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To anyone whose life has been changed by their love for a child

This memoir is based on real experiences; however, to protect the privacy and confidentiality of individuals, names and identifying details have been changed. In some cases, events have been altered or combined for narrative purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.






Author’s Note

I began writing this book several years ago after I gave a speech in the College of Anaesthesiologists, which recounted a memorable young patient and the unique care that a colleague had given them. A number of people present found the story moving, and suggested that I capture some of my experiences for a wider audience.

During the time of writing, issues around the funding, organisation and delivery of children’s health services have come sharply into focus in Ireland. This focus is welcome and should result in substantial improvement. Children have no vote and pay no tax. The consequences of decisions made on their behalf can be lifelong, seeping through generations of families.

There is a deep well of compassion and love for children in our health service. I believe this book speaks to that and gives a sense of hope to where we find ourselves.






1. Casting the Die

‘Wisdom begins in wonder.’

Socrates

A doctor is often asked why they chose their path in life. On tough days it’s a question you ask yourself. Everyone has their reasons. As a teenager, I was heading towards writing or art after school, but something happened that changed my direction, though I didn’t realise its impact at the time.

Even before I veered towards becoming a doctor, though, one of my early memories is of my mother propping up my youngest sister, Louise, to breathe. I was nine years old. We were wild with excitement when our little sister arrived, a gap of seven years between this gorgeous baby girl and the rest of us. But at five weeks old, she got whooping cough. Too young to be immunised, she was vulnerable to infection. Dr Kelly, our GP, diagnosed it when my mother brought her to him: she was coughing so much, she couldn’t keep milk down.

Sitting in the kitchen with Louise on her lap, my mother would hold her upright when she started coughing. She cupped the baby’s head in her hand and tapped her gently on the back. She would count how many seconds of silence had passed with our baby sister not breathing – until finally, with little blue lips, she took in a loud, whoopy breath. The silence waiting for her next breath was terrifying. Even as children we knew that something very bad was happening. It went on for days and nights.

‘If we get to sixty seconds, I’ll run across to Dr Kelly with her,’ my mother would say to us each time Louise had a coughing spell. My father shook his head silently.

‘I’ll run with you, Mammy,’ I said. ‘I can run fast.’

‘I’ll be out and gone if she stops,’ my mother said, one eye on the closed kitchen door. Terror clutched at my heart.

I’ll run with you, I repeated, in my head.

Louise recovered and grew into a wonderful woman.

My resolve to run and help became my purpose.






2. Mrs Johnson

‘All genuine learning comes through experience.’

John Dewey

Each person working in health and social care has their own reasons for choosing to do so. We humans are walking, talking, breathing ten-thousand-piece jigsaws. We carry fragments of life events, chunky pieces of the people who have cared about us and splinters of those who didn’t care enough. Our choices are complicated.

Several events in my school years shook me to the core. Each generated the same feeling of intense helplessness. Each forged an enduring connection to another’s pain. Those overwhelming emotions directed me towards becoming a doctor. It took me many years to see that.

When I was fifteen, my school embarked on its first transition year. I told my mother I wasn’t going to do it as I needed to leave school as quickly as possible.

‘Grand,’ she said. My mother is an extremely wise woman.

Then she went to a meeting at the school. When she came home, she said, ‘Sister Kathleen says you’re to do this new transition year.’ And so it was decided. Sister Kathleen was a formidable headmistress, and I didn’t stand a chance in a head-to-head with her, especially if she now had my mother on her side. It turned out to be a fantastic year of growth and fun. Along with many other activities, we did two work-experience placements.

First I went to a graphic-design studio in a huge tumbledown Georgian house, run by two totally relaxed artists in woolly sweaters and jeans. It was a wonderful week, making tea, eating chocolate digestives, painting logos and taking photographs. Both men encouraged my interest in art and gave pointers on applying for art courses after I’d left school. Jonas, the quieter of the pair, offered to help put together my portfolio over the summer of fifth year.

The second week of work experience was intended to have a social or community aspect to it. My placement was on the female surgical ward of our local hospital, where the nurses had never before encountered a secondary-school student on a ward and didn’t really know what to do with me. My main tasks that the nursing staff came up with that week were helping older patients eat their lunch, making beds with a chatterbox student nurse called Melissa and changing bedpans. On the fourth day, an older nurse, rushing past me, pointed at a curtain around a bed and said, ‘Go in to Mrs Johnson and take her off the bedpan.’

I went to the bed and pulled back the curtain. I was queen of the bedpans at that stage, all week whipping them out of the bed and carrying them quick-smart to the sluice for emptying and cleaning. Patients were usually just waking up after surgery but were able to lift their hips and generally looked grateful, or almost as embarrassed as I felt. But it felt good to be useful.

