Chapter Sixteen
In The Blink of an Eye

The desert was in bloom with such colors that neither Joaquin nor Sihu had ever seen.  It was breath taking, like a botanical garden in every direction they gazed.
“This is no doubt a gift from the Great Spirit,” Sihu breathed the words as she and Joaquin stood on the verandah drinking in the sweet smell of the variety of brilliant blooms that sparkled with gems of dew in the morning sunshine.
“Mmm hmmm,” Joaquin agreed.  He stood behind her with his arms entwined around her ample waist.  His chin rested on the soft mound of hair at the top of her head.  The baby was due to arrive in a matter of weeks and had been as active as a bicyclist racing within its mother’s abdomen.
“We’re blessed,” Sihu said quietly with a smile.  She turned her head to look up into Joaquin’s eyes.
“That we are,” he agreed, and kissed her on top of her head.
He released his arms from around her and stepped back.  “I need to make my rounds with Rudy this morning to make certain that the newer calves that were dropped over the past week are accepted by their mothers.  One of the cowhands said he found two that were questionable when he was out scouting around yesterday.  We don’t need to lose any calves to starvation if we can help it.  There are several cows out there willing to take on shunned babies if we can find and introduce them in time.”
Sihu placed her hand into his, “Nature is strange, isn’t it?”  She turned to look out toward the corral where several of the bleating calves were being nursed by a cow that had miscarried earlier in the week and had accepted the babies their mothers had rejected.
“I guess not all creatures are born maternal,” Joaquin said with a squeeze of her hand. 
“I guess not.”  Sihu placed her hand on her misshapen stomach to relish in the baby’s movements.
“Thank goodness some of us creatures are maternal,” she said, looking up into Joaquin’s eyes with a smile.
He leaned over to kiss her on the end of her petite nose, “Yes, and you wear maternal well.”
He grinned, reached out, and gently stroked the mound that was their child.  “What a lucky baby you are,” he leaned over and spoke softly to his unborn child before he glanced up into Sihu’s grin.
“Monica is taking Brooke to school for a conference with Brooke’s teacher this morning so you’ll be here alone for a while.  You’ll be okay here alone for a bit, won’t you?  I should only be gone for a few hours.  Rudy and I will be back around noon, we won’t be out there for long.”  He felt apprehensive about leaving Sihu home alone so near to her due date.  He knew that like cattle, it wasn’t unheard of for babies to come a few weeks early.
“I’ll be fine,” Sihu assured him with a grin.  “I have the phone and I can call for the posse if I need help.”
Joaquin chuckled.  He knew how independent his wife was, and admitting she needed help was not her forte.  “Promise me you’ll call the hospital for an ambulance if there’s even the slightest suggestion of pain?”
Doctor Foreman had convinced Sihu to have the baby at the hospital rather than at home as she had originally planned.  Sihu began having episodes of bleeding within the past month, along with shortness of breath and low blood pressure.  Considering the baby was attached so near the cervix and so low in the womb, it was dangerous for her to go into natural labor because of what Dr. Foreman explained as placenta previa.  If Sihu went into normal labor, there was the distinct possibility of severe hemorrhage.  To guarantee a safe delivery without complications, Dr. Foreman had scheduled Sihu for a cesarean delivery in two weeks, before the baby’s actual due date.
“Honest Injun,” Sihu teased in a gruff voice with a laugh.  She tapped her chest to accentuate her words, “I’ll call the hospital if I feel the tiniest twinge of pain.”
There hadn’t been any sign of bleeding for a week.  She’d done as the doctor ordered and refrained from climbing the stairs; for weeks now she and Joaquin had been sleeping in the guest bedroom downstairs.  She was confident she would be fine alone for a few hours.  She smiled inward at Joaquin’s obviously unwarranted concerns.
Rudy came out onto the verandah followed by Monica and Brook.  Monica made her way down the steps and climbed into the pickup and Brooke climbed onto the running board and into the passenger seat.
“I’ll see you later,” Monica called out of the window to Sihu before she engaged the starter.
“I’ll pick up flour and sugar so we can make a cake when I get back, spring is cake making weather,” Monica said with a grin and a waved.
Sihu waved back as Joaquin and Rudy advanced the steps on their way to the barn to saddle their horses.
