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About the Book

As in all hospitals, the medical hierarchy of The House of God was a pyramid – a lot at the bottom and one at the top. Put another way, it was like an ice-cream cone . . . you had to lick your way  up!

Roy Basch, the ‘red-hot’ Rhodes Scholar, thought differently – but then he hadn’t met Hyper Hooper, cut to win the most post-mortems of the year award, nor Molly, the nurse with the crash helmet. He hadn’t even met any of the Gomers (‘Get Out of My Emergency Room!’), the no-hopers who wanted to die but who were worth more alive . . .

The House of God is a wild and raunchily irreverent novel that teaches you the not-so-gentle arts of healing, and tells you what your doctor never wanted you to know. It is the best medicine since M*A*S*H, and does for the doctor’s art what Catch-22 did for the art of war.
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The House of God

Samuel Shem


To J and Ben


We shall forget by day, except

The moments when we choose to play

The imagined pine, the imagined jay.

– Wallace Stevens

The Man with the Blue Guitar


1

EXCEPT FOR HER sunglasses, Berry is naked. Even now, on vacation in France with my internship year barely warm in its grave, I can’t see her bodily imperfections. I love her breasts, the way they change when she lies flat, on her stomach, on her back, and then when she stands, and walks. And dances. Oh, how I love her breasts when she dances. Cooper’s ligaments suspend the breasts. Cooper’s Droopers, if they stretch. And her pubis, symphasis pubis, the bone under the skin being the real force shaping her Mound of Venus. She has sparse black hair. In the sun, she sweats, the glisten making her tan more erotic. In spite of my medical eyes, in spite of having just spent a year among diseased bodies, it is all I can do to sit calmly and record. The day feels smooth, warm, pebbled with the nostalgia of a sigh. It is so still that a match flame stands upright, invisible in the clear hot air. The green of the grass, the lime-white walls of our rented farm-house, the orange stucco roof edging the August blue sky—it is all too perfect for this world. There is no need to think. There is time for all things. There is no result, there is only process. Berry is trying to teach me to love as once I did love, before the deadening by the year.

I struggle to rest and cannot. Like a missile my mind homes to my hospital, the House of God, and I think of how I and the other interns handled sex. Without love, amidst the gomers and the old ones dying and the dying young, we had savaged the women of the House. From the most tender nursing-school novitiate through the hard-eyed head nurses of the Emergency Room, and even, in pidgin Spanish, to the bangled and whistling Hispanic ones in Housekeeping and Maintenance—we had savaged them for our needs. I think back to the Runt, who had moved from two-dimensional magazine sex into a spine-tingling sexual adventure with a voracious nurse named Angel—Angel, who never ever did, the whole long year, to anyone’s knowledge, string together a complete sentence made of real words. And I know now that the sex in the House of God had been sad and sick and cynical and sick, for like all our doings in the House, it had been done without love, for all of us had become deaf to the murmurs of love.

‘Come back, Roy, Don’t drift off there, now.’

Berry. Finishing our lunch, we are almost to the hearts of our artichokes. They grow to enormous size in this part of France. I had trimmed and boiled the artichokes, and Berry had made the vinaigrette. The food here is exquisite. Often we eat in the sun-dappled garden of our restaurant, under the lattice of branches. The starched white linen, delicate crystal, and fresh red rose in the silver vase was almost too perfect for this life. In the corner, our waiter attends, napkin over his arm. His hand trembles. He suffers from a senile tremor, the tremor of a gomer, of all the gomers of the year. As I come to the last leaves of the artichoke, their purple surpassing their edible green, and throw them toward the garbage heap for the farmer’s chickens and glass-eyed gomer of a dog, I think about a gomer eating an artichoke. Impossible, unless it were pureed and squirted down the feeding tube. I remove the thistly hairs, green abundant, covering the mound of choke, and come to the heart, and I think back to eating in the House of God, and to the one best at eating, best at medicine, my resident, the Fat Man. The Fat Man shoveling onions and Hebrew National hot dogs and raspberry ice cream into his mouth all at once at the ten-o’clock supper. The Fat Man, with his LAWS OF THE HOUSE and his approach to medicine that at first I thought was sick but that gradually I learned to be the way it was. I see us—hot, sweaty, Iwo Jima-heroic—hovered over a gomer:

‘They’re hurting us,’ the Fat Man would say.

‘They’ve got me on my knees,’ I’d reply.

‘I’d commit suicide, but I don’t want to make the bastards happy.’

And we’d put our arms around each other and cry. My fat genius, always with me when I needed him, but where is he as I need him now? In Hollywood, in Gastroenterology, in bowel runs—as he always put it—‘through the colons of the stars.’ I know now that it was his zany laughter and his caring, and that of the two policemen of the Emergency Room—the two policemen, my Saviors, who seemed to know everything and who almost seemed to know it in advance—that had gotten me through the year. And despite the Fat Man and the policemen, what had happened in the House of God had been fierce, and I had been hurt, bad. For before the House of God, I had loved old people. Now they were no longer old people, they were gomers, and I did not, I could not love them, anymore. I struggle to rest, and cannot, and I struggle to love, and I cannot love, for I’m all leached out, like a man’s shirt washed too many times.

‘Since you drift off there so much, maybe you’d rather be back there after all,’ says Berry sarcastically.

‘Love, it’s been a bad year.’

