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Chapter

One




El Girasol (the Sunflower) is sanctuary, as much to me as to the orphan boys we rescue from the Peruvian streets. But I have considered that it might be more. For in a world where evil seems to triumph more often than not, El Girasol is evidence that we might be something better—evidence that we might be good. So while few will ever know or care about the work we do, the worth of this little orphanage is far greater than the number of boys we save. For perhaps it is us, not them, that have need of saving. And to that end the Sunflower is more than a place. It is hope.

PAUL COOK’S DIARY




Going to the jungle wasn’t my idea. Had the thought actually crossed my mind, I would have immediately relegated it to that crowded portion of my brain where things I should do someday but thankfully never will are safely locked away to languish and die.

The idea was my daughter McKenna’s. Three months before she graduated from high school, her sociology teacher, a graying, long-haired Haight-Ashbury throwback who had traded in his tie-dye T-shirts for tweed jackets with leather elbow patches presented to his class the opportunity to go to South America on a humanitarian mission. McKenna became obsessed with the idea and asked if I would accompany her on such an excursion—kind of a daddy-daughter date in the Amazon.

I agreed. Not that I had any real desire or intention of going. I figured that she would soon graduate and her mind would be occupied with other concerns. I never believed it would really come about.

I should have known my daughter better. Four months later I found myself standing with her and a dozen of her former classmates in the Salt Lake City airport boarding a plane for Lima, Peru.

Unbeknownst to our little group, we had entrusted our lives to novices. We were the first group our expeditionary guides had actually led into the Amazon—a fact we discovered twenty-four hours later deep in a jungle teeming with anacondas, jaguars and hand-sized spiders. Several times in the course of our expedition, our guide, an elderly Peruvian man, would suddenly stop, lay his machete at the foot of a tree, then climb above the jungle canopy for a look, each time descending with a somewhat perplexed expression.

After our third complete change of course I asked our guide (as tactfully as one being led through a jungle must) if he knew where he was going. In broken English the old man replied, “Yes, I have been here before…” then added, “when I was six.”

During our hike we came upon the village of an Amazonian tribe, the Los Palmos. Overjoyed to learn that they were neither cannibals nor headhunters, we soon noticed that the population of the village included no young men, only women and the elderly. Our guide asked one of the natives where all the young men had gone.

“They have gone to town to kill the mayor,” she replied.

“Why?” our guide asked.

“The mayor has said we can no longer cut the rainforest trees. We cannot live without the wood from the trees. So our men have gone to kill him.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” our guide asked.

The woman shrugged. “Probably not, but it’s how things are done in the jungle.”

There was something refreshing about her logic. I’ve never been overly fond of politics, and the image of painted tribesmen carrying spears and bows into town hall delighted me—certainly something we don’t see enough of in Salt Lake City. I still wonder how that all turned out.

Two days into our journey we ran out of food. For several days we lived on jungle fruit and the piranhas we caught in the river. (Piranha doesn’t taste that bad—kind of like chicken.)

I remember, as a boy, sitting spellbound through a Saturday afternoon matinee about a school of piranhas that terrorized a small jungle village. These Hollywood piranhas swam in conveniently slow-moving schools that cinematically frothed and bubbled on the surface, allowing the hero a chance to swim across the river and rescue a woman just inches ahead of the churning piranha death.

The piranhas we encountered in the jungle were nothing like that. First, Amazon piranhas are nearly as ubiquitous in the jungle as vegetation. Drop a fishing line in any jungle river and within seconds it will be bitten. Usually in half. Second, there are no warning bubbles.

Adding crocodiles, electric eels and leeches to the mix, we decided it best to just keep out of the water.

After several days of traveling we reached our destination, a small village where we established our clinic. The Quechuan natives were waiting for us.

The goal of our humanitarian mission was threefold: teach basic hygiene, fix teeth and correct vision. I was assigned to the latter. The optometrist who hiked in with us would conduct an eye examination, then hand me a written prescription for eyeglasses that I would attempt to fill from the bags of used eyewear we had packed into the jungle.

I remember one patient in particular. He was an elderly man, small featured and sun-baked, his skin as leathery as a baseball glove. And he had just one eye. As he was led from his exam to my station, the doctor handed me a blank prescription.

“What do I do with this?” I asked.

