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    1.


    History


    I turned 60 years old in February; I hardly expected any serious heart problems. I was about 167 pounds at a little over five foot 10. My diet wasn’t bad (very little red meat). I did, however, get diagnosed as diabetic a little more than a year before (but on the low end, requiring two pills a day). Yes, there was certainly heart disease in my family. Both my parents had bypass operations in their seventies. My mother had an actual heart attack and a triple bypass; on that day, I was called by the hospital and told to get right over. I will never forget my mother’s words to me as she was wheeled to the operating room on a gurney. In true show biz lingo she said “If I don’t make it through this, it’s been nice being on the bill with you.” How’s that to bring tears to your eyes? She made it through. In the recovery room, she displayed strange symptoms. She swore I had flown people in from California to her New York City hospital and was keeping them in another room down the hall. (The drugs had made her hallucinate. She came out of it a short time later.) Her recuperation was fairly easy, given that she had had a mastectomy decades earlier that numbed her chest in the area of the open heart surgery.


    My father, on the other hand, was a different story. He had had quadruple bypass and aorta valve replacement…one of the more complicated open heart surgeries. I can recall visiting him when he was right out of surgery and it was almost more frightening for me than for him. You see, when they bring you out of this operation, they have a tube shoved down your throat until they feel you can breathe successfully on your own. For him, it was a tube surrounded by cold air (oxygen?) and no way to communicate except with your eyes. I will never forget the absolute look of terror in his eyes wanting me or someone to remove this horrible thing in his throat that makes you feel as if you’re going to choke every second that it’s in. Eventually, it was removed. I knew it was horrible, but I hadn’t a real clue how truly frightening it was at the time.


    Both my grandfathers also had heart disease. My mother’s father had two heart attacks and my father’s father had had at least two. Medical advancements had not quite made the leap to help them in time.


    So I was just sitting on a time bomb.

  


  
    2.


    The Clues Are Mounting


    For at least six months prior to my ordeal, I had had some pressure in the chest area, a little pain and a little bit of shortness of breath. It was all very minor and seemed as though it could be stress related. I was always having trouble with my cable company or landlord or both so I was walking around with a lot of anxiety and anger. Now don’t get me wrong I am not against those feelings. You would not be normal if you didn’t have something that pissed you off in this life. So when I was walking somewhere, I felt this sort of anxious feeling in my chest…and it was happening more often than not. I am not one to dodge the doctor. I called for an appointment. I told him my symptoms and he did an EKG and listened to my heart. No problems. So I went about my life thinking what I thought before stress.


    My life was going in a more positive direction than it had in years. I got married again after being divorced for 24 years. I had met Jeanne quite by accident through our conversations on Facebook. It was October 15, 2010 that we finally got together. We hit it off right away; she was a nurse who was also hip to the music business having already been married to a musician. We really got along well and it was the first time in all those years that I felt comfortable enough again to ask someone to marry me. They say you just know and I think that’s true. So we had a small wedding in our apartment and settled into married life with Jeanne working as a nurse and me continuing to write songs and all the other things I do in the business.


    During this time I had gotten a call from a director in Maryland by the name of David Norman who wanted to revive my deceased Broadway musical “Late Nite Comic.” I was shocked and thrilled. There had been no productions since it died on Broadway in 1987 the same year I got divorced! He said it would premiere on April 5, 2012 at Frederick Community College. Jeanne and I went there for the opening (and full run) and it took our breath away (perhaps a bad choice of words for me). We had a great time at the show and in Frederick. It couldn’t have been better…except for a little bit of those symptoms again. Why Maryland? Stress? Not really. We ate well and I even enjoyed utilizing the whirlpool in the hotel pool.


