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ZANE PRESENTS


FOURTH SUNDAY


THE JOURNEY OF A BOOK CLUB




Dear Reader:


A book club writing a fictionalized tale about a book club? What a fabulous and unique concept! In Fourth Sunday, B.W. Read (Because We Read)—six authors from various walks of life—write about seven characters who spend every fourth Sunday of the month discussing books, life, love, and everything in between. Book clubs have become an intricate part of society over the past several decades. They are a way for people to escape reality, relieve stress, and socialize with friends—both old and new.


Without saying, this is an excellent book club selection for existing clubs throughout the nation and the world. So much happens with the seven women in the club—divorce, illness, romantic highs and lows, sexual experimentation, and career challenges—that many will instantly be able to relate to them. Groups and individuals alike will appreciate Fourth Sunday.


As always, thanks for the support shown to the Strebor Books family. We appreciate the love. For more information on our titles, please visit www.zanestore.com and you can find me on my personal website: www.eroticanoir.com. You can also join my online social network at www.planetzane.org.


Blessings,
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This book is dedicated to our families, the members of our book club and friends who continually supported us through this journey.


In memory of Lisa Hayes Williams
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FOURTH SUNDAY


The spring-like day in March of 1997 had all of us in a glorious mood. The temperature hovered around seventy-four degrees and the sun gave off a golden glow through the wooden plantation shutters. The tulips were in early bloom and the birds were chirping away. The weather conditions prompted us to chitchat about upcoming vacation plans and reminisce about past excursions. We even discussed the possibility of renting a beach house for a couple of days in the summer. While socializing, bonding, networking, and laughing, the time slipped away. We were preparing to discuss the book when Old Man Winter returned with an attitude. But the weather wasn’t the only thing that changed. One of us was transformed from carefree to uncertain. And just like that the group’s relaxed demeanor came to an abrupt end.


The blast from the ambulance siren and the flickering of the red and blue lights declared an emergency. Piled in the Range Rover, we succeeded in keeping up with the tattered ambulance that was traveling faster than the thirty-five-miles-per-hour speed limit. The traffic was unusually heavy for a Sunday in Washington, D.C. At one point, some fool, showing no respect for the ambulance and certainly not us, swerved in between our car and the ambulance, causing us to lose our escort. Not to be deterred, we made good use of the horn and ran a red light to reclaim our position. The ambulance was transporting a very important person in our lives and we had no intention of losing sight of it. We had never experienced such a road trip, nor had life’s experiences prepared us for what we were about to face.


University Hospital was like a scene from the television show ER. Although under complete control, everything seemed so chaotic and everybody was moving one hundred miles per minute. That is, everyone except us.


“Paging Dr. Brown. Paging Dr. Brown. STAT to Labor and Delivery.”


The hospital’s fine reputation, the clean, almost sterile, atmosphere, and the accommodating admission clerk who favored Claire Huxtable from The Cosby Show, should have put us at ease. It didn’t. We were all on pins and needles. Who would have thought that we’d be huddled together, comforting each other in a hospital, when two years ago we barely knew one another. A book club had united us in sisterhood—Adriane, Allana, Brianna, Camille, Destiny, Gwen, and Natalie. We started out loosely connected by a desire to discuss literature. Slowly, this common thread evolved into a tightly woven fabric of emotional support, intellectual stimulation, professional guidance, and most important, friendship and love. As we settled into the less than comfortable vinyl furniture outside Labor and Delivery, we couldn’t help but begin to reflect on our lives and the changes all of us had endured over the last two years.





GWENDOLYN (GWEN)
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GWEN


As usual I’m late for book club. I still have two more errands to run, plus get gas, before I make my way to Destiny’s. I promised myself that I would try to be on time for the meetings this year. It would be a first. I was late for every meeting last year. Although I was in good company with Brianna and Camille, I was ready to graduate from the “late group.”


The errands took more time to complete than I expected, so I was really late for the book club meeting. As I drove down Destiny’s tree-lined street; I saw a flashing red light moving toward me with a white Range Rover on its tail. As the duo neared, I could see that Camille was behind the wheel of the Rover. In rapid sequence, I beeped my horn, flashed my high beams, and rolled down my window. This got Camille’s attention and within a moment, our cars were side to side in the middle of the street.


“What’s going on? What’s wrong?”


As if they were in a choir, all the women in the car answered in unison, “It’s Adriane. Her water broke.”


