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This book is lovingly dedicated to
Lauren Elizabeth Barker
“The Little Imp”
4/16/86–4/29/89


Although your time with us was short, your memory and your love will last forever.
You taught us a lifetime of lessons and have gifted us with unforgettable, bittersweet memories. Your courage and your perpetual smile are daily inspirations.


You are my muse for this incredible book journey.


“Death leaves a heartache no one can heal, Love leaves a memory no one can steal”




Introduction


It took me twenty years to write this book.

Not literally, of course. Once I finally began writing, it only took a few months to pen the story. It has, after all, been permanently etched in my memory since it all transpired. But it has taken me more than two decades to finally understand why I needed to share it with the world.


My saga began with the birth of my first child, my daughter, Lauren. What should have been a joyous occasion quickly soured when we received the shocking news that our precious baby had Down syndrome and was fighting for her life due to a serious heart defect. I’m hardly the only parent to have endured this kind of anguish, of course—but that was just the beginning. From the moment of Lauren’s birth, our carefully planned lives and dreams began to unravel and fade away. What then began was a five-year roller-coaster ride of highs and lows and dangerous detours in my life.


This time period was fraught with medical mishaps, life-altering encounters, and a plethora of hardships. During those years of cruel surprises, wrenching change, and constant stress, my husband and I faced a litany of challenges. Uncaring or incompetent medical professionals. Greedy, unscrupulous insurance companies. Financial worries. My own serious health problems, brought on by an immune system ravaged by twenty-four/seven stress. Suffocating fear and anxiety. As one disaster inexplicably led to the next, I found myself asking unanswerable questions:

How and when is this all going to end?

Will we survive; do we even have a future?

And, most common of all, WHY is this happening to us? What in the world did I do that could bring so much pain and suffering upon my family?
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This is not the place for specifics—dramatic encounters, medical conditions, procedures, diagnoses, and the rest. I’ll get to all that later. What matters is that I survived and thrived. And in the process, I changed dramatically from the person I was when it all started. Before Lauren’s birth, I was an earnest young woman with a rather naïve, trusting view of the world. I relied on the advice of authority figures and professionals, and I assumed my life would flow precisely along the course I had carefully planned. I suppose that we all do this. But as my family’s misfortunes mounted, I found myself being pulled down into a spiral of defeat and facing frightening life-or-death scenarios. I realized that I had to change if I wanted to survive. And I did.

As time went on, I began to trust my instincts and my strong intuition. I discovered an inner strength that I had no idea existed. I found that I should and could do battle with medical providers, misguided caregivers, insurance bureaucracy, and disease . . . and win. The old Liz would have been beaten down by five years of challenges; the new Liz became a peaceful warrior. When Lauren’s and my own illnesses hurled us back into the intimidations of the health-care system again, I refused to play nice. I asked hard questions. I did not accept subpar care. I sought lawyers and advocates for advice. I fought. And that resilience kept me going when part of me wanted to hide, sob, and scream in despair.

In short, I became a champion. I didn’t ask to. Nobody wants to become indestructible because of circumstance. But I chose to adapt, and it changed my life. I recognized and accepted each challenge, I researched my choices, and then I reacted accordingly. My new game plan became “survival of the fittest.” And that’s one of the reasons why I’ve written this book—to share my lessons with you.
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My story isn’t all darkness and pain, of course. No story is. There were many bright and happy times along the way. This book is rich with anecdotes of family, friendships, and deep connections, old and new. It’s also filled with contrasting points of view. Although I went through many harsh experiences—the cruelty of a nurse, the carelessness of a physician, the greed of a money-hungry HMO system that broke my heart—I was fortunate to encounter incredible kindness and compassion in the course of my journey. In particular, Lauren’s birth ushered me into a world that I had never glimpsed before—a world in which I found some of the most caring and committed people I’ve ever been privileged to know. I’m friends with many of them to this day, and they continue to give me strength and hope.

From family members and friends to one insightful doctor who made it possible for me to give birth to my younger son, time after time the good outweighed the bad. Viewing my glass in this way, as half full rather than half empty, kept me sane and kept me going, as did the several “angel moments”—instances when a stranger came out of nowhere to rescue me—that touched my life. One angel pulled some strings and got an important procedure scheduled when all my efforts to do so had failed; another cajoled me into getting a screening that saved my life. I learned to heed these small miracles, these angel moments, as if God or the universe or life were whispering to me, “I know this is awful, but I haven’t forgotten you, and you can get through this.” And I did.

