Everything I Learned I Learned in a Coma

In November of 2007, as a 39 year-old mother of five young children, I went from being perfectly healthy to nearly dead in a matter of days.  On Thursday, I attended my son’s “Character Counts” assembly at school and by Saturday morning I was in ICU on a ventilator in respiratory failure, fighting for my life. 

It all started with a simple rash on my face.  I consulted a dermatologist who placed me on an antibiotic.  Two weeks later the rash was gone, but I had developed what I thought was a respiratory virus with a fever, chills, and an incessant cough.  After several nights without sleep, I felt like a rag doll; just complete physical exhaustion.  To make matters worse, my condition seemed to deteriorate daily.  At my follow-up appointment, the dermatologist noted that my breathing was labored and had his colleague listen to my lungs.  I was diagnosed with pneumonia and placed on another antibiotic.

Two days later I was back in the doctor’s office. My oxygen level had fallen to 87% (normal is 90-100%).  The doctor immediately placed me on oxygen and admitted me to Bingham Memorial Hospital in my hometown of Blackfoot, Idaho.  

My initial chest x-ray was described as a “total white-out,” indicating widespread pneumonia in both lungs. After my doctors consulted with physicians at EIRMC, I was transferred to that facility via ambulance.  The headlights on the interstate would be the last memory I would have for two weeks.

The ER physician in Idaho Falls wasn’t too concerned initially, but admitted me for observation.  My husband left the hospital that night expecting that I would be released within 2-3 days.  He got an urgent phone call the next morning, however, letting him know I had developed respiratory failure during the night and was being admitted to ICU to be placed on a ventilator.  Being a physician himself, he knew that things were not good.  He later wrote:

“Although my wife had only seen me cry once or twice in all the years we’d been together, I was sobbing uncontrollably now.  Since I didn’t want to upset our young daughter, Paige, who was nearby, I went into the master bedroom and just let the tears fall.  After a short time I was able to compose myself.  I called the bishop’s wife, and asked her to come and be with the children. The 45-minute drive to Idaho Falls seemed like an eternity.

When I arrived at EIRMC and entered Shannon’s room, I was shocked!  She was hooked up to every tube imaginable - an arterial line, central line, catheter, feeding tube, just to name a few.  She was somewhat sedated.  Her eyes were open and she was able to respond to speech.  She tried her best to communicate by writing letters in the air or pointing to letters on alphabet cards.  Unfortunately, most of it was indiscernible.  

Standing there at her bedside I felt so isolated and alone.  I called Shannon’s younger brother, Joel, who immediately drove to the hospital.  He stayed with me through the night and into the next day.  He and I debated whether or not to contact Shannon’s parents who were in Hawaii.  We knew they would want to know and Joel made the call. They immediately cancelled their cruise and made plans to return home.”

When my parents arrived, they were not prepared for what they saw. My mom described it this way: 

“As I entered my daughter’s Intensive Care room that afternoon, I was unprepared for the Shannon I saw. The IV fluids and steroids had caused her body to swell, making her almost unrecognizable.  The array of tubes, monitoring equipment and other medical paraphernalia encased her body like a giant web of plastic and metal. More difficult to accept than her altered appearance was her inability to communicate. I wanted to hold her, to let her know we were there and to remind her of how incredibly loved she was.  I wanted to encourage her to fight for her life with everything she had.  We needed her desperately! She was intubated, heavily sedated and couldn’t hear us. But who knew?  I spoke to her as if she were coherent, hoping that something would register.”

All five of my siblings arrived shortly thereafter and the family moved to a private waiting room to join in family prayer.  







































s words:

“Doug called on Morris to lead us in family prayer.  My husband is a man who rarely shows emotion, but as he began to plead for his daughter’s life, for this wife and mother so desperately needed at home, his voice cracked repeatedly.   When he finished, we raised our uniformly tear-stained faces, looked at each other, and knew that by holding together, and depending on the Almighty, we would make it through whatever awaited us.”