I sip my wine. I’ve been drunk much of the time we’ve been here. I’ve been drunk in the cafés on market days as the clamor ebbs in the market and flows in the bars. I’ve been drunk while swimming in our river, at noon the temperature of water, air, and body all the same, so that I can’t tell where body ends and water begins and it’s a melding of the universe, with the river curling round our bodies, cool and warm rushes intermingling in lost patterns, filling all times and all depths. I swim against the current, looking upstream where the winding riverpath rests in a cradle of willow, rushes, poplar, shadow, and that great master of shadow, the sun. Drunk, I lie in the sun on the towel, watching with blossoming arousal the erotic ballet of the Englishwomen changing into and out of swimsuits, glimpsing an edge of breast, a wisp of pubic hair, as so often I had glimpsed edges and wisps of nurses, as they changed into and out of their costumes before my eyes, in the House. Sometimes, drunk, I ruminate on the state of my liver, and think of all the cirrhotics I have watched turn yellow and die. They either bleed out, raving, coughing up and drowning in blood from ruptured esophageal veins, or, in coma, they slip away, slip blissfully away down the yellow-brick ammonia-scented road to oblivion. Sweating, I tingle, and Berry becomes more beautiful than ever. This wine makes me feel like I’m bathed in amnion, breathless, fed by the motherblood-flow in the umbilical vein, fetal, slippery and tumbling over and over in the warmth of the beating womb, warm amnion, warmnion. Alcohol helped in the House of God, and I think of my best friend, Chuck, the black intern from Memphis, who never was without a pint of Jack Daniels in his black bag for those extra-bitter times when he was hurt extra bad by the gomers or the slurping House academics, like the Chief Resident or the Chief of Medicine himself, who were always looking at Chuck as illiterate and underprivileged when in fact he was literate and privileged and a better doc than anyone else in the whole place. And in my drunkenness I think that what happened to Chuck in the House was too sad, for he had been happy and funny and now he was sad and glum, broken by them and going around with the same half-angry, half-crushed look in his eyes that I’d noticed Nixon had had yesterday on our French TV, as he stood on the steps of the helicopter on the White House lawn after his resignation, giving a pathetically inappropriate V-for-defeat sign before the doors closed over him, the Filipinos rolled in the red carpet, and Jerry Ford, looking more flabbergasted than awed, put his arm around his wife and walked slowly back to the presidency. The gomers, these gomers . . .

‘Damnit, everything makes you think of those gomers,’ says Berry.

‘I hadn’t realized that I’d been thinking out loud.’

‘You never realize it, but these days, you always do. Nixon, gomers, forget about the gomers. There aren’t any gomers here.’

I know she’s wrong. One lazy and succulent day, I am walking by myself from the graveyard at the top of the village, down the catnapping winding road overlooking the château, the church, the prehistoric caves, the square, and far below, the river valley, the child’s-toy poplars and Roman bridge indicating the road, and the creator of all this, the spawn of the glacier, our river. I have never taken this path before, this path along this ridge. I am beginning to relax, to know what I knew before: the peace, the rainbow of perfections of doing nothing. The country is so lush that the birds can’t eat all the ripe blackberries. I stop and pick some. Juicy grit in my mouth. My sandals slap the asphalt. I watch the flowers compete in color and shape, enticing the rape by the bees. For the first time in more than a year I am at peace, and nothing in the whole world is effort, and all, for me, is natural, whole, and sound.

I turn a corner and see a large building, like an asylum or a hospital, with the word ‘Hospice’ over the door. My skin prickles, the little hairs on the back of my neck rise, my teeth set on edge. And there, sure enough, I see them. They have been set out in the sun, in a little orchard. The white of their hair, scattered among the green of the orchard, makes them look like dandelions in a field, gossamers awaiting their final breeze. Gomers. I stare at them. I recognize the signs. I make diagnoses. As I walk past them, their eyes seem to follow me, as if somewhere in their dementia they are trying to wave, or say bonjour, or show some other vestige of humanness. But they neither wave nor say bonjour, nor show any other vestige. Healthy, tan, sweaty, drunk, full of blackberries, laughing inside and fearing the cruelty of that laughter, I feel grand. I always feel grand when I see a gomer. I love these gomers now.

‘Well, there may be gomers in France, but you don’t have to take care of them.’

She goes back to her artichoke, and the vinaigrette accumulates on her chin. She doesn’t wipe it off. She’s not the type. She enjoys the oily feel of the oil, the vinegar sting. She enjoys her nakedness, her carelessness, her oiliness, her ease. I feel that she’s getting excited. Now she looks at me again. Am I saying this out loud? No. As we watch each other, the vinaigrette drips from her chin to her breast. We watch. The vinaigrette explores, oozing slowly down the skinline, heading south toward the nipple. We speculate together, without words, whether it will make it, or if it will veer off, toward cleft or pit. I flip back into medicine, thinking of carcinoma of the axillary nodes. Mastectomy. Statistics crowd in. Berry smiles at me, unaware of my regression toward death. The vinaigrette stays on line, oozes onto the nipple, and hangs. We smile.

‘Stop obsessing about the gomers and come lick it off.’

‘They can still hurt me.’

‘No they can’t. Come on.’

As I put my lips to her nipple, feeling it rise, tasting the sting of the sauce, my fantasy is of a cardiac arrest. The room is crowded, and I am one of the last to arrive. On the bed is a young patient, intubated, being breathed by the respiratory tech. The resident is trying to put in a big intravenous line, and the medical student is running round and round the bed. Everyone in the room knows that the patient is going to die. Kneeling on the bed, giving closed-chest cardiac massage, is one of the intensive-care nurses, a redhead with great thighs and big tits, from Hawaii. Tits from Hawaii. It had been her patient, and she had been first to arrive at the arrest. I stand in the doorway and watch: her white skirt has ridden up her legs so that as she bends over the patient, she flaunts her ass. She wears flowered bikini panties. I can almost see the petals through the seams of the white stretch pantyhose. I think of Hawaii. Up and down, up and down her ass is moving up and down in the middle of all the blood and vomit and urine and crap and people. Waves of surf on volcanic beaches up and down up and down. Fantastic plush limousine of an ass. I go up to her and put my hand on it. She turns and sees who it is and smiles and says Oh hi Roy and keeps on pumping. I massage her ass as she moves up and down, around and around my hand goes. I whisper something raunchy in her ears. I take both hands and pull down her pantyhose, and then pull her panties down to her knees. She beats on the body. I take my hands, and slip one into her crotch and run the other down the inside of her thighs up and down and up and down in time to the chest compressions of the resuscitation. She takes her free hand and undoes the buttons of my white pants and grabs my erect penis. The tension is incredible. There are shouts for ‘adrenaline!’ and ‘the defibrillator!’

Finally they’re ready to put the paddles of the defibrillator on the patient’s chest, to shock the dying heart. Someone shouts: ‘Everybody off the bed!’ and the Hawaiian slides down onto my penis.

‘Shock him!’

SSZZZZZZ!

They shock the patient. The body convulses up off the bed as the muscles contract from the 300 volts, but the cardiac monitor is flat line. The heart is dead. An intern, the Runt, enters the room. The patient is his patient. He seems upset. He looks like he’s about to burst into tears. Then he sees the Hawaiian and me going to it, and his eyes show his surprise. I turn to him and say:

‘Cheer up, Runt, it’s impossible to be depressed with an erection.’

The fantasy ends with the young patient dead and all of us consoling ourselves in sex on the blood-slippery floor, singing as we rocket toward orgasm:

‘I wanna go back to my little grass shack in Kooalakahoo Ha-WAAAAA—EEEEEEEE!. . . . 