“Find the thickest lens you can find,” he replied. “He’s all but blind.”

I knew the pair. Earlier, as I was organizing the glasses, I had come across a pair of lenses so thick I was certain they were bulletproof. I retrieved them and placed them on the little man’s face. I soon learned that he had not just one eye, but also just one tooth as a broad smile blanketed his face. “¡Puedo ver!” he exclaimed. I can see!

It was my daughter’s job to tend the children as the doctors treated their parents. Indelibly etched in my mind is a sweet mental picture of my daughter as I looked out to see her running and screaming in mock terror from a throng of bare-chested little boys, who were laughing so hard they would occasionally fall to the ground holding their stomachs.

As we left the village, the children gathered around her and she hugged each of them. We sat together in the back of the bus, and she grew very quiet. After a few minutes I asked her what she had learned from this experience. She thought about it a moment, then said, “We love those whom we serve.”

We moved on by boat up the muddy Río Madre de Dios past the camps of the illicit gold miners scarring the forest with their bulldozers and sluices, eventually coming to a small clearing in the jungle. An airfield. Boarding a cargo plane, we flew south to Cuzco, where we took buses up into the Andes Mountains to a rundown hacienda.

The hacienda had been magnificent once, with elaborate tiles and intricate woodwork. It had a stone courtyard, a balcony and a bell tower. But the opulence of centuries ago was gone now, and what remained, rotting and looted, provided barely adequate shelter for the orphan boys it now housed. The place was called El Girasol—the Sunflower—and it was in the business of saving street children.

Among all the people we encountered in this mystical land, it was here that we met the most memorable: an American by the name of Paul Cook.

I was told by one of our guides that Paul Cook had once been a successful emergency room physician. Up until one Christmas Day when everything changed.

One night, after we had completed our day’s tasks, we sat around a fire recounting the day’s events as darkness closed in around us. Gradually our group retired to their sleeping quarters and I found myself alone with this quiet, intriguing man. We talked mostly about America; about the NBA, current movies, the Oscars and whom I thought would win the next presidential election. When I had satisfied his curiosity about current events, I asked him what prompted him to come to Peru. He just stared into the fire. Then he said, without looking at me, “That’s a long story.”

“No clocks in the jungle,” I said.

Still gazing into the fire, he smiled at the use of one of his own favorite phrases. After a moment he said, “I’ll show you.”

He led me through the labyrinth of the hacienda to a small windowless cell with a wooden floor and a high ceiling. The room was as austere as any I had seen in the orphanage and was lit by a single lightbulb hanging from a cord from the exposed rafters. There were a few simple pieces of furniture: a small tin washbasin, a crate for a desk with a wooden chair and a bed that was just a mattress on box springs set on wooden blocks.

And there were books. Lots of books, visibly well-read and stacked in sloppy piles against the wall. I scanned the titles. Classics and bestsellers, Reader’s Digest compilations, medical journals and crossword puzzles, biographies and thrillers. Books in Spanish as well as English. There were a few love stories.

On the wall above the books were two framed photographs: one of an elderly couple I guessed to be his parents, the other of a beautiful young woman whom I was to learn was named Christine. The most peculiar adornment to the room was a movie poster: a moody, black and indigo poster of a man kissing a woman beneath a title written in Italian: Cinema Paradiso.

Paul let me take in the surroundings for a moment before motioning for me to sit on the bed. I noticed that he had something in his hand—a hand-sewn leather pouch. He untied its drawstrings and took from it a small toy soldier and handed it to me. Then he sat down next to me and commenced his tale. An hour or so later, when he was done, he looked weary and spent and I could sense the walls rising again in his demeanor, as if maybe he feared that he had shared too much. He restored the soldier to its pouch, hanging it by its drawstrings to a nail on the wall.

I asked if I could share his story. He showed little interest in my request but said he would sleep on it, a reply I also understood as my dismissal. Three days later, just a few hours before we were to fly back to Lima, he agreed.

It’s been said, Seek not your destiny for it is seeking you. Paul Cook’s story reveals, as well as any I suppose, that this is true. It was equally true for a young woman named Christine, who went to the jungle looking for anything but love.

This is their story.