“Why is she in the ambulance?” I asked.


Camille responded, “Something’s not right. Adriane is having contractions and she almost passed out on us.”


Instead of continuing the conversation, I turned my car around and joined the caravan to the hospital. Just as I fell into place behind Camille and the ambulance, my beeper went off. The screen read, “Adriane Buttler, thirty-five weeks, in labor, going to the hospital.”


Driving along, I called to mind how it all started…


I was sitting in the call room on a Wednesday evening in December of 1994. I’m certain that it was a Wednesday because I had become hooked on the trite TV drama Beverly Hills, 90210. My residency would be over in six months and I had started my countdown. It dawned on me then that many of my peers already had an eight-year jump on me in terms of having a real life. Eight years had passed since college graduation. A lot of my friends were married with kids and starting their second or third jobs. I spent the first half of the eight years in medical school and then the last four years in residency. When teased about looking like a sixteen-year-old, I would always say that all these years of education and training had spared me the toils of life as a twenty-something—no late-night partying, no rushing to get to Happy Hour, and no stress of trying to keep up with the Joneses. I put in a lot of grueling hours over the last eight years, but something told me that it was nothing like the dog-’em-out, wear-’em-down stress of everyday life that I was about to experience when I left residency in six months. Those feelings, however, didn’t overshadow my desire to finally have a “normal” life.


I started thinking about all the things that I wanted to start doing again. I wanted to take piano lessons. I wanted to take tennis lessons. I wanted to do some more volunteer work at the children’s center. I wanted to sleep in on more than one weekend of the month, and I didn’t want to read another textbook for a long time. I laughed to myself. I couldn’t remember the last time I read a novel. It must have been at least six months before when I went to Jamaica with my friend Brianna Taylor. For me, the perfect vacation was sitting in the shallow water in a chaise longue reading a great book. The water could be the Atlantic Ocean, the Pacific Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, or the Gulf of Mexico. As long as the temperature was above ninety degrees, I was happy. Another thing I would add to my list of things to do after residency was to start a book club. I had read an article in Essence magazine touting book clubs as the latest fad. I thought it would be great to read a book, and then discuss ideas and thoughts about the characters, plot, and theme with friends.


Once I had an idea in my head, I would usually forge ahead until the idea became a reality. Sometimes it takes me a while to put a plan into action, but I strongly believe in the motto “Better late than never.” It was two months later before I started making plans for the book club. I happened to be at the hospital, which was no surprise since the hospital had become my surrogate home for the last three-and-a-half years. On a piece of official University Hospital stationery, I jotted down a few names of people who I thought would be interested in participating in a book club. Then I pulled out my daily planner, which also served as an address book, and started calling people from my list of potential book club members. The first name on the list was Natalie Sears.


Natalie and I have known each other since high school although we did not become friends until I came back from medical school. From the outside looking in, Natalie always struck me as the “academician.” However, over the last few years, as I got to know her better, I also got to know her fun and adventurous side. I can remember one Black Caucus weekend when Natalie dragged a group of us to the Chicago Connection party. Initially, we all had the same response to her invitation, “Sorry, but I’m broke.”


Quickly Natalie said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of everything.” We all got dressed up in our best after-five outfits and headed over to the Washington Hilton Hotel, where the party was being held. The mood was light and festive. We each saw at least ten people we knew in the lobby of the hotel and shared a silent thought—Why go into the party when there are enough people to party with in the lobby? Nevertheless, we proceeded to the entrance of the party and soon realized that Natalie had not taken care of everything. She’d led us to believe she had enough tickets for all of us, when in fact she did not have any tickets. I wasn’t worried because my mother always told me to have money with me whenever I went out, so I’d stuck fifty dollars in my purse before leaving my apartment. I could see some of the other women getting a little warm as small beads of sweat formed on their foreheads. Natalie must have noticed this too, ’cause she connected herself to a group of older gentlemen and walked with them into the party. We followed her lead and ended up in the party alongside her. I laughed as I recalled that evening. Natalie’s stunt was not about trying to get over by not paying because she didn’t have the money, but about having the guts to live on the edge, to live outside the box. We ended up having a great time at the party after spending the first hour trying to ditch the older gentlemen.


I picked up the phone and called Natalie. I shared my ideas about the book club with her and she thought it was a good idea and told me to count her in. The next person on the list was Adriane Buttler.


