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EVERYBODY GETS LEMONS
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Anonymous






I can't say that I've had an easy life. Who does? We all get tried and tested — taken through the mill through the depths of despair and sometimes right down to the proverbial rock bottom. I must admit, though, that through all the bags of lemons that life had tossed my way, there was always a sweet twist to my glass of lemonade. We hold all these hopes and dreams about how our lives might turn out, pouring our energy into everything we aspire to be, but more often than not it never quite turns out the way we envisioned. Yet sometimes, with the passage of time, acceptance of the Greater Plan, trust and a whole lot of faith, the light at the end of the tunnel shines brighter than we could ever have imagined. That, though, is always easier said in retrospect. It's a different story when we find ourselves in the eye of the storm. To weather the tornado of events and the whirlwind of emotions brought by a period of dark clouds can be a nearly impossible feat.

My journey began at the tender age of nine. It was a random Saturday afternoon, and I was so reluctant to go to Arabic school, an extracurricular that my friend and I attended in town. On this day, Mum forced me to go, and it was just a couple of hours later that I saw my friend's sister and Mum chatting to our instructors. They then walked us back to the Oriental Plaza, where her mum worked, and two of my uncles were waiting there to take me home. They whispered to each other during the entire ride, and so I knew something was wrong. We arrived at the house, and
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the fleet of cars parked there shocked me. I got off and ran to my dad, who was chatting to an uncle across the road. Dad looked so sad, shocked and tearful, and that's when he told me that Mum had passed away. I started kicking and screaming and creating quite the ruckus on the street. They took me inside, and I locked myself in the bathroom, trying to understand how this could be possible. She was just there. She was fine. She was testing out an exercise bike that Dad had bought, and she tragically had a heart attack while cycling. She was only thirty- eight and survived by four children. Alas, here we were, and she was gone. Through the decades that followed motherly love existed only in what I saw in the movies or read in books. As for real life, I could hardly look at a mother and daughter sharing even the simplest moment, let alone a simple hug, without fighting back tears and wondering if my pain was as outwardly obvious as the emotional pull on my heart was. I always found these moments awkward, and yet for everyone else, no pun intended, it was as natural as a mother’s love. For a long time, I felt an overwhelming amount of anger. I hated my fate. I resented the seemingly mundane family life of my peers and I lashed out everywhere and in every way that I could. There were times I literally locked myself away from the outside world, just trying to cope. Here was this little girl looking for direction and craving her concocted notions of normal. Only now, as an adult looking back, do I understand that there is no general norm. It is so clichéd yet no less true that everyone fights a battle you know nothing about. As a teenager who kept everything bottled up, I lacked the understanding and appreciation of the fact that just about everyone faces hardships, everyone gets lemons in life.

So, there it was, she was gone. I was barely afloat and desperately in search of an island to dock. If only I knew then what I know now. If only I had understood then that we are not here to land, we are merely passing through. That right there! When you grasp that truth and I mean truly accept this,

[image: ]




everything changes. Your outlook on life, your acceptance of one’s destiny, your appreciation for the highs and patience through the lows. Again, if only I knew that then, but alas, I guess I had to go through the next couple of chapters to get to here. So, on with the story.

As fate would have it, during my university years, I met my prince charming, and this for me was it. The happy ever after I had dreamt about after all my nomadic years was now in reach. And so, it was written - my fairy tale ending? Little did I know that this was just the beginning and not quite the happy ever after you'd imagine.

And then comes a baby in a golden carriage? This part of my life I much like to refer to as 'The Empty Stocking' period. I read a post on Instagram once. It had the cutest little feet with the caption saying how blessed you are as a woman that God had chosen to place paradise under your feet. How blessed you are that He chose you to bear the gift, the gift of motherhood, under your feet, the feet of a mother. I felt my heart cringe, and I recall feeling so unworthy in that moment. That post made me feel like the little kid you see in those Christmas movies, whose stocking is left empty. All the while he listens to his friend gloat about the most amazing things Santa had left for him in theirs the night before. And yes, just like that kid, you sometimes feel that it was because you were naughty in some way. Each time I saw a post or heard a talk on this ‘gift’ people are given, the feeling returned. I have never been someone who likes to wallow in my sorrows for too long. I’ve kind of always watched myself in the role at the end of the movie, where the empty stocking guy gets to ride the sleigh up into the sky and dive into the huge plastic balls in this mega jumping castle, right up there among the angels in the toy factory up in heaven. Like that, I have learnt to fully accept and believe that for everything you don’t get in this world, there is most certainly something better waiting for you in the eternal life of the Hereafter. The greater the pain, the
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better the glory will be. But that takes faith and sometimes a whole lot of it. A little here, as a newly labelled childless couple, but a lot more for me in later chapters.