Chapter

Two




There are times, it seems, that God throws a cosmic switch that moves the tracks beneath us, hurling our lives headlong in a new and uncertain direction. Of these times just two things are certain: It’s best we don’t know what’s ahead. We can never go back.

PAUL COOK’S DIARY




CHRISTMAS DAY, 1999

ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA

I’ve got to move to Arizona, Paul thought as his wipers struggled to keep up with the snow. He had underestimated the intensity of the storm; the blizzard had hit a little after noon, just after Christmas supper. He had left the warmth of the fireplace and his fiancée’s arms around two, allowing nearly an hour for what was usually a thirty-five-minute drive. It was almost half past three as he pulled his Porsche off the snow-packed streets into a reserved parking space behind the E.R.

He hurried in, brushing snow from his shoulders as he entered the back door and walked to the locker room. Inside the room another doctor was changing into street clothes. He glanced up as Paul entered, relieved to see his replacement. “You made it.”

“Barely,” Paul said, removing his parka. “The roads are crazy.”

“You should see the E.R.”

“Bad?”

“Like a Wal-Mart on the Saturday before Christmas. Except everyone’s sick or bleeding.”

“And why are you leaving?”

“I’ve already put in a double shift. I’m the walking dead. For the last four hours it’s been just me and Garrity.”

Paul hung his coat in a locker, slipped off his shoes and pants and pulled on a pair of scrubs. “Where’s McVey?”

“Down with bronchitis.”

“Convenient.” Paul slid his shoes back on. “What are we seeing today?”

“Usual Christmas joy—suicide attempts, family brawls, accidents from all those new toys they got to hurt themselves with. And your usual snow-blower incidents.”

Paul shook his head. “I’ll never understand what possesses someone to stick their hand into a snow blower.”

“I started my shift with an eight-year-old with a candy cane stuck up his nose. Makes you wonder how our species has survived at all.” He pulled on a ski parka. “How’s that gorgeous fiancée of yours?”

“Mad that I had to work on Christmas.”

“Don’t worry. Some day she won’t care.”

“That’s the day I’ll start worrying.”

He smiled wryly. “I’ve seen your fiancée. Get used to worrying.” He walked to the door. “Take care.”

“Drive carefully. And Merry Christmas.”

“Maybe next year,” he said.

Paul stowed his pants in the locker, shrugged on his white coat, then went to work. The center of the E.R. bustled with activity as nurses and techs crowded in and through the same small spaces. Paul hailed them. “Merry Christmas all.”

The charge nurse looked up from her terminal and sighed with relief. “I was afraid you wouldn’t make it. Merry Christmas, Doctor.”

“Merry Christmas to you.”

Marci, an R.N. with red hair and a freckled complexion, walked by wearing a hair band with velvet antlers. She stopped and smiled at him. “Merry Christmas, Dr. Cook.”

“Merry Christmas. Which reindeer are you?”

“Vixen,” she said, tilting her head.

Paul smiled as she walked off.

“More like Rudolph,” the charge nurse said snidely.

From where he stood, Paul could see the waiting room with its display of seasonal decorations: paper snowflakes hand-cut by children from a nearby elementary school and potted poinsettia plants scattered throughout the room, their leaves bright crimson against the dull gray of wall and carpet. In one corner of the lobby was an artificial Christmas tree decorated with white lights and strands of pink metallic beads.

In the waiting room the chairs were all occupied and people leaned against walls or sat on the carpeted floor. A long line had formed in front of the triage desk.

Paul squirted antibacterial lotion on his hands and rubbed it in. “Looks like we’re a little busy.”

The charge nurse looked up at him. “You think?”

He walked back to the patient charting room. Dr. Aaron Garrity was sitting at a computer terminal dictating from a chart. He stopped mid-sentence, shutting off the computer’s recorder.

“Hi, Paul. Merry Christmas.”

“Thanks. You too.” He clipped a radio to his belt. “It’s just us today?”

“Outgunned as usual.”

Paul crossed the room to a computer terminal flashing the names of admitted patients. “What have you got?”

“Four fevers, a wrist-slasher, two overdoses and a woman whose husband didn’t like Christmas dinner so he cracked her skull…”

Paul frowned. “Peace on earth, good will to men.”

“…and a man who stuck his hand in a snow blower.”

As Paul looked over the screen, a nurse walked in.

“Hi, Dr. Cook.”

