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Kay Wissman of Oakland, Ore., laughs after taking a pie to her face during the Greater Douglas County Pie-in-the-Face Fundraiser on Wednesday
in downtown Roseburg, Ore. 

Pie in the eye

DEAR SAVVY SEN-
IOR:

Is heartburn consid-
ered to be an uncomfort-
able inconvenience or a
symptom of a more seri-
ous problem? 

I’ve had mild heart-
burn for years but it has
gotten worse since I’ve
gotten older. What can
you tell me and what
should I do? — Rolaids
eating Ron

DEAR RON — Almost
everyone experiences
the discomfort of heart-
burn or acid indigestion
from time to time, but
frequent episodes can
signal a much more seri-
ous problem. 

Here’s what you
should know, along with
some tips and treat-
ments to help relieve
your symptoms. 

Heartburn alert
It’s estimated that

more than 40 million
Americans experience
heartburn at least once a
week, with around 25
million folks who suffer
from it daily. If you’re
plagued by heartburn
two or more times a
week, and it’s not re-
sponding well to over-
the-counter antacids,
you need to see your
doctor. Frequent bouts
may mean you have gas-
troesophageal reflux dis-
ease, which can severely
irritate and damage the
lining of the esophagus,
putting you at risk of
Barrett’s esophagus and
esophageal cancer, if it’s
not treated.  

Lifestyle 
adjustments

Depending on the fre-
quency and severity of
your heartburn, there
are a number of lifestyle
adjustments you can
make that can help you
get relief and avoid a
more serious problem
down the road. Consider
these tips:

n Adjust your diet:
Certain foods can trigger
heartburn symptoms
like citrus fruits, toma-
toes, fatty foods, choco-
late, garlic, onions, spicy
foods, mints, alcohol,
coffee and sodas. Keep a
food diary to track
which foods cause you
the most problems and
avoid them.

n Eat less: Take
smaller portions and eat
slower. Having a full
stomach can cause acid
reflux. Also avoid exer-
cising, bending or lying
down for two hours after
eating. And don’t eat at
least 2 to 3 hours before
bedtime. 

n Monitor your meds:
Drugs used to treat
arthritis pain, asthma,
osteoporosis, depres-
sion, insomnia, high
blood pressure and
more can cause heart-
burn. 

n Lose weight: Being
overweight is a big con-
tributor to heartburn be-
cause the excess pounds
put pressure on your ab-
domen, pushing up your
stomach and causing
acid to back up into your
esophagus. 

n Stop smoking:
Smoking can increase
stomach acid and
weaken the valve that
prevents stomach acid
from entering the
esophagus.

n Loosen up: Clothes
that fit tightly around
your waist puts pressure
on your abdomen and
can cause heartburn. 

n Relax: More than 50

percent of heartburn
sufferers say stress in-
creases their heartburn. 

n Sleep better: To
help keep the acid down
in your stomach while
you sleep, elevate the
head of your bed six to
eight inches by placing
blocks under the legs or
insert a wedge between
your mattress and box
spring to elevate your
body from the waist up.
Sleeping on your left
side may also help keep
the acid down. 

Treatment options
If the lifestyle adjust-

ments don’t solve the
problem, or if antacids
(Tums, Rolaids, Maalox,
Mylanta or Alka-Seltzer)
aren’t doing the trick
there are a variety of
over-the-counter and
prescription medica-
tions that can help along
with a surgical option.
Your doctor can help you
determine which one is
best for you. Treatment
options include: 

n H-2 Blockers: Avail-
able as both over-the-
counter and
prescription strength,
these drugs (Pepcid,
Tagamet, Axid and Zan-
tac) reduce how much
acid your stomach
makes but may not be
strong enough for seri-
ous symptoms. 

n Proton-Pump In-
hibitors (PPI): If you
have frequent and se-
vere heartburn symp-
toms, PPIs are
long-acting prescription
medications that block
acid production and
allow time for damaged
esophageal tissue to
heal. They include Nex-
ium, Prevacid, Prilosec,
Protonix, Aciphex and
Zegerid. Prevacid,
Prilosec and Zegerid are
also available over-the-
counter. 

