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Dianne Avey ~

One night on my nursing shift in the cardiac intensive-care unit, I received
a new patient from the operating room: an eighty-eight-year-old woman who had
suffered a major heart attack and had just undergone emergency coronary-
artery bypass surgery.

Her bed was wheeled into the room along with the usual accoutrements: six
different IV drips, a ventilator, an aortic balloon pump and various other
lines and monitoring devices. Her name, I saw on the chart, was Mrs. Green.

The young surgeon took me aside.

“I don’t care what it takes, just keep her alive for twenty-four hours,” he
told me, clearly more worried about his surgical-outcome stats than he was
about Mrs. Green’s welfare. The hospital and insurers kept data on these
procedures; it didn’t look well for a surgeon to have too many patients die
during or right after surgery.

“No problem,” I replied confidently and went right to work, adjusting drips
to maintain her blood pressure, cardiac output and heart rhythm.

Despite my efforts, Mrs. Green’s health status remained very unstable. Her
heart was extremely weak, and she showed signs of brain damage.

We seasoned nurses had a term for patients like her: “electric corpse.” We’d
been around long enough to predict who would survive and who wouldn’t. I
guess it was a protective mechanism–a macabre way of distancing ourselves
from the harsh realities of the ICU. In the face of her fragile condition, I
did what I was trained to do: scientific medicine.

Until a nursing assistant wheeled in Mrs. Green’s husband.

A tiny man with a white shock of uncombed hair, he was clad in a tweed suit
coat and dark grey trousers, neatly ironed. I’ll never forget the look on his
face.

He’d been waiting for more than ten hours to see his wife. She was pale,
lifeless and hugely bloated. A line or tube emerged from every body orifice,
real or created.

Although her appearance must have shocked him, he didn’t show it. Seemingly
oblivious to the cacophony of computers and equipment, he maneuvered his
wheelchair up to the bedside, focusing intently on her all the while.

Gently, he brushed aside the IV lines and took her puffy, bruised hand,
cradling it as if it were the most exquisite thing in the world. He gazed
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into her pale, swollen face, then the corners of his eyes creased deeply into
a warm smile that spread across his face.

Although he must have known how gravely ill she was, it didn’t seem to
matter. I could tell that he’d thought he might never see her again, and
that, even in this terrible state, she was his angel. They’d clearly been
together for a very long time, and I knew I was witnessing something special:
a complete devotion that had spanned their whole lives.

Something deep inside of me cracked–something that had been waiting for this
moment to emerge. My confident, efficient, competent self gave way before it.

I started crying in great, heaving sobs. Tears ran down my cheeks and neck,
along my stethoscope, down the front of my blue scrubs. I couldn’t stop them.

I’m a professional! I’m not supposed to lose it like this! I scolded myself.
I’ve seen hundreds of patients die; I can handle one more.

Nothing, absolutely nothing worked. The tears just kept streaming out of me.

I realize, now, that it was the pent-up stress of years of being
“professional”–not letting myself feel the sadness, rage and bitterness that
were an inevitable part of my work–that literally brought me to my knees that
morning in the cardiac ICU.

Mr. Green turned to me. “Are you okay?’ he asked.

“I’ll be okay,” I assured him. “I just need a minute.”

I struggled to my feet. Glimpsing my tear-stained reflection in the mirror
across the room, I knew that it was time to do something different with my
life. While I’d been recovering “hearts,” as we called these patients, I’d
been ignoring my own.

Finally, I pulled myself together, made my way over to Mr. Green, knelt down
beside his chair and took his hand.

“Can you please tell me about your wife?” I asked.

“Mary and I have been married for sixty-two years,” he said, then told me the
rest of their story–six decades of love and dedication. They’d weathered many
storms, including losing a son in Vietnam. They’d been true companions; best
friends.

When he’d finished, I took him down to the end of the bed, by Mary’s feet–the
only part of her body that was free of tubing and lines.

I handed him a warm washcloth. Tenderly, he scrubbed her feet clean of the
yellow antiseptic, then rubbed thick white lotion over them and between her
toes. Finally, I helped him to cover her feet with a warm blanket. He seemed
pleased; I knew it would be his last act of service to his wife.

A few months later, I left critical care and began working with terminally



ill patients in their homes.

For three years I worked as a hospice nurse, continuing part-time while I
attended graduate school to become a nurse practitioner.

I’ve never forgotten the lessons I learned in the ICU that night.

I know now that seeing people only as patients, or as data sets to be
manipulated, is a way of warding off the human intimacy that true healing
demands.

I realize that acknowledging another person’s humanity also means admitting
my own fragility and mortality.

And I look for ways to practice small acts of kindness that can bridge the
divide between my patients and myself–knowing that these acts can be as
simple, and vital, as holding a hand or washing a loved one’s feet.
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