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August 23, 1971, 9:23 am

Dr. North announced that they would use a Pfannenstiel 
approach. “She may be crazy,” he said, “but we should at 
least give her a cosmetic scar.” The Pfannenstiel approach 

was an abdominal incision, transverse across the belly, just slightly 
above the mons pubis. It was a standard Cesarean section approach. 
It was also referred to as the “bikini” approach, because the scar was 
cosmetically nice and wouldn’t be noticeable on the body of a woman 
wearing a bikini.

The bikini approach in this court-ordered “therapeutic abortion” 
seemed incongruous to Ned. He idly twisted at a tuft of hair while 
he gazed down at the icy, distorted face of the woman twisting and 
struggling in arm restraints. He’d tried to read up something in the 
textbooks to describe therapeutic abortions, but there just wasn’t 
anything written. He thought back in contrast to the tears of joy 
that he’d seen in the eyes of new mothers when they first saw their 
newborn child. This lady gazed vacantly at the ceiling while her lips 
mouthed unspoken words. He tried to introduce himself, to establish 
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some kind of rapport. “Ma’am, ma’am?” He touched her shoulder. 
“I’m Dr. Crosby.” She started and glanced coldly at his touching 
hand. Then a multitude of incongruous emotions suppressed by drugs 
rippled across her face as she turned back to a noiseless conversation 
with the ceiling. “I’ve got to listen to your heart and lungs, ma’am, 
take your blood pressure ... you know, to make sure everything’s safe 
before surgery.”

Crosby glanced at the transfer sheets in her chart. This patient 
was a psychotic schizophrenic, and committed to the state insane 
asylum. An orderly had raped her while she was drugged out on a 
tranquilizer called Stelazine. It wasn’t until she began to “show” that 
the staff launched an investigation, uncovering the rape. Her enraged 
parents filed a lawsuit against the asylum, and obtained a court order 
for a hysterectomy-abortion. Ned glanced at the official transfer 
sheet: “In the Superior Court of ... so and so ... whereas ... so ordered.” 
Stamped and notarized with the seal of the state of California. The 
chief resident, Dr. North, had merely shrugged to the group and 
said, “Let’s look at this as a teaching exercise, an anatomy lesson.” 
Inwardly, Ned had chafed at this. If this woman’s parents heard him, what 
would they think?

Ned carefully examined her, listening to her heart, percussing 
the chest, and taking her blood pressure. With each maneuver, he 
explained to her what he was going to do and why. Her lips continued 
to silently mouth words, but once she spoke up gaily, “Lettuce is 
green, lettuce is green.” Then half her face frowned and she began 
arguing with herself. Unnerved, Ned found himself speaking louder 
and louder in an effort to communicate with her. Suddenly she turned 
her head abruptly towards him. For a moment her hazel eyes cleared, 
“You don’t have to yell.” As their eyes met, Ned was astonished to see 
a young woman staring back with a seemingly cognitive, “normal” face 
nestled in the cacophony of scattered wisps and clumps of stringy 
hair. Then the vacant glaze filmed over her consciousness, and she 
sank back to resume conversation in her own mysterious world.

	 Ned and a nurse wheeled her into the operating room. Her 
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hands twitched rhythmically as a side effect of the high blood levels 
of Stelazine. When he checked her reflexes with a small rubber 
hammer, her knee and ankle jerks kept vibrating for several beats 
after each blow. Wasn’t the medical term for that “clonus?” he thought. 
She had probably been overdosed to keep her sedated. The twitching 
continued, even after they gave her seventy-five milligrams of Demerol 
and two milligrams of Valium for sedation. While they were tying her 
arm restraints to the operating room table, Ned felt her squeeze his 
hand. As she squeezed it, his eyes locked cognitively again with the 
young hazel-eyed woman who lay there, rhythmically twitching. Is this 
what medicine is about, he wondered? He tried to smile reassuringly, but 
he realized he was wearing a surgical mask. He hoped she could see 
the crinkles of his smile-lines at the eyes, and he squeezed her hand 
back. The anesthesiologist emptied a syringe full of pentathol into 
the IV, and with a sigh, the young woman’s eyes glazed over and she 
slipped into unconsciousness.

