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			Dedication

			Go Quietly Now is dedicated to the members of the online Vocal Cord Paralysis Support Group whom I affectionately regard as my “tribe.” Their shared experiences, support and understanding met my need for belonging and acceptance.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			On reading Richard Cohen’s autobiography–Blindsided: Lifting a Life Above Illness: A Reluctant Memoir1, I identified with his struggle against a physical disability and understood the dilemma of separating what mattered from what didn’t matter. In the book, he described his plight of multiple sclerosis and recurring bouts of cancer as a chronicle of struggles in that “exotic place just north of the neck.”2 In time, I realized I, too, had to “stop getting hung up on conventional issues of control and in abilities that just do not matter.”3 It was almost a decade before I was ready to make such a change. Like Cohen, I resisted an overpowering disability, determined to preserve the life I’d always enjoyed.

			On December 31, 2004, a paralysis struck with no obvious sign until I opened my mouth to speak. From that New Year’s Eve forward, a battle was waged between my will and my injured body’s refusal to comply. I resented the constraints of vocal cord paralysis (VCP) and its interference in my life. I did not want to lose any part of who I was or the way I lived. Medically labeled an ‘iatrogenic’ injury, the paralysis was the unexpected outcome of thoracic surgery to my esophagus.

			The paralysis came in a mold I was meant to fit into, but my long-held habits and strong convictions stood in the way of a proper fit. Eventually, these obstacles were revealed as unrealistic self-expectations and misguided beliefs. When they started to beg attention, I set out on an examination of their origin and their prevalence in my life. Along the path of introspection, these obstructions appeared as strongholds underfoot that tripped me up and made me fall. They began to surface as if a slow-moving stream meandered below, nudging them from their firm grounding. Looking back at the first decade of grappling with VCP, I know that excessive ambition and unchecked self-discipline were among the strongholds that were most incompatible with the disability. If I ever hoped to stop wrestling with it, something had to change.

			With the help of sound advice, research, reflection, and prayer, I eventually learned to temper the habits and convictions that prevented me from accepting the paralysis and the lessons in it. Once change took hold, a new life paradigm and a different way of being were initiated. United States Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. wrote about certain life experiences having a transformative power: “A mind that is stretched by new experience can never go back to its old dimensions.”4 Vocal cord paralysis changed the physical circumstance of my body and stretched every part of my being to new dimensions. Holmes’ quote explained what I surmised was happening in my life. With awareness and interests expanded by new perspectives and priorities, I grew stronger than my limitations. No longer my nemesis, they provided the incentive and freedom to direct my attention to more important matters. After I shed the irrational parts of my nature and was able to fit into the disability’s mold, an unexpected peace and contentment brought me to a new dimension. Continuing to resist the constraints would have prevented such change and much would have been lost. However, by learning to accommodate the paralysis, there was everything to be gained. Heartened by clear understanding, and then, total acceptance, I was open to changes in my physical, mental and spiritual well-being.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			What Is This Thing?

			At first, I assumed the stress of a recent kitchen renovation my husband Den and I had worked on for the previous five months had left me tired and frail. I’d lost weight, though my diet hadn’t changed, and it felt as though my life force was slipping away. Surprisingly, the upgrade to our cupboards morphed into alterations to a large part of the main floor. It began one day in March when I decided our thirty-plus-year-old mahogany cabinets had to go. Spring was the slow season in heating and air conditioning, which was Den’s work, and I knew it was then if the renovation was ever to happen. He was relaxing with a book, unaware I’d been busily running a tape measure along the walls and floor, when I sprang the idea.

			“No way!” he said. “It would be a shame to tear out solid mahogany cupboards and replace them with the pressed cardboard crap they use today!”

			But I wasn’t deterred by his objection and continued to draw up my dream plan, hoping to persuade him that the cupboards, though solid and well-built, had reached their best before date. Before long, he acquiesced. We placed a dumpster next to the deck and began filling it with doors, drawers, shelving, countertops, 2x4s, and pieces of drywall.

			When the kitchen had been stripped bare, I noticed that if we removed a nine-foot partitioning wall, the kitchen would be open to the whole main floor. I peeked around the wall and could see across two rooms, through three picture windows to the perennial beds and lawns outside. The view would add light and ambience to the new kitchen; however, I was skeptical and a little worried about Den’s reaction. I approached him with trepidation and watched as a wave of alarm swept over his face.