Before the family left that day, a family council was held. My oldest sister Laurie and Doug’s oldest sister, Regina, both master planners, had everyone whipped into shape in a matter of hours.  A schedule for caring for the children was drawn up utilizing each of my five siblings and Doug’s seven, most of whom lived within a three to four hour radius.  Ward members and friends who had volunteered assistance were penciled into the schedule for meals, carpooling and other tasks of daily life.  Because I was so critically ill, it was decided that one of them should be at my side at all times. Doug, my parents and my mother-in-law would alternate staying with me.

It’s amazing how quickly members of the Church can be mobilized.  In less than 24 hours from my hospital admission on Friday, hundreds, if not thousands, prepared to fast in my behalf that Sunday.  My ward, my parent’s ward, the Bensons and Williams and our extended families participated.  Even strangers who were aware of my illness joined the fast.

On Monday I started coughing and gagging against the intubation tube.  Doing so caused my oxygen levels to plummet.  In my restlessness, I pulled out the feeding tube, which had to be replaced.  To counteract the agitation, the doctor ordered an increased in sedation, which put me in a deeper coma.  On admission I had been on 4 liters of oxygen, but was now requiring 15 liters.  My fever and white blood cell count (measurement of infection) were climbing and my family’s optimism was sinking.

Since pneumonia is usually caused by a bacterial or viral infection, my doctors placed me on high-dose, broad-spectrum antibiotics, but I showed no improvement at all.  They performed cultures on every body secretion to determine the cause of infection, but each one came back negative.  They started testing me for less obvious things like Hauntavirus and Legionnaires Disease – all to no avail. 

On Tuesday the doctor became concerned about my heart because the reduced lung capacity had caused it to overcompensate.  At three times its normal rate, it was pounding so hard they could see it through the sheets. An echocardiogram was performed.  The doctors were also closely watching for signs of septic shock, a critical situation caused when decreased oxygen to the organs leads to multiple organ failure and death.

My mother described the following day this way:

“The first thing I noticed as I walked into Shannon’s room is how terrible both she and Doug looked.  Just after we’d left for home, Shannon’s condition had taken a nosedive and Doug hadn’t dared to leave her.  He was exhausted from anxiety and lack of sleep. He had tried to sleep on the floor, but hospitals and floors aren’t the most conducive to sleep. Her white count was now off the charts, her lungs were stiffening, and her oxygen levels were precariously low, even with oxygen being administered at 100%. We had prayed for a change, and now we had one. But this surely wasn’t the one we had in mind.”  
At this point I had developed ARDS (acute respiratory distress syndrome) which is an often fatal, sudden failure of the respiratory system that deprives the organs of the oxygen they need to function.  My condition was deteriorating by the minute and some of the nurses didn’t expect me to live through the day.  The decision was made to “flip” me.  Turning a patient from their back to their stomach with all the tubes and machines attached is a very complex procedure.  My family was sent from her room to make space for the 6-7 medical personnel needed to accomplish the task. The process of turning such a critically ill patient is usually a high-risk, last-ditch effort.  The procedure itself can cause a patient’s death. 

That day my father and his brother, Vaughn gave me another priesthood blessing.  The blessing was very powerful and very specific.  Vaughn commanded each system in my body to function – my lungs, my heart, etc.  He also prayed that the doctors would be able to find the specific cause of my illness.

Shortly thereafter, the pulmonologist suggested that perhaps my pneumonia had not been caused by a bacteria or virus at all, but rather by a severe allergic reaction to the antibiotic prescribed initially for the rash on my face.  (The official term for it is Minocycline-induced eosinophilic pneumonia.)  With that in mind, the physicians placed me on high-dose IV steroids.  That proved to be the turning point.

I began a slow, but steady improvement.  The doctors were able to cut down on the paralytic drugs and sedatives. I still wasn’t responsive, but would lightly squeeze 

Doug’s hand. When my intubation tube accidentally got pulled out while the nurses were moving me, they were able to leave it out because I was breathing okay with out it.

Within days, after being in a coma for two weeks, I decided to rejoin the world.  This is what my mother wrote:


“It's been a marvelous day. How long has it been since I said that? SHANNON IS AWAKE AND TALKING TO US!!! 


When I first got to her room today, her eyes were open and I bent down to tell her I loved her. She said, "Thanks for coming, Mom.” Can you imagine how that felt after two weeks of silence? 


