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The last thing Karen could remember 
was watching the presidential inaugura-
tion on Jan. 20 in the Intensive Care Unit 
at Providence Regional Medical Center in 
Everett.

She started feeling sick Jan. 10 and 
tested positive for COVID-19 six days 
later. It had become pneumonia, but the 
couple couldn’t fi nd any area hospitals 
willing to take her. At the time, 93.1% of 
Snohomish County hospital acute care 
beds were full.

After consulting with doctors, they de-
cided to closely monitor Karen’s condition 
at home and treat it like battling a tough fl u.

It worked for Michael, 67, who had 
also tested positive and recovered after 
about 10 hours of feeling ill.

But Karen exhibited what has become 

common COVID-19 symptoms: fever, 
cough, stabbing pain in the chest and 
trouble breathing. While at home, her 
blood-oxygen level was steadily dropping 
over several hours: 80 ... 70 ... 60.

Early on Jan. 20, Michael reached over 
to Karen.

“She was ice cold and not breathing,” 
he recalled, voice laden with emotion. 
“I had to shake her to start her breathing 
again.”

Then it happened again and again and 
once more while in the car en route to Prov-
idence. She collapsed in the parking lot.

The next thing Karen remembers is 
asking what day it was.

“March 3,” Michael said. “It’s March 3.”
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‘A walking miracle’
COVID survivor focuses on recovery after long journey to stay alive

Independent living
 facilities to be 
built in Stanwood, 
Smokey Point

By PEGGY WENDEL
pwendel@scnews.com

Josephine Caring Community has 
changed course in its expansion plans 
to support an aging population.

Instead of building a new facility 
out of the fl oodplain, Josephine plans 
to stay put and add a new building 
in Stanwood. In addition, it plans to 
build an independent living facility 
with 80 apartments at Smokey Point.

The Stanwood project is going 
through an approval process with the 
city for conditional-use and fl ood 
development permits to allow a new 
building on 4.66 acres zoned multi-
family residential. 

CEO Terry Robertson said construc-

tion could start in the next year or two.
Josephine’s expansion plan in town 

calls for a nearly 51,000-square-
foot building with 32 memory care 
apartments and 20 independent living 
apartments. Each area would have a 
garden courtyard and parking on the 
ground level.

The addition is east of the exist-
ing facility at 9901 272nd Place NW, 
Stanwood. Heritage Park is to the east, 
and the city plans to eventually expand 
the park to the north on property re-
cently purchased from Josephine. 
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Josephine plans to expand
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borders may change
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City approves 
 parks, traffi c, 
zoning plans

By PEGGY WENDEL
 pwendel@scnews.com

In a split vote, the Stanwood 
City Council on Thursday con-
fi rmed City Engineer Shawn 
Smith as interim city adminis-

trator.
Council 

members 
Steve 
Shepro, Sid 
Roberts, 
Judy Wil-
liams, Dar-
ren Robb 
and Timo-
thy Pearce 
voted yes. 
Rob John-
son and 

Dianne White voted no. 
Mayor Elizabeth Callaghan 

tapped Smith to fi ll the position 
vacated by former City Admin-
istrator Jennifer Ferguson. The 
city and Ferguson agreed to part 
ways as of Monday, Sept. 20.

The city has employed 
Smith as city engineer/assistant 
public works director since 
January 2016. In March 2020, 
his title became city engineer/
capital projects manager, a new 
position that prioritizes capital 
improvement projects, plans 
reviews and inspections.

Johnson asked, “What pro-
cess was followed to choose 
him; what other candidates 
were considered?”

Callaghan wouldn’t divulge 
her methods, but said she 
didn’t interview anyone else.

“It’s within my ability to 
hire and fi re. He’s qualifi ed 
to do the job and could move 
seamlessly into the position,” 
she said.
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Karen Henderson was in the ICU at Provi-
dence Regional Medical Center in Everett 
for 33 days this past winter.

EVAN CALDWELL / STANWOOD CAMANO NEWS

Karen Henderson plays the piano in front of collages made by family to show support for surviving COVID.

By EVAN CALDWELL   |    ecaldwell@scnews.com

Karen Henderson asked a simple question.
She was in pain and could barely speak. She couldn’t move her arms 

or legs. But she could see her husband Michael Henderson there in the 
hospital room.

“What day is it?” the 64-year-old asked her husband of 45 years.

COURTESY JOSEPHINE CARING COMMUNITY

An artist rendering of an aerial view looking from the southwest to 
the northeast of Josephine Caring Community’s planned expansion.