Life continued, and we made the best of our situation. We travelled, enjoyed life, did bucket list stuff and never once imagined that yet another dark cloud was looming. Here we were, hubby and I and our little two-man family unit. What I didn’t anticipate was the upcoming possibility that this mini unit could become just a one-man show. We were leaving for a bucket list trip to a private reserve in the Kruger one winter. One of those foreign touristy places that you book months to a year in advance. Anyway, I was always and still am one of those for whom any occasion calls for a new outfit. I was out on a particular weekday shopping for this trip when hubby called around four in the afternoon, telling me that he was at Donald Gordon Hospital to see his ENT who had done a sinus operation for him about ten years prior. I was so surprised because we would always let each other know about every little detail of our upcoming day, and especially so for a doctor's appointment or similar. He went on to tell me that he was on his way to work, and so he called to make an appointment for a persistent nagging earache that he had for a few weeks now. I was even more taken aback when he explained that he was currently in the middle of the consultation and the doc was opting for a CT scan in the next hour. It was peak-hour traffic, and I was in Fourways. I drove like a maniac to get there before the scan, but I was two minutes late as they had just taken him in. When it was over, we sat in the waiting area as we watched patient after patient pass through his rooms, and our apprehension began to grow. He was leaving us for last. Bad news? Shortly after 7 pm, he called us in. He informed us that he saw a mass that could mean anything from TB to a viral infection or maybe something else. I asked him if it could be cancerous, and he said maybe. We sat there in that moment, and looking back now, this is how
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quickly life changes! One minute you're looking for the perfect outfit, and the next minute he’s being scheduled for surgery the day after we would return from the trip. The Kruger was a once- in-a-lifetime experience, although throughout the trip, the upcoming surgery and ensuing results sat like a monkey on our backs. Hubby kept asking me if I thought it was going to be cancer. We doubted it. He was at the peak of his life. Optimal health, fit as ever. He had everything going for him and not a hint to suggest that he was unwell. Nothing but a slight earache.

Post-op one chilly evening, as I held hubby's hand on the office chairs in the Doctor's rooms, our fate got delivered as he turned to him and said, “I'm sorry, it's not good. It's malignant—and it's not a nice cancer”. I cannot even begin to tell you how many different things go through your head. The first thing you think, and the first thing hubby asked, was, “Am I going to die?” From there on end, we researched survival rates, and we were eventually told that we had a 70% chance of getting through this. In truth, I've come to learn that cancer is so unpredictable that no one can ever really give a time frame and absolutely nothing is cast in stone.

We had our hopes set high. Two surgeries later, followed by 35 consecutive days of radiation treatment and then several months of chemotherapy, was where we were at, just to make sure that all the little, microscopic scoundrels were gone. All this only to find that the following scan showed disease progression. Could it be that all the radiation therapy with its extensive damage and severe side effects, all the chemo with the vomiting, gagging and fatigue was all for nothing? I remember him throwing up post-chemo and saying that it felt like the vomit was rising from the bottom of his toes, surging through his core and bursting like water through sluice gates at an overflowing dam and right out of his throat. One day was so bad that he even cracked the toilet seat as he leaned over it to throw up. The vomiting episodes would come at random, but we were always
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ready with disposable bowls. Radiation caused a burning smell that stuck with him. The damage to the surrounding tissues was so extensive that he could no longer swallow properly, and over the weeks that followed, he was aspirating and so we needed to insert a feeding tube (food Peg) , but more on that later.

With the recurrence came a third surgery. The real awful part was that it was exactly in the same place where the second surgery was done. We went through the same drill of having a drain put in for a week thereafter, emptying and measuring fluids twice a day from the site of surgery and making sure that things were going okay. As hard as it was to do, we accepted this too and had our hopes pinned on the surgeon’s confidence that he got out all the cancer with this surgery and with a margin at that. This meant that if the part around the edge of what he had taken out had no trace of cancer cells, then chances were that it was all out. The biopsy report gave us what we hoped for, a clear margin, but it also indicated some nerve and blood vessel invasion. This made our oncologist nervous. We were devastated, but because this invasion was only found within the tumor itself and not in the margin area, we still kept ourselves hopeful that everything would be ok and no cells had travelled further. Again, we figured that once we did some follow-up chemo, if those infamous microscopic cells were lurking, the chemo would clear them out.

