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IRON WOMAN





For 8 years, Shiryl Foster was wracked with a disease that can be easily detected





By Gary Evans, Editor 





When Shiryl Foster sees advertisements for iron-poor blood, she invariably cringes.


Her horror is not that she suffers from iron-poor blood, "tired blood" or any of the maladies associated with a common ailment, but that she is diametrically the opposite. She is rich in iron; so rich, in fact, that if iron were gold, Foster's body would be Fort Knox.





Foster, a 34-year-old mother and wife, suffers from hemochromatosis, a disease with symptoms so vague that a victim may never get a correct diagnosis, and may end up dying with the cause never really detected.





That's almost what happened to Foster, a registered nurse who lives on Holly Grove Road. For the last eight years, her days were filled with constant pain and fatigue, a condition that became magnified with the birth of her second child in 1990.





"During the two years after Kimmie's birth," Foster says, "I became an increasingly fatigued, frazzled, and frustrated mother and wife. I would have trouble lifting my baby into the grocery cart and her crib. Most of the time I would have to sit down to bathe her."





Foster was so weak that she began to ask for plastic bags instead of paper at the supermarket because they were easier to handle. And she no longer had the strength to put a gallon of milk into the refrigerator without using two hands.





It was during this time that she started to search for the cause of her problems, she says. It was to be a long journey.





A registered nurse for the last 13 years, she sought help from numerous physicians, including neurologists, opthalmologists, and internists. She had two MRI's(a type of


brain scan), blood tests, visual field tests, and numerous rheumatology tests.





After this, Foster knew she what she didn't have- lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, multiple sclerosis, and several diseases. But she still didn't know what was making her feel so bad.





"I continued to experience visual problems, gait difficulty, fatigue, fuzzy thinking, and the


embarrassment from having to constantly answer the question: Are you depressed?  "I wanted to shout, Yes, I am depressed because I am sick and tired of being sick and tired!"





Foster eventually stopped seeking help from the health care system, which was running up medical bills with tests and advice that were of little value.





She says, "I learned to cope with the constant fatigue. I developed ways to decrease my anxiety, frustration, and fatigue. I did this not from well thought out intentional planning but like a trapped animal learns to use his instincts to learn new methods to escape and/or


survive."





Some days weren't so bad. And on those days, Foster would race the clock to clean house, her's and her mother's, and at least for a brief time, work on such projects as tracing


her paternal ancestry looking for any unknown history that would lead to hope.





But the good spans were as frequent as rain in the desert. Although she was able to work at High Point Regional Hospital, she reduced her time to weekends, and declined to take on


extra shifts that she handled so easily before.





"My excuse was that my husband preferred that I be at home more," she says. This was true, but she often wondered why anyone would love a walking zombie.





"I would use the week to conserve energy for the weekend. It was rare for me to even go out to eat on Friday because it took too much effort. I would lie on the sofa for days if


I could afford the luxury."





She adds, somewhat whimsically, "In fact, my husband (Joe), thought I had grown two appendages, a sofa and a bed!"





The disease, she says, can "be hell on a marriage", turning her into a whining, lusterless, always tired wife and mother who seemed fixated on the symptom of the day.


She was plagued by her own questions. Was the cause the fillings in her teeth, her birth control options, her ancestry, or was it something caused by mercury poisoning, lead, copper? Would she regain her depth of field and be able to drive by the mailbox without hitting it? Would she be able to drive? Would she ever stop bumping her baby on rearview mirrors when she walked between cars in the parking lot because she had no spatial vision? Would she be able to chew and eat her food instead of having to leave the table?





When she had the strength, she searched libraries -those she had the strength to visit- and the Internet. Then, by a fluke, she had the answer.  "My darling mother, suffering from liver disease for 26 years, began a quest for the exact cause of her illness," explains Foster.


During her mother's blood work, her ferritin (the evaluation of the iron stores in the tissue) was elevated. The test lead to a liver biopsy that revealed that Foster's mother was a


carrier for hemochromatosis. The physician, Dr. Michael Draelos, a High Point gastroenterologist, suggested that the whole family be screened.





After 12 doctors and $20,000 or more in medical expenses, Foster say brightly, "This is where my story leads to the end of my suffering from a silent killer and a great new start


of a better life for me and my family."





The good thing to come out of her diagnosis, says Foster, is that her children will never have to go through the pain and the uncertainty that she faced for almost a decade.





Foster began researching the disease and came to the conclusion that a favorite aunt and her father both died from the effects of hemochromatosis. Although her father died at the


age of 57 of a heart attack, the family remembers that he took on a bronze coloring often associated with the disease, that he grew weaker and weaker, and that he was so tired that in the last phases of his life he spent much of his time in bed.





Getting back to the "good life" is not all that easy. Foster is undergoing a weekly series of phlebotomies,  in which an unit of blood is removed so that her iron stores can be stabilized.





And she is preaching the gospel of iron screening, in hopes that others may not have to suffer like she.





"I strongly feel that physicians are in the wonderful position to save and enhance the lives of many people by screening their patients for hemochromatosis."





Her research indicates that as many as one in 200 may have the disease, and that as many as 1 in 8 carry the trait, thus warranting routine screening.





That would eliminate the taking of iron supplements, " a practice tantamount to murder when the patient just happens to have undiagnosed hemochromatosis," notes Foster.





Foster is feeling well enough to take the problem public, even getting city government to pass a resolution urging recognition of the problem during National Iron Overload Disease


Awareness Week, which was observed in mid-September.





"I can only hope that my story will help someone else find the answer to their question before permanent organ damage has been realized and that their future will be left as bright


as mine," she says.





"If anybody in your family has or had diabetes, heart disease, liver or pancreatic cancer, or arthritis, get your iron stores checked. What have you got to lose but years of suffering?





(c) 1996 Reprinted with permission of the "Thomasville Times Newspaper".


