
In 1988, Cecelia Krokenberger left her hometown of 
Rochester, NY, to spend the summer as a floating nurse 
at Martha’s Vineyard Hospital. Working in a recovery unit 

adjacent to the ER, it wasn’t long before Cecelia developed 
an appreciation for Boston MedFlight’s transport of 
critically ill patients—including a neonate born 10 weeks 
premature—to the tertiary care centers they needed.

“Many people on the island don’t understand that this 
is their lifeline,” Cecelia says. “People without a medical 
background might not realize how important it is to get to 
a Boston hospital quickly. When every moment is critical, 
do you want to take the 40-minute ferry and then drive 75 
miles to Boston? Or do you want to take a 20-minute ride in 
a helicopter?” 

Cecelia went back to Rochester at the end of the summer, 
having already fallen in love with Martha’s Vineyard. A few 
years later, after meeting and marrying her husband, Fred, 
the couple began spending several weeks a year on the 
island. As the years passed and they had children, Kurt and 
Rachel, their visits grew longer. 

In July 2011, Cecelia, Fred, and Rachel—now 17 years old—
arrived at Martha’s Vineyard, anticipating a leisurely five 
weeks in the place that had become their second home. But 
Rachel wasn’t feeling well. She had worsening abdominal 
pain, which ultimately prompted a trip to the Martha’s 
Vineyard Hospital ER. After a CT scan revealed swelling 
in her digestive tract, Rachel was sent to Mass General 
Hospital in a local ambulance via the ferry. 

“At Mass General they told us she was stable,” Cecelia 
recalls, “and suggested we take Rachel back to New York for 
a colonoscopy.” After a full GI workup in Rochester, Rachel 

was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease. She would see a 
specialist in 8 weeks. Meanwhile, having been prescribed a 
mild steroid, a strong antibiotic, and Tums, Rachel’s doctor 
said she would be fine returning to Martha’s Vineyard. 

Except that she wasn’t. The new medications brought 
Rachel some relief, but she was still unwell. After two 
more weeks, Rachel woke up one Friday morning with 
more pain than usual. “I chose not to tell my mom,” Rachel 
recalls, “because I knew she would take me to the ER. 
But throughout the day the pain got worse, until I had no 
choice but to tell her.”

“We’ve got this”
Back at Martha’s Vineyard Hospital, the ER staff was unable 
to get Rachel’s pain under control. Reluctant to perform 
another CT scan just weeks subsequent to her first one, 
they admitted her for overnight observation. “They were 
giving her one narcotic after another,” Cecelia says, “and 
nothing was touching her pain.” 

In fact, Rachel’s pain was worsening. “The feeling was 
indescribable,” Rachel says. “It was like nothing I had ever 
experienced before. I thought that the pain itself would 
kill me. The nurses eventually refused to give me any more 
pain medication, saying that they had given me enough to 
kill a full-grown man. It made no sense that at 90 pounds 
I was still writhing in agony after all that medicine. The 
nurses were scared and thought it would be too dangerous 
to give me anything else.” When the doctor arrived, he said 
that Rachel simply had Crohn’s disease and he couldn’t do 
anything to help her. Convinced that something more than 
Crohn’s disease was causing her daughter such suffering, 
Cecelia advocated for another CT scan.

Fifteen minutes after Rachel’s scan, her hospital room filled 
with anxious medical staff. The CT revealed that Rachel 
had a perforated bowel and her appendix had ruptured. 
She was becoming septic and needed emergency surgery. 
Boston MedFlight (BMF) was summoned to transport 
Rachel to Boston Children’s Hospital.

“A lot of my memories from that night and morning are 
fuzzy,” Rachel says, “but I will never forget when a woman 
from BMF came into my hospital room. She was so nice and 
had this huge smile on her face. I can still picture her long 
blonde hair hanging in a braid behind her back. Of all the 
details of that night, that’s the one I remember the most. 
I’m not sure why. Maybe because I was so scared, and she 
assured me that everything was going to be okay. I was 
finally able to relax. She was so confident and sure of what 
she was doing that I felt like I was in good hands for the 
first time. She took complete control of the situation and 
things moved quickly from there.”

