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SHOVELING SNOW AND SAFETY: What you should know
By Lydia Nuzum
Staff writer

Winter and snowfall go
hand-in-hand in places like
West Virginia, but public health
experts warn that trying to
clear too much snow too quickly the old-fashioned way can
have disastrous results for
people with underlying heart
problems.
The state Department of
Health and Human Resources
warns that shoveling snow can
be especially dangerous for
those who are older or who are
not used to strenuous exercise,
and can even cause heart attacks or other serious health
problems.
“It is critical that residents
understand that shoveling
snow is strenuous work and
can increase strain on the
heart,” said Dr. Rahul Gupta,
state health officer and commissioner for the Bureau for
Public Health.
Shoveling snow sends more
than 11,000 people to the hospital every year, and although
most have physical injuries, 7
percent are for cardiac problems, including heart attacks,
according to the Cleveland
Clinic.
According to the American
Heart Association, both cold
and increased exertion work
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Colin and Linda White dig out their driveway in the Mink Shoals
area after last month’s major snowstorm.
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Amber Morgan shovels her driveway on Park Avenue in Charleston after last month’s snowstorm.
to add stress to the heart,
and the organization has
several tips for avoiding a
cardiac episode while clearing snow. The AHA recommends avoiding heavy meals
or alcohol before or after
shoveling snow, taking frequent breaks during, and
using a smaller shovel or

shoveling lighter loads.
“If a person has heart disease or high blood pressure,
he or she should follow their
healthcare provider’s advice
about shoveling snow,” Gupta
said. “Those who are not accustomed to arduous outdoor
work should allow themselves
plenty of time to do the work

and rest often, as one cubic
foot of snow can weigh up to
nearly ten pounds.”
The National Heart Attack
Alert Program outlines several heart attack warning signs,
including chest discomfort
that lasts for several minutes
or reoccurs, discomfort in one
or both arms, the back, neck,

jaw, or stomach, and shortness of breath. Other common
symptoms include dizziness,
nausea and cold sweats. If a
person suspects someone may
be having a heart attack, they
should call 911 immediately,
Gupta said.
Gupta added that in addition to heart attacks, those
intent on shoveling snow
should take precautions to
avoid falling, which can result
in serious injury.
“In addition to exertion,
falls related to snow removal
efforts from sidewalks, roof-

tops and other structures can
result in serious injury,” Gupta said. “Make sure you have
appropriate footwear and wait
for others to assist you when
possible. This allows help
supporting ladders, and to
assist with climbing. If you
are using a chainsaw, please
follow the manufacturer’s instructions for safe operation
and stay away from power
lines.”
Reach Lydia Nuzum at
lydia.nuzum@wvgazettemail.com,
304-348-5189 or follow
@lydianuzum on Twitter.

Why I let a brain tumor go untouched – but observed – for 10 years
By Carol Krucoff
Special To The Washington Post

