Behave. Right Now!
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By Deborah C. Pollack

 
They were married for fifteen years when a Ford F-250 blindsided the Honda Odyssey Sarah had so carefully polished that morning. The soccer mom was hurled into oblivion and landed on the embankment. The paramedics placed her on the gurney and, with sirens blaring, rushed their patient with an apparent severe brain injury to the emergency trauma center 

  
At the hospital, an experienced trauma surgeon wearing crinkled green scrubs and all too familiar with these bleak situations, along with a critical-care nurse sat with Sarah’s distraught husband and father of their four children—two boys, ages six and twelve, and two girls, eight and ten. Seated next to Roberto was Sarah’s sole sibling, Rebecca, a high-school teacher from another state who had flown in after hearing the terrifying news.

             The surgeon described the situation. “After a slight improvement in Sarah’s second EEG, her third and fourth tests show no signs of progress.”  


“What is an EEG?” Roberto inquired.


The surgeon explained, “An EEG is a test wherein suction cups attached to your wife’s head and face record firing neurons in her brain.”  He paused for a moment, drew a deep breath and continued, “I’m afraid it is very unlikely that she will ever recover." 


Rebecca gasped and began to sob uncontrollably. In shock, Roberto was not able to comfort her. The critical care nurse’s hands trembled as she passed them a box of tissues.  


“Due to the severity of your wife’s brain injury, the hospital can do no more for her. She will have to be moved to a nursing home.  The unfortunate truth is that she is no longer able to eat, breathe, or communicate on her own.  I doubt you will ever hear her voice again.  Sarah is in a vegetative state.” 

The nurse sadly nodded in agreement.

Then, the surgeon uttered what he had told countless others so many times before.  “I know that you have told the hospital that Sarah does not have a living will. As her family, you still have some options.  You can decide to pull her feeding tube, turn off the ventilator, or stop treating her for infections. If it is any comfort to you, I want you to know that because of her comatose state, it is highly unlikely she is feeling pain.” 


Before the gray-headed doctor and stoic nurse left the room, she looked towards Roberto and Rebecca and compassionately offered, “Please take all the time you need.”

            Rebecca continued sobbing, while Roberto sat in disbelief. After an immeasurable amount of time, they heartbreakingly discussed what to do.  


Wiping her tears, Rebecca asked, “How could we stop feeding her? I can’t stand by and watch my sister starve to death.”


Roberto added, “How could we take her off the ventilator? I couldn’t bear to see my wife stop breathing. I could never forgive myself. How could I look into my children’s eyes after that?”

They then decided on the only suitable option. Roberto called the surgeon back into the room. “We’ve made up our minds to stop treating her infections.”  

As the evening’s purple shadows engulfed the hospital room, Roberto sat in a metal-framed chair at the edge of Sarah’s bed.  He held her hand, feeling her warmth. He could not accept the bitter reality that he would soon be without her. He stared at Sarah and spoke to her as if she could hear him, “How are we going to cope without you? How will we survive?”

He then prayed for a miracle and held her hand, imploring her, “Don’t you leave me with four kids, Sarah. Don’t do it. Please!”


Sarah slept. Roberto tried to stop crying, but the tears stung and flooded his eyes. 

After a month in the nursing home, the prognosis remained grim. On Sarah’s birthday, Roberto, Rebecca and the four children visited her. They brought a cake to mark the occasion. Upon filling themselves with the sugary cake and frosting, the kids became fidgety. Noisily, they hit each other and ran around the room playing tag. As they rough-housed, one of the boys accidentally slapped his little sister harder than usual, causing her to yelp. 

   
Their aunt tried to control them, but having little experience with younger children, failed miserably. Ignoring her pleading, they continued their rowdy behavior. One of the boys climbed onto his mother’s bed and at this point Roberto had seen enough. As he leaned down to scoop up his son, Sarah suddenly lifted her head off the pillow and exclaimed, “I WANT YOU KIDS TO BEHAVE! RIGHT NOW!!!”

   
The children froze in silence.  Roberto looked bewildered and Rebecca gaped. Then, simultaneously the four kids yelled, “Mom, you’re awake!” Roberto silently thanked God.*

This story was inspired by true accounts sent to the author at Betsy’s Support Page for Traumatic Brain Injury www.betsysupportpage.com
*Update on Sarah - While there were physical challenges that needed to be overcome, such as the ability to accept range of motion and henceforth move on her own, Sarah was to subsequently recognize her entire family and speak quite often with no slurred speech.  Roberto remained undeniably relieved and grateful to have her back with him. Rebecca was also thankful they had so much more than they expected. Nonetheless, this was merely the beginning of Sarah’s recovery.

