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Brain Attacks: What We All Need to Know About
Strokes

By Deidre Loagan

You’re having lunch with a friend. You’'re laughing, talking—just having a good old time. Then your
friend asks you what you said. You repeat yourself. Your friend gives you a puzzled look. You're
mystified because you know exactly what you said and you have no clue why your friend just isn’t
getting it. Your speech is slurred and you don’t even know it.

The moment passes. Your speech is back to normal. You shake it off and continue your lunch. You
notice a sudden numbness in your leg. No big deal. You shift around in your seat a little, the
numbness passes. Everything’s OK. You just need to get some rest. You must really be exhausted.

So instead of going back to work, you go home to rest. You wake up several hours later. You've
got errands to run, so you get up and freshen yourself before you leave. As you look at yourself in
the mirror, you notice an ever-so-slight drooping of one side of your face. You chalk it up to the
way you were sleeping and keep going. Before you can make it to your car, an absolutely blinding
headache hits you. The next thing you remember is waking up in a hospital room, attached to a
lot of tubes, surrounded by worried-looking loved ones, wondering what in the wide world
happened to you.

You’ve had a stroke—the brain’s equivalent of a heart attack. You've had a brain attack, and as a
result, your life will be forever changed. And so will the lives of all those who love and care for
you.

Would you know the signs of a stroke if you saw them in someone else or even if you felt them
yourself? If you did recognize them, would you know how to help yourself? If it weren’t you, would
you know how to offer meaningful, possibly lifesaving, assistance to someone else?

If you answered “yes,’ then bless God for you. Statistics show that you are one of a very small
minority. If you answered “no,’ then my prayer is that you will allow this article to be your
introduction to some information that could literally save the life of someone you love. That
someone could even be YOU.

The risk factors for a stroke, as for so many other devastating conditions, are rampant in the
African-American community. High blood pressure, diabetes, stress, depression, sedentary
lifestyles—all these things are what makes us the highest risk stroke population.

Some symptoms of a stroke are loss of vision - blurry vision or temporary blindness in one or both
eyes; loss of motor control - inability to maintain a grip on objects; vertigo - dizziness or inability
to balance; slurred speech; drooping of the face or numbness in the body or limbs; or an unusual,
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unexplained headache. This list is by no means conclusive, but they are important things to be
aware of. If you are with someone who exhibits any of these symptoms, you may want to ask
them to smile. Check the smile for symmetry. Ask them to raise their arms and again, check for
symmetry. Then ask them to repeat a simple sentence. If any of these things are a hardship in
any way, take them to the Emergency Room and be sure the medical personnel know what you
saw.

Keep in mind that often, these symptoms are TEMPORARY! Just
because they go away does NOT mean that you are NOT having a
stroke! In fact, the medical term for what is probably happening to
you is “transient ischemic attack,” more commonly referred to as
“TIA’ or “mini stroke’. Go to the Emergency Room immediately
and let THEM send you away. If you don’t, you could spend the
rest of your life wishing you had. When stroke occurs, every
second counts.

Just ask Hazella Rollins-LaVar, a stroke survivor extraordinaire.
She’s a graduate of Spelman College and Northwestern University.
She’s also a former international opera singer who has graced
several of the finest opera houses the world has to offer. She is
the devoted wife of an international opera singer and she is also
the mother of two children. After having been a single parent for
several years, she and her husband carefully planned their baby.
She was perfect. Everything was perfect. Then, in 12 days, it
would all change in a moment.

Hazella suffered a very complicated postpartum stroke that resulted in major paralysis. Her nerve
damage was so severe, she could not sing, talk, or even swallow. She was on life support several
times and spent nine months being fed and medicated through a gastrointestinal tube. It was a
radical change from the life that she and her family had come to know and love. And it would
never be the same again.

But if there was ever a testament to the fact that you can have a REAL life after a debilitating
stroke, Hazella is that testament. She has accomplished things since her stroke that many people
haven’t done healthy. She is a certified personal trainer for stroke survivors who works and
consults regularly with Luther Vandross, as well as her other clients. She has also created a
nonprofit organization, Stroke of Hope Foundation (www.strokeofhope.net), to address some of
the glaring deficiencies in care and treatment that she encountered as a stroke patient herself.

