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    Dedication

    For Clemens and Fabian
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    One fifteen

    The phone rings, we pick it up. What normally sounds quite harmless and is part of good social etiquette is unfortunately not the case this time. It is Saturday, early February, and 1:15 a.m. Even this circumstance can be part of a certain routine when you have teenage children who are slowly spreading their wings and may occasionally need their parents' assistance or at least a ride on weekends.

    In this particular case, a senior physician from the Barmherzige Brüder hospital in Eisenstadt is on the line. The adrenaline that had kept us on alert for hours and effectively prevented any deep sleep was now kicking in, allowing our reflexes to take over. We hold our breath and listen intently. The doctor speaks calmly and composedly; the background is as quiet as it is on our side of the line.

    He says, "Your son Clemens has come through the emergency operation well. The operation took almost 140 minutes as planned, and a 50-centimeter-long section of the colon was removed. However, the tissue at the remaining ends was still well supplied with blood and had not yet formed any necrosis, so we were able to suture them back together immediately. We can assume that the intestine will grow back together on its own and that no further intervention will be necessary, except of course rest and a bland diet."

    We are overcome with immense relief and gratitude. Thousands of questions and mixed emotions are still swirling around in our heads, but for now, , it is simply gratitude. We let the senior physician know how we feel and take up a few more minutes of his night shift. But what had happened and how did this situation arise?
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    From the beginning

    Our son is eighteen years old and is currently attending the final year of the HTL Eisenstadt in the mechatronics department. In this final year, he is working with two classmates on a diploma project to revitalize and complete an R2D2 robot from the famous Star Wars movies. For this interesting work on mechanical and electronic components and the overall project management, the friends meet regularly to collaborate directly and focus on their work.

    The semester is just ending, and all eyes and hopes are on the winter vacation in the snow. Clemens started skiing at the age of six, and we as parents always wanted to do our best to enable him to participate in such activities. In this respect, he is already looking forward to the annual skiing vacation on the Tauplitzalm in western Styria. We have also spent individual days skiing at nearby Semmering, but considering the overall circumstances of a week-long vacation directly in the mountains, on the slopes, and without car access or even the use of street shoes, this ski vacation is a wonderful annual break in the memory that neither children nor adults would want to miss.

    In the midst of this thoroughly exhausting phase of life, their gaze is turning more concretely toward the future for the first time, and plans are being made. The young people seem to have their high school diplomas in the bag, so they are taking a closer look at what comes next. At the top of their checklist is their graduation trip, and Clemens and a few friends have already agreed to rent a beach house on the Croatian coast. By traveling there themselves and taking care of their own meals, they want above all to relax and not have to submit to the constraints of travel or party organizers. The intended idleness is primarily intended to ease the assumed difficult transition to subsequent military service. The young men have already decided to do nine months of community service or six months of military service with the Austrian Armed Forces, and some of them have already made very eloquent plans for the time after that. These include part-time or full-time studies and, in some cases, continuing their high school thesis work at the company where they are doing their internship, so that their school career will lead directly to a job in the business world.

    
      Clemens and three colleagues are not quite so in a hurry and are planning an Interrail trip during one of the summer months before the notorious 
      seriousness of life 
      begins. Northern Europe is to be their destination, but as is well known, young people don't plan the details until shortly before departure. The most important thing is the tickets, and the friends actually won these in a Europe-wide EU lottery.
    

    The graduating class also marks the coming of age of the young students, and so, of course, they enjoy spending their free time together. Their extracurricular activities range from computer games, basketball, and volleyball to visiting wine taverns and age-appropriate clubs and discos. And that's exactly where our story begins, or rather, Clemens' story.
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    Always the stomach

    On the Wednesday before the aforementioned semester break, both sons come home from school early in the afternoon. The grades for the school report cards have already been given and entered, and neither the students nor the teachers feel any great need to take up new material before the holidays. The children gladly accept their school gifts and are happy about the free time they have gained. However, the older brother Clemens immediately stands out as unusually lacking in appetite. He has slight stomach pains and lies down in his room to calm down and relieve the flatulence.

    It should be noted that Clemens had suffered from flatulence repeatedly since he was a toddler, and even the pediatrician at the time made the reassuring diagnosis that he was simply a "belly child." This simply meant that certain changes in diet, but also emotional factors such as mood swings, had a direct effect on his stomach. Having grown up with this condition and with medical confirmation, it became normal for him and our family, and many a bloated stomach was routinely relieved with cherry pit pillows and fennel tea and the necessary time to calm the body, and has always been cured so far.

