                                 Your Mother Has Suffered a Slight Stroke

                                                       Kathy Bosworth         

         “What though the radiance which was once so bright

           Be now forever taken from my sight,

           Though nothing can bring back the hour

           Of splendor in the grass, of glory in the flower;

           We will grieve not, rather find

           Strength in what remains behind;”

          (Intimations of Immortality by William Wordsworth)

                                                             Chapter 1

     It was 11:00 on a hot, July morning. The telephone rang just as I was picking up my pocketbook to head out the door.  I had an appointment to have my hair cut.  My mind was on what I was going to wear that night because my husband, Bob, and I were going to a retirement party for my boss. I was also thinking about picking up my mother from the hospital in the afternoon.  She was having a test done and said that I might have to give her a ride home.  I was fretting about there never being enough time in a day when I reached for the phone.  

  "Hello," I said.

  "Are you Lucille's daughter?"

  "Yes I am."

  "This is the radiologist from the hospital.  Your mother was having an angiogram done this morning and she may have suffered a slight stroke during the procedure.  She began to have some slurred speech.  The doctor would like to speak to you as soon as you get here."

     My mind went completely blank.  All I could say was, "Should I come right now?"  What an idiotic thing to say!  I still think back to that statement and shake my head wondering how a reasonably intelligent forty‑five year old could say something so stupid.

   "I think that would be a good idea," she said.

    I ran out to my car and then it occurred to me that I hadn't even asked what part of the hospital I should go to.  I ran to the front desk and asked where my mother would be if she were having an angiogram done.  They sent me to radiology.  When I got to radiology, they told me that my mother had been moved to the emergency room.  So off I ran to the ER.  When I got to the ER I was a little taken aback when I told them that my name was Kathy and I was here to see my mother, Lucille.

     Immediately, doctors and nurses surrounded me.  The neurologist did most of the talking.  He told me that my mother did indeed have a stroke.  However, the good news was that there was a new medication called TPA.  If it was administered to a stroke patient within three hours of the stroke, it could eliminate most of the damage that a stroke could cause. In simple terms, it was a clot buster.  The patient had to meet certain criteria to be a candidate for the TPA.  She had to be under the age of 72 and be in good health.  Since Mom was 69 and met the other guidelines, he felt that she was a good candidate.  I had about two minutes to make up my mind since time was of the essence.

     I knew how my mother would feel about this decision.  We had talked many times about what she would want me to do if she were in a situation where she could not speak for herself.  I knew that one of her worst fears was to be mentally or physically disabled due to a stroke.  She had a brother that died from Alzheimer's disease and a sister that had two strokes.  We had talked about life or death decisions that might have to be made someday and she was emphatic about her wishes.  You would have thought it would have made my decision easy and yet......

     I told the doctor that the answer would probably be yes but I had to talk to my brother before I made any decision.  The doctor pointed me in the direction of a phone I could use.  I dialed my brother Ed's phone number and prayed that he would be home.  Luckily he was.  I rambled on and on about what had happened and told him as much as I knew about TPA.  I told him that we had to make the decision.  He too felt that there was no other choice but to let them administer the TPA and pray for the best.  He said that he was on his way.  I hung up with Ed and the neurologist was waiting for me.  

     I knew the seriousness of the situation by the way the doctor's body language spoke to me.  We live in Connecticut.  New Englanders are known for being protective of our own personal space.  That space is usually about two feet all the way around our body.  The neurologist was standing about half an inch away from my face.  I had an involuntary reaction to keep stepping back, but each time I did, he moved with me and stayed that same half an inch away from my face.  I told him that we had decided to go ahead with the TPA and the emergency room quickly turned into a flurry of activity.  The neurologist told me that there was a very slight chance that Mom could have a reaction to the TPA.  She could start to bleed internally and it could cause death, but that was very rare and he did not anticipate that.  But, if the TPA worked as it should, the outcome would be much more favorable than doing nothing at all.   He explained that the TPA would be administered through an IV and they would start the procedure as soon as the medication came down from the pharmacy.  By this point I was standing with my back to the wall and couldn't move back any further.   Finally he said that I could go in and see my mother for a while.

