
CHAPTER 1 

IN SICKNESS, IN HELL 

 

I thought it was man-flu. I’m no doctor, but I’d already diagnosed my husband, Sean, as part 

of the pandemic sweeping North America. I kept him home four days, spooning soup into his 

mouth while trying to keep our two young children from screaming through the house like 

banshees. At the end of his quarantine, Sean’s legs turned leaden and numb. Like a tugboat, I 

guided, slid, and pulled my weakened husband down the stairs from the second floor to the 

first. I was 55 pounds lighter than him and bore his full weight as he draped a clammy arm 

across my shoulders. I maneuvered him into our Honda Odyssey before returning to the 

house for three-year-old Finley. He’d stay with a friend and her chickens. Our five-year-old 

daughter, Fiona, was in kindergarten for the morning.  

My husband and I briefly visited our family doctor. He couldn’t find Sean’s pulse and 

dispatched us to the emergency room. “I’ll let you drive him,” said Dr. S. “But go straight 

away. I’ll call to say you’re coming.” 

 

Facebook: What’s on your mind, Dawn Picken? 

Facebook Post: September 14, 2009 at 10:11pm 

Dawn Picken: Sean has been moved to ICU, as of tonight. He is in getting another 

scan. We still don't know why his kidneys are failing. No flu, no connection 

to it. More CT scans, blood tests, trying to keep him stable. I'm camped out 

here. Fiona wanted to know why Mommy gets to sleep in the hospital. Just lucky, I 

guess. 



 Janelle Stephens Lee: Wow! I'm glad it isn't the flu. If Fiona needs to spend 

the night, she is certainly welcome. Finley too. I hope Sean starts to feel 

better soon with the addition of fluids. Take care! 

 

Janelle’s daughter, Rachael, was my daughter’s best friend. They lived down the street. 

Janelle and I ran together in the mornings, and she often teased me for setting off too fast. I 

quickly responded to her offer of help and took Fiona and Finley to her. 

"Daddy's really sick," I told the kids. "The doctors and nurses are trying to make him 

better." No promises. I refused to make promises. This would be their first overnight at a 

friend’s house. Thank God, they saw adventure, instead of crisis. No tears, just excitement 

about bunking with neighbor kids. 

Back home, I stuffed a duffle bag with a change of clothes, plus running gear. If I 

stayed at the hospital tonight, maybe I could run in the morning. Just like I’d run five miles 

around the Cleveland Clinic during Mom's breast cancer surgery. Just like I’d run a marathon 

less than a year after being diagnosed with life-threatening liver disease. Run away. 

Runaway. That was me. I embraced the Chinese proverb: Do not fear going forward 

slowly. Fear only to stand still.  

Standing still was never my game. I had left my hometown, Ashtabula, in northeast 

Ohio at age 17 to live as an exchange student in Luxembourg for a year. I improved upon my 

high school French, learned Luxembourgish, and rode the rails throughout Europe, traveling 

solo to Prague, Budapest, and Oslo to satisfy curiosity and visit a Norwegian friend. I moved 

to the southwest corner of Ohio to attend Miami University in 1998 and later moved to 

Illinois, Michigan, and Washington for school, work and eventually, for love of Sean. And 

now I found myself taking up residence in the ICU waiting room of Providence Sacred Heart 

Medical Center in Spokane, Washington. 



At four in the morning, a doctor from the Intensive Care team found me curled under 

blankets, lying across two blue armchairs. He thrust a clipboard and pen into my hands, along 

with a form that would give permission for Sean to be placed on a ventilator. I read the 

disclaimer about potential complications, even death. I signed because they said Sean needed 

a breathing machine to survive. That single sheet of paper changed my standing from Sean’s 

partner to the one making legal decisions that would impact his life forever. And mine.  

I suddenly felt hopelessly and helplessly alone.  

 

Facebook Post: September 15 at 4:46am 

Dawn Picken: Medical staff just now intubating Sean. He’s working too 

hard to breathe. They think the cause of all this is some kind of 

bacterial infection. Still don't know exactly what it is, or how it started. Sean 

will remain sedated while on the ventilator. We don't know how long he'll 

need the machine. 

  

The first person I phoned after signing the intubation paper was Leanne. She was a 

TV news reporter in California used to waking at odd hours. More importantly, she had been 

where I was. Leanne had paced hospital corridors after her husband's helicopter crash on 

September 11th, 2007. Mark had been flying a chopper off the coast of Florida when it 

plummeted into the sea. He survived. His two passengers did not. Mark shattered bones and 

spent two weeks in Intensive Care.  

