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1


Get the crash cart, I’m calling a code!” I slammed the bright blue button. Mr. Watson’s life hung in the balance. Nurses, respiratory therapists, and doctors rushed into room 2211. I snapped open my patient’s gown and attached defibrillator pads to his chest, hoping to shock him back to life. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t had my coffee yet because nothing beats the adrenaline rush of performing a code first thing in the morning. Come on, Natalie. You’ve done this a thousand times. Save his ass! I adjusted the monitors, blew away the stubborn curl that always fell into my eyes, and got ready to shock.


Something hadn’t looked right the minute I entered the room. The patient, a sixty-four-year-old recovering from a heart attack, appeared pale and plastic. His eyes were rolled to the back of his head and his mouth gaped wide open, lips dry and cracked. I walked around the bed to check on Mr. Watson and almost slipped right on my ass. A massive puddle of bright red blood had begun to coagulate on the white linoleum floor. A steady trickle dripped from his pinky finger. The arterial line, like an IV but placed in an artery to continuously monitor blood pressure, dangled by a thin piece of tape.


Dr. Lyken rushed into the room in response to the overhead emergency page.


“What’s going on, Natalie?”


“He’s bleeding out!” I yelled “Clear!” and delivered two hundred kilojoules of electricity to my patient’s heart. The smell of singed hair reached my nostrils. Do not die on me. Come on!


Doctors and nurses watched the monitors, waiting for the rhythmic blips to move across the screen, while one nurse straddled the patient and performed CPR. Another nurse began applying mounds of gauze to the open artery, hoping to stop the hemorrhage. Only the crack of a rib could be heard with each chest compression. My heart raced and I bit down on my bottom lip. Paddles in hand, I hovered over the patient, ready to shock again. Come on, Watson. Fucking live!


“What else?” Dr. Lyken asked. “Another round of epinephrine, please.” Gloves were flying on and off as medical staff ran in and out, barking orders to nurses and technicians.


“He came in with a heart attack and is supposed to go the OR later this afternoon.” I quickly changed the EKG paper on the heart monitor, hoping with a fresh strip we’d see a blip of life. “His wife is Betty Watson, the RN who works here. He’s lost a lot of blood.”


The doctor peered down at the blood-soaked gauze on the man’s arm, where the line had been connected. The bleeding had stopped but unfortunately, so had his heart. “More lidocaine and continue with CPR,” he said.


Another doctor popped his head into the room. “Anything I can do to help here?” he asked.


“We’ve got it covered. Thanks,” Dr. Lyken said.


I looked back at Dr. Lyken. “His wife visited him early this morning, stayed a few minutes, and left right at the seven o’clock shift change. We were still going over reports when she walked out. Shortly after that, his oxygen dropped and his blood pressure plummeted.” I got ready to deliver yet another shock. More smells of burning hair. The steady tone of the flatline EKG and the hum and beeps of the IV pumps filled the room as we all anxiously stared at the heart monitor.


“Anybody else come in the room before you got here?” asked the doctor. Only authorized visitors were allowed in and out of the ICU, under the supervision of the patient’s nurse.


“The night nurse, I assume, or his wife.” Two respiratory techs squeezed oxygen into the mask secured over Mr. Watson’s face. Breathe, damn it!


Another two rounds of medication and electric shocks. Nothing. I placed my stethoscope on Mr. Watson’s chest. Damn. I shook my head at Dr. Lyken. Trash lay everywhere. Gauze, catheters, IV bags were strewn all over the room. At 7:42 a.m., the doctor ordered everyone to stop and called out the time of death. Fuck! I failed.


Walking out of the room, I peeled off the pieces of my disposable protective gear and slammed them into the biohazard bin. I went to the sink to wash my hands. My purple clogs were splashed with bodily fluids and stuck to the carpet as I walked the hallway. God only knew what kinds of filth these shoes had accumulated. After drying my hands, I pulled out the disinfectant wipes and cleaned my clogs. This was the third code we’d run this week, but unlike the previous two this one did not have a happy ending. My energy nose-dived from the adrenaline rush, but I still had almost my whole shift to get through.


Working in this environment for the past seven years had left me a bit immune to the sadness of death. Saving lives allows me to feel strong and important, but I know I can’t save them all, or dwell on the ones I didn’t. But it still sucks. Seasoned ICU nurses, like myself, know they must recover quickly and then move on.


I not only wanted to move on to my next patient, but I felt a strong desire to move on to another hospital, another city, another world. I loved being an ICU nurse but Porter was an old city hospital and slow to make any changes. The administration, equipment, and even the staff were stale. Other hospitals were bringing in electronic charting, tuition reimbursement, and nursing education incentives. I needed a change. I feared if I didn’t do something soon, I might run out of time.


For the past several months, travel nurse companies had been contacting me. I’d agreed to let one send me more information. I loved the challenge of taking on a new adventure and I knew travel nursing could be my ticket out of here. Moving around from place to place would allow me to be free and independent. I could make a name for myself, not one that preceded “the renowned surgeon’s daughter.” God, I hated that. I wished people would respect me for how I do my job, not because of my last name. Mom had even told me to “go color the world.” I wasn’t sure how much time I had left, anyway. And if I could get paid as a nurse to travel, even better!


