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THE EDITOR’S DESK
Science and  
Clinical Potpourri 
for Your Life and 
Your Practice 
United States in the Lead: 
The Supercomputing Race Is 
On! But for How Long?
Science, June 11, 2018.

Having fallen behind, the United 
States is back in the supercomput-
ing lead as Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory engineers turned the 
power on “Summit,” a computer 
that can execute 200 quadrillion cal-
culations in 1 second, also known 
as 200 petaflops. 

That new laptop you just pur-
chased … think it is fast? Well, 
multiply its speed by a factor of 
1,000,000 (yes, 1 million), and you 
are in the ballpark of the speed of 
Summit.

Summit has now pushed China’s 
“Sunway TaihuLight” out of first 
place, a place it had held since June 
2013. The international race for 
supercomputing leadership is not 
about to cool down. It truly boggles 
the mind: The world of supercomput-
ing has its focus on creating machines 
that can perform 1,000 petaflops! 
Such a device would be termed an 
exascale computing machine.

Cows on Mars? Not 
Exactly, but There Is a 
Macromolecule a Bit Like 
Methane!
J Geophys Res Planets. Nov. 2017.

Since NASA’s Curiosity rover suc-
cessfully targeted and landed on 
Mars in 2012, it has performed 
countless scientific experiences, 
including the intensive search for 
organic molecules, carbon-based 
molecules that might be the seeds of 
life, and keys to understanding the 
history of the red planet. 

New samples obtained at 2 
quite different drill sites in an area 
where an ancient lakebed existed 
found complex organic macromol-
ecules that look strikingly similar 
to kerogen, the goopy fossilized 
building blocks of oil and gas on 
Earth. Thanks to Curiosity’s sensi-
tive instruments, molecules that are 
present only in a concentration of 
a few dozen parts per million were 
detected. These levels are 100 times 
higher than previous samplings. 
There is only speculation as to the 
origins of these macromolecules, 
that is, originated from biology—
cows?—or geological processes (ie, 
heat, shearing, freezing).

The discovery bolsters the search 
for seeking quantifiable evidence 
of past life on Mars and promotes 
the case for returning rock samples 
from the planet, an effort that 
begins with a rover that is planned 
to be sent to Mars in 2020.

Aprotinin Making a 
Comeback? Maybe, Maybe 
Not!
J Am Heart Assoc. 2018;7:e007570.

Aprotinin (Trasylol) was removed 
from the market 11 years ago but 
experienced reintroduction in both 
Canada and Europe in the absence 
of newly designed safety trials. 

Using a rigorous research design 
(propensity score analysis) targeting 
an archived database, the authors 
of this journal article studied 536 
patients undergoing coronary artery 
surgery who received either apro-
tinin or no antifibrinolytic agent. 
Use of aprotinin was associated with 
increased rates of in-hospital mor-
tality, 5-year mortality, and acute 
kidney injury compared with those 
not exposed. The study also noted 
no difference in the groups regard-
ing incidence of transfusion or 
reexploration for bleeding. 

Worrying Constructively?
JAMA. 2018;319:2273-2274.

The author considers and revisits 
rather serious mistakes he has made 
in caring for patients. He notes the 
sick sensation of realizing an error 
that comes back as vividly as if it 
were happening again, in real time. 
The goal and pressure of aiming for 
perfection create a toxic atmosphere 
where errors and mistakes, when 
they do occur, may not be admitted 
or revealed in any way to others. By 
admitting to making an error, we 
may be viewed as somehow lesser 
by our colleagues. 

We live in a culture that does not 
always promote the kind of open-
ness and support that are needed in 
those times when reporting an error 
might lead to feelings of shame. 
Likewise, making an error can cause 
one to worry about making mis-
takes, a process that when occurring 
in isolation can be destructive.

“Constructive worrying,” as 
described by the author, is the think-
ing and worrying about the factors 
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that matter most and making plans 
based on this worrying. The author 
discusses how he trained himself to 
pay more attention to specific aspects 
of the care that he provides, using 
the compassion and concern that he 
has for his patients. He writes that he 
has learned from his past mistakes 
and successes, and now focuses on 
what is most important.

