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I was working at my electronics lab bench one sunny afternoon in August, 2003.  I 
looked up at the end of the day and got a sudden sharp pain in my neck.  "Oh no!", I 
moaned, "Another one of those muscle cricks!".

This one turned out to be pretty bad though.  It was interfering with my sleep, and 
there was also the odd symptom that I would begin to black out if I held my head in 
certain positions.  I didn't know it at the time, but this was a "spontaneous vertebral 
artery dissection" (VAD), where a section of artery lining pulls away from the artery wall 
like a blistering piece of wallpaper.  This all happens internal to the blood vessel; there 
is no bleeding or cutting like the term "dissection" means in high school biology.

I made my first-ever visit to a chiropractor for the neck pain.  He misdiagnosed it as 
muscular and began twisting my head around in a "neck adjustment".  This went on for 
three days and didn't help the pain.  What it did do, however, was aggravate or tear the 
VAD.  This formed a clot which broke off ten days later and gave me a cerebellar stroke, 
deep in the brain.

This was a classic stroke.  At 10:30 one night as I sat answering email, my right arm 
went numb, then my leg, then my speech began to slur.  I called 911 and took some 
aspirin, realizing I must be having a stroke.  The emergency techs thought I was having 
a panic attack because I don't fit the normal stroke profile.  They took their time getting 
to the hospital, no lights or siren, while my right side continued to die away.  As I was 
being wheeled into the CAT scan I said goodbye to my wife and boys, thinking I was 
going to die as I continued to lose functioning.

Amazingly, the right side came partially back.  No stroke was seen on the low-resolution 
CAT scan, and until a higher-resolution MRI was performed late the next day even my 
neurologist was guessing I might be having a hysterical episode of some sort.  I 
experienced two more terrifying transient events in the hospital where I lost right-side 
functioning altogether but it returned.  After four days I checked out, dragging my foot 
badly, unable to make a fist, perpetually dizzy, and with slurred speech.  The doctors 
told me they did not know why this stroke had occurred, incredibly they did not see the 
VAD on the MRI images at the time, but they said to "take it easy".

I interpreted this to mean I could take a nap if I wanted, and I charged back into my life 
trying to rehabilitate as fast as I could.  I was in the process of a divorce at the time and 
was moving out, so there was plenty of opportunity to overdo it.  This I did, and three 
weeks later I pushed the VAD up into my brain as a result and caused a second stroke.

This second one was much different than the first.  It was heralded by a day of the 
worst nausea and vomiting imaginable, along with extreme fatigue and exhaustion. 
Finally I asked my son to take me back to the hospital.  I was put through a series of 
spurious tests (like chest x-rays), despite my telling the doctors I had had a stroke three 
weeks earlier, and finally was admitted and fell asleep about 2 AM.

The next morning I awoke to find my left side completely paralyzed, limp as a rag doll. 
I had now experienced a stroke on both sides.  I was also seeing double, vomiting at 
least once a day, had a buzzing in my left ear, speech like a drunk, could not swallow 
thin liquids, and was seeing strange crescent-shaped floating objects in my vision 



occasionally.  I couldn't comprehend the enormity of any of this.  When I noticed I was 
paralyzed that first morning, I said to myself, "Huh!  I'm going to have to do something 
about that".  When my wife and kids came in, haggard from fear and having spent the 
night at the hospital, I wondered aloud if that had really been necessary.  My 
neurologist saw how close to death I was, but it completely escaped me.

This time the loss of function did not come back.  It was several days before I could 
make the slightest movement of my thumb, the first thing to return.  Then I could 
barely move my toes.  Slowly, excruciatingly, movement began to return.

I also discovered that I was "emotionally labile".  I could not control my emotions.  The 
slightest sentimentality would send me hysterically sobbing.  The slightest humor and I 
would be laughing uncontrollably.  When my brother first visited and wordlessly held 
me, I began to cry racking sobs.  After a little while of this I began to think it was a bit 
peculiar and my crying morphed into hysterical laughter without a pause.  My brother 
backed away looking puzzled and asked, "What ARE you doing?".  As if having a stroke 
was not emotional enough!