    When we arrived back in Manhattan a few days later, I was dragging the suitcases up the subway steps (dragging is a good word) and was huffing and puffing. I had to stop. Seemed logical. Jeanne didn’t think so. She thought I should call the doctor back the next day. So on Monday morning I did just that. My physician suggested that I call a cardiologist this time. I made the call right away and was set up for an appointment the following day. It was a simple interview but the cardiologist believed a stress test was in order. I booked it following my acupuncture appointment the next day. I had been going for acupuncture to try to get rid of the numbness in my foot caused by a recent bout of sciatica. The juxtaposition seemed ludicrous a peaceful acupuncture and massage followed ten minutes later (I drove my motor scooter to make it on time) by a stress test. I arrived at the stress test smelling a little weird; my acupuncturist likes to use a eucalyptus massage oil that literally opens up your sinuses. The interns at the stress test said it got rid of the lunch room smell that had been permeating the office for an hour. They weren’t quite sure which was worse. I got on the treadmill and began my stress test adventure. No big deal. I was told to tell the doctors when I felt those pressure feelings in my chest. At about five minutes in, I did feel a little of those feelings. They stopped the treadmill and used a sonogram (exactly like those that detect the sex of a baby for mothers). The consensus was that I was to go to the hospital the next day for an angiogram. Meanwhile, I thought I could have gone further on that treadmill. Guess not. I asked what an angiogram involves. The cardiologist said they stick some dye through your groin up to your heart and if there’s no blockage, you go home. If there is, they insert a stent and you stay overnight. I asked about how they go up through the groin and was told there would be some anesthesia and I wouldn’t feel it. This was now getting a little scarier and more serious.
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    The Deed


    I awoke very early to the numerous tests they insist upon doing constantly; blood pressure (the only test that doesn’t hurt besides using a thermometer on your head), blood sugar and the inevitable IV. I was assigned a male nurse who couldn’t have been more concerned; he was a very kind man who tried to calm me down with some very optimistic information as well as stories of his past. He really cared.


    I decided I could get in one more shower. Why not? Be nice and clean for my operation. One thing missing. They don’t supply shampoo. Jeanne called at 7:45 and I told her they were saying I would probably be taken sometime after 9 so she was rushing to get some coffee and race up to the hospital to be there when I was taken in. (All for nothing since they were way behind schedule but didn’t let us know…I guess they couldn’t leave the person before me ‘half done.’) I also informed her that I needed shampoo. She got there right away to make sure she wasn’t out of the loop in any of the steps that were to follow. I thought my time was going to be at 10AM guess again. It dragged on for hours. Do you have any idea what that wait is like? I am very glad I had Jeanne there, but what torture it is to know they are going to rip you wide open but keep postponing the deadline! It’s kind of like awaiting an execution and getting pardoned every hour. And keep in mind, you are not allowed to eat or drink. I was glad I ate all those sandwiches the night before, but that can take you only so far.


    I went into the shower but Jeanne forgot to put the shampoo in there, so I waited for what seemed like forever for her to return with her coffee. She had been on the phone with her mother and completely forgot about the shampoo. She handed it to me and I got back into the shower. First, I had a bitch of a time trying to get that damn bottle open. She had brought the bottle we took from our recent hotel stay in Maryland. She also didn’t put her glasses on when she slipped it in her bag. When I finally got the bottle open and poured it on my head, it seemed awfully thin to be shampoo. That’s because it wasn’t! She had given me this blue bottle of mouthwash that was now in my hair. Nice way to start the day. Perhaps I should swallow some shampoo and comb my throat and have my hair kiss my wife. Don’t want to waste the mouthwash.


    One of the funniest things is when all the doctors on the case come in and line up like a photo shoot. They are there to prepare you for what is going to happen…sort of. They basically want to let you know you’re going to be okay and will answer any of your questions. Most of them are not going to be directly involved in your operation, so it’s kind of silly even to ask specific questions since they really don’t know. One speaks on behalf of the staff and the rest stare at you like you have spots. And then they march right out.


    Jeanne took it upon herself to crawl into bed with me. Being as small as she is, it didn’t take much effort or maneuvering. It was comforting and sad at the same time. We both knew how scary the next hours would be. It was 12:30PM and I still hadn’t been taken to the OR. I was starving but was enjoying our last close moments together in fact, Jeanne even suggested we go further but I told her she was crazy! She grinned and we kissed and awaited the executioners. They arrived at 2PM and said it was time. I moved from the bed onto a gurney and Jeanne followed. This was the start of my traveling by stretcher, and I must say it was the best part of this journey. I admit I’m a lazy ass who never exercises so to have people push me around on a bed felt great. I don’t, however, recommend you get your body smashed to smithereens for a joyride through the
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