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Article 4 – Lisa Robertson

Smile Even Though You’re Aching


“I didn’t want to face it.  For almost a year, I wouldn’t even find out anything about it.  It was like the less I knew, the more I could forget I had it.  I knew the important part:  there’s no treatment, much less a cure.”


Lisa pulls warm sheets of paper from the top of the printer; they’re web-page print offs discussing the disease she once refused to acknowledge.  She smiles as she separates and then staples the sheets together.  “Now that I’ve started reading about it, though, I find it hard to stop.  Sometimes I have to or else I freak myself out.  Other times I’m glad I read because I’ll hear about something to watch out for that otherwise I might not have known about.”


  Lisa heads back to her desk, still thumbing through the papers.  To look at her you would never know that anything was wrong with her.  She wears a heartfelt smile and emits such an infectious laugh that it sounds like she hasn’t a care in the world.  Yet someday her body will betray her.  She will become a victim to something beyond her control and she knows it.

***


Growing up in Georgetown, Texas, Lisa enjoyed small town life where everyone knew everyone else.  Of course, this also meant that trouble was around every corner since no matter what you did, somehow, or rather someone, always got it back to Mom and Dad.

“I remember that I was late getting home one night.  It was past curfew, and I just knew my parents were going to kill me.  So I decided to leave my truck on the side of the road about a mile from my house and walk home.  The plan was to tell my parents that my truck broke down and that’s why I was late.  What I didn’t think about was the fact that it was pitch dark on an old county road and I’m a chicken.  I never ran so fast in my life; I thought I was going to die by the time I reached our front porch.  You know, for all that, I think my parents knew the truth anyway.  I mean, my truck started right up the next morning without a problem.  Me, I just played dumb.”

“Oh, my poor kids won’t be able to get away with anything; I’m the parent who already did it all when they were a kid.  There’ll be no hiding stuff from me.”  Lisa just shakes her head and smiles as she remembers more and more of the same, all incidents unfit to be shared.

But Lisa did more than just get into trouble during her younger years.  In high school, Lisa began to compete in barrel racing.  She has always had an innate connection with horses.  “I’m always reading one horse book or another.  I always thought it’d be nice to be a horse veterinarian but as is, I’ll settle for just knowing all I can about my horses and taking care of them.”  Riding is hard for her now, but she swears that until it is impossible for her to ride, the effort and soreness afterwards will always be worth the joy of riding.

“I can’t race anymore, but I can still ride.  I miss it sometimes, but I can’t think about that.  I have to be thankful for what I’ve got.”  Lisa’s always so positive; nothing gets her down.  “Hey, at least my kids can ride.  Kaylee loves riding.”  Sometimes living vicariously is better than living longingly.

 “Life is hard to understand sometimes.  I just don’t know why some things happen.  At least it tends to work out for the best, though.”  Lisa married her high school sweetheart under a little duress.  After an accidental pregnancy, Lisa and soon-to-be-husband, Trey, “put on our big girl panties” and got married.  “It wasn’t what we planned on, but it worked out.  We now have two beautiful children, Logan (age seven) and Kaylee (age five), whom I can’t imagine life without… As for Trey, yeah, I guess I love him, too.  No, he’s a wonderful father and a good man.   I’m lucky to have him.  Of course, that goes both ways, and he knows it!”

Never one to be bashful, Lisa has no problem speaking her mind.  Sometimes she’s just kidding; other times she truly just feels comfortable enough in her own skin to tell you what she thinks with no qualms about it.  It’s a refreshing quality.  With Lisa, she’ll tell you anything you want to know, yet at the same time you get so much more than just face value.  I wonder if she’s always been like that.

***


“I’ve always wanted to get a degree.  I’m still working on it.  It’s a slow process.  You wouldn’t believe how expensive it all is, and it’s just the University of Phoenix.  I dread all my school loans, but they’ll get paid eventually.  I know I probably won’t be able to use my degree.  I chose to major in criminal justice because it fascinates me and when I started I still didn’t know yet that I’d have these problems.  I’ve quit so many times because it’s so easy to get discouraged, especially when it’s the professors, advisors, and even doctors telling you you’re wasting valuable time and money.  For me, though, I just want to finish.  I started this and I’m not going to let anyone or anything stop me.  It may take me ten years, but so what?  I will have gotten my degree.”


Perseverance is Lisa’s middle name.  

