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​ Prologue

April 1968

The white walls were sterile looking, the
floors shiny, clean, even glistening as I entered into Canton
Children’s Hospital. The smell of antiseptic was exuding into my
olfactory senses.

There was an overweight nurse in a starched
uniform, white nylons and a blue sweater. A white cap stood firmly
on her head; I was frightened of her. She had a stern look, her
body movements showing she was clearly in charge.

I was sixteen-years-old at the time. It was
ten p.m. on a Friday night and I had talked my friend Richie into
taking me to see my fourteen-year-old sister, Denise, in the
hospital. She had been diagnosed with scoliosis two years before;
she had a severe 90-degree curve up her spinal column that a brace
couldn’t correct, so she needed surgery to straighten the curve.
She was going to lie flat in bed for the next nine months; of
course, I had to see Neasie! But I had to sneak in. Visiting hours
were on Saturdays and Sundays only, from one to four p.m.
Unfortunately, I had to work both those days as a waitress at the
Continental restaurant in Cambridge. I was a junior in high school,
and only could work weekends, so I planned to sneak in, see Neasie
for the first time after her surgery.

Oh, how my heart ached for her! My little
sister, she and I “the dividends” as my mother used to call us “the
two children I never thought I’d have” as our mother Mary Connors
used to say. So, of course, on that balmy April night I went to see
Neasie.

Richie was hesitant, he said, “We have to
sneak in, that’s not a good idea and my dad let me borrow his car,
I might not have it back in time, let’s not go Kate.” But I begged,
pleaded with him. “Please, Richie,” I said. “I only want to see
Denise’s face, know she’s alive.”

But as we approached the building, I wondered
if I had made the right decision. The lights were out … doors were
locked. But I had courage; I pressed the doorbell to her unit as
perspiration appeared on my forehead. “Nerves,” I said, “be brave,
it’s for Neasie.”

I don’t know if the pounding was real but I
heard the heavy steps of the large nurse appearing, both the cap on
her head and her feet appeared bigger than life. She opened the
door slowly, looked at me intently. I said, “Sorry to be here so
late but my sister had surgery, back surgery and I want to visit,
her name is Denise Connors!”

The nurse looked at me, then at Richie. Her
large frame suddenly softened, a smile appeared. “I’m sorry,” she
said, “the ward is quiet, Denise is asleep, and could you come back
tomorrow?”

Tears came to my eyes. “No,” I said, “I have
to work, please let me in; I just need to know she’s okay.”

I wish I could remember her name. But this
scary nurse, this wicked witch of the west transformed herself into
the good witch, as in the Wizard of Oz. “Okay,” she said, “be very
quiet and only for a minute.” I slowly walked inside. My shoes
sounded heavy as I walked on my tiptoes, looking into each room as
I passed; darkness, quiet and peaceful. The nurse hugged me as she
showed me Denise’s room.

“You’re a good sister,” she said. “Denise is
lucky.”

I could see the silhouette of Denise’s body
as the night-light shined on her. She was lying still, a back brace
intact, and her breathing shallow. She looked so long and skinny,
she had been through so much in the last two years. The doctors had
stretched her body, literally put her on a board and pulled her
spinal cord! Then a back brace for a year, hoping that would get
rid of her curved spine. Instead, she was made fun of in school,
laughed at and ridiculed. In the end the brace didn’t work, her
curved spine never improved. Finally the spinal fusion, the last
resort.

I walked over and placed my hand on her
shoulder, her head turned towards me, her green eyes slowly opened.
“Neasie, it’s me, Katie,” I said. “I’m here.”

I knew she thought it was a dream but she
held my hand regardless. Denise looked over to her left side,
towards the other bed that was occupied. She said, “That’s Mary
Beth, she had the same surgery as me.” Mary Beth didn’t stir, her
stillness made me wonder if she was breathing. But then I noticed
her cast covering her upper torso, the slow movement as she inhaled
and exhaled. She almost looked angelic.

