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No Part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews.
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The nurses gathered around the huge panoramic window like they always did at six-thirty each Monday morning. For a moment they’d put aside any last-minute shift-change bustle or patient-charting to enjoy what nature offered. Excited, expectant, they gabbed and giggled while their eyes fixed on the Chinese elm-lined streets that led to the back of Mercy, Inc. Hospital in northeast Los Angeles.

Jaynie Winchester didn’t approve of their gawking, but who was she to tell them to stop? As charge nurse for the small pulmonary ward, she knew when to crack the whip and when to let her co-workers enjoy a moment’s reprieve from their hectic schedules. She’d studied the statistics and knew mutual respect boosted morale on any difficult hospital ward. And their heavily burdened floor catered to ventilator patients and every imaginable respiratory ailment. Bottom line, the nurses deserved their thirty-second fantasy break.

Any other day she’d pretend to be preoccupied with nursing duties while the scrub-clad group, including a couple of guys, gaped—and from the corner of her eye watch right along with them.

Today, though, she was distracted with annoying, moderately painful Braxton Hicks cramping. False labor. What else could you call it at less than seven months gestation? She’d felt so energetic on Sunday. Perhaps she’d overdone it, stenciling the butter-yellow nursery walls with plump, fuzzy ducklings wearing cute blue bonnets and vests.

Jaynie blamed the spicy food she’d eaten for dinner as the cause of her little one’s spurt of activity throughout the night. Who didn’t enjoy a delicious Mexican meal? Afterward, the baby had rolled and tumbled, she’d cramped on and off, and because of it had gotten little sleep.

A sudden rise in the nurses’ chatter, followed by awestruck silence quickly broken by a few sighs, alerted Jaynie that the moment they’d been waiting for had arrived. She rubbed her abdomen, adjusted her small, wire-framed glasses, and wandered toward the early-morning light that poured through the huge window. After the night she’d gone through, she deserved a treat too.

Without fail, at six-thirty, sinewy Terrance Zanderson jogged up the sidewalk, his scant shorts revealing magnificent masculine legs. With thigh muscles tight and bulging, he ran like an Olympic gold medalist. His long, tanned torso met with the nurses’ overwhelming approval, if their breath-catching was any indication. Taut abdominal muscles could be seen even from the second story distance. Strong, shapely deltoids rippled with each swing of his arm.

A pleasant memory came to mind of the month she’d dated Terrance last year. But she’d been well set on her plans for motherhood by then, and hadn’t wanted anything to get in the way. Besides, his life had been way too hectic, with his pursuit of medical school while being the day supervisor of the Respiratory Therapy Department, not to mention all his sports activities on top of that. After her last disastrous relationship, she’d made a promise to expect more from a man than Terrance had been ready or able to give, and they’d parted amicably.

Aside from being a work of art, what moved Jaynie the most was Terrance’s flowing auburn-colored hair that he wore longer than most men. A shade or two lighter and he would nearly be a redhead, a personal favorite of hers. The clean-shaven, chiseled face, square jaw and predominant nose weren’t half bad either. She tamped down a warm, nearly forgotten, visceral response in her gut.

Neither of them was the type to jump into bed, and when they’d gotten to know each other they’d both realized their timing was off. Her secret wishes to have a baby, and his chaotic quest to have it all with career and business ventures settled any debate. Still, sometimes she wondered why she hadn’t taken that opportunity each time he’d kissed her so perfectly?

The man never let the nursing staff down. Just before he moved out of their sight and into the Emergency entrance of Mercy, Inc. hospital, he lifted a flawlessly sculpted arm and waved. The shameless, worshipful gaggle of pulmonary nurses erupted with squeals and a not so subtle—though toned down—tooth whistle from Bradley, as they waved back, mumbling amongst themselves about what they’d like to do with “that”. They didn’t care that he’d caught them gawking - again. Apparently, getting an eyeful of Terrance was worth the embarrassment.

