the side of her mouth. “If he goes out into the sunlight, does he turn into a pile of ashes?”


			I shushed her again as Nigel approached. He held out his hand to Mary K. “Welcome.” He offered me a businessy kiss on the cheek. “And you, too, Katherine. I’m so glad you’ll both be remaining part of our little UC San Francisco family.”


			“As long as I don’t have to call you Uncle Nigel or anything,” Mary K said with a smirk. “So, will I see you at our place, Murphy? Or—” This was typical Mary K. First she’d nag me about how I needed to get laid now and then and not be so serious. Then, if I did date somebody, he became an object of scorn and ridicule. This had been our pattern since freshman year, undergrad. 


			I’d not included Nigel in the second celebration my family was putting on for Mary K and me, but we’d arranged to share drinks after. Ours was not a take-him-home-to-meet-the-folks kind of relationship. “I’ve got some paperwork to tie up in the ER,” I said to Mary K. “I’ll just meet you there.” 


			Just as Mary K was about to make her escape, Andra Littleton glided toward us, seemingly unaware that every man in the room could not help himself from gaping at her. The willowy blonde, hospital rumor had it, was a former Miss Texas, third runner up for Miss USA. 


			Mary K fidgeted. “Don’t look now, but Barbie is coming over here.” 


			“Andra couldn’t be a nicer, smarter person. I don’t know why you need to insult her.” I grinned, loving watching Mary K lose her composure. Andra made her nervous, and I’d never seen anybody else cause that reaction from her. 


			Mary K glanced toward the exits as Andra approached. Andra leaned down to Mary K’s height and gave her a warm embrace. Mary K was a wild animal caught in a trap. “I’m just so happy you decided on UC,” Andra said with her broad smile, deep dimples, and hint of Texas twang. She threw her arms around me. 


			“I read your article in The New England Journal of Medicine.” I turned to Mary K. “Did you know that our own Dr. Littleton here has collaborated with a microchip company to develop a new kind of computerized prosthetic hand?”


			“Must’ve missed that one. Congrats,” Mary K mumbled as she patted the pocket where she usually kept her cigarettes. 


			I smiled, remembering I’d seen the journal opened to Andra’s article on Mary K’s side of the table only a week before. 


			I’d met Mary K by chance when we were assigned as undergrad freshmen roommates at Stanford. We’d remained roommates and study partners for the nine years since. I’d never seen her nervous around someone, but somehow Andra was different. 


			Mary K patted her pocket. “I’m gonna step outside.” 


			“Mary K,” Andra said, her head tilted to the side. “You’re not still smoking, are you?”


			“I don’t appear to be at the moment, but give me a minute. Thanks for the cake and the hoopla.” She delivered a sailor’s salute and swept a strand of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. 


			Andra’s face looked as though it had just been slapped as she watched Mary K exit, her lips forming a perfect O. 


			Nigel offered a repeat of his congratulations and left for an appointment. 


			I licked icing from the edge of my plastic fork. 


			“Why does Mary K dislike me?” Andra asked. 


			“That’s the way she is with everybody.”


			“No,” Andra said, putting her hands on her hips. “She’s gruff with everybody. Surly. Sarcastic. Irreverent. Moody. Crass. Even downright insulting. But she avoids me like I’m a bad smell.” 


			“Well, that begs only one question,” I said, trying to suppress a grin. “If Mary K is as vile as you say—and I’m not saying she isn’t—what do you care if she dislikes you?” I turned and walked away, happy that I’d added a small wrinkle of confusion to Andra’s flawless face. 


			* * *


			Murphy’s Pub sits on the edge of Golden Gate Park on Lincoln Avenue. A brass plaque beside the door reads Established by Angus and Elyse Murphy. 1956. Just up the hill on Parnassus Street, UCSF Medical Center peeks over the ever-present fog, watching over Murphy’s and San Francisco’s Sunset District like a castle overlooking its village. Between Murphy’s and UC sits the pale-peach fortress of St. Anne’s of the Sunset. The triangle of Murphy’s, UCSF, and St. Anne’s was my universe growing up. Doctors, nurses, janitors, and priests all found their way down the hill to lift a few at Murphy’s. 


			I pressed my palm against the cool brass push plate of the swinging door. A symphony of sensations greeted me: the fragrant smell of Scotch eggs, hard-boiled and wrapped in sausage; laughter and cheers for whatever sport was on the TV above the bar; the jukebox crooning Dad’s favorite ballads. Until I moved to the dorms at Stanford, the only place I’d ever lived was the flat upstairs from the pub. I rarely slept anywhere but my own bed. I was invited to sleepovers now and then, but I always ended up calling my dad to come pick me up. He came and pretended to be mad at me, but whistled all the way home.


			Downstairs, the pub served as our parlor. The room was filled with dark fir wainscoting and worn velvet couches. It smelled of smoky scotch and pipe tobacco. Unlike many bars, Murphy’s was full of light; the front windows were always clean and clear, covered only by lacy café curtains and blinds that were brought down only after closing. The light found its way to the array of pampered orchids, narcissus, and hyacinths that seemed unbothered by cigarette smoke and loud talk. Thuds of darts and cracks of pool balls were percussion to the musical rise and fall of voices. We served enough food to qualify as a restaurant and kids often joined their parents. Always in residence was one or another stray cat adopted by the bar—or, more likely, fed by my father at the back door and allowed in by the same. They arrived thin and skittish and became fat and lazy. Dad always named them after foods like Tater Chips or Muffin or, when they came in two at a time, Corn Beef and Cabbage or Bubble and Squeak. 


			Upstairs, our flat looked like most regular apartments, but a couple of decades out of date and perhaps on the wrong side of the Atlantic. Doilies on the arms of overstuffed chairs. A small kitchen with chintz curtains and a matching apron in front of the sink. One small bedroom, one large. A few family photos on the vanity table. Everything was frozen, unchanged after my mother died when I was eight.


			The melody of Dad’s voice, kissed by the music of his mother Ireland, sang out as I entered, “Ah, there’s my Kitten.” Dad’s dove-gray eyes shimmered under his wiry eyebrows. His shirt gaped a little where his belly spilled over his belt. Though in his mid-sixties and built like a short, stout fireplug, he scampered toward me and gave me a crushing embrace. “Look everybody. Our other guest of honor is here!” He pulled me through the room toward the huge round family booth in the front window where Mary K already sat with a club soda, a plume of cigarette smoke unfurling in front of her. “Look what Mary K brought,” Dad said, raising his palm to a new addition to his collection of flowers, a delicate blue bloom growing from a piece of mossy bark. “Orchidaceae Vanda. A blue orchid,” he beamed. He looked over at Mary K and wagged his finger. “Probably pricey, too. Nothing this one should be spending her hard earned money on.”


			“Hush, Mr. Murphy. It’s rude to talk about the price of a gift.”


			Alice greeted me next. A cloud of Shalimar reached me just before she did. Her hair color changed with each season and she always stacked it in various architectural shapes made stable by an impenetrable shell of Aqua Net. She’d gone extra blonde for this occasion, and her ’do was elevated to a celebratory height. She was a spectacular show of animal print and spangles, a pink fuzzy sweater with matching lacquered nails, and high heels that made her stand well over six feet tall. Alice was the bar’s first employee, brought on to cook. She and my mother had become best friends. I’d been named Katherine Alice Murphy in her honor.


			It was Alice who took over all womanly duties after my mom died: cooking, putting my hair in ponytails, buying my clothes and my first Kotex pads, back when they were as big as twin bed mattresses. Alice lived in an apartment just a few doors down from the pub where we had girly slumber parties and watched old movies on her black-and-white TV. 


			“Katie!” Alice cried, covering my face with lipsticky kisses. “Look at your pink cheeks. Where are your gloves? Did you walk down the hill in this cold?” 


			She took my coat and tugged me farther into the room. 