2

THE HOUSE OF God had been founded in 1913 by the American People of Israel when their medically qualified Sons and Daughters could not get good internships in good hospitals because of discrimination. A great tribute to the dedication of the founders, it soon attracted red hot doctors, and was blessed with an affiliation with the BMS—the Best Medical School—in the world. Built up to this status, internally it had broken down into many hierarchies, at the bottom of which now lay the very people for whom it had been constructed, the House Staff. Consistently, at the bottom of the House Staff lay an intern.

While the straight shot down from the top of the medical hierarchy got the intern, the intern was at the bottom of the other hierarchies only indirectly. In many tricky ways he had the opportunity to be abused at any time by Private Doctors, House Administration, Nursing, Patients, Social Service, Telephone and Beeper Operators, and Housekeeping. The latter made the beds and regulated the heat, cold, toilets, linen, and general repairs. The interns were completely at their mercy.

The House medical hierarchy was a pyramid—a lot at the bottom and one at the top. Given the mentality required to climb it, it was more like an ice-cream cone—you had to lick your way up. From constant application of tongue to next uppermost ass, those few toward the top were all tongue. A mapping of each sensory cortex would show a homunculus with a mammoth tongue overlapping an enormous portion of brain. The nice thing about the ice-cream cone was that from the bottom, you got a clear view of the slurping going on. There they were, the Slurpers, greedy optimistic kids in an ice-cream parlor in July, tonguing and tonguing and tonguing away. It was quite a sight.

The House of God was known for its progressiveness, especially in relation to the way it treated its House Staff. It was one of the first hospitals to offer free marital counseling, and when that failed, to encourage divorce. On average, during their stay, about eighty percent of the married medically qualified Sons and Daughters would make use of this suggestion, separate from their spouses, and take up with some bombshell from Private Doctors, House Administration, Nursing, Patients, Social Service, Telephone and Beeper Operators, and Housekeeping. In a further progressive gesture, the House believed in introducing its incoming interns to the horrors of the year in a gentle fashion, inviting us to an all-day talk session broken by a lunch catered by the B-M Deli, taking place on Monday June the thirtieth, the day before we were to start. At this meeting we were to be exposed to representative members of each hierarchy.

On the Sunday afternoon before the B-M Deli Monday before the horrific Tuesday July the first, I was in bed. June was ending with a final sunny flash, but my shades were drawn. Nixon was off on yet another summit junket to masturbate Kosygin, ‘Mo’ Dean was breathless in her agony over what dress to wear to the Watergate hearings, and I was in pain. My pain was not even the modern pain of alienation or ennui, the kind that many Americans currently felt while watching the TV documentary on ‘The California Family: the Louds,’ with their expensive ranch house, three cars, kidney-shaped pool, and no books. My pain was fear. Despite always having been a red-hot, I was scared out of my mind. I was terrified of being an intern in the House of God.

I was not alone in bed. I was with Berry. Our relationship, having survived the trauma of my years at the Best Medical School, was blossoming, rich in color, woven with liveliness, laughter, risk, and love. Also in bed with me were two books: the first, a gift from my father the dentist, an ‘internship’ book, something called How I Saved the World Without Dirtying My Whites, all about this intern rushing in at the last minute, taking over, crisply barking orders which saved lives in the nick of time; the second book I’d bought for myself, something called How to Do It for the New Intern, a manual that told you everything you needed to know. While I ransacked this manual, Berry, a Clinical Psychologist, was curled up with Freud. After a few minutes of silence, I groaned, let the manual drop, and pulled the sheet over my head.

‘Help, hellllp,’ I said.

‘Roy, you really are in a terrible shape.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘Bad. Last week I hospitalized a patient who was found curled up under the covers just like that, and he was less anxious than you.’

‘Can you hospitalize me?’

‘Do you have insurance?’

‘Not till I start the internship.’

‘Then you’d have to go to the State Facility.’

‘What should I do? I’ve tried everything, and I’m still scared to death.’

‘Try denial.’

‘Denial?’

‘Yes. A primitive defense. Deny that it exists.’

So I tried to deny that it exists. Although I didn’t get very far with this denial, Berry helped me through the night, and the next morning, B-M Deli Monday, she helped me to shave, dress, and she drove me downtown to the House of God. Something stopped me from getting out of the car, and so Berry opened my door, coaxed me out, and pressed a note into my hand that said ‘Meet you here at five P.M. Good Luck. Love, Berry.’ She kissed me on the cheek and left.

I stood in the steamy heat outside a huge urine-colored building which a sign said was THE HOUSE OF GOD. A ball and chain were demolishing one wing, to make way, a sign said, for THE WING OF ZOCK. Feeling like the ball and chain were swinging back and forth inside my skull, I entered the House and searched out the ‘function room.’ I sat down as the Chief Resident, named Fishberg and nicknamed the Fish, was giving a welcoming speech. Short, chubby, scrubbed to a shine, the Fish had just completed his training in Gastroenterology, the specialty of the House. The position of Chief Resident was smack in the middle of the ice-cream cone, and the Fish knew that if he did a good job that year he’d be rewarded by the higher-up Slurpers with a permanent job and become a permanent Slurper. He was the liaison between the interns and everyone else, and he ‘hoped that you will come to me with any problems you might have.’ As he said this, his eyes slithered over to the higher-up Slurpers arrayed at the head table. Shifty, slimy, he oozed. Too cheerful. Not in touch with our dread. My concentration waned, and I looked around the room at the other new terns: a smooth black guy slouched down in his chair with his hand wearily shading his eyes; more striking was a giant of a guy with a bushy red beard, wearing a black leather jacket and wraparound sunglasses, twirling a black motorcycle hat on his finger. Far-out.

‘ . . . and so, day or night, I’m available. And now it gives me great pleasure to present the Chief of Medicine, Dr. Leggo.’

From the corner where he’d been standing, a thin, dry-looking little man with a horrific purple birthmark on the side of his face walked stiffly to the center of the speaker’s table. He wore a butcher-length white coat and a long old-fashioned stethoscope wended its way across his chest and abdomen and disappeared mysteriously into his pants. A question flickered across my mind: WHERE DID THAT STETHOSCOPE GO? He was a renologist: kidneys, ureters, bladders, urethras, and stagnant urine’s best friend, the Foley catheter.