Still, all of these hardships, agonies, and angelic interventions wouldn’t have convinced me to write a book if not for my interest in the spiritual and intuitive. To write a book like this, one needs a purpose. I found mine with an introduction to a mystic/astrologer friend midway through my period of hell. Over the years, during my annual readings, this man—a renowned healer and seer—told me that there was a reason for all of my past suffering. I was destined, he said, to become a speaker, an advocate, and a writer—to educate and inspire people on surviving tragedy and finding their inner champion.

I was astonished by his prediction; I hadn’t considered myself any of those things! But as the years rolled on and I thought more about his prophecies, I began to understand that this was my destiny. Just as fate had altered my past and created hardships, it would also lead me to my future. And once again, I would need to rise to its challenges.

Then, two years ago, out of the blue, another miracle happened. I had an epiphany. That aha moment occurred right after I staged a successful event to honor Lauren and to fund raise for a charity that helps special needs children. It was that act, and the tremendous outpouring of support that I received for it, that made me realize what my life’s mission should be going forward and that the mentors and angels who had come into my life over the past years were there to help me on this new journey—to guide me in learning the meaning of and lessons from those horrific years, and to use this knowledge to help others. This book, then, is the fulfillment of both a prophecy and a dream.
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This book is also about strength and survival, and the importance of the mind, body, and spirit connection—of keeping them all in sync. In my sadness over Lauren’s illnesses, I became afflicted with my own. Some were the result of medical malpractice; others initially seemed like yet another bad roll of the dice. But I have come to realize that the monstrous stress I experienced during those years crippled my spirit as well as my immune system, leaving me vulnerable to deadly disease.

In this book, I’ll talk about my revived understanding that true health is a matter of caring for body, mind, and spirit as a single unit—of respecting our own natural healing powers and the role of will and toughness in both preventing disease and bouncing back from it. The same mystic who predicted that I would become a speaker and champion also made a prediction about my health that I wish I’d heeded but didn’t. I learned the hard way that we’re not machines. We’re spiritual beings experiencing a physical existence. And it’s only when we acknowledge our true nature that we become capable of true healing.

Tragedy and disease tried to take not just my family and my career but also my health and my life. I fought back, however, and I won. I’m living proof that no battle is hopeless.

[image: Images]

Sometimes when I am reliving these difficult memories, it feels like it all happened yesterday. But in reality, it’s been two decades. Life is good now, pretty peaceful, and has been for a long time. We’ve been in a period of such harmony, in fact, that it feels a bit like the universe is trying to balance the scales. I don’t know if that’s true, but I’ll take it. I’m healthy. My career is back on track. I have a wonderful marriage, and my two sons—including the one who doctors said I should never have carried to term because of my illness—are thriving, grown men.

With life rolling along well and this book coming out, the sad part of this story sometimes feels like it happened a million years ago. Either way, what I can never do is forget everything that I’ve learned from my experiences of tragedy and triumph—specifically, that no matter how hard I’ve been knocked down, and no matter how dire the threat to our lives, I have fought like a champion. I have mustered the courage to fight the battle again and again. Though I have often been scared, angry, and frustrated, I didn’t run and I didn’t quit. I won. I found a champion in myself that I never knew existed until I was tested.

Every book needs a mission, and this is mine: to share my hard-won life lessons and offer hope to others who may face adversity that they fear they can’t handle. If you’re in that situation, know this: You can handle it. You have a champion in you. We all do. You can rise to the challenges you face—and if you open yourself up to other people, they will come from the most unlikely places to help you. Most important, there is a design, a destiny behind it all. It might not be the path you envisioned for your life, but that’s not something you can control. As one of my favorite quotes says, “Life is 10 percent how we make it and 90 percent how we take it.” I didn’t think I could take it like a champion, but I did. And so can you.

All that said, it’s time to let you discover the whole story yourself. So let me take you back to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1986 and introduce you to a sweet, marvelous little girl named Lauren who changed my world forever.



Birth


“What was that?”

Did I imagine that quick, sharp pain in my abdomen? Or did I inadvertently twist my torso in my sleep? I look at the clock—4:00 a.m. Hmm . . . maybe this is the start of my long-awaited labor. Or maybe it’s just another annoying muscle spasm. Better try to get some sleep regardless. If this is “my time,” I’ve probably got a long haul ahead of me in the hours to come.

I’ve heard repeatedly that first-time labor is usually long and exhausting. My husband, Jim, and I expect to put in no less than eight to ten hours of labor; my excellent health and up-until-now perfect pregnancy apparently don’t count for much. All the “first-timers” in our childbirth class had lengthy labors that required pain medication. I groan at the prospect. On the other hand, it will be great to get rid of some of these extra fifty pounds I’ve been carrying.