That day, something different was going on behind the thin blue curtain. Mrs Johnson was a tiny old lady, her lined face as white as the pillow behind her head. She looked extremely sick to me, with my newly acquired knowledge of patients in hospital. As I peered at her in the gloom cast by the curtain, I wondered if she was dead. ‘Mrs Johnson, I’m here to take your bedpan out,’ I whispered. She opened her eyes but said nothing, and closed them again.

Well, I’d better get on with it, I thought, remembering the somewhat scary nurse who had commanded me to do the job.

I pulled back the old lady’s blankets. What I saw left me feeling faint and for a couple of moments the room spun, waves of nausea crashing down on my head. I did not know that Mrs Johnson had had both of her legs amputated earlier that day, above her knees. In fact, I didn’t even know that it was possible to have both of your legs removed by surgeons and still be alive, in a hospital bed, on the female surgical ward.

Skin-coloured bandages were wrapped around her upper thighs, with blood oozing through the bandages in places. Two drains hung into the bed beside the stumps of her legs, with clots in the bottles connected to the drains.

She must have heard me whimper in terror because she opened her eyes and looked at my horrified face as, transfixed, I stared at her legs. I was stuck to the spot. Neither of us said anything. She started to cry. She cried like a five-year-old child, scared and left alone in the world. To my shame, I stepped away from her bed and pulled the curtain closed.

I stood behind the curtain, in shock, the thin nylon gripped in my hands. My head swam. I thought I could smell blood. I probably couldn’t but I believed I could. It smelt like the butcher’s on the main street in the town where my mother went each Saturday.

The elderly lady continued to cry. I realised I couldn’t walk away, yet I had nothing to offer her. I went back behind the curtain, sat down in the plastic chair beside her bed, took her hand and she wept for what felt like hours. I chewed my lip silently, swallowing hard. I was fifteen; she was seventy-five. I understand now, as an adult, that we all long to be cared for, and that that longing for care is entangled with our ability to be caregivers. Our common human frailty leads to empathy.

At the end of the afternoon, when it was time to catch the bus home, that senior nurse asked me was I OK. I said yes, which wasn’t quite true. She apologised for sending me in to Mrs Johnson on my own. ‘That’s all right,’ I replied. ‘It was good to be able to help.’ That week no one encouraged me to consider a job in a hospital. By Friday, they all seemed tired, and I was more exhausted than I had ever been.

Mrs Johnson is long gone from this world, but she is one of the jigsaw pieces that are part of me now. Each piece represents a person, and their investment in my life, known or unknown to them. When I sit in the paediatric intensive-care unit, where I now work, with distressed mothers and fathers, sometimes I see a glimpse of their five-year-old selves, feeling such pain and wondering why this horrible thing has happened, wondering who will care for them. I reassure them that we will care for them and that we will try to help with the pain. Often I pause to remember and thank Mrs Johnson.






3. A Stone in My Shoe

‘Let the waves carry you where the light cannot.’

Mohit Kaushik

When I was three years old my family moved to Bray to get away from the spreading city of Dublin. My father continued to work in the city, rising early in the morning and leaving on the bus with the sandwiches my mother had packed. We never did outrun the city completely, but Bray was a wonderful place to grow up. It had a small-town feel, with the bonus of being seaside.

We spent many days on the stony beach, swimming, chasing each other and searching for treasure among the debris washed up by the tide. On the shelf above my bed, I had a box of pebbles collected from the shoreline, kept for their colour or their shape. One of five children, I was a day-dreamer. As a young child I’d hide in a nest of cushions behind the sofa with a book in my hand. Stories filled my growing mind and, through them, I travelled to every corner of the world. My father bought us the Childcraft encyclopedia – all twelve volumes of it – and we leapfrogged from there to more advanced books. Reading was nourishment and solace.

I went to the local girls’ secondary school, a convent run by the Loreto nuns. There, I had a positive experience of education, with a strong flavour of female empowerment fostered by the principal. With Sr Kathleen at the helm, there were debating teams, public-speaking prizes, quizzes, business projects, science fairs and model government groups. In that rich environment, I flourished and considered pursuing my love of words or art as a career. But early experiences with sick people, like Mrs Johnson, were as tiny stones in my shoe. Quietly but relentlessly they pulled my attention in their direction, until I switched my ambition to becoming a doctor. At the time, I didn’t make the connection consciously, but it was a source of worry for my mother when, as a teenager, I began to talk about studying medicine.

With five children in our family, we didn’t have much money, although my dad had a good trade as a compositor with the Irish Press newspaper. He worked as much overtime as he could. He took night shifts for weeks on end, and as a result my mother was the tour de force in keeping everything together. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, whenever I raised the question about university fees and years of study. We were deep in the 1980s recession in Ireland so university fees and a prolonged college lifestyle were out of reach of most people. ‘You get the marks, and I’ll find the money.’ Then she’d laugh, and say, ‘I might have the easier job! You’d better get back upstairs to those books.’