Jaynie smiled to herself.

“Back to work. Show’s over,” she said, straightening and smoothing her uniform maternity smock.

One last long group sigh followed, then the team dispersed for a quick cup of institution coffee prior to taking report for the day.

After completing the change-of-shift narcotics count, Jaynie hurried to the nursing lounge for a visit to the bathroom before beginning her day. Kim Lee scurried in on a breeze of fresh herbal shampoo, arriving a millisecond before the night shift reported off. Nearly late again.

“What did you do to your hair?” Jaynie stood in mid-yawn with belly extended, hands resting at kidney level, questioning the latest style change instead of her tardiness. In theory Kim had made it on time.

“I had it straightened,” Kim said.

“But you already have straight hair.”

Jaynie gaped at the board-straight, waist-length black tresses with electric blue chemically woven highlights. She thought about her own unruly brown curls that she battled each morning, most often settling for drawing them tightly back into an exploding ponytail. Her hand grazed her face; as usual, a few renegade ringlets had escaped.

Kim scooped her hair over her shoulder and began a quick braid with nimble fingers. “All my friends are doing it.” When she’d finished, she twisted the hair into a bun and draped her fuchsia-colored stethoscope around her neck.

“If you say so.”

Jaynie took a quick breath and blew slowly between pursed lips. Another Braxton Hicks cramp grabbed her attention and held it for several seconds. She checked her watch. Only five minutes since the last one had occurred. Odd. She rubbed her hands around her bulging tummy as if it were a genie’s bottle, and ignored her discomfort by talking to her friend.

“So, how was your date with the pharmacist last night?”

Kim’s black almond-shaped eyes sparkled with delight. “Szechwan-hot, baby.”

Jaynie blurted a laugh, but when a sharp pain struck like lightning, she grabbed her friend’s arm. “Ouch!” It built... “Ouch, ouch!” ...into a bona fide contraction.

Kim clutched Jaynie’s shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

Gasping, a surge of fear broke over her as water splattered down her legs onto the linoleum floor. “It’s too soon!”

Kim jumped to action, shouting commands. “Call Labor and Delivery,” she yelled to one of the nurses through the door, “Tell them we’re coming.” She rushed back to Jaynie’s side. “Where’s our wheelchair?” Panic punctuated each word. “I’m a pulmonary nurse,” the lithe R.N. emphasized as she scurried to the linen closet across the hall and grabbed a towel. “I don’t know anything about birthing babies.”

Jaynie longed to reassure her friend, but instead became distracted with increasing pain, and decided to work at reassuring herself.

I’ve read dozens of maternity books. I can do this.

A wheelchair appeared from nowhere, and someone shoved it behind Jaynie’s knees. With the help of no less than six other hands, she eased herself down onto the blue plastic absorbent pad haphazardly placed on the seat.

“Don’t forget to breathe, Jaynie.” The calm voice of reason from an older nurse, who’d had several children, comforted her.

Piece of cake. Right.

“Who-who-who, heeeeee.” She diligently repeated the 4/4 breathing rhythm she’d read about but hadn’t yet learned how to properly do since she hadn’t started her birthing classes...because it was too soon to  have her baby!

Kim popped a wheelie with the chair, avoiding the puddle on the floor, and raced toward the white-brick-walled corridor.

“Someone call Housekeeping!” Jaynie called over her shoulder and pointed toward the mess. “I mean Environmental Services. So no one will slip and fall.” 

“Don’t you dare have the baby in the elevator!” Kim’s eyes had doubled in size.

“How can I?” Jaynie said between breaths. “I haven’t gone to Lamaze classes yet!” A second wave of pain clued her in to the realization she was in labor. “Something tells me I don’t have much control...”

For the first time in ages, Jaynie had to give in to a power much greater than her self-determination. Labor. Every aspect of her pregnancy had been plotted to a tee...except this. Nope, controlling the birth of her baby was definitely beyond her will of steel.

