Second Chance
Jim Collyer
As I walked toward the elevator with the nurse’s aide, and my wife and daughter right behind me, I felt a great feeling of relief that I was going home. Once out of the elevator, we walked toward the front of the lobby. We waited there while my daughter went for her car. When she pulled up in front of the lobby door, I thanked the nurse’s aide and started toward my daughter’s car. Just before I entered the car, I paused and turned back at the place I called home for many days. I thought of all the wonderful people that crossed my life while I was at the Carney Hospital and St. Elizabeth’s Hospital. These people I shall never forget for their kindness and thoughtfulness toward me during my thirty days I spent. I slowly slid into the front seat, and as the car pulled away, I watched as the Carney Hospital slowly faded from sight.

 

 

********

 

So now my story begins thirty days before, on New Year’s Eve 1998 at about eleven o’clock… 

 

I was sitting in my living room reading, when I decided to retire to my bedroom. My wife was watching television. I read another page and then put down the book and turned over and fell asleep. How long I slept, I really don’t know. I was then awakening with a heavy pressure across my chest. Taking it for indigestion, I went into the kitchen and did something I would never think of doing before. I reached up into the cabinet and took an aspirin from the bottle and a glass of water. Upon hearing me, my wife yelled,’’ what is wrong?’’ Trying to explain what was happening, she said to take another aspirin. She then came out as I was heading for the living room. I sat on the couch holding my hands across my chest. My wife pleaded with me to let her call someone. Being a person who never liked to go to doctors or hospitals, I thought it would go away. My wife then heard my daughter coming in from work and called her in. Now I had two people pleading with me. The phone soon rang and another daughter Joan was on the phone. As I still hesitated to go to the hospital, she said,’’ if you won’t do it for yourself, do it for us.’’ The words I couldn’t refuse were spoken. 

 

I arrived at the emergency room, and then soon to another room with nurses putting needles in my arms, and a doctor standing in front of me saying I was having a heart attack. I’m having a heart attack? (The pressure I was having had gone from my right side to my left when I entered the hospital.) He must be mistaken, but the look on my wife and daughters face told me different. This was really happening to me. Here I was a guy who played baseball all my life and pitched in five decades of the Boston Park League. This could never happen to me. That’s what I thought. 

 

 

I soon found myself in a room and thinking how lucky I was. I was then determined to listen to everything they told me to do and get back on my feet again. Needles became a part of my life now. Something that was new to a guy who couldn’t watch ‘’E.R.’’ on television. 

 

I now think back to my part-time job at All Dorchester Sport league, and how I would bring the forms on Tuesdays and then on Fridays, climbing each time three flights of stairs and how I had to pause at each landing out of breath. The down to the corner store and return trip leaving me out of breath at the door. Putting empty barrels in a short distance with so much effort. Bringing bundles in from the car with a huff and puff. Eating between meals all the things that were not good for me. Getting lazy and not wanting to go out after work. Being the pitching coach on the baseball team and finding it hard to even bend over and pick up a foul ball that was hit towards me. All these things I ignored, not realizing these were the warning signs that something wasn’t right. 

 

I was soon put into a room and a heart monitor was placed on me. EKGs, blood test, and other things were done, and soon I was taken to another room where another patient was. After getting acquainted, I soon found out we had worked for the same milk company, years ago, in the same location. Then further learning that he had a cottage in Fairhaven on West Island, where my brother had his, and on the same street. I am now convinced that it’s a small world we live in. Victor was a great deal of help in getting me through. (I now take this time to thank you for your concern and help in getting me through those first steps I took. I hope you are well and soon able to enjoy your cottage as the weather improves.) 

 

The next few days were full of x-rays, EKGs, echoes, and then the day I went down to the treadmill test. Sitting in the room alone after the nurse had me hooked up for the test, waiting for the person who was going to do the test, gave me time to think. Thoughts ran through my mind, like in my baseball days, trying out for a team. Saying, ‘’ I can do this.’’ It will be like the times I went to the pitchers mound, the challenge I always liked. Then before I knew it, the doctor and nurse came in and soon after I was up on the treadmill and began my test. I felt pretty good with myself at first, and it seemed like no effort at all. Then the pace picked up and I stayed with it for a while. Then my legs became really tired and my wind became harder. Then I heard the nurse say,’’ thirty seconds to go.’’ ‘’ Come on Jim, I said, ‘’you can do it.’’ I managed to finish, but to my surprise, he asked me to lie down on the table and placed a pill under my tongue. Some fear came over me, but he quickly assured me that he did it for precaution measures when my blood pressure didn’t come down fast enough for him. 

 

Once back in my room, I knew everything wasn’t all right. It was like being in the tenth inning and running out of gas. My heart just couldn’t keep up with my will power. I knew then that those years of smoking were catching up to me. The damage was done. Little did I know, right then another answer would be given me that I never could understand. (Further into my story, we will get to the question.) It had been fifteen years I had stopped smoking before this attack. 

 

Dr. Hubbard came to my room and said that a cardiac catheterization should be done to find the extent of damage there was to my heart. There were three things that could be done after this procedure. One would be a medicine to take, second, balloon angioplasty, and third, coronary artery bypass graft surgery. 