I spent a week in intensive care, a week on the medical ward, and two weeks in rehab. 
The work in rehab was grueling; after something like this you have almost no energy or 
strength.  But it is extremely important.  My therapists told me most of my improvement 
would occur in the first six months.  I was going to prove them wrong, be the Superman 
of stroke recovery, but they were absolutely right.  I think if I had not worked as hard 
as I did for those first six months, during in-patient and out-, I would not have 
recovered as well as I have.

It was after this second stroke that my new doctor saw the VAD on my brain scans from 
the first stroke three weeks prior.  He was very firm about what to do now that it was 
clear that I had a VAD, and I wonder if the second stroke would have occurred at all if 
the first doctors had seen this too and been as firm with me.

By the time I left rehab, I was walking very slowly with a four-footed cane and a spotter 
holding my belt to catch me if I fell.  My speech was still badly slurred, but I could drink 
liquids if I was very careful.  I choked on food and drink regularly.  I could not raise my 
arm above my head and had only partial use of my hand.  I used a bench in the shower. 
I was dizzy all the time; it felt like I'd had too many cocktails 24 hours a day.

My sister dropped her life in Santa Fe and spent three weeks with me when I got home. 
She cooked, cleaned, helped me with paperwork, took me out for diversions, gave me 
pep talks and encouraged my exercising, and listened sympathetically to my hysterical 
laughing and crying.  My life was shattered, and I don't know what I would have done 
alone those first weeks without her.

I made slow but steady rehabilitation progress for the first six months.  I kept a list of 
little milestones, like raising my arm over my head for the first time, ever-lengthening 
walks, being able to clip my own fingernails, and so forth.  Looking back on this helped 
keep my spirits up.  I also made a list of short- and long-term goals, things I still wanted 
to do.  But I hit a wall at six months and suddenly stopped improving.

Not long after this I slid into a terrible suicidal depression.  I really felt my life was over. 
I had failed in my marriage, and now I was crippled and felt like I would never love or 
be loved again.  I could no longer play the classical guitar or piano, one of the major 
joys of life before my stroke.  I was living a nightmare in a body which was no longer 



my own.  I can remember one awful day, catatonic and crying inconsolably, when I was 
planning how to end my life.  In the depths of despair, the thought occurred to me that 
I could "take my life, or give it away".  I realized that no matter how awful my life was I 
could make a positive difference in someone else's, whether that meant spooning them 
soup in a kitchen or giving my possessions to the homeless.  With little effort on my 
part, I could make a big difference to others.

This was the real start of my recovery.  I began volunteering in a local retirement home, 
reading to the old folks to help my diction and give them some pleasure.  I began to 
donate lavishly to causes which directly help people in need.  I began handing granola 
bars out to freeway off-ramp beggars.  I volunteered for the Sierra Club Executive 
Committee.  I began serving as the leader for the Young Adult Stroke Survivors group.  I 
gave generously to friends and relatives.  I was no longer worried about the future, and 
I discovered the paradoxical secret that the greatest happiness comes when you give 
freely of yourself with no expectations.  I only regret that it took me 50 years and a 
near-death experience to figure this out!

Now it has been two and a half years since my stroke (I think of them as one).  I walk 
stiffly and clumsily with a cane, and can no longer run.  I have almost full motion and 
strength in my left arm and hand, but cannot move the fingers quickly enough for the 
guitar or piano.  I have discovered music creation with a synthesizer and computer 
though, which is great fun and wonderful compensation.  My diction is pretty good now, 
except when I'm tired.  I still laugh and cry like a minor lunatic and have the equilibrium 
of a drunk.  I am back to work full time as a consulting engineer, and very thankful that 
there were no cognitive effects from the stroke.  I even wrote a long technical paper 
which has just been accepted for publication, something I never would have had time 
for before my stroke.  Life is slower, but in some ways actually better.  Oddly enough, 
there are times when I think this has been the best thing that has ever happened to me.


