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Nursing 
Strong
DNP Student Jessica  
Kensky’s Background  
Helped Her Recover  
From the 2013 Boston  
Marathon Bombing



Losing both her Legs in the 2013 boston Marathon  
boMbing hasn’t stopped Jessica KensKy froM continuing her  

nursing education at the institute.

an advanced 
degree in
perseverance

By JoAnne BArKer



perseverance

   essica Kensky walked into a room full of MGH 

Institute nursing students and faculty, and Massa-

chusetts General Hospital nurses, and relaxed. It was 

good to be among people who could understand the 

complications she experienced after being caught  

in the Boston Marathon bombing, which severed her 

left leg and profoundly wounded her right. 

In the five years since then, Kensky and her husband, 

Patrick Downes, who also lost a leg in the attack, have 

shared some of their darkest hours to raise awareness of 

disability and the long-term impact of violence. The 

Boston Globe during that time ran several articles on the 

couple’s long and difficult recovery, but other media 

outlets wanted a more uplifting story. As her recovery 

dragged on, Kensky bristled when she saw boiled-down 

narratives of survivors triumphing over evil. Such 

depictions, in her view, did more harm than good. 

So when she sat down on a small stage at Partners 

HealthCare headquarters in Somerville, accompanied by 

Downes and her service dog, Rescue, Kensky was more 

than happy to talk about the minutiae of her almost 

five-year ordeal. She warmed to questions like “What 

treatments were most effective for managing pain?”  

and “What were the most helpful and least helpful things 

clinicians did during your recovery?” The audience 

laughed when she described sending “spies” to her 

husband’s hospital room to check on his care, and they 

nodded when she described the times when her nursing 

knowledge made things worse because she knew  

exactly what could go wrong. 

The event, which started with a screening of the docu-

mentary Marathon: The Patriot’s Day Bombing, in which 

the couple play a starring role, was both an educational 

opportunity for IHP faculty and students and a warm 

welcome for Kensky, a student in the School of Nursing’s 

Doctor of Nursing Practice program.

The bombs and their aftermath

Kensky went into nursing for the same reason as  

many who choose a health career—after seeing a family 

member cared for. In her case, it was seeing her father 

deal with cancer. The treatments were successful and his 

cancer went into remission, but she never forgot what  

it was like to not know what was going on or to wish that 

someone would explain the seemingly disconnected 

aspects of her father’s care. By 2013, newly graduated 

from Johns Hopkins University School of Nursing, she 

had a job on the hematology/oncology bone marrow 

transplant unit at Mass General that enabled her to do 

that and more. “I had a lot of job satisfaction working at 

the bedside,” she recalls now. “I had great colleagues, was 

learning a ton, and providing the kind of care that had 

inspired me to go into nursing.” 

Kensky worked a 12-hour shift the day before she and 

Downes traveled to Copley Square to cheer on the 

Marathon runners. The following day, she woke up in a 

hospital bed. For an experienced nurse, the setting felt 

familiar, but the perspective was jarring, unfamiliar.  

“To see the inside of the bedrails,” she trails off. “I just 

remember staring at them because it felt so wrong.” 

A blur of surgeries and pain followed. Her left leg was 

gone, her right leg riddled with shrapnel, and it seemed 

every other day technicians wheeled her into the operat-

ing room, where surgeons would remove more scraps  

of metal and grit from the damaged tissue. To make 

matters worse, she and her husband had been separated 

in the confusion following the blasts—Kensky had been 

transported to Boston Medical Center, Downes to Beth 

Israel Deaconess Medical Center. They remained apart for 

two weeks until she was stable enough for the move to a 

hospital bed across town where they were reunited. It 

would be the start of a 4 ½-year journey of recovery, of 

gains and setbacks, tears of pain, tears of joy, and one that 

saw the addition of a third member to their family—

Rescue, a black Labrador service dog who has played a 

major role in her recovery.

Kensky’s nursing acumen served her well as weeks 

stretched into months and then years. She knew how to 

ask the right people the right questions to get the best 

possible care. During intermittent times when she was 

not hospitalized, her skills enabled her to administer IV 

antibiotics and dress her and her husband’s wounds. 

Other times, though, she would have preferred to turn 

down the volume of knowledge that was running through 

her clinical brain. When Downes was scheduled for 

surgery to have a flap of skin from his back grafted onto 

his residual limb, Kensky struggled not to let her mind go 

to the worst place. “I had taken care of free-flap patients 

at Johns Hopkins and seen them clot off,” she says. “I’d 

seen flaps fail and patients rushed back to the OR to try 

to save them. I’m sure my husband was terrified too, but 

it can be a blessing to not know the worst-case scenarios.” 

