What it feels like to
wake from a coma,
survive a lightning
strike, or lose a imb—
plus the medical
miracles that await
and bring hope
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“I woke up from
a monthlong coma”

IN 1998, WHEN 1 WAS 49, [ was
rear-ended while driving my car on
the Long Island Expressway. My skull
fractured and was pressing against my
brain. For 35 days, I was in a coma.

I was given a battery of tests; appar-
ently, I flunked, because the hospital
staff kept trying to get my husband to
accept that I might be brain-dead. He
went ballistic when they suggested that
he consider taking me off'life support.

Eight days after the accident,
the neurosurgeon examined me. I
appeared unresponsive, but when he
asked me to open my eyes, I did. Then
he asked me to show him two fingers. I
have no recollection of this, but my hus-
band tells me that after a few seconds
and with a lot of effort I held up two
fingers. The whole place went nuts. The
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surgeon practically danced a jig. To my
husband, my gesture was a “Victory V.”
Even though I was dazed and out of it
for a few more weeks, he was convinced
I'd recover completely one day.

My first moment of awareness didn’t
occur until a month after the accident.
I woke up and announced: “I have an
appointment.” I'd been on my way to
one when the crash occurred, so I was
like Rip van Winkle. I didn't remem-
ber the accident at all. T did, however,
remember my husband. When I asked
about our two sons, who were 12 and
5 at the time, he told me that one had
just come to visit. I'd already forgotten.

That kind of memory loss was only
one of my problems. I'd been a busy
dentist, but now I was easily confused;
people would tell me things, and I'd for-
get or get hopelessly mixed up. There
was a disconnect between my mind
and my mouth—1I struggled to get out
the words I wanted to say. And the part
of my brain that controls balance was
damaged, so I couldn’t stand up.
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[ spent 3 years learning to speak
and walk again. It was discouraging at
times, but every bit of progress [ made
inspired me to push myself further. A
year after the accident, my physical
therapist said, “You'd better get used
to the wheelchair because that’s where
you'll be spending the rest of your life.”
She didn’t say it unkindly—she was just
being “realistic.” But a voice inside me
screamed, No! Shl)l‘tl}-‘ thereafter I pro-
gressed to a walker. Now I use a cane
only when I'm on unfamiliar terrain.

Today, almost 9 years later, I can
speak almost as well as I used to. And
I'm stronger than I ever was. I work
out with a trainer twice a week, lifting
weights and doing cardiovascular
exercise such as step aerobics. One
of my greatest triumphs is that I can
drive again. In New York, coma victims
must retake their driving test; I passed
mine with flying colors. I love the
freedom it brings me.

Though I'm no longer a practicing
dentist, I've taught radiology to den-
tal students and am writing a memoir
about my experience—not bad for some-
body who was supposedly brain-dead!
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“I was blind...then
regained my sight”

WHEN I WAS 3 YEARS OLD, I had a
severe reaction to an antibiotic. The
drug triggered Stevens-Johnson syn-
drome, a rare immune condition that
attacks the mucous membranes. The
corneas of my eyes were very badly
affected. I went blind in my right eye,
but I could still see reasonably well out
of my left eye for most of my youth.

In 1983, when I was 25, I tried to
get the vision in my right eye restored
through a corneal transplant. The
operation failed, and I lost the eye to
infection. Meanwhile, my left eye was
deteriorating. By 1993, my world was
reduced to blurry shadows. I couldn’t
read. I was 35 and legally blind.

I'm a pastor with a wife and two
kids—it was hard on all of us. My chil-
dren were in early grade school, and 1
was unable to help much with them.

Then in 2002, I went to Cincinnati
for a second corneal transplant. But
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this time, a new procedure was done in
advance that made all the difference:
Corneal stem cells were transplanted to
my eye. (Not all stem cells come from
embryos—these came from adult eyes.)
The cells provided an environment
that could sustain the new cornea (see
“Stem Cells Bring Fresh Hope,” p. 187).
The night of the transplant, I was
allowed to unwrap the bandages. I
was recuperating as an outpatient at
amotel, and the first thing I did was
open the blinds. Outside was a bright
yellow truck under a halogen light. Its
color and sharpness were amazing,.
Next I looked at myselfin the mirror.
Boy, had I aged! When my wife greeted
me the next morning, I was struck by
how green her eyes are. And seeing my
daughters in detail was indescribable.
For months, everyday sights aston-
ished me. One day, while basting a
pot roast, I caught sight of the grease
bubbles at the bottom of the pan. I just
stood there with a goofy smile, watch-
ing bubbles rise and swirl and sink back
into the grease. Finally my younger
daughter came over and asked, “What
are you doing?” If she hadn’t, I'd prob-
ably still be there, staring.

“I was struck
by lightning”
1571

ON THE GRAY, drizzly afternoon of April
8,1995, I was standing in a parking lot
in Troy, OH, teaching a class on motor-
cycle safety. There was no thunder, but
out of nowhere a blinding flash of light-
ning slammed into me. The explosion
blew out my left eardrum and threw me
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into the air. Twelve students were seated
opposite me on their motorcycles when
the bolt struck. They told me I flew up
like a rag doll and landed on my head.

My wet clothing may have saved
my life—I think the water conducted
some of the electricity around my
body instead of through it. At any rate,
the lightning apparently jumped to a
chain-link fence 20 feet away. There, it
traveled down a post into the ground,
blowing out a chunk of concrete.

