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Shiryl Foster, finds answers at last

Medical tests solve mystery surrounding symptoms

By Melody Hennessee

It's a legacy that kills. Last year, Shiryl Foster, a nurse at High Point

Regional Hospital, helped to care

for her beloved aunt, Nellie Porter, who had cancer of the liver and the

pancreas.

"After my aunt died, my cousin took the necklace from around Aunt Nellie's

neck and gave it to me." 

Foster said. "It was a thank you for what I had done. Now I realize that the

link is more than that. I have

the same disease Aunt Nellie had."

Hemochromatosis is an inherited, genetic disorder, in which the body absorbs

too much iron and stores it

in the body's organs. Porter was never diagnosed with the disease and

neither was Foster's father, Bill

Deweese, who died at age of 57 of a massive heart attack.

Foster is convinced they both suffered form hemochromatosis. With the

disease, iron is drawn out of the

blood and deposited in the heart, liver, pancreas, pituitary glands, and

other vital organs.

The iron deposits accumulate over time and symptoms are usually not evident

until age 40 to 60. The

symptoms are common to other diseases so doctors often treat the heart

disease, liver cancer or arthritis

pain, but don't find the underlying cause, Foster said.

Ironically, hemochromatosis is the most common genetic disease in

Caucasians, occurring in one of every

200. One in eight people are carriers of the defective gene. Both parents

must have the gene for a child to

get the disease.

After the birth of her second child five years ago, Foster began feeling

very weak and tired. She had

trouble lifting her baby into the grocery cart and crib. She couldn't carry

a bag of groceries, and she

couldn't lift a gallon of milk with one hand. She began having difficulty

chewing and swallowing her food.

She had trouble with depth perception and constantly bumped into things. She

had intense foot pain and

had to have cortisone injections to reduce inflammation.

During both pregnancies, she took prenatal vitamins-including iron, which

her body tucked away at

dangerous levels.

Her early warning signs- fatigue, joint pain, disorientation, speech and

vision problems-mimicked so

many other diseases that the cause was impossible to find.

Over the past five years, she has seen two neurologists, two

opthalmologists, a rheumatologist, and

general practitioners. She had brain scans and tests for multiple

schlerosis, lupus, and rheumatoid

arthritis. She even thought she might have fibromyalgia, a disease of the

connective tissue which has

symptoms similar to chronic fatigue syndrome.

All of these tests returned negative.

Then the doctors began questioning Foster's emotional and psychological

state, she said. "I'd go from

doctor to doctor, and they would ask,"Are you depressed?" "Are you having

crying jags?" "Are you

under too much stress?"

Foster said she wanted to scream "NO!" to all of those questions and say

"But I am sick. I am in pain. I

know there is something wrong."

Although she had spent hours researching possible causes for her pain, she

discovered her disease quite

by accident. In August, her mother who has had liver troubles for years, had

a ferritin test that measures

the body's iron stores. Her levels were elevated, so doctors did a liver

biopsy, which showed that she was

a carrier of hemochromatosis but does not have the disease. Her doctor

suggested that all immediate

family members be screened for the disease.

During a routine gynecological check-up on Sept. 5, Foster asked for the

simple blood test.

"As soon as my mother found out that she was a carrier, I knew that's what I

had," Foster said.

The good news for Foster is that her disease is manageable, and with

treatment, her life expectancy is

normal. Treatment is as simple as giving blood. For a year, she will give

about a pint of blood twice a

week. After the first year, she will have to undergo three or four

phlebotomies a year.

"This is a lifelong process,"she said. "Actually there's nothing wrong with

my blood; it's just what my

body does with the iron in my blood."

Even after just a few weeks of treatment, Foster is feeling better.

"I feel like someone has cleared the cobwebs from my brain." she said. "I

have more energy. I can see

better. My thinking is clearer. My stamina has increased. The treatment is

fine-tuning me."

Foster's children have been given the ferritin test, and their iron stores

are normal. She said she believes

everyone should be tested for such a widespread disease.

"I'm glad that I found an answer," she said. "That is the best gift I can

give my children. I got lucky. It's

just by chance that they checked my mother's ferritin. "If they had never

checked mine, I would have

been like my dad and my aunt."
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