
When The Body Speaks
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Greenville, ME– It is so frustrating when my body changes plans.  I certainly have some history with this issue.  In 1991 I was cruising along in life with nary a worry or concern when I was diagnosed with a life-threatening disease, cardiac sarcoidosis.  The physician gave me two years to live.   Although it is “a long story” [I wrote a book, Life Row, about it], I survived the ordeal thanks to the incredible generosity of a family who in September of 1994 donated the heart of their daughter who had passed away due to a brain aneurysm.
No one knows why or how I developed the sarcoidosis.  It simply happened.  I was unlucky.  Medical literature suggests that the disease normally affects “black women in the South.”  I did not fall into that category on either criterion.
About a decade ago, my lower back began to rebel by causing a sharp pain to radiate down my right leg.  There was no trauma involved.  It simply began to happen.  I could alleviate the pain by sitting down, but any standing or walking was painful.  When I attempted to do a 7-day hike of the Appalachian Trail in the summer of 2008, I found that I had to search for logs or large boulders to sit on every few hundred yards to alleviate the pain.  As a result, that hike lasted only three days.   By 2011, when the pain became threatening to my active lifestyle, I finally sought medical help.  The orthopedic surgeon who examined me explained that I had developed scoliosis causing nerves to be impacted in the L4-L5 region of my spine.  Surgery would be the only effective remedy.  He offered no assurance of a cure, but recommended that I give it a try.  
The surgery worked, and within three months I was back hiking, kayaking, and doing essentially all activities.  For the second time, I was able to dodge a bullet through the wonders of modern medicine, the skills of my medical teams, and the support of my family.
Recently I have been doing daily hiking here in Maine, both for pleasure and to gather information for a forthcoming book, Life Transplant Hiker.   Two of the hikes have been strenuous, specifically Gulf Hagas (often called The Grand Canyon of the East) and Mount Kineo, over a mile from the southern shore of Moosehead Lake, requiring us to kayak over there and back. Both involve challenging rock scrambles and steep descents.   Following the Kineo adventure I announced on Facebook that I now annually climb the mountain just to see if “I still have it” and that “I do still have it.”
That, my friends, turned out to be a premature boast.   Yesterday, as I hiked the final two miles back to our cabin here on Lower Wilson Pond, my body commented on all of this activity by blowing up my right knee.  I did manage to reach the cabin, but under extreme pain and duress.  Each time that I attempted a step, I screamed in pain.  Even when I used one of my hiking poles for support, there was extreme pain in the knee whenever I was vertical.  I took some Advil and managed to sleep reasonably well, but when I woke and attempted to walk, the pain was still there. We decided to visit the Emergency Room of Charles A. Dean Memorial Hospital in nearby Greenville for evaluation and assistance.
The hospital is celebrating its first 100 years of operation this month.  From the outside the structure’s appearance suggests that it could easily be that old.  My wife went inside to ask for a wheelchair, and within minutes she was pushing me inside.  I was seen immediately and registration was considerably briefer than anything comparable in my hospital experiences of the past 30 years.  The E-R nurse led me into a room with two beds, and quickly checked my vital signs and took my history.   I noticed that the equipment was very up-to-date - all computerized, so although the facility was showing its age, it was well-appointed.  Shortly the E-R physician, Dr. Babbitt,  arrived, greeted me, did a thorough examination of my knee, and proclaimed that the cause for the pain was a large Baker’s cyst behind the knee (google it).   He explained that although I had suffered no trauma, my knee had probably simply reacted to a combination of overuse and arthritis.  The best “cure” would be rest, ice, and Aleve.  
Dr. Babbitt was in a chatty mood.  He told us how much he enjoys working in this 10-bed rural hospital.  He sees only 8 patients a day on average, and stays in the building for 72 hours three times a month - truly a sweet gig.  He said that, although the local population declines considerably during the bitter cold winter months here, snowmobile accidents take up the slack in terms of patients needing E-R services.
I took the wheelchair ride back to our truck, went back to our cabin, and am following doctor’s orders.  I am hoping that it is some time before my body decides to speak to me again, but now there seems to be this hip issue…….
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

