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COVID-19 Update

We continue to monitor COVID-19 cases in our area and providers will notify you if there are
scheduling changes. Please continue to call your providers with health concerns. We are providing
in-person care and telemedicine appointments.

Learn about our expanded patient care options and visitor quidelines.
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PATIENT STORY

Gerry and Georgene Stephens, Recovering
From COVID-19

More than 100 nurses, physicians, other clinicians and support staff cared for
Gerry and Georgene Stephens, a couple hospitalized for COVID-19 at The Johns

Hopkins Hospital—he for three weeks and she for two days. “I was asleep for two

thirds of my stay... Yesterday, I went on a 4-mile hike,” said Gerry. Hear what else he,
his wife and members of their inpatient and home care teams had to say about the

challenging but successful recovery.

Posted June 3, 2020 | Written by Karen Nitkin

Like other patients with COVID-19, Gerry Stephens couldn’t have visitors during his three-
week stay at The Johns Hopkins Hospital (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/the_johns_hopki
ns_hospital/), which started March 17.

His wife of nearly 50 years, Georgene, couldn’t hold his hand as he lay in the intensive care
unit, sedated and often delirious, breathing with the help of a ventilator. Their three grown
children couldn’t return to their childhood home in Howard County to be with Georgene as

she recovered from her own milder case of COVID-19.

Despite restrictions imposed regarding the highly infectious virus, Gerry and Georgene did

not go through their ilinesses alone.

Pulmonary and critical care specialist Brian Garibaldi, M.D. (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.or

g/profiles/results/directory/profile/0018509/brian-garibaldi), estimates that more than 100

doctors, nurses and other front-line staff members cared for the couple during and after their
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hospitalizations. That support system included a Johns Hopkins Home Care team that came to

the Stephens’ home 14 times over 17 days to help Gerry regain his strength.

By mid-May, Gerry, an executive leadership coach, was working part time and walking four

miles each day. “I'm most of the way back,” he says.

Gerry and Georgene’s Ordeal

Gerry, 69, and Georgene, 70, were the first couple to both

receive treatment for COVID-19 at The Johns Hopkins met
Hospital. Their ordeal began in early March, when Gerry D ribaldi
developed a cough and fever. His condition worsened, and and the other
on March 17, they went to Howard County General Hospital staff
(https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/howard_county_general
_ members, I
hospital/), where they were both tested for COVID-19.
knew Gerry
_ was in the
Georgene, who was asymptomatic, was sent home. But
: . : best place.
Gerry, feverish and struggling to breath, was intubated and
taken by ambulance to The Johns Hopkins Hospital, where Georgene
he was treated in the hospital’s Biocontainment Unit (http Stephens

s://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/biocontainment-unit/).

The test results, which came back March 18, showed that
both Gerry and Georgene had the new coronavirus. Georgene's symptoms emerged later that
week. “I started feeling lightheaded and funny,” she says, so she called 911 and was taken by

ambulance to The Johns Hopkins Hospital.

Although she was treated and discharged the next day, Georgene was at the hospital long

enough to get visits from Garibaldi and several nurses who were treating her husband.

“They came in and told me everything, and that made me feel better,” says Georgene. “Once I

met Dr. Garibaldi and the other staff members, I knew Gerry was in the best place.”
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Apart Yet Together

Gerry remained in the intensive care unit (ICU) for two weeks. Heavily sedated, he had vivid

hallucinations — a common experience for ICU patients.

When he was finally taken off ventilation and able to talk, Gerry wanted to call his wife. The
first step was finding his cellphone, which was in his shoe. Then there was another problem,
caused by the mental fog that is also common for ICU patients: “I couldn’t remember the
password on my cellphone, and then I couldn’t remember my home phone number,” Gerry

says. “So the nurses looked up our number and called Georgene from the hospital phone.”