There were eight couples in our childbirth preparation group. Ruth and I are the slackers, the ones yet to deliver. Ruth’s due date is the latest, and I’m a week past my date. It figures. I myself was born a week late, to the dismay of my parents. It was especially inconvenient because my dad, an active serviceman, had specifically obtained the week of my anticipated birth off, but had to return to duty before I was born. But I’ve always been a perfectionist, so I often take more time to accomplish tasks—including gestation, apparently.

I drift back to sleep thinking about the past year. Jim and I are thrilled to finally be starting our family. We married young (I was only twenty-one) after being high school and college sweethearts, but we decided not to have children right away. We both grew up with solid, middle-class parents who valued a good home and quality education, and we wanted to “work our way up” to financial security before starting a family. We didn’t want to struggle like the couples of our parents’ generation, who were expected have a bun in the oven within months of “I do”—resulting in a one-income family and financial constraints.

That was eight years ago, and the time has flown. We’ve been busy with our jobs, the lovely home that we bought, our family, our friends, and travel. With our combined seven siblings, numerous cousins, and many friends, life has been a blur of weddings, showers, christenings, and birthday parties. But almost a year ago, at twenty-nine, I felt my biological alarm clock go off and say, “Don’t forget about me.” Call it maternal instinct, but I knew it was the right time for me to become pregnant. We were finally in the financial position to start a family.

I’ve been an achiever since age fourteen, when I was able to start babysitting and earn some spending money. During my college years, I sometimes I took on two jobs in the summer to help pay for my tuition, clothes, auto expenses, and, of course, some occasional entertainment. A true Capricorn, I’m a worker. Now I’m a financial advisor—in a high-turnover, low-retention business in which women are a “statistical minority.” But I’ve muscled through to climb the ladders of achievement at work, and this year, I was awarded the President’s Cabinet award, the second-highest sales award within our company. I chuckle on my pillow as I think how absurd I must have looked a month and a half ago at our annual agency awards banquet and ceremony in Atlantic City, standing onstage and in the spotlight alongside our tuxedoed top executives with a full-blown pregnancy belly.

No one has asked me about my plans for coming back to work after the baby’s born. I suppose they’re all thinking, “At least she’s going out on top.” But I have every intention of continuing my career, albeit, perhaps, at a slower pace.
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It’s been a joyous nine months for us. I am thrilled that this is my time to become a mother. Throughout pregnancy, my health has been excellent, and I have truly never felt happier in my entire life. We’ve had a lot of fun preparing these past months in anticipation of James Joseph Barker IV, if he’s a boy, or Lauren Barker, if she’s a girl. We chose the boy’s name to honor Jim’s family, especially his charismatic grandpop, who passed away two years ago. I chose Lauren for a girl’s name simply because I love the sound of it, the beauty that it evokes. I am not yet certain about a middle name. I have considered my own name, Elizabeth; it flows well with Lauren. We’ll decide when we meet the baby.

I enjoy decorating, so it was a joy to create a unisex nursery with a pastel color scheme of pale yellow and green. We purchased a nice oak crib, dresser, changing table, and rocker, expecting that they will serve us not only for this baby but also our subsequent children. Initially, though, our newborn infant won’t sleep in that room—we have the old-fashioned rocking cradle that Jim’s mom bought for her firstborn grandchild, my three-year-old nephew, set up next to our bed. Our baby will be the second temporary owner of this special cradle. All the precious, tiny baby clothes we have are tucked neatly in the dresser drawers, and the changing table is stocked with diapers and accessories. My hospital bag is packed and waiting for its call of duty. The house is clean. The bills are paid. My job responsibilities are under control. Everything is ready as we wait for Baby Barker to be born.
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We have no idea what our baby’s sex is. We made the perennial parental wish—“a healthy child”—and left it at that.

At our last childbirth preparation class, Mary, the instructor, had us participate in an unusual group activity. She passed around a bowl containing small pieces of folded paper. She said that each one had a “thought-provoking and challenging question” on it regarding the birth process. Each couple picked a slip, read it aloud to the class, and gave their honest response.

The questions were about birth situations that might deviate from our expectations or from a routine birthing experience. Some hypothetical questions dealt with the dignity of the birth process. One was about the need for pain medication despite the goal of natural childbirth. Others were about having an unexpected C-section or extraordinarily long or complicated labor incidents.

