Talk Sex with your Doctor (A Case Study):

FRANK, age 47—I’m not having an affair, I’m having a heart attack 

Nicole was in for a flu shot, but she seemed distracted. I sensed there was something she wanted to discuss. At 38, this vibrant television producer was a head turner, with her mass of red curls that hung to her shoulders and a toned body made fit by daily loops in Central Park and Bikram yoga sessions. “One more thing, if you have a moment,” she said tentatively, gathering her things to leave. “It’s about Frank, actually. Something is not right with him and it has me upset.  He went to his doctor and he gave him a prescription for Cialis. Frank’s doctor told him it was natural at his age, just part of life and aging.”

urged Nicole to sit back down. I knew her husband, Frank, as a man in the glare of the national spotlight. A successful entrepreneur, with several ventures that merited extensive articles in the financial press over the past few years, 47-year-old Frank didn’t strike me as a man to upset his mild-mannered wife. Married for three years, theirs was a second marriage for both. “Tell me about your concerns,” I said.

“This is all so intimate,” she said, exhaling softly. “Okay. At first, I thought Frank was having an affair. We haven’t had sex for more than half a year because Frank is embarrassed that his erection isn’t as hard as it was—sometimes it just disappears. I don’t want to make to make him feel bad so I sort of ignore it.” Nicole blushed after this revelation. “When the Cialis didn’t seem to make much of a difference it really scared me. Frank didn’t say much at all. Ever since then, he hasn’t shown any interest sexually. And it’s not just the sex part that I miss. It’s hard to even get him to cuddle with me at night. It’s as if a part of him just died. And this from a man who couldn’t keep his hands off me. No more, though. Frank says nothing is wrong, but Doctor, I know there is. Do you think he is seeing someone else or maybe he’s gay?”

A bell goes off whenever I hear that there has been a change in a man’s typical sexual patterns, whether it be his libido or monthly rate of sexual intercourse. The change in a man’s sexual appetite or interest in intercourse can be troubling for a partner. “When a man who has always been ready and able to perform is suddenly not able to or is just not interested, other body parts may hold the answer,” I told Nicole. “I doubt that his sexual orientation has changed or that there is another woman. If you can get him to come to see me, I will find the underlying cause of this. That’s a promise.”

As an internist, I’m witness to the dangers men face on a daily basis when they deny they have a health issue. According to the National Center for Health Statistics, women make 471 million office visits a year compared to 316 million visits logged by men. That’s 3.5 visits peryear for women and 2.4 for men. The bottom line is that many men are often hurting—mentally and physically—yet they don’t seek help. They don’t give themselves permission to explore their medical concerns.

Men like Frank are in denial—or simply don’t know better—when they ignore the connection between hardness failures and their health. I felt the same could be said for the doctor who had prescribed Cialis for Frank. In defense of this physician, however, your typical doctor will generally not suspect that a man approaching 50 might have erectile dysfunction related to heart disease, and instead he will write off his hardness complaints to either a temporary stress-related incident or the beginning of andropause.

This is especially true when the patient is not forthcoming with pertinent information. For example, Frank had neglected to mention that he was often short of breath walking up the flight of stairs in his duplex apartment.

Unfortunately, a golden opportunity is missed because many times ED = ED; that is, erectile dysfunction equals endothelial dysfunction. In laymen’s terms: Erectile dysfunction is often a sign of problems with the endothelium, the lining of the blood vessels. The vessels may be inflamed due to a large plaque buildup and ready to send a lethal clot into an artery of the heart. Though sexual medicine has been one of the most significant impacts in men’s health there is also a danger of treating a symptom and not the disease.

Frank, who is six feet two and weighs 218 pounds, was in to see me the next day. He told me that he usually ended a challenging day at the office at 9 p.m., and then headed straight to the company gym to lift weights and use the elliptical trainer before going home. He had been following this routine for almost two years. Thanks in part to a dramatic shift in his eating habits under Nicole’s guidance, he had also trimmed away twenty-five pounds of flab. Unfortunately, most of these well-intentioned lifestyle changes had fallen to the wayside over the past year due to a business slump that kept him at his desk. The weight was coming back on, as were the martinis that he drank to calm his nerves.

“And besides, I just felt too tired to exercise like I used to,” he told me. “I would often get fatigued and quickly out of breath, but I chalked it up to the late hours needed to get one of my companies back on track,” Frank said. “I never told Nicole any of this. I don’t want to worry her.”

Frank finally told me he could get an erection but it wasn’t firm, even with the help of a prescription drug. This was something he just attributed to overwork and incredible levels of stress in his life. His last really hard erection, he recalled, was almost eight months ago.

Granted, all of that was certainly possible, I told Frank. And even though Frank looked like he was fairly healthy I suspected something else: heart disease.

With an inability to get an erection and now with an acknowledgment that over the past months he felt a growing tightness in his chest and shortness of breath, I thought that Frank was actually at high risk of a heart attack. I picked up the phone and called a cardiologist to make an appointment for Frank the next day.

Frank’s symptoms, including the failure of hardness, were part of a cry for help from arteries in his heart and elsewhere that weren’t able to get enough oxygenated blood through his plaque-clogged vessels. The condition worsened when Frank tried to exercise, which brought on the breathlessness and chest pain. Unfortunately, the years before Nicole’s intervention of fat-laden foods, late night business dinners, post-dinner cigars, and little or no exercise trumped his recent attempts at a health makeover, especially with the recent backsliding. Adding to the negative column was heart disease in his family. His father and older brother both died from heart attacks before the age of 60.

It turned out that Frank had a cholesterol level of 220, which was high but not uncommon. Moreover, his extremely low HDL level of 19 put him in the “at risk” category for heart disease. The exercise stress test he then took on the treadmill was “strongly positive” for heart blockage. Several days later Frank had an angiogram. In this procedure, a catheter was threaded from his groin up into his heart, affording the cardiac specialist a chance to look closely at his arteries. Three major arteries and a small tributary were found to be 85 percent blocked.

CABG (pronounced “cabbage”), or coronary artery bypass graft surgery, was performed the following week to redirect blood flow around Frank’s clogged arteries.

Frank had dodged a big bullet. With youth and relative good health in his favor, he came through the surgery just fine. Eight weeks later and 20 pounds lighter, he was back to see me at my office. He had resumed his daily exercise and was now on a low-salt, low-fat diet.

told Frank that even though his heart had been repaired, allowing for increased cardiac output and more blood flow to his penis, we still had to deal with the underlying atherosclerosis that was present in his penile blood vessels and the rest of his body.

“Dr. Lamm, I don’t know if it was a mental or a physical reaction, but a few days after my surgery I woke up with an erection, a hard erection. Sex is back in my life, which is great,” Frank said. “Mine really is a story that comes with a ‘happy ending,’ like the one I had last night,” he said. His smile was all that was needed to understand his meaning.