But be aware that
long-term use of PPIs
can reduce the amount
of calcium your body ab-
sorbs and increase your
risk for osteoporosis.

n Surgery: An alter-
native to drug treat-
ments is anti-reflux
surgery, a procedure
that tightens the leaky
valve so gastric fluids
can’t wash back up into
the esophagus.

Savvy Senior Jim Miller
is the creator of Savvy
Senior, a weekly ques-
tion-and-answer infor-
mation column for older
Americans. Savvy Senior
was created as a means
to channel useful infor-
mation and valuable re-
sources that is fun to
read and easy to under-
stand. Savvy Senior ad-
dresses a different issue
chosen from the wide va-
riety of topics relevant to
senior living in the 21st
Century.

Savvy Senior has been
featured in Time maga-
zine, USA Today, The
New York Times and Ed-
itor & Publisher. Miller is
also the author of The
Savvy Senior (Hyperion)
resource book and a reg-
ular contributor on
NBC’s Today show. 

Send your senior ques-
tions to: Savvy Senior, P.O.
Box 5443, Norman, OK
73070, or visit
SavvySenior.org. 
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Husband behind the wheel is
cruising for a bruising

DEAR ABBY: ere is an
ongoing issue between my
husband and me. It’s his
disregard for my personal
safety. Our large city is
known for its heavy, fast
traffic and impatient driv-
ers. “Jon” is a good driver.
He likes to drive in the left
(passing) lane on the high-
way or tollway, usually
about five miles above the
posted speed limit.

is is considered too
slow for many drivers, who
become impatient and ag-
gressive having to be be-
hind us in the fast lane.
ey flash their headlights
and tailgate us, trying to get
him to move over into the
right lane so they can pass,
but Jon refuses to yield. If
they start to pass us on the
right, he will speed up and
race them so they can’t get
ahead of him. He says he’s
“teaching them a lesson.”

I have told my husband
repeatedly that these games
are dangerous and they
scare me. Not only could
we get into an accident, but
we could get into an ugly

confrontation or worse. I
am terrified in these situa-
tions and he knows it, but
he continues. 

I try to drive as often as
possible, but I can’t see as
well at night as I used to, so
Jon drives at night or when
we’re going long distances.
With the price of gas and
considering the inconven-
ience and inefficiency, it
doesn’t make sense to go in
separate cars. Do you have
any suggestions? — On a
collision course in Houston

DEAR ON A COLLISION
COURSE: Jon should be
told that impeding the flow
of traffic is a very danger-
ous practice. His childish
behavior could incite road
rage, and it is everyone’s re-
sponsibility to minimize in-
stances in which road rage
can occur.

Contact the Department

of Public Safety to get a
copy of the Texas Drivers
Handbook. at way you
can show Jon in black and
white that his behavior is
not only wrong but danger-
ous. 

While some husbands
are not receptive to a wife’s
comments about their driv-
ing, most will listen to what
a state trooper has to say
about good driving prac-
tices versus bad ones. Let’s
hope it doesn’t come to
that.

And one more word of
advice: Continue being the
driver as often as possible.
Your lives could depend on
it.

DEAR ABBY: I was dis-
cussing with my 26-year-
old daughter how parents
punish their kids, when
suddenly she told me that
she hated that I would
make her write “lines”
when she was growing up.
She mentioned that one
day I made her do it when
her friend was there to play
with her. 

I felt really bad about this
and wonder why she is
bringing this up now. —
Wondering down south

DEAR WONDERING: It
came up now because pun-
ishment was the topic of
conversation, and she
flashed back on how humil-
iating it was to have been
punished in front of a
friend. Clearly it made an
impact — and it would be
interesting to know if the
infraction was repeated
after that.

Dear Abby is written by Abi-
gail Van Buren, also known as
Jeanne Phillips, and was founded
by her mother, Pauline Phillips.
Write Dear Abby at www.Dear-
Abby.com or P.O. Box 69440, Los
Angeles, CA 90069.

To order “How to Write Let-
ters for All Occasions,” send your
name and mailing address, plus
check or money order for $7 (U.S.
funds) to: Dear Abby — Letter
Booklet, P.O. Box 447, Mount
Morris, IL 61054-0447. Shipping
and handling are included in the
price.