Shawn 
Smith
Interim city 
administrator
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RIVER OF LIFE

606 Arrowhead Road, Camano Island• 360-387-2600
Meets atThe Stillaguamish Grange 6521 Pioneer Hwy,

Worship Service - 10 a.m.
Sunday School (grades k-5)

Nursery and Children’s Sunday School
Home groups, call or check out our website for time & location

www.riveroflife.cc

OUR SAVIOUR’S LUTHERAN CHURCH
Our Saviour’s Luther Church

StanwoodWA 98292
360-629-3767

Mark A. Bankson, Pastor
Alex Abdallah, Director of Student and Family Ministries

8:30 AMTraditionalWorship - Sanctuary
10:30 AMContemporaryWorship - FellowshipHall

FM only outdoors, 27201 99th Ave. NW
(Signal limited to area surrounding church building)

10:30 AM Sunday School and Youth
www.oursaviourschurch.org

NEW VIEW CHURCH

8028 272nd ST. NW, Stanwood - 360-629-2600
Worship Sun - 8:30 a.m. & 10:00 a.m.

Prayer meeting 1st Sunday each month beginning May 2, 5:30 p.m.
Tuesday Youth Gathering - 7:00 - 8:30 p.m.• newviewchurch.com

CEDARHOMESEVENTH-DAYADVENTISTCHURCH

28505 68th Ave, NW, Stanwood
360-629-2441

Pastor Don Bryan
SaturdayWorship 10:45 a.m.
Saturday Bible Study 9:30 a.m.

Spanish Services in the Blue Church
www.StanwoodSDA.org

CEDARHOME BAPTIST CHURCH

29000 68th Ave. NW, Stanwood• 360-629-9771
DylanMcFadden, Worship Director
Janna Dyck, Cedarhome Kids Director

Julie Olson, Nursery Director
All-Ages Sunday School - 8:45 a.m.

Worship Service - 10 a.m.
Youth Group (Grades 6-12) -Thurs. 6:30 p.m.

www.cedarhome.org

MABANA CHAPEL

3871 South Camano Drive, Camano Island• 360-387-6431
Greg Summers, Pastor

Sunday School - 9:45 a.m.
Worship Service - 11 a.m.
Mon. Bible Study - 7 p.m.
www.mabanachapel.org

CAMANO LUTHERAN

Highway 532 at Heichel Rd. Camano Island
360-629-4592 Church

SundayWorship
In-PersonWorship is Open to Everyone

10:00 a.m.
www.camanolutheranchurch.org

CAMANO CHAPEL
867 S.West Camano Dr., Camano Island• 360-387-7202

8:30 a.m. Indoor Traditional Service in Heritage Hall,

9:00 a.m. Indoor Contemporary Service in theWorship Center,

11:15 a.m Outdoor Service

View Online: www.camanochapel.org

BIBLE BAPTIST CHURCH

8313 Park Dr. Stanwood• 360-629-2252
Steven Casteel Pastor

Sunday School - 10 a.m.• Morning Service - 11 a.m.
Sunday Evening Service - 6 p.m.•Wed. Bible Study - 7 p.m.

ANCHOR OF HOPE COMMUNITY CHURCH

PO Box 764, Stanwood•425-320-8273
(A Church of the Lutheran Brethren)

Meeting at the Stanwood Sons of Norway Hall
next toWells Fargo Bank

9:30-10:15 a.m. Bible Class•10:30 a.m.Worship Service
Russ Krause, Pastor

TIDELANDS

ANewWorshipping Community
of the Presbyterian Church

10101 271st St. NW, Stanwood• 360-654-4760
Sunday - 10 a.m.

www.tidelands.church

ST. AIDAN’S EPISCOPAL CHURCH

1318 SR 532, Camano Island• 360-387-3969
Vicar Drew Foisie

Sunday Service - 8 a.m. & 10 a.m.
Child Care 9 a.m. - Noon & Adult Forum 9:20 - 9:50 a.m.

Wednesday Eucharist 10 a.m.
www.staidancamanoisland.org

ST. CECILIA CATHOLIC CHURCH
26900 78th Ave. N.W., Stanwood

P.O. Box 1002• 360-629-3737

Father Jan Lundberg, O.C.D

secretary@saintccc.org

www.stceciliastanwood.org

Saturday Vigil Mass - 5 p.m.

Sunday Mass - 9 a.m. & 11 a.m.

Faith Formation Office - 360-629-4425

COVID
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‘We made three 
mistakes’

Like many others, the 
Hendersons began the 
pandemic being extremely 
cautious.

They shed coats and 
boots outside before 
entering their home. Karen 
would shower immediately 
after work as a clerk at the 
Stanwood Post Office. And 
guests wore masks when 
visiting their home.

But, like many, their level 
of seriousness faded some 
over time. Vaccines were on 
the way, but weren’t avail-
able yet.

By late December 2020, 
they welcomed a group 
into their home to visit 
unmasked. Days later, two 
called to say they tested 
positive for COVID.

