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VACCINATING THE CITY
Binita Patel, Vice President of
Pharmacy Services for Memorial
Hermann, is working tirelessly with
her team to distribute COVID-19
vaccines throughout Greater
Houston as quickly and as safely
as possible.
AN UNBREAKABLE BOND
When her colleague’s husband
needed a kidney transplant, Labor
& Delivery Nurse Jessica Palomarez
insisted on donating one of hers.

WHEN DOGS FLY
Memorial Hermann Life Flight®
continues Dr. Red Duke’s legacy
of innovation with the K9-Casualty
Care Course and Transportation
Service.
WHY I CHOSE TO GET THE
COVID-19 VACCINE WHILE
PREGNANT
Kristin Malaer, a social worker
at Memorial Hermann Heart &
Vascular Institute-TMC, shares why
she got her #ShotofHope.

FROM LEADERSHIP

A Clear and Credible Voice During COVID-19
It’s been a full year now
since COVID-19 arrived in
Greater Houston.
In March 2020, the first
cases began to be reported
in our area. At Memorial
Hermann, we shifted
into high gear to battle
the virus and take care of
our community – and we
haven’t stopped since.
When I look back, it’s hard to believe all that has happened
in a single year. Since that first handful of cases, we’ve now
seen multiple surges of COVID-19 across the community.
We have learned so much about this virus – how it spreads
and what it can to do the body. And, in recent months, we
have worked to distribute a vaccine that could eventually
help us end this pandemic.
When we revised Memorial Hermann’s vision and values
in 2019, credibility stood out as one of our health system’s
four core values. We had no idea just how important that
value would become – to us and to the community we serve.
In the past year, as a pandemic has upended everything
about our lives, misinformation has spread far and wide.
The glut of misleading material and bad science has caused
too many people to question the pandemic’s threat, to
minimize the dangers of COVID-19 – and, now, to doubt
the safety and efficacy of the vaccine.
I’m proud that Memorial Hermann has been a clear,
credible voice offering sound information. We’ve learned
about this virus, we’ve studied the available vaccines,

and we have shared what we know, helping our neighbors
process a rapidly evolving situation. In this confusing
time, offering solid and steady reliability is one of the most
important things we can do for our community.
Throughout this issue, you will see the ways we show every
day that credibility matters to us. You will learn more about
how Memorial Hermann is working to get members of the
community vaccinated, starting with our neighbors who are
older and more vulnerable. You’ll also catch a glimpse of
a day in the life of Binita Patel, Memorial Hermann’s Vice
President of Pharmacy Services. She has worked tirelessly,
rising at 4 a.m. many days, to help get the COVID-19
vaccine into the arms of our neighbors across Greater
Houston.
In these pages, we also celebrate our workforce as a whole,
including some of their reasons for receiving the vaccine,
as well as how they are working to support each other and
their community during this pandemic.
In a time like this, I am so proud to be a part of the
Memorial Hermann family. Every day, when we strap
on our masks and show up to compassionately and
courageously serve our community, we build credibility and
a bond of trust. We show that we can be trusted to fulfill our
commitments, no matter the challenges. And we promise
that we’ll keep doing so, long after this pandemic ends.
Thanks again,

David L. Callender, MD
President & CEO, Memorial Hermann Health System
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Employees from across Memorial Hermann have
shared their reasons for getting their #ShotofHope and
becoming vaccinated against COVID-19.

