Get Centered with Sherri Watson

Hi all. You're listening to the Get Centered podcast presented
by The Center for Individuals with Physical Challenges in Tulsa, Oklahoma. I'm
your host, Wendi, Chief Executive Officer of The Center. My guest today is
Sherri Watson. Sherri had a stroke and became a member of The Center, and
she has come today to share with us her life and story.

So welcome Sherri.
Sherri Watson: Thank you very much.
Sherri, tell me about life before your stroke.

Sherri Watson: Life before my stroke was to get up at about 4:30 every
morning and go up to the high school track in Sapulpa and walk slash jog our
way awake, my son and I, and once we did that. He would go to school, | would
go to work, 1 would get him after school, we'd get on our bikes and we'd ride all
over town on our bicycles.

Wow. So, where would you go to work?

Sherri Watson: At the time | was working at DVIS. Domestic Violence
Intervention Services in Sapulpa. And also, human skills and resources in
Sapulpa.

Because you were a counselor, correct?

Sherri Watson: Correct. So drug court counseling and domestic violence
prevention counseling as a court advocate.

That had to be a really rewarding job.
Sherri Watson: It was every day. Loved it.

How long were you in that position?
Sherri Watson: About five, six years.

Okay, and you got your counseling degree when?



Sherri Watson: My degree was, my undergrad was in 1992, and that was in
special education for emotionally challenged children.

Wow. And then did you go get your master's?

Sherri Watson: | did. Once the MSW program got loose from Norman and
came to the OU Tulsa campus, | snagged on it.

Good for you.

Sherri Watson: | was working full time, had Jake by myself, | did it, but | look
back now and say, yep, that was God that pulled me through.

So, how long ago was your stroke?
Sherri Watson: 2012, June, February 3rd.

So it's been a minute. Okay, we're talking about 13 years ago.
Sherri Watson: Yes.

And how old was your son at the time?
Sherri Watson: He was 14.

What happened that day?

Sherri Watson: That day | woke up in the morning, let my dogs out, and as |
shut the door when they came back in, 1 just fell.

Wow.

Sherri Watson: So no idea why. The night before, my son had asked if he
could go to his buddy Gordon house, and something made me say, no, not
tonight.

Again, I'm a true believer in divine intervention, so no idea why he has kept me
here, but I'm here.

So, you fall on the floor and what?



Sherri Watson: | yelled for my son and he came up was trying to help me out.
Just that one side. Just wasn't there. His dad was in Oklahoma City, so he said,
“I'm calling dad.” | said, okay, cool.

So by the time | get on the phone with his dad, my face was starting to melt. He
said, “Sherri, | think you're having a stroke.” What? No way.

Could you speak?

Sherri Watson: Somewhat? Yeah. | was in the best shape of my life. Didn't
have high blood pressure, nothing physical. So yes, Jake called 9 1 1. They
came and got me. And he remembers hearing 9 1 1 one of the EMS guys saying,
had they not been in that area first, right then they were headed to another area,
they might not have been their time.

In time for what? What does that mean?

Sherri Watson: Get me up and out to the hospital as soon as they could. .
Because | was going to the phase where you're starting to go downhill quick. So
they took me initially to St. John's Sapulpa. They didn't have what was needed,
so they put me back in the ambulance and took me to St. John's Tulsa, which
has a world renowned stroke center.

And so what happened when you got there? What did that look
like?

Sherri Watson: They did an emergency craniotomy, because my brain had
swollen due to the clot was so big. They tried the clot buster medicine, but it
didn't work, because the clot was so big it did not dissipate quickly enough, so
they had to do an emergency craniotomy to release the swelling.

So for our listeners who don't really know what that is. Can
you talk us through what an emergency craniotomy is?

Sherri Watson: If you're listening and you put your right hand over your right
eye and then go up a little bit on your forehead, that's the piece of skull they had
to really take out. They called it a bone flap.

So they literally cut your skull and removed that skin back?

Sherri Watson: Yep.



And there's a Dremel tool to cut a piece of your scalp out?
Sherri Watson: Yes. To allow for the swelling to increase.

To allow for that swelling to increase?
Sherri Watson: Yes.

How do they actually get rid of the clot itself? Do you know?

