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The day was dragging, the way only rehab shifts can. Not exactly slow—just heavy. Paperwork heavy. Med cart heavy. The kind of heavy where every click of the pen and every pill cup feels like its own little battle.

I had parked myself at the nurses’ station computer, juggling charting with an eye on the hallway traffic. My hands moved on autopilot, clicking through medication records, typing vitals, signing off tasks. The fluorescent lights hummed above me with their usual dullness. Rehab had its rhythm, and after enough years in nursing, you learn to tune it out.

The overhead pager sliced through the air:

“Code Blue, Room 214. Code Blue, Room 214.”

Everything inside me snapped tight. My body moved before my brain caught up. Hmm. They didn’t even say it three times. Most facilities insisted on the full three. Hearing it only twice left a hollow pause, like something vital was missing.

Instinct shoved me out of the chair. My heart slammed against my ribs, the old familiar rush. The sound of the page lingered like it was carved into the walls.

Not my patient. Not my unit. But right now, none of that mattered.

I told a nearby CNA that, “I’ll be back.” My legs were moving, propelling me down the hall, sneakers squeaking against the waxed floor. Rehab and its pill cups disappeared behind me. Every corner I rounded pulled me closer into a new reality, one where minutes weren’t just minutes—they were life and death.

As I ran, thoughts jabbed through the adrenaline: What if it’s a false alarm? What if I’m too late? What i... But the one that hit hardest, the one I hated admitting, throbbed louder than the rest—Please don’t let me be the first nurse there.

* * *
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I walked into 214, and the room swallowed me whole.

Chaos. The kind that grabs you by the throat.

The patient was splayed on a backboard on the bed. His gown was pulled loose, skin already ashen. A crucifix dangled against his chest, bouncing wildly with each compression.

A nurse I didn’t know very well was over him, pounding compressions with a red, sweat-drenched face. Her arms shook, her jaw was clenched, and her eyes were glassy, but she refused to stop. Each thrust looked like it was breaking her, along with the patient.

At the head of the bed, another nurse was bagging, arms jerking like pistons. The whoosh of air was loud but off-beat, not syncing with compressions.

In the corner, a CNA pressed herself against the wall, tears streaming down her face. A crumpled tissue was clenched in her fist, untouched. She looked like a child who’d wandered into a nightmare.

The monitors screeched flatline. A dead, unrelenting tone.

I scanned it all in one sweep—the kind of scan nursing school never teaches you but experience forces into your bones. CPR in progress. Airway managed. CNA panicking. No leader. No order. Just raw survival.

I stepped forward, voice cutting across the room.

“Switch out—I’ll take compressions.”

The nurse’s eyes darted up to mine. Relief. Shame. Exhaustion. She hesitated, arms trembling, then staggered back from the bed like she’d been holding her breath for hours.

I mounted the stepstool, locked my hands together, and pressed down.

Hard.

The body shifted on the slick backboard. Bones yielded beneath my palms. The crucifix kept flashing with each thrust. Sweat sprang to my forehead, adrenaline numbing the ache in my arms.

“Get the AED on, now,” I ordered, letting my arms fall back. The stillness felt wrong, my body twitching to keep pressing, but I forced the pause. Pads peeled open, plastic tearing loud in the room. A nurse leaned in, pressing them to the chest—one high, one low. The machine chirped to life, its flat voice cutting through the chaos: “Analyzing rhythm. Do not touch the patient.”

We froze, breaths suspended, sweat dripping. A beat later: “No shock advised. Resume compressions.”

I was back on the chest before the words even faded.

The whoosh of the Ambu bag faltered, the rhythm slowing. “Keep bagging,” I barked without looking up. “Don’t stop.”

The nurse at the head, steadied her grip, the flow falling back in sync with my compressions.

“Somebody document times—every pulse check, every change,” I ordered. Another nurse scrambled for a pen, scribbling with shaky hands.

“Who called 911?” I asked, breathless but sharp.

“I did,” the exhausted nurse panted from the corner. “They’re on their way.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“You, wait by the door for medics,” I nudged my head towards the shaken CNA. She wiped her eyes, nodded, and moved for the entrance.

And then there was only the rhythm.

Push. Release. Push. Release.

My body took over, arms burning, sweat sliding down my spine. The crucifix still going.

And then the smell hit.

Not faint. Not subtle. Strong. Sharp.

Code brown.

The patient had released. The final surrender of muscle and dignity. The stench rose in a hot wave, coating the inside of my mouth and clinging to the sweat on my face. It was the smell of finality, the smell nobody puts in textbooks.

I kept pushing.

This is what they don’t tell you in school, I thought. They don’t tell you death arrives messy. That it spills itself onto the very people fighting to hold it back.

And the crucifix bounced, like it was mocking me.

* * *
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Sirens, faint but closing in. I continued compressions.

Moments later, the room erupted again as EMS stormed in—boots stomping, gear bags slamming, radios squawking.

“Elderly male, unresponsive, pulseless at 06:05,” I shouted between compressions, “CPR ongoing, bagged, no attending in-house.”

That was all they needed.

Hands replaced mine with heavy, brutal thuds. EMS pads replaced our own on the skin, the monitor snapping awake. An IV line pierced the patient’s arm with quick, practiced precision. A medic barked vitals.

Just like that, I was shoved to the edge of the room, I walked away. As I left, I glanced back once more. The crucifix swung harder under the medics’ compressions.

And that smell never left.

* * *
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When it was over, it was over fast.

The patient was strapped to the stretcher, limbs pinned down, crucifix dangling sideways under the straps. His head lolled loosely, mouth open in a silent gasp.

The smell clung to the air, heavy, acidic, unshakable.

The stretcher rattled out, wheels squeaking, voices echoing down the hallway. The sirens picked up again outside, fading into the distance.

The area emptied, leaving only us. The staff, and then silence.

One by one, gloves peeled off. The snaps echoed too loud. No one spoke. No one dared to look at each other. Eyes stayed low, hollow, guilty for feeling relief that the burden of death was no longer ours to carry.

The backboard lay empty on the bed, dark stains smeared on on its surface. The crucifix’s ghost seemed to linger in the space it had swung.

My arms still burned. My throat tasted like sweat and brown. My ears still buzzed with the sound of a flatline.

I peeled my gloves off and dropped them into the bin. The snap was louder than the sirens had been.

* * *
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Walking back down the hall to rehab felt like moving between worlds. My sneakers squeaked again, but now it sounded wrong. I passed people laughing, joking at the desk, the everyday noise of a unit that hadn’t felt the code. The world hadn’t changed for them.

For me, it had.

I sat back down at the rehab station, pulled the med cart closer, and stared at the pill cups waiting like nothing had happened. The chart glowed on the computer screen, cursor blinking patiently.

My hands were trembling.

Another code.

Not my unit. Not my patient.

But it was mine all the same.

No closure. No answers. Just the smell, the silence, and the crucifix in my head.
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