Working-out Saved my Life!

I left the office and headed for my midday work-out last week feeling “hella” happy after the Red Sox humiliated the Yankees the previous night (a comeback from losing the first 3 games in the ALCS, then winning 4 straight to defeat the Yankees).  I arrived at the Bay Club, signed in, and went to the locker room.  As I entered the locker room, I involuntarily broke into a skip which one of the gym crew spotted.  With a look of amazement she said, “I can honestly say I’ve never seen anyone skip into the locker room on their way to working out.”  I just smiled really wide and told her to have a nice day.

When I related this incident to a co-worker she said, “Yeah that [to skip in anticipation of working-out] is really weird” I reminded her that exercise had saved my life, so to me it represented my freedom from pain as well as my health and happiness.

In August 2002 something happened that erased my life.   I have no recollection of what exactly happened.   I can only refer to my medical records to learn about my “Traumatic Brain Injury” (TBI).  I know it resulted from multiple simultaneous concussions to the top and back of my head.  I caught the crown of my head on a low stairway ceiling (as I ran down the stairs) and hit the back of my head on the way down.

After the injury, trying to talk frustrated me because I knew the words I wanted to say but I could not verbalize them.  To complete a thought out loud took me several minutes. Sometimes it took so long to form the words that I forgot the thought altogether.  Embarrassed and alone, I imagined people were thinking, “what’s wrong with this girl? Is she stupid or something?”  Real or imagined, it was my reality.  After I returned to work--paranoid of what people thought of me--I only spoke when necessary.  I sat and deliberated on how to respond.  Sometimes I wrote what I wanted to say so I didn’t forget a thought in mid sentence (and also so I could speak more fluently).

I couldn’t remember what I was doing from one minute to the next.  After conversing with someone, I walked away and immediately forgot that the conversation took place.  Even when people reminded me I could not remember the conversation.  I carried a tape recorder to help me track my activities and remind me of what I needed to do.  One of my office mates (John) bought me a hand held electronic “Simon Says” game in an attempt to help me.  Every Monday, we tested how much progress I made by repeating the light patterns the game emitted. The “Simon Says” exercise helped and encouraged me because, not only was it fun, I saw progress over time.

In the first few months, I passed out about every half hour.  At home, or where I stayed with my friend, I woke up on the floor, in the bathroom, living room, kitchen--pretty much anywhere; at work I woke up in my office, in someone else’s office or, often, right on my desk or the floor by my desk.  At home I awakened not knowing what happened; at the office people shook me awake.  Sometimes the fall scraped and bruised my hands, face, arms, and legs--or sometimes it just made me sore.  And, I never knew when a seizure would happen, although I knew loud noise, bright light and crowds were triggers.  I was only awake for four to six hours a day, at that point, and maybe only fifty minutes an hour, before I crashed  for a good eighteen hours of rest.  The worst part, however, was the incredible pain before each seizure.  It felt as if people were hammering nails into each frontal lobe and straight into the sides of my brain. Piercing pain darted down and across my face and into the back of my head.  I shivered, twitched, shook, and fell to the floor crying and wishing it would stop.  I then passed out.

I had no “emotional” memories.  Imagine everyone around you, people that obviously know you well, appearing to you as complete strangers.  My friends were strangers to me.  The people at work were strangers to me.  I received phone messages from friends that I never returned because I didn’t know who they were or why they called me.  My family members were strangers to me.  (It took me months to contact my parents and I only did because my friends encouraged me).  Returning to the office intimidated me.  I feared anyone who figured out that I didn’t know who they were or what was going on might jeopardize my job.  Yet, thankfully--because it ended up being my salvation--I understood how to do my daily tasks, how to put together a computer--pretty much every aspect of my job.  Still I had no recollection of the physical time I spent at work over the previous five plus years or any memories of the people or interaction with the people.  

It took me a while to realize that I had no recollection of anything from before the accident.  I am also unclear as to why or how it all unfolded.  My doctor’s best guess is that loss of my memory did not occur all at once, but over a few days of very severe seizures.  Doctors could not ascertain the length of time I spent unconscious or how much oxygen may have been cut off from my brain.  I imagine that, in the beginning, I focused so intently on the physical effects of the injury that my lack of memory probably didn’t occur to me. When my friend came by to pick me up and bring me back to her place, I guess I only knew her name because she was listed as my emergency contact--just as I think I only knew where I lived and worked from my hospital papers.  I believe sickness and disorientation contributed to not thinking too much about it.  After all, I couldn’t keep a thought in my head for more than a few seconds anyway, so who knows.  And, my friend, and her son, helped me so readily and unconditionally (which I desperately needed at the time) that my gratitude superseded my need to understand why I didn’t recognize them.