The obstetric nurses were ready the minute Jaynie rolled through the automatic doors.

“Hey, Nurse Winchester, what’s happ’nin’?” A friendly voice and smile from Latasha Hobbs greeted her. “Put her there,” she said to Kim, pointing to Room C on the Labor/Delivery/Recovery Ward. “We’ll take over from here.”

Kim followed the nurse’s order.

Quicker than Jaynie could say “Ouch!” the tall, lean woman removed her from the wheelchair, had her positioned on the bed, and checked her blood pressure and pulse. “You don’t look so big. How far along are you, hun?”

“Not quite twenty-eight weeks.”

Latasha scrunched her nose. “Kinda early. We’ll follow protocol for 24-34 weeks delivery. I’ll call in our on-call doc. And don’t freak, but we’ll request an NICU consultation, too.”

Kim gave a reassuring grasp to Jaynie’s shoulder and whispered, “You’re going to be fine.”

“I know.” She faked a confident smile even though the nurses were speaking a foreign language so far. “You go back to Pulmonary before they start paging you, okay?”

After squeezing her arm one last time, Kim hesitated, but left the bedside. She paused again at the door with a concerned look and gave a delicate wave before disappearing. Jaynie hid her fear and waved back.

Another nurse, with broad shoulders, magenta-colored spiky hair, and a “been there, done that” confidence, appeared with an intravenous tray.

“You’re in luck,” Latasha said. “It’s slow today, so Nurse Martin is going to help out.”

“I’m Gail. I’ll start the IV,” the large woman said.

“But not before I give you this steroid shot.” Latasha broke in, and dang that IM hurt! “We have to give the steroids enough time to promote fetal lung maturity. Did your water break?” Latasha furrowed her brow the slightest bit.

“Just now, on the Pulmonary Ward.”

“Let me help you get undressed, Ms. P-PROM Mother-to-be. We’re also going to start tocolysis.” Latasha spoke with a friendly voice that gave Jaynie a sense of comfort, even though she didn’t have a clue what tocolysis was but figured it had something to do with her being in premature labor with ruptured membranes, and tocolysis had to be something to help the process for both her and the baby. She reached for Jaynie’s scrub top and removed it in record time. “Your water broke so we need to deliver sooner than later, and that’s why we need tocolysis.” Also a pro at patient admission, with the intake sheet memorized, the nurse asked the necessary questions while assisting Jaynie to save time. “Okay, Mommy, off with the bra and pants.”

Together, between contractions, they removed the soaked scrub pants and then her bra. Jaynie was normally modest, but the shock of being stripped naked in front of total strangers took a backseat to the more pressing business at hand. Labor!

Latasha threw an extra-large hospital gown over Jaynie. She moved efficiently and placed a long elastic strap behind her back, fastening it on top of her stomach. Jaynie jumped when the nurse squirted a cold glob of lubrication jelly onto her skin. Latasha positioned a fetal heartrate dopler over the best spot, creating an immediate and reassuring muffled, rhythmic thump-swish, thump-swish sound. The contraction-measuring device was placed snugly over the firmest portion of her abdomen.

“Here comes another one.” Latasha’s attention darted to the bedside machine graphing the movement of the contraction. The baby’s pulse accelerated with the mounting pressure from the tightened uterus. The graph looked like a small, peaked mountain, and just above it danced the ragged pattern of the baby’s heartrate, ranging from 140 to 160 beats per minute.

Latasha announced, “Looks like a healthy baby!” and smiled encouragingly at her—until she checked her temperature. “Low grade,” she commented. “Are you allergic to any antibiotics?”

“No,” Jaynie answered.

Gail went to work with a tourniquet and an intravenous catheter on Jaynie’s right arm.

“I’ve got better veins on the left side.” Ever the patient advocate, Jaynie spoke up for herself in mid-contraction. “Who-who-who, heeee.”