Physical therapists came in to stand her up.  When they did so, she was totally limp, like a rag doll, so they gave up on that venture. They gave her ice chips and a spoonful of applesauce today. Her swallowing reflex is very weak, but she tolerated it quite well. 


I gave Shannon a rundown, several times, of all that has happened since Dec. 1, but she forgets and asks again. She inquires constantly about the kids.  We tell her how well they're doing, how well they are being cared for, but that they are missing her. When Shannon’s mother-in-law arrived and told her how happy she was to see her eyes open, Shannon raised her arm and said, "I'm alive!" More thrilling words were never spoken.


Using her left hand she can now reach her mouth with a fork. She fed herself lunch today, however slowly. It is difficult to watch her struggle to do the most basic tasks, like wiping her chin with a napkin, adjusting her blanket or keeping a cup steady in her hand. My natural inclination is to take over and do everything for her. But that won't get her well. Thirty-eight years ago, when she was a baby, I had to hold myself back as she struggled to learn these same things. Little did I know that I would be repeating that experience. 


Although we still have far to go, we feel overwhelming gratitude to a loving God who apparently heard our pleadings and answered in such a merciful and miraculous way.”  

When my mother-in-law visited, she insisted that I call my husband at work to let him hear my voice.  He e-mailed the following message to his family that evening:


“I just got off the phone with my sweetheart - SHANNON!  Yes, I actually talked to her on the phone!  Now I’m sitting in my office bawling my eyes out!  I’m glad my 3:15 patient didn’t show up.  Shannon is doing so well today.  Mom called me and had Shannon talk to me on the phone.  Most of it was incoherent but her first words to me were, “I’m alive!” She will never know how wonderful it was to hear those two words from her sweet lips.  I will thank the Lord every single day for those two words!!!  It has truly been an answer to thousands of people’s daily prayers.  Even the doctors and nurses are saying it is a miracle!  I can’t wait to get up there and throw my arms around her and hear her voice again.  I love her so much!”

Many people have asked me what it was like to be in a coma.  Did I see any bright lights? Did I visit the other side?  In all honesty, I didn’t have any phenomenal near-death experiences.  It was simply like having two weeks completely spliced from my life.  There are no memories, other than the bizarre, vivid dreams that became my reality.

When I awoke, for example, I was absolutely convinced that I had spent a year in Salt Lake City learning to walk again.  I had lived on the balcony of an old-fashioned theater and my parents would tuck me into bed each night on the red velvet chairs.   I also dreamt that there were varmints running around outside my hospital window with Christmas lights on their backs.  (I assume they were actually cars in the parking lot with their headlights on.)  

In another imagined adventure, I had observed a physician performing surgery in the hospital’s front lobby in an effort to save money for the employee Christmas party.  I also dreamt that my aunt came to vacation at the hospital in her Winnebago - although I kept referring to it as her “rutabaga.” Although these dreams seem outrageous, they were very real to me and my poor, sweet, patient mother had to spend the next several weeks trying to convince me that they didn’t really happen.

Because of the medication still in my system, I would float in and out of confusion for the next several days.  I was especially disoriented to time and place.  I would call for my nurses at midnight to let them know I was ready for physical therapy.  I would phone my mom or my husband at five o’clock in the morning just to chat.  (They were tempted to have the nurses take my phone away.)  I was thoroughly convinced I had been in several different rooms in two or three different hospitals.  It wasn’t until I was discharged and my husband took me back to ICU that I learned I had been in Room #201 the entire time.  That blew my mind, especially since the room didn’t even look vaguely familiar.

There were two things I immediately noticed when I regained consciousness.  The first discovery was that I had lost 25 pounds.  Isn’t that what most of us dream about - just waking up one day and being thin! It was certainly a pleasant surprise.  The second realization was that I was basically paralyzed.  Two weeks of immobilization combined with the paralytic agents they had to administer when I was on the ventilator had left me with very little muscle mass or strength.  It’s a condition known as polyneuropathy.  I can clearly remember looking at my right hand and not being able to move it an inch.  I couldn’t lift my legs in bed or hold up my head.  Sitting or standing was out of the question.  It was certainly a strange sensation, but I don’t remember being too concerned about it at the time.