    Armed with this background knowledge and the aforementioned items from a standard medicine cabinet, Clemens goes to bed and distracts himself by reading and listening to music. Towards evening, he briefly informs us that he has arranged to go out with friends in Vienna—transportation to and from the city has already been arranged, which relieves us parents of the obligation to provide a taxi. His bowels still don't feel completely right and he still doesn't have a normal appetite, but he manages to eat two slices of bread before getting ready to go out and dress appropriately.

    The rest of the family spends the early evening as usual, playing games, reading, and watching some television until everyone feels sleepy. The next morning marks the first stage in this mental and physical competition. Around seven in the morning, the younger son Fabian leaves the house to take the bus to school. Shortly afterwards, the father leaves for work, first asking the mother when Clemens came home, because, as usual, he hadn't heard him. The unexpected answer: he's not home yet.

    Not alarming yet, but interesting nonetheless, and easier for parents to overlook, especially at the end of the semester when there is no particular pressure at school. So the father drives to the office and the mother, who starts work later, waits at home for a message or the arrival of her older son. It takes over an hour before the message " " arrives: Clemens has come home safely with his friends, but he lost his phone somewhere on Vienna's public transport system and was therefore unable to contact us earlier. The lost phone was a new Google Pixel, which he had only owned for less than six months, so his father is still very annoyed and stressed out about having to reorder the SIM card and call lost property offices and the police to report the loss. But this annoyance was soon to give way to other, far more existential concerns. Clemens' bloated stomach still hadn't gone away, so he wisely stayed home from school that Thursday. While his brother excused him to his homeroom teacher, he first slept in at home, hoping that would calm his stomach.

    Not all hope dies last, but unfortunately, even after sufficient sleep and physical rest, his condition has not improved. His mother tries to provide relief with teas and soups, but nothing seems to help. The only hope left is sleep, and Clemens goes back to bed once again with optimism. But even on Friday morning, there is no improvement. In fact, his stomach seems even more bloated than before, so mother and son finally drive to the family doctor. The family has trusted this doctor for generations, so the visit is very short. The stethoscope is placed on several areas of the stomach, and it soon becomes clear to the doctor that there is no bowel activity, which suggests intestinal obstruction.

    The emergency doctor is called immediately and the mother gathers the most necessary items needed for a hospital stay. The e-card was already in her pocket for the doctor's visit, so now it's mainly a matter of packing some clothes, toiletries, and reading material. Everything is quickly packed into a backpack and taken back to the doctor. The father and brother are briefly informed. There is little time for thoughts or shock. Everyone wishes each other, and especially Clemens, all the best and hopes for the best-case scenario. Intestinal irrigation or other medication could quickly remedy any constipation – or so they quickly think.
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    The diagnosis

    While those at home seek distraction in work, homework, and soccer, the patient's unexpected ordeal begins. The ambulance ride goes smoothly. The short trip to Eisenstadt doesn't allow much time for the mind to dwell on its own thoughts. Personal details and key medical information are recorded, and while the mother is already beginning to worry seriously about her son and the possible extent of the incident, he holds her hand and reassures her: "Mom, don't worry. It'll be fine!"

    It is precisely this unshakeable calm and stoic confidence that the father has admired in his son for years. This is one of the reasons why the two of them took up diving together six years ago. When pursuing this hobby, they could rely on each other blindly and without hesitation underwater.

    Thankfully, the hospital emergency room is not busy, and Clemens soon receives a detailed medical examination. Until then, he tries to relax his excessively bloated stomach by stretching out comfortably across the chairs, which is anything but easy at an impressive 6'2" tall.

    After examining him externally, palpating him, and listening to his abdomen, the doctor immediately agrees with our family doctor and decides in favor of a CT scan to finally get certainty: The patient's colon is longer than is good for his body and has folded over in one of its usual loops in the abdominal cavity, resulting in a mechanical intestinal obstruction. At the same time, the only possible treatment is explained to mother and son: an enema is not possible or useful in this case, as any fluid introduced would be stopped by the folded section of intestine and therefore cannot dissolve it. The only possible treatment is surgery. Due to the acute condition and the risk of a ruptured or burst colon, this is officially considered an emergency operation.

    This is immediately scheduled by the hospital's surgical team and all the necessary organizational steps are taken. The surgical procedure to be performed is also briefly explained: The abdomen must be opened lengthwise below the sternum to below the navel, then the inverted section of the colon must be removed and, finally, the ends of the intestine must be reconnected. To put it succinctly and somewhat downplay the seriousness of the situation, it is referred to as a "male C-section." It should be noted that is the best-case scenario that doctors and all of us want to assume. And all other possibilities are deliberately omitted here.

