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Th e  H e a l i n g  P o w e r  o f Tr a n s p l a n tat i o n

J U D I T H  R A P P,  A S S I S TA N T  D I R E C T O R
A C A D E M I C  & S TA F F  H U M A N  R E S O U R C E S , 
D E PA R T M E N T  C O M M U N I C AT I O N S

Why I  am wr i t ing  th is:  to  te l l  the  other  s ide  of  the 
t ransp lant  s tor y – the  donor  s ide  f rom p er sona l

exp er ienc e.  To  he lp  other s  under s tand the  hea l ing
nature  of  do ing  someth ing  for  other s . 

G e t t in g  a  c a l l  n o  parent  want s  to  ge t  –  ever  –  that  your 
c h i ld  ( in  th i s  c as e,  grown c h i ld)  i s  in  the  hosp i t a l  neuro -

ICU and has suf fered a brain trauma. He is  al ive,  but in ser ious 
c o n di t i o n . 

I  w i l l  never  for get  the long dr ive  to  Tacoma Gener a l  Hosp i t a l 
on Januar y  2,  2020 – one day af ter  the s t ar t  of  the new year—
n ot  k n owin g  mu c h,  fear in g  the  wo r s t ;  h o p in g  “a l i ve ”  meant 
he ’ l l  b e  O K eventua l l y ;  c o nf us e d ab ou t  what  hap p ene d;  n o r 
what  we woul d  f a c e  when we got  there.  I  kept  h o l d in g  o n to 
the  “ he ’s  a l i ve ”  p hr as e  –  where  there  i s  l i fe,  there  i s  h o p e.

We wer e  m e t  by  a  smal l  g r o up,  th e  nur s e  in  c har ge  o f  that 
un i t  an d  th e  n eur o - t r auma d o c to r  a t te n d i n g  h i m .  We we r e 
t a ke n  t o  s e e  N i c h o l a s ,  o u r  35 - yea r- o l d  s o n  a n d  o n l y  c h i l d . 
H e was  o n a  vent i la to r  an d h i s  eyes  were  c l os e d;  other wis e, 
he  l o o ke d n o r mal  an d p ea c ef u l .  We l ear ne d he  had su f fere d 
a s p h y x i a  a n d  h i s  b r a i n  h a d  b e e n  d e p r i v e d  o f  o x y g e n  f o r 
a n  u n d e t e r m i n e d  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e .  E M Ts  h a d  b e e n  a b l e  t o 
r e - e s t a b l i s h  a  h e a r t b e a t ,  b u t  h e  w a s  o n  a  v e n t i l a t o r.  T h e 
doc tor was k ind but gave us the straight fac ts:  Nicholas ’  brain 
h a d  b e e n  d e p r i v e d  o f  o x y g e n  f o r  l o n g  e n o u g h  t h a t  a t  t h i s 
p o int  the  ou tc o me was  un c er t a in ,  b u t  i t  d i d  n ot  l o o k  go o d. 

T hen a most  impor tant  th ing happened.  T he doc tor  (I  be l ieve 
h e  w a s  a  n e u r o - I C U h o s p i t a l i s t)  t o o k  u s  t o  a  p r i v a te  s p a c e 
a n d  d i s c u s s e d  w i t h  u s  t h e  k i n d s  o f  b r a i n  t r a u m a  a n d  h o w 
they  are  d eter mine d. 

I  cannot emphasize how impor tant this conversation was. I  am 
sure medical staf f do realize these are sensitive conversations, 
b u t  I  emp has ize  that  han dl in g  thes e  wel l  was  c r u c ia l  fo r  our 
un d er s t an d in g ,  imp o r t ant  d e c i s i o n  mak in g ,  an d a  v i t a l  s tep 
i n  o u r  g r i e f  p r o c e s s .  T h e  d o c t o r  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  c a r e g i v e r s 
t reate d us  wi th  resp e c t ,  h o nes t y,  c o mpas s i o n an d a gen c y  - 
p e o p l e,  th ou gh in  sh o c k  an d gr iev in g ,  c ou l d  han dl e  pa inf u l 
in fo r mat i o n .  A n other  imp o r t ant  qua l i t y  was  the  d o c to r  an d 
the rest of the team provided us t ime and space for questions, 
many rep et i t i ous . 

We c a m e t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  b r a i n  d ea t h  w a s ,  h o w i t  w a s 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  b r a i n  t r a u m a ,  s u c h  a s 
C o m a,  Ve ge t at i ve  St ate  an d B r a i n  D eat h,  whi c h  we l ear ne d 
w as  an  i r r e ve r s i b l e  c e s s a t i o n  o f  a l l  f u n c t i o n s  o f  th e  e nt i r e 
b r a in ,  in c lu d in g  the  b r a in  s tem.  A  p er s o n wh o i s  b r a in  d ead 
i s  d ead,  w i th  n o c han c e of  rev i v a l .