 

 

Well before the day this was to be done, a very pleasant nurse came in my room and talked to me about the procedure and how she would be at my side when needed through it all. Finally the day came, and I was taking to a room that I found large and cool. The nurse was there to greet me, and introduced me to another nurse who would be helping. The orderlies placed me on the table in the center of the room and left. Soon one of Dr. Hubbard’s assistants came in and said he would be doing the procedure. He asked me what name I would like him to call me by, and we agreed on Jim. I felt a slight ting in my inner thigh, and I was assured it was the medication. I then felt a slight pop in my inner thigh, and on a television- like screen to my left: I could see my heart and the arteries around it. Next I saw a thin-like object moving around my heart.  The nurse then told me I would feel a warm stream from my chest to my toe. This was the dye entering my body. Every once in awhile the doctor would ask me to take a deep breath and hold it. While this was going on, the fear of it all had left me, and I became drawn into what was going on. I knew there were slight risks in the method, but it didn’t seem to enter my mind. Soon it was over and I felt a great weight on my right thigh. (Victor had mentioned something about a sandbag and discomfort. It was there to keep pressure on the incision.)

 

Dr. Hubbard then came in the room with my wife and went over the video with us. He explained the damage parts and how surgery was the way to go. He then assured me I was a good candidate for the operation. Since that fateful night, and a talk with my daughter Joan, I decided to put myself in the hands of all these wonderful people around me, and in God’s hands for sure. Dr. Hubbard gave me a choice of where I would like to have the operation done. I chose to have it at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital.

 

The time finally came for me to leave for St. Elizabeth’s. I said my goodbyes to everyone and headed in the ambulance on my next adventure. I soon met Lisa Murphy, the care manager. She works with your surgeon and your health care team to manage your care throughout your hospitalization and discharge. She is a nurse specially trained in the care of cardiac surgical patients. Her way of setting me at ease was great and deeply appreciated.

 

Dr. Moon, Cardio thoracic Surgeon, was going to do the surgery. From reports I heard about him, I felt really safe in his hands. He came to my room and said he had videotape he was going to look at that Dr. Hubbard had sent him, and he would get back to me. The next time I saw him, he explained the damage that was to my heart. He had to repair three arties for sure and another was small, but if time allowed, he would do it. 

 

The day it was to be done would be at seven in the morning. Dr. Moon was doing two that day and I was to be first. The operation would take about five hours. Veins from my arm and leg would be taken to repair the arteries to my heart in the operation. Blood was drawn; electrocardiogram (EKG) physical examination, and chest ex-rays were performed. I can remember them coming into my room the day before and explaining about the tubes that would be placed in me. Knowing this I believed helped me in dealing with it.

 

I can’t begin to say enough about Dr. Moon’s team, it reminded me of my Army days on a Howitzer 105. We had a team and everyone had to know the job of each man on the tank, just like Dr. Moon’s team and how close they worked together. 

 

From here to when I woke from surgery, I cannot remember anything but my wife’s voice saying,’’ Jim,’’ then something passing by my lips and out of my mouth. I soon realized later that this was the tube called an end tracheal placed in my windpipe to help clear any secretions out of the lungs that may be present. I can remember them rolling me over on my side and pounding my back, helping to clear my lungs. I faintly remember a nurse who kept coming to me in the surgical intensive care unit. (I would now like to thank her for the kind and warmed concern she showed me. I may never see her again, but I shall always remember her gentle and kind voice.)

 

I spent the next seven days at St. Elizabeth’s, where the care was wonderful. I then asked if I could go back to the Carney Hospital for my physical therapy, where my wife would find it easier to visit me.

 

Each time I think about my return trip to Carney, and that strange night, when I found myself standing at my room door. Everything around me looked strange, and I didn’t realize where I was. The nurse’s were very understanding about it. Slowly it all came back to me. I later realized that the operation, and moving around from one hospital and back, and all the different rooms I was in caused the disoriented feeling I had. The physical therapists I met at the Carney Hospital were all a great help to me. (To one like she asked of them, I would like her to know, I kept my promise and wrote this story for me to do the day I left the Carney Hospital.)

 

In the beginning, I told you I would get to another question I asked someone that I never quite understood. To do this, I will go back to a day when a doctor came into my room for the first time, making her rounds. She caught me at a depressing time. We talked awhile about how I felt, and about how I had given up cigarettes fifteen years ago. I told her that my brother at the time was in the hospital with cancer. One night when I was leaving to go home, I heard his voice call me and I turned around as he touched the pocket of his pajama top and said, “Throw them away.” I knew he meant the cigarettes in my pocket. I grinned with a nod of my head and left.

 

The next day at work, after my milk route, another brother who worked with me was over by the phone calling the hospital to see how he was. He lowered the phone by his side and looked across at me and said he was gone. “How could he?” I said I was just talking to him last night.

 

The day of the funeral, as I got back into my car with a cigarette in my hand, I took a deep drag and tossed the cigarette out of the car window. Turning then to my family, I told them it was the last cigarette they would ever see in their father’s mouth again. But I always asked myself the question, “Why did he have to die?” Dr. Laura T. Cloukey looked at me and with a soft voice said, “To save your life.” I knew right and then that someone had given me the answer. If I hadn’t thrown out that cigarette out the window fifteen years ago, I would not have made it through the operation. (Thanks Dr. Cloukey, and thanks for now being my primary family doctor.) The home care nurse and the therapist who came to the house, I thank you both for your help. My goal this year is to be able to bend over and pick up a foul ball and throw it back to the pitcher.

 

The way I would like to end this story is … if it helps anyone a little who may be going through the same thing, I’ll be glad. Just look at it like another ball game. Only your team will be strong, your manager will be the best, your bullpen will back you up. There will be no stopping you. With all this and God at your side, you will be on a winning team and a second chance in life.