He looked up to see Kelly, a petite young nurse with an infectious smile and blond hair. Kelly was both competent and pleasant and he was always glad to see her on his shift.

“Hi, Kell. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas. I’m glad you made it safely. How were the roads?”

“I would of made better time with a dog sled.”

She smiled.

“Who else is on call?”

“Marci, Ken, Jean, Paula, Gary and Beverly.” She touched his arm. “We have a woman with a laceration in H, it’s only level four, but she keeps getting bounced back. She’s been here for almost three hours.”

“Probably lost her Christmas cheer by now.”

“She’s been surprisingly patient, but I feel bad for her. I’ve cleaned up the cut and put on a temporary bandage, but she needs sutures.”

“Do you have her chart?”

“Right here.” She handed him a clipboard. “She cut herself slicing the Christmas ham.”

He examined the chart. “How big is it?”

“The ham?”

He looked up and a smile rose on his lips. “The laceration.”

Kelly blushed. “Sorry. About two and a half centimeters.”

“Let’s go see her.”

The woman was twenty-something, dressed in black, tight, low-slung jeans and a long-sleeved pink T-shirt. She had darkly lined eyes and spiky, brunet hair. She was sitting upright on the examination table, holding a gauze pad around her finger. The blood had stained through the bandage and she glanced up nervously as he entered. He greeted her with a warm smile. “I’m Dr. Cook. I’m sorry you’ve had to wait so long.”

“It’s okay. It’s really busy.”

He walked to her side. “I understand you decided to serve your finger for dinner.”

She slightly smiled. “I was cutting a ham and the knife slipped.”

“How long ago was that?”

“About three hours ago. I came as soon as it happened.”

“Let’s take a look.” He gently pulled back the bandage. The laceration was about an inch long and looked like it went clear to the bone.

“You’re pretty brave. I’d probably be howling about now. Before I give you an anesthetic, I need to see if you have nerve or tendon damage. I want you to extend your finger like this.” He held his forefinger out in demonstration. She obeyed.

“Now hold it stiff, don’t let me bend it.” He pushed down on the top of her finger, which she successfully resisted.

“That’s good. Keep holding it out and I’ll check blood flow.”

He squeezed the end of her finger until it was white, then released. It quickly turned pink again. “Blood supply is good. Just one more test.”

He took the paper clip from her chart and bent it out so its two ends were extended. “Close your eyes.” He touched her finger with the two prongs. “How many points do you feel?”

“Two.”

He moved it down her finger.

“And now?”

“Two.”

“Good. You can open your eyes.”

She examined the paper clip. “That’s pretty high-tech equipment you’ve got there.”

He smiled. “Nothing but the best for my patients. Kelly, get me three cc’s of two percent plain Xylocaine.”

Kelly had already prepared for the shot. “Here you go.”

“Thank you.” He took the syringe and turned back to the young woman. “You missed all the vital stuff. So all I need to do is sew you up and send you home. Let me have you lay your hand down, palm up. I’m going to give you a digital block to numb your finger.”

She turned away as he slid the needle into the palm of her hand. She said, “I feel so dumb. I work at a floral shop and cut flowers all day and I’ve never had an accident.”

“Accidents happen. Dumb are those who do it on purpose.” He took the needle out. “Just one more.”

She bit her lower lip as he slid the needle back into her palm. She asked, “Do you see many suicides?”

He nodded. “Especially this time of the year.” He stood, breaking the needle off into a disposal pack. “It will take a few minutes for that to numb. I’m sorry to make you wait again, but I’ll be back in just ten minutes. Promise.”

“Thank you.”

He walked back to the charting room and wrote down the details of his visit, then scanned the screen for his next patient. Another nurse, Ken, was inside the room. Paul asked him, “Have you seen Mrs. Schiffman in G?”

“About ten minutes ago.”

“Let’s go see her.” He grabbed a chart and walked to the fourth door. A blond woman in her mid-thirties lay on her back. She was wearing a hospital gown and her foot was elevated about five inches off the bed. Her husband, a red-faced, barrel-chested man with a beard and a large belly sat next to her reading Car and Driver. He looked up as Paul and Ken entered, his face screwed up with annoyance. “It’s about time someone came. Doctors think their time’s more valuable than everyone else’s.”