Cecelia expresses similar feelings about BMF’s arrival. 
“Once they walked into her room, there was this sense 
of relief that help was finally there. They exuded an air of 
confidence: ‘We’ve got this.’ It was then that I could begin 
actually hoping that my daughter wasn’t going to die.”
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Déjà vu all over again
But the Krokenbergers weren’t quite done with Boston 
MedFlight. In late June 2019, Cecelia woke up unwell after 
a night of little sleep. She had indigestion and felt out of 
sorts. Fred was returning to the island on the ferry that 
morning; Cecelia picked him up and they went to have 
breakfast together. But she had no appetite and couldn’t 
drink her tea. Deciding that she needed fresh air, she got 
up to go outside—and passed out. 

An ambulance transported Cecelia to the ER at Martha’s 
Vineyard Hospital. Conscious again, she felt better, but a 
blood draw showed that Cecelia’s cardiac enzymes were 
elevated. Her father and his brothers had suffered massive 
heart attacks at the age of 50—a number Cecelia had 
surpassed—so this news was cause for immediate concern. 
She needed to be admitted to a hospital in Boston. As she 
recalls, an ambulance would have been appropriate for her 
transport, but all were out on other calls, so BMF got the 
nod. 

“When they told me that BMF was en route, I was so 
relieved, knowing I’d be in Boston in a matter of minutes, 
transported by a highly competent medical team. It didn’t 
take long for them to arrive—and then I was at Brigham 
and Women’s in 20 minutes.” Cecelia was diagnosed with 
migraine-induced vertigo and small blockages, but much 
to everyone’s relief, no  heart attack.

“I will forever be grateful to Boston MedFlight,” 
Rachel says. “It is crucial that they continue to 
do what they do to save lives and deliver the 
same care and compassion that I was so lucky 
to receive.”
Cecelia is also graciously effusive in expressing her 
gratitude for the care that she and Rachel both received. 
“BMF’s health care professionals are human beings on the 
frontlines for patients in the most critical condition of their 
lives. They have the power to control the situation, save 
a life, and shape a patient’s road to recovery. And that’s 
exactly what they do.”

Boston Bound
Cecelia would fly in the BMF helicopter with Rachel while 
Fred took the ferry and drove to Boston. Appropriately 
medicated, Rachel was able to sleep during the trip. 
Relieved that her daughter was no longer in agony and 
comforted by the BMF crew, Cecelia recalls the surreality of 
looking down over the Vineyard. “I remember flying over 
the water and looking out at this beautiful sunny day and 
this beautiful water, this island I love—and under such scary 
circumstances. But I felt such calm and relief.”

The helicopter landed at 
Brigham and Women’s, 
and Rachel was rushed to 
Boston Children’s where 
a surgical team was on 
standby, equipped with 
the up-to-the-minute 
medical information that 
BMF provided along the 
way.

“I would not be alive today 
if it weren’t for Boston 
MedFlight,” Rachel says. 
“Not only were they able to transport me quickly to a great 
hospital capable of addressing my needs but their attitude 
was everything; their compassion and care not only saved 
my life but put my mother at ease. To us, BMF was more 
than just emergency transportation. They went out of their 
way to make sure we felt cared for. Good health care isn’t 
just about treating sick people—it’s also about comforting 
the sick and their families during very difficult times in 
their lives.”

After 5 hours of surgery, Rachel was stabilized. The worst 
was over. After two weeks of hospitalization, she was 
discharged and returned home to Rochester with her 
parents. After a period of tutoring and healing, she was 
able to return to class, graduate from high school, and 
then go on to complete a BA in international studies at 
Providence College. Today, Rachel is 25 and lives in Los 

Angeles, where she 
works as a junior 
publicist. She has 
continued to battle 
Crohn’s and other 
issues related to the 
disease. Despite these
health challenges and 
chronic fatigue, Rachel 
is able to live her life 
fully, and, according 
to her proud mother, 
“handles it very well.”
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