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    For the nurses and doctors that kept showing up when all the breaking was happening.
This is for what it cost you.
Mr. Tobias Otieno Ogola

      

    



  	
        
            
            When the gloves tore,when the masks ran thin,when the monitors failed and the lights went out,
we did not step back.
We stepped forward.
You go first,we said to the danger.
And we meant it.
Mr. Tobias Otieno Ogola
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PREFACE
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This book is not about saving lives. It is about staying with people when they are dying and cannot be saved. "You go first" is the quiet promise hospice workers make: you will not face death alone.

After thirteen years moving from hospital care, where doctors fight to cure, to hospice care, where the focus is comfort and presence, the author learned that true work is not rescue but witness. In hospice, care becomes intimate and sacred.

When a stroke ended his practice, he became a patient himself. He sees this not as tragedy, but as the completion of the promise he once made to others.

-—Tobias Otieno Ogola
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CHAPTER I: THE ALGORITHM OF SACRIFICE
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Part 1: One-to-Forty-Seven
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The ward does not breathe; it convulses. Not the neat, rhythmic respiration described in textbooks, not the measured alveolar exchange of Guyton's Physiology, but a chaotic rhythm, a cacophony of monitors, alarms, and human suffering that stretches across forty-seven beds and a single pair of hands. I count them, though counting has long become absurd: one nurse, forty-seven patients. The ratio is not arithmetic; it is existential. Each chest rising and falling, each waveform fluctuating, is a demand. I am the denominator in an equation too vast to solve, a single point trying to triangulate forty-seven epicenters of agony.

The eastern corridor is gray with dawn, and the pulse oximeters tap Morse code for the oxygen-starved. Bed twelve reads eighty-eight percent. I know the protocol: oxygen, reposition, call respiratory—but bed twenty-three's chest tube is weeping, and the insulin calculation for bed twenty-seven waits for double-checks I cannot provide. Simultaneous equations are impossible; I prioritize, choosing exsanguination over hypoxia, and feel the fracture of morality in the morning's first decision: bed twelve must wait, and that delay is a moral debt I carry, invisible, but heavy.

Physical strain announces itself in thermodynamic inevitability. Eleven hours on my feet, shoes worn to compensate for the uneven concrete, the floor's vibration conducted through tibia into marrow. Lactic acid accumulates, muscle fibers crystallize with micro-injuries—a sedimentology of fatigue that will last weeks. Yet the emergency grows: bed forty-one pulls at restraints, Velcro groaning against bones, a frequency of alarm that penetrates the marrow itself. He is manic, delirious, perhaps septic—the diagnosis a luxury I cannot afford. His eyes, fever-bright, track me, his forearm bleeding from superficial lacerations. Gloves wrong-sized, mediums when larges are needed, suffocating, but I approach the radius of his panic.

He strikes—not malice, but delirium. Knuckle connects with zygomatic bone, teeth biting the inside of my cheek, copper tang filling my mouth. I do not step back. This is the first principle of the cartography of sacrifice: the map does not recoil. My blood mingles with the omnipresent scent of chlorhexidine, urine, and antiseptic, forming a biohazardous cloud around me. His exhalations seed my mucosa; the viral load, bacterial flora, untested pathogens, all find purchase. Molecular intimacy, invisible yet total.

Restraints secured with hands trembling—not from fear, but hypoglycemia of skipped meals. Eight hours since the last intake, fine motor control becomes theoretical. Retrieval of my sandwich would leave three patients unobserved, vital signs unmeasured, potential codes unfound. I do not go. I move to bed thirty-three, ventilator alarming, high pressure. Tubing kinked beneath a shoulder—a mechanical strangulation mirrored in systemic neglect. Pager screams Code Blue, room 205. I calculate distance, seconds, missed observations. The map shifts; I am vector now, racing toward death.

Compressions in progress upon arrival. House officer, mask fogged, hair loose, pressing sternum of a stranger. Crash cart, epinephrine, electricity; the room thick with physics of survival. Ribs beneath palms yield like wet wood, osteoporotic surrender. Cheek swells, blood sugar dips, bladder distends, patient flatlines. Asystole is finality; pharmacology cannot rewrite it. Call at 0617. Another coordinate on the moral map, yet the algorithm does not pause. Bed twelve now eighty-two percent, twenty-seven diaphoretic, insulin administered, meal missing—a systemic failure threaded into daily tapestry.

By 0800, nineteen medications administered, twelve dressings changed, countless bags emptied. Minor injuries: paper-cut from chart, chemical burn from cleaning solution. Supply closets locked, charge nurse in OR. Moral burden accumulates like atmospheric pressure. Bed nineteen, family withdraws care; I lie about pain—not commission, but omission. Translation of uncertainty into comfort, bearing the ethical weight so others may breathe.

Sharps container in room 304 overflows. Hollow-bore needle grazes thumb—probability of pathogen exposure less than one percent, yet the algorithm of one-to-forty-seven adds this variable permanently. Squeeze, milk, continue. No time for protocol; next patient coding, desaturating, pulling lines. Cartography demands motion.

Hour thirteen: legs pillars of concrete, lower back inflammation symphony, six hours without urination, dehydration darkening amber, vision tunnels. Yet hands steady, fueled by adrenaline, cortisol, moral imperative fused into muscle memory. Afternoon calm deceives; patients arranged in grid, care pooled at corners, stable patients neglected. One-to-forty-seven is not ratio but violence; I am fulcrum of a bending lever.

1830: bed eight, post-op bowel resection, wound dehiscence. Evisceration, wet pink landscape, edges held with gloved hands, heat of viscera palpable. Cheek no longer throbs, needle-stick clotted, chemical burn numbed—neurological mercy allows work to continue. Night shift arrives: three nurses for forty-seven patients. Charting completed, rooms restocked, the
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