“Always listen to the patient when it comes to veins,” Latasha reminded the other nurse. “You’d better draw some labs, while you’re at it.  And start a loading does of Indomethacin. You don’t have kidney problems or ulcers, do you?”

Jaynie shook her head, which seemed to be spinning with all that was going on so quickly.

“Looks like we’re going to labor her out.”

Gail screwed up her mouth but undid the tourniquet and moved to the other side of the bed as Jaynie had recommended and Latasha had seconded. Latasha gloved up and peeked under Jaynie’s gown.

“The amniotic fluid looks clear, no sign of meconium. I’m going to take a group beta strep culture while I’m in the neighborhood. Are you registered here at Mercy, Inc. for delivery?” she asked, while she swiped her perineum with a long cotton-tipped swab.

“Nope. I was planning on delivering at home with a midwife.” Jaynie felt a cold hand get up close and personal. She gasped and thought that after all the prenatal appointments she’d had, she should be used to this by now.

Latasha’s excited and intense black eyes met Jaynie’s. “Get a move on, Gail, she’s completely effaced and—” she held up the three gloved fingers she’d used to measure the distance “—five centimeters dilated. Let’s have us a baby.”

Another contraction, only three minutes since the last, grabbed Jaynie’s undivided attention.

Gail pierced her skin with the intravenous needle. Jaynie gasped again. Small lab vials were quickly filled with blood.

“Make sure to get a type and crossmatch,” Latasha said to Gail. Glancing at Jaynie, she asked, “You want me to call the father?”

“There is no father,” Jaynie managed to say while concentrating on her breathing. She glimpsed the telling look in the nurses’ eyes.

Like everyone else, they’d jumped to conclusions. Well, it wasn’t like that for her. She hadn’t gotten knocked up and left behind. She’d walked away from her boyfriend of five years when she’d finally realized all he ever wanted was a lifetime girlfriend, never a wife. Two years ago, she’d realized she wanted a family, and last year, at the age of thirty-four, had started devising a plan on her own.

A two-part plan. The first part, to pad her bank account by working like a madwoman; the second, to waste no more time gambling on finding the right guy. She’d then meticulously researched sperm banks for the best possible gene pool, and that was what had led her to Mercy, Inc. in Los Angeles—tough it was just called Mercy Hospital back then before the corporation takeover—a world-class sperm bank at the medical university a short distance away.

There had been just one problem, though. She’d met, and become immediately attracted to, Terrance Zanderson. He’d had great possibilities, but something dark and deep in his eyes had alerted Jaynie that he’d never commit. And his schedule had been a killer. She hadn’t been able to compete with prerequisites for med school, or his avid love of rock climbing and extreme sports. The man was too darn busy.

She was well aware that hospital gossip implicated him as the baby’s father. Not to mention the envious looks she often received from co-workers after the daily jog by Terrance into the emergency department. Let them think what they may. Her lips were sealed.

* * *
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SWEPT UP BY THE MOUNTING pain, Jaynie only remembered bits and pieces from the frantic moments—or was it hours?—that followed. Gail hung a small piggyback bottle of antibiotics along with the intravenous fluid; a precaution since Jaynie’s water had broken and she had a low-grade temperature. Latasha scurried around preparing for the imminent birth, assembling basins and various clamps. In between, like a good nurse, she held Jaynie’s hand at the apex of her contractions, and periodically checked and measured her progress.

Since she’d insisted on natural childbirth, mostly what Jaynie remembered was pain. Pain taking control of her body as she’d never felt before. Pain strong enough that she imagined her neck lengthening and her head spinning around three times like the girl in The Exorcist. Pain excruciating enough to take her over the edge and have her spewing undignified words and insults at the L & D nurses. Curses they certainly didn’t deserve, yet somehow, she couldn’t control. Finally, when she thought she couldn’t bear another second of it, a wave of relief rolled along and replaced the pain with an overwhelming urge to push.

