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Patient Story by Judith Martin

*Information from the UK Sepsis Trust

On 16 December 2015, I was fit, healthy and getting organised 
for Christmas. I was looking forward to the year ahead: a year of 
cycling, running, tennis, hockey and becoming a gran. 

The next day I was admitted to the Emergency Department at 
University Hospital Crosshouse (UHC) in severe pain. It wasn’t 
until 28 December 2015 that I regained consciousness in the 
Intensive Care Unit at UHC. 

In those eleven days, unknown to me, I had multi-organ failure 
and four operations, and my friends and family experienced 
a nightmarish festive period. I held on by my fingertips, wired 
to life support, in the hands of the skilled, caring staff at the 
hospital. I had been in a very dark tunnel, but my fighting spirit 
had brought me to the faint glimmer of light at the end of it. 

I had been struck with sepsis.

Sepsis is the acute bodily reaction to infection. Symptoms 
initially present as flu like, but can rapidly deteriorate into a life 
threatening condition. Sepsis accounts for 44,000 deaths every 
year in the UK - that’s more than breast cancer, bowel cancer, 
and prostate cancer put together. *

The infection can come from anywhere - even a contaminated 
cut or insect bite. Normally, your immune system kicks in to fight 
the infection and stop it spreading but if the infection manages 
to spread quickly round the body, then the immune system will 
launch a massive immune response to fight it. This can also be a 
problem as the immune response can have catastrophic effects 
on the body, leading to septic shock, organ failure and  
even death. 

After three more operations and excellent care and attention 
from the hospital staff, I count myself as one of the lucky ones. 
I made it back from the brink and was out of the hospital door, 
pretty much all in one piece, but not entirely sure what had 
happened and with a long road to recovery ahead, to get back 
to my previous level of health and fitness. I had a final operation 
in May, and began sessions with the Ins:PIRE programme.  

I arrived at the first session of the program for my assessment 
still very confused as to what had happened to me and what 
the effects of all the trauma and drugs had had on me.  Various 
mental and physical tests were carried out by various groups of 
staff from ICU, physiotherapy, pharmacy, and psychology. There 
were probably others but my brain was a bit scrambled. 

 I was given the chance to address any issues that I had to try 
to give me peace of mind. As soon as I asked I was allowed to 
revisit ICU to clear my mind of the strange memories I had. I had 
visions of clocks on the wall that looked like rugby balls with a 
second hand that moved around while time stood still. I wanted 
time to pass and for the lights to come on. I had memories of the 
staff who in my mind were actors at a party where I seemed to 
be a spectator, but I did not know what was happening. A short 
visit cleared this up and my mind was more at ease.  It is a very 
unpleasant experience when your mind plays strange games! 
We were all told what exactly had happened in ICU and the 
possible effects this could have.

I then had six sessions of approximately two and a half hours 
over the next six weeks. 

Meeting with other patients, their families and helpers made 
me realise the varied problems we all faced – it is so good to 
talk. The variety of group and individual sessions allowed us 
to express our concerns and to get information on the help 
available to us: whether we needed financial, psychological, or 
occupational information and support.  We were put through 
our paces and encouraged to exercise regularly. 

In order to go forward positively, we were invited to set targets. 
At this point I felt my mind was ok, but my passion for fitness 
meant that I would need to put in a huge amount of work. My 
targets were not the ones they expected of a 58 yr-old. 

•	 Complete the Glasgow Half Marathon on 2 October 2016. 

•	 Cycle the 1600km Lands End to John O’Groats in the summer 
of 2017.

•	 Complete a Half Ironman distance Triathlon in 2018. (swim 
1.9km, cycle 90km and run 21km)

It is not always the patient that needs help and reassurance. In 
my case, my sister Susan was concerned that I would push my 
body too hard, so she was reassured by the staff at the sessions 
that the right help would be given to me to decide on and 
achieve my personal targets for the weeks ahead.

The first challenge is now ticked off - I completed the Glasgow 
Half Marathon in just under  two hours with my son Douglas 
and my nephew’s wife Amanda keeping me company. The 
second challenge is now organised and training is under 
way. My husband Allan, and I set off on Sunday 2 July from 
Land’s End and will reach John O’Groats on Saturday 15 July. 
It was suggested that to help with recovery, we should take 
up something new or do some voluntary work. With this in 
mind we have decided to use this challenge to raise money 
for the UK Sepsis Trust to help raise awareness of sepsis and 
the consequences of not recognising it and treating it quickly 
enough.

I am now looking forward to our Ins:PIRE group’s one year 
anniversary meeting in May, where we will meet up and discuss 
our progress. I hope everyone has progressed and achieved the 
targets they set for themselves.