			Ivan Schwartz stepped toward us. He took my hands into his tremulous ones and kissed me, first on one cheek, then the other. In his feathery voice he said, “Katherine. I can scarcely remember a prouder day.” His head wobbled as he spoke. Dr. Schwartz had been having his morning coffee and his evening brandy at Murphy’s Pub since the day it opened, long before I was born. He’d supervised my homework, coached me through AP chemistry, and helped me write my application to Stanford, his alma mater. Dr. Schwartz had been a respected heart surgeon at UCSF until Parkinson’s had robbed him of his steady hands.


			“Sure you’re proud, you skinny old fart. Who the hell wouldn’t be goddamned proud of our Katie and her little dyke friend here!” a slurred voice shouted from the end of the bar. 


			I winced. I’d never heard Tully utter a mean word to anyone. And though he had only his usual coffee cup before him, he seemed unfamiliarly drunk. Ironically, though I’d grown up in a bar, drunkenness was rare in the “family.” 


			“Hey, hey there!” Alice scolded. 


			“That’ll be a dollar to you, Tully,” Dad said. 


			Tully tried with all his might to raise his weighty black eyebrows, his thin, rubbery face contorting with his effort. “What do I owe a dollar for?”


			“The cussing jar, Tully,” Alice said winking a heavily mascaraed eye.


			“For what? I didn’t say nothing!”


			“G.D., Tully,” Dad said. “And Katie’s right here, plain as the nose. You know the rules. And you ought to pay extra for insulting our guest as well.” 


			“Katie ain’t even a kid no more,” Tully said in slurred protest. “The rule should only be for kids.” 


			“You don’t make the rules, Tully Driscoll,” Dad admonished. 


			“Ah, shit!” Tully slurred, reaching into the front pocket of his paint-splattered jeans. 


			“TULLY!” came the chorus. 


			“That will be two dollars since you’re reaching,” said my dad. 


			Some version of this exchange had occurred nearly every day of my growing up with one or another who had overimbibed or simply forgotten the family language rule.


			The cussing jar had once served as my college savings account, but now it lived on as one of the bar’s unchanged rituals. Because Dad owned the bar, he got to make the rules. Whenever children were present, no profanity was allowed. He was reasonable. Newcomers got a fair warning. Hells and damns were often overlooked, but all curses that involved anatomy, sexual acts, the Holy Trinity, or a bodily function were strictly prosecuted. A buck apiece. The f-word was double, and there were a few five-dollar fines for the more colorful ribbons of profanity unfurled during soccer matches and Giants games. The World Series and soccer playoffs were exempt from fines. 


			Dad shook his head and spoke softly to me. “I’m afraid Tully’s pretty deep in his cups tonight,” he sighed. 


			“What got Tully drinking?” 


			“Oh, today’s the anniversary of Maggie’s death. Always a hard day for him, poor lad.” Maggie had been Tully’s wife. They were expecting a baby when she’d discovered her leukemia. He had lost her and their unborn child the year before I was born. I’d been the recipient of Tully’s adoration my whole life, inheriting all of the love he’d had for his own wife and child. Tully’s tender heart, it seemed, had never completely healed. Dad and Alice had long ago refused to serve Tully anything but coffee, but the other bars in the neighborhood did not have the same arrangement. 


			Dad clicked his tongue. “Came in tonight with a snootful, hiding a bottle in one of those big pockets of his. Won’t give it up. Better he should tie it on here than be out in the streets.”


			“We didn’t have the heart to send him home,” Alice added. “He’d feel too bad tomorrow if he missed your celebration.”


			Mary K stood up and stepped toward Tully at the bar. She pulled a twenty from her pocket, setting it on the bar. “Here you go. I’m feeling pretty good tonight, so the cussing is on me. Knock yourself out.”


			“Oh Lord,” Alice moaned. “No telling what he’ll say when it’s paid for. I’ll put a fresh pot of coffee on, and a Glenfiddich for you, Katie?”


			“Sounds great. But only one, then it’s coffee for me. I’ve got a double shift in the ER tomorrow.”


			Mary K and I sat at the family table while various friends and regulars came by to congratulate us. Dad slid in beside me, Dr. Schwartz across from him. 


			Tully sloshed his way over to the table and plopped limply in beside Mary K. His eyelids were at half-mast. “Sorry about the dyke comment, there. Alice told me that was inna—innapro—Well, it was rude, now, wasn’t it?”


			“No harm done,” Mary K said. “Say something bad about my Mets and I’ll have to slug you, though.” 


			Tully’s head swayed on top of his skinny neck. “I just don’t get it though. Pretty girl like you. Could have any fella you want.”


			Mary K grinned at me and patted Tully’s shoulder. “That’s pretty much what my dad said. Difference is he said it with his boot planted against my butt while he kicked me out.” 


			“Such a pity,” Dr. Schwartz said. “It’s his loss and our gain, darling.”


			Mary K gazed across the table to my dad. Her eyes glistened. “Thank you for including me tonight, Mr. Murphy.”


			Dad blushed. “Oh, go on then. You’ve become like a second daughter to me, Mary Louise Kowalski.” 


			“Anybody but you called me that, they’d be saying good-bye to their teeth.” 


			Dad pulled his hanky from his pocket and blew his nose with a great honk. 


			“Train’s in,” Tully said, raising his coffee mug.


			“All aboard!” came the chorus from the bar.


			Dad smiled and put his hanky back in his pocket. “Ah, what we won’t put up with from family. This here is a patchwork family made of orphans and misfits of all sorts. You’re one of us by now, I suppose.” Dad nodded toward Tully. “We’re a little like the mafia, though. Once you’re in, we never let you go.” 


			“Good to know,” Mary K said, then sipped her club soda. 


			Tully lifted his head though his eyes remained closed. “I just don’t get it. How is it a pretty girl like you don’t like boys?”


			Alice stepped to our table carrying a coffee pot. “Ah, shut yer yap, will you? The way you smelly brutes behave sometimes, it’s amazing that the species has survived at all. Mary K, I might just have been better off if I was more like you. None of my four husbands was worth his weight in kitty litter.” 


			Tully’s head seemed suddenly too heavy to hold up, and it fell to the table with a thud. Alice placed a folded towel under his head. Soon his gravelly snore prompted chuckles. Alice patted his back. “They’re so adorable when they’re sleeping.” 


			Everyone coaxed stories from Mary K and me about our upcoming positions. They delighted in the details of the kinds of surgeries I’d get to perform, gasped at stories of children with injuries and birth defects. Mary K talked of the newest innovations in liver transplants, to everyone’s stunned amazement—none more than Dr. Schwartz. He held up his gnarled, trembling hands. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be starting out today.”


			Alice filled my coffee cup. “So when do you girls start your new jobs?”


			I took in the rich coffee aroma and looked over at Mary K. “I’ve got a few more days in my last rotation in the ER,” I said. “I’m taking a few weeks off before I start in pediatrics. Never had a vacation.” 


			The conversation meandered until Dr. Schwartz started to make moves toward leaving. He stood between Mary K and me, his curved body hunched over his cane. “Your mother would be so proud, Katherine.”


			Tully lifted his head and took a slow glance around the table. “Yup, that’s the truest words you ever spoke, Ivan.” Soon Tully’s face scrunched, looking like a crumpled brown bag. He tried to fight tears, but they squeezed from the corners of his wrinkled eyes. “Poor Elyse. Poor Elyse,” he wailed hoarsely. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. 


			“All right then, sad sack,” Alice said, helping Tully up. “Doesn’t a weepy drunk just break your heart?” She appeared like Dorothy, trying to help a limp scarecrow to his feet. “Let’s let him sleep it off, shall we?”


			My dad scooted out of the booth and tucked his shoulder under Tully’s arm. “Come along. There’s a cot in the storage room with your name on it.”


			Suddenly, Tully broke away from Dad and leaned in toward me. His breath reeked of whiskey. Tears streamed down his weathered cheeks. “If Elyse woulda known how great you’d turn out, being a doctor and all, I’m just sure she wouldn’ta taken all of them pills. It’s a sorry shame.” Tully crumbled and went to his knees, sobbing. 