Something clicked that very moment, I wanted
to help make Denise and Mary Beth better, heal their shattered
bodies and make them laugh. Their little fourteen-year-old faces
looked so needy, so vulnerable. I couldn’t put words to my feelings
that night as I left, but I knew I wanted to do more than just
visit. I wanted to be part of that nurse’s life, the lives of the
sick and helpless, to make things better. I wanted those
fourteen-year-old girls to be walking again and I wanted to be part
of it. Thus, my thoughts of a nursing career began.

 


 



Chapter One

​ A Whole
New World

May — 1969

A cloud of black and white mortarboard caps
momentarily blocked the sun and floated down as the warm spring air
filled with a tumultuous roar, the exultant cheers of 400
graduating Waverly High School students. I was one of them. It was
reality. I was seventeen-years-old, embarking on a career as a
nurse and ready to leave high school behind. It had been a tough
senior year, college boards, NLN’s (National League for Nurses
Exams) and trying to finish my senior year with a respectable
grade.

The problem was I didn’t get accepted into
any R. N (Registered Nurse) programs or college level schools. So,
I applied to several

LPN (licensed practical nurse) programs and
was admitted to all of them. I chose Shepard-Gill. Shepard-Gill,
located on Newbury Street in Boston was an eighteen-month program
that went right through the summer. Two prestigious women who were
very successful within the nursing community ran the program.

So, in the midst of the Vietnam War,
moratoriums and Wood-stock, I headed to Newbury Street to enter a
whole new world. I was frightened about leaving home, my safe nest,
separation from my family and friends. My father teased me. “Kate,
you’ll be three miles from Waverly. What’s the big deal?” The fact
was I was scared to death! Was this what I really wanted? I was so
uncertain! I think I would have preferred to work for a year then
go to school. But I wasn’t sure. My boyfriend of four years, Bill,
was also leaving and joining the Marines. He was going to Basic
Training that September. I would miss him and my predictable,
comfortable life. Why did everything have to change? Yikes, I’m
only 17; I don’t want to grow up!

I remember in mid July my mother taking me to
the bank “Okay, Katie,” she said, “you need to withdraw some money,
and you need to make the first tuition payment. You’re going to
school.” I had argued with her for two weeks before on how I should
wait, think it over, go to Woodstock with my sister Irene.

“No!” Mary Connors said. “You, young lady,
are going to become a nurse!” God, did I hate her for about twenty
seconds; her fiery green eyes were telling me I had no choice!
Yikes again!

The middle of August we packed up my
belongings and headed to Boston. My dad felt sad; he looked sort of
guilty, possibly thinking maybe I should have taken the year off.
He reached into his pocket; I heard the familiar sound of the
change clinking around. The quarters were saying “give them to
Katie.” He dumped out all of his change, handed it over to me and
said, “You better study. This is your last chance; call me to let
us know how you’re doing.” My dad had been unhappy with my academic
performance in high school. C’s and B’s. He started to give up on
me, told me I liked to party too much. He was a Harvard graduate
and wanted excellence from his children. I had been the
disappointment in the family. As he handed me the change the look
on his face said, “This is your last chance, don’t screw up.”

Newbury Street is a beautiful section of
Boston, full of two-hundred-year-old buildings rich with history
and character. As we walked into 22 Newbury, I marveled at the
place, the high ceilings and mahogany banisters that led us up to
my third floor dormitory room.

My roommate Trisha had already arrived. She
was unpacking, placing her pictures on her bureau. I immediately
noticed her boyfriend was a Marine. She proudly held his photo in
front of her; I wondered if she was as homesick as I was feeling. I
already missed my friends! I pictured my old hangouts: Friendly’s,
Victory Field, Palfrey Hill, I wanted to run back to my parents’
car, back to my old life. Before I wimped out, Trisha started to
tell me her boyfriend was in Vietnam, had been for six months. I
knew at that moment I would stay in school, not run; if Trisha
could do it so could I. I told myself to be brave; the sadness I
was feeling would dissipate.

