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Prologue


[image: ]


Kenora, Canada

2001

––––––––
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The sun was setting at the base of the woods, the endless woods from which nature howled. The gleam of the arc sent a luminous glow upon the shining glass doors. A shadow of a man in his late forties stepped toward the window with a glass in his hand. He drank the orange juice. Licking his lips, his eyes gazed outward along the woods. The trees aligned down the hill like a green stream. The woods were his favorite part of being on vacation. They were calm and the activities of certain crawly creatures were always in motion. He could always watch. Watching the birds, the winds through the trees, the silent shaping and growing of the leaves themselves; the earth was forever changing in a slow, but constant pattern.

His eyes stretched across to the now dipping ball of light left. Inside, his house was as warm as the sun, yet it was hollow with loneliness and the paint was slightly faded. The hallways were long and narrow. Henry’s pupils began to expand with the distant fading of the sunset. He felt relaxed and calm with his place in life. 

His house was empty all except for roaming thoughts. It almost seemed as if he was the last known person alive. If you’re the last; aren’t you lonely, old boy? his mind commented. True, he was a single man all these years and he would have liked to forget it, but he couldn’t.

He turned his gaze away from the fevering glass double doors. There two tropical plants were at each corner of the double doors. He rifled his hand along the second plant to his right, petting it gently. The ceiling slanted upward at a triangular point, connecting to the skylight. Soon, it would be glowing with stars. His hot day inside the house would be swallowed up by a cool and moist night of dreaming.

He crossed over to his living room, his bare feet taking muffled steps against the blood-red carpet. The living room had three steps down into a slight square decline surrounding the couch, the table with medical books and his big screen television. The wall around the fireplace (which was a burning blaze) was covered in ancient-like stones bricked and cemented close together. Behind this sturdy wall was a grassy covered hill that reached upward.

He set his glass upon the table, condensing as it slicked against the polished wood. He sat carefully across his tan couch and flipped the channels while searching for nothing. No use. Nothing good on anyway. His mind was a long time friend who a long time ago had worn out his welcome. 

“I know that,” he replied to himself. “I didn’t come all the way out here in the middle of nowhere to watch television, you know.”

A simple click ended the reception. 

He carried his drink with him as he made his way to the bedroom. Brown wavy hair was brushing Henry’s forehead. It was wiping the moisture away. He wiped a hand across to have temporary dryness for the moment.

Crossing the kitchen, he noticed a few letters on the table that he hadn’t opened yet. He waved a hand dismissing the chore immediately. He would read them when he felt like it. Couldn’t be anything more than bills. 

On his way, he closed all doors that were left ajar in his carelessness of wandering around. The closet, bathroom and finally the bedroom. Inside the closet were some old clothes he wore for pride of his own wealth. Clean suits and shirts. His doctor’s coat was among these, still with the stethoscope hung across the collar in the back of the closet. “Trying to forget about work, if I can,” he grumbled as he closed the closet door.

The sun shined no more. Only a blanket of orange was seen through the window of the bathroom. It painted the bathroom door with a cube-shaped window frame. The bathroom was a bit bigger than the closet. The blueness of the tiles against the wall gleamed a shiny smile. The white marble floor was always slippery when he just got done taking a shower. He would kill himself on a whimsical accident someday if he wasn’t always so careful. The thought was a ridiculous one: dying amongst your own wealth by slipping on your own expensive floors.

Another door closed and only a few steps away to his goal. The walls were a peach color, but it had faded along with the darkness that was coming. He opened his bedroom door and walked in tiredly. His bedroom was darker than the entire household, echoing his loneliness as he closed the door behind him. The wallpaper was a black and gloomy purple. The carpeted green bedroom floor looked a sickly vomit color as he made his way to the enormous king-sized bed. He wanted this kind of bed because it lessened his annoying tossing and turning habits, of which he had many, not to mention it cradled his pudgy spare tire belly, through those long nights when bad dreams plagued him. His bed was his sanctuary. The red covers looked inviting and almost hypnotizing to his tired eyes. Under his enormous bed was a shoebox containing an instrument used only in emergencies.

Setting down the glass, like the sun that set in front of his eyes, against the nightstand, he yawned painfully. He began to slip under the covers, pulling them up to his chin. He began to unwind from his day of research. He didn’t bother to take his clothes off. It would only be a short nap. The warmth of his darkened house comforted his slowly slipping sleep. The whole house was covered in gray. It moved with the force of the skies, drooping a blackness of the woods. 