I  asked i f  o r  how they knew what  s t ate  Nic ho las  was  in  –  was 
he  b r a in  d ead? I  l ear ne d that  p ro n oun c in g  s o me o ne ’s  b r a in 
d eath  i s  n ot  a  s imp l e  yes  o r  n o.  T h ere  are  c r i ter ia  that  are 
met or not met over the course of  a couple of  days that would 
determine whether  he was  br a in  dead.  O ur  do c tor  exp la ined 
that tests  would be conduc ted,  and he would be meeting with 
o t h e r  d o c t o r s  e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  d a t a .  T h a t 
was  the  pro ces s  to  d eter mine Nic k ’s  br a in  s t atus .  H e d id  s ay 
that  tes t s  s o  f ar  d id  not  revea l  any  reac t i v i t y  to  pa in ,  and he 
d i d  n o t  have  a  g a g  r e f l e x  –  b o th  i n d i c ato r s  o f  b r a i n  d eath . 
At  th i s  p o int ,  he  was  n ot  h o p ef u l  there  woul d  b e  re c over y. 

Stunne d,  I  aske d a  l o t  mo re  qu es t i o ns .  “ You hear  of  p eop l e 
waking up  f rom c omas ,  might  that  not  happ en in  th i s  c ase? ” 
I  had s e en o ne of  the  f in ger s  o f  h i s  r i ght  han d move s l i ght l y 
an d that  gave me h o p e.

T h e  d o c t o r  a g a i n  t o l d  u s  t h a t  h e  d i d  n o t  t h i n k  N i c k  w a s  i n 
e i th e r  a  c o ma o r  ve ge t a t i ve  s t a te,  b u t  m o r e  te s t s  –  o ve r  a 
p er i o d  of  h our s  o r  a  c oup l e  o f  day s  –  woul d  ne e d to  b e  d o ne 
fo r  th em to  p r o n o un c e N i c k  as  b r a in  d ead –  whi c h  i s  d ead. 
The hear t  and lungs were now func t ioning by ar t i f ic ia l  means 
an d woul d  s to p when th os e  were  remove d.

I t  w as  dur i n g  th e s e  c o nve r s at i o n s  that  we d i s c u s s e d  o r g an 
donat ion.  I  have a lways been an advoc ate of  organ donat ion, 
as  I  knew Nic k  was .  Bu t  in  thos e moment s ,  you want  to  make 
r ea l l y  s u r e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n o  c h a n c e  o f  r e c o v e r y  b e f o r e  yo u 
g i ve  p er mis s i o n . 

J u d i t h  a n d  N i c k  a t  C h r i s t m a s

(co n t i n u e d  o n  p a g e  8)
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Mu c h as  we wanted to  ho p e,  i t  b e c ame hard er  and hard er  to 
b e l ieve  he  woul d  re c over.  We watc he d them p er fo r m s o me 
of  the  tes t s ,  whi c h  I  am gr ate f u l  they  a l l owe d us  to  wi tnes s 
-  tes t s  l i ke  the  pa in  and ga g  re f l e xes .  We gr adua l l y  ac cepted 
o u r  s o n  w a s  b r a i n  d e a d ,  a n d  o n  J a n u a r y  4 ,  2 0 2 0 ,  h e  w a s 
p ro n oun c e d b r a in  d ead –  whi c h  i s  d ead.

We g ave  p er mi s s i o n  fo r  o r g an  t r ansp lant at i o n  an d th e  L i fe 
C e n t e r  N o r t h w e s t i  ( L C N W )  o r g a n i z a t i o n  t o o k  o v e r.  I t  w a s 
c o m f o r t i n g  t o  m e  t o  k n o w  t h a t  t h e  t r a n s p l a n t a t i o n  t e a m 
operated independent ly  f rom the team that  pronounced Nick 
b r a in  d ead.  S epar at i o n  of  interes t s  i s  an  imp o r t ant  c o n c ept 
to  me –  an d a l l owe d an d a l l ow s me to  t r us t  thes e  s y s tems .

T h e  L C N W  n u r s e s  a n d  o r g a n  d o n a t i o n  c o o r d i n a t o r s  w e r e 
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  –  t h e y  e x p l a i n e d  e v e r y  s t e p  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s , 
prov ided comfor t ,  and made sure Nick was wel l  taken c are of 
dur ing his  f inal  days .  The process of  determining what organs 

c ou l d  b e  d o nate d,  f in d in g  an d p repar in g  the  re c ip ient s ,  an d 
get t in g  the  t r ansp lant  teams read y  to  go  t akes  s ever a l  day s . 
I  f o u n d  t h e s e  d ay s  a  g r a c e  g r a n te d  t o  u s .  We we r e  a b l e  t o 
b e  wi th  N i c k  –  in  a  h osp i t a l  ro o m –  b u t  i t  was  p ea c ef u l  in  i t s 
own way.  LCNW prov ided a per sonal ized qui l t .  Nick appeared 
peaceful ly  as leep.  I  was gr iev ing as  were my husband and our 
s o n ’s  f ian c é e,  an d we a l l  to o k  e x tr ao r d inar y  c o mfo r t  in  our 
gr an d dau ghter,  wh o remin d e d us  o f  new l i fe .

