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At Middle Age

At Middle Age

Were the stars twinkling in the sky? Was a boat rocking on
the sea? Lu Wenting, an ophthaimologist, lay on her back in
hospital. Circles of light, bright or dim appeared before her
eyes. She seemed to be lifted by a cloud, up and down, drifting
about without any direction.

Was she dreaming or dying?

She remembered vaguely going to the operating theatre that
morning, putting on her operating gown and walking over to
the wash-basin. Ah, yes, Jiang Yafen, her good friend, had
volunteered to be her assistant. Having got their visas, Jiang
and her family were soon leaving for Canada. This was their
last operation as colleagues.

Together they washed their hands. They had been medical
students in the same college in the fifties and, after graduation,
had been assigned to the same hospital. As friends and col-
leagues for more than twenty years, they found it hard to part.
This was no mood for a doctor to be in prior to an operation. Lu
remembered she had wanted to say something to ease their
sadness. What had she said‘.f She had turned to Jiang and in-

.quired, “Have you booked your plane tickets, Yafen?”
What had been her reply? She had said nothing, but her
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At Middle Age

eyes had gone red. Then after a long time Jiang asked, “You
think you can manage three operations in one morning?”

Lu couldn’t remember what she had answered. She had
probably gone on scrubbing her nails in silence. The new
brush hurt her fingertips. She looked at the soap bubbles on
her hands and glanced at the clock on the wall, strictly fol-
lowing the rules, brushing her hands, wrists and arms three
times, three minutes each. Ten minutes later she soaked her
arms in a pail of antiseptic, 75 per cent alcohol. It was
white — maybe yellowish. Even now her hands and arms
were numb and burning. From the alcohol? No. It was un-
likely. They had never hurt before. Why couldn’t she lift
them?

She remembered that at the start of the operation, when
she had injected novocaine behind the patient’s eyeball,
Yafen had asked softly, “Has your daughter got ver her
pneumonia?”

What was wrong with Jiang today? Didn’t she know that
when operating a surgeon should forget everything, includ-
ing herself and her family, and concentrate on the patient?
How could she inquire after Xiaojia at such a time? Perhaps,
feeling miserable about leaving, she had forgotten that she
was assisting at an operation. )

A bit annoyed, Lu retorted, “I’'m only thinking about this
eye now.” ‘

She lowered her head and cut with a pair of curved scis-
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At Middle Age

sors.

One operation after another. Why three in one morning? She
had had to remove Vice-minister Jiao’s cataract, transplant a
cornea on Uncle Zhang’s eye and correct Wang Xiaoman’s
squint. Starting at eight o’clock, she had sat on the high oper-
ating stool for four and a half hours, concentrating under a
lamp. She had cut and stitched again and again. When she had
finished the last one and put a piece of gauze on the patient’s
eye, she was stiff and her legs wouldn’t move.

Having changed her clothes, Jiang called to her from the
door, “Let’s go, Wenting.”

“You go first.” She stayed where she was.

“I'll wait for you. It’s my last time here.” Jiang’s eyes were
watery. Was she crying? Why?

“Go on home and do your packing. Your husband must be
waiting for you.” : .

“He’s already packed our things.” Looking up, Jiang called,
“What’s wrong with your legs?”

“I've been sitting so long, they’ve gone to sleep! They'll be
OK in a minute. I'll come to see you this evening.”

“All right. See you then.”

After Jiang had left, Lu moved back to the wall of white
tiles, supporting herself with her hands against it for a long
time before going to the changing-room.

She remembered putting on her grey jacket, leaving the
hospital and reaching the lane leading to her home. All of a
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At Middle Age

sudden she was exhausted, more tired than she had ever felt
before. The lane became long and hazy, her home seemed
far away. She felt she would never get there.

She became faint. She couldn’t open her eyes, her lips felt
dry and stiff. She was thirsty, very thirsty. Where could
she get some water?

Her parched lips trembled.

“Look, Dr Sun, she’s come to!” Jiang cried softly. She
had been sitting beside Lu all the time. '

Sun Yimin, head of the Ophthalmology Department, was
reading Lu’s case-history and was shocked by the diagnosis
of myocardial infarction. Very worried, the greying man
shook his head and pushed back his black-rimmed spectacles,
recalling that Lu was not the first doctor aged about forty in
his department who had fallen ill with heart disease. She had
been a héalthy woman of forty-two. This attack was too
sudden and serious.

Sun turned his tall, stooping frame to look down at Lu’s
pale face. She was breathing weakly, her eyes closed, her
dry lips trembling slightly.

“Dr Lu,” Sun called softly. ,

She didn't ﬁiove, her thin, puffy face expressionless.

“Wenting,” Jiang urged.
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