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I had a very di�erent experience from John in that �rst week a�er the crash.

�e �rst thing I remember is regaining consciousness while sitting on the 

highway. �e pavement under me was icy cold, but I wasn’t aware enough to 

grasp that something was wrong. I must have kept dri�ing back into uncon-

sciousness, because I recall there being several times when I sort of woke up 

and wondered again what was going on.

Everything was quiet.

When you’re driving, the constant low hum of the engine and the gentle 

moan of tires on pavement become part of the soundscape; they’re always 

there, and the sounds all blend together to form the road trip soundtrack. 

�ey fade into the background.

But when the sounds stop, the silence becomes very loud.

I dri�ed back again. �is time I noticed tiny shards of smashed windshield all 

around me on the pavement. I had no idea what these sparkling little pieces of 

glass were, nor did I understand what the implications of their presence were 

for me or my family.

Again, I dri�ed back, still on the highway. It seemed there were some sounds, 

a�er all, which stood out in the stillness. I could hear a faint metallic ticking 

from behind me somewhere, caused by the hot engine block from our car 

cooling rapidly in the winter air. Again, I had no idea what the sound was or 

what it meant out here in the middle of nowhere. 



�e next time I dri�ed awake, I heard approaching sirens, which a�er a period 

of getting louder suddenly stopped. �en there were slamming vehicle doors 

and the approaching footsteps and e!cient voices of a crew of paramedics.

Someone came up to me, shone a "ashlight in my face, and started talking. 

I had no idea what he was saying or what he was asking. Strong hands helped 

me up o� the ground and led me to an ambulance, where I was directed to sit 

in the front passenger seat.

I still had no idea what had happened, or what was going on around me, 

and I made no e�ort to �gure it out. I just sat there, dri�ing in and out, while 

this blur of activity continued. 

Had I been conscious, I would have heard a loud noise like a chainsaw. We 

didn’t know it until much later, but this was the inaugural run for the town of 

Whitecourt’s new “Jaws of Life,” a device built to extricate people trapped in 

wrecked cars. Just before Christmas, about a week before we arrived, the town 

had purchased the unit—and now already there was a desperate need for it to 

be put to use. I wasn’t even aware of the noise, but the Jaws of Life were ripping 

into our Cadillac to free John and Byron, who were trapped in the wreckage. 

I’m glad that at the time I didn’t realize what was happening. 

�en we were moving. As my ambulance raced down the highway back 

toward the town of Whitecourt, I found myself thinking, Wow, this guy needs 

to slow down. If he keeps going this fast we could have an accident! I was in such 

a state of shock that I had no comprehension of what was happening.

I must have dri�ed o� again, because when I awoke I found myself lying 

on a stretcher in what appeared to be a gleaming white hallway. When I turned 

my head to one side, I saw another stretcher beside mine—and there was some-

one on it. I tried hard to see who it was, and then realized it was my son Brent.

I slowly turned my head to the other side, and recognized Byron lying on 

his own stretcher. By this time I knew something terrible had happened, but 

was reassured to see both my sons were still alive and with me.

John! 

Adrenaline shot through me as I realized I couldn’t see my husband. 

“Please, someone,” I called out. “Can anyone tell me where my husband is?” 
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Someone in a white lab coat approached. “Hello, Mrs. Baergen. Your hus-

band is here, too. He’s in a room down the hallway.”

I remember being reassured by that; my sons were beside me where I 

could see them, and John was with us here, too, although in another room. 

I remained awake, although groggily so, and was eventually wheeled into my 

own room. I’d closed my eyes to rest when I heard a quiet conversation just 

beyond my bed.

“We’re going to have to put her out for that, of course,” said one voice. 

Another voice replied, but I wasn’t able to hear the answer.

Put her out? Was that me they were talking about? What did they mean 

by that?

Later I learned that the conversation was about my face, which had suf-

fered severe lacerations in the crash. �ey did put me out, like they’d said, 

and the only doctor available that night—a young intern serving on-call in 

the emergency room at this tiny little rural hospital—sewed my face back 

together, using eighty-four stitches in the process. What damage a forceful 

exit through the windshield can cause!

More than my appearance was going to change, of course, in the coming 

days, weeks, and months. Like John, I was completely unaware of how signi�-

cantly everything I knew had been shattered and uprooted forever because of 

that swi� and devastating moment on an icy highway.

When I awoke the next morning, I was told that John and Byron had been 

airli�ed to a larger hospital in Edmonton where they’d each receive better care 

for their extensive, life-threatening injuries.