My mother, who had been lingering, stood up
and decided to go. “OK Katie you’ll be fine, toughen up; don’t
forget you’re half Scottish.” I looked at my dad, full of County
Kerry, and tears came to both our eyes. He knew my thoughts, what I
was feeling; he knew the Irish in me was stronger than ever. He
hugged me and said, “You’ll make a good nurse, just like your Aunt
Teresa.” I pictured my Aunt in her white uniform, her large frame
lumbering around her house, taking care of my Uncle Frank as beads
of sweat appeared on her forehead, her smiling at me and saying,
“nursing is hard work, no money in it, your feet kill you at the
end of the day, you truly have to love this profession to get into
it.”

I watched my parents walk down the steps and
out to their car from my front window. The tears wouldn’t stop. I
went to my suitcase; lifted out my Rosary beads my godmother had
given me for my confirmation. I put them in the pocket of my jeans,
hoping the Blessed Mother would give me strength for the next
twenty-four hours.

 


 



​ Chapter
Two

Reality

From the minute I started nursing school to
the very last day it was nursing, nursing, and nursing! From one
clinical rotation to the next we lived and breathed life and death
illnesses and healing. The first three months were all academics of
the nursing profession. I learned more about Florence Nightingale
and her friends then I needed to know. We learned about the history
of nursing, medicine, had a tour of Mass General hospital showing
us the first nurse, first doctor and the first Operating Room, all
adorning one wall of the hospital. Our academics included Nursing
101, Pharmacology, Microbiology, Anatomy and Physiology, and Music!
Music? We all said “why?” Trisha and I laughed so hard when we
found out we wouldn’t graduate unless we passed music! Once a week,
on Friday afternoons we had to sing as one of the instructors
played the piano. The school dog, a little French poodle, would sit
at the instructor’s feet, probably laughing, not keeping a straight
face like the rest of us.

This scenario was too much for my
personality. My laughing fits and bad attitude almost got me thrown
out of school. But I begged, pleaded and promised to sing and not
laugh. I apologized for being immature; I did not want to face the
wrath of my parents if I got tossed out of school, especially in
the first month! My father had told me I was a risk and probably
wouldn’t stay in school, that’s why my parents made me pay for the
first half of my tuition. So I knew I couldn’t screw up! I was
learning so much in the first three months. While my homesickness
would sneak back occasionally, I loved school and was too busy for
my feelings to interfere with the learning process. I was intrigued
with learning the function of every organ of the body and about
diseases. How anyone stays healthy with all these illnesses, I
thought. Pharmacology was my hardest subject; I always had trouble
with math and I found it difficult to figure out dosages and
formulas. But I had persevered and it started to become easy to
me.

Boston could be a scary place too. I had
grown up in suburbia and always had felt safe walking home late at
night, but in Boston I felt I had to be with someone. Whether true
or not, my imagination had bad people on every corner. I did feel
safe in the cozy and student friendly pizza parlor across the
street from school. My classmates and I would frequently go there
for lunch or an early dinner. But come to find out there were drug
deals going on … money being exchanged for marijuana, heroin and
speed. I saw it at night from my large picture window and these
longhaired men and women intrigued me, these bell bottomed
entrepreneurs. Of course, it was a world foreign to me. I felt
sorry for them, night after night exchanging money for drugs,
sometimes the same people, and often time’s new faces would
appear.

One fall evening, about two months into
school, I ran across the street to use the pay phone. I saw this
young handsome guy, looking weird, paranoid, swiveling his head
from side to side, as if someone was after him. I went into the
pizza place to get a Coke first and then headed to the phone booth.
Once inside I dialed my girlfriend Nancy’s phone number. I had been
talking for about thirty seconds when the young man started banging
on the phone booth. “Get the fuck outta there,” he said, several
times. He was becoming more and more crazed looking, his eyes wild,
pupils enlarged. I knew he was high on something. I hung up the
phone and moved out. Slowly. A wonder, as I was almost paralyzed
with fear!

“Who were you talking to on the phone about
me, I’ll fucking kill you,” he snarled.

I still couldn’t move, I prayed and then
calmly said, “I was talking to my girlfriend. I wasn’t talking
about you.”

