Sean - A Case Study 

I’d had some problems with what I thought were recurring flu symptoms over quite a long period, causing me to take a day or two off work each time.

As part of my job as a first aid instructor, I attended an advanced life support course in Swindon. The next time I had these "flu symptoms", I checked my pulse and thought I was suffering with atrial fibrillation (AF). The nurse at the hospital laughed, saying that everyone who goes on these courses thinks they have a heart problem next time they are sick.

But she wasn't laughing when she did an ECG. I was immediately despatched to my nearest cardiac centre, where they confirmed my amateur home diagnosis. At the time I’d been a police officer for 15 years: the police were extremely supportive, but after it was confirmed that there was no cure (at the time), I was medically retired with a pension. 

As you can believe, at 36 years old I was devastated by the news.  In addition, I took a two-thirds cut in pay and still had a family to support (I have 4 children who were all under 11 at the time). My wife Vicky was a rock and hugely supportive, but also worried about the future.

I felt unemployable (although I never put this to the test) and so set up my own business as a self-employed electrician.  I was working while also going to college to get qualified and still suffering with the AF, and my health began to get worse. I did get qualified after a year of hard work, but I hated the job and so took up a post with the police as a civilian employee. Again, Wiltshire Police deserve a special mention here as they supported me so fantastically by re-employing me and allowing me time off whenever I needed tests or hospitalisation.

Vicky also deserves special thanks, as it was she who held everything together when I was falling apart.  Throughout all this she worked full-time in her career as a police officer, studying very hard to gain promotion to sergeant, which helped to relieve some of the financial burden. 

Around August of 2005, about 3 years after my retirement, I had a particularly bad attack and went into hospital for a couple of days to correct the rhythm defect. As a result, I was referred to the superb Dr Cripps at the Bristol Heart Institute.  He offered me a new procedure, cryoablation, which involved rapid freezing of cells in the heart to correct the problem.

I was put on his list, given a course of warfarin, and then shortly after my 40th birthday went into hospital for the procedure. Typically for me, I had some problems with the anaesthetic and my lung collapsed causing pneumonia, but I cannot praise highly enough the staff at the Bristol Royal Infirmary who sorted me out.  Within 5 days I was home and on the mend. 

My heart corrected itself within a couple of weeks and I have not had a problem since. It was like someone had flicked a switch and turned the problem off. The difference in me was incredible. No more tiredness, no more lethargy (unless the football's on).  And most important of all, four months later the police declared me fully fit and I returned immediately to front-line police duties.  On my return to work I started studying for my promotion exams – and I’ve just been told that I have passed my sergeant's exam, so once again life is looking up. 

No-one should underestimate the effect a heart problem can have on your life. I lost the job that I felt was the only one for me, and as a result lost my self-respect too.  I never felt the jobs I did afterwards were right for me, and as a result I was a pain in the backside to live with. But with a caring, loving wife and a phenomenally talented surgeon all is rosy again (apart from having to work nights again!)  I say to anyone faced with the choice of going through with this operation - go for it, it will change your life for the better.