A

BELOW ARE SOME OF THEIR SUBMISSIONS:

SECOND
OPINION

“I got the vaccine for my campus here at Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical
Center. I lead an amazing team of individuals who come to work every morning
and every evening to risk their lives so that others can save lives. I don’t know
what I would do if I was not able to stand side-by-side with these officers to
ensure that no harm comes to a single staff member, patient, visitor, physician,
contractor or vendor.”
K R I S T O P H E R C L E V E L A N D , Manager, Security, Memorial
Hermann-Texas Medical Center

“I got my vaccine so I could safely visit my son, Alex, who is in the U.S. Air Force.”
L I S A I B A R R A , Senior Ultrasound Technologist, Memorial Hermann Greater
Heights Hospital

“I got the vaccine for myself, my family and community. It will help stop
the virus and provide herd immunity if everyone gets it. This is another
landmark on my lifetime of experiences. I pray everyone gets it. I would
love to be able to travel to see my 85-year-old dad in New York.”
P E N N Y K A K O O L A K I , RN, Pediatrics, Memorial Hermann
Memorial City Medical Center

“I got the vaccine for my baby daughter, Elena. She will likely be too young to receive the vaccine
for a long time, and I am hoping to pass some antibodies on to her.”
S A R A S C H E P C O F F, Clinical Pharmacist, Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical Center

“Not only did I want to remain healthy for my 16-year-old, but I wanted
to provide a safe and healthy environment for him as well. I plan to
do everything possible to keep him safe and healthy so that I can not
only dance at his wedding, but dance at my future grandchildren’s
weddings.”
P R I S C I L L A S H A D B U R N E , RN, ICU, Memorial Hermann
Katy Hospital

“I received the vaccine to protect my family, specifically my two little boys
and husband who miss interacting with their friends and family. While
this new norm is a struggle, we see hope through solutions such as the
vaccine. Our promise and motto to each other is ‘Family First,’ and I made
this decision because I care so deeply about them.”
Q I A R A S U G G S , Human Resources, Memorial Hermann
Southwest Hospital
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IN FOCUS

Vaccinating the

City

Binita Patel, Vice President of Pharmacy Services for Memorial Hermann Health
System, is leading one of the nation’s most successful mass vaccination campaigns
4:00 a.m. This first thing I do when I wake up is have my
morning coffee. I have an 11-year-old son who is usually
still sleeping when I leave, so thankfully, I have a nanny
who comes in the morning and helps him get ready for
school. My husband is a hematologist/oncologist, who
does locum tenens work out-of-state during the week and
is usually only home on weekends. Mornings have to be
well coordinated, so I lay out my son’s clothes and pack his
lunch the night before. We also have a dog named Jack, so
I get him ready to go to daycare, and then when the nanny
comes, she makes sure everyone has breakfast, and then
she gets them to where they need to be.

In her day job, Binita Patel oversees pharmaceutical
efforts for all acute care and ambulatory departments
across Memorial Hermann Health System as the Vice
President of Pharmacy Services. But ever since the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) granted Emergency
Use Authorization for the Pfizer, Moderna and Johnson
& Johnson COVID-19 vaccines, her focus has shifted to
managing those distribution efforts. Now, in addition to
helping lead Memorial Hermann’s in-house COVID-19
vaccine operations, she has also helped plan and run
several successful mass vaccination events across the city
to ensure as many members of the community receive
the vaccine as quickly and as safely as possible. Here is
a glimpse into her typical day during one of Memorial
Hermann’s COVID-19 vaccine drive-thru clinics.

5:30 a.m. I arrive onsite by 5:30 a.m., because that’s when
cars begin showing up, even though the event doesn’t
start until 7:00 a.m. We get the volunteers ready, begin
thawing the vaccine, and make sure all the stations have
everything they need. We provide an overview about
what the day is going to look like, what everyone’s roles
and responsibilities are, and how traffic is going to move
through the clinic.
6:00 a.m. Right now, things are changing daily in regards
to vaccine distribution requirements on both the federal
and state level. I found out last night that the State wants
us to record the race and ethnicity for every person we
vaccinate, so we’re working on how to update our current
process in order to fulfill this new requirement. Not only
will we need to make this change onsite, but we will need to
effectively communicate this new requirement across our
System so everyone initiates this new process.
Continued on Page 18
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COMPASSION IN ACTION

AN

UNBREAKABLE

BOND

A Memorial Hermann Labor & Delivery nurse
donates her kidney to her colleague’s husband