He replied, “This is my fucking phone booth
little girl, don’t ever use it again.”

“Okay, okay,” I said as I walked away, and
then started running. Fear propelled me, as I was never so
frightened in my life.

That was my initiation into city life … a
scary life of the late 1960s and early ’70s. A world awash in new
drugs, frightening drugs that brought a whole new meaning to
“getting high.” As I started my nursing career, I never realized
how devastating this was going to be for our generation and the
next thirty years.

 


 



​ Chapter
Three

Party Time

The homesickness I had experienced was gone,
gone, gone! I was having so much fun I couldn’t believe I had been
missing home a mere three months before!

At Shepard-Gill, we had a curfew of seven
p.m. Seventy students would get their pajamas on, talk, laugh,
study, and hash over our day. My cheekbones would hurt from
laughing so hard! I felt I was at a pajama party every night!
Before a big exam we’d study for hours on end, sneak into the
kitchen about 10 p.m. and eat! Eat! Eat! I put on fifteen pounds
the first three months.

The continuous academic life was coming to an
end. December was near and we had to move on to the hospitals we
would be training at. Shepard-Gill affiliated with three large
Boston hospitals, Massachusetts General, Beth Israel and New
England Baptist. I was hoping to go to Mass General, a
world-renowned facility with over one thousand in patient beds. But
I found out two weeks before our “capping” that I was assigned to
Beth Israel. The good news was my roommate Trisha would be joining
me. More good news was that Beth Israel was up the street from
Kenmore Square, a section of Boston with quite a bit of nightlife,
bars and dancing. My eyes lit up when I heard the stories from the
girls who graduated before me. “Go to K-K-K-Katie’s or Lucifer’s,”
one girl said, “These bars are great and the boys are hunks.”
Although I was excited about this new era in my life, a way of
socializing, meeting new people, having fun, I knew I had to buckle
down and study, continue to do well in school or I would have to
face the wrath of my father. I was expected to be another Aunt
Teresa.

I managed to pull off a B+ average, which was
very good for me. I felt good about myself academically and knew I
would succeed. I would miss the friends I made at Shepard-Gill as
they headed off to different hospitals. I knew we would see one
another, visit from time to time, but we’d miss the camaraderie we
shared on Newbury Street.

It was the middle of December. I was packing,
getting ready to go home for the holidays. I couldn’t help noticing
Trisha on her bed, tears in her eyes, looking at her boyfriend’s
picture. He had been in Nam for nine months; I put my hand on her
shoulder and said, “Only three more months and he’ll be home.” I
realized my boyfriend Bill was coming home from Paris Island soon.
Being a Marine, he would be heading over to Vietnam. I could feel
it; there would be no escaping it. Trisha brushed her hand over her
boyfriend’s picture and said, “He’ll be okay.” But we both knew
that he might not be okay. My brother in-law, Paul, and some of his
friends were in Nam, too, fighting, trying to stay alive. There had
already been much causality, so we knew things might not be okay. I
remember walking near the Prudential Center one sunny fall day. An
Army nurse recruiter had a table outdoors and was recruiting nurses
and encouraging future nurses to join the service, maybe go to
Vietnam. I read through one of the pamphlets and how they made Army
nursing sound so exciting! Go to war; help where you’re really
needed! But I was in such denial. I said to myself, this war would
be over before I’m out of school. They don’t need me. I was only
eighteen not wanting to face death — the reality of the situation;
but others were and I knew Bill would be over there soon.

So, we were “capped” on December 20th 1969. A
capping is a ceremony that gives the student nurses a right of
passage into the world of nursing, where she would embark on a new
career of helping and healing. Candles were lit, caps were placed
on our heads and I remember feeling so proud! The cap had a velvet
blue ribbon across the front, signifying we were students; upon
graduation, a black ribbon would replace the blue velvet.

My dad took me, some friends and family out
to eat at a fancy restaurant after the ceremony and from there, a
party at my house.