Leanne listened to my thousand-miles-away sobs and said, "I understand. I am so 

sorry for what you're going through. Get your family in. They’ll know what to do when they 

get there." 



 Another waiting room on the second floor offered a change of scenery. I needed to 

move my sedentary ass, if only down the hall. There, I met Paul, whose wife needed a heart 

transplant. We weren’t whiling away time, we were thumb-wrestling it. We pretended to 

skim Reader's Digest and stared down at stained, nubby, dark blue carpeting. I sat beside a 

square side table with gray Formica top where I’d stacked a half-dozen paperbacks and 

periodicals. It was the sixth hour of waiting on Day Two and I had yet to touch a single 

volume.  

Stand, stretch, inventory the counter’s contents: pot of coffee, Styrofoam cups, 

packets of Coffee Whitener. I sat again and grabbed my phone. My smartphone was an IV 

drip, a constant source of sustenance. As long as I kept it charged to report Sean's condition 

and receive encouragement from others, I'd survive. Drip: Update Facebook. Drip: Receive 

text messages. Drip: Read friends' Facebook posts. Distracted from distraction by distraction, 

wrote T.S. Eliot. 

 Down the hall, Sean was tethered to real IVs – they trickled survival liquids into his 

body—saline, morphine, penicillin, plus eleven other drugs. Medicine hung from bags above 

his head. Staff flowed through his room like birds in murmuration, rustling thousands of pairs 

of wings. Doctors circled burgeoning purplish blotches on Sean’s arms and legs in black 

marker. Nurses monitored oxygen levels, blood pressure, heart rate and temperature inside an 

alternate universe of white-coated workers, medicines, and machines orbiting Planet Sean. 

 A 17-year-old boy named Drew, who had taken a bad head knock during a high 

school football game, was admitted around the same time as Sean. I'll never forget the sobs, 

the wailing of teenagers after he died from concussion. I imagined keening was reserved for 

African tribal women until I heard the adolescent agony sirens— a roaring, uncontrolled wail 

from deep in the gut. The sound made me want to double over, made my lips quiver. I was 



enveloped in one of Dante's nine circles of suffering, where the gates of hell bear the 

inscription: 

"Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch'intrate." 

Abandon all hope, ye who enter here. 

   

Facebook Post: September 15 at 3:41pm 

Dawn Picken: Sean is in surgery right now to try to clear infection. Vitals 

okay, but still critical. Identified as strep infection. He has toxic shock. Please 

understand if I can't call or return your e-mail messages. But we do 

appreciate your thoughts and prayers and all the help you've given. We love you. 

  

Sean's surgeon, Dr. B, found me in the waiting room. He was thin and topped with 

light brown, close-cropped hair and a white three-quarter length lab coat, name embroidered 

in black thread. He looked around my age—late thirties. It was strange to think of a specialist 

surgeon as a peer. Doctors had always been older than me. 

 I scribbled on a reporter note pad (one of many gifts from friends at my old TV 

station), trying to digest new information and pretend I was working on a story about 

someone other than my husband. Dr. B told me Sean had necrotizing fasciitis (NF for short), 

otherwise known as flesh-eating bacteria. It’s a misnomer. Bacteria don’t actually eat tissue. 

Instead, they destroy skin and muscle by releasing toxins. 

 Between doctor visits and status updates, I had a fathomless canyon of time in which 

to reminisce. To remember how Sean and I had fallen in love. We’d met at an employee 

picnic in August, 1996, the week before I started my new reporting job in Grand Rapids, 



Michigan. Standing beside me atop a picnic table, Sean had turned and asked, “Who are 

you?”  

I was about to turn twenty-six. I had dark, shoulder-length hair, stood around 5 feet 5 

inches tall (with shoes, which I counted) and weighed what I reported on my driver’s 

license—125 pounds. But my girl-next-door appearance belied my fondness for black humor 

and penis jokes. People often told me they thought I was reserved, even aloof – until we had 

eaten a meal or taken a road trip together.  

Initially, I had eliminated Sean as a potential match for two reasons: we worked 

together, and I had a serious, long-distance boyfriend. I thought the Boyfriend and I would 

end up together, just as soon as one of us was able or willing to uproot. It was also a 

convenient way to hang out with other guys without worrying about dating and sex. Except 

Sean wanted to date me. At first, I brushed off his overtures—until he told me he couldn’t 

stand Michigan anymore and was moving back home to Seattle.  

After he moved two-thousand miles away, I missed Sean horribly. 

