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“That best portion of a man's life,
his little, nameless, unremembered
acts of kindness and love”

- William Wordsworth
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Covid travails

- Dr. Sandeep Vangala

In late February 2020, I received an email from the
the Chiet of Critical Care Medicine at Washington Hospital
Center, Washington D.C. It read “Due to the surge of COVID
-19 cases expected in the next few weeks, we ask all ICU Fellows
to cover more shifls in addition to scheduled rotations”. 1 read
the email while eating my usual Chick- Fil- a breakfast
sandwich in my car on a cold winter morning after I had
just finished a busy night shift in the ICU. At the restaurant
no one (including me) was wearing a mask, social distancing
was yet to be the norm. I thought this was an exaggerated
response as we did not even have a single case of Covid-19
by then, unfortunately I couldn’t have been more wrong.

Over the next few months, the patients and clinical
complexity of the disease would change the way I practice
medicine. What does it mean to encounter a novel disease
to which there are no proven therapies? It usually started
off with simple strategies to maintain adequate
oxygenation, invariably would end with needing more
complex invasive procedures (proning, central lines, chest
tubes and ECMO).



The early months of pandemic felt like what medicine
would have been in the dark ages, watching upto 12 patients
die during a 12 hour shift and getting back next night to
do the same. The helplessness was palpable among other
physicians and nurses I worked with. A veteran ICU nurse
said the following after we just lost a patient “I know we are
all going to show up to work tomorrow, despite what is
happening”. Sometimes showing up for a fight itselt is all
that matters.

Towards the end of 2020 multiple therapies became
available: Remdesivir, Dexamethasone and most recently
monoclonal antibodies and vaccines.

It was however apparent that like most things in life,
inequity was a difficult pill to swallow. Take for example
‘\;" D R A x TR 25
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Dr. Sandeep (Extrem left) with ICU team



two imaginary (but quite plausible) patients newly diagnosed
with COVID-19, both of whom would meet eligibility
criteria for these novel therapies:

The first is a 74-year-old semi-retired lawyer with
hypertension and diabetes. He could lose a few pounds, so
tries to play tennis at his club as often as possible. He gets
regular check-ups in the hospital system’s primary care
network and has good insurance.

Second imaginary patient is a 74-year-old woman
from the Dominican Republic who moved to USA five years
ago to live with her daughter and grandchildren. Although
she worked at a restaurant before she moved (gaining quite
a few pounds with on-the-job snacking), she now finds the
language barrier difficult here, so does not work. She mostly
stays at home, sometimes socializing with other older people
in her neighborhood who also speak Spanish.

Between the two who is more likely to call and
advocate for themselves when they develop COVID
symptoms and seek earlier care? Who is less likely to die
trom COVID?

[ suspect no one needs a medical degree to answer
those questions.

Dr. Sandeep Vangala, M.D,
Infectious diseases and

Critical Care Physictan,

Stormont Vail Health

Topeka

Kansas State
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COVID MUSINGS

-Teja Vangala

The first month of 2020 has been eventful with a
tair amount of travel. I went on a trip to the beaches of
Gokarna, New Delhi for a legal conference, Mumbai and
Chennai for work, and a fun road trip from Bangalore to
Hyderabad to spend Pongal vacation with my niece Reya
who came from Washington DC. When news of a new
virus outbreak in China started circulating, [ imagined it to
be another regional virus which would soon be under
control with little impact for someone like me sitting in
Bangalore. With my accumulated earned leave I have even
planned a trip to Spain and Portugal for summer vacation
and believed travel plans will go on as is.

With virus transmitting into Indian cities, followed
by the lock down imposition, I assumed it to be a temporary
pre-emptive measure to contain the spread of the virus.
With frequent extensions of the lock down and the severity
of its imposition, I slowly realized that this is an
unprecedented measure. As we have asked the house help
and cook to stay back at home, I cheerfully shared cleaning
and cooking chores with my flat mate. Apart from being a
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humbling experience, it has greatly made me realize their
efforts and contributions in our day to day life and how
granted we take their tasks. Without much appreciation
and gratitude. All the things we take for granted - cab,
tood, groceries at your doorstep with the press of a button
as per your convenience. With all the above comforts
suspended during the lock down period, walking on deserted
roads to pick up groceries with lurking fear has been a surreal
experience.

Thereafter, I relocated to Hyderabad in May 2019
accepting a job offer at one of the India's largest healthcare
service provider. On July 2, 2020 I returned home from office
with a mild sore throat. As I was about to sleep, I could
only think if I had contacted the virus. On the wee hours
of July 8, 2020 as I woke up with a fever and back pain, my
thoughts grew intense. My gushing thoughts rushed me
through people I have met over the past few days. Soon I
applied for leave and quarantined myself for the next few
days while figuring out if I should get myself tested for
the virus. I have given my RT PCR test to clear the
confusion and tested positive. While there was no immediate
panic, I was only worried about risk of transmission to my
family members. I home quarantined watchfully monitoring
my symptoms. As I slowly got used to my quarantine life
style in my 10*10 feet room, my symptoms of fever and
body pains have subsided. As much as I wanted to get my
mind away from COVID, most of my conversations (virtual)
have revolved around COVID. Sub consciously I happened
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toread alot about the virus, the symptoms, deaths, statistics
and its long term impacts. Other family members also
experienced mild Covid symptoms by then.

Though ten days of selt quarantine was fairly
manageable, the last few days were a little difficult with
bouts of panic and anxiety possibly fueled by all the COVID
news and concern of family members contacting the virus.
With 14 day quarantine done, I slowly started stepping out
of my house with a sense of relief. A virus that seemed so
tar away, with it knocking your door, you are constrained
to come to terms with the pandemic and accept it. To quote
the English writer Virginia Woolt" “Illness is a part of
every human being's experience. It enhances our
perceptions and reduces self-consciousness. It is the
great confessional; things are said, truths are blurted
out which health conceals.”

While I have just had a brush with pandemic, there
are many other aspects of the pandemic that caught my
attention. With a surge of cases causing severe stress on
health care workers, and with limited ventilators/ beds
available - doctors had to make the difficult calls of
prioritizing which patient to attend and save and which
patient to lose. The virus has hit with tremendous speed
and took away so many lives with little time to understand.
Apart from the millions of deaths which can never be
brought to terms for the grieving families, it is saddening
to see families not getting a last chance to see their loved
ones and no space and time to grieve.
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Like with all other laws, the covid lockdown rules and
protocols seemed to apply difterently for different classes
of people as well. Though the virus does not discriminate,
the impact of the pandemic has certainly been varied. The
patient's survival chance apart from the biological factors
depended on his/her ability to find timely access to a
hospital bed and affordability.

Our earlier generations have lived through World
Wars, Great Depression, famines and plagues. The current
pandemic is certainly our generation's biggest challenge to
face, understand and gear up to become more resilient.

Despite the deaths, suffering and everything else, life
goes on with births, kids starting school, moving to next
grade, students graduating to seek jobs, youth finding love
and getting married.

“While there's life, there is hope.” Stephen
Hawking

Teja Vangala

29th Dec. 2020
Hyderabad
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