“We made three mis-
takes,” Karen said. “One: 
We let people into our 
house who were not wear-
ing masks. … Two: We 
started feeling sick and 
didn’t get tested right away. 
… Three: We waited too 
long to go to the hospital.”

All three are common 
mistakes, health officials 
said.

The week Karen and 
Michael tested positive, so 
did about 850 others in Sno-
homish and Island counties, 
according to data from each 
county’s health department.

In January, Karen, who 
has no underlying health 
conditions, was one of 106 
people admitted to hospitals 
in Snohomish County with 
COVID, according to Sno-
homish Health District data. 
While she was in Provi-
dence, at least 51 died from 
COVID in the county.

“Ten people went into 
the ICU that day (Karen 
was admitted) and only two 
came out,” said Michael, 
pausing to collect himself. 
“She’s a walking miracle. A 
miracle.”

‘We just don’t know’
Karen lay in the Provi-

dence ICU for 33 long days.
She was in a medically 

induced coma. A ventilator 
fed oxygen into her weak-
ened lungs through a tube in 
her neck.

Doctors seeking more 
information on her condi-
tion and the condition of 
her lungs tried to move her 
to get a CAT scan, but each 
time she was transferred to 
a portable ventilator, she 
stopped breathing.

“Doctors kept saying, 
‘We just don’t know,’” 
Michael said. “It was still 
fairly early in the pandemic, 
and they didn’t know all 
that much about the virus.”

The virus effects people 
in different ways, and CO-
VID doesn’t have consistent 
or reliable markers that 
help doctors predict what’s 
going to happen to a person, 
health officials said.

The couple’s son, Chris-
topher, guided his father 
through procedures, tests, 
treatments, drugs and more. 
He’s the middle of five 
adult children and a medical 
officer in the U.S. Air Force 
with triage experience in 
emergency room settings.

“He could talk their lan-
guage,” Michael said.

But with little change 
after three weeks and a fear 
Karen already had brain 
damage, doctors started ask-
ing them tough questions.   

“Feb. 9, 10 and 11 were 
the hardest,” Michael said. 
“They wanted to remove 
her from life support. They 
had other people they 
thought they could save.”

Michael fended off the 
inquiries, but by day 28 of 
the coma, they began to 
discuss end-of-life options.

“They needed the ventila-
tor,” he said.

No visitation
All of this happened 

without Karen’s family, in-
cluding her husband, being 

able to see her.
Pandemic procedures 

barred everyone from the 
ICU.

Since Michael had been 
tracking and documenting 
Karen’s vitals, he initially 
tried to follow her into the 
ICU, but was stopped and 
forced to leave by hospital 
security.

Providence staff provided 
access to hour-by-hour vi-
tals, which Christopher was 
able to decipher and distill 
for his father. But visits 
were off limits.

Should Karen’s condition 
worsen, Providence officials 
told Michael they would 
call and allow him about 
30 minutes to get to the 
hospital.

But the trip from their 
home on north Camano 
would take 45 minutes if 
traffic was light.

“So I started sleeping 
in my car in the hospital 
parking lot,” Michael said. 
“I did that until the cops 
kicked me out, which hap-
pened twice. Then a hotel 
room a few times.”

But for the most part, 
Michael did not sleep much. 
He measured his sleep in 
15-minute chunks instead 
of hours.

Sometimes it was cold in 
the car, but he didn’t want 
to leave his wife. It eventu-
ally took a toll. Michael 
said he was incoherent at 
times when talking to fam-
ily or neighbors.

Meanwhile, as the days 
blurred together, the family 
and medical professionals 
were running out of options. 
Michael, Christopher and 
some of Karen’s doctors 
then considered trying an 
experimental drug therapy, 
called EB05, from Edesa 
Biotech, a Canadian firm.

They thought that even if 
Karen died, someone might 
benefit from the knowledge 
gained from trying the drug 
— an anti-inflammatory for 
the lungs. EB05 is still in 
Phase II/III of its clinical 
study, which is examining 
how it hinders a receptor 
that can trigger inflamma-
tion that causes acute lung 
injury activated by COVID 
and influenza viruses.

“We were in online 
church and a member, who 
also works at the hospital, 
said ‘please help Karen 
Henderson and all her treat-
ments be effective.’ And 
right then — they didn’t 
even say amen yet — right 

then, the hospital called and 
said they’d do the (experi-
mental) treatment,” Michael 
said.

The drug was not yet ap-
proved by the U.S. Federal 
Drug Administration, and 
Karen would become only 
the 318th person in the 
country to receive the treat-
ment at the time.

“It was one of the few 
treatments they even had 
at the time,” Michael said. 
“They have more now but 
not then.”

Soon after starting the 
treatment, her vitals began 
to perk up.

‘The piano has 
been key’

Karen doesn’t remember 
much about the coma.

