Life on
the edge
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t is late Friday afternoon, and my next

patient is Lorna. It makes me uneasy. She

usually comes every fortnight on a Tuesday

morning, despite my reassurance that once
amonth is enough. I started seeing her years
ago, remember diagnosing her diabetes,
suggesting some lifestyle changes which she resisted. From early
on she made it clear my role was to prescribe her medications,
check her blood pressure, listen to her grumbling dissatisfaction
with life.

Out in the waiting room, I call her name, prepare to help her
stand when the elderly gentleman beside her hooks his arm
beneath hers and helps her up. I realise this must be Al, her
husband whom I have never met, only heard about. She complains
about his poor tea-making, his careless time management.

She makes her way slowly down the corridor with Al’s gentle
encouragement. He eases her into the chair, and it sighs under
her bulk.

‘What can I do for you today, Lorna?’

I am careful to keep my voice light.

It’s my belly. It hurts here.

She prods her substantial abdomen.

Alleans forward. Lorna didn’t eat her shepherd’s pie last night.
It’s her favourite.’

MedicineToday 2022; 23(7): 5657

Dr Skinner is a General Practitioner based in Brisbane, QId; and a member of
the Queensland Medical Women'’s Society.

56 MedicineToday | JULY 2022, VOLUME 23, NUMBER 7

Innocence revisited

The truth of his statement settles in the room. Lorna has

always enjoyed her meals, eats at the exact same times each day.

With Als help, I heave Lorna onto the examination table.
Palpating her abdomen, I feel a lumpy area just under her ribcage.
Apprehension expands inside me.

‘How do you feel about driving to the city for an ultrasound
this evening?’

Itis peak traffic and I know the two of them would normally
be settled in front of the early news with dinner. Their daily
routine is imprinted in my brain. Lorna keeps me well informed.

I ring the hospital to ensure she is seen right away, hand Al
the form. Two hours later, the radiologist calls, gently informs
me that Lorna has gallbladder cancer. Cold fingers squeeze my
heart. I realise how fond I am of her, worry how she will cope
with the diagnosis. I ring, relieved when Al responds, arrange
follow up.

They arrive early, make the shuffling trek to my office. After
Lorna sags into the chair, I hold both her hands in mine, wish
I could soften the news. Tm sorry, Lorna. It’s a cancer of the
gallbladder.

Allooks over, his eyes filled with understanding. I turn away,
my own eyes moist. Lorna stays very calm, still. Gently, I explain
that her options may be limited, that I would arrange a surgical
opinion.

‘Thank you, love.’

This is the first time Lorna has had so little to say.
I suppress the urge to fill the quiet with words, feel the weight
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of the diagnosis heavy between us. I encourage her to contact
me with any questions before sending them out with a
referral.

It turns out her cancer has already metastasised, the treatment
palliative. Al rings me.

‘We appreciate everything youve done. I wonder if you could
come and see Lorna at home?’

Al chats for a while and I learn that Lorna has a long history
of anxiety that started after the birth of her sons over fifty years
ago. Over the years, her world has shrunk to small manageable
segments. Even a trip to the shops was organised to coincide with
the least busy times. Al and her sons rearranged their own lives
around her immobilising fear, her increasingly rigid routines.
She absorbed herself in quilting, won prizes at the Ekka (Royal
Queensland Show), Brisbane’s annual show but never managed
to attend to receive her awards. Friendships fell away after too
many apologies for not attending catch ups and celebrations.
Even family functions were too overwhelming.

It occurs to me that Lorna’s avoidance of the world and its
uncertainties is not so dissimilar to me crowding my days to
overflowing, pleading work commitments when invited to pause,
just be and enjoy life’s little details.

Their home is a sprawling old Queenslander, paint blistered
from too many summers, the garden overgrown with long grass,
the stairs precarious. Al beams at the door, invites me in. Lorna
sits in the sunroom, a half-finished quilt in her lap. She smiles,
beckons for me to join her.

Discover Today’s

Would you like a cuppa?’

Al is sent to make the tea. I start to open my bag, prepare to
examine her. Her hand reaches out, stops me. It doesn’t matter
anymore, love. I'm just planning to finish this quilt for my first
great grandchild. I want to get a few things in order.

I force myself to sit with my own discomfort at not doing
something.

The tea is a perfect brew. Lorna is relaxed, happy. We chat,
sip tea and Ilearn her grandson is planning to visit with his wife
and baby.

Ilook forward to these weekly visits, learn to ignore the urgency
in my head and just listen to Lorna chat. I feel devastated when
she dies just over two months later. After the funeral, Al drops by
to tell me that in the weeks before she died, the house was full of
family, neighbours, friends they had not seen for decades.

Lorna’s easy acceptance of her diagnosis gave me pause for
thought, reminded me how our lives can be derailed in a moment.
It was only when Lorna was faced with the worst-case scenario
that she finally let go of her debilitating worry, enjoyed the messy
reality and uncertainty of each day as it unfolded.

I find myself at the end of another Friday and reflect on
Lornass life, largely unlived, remember her final, joyful weeks.

My receptionist pops in. ‘Can you squeeze in a couple more?’

Sorry, I have to go.

I ignore the loud whisper of guilt, the incessant clamour of
to dos that taunt me. I exhale and log off ready to immerse myself
in the delightful chaos that awaits me at home. M
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