Sihu went into the kitchen when the sound of the truck’s engine diminished into the distance.  She watched from the window over the sink as Joaquin and Rudy on horseback, rode from the barn and headed out onto the desert.  The time alone would give her an opportunity to make certain the baby’s clothes were all washed, folded, and ready for the new arrival.
She glanced out the window at the clothesline that was strung near the house where the brilliant white of diapers flapped in the morning breeze from the washer load she’d finished and hung out at dawn, long before Monica awoke and helped her with the preparation of breakfast.
Monica had grinned when she came into the kitchen that morning, tying her robe about her waist, “Ah, the nesting instinct,” she declared when she spied the freshly hung laundry waving in the breeze and the rays of sunrise.
It was when Sihu reached up to remove the diapers from the line that she felt the first twinge of pain.  She passed it off as Braxton Hicks contractions.  She’d been having twinges of Braxton Hicks for the better part of a month.  The baby wasn’t actually due for nearly a month, so she dismissed the twinge, as well as the next sensation that introduced itself half an hour later.
When fifteen minutes later another pain engulfed her abdomen as she folded a stack of diapers she’d placed in the middle of the kitchen table, it left no doubt that she was in the beginning stages of labor.  She glanced at the clock and breathed a sigh of relief.  It was nearly noon.  Surely she could wait for Joaquin to arrive.  There wasn’t even a trace of spotting, so she didn’t worry about possible hemorrhaging.
Sihu caught a glimpse of Joaquin and Rudy as they rode into the barn.   She was certain it would only be a matter of minutes and Joaquin would be there with her.
When the next pain hit ten minutes later, Sihu let out a scream and made her way to the kitchen wall opposite the table and reached for the phone.  Joaquin was too far away to hear her, and she knew she couldn’t make it all the way out to the barn.  She was certain that he would come to the house in a matter of minutes.  She needed to call the hospital; they needed to be aware that she was on her way in.  She regretted that she hadn’t called the hospital with the first twinge of pain as she had promised Joaquin she would do.  Her trembling hand folded around the phone’s receiver and the next viselike pain gripped her with such vengeance that she doubled over onto the floor.
That’s how Joaquin found her some minutes later.  When he came into the kitchen, he called out to Sihu.  He assumed she was in the baby’s room again; a place where he frequently found her in the past few days despite the doctor telling her she shouldn’t climb the stairs.   He would inevitably find her sitting in the rocking chair as she hummed to their unborn baby.
When his eyes fell upon his wife lying on the floor in a pool of water and her own blood, he ran to her and lifted her instantly into his arms.  Without hesitation he ran to Rudy’s car that was parked in front of the verandah.  He placed his unconscious wife in the passenger seat and ran around to the driver’s side, jumped in behind the wheel, and started the engine.  When he threw the car into gear, he glanced across at Sihu.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the rise and fall of her chest indicating she was breathing.
“Hang in there sweetheart!” he whispered when he pulled the car out onto the highway some minutes later.
When he pulled under the hospital’s emergency room canopy in Winslow, he laid on the horn to get someone’s attention inside before he jumped out and frantically gathered Sihu into his arms.  By the time he got to the glass doors, an attendant met him with a gurney.  Joaquin placed Sihu on the gurney and shouted that she was in labor, and the attendant quickly wheeled her away.
His mind was in limbo as Joaquin informed the emergency room staff of Sihu’s situation, before he was turned over to the clerk in registration.  He wanted to be with his wife, he didn’t have time for the nonsensical questions the registration staff was asking.  Besides, they had pre-admitted Sihu to save on all of the last minute paperwork weeks before.
“All of this paperwork can be hashed out later,” he shouted, wringing his hands, “I need to be with my wife!”
“She’s in good hands,” the registration staff assured him, “There isn’t anything you can do for her right now.  You need to let the doctors do their job.  They’ll call for you when she’s stable.”
He knew he wasn’t getting anywhere with his argument.  He finally relented and answered the questions posed to him.  Sometime later when he saw Dr. Foreman coming toward him as he sat in the emergency room lobby, the look on her face caused his heart to fall into the void that seemed to have opened up at his feet.
“Mr. Neilsen,” the doctor said with a heavy sigh, “I’m sorry, there was nothing we could do.”