I returned to Mr. Watson’s room and began the postmortem care. The charge nurse, Judy, came in to help, carrying a gray body bag. We began pulling Mr. Watson’s tubes, including the urine catheter and both IVs. I wet washcloths and started to clean Mr. Watson’s naked body. The gel from the defibrillator pads stuck to his burnt, gray chest hair and his arms were bloodstained. I taped up holes where the tubes had been and rolled him to his right side so that the charge nurse could slip the body bag underneath. Moving him on his left, we pulled the other half of the bag out, placing his body completely on top of it. Judy tucked his arms and legs into the large plastic sack. With one last wipe of the washcloth to his face, I leaned into his ear and whispered, “You can go now; it’s okay.”


“Why do you always do that?” asked Judy.


“What?”


“Whisper in a patient’s ear. I’ve seen you do it several times. What do you say to them?”


“I give them permission to go. The hospice nurses did it with my mom. They told me that when you give someone approval to go, they seem more at peace. I think it helps. It’s like their own little send-off.”


“I like that, Natalie.” She gave me a warm smile.


I pulled up the zipper, encasing his body in the bag, gently wrapping him in his cocoon. I left the head of the bag open for a brief minute and sighed. This part of the job never seemed easy, no matter who had died. By closing the bag, his inexistence became final. The patient would be off to whatever awaited him on the other side—like stuffing an envelope and then sending it off in the mail, never to be seen again. Two security guards came into the room and with one final zip, my patient, now a tagged 185-pound bag, headed to the morgue.


“Wait!” a female voice yelled. Betty Watson sauntered over to her dead husband. She shifted the pink motorcycle helmet under her arm and opened the body bag. Her nails were stained yellow from too many cigarettes.


“Betty, hi. Um . . . I’m sorry.” Fumbling for words, I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and looked down at the body, then peeled off my gloves.


Betty took Mr. Watson’s cold hand and slid his gold wedding ring off his finger. She appeared to be . . . smirking? Next, she went for the ruby on his pinky. She placed both pieces of jewelry in her pocket and zipped him back up. “Thank you,” she said before walking away. The ice in her Russian accent could freeze a country. She didn’t just do that?


Judy and I exchanged glances. “Weird,” Judy said, signaling the security guards to wheel Mr. Watson away.


“Should I go after her?” I started biting my nails. Ever since I’d told Betty I didn’t want to be friends anymore, I had avoided her at all costs.


“Nah. Leave her alone. She’s a good nurse, but a bit crazy. You’ll only open the door again to something you don’t want. Let her go. Come on, we’ve got patients waiting for beds.”


I sat down at the nurse’s station to finish charting. Thirty minutes later, I had received two new patients: an elderly, dying woman sent in from a nursing home with skin wounds and a young woman fresh out of surgery after a mastectomy from breast cancer. These were easy admissions and I welcomed a couple of low-stress assignments. Fortunately, caring for two new patients distracted me from the morning chaos. I could focus on them now, not on Mr. Watson’s death.


Lunch came as a welcome break and I decided to eat with a few of my closest nurse friends. I met Karen and Elizabeth in the lounge since the recent snowfall had made it too cold to eat outside. We placed our Styrofoam containers on the table and I started spreading dressing over my salad.


Karen is a single mother of two with a scumbag for an ex-husband who, for the longest time, paid her no child support. A petite, pretty Italian woman, she put herself through nursing school and usually worked the bonus shifts to make extra money. For someone so small, she sure didn’t take any shit. She once told me she had hired a private investigator to track down her deadbeat ex. The detective helped her find out where he lived, worked, and how much money he had. A few weeks later, payments poured in.


“We heard what happened this morning, Nat. That sucks!” Karen said. “I’m sorry you walked into that first thing. Have you seen Betty?”


“Yeah. She came by as we were sending him to the morgue. Didn’t say much, just took his rings. It creeped me out.”


“You were always so nice to her,” Elizabeth said. “If she did to me what she did to you, I would’ve taken her outside and shown her a thing or two. Calling you at all hours of the night to talk about her love life? Showing up at your house? That would piss me off.” Elizabeth took a bite of pizza. A tall blonde with bright blue eyes, she’d been a nurse for ten years and had become a bit jaded. She was one of the good ones still left at Porter, but if you crossed her or did something to piss her off, she wouldn’t hesitate to report you. She’s great to have on your side, one of the best nurses I know, but if the day comes when you mess up, pray that she’s not working with you.


“She’s so weird. I told you that,” Karen said, wrinkling her nose. “She gets too clingy with people and then won’t leave them alone. And didn’t she marry that guy three weeks after meeting him? And now he’s dead. What’s up with that?”


“She seemed normal when we first met. It’s only been lately that something seems like it’s snapped.”


“Crazy woman.” Elizabeth said, playing with the jeweled lanyard around her neck. I could see she had pasted a fresh picture of her young daughter to the badge dangling at her busty chest. “Natalie, you’re staring off. You okay?”


I snapped out of my thoughts. “Listen, guys. I’ve been thinking about . . . leaving.”