‘The House is special,’ said the Chief. ‘Part of its being special is its affiliation with the BMS. I want to tell you a story about the BMS, that showed me how special the BMS and the House are. It’s a story about a BMS doctor and a BMS nurse named Peg. It showed me what it is like to be affiliated with the . . .’

My mind wandered. The Leggo was a less chubby version of the Fish, as if, given the fact that the Leggo had published rather than perished to become Chief, all the human juice had been sucked out of him, and he had been left drained, dehydrated, even uremic. So this was the top of the cone, when finally, and with all men, as Chief, one was perpetually more slurped against than slurping.

‘ . . . and so Peg came up to me with a surprised look on her face and said “Doctor Leggo, how could you wonder whether that order had been done? When a BMS doctor tells a BMS nurse to do something, you can be sure it will be done, and it will be done right.”’

He paused, as if expecting applause. He was met with silence. I yawned, and realized that my mind had gone straight to fucking.

‘ . . . and you’ll be glad to hear that Peg will be coming—’

‘HHRAAAK! HHRAAAK!’

An explosion of coughing from the tern in the black leather jacket, doubling him over, gasping, at his seat, interrupted the Leggo.

‘—coming from the City Hospital to join us here at the House later in the year.’

The Leggo went on to make a statement about the Sanctity of Life. Like the Pope’s statements, the emphasis was on doing everything always for everyone forever to keep the patient alive. At the time, we couldn’t have known how destructive this nuncio would be. Finishing, the Leggo returned to his corner, where he remained standing. Neither the Fish nor the Leggo seemed to have a firm grasp on what went into being a human being.

The other speakers were more human. A House Administration type in a blue blazer with gold buttons gave us some advice on how ‘the patients’ charts are legal documents’ and told us that the House had gotten sued recently because some tern, as a joke, had written in the chart that the Nursing Home had left the patient on the bed pan so long that stasis ulcers developed, which led to death on transfer to the House; an emaciated young cardiologist named Pinkus remarked on the importance of hobbies in preventing cardiac disease, his two hobbies being ‘running for fitness and fishing for calm,’ and then went on to say that every patient we would see during the year would seem to have a rumbling systolic heart murmur which in fact would turn out to be the jackhammers from the Wing of Zock and we might as well throw our stethoscopes away now; the House Psychiatrist, a sad-looking man with a goatee, turned his pleading eyes on us and told us that he was available to help. Then he shocked us all by saying:

‘Internship is not like law school, where they say look to your right and look to your left and one of you will not be here at the end of the year, but it is a strain, and everyone has a hard time. If you let it go too far, well . . . Each year the graduating class of at least one medical school—maybe two or three schools—must step into the ranks just to replace colleagues who commit suicide—’

‘HAA—RUMPH! HAA—REMMM!’

The Fish was clearing his throat. He did not like this talk about suicide and was clearing his throat of it.

‘—and even year after year right here in the House of God we do see suicides—’

‘Thank you, Dr. Frank,’ said the Fish, taking over, greasing the wheels of the meeting again so that it could roll on to the last medical speaker, a representative of the House Private Doctors, the Attendings, Dr. Pearlstein.

Even at the BMS, I’d heard of the Pearl. Once the Chief Resident, he had soon abandoned academics in pursuit of cash, had snatched the beginnings of his own practice from his older partner when the latter was away on a Florida vacation, and with a quick entry into computer technology that fully automated his office, the Pearl had become the richest of the rich House Privates. A gastroenterologist with his personal X-Ray machine in his office, he serviced the wealthiest bowels in town. He was the retained physician of the Family of Zock, whose Wing of Zock jackhammers would make us throw our stethoscopes away. Well-groomed, glittering with gems, in a handsome suit, he was a master with people, and in a few seconds he had us in the palm of his hand:

‘Every intern makes mistakes. The important thing is neither to make the same mistakes twice nor to make a whole bunch of mistakes all at once. During my internship, right here at the House, a fellow intern, eager for academic success, had had a patient die, and the family had refused permission for the post-mortem. In the dead of night, this intern wheeled the body down to the morgue and did the autopsy himself. He was caught and punished severely, being sent to the Deep South, where he practices in obscurity to this day. So remember: don’t let your enthusiasm for medicine get in the way of your feeling for people. It can be a great year. It started me on the way to what I am and what I have today. I look forward to working with each and every one of you. Best of luck, boys, best of luck.’

Given my aversion to dead bodies, he needn’t have bothered to warn me. Others felt differently. Sitting beside me, Hooper, a hyperactive tern whom I’d known as a classmate at the BMS, seemed to get off on the idea of doing the autopsy himself. His eyes gleamed, he rocked back and forth in his chair, almost quivering. Well, I mused, whatever turns you on.

The token humanitarian statement having been made, we turned to computers, the Fish passing out our day-by-day schedules for the year. A large-breasted adolescent stood up to guide us through the maze of paperwork. She spoke of ‘the major problem you will face in your internship: parking.’ After going over several complex diagrams of the parking in the House, she passed out parking stickers and said, ‘Remember: we do tow, and we love it. With the Wing of Zock going up, you’d better put your stickers on the inside of your windshield, because the past few months the construction workers have ripped off all the stickers they could find. And if you’re thinking of riding your bikes, forget it. Every night the teen gangs rip through this place with bolt cutters. No bike is safe. Now we fill in our computer forms, so we can get paid. You all brought your number-two pencils, right?’

Damn. I’d forgot. My whole life has been trying to remember to bring those two number-two pencils. I couldn’t remember when I’d ever remembered. And yet someone else always did. I filled in the circles of the forms.

The meeting ended with the Fish suggesting ‘you might want to go to your respective wards to get acquainted with your patients before tomorrow.’ Although this sent a shiver through me, since I wanted to continue to deny that it exists, I filed out of the room with the others. Lagging behind, I found myself on the fourth floor walking from one end of the corridor to the other. Ten yards down the corridor were two armchair recliners, in which sat two patients. One, a woman with bright yellow skin signifying severe liver disease, sat with her mouth open to the fluorescent lights, her legs spread apart, her ankles puffed and her cheeks gaunt. There was a bow in her hair. Next to her was a decrepit old man with a frantic thatch of white hair spilling over his veined skull, who was yelling over and over:

HEY DOC WAIT HEY DOC WAIT HEY DOC . . .