My physical therapist really had his work cut out for him.  I would often refer to him as “my tormentor.”  I recall him attempting to stand me at the side of the bed.  My feet would dangle in the air; my body slumped over like a rag doll.  I would become light-headed and my pulse and blood pressure would go sky-high.  I don’t know how he and the other therapists survived. They didn’t have much to work with.

People have also asked how I felt waking up in the hospital.  Did I wonder where I was or how I got there?  Did I ask about the events leading up to the hospitalization?  The answer is “not really.”  It never occurred to me.  I’m not the most curious person in the world.   I had been curious once as a child.  I wanted to see what would happen if I took a long piece of duct tape, put it on the skin of my torso and left it there overnight. (Just in case you’re wondering, you basically get up the next morning and peel off the top layer of skin.)  I haven’t been curious since.  

As a nurse, however, I was very interested in the details of my medical condition.  My family had kept a journal at my bedside and had written in it each day.  When my mother read me the journal, I found it very fascinating.  When I learned that I had consented to being intubated and placed on a ventilator I was quite shocked.  I can’t think of anything worse than having a large tube down my throat.  I must have been pretty sick to think that sounded like a good idea.  
The more I talked with family and friends, the more I realized the magnitude of the emotional roller coaster they had endured for two weeks.   Initially they had to accept the fact that I might not make it.  The possibility of death was like an elephant in the room that was rarely mentioned but ever present.  One night my mom and my husband did sit down to discuss the “what if’s.” My heart breaks when I contemplate that conversation.  Another night, two of my best friends came to say goodbye, possibly for the last time. I still get emotional when I think about that moment.

Even when everyone realized I would live, they were very concerned that the confusion might be permanent - that I might never be myself again.  They were also afraid that the paralysis might persist for a long period of time.  My family was very relieved when the doctor explained that these conditions were temporary and would fade with time.

The morning after I awoke from the coma, I realized that Christmas was only ten days away.  In a panic I exclaimed to my mom, “I’ve got to get going!”  She looked at me as if to say, “Just where do you plan on going?” I realized I couldn’t move, but we had five young children at home.  I knew that having a normal Christmas would be crucial since their lives had already been turned inside out. 

Luckily I had pre-planned most of the gifts and had purchased about half of them. Later that afternoon, my husband and I sat down and went over the list.  Since my mind was still a little foggy, I had a difficult time remembering where I had hidden everything.  (I have a hard time remembering even when I’m not in a coma!)  My husband, bless his heart, not only found the gifts I had purchased, but finished all of the Christmas shopping.

After two weeks in the hospital I was able to talk to my children on the phone for the first time.  They were ecstatic to say the least.  The following day they were able to come and visit me.  I could only imagine what they had been going through and I was very eager to talk to them.

Our eleven- and eight-year old daughters, Savannah and Paige, were old enough to understand the gravity of the situation and had overheard numerous adult conversations about the seriousness of my illness.  During the critical period, my husband knew that they would most likely hear things at school and in the community.   He promised them that he would be very open and honest with them so that they never had to wonder what was going on. 

Tanner, our five-year-old son, has always had a difficult time adjusting to change.  When he came to visit me in the hospital, he was disturbed by the oxygen and feeding tubes in my nose.  He had a hard time seeing me in a wheelchair.  His most common phrase to me over the next several weeks would be,  “Mom, don’t ever get sick again!”  Once he realized that I was going to be okay, however, he really enjoyed playing with my physical therapy equipment.

My heart really went out to our daughter Lindsey.  I can’t even imagine what a two-year-old must think when her mother simply disappears one day and doesn’t return for nearly a month and a half.  She probably had the most difficult adjustment of any of our children.  I think it did her heart good to physically see me that day - to know that I still existed.

Our youngest son, Josh, had just celebrated his first birthday when I was admitted to the hospital.  When my husband brought him to see me a few weeks later, I didn’t even recognize him.  I thought he was my nephew - he had grown so much!  At that point Josh had had so many different caregivers, he would go to anybody - except me.  He took some of his first steps while I was in a coma and people later asked if it bothered me to miss that milestone.  I guess on one level it did, but since he weighed 26 pounds and my arms were too weak to carry him, the practical side of me was thrilled.

