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GENRE

I’d known you barely an hour before I held a knife to your throat. You 
were billed by the emergency room resident as a nosebleed; a cursory look 
through your chart on my way downstairs told me how woefully exhausted 
the resident must have been. You were barely older than I, but you’d been 
through the ringer: your marrow rebelled against you as a child; back then 
they did whole body radiation for leukemia, and then of course you lived—
long enough to get other cancers. The one causing your trouble this morning 
had lodged itself in the back of your tongue, spreading its tentacles down-
ward and inward, enveloping your jaw until you were barely able to open 
your mouth to speak. You led a viceless life, you neither smoked nor drank, 
so your cancer was ascribed to sequelae, that serpent, an unwelcome conse-
quence of your original treatment. Having exhausted the minds of the doc-
tors across town, you had planned to see us for a second opinion, but then 
you started to spit up terrifying gobs of blood in the early morning hours, 
and the opinion was now.

I can’t remember how I introduced myself to you and your ashen wife, 
whether I stuck to my usual, casual, one of the ear, nose, and throat residents, 
or, sensing the skepticism I often see in younger patients, if I opted for the 
more formal Dr. Colaianni. I don’t remember if I shook your hand then. I 
do remember that when I saw the blood on your lips, and your round rabbit 
eyes, and peered into your nose with my camera and saw only the twin evils 
of tumor and blood, that I quietly excused myself from the room, found your 
resident, and furiously told him to transfer you to the high-acuity side of the 
emergency room.

Back at your bedside I said I was sorry to alarm you but I thought 
you needed a safer airway, a tracheotomy, a hole in your neck. I told you I 
was scared for you, and that it couldn’t wait; the bleeding could drown you. 
Worst of all, I told you that you would need to be awake for this medieval 
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turn of events because it wouldn’t be safe to put you to sleep; there would be 
no way to breathe for you. I was certain this needed to happen imminently. 
You nodded. Your wife teared up; I met her gaze, but there was no time for 
reassurance.

I rushed to find my attending, sipping his morning coffee, and told 
him I wanted to take you to the operating room immediately. You were a 
“green light” case and so you jumped the line and all the other cases waiting 
in pre-op, over the grumbles of the OR staff. I ran back to your bedside, went 
through the consent form and watched you sign it with bloodstained fingers. 
How awake will I be? you asked, and I had already told myself I wasn’t going 
to sugarcoat any of this horror to make myself feel better. You will be fully 
awake, I said, you will be numb and we will talk you through it. Afterwards you 
won’t be able to speak for a few days but that won’t be permanent. 

Will you be there? you asked and yes, I said I would be there the whole 
time, and I honestly didn’t know if you would find that comforting or not. 
I pushed your gurney to the operating room, found a volunteer to take your 
wife away, remembered to tell her we would take good care of you.

Then you were under the lights and time moved faster. We numbed 
your skin, washed you with iodine, draped you in sterile blue towels; the 
preparatory ballet all routine except that you were awake, awake, awake. 
The attending marked out your thyroid cartilage and the notch above your 
breastbone with a purple pen. Does this feel sharp? he asked, picking up your 
stubbled skin with a pair of pointed forceps, and you shook your head no. 
We’re going to start, I said, taking a moment to inhale, until the attending 
gave me a look, hurry up. I drew the blade across your skin and through your 
yellow fat, through the fascial seam dividing your left from your right, the 
pearly-white line, the midline raphe, that for this type of case is like follow-
ing true north. We worked in tandem and barely talked, unzipping you, each 
anticipating the moves of the other. You were so thin that we were through 
your thyroid in no time, to the glistening white of your trachea, which 
bobbed up and down as you swallowed blood and spit and bile. 

We’re entering the airway now, I told the anesthesiologist, and again I 
took the blade and again your flesh gave way. You had been so calm and so 
still, but the moment you took your first breath and felt the cold air bypass 
your lips a wild fear took hold and you writhed and moaned. My hands 
shook but I found a new voice, and I looked you in the eye, firm: You are 
safe, everything is safe, we are nearly finished and you’re going off to sleep now. 
I pressed your arm down with my wrist and placed the tube in the hole I’d 
made, and you relaxed and the drugs did their job and the ventilator took 
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over. Relieved, the attending and I shook hands; the whole thing had taken 
ten minutes. I found your wife upstairs making impossible phone calls and 
told her how stoic you’d been.

You would tell me later that you remembered nothing, but oh, I 
remember it all, I remember so vividly. Once you were asleep the full weight 
of what I’d just done to you stopped my breath; how scared you must have 
been, what it must have cost you to trust a stranger like me. Was my judg-
ment sound? Did you need the tracheotomy right that second? Was it a 
novice’s anxiety that fed your fear, and was my own fear warranted? Could 
we have waited longer, could I have explained better, could I have presented 
your options in a way that would have left more room for you to think, to 
consider, even to decline? These thoughts whirled, stoking a violent migraine 
that I fought all day, through cut after cut, case after case. 

When the day finally ended I was spent, but I couldn’t go home with-
out seeing you. I wondered if you would be angry, in pain, regretful. Hello, 
I said, pulling back your curtain, how are you doing. How are you doing. We 
had—we had such an intense morning together. Your face relaxed and you nod-
ded, and against all odds, you smiled. You took my hand and shook it, and 
held it. Your wife stood up from her chair and hugged me and we didn’t say 
a word for a long while. Thank you for trusting me, I whispered, feeling anew 
the weight and the joy, the panic and pride. The relief that you were safe, for 
now; the sinking recognition that I had done nothing to halt the advance of 
your cancer.

You told me that you remembered nothing. I will remember for us both.
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