Brent had also been transported to the same larger hospital. He’d su�ered 

an extremely long laceration, one that ran from his forehead all the way back 

across his head. His leg was also badly broken just below the hip, so he’d been 

put in traction. But even with these injuries, I was told Brent was in the best 

shape of the three of them.



John was critically injured—there really was no hope for his survival in 

those early days. All I could do was pray for him as the reports came back to 

me day by day.

When hospital sta� �nally felt they could tell me about Byron, I learned that 

he was in a coma. �e doctors told me that Byron was almost certainly brain-in-

jured and that his condition would have long-term implications for our family.

Brain-injured. 

I’d trained as a registered nurse and could usually understand medical 

terms and treatments, but I had no real comprehension of what the term 

“brain-injured” meant. For someone else, I could have seen the fuller context 

and understood—but when it was my own son in question, I simply could not 

fathom all that was meant by this traumatic and rather terrifying report. 

My own injuries—the facial lacerations and four broken ribs—now 

seemed fairly minor, at least compared to the rest of my family. I was told I’d 

remain in the little town hospital to begin my healing process.

�ankfully, my sister Carol came to be with me in Whitecourt. Steady, strong, 

and focused, Carol had always been able to grasp situations quickly and re-

spond appropriately. She came with other family members the day a�er the 

crash, and when John and the boys were sent o� to Edmonton to get the help 

they needed Carol stayed with me and took charge of my recovery. 

Other family members and friends started popping by, too. Most of them 

visited with me brie"y on their way to the city to visit John and the boys. 

Some, however, made time to sit and talk. O�en our conversations focused on 

what God might be up to in the whole situation—I had an unshakeable belief 

that Jesus would heal Byron, and I had a very strong sense that He could use 

everything we were dealing with for the greater good.

“Do you think God was trying to get your attention?” our pastor asked. 

We’d been talking about some of the events in our lives as a couple in the 

months leading up to the crash.

I’d never thought about that. When I pondered our lives to that point, 

being as objective as possible, I saw we’d always genuinely tried to live out our 
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faith in the community, working in ways that could truly help others on their 

own spiritual journeys. We were committed and intentional about pursuing 

the deeper things in life. 

“No,” I mused, “I don’t think He was trying to get our attention; I think 

He’s had our attention for some time. But I do think He’s been taking us deep-

er, shaping and moulding our character even more.”

And He really had been shaping us, both spiritually and in other ways. 

�at was going to become a lot clearer to both of us in the months ahead.

At that moment, though, there in that little hospital in Whitecourt, my 

focus was narrowing toward an immediate goal: I really wanted to get to the 

city to be with my family.

“Mrs. Baergen, you have a phone call,” said a nurse coming in from the hall-

way. 

Phone calls had been a regular staple for me, sometimes up to three a 

day, as doctors from the metropolitan hospital called with updates about John 

and our two sons. Edmonton was only a two-hour drive away, but my desire 

to be with my family was so strong that it seemed like they were on another 

continent.

�ere was no phone in my room, so Carol usually took my calls at the 

nurses’ station. 

“It was Jack Klemke,” Carol said on her return to the room. “He wanted to 

know how you’re doing.” Jack and his wife—her name was also Carol—were 

good friends of ours, yet I was surprised it was Jack on the phone and not the 

doctor whose call I had expected. 

“What did you tell him?” I asked, wincing a bit as I spoke. �e stitches 

on my face were swelling and starting to leak. I wasn’t much in the mood for 

looking in the mirror that week. 

“I told him you’re on the mend, at least as far as your ribs are concerned. I 

didn’t mention your face; it hasn’t changed in the last couple of days.”

“Did he see John today?” I asked. Jack lived in the city, and he had been 

visiting John regularly.



“�at’s mainly why he called. He knows you want to get there quickly, 

and he has a proposal for us to consider. When the doctors here discharge 

you, Jack wants you to call him immediately. He’ll send his private plane to 

get us, and then we’ll both "y to Edmonton so you can be with John as soon 

as possible.”

I was thrilled! All I wanted was to be with my family, and the wait was 

unbearable. Here, though, was a workable solution. Jack’s plane would make 

short work of the distance, and at that point I much preferred the thought of a 

quick, smooth "ight to a long, bumpy car ride.

Carol le� to discuss details with Jack, and I settled down in my bed, feel-

ing a little more hopeful. It was very touching to have other people look out 

for me. Jack and his wife were friends, and I could tell this was one of the ways 

they felt they could best help us.