Sherri Watson: | was told that it went from a clot, to where they thought they
could get it or it would dissipate and it didn't work. So they tried to get it with
pickle grabbers. Kinda like that. So it's almost like a ischemic or retics because
it bleeds out. So that was the emergency craniotomy was the first.

Yeah.

Sherri Watson: So however many months or whatever later, the second
surgery was to put that bone flap back into my head.

Were you in the hospital this whole time, or they released you
with ...

Sherri Watson: They released me for a while. | was an inpatient at St. John's,
but | wore a helmet because truly without that piece and bone, there was
nothing between my brain. But that scalp.

Yeah.
Sherri Watson: So | wore a helmet for a while, which is good.
Could you shower?

Sherri Watson: Not until later. | had the best, we had great CNAs there that
would help us spot bath and all that as best we could. The people in inpatient
care were just phenomenal.

So while you were waiting for your scalp to be put back
together...

Sherri Watson: Inpatient, doing as much therapy as possible.



So talk about the physical therapy.

Sherri Watson: Yeah, the physical therapy it's grueling because | knew how to
walk before the stroke. So you have to relearn to walk, you have to relearn to do
everything because your brain, they kept telling me, ““Your brain is trying to
play tricks on you.” That's rude. So they work with you every day on PT
physical therapy, occupational therapy, which is basically activities of daily
living, ADLs.

You know, how to eat, brush your teeth...
Sherri Watson: Yeah.

Dressing, folding clothes.

Sherri Watson: Isn't that a necessity? That never goes away. And I can truly
say | fold clothes better one-handed than my fiance does with two.

Is that true? Good for you.
Sherri Watson: That's what | get for working in retail for a long time.
And occupational therapy obviously worked.

Sherri Watson: Yes, it did. But for the longest time | thought occupational
therapy was from the waist up and physical therapy was the waist down. But |
learned otherwise. Yeah, not the case.

Yeah.
Sherri Watson: So | was an impatient for quite a while then when they put the
craniotomy piece back, the bone flap back in, of course it got infected with
MRSA because you know you're at the hospital. Wahoo.

Oh my goodness.

Sherri Watson: That was the third one.

So what does that mean? That was the third one? So they took
it back out?



Sherri Watson: When they put it in and it got infected. They had to take it back
out. And last but not least, they had sent it off. Hopefully, measuring twice and
cutting once. So when the plastic prosthesis came back, that's when they put it
back in.

Wow.

Sherri Watson: And | use this as a visual, | envision it like trying to put a too
small of a sheet on a mattress that's too big. So like my skeleton down over my
head.

So for those that can't see what Sherri just did, she just put her
foot up on the desk and was trying to pull like socks up one-handed when your
foot's too big for the socks.

Sherri Watson: That’s what my scalp did up over my cranium and they had to
call in a plastic surgeon because my scalp, which is a muscle. You don't think
about that until you raise your eyebrows. Yeah, I guess it is a muscle. Yeah, but
it atrophied my muscles in my scalp. And that's why that's nipped in like that.
So you have an indent on the right-hand side of your temple?

Sherri Watson: Yeah.

Well, | have to be honest, Sherri, I've known you for years and
have never noticed that!

Sherri Watson: | have a great hair lady.

| might need to go visit her because that's actually amazing.
And now that you say it, | feel like it's very obvious. Wow.

Sherri Watson: Yeah. So that hair lady, when | went to her, | said, | know this
Is weird, but are you okay with doing somebody's hair that had a stroke? And
like I said, my head feels like a topographical map.

Interesting.

Sherri Watson: Because of this, and when | first realized what had happened. |
still wasn't accepting that it was a stroke. I thought, this just isn't right. I'm in
great health, I'm in great shape. But then it kind of went sideways. So | was an



inpatient through all of those surgeries, all four surgeries, and continued to do
outpatient therapy at St. John's.

So you were an inpatient for how long?

Sherri Watson: | was an inpatient in St. John's on one level of care or another
for about four to five months.

Wow, that's phenomenal.

Sherri Watson: When | was finally able to leave inpatient rehab, | did get to go
to my mother's for a year, and she was on a walker. | was on a walker. “Come
on, woman you want to chicken?” She was also a stroke survivor.

Really?

Sherri Watson: She was, | found out it was a maternal genetic blood clotting
disorder.

Interesting.
Sherri Watson: | would've preferred an inheritance or a broach.
So there are so many other things | would've rather inherited.