“We’re a little busy,” Paul said, then turned to the woman who was clearly embarrassed by her husband’s temper. “Hi, I’m Dr. Cook. How did you hurt yourself?”

“I was carrying my boy out to the curb when I slipped on some ice. I think it’s broken.”

He examined her leg. An enormous bruise blackened her ankle, which was swollen to almost twice its normal size. He felt around it, pressing in spots. “Does that hurt?”

“Yes.”

“And here?”

“Ow! Yes.”

“Sorry.” He turned to Ken. “Let’s get a complete set of X-rays on this.” He said to the woman. “I’m guessing that you have a type A fracture of the fibula. In English that means you’ve broken your leg. But we’ll need X-rays to be sure. Have they given you anything for the pain?”

“No.”

“Are you allergic to anything?”

“Valium.”

He lifted the chart and wrote on it. “Ken, let’s give her ten milligrams of morphine with fifty milligrams of Phenergan IM.” He touched her arm. “I’ll see you when I get the X-rays back.”

“Hey! You’re not leaving?” the man said.

“There’s nothing I can do until I see the pictures. But Ken will take good care of your wife for now.”

The woman flushed but said nothing. The man grumbled as they walked out.

“Sweet guy,” Paul said. “Let me know when the pics are up.”

“You got it.”

“And take this, please.” He handed the chart to Ken, then walked back to room H. The young woman smiled as he entered.

“I told you I’d be back. Are you numb?”

She nodded. “As a brick.”

He smiled at her choice of words. “Good. The miracle of Xylocaine—greatest discovery since the bikini.” He took a suture pack from the cupboard. “Let’s sew you up and get you out of here.” He sat down next to her and pulled on some latex gloves. “All right, lay your hand on this.” He guided her hand over to a padded armrest. “Just relax. First I’m going to apply a small tourniquet. Fingers tend to bleed a lot and that makes it hard for me to see.” He rolled a small rubber ring down her finger. “You’ll feel some pressure, a little tugging, but you shouldn’t feel any pain.” He hooked the needle through the flap of flesh. She jerked.

He looked up. “Did you feel that?”

“Sorry. I’m just a little jumpy.”

“Try to hold still.”

“Sorry.”

He hooked the needle through the opposite flesh and tied the first stitch.

“How many stitches will this take?”

“Six or seven.” He sensed her anxiety. “You’re a florist?”

“Yes.”

“Where do you work?”

“Hyde Floral. It’s just a few miles from here, on Ninth.”

“Across from the Honda dealership.”

“Right.”

“I’ve bought your flowers before.”

“Cool. Your next order’s on me.”

“Thank you. What’s your name?”

“Lily Rose.”

He looked up. “Really?”

“I know. It was my grandmother’s name. Lillian Rose. I get razzed about it every day at work. I guess I’m in the wrong line of work.”

“Or the right one.” He pulled a thread up and tied it. “It’s nice to meet you, Lily. Though next time we’ll meet at your place.”

“No argument here.”

“Whom were you cooking for?”

“My family. We get together once a year to remind ourselves why we stay away from each other the rest of the year. If you’re off soon, you’re welcome to join us.”

He smiled. “Tempting.”

“It would make my mother’s Christmas. She’s always wanted me to bring home a doctor. And a handsome one at that.”

Paul smiled. “Thank you.”

Just then Kelly stepped into the room. “Doctor, paramedics are in transit. We have a child with respiratory distress.”

He continued suturing. “Where’s Doctor Garrity?”

“We had a code blue on the floor. A woman went into arrest while delivering a baby.”

“What’s the ETA?”

“About two minutes.”

“Is the child still conscious?”

“Yes.”

“What’s his oxygen saturation?”

“It’s dropping. It was eighty-eight percent at the house, now it’s down to eighty-two.”

Paul frowned. “What happened?”

“Possible aspiration of an unknown object. The parents and the paramedics tried the Heimlich, but it didn’t help.”

“Tell the paramedics to get an IV going but don’t delay transport.”

“I’ll call.”

Paul looked up at Lily. “I’ll have to leave when the child arrives. I don’t think I’m going to finish this in time. Will you be okay?”

“Yeah.” She was quiet for a moment. “When I was a teenager, I was babysitting a neighbor kid when she choked on a cinnamon bear. She finally coughed it out, but it scared me to death.”