After I began to feel a little better, I returned to my job full time and occasionally to my apartment.  In my apartment, I frantically searched through boxes and cabinets and read notes, journals, letters, cards--anything to get information.  At the office, I went through every piece of paper, in every folder, in every file in my office trying to catch up on what happened and what people were talking about.  I also took copious notes that I tried to memorize. Not only did I have a long term memory problem, I had a short term memory problem.  I took in information but I often needed a prompt to access it.

Although it was not visible to others, I was angry, anxious, depressed, had concentration problems, as well as intolerant of light.  I quickly swung from total panic over nothing--where my heart beat so fast that I had difficulty breathing, along with chest pains shooting down my left arm--to complete depression because of an incident like stuttering my way through a conversation.  I felt inadequate and embarrassed.  I was like this all day everyday.  Then, I went home and felt utterly defeated, wondering how to survive another day of the pain and anxiety, wondering how to catch up and fit in.  I asked myself “would taking the rest of the pills in my containers all at once be an easier solution to my problems?”

After my stuttering, my light sensitivity appeared as my most visible ailment to those around me.  To me it was a stigma, like my speech.  I felt it brought negative attention and I didn’t welcome it.  Indoors I wore dark glasses all the time and wrap around glasses (think snow goggles) outdoors.  I hated those sunglasses so much because my suffering was visible to others, which added to my overall sense of not belonging--anywhere.

One of my champions, my friend whose apartment I resided in off and on for several months, suggested that exercising might help to get some extra oxygen to my brain.  My doctors agreed.  We decided to hire a personal trainer to come to the apartment.  I wanted to run and hide in a corner.  Exercise hardly seemed like the answer, considering all the pain I already endured.  But, nothing else had helped up to that point; so why not.  
Pessimistic about working-out, I didn’t take it seriously in the beginning.  Sure, I followed the trainers instructions, but with reluctance.  I recall thinking, “God make this hour go by quickly”.  Thankfully, the trainer’s good looks helped to keep my attention.

Exercising in an apartment meant the trainer needed to get creative in order for us to achieve an effective cardio routine.  Fortunately, or unfortunately, it took climbing thirty-two stairs to get to the apartment--that trek ended up as our version of the stairclimber.  Talk about boring.  And talk about out of shape.  Walking up and down those stairs three times winded me.  Aside from stair climbing, we used free weights, did sit-ups, crunches, bicycles, squats, dips, pushups, lunges, wall sits, calf raises and a lot of stretching.  My friend and I used any excuse to cancel our sessions, however, so forget meeting our goal of achieving regular workouts.

In February 2003, new medications finally helped me. They controlled the seizures and reduced the headaches.  Once again, we called the trainer and committed to working out three times per week.  This time I resolved to take it seriously.  I focused on achieving a goal: lose twenty pounds and get in shape.  To motivate myself, I booked a cruise to the Mexican Riviera for June 2003.  So, now I focused on a goal:  lose my extra pounds before my vacation!
In addition to the 3 sessions per week with the trainer, I began doing sit-ups on my own.  I started with 25 a day and advanced up to about 600 a day by the end of March.  At the same time, the trainer helped me to increase my cardio exercise.  At first I endured five trips up and down the dreaded stairs.  Five trips later grew to eight, ten, fifteen, twenty and right before my cruise, I accomplished fifty trips--without any breaks!  In May 2003, I purchased a stair stepper to assist in my cardio development.  I must say, using that piece of equipment proved difficult.  It hurt my knees--bad!  Yet, on non-trainer days I forced myself to do ten, twenty and eventually thirty minutes on that stepper.  Then, I lifted weights on my newly set up home gym to achieve my strengthening goals.  At that point, I actually became excited about exercise and even began to enjoy it.  By the time I left for my cruise, I’d lost 21 pounds, so I felt pleased having achieved my goal.  And, that pride went a long way toward helping my overall attitude about my recovery.  It changed my entire perspective.

In July, our trainer folded his business.  Initially, we searched for a replacement but later decided to join the gym right across the street from our office--the Bay Club.  My exercise buddy, who also happens to be my boss, saw the gym as an opportunity to continue our fitness program.  I hesitated because exercising in front of people intimidated me.  Still recovering, (light sensitive---wore dark glasses all the time) I felt self conscious about how I appeared to others--especially to strangers that didn’t understand my situation. 