Karen pulled back her thick curls and formed a bun on top of her head, securing it with a pen. “What do you mean?”


“I feel . . . stuck. Like I need a fresh start. Maybe it’s time for me to move on.” I bit the inside of my cheek and moved the fork around in my food.


“Is this about that jackoff from the other day?” Elizabeth asked. “Forget him. You’ll bounce back from that piece of shit; you always do.”


“It’s everything lately. I don’t know . . . ”


“Natalie, are you thinking about leaving Porter?” Karen asked.


“Yeah, like maybe . . . traveling.” I couldn’t look her in the eye.


“You mean, like a travel nurse? Going to different hospitals and working in different places all the time? I don’t know, Nat.” We sat eating in silence for several seconds, and Karen kept her eyes on me the entire time. “So tell me about the jackoff.”


“There’s not much to tell. Another blind date. A friend from college kept bugging me to meet this cop who worked with her husband. After a few phone calls, he asked me to lunch. During the last phone conversation, he asked me, if I looked like a movie star, who would it be?” Karen raised her eyebrows and Elizabeth giggled.


I rolled my eyes and kept talking. “Not really thinking about it, I decided on Minnie Driver. You know, from her first movie, Circle of Friends: roundish face with long, frizzy, curly hair. It was the only answer I could come up with on the spot. He must’ve liked my response because we made a date.”


“Okay. Go on,” Karen said.


I pushed my lunch away, my appetite gone. “When I opened the door—shit, you should’ve seen his face. Utter disappointment. His shoulders slumped and I knew he didn’t want to go through with it.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Nat. Come on.”


“I’m not done, Karen. It gets worse. We got in his truck and started driving. After about ten minutes of very, very small talk, he made a U-turn and headed back toward my apartment.”


“He brought you back home? Why?”


I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in the chair. “Good question. I asked him that and he said, ‘Um, I just remembered something I’ve got to take care of at a friend’s house. You know, water plants, check the doors. I totally spaced it and really need to go. Do you mind if we do this another time?’ Nice, huh?”


“No! Really? I don’t get it.” Karen reached for my arm.


“Karen, even though I wanted to get out of the car and be thankful that I didn’t spend another second with this guy, I fucking went upstairs and cried. He didn’t like the way I looked. Period. As if he was anything special.”


“That’s total bullshit,” Elizabeth chimed in.


“I agree but I’m so tired of the dating game. How many more of these shitheads do I need to go through? It’s like I’m attracting shit. Either they become a one-night stand or they’re shit. I’m twenty-seven years old. I don’t have time for this crap.”


“And this is the reason you want to quit your job and leave? Natalie, you’re a beautiful person. So it wasn’t meant to be. There are a lot of nice guys out there. You’ll find one.”


“Not really interested.” Nobody said anything. Breaking the silence, I continued. “That’s not the only reason. I feel I’d better do something before it’s too late.” Karen reached for my hand and placed hers on top of mine. “Sorry to ruin lunch with all my crap. I just—”


“Hey, I need help!” a nurse yelled from one of the rooms down the hallway.


The three of us jumped up and ran to where Pat, a very tiny, older nurse, struggled under the weight of a four hundred-pound man. We walked into a smell so foul that I almost brought up my lunch. This man, who’d been admitted for alcohol intoxication, had had a bowel movement in his bed with the room serving as his toilet. He had tried to get up, but being drunk, his grossly obese, naked body got stuck in the bedrails, along with all his shit. The sheets, the floor, and the patient were covered in feces. The room stank like sewage. Pat just stood there shaking her head while the patient laughed.


Elizabeth went over to his large body, tattooed with swastikas and skulls, and asked, “You think this is funny?” The man laughed harder. I reached over and pulled the pleated curtain shut so that others outside of the room wouldn’t have to witness the disgusting mess.


The man’s head looked like a watermelon with a filthy mustache. His eyes were cold and dark, and he kept laughing at us, jiggling the fat rolls stuck between the bed rails. Clenching my back teeth and trying not to breathe, I went to get washcloths, a basin of soapy water, and a fresh, extra-large gown. Karen and I, lucky us, lifted the patient from his filthy bed to a chair. We struggled under his weight and the smell. He said with a sinister smile, “Make sure you don’t miss any spots!” I almost intentionally dropped him on his ass. I’ve really got to get out of here.


Thirty minutes later the room sparkled and so did the patient. Only the smell of peppermint oil and disinfectant filled the ICU. I didn’t think the day could get any worse. I put my critical care reference books and coffee mug into my messenger bag, anxious to get home to take a very long shower. I needed to put this day behind me.
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I poured myself a glass of wine and collapsed on the couch. Swallowing a sip of the rich, acidic alcohol, I relaxed. I sat in silence, playing with a swimming medal that had fallen from my trophy shelf above and thinking about what had happened earlier that morning.