J

Kensky’s nursing acumen served her well as weeks stretched into  
months and then years. She knew how to ask the right people the right  

questions to get the best possible care. 
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His surgery was successful, and Downes started to adapt 

to his prosthetic leg. But the damage to Kensky’s right leg 

refused to heal. Fifteen months after the blast, she was 

admitted to Walter Reed National Military Medical 

Center in Bethesda, Maryland, hoping that surgeons 

experienced in blast trauma might have a better chance 

of saving her remaining leg. After more failed surgeries, 

however, the surgical team told the couple that a second 

amputation was probably the best chance for Kensky  

ever to walk again without pain. “Even after I made that 

excruciating decision, it was just…” Her voice falters as 

she recalls the infections, the bone spurs, a terrible 

fall—complications that extended her stay at Walter Reed 

for three years. 

The ongoing pain and disappointments drained her 

emotionally. Some days, the woman known for her sense 

of humor and optimism didn’t have enough energy to 

return her mother’s phone calls. “I never realized 

depression could be so dark,” Kensky told the audience at 

the Institute event. 

To her frustration, the winding, uncertain path of 

recovery was something the media generally glossed over 

or ignored. “As humans, we want things to be good or 

bad,” she says, describing an issue of People magazine 

that came out seven weeks after the bombing. On the 

cover are three survivors, smiling proudly. All three had 

lost a leg in the attack, and yet they all looked ready to get 

on with their lives. It was not what she was experiencing 

at that time. “Patrick and I were still in the hospital  

when it came out. Those survivors probably wanted to be 

triumphant and done just as much as the country wanted 

us to be. That’s an easier narrative. But it can do more 

damage when you don’t let people know that for every 

triumphant moment, there are going to be setbacks and a 

need for help to cope with that.” 

Something as simple as going out for a walk with their service dog Rescue is something Downes and  
Kensky are not taking for granted. 
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At the 2016 MGH Institute Gala, Kensky  
received her five-year anniversary pin from 
her nursing colleagues at Massachusetts  
General Hospital, including Molly Higgins 
(middle back) and Jeanette Ives Erickson  
(far right), who was the hospital’s chief  
nursing officer.

So even when Kensky would have preferred to curl up 

into a ball, the couple continued to share their story, 

hoping that doing so would help more people understand 

the realities of recovery: the highs, the lows, and every-

thing in between. 

Nursing provides a lifeline

When her colleagues on Mass General’s oncology floor 

Ellison 14 learned that the attack had seriously injured 

one of their own, their nursing training kicked in, 

turning the power of their shock and grief into action. 

Immediately, they started pooling their vacation time  

for Kensky, an initiative that quickly spread throughout 

the hospital. “It went all the way up to President Peter 

Slavin,” says Jeanette Ives Erickson, who was the hospi-

tal’s chief nursing officer at the time. “Everyone wanted 

to make sure that the last thing Jessica and Patrick had 

to worry about was money or health insurance.”

Her nursing colleagues, meanwhile, strived to keep 

Kensky connected to the profession she loves. Oncology 

nurse Molly Higgins had co-founded Caring for a Cure  

in 2011, a fund designed to offset the cost of patients’ 

needs that fall outside the bounds of traditional health 

care and to cheer them up, such as buying a frappe for 

someone undergoing chemotherapy, or flowers for a 

spouse. Now she was determined to help increase the 

fund’s size and capacity. 

In 2015, Kensky obtained 10 marathon bibs from the 

Boston Athletic Association’s survivor program and 

donated them to Caring for a Cure, enabling Higgins to 

launch a team of nurses to run the 2015 Marathon. 

Kensky coached them from afar as they raised funds and 

trained. “We set up a special Facebook page, and she 

would send us messages to encourage us and tell us how 

proud she was of us,” remembers Higgins. In three years, 

with Kensky’s help, the fund has tripled in size. “It  

ended up being this beautiful way for me to stay in the 

loop and have something to contribute,” Kensky says. 

Surgeries and schoolwork

As Kensky endured one medical setback after another  

at Walter Reed, Ives Erickson would gently bring up the 

subject of her future. “Jessica loved being a nurse,” recalls 

Ives Erickson, who is now chair of the Institute’s Board 

of Trustees and has a faculty appointment at the school. 

“But we both knew her mobility challenges would make 

it very difficult, probably impossible, for her to be a staff 

nurse.” Ives Erickson, who earned her Doctor of Nursing 

Practice in 2011 from the Institute, urged Kensky to 

pursue a doctorate because it would enable her to remain 

in nursing while providing more career options. 