Night had come. 

Henry, the lonely bachelor, drifted to sleep, unaware of things to come.

*   *   *
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His eyes bulged, and he let out a frightened gasp. I heard it, I heard it. His mind raced excitedly. He birthed his way out of the safety of his covers as he went for his gun, which was still under his bed, like it was a present he couldn’t wait to open. He opened the shoebox and grabbed out his Smith and Wesson .38 revolver. He thumbed six bullets in the cylinder. He had argued that the gun was for his protection, but he couldn’t deny the excitement that built when he handled it. The thought that he could take another life sent a thrill down his spine.

He kicked the shoebox under his bed, cautiously crawling like an animal defending its domain. He opened the door, just a crack, to see. Peering across the hall to the glass doors, which he couldn’t see very well, he could hear rapid crunching somewhere in the house. Pulse racing, he anchored his gun on his hip. The sweat was starting at the top of his forehead and led down in a stream.

He didn’t want to move but knew that he had to if he wanted to get the drop on this guy. As he opened the door, he did so tentatively, as if it were in flames and scared to touch it, he noticed that this would be a lot easier if the heat wasn’t an issue, his fault to begin with. His arm was seen exiting the bedroom doorframe, aiming for an intruder. Making his way slowly, he moved to the glass doors that were at the end of the narrow hallway. His legs were spread through his steps, almost resembling a duck waddle; only this duck would not have long to live. He knew it as soon as he woke up with a start. He knew that something awful was going to happen.

The draft had surprised him as he found where it was coming from: the glass doors were shattered all over the living room rug. Light snow was drifting in. You would think a bull had charged its way in by the disarray of the glass sparkling moonlight across the floor. At this point, Henry knew that this night would end in an unpleasant way. 

“I know you’re in here,” he said, holding his gun tighter in his grip. Well, obviously, Sherlock! His mind was mocking him. “I know you’re here,” he repeated, making his way back down the hallway. He whispered a pathetic “somewhere” as he proceeded with caution. His curiosity was getting the best of him.

He crept towards the closet doorknob with one arm outstretched, a flesh-toned claw shape, ready to grasp the knob and shoot the vandal. Standing still at the door, he debated on whether he should open it or not . . . and whether or not someone was in there. He coiled like a viper and summoned his strength. With a great shout, he lunged through the door. The door slammed against the wall so hard, it made an indent. His gun was positioned straight and narrow. From what he saw; nothing was in there. Henry lowered the gun and stopped his heavy breathing. He took his right arm and wiped the sweat clean from his forehead. 

“Where the fuck are you?” he whispered.

If there ever once was a high-strung moment; this was it. Henry knew someone was here. He could feel it. The bastard was close and he was here for something. Henry could feel eyes watching him. His face was beet red and he could feel the choking heat of his anticipation. All of a sudden, as if making things worse for Henry, the bathroom door slammed behind him. He whipped around and fired without thinking. 

The bullets ripped through the wooden white door like water droplets through tissues. Henry, dazed from how fast he had reacted, fell on his behind right against the wall. 

That gun had quite a kick to it. 

The once solid door was now painted with three brown-colored holes. The moonlight poured through, creating hypnotizing beams that made the hallway brighter. Light blue beams, which barred the hallway, shining like slanted bars on a jail cell, framed Henry against the wall.

Because of the door moving, he knew for certain that someone was there now. He tried to decide quickly what to do next. Most of all, he wanted to worry his enemy. He gave out a nervous chuckle and said, “I got you now, you fucking twerp.” 

He kicked the door open and jumped in. The force of the kick sent the doorknob flying through the air, after making a divot in the wall, and then finally clanked on the marble floor.

Almost immediately, the door was shut behind him at alarming speed by an arm clothed in black. A person dressed in what looked like a dark Kevlar suit jumped on Henry Stolley’s back out of the tub. This unknown phantom all dressed in black knocked the gun out of Henry’s weak hands. He bent Henry down to his knees as he pulled out a nylon chord and wrapped it around the poor man’s throat.

Henry struggled vigorously for his life. The harder he tried, the more the madman would tighten the chord. Henry dug his fingernails into his neck, desperately trying to loosen the chord. His fighting was frail and useless as he mutilated his own neck by scratching desperately to loosen the chord. The pain was long drawn out, lasting almost forever. Each death yank was crushing his Adam’s apple. Henry yelped pleas for air, begging for his life.