    Our Clemens is thus immediately admitted as an inpatient, and his mother has only half an hour to call home and inform his father of the latest developments before he goes into the operating room. At first, one is shocked and needs a few pragmatic thoughts to understand the medical history and the doctor's conclusion, but quickly, comprehensibility and trust in the decision set in, and one regains courage and expresses it to each other: Clemens is young, strong, and healthy and must cope with and get through such a procedure as best he can. Not only physically, but also mentally. And this is confirmed by his mother, who now admits how incredibly strong her son is and encourages her and radiates confidence until he is taken to the operating room. Over the next few days, in various conversations with the doctors and assistants involved, we realize that this emergency operation, with its complexity and duration of over two hours, is anything but a minor procedure, even for the senior physician and his expert and experienced team. In the meantime, while Clemens is under anesthesia, life at home goes on.
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    The ski vacation

    Meanwhile, father and brother Fabian had kept each other company and spent the hours of waiting together. No one had thought about the last day of school, including the presentation of school reports or semester certificates in this graduating class. Only Fabian is quick-witted enough to pick up the document on behalf of his brother and take it home with him.

    In the evening, their mother returned from the hospital. Since the brief phone call earlier had not provided much information or details, the situation was now reviewed again. It quickly became clear to everyone that even in the best-case scenario for the operation and recovery, Clemens would need some time to rest physically and would have to follow a special diet. The ski vacation, which was supposed to start the next day, now seemed out of the question and impossible. Traditionally, this vacation was organized by the Nature Friends in our local group, and for many years we had enjoyed it together with friends during the semester break from Saturday to Saturday. This year, too, our participation is firmly planned and hotel and bus seats are reserved, which children and parents have been looking forward to for many weeks, but at least since Christmas and New Year's. However, this time fate seems to have other plans and family priorities are being rearranged. The father picks up the phone and informs the organizer about Clemens' acute emergency and that, unfortunately, the whole family will not be able to attend the trip. They are inconsolable and ask for understanding. The other party is visibly taken aback by the situation and responds with best wishes for a speedy recovery. The brother, who listens silently to his parents' conversation, also seems visibly disappointed and dejected, but despite his outward calm ( ), he shares his confidence and belief in his great role model. Once Fabian has gone to bed, reasonably calm, and is audibly asleep, his mother and father continue to discuss the possible scenarios: first and foremost, Clemens' immediate future, literally the next few days and weeks; but also the possibly hastily canceled skiing vacation and fairness towards Fabian. After all, there is a fine line between sympathy and focusing the entire family's life on just one member. The decision will soon be taken off our hands and made easier, but before that, we spend the night anxiously waiting for news from the patient and the relieving notification from the senior physician performing the operation. As mentioned, sleep is difficult to think about.

    In the morning, Fabian is the first to be informed about the nighttime call from the hospital, and a sense of relief spreads. Regarding the official visiting hours, which were introduced with the 2020 pandemic and have remained unchanged since then, in our case, a blind eye is turned for the time being due to the severity of the incident and the young age of our patient. But first, we pay a visit to the group of Nature Friends from who are ready to depart. As always, the meeting point for the joint bus trip is the parking lot of the local bus company, and our family arrives, as usual, ahead of schedule, not to say slightly late. So far, so unusual. When we arrive, however, our friends notice that something is wrong. Grandfather is not there to transfer us as usual, the skis are missing, the luggage is missing, Clemens is missing. But perhaps it is our blank expressions that mean so much and yet so little. The chairwoman of the Nature Friends finally breaks the ice and asks us what is going on and how her son is doing. We have known each other for many years and have become very close over time, especially the children from an early age, and the sympathy is correspondingly great, as well as honest and sincere. Especially his peers cannot and do not want to believe it, since they had attended a ball together and gone out just a few days ago. This makes our decision not to go on the ski vacation in light of the circumstances and instead to stay at home with Clemens and support him all the more understandable. We give our friends a brief summary of the past few days and hours and finally send them off on their vacation in the middle of the Styrian Alps.
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    First visit

    Immediately afterwards, the three of us head to the Barmherzige Brüder hospital in Eisenstadt for our first visit to our patient Clemens. Many more were to follow, but at that point none of us dared to imagine that. After checking in and registering at the hospital reception, we learn that his room number is C115 and make our way through the winding building, which was apparently constructed and later expanded in different eras and architectural styles. After some initial difficulties finding our way, we reached the surgical wing of the patient rooms and were given confirmation and directions to his room by the nurses on duty. With pounding hearts and uncertain expectations, we quietly open the wide, heavy swing door and enter the room. It is a four-bed room, brightly furnished with large windows, but with the blinds drawn, and Clemens is on the first bed on the right, right next to the cabinets.