			“No way!” he retorted. “It’s a load-bearing partition that holds up half the house!”

			Still, there had to be a way around it, so I asked our neighbour, Wes, a carpenter and skilled craftsman, for his opinion.

			“Oh, sure, it can be done,” he said.

			Wes said a beam to brace the ceiling would secure the stability of the roof and the interior of the house. On the home front, there was still opposition and a rebuttal that a beam would not be as supportive as the wall. Den would only agree to the plan if we placed a post under the centre of the beam. I redrew the layout with a post lightly penciled, hoping it wouldn’t be necessary, and took the plan to our friend Hank, a structural engineer. He looked at the drawing, grinned, and said, “That ship ain’t goin’ nowhere!”

			Hank’s input brought us to a middle ground. Den agreed to the plan, and we proceeded. With no further deliberation, the wall came down and a post would be added to a beam. We hired Wes as our contractor, and with his advice and input, we implemented most of my dreams and schemes. With the wall gone, the spacious and bright open area drew my attention to another unnecessary wall. A partition on the south separated the kitchen from an unused hallway which had no real purpose. By eliminating the south wall, the kitchen would be wider by three feet. Originally, a door from the hall opened onto the deck but was replaced by a window in an earlier renovation. The closet at the end of the hall could be closed off and accessed from the bathroom on the opposite side. With shelving added, it would make for extra storage.

			The change was acceptable and doable, so wall #2 came down. With it gone, the entire layout had to be remeasured and redrawn, so I went back to the tape measure and a drawing pad. At long last, I had a rough layout to take to an interior designer. She refined it into a completely new kitchen with the addition of more cupboards and a second wall oven. That week, we ordered a set of custom-built upper and lower applewood cabinets.

			The new floor plan required plumbing and electrical changes, drywall and ceiling repairs, and a six-foot island to abut the support column. What had been three rooms became one, so flooring throughout had to be changed. We tore yards of lino and carpet from the kitchen, entry, hallways, downstairs steps, and three other rooms. After the bathroom wall was cut open for the new closet, more drywalling ensued. Four weeks later, on the expected delivery of the cupboards, I called the supplier to ask if the order had arrived. After checking, he called back with shocking news: It was never placed!

			There we were with the fridge in the middle of the living room, countertop stove burners propped on a block of mahogany cupboard, a sheet of plywood across two sawhorses for a work bench, a plastic tub for a sink, table and chairs packed away to make room. The supplier promised a new shipping date in five weeks. With the demolition finished, all we could do was tidy up loose ends and wait. We hauled away more bits and pieces and shopped for paint, sinks, flooring, light fixtures, another wall oven, and an overhead fan. The reno should have been finished by then—entire houses were built in the same amount of time! The shipment delay had set us back, and I didn’t have the same enthusiasm or energy as when we started. We had no idea when the job would be finished.

			A call came at the end of June saying that a delivery truck was on its way. We rolled up the garage door in eager expectation. When cross-checking the box numbers against the invoice, it was obvious something was wrong–very wrong. Half of the order was missing. After another call to the supplier, he apologized and promised the remaining sections would be rushed. The following day he called back, a strained hesitation in his voice. He said most of the missing cabinet pieces had yet to be built. It would be five to six more weeks before they’d be available.

			We were totally exasperated at another glitch in the project.

			I couldn’t imagine the job dragging into fall and wondered if it had all been a mistake. It was an inconvenience for all of us, but fortunately, being retired, Wes didn’t have other pressing commitments. I minded a lot though; the project was beginning to drag. Den and I had some heated debates on my choice of supplier, so the atmosphere in the house was occasionally heavy with annoyance and frustration. My physical fatigue only added to the tension.

			After installing the sections on hand, we finished painting. By mid-August, the remaining pieces had arrived and we fit them in with the others. We wrapped up the remaining minor jobs of installing cabinet hardware, baseboards, and electrical covers. Once everything was assembled, the floor layer came.