Cheri Longan and Jessica Palomarez have been best
friends for more than two decades, working side-by-side as
Labor & Delivery nurses at Children’s Memorial Hermann
Hospital. They’ve been together through some of life’s
biggest triumphs and greatest challenges, but neither
could have predicted the surgical procedure that would
bring them even closer than before.
In 2019, the pair had been on a girls’ trip with a handful
of friends when Longan confided in Palomarez that her
husband’s health was failing, and that he would need a new
kidney. He’d had two transplants already, but the last had
been 23 years earlier, and he was now in need of a third.
Longan said they were told it would take about eight years
for him to receive another off the transplant list, but that
he was already fatigued and growing weak. His best hope,
she told her friend, was from a living donor.
Palomarez looked at Longan and asked optimistically,
“What do you need to donate a kidney?”
Longan replied that it was complicated, and before
anything else, they’d have to find a blood type that
matched his.
“Well, what’s his blood type?” Palomarez asked.
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Longan told her and Palomarez smiled.
“That’s mine!” Palomarez said happily. “I’ll do it. I’ll
donate my kidney.”
Longan brushed her off but thanked her for the kind
words. They enjoyed the rest of their trip, not giving the
conversation much thought.
But after the friends said their goodbyes and a few days had
passed, Palomarez sent Longan a text.
“She wrote that she was totally serious, that she would
really like to donate her kidney,” Longan recalled. “She
really wanted to know what the next steps were and said
that if I didn’t tell her, she’d find out on her own. She was
very persistent.”
Not long after, Palomarez filled out the required
paperwork and began the living donor process, which
included blood tests and a physical to ensure she was
healthy enough for the procedure. Everything moved
quickly and smoothly—until the COVID-19 pandemic
caused multiple delays. Finally, in September of 2020,
the transplant was cleared to move forward at Memorial
Hermann-TMC.

Left: Jessica Palomarez and Cheri Longan have been best friends for more than two
decades, working side-by-side as Labor & Delivery nurses at Children’s Memorial
Hermann Hospital. Right: Palomarez and Longan’s husband, Jim, are all smiles after
the successful transplant procedure.

“It was extremely easy—I remember saying multiple times
to the clinical staff, ‘Are you sure you took my kidney
out?’ I could barely feel anything and I think I was in the
hospital for less than 24 hours total,” Palomarez said. “I
literally went home the day after surgery.”
Longan said she and her husband could not be more
grateful for Palomarez’s generosity and her big heart—as
well as her persistence.
“My husband feels great now, and he’s had no
complications,” Longan said. “We’ve got a little grandson
and he can keep up with him now and it’s been wonderful.
Jessica has literally given him his life back.”
Now, the two friends say they’re linked forever.
“We all truly believe that we were brought together all
those years ago for a reason,” Longan said. “And now we
have this unbreakable bond. We’re family.” n
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A

Shot of

HOPE

Memorial Hermann leads efforts
to distribute COVID-19 vaccines across Greater Houston

Brandy Guillory and Donella Lavergne do everything
together. As sisters, they grew up sharing a bedroom and
toys, birthday parties and daydreams. Now, the two take
combined family vacations and encourage their children
to form similar bonds—both women have two kids, and
they even planned their pregnancies so their second
children would be born two weeks apart.
As if that wasn’t enough, the sisters are also colleagues
at Memorial Hermann The Woodlands Medical Center—
Guillory works as a rehabilitation services coordinator
while Lavergne is a respiratory therapist.
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And so, it should have come as no surprise on Dec. 30,
2020, when the two walked into the designated COVID-19
vaccine clinic at their campus hand-in-hand to receive
their #ShotofHope together. Then, they asked to be
vaccinated at the exact same time.
“They thought we were crazy,” Lavergne said. “I couldn’t
hold Brandy’s hand because we wouldn’t be six feet apart,
but they agreed to give us each our shot on the count of
three.”
Continued on Page 10
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Authorization by the FDA, thus increasing supply and
access. As of March 29, 2021, all adults in Texas became
eligible to get the vaccine.
A national model for vaccine distribution

Donella Lavergne (left) and Brandy Guillory (right) receive their first dose of the Pfizer
COVID-19 vaccine on Dec. 30, 2020 at Memorial Hermann The Woodlands Medical
Center.