Paul tied off another suture. “Choking always scares me.”

Just then Ken entered the room. “Dr. Cook, we’ve got a cardiac arrest in transit.”

Paul groaned. “When it rains, it pours. What’s the ETA?”

“Five minutes.”

“Status?”

“Paramedics are performing CPR. A forty-two-year-old male who was out shoveling snow when he collapsed.”

Kelly stepped in behind Ken. “Doctor, the ambulance with the child is here.”

He set down the needle, lifted the scissors and snipped the tourniquet. He looked up at Lily. “I’ll be back.”

“Good luck.”

He said to Kelly, “Wrap her with some gauze, then come help me.” He walked out into the hall as the paramedics brought in the child. He was a small boy of three or four. His face was bluish and his eyes were open and wild and a large paramedic struggled to hold him as he flailed wildly, the end of the IV tube whipping with his motion.

“What’s our oxygen saturation?” Paul asked.

“Seventy-nine.”

“Give him to me.” Paul put his arms around the boy and began the Heimlich. Nothing.

“Get him on the table. Get him monitored.”

Just then a woman burst through triage into the E.R. screaming “Where’s my boy?”

The triage nurse had unsuccessfully tried to grab her arm as she passed and she was now following her. “Ma’am, we need you to stay out in the lobby.”

“Where’s my boy? I’m not leaving my boy.”

Kelly arrived. “Dr. Cook, the boy’s mother…”

“Let her back.”

Kelly shouted down the hall, “This way, ma’am.”

The woman ran to where they had gathered around her son. She grew even more panicked at the sight of him. “Do something…please!”

Paul asked, “Do you know what he swallowed?”

“No. He was just playing under the tree.”

“Were there small ornaments?”

“I don’t know. Just take it out! Take it out! He can’t breathe!”

Paul turned to Kelly. “We’ve got to sedate him. Give me one milligram of Versed.”

She injected it into the IV but the boy continued to fight against the men holding him.

“Saturation dropping,” Kelly said.

“The Versed’s not enough. What’s his saturation?”

“Seventy-five.”

“Great,” he said caustically, “I’ve got to find out what he swallowed.” He turned to the mother. “How much does he weigh?”

“Uh, uh, thirty pounds.”

Paul did the math in his head. One milligram per kilogram. “Kelly, get me fifteen milligrams Succs.”

Just then the sliding doors opened and a frigid gust of wind flooded the hall. Two paramedics in thick boots tramped inside pushing a stretcher with a man strapped to it. Marci walked up, her antlers gone. “Doctor, paramedics are here with the cardiac arrest.”

“Where’s Garrity?”

“Still on the floor.”

“You’re going to have to help me, Marci. What room’s open?”

“D. Delta.”

“Take him there and keep the CPR going. What’s his rhythm?”

“V-tach.”

“Have the paramedics shocked him?”

“Two hundred, three hundred and three hundred sixty joules.”

“Give him a milligram of epinephrine, wait one minute and if he’s still in V-fib, shock again with three hundred and sixty joules. Kelly, where’s the Succs?”

“It’s ready.”

“Saturation’s fallen to seventy,” Ken said.

“Get me the intubation kit.”

“Right here.”

“Okay, guys, let’s do this. Give him the Succs, Kell.”

Kelly pushed the syringe. Within moments the boy went completely limp. The woman screamed, “You killed him! You killed my boy!”

“He’s not dead, ma’am. Medic, please take Mom to the family waiting room.”

“I brought him in alive! He was alive! I love you, Stevie.”

“He’s still alive, ma’am,” Paul said, “He’s going to be all right.”

The paramedic took the woman by the arm. “I need you to come with me, ma’am.”

“I love you, Stevie. Mommy loves you,” she sobbed as she was led away.

Paul inserted the laryngoscope into the boy’s mouth and lifted his jaw, exposing the vocal cords.

Marci walked back into the room, “Doctor, we need you, the patient just vomited and the paramedics can’t get him intubated.”

“I can’t leave, suck out the vomitus and bag him until I can get there. Kelly, get me the…” Kelly handed him the forceps before he could finish. He reached down the child’s throat. There was a spot of color among the vocal cords. “There it is.”