The mission of Stroke of Hope is twofold. First, it seeks to educate the global community at large,
and African-Americans in particular, about stroke. The statistical fact is that African-Americans
have the highest risk for stroke, followed closely by Hispanics, yet we’re the very communities
that know the least about it. Each year, about 40,000 more women than men have strokes.
Stroke is a leading cause of long-term disability in this country and it is disproportionately
affecting us. What we don’t know is decimating us.

Second, Stroke of Hope seeks to be a support network not only for stroke survivors, but also for
their care partners. The medical community knows how to deal with the stroke survivor—treat the
symptoms as best they can, then send them home. But what about the spouses, children, and
extended community waiting at home to receive them? What do they do when the doctor’s
instructions are not enough? Whom do they call when the insurance runs out—and rest assured it
WILL run out-long before recovery is anything close to significant? Who will advocate for the
stroke survivor from the perspective of a knowledgeable medical professional who knows how to
ask the right questions? Whom will they talk to when well-meaning friends get weary of the
recovery process and stop coming around as frequently as they used to? Where can they cry and
have their tears understood and their issues meaningfully addressed? Stroke of Hope seeks to fill
that void. It is that place.

When Hazella first went to the Emergency Room, she was misdiagnosed with Bell’s Palsy. This is
an incredibly common misdiagnosis. It cost her more than 24 precious hours that she couldn’t
recover. During that time, she was losing brain function that couldn’t be regained. Minutes are
CRUCIAL when dealing with stroke. At the onset of a stroke, the brain begins to lose functions and
it will continue to do so as long as the blood flow is interrupted. Oftentimes, these functions
CANNOT be regained. Early medical intervention is the difference between life and death.
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Stroke survivors are often prescribed medicines that have psychological and behavioral side
effects. However, most of them receive these medicines without the appropriate psychological
counseling. The medical community doesn’t often let you know that psychological counseling is
CRITICAL to patient recovery, whether the patient believes they need it or not. It is also
ESSENTIAL to the healthy adjustment of the care partners to the survivor’s new life and body.

Statistics show that when men have strokes, their spouses or “significant others” stay with them
more than 70% of the time. However, when women have strokes, their spouses or “significant
others” only stay with them about 20% of the time. Stroke causes catastrophic changes, often
without warning, and we do ourselves disservice when we try to minimize or deny our need for
psychological counseling in order to make healthy adjustments. The spiritual, emotional, and
financial consequences are nothing short of devastating and sometimes lead to abusive behavior.
It is no sin or weakness to accept help in dealing with these issues. It is a blessing from God that
it’'s available.

The most significant recovery progress for most stroke survivors occurs within the first six
months. This is often referred to as the acute phase of recovery. After that, easily observable
progress will continue in most cases for about two more years. The insurance industry gives up
long before then and doctors more or less go into maintenance mode. They are no longer pushing
for any recovery or improvement, they are just trying to keep you from getting worse.

The medical team at Stroke of Hope, however, has found that marked improvement can be made
in stroke survivors as much as 10 - 12 years later and more. Hazella’s philosophy is just to never
give up; never stop trying to improve yourself; never surrender in your recovery. You just never
know how God will surprise you next.

Hazella’s recovery has been remarkable. To speak to her, you would never know she’s even had a
cold, much less a stroke. However, she is quick to admit that she is still recovering. It is ongoing
and rest assured, she is going on. Stroke of Hope is growing by leaps and bounds. There are plans
in the works for a curriculum to be put in place in inner city schools all over the nation to benefit
the children of the highest risk populations. The medical team is growing, the requests for Hazella
to do personal appearances are increasing, and the spectrum of support provided by Stroke of
Hope is expanding.

T This sister is diligently and lovingly providing help that we have long needed
and didn’t know how to obtain ourselves. Do yourself a favor and visit her
website at www.strokeofhope.net. She can also be reached at 914-965-3613

or via email at hazella@strokeofhope.net.
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However you reach her, you'll be glad you did.
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