Continued from Page 9
After waiting the designated 15 minutes, the sisters
proudly took a picture with their “I got the vaccine for:
___” stickers, each with an arrow pointing to the other
drawn into the blank space.
It was a big day, and one Guillory and Lavergne didn’t take
lightly. Ever since the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) issued Emergency Use Authorizations for the
Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine on Dec. 11, 2020,
and the Moderna COVID-19 vaccine seven days later,
healthcare workers across the U.S. have been lining up to
become some of the first to be vaccinated.
Just four days after the Pfizer vaccine was approved,
Memorial Hermann administered the first vaccine in
Houston to one of its frontline healthcare workers.
Since then, Memorial Hermann has been following
guidelines from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), as well as the State of Texas, as it
works to vaccinate as many members of the community as
quickly and as safely as possible. Healthcare workers who
are most at risk of contracting COVID-19 were offered
the vaccines first, with individuals 65 years of age and
older and those with certain underlying health conditions
following.
In February of 2021, another vaccine, one created by
Johnson & Johnson, was also approved for Emergency Use

1 0

•

SPRING

2 0 2 1

The System’s efforts haven’t let up since that very first
day. Over the course of four days between Thursday,
Jan. 14, and Sunday, Jan. 17, Memorial Hermann hosted
its first drive-thru clinic at NRG Park, successfully
vaccinating approximately 14,500 community members
against COVID-19. The event, which was admired for
both its scope and operational efficiency, quickly became
recognized as a national model for vaccine distribution
efforts throughout the U.S.
In addition to the volunteers from the community, the
drive-thru clinic was also staffed by volunteers from across
Memorial Hermann Health System, as well as student
volunteers from Texas Southern University School of
Pharmacy and University of Houston College of Pharmacy.
Harris County Constable Precinct 1 also provided police
officers for added security for the event. In total, more
than 700 individuals gave their time to the effort.
At the clinic, pre-registered individuals entered via a
dedicated gate at NRG Park and followed lanes lined with
orange cones to a registration verification site. Individuals
who met the age criteria and presented their registration
and appointment confirmation along with a photo ID were
then directed to a vaccination tent, where they opened
their car door or rolled down their windows to receive the
COVID-19 vaccination. After their shot, each was asked to
enter an observation lot, where they remained in their cars
for 15 minutes, per CDC recommendations.
Those who were able to receive their vaccine at NRG Park
said they were pleasantly surprised with how easy the
process was.
“The whole event was amazingly organized, easy, fast
and effortless,” said Amy Freeman, a community member
who received her first shot of the Moderna vaccine at the
clinic. “Everyone I encountered was smiling, thanking us
for coming, and could not have been more professional or
polite. I am so thankful to have had this opportunity.”

Volunteers prepare COVID-19 vaccines during one of Memorial Hermann’s community vaccination events.

“Trust in us”
Since that original event, Memorial Hermann has
hosted additional drive-thru clinics throughout Greater
Houston, including two in Sugar Land and another in The
Woodlands. The System was also selected by the State of
Texas to serve as a designated vaccine hub, which allows
for additional vaccine allocations with a focus on making
the vaccine available to the hardest hit areas based on zip
codes and demographics.
At the time of print, Memorial Hermann has fully
vaccinated well over 121,000 frontline workers and
members of the Houston community. That number is
rising daily.