Amazingly, I only briefly lost con-
sciousness. Later, at the trauma center,
my heart was sputtering wildly and
my blood pressure plummeted. By all
rights, the surgeon should have shocked
me with paddles, but he confided to me
later that he couldn’t bring himself to
zap me again. Instead, he managed to
stabilize my heart with drugs.

I spent a week in the hospital. The
lightning had made my muscles con-




tract so forcefully that they shed bits of

their lining into my bloodstream when
they relaxed. Because these fragments
could climb to dangerously high levels
and shut down my kidneys, my blood
was constantly tested.

Gradually, I recovered. My shattered
eardrum healed, though I still suffer
from tinnitus—ringing—in my left ear.
My muscles are strong again, though
I have permanent numbness in parts
of both feet. For many years after the
accident, reading was a struggle, and
my mind had to work hard to remem-

ber simple words such as table. But 1

did erossword puzzles and other brain-

teasers, and those exercises helped

enormously. Now I don't have nearly

as much trouble reading or talking as

I used to. And when I tell new friends

about what happened to me, they say

they never noticed anything wrong,.
My personality was also affected.
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A friend confided that I became more
quick-tempered, snapping at people for
no reason, but thankfully, over time,
I've mellowed out again.

There was another change that was
almost certainly due to the lightning.
The electricity enters the body through
the eyes, ears, and mouth—and these
lines of energy intersect at the hormone-
producing glands in the brain. My glands
must have been fried, because I abruptly
developed such drenching menstrual
periods that I was forced to have a hys-
terectomy. I didn’t mourn the loss of my
fertility—I'd already had my daughter.
And I was desperate to have the opera-
tion because the bleeding was so bad.

All in all, my recovery has been
remarkable. I still work—I'm a den-
tal assistant—and I continue to teach
motoreycle safety and ride. The only
difference is that among my biker bud-
dies, I now go by the nickname Stormy!
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AT THE FOREFRONT Of
-limb technology

“My artificial leg
knows my every move

1 LOST MY LEFT LEG when I was 6 years
old. I was riding a bicycle when a gravel
truck ran over me. The amputation was
2 inches above my knee.

When I was recovering in the hospi-
tal, I got a prosthesis that was basically
just a straight wooden pipe with a foot
on the end. It was an unnerving thing
to have to trust—it felt like a foreign
object stuck onto my body. But I quickly
began doing many of the things I used
to do. My parents got me a bike fitted
with a toe clip, which kept my pros-
thetic foot in place. I ran, though with
my stiff leg it was more like skipping. I
even tap-danced—1I simply put my new
foot into the shoe.

My first vear back in school, the kids
in my class were incredibly accept-
ing. I was like a recurring show-and-
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tell, which I kind of enjoyed. Still, I
wouldn’t wear shorts—I was too con-
scious of being different. And recess
was hard. I didn’t have full mobility, so
1 couldn't participate in gym class or
play kick ball, and I hated being side-
lined. Around that time, though, I took
up skiing. It was pure elation. I skied
one-legged and wasn’t hindered by that
klutzy wooden leg!

When I reached seventh grade, some
girls started to tease me. Once, on a
field trip, a girl told me, “You're never
going to be normal because you're
handicapped.” I cried. I felt so alien-
ated. But guys were great. They treated
me the way they did other girls. They'd
flirt and joke and ask me out.

Around that time I got fitted with a
new prosthesis with a hydraulic knee
that had a more fluid feel and looked
like a real leg—huge for a looks-
conscious teenager. But I still felt
awkward on stairs, because I had to
plant both feet on each step. Outdoors,
I had to angle down hills sideways to

continued on p. 201
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rid of irritating chemicals. Researchers
can't predict who will benefit from a
wash-out, though—and surgeon Bruce
J. Moseley, MD, who led the sham
surgery comparison, argues that any
improvement in arthritis patients is
due to the placebo effect.

Protect Yourself

Wait a while Arthroscopy is most fre-
quently done after a twist or fall, but
those injuries often get better within

a few months with physical therapy,
anti-inflammatory meds, a cortisone
injection—or just the passage of time.
Be skeptical of MRI results Arthros-
copy is most apt to help if there’sa
detached fragment of cartilage or a
severe tear—a 3 on a 1-to-3 scale, as
rated by a radiologist. But even a bad
tear may not cause pain, so ask whether
it matches up with the area that hurts. &
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The Will to Live

continued from p. 191

break my momentum, and occasion-
ally I'd lose my balance.

I met my husband on a chairlift in
Colorado when we were in college. I
was skiing one-legged at the time; he
accepted me for who I was. Appar-
ently, I also inspired him. When I met
him, he wanted to pursue a higher
degree in philosophy, but after gradu-
ation, he decided to become a prosthe-
tist instead, helping to fit people with
artificial limbs. He said he wanted to
make a difference in people’s lives.

About 2 years ago—after countless
new legs that were each inadequate
in their own way—I progressed to
a new prosthesis called a C-Leg. It
contains a microprocessor—basically
aminiature computer programmed
with my own gait patterns, which
were measured when I got fitted for
the leg. Right away, it made me feel
more stable and secure. Before, if I
stopped short while playing tennis,
my artificial knee would sometimes
keep moving. But the C-Leg seems to
anticipate what I'm going to do. I can
walk straight down a steep hill. I can
go down stairs like everyone else, foot
over foot, without any awkwardness.
And my husband now has trouble
keeping up with me.

Prosthetic technology today is
incredible. My leg is so lifelike that
acquaintances will sometimes pass me
at work and notice for the first time
that my gait is slightly off. “Oh, did you
hurt your leg?” they’ll ask me. I love
their reaction when I reply, “No, I don’t
have one.” &
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