***


“I couldn’t walk, not without someone holding on to me.  It was the worse feeling in the world:  I was helpless.  My legs were suddenly just numb.  I had no control.  They put me in the hospital for three or four days and ran tons of tests.  By the time I left, I was told I had MS, some sort of neurological condition.  They said these episodes of paralysis and pain would come and go just like this one had.  I didn’t want to think about it, though.  Besides, my birthday was in just a couple of days; I was only turning twenty-nine.”

Just over a year ago, Lisa was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, better known as MS.  It is an autoimmune disease that ravages the body eventually leaving victims immobile, blind, and unable to control many bodily functions.

“I know I’ll be in a wheelchair someday, but I’m not in one yet!  Some days are worse than others.  I hate having to wake my kids up when they fall asleep on the couch downstairs because I just can’t carry them up the stairs to their rooms anymore.  I don’t have the strength that I used to possess.  I’d like to have more kids, but I know my body couldn’t handle it.  If I’m not careful, I do worry about whether or not I’ll be around to watch my kids grow up.  It’s scary.”

It’s scary when doctors hold no answers.  MS is an incurable neurological condition with few to no treatment options, so doctors can do little more than monitor patients in order to control chronic pain.  Lisa goes biannually to her neurologist for an MRI which looks for any progression of the disease.  She also must regularly see an optometrist to correct her vision.  While doctors know little about the causes of MS, it is understood that, as a neurological condition, stress should be avoided and rest maintained.  Lisa laughs at this prescription.  With two young kids (three, if you include Trey), stress is a given and, as always, there is no rest for the weary.

***


Besides being a wife, mother, and student, Lisa is also an employee.  Lisa has worked in the banking industry for about ten years.  It’s what she knows and she loves it.  Working at a small, independently owned local bank, Lisa takes on more than just her business card job title of personal banker.  Rather she is a loan assistant, teller, personal banker, one-stop-shop for any all banking needs.  Whenever one of her fellow employees has a question, they know right where to go.  “I trust Lisa; she knows what she’s talking about or if she doesn’t, she’ll tell you where to look,” one co-worker raves.

Lisa knows her work is appreciated in the small intimate environment where she works.  An added bonus is that the size of the banks allows Lisa’s job to be one of the least stressful areas of her life.  The pace is slow and easy, so there’s room for Lisa to have a bad day now and then and no one’s the wiser.  Lisa is regarded as a true asset at work, and yet this job is also an asset for Lisa.  “Sure, I’d like to do more, but this job is good for me even if low-stress sometimes means I get a little bored.”


At that little bank, there is oftentimes silence.  I think silence scares Lisa because it gives her time to think.  I’ve seen her cry once, asking no one in particular one unanswerable question:  “Why me?”  After a moment, she pulled herself together, drying her eyes.  Then she went into the bathroom, reapplied her makeup and returned to her desk refreshed and ready to face the world.  So Lisa perseveres; now she is always keeps a book handy to chase away the fear.  Interestingly, she enjoys reading ghost stories, finding something scarier than life itself so she doesn’t have to face the terror of her own illness, her own mortality.  I remember she’s always saying “I’m a chicken.”

***


“When Trey and I were teenagers, we snuck into this beautiful old plantation-style two-story house on some of his family’s land.  The house was said to be haunted.  I remember it was the most eerie feeling I’ve ever felt.  There was still furniture inside and paintings on the wall, but there was also graffiti and little things stolen or broken here and there.  It was like someone left for the afternoon and just forgot to ever come home.  The way the wind came through that place it gave me a chill, and it was from more than just the cool breeze.”

“The story goes that there was a man who used to live in that house, but somehow he ended up in a wheelchair so he couldn’t get upstairs anymore.  He was an artist, a recluse.  His family had to move him downstairs to live, but apparently he was never satisfied.  No one knows where they all disappeared to, but one day everyone in the house was gone with everything left to rot away.  Some people say the artist died, others say he went crazy.”

“I really don’t know what happened, but it was such a beautiful house.  It’s gone now; Trey’s family had to tear it down because they were afraid of lawsuits from people sneaking into the house.  It wasn’t stable and they didn’t want someone to get hurt.  I know it had to go, it was a mess, but, still, it was so pretty.”


I wonder if she’s talking about the house or herself someday in the future when her beautiful body will no longer be able to serve her and need to pass on.  Dust to dust…

***


“Who knows how many good years I’ll have before it gets bad, so I figured it’s now or never.”  Lisa recently underwent plastic surgery:  she had a tummy-tuck and liposuction.  It wasn’t a cheap procedure, yet for her it was worth it.