Watching my little brain tumor grow slowly over the past
10 years has been an extraordinary exercise in courage, patience, gratitude and faith.
I learned about my tumor by
accident in 2003 around my
50th birthday, when I’d had an
MRI scan after collapsing from
drinking too much water during
a marathon.
Fortunately, my tumor is a
benign and generally slow-growing type called an acoustic
neuroma. Located inside my
skull on the nerve responsible
for hearing and balance, it measured just 3 millimeters —
about the size of a sesame seed
— when discovered. Although I
had no symptoms, an expert I
consulted recommended two
possible treatments: surgery to
remove it or radiation to stop its
growth. While this tumor
wouldn’t metastasize, its growth
could impair my facial nerves,
balance and hearing, or even
threaten crucial brain function.
She advised acting early, when
the tumor was small. Instead, I
decided on a course of action
known as “watch and wait.”
Also called “expectant management,” “active surveillance”
and “watchful waiting,” this involves closely monitoring an
ailment but withholding treatment unless symptoms appear
or progress. Often used with
slow-growing or precancerous
lesions and with conditions
where treatment risks may outweigh benefits, this strategy
does not mean doing nothing.
It involves regular checkups —
which could mean blood tests,
biopsies or imaging scans, all
involving some physical, emotional and financial stress. And
it requires a tolerance for uncertainty, the willingness to live
with something that could be a
ticking time bomb or a harmless growth.
Over a decade of watchful
waiting, I’ve had 10 MRIs. Each
of these scans was followed by
a hearing test and a meeting
with my doctor. I’m grateful to
have health insurance, which
means I paid $160 in coinsurance for the $3,579 MRI that I
received recently and $50 for a
$960 hearing test/doctor’s appointment.
The emotional cost, however,
is harder to calculate.
When first diagnosed, I immediately went on the Internet
and learned that most acoustic
neuromas are slow-growing —
but others expand rapidly. Any-
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An MRI showed Carol Krucoff that her tumor was growing.
time I felt dizzy or had trouble
hearing, I worried. I joined a
support group and met a woman whose surgery to remove an
asymptomatic 2-millimeter tumor had left her with crippling
headaches and facial pain. I
logged on to the discussion forum on the Acoustic Neuroma
Association’s website and read
horror stories of botched treatments as well as wonderful
examples of excellent results.
After several months of almost
daily trips to the forum, I became overwhelmed by the anxiety these posts aroused and
signed off.
I tried to remain calm over
the years as I watched my tumor’s creeping growth, at a rate
of about 1 millimeter — the size
of a grain of sugar — a year.
Navigating an emotional
tightrope between responsible
vigilance and anxious obsession, I gratefully clung to the
fact that I had no symptoms.
My hearing and balance seemed
unaffected. My yoga practice

proved extremely helpful, since
a central teaching is finding
equilibrium — that steady place
between effort and surrender
— which is the key to watchful
waiting. I found comfort in
viewing the experience as an
opportunity to cultivate gratitude and faith, and I meditated
daily on visualizing the dissolving of my tumor.
By 2006, about three years
after it was discovered, my tumor had grown to 6 millimeters
— about the size of a pea. At
my doctor’s urging, I met with
a radiation oncologist, who recommended that I undergo radiation treatment intended to halt
the growth.
But since I was still asymptomatic and the tumor was still
small, I chose to continue
watchful waiting. I’d read that
some tumors stop growing on
their own, and I hoped this
would be the case with mine.
In April 2013, based on an
article I had written about the
accidental discovery of my tu-

