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Is this

chest pain

something serious...?

On Friday, February 29, my wife Mary and I had back-to-back doctor’s
appointments at Kaiser Permanente in Moreno Valley-she to talk about a
puzzling lethargy that had been dogging her and I to talk about an odd chest
pain that I thought a remnant of the flu I'd had in late January.

Dr. McDougal listened to my heart and then listened to my description of the
pain. She said that it didn’t sound like angina, but she wanted to make sure
by sending me for a stress test at the hospital facility in Riverside, a
seventeen-minute drive away.

“Do you want me to drive there now?” I asked.
“Oh no, we’ll get an ambulance for you.”

What I thought could be serious but probably wasn’t, and what Dr. McDougal
said could be serious but probably wasn’t, was sufficiently serious to
warrant an ambulance ride from one Kaiser facility to another. One doesn’t
have to be that creative to imagine how this made me feel. The visit itself
was quickly becoming one big stress test.

When the EMTs arrived, they took my blood pressure—which for some odd reason
was soaring—and asked if I was experiencing chest pain.

My point, and the whole point of the visit, was that I did experience chest
pain when I exerted myself, but was not doing so now. They heard, I guess,
that I “did” experience chest pain and, along with the high blood pressure,
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found reason enough to judge this case beyond them. They called 911.

Within minutes the halls of my doctor’s office were crawling with burly
firemen in response gear asking me questions about the pain and about my
cardiac history. When I told them I was feeling more or less “fine,” they
patted my shoulder, congratulating me on my manly bravery.

The problem is that the responders could not take me to Kaiser but needed to
take me to the nearest hospital-Moreno Valley Community Hospital. One bumpy
ride later, I was in the MVCH emergency room, talking to a Dr. Green who told
me that my blood work didn’t indicate a heart attack, but that he would
recommend a stress test and angiogram, adding, “but Kaiser will probably
want you in their facility.”

They did. Two hours later, another ambulance transported me to Kaiser,
Riverside, where I was admitted and where, the next morning, I took a stress
test. I stepped on the treadmill and began walking, wires dangling from
adhesive patches placed strategically on my body.

The pain reappeared—a burning sensation about my sternum—soon after I began
walking. But John Henry was a steel-driving man, and I'm a walking man. No
treadmill is going to get the best of me. So I soldiered on through the pain
and finished the test. Not in silence, however. Sounds of exertion gave way
to gasps of irritation, ultimately replaced by mild swearing through my
clenched teeth.

When the attending doctor spoke to me that evening, she said the cardiologist
would be speaking to me on Sunday, because my test was positive. My first
thought was, If the test is positive, why aren’t I being sent home? I soon
learned that in the field of medicine, positive is negative.

Sunday morning, Dr. Beauvoir, my new cardiologist, said that my test was
inconclusive, but he was very troubled that I'd reported feeling pain while
on the treadmill. For that reason alone, he wanted to look at the results of
an angiogram.

Therefore, the next morning I was prepared for another adventure. Kaiser in
Riverside does not perform angiograms. Kaiser in Fontana does, so late Monday
morning, I was in another ambulance on the twenty-minute ride to Fontana.

In the catheterization lab, I was spread out on the table while Dr. Schaeffer
inserted a catheter into my femoral artery and pushed a tube through my heart
to diagnose the problem. Later he explained to Mary and me that it appeared
that a small branch of an artery was 98 percent clogged, and that the
condition could be treated either with medication or with angioplasty and a
stent. After talking with Mary, I opted for the stent.

Monday afternoon, I found myself in another ambulance on its way to St.
Bernardine’s Medical Center in San Bernardino. Even though the ride was
bouncy, I had to remain as still as possible, since the insertion
hardware—called a sheath—had been left in my femoral artery. At St.
Bernardine’s, Dr. Wong looked at the video of my heart, shot when I was in



the lab at Kaiser, Fontana. He too thought the branch affected by the
blockage was of minor significance, but he would attempt the stent placement
nonetheless.

On the table in the catheterization laboratory at St. Bernardine’s, I was
once again fed anxiety-reducing medications, and the catheterization process
was performed anew. One must remain awake and relatively alert during this
process so that the doctor can monitor a patient’s real-time report of any
pain or discomfort—indicators that something is amiss. “You still doing
okay?” is the oft-repeated question. Most of the time, a patient is looking
at the ceiling or craning his neck, around a bulbous mechanical eye
zigzagging across the chest, to see the monitor displaying the image of the
heart in action. One’s heart must be in action or one is, as the medical
field terms it, dead.

As the angioplasty balloon was expanded in the affected artery, Dr. Wong
exclaimed, “Oh wow, would you look at that!”

Such words when uttered by one’s doctor while one is in the middle of an
invasive procedure involving a wire snaking through the chambers and arteries
of one’s heart are somewhat disconcerting. When I asked what the problem was,
Dr. Wong said, “I’'ll let you see the pictures later.” He pushed the stent
into place.

Viewing the pictures, I could indeed see the reason for Dr. Wong’'s surprise.
When the branch of the artery was expanded, one could see clearly that the
branch in question was not a secondary offshoot but the main branch itself,
from which other vessels forked as it journeyed around the bottom of my
heart.

Monday night I recovered in my room. Early Tuesday evening, I was released
from the hospital into the custody of my wife.

Many years later, I'm still here and feeling, actually, great.