I have known Adriane for about fifteen years. In fact, it was Adriane who introduced me to Natalie. She and Natalie were close friends, although nothing alike. Where Natalie was usually reserved, Adriane was outgoing and outspoken. When Adriane had an opinion about something, good or bad, she let a person know. She was quick to give someone a compliment and she always brought out the good in others. Adriane was also very creative. Even though she worked in corporate America from nine to five, her real passion was making arts and crafts. Adriane was one of the first people I knew to make her own window treatments, which looked exactly like those showcased in the homes of the rich and famous. She painted her walls with faux finishes and designed and built a rock garden with a waterfall in her backyard. One of her other many talents was working a scarf. I always teased Adriane that she should write a book entitled 100 Ways to Wear a Scarf. It seemed that she had a different scarf for each day of the week during each season. Moreover, she had ten different ways to tie the scarf around her neck, not to mention all the other different places that she would tie a scarf—around her waist like a belt or around her shoulders like a shawl. I called Adriane and shared my ideas about the book club with her and she too was excited. She kept me on the phone for almost thirty minutes, giving me titles of books we should read. Adriane is well connected in the Washington metropolitan area, so by the end of our conversation, she had also given me a list of ten other women who she thought might be interested in joining our club.


My next phone call was to Brianna. As the phone was ringing, a smile came to my face as I remembered the first time I met Brianna. We became friends the summer before medical school. We both participated in a program our school set up to help minority students get acclimated to the first year of medical school. The twenty students participating in the program stayed in the dormitory together. On the first day of the program, we all met in the lobby of the dorm. I’ll never forget that scene. The first person I saw was a guy who looked like he was twelve years old. He was playing with his calculator as he mumbled a physics equation. Then I saw a woman with straight, red hair and pale skin with freckles, who was explaining to one of the other students that she was one-twelfth American Indian, a fact that she did not mention again during the entire four years of medical school. And the next person I saw was Brianna. She was dressed in a linen skirt suit with matching three-inch sandals and an accompanying backpack. Mind you, it was about eighty degrees at 7:30 a.m., and everyone else was dressed in sundresses or shorts.


On our twenty-minute bus trip from the dorm to the medical school campus, all Brianna talked about was finding an apartment for the fall semester. I wanted to tell her to please shut up because we all had to find a place to live. Instead, I only asked myself what I was doing spending my last free summer with a bunch of misfits. Luckily, not all first impressions are lasting. Some of these “misfits” became my support system during the four grueling years of medical school. In fact, the three of us—Brianna, the guy who looked like he was twelve years old, and I—became roommates.


After medical school we all went our separate ways. Brianna went to Boston to do her residency in anesthesiology followed by a fellowship specializing in the management of chronic pain. However, she was returning to D.C. in the next couple of months after years of being away. I thought the camaraderie of a book club would be great for her because she recently called off her engagement to the love of her life and she needed to get reacquainted with friends.


There was always some drama surrounding Brianna and her love interests. During our last year of medical school, Brianna started dating Jackson, who everyone thought was such a straight arrow. In fact, he was described to me as someone who would never hurt a fly. Well, one night as I was getting dressed to meet Brianna and Jackson for dinner, I received a call from the owner of a local car dealership. It seemed that Jackson, who everyone thought was so straight, had stolen a car off a dealership lot. While “Action Jackson” was fleeing the crime scene he’d dropped a matchbook with our phone number on it. After this incident, all of Brianna’s male callers had to be inspected by us before she could go out. It was the house rule! Now that Brianna was moving to D.C., that rule would need to be reinstated since her luck with men had not changed.


Finally, Brianna answered the phone. I invited her to join the book club, and just as I anticipated, she thought the book club would be a great diversion. She also helped me add some other names to the list of potential members.


One name she thought of that I had not was Camille Castille. Sounds like a movie star, huh? Well, when one meets Camille, they know immediately that she is part of the jet set crowd. After attending medical school in California for four years, Brianna and I had become pros at spotting the jet set. In fact, Camille was from California but we didn’t meet her out there. We met her in the lobby of my apartment building one weekend when Brianna was visiting from Boston. Camille was dating and would soon marry a friend and neighbor, Eric Nobles. I went out with Camille and Eric many times. Despite her Hollywood glamour image, Camille was really down to earth. She had two kids from a previous marriage to a professional athlete, owned businesses out in L.A., and had traveled around the globe. I thought that Camille could definitely add a different dimension to the book club. I made a mental note to extend an invitation to Camille the next time she was in town. Brianna and I said our good-byes. I hung up the phone, only to pick it up again to make one more phone call.


