
Cut Me Open

Make Me Whole


Table of Contents

Title Page

Cut Me Open, Make Me Whole

PREFACE

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

Epilogue

☼

A novel by

Ginearosa Carbone

Cut Me Open, Make Me Whole

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

December 2022

Copyright © 2022 by Ginearosa Carbone

All rights reserved.

Cover art by Ginearosa Carbone and designed by Nicholas Grabowsky 

and copyright © 2022 by Ginearosa Carbone and Black Bed Sheet Books 

––––––––
[image: ]


The selections in this book are works of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental  

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the author.

––––––––
[image: ]


ISBN-10:  1-946874-87-6

ISBN-13:  ​​​978-1-946874-87-0

––––––––
[image: ]


Cut Me Open, Make Me Whole

A Black Bed Sheet/Diverse Media Book

Antelope, CA

☼

Dedicated to my big sister, Bear, who raised me with Stephen King books in my hands, and always forced me watch horror movies with the lights turned off.

Acknowledgements

I want to take the time to thank some people who have supported me throughout my writing process and allowed this book to be made possible. First my parents: my mom, Mary Ann, for teaching me cultural stories from a young age and instilling me a sense of spiritualism and wonder, and my dad, Sal, for teaching me to always finish whatever I started. This book was dedicated to my sister in the beginning of the book, so I won’t go on any more about her. I also want to thank all my friends and loved ones who read my works and encouraged me to continue writing: Kristen, Angel, Tony, Margaret, Spencer, Dr. Sandy Stover, and Yasy (who was also gracious enough to let me place her picture on the cover). There are more that I would love to thank, but I will stop there. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE

[image: ]


April 1995

I was four years old when I first saw the eyes of madness. You’d think that a child would be incapable of understanding such depths, but I think some sort of baser instinct linking back to evolutionary survival allows us to discern unsafe mannerisms. Even from that young of an age.

I was playing at my friend Elizabeth Rockbend’s house after school. Her family was from Virginia, and all had noticeable accents. Elizabeth was a freckled-faced girl with dark hair and eyes. Her mother looked like her but much older and weathered from years of bussing tables.

Elizabeth and I were playing with a soccer ball in her backyard, throwing it back and forth and bouncing it off of the grass. First one to miss the pass loses! When suddenly Bert walked out through the back door from the house. The screen door slammed and bounced off of the frame from behind him. I turned at the abrupt Clap!

Bert was Elizabeth’s fourteen-year-old brother. I had never met him before, and Elizabeth rarely talked about him to anyone. He was tall and lanky and had shaggy blond hair and dark eyes like Elizabeth but lacked her freckles. He lumbered out of the house and walked directly to the oak tree that took residency in the Rockbends’ back yard. He looked up and studied the tree for a minute; I thought he was counting its branches. I almost told him that it would be impossible to count them all since there were small ones that you couldn’t even see. Before I had gotten the chance, Bert heaved his pale arm up above his head and gave a great swat at the tree. I watched as something fell to the ground.

I walked over to the tree with Elizabeth tentatively following behind. I looked to the ground at the base of the tree to see a bird’s nest laying between two of the great roots that shot out from the trunk. It was small, smaller than the nests that I had seen on tv. Inside the toppled nest were bits of shell, which were probably from recent hatchlings. I squinted my eyes to see what lay just outside the toppled nest on the grass a foot over. It was a baby bird, naked, ugly and writhing. I realized it had fallen out of the nest with Bert’s swat.

“Why did you do that?” I yelled at Bert, appalled. The baby bird lay on the ground with his eyes shut, squirming in the dirt.

Bert lifted up his tan boot right above the bird.

“Don’t!” I cried, reaching my hands out towards Bert’s blue jeans. But it was too late. Bert brought his large brown boot down, giving his heel a complementary twist in the dirt. The hatchling kept its eyes closed the entire time, unaware of the coup de grace.