An intravenous bottle was running yellow stuff into his arm, and a Foley catheter was running yellow stuff out of his vermilion-tipped schlong, which lay across his lap like a pet snake. The caravan of new terns had to wend its way single file past these two lost ones, and by the time I got to them there was a traffic jam and I had to stop and wait. The black guy and the black motorcycle guy waited with me. The man, whose name tag said ‘Harry the Horse,’ kept yelling: HEY DOC WAIT HEY DOC WAIT HEY DOC . . .

I turned to the woman, whose name tag said ‘Jane Doe.’ She was singing, a chromatic phonetic scale of increasing intensity:

OOOO—AYYY—EEEE—IYYYY—UUUUU . . .

In response to our attention Jane Doe made motions as if to touch us, and I thought. ‘No don’t touch me!’ and she didn’t but what she did do was squeeze out a long liquid fart. Smells had always gotten to me, and that smell did then, and I felt like vomiting. Nope, they weren’t going to get me to see my patients yet. I turned around. The black guy, whose name was Chuck, looked at me.

‘What do you think of this?’ I asked.

‘Man, it’s pitiful.’

Looming over us was the giant with the black motorcycle gear. He put on his black jacket again and said to us: ‘Guys, in my medical school in California, I never saw anyone as old as this. I’m going home to my wife.’

He turned, walked back down the corridor, and disappeared into the down elevator. On the back of his black motorcycle jacket was spelled out in shiny brass studs.

 

* * *

* * * EAT MY DUST* * *

* * * EDDIE* * *

* * *

 

Jane Doe farted again.

‘Do you have a wife?’ I asked Chuck.

‘Nope.’

‘Me neither. But I can’t take this yet. No way.’

‘Well, man, let’s go have a drink.’

Chuck and I had poured a good deal of bourbon and beer into our bodies, and had gotten to the point of laughing at the farting Jane Doe and the insistent Harry the Horse asking us to HEY DOC WAIT. Having started by sharing our disgust, we proceeded through sharing our fear, and were in the process of sharing our pasts. Chuck had grown up dirt-poor in Memphis. I inquired as to how from this humble beginning he’d gotten to the pinnacle of academic medicine, the BMS-affiliated House of God.

‘Well, man, you see, it was like this. One day when I was a senior in high school in Memphis, I got this postcard from Oberlin College, and it said: WANT TO GO TO COLLEGE AT OBERLIN? IF SO, FILL OUT AND RETURN THIS CARD. That was it, man, that was all. No College Board tests, no application, no nothin’. And so I did it. Next thing I know, I get this letter saying I’d been accepted, full scholarship, four years. And here the white guys in my class were all trying like crazy to get in. Now, I’d never been out of Tennessee in my life, I didn’t know anything about this Oberlin, ‘cept I asked somebody and he told me they had a music school there.’

‘Did you play a musical instrument?’

‘You gotta be kiddin’. My old man read cowboy novels as a night janitor, and my old lady cleaned floors. Only thing I played was roundball. The day I was supposed to leave, my old man says, “Son, you’d be better off joinin’ the army.” So I take the bus to Cleveland and then I was supposed to change for Oberlin, and I didn’t know if I was in the right place but then I see all these dudes with musical instruments and I say yup this must be the right bus. So I went to Oberlin. Majored in premed ’cause you didn’t have to do nothing, read two books—the Illiad, which I didn’t dig, and then this great book about these red killer ants. See, there was this dude trapped, tied down, and this army of red killer ants came marchin’ and marchin’. Great.’

‘What made you decide to go to medical school?’

‘Same thing, man, same ezact thing. In my senior year, I got this postcard from the University of Chicago: WANT TO GO TO MEDICAL SCHOOL AT CHICAGO? IF SO, FILL OUT AND RETURN THIS CARD. That was all. No Medical Board tests, no application, no nothing. Full scholarship, four years. So there it is, and here I am.’

‘And what about the House of God?’

‘Same thing, man, same ezact thing. Senior year, postcard: WANT TO BE AN INTERN AT THE HOUSE OF GOD? IF SO, FILL OUT AND RETURN THIS CARD. There it is. Sumthin’ else huh?’

‘Well, you sure put one over on them.’

‘I thought I did, but you know, seeing these pitiful patients and all, I think those guys sending me the postcards knew all along I was trying’ to fool them by gettin’ all this, so they fooled my by givin’ it all to me. My old man was right: that first postcard was my downfall. I shoulda joined the army.’

‘Well, you got to read a good story about the killer ants.’

‘Yeah, I can’t deny that. What about you?’

‘Me? I look great on paper. For three years after college I was on a Rhodes Scholarship to England.’

‘Damn! You must be some ath-a-lete. What’s your sport?’

‘Golf.’

‘You gotta be kiddin’. With those little white balls?’

‘Right. Oxford got fed up with the dumb Rhodes jocks, so they went in more for brains my year. One guy’s sport was bridge.’

‘Well, man, how old are you, anyway?’

‘I’ll be thirty on the fourth of July.’

‘Damn, you’re older than all of us. You’re as old as dirt.’

‘I should have known better than to come to the House. My whole life has been those goddamn number-two pencils. You’d think I’d learn.’

‘Well, man, what I really want to be is a singer. I got a great voice. Listen to this.’

In falsetto, shaping the tones and words with his hands, Chuck sang. ‘There’s a . . . moone out too-night, wo-o-o-ooow, and I know . . . if you held me tight, wo-o-o-owww . . .’

It was a lovely song and he had a lovely voice and it was lovely, all of it, and I told him so. We both were real happy. In the face of what faced us, it was almost like falling in love. After a few more drinks we decided we were happy enough to leave. I reached into my pocket to pay, and came out with Berry’s note.

‘Oh, shit,’ I said, ‘I’m late. Let’s go.’

We paid and walked out. The heat had disappeared under an umbrella of summer rain. Soaking wet, with the thunder blasting and the lightning rattling, Chuck and I sang through the car window to Berry. He kissed her good-bye, and as we left him, walking toward his car, I yelled out: ‘Hey I forgot to ask you—where are you starting tomorrow?’

‘Who knows, man, who knows?’

‘Wait—I’ll look,’ and I fished out my computer schedule and saw that Chuck and I would be together for our first ward rotation. ‘Hey, we’re gonna work together.’

‘That’s cool, man, that’s cool. So long.’

I liked him. He was black and he had endured. With him I would endure. July the first seemed less frightening than before.

Berry was concerned about my lacing my denial with bourbon. I was silly and she was serious, and she said that this first forgetting to meet her was an example of the problems we might have during the year. I tried to tell her something about the B-M Deli, and could not. When I, laughing, told her about Harry the Horse and the farting Jane Doe, she didn’t laugh.

