Neonatal Intensive Care Unit

WELCOME TO THE WORLD, TRIPLETS!

Biddlecombe Babies Early Arrival Puts NICU To The Test

It is unlikely that the miracle Biddlecombe triplets, George, Robert, and Tiffany, could have survived their premature birth twenty years ago. Today, thanks to advanced Neonatal Intensive Care treatments found at hospitals like San Antonio Community, Shelley and George Biddlecombe of Fontana have become the proud parents of three children.

“The entire experience has been like a roller coaster ride, states Shelley. She explains, “from the moment we learned from Dr. Davidson at the San Antonio Fertility Center that the ultrasound indicated three little heartbeats, George and I have experienced so many emotional highs and lows.”

Like many young couples, the Biddlecombes wanted a family, but Shelley was having difficulty getting pregnant. After consulting with San Antonio fertility specialist Bert J. (Hans) Davidson, M.D., she began taking a prescribed fertility drug and became pregnant in July of last year. Once the preg​nancy was proceeding normally at about six weeks, Shelley was placed under the care of William McLeod, M.D., her obstetrician/ gynecolo​gist. She and George were informed of the potential risks involved for both the mother and her babies in attempting to carry triplets to term. “My sister had taken fertility drugs and also gave birth to triplets, but the odds of it happening to me were astronomical,” stated Shelley.

It was hoped that Shelley could carry the babies through at least 28 weeks, but it was not to be. The excitement of the USC vs. UCLA football game, which was played just before last Thanksgiving, was simply too much for USC grad Shelley, who began preterm contractions. These episodes led to several visits to San Antonio Community Hospital. She was monitored and efforts were made to stop the preterm labor and to prolong the pregnancy. Finally, after two weeks in bed and worsening labor contrac​tions, Dr. McLeod performed an emergency cesarean section. Meanwhile, husband George was into his 26th week of the preg​nancy and hearing beepers in his sleep! It was enough to strain even the calmest of nerves, but the 29-year-old ex-marine had yet to face a greater challenge. “The sight of three babies, entering the world one right after the other, was simply amazing. It was all over in a matter of minutes as the doctor and nurses handed them off like footballs,” recalled George. Baby George arrived first weighing in at an even 2lbs., followed by Robert at 2 lbs., 2oz., and finally Tiffany, who tipped the scales at a meager 1 lb., ll oz. This was no ordinary birth by any stretch of the imagi​nation. This was the kind of situation where years of training by skilled profes​sionals and state-of-the-art medical equip​ment could mean the difference between life and death for these precious little babies.

The delivery room became a hive of activity as each of the infants was immediately hooked up to a ventilator and taken to the San Antonio Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU). The Biddlecombe babies became the first set of triplets to receive care in the hospital’s newly expanded level II NICU. This was only the beginning of the Biddlecombes’ anguish, which at times turned to despair as their tiny babies clung to life during those first agonizing weeks. Tiffany, the smallest triplet, suffered a brain hemorrhage and various infec​tions. Robert underwent laser eye surgery for “retinopathy of prematurity” and also required a special ventilator to assist his breathing. Both Robert and George required hernia surgery and each of them needed an occu​pational therapist to learn how to suck. As setback followed setback, George and Shelley began to question their wisdom, and at times became overwhelmed with guilt.

“We could not help thinking that if Robert was never able to see properly or if Tiffany were to suffer permanent retardation it would all be our fault,” said Shelley.

During the first weeks of the infants’ three-month stay, father George donated blood at the hospital’s Christmas blood drive and had an angel hung on San Antonio’s traditional holiday “Tree of Life”. It was not known at the time how much matching blood would be required for the triplets’ various surgeries. Friends and rela​tives volunteered to be tested at their own expense to determine if they were suitable donors.

Tiffany was the first to go home at three months old, followed two weeks later by George, and a month later by Robert. “The LDR nurses would stop by and visit on their days off to check on Shelley, both before and after the triplets arrived. We were really impressed that they took such a special interest.”

To understand the impact of premature triplets on a young working couple, one has only to consider constant feedings, medica​tions, and doctor’s visits that become part of a daily routine that leaves the Biddlecombes physically and emotionally drained. Bonding and sheer enjoyment is gradually replacing the tension and worry as their tiny infants begin to develop their own person​alities. Tiffany spends most of her time sleeping and has a delicate cry, which tears at your heart strings. George is the grumpy one and suffers from colic, while Robert surprisingly has the loudest wail after fighting lung disease. Fortunately, Shelley’s mother and grandmother are on hand to share in the endless cycle of feeding, bathing, exercising, and occasionally sleeping. The 4 a.m. feedings are gradually being phased out and George and Shelley can enjoy their first full night’s sleep in over six months.

     Shelley has now returned to her job as a computer programmer in Rancho Cucamonga, while George continues his career with the Good Guys Corporation. They are extremely grateful for

all of the love and support of their family, as well as the San Antonio Community Hospital staff.

They find comfort in the recently estab​lished Parenting Premies Program (see article on page 11) at San Antonio Community Hospital where they can share their experi​ences and concerns with other premie parents at weekly meetings.

It takes strong hearts and minds to prevail in a situation where you see your children suffer with medical problems. The Biddlecombes know that they still face many challenges, but as George, Tiffany, and Robert continue to make progress they look forward to the good days ahead.