Even when Kensky would have 
preferred to curl up into a ball, 
the couple continued to share 
their story, hoping that doing  
so would help more people 
understand the realities of  
recovery: the highs, the lows,  
and everything in between.
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“Jeanette told me, ‘I don’t think we could use you to  

your full potential without an advanced degree,’” says 

Kensky, who felt hesitant about taking on something  

new during her ongoing struggles. But her mentor’s 

words lit a fire. Kensky signed up for an online class and 

discovered the intellectual challenge provided a break 

from her daily grind. “I’d be recovering from surgery or 

lying in bed elevating my residual limb, and I got to put 

on my nursing cap,” she says. The remote class structure 

also gave her a respite from her identity as a bombing 

survivor: “I was just Jessica, a nurse in this class, and it 

was a relief to be anonymous.” 

“I didn’t know who Jessica was at first,” says Margie Sipe, 

director of the DNP program and the professor who 

taught Kensky’s first class. “She didn’t tell me.” Eventu-

ally, Kensky opened up about her situation, and the two 

started having weekly phone conversations that helped 

ease her apprehension about starting the program. 

Nonetheless, Kensky did question the wisdom of her 

decision. “There were times that I was going in for 

surgery and I was trying to figure out when I was going  

to hand in my midterm and I would think, ‘What  

am I doing?’” she recalls. “But every semester I would  

re-register, and I would have another great experience, 

and it just kind of continued.” 

After lengthy discussions with Sipe and Erickson,  

Kensky chose the adult gerontology track with a focus  

on acute care. “It was hard to know what track was 

reasonable, or what kind of job I could do when I didn’t 

know what my physical baseline would be,” says Kensky. 

“ I don’t think it makes sense  
for us to have survived the 
bombing and to have gone 
through what we’ve gone 
through and not be happy.”

“I took my best guess and figured I could change my  

mind as I went along.”

Coming home and looking ahead

Kensky and Downes moved back to Cambridge for good  

in 2017, four and a half years after the attack. They were 

happy to return to Greater Boston, a source of unwaver-

ing support, and to their “Boylston Street family”—the 

fellow survivors who shared and understood their 

journey. Returning, however, was bittersweet. “Leaving 

the safe, comfortable community at Walter Reed was 

more difficult than we anticipated,” she says, referring to 

both the physical and emotional challenges of living fully 

independently for the first time since the bombing. 

Several MGH Institute nursing students attended the 
talk Kensky gave in April at Partners HealthCare
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Last October, Kensky returned to her unit at Mass 

General, where she now provides patient education 

and advocacy 20 hours a week. For Higgins, the unit 

feels whole again. “It felt like there was a missing 

piece the whole time Jessica was gone,” Higgins says. 

While Kensky enjoys working with patients, albeit 

not providing primary bedside care, it reinforces  

her decision to earn her DNP. “My worst day physi-

cally is when I can’t wear a prosthetic and I’m in my 

wheelchair,” she says. “I need a job where that’s not  

a big deal.” 

Attending classes on the Institute campus in the RN-to-

DNP program has given her a chance to reorient herself 

to nursing in a safe environment. One of her courses,  

for instance, required the class to practice physical 

assessments. “The other students see Jess the person, not 

Jess the person with a disability,” remarks Sipes, who 

adds the past year has been one of important transitions 

for Kensky. “She is a beautiful, smart, energetic person. 

Once her classmates got over the first interaction, that’s 

what they see.” 

This summer, Kensky is embarking on her first clinical 

rotation, at Dana Farber Cancer Institute. She may end up 

working with oncology patients or she might go into 

rehabilitative nursing, an area she now knows so much 

about from first-hand experience, to see if she can build 

on its strengths and address some of its weaknesses.  

“My heart is still in clinical work, so if I find a place where 

I can meet those physical demands, that’s what I would 

lean toward,” she says. She knows for certain that her 

nursing background—an asset most patients lack—was 

instrumental in helping her navigate the health care 

system, so whatever else she does, she will focus on ways 

to make health care more accessible for everyone. 

Meanwhile, the people around her have no doubt she  

will use her degree to improve things. “She and Patrick 

have already accomplished so much since the bombing,” 

says Higgins, referring to the couple’s ongoing outreach, 

legislation they helped pass with U.S. Senator Elizabeth 

Warren to make it easier for civilians injured in terrorist 

attacks to receive care at military hospitals, and the 

recent publication of their children’s book, Rescue and 

Jessica: A Life-Changing Friendship, that served as a way 

to write about her struggles while giving young readers a 

better understanding of how a physical disability like 

losing one’s legs doesn’t have to define one’s life. 

The question of her future is starting to come into 

sharper focus, too. When a student at the documentary 

screening asked what she wanted to be doing five years 

from now, she didn’t hesitate. “I want to be working in  

a clinical role in a meaningful way with patients.” And 

when another student asked what mattered most to her, 

she answered, “Happiness. I don’t think it makes sense 

for us to have survived the bombing and to have gone 

through what we’ve gone through and not be happy.” 

For Kensky, nursing and happiness go hand in hand. n

Their children’s book debuted at No. 5 on the  
New York Times’ children’s book list when it was 
released this spring.
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