Henry didn’t want to die. His body started to prove that fact when a large, almost insane, rush of adrenaline rushed through his veins as he forced his back against the wall, instantly crushing his predator against the tiles. 

Tiles clattered and rained down on both men. 

The man in black grunted in pain.

Another courtesy yank brought Henry down to his knees again. He grasped for the gun and fired aimlessly in panic at the ceiling. The bright blasts shined through the bathroom window, letting all manner of wildlife see this predator’s method of killing. They had seen him enter and now they heard this middle-aged man struggle like a fly caught in a web.

Henry couldn’t hold out much longer. His face turned purple, his eyes growing huge with death breathing down his neck. The next few yanks did it. It cut off his air supply until he could breathe no more. His arms fell, pieces of meat dangling from a corpse. His lifeless body fell on its back to the cold bathroom floor. Drool was dripping out the sides of his mouth. His neck was laced with scratches and gouges from his own hands. Even though he was dead; his vision was quite clear.

The tall, dark, nameless man stood towering over his fallen prey. It was then, that he decided, to pull off his ridiculous ski mask because he was in the clear. It was also chaffing his cheeks. 

Henry’s blue fading vision caught sight of a familiar face. He had seen that bald head once before. Now, after it was undeniably too late, Henry realized that this was the man that was following him this whole time. The man who was on the plane with him and later at the lodge on his cell phone, chastising someone on the other end.

The man held his mask in his hands as he kicked Dr. Stolley’s body. The blow could have killed him, had he not been dead already. The man, bending down over Henry’s dead stare, spoke with eerie calmness as he was cleaning up after his mess. He crept out of the tub from which he strangled this man and said to his dead face, “Sore throat?” 

The question was asked with a sick grin.

He retrieved some pills from his pocket and threw them at Henry’s face. “Take two of these and call me in the morning . . .”
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Chapter One
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UCLA Medical School 

1991

––––––––
[image: ]


Derek, as a second-year medical student, was afraid of the dead. Dead bodies, to be exact, frightened every pore that existed on his flesh. Working at night didn’t help things either. But who knew that the night, which was regarded as a slight inconvenience for him at the time, would be his covering in the future?

Derek wasn’t much of a night person, really. That’s what he told his college professor. It was the night shift that really scared him. But, like always, he would need to suck it up if he was going to get this overnight gig. This was around the time of earning his medical scholarship. He volunteered as a professor’s aid to earn a little extra and learn what he could along the way. 

Medical School textbooks were pricey and confusing, especially when you were a slacker like Derek was in those days. Derek remembered how it was tough for him. He was jealous of all the other whiz kids. He would stare up from the exams, not cheating, but rather just looking around at the spoiled rich kids surrounding him. Taking a moment to gaze at all the faces of these future doctors. The system had tough questions that would make even a licensed M.D. breakdown and fall apart. In a class of over 100; he had ranked barely in the middle.

For him, medical school was long hours of catching up. He didn’t hate the subjects, but he didn’t want to spend every waking moment on them. He loved practicing for the future but he made it worse for himself by not doing as well as he had mapped out. Being young and eager doesn’t cut it that much in the real world. It is the workload that eliminates the dreamers from the professionals. Derek, at heart, was a dreamer . . . but wanted to build on being professional.

His dorm room was a continuous pile of late transcripts and overnight assignments. Try as he might, he could never bring himself to organizing his documents or his financial status. He needed money and wasn’t about to phone his parents and beg. One of his professors offered him a night gig at the university in order to help him with his financial dilemma. 

Professor Richard Vadenburg taught human biology down in E wing. Derek remembered stepping into his cathedral-dome classroom. It was a cool brisk night and he was a little skittish on getting the job. Rubbing his clean-shaven face from amusement at how silly he appeared, when he walked in, he had his black hair slicked back, which was rare because he could never get it down with its spikiness, wearing torn jeans, barely qualifying for a job interview, and a black shirt pulled inside-out to hide the ketchup stain. At college, everybody slacks off from doing the laundry.

The seats leading up were covered in absence. Being in there at that time was taking a new perspective on his part. 