Something bothered me about what I’d walked into. The bandage that was supposed to keep Mr. Watson’s line in place had looked as if it had been perfectly peeled off his skin, without a rip. If the line had fallen out on its own, the stress from the dangling catheter would’ve ripped the dressing. It looked as if someone had purposely taken off the gauze and tape very gently, keeping the whole contraption intact. I didn’t remember hearing the alarms go off. Had they been muted? That could only be done two ways: on the monitor from within the room, or sometimes—when on a phone call or talking to someone at the nurse’s station and the alarms went off—after making sure it was not urgent, a nurse could mute the alarm on the main monitor for thirty seconds. But only trained staff knew that. Maybe Mr. Watson hadn’t just bled out. Maybe someone sabotaged him. I leaned my head against the back of the couch and closed my eyes. Poor Betty; bad luck seemed to follow her everywhere. Maybe I should call to check on her. Then again, why did I ever befriend her?


“Hi, Betty? It’s Natalie.” I bit the nail clean off my right thumb.


“Yes? What do you want? Last time we talked you told me to lose your number. I assumed you would’ve done the same.” Her words cut through the phone.


I sighed deeply. “I know. I just wanted to tell you I-I’m sorry we couldn’t save your husband. I tried to tell you when you came to see him this morning.”


“Yeah, well, such is life.” She smacked her gum and I heard ice clinking around a glass.


“Um, okay. I . . . ” I cleared my throat.


“Look, Natalie. You were done with me. I make a mistake or two and that’s it for you. We’re no longer friends. You said it yourself. So fine, that’s it. Piss off.”


I closed my eyes and inhaled the fermented grapes from my wine. “I’m sorry I blew you off.” Silence. This is a shitty idea, Natalie. “Look, I feel awful that your husband died on my watch. I feel like it could’ve been prevented and I want you to know that . . . ”


“What do you mean, prevented? Accidents can be prevented. You calling this an accident?”


“N-No, I’m not saying that . . . I just . . . ” I shook my head. Oh, forget it. “Look, I’m sorry for your loss. That’s all I wanted to say.”


“Well, I don’t need your ‘sorry.’ Bad stuff happens to me all the time. You wouldn’t get that, being Daddy’s little girl. Go back to your perfect life and don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I. Always. Survive.” Her words resounded low and hard.


Dial tone. The bitch had hung up on me. Judy was right; I should’ve left Betty alone. She’d caused me so much trouble already.


I had been assigned relief charge nurse one day with Betty as one of my staff nurses. Sometimes staff nurses get put in charge when the lead nurses call in sick, so I filled in. Charge nurses act as supervisors of the floor. They make the nursing assignments, rove around the unit helping any nurse who needs it, and put out any fires. I was watching Betty’s patient while she went to lunch when the shit hit the fan. Betty had told me she’d just hung the last IV antibiotic for her stable pneumonia patient. She had been off the unit less than five minutes when her patient’s call bell went off. I walked in and glanced at the monitor. Her heart rate and blood pressure were running way too high. What the hell? Had Betty not just given me a stable report? I checked on Mrs. Lewis, the patient, and asked her if she felt okay.


“My chest hurts and I can’t breathe,” she said, beads of sweat clustering upon her forehead, her eyes open wide and her cheeks bright red with heat.


“Were you feeling this way before now?” I frantically surveyed her body for answers.


“I felt fine. Then the nurse came in. Told me she started giving me the antibiotic. Then, the pain started.” She grabbed her chest and shot straight up in bed. “Help me, please!”


I took the IV bag in my hands and turned it over to check the label. Fuck me! Betty had hung the wrong medication! Damn it! I stopped the IV pump and opened the normal saline bag to flush out Mrs. Lewis’s veins. Betty had infused a medication used to increase a patient’s blood pressure when it got too low. Mrs. Lewis had been admitted a few days earlier with low blood pressure and pneumonia. The ER had started her on meds, but according to her chart, over the last few days she had stabilized. The blood pressure drug had not been removed from her med list and there must have been a bag left in her medicine drawer. Both bags looked identical. Dipshit had grabbed the wrong bag!


I stayed with the patient and watched her heart rate begin to decrease and her blood pressure normalize. The medication appeared to be out of her system and I felt confident she’d be okay. I didn’t explain to Mrs. Lewis the details of what had happened. I swiftly removed the IV bag Betty had hung and emptied it in the sink. Checking again that the saline flowed freely into her arm, I reassured her that she would start to feel better soon. Betty could do all the explaining to her patient later. Sure that the patient would recover without any issues, I went to go find Betty. I found her eating alone, as usual, in the lunchroom.


“We need to talk,” I said, sitting down next to her and slamming the empty medication bag on the table. “You hung the wrong med on your patient, not the antibiotic.”


“What? No, I hung the antibiotic, like I told you when I went to lunch.” Betty kept shoving her salad into her mouth.


I leaned in closer. “No, Betty, you didn’t. You hung dopamine. She could’ve had a heart attack. That’s a big deal,” I told her, my voice rising.


Betty’s hand holding the fork now made a fist, with the tongs pointing toward my hand. Her knuckles went white and she started to shake. “Natalie. Please. Do not report this. I can’t afford another write-up. I’ll be suspended. I’m on probation as it is. I won’t be able to feed my kid.”


I glanced at the fork. This chick is crazy. Slowly, I moved my hand to my lap and out of Betty’s reach. “What do you want me to do, Betty? Ignore it? I can’t do that. I won’t do that. You almost killed your patient.”