The separation continued even after Gerry returned home April 8, weak and 35 pounds
lighter. As a precaution to prevent transmitting other illnesses between them in their fragile
states, the longtime spouses stayed apart for two weeks. They slept in separate bedrooms,
used different bathrooms and did not eat together.

“When he came back from the hospital, all I wanted to do was sit on the couch and hold

hands,” says Georgene. “That’s all I wanted to do and I couldn’t do that.”

She also worried that she wouldn't be able to take care of Gerry. That's when the post-acute
COVID-19 team (PACT) sprang into action.

Post-acute COVID-19
Team

Ann Marie Parker (https://www.hopkinsme

dicine.org/profiles/results/directory/profile/
10003335/ann-parker), M.D., Johns Hopkins

physician who specializes in pulmonary and

critical care medicine, launched PACT in

April with colleagues Emily Brigham, M.D.,

A Zoom reunion.
M.H.S. (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/p Top: Carol Kelehan, Amit Pahwa, Gerry and

rofiles/results/directory/profile/10003353/e Georgene Stephens.
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m_ily-brigham),, Sarath Raju, M.D, M.P.H. (m Middle: Laura Ridgeway, Adam Kaplin, Allison
Madden.

Bottom: Mahendra Damarla, Brian Garibaldi.

ps://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/profiles/res
ults/directory/profile/10003390/sarath-

raju), and pulmonary and critical care fellow

Jacqueline O'Toole, D.O., in partnership with the Johns Hopkins Home Care Group (https://ww

w.hopkinsmedicine.org/homecare/) and the Department of Physical Medicine and

Rehabilitation (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/physical_medicine_rehabilitation/).

The purpose of PACT is to help people like Gerry recover from COVID-19 and combat post-

intensive care syndrome (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/coronavirus/articles/icu-recover

y.html), the cluster of symptoms that often follows ICU stays and can include physical

weakness, cognitive impairment, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and depression.

Gerry, who left the ICU weak and with mental fog and memories of traumatic hallucinations,

was an early PACT patient. He received treatment from Johns Hopkins psychiatrist Adam

Kaplin (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/profiles/results/directory/profile/0011421/adam-ka

plin), M.D., Ph.D.; and physical therapist Carol Kelehan, speech language pathologist Allison

Madden and nurse case manager Laura Ridgeway of the Johns Hopkins Home Care Group.

The PACT clinicians recently reunited with Gerry and Georgene on a Zoom call, along with

pulmonary and critical care doctors Garibaldi and Mahendra Damarla (https://www.hopkinsm

edicine.org/profiles/results/directory/profile/0020420/mahendra-damarla), M.D., and

hospitalist Amit Pahwa (https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/profiles/results/directory/profile/9
624843/amit-pahwa), M.D.

“I was very nervous about Gerry coming home,” Georgene told the therapists on the call.

“And with you guys coming here, it was a really big help.”

Gerry praised Kelehan's pragmatic approach, dubbing the physical therapist the “queen of

incrementalism” because she urged him to add just one minute of exercise each day.

All agreed that Gerry, one of the first COVID-19 patients at The Johns Hopkins Hospital, had
made an inspiring recovery, fueled by his determination to get stronger and resume his
happy home and work life.
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“Initially, he had a lot of anxiety, but having a purpose in life correlates with positive

outcomes, and Gerry epitomizes someone with purpose,” Kaplin says.

Savoring Small Pleasures

When Gerry and Georgene were finally able to reunite, Gerry cooked a breakfast of eggs
Benedict for his beloved. Because of the pandemic, the couple canceled plans for a 50th
anniversary bash this summer. Instead, they're savoring small pleasures that were impossible

a short time ago.

“I enjoy eating breakfast together,” says Gerry. “I enjoy strolling up and down our street

together. We're appreciating the simple things.”

Copyright © 2020 The Johns Hopkins University, The Johns Hopkins Hospital, and The Johns Hopkins Health System
Corporation. All rights reserved.

https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/coronavirus/patient-stories/gerry-georgene-stephens.htmi 6/6