“The fact that our community has put so much trust in us
really speaks to our credibility as a health system,” said
David Callender, M.D., President and CEO of Memorial
Hermann. “We feel honored to have played such a critical
role in caring for patients during this ongoing pandemic,
and now as we help pave a new path forward through these
vaccination efforts.”
It’s that same trust that ultimately made the decision to get
vaccinated easy for Guillory and Lavergne.
“It’s a relief, and I’m so glad we got it,” Lavergne said. “It’s
given us some hope and we feel like there might finally be
an end in sight. We’re even tentatively planning a family
vacation together for later this year.” n
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When
Continuing Dr. Red Duke’s
Legacy of Innovation
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INNOVATION

James H. “Red” Duke, Jr., MD, spent his career
championing new and better ways to care for our
community. Now, those who knew him best are continuing
that legacy of innovation with the launch of the Memorial
Hermann Life Flight® K9-Casualty Care Course and
Transportation Service.
“Dr. Duke was an active supporter of our first responder
partners in law enforcement and emergency medicine
services,” said Rudy Cabrera, chief flight nurse for
Life Flight. “And one of his best friends was Jake, his
Catahoula. Back in 2013, Dr. Duke and I were talking,
and it came up in the conversation that we should expand
our services to provide life-saving care for K9 officers who
have been trained to serve and protect our community.”
A year after Duke’s death in 2015, Cabrera brought the
idea of a program to transport and save the lives of K9
officers to Tom Flanagan, vice president of the Trauma
Service Line and System Integration at Memorial
Hermann Health System.
“I knew immediately that we had to bring this vision of
Dr. Duke’s to life,” said Flanagan. “Training K9 officers
requires a large investment of time and resources, and
they play an integral role in protecting our communities.
Dr. Duke started Life Flight for the community, so this
program just brought us right back to our roots of helping
the community.”
Creating the K9-Casualty Care Course and
Transportation Service was no simple feat and required
four years of research and planning before it launched
in December 2020, becoming the first air ambulance
service in the nation to provide training, treatment and
transportation for injured K9 officers.
“We don’t take a new idea and implement it right away,”
said Flanagan. “We are very intentional in how we review
and study every possible scenario, because we want to

Members of the Houston Police Department Narcotics Unit watch a K9 rescue training
led by members of Life Flight (photo taken prior to the COVID-19 pandemic).

ensure that the program is successful from day one.
How Rudy and his team were able to take this big idea of
airlifting K9 officers and break it down into the four T’s
for the care and treatment of the K9 officers—teach, train,
treat and transport—was really remarkable.”
In 2020 alone, 75 K9 officers were injured in the line of
duty. Twenty died because potentially life-saving medical
care could not reach them in time.
“When people think of K9 officers, they tend to think of
pets like they have at home,” said Cabrera. “But you have
to realize that K9s are trained law enforcement officers
who put their lives on the line to protect us every day.
When you put that lens on, why wouldn’t we give them
every chance to live when we have the resources and skills
to do so?”
“Even if a K9 officer loses a limb, they will learn to hop,
run, play and jump,” said Flanagan. “It is going to be
incredible to see a K9 officer enjoying a comfortable life of
retirement after a life-saving transport by the Life Flight
team. And I know Dr. Duke would be really proud that
we continue to develop innovative ways to care for the
community he dedicated his life to helping.” n

Left: Houston Police Department K9 Handler Justin Ferguson with dog Keno
(photo taken prior to the COVID-19 pandemic).
BE Y OND