She put down the fork. “Natalie, I’m begging you. The patient is okay now, right? What did you tell her?”


“I haven’t told her anything. I went in and shut off the IV as soon as I saw it. Her heart rate and blood pressure came down within a few minutes. She doesn’t have a clue what happened.”


Betty leaned back in her chair and tilted her head as a slow sneer came across her face. “Okay, then. Let’s just pretend it didn’t happen. I cannot lose this job, Natalie.” Then, her long nails reached across the table and sank into my arm.


My stomach turned rock hard and I stood up from the table. I narrowed my eyes on Betty. “Don’t let it happen again.” I had to get out of there.


I don’t know why I listened to Betty’s pleading. I can’t explain it. Fear? Pity? Whatever. I tossed aside my integrity and agreed to cover up her error, not saying a word about it again. Each day that has gone by since, I’ve regretted my decision. But if I were to say anything now, it’d turn into a whole big deal. Betty’s stupidity would make me look bad and the fact that I covered it up, even worse! Why did I have to be charge nurse that day? It tore at my gut. And yet, I still remained closed-mouthed.


Then there was Mr. Petronoff. Betty had been assigned to him one morning. I had the two patients next door. When Betty introduced herself, Mr. Petronoff began screaming in Russian: “Eezverg! Eezverg!”


I ran into his room to see if I could help and saw Betty leaning over Mr. Petronoff, whispering in his ear, her hands on both of his shoulders, and his knees pulled up to his chest. I couldn’t make out her words. His face appeared ashen and his lips trembled.


“What’s going on here?” I barked.


Betty slowly let go of her patient’s shoulders and stood up, one vertebra at a time. She turned toward me, slunk over to where I stood and whispered into my ear, “He’s crazy.” I watched Betty leave and then went over to Mr. Petronoff.


“Are you okay, sir?” I fumbled with his sheets, trying to comfort him. His pupils filled up his eyes.


Mr. Petronoff gripped my hand. “Please, please, nurse. I don’t want her taking care of me. Please.”


“What happened?”


“No. No.” He rolled on his side, turning his back to me.


Touching his shoulder, I reassured him. “Okay. Let me go see what’s going on. Don’t worry, okay? I’ll be right back.” Leaving the room, I could still hear him muttering, “Eezverg, eezverg.” I went to the nurse’s station where Betty stood with the charge nurse.


“Natalie, do you mind switching patients with Betty? She knows Mr. Petronoff and feels it would be a conflict of interest. She’s not comfortable taking care of him.” Betty stood up very tall and coldness banked in her eyes.


Fuck this. I’m done with her. Confused about what I had witnessed in the room and what Mr. Petronoff kept repeating to me, I naïvely accepted the change. Grabbing Betty’s arm as she walked by me, I wanted to know what had happened prior to my coming into the room.


“Nothing. The guy’s crazy,” she said with a flat tone. “I know him from way back. He’s a crazy Russian.” Before I could ask more, Betty pulled away from me and walked off.


Relieved when I told him I would be his nurse, Mr. Petronoff relaxed and his mutterings stopped. I had started examining him when the charge nurse poked her head into the room, asking me if his wife could come in.


“Sure, bring her back.”


“She can explain to you,” he said, nodding his head. I took the stethoscope out of my ears. Mr. Petronoff looked toward the curtain.


“Explain what to me, Mr. Petronoff?” I straightened his blankets.


“Good morning. Hello,” his wife said, nodding in my direction and kissing her husband on the forehead. Mr. Petronoff spoke in Russian to his wife. She then whirled her head around and squinted at me. “What is going on here? My husband is frightened.” She squeezed his hand.


This was getting too weird. “Um, I’m sorry. I don’t understand . . . let me introduce myself. I’m—”


“That other woman who came in here. What is her name?”


“The nurse? There was another nurse in here. Her name is Betty. It’s all good now. I’m his nurse.”


Mrs. Petronoff quickly shoved open the curtains and looked around the unit. I came up behind her and asked that she come back in the room. Her eyes were fixed on Betty, who was across the hall. Mrs. Petronoff quickly spun around and walked back into the room.


“Do you know who that woman is?” she said in her thick accent, her finger wagging at me.


Sighing, I explained. “Look, I’m your husband’s nurse. I’m Natalie.”


“Do you know what the word ‘eezverg’ means, Nurse Natalie?” Her eyes narrowed.


“No, I don’t.”


“The word mean monster.”


“Okay . . . Betty’s a monster?” They’re all fucking nuts!


“She used to be involved . . . What you call it? Mob?”


“The mob?” My voice raised several octaves. Mrs. Petronoff crossed her arms in front of her chest. She didn’t look happy with me. I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry, but Betty’s been a nurse here for a while.”


“Do you know where she came from? What she was?”


“She came from Russia. I assume she was a nurse there.”


Mrs. Petronoff threw her finger in front of my face. “Ha! You don’t know anything about her! Just wait . . . you’ll see.”


Before Mrs. Petronoff could finish, I heard the code bell go off next door and I ran out of the room to help. Mr. Petronoff got transferred out of the ICU before his wife had finished her story.