The operating room and scrub area were curiously quiet. Each 
surgeon and intern was wrapped in his or her own thoughts as they 
all scrubbed and stared off into space. Nurses and orderlies quietly 
scurried around the room. Lunch Lefke hummed a few bars of 
“Beautiful Dreamer,” which was now his habitual way of relieving 
anxiety. He’d sworn off biting his fingernails. He and Crosby now 
scrubbed less diligently; their frequently scrubbed arms were lobster-
like, wrapped in a cherry red rash way up to their elbows. Instead 
of brushing hard, they each gently caressed the skin with antiseptic 
soap. “I won’t have any skin left,” Ned muttered.

The neatly rounded abdomen stared up at them, glistening with 
orangish-brown Betadine scrub solution. It seemed so smooth, such a 
gentle roundness, that it invited their hands to gently touch and feel 
it. Life was inside. They squared off the belly with draping towels, 
and then the larger top sheets. Finally, the scrub nurse pushed up to 
the operating field with the Mayo stand filled with scalpels, clamps, 
and scissors.

“A teaching exercise, right?” North’s eyes moved from face to 
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face as he looked at Lunch, Ned, and Margolis around the table. “A 
little anatomy today.” Lunch shifted nervously. North glanced up at 
Ned. “You’ve been with us on at least ten sections, haven’t you?” Ned 
nodded. “Wanna do the approach? You should know the Pfannenstiel 
by now, don’t you?”

Ned paused. A case! Christ, Jesus Christ, what every intern in the 
hospital was dreaming of ! He’d only gotten to watch on the trauma 
team. He knew the muscle layers, the rectus abdominus, and the 
external and internal obliques ... but after that he wasn’t too sure. 
North handed him the knife, which carried a large number twenty 
scalpel blade. Ned gazed down at the blade, eyeing the surgical steel. 
It reflected the overhead operating lights, shining back into his eyes. 
The razor-sharp edge looked lethal, and he realized that he was 
holding in his hands an instrument with great power to harm or heal. 
In a dark alleyway, this would be considered a weapon and he could be 
arrested. Here, he was a surgeon. He looked down towards the draped 
abdomen. Where to cut? The pubic hair had been shaved, and now he’d 
lost his bearings. The small area of draped abdomen seemed as large 
and formless as the Sahara desert! He felt beads of sweat forming 
on his forehead. The knife felt clumsy in his hand. He looked up at 
North, and a strangled “Where?” escaped from his throat.

North’s eyes crinkled with a smile, and he steadied Ned’s 
trembling hand. “Ned, don’t worry. This is a teaching hospital. Today 
it’s your time, so take your time, okay? No one’s in a hurry.” He 
picked up a hemostat and stuck the instrument’s point twice on the 
abdomen, making two small indentations. “Connect the dots,” he 
chuckled, and winked at Margolis, who was standing across on the 
other side of the operating table.

Ned screwed up his courage and passed the scalpel across, 
between the indentations. In a panic, he quickly looked for the blood 
to follow, but there was none. Damn! I must not even have gotten through 
the skin! He’d been afraid to cut. North reassured him, saying it was 
far better to be cautious than a “slasher.” Ned tried to cut again. A 
ribbon of red blood followed the scalpel across the abdomen. Holy 
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shit! She’s bleeding! Sponges dabbed up the blood before he could say 
anything, and North cauterized the little “pumpers” with a Bovie 
cautery. Acrid, bluish smoke from burnt flesh drifted across the 
projecting O.R. lights. Ned finished cutting through the skin this 
time, and the reddish-blue muscle fibers below the fat twitched and 
went into spasm as the scalpel raked across them. Then they danced 
and wiggled madly, like a nest of worms, as the electro-cautery cooked 
more bleeders. For a second, Ned thought he was going to pass out.