			Alice’s hand flew to her mouth and her eyes got wide. 


			“Tully!” Dad nearly yelled, his nostrils flaring, “Just shut your drunken mouth. We’ve had enough of your palaver for tonight.” With a newfound force, Dad took Tully’s entire weight and began to drag him away from the table. 


			Tully shouted over Dad’s shoulder. “No, Katie. Elyse shouldn’ta done it. All them pills. She shouldn’ta—”


			The stunned faces around the table made me feel hollow inside. 


			“Never mind Tully,” Alice said to me with panic in her eyes. “You know how he is when he’s been drinking.”


			As my dad dragged him away, Tully continued his lament. “Poor Elyse. Poor little Elyse. She shouldn’ta done it, Angus.”


			Alice and Dr. Schwartz’s stunned faces showed that Tully’s words were more than drunken blubbering. Mary K’s face wore every question that ran through my mind. 


			When Dad reappeared beside the family table he looked exhausted and defeated. “Kitten,” he whispered. I looked up into his soft face, his gray eyes reddened with tears. 


			My heart turned to lead in my chest, weighted down by the twenty-year-old secret. 


			“A weak heart,” I said. “Mother died of a weak heart. She was fragile. That’s what I’ve always been told.” I stared into my dad’s eyes, then looked to Alice, who sat with her fingers over her lips. Dr. Schwartz shook his head. Mary K sat in rare stunned silence. “So, is that the truth, Dad? Was it her heart? Or is Tully telling a family secret that everyone but me seems to know?”


			Every muscle in my dad’s face went slack, and if I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he’d had a stroke. He wiped his lips. I could hear his tight swallow. “Katie, we never meant to—” 


			The scientist in me wanted to pummel him with questions, probe for details of my mother’s death. How did she do it? Why? And I wanted to know about the lie—the conspiracy of lies that had taken place my whole life—that wove a tapestry of myth around all I knew about my mother. But something else took over, overpowering my body, clouding my mind. All I could think of in that instant was escaping. “Let me out of here. I can’t breathe,” I said, trying to push my way out of the booth. 


			My dad reached to grab my arm. “Sit down. Let’s talk this out.”


			I jerked my arm away. “You lied to me! Twenty years you lied.” The words felt like bullets shooting from my mouth.


			Without looking back, I rammed my way through the front door, leaving it swinging in my wake. A cold wind pressed me down as I pounded up the hill, my breaths becoming foggy gusts in front of me. Before I was a block away, Mary K was beside me, her short legs keeping stride with mine. Saying nothing, she walked with me until we reached the front porch of our apartment building twelve blocks up the hill. A friendly bark came from inside, followed by the shrill ringing of the telephone. 


			Mary K pulled her keys from her pocket and opened the door. I stood on the street below our steps, feeling like a statue—lifeless and stiff. Icy wind whipped my hair around my face and I realized for the first time that I’d left without my coat. My stomach clenched with each ring of the telephone.


			“I’m not answering that,” I growled.


			“Nobody says you have to.”


			I stared down the hill at the street I’d walked my whole life. Lights glowed from the windows of familiar houses. The N-Judah streetcar snaked its way up Irving Street. But none of it appeared as it usually did. I looked up at Mary K. “Nothing. We’re saying nothing about this outside this house.”


			“Sure, Murphy. Whatever you say.”


			I felt I was no longer solid, but porous and permeable to the wind. I looked up from the street to Mary K and then down at my watch. 


			Mary K lifted her hand, Girl Scout-style. “Let’s go inside. I’m freezing my ass off here on the stoop and I kind of like my ass the way it is. I’ve got a beautiful sociology student coming over, and she likes it there, too.” Mary K jerked her head in the direction of the door. 


			I looked down at my watch. “I’m meeting Nigel for drinks,” I lied.


			“Thought you weren’t drinking. Double shift tomorrow?”


			I glared up at her. Hot anger was beginning to thaw me. “Just go worry about your coed. I’m a big girl.”


			“It’s your hangover,” she said, stepping into the door. She pulled a bulky jacket from the hook just inside and tossed it down. The phone resumed its relentless shrill. I turned and walked toward the streetcar, not sure where I’d let it take me. 


		


	




	

		

			  


			Anatomical Distractions


			By the time I rose and moved toward the kitchen, Mary K was sitting on the back deck smoking a cigarette. She was not yet wearing her contacts, and the lenses of her glasses were so thick that it seemed impossible that her turned-up nose could support them. The words on her favorite sleeping shirt had faded but remained legible: It’s a Black Thang. You just wouldn’t understand. 


			Watching her, I recalled the first time we met. Dad, Alice, and Tully had just left me alone after I’d insisted I didn’t need them to set up my dorm room. I sat in the middle of the room surrounded by boxes, trying it all on, grateful for my fresh start. I wouldn’t be little Katie Murphy, the dutiful daughter everybody knew from Murphy’s Pub. I was a Stanford pre-med student, a future physician, on a full academic scholarship. I’d be seen as just myself, not narrowed by people seeing me as little Katie Murphy. 


			I set my boxes in the middle of the dorm room, figuring I should probably wait for my roommate so we could discuss our preferences. 


			Her sandaled foot entered first, kicking the dorm room door open. A box covered her face and she wore an army surplus rucksack that probably outweighed her. The door flew open too hard and swung back, trapping her freckled, clean-shaven calf. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” she ranted. I instantly calculated six dollars for the cussing jar.


			I jumped and held the door. 


			“Fuck me sideways, that hurt,” she said, swooping a strand of strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. Her hair was sleek and shiny—Breck Girl hair. Her eyes were robin’s egg blue: one pure color, without flecks or shadows. 


			“Hey,” she said. “I’m Mary K—not like the fucking cosmetics lady with the pink Cadillacs. K is for Kowalski. I guess we’re roommates.” She looked around the room and stared at my stack of liquor boxes, poised exactly dead center in the room. A knowing grin crossed her face. After dropping the box and letting the rucksack slide to the floor, she extended a hand toward me. I’d never shaken hands with someone my own age, so I froze. She thrust her hand a little closer. “Mary K—and you are?”


			“Katie. I mean, Kate Murphy.”


			“Murphy.” She delivered a hearty handshake. Her eyes were rimmed with thick but nearly transparent eyelashes that gave her pretty face an otherworldly look. She wore no makeup, and every visible portion of her was splattered with constellations of golden freckles. She stood not quite five feet and her body swam in oversized overalls, the cuffs rolled up to her calves. 


			“So,” she said, “we’ve got to get one thing straight before we unpack. I’m going to ask you a question, and depending on the answer, one of us might have to go to the RA for a room change.”


			Did she already dislike me? How could she know already that I was such a foreigner to this life? That I’d never flown in an airplane or seen a rock concert. That I was too nerdy and peculiar to have friends in school, that I’d never eaten at a restaurant with linen tablecloths until Dr. Schwartz took me to Alioto’s on Fisherman’s Wharf for a graduation present. That I’d never kissed a guy.


			Her stare was cool steel. “Pre-med or pre-law?” She tapped her foot with impatience.


			“Uh, pre-med.”


			“Thank God,” she said, her body softening. Mary K spoke with flattened vowels. The toughness of New York had stomped hard on all of her a’s and o’s. She unzipped her rucksack, pulled out a pack of Marlboros, shook the pack, and held it toward me, retracting it with my decline. She hoisted her petite frame up and sat on the windowsill, her feet resting on what would become her desk. She twisted her lips to the side and blew smoke toward the open window. 


			Without my willing them to, my eyes found their way to the Absolutely No Smoking in the Dorms sign on the back of the door. 


			A sly grin crossed Mary K’s lips. “No way I could bunk with the enemy. Christ, in New York you can’t swing a fucking dead cat without hitting a lawyer in the ass. Didn’t come three thousand miles to share a room with a lawyer fetus.” 


