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H E A L T H  &  W E L L N E S S

Local Couple’s Efforts Provide 
Peace and Comfort in Difficult Times

by THERESA SULLIVAN BARGER

After doctors told Gary and Jocelyn 
Doyens that they wouldn’t be able 
to save the life of their 2-month-old 
daughter, Caroline, the couple and their 
3-year-old son gathered by her bedside 
to say goodbye.

The wheels squeaked as hospital staff rolled over a 
cloth partition to separate them from the other families 
in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) in Yale-New 
Haven Children’s Hospital. Their nurse disconnected their 
premature baby from the machines that had been keeping 
her alive.

“What was terrible about the cloth partition, it 
signaled to all the parents in the room that something was 
bad. They were asked to leave the room,” Jocelyn says. 
“You wanted to hold onto your baby as long as you could. 
You knew you had to let go eventually because parents 
had to come back in the room to see their babies. And so, 
there was really no place for us to go.”

The nurse who had cared for their daughter held her 
briefly, then gave her back to Jocelyn.

“And then I realized,” says Jocelyn, her voice 
cracking, “that fathers needed to hold their babies too, 
and I gave her to Gary. She took her last breath in her 
dad’s arms.”

Aware that other families wanted to return to their 
babies, the couple felt rushed packing up and leaving 
– without their daughter. While the Doyens felt the 
medical staff took excellent care of their family, the New 

Haven couple wanted to do something to express their 
appreciation and protect others from their fate.

“For us, we decided that the one thing we wished we 
had was a private space, where we didn’t feel rushed, 
where we could cry, where we could take our time,” Gary 
says 20 years later. 

They wanted to provide a peaceful, home-like room 
within the Yale-New Haven Children’s NICU where 
parents could have private conversations with their 
doctors, caregivers and spiritual advisers. Through 
donations and a fundraiser, they worked with a designer 
to outfit a room to comply with hospital regulations while 
looking and feeling like a living room. Friends suggested 
calling it Caroline’s Room. 

Thanks to a federal grant, 11 hospitals in seven states 
contain Caroline’s Rooms, including one at Connecticut 
Children’s Medical Center in Hartford. 

Nearly 500,000 babies are born prematurely in North 
America (the U.S. and Canada) annually, according to the 
March of Dimes. In an average week in Connecticut, 64 
babies – or one in 11 – are born prematurely. In 2016, 9.4 
percent of babies born in Connecticut were premature, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control. Nationally, 
9.8 percent were premature.

At Connecticut Children’s NICU, babies lie in 
isolates several yards apart, with each baby connected to 
monitors. Visiting parents hold their babies in their arms 
or, if infants can’t leave the isolate, parents extend a hand 
through a side opening so their baby can grasp a finger. 

A Room of
Their Own
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Jocelyn and Gary Doyens, of New Haven, wanted to express their gratitude for the care their premature daughter Caroline 
received while in the Yale-New Haven Children’s Hospital Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. They decided to donate a room that 
would give parents a private space to meet with doctors, to cry and, if their baby passed away the way their daughter did, to 
say goodbye to their baby – the one thing they had wished they’d had. They’re pictured here in the Caroline’s Room at Yale-
New Haven Children’s Hospital.  Photo by Tony Bacewicz

Their Own
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Background sounds include 
babies crying, phones ringing, 
people talking, loudspeakers 
calling and monitors beeping. 

Premature birth is stressful on 
parents, infants and their siblings, 
and a NICU is akin to a trauma 
center, research shows. Lessening 
that trauma has long-term benefits 
for families, says Dr. Marilyn 
Sanders, a neonatologist at 
Connecticut Children’s Medical 
Center in Hartford and professor, 
Department of Pediatrics, 
UConn School of Medicine in 
Farmington.

In a paper published in the Journal of Perinatology in 
August 2017, Sanders wrote that the toxic stress babies 
and their parents experience in the NICU can have lasting 
negative effects on their health. 

All mammal infants need a care provider who is 
consistently available, who is attuned to the baby’s needs 
and who is in both physical and emotional proximity to the 
baby, Sanders says. 

Can a room with a couch, a couple of comfy chairs, 

table lamps and artwork make a 
difference to families grappling 
with the heart-wrenching 
experience of having a baby in the 
NICU? It’s an oasis, say mothers 
and healthcare providers. 

“Caroline’s Room can be a 
bridge for a family,” Sanders says. 
“It can be a place where families 
can go for quiet conversation 
and to care for a baby while 
convalescing. There aren’t a lot of 
places in a traditional NICU where 
parents can go for a quiet place.”

At Connecticut Children’s, 
the room includes monitoring 

equipment and a sleep sofa, so parents can stay with their 
babies the night before they’re scheduled to be discharged. 
If there is an emergency, the parent just has to pull a cord 
and a NICU nurse responds immediately. 

A Room with Many Uses
Each hospital is encouraged to use the room in a way 

that works for its patients. At St. Vincent’s Women’s 
Hospital in Indianapolis, Indiana, the 87-bed NICU reserves 
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Premature birth is stressful on parents, infants and their siblings. Providing a private room within a hospital’s NICU can make a powerful difference 
in how a family gets through this challenging, often painful experience, says Dr. Marilyn Sanders, shown here in the Caroline’s Room at Connecticut 
Children’s Medical Center’s NICU, where she is a neonatologist. Photo by Tony Bacewicz

‘Caroline’s Room can be a 
bridge for a family. It can be 
a place where families can 
go for quiet conversation 
and to care for a baby while 
convalescing. There aren’t a 
lot of places in a traditional 
NICU where parents can go 
for a quiet place.’