Sherri Watson: Absolutely. We come from a long line of strong women, so |
knew | was gonna kick its ass. Lack of better phrase.

Let's go back a second. You're in the hospital for four to five
months. Who's taking care of your son this whole time?

Sherri Watson: His Dad

And now you go and live with your mom. Did he stay with his
dad while you were living with Mom?

Sherri Watson: Actually, no. He wanted to stay with his mom. He was stuck to
me. He was pretty traumatized.



So you went to your mom's and so did he and you all had this
family unit, right? And you and your mom, you in particular, are trying to
increase your abilities closer to where you were before the stroke?

Sherri Watson: Absolutely.

| would imagine

Sherri Watson: When | was at her house, the FOP, in Creek County, Sapulpa,
who | worked a lot with at DEIS, they built a ramp for me at my mom's house.
So it not only benefited me, but my mom too.

Sweet. That's sweet.
Sherri Watson: My arm is spasming. Sorry.

So again, and these are just parts of the complications of
having a stroke, right? So the arm will spasm well, do you have leg spasms?

Sherri Watson: It's more in the hip. Yeah. And | can tell when I've overdone it,
which that is my forte. In the meantime, | had gotten engaged three months
prior to the stroke. He stuck it out with the craziness, even offered to shave his
head as well, because | was rocking the Shanato style with staples.

So wait a minute. Is this the same fiancé that you mentioned at
the beginning of our podcast?

Sherri Watson: Yes.

And did you not tell me that this was 13 years ago?
Sherri Watson: A real quick phrase, if it ain't broke, don't fix it.

No judgment. I'm not. It is what it is, right?

Sherri Watson: He's a head and neck cancer survivor. | am a stroke survivor,
so we're a dynamic duo.

Wow. Wow.



Sherri Watson: I'm still very good friends with my son's dad, and he is an
open-heart surgery survivor.

Wow.
Sherri Watson: Yeah. So needless to say, Jake has learned a lot.
| bet. | bet.

Sherri Watson: And he has even told me, mom, this really sucked, but |
wouldn't be who | am today had | not gone through this with you.

Yeah. And you must feel the same. You wouldn't be the person
you are today.

Sherri Watson: Absolutely not.
...Had you not gone through this.

Sherri Watson: | wouldn't. I literally wouldn't change a thing. | have met some
of the most precious people that are stroke survivors from up one side of the
coast, down the other, and all the way out to Costa Rica and Ireland.

Wow.
Sherri Watson: They're precious in my heart.

Wow. And so, talk about how you came to The Center.
Sherri Watson: When | was in outpatient rehab, somebody mentioned The
Center and | had not yet delved out into the world of micro transit or whatever,
riding the bus. I was still relying on friends to take me, so after | did a few trial
runs with my son. So yeah, he was the boss of me. | started riding the Lyft and
made it here. And I've been here 10 years.

And tell me about what The Center means to you.
Sherri Watson: | know it sounds corny and cliche, but it means the world to

me. In my career prior, | had worked in social services in every job I'd ever had.
My main deal was to help people. And when | realized I'd had a stroke, |



thought, “oh hell, who am | gonna help? But I'm the one that needs help.”
Timing is on God's hands, so | don't...

But to your point... You come here and you help others every
day!

Sherri Watson: | do my best. | do my best to stay in my lane, but help.

| think everyone would say that you're a huge helper around
here, and whether that means that you're listening to someone when they're
talking about struggles they're going through, whether that means you're
breaking up food for our members to eat, right?

Sherri Watson: | am so honored just to still be here, Wendi. | can't even
explain. It's just that quick it could happen, and I'm gone! | asked a neurologist
to show me, "Hey, if you looked at this MRI, what would you expect?” "That |
wouldn't expect to be talking to you!"

Really?

Sherri Watson: Because | was trying to figure out do | need to continue formal
therapy or can | just use what I've learned and go to The Center every day? He
said, “With your attitude and your positivity, and you're not giving up, you don't
need to go to formal therapy.” | said, okay. So I just continued to come here and
do what I can do.

What do you do here?
Sherri Watson: Oh...

Aside from helping people, what activities are you actually
involved in?

Sherri Watson: | think probably my favorite is the beachball volleyball, the
chair aerobics, the seated abs, walking up and down the hall, and just, yeah, just
helping. Just being in present for someone if they need me. Yeah. I've actually
learned to take care of myself through this whole ordeal, or the only thing I took
was a stroke.