“I want to be at my best now and enjoy being young.  A lot of people might wait - not me.  I don’t see the point in waiting.  I’m going to live my life now while I still can.”

“Sure, a lot of people think I’m crazy, but I wanted to be happy with my body again.  I still have a lot of weight to lose, but I’ve got motivation now.  I can see a difference which only inspires me more.”  And so Lisa’s been exercising and eating right.  Her body continues to morph in front of her eyes.  It’s so strange to see her making such drastic improvements to her body when given her condition it should be the opposite.  MS should weaken her, but for Lisa it has only strengthened her resolve to be the best she can be.  Of course, deciding to have surgery was a big decision with certain consequences.

“It’s funny that I’ve had to hide it from my kids.  Kaylee likes to take baths with me, but I’ve had to dodge her every time.  They wouldn’t understand (and neither would my in-laws); plus, I didn’t want to scare the kids with the idea of surgery.”   

Even Lisa’s doctors were a bit scared by the idea of surgery.  They warned her that her recovery time would be longer than most because her body isn’t as strong as a healthy individual’s body.  Surgery is always dangerous but for someone with MS, the risks only go up.  “I remember being scared before they put me to sleep.  I mean I’ve had other surgeries before without a second thought, but this was the first one since I’d been diagnosed with MS.  That made me nervous because I knew my condition made this surgery no longer routine.”

For Lisa, though, it was worth all the risks:  “I’d do it again any day.”  Her recovery went exceedingly well.   Everyone was amazed by how quickly she rebounded.  Back at work, she still wielded her drainage sacks from her wounds and moved in a slow, mechanical manner much like a Barbie doll which can only bend at the waist with caution in a stiff and restricted manner.  Yet Lisa never complained.  Just looking at her massive incision stretching from hipbone to hipbone made me wince, but Lisa took it all in stride.

“Sure, there’s some soreness deep inside, but I’m numb on the outside from where the incision severed some nerves.  It really isn’t as bad as it could be.  Well, I guess it’s bad when my pants fall down now because I can’t feel them until they’re halfway down my butt.  Of course, if my pants are falling off, then I’m looking good!”

Always one to make the most of a situation, Lisa decided to get her belly-button pierced mere weeks after her surgery.  “As long as I’m numb down there, I should take advantage of it!  I was still scared when I did it, though.  I knew it wouldn’t hurt since I’d tried pinching myself and always felt nothing, but the fear of the unknown was still there.  I made my sister go first.  I figured if she could handle it without a numb tummy then surely I would fine.  And I was.  Now I’ve got something to show and another reason to keep improving.  I want to wear a swim suit this summer that I can show off in.  It’s going to be amazing.”

***


While Lisa focuses on what’s to be amazing in her life, it’s still been a long, lonely road with more unknown twists and turns to come.  MS is a relatively unknown disease which still baffles doctors.  Lisa’s own doctor only has a small handful of patients suffering from MS.  In the state of Texas, there are only a few specialists who work mainly with MS patients and even they know little.


“I wish I had someone to talk to who would know what I’m going through because they’ve been there.  But really there isn’t anyone.  I don’t know what to expect or when to expect it.  Most people don’t know what MS is or how it affects the body.  Really, I don’t even know.”


“My kids know I have MS, but they don’t know what that means.  Any time I’m not feeling well, even just a headache, they ask me if it’s my disease.  They’re so sweet; they worry about their mommy.  I always just reassure them that I’m fine and that I’m going to be around for a long time.”  Lisa can’t make any promises, though.        
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Author’s Afterwords

In writing this article, I strived to create a balance between my angle of MS as well as Lisa’s embodied experience of the disease and just Lisa, a whole person who is being portrayed.  In the end, this article works towards a goal by using distinct scenes separated by ellipsis to recreate the persona of Lisa within the framework of her disease, MS.  I chose not to cite facts and figures about MS within the article because that would be incongruous with Lisa, who is too laid back to care about specific facts.  Instead, I tried to give a broader spectrum of general information about the disease and its affects on the body since MS is a little known, much less understood, disease.  By always keeping Lisa as the priority of this article, I feel I truly honored her experience as an MS sufferer who wants nothing more than to live her life her way, without MS as the focus.  My overall goal was to represent Lisa as the vibrant person she is and show a glimpse of her character that has been shaped by her battle with MS.    