Self-retaining retractors were placed into the wound, but Dr. 
North didn’t like the exposure. He replaced them with four-prong 
rakes. He placed Lunch’s hands on the handles. “Uh ... for you, suh,” 
he pronounced, with a mock southern accent. “The famous intern’s 
pose ... holding a retractor.” Lunch grinned sheepishly as he looked 
around at their faces.

Ned was sweating profusely, so he asked the circulating nurse 
for a wipe. Beads of sweat congealed on his forehead, and ran down 
to his mask. Mustn’t let them fall into the wound and contaminate it, he 
thought. He’d always thought surgeons needed a wipe because they 
were working so hard. Now he knew better—they were scared shitless! 
No mistakes, please ... No perspiration to contaminate the wound. A nurse 
tapped on his shoulder, and he turned so she could wipe his forehead 
with an alcohol-soaked sponge that would help evaporate and cool. 
She smiled into his eyes and murmured encouragement. They were all 
rooting for him. However, the alcohol fumes almost blinded Ned, and 
he turned away quickly, shook his head, and blinked.

“Smarts, huh?” North grinned. He ran a hemostat across a 
muscle. “What’s that layer?”

“Ah ... external abdominal oblique.”

“Good. Keep cutting.” There was dead silence in the operating 
room. The hiss of the anesthesiologist’s gasbag made the only noise. 
“Stop.” Ned’s hand froze. “What’s that?”

“Er ... peritoneum. The abdominal lining.”
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“Right. Lift it up with your pick-ups, and make a small nick with 
the scalpel.” Ned made a small incision and gazed into a black hole. 
North grabbed one side of the peritoneum with another pair of pick-
ups. “Now I’ll hold the other end up, and carefully cut some more.” 
He suddenly slapped Ned’s hand. “Don’t cut the bowel or bladder!” 
North and Margolis chuckled and grinned at each other.

Ned ran the scissors across the peritoneum. Abdominal 
retractors were inserted, and they gazed down on loops of shiny bowel 
surrounding a bulging, grapefruit-sized, bluish-pink, pulsating uterus. 
Ned eyed the open abdomen. The hole seemed giant, bottomless. 
Deep within were the terrors of bladder, uterus, arteries ... blood! 
His head swam, these were structures he could harm. More beads of 
sweat formed.

“Well, Doctor?”

“Uh, I ... I’ve got to stop, Dr. North. I’d be in over my head.” 
Ned placed the scalpel on the Mayo stand and rested his hands on the 
table to hide the tremor.

North grinned. “You passed.”

“Passed what?”

“I wanted to see how far you’d go. The worst surgeon in the 
world is someone who never asks for help, who thinks he can do it 
all. You, Dr. Crosby, knew when to quit.”

Passed what? Ned repeated to himself. His eyes were still glued 
to the bottomless hole, and he hadn’t heard a word Dr. North had 
just said.

North laughed and grasped some elongated Mayo scissors. 
“Don’t worry about it Ned, just watch. Lefke, hold these retractors. 
Crosby’s done for the day.” He moved in saline-dampened abdominal 
laparotomy sponges, and used them to push her bowel out of the 
way. Gaseous bubbles of bowel billowed out, and North chuckled 
and pushed them away. “Foul humors, U.B.F.’s of the abdomen ... be 
gone!”
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“U.B.F.’s?” Lunch asked.

“Unborn farts, stupid.” He turned to the scrub nurse, “Kelly 
clamps, please.” The scrub nurse handed two clamps to Dr. North. 
He dissected out and isolated a large ligament on the right side of the 
uterus. He put both clamps across it, and then cut across the middle 
between the clamps. He held out an empty hand, “Tie, please.”

“Zero silk, doctor?”

“Zero’s fine.” He grasped the suture and tied it around the base 
of the tissue on each side of the Kelly clamp. “Again.” The process 
was repeated: clamp, cut, and tie. Clamp, cut, tie. “What was that, 
Lefke?”