mor, I was asked to testify before the Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical
Issues at a meeting devoted to
the ethical implications of incidental findings. Representing
the patient’s perspective, I told
the panel: “As a health journalist I’d always thought there was
great benefit in early detection.
However my experience has
made me question the wisdom
of learning about an abnormality if all it offers is anxiety — as
well as potential harm from
treatments for something that
might never affect my health.”
Yet when a panel member
asked me, “Do you really wish
that you simply had never been
told?” I had to admit: “Definitely no. If (the doctors) know, I
want to know. I wouldn’t want
to be shielded for my own protection. That’s my decision; this
is my brain.”
I urged the panel to keep
patients informed “in simple,
direct language of what’s been
found and its implications for
health” and to “consider adding
a support person to the healthcare team, such as a social
worker or psychologist, to help
the patient and their family
process the information and
decide on a course of action.”
Ironically, four months after
my testimony, I had my scheduled MRI and hearing tests and
learned that my tumor now
measured 1.2 centimeters —
about the size of a small walnut.
While I still had no symptoms, tests of my vestibular
function — the sensory system
that contributes to balance —
on the affected side were abnormal even though I had not experienced balance problems.
Continued growth would now
mean a strong likelihood of
negative effects on my hearing
and facial nerves. A common
way people learn of an acoustic
neuroma is experiencing sudden, one-sided hearing loss,
which may be permanent. So
perhaps my incidental finding
had been a blessing after all. It
was time to take action.
I spent six weeks visiting
brain surgeons and radiation
oncologists, spoke with patients
who had chosen each approach,
then made a decision to have
what is known as gamma knife
radiosurgery.
In my decade of waiting,
there had been significant advances in this minimally invasive treatment option, which
uses imaging to direct gamma
radiation very precisely to a
target point. The radiation is
designed to inactivate further
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The truth is, I’ve been terrified facing brain
radiation, open-heart surgery and other challenges,
and I have had some dark moments. But I’m
grateful to have wonderful family and friends to
support me, and I don’t want to weigh them or
myself down with prolonged upset.
_______
growth of the tumor. In the
large majority of cases it is successful, but sometimes the tumor continues to grow and
further treatment is necessary.
And there are scary reports of
rare instances in which benign
tumors turned malignant
through radiation. Yet weighted
against the potential risks of
brain surgery — including likely hearing loss in one ear — the
gamma knife seemed right for
me.
In February 2014, I had the
morning-long outpatient procedure, which involved being
given a mild sedative and having a head frame attached to
my skull, then lying very still,
similar to what you do while
having an MRI. I left the hospital in the afternoon with gauze
wrapped around my head, feeling just a little unsteady, and
rested the next few days. By the
following week I felt fine, and I
was back to teaching yoga.
MRI and hearing tests done
six months and then one year
later showed that my hearing
and the tumor were stable.
Thankfully, I have felt no ill effects from the procedure, although I have been told that
effects of radiation may emerge
years later. It could take at least
two years after the radiosurgery
to learn if my tumor has
stopped growing. Further scans
are recommended at two, four
and eight years. So I will be
watching and waiting for some
time. And I am not alone.
The boom in life expectancy
— from about 47 years in 1900
to about 78 in 2012 — has resulted in an unprecedented
“silver tsunami” of older adults,
and technological advances
mean an increased likelihood of
finding some abnormality
during those extra decades of
life. While humans have always
been aware of our mortality, we
have never been able to so
clearly see the approaching
train that may take us out.
For me, this unsettling knowledge presents a spiritual opportunity. Like the ancient yogis
who were taught to imagine
death sitting on their shoulder,
I have learned that having a

heightened awareness of impermanence can serve to make the
present moment that much
sweeter.
And in my case, watchful
waiting involves more than my
little brain tumor. As with the
old joke “What do you always
look for but hope never to
find?” (Answer: a run in your
stocking), I’m continually monitoring a variety of conditions.
I have regular echocardiograms to check my prosthetic
bovine aortic heart valve. (I
acquired this valve during openheart surgery in 2008 to replace
a congenitally abnormal valve
that had become dangerously
narrow and created an aneurysm that needed to be repaired.) I have twice-yearly examinations by a retina specialist
for a potentially precancerous
“eye freckle” called a choroidal
nevus. A dermatologist checks
multiple moles on my skin once
or twice a year, and every five
to 10 years I have a colonoscopy to check for polyps, since
there’s a family history of colon
cancer.
That said, I’m grateful to feel
quite well, thank you. I walk my
dog several miles every morning, practice yoga daily and
teach yoga classes.
My friends marvel at how
such a healthy person can have
such a long list of medical problems, and they often compliment me on my bravery. The
truth is, I’ve been terrified facing brain radiation, open-heart
surgery and other challenges,
and I have had some dark moments. But I’m grateful to have
wonderful family and friends to
support me, and I don’t want to
weigh them or myself down
with prolonged upset.
Life is too short to waste
precious time wallowing in worry. And I’ve learned that courage isn’t the absence of fear
— it’s being afraid but doing
what you need to do anyway.
Krucoff, a former Washington Post
writer and editor, is a yoga therapist
at Duke Integrative Medicine
in Durham, N.C., and author of
“Yoga Sparks: 108 Easy Practices for
Stress Relief in a Minute or Less.” Her
website is at healingmoves.com.
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