I didn’t want to think too much about Betty. She annoyed the crap out of me with her endless phone calls after work about a guy she’d met online, or how hot and heavy sex got with this doctor or that doctor. I didn’t want to hear any more. I finally stopped answering her calls. Why did I feel the need to help everybody? Like I’m some kind of savior or something?


Right. I couldn’t even save my own mother.


I definitely needed to get away from Porter for a while. To clear my head, I walked down to the mailbox and retrieved three days’ worth of mail. I separated junk and bills, then came across a thick envelope that caught my attention. The writing on the front said, “The Traveling Nurse: An International Organization—Doing what you love, wherever your heart takes you.” It was the company I had given my address to, requesting more information.


Follow the signs, Natalie. Follow the signs.


I opened the envelope and started reading about how the international organization sent nurses to different countries. A stipend and room and board were included. They wanted a time commitment ranging anywhere from two weeks to two years. The current featured country: Belize. Where the hell’s Belize? On the brochure, a woman snorkled amidst a rainbow of tropical fish, another woman relaxed in a hammock hanging between two coconut trees with a view of the Caribbean Sea, and a man waterskied in clear blue waters.


This could be my chance, I thought. Being able to be a nurse in a place straight out of a Corona commercial, getting paid for it and having benefits? What the hell am I waiting for?


After a much-needed good night’s sleep, I felt happy to be off work for two days and wanted to go to the pool for a quick workout. Swimming always cleared my head.


The pool at Foxwood Fitness Center reminded me of my swimming days. What I wouldn’t give to go back to the days of racing. Before Mom . . . I closed my eyes and dove in. The water was always a cool seventy-four degrees, and even though you could see several areas of rust and broken tiles, I loved it. Stroke after stroke, I let the bubbles out through my nose and felt exhilarated. I realized that I looked forward to investigating this travel nurse thing.


After swimming two miles, I climbed out of the pool, wrapped my towel around my waist, and got in the car, leaving a wet mark on my seat. Pool bathrooms don’t exactly win cleanliness awards. I always wear my towel home and change in the privacy of my own room. Back at my apartment, I took a deep breath and made my weekly phone call to my dad.


“Hello? Natalie?” I could hear Willie Nelson playing in the background.


“Hi, Dad. How are you?” I asked, with little inflection. I spit out a piece of cuticle I had bitten off.


“Okay. You?” He turned the music down and I thought I heard him shush someone.


“I’m fine. Have you talked to Jennifer lately?” I picked up a picture of my mother and held it to my chest. Why is it so hard to talk to him? Help me, Mom.


“I see her around the hospital. We had lunch the other day. Your sister has become a very good physician. I’m proud of her.” He cleared his throat.


I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Well, tell her hi for me next time you see her.”


Jennifer has always been my dad’s favorite. She became the doctor, she married and gave him a grandkid, and she always sees him at work. I, on the other hand, captured my mom’s heart in a special way and I’m happy I did.


“Will do.” A woman giggled in the background.


Damn him. “Um, real quick, Dad. I’ve been thinking about applying for a job as a travel nurse.”


“I see.” He cleared his throat again. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you traveling alone, Natalie.”


“I’ll be fine. I don’t need a man to travel. Or, to do anything else. I’m perfectly capable of being on my own. In fact, I’m used to it.”


“That’s not what I meant. Look, I—”


“Dad, I appreciate your concern but I’m not asking for approval. I’m trying to keep you informed of what is going on in my life.”


He let out a sigh and again hushed whoever occupied his bed. Oh god, Dad, not another one.


“Well, consider me informed. Let me know when you leave, please.” His words were sharp.


I laughed bitterly under my breath. After several seconds of silently listening to each other breathe, hurt and anger took over. “I’ll see what I can do. Oh, and make sure you tell your newest flavor of the week in the background there, to shut the hell up when you’re on the phone with your daughter!” I hung up and placed my mother’s picture back on the mantel. I miss you, Mom. More than you can ever know.


The next morning I completed all the applications, added my résumé, and contacted all my references. Everything was ready to go. I walked to the mailbox thinking it would be a good time to let my boss know that I’d applied to this organization. I had two weeks of paid time off that I could use for taking the trip, so I wasn’t worried about losing pay. I telephoned Judy. I looked up to her as my mentor and friend, and everything I had learned to do well in the ICU she had taught me.


“Hey, Judy, it’s Natalie,” I said, twirling my hair through my fingers.


“Hi. What’s up?”


“I’m thinking of going overseas as part of a travel nurse assignment. I may be needing two weeks’ vacation time soon. I’ll let you know when I’m leaving if I get accepted.”


“Why not just take a vacation?”


“I’d rather get paid for it . . .and I’m thinking of a change, anyway. I want out of here. I feel stuck. I keep running into obstacles and I need to do something with my life. I’ve been thinking about this a lot.”


“Natalie, is everything all right? I don’t want to lose you.”


“Yeah, I just need to do this, Judy. Trust me, please? I’ll talk to you when I’m at work tomorrow. There’s something else that’s been bothering me.” I stared out the window.


“Go ahead.”


“Nah, it can wait.” I didn’t want to go over the death of Mr. Watson again but I wanted to tell her my theory. “I’ll see you later.”


The following day, I walked into Judy’s office. “Got a sec?” I asked.