“Doctor,” Ken said, “Saturation’s at sixty-eight.” Just then the heart monitor started beeping. “He’s bradycardic,” Ken said.

“What’s the rate?”

“Thirty.”

“Ken, start CPR. Kelly, two-tenths milligram of atropine IV and get a six ET tube.” He clamped the forceps on the object and slowly worked it out of the vocal cords. It was a small toy soldier. He dropped the toy and forceps on the bed tray. “Ken, where are we?”

“Nothing.”

“Tube, Kelly.”

She handed him a narrow, plastic tube. He passed it between the boy’s vocal cords, then stopped to listen. “Breath sounds, end tidal CO2 are good. Kell, hyperventilate him.”

“Doctor,” Ken said, “he’s in V-fib!”

Paul felt for a pulse. “I’m going to shock him, Ken, the pads.”

Ken pulled the boy’s shirt up and stuck pads to his chest, clipping wires on with alligator clamps. “Ready.”

“Charge to twenty joules, all clear.” The tiny body jerked.

They all looked to the monitor. Nothing.

“Charge to forty joules, all clear.” Another jump.

“Saturation’s up to ninety, Doctor,” Kelly said.

“We’ve got oxygen, if we can just get this heart beating.”

“Still nothing,” Ken said.

“Ken, CPR. Kelly, epi two-tenths milligram IV.”

Ken began massaging the boy’s chest. Paul stared at the monitor, “Come on, come on.”

“Come on,” Kelly echoed.

Paul turned back, “Forty joules. Again. Clear.”

Marci was again standing at the door. “Doctor, what do you want to do with your patient in D? We can’t intubate him, we’ve shocked him six times, three doses of epinephrine and we’re up to a hundred and fifty milligrams of lidocaine.”

A bead of sweat rolled down Paul’s temple to his jaw. “Are there any other docs in the hospital who can help us?”

“We’ve paged overhead but no one’s responded. We’ve called Dr. Mabey at home, but he can’t get here for twenty minutes.”

“This will be over in twenty minutes. Ken, continue CPR. I’m going to D for thirty seconds.”

He ran the forty feet to D. Inside the room a slightly overweight man lay on his back, his shirt cut off of him. There were two paramedics; one of them was pumping on the man’s chest while the other watched. Camille, the respiratory therapist, was holding a mask over the man’s face and compressing a large bag to force oxygen into his lungs. Paul quickly scanned the cardiac arrest record trying to analyze what had been done and what still could be done. All looked to him, their eyes revealing their helplessness.

“Marci, give him another milligram of epi, wait a minute and then, if there’s no change in rhythm, shock him again with three hundred sixty joules. Set me up for an intubation. I’ll be right back.”

Paul ran back to the other room. The boy’s face was an ugly blue. “Where are we?”

“Still in V-fib,” Ken said.

“Shock him with another three hundred joules.”

Kelly looked at him. “Three hundred?”

“I mean forty.” They exchanged glances. “Forty. Clear.”

The body jumped.

The monitor stopped beeping. “We’ve got rhythm,” Ken said.

Paul grabbed the boy’s wrist. “We’ve got a pulse. Kell, call Primary Children’s, we’re going to need a pediatric ICU, let’s see if they can get a helicopter through this storm.”

“Saturation up to ninety-five percent,” Kelly said.

The color was slowly returning to the boy’s face. Paul exhaled in relief. “Good job, guys, good job. Stay with him, I’m going back to D.”

Paul ran back to the other room. The team was still working on the man but visibly distressed. Marci looked up: “We can’t get his heart beating, and we still can’t get him intubated.”

Paul took the tube and successfully maneuvered it into place.

“Good job, Doctor,” Marci said.

“That’s why you make the big bucks,” one of the paramedics said.

“Let’s shock him,” Paul said. He grabbed the paddles. “Marci, three hundred and sixty joules. Clear.”

The body heaved.

“Anything?”

The paramedic shook his head.

“Atropine?”

“We’ve maxed out.”

“CPR, now. Marci, more epinephrine, two-tenths milligram.”

She injected the steroid into the IV.

“He’s not responding,” Paul said. “I’m shocking again. Three hundred sixty joules. Clear.”

The body heaved again but as quickly settled.

It’s like trying to jump start a sofa, Paul thought. “He’s not responding to anything.”

