


ighteen years ago, I stepped up on a stage to receive my college diploma after a four-
year courtship with the nursing profession. The deed was done - consummated, so 
to speak. Like a new bride, I now had some new initials to add to my name, initials 

,__....... that would change my life forever. I beamed as radiantly as any new bride with the 
knowledge that I had made the right choice. The only possible choice. I was that 
certain. 

With all the high hopes ofyouth, I looked at you, the nursing profession, and 
believed I had found a lifetime of truly meaningful work,job security, and a chance 

to make a real difference in the world. I couldn't wait to get started. 
I never would have guessed that eighteen years later I would be writing you this "Dear John" 

letter. 
The title of"Registered Nurse," not unlike the title of"wife," seems inadequate in describing the 

selfless and devoted commitment I've had with you for all of these years. Did I say eighteen years? 
Where did the time go? And why now, after all these years, have I decided to put down my weapons 
and walk away? Sometimes I feel so empty and defeated. But nurses, like good wives, are not 
supposed to feel this empty and defeated. They are supposed to remain endlessly enthusiastic and 
compassionate. Compassionate with everyone but themselves. 

I liked it better when I still cared enough to fight. When I was still naive enough to think I could 
change things. That's the scary part-finding out how truly impotent and helpless I've been in this 
relationship. Oh sure, there were a few rare moments when I knew I had really made a difference 
in a patient's recovery, but that was in spite of you, not because of you. Somewhere deep in my brain 
I knew that, but I brushed it aside and went on undaunted, never daring to criticize you. Just like 
a good little wife. I guess I made the age old feminine mistake of opting for security, rather than 
showing the world what I was really made of. 

But always, there were mortgages and car payments and dental bills to be paid. And everyone 
was so quick to point out that nursing was such a "nice profession .. .for a girl." So,for a while, it 
honestly seemed easier to put up with you than to risk the uncertainty of leaving you. 



"Finally, I am brave enough to confront you ... and to leave you. J d esene bet/ e1:' ' 

Even after realizing 1ha1 you will prob· 
ably never change. I convinced myself 
that it was far more practical to iolernle 
your archaic and headstrong attitude 10-
ward me than lO s1an over again wilh no 
financial security. At this point, I am too 
world-weary to work up lhe stamina to 
stan my life over again. I don 't want lO 
have to go back to school to study some-
thing I am not interested in, but which will 
somehow prove me more wonhy in the 
male-dominated hospital world. Sadly, 
you don ' t recognize compassion, tender-
ness, skilled observation, gut instincts and 
nunuring as "rewardable" or "document· 
able" traits. And God knows, if it can't be 
documented, it can't be rewarded. 

And yet I am cenain that I don't need 
to redefine my goals. They are still the 
same as they were the day I stepped up on 
that stage in the college auditorium. I still 
want to use my talents to nunure and help 
heal the sick and ease their suffering. The 
only difference is that now I expect to be 
respected and compensated for these things 
- not exploited. 

But, like men who yearn for the chau-
vinism of "the good old days when wom-
en knew their place," the nursing profes-
sion is sadly unenlightened. And that 
leaves me very little choice. I've cheated 
myself of a lot of precious years and I will 
only ch.eat myself of more of them if I 
don ' t change the course of my life now, 
this very minute. That 's notto say that the 
failure of our relationship is entirely your 
fault. I admit that I contributed. 

that said, "lfl give even more, surely I will 
get something back." But relationships 
don't work that way ... and neither does the 
nursing profession. In fact, it is the antith-
esis that holds. 

The more I gave, the more I was 
expected to give. I am embarrassed thal it 
took me this long to realize it. 

I am so confused. I hear that you have 
been running around desperately compel· 
ing to attract other nurses. You have spent 
enormous sums of money financing re-
cruitment trips overseas to countries like 
the Philippines, Ireland and Pueno Rico, 
where the women haven't gotten the mes-
sage yet of how much more they deserve 
for being a pan of this very demanding 
profession. You have poured money into 
newspaper, radio and television adver-
tisements, trying to make marriage to you 
look exciting and romantic and well-re-
warded. It 's the old story. If only you had 
invested some of that generosity at home, 
with the people who loved you and were 
committed to you from the stan, you 
wouldn't be in this pickle right now. 

I have no sympathy for you. You 
have offered us everything but dignity. 
Like a long marriage that finally ends on 
a sour and exhausted note, I see that the 
end is near. The "honeymoon" years, 
when it was all so new and exciting and I 
had so much to learn and to give, are long 
over. I'm tired and I don't want to fight 
any more. 

I said that I take some of the blame 
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Now, there is one more thing. Final-
ly, I am brave enough to confront you ... and 
to leave you. I deserve bener. I truly hold 
no grudges. All these years with you have 
led me down a road of self discovery 1 

might otherwise have missed. And cwn 
though things didn't work out for us. 1 
sincerely wish you luck and hope 1h,i 
someday you, and every other female-
dominated profession like you, will come 
to appreciate and respect the nex t comm i1-
1ed professionals who come along. 