Joaquin sat dumbfound for a moment before what the doctor said finally sank in and he sprang to his feet, “What the hell do you mean there was nothing you could do!  She was having a baby for heaven sake, not a heart attack.  Women have babies every day, having babies is a thing of nature.”  His eyes were wild with disbelief and his voice boomed across the empty room.  It bounced off the walls like peals of thunder.
“I’m sorry,” the doctor said again.  She reached out and placed her hand consolingly on Joaquin’s sleeve.
“When she went into labor the contractions caused the placenta to tear away from the uterine wall and she bled out even before you got her here.  We’ve lost them both Mr. Neilsen.  Even if she had been in the hospital, we might not have been able to save her or the baby when labor began, that’s why I had scheduled a cesarean delivery.”
Joaquin felt as though someone had sucker punched him.  He couldn’t breathe and the air in the room felt thick, stifling.  He ran from the emergency room lobby and leaned against the wall outside.  He gasped and his chest heaved in spasms as he sobbed.  His mind couldn’t digest what the doctor just told him.  He had lost both Sihu and their unborn child?  How could that be?  Sihu was the picture of health, and just this morning the two of them marveled at the strength of the baby’s kick.  In the blink of an eye all of that had changed.
He had no idea how long he stood there when the doctor came up to him and placed her hand on his trembling shoulder, “You might want to come into my office Mr. Neilsen.  I know all of this is hard to assimilate.  You will have privacy in my office for as long as you need to be there.  I’ll have someone bring you coffee,” she offered softly and peered into his face as he leaned against the wall, his head bowed and his eyes squeezed closed against the falling tears that streaked his tan cheeks.
“No, that won’t be necessary,” Joaquin finally said softly.  He raised his tear reddened eyes to meet her gaze, finally getting a slight grasp of his emotions.
“I want to see her.  I want to see Sihu and our baby.”
The doctor was silent for a moment.  “Give me a chance to have the staff bring her and your daughter to one of the rooms off of emergency where you will have privacy,” she said softly in a tone of compassion.  Joaquin only managed a nod.
Some minutes later the doctor led him into a room and closed the door softly behind him.  The room was cold and filled with antiseptic smells that turned his stomach.  On a gurney with her body covered with a sheet was Sihu, and lying beside her was their tiny daughter.  They were both pale but beautiful.  The two appeared to be only in a peaceful asleep, but one from which Joaquin knew they would never awaken.  His wife and daughter were walking with his parents and his grandmother now.
Sihu’s glistening dark hair fell in soft mounds in contrast to the sterile white sheet beneath her.  The gentle curls lay in swirls around her bare shoulders.  The same color of dark hair circled the head of the tiny infant in a cap of soft damp wisps of curls.  Sihu’s and the baby’s faces and lifeless lips were pale and cold as Joaquin bent and kissed them both.  Tears slid down his cheeks and he gathered Sihu’s lifeless hand into his.  His daughter’s features were perfect, like her mother’s, from her tiny miniature hands and fingernails to her closed lids with their dark fringe of long lashes.  Joaquin’s heart felt as though it would never beat again.  He lowered his face into his wife’s soft tresses and drank in the sweet fragrance of her.  Wracked with sobs, he weaved his fingers through her hair and willed her to breathe again.  He pleaded with the Great Spirit to make this only a nightmare from which he would soon awaken.  But he knew it wasn’t a nightmare.  The smells and the coldness of the room that assaulted his senses assured him of that.
He had no idea how long he stood beside Sihu and their daughter before the door opened and an attendant entered.  “Sir, we need to take them away now,” the young man said with an indication toward Sihu and the tiny infant.  The man stood for a moment in the open doorway, his hands clasped behind his back, waiting for Joaquin to step away from the gurney.
Joaquin slowly straightened his stance and reluctantly pulled his hands away from the strands of his wife’s hair.  He raised his tear stained face and swollen eyes to glance into the man’s sympathetic expression.  He stepped back and watched as the attendant wheeled the gurney with his family out through the doorway.  He could hear the clack of the gurney’s wheels and the whisper of the attendant’s crape sole shoes as his wife and daughter disappeared through a set of double doors and into another hallway.