The question on the slip of paper that Jim and I picked:

How would you react if your baby was born with a health problem, genetic issue, or a disability?

Obviously, this is something no parent wants to think about. We had not discussed birth defects or serious labor and delivery problems in the class, and this had never really crossed Jim’s or my mind. My pregnancy had been textbook perfect so far, and neither of our families had any genetic problems. My only fear was getting through the birthing process without too much wear and tear (literally). But we had to come up with an answer.

When our turn came, I could see the change of expression on everyone’s face. The levity left the room. All eyes were on us to see how we’d answer this question. But our response was noncommittal: “It would naturally be a huge disappointment after all of our years of anticipation and recent months of preparation.” What else could we say?

“It’s important to understand that there can sometimes be unexpected issues during the birth process, or with the health of a newborn,” our instructor said after we gave our answer.

No one engaged or followed up with any questions. None of us wanted her to elaborate; none of us wanted to hear anything more about it. It was too deep and too scary, especially since everyone appeared so healthy. So we moved on from that exercise, and the last class closed joyously. We were all giddy with excitement and anticipation of our due dates in the upcoming few weeks. We had set up a phone chain to keep track of our births, and a reunion was planned for us to get together with our babies a short while after all of our deliveries. Jim and I went home in a blissful state that night. We were looking forward to a happy new chapter of our lives together, and to sharing it with new people with whom we hoped we’d be lifelong friends.

Ouch—another sharp pain in my abdomen brings me out of this dreamy state. Oh well, it’s time for my usual middle-of-the-night trip to the bathroom anyway. I don’t mind this now-routine 4:00 a.m. awakening. My body has become used to interrupted sleep. I figure it’s good training for nighttime feedings. But this time, I’m passing a lot of fluid, along with mucus and some faint blood. As I peer into the toilet bowl trying to figure out if I’ve dropped the infamous “mucus plug,” a long, sharp pain hits me.

This is it! My long-overdue labor has begun! My thoughts begin to race: What will my experience be like? Will it be long and painful? Will I need medications or surgical repair? What if an emergency C-section is called for? Will we have a baby boy, as we’re hoping for?

I head back to my bed to try to get some sleep. I pull out my lighted watch to help me keep track of the contractions, and it doesn’t take long to establish a regular, lengthy pattern. By 6:00 a.m. I’ve made several trips to the bathroom and it’s clear that the contractions are getting stronger and closer together. I wake Jim. After he dresses and makes coffee, my water breaks.

We rush to the hospital, just ten minutes away. That dark, heavy question from our last birth class is the last thing on my mind.
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I am wheeled up to the maternity floor and instructed to put on one of those skimpy hospital gowns. At this point, well into heavy contractions, I could care less about how I look. I feel as if I am in a zone or state of lethargy in between contractions. We are pleased that the comfortable and pleasant birthing room is available to us instead of the usual cold, sterile hospital delivery room.

I manage to get up on the delivery table and lie back for my initial exam.

The nurse exclaims, “Oh my goodness, I can see the head of the baby and he/she has lots of hair!” She starts to fire statements and questions rapidly:

“Congratulations, you are fully dilated at stage 10 and ready to deliver.

“I need to get the doctor in here as soon as possible for you, don’t push yet.

“How long were you in labor at home?

“Why did you wait so long to come in?”

Jim and I explain that I was only in labor for a short while at home, and that it hasn’t even been that difficult for me. Even in my stupor, I’m beaming. Wow, am I lucky! No one we know has ever told such an easy birth story. I feel relaxed, almost sedated, though I have been given no medication. I actually catnap in between my contractions and the hard pushing. I feel proud that my body is “performing” so well.

The doctor is with us constantly now. He is perched on a stool at the foot of my gurney waiting for the next wave of contractions and pushes. He tells me that I will need an episiotomy because the baby is large: at least nine pounds. Yikes! Jim is six foot one, but I am only five foot four and petite. I avoid thinking about the logistics; I just focus on the doctor’s instructions.

After the episiotomy, the fetal monitor attached to the baby’s head starts to beep abnormally. Visions of a tangled umbilical cord run through my head. Damn, I knew this was too good to be true. I turn on my right side and then my left, but still the machine beeps, indicating a continuing problem.

I know that I am not thinking straight at this point—I am in the end stages of heavy labor—but I ask, “What the hell is going on?”

Jim looks scared. No one answers my question. Is it because they don’t know? Fifteen minutes ago, the doctor was commenting on what an easy birth this is turning out to be. Now his face looks grim.