‘How can you laugh at that? They sound pathetic.’

‘They are. I guess denial didn’t work.’

‘It did. That’s what your laughter’s about.’

In my mailbox was a letter from my father. An optimist, he was a master of the conjunction, his letters patterned in the grammar of: [phrase] conjunction [phrase]:

 . . . I know there is so much to learn about medicine and it is all new. It is fascinating all the time and there is nothing more amazing than the human body. The hard physical part of the job will soon become usual and you must watch your health. I had an eighty on Wednesday afternoon and am putting better . . .

Berry put me to bed and went back to her place, and I was soon wrapped in the velvet robe of sleep, heading toward the kaleidoscope of dream. Pleased, happy, no longer scared, with a smile I murmured ‘Hiya, dream,’ and I was soon in Oxford, England, at lunch in the Senior Common Room of Balliol College, a Septcentenary Fellow at each elbow, eating dull food off bone china, discussing how the screwy Germans, after fifty years’ work on their vast Dictionary compiling all the Latin words ever used, had gotten only up to the letter K, and then I was a kid running out into the summer dusk after supper, baseball mitt in my hand, leaping up and up in the warm twilight, and then, in a whirlwind of dread, I sighted a traveling circus falling from a cliff into the sea, the sharks savaging the succulent marsupials as the drowned clown’s painted face dissolved in the cold inhuman pickling brine. . . .
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IT MUST HAVE been the Fat Man who first showed me what a gomer was. The Fat Man was my first resident, easing my transition from BMS student to intern in the House of God. He was wonderful, and a wonder. Brooklyn-born, New York City-trained, expansive, impervious, brilliant, efficient, from his sleek black hair and sharp black eyes and bulging chins through his enormous middle that forced his belt buckle to roll over on its belly like a shiny fish, to his wide black shoes, the Fat Man was fantastic. Only New York City could have bounced back from his birth to nourish him. In return, the Fat Man was skeptical of whatever wild country existed to the west of that great frontier, Riverside Drive. The only exception to this urbane provincialism was, of course, Hollywood, the Hollywood of the Stars.

At six-thirty in the morning of July the first, I was swallowed by the House of God and found myself walking down an endless bile-colored corridor on the sixth floor. This was ward 6-South, where I was to begin. A nurse with magnificently hairy forearms pointed me to the House Officer’s On-Call Room, where rounds were in progress. I opened the door and went in. I felt pure terror. As Freud had said via Berry, my terror was ‘a straight shot from the id.’

Around the table were five people: the Fat Man; an intern named Wayne Potts, a Southerner whom I’d known at BMS, a nice guy but depressed, repressed, and kind of compressed, dressed in crisp white, pockets bulging with instruments; the three others seemed eager, and this told me they were BMS students doing their medicine clerkship. Each intern was to be saddled with a BMS, each day of the year.

‘It’s about time,’ said the Fat Man, biting a bagel, ‘where’s the other turkey?’

Assuming he meant Chuck, I said, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Turkeys,’ said Fats, ‘he’ll make me late for breakfast.’

A beeper went off, and Potts and I froze. It was the Fat Man’s: FAT MAN CALL THE OPERATOR FOR AN OUTSIDE CALL, THE OPERATOR FOR AN OUTSIDE CALL, FAT MAN, RIGHT AWAY.

‘Hi, Murray, what’s new?’ said Fats into the phone. ‘Hey, great. What? A name? Sure sure yeah no problem hang on.’ Turning to us, Fats asked, ‘OK, you turkeys, what’s a catchy doctor’s name?’

Thinking of Berry, I said, ‘Freud.’

‘Freud? Nah. Gimmee another. Stat.’

‘Jung.’

‘Jung? Jung. Murray? I got it. Call it Dr. Jung’s. Great. Remember, Murray, we’re gonna be rich. Millions. Bye-bye.’ Turning back to us with a pleased smile, Fats said, ‘A fortoona. Ha. OK, we’ll start rounds without the other tern.’

‘Great,’ said one of the BMSs, leaping to his feet. ‘I’ll get the chart rack. Which end of the ward do we start on?’

‘Sit down!’ said Fats. ‘What are you talking about, chart rack?’

‘Aren’t we going on work rounds?’ asked the BMS.

‘We are, right here.’

‘But . . . but we’re not going to see the patients?’

‘In internal medicine, there is virtually no need to see patients. Almost all patients are better off unseen. See these fingers?’

We looked carefully at the Fat Man’s stubby fingers.

‘These fingers do not touch bodies unless they have to. You want to see bodies, go see bodies. I’ve seen enough bodies, and especially bodies of gomers to last me the rest of my life.’

‘What’s a gomer?’ I asked.

‘What’s a gomer?’ said the Fat Man. With a little smile he spelled out ‘G-O . . .’

He stopped, his mouth still set in the ‘O,’ and stared at the doorway. There stood Chuck, wearing a collar-to-toes-length brown leather coat with tan fur ruffles at the edges, sunglasses, and a brown leather hat with a broad rim and a red feather. He walked clumsily on platform heels, and looked as if he’d been up dancing the night away.

‘Hey, man, what’s happenin’?’ said Chuck, and slid into the nearest chair, slouching down, covering his eyes with a weary hand. As a token gesture, he unbuttoned his coat and threw his stethoscope on the table. It was broken. He looked at it and said, ‘Well, I guess I broke my scope, eh? Rough day.’

‘You look like some kind of mugger,’ said a BMS.

‘That’s right, man, ’cause you see, in Chicago where I come from, there are only two kinds of dudes—the muggers and the mugged. Now, if you don’t dress like a mugger, man, you automatically gets youseff mugged. You dig?’

‘Never mind dig,’ said the Fat Man, ‘pay attention. I was not supposed to be your resident today. A woman named Jo was, but her father jumped off a bridge and killed himself yesterday. The House switched our assignments, and I’ll be your resident for the first three weeks. After what I did as an intern last year, they didn’t want to expose the fresh terns to me today, but they had no choice. Why didn’t they want you to meet me, your first day as a doctor? Because I tell things as they are—no bullshitology—and the Fish and the Leggo don’t want you to get discouraged too soon. They’re right—if you start to get as depressed now as you’ll be in February, in February you’ll jump off a bridge like Jo’s pop. The Leggo and the Fish want you to cuddle with your illusions, so you don’t give in to your panic. ’Cause I know how scared you three new terns are today.’