Joaquin felt as empty as the cold room around him.  He wasn’t certain of what he should do next.  The sense of being held in a void surrounded him; an empty, cold, dark void that seemed to have swallowed him whole.  The sense of loss defeated even his thought process when a seemingly deep impenetrable blackness threatened to encapsulate him.  It was the sound of the door to the empty room abruptly opening and closing again as someone looked in, that brought him back to the present.  He stood in the silence for a moment longer before he opened the door and made his way out into the hallway and into the bustle of hospital noise.
He walked as if a man in a trance to the parking lot where someone had moved Rudy’s car to a parking spot.  He climbed in behind the wheel and stared out through the dust streaked windshield at nothing.  How could this be happening?  Didn’t he and Sihu deserve to be happy, to have a family, and to wake up in old age being comfortable with the countless years they’d spent together relishing life?  What had he done to deserve to lose all that mattered to him in life?  Was he unworthy of the gifts from the Great Spirit that so many others enjoyed and took for granted?  What was the purpose of it all, if happiness could be dashed to pieces in a matter of seconds?  His mind questioned his own existence at that point.
As he sat contemplating the senselessness of it all, anger took over his thoughts.  He pounded the steering wheel with his fists for the unfairness of the things outside of his control.  He screamed at the top of his lungs.  Several people in the parking lot stopped and turned to look, but he ignored them.  When his anger was finally spent, he was exhausted and dropped his head onto his hands that grasped the steering wheel with a white knuckle grip.  He sobbed, unashamed.  The power of his sobs shook the car and seemed to shake his entire world.  It was nearly dark when he finally pulled his thoughts together enough to realize that sooner or later he would have to go home.  Monica and Rudy would be beside themselves with worry because of the mess of blood that left a puddle where Sihu had fallen.  He realized they would be more than worried.
When he spied a phone booth not far from the parking lot, he got out of the car and placed a call to the ranch.
“Hello!” Monica shouted into the phone on the first ring without waiting for the party line sequence, “Joaquin, is that you?”
“Yes,” he said.  His voice, husky and muffled from sobbing, was barely audible.
“We called the hospital and they said that Sihu and the baby both . . .”   She couldn’t finish the sentence because of the sob that tore from her throat.  She turned and thrust the phone toward Rudy who stood beside her before she ran sobbing from the room with her hands covering her face.
When Monica arrived home from her conference with Brooke’s teacher earlier in the day, she’d found Rudy’s car gone and her husband cleaning up blood that was pooled on the kitchen floor.  She stood in silence while Rudy explained that he’d come out from the barn to see Joaquin behind the wheel of the car as it barreled in a cloud of dust toward the highway.  She realized something must have happened.  She had called her mother in Winslow and asked her to pick up Brooke from school when classes let out in the afternoon, and to keep her there in Winslow until things were taken care of at the ranch.  She assumed that Joaquin had taken Sihu to the hospital to have their baby.  She assumed she and Rudy would go to the hospital later in the day to see Sihu and the newborn, with Joaquin as the proud father there with them.  But when she called the hospital to inquire about Sihu, and she was turned over to Dr. Foreman who informed her that both Sihu and the baby had passed away, she found herself in a cold state of disbelief, in a state of shock.
“Joaquin, are you alright?” Rudy asked when he put the receiver to his ear.  There was a long, silent pause from Joaquin’s end.
“Of course you aren’t alright.   I’m sorry buddy, I don’t know what to say . . . I don’t know what to say,” Rudy repeated, and then he fell silent as well.
“I’ll be home in a bit,” Joaquin finally said in a lowered tone that reflected a sense of utter devastation and defeat.
“I’m not fit to drive just yet, I feel like my mind is in limbo,” he added softly.  He expelled a long sigh with the effort of speaking the words.
“You stay where you are, Joaquin, Monica and I’ll drive in and bring you home.”  There was a long pause on the other end punctuated by the uneasy silence.
“Okay,” Joaquin finally said.  He sounded distant, despondent and far away; as though detached from reality. 
“I’m in the parking lot off of the emergency room entrance.”  He glanced around the parking lot to gain his bearings and a reference point as he looked from the phone booth toward Rudy’s car.  “I’m parked just under the emergency room sign.”
“We’ll be there in a bit,” Rudy said.  He took note of Joaquin’s voice that sounded drained of emotion and he added quietly, “Just hang in there buddy.”