			As I hung my clothes, I tried to sound casual as I tried to get to know her. “Do you come from a big family?”


			She talked about her four brothers, her dad, a garbageman, and her mom, a housewife. 


			“Are you close?” I asked. 


			Mary K’s head tilted as she selected her words. “I was not exactly a good match for Lila and Henry Kowalski of Queens. Queer doesn’t play so well in a Polish Catholic family. They got the priest to try and fix me. I didn’t fix so easy, I guess. They pretty much don’t want to know anything about me or my life. Unless I come to my senses and decide to love dick.”


			Her candor both intrigued and unnerved me. 


			“Babies should be conceived in petri dishes and raised under laboratory conditions until they’re eighteen. Then parents and kids would have a mutual say in who they’ll share holidays with for the rest of their lives. It’d put shrinks out of business.”


			“And eliminate stretch marks,” I said. 


			Mary K let out the first bark of the raspy laugh I would come to love. She blew a smoke ring, then pierced it with a stream of straight-blown smoke. “Murphy, you and I will get along just fine.” 


			From the only box she brought, Mary K unpacked a Mets pennant, a transistor radio, a large black ashtray that read The Butts Stop Here, Atlantic City, and one framed picture. She planted a kiss onto the glass of the picture. “The man in my life,” she said, and then turned it so I could see the photo of a salt-and-pepper-furred dog with legs so long they could have been transplanted from a donor moose onto a dog’s body. “Ben Casey,” she said, “Some crazy cross between a mastiff and a wolfhound. Shits bigger than you do. Smarter than any dog I’ve ever known, which is saying a lot. More devoted than any human I know, which doesn’t say much at all. You got a dog?” 


			“No, just a series of stray cats my dad adopts.” 


			“I favor dogs, but cats are cool, too. Any creature that doesn’t have the capacity for speech.” 


			I opened my small box of framed pictures. Staring at me from the stack was my mother’s shining face and body swollen in late pregnancy—a picture I’d always loved. Alice had also framed a photo that had been taken at high school graduation: Dad with his arm around me, Alice, Tully, and Dr. Schwartz circling us, pride beaming from all of their faces. My childhood collection of birds’ eggs took its place on my shelf. 


			“Hey, Murphy, feel like getting around town a little? It’s my first night in California and all I’ve seen is the San Jose Airport. I’ll split the cab fare with you.” 


			“Sure,” I said, “but I’ve got a car.” Cussing jar money had bought me a ’66 Volkswagen Bug. Tully had painted it baby blue for me, and Alice had sewn slipcovers for the tattered front seats.


			“Lucky me, a roommate with wheels. You cart my ass, I’ll spring for gas.” Mary K sat on her windowsill and reached into her knapsack. She unbuckled her overalls and slipped the bib down, then tugged the loose waistline down just below her hip, revealing a small patch of the unfreckled flesh of her thigh below her plaid boys’ boxer shorts. I averted my eyes, trying to pay attention to making my bed, but at the edge of my vision I could see the syringe Mary K had pulled from her bag. 


			“Don’t worry. I’m not chipping. It’s only insulin.” 


			“You’re diabetic?”


			“You’re going to be top of the class, Murphy.”


			I tried to resist watching Mary K inject herself from the small vial she pulled from a thermos in her pack. I waited for a wince of pain as the needle entered her soft flesh. Her expression unchanged, she took a deeper drag off of her cigarette as she pressed the plunger. She exhaled a smoke stream and reattached her overall bib. “Say, Murphy, I’d appreciate it if this could be between us,” she said, jutting her jaw toward the thermos. “It’s not really the impression I want to give to the profs around here. People get weird about it. Maybe we could establish some, I don’t know, roommate code of silence or something. I’m not much of a blabber, so your secrets are safe with me.” 


			I shrugged, wishing I had a secret for Mary K to keep. “Sure. I understand. We all get a fresh start here, right?” 


			“True enough.”


			* * *


			Mary K came back into our kitchen after snuffing her cigarette on the porch rail. The breakfast table that had for so long been cluttered with textbooks and medical journals was now clean but for The New York Times sports pages, a dish of jellied toast, and an ashtray full of cigarette butts.


			“You look like hell. Not like you to be out so late on a school night, Murphy.”


			“Thanks. You’re gorgeous, too,” I said. I twisted my unruly swarm of hair into a knot. I perused the limited but orderly contents of our fridge. In the door compartment, insulin bottles, and in a clear jar of isopropyl alcohol floated several hypodermic needles. 


			One semester in the dorms trying to manage her sugar levels on the carbohydrate-laden cafeteria food was enough for Mary K. We found off-campus housing by the second semester. Over that first Christmas break, we retrieved Ben Casey from her sister’s third-floor walk-up in New York and drove him to California in my Bug. 


			“Your folks called about a hundred times.” 


			I focused on my fridge search. 


			From under the kitchen table, the now elderly Ben Casey huffed as he rose from beneath Mary K’s feet to greet me. I rubbed his slack old jowls. “How are those hips today, huh, buddy?” He let out a little whimper. “Did you inject him yet? He looks pretty stiff this morning.”


			“We’re both rigged up,” Mary K said. “He got me up early with the wet-tongue alarm. Had a pretty rugged night.” Ben’s cold nose found the gap between my pajama waistband and my undershirt. The sound of a sweet soprano voice rang from the shower down the hall, singing “Crocodile Rock.” 


			“Who’s this morning’s diva?” I asked. 


			“That would be the aptly named Melody, a lovely ingénue I met at The Lex. A sociology undergrad who wants to change the world. She certainly changed mine last night.” Mary K took a long swig from her Mets coffee mug and twitched her eyebrows.


			“Don’t think you’ve ever sported a Melody. Am I right?”


			“Nope. A personal first. Did have a Harmony once back in high school, though. Sort of seems like I’m balanced out now.” 


			“Anything serious?”


			Mary K cut a glance at me.


			“Not for you. For her?”


			“Melody’s a LUG, out for a good time.”


			“LUG?”


			“Jesus, Murphy. How many lesbian bars have I taken you to? LUG. Lesbian Until Graduation. She’ll have her flings.” Mary K pointed to herself. “Moi. Then she’ll get an engagement ring for graduation, marry an accountant, get a split-level house in the burbs, and have two-point-five kids. End of story.”


			Finding a yogurt, I slid into the chair across from Mary K. “Thanks for the Reader’s Digest version of the LUG life cycle.” 


			Mary K’s sun-freckled face broke into a sly grin. She licked her finger and turned the page. “And where were you until the wee hours?” 


			I shrugged and kept my eyes focused on the inside of my yogurt carton. 


			“I thought you decided to move on from Nigel Abbot for the fiftieth time.”


			Nigel and I had spent the whole evening talking about the hospital. I’d mentioned nothing about Tully’s drunken announcement, instead welcoming the distraction. At the end of the evening, I’d decided I wasn’t up to spending the night, so Nigel had driven me home. “Nigel’s easy. Uncomplicated,” I said. 


			“Boring. And if your face tells the story, he’s also a bum lay. What was all that about not wanting to lead him on? Give the wrong impression?”


			“Nigel is not a bum lay. Not that it’s any of your business. Nigel helps me, you know, get some release now and then.”


			“God, Murphy. You make sex about as erotic as lancing a boil. Don’t get me wrong. Nothing wrong with having a fuck buddy. But you come home looking shit-faced with remorse every time. You could use some genuine passion, you know? Some wow. Some pow. Some oh-my-God, even.”


			“Look, Kowalski, you’ve got a real grown-up woman, a brilliant, skilled physician, completely enamored of you, though I’m not sure quite why.”


			“Who, Barbie?”


			“That would be Dr. Andra Littleton.”


			“Ha! You think some Texas beauty queen is the real deal?” 


