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Murderer in the Mirror

By SCOTT EGGENER
AUGUST 12, 2015 5:15 AM
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“What happened? Is he all right?”
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Tomorrow, | need to be back on the mound; my team is counting on me. | must
return to the operating room confident, wiser and better than ever. My patients
expect it.

---Scott Eggener is a surgeon and an associate professor of surgery at the
University of Chicago.---
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Murderer in the Mirror

“What happened? Is he all right?”
Telling the family is devastating. It only gets worse.

He trusted me with his life. He bled to death before my eyes. Belly open, my hands
inside him. This is the toughest encounter I've ever experienced, an emotional tsunami
I was not prepared to handle.

He will not say goodbye to his kids, experience the joy of his soon-to-be-born
grandchild sitting on his lap, see another sunset, hold his wife’s hand ever again.



His wife and son’s tears emerge and become my focus. Are they reviewing a
warp-speed mental highlight reel of their favorite memories? I know exactly when they
realize they will never see him again. Their faces lose color and immediately get
droopier. They age in an instant.

Colleagues say all the right things: “He had a bad cancer;” “blessing in disguise;” “did
everything you could;” “do enough big surgeries and...” Sheepishly, I nod, thank them
and move along. My brain roars: “Nothing Will Make Me Feel Better! Nothing,
Nothing, Nothing!!!” Unmistakably, a man walked into the hospital with his family
today. And now and now and now.

Arriving home, I put a face on for my young daughters, wondering whether they’d look
at me differently if they knew. My wife gazes at me sorrowfully, followed by a loving
hug. Everything is happening in slow motion. I escape to the bathroom. I don’t use it.
Tears flow.

Talking about it is difficult. Nonsurgeons will never understand the burden, the
what-ifs, the haze, the surrealism. I am envious that they will never have to. I phone
many close surgical colleagues, near and far. Some have been through this multiple
times, others once, the luckiest never. Those who have know the imprint of death, the
flashbacks, the chest tightening, the burning pit in the stomach, the self-doubt, the
horror of it all.

As I stare at my dark bedroom ceiling and the hours glacially pass, I envision every
family member, friend, colleague and neighbor of the patient newly hearing the
horrific news. People who never met him will hear of his death. The events will become
a part of their family’s lore, orally passed on for generations. My name will be included
in many of those retellings. How will the story be told? Will I be a primary figure? Will
the cancer’s size and complexity? It does not matter. He is gone.

Incessant repetition: “Why did it happen?” “Could we have done anything different?”
“What are his wife and children experiencing right now?”

Make it stop.

My answers are not any different than they were one hour ago, four hours ago. They
will not be any different tomorrow, next week, next month. Nothing else matters.

My mind has rarely experienced such topical focus, intensity and obsession. If I don’t
think about him 24/7, am I dishonoring his life? I want to call the family. I want to let
them know how I am feeling. I want to share in their grief. Is that the right thing to do?
Should I call? Should I wait? So many questions and so few answers. This goes on
waking hour after waking hour, sleepless night after sleepless night.



I continue to mourn, I continue to analyze, I continue to reflect. It does not go away.
But a new feeling comes forth: carrying on. I tell myself to ask for help, if needed. I can
get through this. I know I can. This cannot cripple me.

A predominant portion of my adult life has been dedicated to studying and training to
be a cancer surgeon. My first independent job was at age 35. I put in my time. Nothing
prepared me for this.

I love my profession. I truly do. It is a privilege to be someone’s surgeon. I have cured
countless people of their cancer, improved and extended many lives and shared the
highest of highs with my patients. Many times. But the lows are infinitely lower.

My mind often goes to baseball, in good times and bad. It is the game of my youth. My
dad expressed life lessons and hard truths through baseball analogies. I find myself
doing the same. I am a baseball closer and gave up the game-winning home run. I
failed, more profoundly and intensely than ever before. I reflect. I try to file it
somewhere. I want access to that file only upon request. It is not happening, but I try. I

keep trying.

Tomorrow, I need to be back on the mound; my team is counting on me. I must return
to the operating room confident, wiser and better than ever. My patients expect it
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