
AND THEN THERE WERE PENGUINS...

CLAIMS DEPARTMENT



 Vanessa went to the Doctor’s. It was a routine 
pre-natal visit. Since she doesn’t have health care, 
we had to wait to get her on a program, and that 
meant that the first 6 months of her pregnancy 
were without regular pre-natal care. We had one 
ultra-sound, and they told us we were having a sin-
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Nearly every day, I 
took tons of pictures. 
They were mostly of 

things in the hospital, 
and mostly art. I would 
post them to Twitter as 

“Today in Hospital Art. 
“ It was my way of 

becoming slightly less 
scared. I hate hospitals, 

and by finding all this 
gorgeous art, I was 

able to sort turn down 
the Fear. And there 

was a lot of it. 

gle baby. They were wrong. At that second ultra-sound, they discov-
ered that there was, in fact, a second little person in there. The scene 
was hilarious, as the tech who was doign the Ultra-sound saw that there 
as a second, then said “shit!”, ran out of the room, leaving Vanessa 
there filming. 

 It’s on YouTube. Look up, ‘Hey, it’s Twins!”

 Anyhow, Vanessa called me, I came flying down, and we had a 
second Ultra-sound. This one was not nearly as nice. They noticed that 
she was already 3 cm dilated, which at a mere 24 weeks is bad busi-
ness. So bad, they called the Paramedics to take her down the way to 
Lucille Packard Children’s Hospital.  As they were loading her into the 
ambulance, I heard one of the paramedics say “We’re not sure if they’re 
conjoined.” 

 Vanessa didn’t hear that. I did, and as the paranoid one in the cou-
ple, I was turned all upside-down!

 And thus, the adventure begun. 
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 Those first few weeks, Vanessa was told that she was going to 
be admitted until the babies arrived. This was unwelcome news. 
Something always happens to us Science Fiction Fans when one of 
us ends up in the hospital. People start to send requests like “hey, 
y’all need anything?” or “Can we visit?” 

 The is always yes, though you always have to put some limits on 
things. In our case, we had a few people who came regularly, like 
Chuck Serface, the King of Men, who brought us stuff, including a 
MASS of comics that I read (including the brilliant Manhattan Projects, 
which I devoured!). Randy Smith, an all-around good guy, popped by 
three or four times. My Mom stopped by a few times, along with my 
Aunt Susie. Chris Newman visited at least three times, and there was 
also Jason Wiener, JC and Beth, Brad Lyau, and on and on. It was 
wonderful, as it not only helped keep Vanessa sane, but it made it eas-
ier for me to deal with the fact that we were stuck in a hospital. Also, I 
have to say THANK YOU! to everyone, because without you, I’d be 
doomed!

THE TOP 
VISITORS OF THE 

FIRST 27 DAYS 
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 There’s a lot of jive about the quality of hospital food being 
pumped out by a lot of so-called stand-up comics. Truth be told, 
the food at Lucille Packard CHildren’s Hospital, and Stanford 
Medical Center as a whole, is really pretty good. Not great, 
though there are things that border on great, but reasonable... for 
the most part. 

 Actually, it takes a little work. Vanessa can’t have Gluten, 
and I have cut it out as well. Vanessa was, after a while, on a 
somewhat limited diet, with a limited amount of carbs she could 
have every day. My Mom bought us vouchers so that I could eat 

HOSPITAL FOOD
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alongside her (I was staying in her room almost every night) and 
that allowed us to do some experimenting! 

 First off, they had a Gluten-Free Hamburger. The bun was 
OK, but the way you made it edible was by ordering a bunch of 
other things. They gave you lettuce, onion, and tomatoes, along 
with a pickle, but it you ordered a side ofstring cheese and an ex-
tra Ranch or Thousand Island dressing, things got much more in-
teresting. 

 My favorite was a Humburger dish as well. I’d order a ham-
burger patty, no bread, no fixin’s. and an order of the Bengal Len-
tils. it was a semi-spicy lentil dish that was quite tasty. a side or-
der of rice, and then the important thing: that String Cheese. Tear 
the cheese into strings, cut the burger up into small pieces, then 
distribute throughout the lentils, topping with the cheese. They de-
livered all this in a dome, which you then replace and wait five 
minutes or so, then since you ordered the corn chips, eat it like a 
dip! It’s quite tasty!

 The best thing on the menu was actually the Chicken Strips, 
which were Gluten-Free and yummy!
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There are a ton of small, etched glass squares throughout the 
Hospital. These are some of the nicer pieces, and they are al-
most all of sea creatures. That’s a good thing. THey’re adorable, 
also! I took pieces of as many as I could find, but there were so 
many, I have no idea if I missed any!