There was only one time that I truly felt discouraged during my hospital stay.  I had had a difficult night.  Sleeping in a hospital bed isn’t an ideal situation.  I still felt somewhat confused, and time would pass so slowly.  I remember lying there in the dark watching the clock hour after hour.  I awoke that morning thinking, “I can’t do this anymore.  I am so tired of being a patient.  I just want to go home and be a normal person.”  The phlebotomists had poked me 5 or 6 times that morning trying to get blood for my lab tests.  I had heard rumors that I might be transferred to the rehab unit, but didn’t know if I would qualify.  Things just seemed bleak.  

That afternoon I heard some of the most angelic voices I have ever heard coming from the hallway.  A group of ladies were singing Christmas carols and the tears immediately started rolling down my cheeks.  It was like a little burst of heaven in an otherwise chaotic world.  My mom asked them to come into my room and they sang to me.  I will never forget their kindness.

That afternoon my spirits were further lifted when my mom came to my hospital room and started decorating it for the holidays.  She had purchased a miniature Christmas tree and even though she is mechanically challenged like me, she put the whole thing together herself.  She brought poinsettias and had things looking so nice.  I had missed out on the entire holiday season, and these little reminders meant so much.

At this point I still couldn’t move my legs and I had significant weakness on the right side of my body.  But as each day passed, I could see and feel significant progress.  My oxygen levels had stabilized on only three liters of oxygen.  I was eating well enough that they were able to remove my feeding tube.  Each time one of my former nurses or respiratory therapists visited, they would express their surprise at how well I was doing.  They would often refer to me as one of their “Christmas miracles.”

One night at 10 pm, I was informed that I would be transferred from ICU to the 5th floor to prepare for rehabilitation.  There was a critically ill patient in the ER who required telemetry and needed my room.  When I heard the news I remember thinking, “I hope it’s not my dad.”  My father’s health had not been good for years.  Interestingly enough, my dad did come through the ER that night and was admitted with a bowel obstruction related to his Crone’s disease. 

Our hospital stay eventually became a family affair. I was on the 5th floor, my dad was on the 3rd floor and my father-in-law, who needed lithotripsy for kidney stones, was a patient on the 4th floor.  I guess we should have just purchased a wing of the hospital!  Although my dad wasn’t supposed to roam, he would sneak up and visit me as often as he could.  He and I really became close during this experience.

Almost three weeks to the day after being admitted to the hospital, I was transferred to the rehabilitation unit.  I was so excited to start the last leg of my journey - rebuilding my strength, regaining my endurance and relearning the basic tasks of life.  Initially, there wasn’t much I could do for myself.  I felt badly for the nurses who had to lift me each time I wanted to use the bathroom or needed to get out of bed.  I was dead weight.

I had spent time with the occupational therapists in ICU learning to feed myself.  They had given me a thick foam handle for my eating utensils so that I could grasp them more easily.  The first few times I tried to feed myself were hilarious - even I laughed!  My hands were shaky and it took quite an effort to get each spoonful to my mouth.  I had to wear a bib since most of the food ended up in my lap. I also had to eat left-handed for the first week or so because my right side was profoundly weak. 

While my progress in ICU had been slow and tedious, rehab provided measurable milestones nearly every day.  I was amazed at my body’s ability to recover what it had lost.  The first day I learned how to scoot myself up in bed.  It was a major accomplishment.  The second day I stood by myself for five minutes while holding onto the parallel bars.  It felt so liberating to be upright after lying in bed for so long.  I also got to take an actual shower for the first time that afternoon with assistance.  That soothing warm water cascading over me felt like pure heaven. Later I asked my physical therapist to take me outside in my wheelchair so that I could feel and smell “winter.”  It had been snowing harder than I’ve ever seen it snow in Southeast Idaho.   I had been indoors for nearly a month and just wanted to feel the cool air on my face.  It was every bit as good as I had remembered it.

On Monday, which just happened to be Christmas Eve, I walked for the first time.  While holding on to the parallel bars in the physical therapy room, I took several steps in a row.  That may not seem very significant, but for me it was a major victory.  My feet felt like lead - I couldn’t believe how heavy they were. I realized that I would need to work a great deal to build muscle strength in my legs and improve my balance. That same day I also learned to pivot using a walker.  