Together, the nurses switched the labor bed into a delivery table just before the obstetrician entered the birthing suite. The masked, goggled and gowned on-call M.D. briefly introduced himself. Jaynie nodded a beleaguered greeting, not hearing or caring what his name was, and went back to work, pushing so hard she feared she might develop an aneurysm.

She overheard the word “crowning”, and then, “The heart-rate is decelerating too low. The cord must be in the way.” And “It’s too late for a C-section.” And “We haven’t got time to call the NICU team, the baby’s here.”

Jaynie screamed with one last mega-push and felt a tremendous rush of relief when her baby’s head was delivered. One more push and the body slipped out.

Someone said, “It’s a girl.”

And then silence.

She struggled to raise her head, and glimpsed her tiny, opaque-pale baby in the lap of the obstetrician, floppy and inanimate. She panicked.

“Cry, sweetie. Come on, cry,” she urged.

One last beat of silence before the doctor clamped and snipped the umbilical cord. He handed the baby to Latasha, who placed her on the warming table to suction her mouth and nose, and to stimulate her skin with vigorous rubbing.

From the corner of her eye, Jaynie saw the doctor walk to the intercom and press it with his elbow. “Code Pink, Delivery Room C. Code Pink.”

She recognized the Mercy, Inc. term for newborn distress, and prayed a quiet, frantic prayer that the code team would respond quickly.

“Cry, my Tara. Cry,” she pleaded.

* * *
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TERRANCE HAD SHOWERED and changed into his working scrubs. He’d taken an end-of-shift report from the night respiratory supervisor, given work assignments to the other therapists, and had made it halfway through ventilator rounds by mid-morning.

The pulmonary floor bustled with excitement over their charge nurse’s surprise labor. He couldn’t help overhearing Kim Lee retell several of the nurses the whole story about Jaynie.

A twinge of sadness pecked in his chest. Maybe because he knew he could never give Jaynie what she wanted more than anything in the world—a child. And she’d moved on alone with her life while he was still chipping away at his plans to get accepted to med school. He didn’t believe in melancholy, so he punted the thought right out of his mind and got back to work.

Once he’d completed his rounds, he decided to go to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, which happened to be close to where Jaynie was. He’d use the excuse of relieving the NICU respiratory therapist for a lunchbreak. Eleven-thirty a.m. was almost lunchtime, right? That way he could keep tabs on how her delivery was going.

He remembered seeing Jaynie for the first time a little over a year ago at a new employee orientation. As the supervisor, he’d been called on to give a brief welcoming speech about the Respiratory Therapy department to the most recently hired group.

His mind had gone blank when he’d seen the wild-haired brunette with bright brown eyes, smiling and staring expectantly at him through tiny wire framed glasses. Most people might have thought she looked plain, but not him. The opposite of California-superficial, she was natural and freshly appealing. Her generous lips had made him wonder how soft they might be to kiss, and every bit of the information he’d meant to impart about the benefits of working for Mercy, Inc., well still Mercy hospital back then, had slipped out of his head.

He smiled ruefully. He’d since found out how it felt to kiss her. Astounding. And she still had a way of emptying his mind of all other thoughts. But none of that mattered because things hadn’t worked out between them.

Within two minutes of his taking over the other R.T.’s workload, the Code Pink alert crackled over the NICU intercom. Talk about timing.

A shot of adrenaline and a surge of alert caused a knee-jerk reflex. He stopped what he was doing and raced toward the Labor and Delivery suite, his heart pounding, practically bowling over the diminutive neonatologist in the hall.

* * *
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THE DOCTOR HAD HANDED the limp newborn to Latasha instead of placing the baby on Jaynie’s tummy for immediate bonding. She raised her head again. The midwife she’d planned on having had promised she’d get to hold her baby right after delivery. Latasha suctioned the baby’s nose and mouth and rubbed away some vernix caseosa—the white material that gave the fetus protection while floating in the amniotic fluid of the uterus.