I ran to shove Bert out of the way. Elizabeth stood a few feet away, eyes large and downcast at the grass. Bert grabbed my left forearm before my small hands could shove into his stomach. His hands tightened around me.

I stood there looking up into the older boy’s eyes as his fingers dug into my skin. With his free right hand, he began fishing for something in his pockets. I couldn’t move. He pulled out one long cigarette and a blue lighter with his right hand. He put the cigarette in his mouth and flicked the lighter. I stared at him with wide eyes as the cherry glowed like the sun. He took a couple of puffs, breathing the excess smoke out of the side of his mouth as if he were telling someone beside him a secret. He pinched the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and smiled. But it wasn’t really a smile, more of an upturned grimace - showing both pain and pleasure all in one face.

Bert put the cigarette out on my arm. I don’t think it was his first time burning someone, because he knew to press the cigarette into my skin with enough force to burn me, but lightly enough that the cigarette didn’t snuff out immediately. The front of his jeans grew tight as he began to form an erection, the first I had seen. His grip tightened on my arm as I tried to wrench away leaving me to watch as my skin melted underneath the ember. I let out a light whimper, but it didn’t express the level of pain that I was experiencing- more like a puppy whining to be let out to urinate, soft like a whisper. I was silenced by Bert’s eyes. He bore into me with dark and unrelenting eyes. His eyes looked both inside and through me telling me that I deserved this, that I liked it. His eyes bulged right out of the sockets as if they were trying to reach me. I watched the red tendrils of capillaries appear in the corners from the strain - the eyes of madness.

Elizabeth’s mom came into the backyard to check on us. She saw Bert grabbing my arm, but the cigarette had gone out at that point.

“Bert!” she exclaimed in a shocked tone.

Bert turned towards his mother and looked at her coolly, his eyeballs receding back into their sockets. My eyes darted back and forth as I searched her face with tears blurring my vision. I wasn’t sad, I had been sad before. I was scared. I was so immeasurably scared that my immature vocabulary couldn’t even begin to articulate that level of fear. 

“Leave the yard now Bert,” she calmly told her son. Then Mrs. Rockbend knelt down and gently held my arm with its newly decorative dark purple moon residing near the inner crux of my elbow. Right where Grandma gets her medicine in the hospital she lives at.

She spoke to me gently: “Are you alright, hon?” with her Virginian accent.

I stared at her in disbelief. Too shocked to answer. Am I?

“Listen, hon, Bert is a little sick - that’s all. Elizabeth knows that don’t you, Beth?” she asked, tilting her chin downwards to give her daughter a pointed look. Freckled face matching freckled face. Elizabeth kept her eyes downcast at the grass where they had been since the start of the incident, but they were calmer now. She sheepishly shook her head up and down in agreement.

“You see?” Mrs. Rockbend asked me, as if this was all some sort of misunderstanding.

Of course there aren’t any REAL ghosts, silly.

“Bert ain’t well and sometimes sick people do things by accident - like what just happened to you.” She put on a brave smile, encouraging the situation to be water under the bridge. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes - had they ever?

“He doesn’t mean it, okay? I know it’s hard to understand right now, but someday you will.” She rubbed my back maternally.

“But you can’t tell anybody what happened today, okay?” she asked, now looking me directly in the eyes. “Everybody here could get into trouble if you did and that wouldn’t be fun for anyone.” My head jerked back a little.

I -—could get in trouble?

She stared at me intensely until I agreed via head shake.

“Alright then, that’s a girl,” she encouraged me, as if I had bravely taken my flu shot at the doctor and it was time for a colorful sticker. She slapped her knee twice and stood. “Now let’s get a bandage for that nasty spider bite you got playin’ in the backyard bushes today, okay girls?” She cheerfully prompted us.

Elizabeth followed her mother back into the house without a second glance at me. I began to follow in step as well, I didn’t really want to stay out here. I looked over to the brown smudge on the grass and wondered if the baby bird’s mother would ever come back looking for him. I wondered if she would know the smudge on the ground was him now. I turned back around and headed inside.