I loved him. He was the first person to tell us he knew about our terror.

‘What’s there to be depressed about?’ asked Potts.

‘The gomers,’ said the Fat Man.

‘What’s a gomer?’

From outside the room there came a high-pitched, insistent cry: GO AVAY GO AVAY GO AVAY . . .

‘Who’s on call today? You three interns rotate days on call, and you only admit patients on your on-call day. Who’s admitting today?’

‘I am,’ said Potts.

‘Good, ’cause that awful sound comes from a gomer. If I’m not mistaken, it’s from one Ina Goober, whom I admitted six times last year. A gomer, or rather, the feminine, gomere. Gomer is an acronym: Get Out of My Emergency Room—it’s what you want to say when one’s sent in from the nursing home at three A.M.’

‘I think that’s kind of crass,’ said Potts. ‘Some of us don’t feel that way about old people.’

‘You think I don’t have a grandmother?’ asked Fats indignantly. ‘I do, and she’s the cutest, dearest, most wonderful old lady. Her matzoh balls float—you have to pin them down to eat them up. Under their force the soup levitates. We eat on ladders, scraping the food off the ceiling. I love . . .’ The Fat Man had to stop, and dabbed the tears from his eyes, and then went on in a soft voice, ‘I love her very much.’

I thought of my grandfather. I loved him too.

‘But gomers are not just dear old people,’ said Fats. ‘Gomers are human beings who have lost what goes into being human beings. They want to die, and we will not let them. We’re cruel to the gomers, by saving them, and they’re cruel to us, by fighting tooth and nail against our trying to save them. They hurt us, we hurt them.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Potts.

‘After Ina you’ll get it. But listen—even though I said I don’t see patients, when you need me, I’m here with you. If you’re smart, you’ll use me. Like those dolled-up jets that cargo the gomers to Miami: “I’m Fats, fly me”. Now, let’s get on to the cardflip.’

The efficiency of the Fat Man’s world rested on the concept of the three-by-five index card. He loved three-by-five cards. Announcing that ‘there is no human being whose medical characteristics cannot be listed on a three-by-five index card,’ he laid out two thick decks on the table. The one on the right was his. The duplicate deck on the left he split in three, and handed a stack to each of the new terns. On each card was a patient, our patients, my patients. The Fat Man explained how on his work rounds he would flip a card, pause, and expect that tern to comment on the progress being made. Not that he expected progress to have been made, but he had to have some data, so that at the next cardflip, a condensed version later in the morning with the Fish and the Leggo, he could relate ‘some bullshit or other’ to them. The first cards flipped every day would be the new admissions from the tern who’d been on call the night before. The Fat Man made it clear that he was not interested in fancy elaborations of academic theories of disease. Not that he was antiacademic. To the contrary, he was the only resident to have his own reference file on every disease there was, on three-by-five cards. He loved references on three-by-five cards. He loved everything that was on a three-by-five card. But the Fat Man had strict priorities, and at the top was food. Until that awesome tank of a mind had been fueled via that eager nozzle of a mouth, Fats had a low tolerance for medicine, academic or otherwise, and for anything else.

Rounds over, Fats headed to breakfast, and we headed out to the ward to get to know the patients on our cards. Potts, looking green, said, ‘Roy, I’m as nervous as a whore in church.’ My BMS, Levy, wanted to go see my patients with me, but I shooed him away to the library, where BMSs love to be. Chuck and Potts and I stood at the nursing station, and the hairy-armed nurse told Potts that the woman on the stretcher was his first admission of the day, named Ina Goober. Ina was a great mass of flesh sitting upright on a stretcher, wearing, like a uniform, a gown that had blazoned across its front, ‘The New Masada Nursing Home.’ Glowering, Ina clutched her purse. She was yelling a high-pitched: GO AVAY GO AVAY GO AVAY . . .

Potts did what the textbooks said to do: introduced himself, saying, ‘Hello, Mrs. Goober, I’m Dr. Potts. I’ll be taking care of you.’

Upping her volume, Ina screamed: GO AVAY GO AVAY GO AVAY . . .

Potts next tried to engage her using the other textbook method, grasping her right hand. Quick as lightning Ina struck him a southpaw blow with her purse, knocking him back against the counter. The sinister violence of it shocked us. Potts, rubbing his head, asked Maxine, the nurse, whether Ina had a private doctor who could provide information.

‘Yes,’ said Maxine, ‘Dr. Kreinberg. Little Otto Kreinberg. That’s him over there, writing Ina’s orders in her chart.’

‘The private doctors are not supposed to write orders,’ said Potts, ‘that’s a rule. Only interns and residents write orders.’

‘Little Otto is different. He doesn’t want you writing orders on his patients.’

‘I’ll talk to him about that right now.’

‘You can’t. Little Otto won’t talk to interns. He hates you.’

‘He hates me?’

‘He hates everyone. See, he invented something having to do with the heart thirty years ago, and he expected to get the Nobel Prize, but he hasn’t, so he’s bitter. He hates everyone, especially interns.’

‘Well, man,’ said Chuck, ‘sure is a great case. See you later.’

I was so scared at the thought of seeing patients that I had an attack of diarrhea, and sat in the toilet with my How to Do It manual spread on my knees. My beeper went off: DR. BASCH CALL WARD 6-SOUTH RIGHT AWAY DR. BASCH . . .

This scored a direct hit on my anal sphincter. Now I had no choice. I could no longer run. I went out onto the ward and tried to go see my patients. In my doctor costume, I took my black bag and entered their rooms. With my black bag I came out of their rooms. All was chaos. They were patients and all I knew was in libraries, in print. I tried to read their charts. The words blurred, and my mind bounced from How to Do cardiac arrests to Berry to this strange Fat Man to Ina’s vicious attack on poor Potts and to Little Otto, whose name rang no bell in Stockholm. Running through my mind, over and over like Muzak, was a mnemonic for the branches of the external carotid artery: As She Lay Extended Olafs Potato Slipped In. And even there, the only one I could remember was Olafs, which stood for Occipital. And what the hell use was that?

I started to panic. And then finally the cries coming from the various rooms saved me. All of a sudden I thought ‘zoo,’ that this was a zoo and that these patients were the animals. A little old man with a tuft of white hair, standing on one leg with a crutch and making sharp worried chirps, was an egret; and a huge Polish woman of the peasant variety with sledgehammer hands and two lower molars protruding from her cavernous mouth became a hippo. Many different species of monkey appeared, and sows were represented in force. In my zoo, however, neither were there any majestic lions, nor any cuddly koalas, or bunnies, or swans.

