Hearts cause writer's cramp
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Commentary 
In the last three months, I have had two gall bladder operations, a stopped heart and a heart artery reamed, almost all without any appreciable pain - except for a severe case of writer's cramp caused by filling out the same set of medical forms from one doctor and hospital after another. 

They are almost the same identical forms - asking me to list my allergies, my family health history, previous operations, previous illnesses and conditions, including pregnancies, not to mention whether I use tobacco, booze or illicit drugs. 

And of course, the form requires a complete list of any non-prescription medications you are taking, including aspirin, vitamins and strawberry lattes. 

(I'm kidding about the lattes. They don't want to know that. And I wouldn't admit it if I ever had ordered a strawberry latte. I couldn't stand the embarrassment.) 

The form takes no more than 10 minutes to fill out. But a person in my recent condition is asked, not just from hospital to hospital and from doctor to doctor for those essential details, but from department to department within the same hospital. 

I have thought of having it all tattooed on my left buttock and letting them just sit me on the photocopy machine each time they need another duplicate. 

First, let me answer the obvious question of how I happened to have two gall bladder operations even though not even journalists have more than one gall bladder. The answer is that, while the surgeon, Dr. Joyce Majure, was just getting started on a few belly incisions to go after that bad boy bladder, my heart stopped. 

I am lucky that happened while I was on an operating table surrounded by doctors and nurses, not all of whom were asking me to fill out a medical history form at the time. 

I am told that, when my heart stopped beating, the surgeon immediately began to pump my chest, quickly restarting my ticker and cracking a couple of ribs (a fairly normal result in that situation). And I am glad she did, because I would rather have a beating heart than perfect ribs. 

I was flown to Sacred Heart Medical Center in Spokane, where Dr. Andrew Boulet reamed a clogged artery. He told me there was no damage to the heart and that I should be good for another decade or two. 

So, a few weeks ago, I went back to Joyce Majure for another (successful) try at my gall bladder. This time she left my ribs alone, and no more than two nurses asked me to fill out the standard form. (I would almost rather have them break my ribs.) 

Since I am a person who doesn't drink, smoke, chew or go with girls who do, and because I walk all over town for exercise, friends want to know what my symptoms were so that they might know when to go have their arteries reamed before their own hearts stop. 

In truth, I scarcely had any heart symptoms at all. For a couple of months before all the medical fun started, I remember feeling a tiny, totally painless tightness in my upper chest, about where my chest joins my neck. I did seem to be a tiny bit quicker to shortness of breath climbing stairs than when I was 10 years younger. And sometimes, when carrying heavy suitcases upstairs, my lungs burned a bit. 

Doctors I've talked with recommend, if little glitches like that make you wonder, that you have a chat with your doctor (begging the nurse not to give you that form again). 

Speaking of that form, I read in the eye-opening book, "The Healing of America" by T.R. Reid, that the French have a different system. Everybody in France has a plastic card with a chip in it that contains the patient's complete medical history. (Those of you who download Amazon.com books to your electronic reading devices, download the free sample of that book for an astonishing picture of our health care system.) 

When you go to a French doctor, he or she treats you and then slides your card into a computer, adding the latest development to your record - also sending that information to all of your doctors, hospitals and insurance companies. 

For that reason, there are hardly any filing cabinets in French medical offices, nor are there armies of file clerks. 

On the other hand, nobody, French or otherwise, could be more charming and skillful when saving your life than Dr. Joyce Majure. Let that also be part of my medical record. 
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