Within a month of joining the Bay Club everything changed.  I looked forward to my daily visits.  At first, I went 6-7 times per week.  For my cardio work-out, I primarily used the stairclimber and the treadmill.  Eventually I ended up with hurt knees from overdoing it and needed to take a few weeks off to recover.  I iced my knees daily and stretched at every opportunity in an effort to recover quickly.  I missed my cardio exercise.  Meanwhile, I continued to do my 600 sit-ups and lift weights in order to maintain my routine.  

After my knees were better, I bought new superpower tennis shoes, a recommendation from one of the gym trainers, and used the elliptical machine for cardio instead of the stairclimber or treadmill (another trainer recommendation since the elliptical machine is lower impact on your knees).  I loved that machine!  I also purchased a Treadclimber for my home (a low impact treadmill/elliptical machine).  On weekends and holidays I used the home machine to do cardio. 
Around this time, I started to feel so much better overall that I began looking at other parts of my life.  I disliked pretty much every item in my wardrobe, so I donated those clothes and, with the help of my own team of fashion consultants from the office, bought a new wardrobe.  I also got a new hairdo and spent a great deal of money purchasing new “super” glasses that were anti-glare to wean myself off of the sunglasses.  The transition was slow but deliberate.  Within a couple of months, I stopped using the sunglasses altogether.  That change helped me gain confidence and self esteem.  I believed that the stares stopped.  I was just an average Jane for the first time ever!

I worked myself into a real grove with my workouts.  For almost a year now, I’ve been going to the gym 5 days a week (before, during or after work.)  The only time I do not go to the Bay Club on a weekday is if out of town (I find a gym wherever I go) or when the Bay Club is closed (those are sad days).   I generally take Saturday and Sunday off.

I have those days when I’m less enthusiastic about going to the gym.  Once I get there, however, I immediately become excited.  One of the ways I make it more fun for myself is going during an hour when my soap opera is on (big joke around the office) or   reading celebrity, entertainment or gossip magazines.  Compared to the plots on soap operas and the sagas of life in the entertainment world, my life seems calm and my challenges surmountable.  God bless all the actors and actresses.  I certainly appreciate TV and movies--especially while I’m working out!

Presently, the life I know is considerably different from 27 months ago.  Yet, to this day, I have no idea what it means to live without a headache.  I’ve never experienced a day without one.  So, I hope that one day I’ll know what it’s like to live free of pain.  Many of my physical, mental, and emotional difficulties have lessened over time.  I continue to have occasional seizures that can be debilitating, but avoiding loud/crowded environments helps in not triggering them.  I still have my challenges with short term memory, although I’ve developed methods of working around the problem--my Outlook calendar being a big part of that.  My recollection of people, places and events prior to August 18, 2002 has not returned, but I have so many new memories that the impact of the lost memories lessens more each day.  I continue to take medication to control seizures, headaches, anxiety and depression, but I likely always will.  And, I sit in a dark office at work, but that’s because our office building offers only florescent lights and I am most intolerant to florescent due to the glare.

So, how exactly did working-out save my life?  Like other TBI patients, exercise helps me have fewer physical, emotional and cognitive problems, such as sleep troubles, irritability, forgetfulness and mental disorganization.  I later learned that treadmill/cardio activity and forced limb movement help to promote brain plasticity (ability to repair)-- definitely the case in my situation.  Research shows that inactivity has negative effects on everyone, but the effects appear to be worse for people with TBI than for those with no brain injury. Studies also suggest that exercisers with TBI are less depressed and show improved physical capacity compared to non-exercisers. 
This is the only life I know--and I must say--I feel fortunate.  Thanks to great friends, an amazing job that I love--and the wonderful people at work that stood by me--Camille, the most wonderful cat ever (who would be annoyed if I didn’t mention her) and my daily workouts, my world is pretty decent.  I wake up many mornings with a smile on my face and a “can do” attitude.  Why?  Because I’m confident I can overcome most obstacles life puts in front of me.  
So, do I feel very committed to my workout routine?  Absolutely!  Will I continue to go into the Bay Club everyday? Definitely.  

Working out can change your life.  And, in some cases, save your life!  It sure did for me.

Carol Hallberg

A special thanks to my champions, Rita, Donn, Donna, Bill & Cindy!
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