What else can you do when you’re four?

I looked in the distance towards the backyard gate. Bert walked away with the bits of the bird still lodged in between the tread of his boots. His head turned over his left shoulder as he held the wooden gate. He smiled at me.

It was the first time I’d seen madness. I’d never have known the peek it would give me into the rest of my life. 
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​​CHAPTER I
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The Facility

NOW

There has never been a more cooling salve for the soul than that of holding a knife in your hand. Something about the steel on your skin, at first a shockingly cold, but then echoing the heat of your body back to you like a soft understanding, places you in a state of peace. Eventually it’s no longer an object in your hands, but instead an extension of yourself. Calm. Reflective. In control.

I willed myself to steady my hand as I pressed the silver tip of the blade into flesh with my index finger. There were at least four people watching me, and expectations were low. You see, everyone in the room had drawn a red, gashed line through a man’s stomach before - except for me. But today was the day that I proved myself. I had spent the last four weeks doing everyone’s dirty work around here. Disposing of guts, running meaningless errands, and even cleaning up all the blood after the job was done. I’d earned this moment, and I wasn’t about to fuck it up. I added more pressure until the skin folded open, revealing the yellow-studded layer of fat underneath. A trickle of blood greeted me.

“Alright Miss Blackhorse. The other side now.” A male voice came out, muffled, from behind his mask. I nodded and moved over to the other side of the man’s rotund belly and did the same thing. Another poke, and the flesh folded open just as easily as the first time, fanning as if to say hello. 

I took a step back and let out a shuddering breath, peeking up at Rubenstein for any hint of dissatisfaction. He eyeballed the wounds sternly and then nodded once, curtly. “Well done.” His affirmation meant everything, but it couldn’t sooth the ache inside my chest at the motion of turning the scalpel towards myself and handing the blade over. 

“Now move out of the way, med student. It’s time for the real surgeons to take his gallbladder out,” the young male resident hissed in my ear. 

Antonio wasn’t going to take this away from me. Not at all. After weeks of performing grunt work and only ever being granted closing sutures at the end of surgeries, today, on my last day of my surgical rotation, I got to place the initial incisions for a gallbladder removal. The first-year resident with all the grace of a tranquillized giraffe wouldn’t make me second guess myself. He was just jealous, anyway.

I looked down at my blue, double-gloved hands and silently thanked them for holding steady. With the lack of sleep, I had from the night before and the four cups of coffee I had pounded this morning, I was sure they would tremble just at the sight of the scrub nurse handing me the scalpel. 

I watched as the attending and residents went to work with increasing speed. They had been gracious to give me the extra time to make my incisions, but now they had to get to work. The patient’s gallbladder was tense with stones and sludge and needed to be removed. As the surgeons began to fit the elongated metal instruments into their newly snug flesh holes, I felt my eyes unfocused as the sound of clinking and suction fill the sterile OR. The hardened shapes of the medical staff’s bodies began to blur and as the overhanging fluorescent illuminated the surgical field, the corners of the room grew darker. The shadows stretched long across the floor like the giants only seen during sunset, and a memory struck me. Not an old memory from a childhood, but the kind that jars your mind in the late afternoon after a night of dreams. 

***
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It was two in the morning. I knew because I could flick my eyes over to the glowing clock on my desk and read the red analog print. But that’s about all I could do. I couldn’t move my arms or legs, or even fan my toes. This wasn’t a new feeling, being held captive in my own body. I felt my consciousness knocking around every corner of my frame like the ball in a pinball machine, banging into my ribs, looking for exits in my fingertips, in my toes. As always, I was stuck in a closed circuit, trapped in an anatomical prison. 

I felt the panic start to wash over me like beach waves during low tide, caressing me back and forth. Pushing the terror onto my skin, pulling it away with thoughts of logic. The sweat rising on my arms and chest left the sensation of a warm mist.