Liquid Biopsy: Cancer DNA 
in the Blood?
JAMA. 2017;318:1272-1273.

It has been more than 6 decades 
since cell-free DNA (cfDNA) was 
discovered to be present in plasma. 
Experts believe that cfDNA is the 
result of ruptured nonmalignant 
cells. About 30 years ago abnormal 
cfDNA in patients with cancer was 
discovered and termed ctDNA. 
In contrast to cfDNA, ctDNA is 
thought to be the result of tumor 
cell death and necrosis. Analysis of 
ctDNA can identify tumor-specific 
DNA abnormalities that can be used 
for diagnosis and treatment.

Technology is advancing at a 
breathtaking pace, with what is 
known as next-generation sequenc-
ing becoming available and having 
the capability of detecting tumor-
specific mutations in the whole 
genome. Once blood is drawn from 
the patient and the cfDNA and 
ctDNA are extracted, molecular 
genomic analyses take place using 
digital polymerase chain reaction. 

Clinical application of the 
obtained information can lead to 
better cancer screening and localiza-
tion of the cancer, and can help in 
seeking evidence of metastasis, iden-
tifying refractory types, and defining 
treatment approaches.

Sugammadex and 
Anaphylaxis: The Japanese 
Experience
Anesth Pt Safety Found Newslett. 
June 2018.

The reversal agent sugammadex, 
the synthetic cyclodextrin derivative 
that captures aminosteroid relaxants 
(rocuronium in particular), is now 
widely available and experiencing use 
nationwide following its relatively 
recent approval by the US Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA).

The drug was released for use in 
Japan in April 2010 with total sales 
reported for 2010 exceeding US $51 
million! In a recent report of use, 
more than 11 million vials of sugam-
madex were sold in Japan over a 
7-year period. Despite substantial 
savings in the use of a neostigmine-
atropine mixture (AtvagoReverse), 
with a cost of about $6 for 6 mL, 
sugammadex costing about $90 for a 
200-mg dose has achieved a remark-
able level of use.

Anaphylaxis due to sugamma-
dex has been reported in Japan to 
that country’s Pharmaceuticals and 
Medical Devices Agency (PMDA), 
an entity comparable to our FDA. 
As of this report, 284 cases of 
sugammadex-induced anaphylaxis 
are found in this database from 
April 2010 to June 2017. Variable 
reporting and lack of a true denomi-
nator make reliable incidence 
calculation uncertain. This report, 
and other reported work in the 
same issue of the publication, con-
cludes that sugammadex-induced 
anaphylaxis may occur, although 
very infrequently, and that it may 
occur without prior exposure; 
appears to be more likely when 
higher doses are used; generally 
occurs within 5 minutes of expo-
sure; and does respond to standard 
epinephrine-based treatment.

Addicted to Gaming? WHO 
Says It Is the Real Deal!
World Health Organization, ICD-11, 
2018.

The newly released International 
Classification of Diseases, Eleventh 
Revision (ICD-11), published by the 
World Health Organization (WHO), 
classifies compulsive video game 
playing as a mental health disorder. 
This has not been a simple, easily 
resolved process to get to this point, 
with staunch evidence-based cham-
pions on both sides of the equation. 
Those in favor of the classification 
cite that formal diagnosis will lead 
to earlier and better identification 
and treatment, with insurance cov-
erage being available. On the other 
side are those who cite that many 
individuals will be stigmatized with 
a mental illness diagnosis. 
The report notes that entire family 
structures have been eroded in some 
cases, and children are dropping 
out of school as a result of what 
is termed a powerful, consuming 
addiction. Of course, others argue 
that this is an overreaction.

The WHO is a component of the 
United Nations and, in its formal 
declaration, noted that formalizing 
this condition as a gaming disorder 
will “serve a public health purpose 
for countries to be better prepared 
to identify this issue.” This was 
reiterated by Dr Shekhar Saxena, 
the physician director of the WHO 
Department for Mental Health and 
Substance Abuse, who noted that 
the new designation is based on 
concrete, scientifically derived evi-
dence that will “meet the need and 
the demand for treatment in many 
parts of the world.”




