I Saw A Man Die Today

Email:  February 25, 2004 
Dear Mom, 

 

Today was not a good day.  I had a clinical rotation at the Emergency room of our indigent hospital, on the trauma side.  Actually, today was the first time in my life that I really questioned by abilities as a nurse and my profession. There is no good ending.  

 

I arrived at the Emergency department at 0530 and began rotation.  I paired with a ER nurse and we set out to see patients.  My first patient was a GI bleed/ Hepatitis C patient, then a diabetic ketoacidosis patient and then an overdose patient.  Things were crazy but controlled.  

 

At 0840, the call center informed us that a trauma was coming in. I assumed it was not severe since it was labeled a level 1.  We (the trauma team) were preparing our room when they told us it was an MVA (motor vehicle accident) coming in from White Deer.   

 

They arrived and transported a 42 year old male as the only survivor of the wreck.  The wife and 6 year old child were dead on arrival.  The male was the driver of the car that had rolled 6 times, then hit a large pivot sprinkler.  The 42 year old Hispanic man was bleeding profusely from the head.  There were no other visible injuries to the body.  I assisted in transferring him from the paramedic stretcher to the hospital bed.  During the transfer, blood splattered on all of us on the transfer side.  We worked frantically, taking orders from the doctor while we tried to save the man.  The doctor ordered me to suction the patient’s nose due to the amount of blood coming from the intubations tube and nostrils.  

 

For over 90 minutes we tried to save this man’s life with blood, fluids, IV, ventilator breathing, etc.  Nothing was really working.  Until now, in my mind, this was a patient, and I was a programmed nurse working everything I knew to get a blood pressure in the normal range, decrease bleeding, and stabilize his heart rate.  That is all I was thinking about.  

 

Then, Dr. B said the swelling was too severe and he is not going to make it.  At that moment, and only for a moment, I was relieved.  He was suffering and that would be over.  
Dr. B then said the family was there and the unit clerk would be bringing them in shortly to see the patient.  Shortly became less than 3 minutes.  I quickly rolled up two pieces of gauze and inserted them into the patient’s nostrils to hide the bleeding.  
The mother of the patient came in.  She began to cry softly at first, then very loudly. Then the 9 year old son came in.  His soft whimper of a cry broke my heart.   I felt nauseated and sick. 
For the first time since the trauma began, I looked down at the patient and saw a real person, with a family whose hearts were breaking.  For the first time, I saw their hearts as spirits or souls, not just an organ. There is much difference between the two.    

 

Mom, she cried like I cried when I thought I was going to loose Keeli.  The nine year old son was devastated and cried so hard.  It was awful. I heal people’s pain daily with medication, a cast, band aid, or even a hug.  There was nothing I could give these people and nothing I could do to make them feel better.  This was really out of my control and I felt as helpless as they did. 

 

He died and I cried.   I cried for awhile and then I got the dry heaves.  I cried for several reasons.  Did I do everything right?  Is there something else that I could have done?   I cried for him and for the sadness of his mother and his son.  

  

I question whether or not I should continue with school.  I chose to go back to get my BSN only so I could get my practitioners license someday.  I have seen lots of people die, both children and adults.  I have administered oodles of CPR and saved some lives and lost some. 
But today was different.  To see this man’s mother and son break down really bothered me.   Maybe I am no good at this anymore.  My colleagues, who are exceptional in what they do, were able to handle this with grace and I even heard them laughing later in the day.  I spent thirty minutes in the bathroom with my head in the toilet and then cried silently most of the day.  
Mom, I don’t consider myself a baby or even too soft hearted for this job, but today I couldn’t control my emotions.  It just really was not a good day.
Love,

Staci  

 



Dear Staci,
I pray every day that God will give me wisdom, compassion, kindness and honesty.  Today, he’s allowed me to see all of those qualities in you.  

One of the greatest comforts in a time of sorrow is to know you’re not alone in your grief.  
You said you cried first because you wondered if there was something more you could have done.
I think you’re wrong about that.  I don’t think it was the nurse in you whose heart was breaking – it was the Mother.  Thank God, you still have those feelings and can show them.  You will likely never know how comforting it was for this man’s mother and son to see a medical professional who obviously felt their grief.
There is a time for professional detachment . . . to ensure competent treatment . . . and a time for compassion and kindness.  You had them all at precisely the right time. 
Had you lost Keeli, wouldn’t you have needed to see medical staff who recognized the impact of losing a child and not simply swept away to the next task?  Wouldn’t you remember the nurse with tears in her eyes and not the ones who just stared past you?  Wouldn’t you know then, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that this nurse did all she could have done to save your child?  I think you cried first and most for the broken hearts of this mother and son.  

Professionally, you know you did all you could and it simply wasn’t enough.  The head injury was too severe.  You said you did feel a moment of relief and I’m sure that’s because in your heart you must have known the patient deserved not to suffer any more.  Death is a natural transition from this life into another. While those of us still here must deal with missing them, our loved ones really have gone home to the arms of the One whose love is more comforting than anything on this earth could ever be.  

You are blessed with so much more than medical know-how.  You have heart and so far, you haven’t let your medical training overpower that.  Today, God gifted you again.  Through the tragic loss of a young Hispanic man, you saw into the heart of his mother and son.  I hope you’ll never forget that feeling and will continue to see each patient and their family in the same way.  Every person deserves the best care you can provide but they also deserve the compassion and kindness you’d give to your own family.  

You have done far more to make me proud than I could ever say but my proudest moments are ones like these – when professional latitude allows genuine compassion to rise to the top.  I’m sure that mother and son have told others about the nurse who cried and how much that meant to them.  
Don’t ever consider abandoning your dream.  What a loss to the medical world that would be. 

Love, 

Mom