An abandoned laptop glowed on the professor’s desk. The seats were worn with the weight of students through the years. To think of all the students who had sat in these chairs listening to their professors throw stones on how they knew nothing. Professors always liked to hit them hard where it hurts, not to be offensive, though. They just wanted to shape them for the future so that they wouldn’t fumble a scalpel over a dying patient. Call it medical military if you will. Discipline, facts, discipline, facts, over and over again.

“Remember that moment,” all the professors spoke of it. “When that patient is under you and you look back, imagine how much the patient hopes that you won’t fuck up. Pardon my language. But it‘s true. You walk past them, you help them, you dress them. Normal everyday people get caught in the crossfire of life‘s end games. They are brittle and weak. So, what do we do? We have to be strong. As strong as doctors can be. Push your brain power and willpower to their literal extremities. Then you will become more than just a doctor. You may become healers.

“But that isn’t the only reason to become a Doctor. No one really becomes a doctor, know that now. Being a Doctor is a calling. It is your position to choose to accept it. So, what of it, boys? Is this your calling? Is it?” 

The thought echoed through the room in his own world of wandering around the classroom. Derek came back from his thoughts and finally spoke up. “Hello?”

“Be right there,” the voice called back. The glow from the open door poured in. Derek saw the professor emerge from his side door to greet him. The bright lighting made it seem like he had just exited heaven’s light. He was fixing his tie and his forehead was sweating, almost as if he was caught off guard. His skin gave a faint hint of chemicals. 

Crossing the humongous blackboard, he smiled and walked over, outstretching his hand for a shake. 

“So glad for you to join me, Derek,” he exclaimed. “I hope it’s not too early in the morning for you to...” 

Derek waved a hand trying to be as nonchalant as he possibly could, shaking the professor‘s hand with the other. “No, no. It’s fine. I’m recently going through party insomnia and alcohol withdrawal,” he joked, even though he was tired as hell. 

“I’m even surprised you remembered my name out of how many of your other students.” He hadn’t realized that he was still shaking his hand. He released it quickly. It felt rubbery.

The professor chuckled a bit at his confusion, being that the lights were off and they were chatting in the darkness. The nighttime always had a tendency to prey on Derek’s nerves.

“Sorry,” he held up a surgically gloved hand. “I forget sometimes that I have them on. Forgetfulness comes with this grueling late-night operating.” 

Derek scratched his head, plunging deeper into confusion. “Op-operating? I thought this university didn’t allow live subjects?” he questioned, crossing his arms as he did.

The professor tweaked his eyes and gave him another chuckle in his throat. His leathery skin stood out the most in the darkness when he shook his head in that way. There were dark circles around his eyes as if he hadn’t slept because it was boring to him, a man of his creative stature.

“Derek, operating is a term that doctors use whether the patient is alive or dead,” he tried to explain. “I’m merely prepping the female cadaver for my class tomorrow night. I’m responsible for washing it and making sure that the skin doesn’t deteriorate. I’ve just finished the wash procedure.” 

Derek unlocked his hands and stared at them as if they were infected with something nasty and beyond all germaphobic thought. 

“May I use your sink?” he said while charging for the sink and then scrubbed his hands with surgical soap. The professor apologized for forgetting, once again. 

“Sorry,” he continued. “I guess you’re a real clean freak, eh?” 

Derek looked up from scrubbing and began to dry his hands on his shirt. 

“No, I just haven’t gotten used to dead residue meeting my hand. The whole death thing gives me hives.”

After the brief encounter, he led him to the back. The back was lit up with lights bright enough to land an airplane. He showed him the slab tables and the gurneys, as he walked. They all had clean towels on them.

In the far end were the storage cells for the cadavers. He followed him weakly into the frosty room. The temperature must have been jacked up for some reason. In the middle of the room was an occupied slab. A trim, shiny-looking woman, probably in her mid-thirties. Her red hair was moist and had turned the edges a darker maroon. There were still beads of, what looked to be water, dripping from her body. The towel covered her whole abdomen and was pulled over her breasts. Her feet were sticking out at the other end. The expression on her face was almost like she was surprised that she was dead. Derek doubted that she had planned on it.

The professor gave him a pair of rubber gloves and told him that if he needed to vomit, there was a trash receptacle at the corner of the room right next to the door. “It’s only a dead body,” he reassured him. Like I didn’t know that already, Dr. Spock. 

“This woman is the one I’m going to be presenting to my third-year class. They have to be in the room with a person on the slab. It’s kind of a warm-up for things to come. As you might know; most med students drop out because of these cadaver presentations.” 

