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Listen to Your Heart
Minimally Invasive Surgery Restores Heart Patient’s Zest for Life 

Charlene Henderson, 
nicknamed “Charlee,” is a 
vivacious Hamblen Coun-
ty resident with a heart 
for family and an appetite 
for adventure. At 4-feet-
1-inch tall and weighing
less than 100 pounds, she
jokes that she is packed
small but fiery, like a
firecracker. Now retired,
Henderson enjoys knit-
ting, gardening and going
on RV trips with her hus-
band.

Since she was a child,  
Henderson  had experi-
enced heart palpitations. 
It felt like her heart was 
skipping a beat.

In early summer of 
2020, Henderson’s heart 
was trying to tell her that 
something was not right. 
She recalls the stress of 
working a hectic custom-
er service job during a 
pandemic. She often felt 
anxious or her chest felt 
heavy. In the middle of a 
busy shift, she sometimes 
found it difficult to catch 
her breath. 

After consulting with a 
local cardiologist, Hender-
son was told she needed 

more diagnostic testing 
and possibly surgery. She 
was referred to H. Frank 
Todd, MD, cardiovascular 
surgeon with East Tennes-
see Cardiovascular Sur-
gery Group. She ventured 
to Parkwest Medical Cen-
ter in Knoxville to see Dr. 
Todd with trepidation, be-
cause she knew something 
was amiss.

A Heavy Heart
Dr. Todd confirmed 

that something was in-
deed wrong. Her mitral 
valve was leaking. If she 
continued without inter-
vention, Henderson faced 
continually worsening 
shortness of breath, in-
creased risk of heart fail-
ure or increased risk of 
sudden death. He recom-
mended surgery to repair 
the valve.

“ W h e n  D r.  To d d 
walked in the room, a 
quiet presence came over 
me immediately,” recalls 
Henderson. “I took a deep 
breath as he sat down and 
explained everything. One 
of my heart valves wasn’t 
working. It was closing 
up instead of opening, 
which is why I felt short 
of breath.”

Henderson says, “I re-
member telling my hus-
band that my heart was 
‘heavy.’ Not emotionally, 
but I knew something was 
wrong. As Dr. Todd spoke 
and I sat in stillness, I knew 
he was the person God in-
tended to use to fix me.”

Mitral Valve Repair
In the body, blood en-

ters the heart through a 

pumping chamber called 
the left atrium and then 
moves to the left ventri-
cle. The mitral valve is 
located between these 
two chambers, and its job 
is to keep blood moving 
through the heart, pre-
venting backflow. Some-
times the mitral valve can 
become hardened or loos-
ened, causing a leak and 
requiring surgical repair 
or replacement to ensure 
valve function and blood 
flow. 

Many patients with 

mitral valve disease have 
no symptoms, even with 
a leak that is severe. 
When symptoms develop, 
they include shortness of 
breath, fatigue, loss of en-
ergy, swelling of the an-
kles and heart palpitations. 

A Burden Lifted
Instead of tradition-

al mitral valve surgery, 
an open-heart procedure 
where the surgeon uses 
an artificial valve to re-
place the damaged one, 
Dr. Todd says Hender-

son was a good candidate 
for minimally invasive 
mitral valve repair. In 
August, he performed a 
right mini-thoracotomy 
on Henderson with a 3 to 
4-inch incision. Hender-
son stayed at Parkwest for
three days before going
home.

Dr. Todd says that valve 
repair gives patients free-
dom from worsening heart 
failure and overall better 
quality of life. In Hender-
son’s case, she experienced 
no mitral valve leakage 
after the surgery and felt 
elated about the results.

“I remember my hus-
band driving me home, 
and once he got me in the 
car, I was…euphoric,” she 
recalls. “Halfway home I 
started crying, just weep-
ing, because I was so hap-
py. I told him I was just 
glad to be here, and I felt 
so different, so blessed. I 
handed it over to God.”

Parkwest Care
H e n d e r s o n  s p e a k s 

highly of her care team 
at Parkwest who close-
ly monitored her and 
brought her whatever she 
needed. 

“It’s been a long time 
since I was in the hos-
pital,” she states. “I was 
a bit  concerned with 
COVID-19 going on, but 
everyone took heed and 
was very cautious. Every 
person I came in con-
tact with showed such 
care and k indness. It 
was almost like going to 
church.” 

The spunky ret i ree 
ref lects, “God lined ev-
erything up perfectly. 
If it was time for me to 
leave this earth, I was at 
peace with that. But God 
isn’t done with me yet. 
My purpose here is to do 
more, give more and love 
more. And that’s what I’m 
going to do.”
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Heart Valve Disease
Heart Valve Function

The heart has four valves 
that help blood flow from 
the heart throughout the 
body. The mitral valve lies 
between t the left atrium 
and the left ventricle. The 

mitral valve allows blood to 
flow from the left atrium to 
the left ventricle, allowing 
blood to flow from the left 
atrium to the left ventricle. 

Signs of mitral valve 
weakening include fatigue 

and shortness of breath. If 
these symptoms become 
severe, surgery may be 
necessary.

I f  one of your hear t 
valves isn’t functioning 
properly, a cardiac surgeon 
may operate to repair the 
valve or replace it with an 
artificial one. This will 
ensure that blood can flow 
into the left ventricle and 
then flow out to the body 
normally, without putting 
extra stress on the heart. 

Reasons for Surgery
Mitral valve stenosis and 

mitral valve regurgitation 

(also known as mitral in-
sufficiency) are two differ-
ent types of problems that 
indicate a need for valve 
replacement.

• In mitral valve steno-
sis, the valve is unable to 
open fully. This means less 
blood is able to move from 
the left atrium into the left 
ventricle.

• In mitral valve regur-
gitation, the valve is leaky. 
Some blood leaks back into 
the left atrium instead of 
moving forward into the left 
ventricle.

Both mitral stenosis and 
mitral regurgitation can 

result from general aging 
of the valve. Other causes 
of mitral valve disease in-
clude coronary artery dis-
ease, heart failure, infection 
of the heart valves or rheu-
matic fever.

Minimally Invasive 
Repair

Tr ad i t iona l  ca rd iac 
surgeries are performed 
th rough a  ster notomy, 
which involves splitting the 
entire breastbone. Mini-
mally invasive cardiac sur-
gery encompasses a variety 
of operations performed 
through incisions that are 

substantially smaller and 
less traumatic than the stan-
dard sternotomy.

During a mini-thora-
cotomy for mitral repair, 
the surgeon makes sever-
al small incisions around 
the breastbone or between 
the ribs and uses special-
ized instruments or robot-
ic-controlled arms and a 
tiny camera to perform the 
surgery. The minimally 
invasive ap proach allows 
shorter and easier recovery 
time for the patient. 

For more information, 
visit TreatedWell.com/car-
diacservices. 
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