Two people burst into the room. Terrance eclipsed a small Indian man, Dr. Srinivasan. Jaynie trusted Terrance’s skill as a respiratory therapist, and knew the doctor was a particularly talented neonatologist. Seeing both of them rush in to save the day made her feel hopeful that all would turn out well. Still, she couldn’t quite take a full breath and though labor had ended, her chest clinched tight, waiting for what might happen next.

The obstetrician spoke quietly to the neonatologist. The APGARS at one and five minutes—the five objective signs evaluating the newborn’s condition: heartrate, respiratory effort, muscle tone, reflex irritability, and color—were anything but impressive. Her baby girl needed emergency assistance with her breathing.

Latasha came back and stayed by Jaynie’s side, assisting with the afterbirth. Jaynie watched the baby-warmer like a mother hawk circling a nest.

It had only taken a few compressions on the Ambu-Bag before her preemie was able to take some breaths on her own. But she’d been inconsistent, so Terrance had slid a tiny airway down her throat and continued using the small bellows bag to blow air fortified with extra oxygen into her premature lungs.

He and the doctor rolled the whole unit out of the room toward Neonatal Intensive Care, where a ventilator awaited.

Jaynie’s plans and dreams careened out the door to another place—a world she had no control of. She watched helplessly and prayed nonstop.

Please, God, help my baby survive.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]




Terrance knew the story well from his experience in the NICU. Though viable outside the womb, this baby was over eight weeks premature. Her lungs weren’t ready for life in the big, bad, smog-ridden Los Angeles basin.

He squinted and pinched his nose as nightmarish thoughts reappeared about the loss of his own child to crib death six years ago. He shook his head and tried to force the vision of his baby girl out of his mind. He’d never forget her beautiful little face, never, for as long as he lived.

When he hadn’t been able to save his own daughter, he’d vowed to become a respiratory therapist. But now, several years later, that wasn’t enough. He wanted to be a pediatrician. Regardless of what he’d have to sacrifice in his personal life, he’d see to it that he made it to his dream in honor of the memory of his daughter.

Jaynie’s premature baby had pinked up beautifully after intubation. The report from the NICU doc had been a good one. No meconium or amniotic fluid had gotten into the little one’s lungs. The oxygen saturation in her blood was holding at ninety-two percent or greater on the ventilator, and if all went well, she’d be downgraded to backup assist control breathing, and then extubated in a few days.

As he adjusted the ventilator settings, he noted that many of the typical newborn reflexes were intact: the startle reflex, the grasp reflex and, his personal favorite, the tonic neck reflex. He got a kick out of how it looked like a fencing position. Lying on her back, the baby turned her head to the left, extending the arm and leg on the same side, and flexed the opposite arm and leg.

On guard!

“Hey, Peanut,” he whispered, reaching onto the open radiant warmer that gave all the NICU personnel easy access to a preemie. He gently patted the scrawny, barely three-pound newborn’s head. The baby startled but couldn’t utter a peep due to the ventilator. “I’m sorry.”

The overhead heater beamed on his hands like a sunlamp, keeping the wee one’s temperature stable. “That’s right, you go ahead and protest. That’s a good sign.” Terrance smiled and played with her fingers as he administered a minuscule amount of bronchial medicine through the pulmonary device.

He didn’t often assign himself to the NICU, because of his personal history, but since Tara’s mommy was Jaynie, he decided for the next couple of days he’d keep an eye on her preemie. Just until she’s out of the woods, he rationalized. Today, he’d scheduled himself for a second shift until eleven p.m., to keep guard over the newborn’s first day. Besides, Mercy, Inc. always seemed short on staff from far too many sick leave calls this time of year.

With excellent weather almost every day in Southern California, and good employee benefits, many were tempted to play hooky on a regular basis. He figured he’d save the hospital from paying extra for a registry R.T., and he planned to put the overtime salary to good use to help pay for future med school costs.

The Peanut squirmed and jerked her skinny little limbs, and moved her perfect but premature head, and Terrance swore she looked straight at him through puffy, newborn eye-slits.
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