    He lies awake, his upper body slightly raised and his legs drawn up to relieve pressure on his abdomen. He smiles at us as soon as he notices us. You can see the relief in his expression. Firstly, that the operation is over and with it the painful pressure and tension in his abdomen caused by bloating. And secondly, that he can see the familiar and benevolent faces of his own family. But you also inevitably notice the exhaustion after the ordeal of the operation and its aftermath. First and foremost, we look at the 25-centimeter-long wound dressing, which, as described by the doctor, runs lengthwise across the abdomen to below the navel. , the first sign of the effective operation is a flat and relaxed abdomen, and we are happy with and, above all, for him that the hardest part is hopefully now behind him. In addition, a drain has been inserted, with two flexible plastic tubes leading out of the abdominal cavity at the sides of the taped wound to help drain wound secretions and gases into small bags. He also has two IVs in his arm: one with a nutrient solution and one with a pain-relieving and anti-inflammatory infusion solution. As disturbing or frightening as such a sight may be, it is accepted by everyone involved, especially his younger brother, and considered necessary and therefore a good thing.

    Clemens speaks little and with a tired voice. But he already articulates his joy at the doctors' success and expresses only two heartfelt wishes: Please give me something to cool me down, and I'm looking forward to cold drinking water. His father can fulfill the first request immediately. It is winter and his hands are notoriously cold, which can now be remedied by placing them on the patient for a pleasant touch. Unfortunately, we have to put him off on the second point due to the prescribed fasting, i.e., a strict ban on eating and drinking to relieve the colon. Only moistening the lips with a small sponge is allowed, providing brief moments of comfort. Our son's modesty is deeply moving and impressive even at this early stage, and it will become an even more important anchor and support in his young life during the subsequent phases of recovery, which we will gladly remind him of whenever possible.

    Towards the end of the visit, we also tell Clemens about our friends leaving for their skiing vacation, and it becomes clear that, with all the commotion and his physical and mental struggles, he hadn't even thought about it. The otherwise noble goal seems unimportant in view of the circumstances and new priorities. At the same time, however, he also realizes that because of his situation, the whole family has decided not to go on the planned vacation. Aware of this, he tells us without discussion or hesitation that Fabian should go skiing after all, so that at least his brother can enjoy the long-cherished pleasure and tell him about it.

    Before we say goodbye after our first visit, we ask to speak to the senior physician who performed his surgery. The doctor goes outside the room with the parents, and the brother stays with the patient, holding his hand and giving him closeness and support—a pose we would often adopt in the future. Meanwhile, in the wide corridor outside room C115, the doctor speaks to us in a calm tone, as he did during the night-time phone call, and explains the details of the operation. The colon, which normally has a diameter of four to five centimeters, had been distended to about 20 centimeters due to bloating. The senior physician talks about the enormous pain our son must have endured as a result, but he didn't show it to anyone, instead tolerating it pragmatically and confidently. He now reports that a section measuring approximately half a meter to three-quarters of a meter in length was removed from the intestine, firstly to remove the overstretched and damaged tissue and secondly to bring the organ to an appropriate overall length, proportional to the body measurements, which also fits easily into the abdominal cavity. After removing the section, the remaining intestinal tissue was medically assessed and, based on the observed blood flow, it was decided to connect the two cut surfaces directly with a suture. There was good reason to believe that the sutured colon would grow back together in a few days without food intake. Above all, the young patient should be spared an even more serious operation with an artificial bowel outlet and the associated longer recovery period.

    We were also to play an active role in the discussion. Our first question, whether the now shorter colon could lead to permanent problems with digestion or bowel movements, was answered in the negative without hesitation or circumlocution. The intestine had apparently been too long from birth and, on the contrary, should now lead to better overall physical well-being. This last statement inevitably leads to a second question, namely whether we should be concerned about other genetically caused organ damage or, rather, abnormalities and whether he could be examined for this. The doctor understands our concern, but gives the all-clear, as none of the tests carried out have revealed anything of the sort. Finally, the third question is the most obvious, but also the most agonizing one in the face of such a blow to the family and especially to the affected child: Did we and our son do something wrong? Could too much or too little of this or that, or a particular lifestyle, lead to or at least contribute to the mechanical intestinal obstruction he experienced? Here, too, the doctor's answer, which he seems to have anticipated, is surprisingly clear and concise: Clemens is a perfectly healthy, athletic teenager, and neither he nor we as parents could have prevented or avoided this mishap—our son was simply very unlucky.