I flicked my sight towards the corner of my room. I knew that I’d see her before my eyes made their full rotation to the left.

As sure as the moon commands the tides - there she was.

The young girl with the long hair. She doesn’t really have a name, which seemed odd considering how many times we’ve been face to face. But I guess to give something a name is to make it real, to let it set like concrete. And I didn’t want her to be real. I didn’t want her blackness to be tangible like the spikey asphalt from my childhood playground.

But whether or not she was real, she was there. Standing in the corner of the room - almost as still as I was. I wondered if she was rooted to the corner like I was to my bed.

You could only be so lucky.

The figure advanced forward a step, leaving the corner of my room behind with an inky smear. I felt the distinct tickle of a bead of sweat run down my temple and onto my earlobe. It itched and I struggled to wipe it off, but my arms were sucked down into the mattress.

Breathe normally. It’s just sleep paralysis. The Mayo clinic describes it as muscle atonia and hypnagogic hallucinations during rapid eye movement sleep. Just a parasomnia is all. Calm down.

My internal monologue had about a fifty percent success rate. I could rationalize what was happening as logically as I’d like, but sometimes it wasn’t enough. Sometimes the outline of the dark girl was just too vivid. As if she was more than just a shadow, more than just a trick of the light capitalizing off a combination of my GABA and glycine neurotransmitters inside of me.

I felt the sharp prick of panic bloom down my breastbone.  

It’s just your GODDAMNED overactive imagination and underactive pons. You are creating a scenario that is not real. No one is in the room except for YOU.

She took another step in my direction, contradicting the thought. She was soundless across the hardwood floors, black ink trailing like slug mucus onto the floor. Her figure was becoming more distinct as if every movement in my direction afforded her increasing tangibility, molting the black veil between her world and mine like twisted snakeskin on the floor.

My eyes flicked downward at my thinning comforter from years of use. I could see my heart pounding through the cloth, my muscles strained with each new pump of adrenaline that surged through my body. I felt my carotid punching against my throat, a right cross rope-a-dope coming straight out of my artery. Every myofibril in my muscles screamed RUN! as my body laid listlessly on the mattress.

She was close to the bed now and staring down at me. She wasn’t very tall - the height of a four-year-old which unfortunately brought her face closer to my reclining one on the bed. Her head tilted to the side. Sizing me up? No, looking at me with disgusted pity. 

“Why don’t you run?” the head tilt inquired. “Why won’t you do something?”

My breath came in sharp gasps from my nostrils. In and out. Pumping loud like a series of pistons. A steam locomotive - a “Big Boy 4014” lodged right in my sinuses just chugging along. 

Last stop, ALL ABOARD!

My lungs were full and itched to scream, but my mouth wouldn’t open. My mandible clicked with the effort. The excess air had to go somewhere, and it escaped out of my nose like a hissing gas leak. My chest burned from the slight. 

The girl began to shed the last of her blackness and I could see the tips of her brown hair shining through the clump of blackness that encased her, dangling close to my face. She leaned down towards me as if to kiss my cheek. Her eyes blazed in front of mine, white sclera folding back her eyelids as they bulged, threatening to swallow me up with a butterfly kiss from Hell. I tried to shut my eyes, but when you know the pain is coming -you can’t help but look. 
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I woke up to the dying end of a scream - it was mine, obviously. Thank God I didn’t have roommates. My face was covered in a sheen of perspiration and the darkening of my white t-shirt from sweat that soaked down the middle of my breasts. I lifted my hand to my throat and traced the thick line of scar tissue with my index finger. 

I ripped my comforter off and let the shock of cold air hit my damp body. I double tapped the screen of my phone, it was 5:07 AM and the black sky visible from my little bedroom window confirmed as much.

