-+ his throat clear with a short plastic

‘Janitor’ helps with patients

Lives are held in grimy hands

By William Gaines

“HEY BILL, COME in here, Hur-
ry," a nurses' aide higses to me.

I drop my grimy rag and siride
across the hall to the recovery room
next to surgery,

“Hold his hand, he keeps Iiﬂlng it
up,” she cOmmands n a ancd and
anxious voice, pointing to the beefy
arm of a smyear-olﬂ man whoe has
just  been wheeled semi-conscloug
from the operating room.

T'hold one, then the other to stop
the ‘patient - from ‘pulling locsc the
tubes -that are- feeding plasma and
sterile water Inte hedy.

5
writhes on the cart. The alde scurries

riervously around the room, gettinig
supplies and checking the bottles.

1-WAS A TASK Force repovter, .

hived as a janitor at the von Solbrig
Memorial Hospital, 6500 S. Pulaski:

“Rd, 1.had been employed to serub

and-mop and throw oul garbage, not.
(o assist ‘nursés and - doctors. In the
sterile purgical area,

The man does not respond h treat- -

ment, Other aldes, nurses, anrl @ doe-
tor. gome to assist us,
Suddenty he appesrs to slop breathe

"ing. ‘Hig whole hody :goes limp. His'

arms relax under my. gelp.

THE MEDICAL pérsonnél' — the
only ones” who are supposed to "be
here, 'F-think defensively -- pry hls
mouth open and keop the passage to

cyllnder., Down his. triouth’ they- shove
& tube to begin admintstering oxygen.
The characters in this hectic scene

. now crpwd the room ' Tiurses, nurs-

es’. aides, an-orderly, ‘all &
cally seriibbed. in white clothes.
me in my filthy janitor’s-outfit. Half
the hospltal’s sklipy staft s here,

The nurses and docter are speaking
tensely, occaslonally snapping .an or<
der while monitoring the patient's vi-
tal signg. His chest heaves tentative-,
ly, then again, trongor.,

lah tecinician crowds in next to

lhc man fo infect a stimulant, .. ;
“YQU THERE," someone says {o

i T
“Tribune Pholo'by Frank Hanas

TasK :Force. raporter Willlam,

Gaines, while warking at ven Sol-
brig.Memorial Hospital, was hired-
10.mop, ‘sweep an throw out gar
bage” However,” he- also “had to'

assist nurses and doctors i sur-

ry—-wﬂhout changlng from "his
Jan\lor s oulflt.

me after the hypodermic needle s’
extracted, “‘hoid that cotton on his
arm there." I do so, with the same
hand Pd used to wring dicty water
from my mop only a few moments
earlier.

Thirty minutcs afier T was called
In, the old man i wWheeled; hack into
surgory, To me, unexpemnced in the
daily medical drana of hospltal lifo,

4 v it felt Jike hours, T am drenched with

sweal, )

The pul\ent, I learned later, re-
covere;

The expeuenco was frightening to
me; it was depressing, for I kiew
that it was. not just a fluke that I, &
janitor, had been called on to do the
work of trained orderlies and nurses'
aldes.

It happened to me almost daily at
von Solbrig hospital, where I had
, been hired at $2an-hour by the hospi-
" tal's owner, adminlstrator, and medi-
cal director, Dr. Charles R, von Sol-
brig.

AT LEAST THERE were oiher peo-
ple-with me thru that medical emer-

geney, A few weeks later I was the -

sole guardian of & child during a crit
leal poriad following surgery.

The child, a six-year-oid girl, had
undergone & tonsillectomy and cor-
rective surgery tor an umbiical her-
nia in the operating room, a fow feet
from where 1 was mopping the sec-
ond-floor corridor,

The operations had just been com-
pleted and the anesthetist, a. nurse,
and a nurses* aide filed past me and
disappeared around the corner.

“BHL" & nurse called to e,
“ermere o minute.” X put down my.
mop and entered the operating room;

THE NURSE WAS standing next to
a smalf - girl lying nearly mationless
under a sheet, bréathing stowly, in an
ancsthetle sleep, The operation had
‘ended enly minutes before, which
.meant-tho youngster was n the post-
operntive stage -whon compllcations
are Jikely to ceear, -,

SThis {8 a critlcal time,” Dr, Jack
+'L. Paradise of Chlldrens Hospital In
Plltshutgh, ono of the nation's lead-
ing experts -In tonsillectomies, told
me later. “There can be cardiac dis-
tuchances, There con bo breathing
problems that heighten the risk of
cardiac disturbances, There is a dan-
gett of hemarrhaglng, The child could
aspivate blood Lbreathe ¢ - into the

ungs].
Instead there was, me, the janitor,

My instructions from the nurse:
“Stand there.” Then sha was gone.
THE LITTLE GIRL and I were
alone in the room, both of us help-
less. 1 swore under my breath. It was
& responsibility I 'didn't want. But T

couldn't walk out.

Nothmg went wrong during the
nurse's brief absence, but 1 had been
placed in that situation because the
txght -fisted staffing policies at Chica-
go's only for-profit general hospitat
don't provide for enough nurses,
aides, or orderlies.

Once when I came Into the hospital
on my day off, a nurse called to me
{from the operating room as I steod in
the hallway in my streel clothes,
“Come in here a minute, we need
some help.”

1 walked, virtually off the street,
into the npemting Toom, “Sir, you get
on that end, hold on here,’’ she sald
to-mhe, thmstlng into my hands the
corner of a.sheet that was under a
large woman on the operating table.
The patlent was still unconscious,
and too heavy for the nurses and lone
orderly to move,

IT FINALLY ook, six people — five
working hospital employes and me —
ln muve the woman onfo her whecled

One duty we janitors had to perform
almost daily was o NEt an elderly
woman from her bed inte & wheel-
chair and put her back in bed again
later in the d.

B was a delncate task, for her
shoulder was in a’cast and her left
arm was blue and swellen. A trained
orderly or licensed practical nurse
probably could have found -a way to
lm her without inflicting excruclatlng

We janitors ‘never did.- “Tm fall-
ing,” the frail woman would cry in
JAear as we clumsily maneuvered her.
Once she slid out of the wheelchair
ante the floor, Anather time she fell
into the wheelchaic' when she slipped
from an alde's grip. Her paln was
nearly unbearable snd she eried:

“Why don't you take me out and

' ihoot me?”




