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In the early 1990s, former Veterans Affairs (VA) nurse Kristen Gilbert was found guilty of murdering four of her patients – and convicted of attempting to murder two more. Gilbert is suspected to be responsible for the deaths of dozens more veterans who were under her care during her career as a nurse.

“Gilbert is a calculating predator,” read an article in the October 8, 2000 edition of the Boston Globe, “nothing less than a serial murderer in a white lab coat who attacked her victims in at the Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Centre here with needles of poison. She struck, [prosecutors] say, as sick veterans lay in high-tech beds provided by their grateful government.”

“Twisted, but not stupid.”

Born to parents Richard and Claudia Strickland on November 13, 1967, Kristen Heather Strickland was the oldest of two daughters. The family seemed relatively happy, and both children seemed well adjusted. By the time Gilbert was a pre-teen, the Stricklands had relocated from Fall River to Groton, Massachusetts, and appeared to be a normal family.

According to the Boston Globe, Gilbert was, at that time, a typical teenager – she earned pocket money by babysitting the neighbourhood kids, she loved soap operas, she took the bus to school and found her honours classes to be a breeze. A star student, Gilbert even joined the math club, and her date to the 1985 graduation prom at Groton-Dunstable Regional High School was the smartest boy in her class.

“She was not hotheaded or anything like that,” remembered John Moore, who had lived next door to the Strickland family in the picturesque New England village. “She was a great kid – a cute kid. She seemed decent and normal, pretty intelligent, sharp.”

The Moore and Strickland families were tucked away in a private area off Boston Road, and the two families initially began socializing together. Gilbert’s father, Richard, worked as an electronics executive, and Claudia was a part time teacher and a full time homemaker. The families even became relatively close, with Gilbert often taking care of the Moores’ two kids when they all came home from school, until their parents returned home after work.

However, the two families eventually had a falling out – a spat Moore was unwilling to explain in detail to reporters. The relationship fell apart, and one day, the Moores looked out the window to see a moving van parked in front of the Strickland family’s small two storey home.

“Next thing we knew – boom – they’re gone,” Moore added.

Although Gilbert’s early childhood indicated no significant issues, things began to change as she grew older. Friends recall that Gilbert became a skilled liar, and regularly boasted that she was somehow related to Lizzie Borden, a serial killer from the 1800s who had been accused of brutally murdering her father and stepmother with an axe. 

In addition to habitually lying, friends claimed, Gilbert was frequently manipulative. She also had a tendency to threaten to kill herself whenever she was upset, and according to court records, would occasionally even make more violent threats.

Investigators later heard from ex-boyfriends, who described Gilbert as a skilled manipulator, who was “twisted, but not stupid.” According to their accounts, Gilbert was capable of some dangerous, attention seeking behaviour – histrionics that included things like tampering with their vehicles or clawing their skin with her fingernails. 

One of Gilbert’s high school boyfriends even recalled an incident where an upset Gilbert had left a fake suicide note where he would find it, in which she claimed that she’d eaten glass.

Even Gilbert’s father spoke about his daughter’s habitual lying with his own psychiatrist. While Richard Strickland assured the doctor it wasn’t true, he recounted how in college, Gilbert had managed to convince her roommates that her mother Claudia was an alcoholic who became abusive when she drank.

“She lied a lot,” admitted Alberta Erickson, who had resided in Groton just across the street from the Strickland family. Her own daughter had been a close friend of Gilbert’s when the girls were younger. “She had this blank stare, as if she was trying to make things up as she went along. She was one strange girl.”

Erickson even recalled Gilbert’s attempts to establish a familial link between herself and Lizzie Borden – Gilbert would often brag about this “distant, unsubstantiated” connection.

According to Erickson’s daughter, Pamela Smethurst, Gilbert’s constant lying was what eventually ended their friendship. The two girls rode the school bus together, and spent enough time together for Smethurst to pick up on when Gilbert wasn’t being truthful.

Smethurst still vividly remembers, after searching high and low for a favorite shirt, she saw Gilbert wearing it soon after. According to Gilbert, the shirt belonged to her – but Smethurst recognized the well loved article of clothing immediately.

“We used to sit and watch ‘General Hospital,’” Smethurst said, noting that the soap opera had been on in the afternoons when the girls came home from school. “And – this sounds freaky and almost made up, now. But there was this one character in the show who was this evil nurse. And I remember [Gilbert] said, ‘I like Amy.’ And I said, ‘Oh, my God! Why would you like Amy?’ And she said, ‘I just like Amy.’”

Amy was “conniving and backstabbing,” Smethurst added, and said she remembered thinking, “This is kind of strange.”

A “highly skillful” nurse

After graduating from high school, Gilbert pursued a degree as a registered nurse at Greenfield Community College, which she completed in 1988. She studied both microbiology and surgical nursing, but made little impression on her instructors during her schooling.

“We certainly don’t graduate anyone we don’t feel comfortable with taking care of you, or I, or any of our patients,” said Jean A. Simmons, the coordinator of the nursing program at Greenfield Community College.

She also married Glenn Gilbert that same year, at the age of 21. The couple had met at Hampton Beach, New Hampshire, and had wed after a courtship of just three years. Glenn worked for a local optical lens firm, and they bought a home together in 1989 – after Gilbert was hired by the Veterans Administration Medical Center in Northampton, Massachusetts. 

Located in the Leeds section of Northampton, the hospital is tucked away on more than 100 acres of pine forested land, known in the community as Bear Hill. The area has an established history – originally, the site housed the old Solomon Warner Tavern, a watering stop for the 19th century Boston-Albany stagecoaches.