The monitor flatlined.

“He’s asystole!” Marci said.

“I’m shocking again. Three hundred sixty joules. Clear!”

Nothing. Paul looked around the room. “Have you seen any pulse at all?” he asked.

“Nothing,” replied a paramedic.

“No, Doctor,” said Marci.

“How long has he been arrested?” Paul asked.

“We picked him up forty-three minutes ago,” the paramedic said. “The call came in fifty-six minutes ago.”

Just then the sound of a helicopter landing shook the windows. Paul looked at the man. He was dead and had been for half an hour. Paul exhaled in frustration. “Let’s call code.”

Marci glanced at her watch. “Time of death sixteen twenty-seven.”

The Life Flight crew passed outside the room. Just then Kelly stepped in. “Doctor, the boy’s heart rate is down to forty, we need you.”

Paul turned to Marci. “I’ll see the family when I’m done.” He hurried back to the boy. Halfway down the hall the red-faced man from room G stepped in front of him. “Hey, we’ve waited long enough. What about my wife’s X-rays?”

Paul’s temper flared as he walked around him. “Get back in that room. I’m trying to save a life.”

The man timidly walked back to his wife. The helicopter crew stood outside the boy’s room, waiting. “Trip’s delayed, boys,” Paul said. He glanced up at the monitor as he entered. The boy’s heart rate had dropped four more points. He called out, “Atropine, two-tenths milligram IV.”

V-fib again appeared on the monitor. “What’s going on here?” he mumbled to himself. “Kell, charge to twenty joules. Clear.” The body jumped.

“We’ve got a beat,” Ken said.

“For a moment,” Paul answered as the rate began sliding. “We’re keeping him alive with epinephrine. How’s saturation?”

“He’s fine, doctor. Ninety-five percent.”

Dr. Garrity looked in. “I’m back, do you need help?”

“I can’t hold a heart beat. We’re maxed out on atropine and we’re up to three milligrams of epinephrine. Any ideas?”

He shook his head. “You’re doing all you can. We’ve got a car accident coming in, with level-two multiple injuries.”

The heart monitor started beeping again.

“V-fib, doctor.”

Paul began giving the boy CPR. “Come on. Come on, hang in there. Kelly, let’s try one more time. Epinephrine, two-tenths milligram IV.”

“Done.”

“Charge to forty joules. Clear.”

The body jumped. For a moment the heartbeat returned, but no one rejoiced this time. It almost immediately began to fall.

“Hold,” Paul said. “Hold, hold.” The monitor started beeping. Paul looked around the room. “Anyone have any ideas?

No one answered.

“Come on, Kell, one more time two-tenths milligram epi IV.”

She again injected the IV. “Done.”

“Ken, charge to forty joules. Clear.”

The body jumped. This time the monitor did not move but continued to bleep.

“Again,” Paul said angrily. “Charge to sixty joules. Clear.”

The little body bounced nearly a foot high but to no effect.

“Nothing!” Paul shouted. The monitor beeped. “Again. Charge to sixty joules. Clear.”

Again the body jumped. Again the monitor showed nothing. To continue shocking the boy seemed cruel. For a moment they all stood silently as the room’s hyperactivity dissolved into the lethargy of defeat. After a moment Kelly touched his shoulder. “Shall I call code, Doctor?”

Paul didn’t move.

“Doctor?”

He covered his eyes with his hand and breathed in and out deeply. “How long has it been?”

Kelly glanced at her watch. “Thirty-seven minutes.”

Paul looked up at the boy’s perfect, peaceful face, then over at the small toy soldier lying on the tray. His voice cracked. “Call the code.”

Kelly said softly, “Sixteen forty-two, patient expired.”

Paul stood there, frozen.

Marci stepped into the room behind Kelly. “Doctor, the man’s wife and children are waiting to hear from you.”

Paul continued to stare at the boy as if he hadn’t heard her. Then he said, “I need a minute.”

As everyone watched, Paul walked over to the corner of the room and sat down on the black vinyl-capped stool, laying his face in his hands. Then his body started to tremble. He began to cry.

Kelly’s eyes began to water and she brushed tears back from her cheek. “You did everything possible,” she said. “It was in God’s hands.”

A moment later, echoing down the hall came the cry of a woman looking for her child.
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