Placing his hand upon the woman’s shoulder, he lent an eye to her and to Derek for a formal introduction. 

“Derek meet Lucy,” he said.

Derek gaped down at the dead woman’s lifeless eyes. They were staring up at the ceiling. He closed them with his gloved hand, quickly looking back at Dr. Vadenburg. He couldn’t handle her eyes being open the way they were. “Well, I can’t imagine why students would drop out because of this,” he snickered.

Derek stared back at the dead face of the woman.

“Where’s Ricky?” he joked, letting out a snuff of a laugh. He was miserably trying to lighten the mood in the same way that a man trying to control his vomit does by continuously swallowing. Judging by the professor’s silent demeanor, he had failed and felt it was smarter to listen and not joke, but, also swallow his pride instead.

Joking around with the professor was his way of keeping his emotions out of it. The professor could sense Derek’s disliking of the corpse. Derek didn’t want to know how the woman had died, if she had any children, if she had died recently, if he had met her once before and couldn’t remember; anything. Anything too personal. It was just too disturbing when it got personal.

“Now, let’s see. You’ll be responsible for cleaning up the operating room facility. I want you in here at 2:30 a.m. on Wednesday and Thursdays. You also have to load and unload the cadavers that I tell you to. They all have different schedules for different classrooms. There will be a list. All storage cells are clearly marked. I’m also trusting that you will lock up when you’re done with everything. I’ll notify your counselor to start your daily classes later so you don’t slip in your studies.”

He couldn’t help but ask: “How do I clean the bodies?”

The professor, lifting an eyebrow, narrowed his hand over to a contraption that his student was none too familiar with at the time. It appeared to be a vat measuring a good eight feet long and four feet wide. Derek walked over to it and snuck a peek. He had never seen anything like it before.

The liquid was thin and clear with a greenish hue to it, but smelled of rancid chemicals. Derek lifted his shirt up to his mouth, covering his nostrils to stop the smell from invading them. The tubing led from inside the vat to underneath the gurney to some kind of filtering system. A small engine was connected, powering a pumping system; the whole machine must have been  made from the professor’s own design. He was always designing new technology here and there. One could say it was his hobby . . . but it was more than that to him.

“What’s all this?” Derek questioned through his shirt.

“This is what you’re supposed to clean them with. Inside is a mix of water, embalming fluids, and selected chemicals to preserve them.”

“What does it do?” He could hardly breathe.

“It tightens up the pores. If the pores are not reduced to a smaller size, the body would decompose at its normal rate. This machine, along with the vat, prolongs the body’s physical figure. It slows it down for a more prolonged amount of use.”

He bent down under the gurney and Derek joined him. His hand was still cupped around his mouth.

“All you do is,” he reached alongside and pulled a lever, “flip this right here to empty the vat . . .”

The vat made a sucking sound. A tube was making a bridge for the sink where it emptied out the light green liquid.

“ . . .You can’t use the same mixture if another corpse has been in it,” he continued. 

“It would create unsanitary welts on the body. Each body is different and has different fluids. Should those fluids mix, it would be hazardous to the touch.”

“Acidic?” Derek questioned.

“Quite,” the professor replied.

First, small jet sprays of water cleared out what was left, and then new fluid pumped its way into the vat.

“Pretty scientific, eh?” he commented as he removed his gloves.

He walked out of the brightly lit room tossing his gloves in the trash. Derek tossed his gloves in the trash and followed his lead.

Professor Vadenburg retrieved his laptop from his desk, turned it off, and stuffed it in his brown satchel. 

“Sounds easy,” Derek said. “I feel a little creeped out being surrounded by stiffs, but I think I’ll be able to handle it. Just one question: How long does this job last me?” 

The professor shuffled his exams into the brown worn bag. 

“It lasts until the end of the semester. You’ll get paid weekly. I’ll inform your counselor to ship your paycheck to your dorm room. You’ll receive it by mail.”

Derek gave an amazed look. Giving a brief nod, he agreed to take on the tasks before him. But he also couldn’t get over Professor Vadenburg’s personality. His professor noticed this right away.

“I know what you’re thinking.” He leaned in. “‘This guy walks around dead bodies like they’re just trees, like he’s passing through the woods. Doesn’t it even bother him a little bit?’ Yes, it does. I’ve been teaching for five years and let me tell you, when you’re alone in a room full of prepared dead bodies for the next day . . .whoo . . .your eyes tend to play tricks on you.”