My last phone call that evening was to Allana Smith. I met Allana in Cancun, Mexico, at the Jazz Festival earlier in the year. We met at breakfast one morning, and started hanging out with each other for the remainder of the vacation. Allana is a little older than I am, but her age did not hinder her enthusiasm for partying from sundown to sun up, downing Tequila shots, and exploring the ruins of Chichen Itza on mopeds. We continued our friendship when we returned to D.C., although recently, I had not seen her much. On the third ring, Allana answered the phone, dragging out that last syllable as in a church hymn: “Hel-looo.”


“Hi, Allana, it’s me, Gwen. You sound very perky for it to be so late.” It was 10:30 p.m. I had been a little hesitant to call at this hour because if Allana was not at a social event, she would start dozing off at 10:00 p.m. “Sorry to call you so late, but I’m thinking about starting a book club. Do you think you’d be interested in joining?”


“Oh, that sounds like a great thing to be a part of. I’d love to join. Any concrete plans for the first meeting date or the first book to be reviewed?” she asked in a business-like tone.


Allana is the constant organizer. It figures that she would be the only one to ask about specific details. “No,” I responded. “The details have yet to be worked out. I just wanted to see how much interest I could generate. I’m really excited. So far, four women including myself have said that they would be interested in participating in a book club. You’d make five.”


“Okay, count me in. I also have a friend, Destiny, who I think might be interested in joining. She reads all the time. I’m sure you’ll like her.”


Allana and I said our good-byes. I promised to get all the details to her as soon as I knew them myself, and she promised to bring her friend Destiny to the first meeting. Luckily, the rest of the evening was slow at the hospital. By the time the sun came up on Thursday, I had sparked enough interest to start the book club and also gotten seven hours of uninterrupted sleep. The next night I called a friend who I knew was already in a book club and picked her brain about the format of her club. The following weekend I met a woman at a dinner party who was talking about a book that her book club just finished reading. I expressed interest about how her book club meetings were run and she was more than happy to share ideas with me. For the next two months, whenever I ran into an old friend or met a new acquaintance, I would mention the book club and invite them to the first meeting in May. Camille moved to D.C. in April and accepted my invitation to join the club. After considering a number of choices, we decided the first book would be Bebe Moore Campbell’s Brothers and Sisters. I looked down my list of names and smiled. Mission accomplished. Natalie Sears, Adriane Buttler, Brianna Taylor, Camille Castille, Allana Smith, and maybe Allana’s friend Destiny Davis, and I, Gwendolyn Nichols, would be the inaugural members of The Book Club.
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GWEN


The first book club meeting was off to a great start. Since I was unexpectedly on call, Natalie agreed to host the first meeting at her home. So far my pager had been quiet. I hoped it would stay that way. Looking around the room, I felt proud that after only five months from the time of conception, the book club was actually happening. Almost everyone I invited showed up and everyone was talking animatedly.


“Bebe Moore Campbell really hit the mark with Brothers and Sisters. I can totally relate to Thelma. Corporate America is a bitch! My new senior executive, sales position is not much different than the occupational service representative position I had right out of undergrad. The way I see it, I busted my ass for two years to get an MBA and created $30,000 in additional debt for nothing but the same old shit! Granted, I make more money and I have a little more authority, but other than that, there really isn’t much difference,” Adriane complained.


“Yeah, Adriane, but you have to admit your job isn’t all bad. You get to make your own schedule and pretend to work from home.” Natalie laughed. “What I wouldn’t give to have some down time during the work day!”


“That’s true, Natalie. I guess there is a plus side,” Adriane replied. “I can arrange my schedule as I please for the most part, but when I do go to the office it is always a trip. Remember Humphrey, the guy in the book who had it out for Thelma? Well, I work with a zillion of those crazy people every day. Of course there are only a couple of us in management positions. I don’t know how Black Enterprise magazine keeps rating my company as one of the top twenty best companies for African Americans to work. When my company fills out the questionnaire they must list all the mail clerks, receptionists, and custodial engineers to fill their quota. I need to write Earl Graves and tell him they’re lying! The most tripped-out thing is a lot of those clerks and receptionists have college degrees while those other idiots barely finished high school. They are everywhere and they all act the same. I went to a meeting the other day and it was downright scary—all shiny bald heads and gray hair. I wanted to run.” Adriane laughed.


