When It Hit Me in Anatomy Lab

July 28, 2002

I first perceived death in anatomy lab in the early months of medical school.  The four of us were skinning the leg and arm.  The boys worked on the arm, while Marina and I worked on the front of the leg, having already begun on the back of it during the last session before we’d turned our large gentleman over.  Despite the usual mess and smell, there was something soothing about parting the natural planes beneath the skin, pushing our fingers against the superficial fascia to lift skin neatly away from muscle.  Suddenly Lucas and Ted flopped the skin of the arm, removed at last, onto the cadaver’s chest.  It made a slapping sound as it fell and I looked at it, a lightly-haired heap, scored through with clumsy gashes of the scalpel.  I could not suppress a loud “Oh, my God.”  I stared, the soft slap still echoing in my ears.  I breathed, arrested, behind my mask and glasses.

“It's the skin,” Ted explained to me, as if I were an idiot who had mistaken it for an overweight fruit bat.

I had to stay still.  Something was welling up in me, breaking through my indifference.  Skin.  There it sat, helpless, still bearing arm hairs.

This man’s skin was now sprawled ignominiously on his own chest.  It was unthinkable, yet there it sat, reproachfully.  I wound my way out from behind the table and lurched toward the door.  This was too much to properly contain while holding a wet scalpel, next to Marina’s black humor and the buzz of the lab swirling around me.  

I wove past rows of tables, cadavers, and grubby medical students; my lab partners, who hadn’t missed the abrupt change in my demeanor, trailed after me.  Ted patted me once, twice on the back with his unthinkably damp glove and asked if I was all right, while Marina stood mutely before me, on duty to comfort me in some way.  I waved them away, told them I was fine, I just needed a minute, anything to make them remove themselves and their awkward sympathies.  I needed a private corner to examine this thing in my head, to look squarely at the mental image that had flopped onto my memory.  I went to the end of the hall, vaguely thinking I would get a drink, and stopped at the hallway door.  My gloves were wet and filthy.  I stared out a window and let the feeling well up. 

We were skinning a man, piece by piece, and leaving his pelt on his body in any convenient spot.  We had tossed aside a piece of the human body, had ruined an arm irrevocably, forever.  An arm that ended in a hand, a hand that once lived, that held and touched and ate, a hand that belonged to its owner alone in a way more intimate than any other kind of ownership on earth.  We had just taken its skin away.  What were we doing?  It was not quite horror I felt, but enormity.  My glasses steamed up and I felt buried sobs growing out fast in strong, branching trunks.  I think it was then that I fully understood that this man was dead.  That our cadaver – the bane of our Friday afternoons, formalin-soaked and unwieldy and constantly evading our efforts to find the textbook structures –  had been a man.  Somehow, the skin and the hand forced me to this understanding more than the back, the spinal cord, the shoulder tattoo or even the squashed face had done before.  This was death under my hands.  Death so final that our mutilations no longer mattered.

Someone came up beside me.  “Hey, you,” came the voice of someone very much alive, a voice unmuffled by a mask.  I looked up and saw Ron, a tall classmate I knew slightly.  I leaned my head on his chest and cried a little.  The deep sobs retreated.  The private moment was lost.  But I tried awkwardly to explain myself, to make someone else understand this in all its immensity.  Ron listened, sensing that this was a better way to ease me through than the pats of my well-meaning lab partners.  He knew what had driven me into the hall: at least once during every lab session, someone succumbed.  Today it was my turn.  As I cleaned off my glasses, too self-conscious about my absence to linger much longer, he gently buffered my attempts to shut off my feelings and march back in.  “Don't think that crying’s not part of the solution,” Ron suggested.  

So I cried.  I went back into the lab, masked and freshly bespectacled, and behind the privacy of the mask and the noisy room I cried fluently while I cut, breaking afresh each time I glanced at the poor naked arm.  We weren't just dissecting this body.  We were destroying it.  I didn't bother to suppress the tears; I cried and sliced and sniffed and pushed fat aside, and tried not to look at the graceful hand, dead beyond all repair.
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