The highlight of my hospital stay was receiving a 24-hour pass to go home and spend Christmas with my family. The kids had to wait a half hour to see their gifts from Santa while my husband got me out of bed, dressed me and got me down the stairs, but it was worth the wait.  It was a wonderful time.  Sitting in my living room in my wheelchair, however, made me eager to get back to the hospital to finished my therapy so that I could again resume my normal activities.

After I returned to the hospital, I learned to use the walker and it opened up a whole new world for me.  I was able to walk 130 feet and I was thrilled.  That day I also took a shower, washed my hair, and dressed with minimal assistance.  It felt so good to gain some independence.  

The next day I walked 200 feet with a walker and then 40 feet using just a cane.  Each time I went down the hallway it was incredible to think that I was actually walking.  My feet still felt like lead and my balance needed a little work but I could see progress each day.   On December 28th, exactly four weeks after I entered the hospital, I took my very first steps without any assistance.      

The biggest challenge was climbing stairs.  The first time I tried I was amazed at how much muscle strength it requires.  My hamstrings and quadriceps had become so weak that it took every ounce of energy I had to climb each step.  I would hold onto the railing with my right hand, and put my cane down on the step with my left hand.  Then I would raise my right foot up to the step and then repeat the process with my left foot.  It was a time-consuming and exhausting process.  Each time my family members or friends would visit, I would show them the new “tricks” I had learned.  

My health continued to improve each day as well, although there were occasional side effects from the treatment.  I had an area of my scalp, about 3 inches in diameter that was totally numb.  The day before Christmas I had developed a rash all over my body.  It itched and kept me awake at night, but no one could determine the cause of it.  It lasted nearly four weeks.

Perhaps the only side effect that was truly annoying was a continuous cough.  I coughed non-stop, it seemed, from the middle of December until the end of February.  It wasn’t a contagious cough - just irritation from the ventilator tube and a by-product of the ARDS.  I was very happy the day it finally went away.

I would have to admit that during my time in rehab, I was having a lot more fun than my husband, who was home caring for the children.  One day he had written in the journal: “This morning I found Lindsey upstairs naked with her poopy pull-up on the balcony and throw up all over her bed.  I hauled all the laundry to my parents’ house to be washed.  When I arrived I had the laundry in one arm and Josh upside down in the other arm and I was late for work.  Thank goodness they were all so willing to help.”  

After spending five weeks in the hospital, I was finally discharged.  Arriving home was a joyous occasion.  As I walked in, I noticed my mother-in-law standing in the kitchen video taping the homecoming.  The children were jumping up and down and screaming.  They had made “Welcome Home” signs and had plastered them on the walls.  There was a beautiful bouquet of flowers on the cupboard from two of my dear friends. Inside I felt that all was right with the world again. Just minutes before, I had climbed out of the Suburban by myself and made it up the three cement stairs in the garage with minimal assistance.  I could walk around the house with just my cane - or even without it if I concentrated hard enough.  To have our whole family together again was such a blessing.

December of 2008 marked the one-year anniversary of my hospitalization.  Each morning I would wake up and think, “One year ago today I went into a coma” or “Today is the one year anniversary of when I learned to walk.”  The experience occupied a great deal of my thoughts.  As I attended my daughter’s Christmas school play or the ward Christmas party I would be reminded that I had missed it the year before.  As I watched our children open presents Christmas morning I realized how different things would have been if the miracle had not occurred.  

That same month, our medical insurance company raised our premiums because of my illness the year before.  I guess they weren’t too excited about paying out a quarter of a million dollars in claims.  Our agent suggested I send them a letter explaining my current situation.  I wrote and explained that although I had been in critical condition with pneumonia, respiratory failure and ARDS, I had made a complete recovery and had no side effects whatsoever.  As I wrote those words I thought, “Wow, not even I would believe that!”  

On that Christmas night I was lying in bed listening to “Il Divo” on the MP3 player I had received from my husband.  It was the same CD I had listened to in rehab each night while in the hospital.  I just kept thinking, “What a difference a year makes.  Last time I heard these songs I couldn’t move my arms or legs or get myself out of bed.  I felt overwhelmed and my future looked bleak.” And yet here I was - healthy and happy, in my own home, surrounded by my husband and children.  All was right with the world.  We had come full circle.
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