     Mom looked surprisingly good.  I don't know what I expected, but she looked fine except she didn't have her false teeth in her mouth.  She was happy to see me and was talking and actually cracking jokes.  Her speech was slightly slurred, but I could understand her.  I explained the TPA to her and she agreed that there were no other choices.  The nurses were making Mom move her arms and legs.  She did as they said and I thought that was a good sign since she still had movement.  One nurse said that there was a little weakness in her left leg and arm.  The left side of her mouth was slightly drooped, but that was the only physical sign that I could see that she had a stroke.

     Ed arrived and I was so grateful to see him.  Ed had had a stroke a few years ago.  He refused to let anyone refer to it as a stroke.  We all referred to it as an "episode."  He really did not like the sound of the word, stroke.  He felt that it wouldn't look good on an application or a medical record for insurance purposes.  I guess episode sounded much better to him.  When most people hear the word stroke they associate it with an elderly person.  Ed was forty‑seven when he had his stroke.  But no matter what we called it, he had a stroke.  He was one of the lucky ones though.  It was not caused by hardening of the arteries or a blood clot that moved through the brain.  It was caused by a small piece of his artery that broke off and traveled through his brain.  The doctor's felt that he had probably had a small piece that was hanging there for years, possibly since birth that picked that particular day to completely come loose and move.  It is something that usually happens to young people and it is very rare.  One of three things could have happened.  The small piece could have lodged in his brain and he would have died instantly.  It could have gotten stuck for a short amount of time causing permanent damage.  Or, in his case, it shot right through.  He was paralyzed but for only a matter of hours.  He made a complete recovery within a week.  He had a hell of a headache for a while, but it truly was a miracle.

     The first thing that I told Ed when he got there was that when I went in to see Mom she said, "I've had an episode."  We knew that she still had her sense of humor.  We both went in to sit with her and to wait for the TPA to do its job.  They had just put it into her IV when Ed's wife Anne and their son Steven came in.  Everything seemed to be going fine.  We were all talking to Mom and watching the monitors of all the different machines that she was attached to.  Suddenly, I began to notice the machine that showed her blood pressure.  Her blood pressure seemed to be awful low to me.  I kept watching it, wondering if I was reading the machine wrong.  When the monitor showed that her pressure was 80 over 60 I looked over at Anne.  I was wondering if I was the only one that was seeing this.  Anne was watching the same thing and looked at me with raised eyebrows.  We both looked at the nurse and she was watching the same thing.  Ed must have been watching the blood pressure monitor as well because he asked Anne to take Steven out to the waiting room.  Steven was only eleven and we didn't know what was going on at that point.

     We soon realized that Mom was not talking to us anymore.  I started to talk to her louder but she still was not answering me.  The nurse tried to get a response out of her, but she did not have any success either.  By then her blood pressure was down to 65 over 45 and the nurses told Ed and I that we would have to leave.  Doctors and nurses were coming from everywhere.  Somebody told us to go up to the waiting room outside of the Critical Care Unit because that is where they were going to move her next.  We were not sure what was going on, but we knew that it was not good.  

     We all went to the waiting room, but it was not easy to sit still.  After about fifteen minutes I could not stand it anymore.  All I could think was that if she was going to die, I did not want her to die alone.  I told Ed that I was going to see what I could find out.  I went to the huge doors of the CCU, took a deep breath, and walked in.  There were doctors and nurses running all over the place.  I don't think anyone even knew that I was there at first.  I walked over to the room that they were all coming in and out of and sure enough, there was Mom, the center of attention.  I've never seen so much activity going on around one person.  There were machines attached to her, bags of blood, IV bags, and somebody was yelling that they needed more blood.  I knew that there was nothing I could do.  I knew that she fell into that small percent that suffers internal bleeding from the TPA.  

     A nurse came over to me and put her arm around me.  She did not tell me to leave.  She only asked if there was anything that she could do for me.  I wanted to scream.  I wanted to cry.  But I didn't.  I only said, "No, thank you."  Then I went back out to the waiting room.  I knew that if my mother did die, she would not know that she was alone; she was unconscious.