– Dr. Marilyn Sanders
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its Caroline’s Room for families experiencing a major crisis 
or loss of their baby, says Debra Beynon, NICU nursing 
director. Once life-saving care has been removed, families 
may take as much time as they need in the room to hold 
their baby and be together as a family in a private, soothing 
space.

Meanwhile, at Connecticut Children’s and Yale-
New Haven Children’s the room fulfills a host of needs. 
When Jennifer and Kevin Kugelmas’ twins were born 
prematurely on Feb. 29, 2016, at 26 weeks, the Fairfield 
couple basically lived out of Caroline’s Room at Yale-New 
Haven Children’s. They met with their doctor in that room, 
slept there when their son Jack’s condition deteriorated and 
waited in the room while their 1-month-old daughter Josie 
had emergency surgery.

“With Jack and Josie, they were both pretty critical for 
a little while there. It was scary and we were emotional. We 
were able to cry in there without strangers looking at us,” 
Jennifer says. “It makes a big difference to have the privacy, 
with all these scary, awful things you’re hearing about your 
children. I just found it a nice place to take a breath. Hearing 
the alarms constantly is incredibly stressful. … Not having 
to hear it for a couple of minutes was very calming. Also, I 
could be right there if I needed to be.” 

When their son was about 9 weeks old, their doctor told 
the couple he wouldn’t survive. Jennifer and Kevin took 
turns alternating between Jack’s bedside and sleeping in 
Caroline’s Room, and it served as a waiting room for family 
members who came to say goodbye to Jack. 

“If we didn’t have that room, I wouldn’t have left the 
ICU for days on end, because I would not leave him. They 
had to almost force me to go into the room to sleep,” she 
says. 

For other families, the room allows for sibling bonding 
and provides a haven to parents torn between meeting their 
infants’ needs and their older children’s needs.

When Amannda and Ed Ramsdell’s third son, Michael, 
was born June 1, 2015, at 27 weeks, he weighed 2 pounds, 
2 ounces. During the 98 days Michael was in the NICU 
before going home, the South Windsor couple tried to keep 
the family routine as normal as possible for his brothers 
Matthew, 4, and Jack, 6.

While her children were in school, Amannda stayed with 
her baby. She went home to have dinner with her family 
and put her boys to bed, then returned to the Connecticut 
Children’s NICU for a few hours. She used Caroline’s Room 
to pump her milk, rest, clear her mind, reset emotionally and 
physically and escape the activity and sounds of the NICU, 
without actually leaving the unit. (Before being admitted 
into the NICU, everyone must scrub in, a process which 
takes at least three minutes.) 

When Matthew and Jack visited, one boy stayed in 
Caroline’s Room with one parent, while the other visited 
his baby brother with the other parent. This permitted them 
to bond with Michael without Amannda worrying about 
whether they were disturbing other families. 

“Having them be part of it allowed them to grow 
with it and process it rather than not seeing it and fully 

H E A L T H  &  W E L L N E S S

While their mom was with their baby brother Michael in the NICU at Connecticut Children’s, big brothers Jack, left, and Matthew 
posed for a selfie with their dad, Ed Ramsdell in Caroline’s Room. The private room gave them a place to be themselves so that it 
would be easier to be quiet for the few minutes they visited with their brother. Photo courtesy of the Ramsdell Family. 
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understanding what happened,” she 
says. “Caroline’s Room gave them 
a place where they could relax and 
be themselves and we could spend 
time together as a family.” 

Earlier, when Michael was 3 
days old, Amannda and her visiting 
parents walked into the NICU and 
her baby was going into cardiac 
arrest.

“I didn’t know what to do. I 
stood there crying,” she says. “I went to Caroline’s Room. I 
called my husband. We stayed in Caroline’s Room until the 
doctor came.”

She was grateful for the privacy the four walls gave 
them. They discussed whether to get him baptized, and 
before the priest baptized Michael, he talked with the family 
in the privacy of that room. 

“That room, honestly,” Amannda says. “It was a 
lifesaver.” 

While most preterm babies eventually go home with 
their families, some don’t make it. Caroline’s Room 
provides a private refuge to say goodbye and grieve. 

Mary Diaz Raymond, a nurse manager in Connecticut 
Children’s NICU, helped a family of Mexican heritage 
fulfill their tradition of bathing their daughter’s body in 

white rose petals. Diaz-Raymond 
placed a tub on the floor, filled 
it with petals, and she and the 
father knelt beside the tub and 
bathed the infant. Her mother and 
other family members sat nearby.

“That’s an experience I’ll 
never forget,” Diaz Raymond 
says. 

Today, Gary and Jocelyn 
have two children, Jordan, 23, 

and Campbell, 16. They’ve launched a line of USA-made 
luxury pantyhose, called Frangi Pangi, that they hope will 
help fund more rooms. The Doyens are working to raise $1 
million so that at least one hospital in every state will have a 
Caroline’s Room.

The couple never imagined their gift would lead to 
multiple rooms across the country. 

“The stories that come out of this NICU at Yale, they 
bring tears to your eyes, but also this sense of purpose,” says 
Gary, with a catch in his throat, his eyes moist. “The idea 
that this little two-pound life could be positively impacting 
families, and will be impacting families’ lives forever, it’s 
just kind of extraordinary.” 

To learn more, see CarolinesRoom.org. 

H E A L T H  &  W E L L N E S S

Caroline’s Room provides 
a private refuge to say 
goodbye and grieve.

Caroline’s Room at Connecticut Children’s Medical Center.

http://www.myfrangipangi.com/
http://www.carolinesroom.org/
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