He wrote long letters and sent me a plane ticket to visit him in Seattle. But I still had 

trouble viewing him as boyfriend material. He was nine years older than me and, at five feet 

nine inches, a little on the short side. Was I physically attracted to him? What if he wanted to 

kiss me? What if he wanted more? I decided not to overthink it and, instead, followed my 

bliss.  

Sean’s kisses were soft, yet urgent, setting my heart aflutter. I shouldn’t have worried. 

  

Facebook Post: September 15 at 5:12pm 

Dawn Picken: For everyone who knows Sean: please share your stories and 

thoughts about what you like most. I'll read them to him. Even if he can't 



hear, he can still feel your love. 

 Melissa Matzen Secor: Please remind him about our 

"Gold Bond" party and how much we all loved the "cool 

breeze flowing through our pants"!!! Laughter is good 

medicine. 

 

Melissa’s comment was a wonderful reminder of a party in my apartment in Grand 

Rapids. A gaggle of beer-fueled women crowded into the bathroom, taking turns shaking 

Gold Bond brand powder down the fronts of our underwear. The stuff had menthol, which 

created a cool, tingly sensation on the skin. At that moment, we weren't 26—we were six-

year-old giggling school girls. We emerged from Gold-Bonding and told Sean what we'd 

done. He laughed, then shook his head when we offered the canister. 

“No thanks,” he said. “I don't want to burn my junk.” 

  

Jill Johnson: Sean left me at a press briefing at the Sheriff's office. 

He had a good reason, Fiona was on her way! Get well soon, Sean. 

 Jeff Stafford: I remember, and I am so thankful for his 

help when our house burned down. He shot tons of 

footage of the rebuilding process. 

 

My friend, neighbor, and running mate, Janelle, wrote a post on behalf of my 

daughter, Fiona: 

 Dear Daddy, I hope you feel better Daddy. 



So get well soon. I learned the letter F in school. I 

played with Rachael and Libby at the playground at 

school. We got Space Buddies at the Library and Hannah 

Montana. I like cats. I got a splinter in my foot Dada. I 

had pizza and little beans for dinner. I had fun at the 

sleepover Dad, at Rachael's. 

  

Kate Derning: My favorite Sean story: we were all 

working on a Sunday morning. We were doing a huge live show 

and were told we all had to wear our KREM 2 polo shirts. 

Sean walks in wearing his polo and it was so tight and tiny, 

I kept wondering if he had gained weight. Turns out, he 

had gotten dressed quickly and put your KREM 2 polo on 

instead. 

 

I read the stories to Sean in his ICU room. His eyes were closed, body bloated from 

heart medication and IV fluids. He rested on an air mattress which competed with the 

respirator to see which machine could create more noise. The mattress hummed. The 

respirator whooshed, orchestrating Sean's breathing: Hah-whoo, hah-whoo, hah-whoo. A 

heart monitor beeped in rhythm. An electronic survival symphony. I inhaled scents of clean 

sheets and sterility, of rubbing alcohol and floor cleaner. Aromas of hospital, hope and 

healing, plus heartbreak and pain. I stood beside Sean's bed and read. I didn’t cry, laughing 

instead at funny stories. But when I saw Janelle's note from Fiona, my throat was suddenly 



packed with cotton. Fat tears pooled in my eyes. My kids. His kids. They'd be terrified to see 

Daddy this way. 

 Dr. B entered the room. I placed the phone in my bag and fished out my notepad. The 

doctor told me he'd found necrotizing fasciitis on the back of Sean's right thigh and in his 

right forearm. 

"If we don't cut out all the infection, he’ll die," he said. I had read patients with 

necrotizing fasciitis have a 30-70 percent mortality rate. Infection spreads rapidly. People 

often die within hours of diagnosis.  

 "How did Sean get this?" I asked. 

“We don't know,” Dr. B said. “In about half these cases, we never find the cause."  

The kids and I had visited the same places as Sean, slept in the same house, eaten the 

same food. Why had he gotten so sick when the rest of us were fine?”  

  

Facebook Post: September 15 at 6:25pm 

Dawn Picken: Sean just got out of surgery that sliced away infected skin. Doc 

says one thigh looks like it got a shark bite. Hoping that will stop 

infection from spreading. Dialysis tonight to clear toxins from his blood. 

We’re told to prepare for a "long night." 

Mary Nam Olson: It may be a long night but you're not alone. Tell 

your hubby he is one hot topic on FB. :) 

 Lucinda Kay: So, is this different from the flu thing? Cause 

now, I'm worried.  

  



I tried to pray silently in the hospital, but couldn’t find words beyond, "God help 

Sean. Help me. Help us."  

Friends and family would have to manage what I could not, like watching my 

children, cooking, cleaning, and praying. 

 