I regret only that I must leave my 
patients behind to fend for themselves. 
They don '1 deserve this war and I'm sorrJ 
for them -really I am. Bu11hey' re going 
to have to find another way to survi w. 
And so will 1. 

My very best wishe,. 

Joan Brad1 
Yes, I went into this profession with 

my eyes wide open. I knew about the price 
I would pay: the long hours, the rotating 
shifts, working weekends and holidays 
while the rest of the world was at play. I 
was willing to pay that price. I cared. I 
was ready to give, to nunure, to work hard. 
But I don ' t remember vowing to be treated 
like a servant, a scapegoat, a doormat. I 
was only seventeen when I made the deci -
sion to spend my life with you, but I 
expected there would be some give and 
take. There was. I gave and you took. So 
I gave more. using that old female logic 

and I do. I never really stood up for myself 
or respected my own needs. I never really 
learned to identify and communicate my 
own needs as a human being. And by the 
time I finally had the maturity and confi-
dence to recognize the subservience of my 
role, I was too angry to be taken seriously. 
You simply labeled me a chronic com-
plainer and turned a deaf ear on me. 

P.S. I am taking back my "maiden nanw" 
of Joan Brady. It has a nicer ring to ii 1han 

30 

I am so sorry thal ii has come to this. 
I really wanted it to work ... to spend a 
lifetime with you. But I've done a lol of 
growing in the last eighteen years and that 
can ·1 be bad. Even idea li stic, big-hearted 
nurses must eventually catch on to the 
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Can This Marriage 
Be Saved? 

• • • 

Your "Dear John" letter has been referred to me. I want to thank you for sharing 
the experience of your pain and disillusion with your once-beloved "John" these past 
18 yedrs. 

As a relationship counselor, I have a bias in favor of stable, long-lasting and 
satisfying relationships, in general, and in a nursing career professional marriage like 
yours, in particular. I would like it to work. 

However,you have described a relationship with John that has lost trust and mutual 
respect. There are some marriages where it is too late to bring healing and rapproche-
ment and where the partners find it healthier and ego-syntonic to separate. Sometimes 
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Can This Marriage 
Be Saved? 

Dear Joan ... A Response 
to "Dear John" 

continued from page 32 

'''til death do us part" refers to the death of 
the marriage. the killing off of commit-
ment _and love, the destruction of a part-
nership that has become so ungratifying 
that leaving it is the only way for the 
aggrieved and grieving spouse. like you 
Joan, to survive. 

You sound firm and determined in 
your decision to separate, but I feel you 
will need help in working through the 
separation process in order to cope with 
the loss. Hopefully, you will learn from it, 
so that when you meet a new love, as you 
probably will, you will not repeat the same 
patterns which led to your di senchant-
ment and defeat with John. 

We don't come into a marriage look-
ing for a divorce, even with prenuptial 
agreements - in the guise of union con-
tracts-that protect ournegotiating rights 
and defend us against being dismissed 
summarily. 

You came to John with a romantic, 
happily-ever-after image of your life to-
gether. You tended to ignore, deny, di-
minish and rationalize those difficult 18 
years, and then became overwhelmed by 
them. All marriages/careers have prob-
lems to solve, conflicts to work through 
and differences to reconcile. 

Did your idealized image of John and 
your own unrealistic self-image as a self-
less, dedicated martyr allow you to have 
input and control in the complex health-
care system? You had a four-year nursing 
education 18 years ago. Did it prepare you 
for the future? How have you kepi your-
self informed of the trends and changes 
John has been experiencing? Have you 
adapted your skills, your philosophy, your 
profess ional networks, in order to be 
strengthened in your relationship with 
John, rather than to be subjugated and 
enslaved by the hurtful, non-caring atti-
tudes that you describe? 

You feel that John does not care about 
you, about your patients (children?), about 
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You will always _have what these years 
of ded1ca11on, devotion and commiimem 
lo John have given you. Yinue is sup-
posed to be its own reward. But in Man 
and Superman, George Bernard Shaw said 
"Self-denial is not a vinue; it is only ih~ 
effect of prudence on rascality." 

This is not the time for self-denial; ii 
is a time for your own self-actualization. 
The feelings of bitterness and frus1ra1ion 
with John have, hopefully, taken you 1o 
another level of awareness, one where you 
will leam to work and trusl ano1her pan-
ner, and incorporate that experience. 
knowledge and energy into the risks of a 
new life. 

Will John change and learn to value 
and appreciate you? The change mus1 
start from within you, but you have a righ1 
to expect a change in your panner as well 
- it's a two-way street. 

We 're working hard to crea1e a revo-
lution in nursing, Joan, and we 're sorry IO 

lose you. You will find other ways 10 

survive, as will your patients, and John. 
Wewishyouwellandwewillmissyou. 
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Summer 1993 art 2 text 

Dear John 

By Joan Brady 

Synopsis -Breaking is hard to do , says one nurse who decided to “divorce” nursing. 