“Well, corporate America may be full of crazy people, but believe me when I tell you that crazy people are everywhere! Have you read the paper lately and caught any stories about the crazy elected officials who run our country?” Natalie quipped. “At least potential applicants at your firm have to meet some sort of minimum educational and experience criteria. Sometimes I think all elected officials have to do is show up on the Hill. It is amazing how little so many of them know about so much. You thought Dan Quayle not knowing how to spell ‘potato’ was bad. The stupidity that graces the Senate and House halls every day is astounding. The stories I could tell. For example, at a hearing last year, the distinguished ranking member of my committee, and I use the word ‘distinguished’ loosely, got up to leave the hearing halfway through. Well, even though he has been on the committee for seven years, somehow he mistook the door to a storage closet for the exit. I guess he was embarrassed, either that or very stupid. So instead of coming right out and finding the appropriate exit, he stayed in the storage closet for the next forty-five minutes. The hearing is still going on, mind you. Sometimes I shudder when I think people like him are elected to represent us and make the laws that govern the land. But enough about the crazy people Adriane and I work with. Let’s get back to the book. Allana, do you think it is realistic to have true friendship with a white woman like Mallory and Thelma did in the book?”


“I think you can develop meaningful relationships with people of different ethnic backgrounds,” Allana replied.


Beep, beep, beep. “Gwen, is that your beeper or mine?” Brianna asked.


“It’s mine,” I replied. “I’m on call. I’ll call the hospital from the kitchen.” I apologized for the interruption and excused myself. I’ve been doing this doctoring thing for four years now and you’d think I would be used to my beeper going off, but I wasn’t. Somewhat irritated, I answered my page. “Hi, this is Dr. Nichols. Did someone page me?” I couldn’t wait for my residency to end, only one more month to go.


While waiting for the person who put me on hold to return, I heard Adriane say, “Shit, I would have gotten that brother, Humphrey, straight!” I then heard the ladies roar with laughter.


“Oh, Gwen, thanks for calling back,” the voice on the other end of the phone replied. “It’s Ken. We just got a maternal transport. The patient is a thirty-year-old G1 PO at thirty weeks’ gestation with a complete placenta previa. Reportedly, she bled about two hundred cc’s earlier this morning. When she initially arrived in Labor and Delivery, she was contracting every ten minutes or so. Her contractions have stopped now after IV hydration and her bleeding has decreased.”


Ken Mays was the third-year resident covering Labor and Delivery. I liked Ken, but I couldn’t help thinking that every time Ken called me it was for some type of obstetric or gynecological catastrophe. Typically, a residency program is structured so that there is always a senior and junior resident working together. The junior resident has to discuss all patients that he/she evaluates with the senior resident. Since the time Ken was a first year resident, it seems like we have always been on a team together with me being his senior resident. We have managed a lot of challenging patients together like the patient in labor with undiagnosed twins, the patient who had cardiac arrest in the Emergency Room and required an emergency cesarean section down there or the patient with an underlying psychiatric disorder who wouldn’t acknowledge her pregnancy even when she was in active labor with a full-term fetus. That had been fun trying to convince her to push the baby (that she wasn’t acknowledging) out! Somehow along the way in my residency, I had gotten a “black cloud,” which in medicine means that you are the doctor that gets the tough cases or tough patients. So, I have gotten accustomed to “craziness” at work.


“Ken, check her hematocrit and coagulation factors. Make sure her type and screen are kept active at all times. How does the fetal monitor strip look?” Ken reassured me that the fetal heart rate was stable. I then asked Ken to notify the attending physician on call that day about the new patient’s admission and told him that I would be on my way to the hospital.


While hanging up the telephone, I took a minute to gaze out of the window and noticed two squirrels chasing each other. At that moment I thought, wouldn’t it be great to be a squirrel? No troubles, no responsibilities. Just running around all day long and having a good time. I really have no complaints about my life—great family and friends, a fine and loving boyfriend, great health, and a bright future in medicine. Only when I had to be stuck in the hospital on such a gorgeous day would I start contemplating the life of a squirrel. Right now I have no time for squirrels. The patient that Ken called me about is a first-time mom who’s bleeding because her placenta is right over her cervix, which is the exit for the baby from the womb. The bleeding could mean that she might lose the baby. I had to say good-bye to the ladies and get going.