He sounded as if he had said this speech before, rehearsed it several times. Sounded like he was pumping Derek up not to be scared. He gave him a sympathetic pat on the back and led him to the door.

“Tonight is your first night,” he continued. “I’ll leave you here. I have a few errands to run. Don’t worry; I’ll come back in a few hours to check on you. How’s that?” 

“Don’t worry,” Vadenburg said, as he made his way down the hollow hallway. “Before you know it, it’ll be daylight. Oh, and take special care of Lucy. She’s my pride and joy.” He disappeared a few steps later around the corner.

Derek closed the door. His back felt sticky with sweat. His life was reduced to being a cleaning watchdog to watch over things that didn’t move. His first night was the scariest.  

It might’ve been the fact that he hadn’t gotten much sleep. Or it could have been because he was bored with his young gonna-have-to-catch-up-with-everything attitude. But he swore, as soon as he entered the operating room, he had seen something out of the ordinary. He walked over to the recently occupied slab. The woman’s eyes were now staring up at the ceiling. 

“Didn’t I just close your eyes a few minutes ago?” he said nervously. 

He didn’t expect it to speak, and he was glad that it didn’t.
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Chapter Two
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Santa Ana, California

January 7th, 2001

“Relieve the pressure just a notch . . .” the instructions he gave to the nurse next to the respirator glided out of the side of his masked mouth. His thoughts of his “corpse cleaner years” snuck into his mind. That one stressful moment haunted him ever since he graduated. But now was not the time to think of such things.

He was busy in the ER.

He couldn’t be bothered with memory flashbacks. He needed to be on the ball. Derek was slipping in surgeries lately. He looked up to sneak a peek at the E.C.G. Life Scan Heart Monitor. It gave out a rapid beep that was not to his or his friend’s liking. It was a joke to be surrounded by these cocky machines. His mind was clouded over with thoughts. Anything could foul up. 

The room smelled of rubbery plastics and emergency medications. Behind the E.C.G. was a box-shaped computer right next to a pair of defibrillators. And if the electricity went out; they would be useless.

A hand clasped his back. 

“Don’t be so nervous.” 

It was his friend and fellow doctor, Kurt Austin. He had noticed Derek’s worried looks and tried to sooth his fears. His forehead was pouring with perspiration. A small bead of sweat leapt off his eyebrow and fell inside the patient’s open chest in slow motion. Geez, that can’t be sanitary, he thought.

“Nurse, towel.” Within seconds, a towel patted Derek’s forehead clean, the pressure would be on. He motioned for her to place the set of shears in his hand. He gazed down to see a complex system of veins, tissue, muscles, and arteries. Kurt was at his side, observing, taking notes inside his mind. 

The patient was a sixty-eight year old African American male. He was a Code Trauma Yellow. On the brink of becoming a Code Red. 

Which basically meant right now, he was in critical condition but, he could die soon if his doctor didn’t hurry the hell up.

His eyes fluttered a rapid eye movement or R.E.M. as they call it here. A balloon-like breathing pouch was strapped around his mouth. A nurse was squeezing it every five seconds to ensure a maintained breathing pattern. All these procedures were precautions to this aging man. 

We might add on a few years to his life, we might not, Derek thought, all I know is that this is no cadaver. If I make a mistake; I can’t ask for a retake and start all over again.

“Is this a bad time?” Kurt questioned, trying to be comical. “Is there anything I can do?” 

I know you’re trying to be helpful, but sometimes you can really jump on my nerves. 

“Yeah,” Derek grimaced. “Remove my sweat glands when this is all over.” 

It was a joke but, in a way, Derek wanted it to happen. Although he knew that Kurt dealt with tumors and anything related to optical nerves, he knew that Kurt would not agree to such a task as to remove his sweat glands.

With the aid of the sharp rib separators, specially designed, Derek could see the heart and prepared to operate. The victim was in a mid-jog around his block when, it hit him like a truck, bringing him down to the asphalt, his heart clogged. It was a simple operation, but the problem itself was caused by digesting greasy foods. Derek saw a lot of these in his practice.

He cranked the chest open as carefully as possible, trying not to split him entirely wide open, to examine the hard part: opening up one of the closed valves in the man’s heart. 