But it wasn’t just the money. Neither of my parents had gone to university and it was seen as a different world. No one knew anyone who had successfully navigated their way into medical school, apart from our GP. Information about going to university was obtained from libraries, teachers and the post office. We had to apply to the county council for a financial grant, my mother sending my father to work with requests for letters about tax and payslips. We deliberated over the endless forms and eventually posted them as the Leaving Certificate exams crept closer.

My mother engaged in the new activity of finding other people in the town who had successfully got a grant to go to college. She would relay updates to me when I came downstairs from studying, to take a break and watch Coronation Street with her. ‘We’ve every reason to be hopeful,’ she declared one evening, after regaling me, in detail, with the story of a man called Cearbhall O’Dalaigh. He was a Bray legend, the son of a fishmonger who had studied law and become Chief Justice of Ireland. Never shy of telling a tale or two, she made this great man sound completely relatable, as though he had grown up next door to us. ‘And if the grant application doesn’t work, I’ll find another way,’ she concluded.

Her indefatigable optimism made me laugh. I suggested I could defer for a year or two, if I was offered a place. I could get a job and save money to start the course.

‘Oh, no,’ my mother said firmly. ‘If you get a place, you’ll go straight away. We didn’t get those kinds of chances,’ she continued, in a softer voice, referring to herself and my dad. She paused, looking at the television rather than at me. I stayed quiet. She came back to me after a moment or so. ‘Life doesn’t give you chances very often. You’ve got to go now.

‘It will be worth the sacrifices.’

As summer came to an end, I was offered a place to read medicine at Trinity College Dublin, based on my examination results. The shiny apple of ambition hung tantalisingly just out of reach. I knew my parents would lift me up to take a bite.

A few days after the exam results had been released, the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland called me for an interview for a full scholarship to study medicine. If I won it, the scholarship would change everything at home.

My grandfather brought me into the city for the interview. It was a gorgeous August afternoon as he parked on St Stephen’s Green. I had never had an interview for anything before and had not known how to prepare for it. At my mother’s suggestion, I wore a navy skirt suit and white blouse, my older sister’s uniform, which she wore working in a bank.

In the front hall of RCSI, my grandfather stopped to chat to every single person, telling each one that we had never been in this imposing building before and that his granddaughter was going to be a doctor. I was mortified, of course, but the pride in his voice was a gift.

A woman ushered me into a long hall. Eight strangers sat behind a table and I peered at them through the muted light cast by windows high above my head. The strangers appeared to be miles away as I walked the length of the hall, my shoes squeaking on the ancient wooden boards. I was trying to breathe slowly and seem calm. Huge oil paintings of men from hundreds of years ago hung on the walls.

An elderly man with a kind face and a deep voice welcomed me and invited me to sit on the solitary chair opposite the table. The interview passed quickly and felt surprisingly pleasant as I relaxed into their curiosity and conversation. The only question I can recall was one man asked why I had chosen art as a subject for my exams and wondered who my favourite artist was. I talked about the drawing classes my mother had brought me to as a small child and the work of Pauline Bewick, which I adored.

As I stood up to leave, my heart thumped painfully as it occurred to me that we hadn’t spoken anything about being a doctor. I felt so young and silly.

‘How did it go?’ asked my grandfather, anxiously, when I emerged back into the warm sunny street.

I shrugged. ‘It was OK, I think.’

The following day, my mum answered the phone to a woman from the admissions office.

‘Oh. Oh, that’s wonderful!’ I heard her say. But then silence.

‘Oh, no.’ Another silence.

‘Is there no chance?’ she asked.

There was silence in the kitchen as my mother stood listening to the woman at the other end.

‘I see. Thank you. We’ll have to think about this.’ My mum sounded serious now. A tiny bit sad, even.

Louise ran into the kitchen with her little friend from across the street. Their excited shouts about a dog running on the road distracted us for a moment. I waited for my mum to tell me what the woman from RCSI had said. I had been awarded a place to study. But not a scholarship.

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘It’s fine,’ she repeated, but I knew she was disappointed. ‘You’re still going to do this,’ she said. ‘We will not let it stop us.’

A couple of days later, a letter from Wicklow County Council arrived, containing a grant offer to cover my fees for six years at Trinity College Dublin. My mother was right. I was going to study medicine and become a doctor. The way ahead was clear: success at university, become a skilful surgeon, find a partner and have a family, travel the world and be content in that life. There is a proverb about making God laugh by telling him your dreams – little did I know what was in store.

But even more than that, little did I know how much that life would change me as a person, and as a doctor. The two became inextricable.
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