The land was cleared in 1922, and it became the location of the VA’s very first psychiatric hospital just two years later. The current 191 bed facility sprawls across 26 colonial buildings, separated by more than six miles of twisting roads, fountains, and shady trees.

Gilbert started working at the facility on March 6, 1989. She was stationed in the main medical unit, housed in Building One. She was a good nurse, according to her fellow workers – competent and very dedicated to the position. Even more than that, Gilbert was the kind of co-worker who went above and beyond for the other staff at the hospital. She remembered everyone’s birthday, and was always the one in charge of organizing the facility’s annual gift exchange during the holidays. 

“At Christmas time, [Gilbert] always made sure that we had like a secret Santa,” said a VA nurse named Karin Abderhalden, who had worked with Gilbert at the hospital.

Together, Gilbert and Abderhalden set up gift drives to donate items to families in need, and Gilbert ran the hospital’s “Sunshine Fund,” which would provide bouquets of flowers to new parents, newlyweds, or colleagues who had fallen ill.

On the C Ward, where Gilbert was stationed, she was known as a social butterfly. But in addition to being both pretty and popular, Gilbert was a “highly skillful” nurse, according to her superiors – particularly when it came to emergency situations, where Gilbert’s cool head and calm reactions made her a favorite among the doctors.

“She readily recognizes actual or potential changes in patients’ conditions,” read one of the proficiency reports filed about Gilbert. “She is highly skillful in medical emergencies. And she is calm and compassionate with the mentally compromised patient. She is routinely assigned to ICU.”

And according to clinical nursing coordinator Bernard P. LaFlam, her supervisors at the VA “had no problems with her nursing skills.”

Gilbert and her husband welcomed their first child to the family in late 1990 – a baby boy. When Gilbert returned from her medical leave, however, she didn’t come back to work the same shift she’d worked previously. Instead, she switched to the 4 p.m. to midnight shift – and shortly after, odd things began taking place during the evening hours.

The medical center’s death rate quickly grew to three times what it had been in the previous three years, because patients were constantly dying during Gilbert’s shifts. But as each incident took place, Gilbert’s competency as a nurse shone through, and the other evening shift staff admired her ability to handle herself in a crisis.

In 1993, Gilbert gave birth to a second child – but her marriage to Glenn Gilbert had already become fairly strained. She’d been spending an awful lot of time with a co-worker, James Perrault, who was a security guard at the medical facility. An Army veteran of the Persian Gulf War, Perrault had left a position as a security guard at a local department store to join the VA hospital’s police force, which boasted eleven members.

“We enjoyed each other’s company.”

He started working at the hospital just six months after Gilbert switched to the evening shift. Although he was only making $5,000 a year more than he’d earned hunting down shoplifters at the mall, the job at the VA was closer to what Perrault was ultimately hoping to achieve – legitimate police work.

While Perrault was on duty, VA policy dictated that he be required to respond to all cardiac emergencies, or “codes.” When he wasn’t dealing with codes or patrolling the roadways of the expansive hospital facility, however, Perrault was flirting with an attractive nurse who worked on Ward C – a nurse who seemed to always be involved whenever patients on the second floor medical unit of Building One faced cardiac arrest.

“During my rounds doing security, I stopped on the wards and I would talk to staff members,” Perrault said. “And [Gilbert] and I seemed to have more in common, and we talked a lot.”

When their shift ended at midnight, Gilbert would frequently go out socializing with Perrault and other hospital employees, instead of returning home to her husband and young children. They went to the VFW for beers – the Michael F. Curtain Post 8006 of the Veterans of Foreign Wars was only a mile away from the hospital’s front doors. 

Hidden away in the back of an old church, the large barroom offered $1.50 draft beers, a big screen TV, and a pool table. It was a great spot to unwind after work, and Perrault said Gilbert had hinted to him that her marriage had become increasingly rocky. When they emailed, Perrault said, she was seductive and funny, and soon, the conversations became sexually suggestive.

“After a few weeks of just flirting back and forth, we were down at the VFW, and after the VFW closed, I walked her out to her vehicle and we had a kiss,” Perrault recalled.

By the end of the next year, Gilbert and Perrault had taken their relationship to the next level, and had begun a passionate extramarital affair. Gilbert’s husband, Glenn, had met Perrault just once, on a summer boating excursion. But for some reason, as Gilbert’s affair grew more serious, she started spending more time preparing home cooked meals for her husband.

And then, he noticed that his suppers didn’t taste right.

“He told one witness that it was her goal to have her husband out of the house by Thanksgiving,” prosecutors explained during a pretrial motion.

According to the prosecution, Gilbert had started lacing her husband’s food with trace amounts of diuretics – a drug that would have been easy for her to obtain at work. Diuretics help to increase the body’s discharge of urine, but Glenn Gilbert became violently ill on the evening of November 5, 1995.

After Gilbert drove her sick husband to the emergency room and he was examined by doctors, it was confirmed that he was suffering from low potassium and glucose levels. He was treated at the facility and then sent home.

But he got sick again just a week later. While Gilbert argues the incident was simply a harmless fainting spell as she’d been attempting to care for her husband, prosecutors claim it was an attempted murder.

Glenn’s account of that day began when his wife had come home on her dinner break that evening. She told Glenn that she wasn’t satisfied with the care he’d received at the local civilian hospital they’d visited, and that she wanted to draw a blood sample on her own to have it tested at the VA hospital, instead.

In the bathroom, Gilbert took two syringes from a canvas bag she’d brought home with her. In one of the syringes, Glenn saw a clear, odorless liquid – Gilbert assured him it was just a saline solution. She
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