Compassion conversation 35: Holding on
By Irene Renzenbrink
After five weeks of radiation treatment Rudie had to be hospitalized for pain and symptom management. He was a mess and barely able to communicate. The pain of the mucositis was one thing, but the never-ending coughing, spluttering and production of phlegm was terribly debilitating and demoralizing. He lost 65 pounds in weight and looked dreadful with burns and ulcers on his face and neck. Whenever I helped him to shower I was shocked by the sight of his painfully thin body when he’d always been so robust.  
We used to drive to the hospital on icy roads and in snowstorms, but the cold weather turned out to be less of a problem than the hospital environment.  We both felt disconnected from the human race and suffered in different ways.  Rudie was floating on a morphine cloud suffering the effects of treatment. I suffered from the lack of interest in us as human beings. No-one seemed in the least bit interested in who we were or how the illness was affecting our relationship and our life in general. It wasn’t that staff were unkind; there was simply no curiosity about us as people.  Staff were focused on their tasks, the drips, the medications and the machinery. They were completely detached.

One day when I was waiting for the elevator and was asked by an orderly to step aside to make room for an empty hospital bed. I burst into tears. In that moment I felt less important than a bed. I shouted, “Bloody hospitals!” and walked away in frustration. By chance I found the chaplain’s office and burst in, asking, “Isn’t there anyone in this place who cares?” I spent the next hour or so weeping and sharing my story. The chaplain and I had many more conversations after this and she was a wonderful support.  I’d found an oasis of caring in the hospital ‘factory’.
Towards the end of Rudie’s treatment I experienced a flare-up in my own illness, no doubt triggered by the stress I’d been experiencing. My specialist arranged for me to have a course of cyclophosphamide infusions as a day patient and increased my steroid medication.  After returning to the car I found Rudie in tears listening to a Rankin Family song, with the lyrics, “nothing to believe in, nothing to hold on to.” It was very cold that day and snow was falling. We felt we’d reach our lowest ebb. We were holding on to each other but no one was holding on to us.
(Excerpt from an article to be published in the journal Illness, Crisis and Loss, Baywood Publications)
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