“Uh ... round ligament?” Lefke ventured nervously.

“You asking or answering?” North admonished.

“It’s the round ligament.”

“Right.” The procedure continued: clamp, cut, tie. Clamp, cut 
tie. Suddenly within the uterus there was movement. A nurse gasped. 
For a moment they were frozen in time. Then North, like nothing 
happened, announced, “And as we continue this teaching exercise, 
as I cut down, here’s the cervix, only from the inside.” He sewed the 
opening off with an inverting suture that kept the wound as sterile as 
possible, avoiding bacterial contamination from the outside vagina. 
Then he over-sewed the peritoneum. He glanced up at Ned, whose 
eyes were glued to the cavity. “Cat got your tongue, Crosby? Haven’t 
heard a peep from you.”

Ned had remained standing, like a statue, as North worked 
his way around the entire uterus. As the last two clamps squeezed 
shut with a final, metallic, grating rasp of the catch mechanism, Ned 
looked up at the others and whispered, “It’s dead now, isn’t it?”

“What? What’s that, Ned?” Dr. North was absorbed in tying 
down the last suture.

	 “I said, its dead now, isn’t it?” Ned eyed him meekly from 
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across the table. North was handling the swollen uterus to the nurse, 
to remove it from the room.

North sighed and continued to work, daubing, sucking, and 
cauterizing bleeders. He grunted in approval as he finished the belly’s 
irrigation with sterile saline. Finally he turned his narrow-set, fatigued 
eyes across the table towards Ned and they locked. “You think I like 
this?” He asked. “You think this is fun, killing babies?”

“Jesus, man. I didn’t mean ...”

“Well, listen. I don’t damn like it!” He glanced up to Dr. 
Margolis and nodded down at the wound. “You’ll close, won’t you? I 
need a cigarette.” Fred North wheeled from the operating table and 
strode calmly from the room. But the operating room doors swung 
closed with a loud clap.

Ned looked around the room nervously. “Shit, I didn’t mean to 
make a moral statement. I was thinking, you know ... I guess I just 
wondered if it was a boy or a girl, or since the mom’s crazy, who would 
mourn it ... I guess I just said what popped into my head. I’m sorry 
I was stupid.”

“Forget it, Ned.” Margolis looked across the table at him. “It 
was on all our minds. We just didn’t say it. That’s one reason Fred 
made it a training session for you. I think he wanted to take his mind 
off of what he was doing. Last week, his wife had a miscarriage. It 
was her third.”

“Shit!” Ned slumped down on a stool in disbelief. How could I 
be so stupid? 

Margolis smiled over at Ned. “Okay, you got us into this mess, 
asshole. Now stand up and get us out!” He handed him the suture and 
they started sewing.

Ned stayed with the patient until she awoke in recovery room. 
Her rhythmic twitching had never stopped, but suddenly she gasped 
in pain and clutched at her abdomen. Ned grabbed her arms while 
the nurse retied the restraints to the bed rails. They were afraid she 
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might tear off her dressings, so they gave her intravenous Thorazine 
and Demerol to sedate her and control the pain. Ned tried to capture 
her gaze again, to reassure her. “It’s okay, it’s okay ... Everything’s 
going to be okay.”

But her stony face was a mask of disconsolate agony. She 
lurched zombie-like against the restraints once and gasped out with 
a feral shriek. Then she twisted away from him. Ned wrote orders for 
more pain medication, but when he returned she was calmly, silently 
mouthing words again. And as he leaned closer, he could hear her 
whispering, “Baby gone, baby gone, baby gone ...”

*   *   *   *

Ned would never forget the conflicting emotions of that first “case.” 
There was an innate instinct he had to overcome, to not cut into or harm 
someone. He could never imagine being in a knife fight. How horrible, to 
actually be trying to cut or kill another human being. But here, in the surgical 
suite, was the intellectual knowledge that in the cutting was the healing. In 
later years, any time he attempted a new procedure, the old fear always came 
back: Am I going to hurt this person?




