Traumatic Brain Injury - My Story

· Mike Charlton    April 6, 2009 

On August 29, 2006 I rode my bike from my house on 46th Avenue in San Francisco to the gym for a swim before work. I then started out for work around 7:30am, heading east on Ocean Blvd. toward San Jose Avenue. The last thing I remember was riding downhill at a fast speed.  I don't know how the accident happened.  Any witnesses left before the police arrived, but they had told the paramedics that I got hung up in the MUNI tracks. They also mentioned that I appeared to be having a seizure.  I don't remember anything until waking up in the hospital on a gurney looking up at my wife.  I had a concussion with some bleeding - called a subdural hematoma in the left frontal lobe of my brain.

My helmet was broken, and probably saved my life. I was given morphine for the pain, and transported via ambulance to San Francisco General Hospital. There I was given an MRI, where it was determined that no severe bleeding was occurring. They kept me for several hours for observation, and released me to my wife around 7 PM. I don't remember much for the first few days after, and my brother came out from Tennessee to help.

I saw my primary care physician about a week after the accident, and was given another MRI, and a referral to see a neurologist. I was having double vision, and vertigo, along with much confusion. The double vision subsided after about a week or so, but the vertigo continued several months. I could turn my neck a certain way, and the room would start spinning.

The neurologist I saw advised me to return to work, to "use my brain", after a very short time away from work. I really noticed that I had changed drastically when I went back to work. Everything was confusing to me, and I had to constantly ask for clarification, even though I was just given an explanation.  I would get distracted all too easily, and would forget what I was doing even when just going to the bathroom and back. Someone could walk by, and I would start talking to them, and then be following them to the other side of the building, forgetting about work I needed to do.  

I had to ask for accommodations at work, which were given, but I was still having issues getting things done. I had trouble starting tasks, and deciding what to do and how to do it. I was trying to do the same things I had done before, without changing my approach. I was banging my head into the wall, getting more and more frustrated, worried that I couldn't do my job. I became angry and enraged at times, and depressed. I had problems reading, and had to read something over and over again, and still not get it.  I felt like I was connected to the world, and yet somehow in my own "Bubble". 
 

I felt connected to everyone and everything, and was much more compassionate and forgiving towards others. I felt a sense of euphoria most of the time for the first year or so. Everything was new to me, and everything was right in the world. I now noticed every tiny detail of the world around me, and became significantly aware of the people around me. I became much more sensitive to sound, which made me much more aware and distracted by my surroundings.

Before the accident, my eyes were pretty sensitive to light. After the accident, I found that I could tolerate much more light, and didn't find the need to wear sunglasses.

After working for about a year after my accident, I went to see Dr. Mary DeMay at UCSF for a consultation, and she gave me a neuropsychological exam. She determined that I had a Traumatic Brain Injury. She was concerned that I had gone back to work too soon, and advised that I go on disability before I lost my job. I was having what was called "Executive Functioning" problems, and was having trouble focusing and paying attention, making decisions or following through on tasks. I had trouble communicating. I could think of what I wanted to say, but it wouldn't come out right, and I was much slower in getting my point across. I was also having bad headaches, and would get very fatigued, quickly and easily. I could only work on issues that required thinking for a short time, before getting fatigued. I was also experiencing debilitating depression. I would also get angry very quickly.  Much more quickly than before, and had many instances of flying into a rage.

The doctors I had seen up to this point either had no training about Traumatic Brain Injury, or really had no facilities to deal with it. Dr. DeMay at that time worked in the UCSF Memory and Aging Center.  She referred me to a psychiatrist, to help with depression. This doctor had no experience with TBI, and I stopped seeing him.  Around this time, I learned that the VA had more facilities and experience with this type of trauma. I hadn't even thought of the VA before, but it was probably the best thing that has happened with my treatment since the accident.

In addition to the VA, I took a class at the College of Alameda called Improving Cognitive Skills. Becky Stone was the instructor, and was very helpful in my healing process.  I also took a Traumatic Brain Injury class at Alta Bates Hospital in Berkeley, where I met other people who had brain injuries. I think that realizing that other people had the problems I had helped me to feel less isolated. I had no idea that what I was experiencing was common for people with brain injury. 

I believe the key to finding health care professionals that can help you, is to find providers who specifically deal with Traumatic Brain Injury. Part of the problem with this type of injury, is that you look normal, and don't appear to be injured. There is a tendency by people treating you who don't have TBI experience to downplay issues you know you are having and are valid. 
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By Jeffrey Kluger (Thursday, Mar. 26, 2009)

I didn't worry at first when my daughter Elisa, who was then 3, slipped and clunked her head in a museum in Mexico City. She cried, then stopped, and we let her go play. An hour later, she was vomiting and convulsing. Half an hour after that, she was on a gurney in an emergency room while doctors fought to keep her awake, get a line in her arm and race her to a CT-scan machine.

Elisa was lucky: there had been brain swelling but no bleeding. Natasha Richardson, who died after suffering a head bump that seemed no worse than my daughter's, was not so fortunate. In the wake of Richardson's death, the question on a lot of minds is what distinguishes one kind of head trauma from another--and how you can tell before it's too late. 

Head injuries are very common--on the order of 1.5 million in the U.S. last year. Most people shake them off, but many don't. The signs of a serious hit are a headache that gets worse, confusion, disorientation and vomiting. Slurred speech, sleepiness, a droopy eye and clumsiness are also signals, as is any kind of amnesia. And the signs may not be obvious. "They gradually progress," says Dr. Carmelo Graffagnino, director of the neuroscience critical-care unit at Duke University. "Then suddenly it gets to the critical point that a person can't be woken up."

The outlook for a patient depends in part on acting fast: call 911 or drive the victim to the hospital; do not wait to reach your own doctor. The rest turns on the type of injury. Richardson died of an epidural hematoma, an accumulation of blood between the skull and dura, the tough tissue covering the brain. A subdural hematoma is blood between the dura and brain. Both injuries have a mortality rate of about 50%. Intracerebral bleeding, which occurs within the brain, is even more serious. "Patients get redlined to surgery in 15 to 30 minutes" if they have any of these injuries, says Dr. Neil Martin, chairman of the department of neurosurgery at UCLA.

Other head injuries include skull fractures, which can lead to brain bleeding, and concussions, which typically don't--but which can lead to swelling and potentially permanent brain damage. As a general rule, doctors say that any head injury should be treated within the so-called golden hour after it occurs. In some cases, hospitalization and drugs may resolve the problem. That was what happened with my daughter, who was released after three days. Even then, we realized how close we had come. Now we know better than ever.
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As you read each article, please annotate for the following:
1) *In Pen/Pencil* Personal Reactions to the articles (TWO PER STORY)
2) *Highlight in Color* Facts about Brain Injuries
Then, after you are done reading/annotating, please answer the following questions: 
1) Summarize the article “Traumatic Brain Injury- My Story” in 3 sentences.  
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2) Paraphrase the final sentence of the article “Traumatic Brain Injury- My Story”. 
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3) Summarize the article “Dealing with Brain Injuries” in 3 sentences.  
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4) Reflect: Choose one article and reflect on how it can connect to your life (4-5 sentences)
a. (Consider: Do you have any experience dealing with brain injuries? Describe that situation here OR how you might feel if you had to deal with a friend or family member experiencing this situation. 
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