By the time I arrived at the hospital, the patient that Ken called me about had stopped bleeding for now and was being closely monitored. However, I had more than enough work to do to keep me busy for hours. Labor and Delivery was packed with patients—ten women waiting to be mothers. One woman was going to need a cesarean delivery. She had been eight centimeters dilated for the last four hours. I discussed the need for the cesarean delivery with the patient and her husband. After all of their questions were answered, the patient was wheeled back to the operating room. The patient already had an epidural in place so the surgery started right away. Ken performed the surgery. My role as chief resident was to act as first assistant and teacher to help Ken perfect his surgical skills. Just as we were finishing up, a nurse waltzed into the operating room and announced that two women out in Labor and Delivery weren’t doing well.


“The lady in room one is having difficulty breathing, and we can’t get a fetal heart rate in room two,” she said.


Another responsibility that came with the role of chief resident besides teaching was triaging cases. I knew that the woman in room one was HIV positive and had bronchitis. The patient had a complete pulmonary evaluation late last night and did not have pneumonia. This patient was well known to the OB team. She often used coughing or the onset of pain to get attention. She knew that as soon as she mentioned that she was HIV positive, everyone would jump. Knowing this, I sent Ken to room one. The fact that the nurse was having a difficult time finding the fetal heart rate in room two troubled me more. The patient in that room was a healthy thirty-three-year-old who was having her fifth child. All of her previous deliveries had been vaginal without any complications. The patient was full term, so why were the nurses having a hard time finding the heart rate? Because of the size of a full-term baby, even the most inexperienced nurse should be able to locate the fetal heart rate. This nurse was one of the most experienced nurses working that day.


When I walked into room two, the patient was complaining of shortness of breath. She also seemed agitated. The nurse had the fetal heart monitor in her hand. She was fumbling with it trying desperately to find a steady heart rate. Something didn’t seem right. Instinctively, I told the patient that I needed to do a vaginal exam to insert a fetal scalp electrode. This instrument is placed on the fetal scalp and gives an accurate reading of the fetal heart rate. Just as I was doing her vaginal exam, Ken walked in and said room one was stable. He then asked, “What’s happening here?” With my hand still in my patient’s vagina, I calmly ordered Ken to quickly bring the ultrasound machine into the room. What I was feeling was very disturbing—there was no presenting part. This means that the head was no longer in the pelvic area. The only other time I had seen something like this was when a patient had ruptured her uterus and the fetus had been extruded into the abdominal area. Ken quickly reappeared with the sonogram machine. I ran the transducer over the patient’s abdomen and what I saw confirmed my suspicions. I could not make out a distinct uterine wall. All I could see was the fetus with a sluggish heartbeat surrounded by placental tissue floating in the abdominal cavity.


“We’re going back for a C-section,” I announced. “Please call anesthesia.” Ken and I helped roll the patient to the operating room. At the same time, I explained to the patient that it was necessary to perform a cesarean section to save her baby and that she would most likely need a hysterectomy.


Although the patient barely had a blood pressure and was groggy by this time, she nodded her head, signaling that she understood the necessity of surgery. I did not share with the patient or with Ken the likelihood that by the time we performed the operation the baby may already be dead. The anesthesiologist could not be found. Even though I had never done this before (but had read about it in my obstetric textbooks), time was of the essence in this case, so I proceeded to make the incision after infiltration of a local anesthetic instead of the patient being under general anesthesia. Upon entering the abdominal cavity, Ken and I saw only blood. Then I saw the fetus and placenta. At that moment, I felt an immense tug on my heart. I had never lost a baby in labor and there was no way this baby could have survived this uterine rupture. I quickly delivered the fetus from the abdominal cavity and clamped the umbilical cord. Miraculously, I could feel a heart rate. The baby started crying and moving. Then, the baby did something that made me positive that he was all right—he peed all over me! At that moment, I smiled, passed the baby to the pediatrician, and then turned my attention to the mother’s uterus, which was beyond repair. By this time, the anesthesiologist had arrived and stabilized the patient, which allowed us to remove the uterus. Two hours later, Ken and I left the operating room. Both mother and baby were stable and our shift was over. And I’m sure the book club meeting was over too.
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GWEN


Delivering babies conjures up images of my past for some reason. The circumstances of the delivery dictate the memory. Today, I saw myself as a little girl. I have always liked being outdoors. How could I help it? My birth order was the second out of three, and I was sandwiched between two brothers. They had me climbing trees, playing basketball, football, baseball, or any other game with a ball. We also rode bikes, go-carts, and any other kids’ vehicles. There were very few things that I was afraid of. My brothers erased the emotion of fear from my repertoire after they placed a garter snake in my bed. I guess as a child I would have been described as a tomboy. I didn’t mind this description at all. In fact, later in life, I attributed my competitive edge to my tomboyishness. In high school and college, I excelled in athletics, specifically track and field and soccer. The state records I set in various events in track and field are still standing today.


