Diving at a second chanc

In an innovative program,
five heart reciplents

celebrate life by plunging
underwater.

By LEE HILL KAVANAUGH
The Karwes City Star

ot
his left shoulder, is an anatomically
correct drrwing of 2 human beart.

Visble signs that Tim Niemen-
ski, 39, has already lrved a lifetime.

When Niemenski thinks about
what Jason's family endured, it
nearly breaks hus slight
heart. But the muscle in his chest
beats healthy and strong,

Jason gave him this gpft, this zest
for life, this drive 1o try all the
}hinphc'ddrcamedofm-ingbr
ore.

Like scuba diving.

He's not alone in his desire to
really live — pow that he knows
he can. His scuba class, at The
Dive Shop in Merriam, be the
first of its kind in the w

Five heart recipients — includ-

-
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ing scuba instructor Mike Sass —
are making medical history ev-
ery time they suit up, area trans-

t doctors say. They're wash-

r away the stercotype of the
“fragile” heart recipient.

Says Sass, $4 “You've pot a sec-
ond chance at life. ... But people
think we should be in wheel-
chairs and sickly"

These divers show  they'ne

There's Ray Gabel, 42, who's
had his transplanted heart for 18
years. He pliys in racquethall
tournaments. He's skydived. He's
been an athlete in the Transplant
Games, a competition for organ

ipients,
en there's the fatherdaugh-
ter pair, Randy Newton, 48, of
Kansas Ciry, and Christina
Scholdbung, 29, of Kearney, who
both necded new hearts.

Just five human beings in wet
suits, masks and fins, leaming a
new sport and celebrating life be-
cause they have received an ex-
traordinary @ft.
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The lesson this day is water
entries, the kind a diver would
make off a boat. To practice, the
classmates climb out of the pool,
each weaning 45 pounds of gear.
Each will take one gdant step off
the poolside. But first, Sass re-
minds them to inflate their bupy-
ancy vests and hold their face
masks and regulators.

“And look before you leap” he
warns.

Niemenski, 6 feet 6 and close
o 300 s, pearly hits the
mai]ing with the top of his air

“Look out for the light!” yells
3as8.

“Hey, we've all seen the light,”
Gabel says.

Mike Sass, scuba instructor and heart trans
reciplent, wants others to know the loy of 3::;

“Yeah, we've all thed to run
away from the light! We're not
ready to g yet,” says Sass,

Everyone Laughs.

And maybe that's the differ-
ence between this class and any
other. These students joke about
death and near-death exper-
ences.

“I want others to know this joy,
too. When you go through some-
thing like this, you need to give
back” Sass says after he tells his
students to go to the deep end
and stay underwater, holding
thetr breath as long as they Gan ™
" They disappear in a fhurry of
bubbles.

“The whole point on earth is to
really live your life, you know? —
And that's what we're doing, Liv-
i:gc

il

Sass remembers feeling funny
in March 2006. Nauseated. It was
a little hard to breathe. Just a bit
of pain.

Sass, who had never had symp-
toms of heart disease, was expe-
nencing what would become 2

He and his wife went to the
University of Kansas Medical
Center to get the pain checked
While there. he almost died.

The left side of his heart was
destroved, and the right side was
97 percent blocked. But when he

ities even then: When can [ dive
again?

Sass has scuba dived most of
his adult life. He has trained dol-
phins and seals and even Hima-

would fust change the subject.
“God, T hated that” Sass ne-
membered “Even my  wife
looked away: They knew that no
one (with a heart transplant)

Sass was the recipient

He dreamed that the donor
was a young kid, someone who
had broken bulls, ridden a motor-
cycle too fast, taken risks. He'd
learn months lLater that it was a
young woman Named Sue.

“I'm a boy named Sue now;” he
says with a smile.



SCUBA: Goal is creating medical protocol for heart recipients to dive

When his friends in the wait-
ing room heard the whapping of
the medical helicopter bringing
the donor heart to the hospital
they whispered to his wife, Anne,
and made her a promise: One
year from now, we'll all be on a
boat, together. In the Canbbean
Divi

ing.

One year and a week to the
date, they were.

But Sass didn't want the dving
to stop with him.

Why not teach others who
have been given a second chance
the wonders of this underwater
world® Other heart recipients
should be able to enjoy this sport.
Why not?