			“When you’re actually in love with the woman who’s in your bed, or when there aren’t four different misty-eyed coeds in a given season, I’ll listen to your advice on relationships,” I said, grabbing a bite of one of her pieces of toast. “Just please tell me I’m not going to have to field calls from a broken-hearted Melody.” 


			Mary K was momentarily distracted by Ben, who plopped his giant head in her lap. 


			“You’re lucky that Ben is such a poor judge of character,” I said. 


			A smirk crossed Mary K’s face. “Romance notwithstanding, I have a sterling character. Don’t I, Dr. Casey?” Ben lifted his massive salt-and-peppered form from the floor, stood by Mary K’s chair, and licked her face. His head was bigger than Mary K’s, and right at her eye level when she sat. “You know, you could ratchet the judgment quotient down a few notches. Since you’re still all creamy from a guy you only tolerate for purposes of relief-fucking, I don’t know that you’ve got lots of room here for moral superiority.” She mashed her cigarette in the ashtray. “Let’s face it. Despite our brilliant medical minds, both of us are completely fuck-tarded. You settle for the likes of the Nigel Abbot, the tofu of sexual passion, instead of having true love. I don’t fall in love at all, even when the sex is mind-blowing.” Mary K clicked her tongue. “And Miss Melody Truman was certainly mind-blowing. What she lacks in depth and complexity, she makes up for in enthusiasm and joint flexibility—”


			“Spare me the details.” I looked again at the plate of Mary K’s half-eaten toast, glimmering with berry jelly. “What’s with the breakfast of champions?” 


			“Little shaky. No big deal. Sugar levels dipped a bit. But good old Mr. Smuckers here is helping me out.”


			Upon closer examination, I could see her hands tremble as she held the paper. Her complexion was gray, and dark circles hung like shadows under her eyes. “How low?” I asked. 


			“Not to worry. It’s cool.”


			Despite her rigorous dietary discipline, her recalcitrant pancreas still kept her sugar levels unpredictable. 


			“Wipe the worry off your puss, Murphy,” she said. “This is just one more little turd float in my personal shit parade. It’ll pass.” 


			I reached for her hand. Feigning disgust, she jerked her hand back and wiped it on her shirt. “Hey, I know where those hands have been. And recently, too.”


			* * *


			Near-blistering water poured over my head. I stood still in the steamy shower, trying to wash off the weariness of the night before. Tully’s words raked through my brain and the look on my dad’s face almost melted me. “Liars!” I said out loud. 


			I stood until the water began to grow cold. “All right,” I shouted in surrender to whatever god reigned over water temperature. “I’m getting out, already!” I’d just turned the water off when I heard a crash and Ben Casey’s chesty bark. With a towel flung around me, I ran toward the barking. 


			Mary K lay ashen on her bedroom floor, a toppled lamp on the rug beside her. I lifted her limp arm, trying to find a pulse. “Mary K!” I shouted. “I’m here. Wake up!” I couldn’t find a pulse. Ben Casey let out a low, mournful moan. Low. She said her sugar was low. I grabbed the phone before I ran to the fridge. “Stay with her, Ben. I’ll be right back.” The stately dog lowered his massive head and licked Mary K’s face. I returned with orange juice and lifted Mary K’s head. Her lips were parted, her jaw slack. The juice I poured dribbled from the corner of her mouth. “Come on, Mary K. DRINK!” As she sipped, I fired our address to the 911 operator. 


			The ambulance arrived in five minutes, but it seemed like hours had passed.


			“She’s diabetic. Type 1,” I instructed. Soon Mary K’s body was on a gurney and they were wheeling her out the front door and into the ambulance. 


			I grabbed Mary K’s emergency card from the desk drawer. “She wants to go to Oakland.”


			The EMT shook his head. “No way. UC’s around the corner.”


			I thought of the promise I’d made so long ago. Going to the ER would be like taking out a billboard, announcing her condition to the whole hospital. 


			“SF General then,” I barked. 


			The other EMT opened Mary K’s eyelid and shined his pin light beam into her eye. “No time,” he said. 


			“Look,” the first EMT said, “we’re working to get her stable, but she could go into diabetic coma. That could kill her. The faster we get her into the hospital, the better her chances.”


			I looked down at my friend, so small and still. “Okay, but I’m going with you.”


			“You can’t go in the ambulance, Miss.”


			“I’m a doctor. I’m going with you.”


			The two boy-faced EMTs glanced at each other. One reached out and touched my forearm. “Why don’t you get dressed and meet us at the hospital.” I looked down to see the towel still wrapped around me.


			As the ambulance pulled away, its siren screaming as it went, Ben Casey nudged my hip with his great snout and let out a soft whine. 


			* * *


			From the nurse’s station in ICU, I could see into Mary K’s room. She lay there looking like Goldilocks in Papa Bear’s bed, her face toward the window. 


			I felt a hand on my shoulder. Andra’s eyes were moist, green pools. “How’s she doing?” 


			I sniffed. “Stable. Better than this morning, but it was dicey for a few hours.”


			“That’s good.”


			“Managed to avoid slipping into a coma. Barely.” I’d calculated and recalculated the seconds I’d delayed the ambulance, trying to protect Mary K’s secret. It all seemed so foolish now. “So I suppose the news is all over the hospital.”


			“Like a fire in a hayloft.” 


			“She’ll hate that.”


			Andra gave me a reassuring pat on the forearm. “Let me know if she needs anything.”


			“You’re not going to see her?”


			Andra shook her head. “I’m the last person she wants to see right now.”


			“I’m afraid that line forms right behind me.”


			After Andra left, I eased my way into Mary K’s room. “Hi.”


			The head of her bed was raised and an untouched tray of food sat on the table in front of her. 


			“Looks like they’re treating you all right.” 


			“Yeah, well. It’s a class joint. Any kind of gray vegetable you want.” She turned her face back toward the viewless window.


			I resisted evaluating the readings of the monitors and instead sat in the visitor’s chair. 


			“Ben okay?” she asked, her voice flat.


			“Yeah, Mrs. Koblenz is watching him. Ben’s the one that let me know you’d passed out. Probably saved your life.”


			Mary K gave a small nod. “For about the thousandth time.” She coughed and cleared her throat. 


			“Thirsty?” 


			“I’ve got enough fucking nurses. Go home. Take care of my dog.”


			I fought back tears. “I tried to get them to take you to Oakland, but there wasn’t time.”


			“I’d have fucking died on the Bay Bridge. That would have been a shit-for-brains medical decision.” 


			I sat not knowing whether she was grateful to me or furious. “So now you can go to a doctor on this side of the bay. That’ll make things more convenient.”


			Mary K turned to me, piercing me with an icy stare. “Look, Murphy. I’m not quite ready for your silver lining theories. You got your wallop last night. I got mine today. Life’s just a series of nasty crap you’ve got to deal with and a few pleasant distractions to make you forget and that’s as good as it gets. Once I’m out of this bed I’ll go through the necessary arrangements to decline my residency here and take the one I was offered in forensic pathology with the coroner’s office.”


			My head was full of buzzing bees. “Wait a minute. You applied for a residency with the coroner?”


			“Needed a backup plan. Besides, you know how excited I get around a corpse.” 


			Her words were a sock in my stomach. “Autopsies? You want to do autopsies and tissue scans? With those hands and that mind?”


			With a sudden burst Mary K slammed her fist against her table. “Fuck!” She held out her quivering hand, palm down. IV tubes dangled like tendrils. “Would you want me to do a liver transplant on your dad on a bad sugar day, Murphy? Would you? I’ve been kidding myself. Jesus, you act like I have all the choices you do. I fucking don’t, okay?” 


			Mary K had spent years creating the illusion that nothing at all was wrong with her, so much so that I’d almost come to believe it. I knew what becoming a surgeon meant to me; it had been the focus of all of my energy for so many years. The thought of losing it was too painful to fathom. It was a dream that we had shared for so long. I wanted it almost as much for her as I did for myself. 


			“Wipe the pity puss, Murphy. Or I swear to God I’ll slug it off you.”