M AGAZI NE

•

13

WHOLE HEALTH

iGENERATE WINNERS:
Caring for Ourselves and Others

Memorial Hermann’s iGenerate campaign last year was
dedicated to gathering ideas for supporting the health and
wellbeing of our workforce, so we asked our employees to
share the tools and activities they’ve relied on to remain
resilient during the pandemic. Below is a selection from
the 30 iGenerate campaign winners from across the
System: the winning entries are simple, accessible and
effective ideas to help our workforce and their loved ones
navigate these difficult times.
“They say laughter is the best medicine. Host a monthly
video competition where employees submit funny videos
for votes. The winner of the funniest video of the month
gets a prize.”
Brenda Shoemaker, Rehabilitation Services,
Memorial Hermann Southeast Hospital
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“Coloring has been a proven way to reduce stress,
promote creativity and enhance focus. Provide coloring
books and individual crayons or color pencil packs (to
limit sharing) in each employee break room.”
Maheen Khan, Pharmacy,
Memorial Hermann Pearland Hospital
“Invite employees and physicians to sign up for ‘Zinners’
(Zoom dinners) where they could share dinner via Zoom
with other Memorial Hermann colleagues. The Zinner
allows new colleagues to meet or for team members to
connect outside of work. Attendees can share recipes
with each other afterward.”
Curtis Petty, Pharmacy,
Memorial Hermann-Texas Medical Center/
Children’s Memorial Hermann Hospital

“Incorporate a ‘gratitude tracker’ as part of your morning
routine. Write down three things for which you are
grateful.”
Andrew Grisdale, Patient Relations,
Memorial Hermann Katy Hospital

“Make a commitment to walk around your neighborhood
each week. It’s a safe way to say ‘hi’ to neighbors while
getting fresh air and exercise.”
Judy Ho, Performance Excellence,
Memorial Hermann Greater Heights Hospital
“Create a gratitude wall in a common employee area
where team members can post comments, pictures, stories
and give thanks. Provide paper and tacks or tape, pens,
markers or other supplies to help fill up the wall (and a
container of hand sanitizer nearby!).”
Dr. Hina Pandya,
Memorial Hermann Medical Group
“A twist on journaling: Create an online journal and
invite employees and physicians to write short stories
of their successes, resilience or silver linings during the
pandemic. The entries will be available for anyone to read
for inspiration and encouragement, or for in the future to
see how far we’ve come.”
Tracy Kmiec, Imaging/Cancer Program,
Memorial Hermann Memorial City Medical Center
“Host a ‘Steps Challenge’ that encourages individuals or
teams to get the most steps in four weeks. Individuals can
use their personal devices—such as smart watches or smart
phones—to track their steps at home or at work using a free
app called Pacer. Different milestones can be added to the
challenge, like recognition for the first person to reach
10,000 steps in a day.”
Janelle Ante, MedSurg/Telemetry,
Memorial Hermann Sugar Land Hospital

“Establish a routine to help motivate you on the difficult
days, such as drinking adequate water, quiet time for
reflection or prayer and a few minutes of exercise in
the morning or evening. Completing your routine will
help you feel accomplished even if nothing else goes as
planned.”
Vonda Wall, Financial Services,
TIRR Memorial Hermann
“Make a ‘Living Bucket List’ of items that bring you
joy—and live those items every day. An example of a
living bucket list is riding a bike (or learning how to
again), reading more, or reading a bedtime story to your
grandchildren via phone or Facetime. Practice being
present and checking in on whether you are pursuing
things that bring you joy, growth and fulfillment.”
Becky Thayer, Nursing Administration
Project Manager, TIRR Memorial Hermann
“Designate one day out of the week to cook a new recipe
together as a family. After dinner, spend time picking out
the recipe for the next week.”
Tina Swartwood, Case Management,
Memorial Hermann Sugar Land Hospital
“Starting a new hobby is a great way to take care
yourself and others. Try something completely new and
challenging so that it requires your full attention and
focus, such as painting. These new hobbies will remove
thoughts on your present worries and allow you to
decompress.”
Vanessa Ortiz, ICU,
Memorial Hermann Sugar Land Hospital
“Challenge yourself or someone on your team to send an
inspirational message, video or personal story to your team
members every week.”
Ann Walker, Operations,
Memorial Hermann Prevention & Recovery Center n
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EVERYDAY WELL