“I only remember having 
dreams,” she said. “In those 
dreams, I just remember 
that I didn’t want him to 
leave. I didn’t want to be 
alone. But the dreams were 
about people leaving me. I 
was alone, and I didn’t want 
to be alone.”

When she woke up and 
was told February had 
come and gone, she thought 
Michael was joking.

“I said, ‘You’re lying,’” 
she said.

She had first woken up 
on day 33 of the coma, Feb. 
22, late at night. She opened 
one eye. The next day, 
she opened both eyes and 
was able to follow people 
around the room.

However, she doesn’t 
recall anything until March 
3 when she was able to 
softly whisper her question: 
“What day is it?”

When the gravity of the 
situation hit her, she said 
she first felt discouraged but 
quickly switched gears to 
focus on the positives: She 
was still here. She beat the 
odds.

Next would come a long, 
slow road to recovery, full 
of unknowns because so 
few have walked a similar 
path.

After her discharge from 
Providence on March 3, she 
spent 30 days at Kindred 
Hospital Seattle, a long-
term acute care facility. 
She then was moved to 
Josephine Caring Commu-
nity, where she stayed until 
finally moving back home 
on April 27 — 99 days after 
first being admitted.

Because a recovery like 
hers is so rare, she’s part of 

a University of Washington 
COVID study, where doc-
tors who treated her share 
notes with medical profes-
sionals worldwide in an 
effort to better understand 
the virus and its various 
impacts.

Six months after waking 
up, she is still working on 
some basics.

“I just try to come up 
with something new to ac-
complish each day,” Karen 
said. “Sometimes I push 
myself too far. I’ve made 
mistakes, but I just have to 
keep listening to my body 
and take baby steps. I know 
it’s going to take a while.”

Karen has played the 
piano since she was 5 years 
old. Growing up in a Ger-
man household, music was 
very important. She also 
learned to play the vio-
lin, guitar and organ. She 
would accompany German 
and Swiss choruses that 
were under direction of her 
father.

“Music has been a big 
part of my life,” Karen said. 
“That is why I am trying to 
play the piano again.”

Now it takes on new 
importance.

“The piano has been key 
in building back dexterity,” 
she said.

She was finally able to 
play the piano again for the 
first time on Aug. 22.

“The piano is good 
therapy,” she said. “I started 
with one finger, and now 
I’m at two fingers.”

Karen goes to physical 
therapy three times a week, 
making progress each time. 
The nerve damage that 
paralyzed her arms and legs 
is slowly healing — at the 
rate of about 2-3 millime-
ters per day. At that rate, 
they hope she could have 
full nerve function return by 
August 2022.

She worked as a clerk at 
the Stanwood Post Office, 
and they wanted her back, 
but she just can’t fathom 
how. She is mentally and 
physically exhausted after 
playing the piano for a few 
minutes. She needs several 
naps a day to recharge. In-
stead, she’s retiring.

However, she plans to 
eventually restart college 
with hopes of obtaining a 
degree that would enable 
her to work as a substitute 
teacher down the road when 
she’s feeling better.

“I want to give back, to 
help people,” Karen said. 

Thanks and 
frustration

“The community here has 
been amazing,” Michael 
said. “Friends, family 
and strangers — absolute 
strangers who we have no 
clue who they are — have 
donated to the hospital bill, 
brought us food, gave us a 
wheelchair. Amazing.”

The hospital stays — so 
far — have cost nearly 
$900,000. Karen’s insur-
ance will cover about 
90% of it. That still leaves 
them with a bill of at least 
$90,000.

Michael and Karen are 
frustrated that so many 
people are treating COVID 
like it isn’t a big deal.

“If you feel sick, don’t 
wait. Go get tested,” Karen 
said. “It’s been frustrat-
ing seeing people not take 
this seriously, not getting 
vaccinated. To me, I don’t 
understand how it became 
political.”

Vaccines were just start-
ing to become available 
when Karen fell ill, but are 
available to nearly everyone 
now.

“Karen’s situation is 
avoidable. We’ve been on 
a mission to get that into 
people’s thick heads,” 
Michael said. “People who 
may have had a light case 
can still get this variant. We 
can end this pandemic if we 
all wanted to.

“The stubborn ones are 
keeping this virus alive. 
No one should have to 
go through what Karen 
endured.”

submitted

Karen Henderson participates in three days of 
physical therapy a week in hopes of a full recovery.

Evan Caldwell / Stanwood Camano News

Karen and Michael Henderson show the calendar 
they used to track Karen’s battle with COVID.

“They wanted to remove her from  
life support. They had other people  

they thought they could save.”
— Michael Henderson on what some doctors were 

saying while his wife was in a coma in February

School Board approves new 
3-year contract with teachers 
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