I walked out to the kitchen and grabbed the yellow pack of American Spirits from the junk drawer along with my translucent lighter. The box was wrinkled from past indecision of whether to light one up or not. Multiple episodes of me pounding the box, packing the cigs and trying to decide whether I needed a smoke badly enough. There was no indecision this morning. I flicked the pack’s lid open with my thumb and pulled the cigarette out, plugging it quickly into my mouth and lighting the end. My muscles were sore from over-contraction during the night and my arms shook as I slid my kitchen window open. With some effort, the October air shot into the apartment. I attempted to lean my head out of the window (no smoking allowed in the apartment according to Shit Head Steve the landlord). I let the smoke fly out of my nostrils- a trick learned a lifetime ago in high school by some pimple-faced burn out whose name I’d long forgotten. I felt the nicotine flood my body and knew immediately I had made the right choice. 

I cricked my neck to the left and massaged it with the tips of my fingers. Stiff as hell.

I looked down at the smoldering cherry not far from my fingers. I couldn’t fully remember what I had dreamt, I rarely ever could. That’s how night terrors worked: your brain was transitioning between NREM and REM sleep and you rarely remembered much. Sometimes you could recall a glimpse. Terrors only really lasted for a few seconds to a minute, but you could feel trapped for hours – kind of like those people who have near death experiences – they flatline for only a minute but swear they’d been in some semblance of Heaven or Hell for weeks. However long I was there, I knew the girl was there with me. She only started coming a couple of years ago. The doctors say she could be an after effect from the antidepressant that I started taking a few years back at the behest of my medical school faculty. 

You seem sad, the administrators said. An SSRI would help with that. Think of your mental health. So, I took them — the antidepressants — I mean who would know more about who should take meds than a bunch of doctors, right? Yeah, that’s what I thought too. Turns out the real goal all along was to keep the student suicide rate down by actively pushing happy pills. After I made the connection between the pink pills and the dark dreams, I flushed them down the toilet and never went back for a refill. They never really did much for me anyway — or maybe I never gave them enough time to work. It’s been a couple of years now since I ditched the meds. I’m not better, but she visits me less, and when she does come, she’s blurred and black. Not like before when I could see all the features of her face- her pointed nose and her brown hair and her dirty, little fingernails. Not like before when she would come and sit on my lap and look deep into my eyes as if I was her mother, waiting for a story, curling her petite fingers in my hair. Sometimes I could go long stretches without seeing her, but she never actually left. I never knew what she wanted. Maybe she tells me in my sleep, but like I said, that’s the funny thing about night terrors: you never actually remember much of it. Just how it made you feel.

I took another long drag off of the cigarette, really making it count. The ash grew long and flakey, holding on to the end for dear life. I gave it one last appreciative look, acknowledging its tenacity, finally throwing it into the sink and turning on the faucet. 

No, by no means I wasn’t any better, but she visited me less.

***
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“BLACKHORSE.” 

I jumped with an audible crinkling of my sterile gown. 

“Do you want to close the surgical site, or do I need to get a medical student with an attention span longer than a raccoon’s?”

“Sorry, yes, Doctor.” 

I hurried to the other side of the patient and grabbed the needle driver from the scrub nurses’ hands. 

Antonio shook his head left and right in a dismissive gesture. 

I sopped up the remaining pools of blood on the patient’s abdomen with the surgical rag, throwing it down onto the top of the resident’s white sneaker. 

“Watch it!” 

“Sorry about that, Antonio. Just missed the rag bucket.” 

I was glad the blue surgical mask could hide my smirk. Shit-ass.

I looked over to the attending physician who was studying me a little more than my stitches.

I needed to get a hold of myself. Night terrors went into the small box- the one at the bottom of the dark closet in the back of my head. The closet door stayed closed, and it wasn’t allowed to be opened even a crack but once in a while. And that time was definitely not while in the operating room. To forget the rules was to jeopardize my future in the OR. And nothing could do that. 