Luckily, my parents, Johnny and Vera Nichols, tried to make sure that I was a lady too. I took ballet and tap, played the piano and violin, and took English riding lessons. Against my wishes, when I was a junior in high school, I made my debut in a debutante ball. I did not see the benefit of such a social event, but it was a simple thing to do to make my parents happy. I had a good relationship with my parents and brothers. Unlike some of my friends, I actually enjoyed spending time with my family.


My brothers and I each had our different challenges as we were growing up. One challenge that we faced together as a family was when my father’s company went bankrupt. My father owned a real estate development company. During the mid-seventies, the real estate business hit rock bottom. Subsequently, my parents liquidated most of their assets, including our cars and the summer home, to stay afloat. Up until this point in my life, I had always looked at my father as the rock of our family’s existence. I guess it was because he had his own business and always seemed to be in charge. My mother always seemed quiet in comparison to my father. She worked too, but erroneously I viewed her job as only a hobby. I saw a different side of my mother during this time. She was the one who carried the family through this financial disaster. My mother had been purchasing investments separate from my father, and the proceeds from these investments paid the mortgage, college tuition for my oldest brother, and other major household expenses. In addition, my mom made sure that my father still felt like a productive part of our family and society even though he was out of work for about a year. I learned three things from my mother. The first was that probably one of the most important times to show your man how much you love him is when he’s down and out. I also learned that a man’s ego is very fragile and it is devastating when one of the main things that define him, like his job, is disrupted. The third lesson that I learned was that a woman doesn’t have to announce her successes. My new-found admiration for my mother did not diminish my respect for my father. I never mistook silence for passivity again. I also decided then that I would rather be a behind-the-scenes girl than someone always in the limelight.


My parents stressed the importance of academic proficiency, and as I had done in other areas of my life, I excelled academically too. I was the valedictorian of my high school class, graduating with a 4.0 grade-point average. I went on to matriculate at Harvard University where I graduated cum laude. When it was time to go to medical school I shocked everyone. All of my professors assumed that I would stay on at Harvard, but I packed my bags and headed for California. The decision to leave New England was an easy one. What I struggled with was whether I should go to New York to be close to my boyfriend of four years whom everyone thought I would marry, but I knew I would not; or to spread my wings and head for the West Coast. Anyone who knew me knew where I was going before I announced it. I didn’t do the expected. I did what I thought would make me happy.


California ended up being all that I had imagined and more. If asked to describe medical school, I would say that it was labor intensive—in class eight hours a day and then studying another six hours every, I mean every, night. But I did not find the material hard to grasp. I guess a Harvard education was good for something. Medical school was not the only thing that had my attention while in California. Years before while still in college, I had worked on a research project at one of the hospitals in Los Angeles, during the summer of the 1984 Olympics. It was then that I met Sloan.


Sloan was five years older than I was and already in medical school. I was completely in awe of him. He was six foot, three inches tall with golden brown skin and biceps, triceps, and quadriceps to die for. His voice was always even keeled, his tone always calm, and his touch always strong. So it was not long before I had a huge crush on him. However, two problems existed. He had a live-in girlfriend whose name was also Gwen, and he had a female classmate from medical school, Wendy. Wendy was working on the research project as well, and I believed that she also had a crush on him. Nevertheless, I enjoyed working side by side with Sloan in the lab, eating lunch with him and slipping out in the middle of the day to go swimming with him when things were slow. Of course Wendy was always around, and I knew that every night he went home to his Gwen.


From the time that I had made the decision to go to medical school on the West Coast, I could not stop wondering if I would run into Sloan again. Whenever I went out to parties, I would scan the room for his face. When I went to the beach, I would pray that I would spot his physique. When I walked through the hospital, I would strain to hear his voice. Sometimes when I slept, I would dream of his touch. Finally, in between my second and third years of medical school, after taking the first part of the National Board Examination, I saw Sloan.


