The Big "C"

A cancer survivor shares her story
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Tearaway magazine is written specifically for teenagers.

Photo October 19 was Bandanna Day, and October was 15-22 was Bandanna Week. Schools all over the country took part in a huge fundraising effort for teenage cancer survivors.

One such survivor is PRUDENCE WALKER of Pahiatua.

It was New Year's Eve 1997. Two and half months previously I had been hit on the head with a stone during a school field trip to Kurow (from my school in Oamaru).

I'd been suffering from various cognitive (thought process) difficulties since then and had finally been referred to a neuro (brain) surgeon.

I couldn't help feeling the surgeon thought I was making it all up, but at mum's insistence he agreed to do a Computerised Tomography (CT) scan followed by a Magnetic Resonance Imaging scan (MRI).

Two weeks later we nervously returned to hear the results.

The scans had shown up what appeared to be a cyst located just in front of my brainstem, but was unlikely to have been related to the head injury.

My studies were affected

I was put on regular scanning to monitor any change. Although I was slowly recovering from the symptoms I suffered from the head injury, I had not been able to sit my School C exams and was only capable of taking three 6th form subjects.

Before my head injury I had considered myself a capable student, albeit a wee bit lazy.

Check-up scans in 1998 had shown no change in things, so in '99 I headed off to hotel management school in New Plymouth with no concerns.

Bad news

At the end of the year I landed a job in Queenstown as a food and beverage attendant (hours which would be credited to towards my qualification).

On the way to Queenstown I stopped off in Christchurch for a check-up with the neurosurgeon. He informed us that what they had thought to be a cyst had changed size, shape and density and they now believed it to be something more sinister.

On September 1, 1999, at the age of 18 I was admitted to the neurosurgery ward at Christchurch Hospital. I was woken at 6am the next morning to get ready for surgery. I'd been frantically trying to put together a cocktail recipe book in time for Mum's birthday, but hadn't managed to finish it.

I told Mum that I would finish it after the operation. To this day the cocktail book remains incomplete.

I suffered a stroke

During my eight-hour operation I haemorrhaged which caused me to suffer a stroke. I was paralysed down my right side and was unable to walk, move my arm, hand or fingers.

I also initially lost my speech and was incredibly confused.

I had a scar that started an inch out from the middle of my ear and curved in a semi horseshoe shape around to another inch above my hairline at the side of my head. My skull was held back together by two or three titanium plates and screws.

I was now sporting an incredibly fashionable haircut. My hair was shaved on about one third of my head.

Into rehab...

Two weeks later I was transferred to the Brain Injury Rehab Unit at Burwood Hospital. I was still incapable of walking or moving my hand and much of my arm.

I spent six weeks in Burwood with full days of physio, occupational and speech language therapy as well as heavy-going psychological testing.

I had got Mum to shave my hair off to a No 2 during this time. She wasn't too keen, but I insisted and she then thought it actually suited me.

On returning home, a friend who was the president of Otago/Southland CanTeen (NZ Teenage Cancer Patients Society) contacted my sister and me and we became members of CanTeen.
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After my first operation with half the staples removed

Confirmation at last

In December 1999 we visited an oncologist who told me, "You realise it's malignant?" which caused me to promptly burst into tears.

His honesty was actually very much appreciated. Until then I was uncertain as to what was actually wrong. I was confused from all the things we had read and the conflicting opinions we'd heard, "It is malignant, it's not malignant".

At long last I had confirmation. The pathology tests had come back to say that it was a Chordoma brain tumour, a rare malignant tumour that makes up two in every 1,000 brain tumours. It can spread, but usually it doesn't.

I was lucky that mine was found when it was still rather small as it is a very invasive tumour.

The oncologist then told us about a procedure that had only been performed in England three times, but that it could help me.

It would involve entering the brain by sawing through the roof of the mouth and the jaw and inserting a piece of fat from my leg in front of my brainstem to protect it from radiation.

Major surgery

In February 2000 I took up three university papers (by extramural study) in between my visits to the hospital, and in April 2000 I moved with my Mum and sister to Pahiatua.

Luckily for me my neurosurgeon was prepared to attempt the tricky surgery we had been informed of in December and in June 2000 the operation was performed.

This operation lasted about 17 (yes, 17) hours. I was given six pints of blood during the operation.

After 12 hours in intensive care I was moved on to the neurosurgery ward back to the nurses I had seen nine months ago.

I had a tracheotomy, so couldn't speak, drink or eat, but apart from that I was fine.

My subsequent treatments all take place in Dunedin as it's the only place in New Zealand where they have the equipment for this type of focused beam radiation.

On my last visit I was only in hospital for the day while I had a frame fitted (and literally screwed to my head). The actual treatment only took 45 minutes and I was ready for shopping the next day!

The chemotherapy dose I received was equivalent to 2000 grey. Because it is a focused beam radiation they are able to give a far higher blast by beaming in radiation to a certain place from several different angles.

I feel as if I've cheated the system. Most people I know have had weeks, or even years of chemotherapy or radiation, but not me. It was far easier. I just hope it works, which at this stage it appears to have.

What has helped me to get through this difficult time has been support from my family (I owe a lot to my Mum especially), and support from many friends. Unfortunately cancer at 18 has meant I've lost contact with a few, but it's reinforced one friendship in particular (thank you Nirelle).

A huge belief in myself played a big part too. I occasionally think, "It's still early days, you could still die soon" but these are only passing thoughts.

Sure, I still have difficulties, but I continue to survive.

I have a really strong feeling that I just about died during my second operation. I've never confirmed this with the surgeons, but something inside me just knows.

CanTeen is special

CanTeen has been a great part of my whole experience; I have met so many great people. Contrary to popular thinking we don't sit around dwelling on whatever challenges we have been up against, there's always plenty of joking around and heaps of fun and laughter.

In CanTeen we don't actually know what someone's story is unless they choose to share it. We just know there's a reason why they are there. It's certainly not like, "Hi, my name's Prudence and I have cancer".

I guess though it feels easier to talk to someone you know has experienced something similar themselves.

CanTeen is a very special part of my life right now.

Despite everything that has happened, I can honestly say that cancer has been the best thing that has ever happened to me. Don't get me wrong, it's been the hardest thing I've ever been through as well, but it has given me so many opportunities.

It's given me my involvement in CanTeen, which I am grateful for. I went to Camp Quality last year as an adult companion (Camp Quality is for cancer survivors, aged 5-15) which was a lot of fun.

I am also currently in the process of putting together a book with different CanTeen members' experiences in the hope that this will assist to reassure others in the same types of situations to show them that there are teenagers who have been there and that cancer is not an instant death sentence.