***
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After a fifteen-hour day in the operating room I kicked in my apartment door and stretched my arms over my head. I was sore and stiff, but in a good way. In a way that made me feel like I had actually done something important with the day, like sore muscles after a successful workout. I was sad that it was my last day of the surgical rotation, but I knew that I would soon have more time to study for my medical licensing exams. I headed into the living room where a coffee table covered in open books awaited me. A six-course meal for my cerebrum with a robust spread. 

Any normal person would have tried to unwind or watch some tv, but I couldn’t. I was a fourth-year medical student who had to prepare for one of the largest exams of my medical career, The Boards. The test that defined whether you could become a surgeon or get stuck in the dredges of Pathology. Your score on the test determined everything- and I mean everything: how cushy your future practice could be, what sort of training center you would end up at, Hell — even what kind of a city you got to move to (as to fail was to be sentenced to Nowheresville, Alabama — population number of go fuck yourself). You could fluff up your essays and request flowery letters of recommendation all you wanted, but when it came down to it your test scores controlled your future. Three little numbers could be the kiss of death for anyone looking to go into a competitive medical specialty, and I refused to pucker up.

I sat down at the table and cracked my neck. If I thought I felt whooped from a long day, it was time to get ready for the sequel because these review books packed a punch in a different, soul crippling way. 

I assumed the position: hunched back, elbows on the coffee table, eyes close to the textbooks. I knew the posture well at this point. Routine was the only way I’d ever break my goal score on The Boards. I’d always been an honest person, and I knew that I might not be as quick witted as my peers, but goddammit I worked twice as hard to make up the difference. I didn’t have private prep schools or family friends with residency insider information. The only way to become a surgeon was to work my ass off and I had a deadline approaching. I saw a flicker in the corner of the room but ignored it. The peripheral nervous system needed my full attention and I’d already wasted good sleep on dark images that disappeared as soon as you turned in their direction. Eventually the flickering stopped. It always did. 
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It was Monday morning and after a weekend packed with flashcards and review questions, I woke up feeling like I had a cerebral hangover. My eyes were bleary from laptop overuse and my temples throbbed dully. I knew this wasn’t the way to start off my Monday. I headed to the front door to lace up my old running shoes. The laces were frayed, and the soles were slick from the tread being ground down over the years, but they were still the comfiest shoes that I owned (plus I was too broke to afford anything new). I threw on a black hoodie opening the door to start my run. 

I didn’t run because it was a fun hobby. Personally, I thought the endorphin release from jogging was either bullshit or medical school had completely depleted whatever minute store of hormonal joy that was said to come from a “runner’s high.” In some ways, being a medical student was like being a recovering heroin addict. You knew what joy was, technically, because you remembered it from the ‘before times,’ but actually experiencing it took leaps and bounds more than the average person. Eventually the only joy a medical student experienced was the short lived high from doing well on exams or in clinical settings. And even that was fleeting. 

No, I jogged for the sole purpose of moving forward. Not quite in the literal sense with my feet, but instead an attempt at a forward mental trajectory. Running increased blood flow to the brain, helped create neural connections, and solidified information retention. Good sleep did those things too, but I didn’t really have much control over that. Running I could control. And after my repeated mistakes on practice questions late last night, it was a two-fer. Not just beneficial to learning, but also a punishment. A little negative reinforcement never hurt when it came to training towards a goal. 

I stepped outside into the cool Minnesota air, starting at a slower pace, bouncing off the balls of my feet while standing in place to get the circulation running through my lower body. Being a fourth-year medical student in the Midwest was quite a stone’s throw away from Portland, Oregon where I grew up, but that was okay. I wouldn’t be here much longer. I was soon to be a doctor starting residency and only a few rotations (plus one big test) stood in my way before that was my reality.

