                                               Lost Opportunities








Perched on the edge of the spare bed in the sun-room of our modest State House on Auckland's north shore, I glared at the object of my hatred while biting back the tears which threatened to overwhelm me. ''No way! Never! Not me!'' I swore vehemently to myself, shaking my head vigorously.


I'd just returned from a visit to the city with my mother, which had entailed catching a bus to Devonport and then riding across the harbour by ferry. We'd made the trip especially to keep an appointment with a child health specialist at Auckland hospital.


Several weeks beforehand, (observed closely by a District Nurse and one of the local doctors; an annual event in schools back then following the outbreak of polio and scarlet fever a few years earlier) I'd taken part in a physical exercise programme with my classmates. When it came to my turn to vault the horse I'd made a good enough take off from the launching board,  however when I planted my hands atop the horse to complete the vault my right arm collapsed under my weight and I fell heavily onto the canvas padding.


As the consequence of a closer examination, and a whispered discussion between the District Nurse, Doctor, and teacher, I was handed a sealed letter to take home to my parents.


Later that day, after my parents had finished reading the letter, I could see the consternation on their faces and could not fathom why. What was all the fuss? 


A haunting look in his eyes, Dad ordered me to raise my arms above my head. ''Why?'' I asked, laughing, ''There's nothing wrong with me..''


''Just do as I ask!'' He replied grimly.


I knew that tone, and knew there was little point arguing. Shrugging offhandedly I raised my arms, bent to touch my toes, stood on one foot, then the other, did a perfect cartwheel on the kitchen floor; all at his command. Then, showing off, stood on my hands and flipped my feet high in the air against the pantry door. ''See! I can stand here like this for hours if you want me to..'' I was a cocky little so and so in those days. 


''Alright, that's enough. You can get down now.'' Mum told me.  A relieved look on her face.


Just as I was about to do so, my right arm began to tremble violently and threatened to collapse. I made a show of doing a cartwheel to my left to hide it and sprang to my feet. ''Pretty good eh!'' I said immodestly.


''Aw stop showing off..'' My young sister, Katie, and brother Des scoffed in unison.





The following week Mum took me to see the family doctor. It was he who had arranged the hospital appointment.


Subsequent to a series of tests, I was left in the charge of a nurse while the Specialist had a private chat with my mother.


When she came out again she took my hand without a word, tactfully ignoring my questions until we were onboard the ferry. 


Up until that point I had treated the whole thing as a bit of a joke. What could be wrong with me? I could run and jump and fight just like any other kid my age. As far as I was concerned it was just another excuse to take time off school. However when mum turned to me with tears in her eyes I knew in my heart it was not a joke after all. There was something wrong with me.


''What's wrong, Mum? What did that doctor tell you? Am I sick or something?'' I whispered urgently.


Mum hugged me to her. ''I wasn't going to say anything until we got home, but I think it might be better if you know now before we see your father...''


''What.?'' I asked, confused and uncertain.


''The doctor thinks you have muscular dystrophy..'' Mum whispered in my ear. Her voice quivering with emotion.


''You mean... like Dad?'' I blurted in disbelief.


''Sssshh! Keep your voice down.'' Mum warned.


I laughed. Convinced that the specialist had got it all wrong. ''But I can't have.. Dad can't even walk.. I can!'' 


We'd never seen our father walk, not even Mum; he was already in a wheelchair long before they even met.


''Your father wasn't always like he is now you know, he was walking with a stick until he was twenty one. Besides, the specialist stressed that there is no way of knowing for sure how bad you will get. He said there is even a chance, a slight chance, that you will never be as disabled as your father..'' Mum explained with tears in her eyes.


I couldn't face my father immediately upon arriving home because I knew he would hold himself responsible, and I could not bare to see the hurt in his eyes. 


Leaving it to Mum to tell him the bad news, I sneaked past the kitchen (where Dad usually sat in an old easy chair when he was inside) and went straight to the sun-room to confront that which was haunting me; Dad's wheelchair!





Sadly, my father died from complications associated with a bad bout of pneumonia, aged forty four.  I was seventeen at the time, and his passing left a deep void in our lives. Until then our whole world had revolved around him. He was our rock, our friend and mentor; a strict disciplinarian, he was also the kindest, most loving person you could ever wish to meet. And speaking for myself; MD or not, I couldn't have wished for a better father.


I felt lost without him and blamed everybody, including God, for taking him from us. I drifted into bad company, was sacked from my job. And along with my new mates, I stole cars and took them on joyrides. I had a chip on my shoulder a mile wide and I let everybody know it, including my poor, dear, long-suffering Mother.


Eighteen months on, the Police caught up with me and as a consequence I was sent to borstal for a period of six months. In hindsight it was probably the best thing that could've happened at that time because the violence I encountered there and the strict regimen made me vow and declare I would never go back there. I'm glad to say I never did.





Since my father's death my life has been a series of milestones. And every step along the way I would re-affirm my vow that no matter how hard the struggle became to keep walking on my own two feet, my pride would never allow me to become dependant on a wheelchair for mobility. I would rather die!	


By the time I reached my early twenties I was already married and had a young son. It was about that time that I began to stumble when I walked, (this was exacerbated somewhat by the Beatle boots I wore at the time) at work, hurrying to catch a bus, mowing the lawn. ( cost me a fortune in new trousers ) 


The marriage only lasted three years, and by then I was having trouble regaining my feet.


I struggled on, gave up work and went on a sickness benefit because I was afraid of making a spectacle of myself. Re-married, and added another son and a daughter to the family. 


My mid to late twenties was a period of  extreme self-doubt and depression for me. And it was only after a lot of cajoling from my second wife that I finally plucked up the courage to apply for a new job, and got it. 


My self esteem rose dramatically and I got on well with my fellow workers, even when they had to pick me up off the floor whenever I tripped over; which was happening more frequently.


Unfortunately my second marriage ended much like the first, after I found out my wife was having an affair with a so-called friend of mine. For the sake of the children I moved out and went to live at my brother's house, still going to work each day, but finding it increasingly difficult to manage. I missed the children terribly, and only got to see them for a couple of hours every second weekend.


I was lonely, my brother was rarely home except to sleep. Then just when I'd given up any hope of forming another relationship, I met a woman who helped me to completely change my whole attitude regarding the use of a wheelchair as a way of getting about to places I had not been to for years, such as the movies, restaurants, rugby games, taking my children to the Zoo, the museum,  visiting family and friends; also to places I had never been before. 


I went to live with her and her children. We went camping up and down the North island during school holidays, just like my parents had done when we were young. And when my two boys grew older they were allowed to accompany us. It was great fun. It also gave us the time we needed together to get to know each other again, and I came to the realisation that I had deprived my family of so much because of my stubborn pride.


After years of denial, I had finally come to terms with my Nemesis.......


Alas nothing lasts forever and after eighteen years together that relationship too has come to an end. On my own once again I am more dependant than ever on my wheelchair for everyday mobility.                                                       
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