My sister had been a lifesaver, too. We’d trained together as nurses, and 

while I’d changed course to become John’s wife and business partner, she’d le� 

nursing to join a world mission agency. Carol had accepted an agency posting 

in Vienna, Austria, and had actually been scheduled to "y there during the 

�rst weeks of January. When she received news of our crash, she called Vienna 

and postponed her move for at least a month. �at demonstration of her com-

mitment to us was amazing and deeply valued.

Finally, near the end of the week, I was told I was well enough to travel. Carol 

phoned Jack with the news, and Jack, in turn, sent his crew to prepare for the 

short "ight.

But the plane trip was not to be. A blizzard rolled in that morning, and 

a�er three attempts to land, the pilot aborted his "ight plan and headed back 

with an empty plane. 

And I was le� feeling empty, too. All I wanted was to reunite with my 

family.

Again, my competent and determined sister came to the rescue. She col-

lected me and my stu� and gallantly rode with me on the Greyhound bus from 

small-town Whitecourt all the way to Edmonton.
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I wanted to go to my family, yes, but I hadn’t planned on going by bus. I 

longed to talk with John again as quickly as possible, but I dreaded the two-

hour bus trip. �e last thing I wanted was to be seen in public—the swelling 

around the stitches was worse than ever, and had reached the point where my 

face was literally leaking.

But since the bus was my only option, I pulled myself together, sat myself 

as far away from everyone else as possible, and kept my face turned toward the 

window. As the miles passed, I became preoccupied with preparing myself for 

what I would see when I �nally arrived in Edmonton. 

I couldn’t help but notice familiar scenery as the bus pulled out of White-

court and headed down the highway toward the city. Seven days earlier my 

family and I had been on this same road, laughing together and enjoying 

family stories. One week ago it was a new year, life was good, and we were 

happy.

How drastically everything had changed in those seven days. 

�ere wasn’t much I could do to hide the tears slipping down my face. I 

stared out the window and found myself wondering if this was what people 

meant by “hitting bottom.” Was this what the bottom looked like for us?

Looking back, I can say that the trip to the city hospital was the lowest 

point of my life. Technically, I was no longer in shock, but I was still reeling 

from the impact of all that had happened. I mean, who among us ever plans 

for these sudden turns in the journey of life? Certainly, we’d purchased car 

insurance and life insurance, but we’d bought those policies because it was the 

right thing to do, not because we were planning for bad things to happen to 

us. Insurance policies can o�er �nancial, economic “protection”—a�er all, a 

car can be replaced—but they o�er absolutely no protection from the real-life 

results of a split-second event on an icy highway. 

At Christmas and on New Year’s Eve, life had been wonderful. Now, a 

week later, it was like the pause button had been pushed on all our plans and 

dreams. Life had been pulled in around us, from the big picture down to an 

intense focus on the here and now. I was scrambling to �nd something—any-

thing—I could cling to for hope. 



I’d never been in this place before. I’d never even thought about being in 

this place before. �e life experience I’d gained and the work God had done 

in grooming my character now converged with great intensity in my present 

experience. I couldn’t see the way forward, but I had no choice except to keep 

going, even if it was inch by inch.

If I knew anything for certain, it was that what I had considered “normal” 

was over. Now, a New Normal had to be created.

I was discovering some fundamental truths about myself. Preparation for 

this unwritten portion of my life—whether I was aware of it or not—was �n-

ished. Whatever foundations had been built into my life were now all I had 

to stand on. �ere was no opportunity to go back and rewrite my life experi-

ences; whatever I’d allowed God to do in me up to that point was all I had to 

build on as I moved forward. 

I couldn’t articulate it clearly at the time, though. Sitting on that bus, head-

ing to Edmonton, all I knew was that a door had closed on the �rst part of our 

lives. I knew a new door was opening, but I had absolutely no idea what lay 

across the threshold. 

Staring out the window of that cranky old Greyhound, it seemed to me 

that I was in way over my head. What awaited me at the city hospital? It was 

one thing to get updates over the phone—but what would it be like when I 

actually saw John, Byron, and Brent? I was relieved to �nally be on my way to 

be with John and the boys, but I had to admit there was a bit of fear still tug-

ging at my heart. 

Everything was di�erent now.

�is was absolutely the lowest point in my life—of that much, I was sure. 

But certainly things would start to improve now, right? �at was the fear I 

hesitated to voice, ‘�ings couldn’t actually get worse, could they?’

�at’s what I was about to discover.