I launched steadily from the pavement and headed down the road. My apartment was at the edge of the woods, the last row of residential apartments before the foliage took hold of the town. Out here the trees were humongous and traveled in large packs, threatening to swallow you up if you got too close. I didn’t mind it though, there were less people over on this side of town. I’d catch a glimpse of a neighbor here or there walking out to get their mail or complete other mundane tasks. I kept to myself and after a few months of silence (and discarded neighborly strawberry-rhubarb pies) they seemed to keep to themselves too. I couldn’t fault them for Midwestern hospitality, but I also never planned on encouraging it.  

After a few meters passed under my rubber soles I felt my lungs start to burn with the exertion, dusty from a night of inactivity. The searing started high up in my chest around the carina and gradually undulated lower towards the superior lobes. The air was fresher out here, recycled by the trees and frosted by the morning. Nothing like the sweet coastal air that I had grown up inhaling coated in a thin layer of soot from the city. 

I contemplated my next rotation, which would be in Psychiatry. Psych was an easy specialty and less of a time commitment. No long patient notes to be written and patient conversations that usually centered on feelings. The extra time would allow me to focus on more important things like my board exams. Psychiatry would let me get my foot in the door of things that I actually needed to do. Outside of that, I couldn’t give two shits about the rotation. 

It was only a few days ago that the email notification chimed onto my cell phone, breaking my weekend study stride. I placed my thick stack of flashcards onto the table, still unable to remember what I had written on the other side of Rubinstein-Taybi Syndrome. I grabbed my phone and felt my eyes ache at the illumination. 

“ROTATION SITE DETERMINED: KANOPA REGIONAL TREATMENT CENTER” the header read. I clicked on a bolded subject line and the message expanded.

ROTATION SITE DETERMINED: KANOPA REGIONAL TREATMENT CENTER

AS MANY OF THE MEDICAL STUDENTS HAVE BEEN AWARE OF IN RECENT MONTHS THERE ARE LIMITED ROTATION SITES FOR ALL SPECIALTIES. NEW ROTATION SITES OUTSIDE OF THE CITY HAVE BEEN RECENTLY APPROVED FOR MEDICAL STUDENT PARTICIPATION.

YOUR ASSIGNED PSYCHIATRY ROTATION WILL BE LOCATED AT THE KANOPA REGIONAL TREATMENT CENTER IN KANOPA COUNTY, APPROXIMATELY 30 MINUTES OUTSIDE OF THE CITY. YOU WILL BE WORKING UNDERNEATH DR. AIBILEEN COLESON FOR THE DURATION. ONBOARDING PAPERWORK WILL BE SENT TO YOU SHORTLY. PLEASE FILL OUT THE PAPERWORK IN ITS ENTIRETY AS YOUR ROTATION WILL BEGIN MONDAY AT 8:00 AM.

PLEASE RESPOND TO THIS EMAIL WITH ANY QUESTIONS YOU MAY HAVE.

SIGNED, PSYCHIATRY MEDICAL ROTATION COURSE COORDINATOR ANDY STEEL

The architecture of the houses started to change as I entered a different neighborhood from my own. The shabby brick apartments devoid of front yards began to disappear as the more expansive, mansion-like homes began to peak over the horizon. They were nestled inside of tall hedges shaped to perfection even though the weather would soon decimate them. I could never tell if they were meant to keep onlookers from gawking at the houses or draw more attention by their odd shapes, it was almost oxymoronic. 

I thought to myself, trying to take my mind off my erratic breathing: Kanopa county wasn’t any town that I had heard of before. I hadn’t lived here long but being from out of state put me at a disadvantage for knowing which hospitals were better learning centers than others. Little did I know I’d be getting the shit end of the stick having to drive 30 minutes away every day.

I pushed on increasing my pace, feeling my dark hair get stuck underneath my armpits. It had grown wild over the last two years and refused to be held in place by any single hair elastic. I felt myself step on a rock and my ankle threatened to roll but I caught it at the last second. I wasn’t looking to set any new records, but the morning sunlight was streaming in through the tops of the trees signaling the morning was about to break. I had to double back to my apartment and get ready for my new rotation. 

