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Once the tube is out it takes her a minute to turn blue and relax. Another
minute to lose her pulse. I learned as a student to feel the difference
between the pulse in my fingers and the pulse at the patient’s wrist. Or
thought I learned. When you listen for a heart to stop you start to hear
heart sounds that might not be there. Like waking up at night thinking you
heard something then listening to the dark to be sure, not quite convinced
either way. Weak sounds, S1 and S2, valves closing. Slow and slower, regular
then irregular, then almost nothing..then who knows? The monitor is off in her
room but on at the nursing station. One screen shows every heart in the unit.
I don’t want to sign the consult note until the line stays flat. Erratic
electrical activity went on for a few minutes is an understatement. She’d be
gone for most of the screen then come back for a complex or two then go away
again.

I watch the blip travel left to right then arrive at the edge of the screen
and imagine it turning a corner out of sight and getting lost until out of
nowhere it finds itself and comes back the other side. Several nurses stop
what they’re doing to watch too. We’re quiet until someone says you can
discharge her from the monitor. No one has any better ideas.
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