WORKS ON 
GLASS
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Each area was 
identified by a Sea 
Creature, and the 
Ante-Partum Wing 
was the one 
represented by 
Penguins. This would 
have serious effects 
down the road...
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 Lucile Packard Childrens’ Hospital has a train layout. It’s a 
nice one, and there are buttons on each side that make sounds 
(They wisely disable these buttons after about 6pm) and the run-
ning trains are supposed to be the ones that ran between Salias 
and Monterey during the canning boom in the late 19th and early 
20th Centuries. It’s a nice piece and one that I’m glad I got to 
play with. 

 You see, when you’re wife is in the hospital and things look 
like they could go south at any minute, you need a place or two 
to go and think, or completely not think. The train layout was per-
fect for that because I could watch it go ‘round-and-‘round...

TRAINS!
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2MAY 18TH, 2015 AND 
BEYOND...



 My sons arrived on May 18th, 2015. JohnPaul Merlin Garcia was 
born at 10:05am; Benjamin Kyle Garcia was born at 10:06am. JohnPaul did 
not cry. Benjamin did. They came via c-section, and were whisked off to the 
NICU. They couldn’t put them on Vanessa’s chest. There were a dozen doc-
tors and nurses in the room with us. It was scary, but they made it out, 
alive. 

 We were terrified, but they made it. 

 They were only 28 weeks along. Too young. They needed huge 
amounts of care. It was going to be rough. 

 I have always been squeemish about blood, and so being in the op-
erating room scared me, and so did seeing the pool of blood beneath the 
operating table. It had happened so fast, there was no time to put a pan 
down. It has been exactly an hour since her water broke that they brought 
her in. They sewed her up, and I waited with her. 

 But I wanted to see my boys. 

 You see, I thought I would never have kids. For almost twenty years, I 
had been told I was inferitle. Turns out, they were wrong. 

 

THE ARRIVAL OF 
THE PENGUINS
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The Boys’ first day saw 
them get visitors! Chris 
Newman was the first, 
though I think he only 
saw them for a minute 

or two. He was 
followed by Mr. Chuck 

Serface, who noted 
Ben’s Noble Brow! My 

Mom then came by and 
she met her 

Grandchildren. I, on 
the other hand, was 

shocked that I was now 
a Dad. 

15



 “The NICU is for babies who can’t survive without intense services”

 The Nurse told me that as we were being moved from it. Had I real-
ised that from the beginning, I’d have been a bigger wrecks. As it was, the 
days were difficult. JohnPaul would make a remarkable comeback after a 
trilling heartrate, only to have Ben’s  breathing stop for a minute. It was so 
hard. I spent a lot of time holding their tiny hands, they were less than 3 
pounds, and quietly crying. 

 Vanessa did it different. She spent every minute she could holding 
the babies, doing skin-to-skin contact, giving them every bit of love she 
could. I handled people, visitors, picking up and dropping off things. 
Vanessa handled the medical stuff. She’s better than I am at that. We had 
roles, but mostly, we had babies. 

THE HARD DAYS
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 I love them so. 

 We got a lot of friends visiting. They showed 
up, we’d take ‘em to the babies, and more often 
then not, they’d fall in love with ‘em. Some seemed 
to recognise that they were in deep water, and eve-
ryone oould see how much they meant to us. 
Randy Smith visited, so did Chuck, many times. 
My Mom, my Aunt Susie, Jason Wiener, they all vis-
ited, and it made things a little easier. Knowing 
there was so much support for our little guys made 
it so much easier. 

 Vanessa was pumping, since the boys weren’t able to breastfeed. She 
pumped, and at first there wasn’t much happening. That was a problem, but they 
were getting her milk, and that was what was important. 

 They had jaundice. That meant they had to go under these blue lights, with 
these head gear things that were funky. They got the best treatment, they were at 
Packard, the BEST CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL IN THE COUNTRY! We were lucky. So 
lucky.

JohnPaul Merlin Garcia
Named after my Dad 

(John Paul Garcia) and 
Vanessa’s cat (Merlyn)
Benjamin Kyle Garcia
First name is after Ben 

Franklin (don’t tell 
Vanessa...) and 

Vanessa’s uncle Kyle. 
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You don’t know what’s going on. That is the hardest part 
of the NICU. They’ll tell you everything, in as much detail 
as you can stomach, but you never know. You have no 
feeling for what’s actually happening. That was the hard-
est part. They could tell me everything, and they often 
tried, but I couldn’t FEEL what was going on, what my 
sons, MY SONS!, were going through, how I could help, if 
they were going to make it. 

 That was a real concern. Would I lose one of my 
sons. Would we get to go home as the family I’d always 
wanted, but spent almost two decades thinking I could 
never have? That was hard. 

 But there was the art. 

 I’d walk, I’d take pictures, I’d stare at paintings and 
sculptures and architectural elements. I’ve walked the 
halls hundreds of times, at all hours of the day and night. 