Not all heart valve conditions 
need immediate attention

DEAR DR. DONOHUE: I
am 89 years old and in
good health. I do not have
high blood pressure, and I
do not have diabetes. e
only big problem I have
had for a long time is aortic
stenosis. I am still pretty ac-
tive, but this concerns me.
Will you inform me of my
prognosis? — R.T.

ANSWER: You have
what’s called asymptomatic
aortic stenosis, a narrowed
aortic valve that’s not caus-
ing any symptoms.

e aortic valve sits at
the junction of the heart’s
left ventricle (the heart’s
pumping chamber) with
the aorta, the body’s largest
blood vessel. e aortic
valve closes after the heart
has pumped blood out. It
prevents blood from leak-
ing back into the heart.

A narrowed valve puts a
burden on the heart. It has
to beat more forcefully to
pump blood out. Your doc-
tor can hear the typical
murmur caused by aortic
stenosis. Have you had an
echocardiogram, a sound-
wave picture of the heart? It
provides valuable informa-
tion on the degree of valve
narrowing.

You’re 89 years old.
You’ve probably had aortic
stenosis from a young age.
You have no symptoms, like

breathlessness when active,
fainting spells, chest pain
or heart failure. Heart fail-
ure shows itself as swelling
of the ankles and lower
legs, along with difficulty
getting enough air when
you move about. 

I don’t believe you are
going to develop any symp-
toms. Your doctor will tell
you otherwise if I am
wrong. Since the doctor
hasn’t done so, I’m confi-
dent that your narrowed
valve is not a big problem
for you.

e booklet on heart
valve disorders describes
the more common kinds of
these problems and their
treatment. To obtain a
copy, write to: Dr. Donohue
— 105, Box 536475, Or-
lando, FL 32853-6475. En-
close a check or money
order (no cash) for $4.75
U.S./$6 Can. with the recip-
ient’s printed name and ad-
dress. Please allow four
weeks for delivery. 

DEAR DR. DONOHUE: I
read with interest your col-
umn on Cushing’s disease. 

I’ve been on prednisone

for 11 months. I started at a
dose of 55 mg and am now
down to 10 mg. I have
gained 40 pounds during
this time. 

Will the weight come off
once I am finished with the
drug, or will I have to diet?
Has the drug affected my
pituitary gland, and will
something additional have
to be done? — M.C.

ANSWER: Cushing’s dis-
ease comes from an over-
production of cortisone.
High doses of cortisone
cause weight gain, deposi-
tion of fat on the trunk and
in the abdomen, loss of
muscle from the arms and
legs, and both muscle and
bone weakness. 

You have medicine-in-
duced Cushing’s disease.
Prednisone is one of the
cortisone drugs.

Once you’ve stopped
prednisone, the signs of
Cushing’s disease eventu-
ally will go away. You might
have to diet to get rid of the
fat that’s been deposited
and to hurry the process
along.

e pituitary gland is a
small gland at the base of
the brain. It makes hor-
mones that stimulate other
endocrine glands, like the
adrenal gland. Your pitu-
itary gland has stopped its
production of the adrenal

stimulating hormone and
your body’s cortisone pro-
duction. e gradual reduc-
tion of the dose of
prednisone will get the pro-
duction of the stimulating
hormone back onto the as-
sembly line. You’ll be tested
to see if your gland has be-
come fully functional.

DEAR DR. DONOHUE:
You have written articles re-
cently on sugar, other
sweeteners and high-fruc-
tose corn syrup.

I use a lot of honey.
Where does it fit into the
picture? Is it better for you
than the other sweeteners?
— K.K.

ANSWER: Honey is
sugar. It’s a mixture of two
sugars, glucose and fruc-
tose. It has tiny amounts of
calcium, magnesium and
vitamin C, but not enough
to write home about. View
it as sugar, and use it like
you would sugar — in mod-
eration.

Dr. Donohue regrets that he
is unable to answer individual let-
ters, but he will incorporate them
in his column whenever possible.
Readers may write him or request
an order form of available health
newsletters at P.O. Box 536475,
Orlando, FL 32853-6475. Readers
may also order health newsletters
from www.rbmamall.com.

DEAR ABBY

Jeanne
Phillips

Syndicated Columnist

TO YOUR
GOOD HEALTH

Dr. Paul G.
Donohue, M.D.
Syndicated Columnist

Heartburn may
signal serious
health issues