I CHOSE TO GET THE
COVID-19 VACCINE
WHILE PREGNANT

WHY

Kristin Malaer decided to get vaccinated
to protect her baby and herself

During pregnancy and afterwards, mothers are faced
with making tough decisions. Each has its own set of
challenges, as every pregnancy is unique, and this
is certainly the case with being pregnant during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
As a first-time mom, I was faced with decisions about
how much to share, who to be around and how isolated
I should be to protect my baby and myself. My husband
and I took our birth class through Zoom because he has
been restricted from physician appointments and we
have been isolated from family and our community of
support. Baby showers certainly look different now, and
navigating postpartum support is still uncertain. One
decision I never expected to make was whether to receive
the COVID-19 vaccine while pregnant. Since no one could
make this decision for me, I had the option to panic or to
be empowered to make an informed decision for myself
and my baby.
I would be lying if I said it was an easy decision, or one that
my husband and I took lightly. It most certainly was not. In
fact, after initially scheduling the vaccine,
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I postponed receiving the first dose for two weeks in
order to do some homework. After taking several steps to
gather information and become educated, I went in with
confidence and received the Pfizer vaccine at 29-weeks
pregnant. After receiving both doses, I felt great and
remained confident in my decision.
Over the course of those initial two weeks, my husband
and I read numerous medical statements on the COVID-19
vaccine and pregnancy. We discussed what we read
together following the informed decision-making model
taught by Evidence Based Birth. With these statements
in hand, I spoke to the following practitioners: my OBGYN and nurse midwife, a neonatologist, a maternal
and fetal medicine researcher, as well as additional
colleagues in both health care and research. They offered
me perspectives on the data, benefits, and theoretical
risks currently available. I attended each of the Memorial
Hermann Town Halls facilitated by lead infectious disease
physicians. Their insight and regular updates helped me
tremendously. I am thankful to be surrounded by the most
skilled physicians in their respective fields.

After being vaccinated, Kristin Malaer gave birth to a healthy baby girl, Emmarie Claire, on March 8, 2021. (Photo credit: Halee Michelle Photography).

My husband and I also educated ourselves through the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) on the
specific mRNA vaccine technology. We learned that this
technology has been around longer than this pandemic
and this vaccine has followed the traditional development
process. It moved quickly due to the financial backing
and widespread focus. We both read the current risks for
COVID-19 and pregnancy. What I learned is that although
absolute risks are low, there is an increased risk of severe
disease from COVID-19 during pregnancy. This includes
an increased need for ICU care requiring ventilation,
potentially ECMO, and this risk is further increased if
the mother has any comorbidities. In my line of work as a
medical social worker, I have seen first-hand this level of
care and its severity. I do not take this reality lightly.
After reading the information and interviewing physicians
and researchers, we put together our “Pro/Con” list and
weighed our options. Ultimately the tipping point on this
list was one clear answer – getting the vaccine protects our
baby through my antibodies. Since there is no approved
pediatric vaccine for COVID-19, these antibodies will be
protecting my baby during the most vulnerable part of her
life.
Every parent is faced with many major life-altering
decisions. Some of these decisions, as we have learned, do

not have a clear-cut answer. The decision to vaccinate may
or may not be what is right for you and your family. One
thing I have learned through this process is that we all have
the option to become educated, weigh the pros and cons in
our own situation, and decide accordingly. Although the
decision is most certainly a heavy one, the freedom to make
that informed decision is empowering, regardless of what
you ultimately choose.
We are navigating scary times but this is not the last time
we will be called to do so as mothers. This experience has
taught me that I am empowered to make tough decisions
and do what’s best for our family. Although pandemic
pregnancy has certainly had its challenges, I am excited to
welcome my baby girl into a world where there is a light at
the end of this tunnel.
Kristin Malaer is a social worker at Memorial Hermann
Heart & Vascular Institute-Texas Medical Center. n
Since the original publication of Malaer’s essay,a new
study published in The American Journal of Obstetrics and
Gynecology found the COVID-19 vaccines to be safe and
effective for pregnant and breastfeeding women. The study
also found evidence suggesting that getting vaccinated while
pregnant may offer protection to babies.
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Continued from Page 5
7:02 a.m. We open the gates for the drive-thru clinic.
I always say that they have to be open by 7:02 a.m., or
something’s wrong. That’s my key phrase, and we make
sure it happens every morning.
8:00 a.m. As the morning goes on, our focus is to ensure
that patients are receiving the highest quality of care.
We focus on customer service, any troubleshooting, and
keeping turnaround time as low as possible while adhering
to best practices—we like to be below 15 minutes during
low or non-peak times. The highest we’ve ever gone is 45
minutes, from check-in to receiving the vaccine. If there’s
ever a bottleneck, my job is to figure out where it is and how
to eliminate it.