The other plus at this point was that on the last surgery, the doctor advised us to have a sample of the tumour sent over to the UK for something called Predict Rx. They basically take your specific cells (from the tumour itself during surgery) and test them against several different therapies to determine what will work best in your case, for your cells. All arrangements were made for this to happen, and during the third surgery, a sample was extracted and immediately sent over. It was a long wait, almost four weeks if I recall correctly, for an answer to come from them. This report eventually showed that the treatment we
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had used before, from their tests and processes, showed no benefit to hubby specifically. So technically, this meant that it was destined to fail. It made sense then to hope that whatever they suggested showed benefit during their tests, should actually work. But this too is not as straightforward. Their tests were done outside of the host (your body). In your body, the chemotherapy drug could or could not reach the required tumour area and even if it did, would it reach in the required doses? It could be influenced by other factors inside your body, such as metabolism and other technical biological factors, which I’m not going to bore you with. Bottom line, it’s still that it might or might not work, but it was just a little more calculated this time.

And so, we started with all hopes pinned on our new calculated chemo, only to find that the tumour was showing no significant signs of reduction, and new cancer activity started to unveil itself. The little scoundrels again, popping up like pimples and swelling to the size of marbles. This time at a slightly slower rate, but still very much there. It was confusing because nothing seemed to work. The whole team of doctors were totally perplexed by the unusual and atypical behaviour of this cancer. It was a pattern which they had never seen before, and nothing played out the way ‘this cancer’ usually does.

While the oncologist suggested the UK Predict Rx report, he also asked us to consider sending everything over to the US, Cleveland specifically, for a second opinion. During this time that we waited, there were scans, more disease, many fine needle aspirations and more confirmed signs of local spread. At this point, I wondered if we had to fast forward a year or two, would it be the same old story? Chemo, scans, waiting, hoping, disappointment, relief and repeat. The same never-ending rollercoaster of highs and lows, or will I be breathing a sigh of relief and relating a different story? A story of how, when nearly all hope was lost, things changed for the better? Will I relay the
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opposite? It’s scary not knowing, never knowing. The truth is, we never really do know. In a year or two, healthy as you and I may be right now, our time could be up. What lies beyond truly is designed by the Creator. What He has decreed will never be known to anyone. Look at us, hubby and I, I never would have ever imagined that this would be our life. The biggest mistake I could have ever made was taking comfort in the thought that this could never happen to me, especially after everything I have been through in my life until now. Well, it did. I now know that anything can happen at any time and to anyone. In the same breath, I also believe that anything is possible, even when it seems impossible, and that is the hope I hold on to right now.

Hubby's cancer was in the throat. So, the more swelling, tumors and inflammation he had, the harder it became to swallow and to keep his throat open. It closed twice, where we rushed to get to the ER. There was even more radiation to keep the swelling down. During one of our countless admissions, on a random ward round, the doctor asked how he was doing. When he said that he had some pain in his leg, the doctor refused to take any chances, more so because he was a cancer patient and, as such, any pain was suspicious. He ordered an MRI of the brain and spine, and we figured, well, maybe it's just to be safe, and it will probably be nothing. It was nothing, according to a relative who had spoken to the doctor, but he had spoken to him at the time when he had looked at the brain images and found that to be clear. As he looked further, he found 'something' on the lower spine. We still didn’t know about this, and as uneasy as I felt, we were thankful for these in-between mercies. A chance to take a breath. When the doctor later revealed the true state of events, we broke down again. They then ordered a bone scan, which didn’t quite confirm what the MRI had indicated. This didn’t mean that there was no cancer there. It was a possibility that it was there but in the marrow, alone and not yet through into the bone. It could also simply be a collection of blood vessels and not
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cancer at all. A biopsy could have confirmed which it was, but this wasn’t recommended because if it were just blood vessels, sticking a needle in could cause it to bleed and lead to further complications. The upside was that there was nothing else in the bones throughout the entire skeletal structure.

The relief, however, was once again short-lived. This was a never-ending roller coaster ride.

The Cleveland Clinic report had arrived, and it was great in terms of finally having answers. Everything that didn’t make sense, now did, and their exact diagnosis checked all the boxes. We were not looking at a throat cancer with a 70% chance of survival. He had a NUT carcinoma, and the really bad news was that it was incurable. Worldwide. Prognosis was poor, and what we were now looking at was time.
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