    I walked into the waiting room and looked over at Ed.  I said, "This is not good, I don't think that she is going to make it."  The nurse that had put her arm around me in the CCU came out to the waiting room to check on me a few minutes later.  I looked at her and asked her if my mother was going to die.  She said it was a distinct possibility, but they were doing everything that was possible.  All we could do was sit and wait.

     About two hours later we were still sitting and waiting.  My husband Bob had come to wait with us.  Shortly after that our daughter Heather came with our granddaughter Ashley Rose.  Michael, our son, came in at the same time they did.  We were getting to be quite a crowd.  The hours seemed to drag by.  Bob and Michael went and picked up some pizza for everyone since nobody had eaten that day.  

     The doctor that had done Mom's angiogram kept coming in to see us.  He was pretty upset and he told us that this was the first time a patient had ever suffered a stroke during an angiogram that he was doing.  He said it is a very rare occurrence and said that it only happens in about one percent of the angiograms that are done.  He said that one percent is a very small number, unless it is your mother, then that one percent becomes huge.  How true.  He had only done about half of the test when he noticed that her speech was slurred.  He then immediately stopped the test.  I asked him what he was able to see from the limited amount of the test.  He told me that her carotid artery was ninety percent blocked and he felt that she had advanced arteriosclerosis.  This day was sure not going well for Mom!  First she has an angiogram that has a very slight chance of causing a stroke.  Then she has TPA that has a very slight chance of causing internal bleeding.  Now the doctor is telling me that she has advanced hardening of the arteries.  All I know is that she was fine yesterday, and now she is fighting for her life.

     By now it was 8:00 pm.  Any thoughts of going to the retirement party were long forgotten, as well as getting a haircut.  How trivial everything else seemed at that point.  The door opened and in walked the neurologist as well as my mother's internist.  They did not look very happy and we all braced ourselves for the worst.  They explained that Mom did have extensive internal bleeding that was caused from a reaction to the TPA.  They were able to stop the bleeding and she was stable for the time being.  However, they had done a CT scan of her brain and the stroke was massive.  It damaged the entire right hemisphere of her brain.  She did not get any of the benefits that TPA offers because they had to stop administering it as soon as she started to hemorrhage.  They kept repeating that the stroke was massive, but when we asked what exactly that meant, we really did not get much of an answer.  They just kept saying that they did not know.  All stroke patients are different.  We were to hear that many times over.  There are no answers, you have to wait and see and hope for the best.  But she was alive.

     I kept thinking, "Well, how bad could it be?"  She could move her arms and legs after the stroke.  All she really had was slurred speech.  I thought she might need some rehab, but it would be o.k.  She might need speech therapy for while, but she could work on that.  Even though the TPA had not helped her, she wasn't in such bad shape before they gave it to her.  So, how bad could it be?

     The doctors told us that we could see her for a minute but she was still unconscious and they expected her to sleep through the night so we should all go home.  We took turns saying "Good night" to Mom, we then left the hospital in a group, none of us knowing what to say.  It had been a long day and we were all lost in our own thoughts.  As we got to our cars, Ed reached over to me and we hugged.  It was probably the first time that I ever remember us hugging.  That was a startling revelation to me.  It certainly was a welcomed hug though and probably one of the most needed that I ever got.

     Bob and I went home.  Heather, Michael and Ashley Rose followed us.  Heather called her husband Chris, and told him that they would be late.  Ashley Rose was only two months old, so she really didn't know what was going on.  Heather, our oldest, was 25.  Michael was 23 and he had just graduated from college and was living home again for a while.  We stayed up long into the night. None of us could believe what had happened.  I could not get over the fact that Mom had driven herself to the hospital for a routine test.  She had called me in the morning and said she might need a ride home, but she didn't think so.  I had offered to go with her, but she said, "No, I'll be fine."  She was a tough old bird and she figured that she did not need any help.  How wrong she was.  Heather and the baby left, and finally Bob and I went to bed.  Sleep did not come easily for me.