			I swallowed and tried to erase whatever on my face was betraying my thoughts. 


			The ICU nurse came into the room at a run. “Everything okay in here?” 


			“Fine,” Mary K barked back at her. Cora was a seasoned nurse we’d both met during rotations. She had the tact and good sense not to fawn over Mary K. She checked Mary K’s IV lines. “Look, you need to stay calm. You’re stable and we’re about to transfer you out to the floor. But you still need rest.”


			“I’m not going to the floor. When I go out of here, I go home.”


			Cora put her hands on her hips. “We’ll just have to talk to your doctor about that.”


			“I’m my doctor. What do you think of that?”


			Cora looked back at me with a smirk. Leaving the room, she said, “Five minutes.” 


			“Do not talk, Murphy. Just do not talk to me.”


			“But, I’m so sor—” 


			Mary K shot a glare at me that scalded my skin. She drew ragged breath. “So, did you call your dad?”


			I tried to mimic the heat of her searing look. She didn’t flinch. “Best defense is a good offense, right?”


			“I know it’s shitty finding things out the way you did, but what the fuck do you expect? They should tell an eight-year-old her mom croaked herself?”


			My mouth suddenly tasted sour. “They lied.”


			“Everybody lies, Murphy. Either by saying shit or by not saying shit. People lie. That’s why I prefer dogs.” 


			“Whose side are you on?”


			“I’m Switzerland. Look at me. About the only thing I know is that life’s short. Quit acting like a baby. Talk to your folks. They’re going crazy.”


			Just then a young hospital volunteer, probably a high school student doing her community service project, brought in a bouquet of Get Well Soon balloons. With a broad smile and a voice right out of a Disney cartoon, she said, “The tag says they’re from the entire intern group.”


			Mary K’s lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed. “Get that shit out of here.” 


			The young volunteer blinked in confusion. “But they’re for you, and balloons are okay in ICU. No flowers because of allergies, but—” 


			“Get—Them—Out.” 


			Balloons bobbing behind her, the volunteer made a hasty exit. Just as I was about to tell her what an ass she was, I spied tears spilling down Mary K’s cheeks. She quickly wiped them away with the shoulder of her hospital gown. 


			It was the first time I’d ever seen her cry. I wanted to hold her, tell her it would all be okay. We’d talk about things—think through all of her options. Make a new plan.


			“Out,” she whispered, before she resumed staring toward the window. 


			I began to object, but I knew I had to leave her alone for a while. In the mood she was in, I could see her jumping out of the bed and slapping me senseless. 


		


	




	

		

			  


			Unlikely Pairings


			I first saw his name on a chart in the spring of 1988: Jacob Bloom. Healthy, thirty-six, and in the ER because a shard of flagstone had hit him in the face and the lens of his glasses had shattered into his eye. 


			My patient lay flat on an exam table, a bloodstained towel and icepack over his right eye, his other eye closed. A small radio rested on his chest; the wires went to his ears, and his paint-dappled Topsiders swayed with a rhythm I could hear only as a pulsing buzz. His left hand fingered the neck of an air guitar. 


			I cleared my throat. He looked up at me, his one-eyed gaze lingering somewhere near my lips. He tugged at the cords of his headphones. His mouth widened into a soft grin.


			“So, Mr. Bloom, I see you’ve injured your eye,” I said, lowering the bloody towel.


			“Wow, Doc, you’re really good.” 


			“As a matter of fact, I am,” I said, examining the deep gouge under his thick, dark brow. I dismissed his mild flirtation and maintained my focus, trying to ignore his beguiling smile. His eye was filled with blood, and the socket was bruised, not broken. I applied anesthetic drops and removed a sliver of glass lodged in the corner of his eyelid, then stitched his brow. The glass had nicked his eyeball just millimeters from his cornea.


			“See, I’m an artist,” he explained with a note of silliness. “And I was a little short on red paint. Inspiration was with me, and well—” 


			Flirtation felt uncomfortable, like a stiff new pair of jeans. “Human blood, particularly your own, seems a poor paint substitute, Mr. Bloom, if only because of its limited quantity and the obvious outcome of over-use.”


			“Ah yes, but it causes you to meet such interesting people.”


			* * *


			Two days later, well after dark, I was heading home after a grueling shift in the ER. These were my last days as an intern, and I was distracted with thoughts about what would come next. I stuffed my stethoscope into my lab coat pocket and fumbled for my keys. My Beetle sat like a chariot, waiting for me in the amber glow of the parking garage lights. Icy wind sliced through the garage. I pulled my mother’s Irish wool, cable-knit sweater up around my neck. On her it had hung so loosely she’d rolled the sleeves. On me the fit was snug, and the sleeves barely made it to my wrists. Though it had grown tattered with the years, wearing it made me feel close to her, and I couldn’t let it go. Cold bit through the thinning yarn. 


			“Ahoy, Matey,” a voice came from behind me. 


			His wiry silhouette and the dark shadow of his eye patch were all I could see, but I knew instantly that it was Jake Bloom. 


			“Mr. Bloom, you’re looking better than the last time I saw you.”


			He continued in his pirate voice. “This here ship’s got a mighty fine sawbones.” 


			“I hope you’ve seen your doctor for a follow-up, Mr. Bloom.” 


			“Doctuhs…” he said, now in a comical Yiddish accent. “Have I seen doctuhs? I’m filthy with doctuhs.” 


			After an especially rugged day in the ER, his playfulness was a balm. “No infection? No problems?”


			“Nah, you did a great job,” he said, sincerity returning to his natural voice. “Vision’s fine—as good as it was before, anyway. I’ll come out of this with just a small, manly scar adding character to an otherwise boring face.”


			His face, dark and expressive, was anything but boring. It was a face that seemed somehow to have more moving parts than most, with twitches and grimaces that formed expressions, instantly animating his every thought. 


			“Good to hear it, Mr. Bloom. You got lucky.” I found my key and readied it for the car door. 


			“I don’t believe in luck. And it’s Jake. Mr. Bloom is my father.” He feigned a shiver. His unpatched eye found my nametag and he squinted. “K. Murphy, M.D. K? Hmm?”


			“Katherine,” I surrendered.


			“I might’ve known. Katherine, Kate, Katie. Anything but Kathy.” He studied my face. “Fair skin. Dark hair. Irish surname. No, you’ve never been a Kathy. I’ll have to decide what to call you after I know you better.” 


			My face betrayed me again, smiling against my will. Those stiff jeans were beginning to feel more comfortable. 


			“So, Katherine, Katie, Kate. What are the chances of the beautiful doctor accompanying a one-eyed idiot for some midnight pizza and beer?”


			“Really, you shouldn’t drink with the medication—”


			“I’ve been off the meds since day one. Brought me down.” His face was gentle and inviting. “Besides, nothing says thanks to the doctor who saved your vision like brewed hops and processed carbohydrates topped with animal byproducts.” His eyebrows twitched and his smile gave him a hopeful, eager expression. 


			A part of me felt cautious—was he just a flirt? A player? There were plenty of those among the doctors and interns. But this felt different, like it wasn’t rehearsed or something he did with any woman he met. I was flattered. “Sure,” I surrendered. “I didn’t get dinner. Pizza would be great.” 


			The Front Room was the hangout for UC med students, not because the food was especially good, but because it was nearby and open late and the beer was cheap. Red and white plastic tablecloths and Chianti bottles cloaked in wax drippings donned each table. Kitschy rubber grapes dangled from the ceiling, and Frank Sinatra posters hung from imitation wood paneling. 


			After nine on a Sunday night, the place still housed clusters of med students, all wearing scrubs; their way of telling the world they were on the way to becoming “M-Deities,” as Mary K called them. We sat in a windowed booth. Mario Lanza sang in the background. 


			“So, I could ask all the usual stuff,” Jake said. “But then you’d have a boring story to tell our grandchildren.”


			His presumptuousness both irritated me and made my body hum. 