Suddenly, everything is changing. I’m whisked from the small, quiet birthing room to a huge, cold operating room rapidly filling with medical staff and equipment. There are bright, blaring lights shining down on me now—a stark contrast to the cozy atmosphere I’ve grown used to over the past couple of hours. I figure that I am too far along for a C-section now. How could my experience have gone from dream to nightmare so suddenly? Most of all I wonder, How is my baby?

The doctor explains that the baby’s heartbeat is becoming strained and weaker; he urges me to give the next contraction my best and biggest push in order to get the baby out. I brace my arms on the metal bed and push with all my strength and a hefty scream. I hear a pop and then I feel a tremendous release. I flop back on the pillow, spent and drowsy.

“Congratulations, Liz and Jim, you have a baby girl,” the doctor announces. “And she is a big baby, too!”

They swaddle her in a soft blanket and bring her to me, but I feel so spent and sleepy that I can barely keep my eyes open. Jim holds her for me because my arms are too weak to do it. I look her over and smile at her pudgy round face. But after a minute, my smile fades.

Something is not right. Why is she so still? Her eyes are closed. Why is she not crying or screaming? And what kind of horrid new mother am I, looking at my precious new baby with apprehension? My brain must be scrambled from labor. I try to focus and examine her more closely.

She seems a little dusky in color—kind of blue. The nurse is holding an oxygen tube under her nose. I recall reading in my childbirth book that bigger babies are sometimes born with a bluish color. She is definitely big: nine pounds fourteen point five ounces and twenty-one inches. It’s a family record! That big, she’s got to be healthy, I think. Still, despite my fogginess, I sense that something is not quite right.
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They have taken our daughter from Jim and are in an adjacent room with her. The nurse explains that they are taking her to the nursery for some blood tests and to keep an oxygen mask on her until she gains some color. If I weren’t so tired, I would ask more questions. Jim seems satisfied with the vague answers we’re getting, and I don’t have the energy to disagree. I fall asleep after asking him for reassurance. He leaves the room to use the phone and announce our daughter’s birth. We still haven’t agreed on her name.

My dozing is interrupted by the doctor twisting my abdomen to release the afterbirth and then giving me stitches. Because I am so groggy, I don’t notice that he is not upbeat or chatty with me about this happy event.

“There is a call in to your new pediatrician,” the doctor tells us when Jim returns. “We’ll let you know when we hear back from him.”

I chose this pediatrician upon recommendation from my OB practice doctors. We’ve never actually met the man. We did not anticipate anything unusual about our newborn or his/her health, so we didn’t think to “interview” a pediatrician ahead of time.

“As soon as we have your baby’s oxygen reading at the desired level, the nurses will bring her to you,” the doctor promises.

With his reassuring statement, I breathe a sigh of relief and allow myself to doze again. I have never experienced birth before, therefore I assume that what the medical staff is doing and telling us is par for the course. I don’t know any better. I trust that the doctor is always right. And in my state of fatigue, I’m not alert enough to fully comprehend or suspect that something is seriously wrong with our daughter. With such an easy birth and with her nice size and weight, I’d be silly to worry.

After I am cleaned up and stitched up, I am wheeled into my maternity room. After a short snooze there, I feel refreshed. I wake up alert, excited about our birth, and anxious to see my precious baby girl. I am longing to hold and bond with her and to try to breast-feed her.

A nurse comes in, and I ask her about having my daughter in the room with us so that we can begin our bonding process. Our childbirth classes covered the importance of immediate physical bonding with your newborn.

She leaves to check.

Then both sets of our parents arrive, joyful and bearing flowers. Ours is the first granddaughter in the family. Jim walks them to the nursery to look for our baby. Although she is not in the nursery window yet, they do meet the new pediatrician there, on his way to see us.

When he enters my room, he appears somber. We sense that something may be wrong. My joy suddenly vanishes, and a sense of dread sets in. With Jim holding my hand bedside and our parents surrounding us, we wait for what’s to come, bracing ourselves for bad news.

“I just examined your daughter,” he tells us, “and I have some preliminary news.

“She was blue at birth due to a lack of oxygen, which I suspect is the result of a serious heart defect,” he says. “Unfortunately, treating this sort of defect is beyond my capabilities and beyond the scope of Phoenician General Hospital. Your baby needs specialized care at a pediatric hospital as soon as possible. I have already called for her immediate transport via ambulance to William Penn Memorial Hospital in North Philadelphia.”