In the end, though Nick could have donated s ix organs in total 
( l u n g s ,  h ea r t ,  l i v e r,  p a n c r ea s  a n d  t wo k i d n e y s)  f o r  v a r i o u s 
reasons, four organs found new life in recipients that were very 
s i ck .  H is  hear t ,  h i s  l i ver  and both k idneys  were tr ansp lanted.

I was especial ly thankful his hear t was able to be transplanted. 
Par t l y  b e c aus e  i t  was  a  hear t ,  an d a l s o  b e c aus e  I  k new the 
o d d s  w e r e  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e  s u r g e o n s  I  w o r k e d  w i t h  e v e r y 
day  –  an d had fo r  over  1 5  year s  –  was  l i ke l y  to  p er fo r m the 
transplant .  Hear t s  do not  s tay v iab le as  long as  other  organs, 
an d therefo re  c an ’t  t r ave l  as  f ar  to  b e  t r ansp lante d.  In  the 
s t a t e  o f  Wa s h i n g t o n  t h e r e  a r e  o n l y  a  f e w  p l a c e s  i t  c o u l d 
b e  t r a n s p l a n t e d ,  w i t h  U W  M e d i c a l  C e n t e r  d o i n g  t h e  m o s t 
hear t  t r ansp lant s  in  th i s  re g i o n .  S o,  th ou gh I  d o n ’t  k n ow fo r 
sure  s in c e  that  in fo r mat i o n i s  n ot  share d wi th  o r gan d o n o r 
f ami l ies ,  the  o d ds  were  o ne of  our  sur ge o ns  woul d  l i ke l y  b e 
p er fo r min g  the  t r ansp lant .  T h i s  th o u ght  was  c o mfo r t in g  to 
me.  I  k n ow our  sur ge o ns;  I  k n ow the i r  sk i l l  an d c o mpas s i o n . 
I t  fe l t  to  me l i ke  my f ami l y  was  t ak in g  c are  of  my s o n.  T h i s  i s 
a  un i qu e c i r cums t an c e –  k n owin g  an d wo r k in g  wi th  c ar d ia c 
t r ansp lant  sur ge o ns  –  b u t  I  k n ow that  sk i l l  an d c o mpas s i o n 
are  p res ent  in  ever y  t r ansp lant  they  d o. 

I  k n o w  t h a t  h i s  o r g a n s  w e n t  t o  p e o p l e  w h o  r e a l l y  n e e d e d 
t h e m  –  a  m o t h e r  w i t h  t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  r e c e i v e d  o n e  o f  h i s 
k i dney s ,  an other  wo man got  h i s  other  k i dney;  a  man got  h i s 
l i ver,  an d h i s  hear t  went  to  a  4 0 + man wh o has  a  f ami l y  that 
ver y  mu c h ne e d e d h im.  We k n ow that  a l l  the  re c ip ient s  are 
a l i ve  an d d o in g  wel l ;  mad e i t  throu gh the  wo r s t  o f  C OV ID.  In 
that  I  t ake  c o mfo r t .

The death of our son was surely the hardest thing we have ever 
b e en throu gh.  T he gr ie f  i s  rea l  an d i t  h i t s  you une x p e c te d l y, 
an d  i s  t r i g ge r e d  by  th e  s mal l e s t  th i n g s;  b u t  th e r e  i s  g r a c e, 
to o.  A n imp o r t ant  par t  o f  wa lk in g  throu gh the  gr ie f  towar d 
heal ing was the knowledge that our son had given the ult imate 
g i f t ,  the  g i f t  o f  l i fe  fo r  other s .

i  L i f e  C e n t e r  N o r t h w e s t  i s  t h e  f e d e r a l l y - d e s i g n a t e d  o r g a n  p r o c u r e m e n t 
o r g a n i z a t i o n  a n d  A AT B - a c c r e d i t e d  t i s s u e  r e c o v e r y  o r g a n i z a t i o n  s e r v i n g 
c o m m u n i t i e s  t h r o u g h o u t  A l a s k a ,  M o n t a n a ,  n o r t h e r n  I d a h o a n d Wa s h i n g t o n . 
h t t p s : // w w w.f a c e b o o k . c o m / l i f e c e n t e r n o r t hw e s t /.
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