***
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I wiped the sheen of sweat off my face with a hot washcloth once I had gotten back. I couldn’t prolong the inevitable any longer, it was time to make the thirty-minute drive to the new rotation site. I got up as per usual: brewed a pot of strong black coffee and showered, dressing myself in what a poor medical student could pass off as “professional” attire (a button-down blouse and slacks from Marshalls). I wasn’t a breakfast person.

Images flashed in my head with a faint shrieking voice outlining them. 

My mother’s green apron with apples framing the chest. A discarded oven mitt laying in the silver kitchen sink. 

There was high-pitched screaming in the background, but my vision was blurring. The beginning of only a lifelong habit of dissociation. 

I stared up at her with fearful eyes, finally focusing the sight in front of me. 

“Mom I’m not - Please-” My words cut off as she approached me with a handful of boils and mush. She held it in her hand like melting snow, but the only thing dissolving was her flesh beneath the searing hot oats.

“Most important...IT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT” she droned on, oats dripping onto the linoleum. 

I snapped back to the present and took a sip of the bitter black brew. 

I could never stand breakfast.

I grabbed my backpack and threw inside my keys along with a small book of psych pathologies and their medications that I’d rented from the student library a week before. With a loud creak of the metal door, I got into my old Toyota and headed down the road. It was a crisp November morning, the not quite winter type of cold that hinted at what the next few months would hold. It wasn’t a threat; it was a promise. I drove and watched as the city buildings grew smaller and smaller until all that was left were trees, fields, and creeks. The traffic dwindled the farther I drove until seeing another car on the road was an anomaly entirely. 

Even though it was a November morning in Minnesota, it seemed warmer out here in the rolling hills, brighter, somehow. A combination of the open sky and the early sun reflecting off one of the thousands of lakes lined by dying pussywillows. It would be nice to spend the next couple of months at a remote rotation site. Away from the loud city Emergency Rooms and posturing medical students bending over backwards to the residents’ every whim. Bickering between each other as they both—-UGHHH.

Suddenly my car pitched to the right as a loud FWUMP noise came from under the wheel. I clenched my teeth down in the stress and commotion and bit off a nice little piece of my inner cheek. I hit the brakes leaning heavily over my ice-cold steering wheel, white knuckles clutched the leather in anxious fear. I threw the car into park and unbuckled my seatbelt with shaky hands. Tucking my wild hair behind my ears I flung the driver’s side door open letting the smell of the tree’s envelope me. 

I stepped one shoe out of my car and heard gravel crunch underneath the sole. I turned my body back the way my car had driven from - a long stretch of desolate highway. On the ground a few meters behind my car lay a small brown lump in the road. The cold stung my widening eyes. 

Oh no. My stomach sank.

I headed over to the lump (not unaware of one that had formed in the middle of my throat) and bent down placing my hands on my knees. The cold air came off my mouth in white frosty gusts. I felt my face pucker with an instinctual wince.

On the ground lay what was a raccoon, and by the looks of his half-dissolved face, he had been here a while. I didn’t kill him driving, just pulverized what was already lying dead in the road. That made me feel better, but not by much. His bony grin leered up at me as if to say “Heya good mornin’!’’ in the cheery Minnesota accent I’d come to detest. 

The bandit-colored critter still had most of his mangy fur, as well as the characteristic burglar’s band across his eyes, but the skin of his cheeks has been weathered away to reveal a sharp mandible and a row of numerous, sharp teeth that had probably enjoyed garbage only days before. His matted facial fur had clumps of flesh and clots tangled in it. His small black hands were curled in fury.

I stared at him wondering what — AHHH!

Something large and brown had descended near my face, nearly missing my scalp. I threw up my arms protectively around my head and took a few ambling steps backwards, almost falling on my ass. 

I peeked from under my left arm and then dropped both altogether to see what had assaulted me. After unshielding my face, I looked down to balk at the largest owl I’d
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