Two stand out. First, a heifer named Sophie, who’d been admitted by her Private Doctor with a chief complaint of ‘I’m depressed, I’ve got headaches all the time.’ For some reason her Private, Dr. Putzel, had ordered the complete Gastrointestinal workup, consisting of barium enema, upper GI series, small bowel follow-through, sigmoidoscopy, and liver scan. I didn’t know what this had to do with depression and headache. I entered her room and found the old lady with a balding little man who was sitting on her bed patting her hand affectionately. How sweet, I thought, her son has come to visit. It was not her son, it was Dr. Bob Putzel, whom Fats described as ‘the hand-holder from the suburbs.’ I introduced myself, and when I asked Putzel about the reason for the GI workup for depression, he looked sheepish, straightened his bowtie, murmured ‘flatulence,’ and, kissing Sophie, hurried out. Confused, I called in the Fat Man.

‘What is it with this GI workup?’ I asked. ‘She says she’s depressed and has a headache.’

‘It’s the specialty of the House,’ said Fats, ‘the bowel run. TTB—Therapeutic Trial of Barium.’

‘There’s nothing therapeutic about barium. It’s inert.’

‘Of course it is. But the bowel run is the great equalizer.’

‘She’s depressed. There’s nothing wrong with her bowels.’

‘Of course there’s not. There’s nothing wrong with her, either. It’s just that she got tired of going to Putzel’s office, and he got tired of calling at her house, so they both pile into his white Continental and come to our House. She’s fine, she’s a LOL in NAD—a Little Old Lady in No Apparent Distress. You don’t think Putzel knows that too? And every time he holds Sophie’s hand, it’s forty of your Blue Cross dollars. Millions. You know that new building, the Wing of Zock? Know what it’s for? The bowel run of the rich. Carpets, individual changing rooms in radiology with color TV and quadraphonic sound. There’s a lotta money in shit. I’m searching for a GI fellowship, myself.’

‘But with Sophie it’s fraud.’

‘Of course it is. Not only that, it means work for you, and Putzel is the one making the money. It sucks.’

‘It’s crazy,’ I said.

‘It’s doing medicine the House of God way.’

‘So what can I do about it?’

‘Start by not talking to her. If you talk to these patients, you’ll never get rid of them. Then sic your BMS on her. She’ll hate that.’

‘Is she a gomer?’

‘Does she act human?’

‘Of course she does. She’s a nice old lady.’

‘Right. A LOL in NAD. Not a gomere. But you’re sure to have a gomer on your service. Here, let’s see. Rokitansky. Come on.’

Rokitansky was an old bassett. He’d been a college professor and had suffered a severe stroke. He lay on his bed, strapped down, IVs going in, catheter coming out. Motionless, paralyzed, eyes closed, breathing comfortably, perhaps dreaming of a bone, or a boy, or of a boy throwing a bone.

‘Mr. Rokitansky, how are you doing?’ I asked.

Without opening his eyes, after fifteen seconds, in a husky slurred growl from deep down in his smushed brain he said: PURRTY GUD.

Pleased, I asked, ‘Mr. Rokitansky, what date is it today?’

PURRTY GUD.

To all my questions, his answer was always the same. I felt sad. A professor, now a vegetable. Again I thought of my grandfather, and got a lump in my throat. Turning to Fats, I said, ‘This is too sad. He’s going to die.’

‘No he’s not,’ said Fats. ‘He wants to, but he won’t.’

‘He can’t go on like this.’

‘Sure he can. Listen, Basch, there are a number of LAWS OF THE HOUSE OF GOD. LAW NUMBER ONE: GOMERS DON’T DIE.’

‘That’s ridiculous. Of course they die.’

‘I’ve never seen it, in a whole year here,’ said Fats.

‘They have to.’

‘They don’t. They go on and on. Young people—like you and me—die, but not gomers. Never seen it. Not once.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. Nobody knows. It’s amazing. Maybe they get past it. It’s pitiful. The worst.’

Potts came in, looking puzzled and concerned. He wanted the Fat Man’s help with Ina Goober. They left, and I turned back to Rokitansky. In the dim half-light I thought I saw tears trickling down the old man’s cheeks. Shame swept over me. My stomach churned. Had he heard what we’d said?

‘Mr Rokitansky, are you crying?’ I asked, and I waited, as the long seconds ticked away, my guilt moaning inside me.

PURRTY GUD.

‘But did you hear what we said about gomers?’

PURRTY GUD.

I left, and stopped by to listen to Fats on Ina Goober.

‘But there’s no indication for the bowel run,’ Potts was saying.

‘No medical indication,’ said Fats.

‘What else is there?’

‘For the House Privates, a big one. Tell him, Basch, tell him.’

‘Money,’ I said. ‘there’s a lotta money in shit.’

‘And no matter what you do, Potts,’ said the Fat Man, ‘Ina will be here for weeks. See you on Visit Rounds in fifteen.’

‘This is the most depressing thing I’ve ever done,’ said Potts, lifting up a pendulous breast as Ina continued to shriek and attempt to whack him with her tied-down left hand.

Under the breast was greeny scumlike material, and as the foul aroma hit us, I thought that this first day must be even worse for Potts. He was a displaced person, from Charleston, South Carolina, to the North. He came from a rich Old Family who owned a dream house on Legare Street amidst the magnolias and yellow jasmine, a summerhouse on Pawley’s Island, where the only competition was between waves and winds, and an upriver plantation, where he and his brothers would sit out on the porch of a cool summer night and peruse Molière. Potts had made the fatal mistake of coming north to Princeton, and then compounded his mistake by coming to the BMS. There, over the stiffs in the Path course, he’d met a classy female BMS from Boston, and since up till that time Potts’s sexual experience had consisted only of ‘an occasional recreational encounter with a schoolteacher from North Charleston who was fond of my bluesteel throbber,’ he’d been assaulted by the female BMS in both intellectual and sexual terms, and, like a false spring in February when all the bees hatch and are killed by the next frost, there had blossomed in these two BMSs something each called ‘love.’ The wedding had been held just prior to both internships, his in medicine at the House, hers in surgery at the MBH—Man’s Best Hospital—the prestigious BMS-affiliated WASP hospital across town. Their on-call schedules would rarely coincide, and their joy of sex would curdle to their job of sex, for
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