			There was one nagging chore left to be done. We hadn’t found a contractor to stipple the ceiling. The summer of 2004 was an especially busy year for construction and no doubt had something to do with the cabinet kerfuffle. I wondered just how difficult it would be to stipple the ceiling. Den was in the attic wiring in new light fixtures when I called up to tell him my plan. He told me to wait, but I wanted so badly to be finished with it all. The project had taken up most of our northern summer and I was exhausted. If we waited any longer to have the ceiling stippled, my remaining store of resilience and sanity would vanish. I decided to buy the plaster and do the job myself.

			The scent of fresh paint and new wood at the end of the grueling reno was a salve to my frazzled mind and body. Labour Day weekend was a celebratory time with our family home to share in the first official use of the new kitchen. On Monday, September 6, we waved goodbye to our adult kids as they left the yard. I stood on the sidewalk feeling out of sorts with empty hands and nothing to do. Turning back to the house, I noticed three planters of annuals at my feet. The first hard frost is not far off, I thought. I always kept a few geraniums over winter, so with smaller pots from the greenhouse, I started transplanting some of the red and salmon-pink flowers to store in the basement’s dark cold room.

			On my second trip downstairs with pots in hand, a heavy pressure struck my chest followed by a scorching knife that seared into my back. Shock rippled throughout my body. The flower pots fell from my hands; I slumped against the wall and slid onto the floor. The pain intensified and crept into my throat, lower left jaw, and roof of my mouth. The nerves to all my lower teeth were on fire, and the jaw pain was unlike anything I’d suffered years earlier with temporomandibular joint (TMJ) dysfunction.

			I lay motionless with my face pressed against the cold concrete, my upper body in a vice grip. I was terrified and could not inhale. The slightest movement made the pain burn hotter. My symptoms were typical of everything I knew about heart attack. Punishing pangs of guilt reverberated in my mind. So this is what I get for being such a crazy workaholic. The renovation had been solely my idea. Despite the harping self-blame, there was a twinge of subtle satisfaction that I’d met my goal. As the pain surged, I imagined a menacing voice screeching, You did it, Yay you did it! If Ego had a voice, that was it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Knocking on Doctors’ Doors

			Pinned to the floor in pain, my guilt turned to anger. How could my body fail me now? I thought, Why would this happen just when I had my house in order and was about to fully enjoy it? Though it seemed like hours, Den found me within minutes. At the hospital emergency room, nurses connected me to a heart monitor and doctors asked questions and ordered tests. Nitroglycerin eased the pain and pressure in my chest somewhat, but I was as numb and weak as if slammed against a cement block wall. After several hours in hospital with no significant findings to indicate heart disease, doctors discharged me with a diagnosis of probable angina, a prescription for beta blockers, daily aspirin, and a warning to “keep a close watch.”

			Keeping a close watch wasn’t difficult because my condition worsened with each passing day. I had a pale, drawn pallor, no energy, and continual weight loss. My breathing grew more and more laboured; my lungs felt like they would split open for want of air. I could not take stairs or walk any distance, and the slightest exertion wore me out. When I could no longer breathe in bed at night, I moved to a recliner. Household chores were impossible, so I did very little other than concentrate on survival. I read about beta blockers and assumed they were an effective treatment for angina. When a friend told me the same medication managed his heart problem well, I wondered, Why isn’t it helping me?

			Besides numerous ER visits, I hounded my family doctor for treatment, but no one had any idea what was wrong other than it being “a severe case of angina.” My every trip to the hospital, breathless and with chest pain, resulted in more prescribed meds. Doctors added muscle relaxants, anticonvulsants, aspirin, and sedatives to my medication mix. In early November, the ER physician understood how difficult it was for me to breathe and prescribed twenty-four-hour oxygen. I went home with a tank and a 9 m (30 ft) line that enabled me to move around the house.

			Even with the aid of O2, my vitality didn’t change. When a doctor ordered a treadmill stress test, I couldn’t walk long enough to get a useful reading. Discouraged and despondent, I knew my body was failing and would not recover on its own or with medication. On my last ER visit in December, I noticed a doctor who seemed to be in charge. I made inquiries and was told he was an internal specialist. I followed up with my MD and asked for a referral. Within a couple of weeks, I was in the specialist’s office stretched out on an exam table. He studied me from his chair, his chin in hand. After what felt like an eternity, he asked, “So how long have you had the big neck?” Astounded that he noticed the slight swelling above my collarbone
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