these leaders will advocate for us to receive more doses
from the state, because the more doses we receive, the
more people we can vaccinate.
3:00 p.m. Every Thursday, we find out how many doses
we’ll get the following week, so I join a call with our core
vaccine team to talk about how we plan to distribute next
week’s doses. We talk about locations and communication
efforts, and we’re always thinking about our inventory to
ensure that whoever is offered the first dose will be able to
get a second dose.
4:10 p.m. The end of the day is the most critical part
for us because we need to carefully manage our supply to
ensure no doses of the vaccine are wasted. We look at our
inventory and evaluate how many doses we’ve given out
that day and how many appointments remain.

10:00 a.m. I’m still in charge of my main responsibilities
as Vice President of Pharmacy Services for the System, so
I’ll take meetings even while I have boots on the ground
7:00 p.m. I get home to my son and we begin our evening
here at the drive-thru clinic. I’ll be on a Zoom call, walking
routine. I check homework and make dinner and make sure
and talking and trying to take care of what I can. Right now
everything’s coordinated for the following morning.
we’re in the process of evaluating budget and developing
our strategic plan, so I’m
8:00 p.m. Every night before my
working closely with my
I
try
to
take
a
walk
during
lunch
son’s bedtime, we take Jack for
leaders to make sure all of
each day, because exercise is one
a walk and talk about our days.
their needs are being met.
My son struggles with anxiety
of the ways I manage my mental
and ADHD, so this is my chance
11:45 a.m. I try to take a
health.
to hear about the ups and downs
walk during lunch each day,
of his day. We talk about how to
because exercise is one of the
work on some of his anxieties the
ways I manage my mental
following day and we also just enjoy the time to chit-chat.
health. I’m very competitive with myself, so I try to meet
my daily goals every day, no matter how busy I am. We cater
8:45 p.m. If I didn’t reach my exercise goal for that day
breakfast and lunch for our volunteers so sometimes I’ll
already, I’ll fit in a quick workout on my Peloton after I put
grab something to eat, but I’m a vegetarian so it can be
my son to bed. If I don’t make this a priority, I don’t have
tricky.
the energy to support my job and my personal life, both of
which are extremely important to me.
12:30 p.m. Right now, we’re also giving tours to
government or public health officials who are interested
9:40 p.m. I finally have a chance to sit down and respond
in seeing how we’re running these drive-thru clinics.
to emails. I take care of any outstanding urgent matters
Today, we have a State Senator’s representative coming.
for work, and often I’ll sneak in a Hallmark movie in the
We’re happy to share our blueprint for these events
background. It is a brief moment of downtime before
and everything we’ve learned along the way so other
tomorrow’s clinic. n
organizations can host similar events. We also hope some of
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A SHOT OF
HOPE

LEARN THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE VACCINE
Vaccination has been a trusted and effective treatment of viruses
for over 200 years. The COVID-19 vaccine is the proven way to
stop the spread of the disease. When your turn comes, having the
vaccine will protect you, your loved ones and your community.
To understand the facts about the vaccine, visit
memorialhermann.org/shot-of-hope

Advancing health. Personalizing care.
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