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                                    	American Heart Association News
	Posted August 4, 2021


                                    AHA News: She Couldn't Put Up Her Arms on a Roller Coaster. A Stroke Followed.

                                    
Like many roller coaster lovers, Brooke O'Connell and her son Declan always threw their hands up in the air during descents.
"Mom, put your hands up!" he shouted while the two shared a ride on a corkscrew coaster at an amusement park in Orlando.
But Brooke couldn't raise her arms. She figured the centrifugal force kept them down.
After getting off the ride, Brooke's neck felt a little sore.
A week later, back home in Rhode Island, Brooke left a 12-hour shift as a pharmacist and was on her way to dinner with her family. Walking into a restaurant, she called her husband, Michael, to see where they were sitting. She dropped her phone, picked it up and dropped it again. Her older son, Quinn, waved his hands to get her attention, but she didn't see him.
When she finally found their table, Michael immediately saw something was wrong. Brooke seemed disoriented and her speech was slurred.
Her sister-in-law, also at the table, insisted they call 911. Within a minute, Brooke was walking and speaking normally again. Still, they decided to go to the emergency room.
A CT scan showed Brooke had experienced a transient ischemic attack, also known as a mini-stroke. It is often a warning sign of a looming massive stroke.
Her TIA was caused by a dissected carotid artery, which is essentially a tearing inside one of the main pathways in the neck delivering blood from the heart to the brain. Doctors thought the fit 43-year-old likely suffered the damage during the roller coaster ride.
A stroke "wasn't even on my radar, because I was young and active, with no health issues," Brooke said.
She stayed in the hospital overnight. Doctors concluded the tear wasn't big enough to repair and that it would heal itself. They told her to take it easy for a while, avoid strenuous exercise and take low-dose aspirin for a year.
While she was parked on the couch watching television on her first day home, a friend came by to visit. She got up quickly to let her in.
They talked for a few minutes, then Brooke's speech slurred and she slumped against the couch. It was happening again.
Michael called 911. She was soon back at the hospital.
Doctors determined Brooke had a severe stroke caused by a clot from the tear, perhaps dislodged by her jumping up to answer the door.
Despite those flukes, she also had some good fortune.
It started with the quick response from her husband and the EMTs. Then there was the fact that the hospital had a specialist trained in what was then in 2019 the relatively new procedure of mechanical thrombectomy. In some people, doctors can use a catheter and device to grab the clot and remove it from the brain. Doctors also placed four stents in her carotid artery to keep it open.
Brooke's only physical after-effect is in the finger joints of her left hand, which don't bend as fluidly as they used to, slowing her typing speed.
The doctor told her later that if her stroke had happened before the new procedure was widely available, her husband either would be planning her funeral or building her a ramp.
Mentally, Brooke struggled.
Although doctors told her what happened to her was a fluke and it had been repaired, she remained fearful.
"In the beginning, I was scared to be by myself in case anything happened," she said. "I never really had anxiety before, but now I definitely feel a little anxious about things that are out of my control."
She went to a behavioral therapist to learn coping mechanisms, which helped. She also found solace in her new sidekick, Okie, the family's Goldendoodle.
"We were not dog people at all," Michael said. "But now it feels like he's another member of the family. He is right there by Brooke's side every moment that she's home, which has really helped her. … I'm just really proud of her for how she's handled everything she's gone through."
Both Brooke and Michael have been active in spreading the word about stroke, especially among younger people, and about funding research for cutting-edge treatments, such as the one she received.
Later in 2019, Brooke spoke to more than 400 people at the American Heart Association's Southern New England Heart and Stroke Ball.
"I'm not a huge fan of being the center of attention," she said, "but I would stand on the rooftop and shout to get the word out."
American Heart Association News covers heart and brain health. Not all views expressed in this story reflect the official position of the American Heart Association. Copyright is owned or held by the American Heart Association, Inc., and all rights are reserved. If you have questions or comments about this story, please email [email protected].
By Diane Daniel
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                                                        Our commitment to patient care and health is priority one here at Mainstreet Drugs, Inc.

We believe in the value of providing personalized service and quality products.
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