As fate would have 1t the doc-
tor who retrieves hearts in Kan-
sas City 15 a scuba drver. And he

believes that ives should b€ 1¥®!
as fully as possible

1l
For years, doctors tln!ﬂ;d'ﬁ';:
heart recipients coulkdn
the rigors of underw ny
sure. No one ever wanted 10 X
ommend that a recipient fisk T
m!l"?m Sass’ enthusiasm N
cardiothoracic surpeon Mihd
Borkon, the director of CJIK;O»
vascular surgery at the 1Jd
America Heart Institute and
former dinector of cardiac FAns-
Lants at the institute.
i Borkon tnderstood better than
most doctors the physics of €iv-

mg"‘Thc whole point of ﬂ;;uﬂf-
plant is to take people from LI
wheelchairs or bedside existerice
and put them into a normal 'E

“And to me, a nol ife
means one with no limits.”

Borkon and Sass set out 0 €7t
ate a medical protocol for heart
recipients to scuba dive,

The program s still in 5 -
fancy” Borkon said, “but wC Ve
never had this kind of opening
before. Mike's passion cexudes en
thusiasm for everyone connected
withit”

The men, working informally
with Duke University Medical
Center and the Divers Alert Nt-
work, are hoping to offer the
classes nationwide so that al
heart recipients who meet the
medical qualifications can dive.

In Lm;ur): medical experts
will document these divers’
blood pressure rates, oxygen leyv-
els and exertion rates to begm
the science of proving that it's
safe, RBorkon saud Once the offi-
cial medical protoco! is in place,
“the word will spread” he said
Borkon hopes to have it pub-
lished in medical and scuba div-

Ing journals.

“We want our patients to be
active. We want them to be bik-
N running, hiking, enjoying life
with their families. Thf::s what
this is all about,” he said. “But to
lh'ﬁ general public this is a hard
sell”

Discrimination toward heart
recapients is widespread, they
say. Employers are fearful of hir-
ing them. Amateur sports teams
are afraid to have them pliy
Some dive operators refuse to
take on people who say they've
had a heart transplant,

This frustrates  heart  recip-
fents. Other ongzan recipients are
not seen as “a dead man walk-
ing,” Gabel says.

"You almest have to prove
yourself first when you get this
kind of transplant,” he says. “But
heart transplant recipients don't
have to check the Linde box that
asks if you have heart problems,
Because we don't have a heant
problem, We hinve great hearts”

Gabel gt his new heant 1R
years agpo, on Valentine's Day

He says he tells fellow sports
comypetitors that he has had a
transplint because the informa-
tion always brings a gasp, But he
waits to tell them until he's tired
of hearing all their excuses about
not playing well

“They're shocked. They look
at me as if 1 was going to fall over
any second. It happens every sin-
gle time” he <ays.

“It does pet old”

mne

The classmates will make a ot
of dives in the pool before they
g0 into open water. With prac-
tice, they should be ready in early
summer, Sass says.

They meet on Mondays and
Tuesdays. last Monday, Nie-
menski had an announcement.

This is a2 good day for swim-
ming, he said A really good day.
Today, 'm 24 at heart because
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Heart reciplent Tim Niemen-
ski, 39, of Leavenworth,
dived In a pool. With prac-
tice, he should be ready for
open water In early summer.

BECOMING A DONOR

About 160 people In the
Midweost are waiting for a
heart, the Organ
Procurement and
Transplantation Network
Says. Prospective donors
should take two simple
steps:

1. Taik to your family
2.5ign the back of your
driver’s license and join the
donor registry through the
Midwest Transplant
Network Web site at
wWww. mwtn.org,

this would hrve been jason’s
birthday.

’I}rq:-lzv.tz:gcmwcd.zqzr
Litor valves went quiet.

Happy birthday, the other div-
ers told him.

But each became quiet. The
moment lingered a bit longer as
the swimmers thought about
their donors, abxast lives that are
no more.

And lives being Iived.

Like the bubbles from the air
tanks, their gratefulness contin-
ues through their spouses, chil-
dren, o
All because someone signed a
little card that said yes.

To reach Lee Hll Kavanaugh,
call E16-234-4420 or e-mall
[kavanaugh a kcstarcom.