			When the menu came, Jake pulled a mangled pair of wire-rimmed glasses from his shirt pocket that had an empty lens on the side that covered his patched eye. “First confession of my many flaws,” he said. “I’m blind as a bat. Now I’m blind as a one-eyed bat.” He looked up at the waiter. “You know what to do.”


			The waiter nodded and stepped away. 


			“You’re trusting the waiter in this place?” I whispered. “They’re used to groups of drunk med students in here.” 


			“It’s all taken care of.” He grinned. “It seems you’re not used to being pampered.” I couldn’t decide if he was suave or just arrogant.


			I picked wax off the Chianti bottle. “This is pampering?”


			“A little faith, Dr. Murphy.”


			“So, what do you do?” I asked. “Are you really an artist, or is that just another of your multiple personalities?”


			“All right,” he said and leaned back in his chair. “I guess we’re going to do the boring first-date stuff after all.”


			“Who said this was a date?”


			“You knew it was a date or you wouldn’t be here.” 


			It happened again, that feeling of being caught. He was arrogant, but also self-effacing; cocky, yet wholly vulnerable. 


			Just then, two plates arrived. In front of me was a delicately thin mini pizza topped with butter-browned scallops, goat cheese, pine nuts, and fresh basil, with a bright yellow nasturtium blossom in the center. Jake’s pizza was equally beautiful, with curled pink shrimp sitting atop a spiral of ruby red, roasted tomatoes. The waiter uncorked a bottle of Pinot Grigio and poured two glasses.


			I stared at Jake, who wore a smirk. “This is not standard Front Room fare. What, did you hire a chef?”


			“In a manner of speaking. Taste it.”


			I bit into a slice and the rich flavors filled my mouth; the scent of basil was hypnotic. 


			“And?” Jake looked at me like a puppy awaiting a well-deserved treat. 


			I took another bite. All I could do was groan. 


			“I take it you like?” 


			I opened my eyes, not even aware that I’d closed them, and wiped my lips. “I want the name of your chef.”


			Jake held out his hand. “Jake Bloom. At your pleasure.” 


			“You?”


			“Hey, I brought the good groceries. Tipped the cooks. And voilà! They let me play in their sandbox.” 


			“All assuming that I’d agree to come here with you. And what if I’d declined your invitation?”


			“Then I’d be sitting here all alone with this great food, weeping into my wine glass. Here,” he said, holding up a slice of his pizza. “You have to try this one, too.” 


			I took a scrumptious bite from the slice he held before me. “So?” he asked. 


			I didn’t want him to know I had become entranced, but, though I tried, I was unable to act nonchalant. Being with Jake was unlike any first date I’d ever had, though confessedly my experience was limited. Jake was relentless with his questions throughout the dinner. He wanted to understand me, my thoughts, my life, to know about everyone in my life who loved me. He reached across the table with ease, helping himself to morsels from my plate like we’d known each other for years. He probed until I told all about growing up in San Francisco in my dad’s pub, and about the motley family that raised me. 


			“And your mom?” he asked. 


			The story I usually told about my mother now had an apocryphal addition, as of a few days before. I’d called my dad to tell him that I needed a break from the pub crowd—some time to sort things out—and I hadn’t spoken to him since. “She died when I was little.” 


			Jake stopped chewing and stared at me. “And?”


			“What and? There’s no and.” 


			“Your face says there’s an and.” He wiped his lips with his napkin and tilted his head to one side. “Your words are so—careful. But your face, it shows everything. This isn’t old pain. This is a fresher wound.” 


			Suddenly, I felt like I didn’t have enough clothes on. I pulled my mom’s sweater across my chest. 


			“We orphans have a way of finding one another, don’t you think?” 


			I’d never thought of myself as an orphan. With so many surrogates who had stepped in after my mother died, a shortage of parental figures had never been a problem. But when I thought about Mary K—my closest friend—we were orphans of sorts, even though her parents were all alive. 


			“And you?” I asked diverting his inquiry. “How is it that you are an orphan?” 


			“Oh, now that’s a tragic tale. Broken home.” He looked up and gave a theatrical sniff and wiped an invisible tear. “Parents divorced when I was three. I grew up with my father. At least, in his custody, accompanied by a parade of stepmothers, each younger than her predecessor. I left home when I was seventeen and the stepmother du jour was twenty-three. Figured it was only a matter of time before I passed them up. My mother left when I was small. Died when I was in boarding school. One of my old nannies called to tell me about it. My father… well, now there are not really words to describe him, though many have tried.” Jake looked up at me and shrugged. “I believe more in family of choice than family by blood. My dad and I settled into an acceptable distance after a blow-up of biblical proportions. Family is me and Burt for the last ten years. Burt Swift. Great man. Aussie swagger on the outside, pussycat at heart. Brother by choice and partner in crime.” 


			“Yeah, Mary K, my housemate, is like that for me, I guess.” 


			“Is she a doctor, too?”


			“Yeah. We’ve been friends since our undergraduate freshman year. She’ll be doing a residency in—” I stopped myself. 


			Jake stopped eating again and looked into my eyes. “Another fresh wound?” 


			Before I knew it, I was telling him all about Mary K’s diabetes and her decision to decline her residency in transplant. “She’s home from the hospital now. Like it never happened. Won’t accept any care at all. But that’s Mary K.” I struggled for words to define my prickly, affection-intolerant friend. “She’s sort of a paradox.” 


			Our conversation drifted, weaving easily between topics of music and art, politics and medicine, and though I was enjoying it, images of one of my ER patients from earlier that day kept popping into my mind. 


			“What is it?” Jake asked. “Something is troubling you.”


			I shrugged, trying to appear casual. “Just a little tired, I guess. I had a patient that really got to me today. It happens.”


			Jake’s face was an invitation. “Tell me about today.” 


			The restaurant had nearly cleared, but for a few lingering students sharing a pitcher of beer at the bar. 


			“An ambulance brought in an unconscious woman, probably a prostitute, found tossed out of a car alongside the 101 freeway. SF General was overloaded, so they brought her to us. She’d been stabbed, her face and throat slashed. We’re not a trauma unit, but the EMTs didn’t think she’d make it to General. Everyone worked hard on her, but she arrested and we couldn’t save her.”


			Jake’s hand rose to his throat and his forehead creased. He seemed to feel the slashes in his own flesh as I spoke.


			“Look,” I said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this. ER is pretty grisly stuff. I’m around doctors all day. They’re thick-skinned and—” 


			He shook his head. “No, no. Tell me about her. Give me the whole picture. I’m trying to see her.”


			I hesitated, but his expression compelled me to say more. “She came in with a blood pressure of—” 


			“No,” he whispered. “Not her medical picture. Tell me about her. Tell me about what you felt trying to help her. I’m trying to imagine doing what you do.”


			Looking into his open face, telling Jake about this patient felt natural. I’d seen many deaths since starting med school. I kept thinking I’d get used to it. Everyone else seemed to. “She was tiny. Maybe a hundred pounds. Looked about eighteen. She came in as a Jane Doe, so I don’t even know her name. I just hope—”


			“That she didn’t know what had been done to her?”


			How had he done it? Finished a sentence I’d barely begun—a thought I’d barely let myself think. My throat tightened.


			Jake pulled details from me: the mocha color and buttery texture of her skin; the graceful curve of her shoulder; her lavender nail polish and silver angel ankle bracelet; the Hello Kitty necklace that was covered in her blood. 


			My medical cohorts had offered their obligatory words of comfort for losing a patient—best you could do, must’ve been her time, can’t save ’em all. They’d mouthed sympathies, then quickly changed the topic. 


			Jake wore the loss of my Jane Doe; it was etched on his face. “Her pain is over now,” he said. “It will stay with you a while, I know. Now you’re the keeper of the last memory of her.” 


			This simple statement caused me to tear up. Silence lingered between us, not uncomfortably, but like a pleasant fragrance. Unlike my colleagues, Jake cracked no joke to break the tension, didn’t change the subject or offer saccharine words of comfort. He simply grieved with me. 


