CATY BARTHOLOMEW

Trying Advice

FOR ONE MIGRAINE SUFFERER, SOLUTIONS ARE'PART OF THE PROBLEM

fi

T’S 4:30 IN THE afternoon.
My left temple 1s pulsing, I feel
nauseated and the light in my
kitchen seems unbearably bright.
The kids are clamoring for
snacks. The house 1s a mess.
And I can hear my friend and
=i e NE1ghbor Susan coming up my
front steps with her little girl. As soon as
dusan sees me wearing sunglasses in-
doors, she knows.

“A migraine? You poor thing!” she
begins, putting her arm around my
shoulder. Then comes the advice: “Lis-
ten, have you heard that relaxation ex-
ercises really help with headaches?”

After living for 15 years with the
chronic, incurable and debilitating con-
dition known as migraine headache,
[’ve heard it all. Have I tried stress re-
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duction? Meditation? Acupuncture?
Chiropractic? Dietary changes? The
feverfew herb? Have I seen a specialist?
Have I heard about that new injectable
drug? Have I tried massage? Visualiza-
tion? Exercise? Sex? Have I tried search-
ing my psyche for the root causes of my
mMigraines?

I know Susan means well. But as my
migraine takes hold, I’'m feeling less and
less charitable, and I find myself strug-
gling with a devilish impulse to retort:
“Presumptuousness-of-the-unafflicted
syndrome? You poor thing! Have you
tried sensitivity training? Psychother-
apy? Electroshock?”

To a nonsufferer like Susan, it must
seem baftling that I don’t just pop some
pills, do a little deep breathing and snap
out of it. But I'll be lucky if I can get
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the pills down. And even if I manage to
swallow a couple of Advils with a
Tylenol, there’s no guarantee they'll do
the trick. As for my narcotic painkillers,
like the codeine derivative Vicodin, I
worry that if I resort to them too often,
[ might get hooked.

Some sufferers get relief from daily
use of beta-blockers or calcium-chan-
nel blockers, drugs that prevent mi-
graines. That’s not an option for me:
My headaches aren’t generally frequent
enough to justify preventive treat-
ments. Even if these medications made
sense in my case, though, I'd be leery
of the side effects and the risks (among
them blood clots and congestive heart
failure).

How about sumatriptan, the new
wonder drug that works for about 70%
of sufterers? I know I should be grateful
that there’s finally a medication that di-
rectly aftects the brain’s level of sero-
tonin (a neurotransmitter thought to be
involved in producing migraines). But
sumatriptan has caused fetal deaths in
some animal studies. Although the Food
and Drug Administration has recently
approved it, as a woman of childbearing
age, I'm not leaping at the opportunity
to be a guinea pig.

[ haven’t always been so chary. Dur-
Ing my migraine-plagued second preg-
nancy, I couldn’t turn to drugs, so I
donned a good attitude and went look-
ing for alternatives. When I found a
headache clinic whose neurologist had
put together a drug-free program, I was
tull of optimism. At the doctor’s sugges-
tion, I cut out “trigger” foods—many
experts believe nuts, chocolate and aged
cheese, among other edibles, act as mi-
graine catalysts—and painstakingly
recorded the effect as I reintroduced
each one into my diet. Inconclusive.

Determined to take control, | began

learning biofeedback. After a few $65-
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- o d help ease migraines for some O
an-hour sess1ons with a specialist at the jﬁl [ kengw is, I ward off more headaches

clinic, I'd crained myself to raise the
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temperature in my hands :'md feet by 2 " I started imbibing.
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Though I did get some relief this way,
the pain would always return as soon as

[ stopped the eXercise.

Still, taking responsi
headaches seemed infinitely more pal-

.table than admitting 1 was a victim. 1
bought relaxation tapes that described

o Have | heard about that new injectable

drug? Have I tried the feverfew herb?
Massage? Visualization? Exercise? Sex?

redwood forests and sandy beaches. I ~ room and purse, and I’r_n pr-epared to
plastered stickers on my mirrors, re- hit the hard stufi—the Vicodin—when

frigerator and car dashboard to remind  I’m in desperate straits. As longas | don’t
myself to breathe deeply. 1 repeated  wait until an attack is in full swing be-
“ffirmations,” positive statements fore taking action, I can often be func-

the biofeedback coach created for tional within a couple of hours of hav-
me: I can constrict painful blood vessels. 1ng some combination of food, extra

I can do it without drugs. I’m creating  tea and pills.
a migraine-free life. (I tried not to re- Once in a while—every month or

peat the more accurate My pocketbook two—nothing works. Then all I can do
is shrinking and my head is still split-  is draw the blinds, crawl into bed and

e, || ting open.) put my life on hold for a day, crippled

s 2 Red Rose tea junkie than [ did be-
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always enough, so [ stash over-the-
counter pain medicines 1n Iy bath-
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nant, I drink two or three strong cups
of tea every day, and more when a
headache 1s looming. No one is sure
n ;vhy xanthines, such as the caffeine
] e@ ound in tea and coffee, seem to prevent
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Betw graj '
cen migraines, Lisa Braver Moss writes
©5ays ot a variety of topics
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