THE ART THAT 
KEPT ME SANE
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So many different 
works from 
around the 
world. I went to 
the website and 
found the list of 
artists, which 
totaled something 
like 100. Sadly, 
there’s no guide 
to what’s where. 
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Why yes, they have an 
original Lichtenstein just 
hanging out in a board 
room. No, they don’t 
lock the door!
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Eventually, the Penguins improved. So much so, they got to leave 
the NICU in less than two weeks and go to the Packard Intensive 
Care Nursery, which is NICU-lite. They have a higher ratio of 
babies-to-nurses, and the parents are encouraged to hold the ba-
bies more, to change diapers, and so on. I even started to give 
the boys baths! 

This was a weight off my mind, they only moved babies when 
they were not in danger of dying immediately if they didn’t have 
support. 

THE PICN
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The issue became us staying at the Hospital. We were on the waiting 
list for the Ronald McDonald House, but there had been no openings. 
We were basically couch surfing all over the hospital. Most nights, we 
could stay at the waiting room of the PICN, or we would get to stay in 
the NICU Parents’ room, but some night Vanessa would get a Mother’s 
room, and i would be a general waiting room. It was hard for us, having 
to move to a new location almost every night. I was taking extra con-
tract work trying to make a little extra money for us. I would go home 
every few days, an extra hour drive in each direction. The boys were 
well taken care of, but still, it was worrying. 

Still, I had sons, and they had made it through the desert, only now, 
they had to wander through scrubland. 

JohnPaul Merlin Garcia 
was the larger of the 
two, and he progressed 
faster at first. Benjamin 
needed some breathing 
help, and never quite 
caught up as far as 
weight goes, but he 
ended up discharged 
first. 
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We had so many 
visitors! Meg, Linda, JC, 
Beth, Unkie Chuck, not 
to mention Mm and 
many, many others. 
They helped keep us 
sane. 
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BATHTIME FOR JOHNPAUL
(OR MAYBE BENJAMIN...)



THEY SPENT TWO MONTHS +  IN THE 
PICN... AND WERE THE CUTEST!!!!



It took five weeks, but we finally got in. The place is so strange, an emo-
tional slough where there’s great joy mingling with heavy sadness, often 
desperation, and sometimes just plain pain. Everyone there was at least 
one child in the hospital long-term. Some had been there for months when 
we got there. The average stay is something like 50 days, and a stay of a 
year isn’t unheard of. In fact, there was a family that was celebrating their 
third year at the house. 

 They were no closer to going home. 

 There were events, activities for families, and food. Lots of food. 
There were waves in the kitchen. The Midnight dinner crew would spend 
days at the Hospital and then come back and cook a late dinner. We fell 
into this category most of the time. I’d cook, usually the only Anglo-ish fel-
low swimming in a sea of Spanish-yammering women. The joke was, as the 
place had at least 60% native Spanish-speaking families, it should be 
called Casa de Reynaldo Maldanado. 

 I loved cooking there. We were all in the same boat, so if you needed 
to sit quietly and gather your thoughts, no one would bother you.

 We brought Benjamin to the house when he was dischanged a week 
into our stay. We all waited there for JohnPaul. 

RONALD 
MCDONALD 
HOUSE
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THE HOUSE’S 
PUFFERFISH!









Yes, he’s named after my Dad, so there’s always gonna be a little 
bit of something special in my heart for him, but JohnPaul was in 
the PICN for three extra weeks. He wasn’t eating well, he would 
pull out his feeding tube a LOT!

 He was strong, and BIG for his age and development, but 
minor brainbleeds and other issues kept him at Packard. Still, I 
loved getting to hold him!

MY LITTLE 
JOHNPAUL
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WE GOT A 
LOT OF 

PICS OF JP 
WHEN HE 
WAS IN 

THE PICN 
WITHOUT 

BEN. 
JAMES 
EVEN 

VISITED!







On July 30th, JohnPaul was discharged. We 
weren’t really ready, since we had to move out 
really quickly. We cleaned the room, got the stuff 
ready, brought all sorts of stuff home, and basi-
cally ran ourselves ragged trying to get ready. 

But we were home. The GarciaGate family was to-
gether, at home. 

3

HOME





Our cat Merlin loves 
the babies, insists on 
sitting at the foot of 
their crib to protect 
them... and sometimes 
he sits on them. 
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So, what did I learn? What has those 
three+ months at Stanford taught me? 
First, that there’s so much love in this 
world. The outpouring from everyone 
while we needed help, plus what I 
feel for these little guys, just blows my 
mind. Second, that it’s always going 
to be a struggle, but it’s never too 
much of a struggle that you can’t at 
least try. Finally, that I have teh best 
partner I could ever ask for in 
Vanessa. She’s been so solid the 
whole way through, and even when I 
come up short, she pulls the bacon 
out of the fire. 
	 Maybe the real lesson for me is 
that I’m so incredibly lucky. Yeah, 
that’s gotta be it. 
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