			I wiped my eyes with my greasy napkin. “Not exactly sanitary.” 


			He smiled kindly and I felt exposed for changing the mood so abruptly. 


			The waiter brought a tray with three different desserts. “Don’t tell me you made these too,” I said, grateful for the break.


			“’Fraid not. Brought these from Lucca’s. This would be cheesecake, chocolate torte with hazelnuts, and tiramisu. I’m guessing the chocolate is your pleasure.” Though I said nothing, he smiled. “Chocolate it is.”


			It made no difference which I’d chosen because we both sank our forks, at will, into all three of the treats. 


			“So, you’re finishing your internship soon. What’s next?” he asked, taking a bite of creamy tiramisu.


			“Yup, two more days. I’m taking a few weeks off for the first time in my life, and then I begin residency.” 


			Jake froze with instant, unedited pain on his face. “You’re not moving away to the Amazon or the Mayo Clinic or something? I don’t think I could stand it if you broke my heart so soon.”


			Coming from anybody else, this intensity would have scared me off. But when I looked into Jake’s eyes—or rather his eye—an electric surge coursed through my body. The surge passed between us and hummed distractingly between my legs. I gathered the remnants of my voice. “I’ll be staying put at UCSF, pediatric surgical residency for the next five years of my life.”


			The creases between his brows smoothed, and he wore the face of one who’d just unraveled a mystery. “Right here up the hill from your dad’s tavern?” 


			“Corny, huh? I guess I always pictured myself here.” 


			Jake quieted my explanation with the touch of his hand on mine. “Pediatric surgery?” He fingered his eye patch. “I’ve been told by more than one person that I needed to grow up. And I needed a surgeon. I guess I lucked into the perfect doc, huh?” 


			“As long as there are dopes who don’t wear safety goggles, surgeons will have job security.” I wagged my finger at him.


			He tucked my scolding finger gently back with its siblings, then brought my hand toward his lips. His kiss was tender. “Something you gotta know about me, Kat, before you and I go any further. I always work without a net, whatever I do.”


			I had to look away, afraid my face would say more than I was ready to tell him. I was falling for this guy. Too soon. Too fast. So unlike myself. Something in me sensed that by falling for him, I was opening a part of myself—a tender, vulnerable part that was altogether new. 


			Impatient busboys, who’d already turned the chairs upside down onto tables, finally shooed us out. Jake slipped money into their hands as we left. We stood in the frigid night air in front of the restaurant at two in the morning. Our foggy breath hung in front of our faces. 


			Suddenly, Jake appeared agitated. “Damn!” he huffed, looking around in a panic. “I don’t want to go, but—it’s kind of weird, I sort of have something urgent I have to do right now.”


			I was glad that darkness hid my face. “Oh, hey. It’s late,” I stammered. “I’ve got work tomorrow—or, today. Thanks for the great food. Hope your eye heals quickly—” 


			He looked away from me as if his next words were to be found somewhere in the freezing darkness. In the blue light of the winter moon, Jake’s profile was in contrast to the silver clouds of his breath. He searched the edges of my face and his fingers brushed my hair away. He looked at the night sky. “I really have to go,” he said. Then, without another word, he bounded away like a deer frightened by a gunshot, leaving me to walk up the hill to get my car.


			* * *


			The next day I went through my shift in the ER and then to bed that night with an ache in my belly. I woke berating myself. It was just one stupid date—a diversion. I had my residency to look forward to—a coveted surgical residency at one of the country’s leading hospitals. Everything I’d worked toward. Who needed a guy? Who needed some impetuous, flaky guy?


			The following day I found myself grasping for the focus that usually came easily. Dad and Alice had both left me messages, and I’d returned their calls. But our conversations had a stiffness that had never been there before. While I knew they’d covered the truth of my mom’s death to protect me, the newfound presence of deceit rankled me. Mary K and I saw little of each other because of our schedules. I found I was grateful for the solitude. What little sleep I got was filled with dreams that toggled between fitful and erotic. Whenever there was a lull in the ER, despite my resolve, thoughts of Jake spun webs around my mind. 


			With patients, I could concentrate. Crisis provides focus. Adrenaline moments upstage all else in the ER: hunger, pain, exhaustion, even passion. But when I was able to tell the wife of a patient that her husband had not had a heart attack, just a simple bout of indigestion, the look on her face made me want to tell Jake all about her. I made mental note of the crinkles at the corners of her eyes and the smell of bath powder when she hugged me in gratitude. Jake would want details. 


			The next day, my last as an intern, was set aside just to close out charts and tie up loose ends. I got off in the early afternoon. My coat was weak protection against the biting wind. I could not remember ever feeling that cold in San Francisco. Snow fell to a thousand feet and dusted Mt. Tam and Mt. Diablo. 


			On the hood of my Bug in the parking garage, blowing on his fingers, sat Jake. 


			“You look like a woman who could use an adventure,” he said as I approached. The pleasure in his eyes was like a child’s, full of a wonderful secret. 


			My fatigue vanished. “What? You’re taking me to McDonald’s for filet mignon and Baked Alaska?” 


			Until that second, I hadn’t noticed his missing eye patch. His eye was still bruised, but his dark brow hid the black stitches I’d sewn. He wore wire-rimmed glasses that gave him a gentle, intellectual look. 


			Jake brought his fingers to my chin and tilted my face toward his own. He studied me, searching my brow, my hairline, the curve of my jaw, warming each part with his gaze. His forehead pleated, then smoothed. “Your face is even more fascinating in three dimensions.”


			My lips pulsed, anticipating the kiss I’d hoped for two nights before but only received in my dreams. He winked again, acknowledging he’d seen my kiss-me signal. “How about joining me? I’ve got my own wheels and both of my peepers.”


			I glanced around the lot. 


			“Come on. I know this is your last day. No excuses.”


			I climbed into his Valiant. While it was of similar vintage to my Volkswagen, the Valiant was pristine. Its idle was the soft purr of a kitten, whereas my Bug suffered conniptions seismic enough to remove your fillings. 


			We drove down Irving Street, toward Ocean Beach, listening to Bach on the radio. Without explanation, Jake pulled his car into a beachfront parking lot. Thick crowds milled around the beach. “I want you to see something,” he said. 


			He pulled a down parka from his back seat and offered it to me. Stepping out of the car, I found myself following throngs of people who were gathering into crowds along the beach. My eyes watered from the wind and cold.


			The first group formed a circle. I eased myself in among them, only to see a winding, ten-foot-round gully in the sand. Deep inside was a sculpted, circular river formed of a delicate web of icicles. Icicles—in San Francisco! Onlookers snapped photographs. They murmured and pointed, wearing wonder on their faces. Jake guided me on. 


			The next sculpture was a round pit dug deep into the sand. The sand started as pale, dry oatmeal on the surface and darkened to a rich mocha color toward the moist center of the hole. A bed of khaki green seaweed lay in the center, a tower built of icicles reaching ten feet high perched atop it. It appeared that it had somehow evolved naturally where it lay. Nature had complied with the artist. The mushroom-gray sky was a background, matte and unobtrusive. Temperatures and the icy beach wind allowed the frozen foreign elements to linger. 


			I moved down the beach, taking in each of five massive structures formed of natural elements unnaturally arranged. Thick slabs of ice rested on beds of pale beach rocks. Icicles adhered together at their bases formed giant, frozen, dandelion-like starbursts. Towers fashioned of driftwood and shards of ice were trimmed in white seabird feathers. I could barely breathe for how each piece moved me. They were at once whimsical and profound. Simple and perplexing. 


			At the far end of the beach, away from the observing crowds, sat a gigantic mound of snow. Kids squealed as they rode plastic saucers in crayon colors, thrilled at their unlikely day of sledding by the breaking surf. I’d been on this beach with my dad a thousand times and had never seen or even imagined ice or snow here. 
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