The examination had been a two-day experience from hell, so naturally I was oh so happy when it was over. I rushed home to change into my bathing suit as my roommates and I had decided to meet at the beach at 5:00 p.m. I caught a quick glimpse of myself in the mirror as I changed. I looked whipped. I had studied nonstop for the last three weeks and then spent the last two days mentally stressed. All of this showed on my face—no California glow, instead I had bags under both eyes and a nonexistent hairstyle. At least the headache I had since the third hour of the first day of the exam was starting to subside. I threw on my favorite baseball hat and headed for the beach. I was responsible for bringing drinks to the post-Boards beach party, so I made a pit stop at Krueger’s. I was almost out of the store when I remembered that I had forgotten to pick up a bag of ice. As I approached the freezer, I tried to decide whether I should get a large or small bag. I opened the door of the freezer and picked up a large bag. It was heavier than I expected. As I turned, slightly off balance due to the weight of the ice, I saw Sloan, or at least I thought it was him. He was standing across from me picking through bags of frozen vegetables. Just as I started to move, he looked up. Our eyes met for a split second. My mind began to race. Should I put my head down and walk away? That would be rude. Should I smile and then walk away? That would be acceptable. Or should I suck it up, smile, and say, “Excuse me, is your name Sloan Taylor?” I guess the same thoughts were going through his mind but his synapses were firing a little quicker than mine because after a brief—let’s say about a nanosecond—delay, this gorgeous man said to me, “Excuse me, Gwen … Gwen Nichols?”


I don’t know what I said but I think it was something like, “Yes, Sloan, it’s been ages.” We hugged each other in the frozen food section and caught up on each other’s lives as we waited in the checkout line. Sloan worked as a trauma surgeon at City Hospital. We exchanged phone numbers and promised to get together. Somehow I got to the beach and for the next two weeks, all my roommates heard was Sloan Taylor this or Sloan Taylor that. I was on cloud nine. I wore a smile all the time. I even slept smiling. I felt like that little girl back in 1984, totally in awe of this gorgeous man.


I got a reality check once school started again. In the third year of medical school, you finally get out of the classroom and work on the wards in the hospital. Hours are long but you’re so excited to be in the hospital that you don’t notice your fatigue for the first month. I never heard from Sloan after our meeting in the grocery store. I assumed he either had a wife or a girlfriend. I resigned myself to accepting that he was unavailable.


Finally, one night when transporting a patient to Radiology, I ran into Sloan again. To my surprise, he seemed genuinely excited to see me, and proceeded to apologize for not getting in contact with me. He explained that he had been preparing a lecture that he recently gave at a trauma conference in Miami. I said that I understood and we made plans to go in-line skating the following Saturday. I was rapturous the rest of the week. Neither my roommates nor I could wait for Saturday to come.


Saturday could not have been a more perfect day. The sun was bright and not a cloud was in sight. I got a good night’s rest on Friday, so my skin had that pampered glow. My mind was relaxed and carefree. I felt great. I had not been that sexually charged in a long, long time. Sloan picked me up in his Porsche Carrera, which got me even more excited. It wasn’t a bourgeois thing—I just love Porsches for their sleekness and speed. We in-line skated, swam, sunbathed, and talked, like old times. I felt chemistry between us. I prayed that I wasn’t re-creating the feelings that I had developed for Sloan when we worked together back during my college years. What I felt was wonderful. It was not just sexual attraction; it was something more. I remember feeling an overwhelming sense of happiness and tranquility, as if I had just been reunited with my best friend in the whole wide world. Don’t get me wrong; there were definitely pheromones brewing between us. There was no pressure to act on these feelings. We ended our afternoon by making plans for dinner, deciding to have a barbecue at Sloan’s house on the beach. When Sloan picked me up that evening, I had that casual but sexy look. I blow-dried my hair so that it hung to my shoulders. My skin was sun kissed as if I had just worked out. I had on a khaki miniskirt with a black T-shirt and black thong sandals. I’d treated myself to a pedicure earlier in the week so my toenails were painted Tahitian Coral. A sterling silver ring and bracelet completed the ensemble. Dinner was great. Again, we laughed and joked like old friends. The chemistry was in the air but we restrained ourselves. We ended the night with two pecks on the cheek and promises to see each other again. We kept our promise. For the next four weeks, we saw each other whenever one of us was not on call.
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