Without missing a beat, he continues. “I recommend that you formally name her and informally baptize her here in your room when they wheel her in for a brief visit before she is taken to the ambulance,” he says matter-of-factly. Then he exits the room.

We’re all stunned. Horrified. I turn to Jim, and everyone bursts out sobbing. My gut has known that something is wrong since the moment I saw our sweet baby, and now my mind starts spinning as my visions of a perfect beginning to our family life sputter and go dark. How could this happen to us? We’ve done all the right things! Neither of our families has any history of serious health problems or birth defects. I was so careful during my pregnancy!

I think about the idiotic women who drink or smoke during their pregnancies and yet somehow have perfectly healthy babies. This makes me furious. Why me? Why is God punishing me? I worked so hard, planned so carefully—I wanted this baby so badly!

“It’s not fair!” I scream. I am so sad that my poor baby girl is being torn away from us and we haven’t even been able to hold her or cuddle her. I am so afraid of what will happen next when she is taken away.

A nurse and the transport team arrive in my room with my baby girl asleep in the sealed oxygen incubator. I burst into tears again. She looks so pitiful as she sleeps. The love and pain I feel are almost more than I can bear. My arms desperately want to hold my daughter and give her my warmth, but she is locked away from us, enclosed in a sterile glass box where I can’t even touch her. I feel sick.

Someone from the staff opens the lid of her incubator bed, hands me a small cup of water, and asks me to baptize our daughter. I have to decide on the name now. With a shaky hand, I pour some water on her head to confirm that her name will be Lauren Elizabeth Barker. I sob pitifully as I pray aloud and beg God to protect and heal our precious daughter. The fact that I have given her my name provides me with some comfort. It feels like I have given her a part of myself to go with her to the new hospital. I reach into the incubator and touch her tiny baby hand to say good-bye as I tear up again.

Jim rides with Lauren in the ambulance to the hospital. His parents follow in their car so they can support and be with him there. Because of Lauren’s large size, my episiotomy and other birth trauma render it too painful for me to move or walk. I am left feeling like a train wreck both physically and emotionally. I am not ready to face the world yet. My parents stay to comfort me. As the day passes, they will make the same exhausting phone call over and over, explaining to family and friends what has happened and what little we know.



From Dream to Nightmare


After several hours of visiting, comforting, and calls, my weary parents decide to head home to rest. I promise to keep them updated. Jim has been phoning me periodically these past few hours with bits of information. Finally, we receive the diagnosis and the bad news.


Preliminary tests indicate that Lauren has a serious heart defect called atrioventricular canal and tetralogy of Fallot. The four chambers of her heart are not normal, and one is leaking blood. This is what caused her listlessness and her dusky color at birth. My poor baby was literally fighting for her life at the moment of her birth.

The doctors told Jim, upon his arrival at William Penn Memorial, that Lauren’s potentially lethal heart defect required immediate surgical repair, with a shunt to reroute the blood flow so that her heart will be able process oxygen correctly. Without surgery, they said, she will die. Jim, supported by his more clear-headed parents, consented. The surgery took place immediately and was expected to take approximately three hours. The surgery is over now, but it will take many hours of watching and waiting to determine its effectiveness. There is nothing to do but to wait.

Thankfully, the nursing staff has had the sense not to put another woman in my room. I don’t think I would be able to handle it if they did. After the shock and trauma I’ve experienced today, seeing a happy new mother in my room with her healthy newborn would give me an emotional breakdown. I would be consumed with envy, rage, and sadness, thinking That should have been me, that should have been me, over and over again. It would not be a pleasant situation for anyone.

My sister-in-law, Linda, calls with some reassurance for me: her nephew in Florida was born with a severe heart defect eleven years ago and is fine now. I had forgotten about him. But now I remember that I met the little boy, Ricky, at their wedding in Florida two years ago. He was a perfectly normal, active preteen who liked to show off his chest scar. The reminder of his success in spite of his rough start makes me feel a little better.

At about 8:00 p.m., Jim calls, sounding exhausted and stressed. The surgery is over and has been deemed successful—so far. But there’s a long way to go. Lauren is in the neonatal intensive care unit (NICU) resting peacefully. Jim is heading back to Phoenician General to give me more details in person. Between Linda’s call about Ricky and Jim’s call about the success of the surgery, I felt better and more optimistic. I rationalize that Lauren’s size and weight are in her favor, and since her heart surgery went well, the worst of it is over. Now we simply need to pray for her recovery. Feeling physically and emotionally battered, but somewhat reassured, I fall asleep as soon as I hang up with Jim.
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