Yeah. That's not the way to go about it, Sherri.



Sherri Watson: Not the greatest plan.

But what does that mean? You don't think you were taking
care? Beause you said you were in the best shape of your life.

Sherri Watson: Oh, | was. Yeah, | was.

But you're not really doing true self-care, mental health.
Sherri Watson: Maybe that's it. Maybe that's it.

So you focus more on that now?

Sherri Watson: Yeah.

About how to be good to yourself. Because it has to be really
important for your recovery, as well as you not pushing yourself too far.
Otherwise, your body feels it now.

Sherri Watson: Right. In some of the support groups, we call it being kind to
ourselves. We forget to do that. And recovering from any sort of brain injury,
it's just imperative.

Yeah.

Sherri Watson: That we need to.

So, how are you kind to yourself?

Sherri Watson: I've slowed down. Some because | had to and others because |
know it's better for me. Yeah. Just being here. This is my one big, happy,
dysfunctional family. And | take cards wherever I go. | talk about The Center |
do take cards when | go shopping and don't let me see you limp, because | will
give you a card.

| love that. I love that.

Sherri Watson: Yeah. | tell everybody, The Center is Tulsa's best-kept secret.
And I hate that, but I'm glad people who don't know about it, or not knowing

about it, because maybe they haven't had a bad issue yet. But until I've gotten all
my cards out, | won't stop.



That's right.
Sherri Watson: And my saying is that I'll never surrender to stroke.
| love that.

Sherri Watson: | was back up on the back of a bicycle, a motorcycle, after a
year and a half.

Wow.
Sherri Watson: That was my goal. To get my legs stronger.

That's amazing. So do you have a goal now? Do you have
something that you still want to achieve?

Sherri Watson: My goal now is to walk without pain. | can walk without
assistance. | do at home all the time, but | tore muscle and ligaments in my hip
some time ago, and they wanna do outpatient surgery, but it had me down for a
while. I've been down too long.

Yeah.

Sherri Watson: So | just do my best to find a happy medium and take it slow.
Oh, so thankful I got my master's and everything before this happened.

Right? What do you think is the biggest hurdle you had to
overcome in this process?

Sherri Watson: Being completely dependent on others. Yeah, and | learned to
do that and | see where a lot of people just refuse to do it. Give it a try. | know
it's cliche to say new normal, but you don't have to understand it if you could
just accept it. I've accepted that | do not have a functioning left side. | will
manipulate and do what | can to make it work for me, but that's all I can do right
now is just continue to push. And I said I'll suit up and show up every day. Let
God guide me the rest of the way.

So has your mom had another stroke since her first stroke?

Sherri Watson: She had a series of TIAs throughout her life. She passed in
2016, as did my brother. So it was a double punch.



Yeah.

Sherri Watson: But my brother was still alive when she passed away, so he
was able to help me through her funeral and all those arrangements.

Can you explain what TIAs are?

Sherri Watson: TIA is a trans ischemic stroke. It's a mini stroke, basically.
Let's say a piece of plaque breaks off when your auditors, and it's bigger than
the artery that goes through it. It mimics a bigger stroke. It just makes you
disoriented. You get dizzy. Maybe nauseous. And thankfully, it passes through.
Hopefully it passes through and that's it. But that is a warning to, there may be a
bigger one coming, so you gotta be really conscientious of what's going on in
your body.

Yeah.

Sherri Watson: And then | went through a series of panic attacks after my first
big one. So you just gotta listen, be still and listen to your body. Which did |
ever do that? Probably not.

And so do you feel like you can listen to it now?

Sherri Watson: | do. Yeah. Yeah. It talks to me whether | wanna talk to it or
not. It's been called worse names and my sense of humor was off the rails prior
to the stroke, so now it's even worse. As you mentioned, we gotta cut that.

But I think to your point, comedy's really important.
Sherri Watson: Comedy is laughing. Laughing is healing.

That's right. That's right. And some of it is having to make
jokes about all these things. They're so big, there's, they're such a big deal.

Sherri Watson: Yeah. I've seen a lot of people with a few little challenges that
do comedy. I don't know if you've ever heard of John Kawie, but he's good.

| actually haven't. Not only do we have members who are great
comedians. But of course...