“Nurse, clean this up a little, please. I need suction around the walls to see the heart clearly.” The nurse retrieved the suction hose and swept the suction head around the rib cage. Liquids were being drawn out as Derek saw it palpitating weakly. “There it is. That’s enough suction for now.”

He motioned for the scalpel next. It was set gently into his palm. 

This was the hard part. 

The delicacy of the situation was critical. And to think that all of these patients who refer to this process as “going under the knife” were thinking of it in a cruel never-coming-back terms. His hand shook as he opened his eyes wider, trying to find out where he should make an incision.

“May I make a suggestion?”

Kurt knew Derek always agreed to any help given. It was always an option in a tense situation. He gave him a worried eye look. Kurt looked professional behind his glasses and light blue operating gown. Derek nodded.

“Think of the human body as a bomb,” Kurt said. “If he goes up, we all go up.” 

He then pointed to the man in distress on the gurney.

“How is that supposed to help me?” Derek asked, with anger in his eyes.

It seemed like he was worsening the situation for him. Does he want me to screw up? He knows that my last two patients hadn’t made it through. 

Kurt gave him a reassuring look through his beady-eyed glasses.

“When you have pressure on your side; your motivation cranks up along with your adrenaline. Just shake it off and clip the right wire, already. I’m starting to suffocate in here.” He was always making remarks like that.

Derek lowered his head. One wrong cut and the man was another lump of flesh waiting to be wheeled down to that meat locker they call a morgue. Derek kept obsessing which part of the heart it was to make the cut. The scalpel glared under the bright lens of the lights. These lights could land an airplane.

He then, with a deep breath, lowered the scalpel into the caved-in chest. With a fidgety hand, he pierced just below the valve and made an incision as thin as a hair strand. A chunk of yellow mass was extracted from the valve. Reaching in, he scooped out the junk, because it was the most disgusting thing for a nurse to have to do so he felt that he should give them a break. And since he didn’t want any screw ups; he did it himself.

They extracted a fairly large amount of yellowish brown chunks, enough to fill a baby’s palm. As he pulled it out, reeking of a residue that reminded him of spoiled milk, he couldn’t help but wonder if the patient had felt anything. The E.C.G. showed the patient stabilizing into a safer field of numbers.

“That’s it, folks. Sew ‘em up.” He grabbed the tray with the yellow muck and decided that it should go straight to examination. They had to run tests to find out what had caused the sudden blockage.

*   *   *
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Kurt opened the window to the lounge. Aside from being a pain in the neck in ER operations, he was also a claustrophobic.  He breathed in heavily and in short nervous puffs.  Derek snickered a bit as he made his way to the coffee pot. Pouring his coffee, he remembered how Kurt had always had problems in tight places. He said that he felt confined in a small room and Derek always saw him run up to that stupid window after every operation. You could set your watch by his exit. He was still wearing his gown.  Derek had taken his off after the operation. He removed his mask to sip his hot, creamy coffee.  The taste washed over his being and drowned all the self-pitying moments of all his famous failed operations. Thankfully, he saved this man today. He felt refreshed and nothing was going to ruin his mood. Not even the fact that Kurt‘s body was more than halfway out the window. With each sip, he had washed away all those voices of his patients that he couldn’t save in time. Another sip silenced all the flat line fatal streams that echoed in his worried head.  

He looked around the room, basking in the glory of his successful operation that he had returned from with a hope of more.

It does give a boost to save someone’s life. A natural high. But not a prideful one. It was a unique relief high.

This was a sign as far as he was concerned.  He needed to spend more time with his children and his wife. His eyes were wandering around. The lounge, being as in a disorganized way that it was, was covered in afternoon lighting.  Kurt seemed so funny with himself hyperventilating about being cooped up.  

“Calm down,”  Derek said, as he unlocked the fridge to see if his snack was in there.  “You’re acting as if you’re about to vomit.”  He pushed the week-old salad aside and grasped a hand around the tin-foiled-covered sandwich that he left. The fridge smelled like it would need a good cleaning, but there was no way in hell that he would do it, not after what he just cleaned.  After he closed it with the back of his heel, he sat down on the dark green couch.  

