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Laurie Slagenwhite had tried everything - drugs to prevent migraines, drugs to stop migraines when the first drugs didn't work, drugs for the pain when nothing worked.
Since she was 8, Slagenwhite has been one of an estimated 30 million Americans who suffer from the debilitating headaches. In her case, the pain that throbs, pounds, stabs through her left eye and blinds her with flashing lights, or "aura," sometimes lasts for days. 
The 31-year-old Birmingham librarian was reduced to working until she couldn't function, then taking enough drugs to knock herself out.
But on the Internet, Slagenwhite tracked down medical investigations into her ailment - and found a nationwide trial of an experimental device that closes a tiny tunnel between the left and right chambers of the heart and may significantly reduce the likelihood of migraines and strokes.
In a stroke of luck, the only two cardiologists in Michigan working on the trial operate at St. Joseph Mercy Hospital, just a few miles from her parents' Ypsilanti-area home.
Slagenwhite was the first area patient to undergo the procedure, on May 21, and immediately experienced improvement. She suffered only four migraines by the end of August - a period during which she would otherwise have expected to suffer nearly 30 - and they were less severe than usual.
The trial was prompted by a link first observed by doctors who closed the tunnel, called the patent foramen ovale, or PFO, with similar devices to prevent strokes.
About 25 percent of the adult population has a PFO, but very few cause problems, according to Dr. Michael O'Donnell of Michigan Heart & Vascular Institute at St. Joseph Mercy Hospital.
But in patients with strokes of unknown origin, O'Donnell said, doctors believe small blood clots bubble from the right side of the heart to the left side, without the usual filtering that blood undergoes by traveling through the lungs before it goes to the brain.
So cardiologists started closing the tunnels with one of two devices similar to the one now being used in patients like Slagenwhite. But then they noticed, O'Donnell said, that many of those PFO patients who had also suffered migraines, particularly those with aura, reported suffering fewer and less-serious migraines.
Doctors still don't know whether the clots cause those migraines, or if a chemical in the blood that doesn't get filtered out by the lungs is the trigger, he said.
A third device has been designed by St. Jude Medical, which created the current trial - a controlled, randomized, blind study of 492 patients. None of the devices is yet approved by the Food and Drug Administration.
Slagenwhite knows she got the device, because she was the first patient in the Michigan trial. St. Joseph Mercy Hospital will implant one more patient who will be assured of getting the device, but subsequent patients will have a 50-50 chance of receiving the device, O'Donnell said.
Slagenwhite's procedure took less than two hours, and was conducted while she was under light anesthesia. During the implantation, a catheter is threaded through an artery in the groi and up into the heart, where the doctor can see the tunnel and the device on a nearby screen. The umbrella-like device, a little larger than a dime when open, is pinched shut, pulling the tunnel closed.
Patients remain at the hospital overnight, and all expenses are paid for by the trial, O'Donnell said. 
Was it worth it?
"I'm much more productive," Slagenwhite said.
"I would come home and not be able to do anything. Now, I cook, clean, relax. I just enjoy my life more. I'm not always worried about the next migraine, or fighting the current migraine."