Two weeks later I was heading up Brookline
Ave in my yellow Volkswagen towards Beth Israel; my car full of
clothes, albums and pictures. I parked in front of the dorm,
butterflies in my stomach, awaiting another change. I looked over
at the hospital and realized I couldn’t wait to take care of my
first patient! A really sick person I could help back to
wellness!

I was in awe of Beth Israel as I took a walk
towards the hospital. Its building took up part of Brookline Ave
abutting Massachusetts College of Art. I would be in Boston, one of
the biggest medical Meccas in the world.

Beth Israel was founded in 1916 by the Boston
Jewish Community to meet the needs of the growing Jewish immigrant
population. It had over 500 in patient beds, largely made up of
medical/surgical patients with a growing pediatric and obstetric
unit as well as an Emergency Room. I looked over and saw an
ambulance, its siren wailing, screech to a stop. The paramedics
quickly rushed a patient into the Emergency Room. God, I
thought, I can’t wait to get started, I just want to be part of
this crazy, exciting world!

I unloaded my car and attempted to pass the
House Mother in the dormitory but she wouldn’t let me by without a
lecture. She was a middle-aged woman, who looked slightly
disheveled and grumpy, but once she smiled at me, her personality
changed. Her name was Maggie and she had been House Mother to
nursing students “forever” as she put it. “Listen Sweetie,” Maggie
said, “the curfew is at 7 p.m. on weekdays, 11:30 p.m. on weekends,
and I get cross if you disobey.” I started to laugh. She said, “I
can tell by the look in your eyes, you’re going to try and break
the rules.”

I teased her back and said, “You know me
already? Uh, you’ve been talking to my buddies back home?” We
laughed together but I knew she wouldn’t be an easy one to fool.
She looked older than her fifty years; worn out, but she turned out
to have a joyful spirit. When I loaded the elevator with all my
belonging and was about to close the door, I saw Maggie flirting
with the janitor, not a care in the world.

When I reached my dorm Trisha was already
there and my girlfriend Sue. We didn’t have to be in the hospital
until Monday morning, in uniform to meet the administrative people
at 7 a.m. Sue and Trisha looked nervous, anxious. I said, “Okay,
guys. Get on your dancing shoes. We’re going to K-K-K Katie’s to go
dancing!

Trisha said, “Oh, Katie, you’re already
starting. We should get ready for Monday.”

“Oh, no,” I repeated. “It’s Saturday night
we’re going out.” As we were leaving, I told Maggie we’d meet
curfew.”

“And if you don’t?” she replied

“We’ll be on time; God knows I don’t want to
deal with your Irish temper!” She only shook her head as she saw
the three of us head to Kenmore Square. I remember my
eighteen-year-old mind thinking I was totally ready for excitement,
fun, challenges and risk taking (which I did best) and learning how
to be a nurse. Nothing was going to stop me. Two mornings later, I
was raring to go as I dressed in my starched uniform blue and white
striped and a long white bib covering the uniform. And of course, a
sweater, a blue sweater was mandatory with white nylons and white
nursing shoes. Trisha told me to get the full affect of our
$6-a-pair nylons (that helped the blood flow to our legs) we had to
lay on the bed and keep our legs straight as we put them on. The
two of us with our uniforms and white bibs, struggled, legs in the
air trying to get these nylons on. I was laughing so hard and
hoping no one would walk in and see our legs flailing in the
air!

We met in a large solarium on one of the
floors, being greeted by administrators and their welcoming
committee. As the days went on with all these meetings the only
thing that kept going through my head was let me take care of
somebody, that’s what I’m here for. I wanted to scream with
frustration. But there was a whole week of meetings, introductions,
rules and a tour of the hospital and finally our schedules for the
following week. All the students would be starting out on medical
surgical floors for the first three months and gradually move on to
the different areas such as Pediatrics, Obstetrics and Psychiatry.
By Friday night, I was ready to roll! “Okay, guys. K-K-K-Katie’s
again!” So, that was it, weekends in Kenmore Square, partying, some
drinking but not getting out of control. Well not that out of
control, at least we were always on foot.
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