    With this information in mind, we say goodbye one last time and promise to bring a few of his everyday items with us when we return for a second visit in the evening.
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    Carnival only colorful

    The same Saturday after the emergency surgery is also Carnival Saturday, and in our hometown of Hornstein, final preparations are being made for the highlight of the colorful carnival season, which lasts several days. After all the fateful events of the last few hours and days, our family is far from feeling colorful and joyful. Instead, the world around us quickly becomes colorless and dull, while we try to be a safe anchor for our son and family and give them support without stumbling ourselves. But even here, we realize that the world keeps turning and that our integration into society can now provide us with a safety net.

    
      The first event in the local calendar is the carnival parade on the same day, which had already started at lunchtime while we were still in the hospital. The father goes there alone, on the one hand to support his friends in the brass band and on the other hand to inform friends and acquaintances personally about Clemens, as many of them have known him since he was a child. This also helps to avoid any 
      miscommunication 
      or 
      second-hand information
      . As it is already late afternoon, the parade does not last too long and the number of participants has already dwindled. People are already clearing up after the event and helping out as usual. This provides the first opportunity to talk to friends in peace. Of course, at first no one can believe it and no one wants to accept it. Most of them are also dressed up. They are at a loss, simply shocked and unnaturally speechless. Since we had already discussed the whole situation and the discussion among ourselves, I actively step in at this point and give the circle of friends a helping hand, breaking the ice. , I assure them that Clemens has come through the operation well and explain the next steps and what will happen next. They ask particularly about the 
      how 
      and 
      why
      , and his father provides as much information as he can: about the medical details, but also about his mental state.
    

    The sympathy expressed is touching and reinforces the confidence and courage that everyone needs in this situation and wants to radiate themselves. In the many conversations we have that day and on several other occasions, we learn that other families have had to cope with similar or even identical strokes of fate. It affected people and family members of different ages, from babies with intestinal obstruction to children with brain tumors or young adults with leukemia. And everywhere, the important cohesion within the family and circle of friends is evident in the way they embrace and support the patient. This conversation also makes it clear that shared suffering is half the suffering. And the father does not keep this insight to himself, but gladly brings it into his own home. His mother and Fabian should also hear all the positive comments and be encouraged and uplifted by them. So for us, that carnival remains simply colorful.

    During our evening visit to the hospital, Clemens is already very exhausted and can barely stay awake. Instead, he listens with his eyes closed to our reports from home as we hold his hands and tell him about the best wishes and get-well messages from friends and acquaintances and their sympathy. He is briefly saddened by the fresh jam doughnuts at the carnival, but it also brings a smile to his face. All his friends continue to cheer him on and often ask about the patient. Our son's body is still as hot as it was in the afternoon, so he is grateful for any form of cooling and permitted refreshment. We are even allowed to open the window briefly to let in the fresh winter air. We have also brought a few of his most important everyday items with us to , which he otherwise spends his free time with: his Kindle for his favorite books and a few comics for lighter reading. First and foremost, it's about rest and time to heal, and that's exactly what we want to give him now. In what has quickly become a cherished tradition, we wish Clemens a good night with the necessary and restful sleep and say goodbye with kisses until the next day.
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    Yet in the snow

    On the drive home, we briefly discuss our impressions of the patient, but we understand his evening exhaustion, and after such a serious operation, his body is now devoting all its energy to repairing the injured organs and tissue. Once home, we also reflect on his comment that we should not skip our skiing vacation because of his operation. His mother brings up the subject after her younger son has gone to bed. She herself wants to visit Clemens in the hospital every day without exception, regardless of his condition or how much he is aware of us at the moment, but she also wants Fabian not to be neglected by the family because of his brother's misfortune. Why shouldn't he be allowed to go skiing, something they had both been looking forward to so much and even Clemens himself wishes for his brother from his hospital bed? In the parents' deliberations, the mother would stay at home and the father would take Fabian on the skiing vacation, of course after discussing and arranging transfers and hotels. Every option has its pros and cons, so they want to involve their son as well. On Monday morning, Fabian is immediately involved in the discussion and deliberation. With his courteous manner and maturity, his thoughts immediately turn to his older brother. On the one hand, he feels guilty that he cannot be there for Clemens in his difficult hours, and on the other hand, there is of course his long-cherished wish to go skiing with his friends. His parents calmly reassure him and explain that his consideration is of course very noble and helpful, as usual, but that at certain points in his life he can and should also pay more attention to himself.
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