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Awaking from a coma

launches a

BY PATRICE DIRICAN

After three months of lying in a
hospital bed, Melissa Martin finally
awoke from her coma Oct. 9, 2001.

It was the outcome her parents
had been praying for ever since the
automobile accident that resulted in
a brain injury so severe that last rites
were given.

Missy was going to make it.

But their relief was quickly over-
shadowed by the reality that the 21-
year-old Towson University student,
who had aspired to become a nurse,
no longer knew how to walk, talk or
feed herself.

She had to learn everything again.
Even how to button a shirt.

“It is constant work to get up and
do the little things 1 once took for
granted,” said Melissa Martin, who
recently sat down for an interview
with her mother and father, Agnes
and Alan Martin, at the family’s
home in Foxhall Farm in Catons-
ville.

In the more than three years fol-
owing the accident, Melissa Martin
underwent rigorous cognitive, speech
and physical therapy to relearn all of
he basic life skills.

Last September, Melissa amazed
her therapists, friends and family
when she ran in and completed the
annual 5K race sponsored by the
YMCA in Catonsville, where person-
al trainers have been working with
er to improve her strength, coordi-
nation and cardiovascular stamina.

Fateful day

It was a clear summer day in
Oklahoma on July 1, 2001, when the
Martins were headed to the airport
on their way back home from a fam-
ily reunion in Texas.

Alan Martin, an attorney in the
chief counsel’s office in the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security, who
was driving a rented Nissan Altima,
suggested to his wife and daughter
that they take a more scenic route
since they had some extra time before
their flight would depart. Melissa’s
brother did not go to the reunion and
had remained in Maryland.

They decided to take a single-lane
highway through a nearby Native
American reservation and were
enjoying the view when two vehicles
appeared, racing toward them at a
high rate of speed.

With nowhere to safely turn off
the roadway — a deep ravine lay on
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the right side and veering to the left
would have meant a head-on colli-
sion with the other vehicle — Alan
Martin took his wife’s hand and
told her, “I love you” for what he
thought was the last time.

In the next moment, the pickup
truck collided with the Nissan,
crushing the front and left side of
the car.

Both Alan and Melissa, who
was sitting in the back seat behind
er father, were bloody and uncon-
scious.

Agnes Martin, who sustained
only minor injuries in the acci-
dent, first tried to move her hus-
band from his pinned-in position
against the driver’s side door but
was unable to pry him out.

Agnes, a nurse at St. Agnes Hos-
pital, next climbed into the back of
he car next to Melissa to wait for
help to arrive, holding her daugh-
ter’s right pinky finger, which had
been severed in the collision.

“It seemed like it took a really
ong time,” Agnes Martin recalled.

The ambulances finally arrived.
Alan Martin was taken to one hos-
pital for treatment of a shattered
hip while Melissa was flown to a
separate shock trauma facility for a
severe head injury and was placed
on life support.

The male driver of the demol-
ished truck, which contained open
beer cans, was pronounced dead
at the scene. The three passengers
in the truck were all injured and
transported to nearby hospitals.

The Martins later learned that
the road they had been traveling
was known for daytime racing and
that automobile fatalities at the
location were not uncommon.

Family in crisis

The weeks that followed in Okla-
homa were an ordeal of struggle,
coping and despair.

Alan Martin was released from
the hospital, but Melissa Martin
remained comatose.

Occasional acts of kindness
brought small rays of light to the
darkness, according to the Martins,
who are parishioners at Church of
the Ascension.

Melissa was finally able to be
transported home to Baltimore,
where she was transferred to the
former Deaton Hospital (the facil-
ity, which became an affiliate of
the University of Maryland Medi-
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Brushing her own hair was a skill Melissa Martin had to relearn after emerging from her coma four years ago.
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cal System in 2001, is now named
University Specialty Hospital).

The symbolism of their 40 days
and 40 nights in Oklahoma did not
go unnoticed by the Martins, who
referred to Jesus’ period of tempta-
tion in the desert.

Melissa’s parents pushed for her
transfer to Kernan Hospital, where
she would receive a higher level of
rehabilitative care.

In an odd twist, she did finally
gain admission into Kernan — on
Sept. 11,2001,

Awaking from a coma

Then, nearly one month later,
Melissa finally awoke from her coma
on Oct. 9.

“l never gave up on Melissa
because she is strong, and I knew
she would make it back to us,” Agnes
Martin said. .

By Nov. 18, Melissa was finally
released from Kernan and began
four months of physical, cognitive
and speech therapy at Kennedy
Krieger Institute.

Melissa says now that she remem-
bers little of her life prior to the
accident.

After her treatment at Kennedy

Krieger ended in March of 2002, she
began working intensively with staff
on a pro bono basis at the Western
YMCA, where she was employed
at the front desk while a student at
Catonsville High School.

The YMCA also sponsored fund-
raising efforts to assist the Martins
with medical expenses not covered
by their health insurance.

The work begins

“When she first came in, you
couldn’t understand her speech,”
recalled Janet Jarvis, the former fit-
ness coordinator for the Western
YMCA and a personal trainer who
worked with Melissa on muscle
strength.

“She couldn’t even walk on her -

own — we're talking little one-inch
shuffles. She had to relearn every-
thing.”

A former member of the swim
team at the YMCA with Jarvis’
daughter Jessica, Melissa returned to
the Y pool for exercises with instruc-
tor Mark Strube.

As Melissa’s coordination and
endurance progressed, she began
cycling classes for cardiovascular fit-
ness and over time she went from

being able to walk to actually run-
ning,

On Sept. 12, 2004, Melissa ran the
full course of the YMCA's Sunrise
5K Race and Fun Walk, along with
her father, whom doctors also pre-
dicted would never run again.

Jarvis observed that Melissa is still
making progress.

“I told her, ‘I guess the next thing
is a triathlon,” Jarvis said.

These days, Melissa trains at the
YMCA on her own at least three
times a week and continues speech
therapy at Loyola College.

Her days are spent working part-
time as an office clerk at Sinai Hos-
pital, and she is enrolled in a math
course at the Community College of
Baltimore County-Catonsville.

Melissa, who volunteered at Ker-
nan Hospital following her treatment
there, still wants to work in the field,
possibly as a medical assistant.

‘Whatever the future holds, Melissa
is convinced she is here for a reason.

“God let me live. My advice is take
every day as a gift. I take nothing for
granted now.”

E-mail  Patrice Dirican  at
pdirican@patuxent.com.