Kurt was too nervous.  He had always had a fidgety complex if he didn’t get some fresh air. Couldn’t blame him, Derek often smelled some pretty foul stenches coming from that operating room. The insides of a human body tend to reek a great deal. But Kurt was overreacting.  Derek felt totally at peace and he was entirely the opposite.  They were on the 17th floor, not that high up but still, Derek set his sandwich down and pulled Kurt away from the window before he accidentally fell. Couldn’t risk him doing something stupid like that.

“Go pour yourself a cup of coffee.” Derek motioned over by the counter top. “You’re beginning to make me nervous.” 

Kurt did seem paler than usual.  His brown shaved style haircut made his head look like a fuzzy peach. He looked away and made for the coffee pot, fumbling. Derek closed the window and locked it. He sat back down on the couch and began to chew at his chicken sandwich that his wife, June, had made for him.  

“I’m sorry, Derek,” he began to apologize. Derek couldn’t understand why.  “I just get . . . I dunno . . . dizzy about all this. Being trapped in a room where a patient’s body is opened right in front of me . . .”  

Sometimes Derek wondered why Kurt became a doctor in the first place. They had been good buddies in med school.  Kurt had always had trouble dealing with patients.  He could relate to them and tell them of their symptoms, but he felt some kind of eerie vibe while operating, even though he was driven by some undetermined force. Almost disgusted that he had to get his hands dirty. But this only happened in extreme conditions. Derek knew that those rooms could get pretty claustrophobic. He continued to spill his problems before his friend. “Don’t you ever feel like fainting when the scalpel is in your hand?”

“Sometimes, when it’s a life or death situation, yes.”

“Do you feel as if you caught something contagious from them?”

“Are you kidding, man? You know what I use? Storm soap. That stuff scrapes any junk off your hands. I never use the surgical soap. Not that I’m saying that it’s bad for you. You can still use it. There’s no reason to feel as if you’ve caught something.”

“You know what I mean. Like you’ve been cursed to see all these people with their diseases, their broken bones, their disgusting lung cancer, them spitting up on you every day, or their refusal to let you take their blood for testing. You ever get that feeling like you’d rather do something else with your life rather than be surrounded by sick people?”

“Hey, they can’t help it if they’re sick.  Answer to that one is ‘no.’”

His attitude disturbed Derek at times.  

“You want a bite of my sandwich?”  Derek offered.

“No,” he declined.  “Just eating makes me feel as if I’m eating that guy’s heart back on that gurney.  It’s disgusting.”  

Derek stopped chewing and eyed him.  

“Yeah, that’s appetizing,” His brown eyes looked at him with concern buried deep within them. Derek could tell that he wasn’t telling him something.  

“Derek, how long have you been here?”  A question that never came out of Kurt’s mouth unless he was thinking of quitting. He was cleaning his glasses as he was talking to him.

“Let’s see . . .” Derek backtracked in his mind, still chewing. Talking with a mouthful of food, he said, “In November, it’ll beeeee . . . six years.  Why?”  Kurt’s face scrunched up as put his glasses back on, took a long breath, then crossed his arms.  

“I’m thinking of moving onto different ventures,” he said.

“Like what?”  Derek asked.  

Kurt untied his gown and folded it as he spoke. 

“I’ve been here too long. Two years of this is just too much.  It’s more than I can bare,” he said, while grimacing at the bloodstain on his gown. After noticing it, he took it off and put it away.

“Wait until you see six,” Derek commented.

“I’ve been investing in this pharmaceutical company. They run their offices down in Florida, but they have agreed to send eight of their esteemed doctors and pharmacists to come here and listen to this new drug proposal I’ve been creating.”  Derek looked at him with shock.  It looked as if he hadn’t known Kurt as well as he thought he did.  

“You created a drug?” Setting his cup down on the coffee table, he questioned further. “When?”  

Kurt sat down beside him.  

“I developed it down in the labs here and I also researched it on the morgue office computer.”

“You’ve been creating a drug using this hospital as your research and development center?  If they catch you, they’ll probably string you up by that flag we have on the side of this building.”

“Derek, I’ve been putting all my effort into this. I ordered the tools and supplies seven months ago. I’ve had permission to do this.  It took me a while, but after the first hundred times and with the helpful research, I’ve created a drug that will guarantee my rise up on the pharmaceutical ladder.  Pharmacists and drug technicians don’t have to see the everyday suffering that we see.”

I can’t help but think of all the patients I’ve treated for the past years.  If I had known that all this hospital operating was getting to you, I’d have talked with you earlier.  

“What
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