Sherri Watson: We say things



...done inspire a couple times... Look at you! You're so
cracking your jokes on everyone!

Sherri Watson: That's internal smartassedness, which helps the stubbornness.
All that comes in handy.

Yeah. Yeah.
Sherri Watson: | never say. Knock on wood anymore.

So again, for those that are listening, she just hit her head
because now she has a plate that she can knock on instead of wood.

Sherri Watson: Yeah. So now, in regard to the plastic piece, when all of that
was going on, all these in-and-out craniotomy surgeries. My fiancé, Steve, was
the president of a clean and sober national club. So when all of this happened,
the guys got around and said, “We gotta get her a road name.” So | thought, oh
good, it's gonna happen now. So | was in and out general ICU for a while and
Steve said he came in once after | was outta surgery and he said you were trying
to say something. “So | leaned down and put my face right or put my ear right
to your mouth.” He said, “l was thinking I'd hear, ‘Hey honey, how you doing,
Sweetie?” But all he heard was “bedpan.” You gotta go. You gotta go. It's the
first thing on my mouth. So, needless to say, | ended up getting the option of a
bedpan for my road name or Blockhead because my prosthesis is made of is
ballistic grade polymer plastic.

Oh my gosh.

Sherri Watson: The plastic, they make Glock guns out of. So | chose
Blockhead.

That's super fun. Super fun.
Sherri Watson: | am blessed.

| love that you say that you are blessed. | love that you have a
support network. That is obviously important to you, not only in your home life,
but here. You actually recently traveled for a Boccia tournament.

Sherri Watson: | did. We just got back on Sunday.



With The Center, so let's talk about even traveling with The
Center to do adaptive sports and what that looks like in your life and how
Important that is for you.

Sherri Watson: It's very important because | was gone for a year after some
other medical issues. And this is my family. | had to get back to them. This is
like being able to get out there and do something, because | was an athlete prior
to, and | love competition. To be able to not have an entire left side and still
compete in something it's phenomenal.

It's amazing, right?

Sherri Watson: Someone asked me about Boccia Ball. | was like, "Eh, that's
too slow.” Whelp Sherri, so are you! So how about just shut up and try it. And |
loved it! In the first tournament | went to | won it!

That's amazing.
Sherri Watson: | was in 2018.
That's amazing.

Sherri Watson: And every time I'll suit up and show up, I will give it my all.
And if I screw up, Oh well. | tried.

That's exactly right. And what a great way to still have sports
in your life.

Sherri Watson: Yes. And just overseeing how much people have come from,
they've struggled with challenges, just, ah, it's mind-blowing and heartwarming,
all that good stuff. Crazy.

Yeah. because you certainly play with players who don't have
nearly as much mobility as you have. I think even just being able to see whether
they're dreams...

Sherri Watson: Anytime | wanna be in a pity party, | walk in those doors at
The Center. You know what, it can be so much worse.

Yeah.



Sherri Watson: And | don't have time for that. For pity me. | just don't, it's not
how I'm wired.

| ask the same question.
Sherri Watson: That's right.

Every podcast. We always end with, how do you get centered
at The Center, Sherri?

Sherri Watson: | walk in, | see Donna, and immediately, | know this sounds
weird, immediately when | hear Donna'’s voice say, "Doors open, come in," that
centers me. I love that. Walk in. | start seeing peeps. It's so much a part of my
being now. | can't imagine not being here. Because it gives me the will to go on
when | don't really want to. | think being able to shower by myself was one of
my biggest milestones. And any day | am in bed going, “l don't want to get up
and shower.” Get your ass in there and shower because you know what? You
can!

Because you can!
Sherri Watson: Because you can! Because you can suck it up buttercup.

That's really important. I love that you said that “Because you
can.” | think that to me, it is an important note to end on. There are things that
we may not want to do, but if we can, we should do it. Yeah, that's beautiful.
Sherri Watson: Because the next day you might not be here to do it.

That's beautiful. Sherri.
Sherri Watson: | appreciate that.

Thank you so much for being a part of Get Centered.

Sherri Watson: You're welcome.

So happy to have you here today. Who knows if we'll ever do a
part two, which is quite possible. Thank you for your time.

Sherri Watson: I'll be here. Thank you. I'm honored to be asked to do it.