“Sure, Natalie. Come on in.” Judy pushed a chair toward me. Pictures of her three beautiful daughters decorated her bulletin board. One had just graduated nursing school and would soon be on the unit with us.


I described the scene in Mr. Watson’s room and Judy looked bewildered. “You sure about this? The line, the bandage, the monitor alarms? You think someone purposefully disconnected it, causing him to bleed out? It does seem strange, him crashing suddenly.”


“I keep wondering why the tape securing the arterial line wasn’t ripped. If the hub had come out of the catheter or the line had accidentally fallen out, there would have been some kind of tear. The OR techs secure that line so well that I highly doubt it just fell off. It had to have been taken off. It appeared completely intact!”


“Natalie, this is serious stuff. Would you be willing to write a statement? I’ll have to talk to security and maybe the police if the security tapes show anything.”


“I think you should. And one more thing, remember when Betty came to get her husband’s belongings as we finished up the postmortem care?”


“Yes . . . That whole thing seemed a bit weird.”


“Well, I think a lot of that had to do with the tension between us.” Wringing my hands, I filled her in on my history with Betty, confessing my guilt. I felt like I had failed Judy by covering for Betty.


“You don’t think Betty had anything to do with her husband’s death, do you?” Judy looked directly into my eyes. “I mean, she’s a good nurse. I know she doesn’t get along with a lot of people, but her nursing skills are solid.”


“No! I’m not saying she did it. No . . . ” I looked at the floor. I hadn’t thought about that but now that Judy mentioned it . . . could it be . . . ? “No, Judy. I don’t think so. I wanted to get that shit off my chest, that’s all.”


“Okay. Well, thanks for telling me. What’s done is done, Natalie. You’re an excellent and very conscientious nurse. I know you care very much about all your patients. Let it go. As for Mr. Petronoff, well . . . I don’t know what to make of that. Seems like Betty has a dark cloud over her, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah. I’ve had enough darkness myself. I’m ready for some sunshine.”


Judy leaned over to hug me. For a brief second, I pretended to be hugging my mother.


I clocked out for the day and heard several nurses talking about Betty Watson. The rumors going around were that Mr. Watson had had a heart attack after an apparent struggle with Betty’s daughter. The two had been home alone and Betty’s daughter claimed that he came at her, propositioning her for sex. Watson went to grab her as she came at him with a frying pan. That’s when he collapsed and had a heart attack. So the guy happened to be a scumbag. Aren’t they all? Maybe someone did want him dead. Maybe he deserved it.


Shaking my head clear, I got in the car feeling a bit liberated, as if a 5’6”, 110-pound Russian weight had been lifted off my chest.


A few weeks later, while I was deep breathing in my downward-facing dog position, the phone rang. I almost didn’t answer it, but then I saw the caller ID: The Traveling Nurse. I jumped up and grabbed the phone, almost tripping over my yoga mat.


“Hello?”


“My name is Peggy and I’m calling about travel nursing. Is there a Natalie Ulster available?”


“I’m Natalie.”


“Are you still interested in our program?”


“Yes. You received my application?” I stood still.


“I need to ask you a few questions. Consider this your interview.”


“Okay, shoot.”


After twenty minutes of basic interview questions—why are you choosing to leave your current workplace, where do you see yourself in five years, what are your strengths, yadda, yadda, yadda—Peggy made her decision. “We’d love for you to join us. We have availability in Belize. Would that work for you? Sorry to seem rushed, but I’m desperate for quality nurses.”


Dancing around my tiny apartment, I thrust my fist into the air. “Absolutely. What do I need to do?”


“I’ll e-mail you some forms to fill out and we need to do a background check. Please make sure your immunizations are all up to date. We’d like to have you there in two weeks. Does that give you enough time?”


“Of course. I’ve got some time saved up at work and I already have my passport.”


“Excellent!” Peggy exclaimed in a sharp British accent. “I’m sending you three documents. Review the contract, sign it, and e-mail it back. I’ll phone you once I receive everything. Then you’ll get all the information regarding transport, room and board, and your flight itinerary. We take care of everything. Bring your nursing experience and your sense of adventure. Cheers!”


“Thank you so much for this opportunity, Peggy!”


I’d opened a door. My life soon would take a different direction. Now I needed to start reading about Belize. I didn’t sleep at all that night, but instead sat at the computer looking up everything I could find on the small country. My eyes dashed across the screen. Belize was in Central America, bordered by Guatemala and Mexico with the Caribbean Sea to the east. It had the largest cave system in the West and bursted with jungles, wildlife reserves, tropical plants, and animals. Lucky for me, English and Spanish were the native tongues and the average weather stayed around eighty-four degrees. Perfect for swimming! Perfect for escaping. My burning eyes told me I had read enough. How I wished two weeks would pass quickly.
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It took just one week to obtain approval from both the Nurses and Midwives Counsel of Belize and the General Nursing Counsel of Belize for me to accept the travel assignment. Since the agency was internationally certified, I didn’t need a work visa. They’d issue it when I arrived. Having only a few weeks of paid time off, I signed on for two weeks. Peggy had notified me that I would be working in a two-bed ICU at Belize Medical Associates Hospital in Belize City. They’d booked me a hotel five minutes away. Everything had been arranged. I locked up my apartment, hesitating before pulling the key out. I got in the car, stretched my neck in all four directions, and took a deep breath. Next stop, the airport.


After waiting for two and half hours, I boarded the plane. I took out my iPod, my books on Belize, and some gummy candy to feed my nervous sweet tooth. I hate flying, so I leaned back and tried to settle my brain by concentrating on the adventure. My stomach fluttered. I’d started rereading my brochures and itinerary when I heard my name.


“Natalie Ulster? Is that you?”


I turned around and saw a former high school classmate and groaned quietly to myself. Definitely not one of my closest friends. I would describe Erica Ehrendsen as one of those “hoity-toity” types of people that everyone else wanted to be friends with. She tried to control everything and everyone and if she didn’t want you somewhere, you weren’t invited.


“Natalie? Did you hear me?” She plopped herself right in front of me so I couldn’t look away.


Unable to ignore her any longer, I slowly looked up. “Oh, hi, Erica. How have you been?”


“It’s so good to see you,” she said with such phoniness that I thought her smile would crack her face in two. “Oh, this is my new husband, Rick! We’re going to Belize for our honeymoon! Isn’t that fabulous?” God, she had a ton of freckles all over that makeup-free face.


I gave a small smile and nodded at Rick. He looked like a normal guy, a bit on the portly side with dirty-blond hair and nice eyes. “Nice to meet you, Rick. Congratulations. I’m going to Belize on a travel nurse assignment.”


“Oh, my!” Erica exclaimed. “What does your husband think of that? You’re traveling all alone?” She clasped her hands to her heart.


“I wouldn’t know because I don’t have one.” I threw some candy in my mouth.


“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Erica said, barely allowing the other passengers to squeeze by her.


“I’m not.” This chick had me laughing inside.


“Well, I hope you enjoy your little nursing trip,” Erica said as she gave her husband a squeeze. “Hopefully, we won’t see you! I mean, hopefully, we won’t be visiting any hospitals!”


“Enjoy your honeymoon.” I crammed my books and candy into the seat pocket, grateful as a passenger asked to squeeze by Erica. His bald head met the overhead compartments and his voice sounded raspy. His dark sunglasses turned toward me as he grinned. Erica nudged Rick to get moving.


Forget about her, I told myself. This is a chance for adventure, away from everybody. A way to see the world!


The plane took off and I relaxed, closing my eyes to the soothing sounds of John Mayer.


Six hours later, we touched down in Belize City. Dirt and rocks formed the runway. Locals bustled throughout the airport wearing brightly colored shirts and white pants; wanting to take passengers’ luggage, sell tour tickets, or lead us to the taxis. It smelled of pineapple and spice mixed with ocean air. I inhaled Belize and shifted my bag on my shoulder. One man stood out, holding a sign that read “The Travel Nurse,” and I headed straight for him.


“Um, hi. I’m Natalie Ulster. I’m here with the travel nurse group.”


“Right this way, pretty lady.”


Erica and her new husband waited with a large group of other couples that were going to be taken to the island of San Pedro. The two of them kept kissing, hugging, and giggling. I’m sure it would be much more fun to travel with someone special than to be doing what I was doing, but hey, what was I gonna do? Never see the world because I’m waiting to share it with someone? I don’t have time to wait.


I followed the driver to a black minivan with cigarette-burned seats. I briefly worried since I had heard about mites and lice in taxis, but took a deep breath and seated myself, looking out the window as the ride started. I decided to sign in to Facebook and let whoever cared know my status. Natalie Ulster at Belize City, Belize. Here’s to a new adventure!


The landscape was flooded with jungle and flora giving way to the city as we drove on. Small houses covered with tin roofs flanked the narrow, unpaved streets and kids ran everywhere. All shades of South American people were milling about. An unconscious man lay on the sidewalk as the locals stepped over him, unfazed. Most people in the city were barefoot, and the soles of their feet were chalky white compared to their darkened skin. I had read that Belize City was not the nicest of areas, but San Pedro and the islands really attracted tourists.


Around a corner, a woman busied herself cooking tortillas and some kind of meat on a cart covered with a tent. Tourists were taking pictures with her children. I recognized the bald dude from the plane walking up to the cart. He turned toward the van and lowered his sunglasses in my direction. I checked my watch and looked away. Jeez. The van crossed a little bridge over stagnant, smelly water, and I finally saw the entrance to the Hotel Radisson. It looked quaint and in pretty good shape, almost out of place compared to the buildings I had passed by. This would be home for the next two weeks. I can’t believe I’m getting paid to be here. I’m in Central America, Mom!


The hotel itself looked as if it had been built right in the middle of the jungle. Huge palm, banana, and citrus trees surrounded the entire grounds. Exotic flowers I had never seen before hung down from lush trees and lizards scurried all over the place. It reminded me of Hawaii. I checked in and received my key. The bellhop offered to show me to my room. Walking through the grounds, I spotted a very large spiderweb between two trees. I didn’t want to meet the giant spider that built the web so I quickened my pace, anxious to get inside. Insects were not my thing.
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