TWO WORDS YOU NEVER WANT TO HEAR

[image: ]

John Daniel O’Leary   Aprl 21, 2018    

There are two words you don’t want to hear from your doctor :     ”Uh oh…”

But I heard them two years ago while having my left ankle examined after it had been badly broken in an accident. I was running in the Rosedale ravine when I stepped on a rock, fell hard with a broken ankle and shin bone and was knocked unconscious. If I hadn’t been with a friend, I would probable still be lying down there.
This story gets worse. Two operations failed to correct the damage, I caught a virus in the leg and I was in my doctor’s ofﬁce for yet another ex-amination when I heard those two words.
The virus was in my blood and, the doctor explained, it could cost me my life. In shock, I was taken to the emergency department at Mount Sinai hospital and my left leg was amputated that evening.
Several months later, I was home, back to work and standing one morning on the subway platform with my new prosthesis and a cane. My moods had been constantly shifting from anger and anxiety about losing my leg to resolve and determination to just deal with it and get on with life.
This particular morning I was also feeling a bit sorry for myself when I turned around and saw the poster for the annual Terry Fox run. There was that full-length picture of Terry, his face showing his courage, as he ran with his full leg prosthesis across Canada on his Marathon of Hope. He ran a marathon with just one leg. Every. Day.
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Like all of us, I’ve always admired Terry Fox, but things were different now. I shared this condition with him. Why not be like him, I thought, even in a small way, by running in his race, raising some money for his cause and sharing in his ability to overcome this handicap.
”Great idea“, I thought
”Bad idea“, said my surgeon.
This was just too soon, he said, and my leg was not strong enough to run around the block, never mind to run a few kilometres for Terry.  OK . This gave me lots of time to prepare and to ﬁnd a running buddy, someone I could run arm–in–arm within the next Terry Fox Run. This was the easy part. My friend, Melissa, an accomplished runner, enthusiastically agreed to run with me.
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This was in May and the run was in September, giving me lots of time to get used to walking briskly and for longer distances than just to the sub-way and back. I began walking from my ofﬁce at Spadina and Queen and down Spadina towards the lake.
Before my accident, I had been a regular runner, but I was out of shape and the walk was difﬁcult and awkward, with my heavy prosthesis and a cane. I was always off balance, tripping up and knocking into innocent by-standers as I made my way towards the lake. One evening I fell hard. A group of kind citizens helped me up and sat me on a bench.
”This is ridiculous“, I thought. ”What am I doing?” My good Self answered quickly, 
”You’re getting used to your new life with that new leg, buddy, and you’re honouring the memory and the important legacy of one of the Truly Greats – Terry. Now get up off your ass and get moving!”
Which I did.

Run Day was a cool, bright morning and Melissa and I started early on our run, which weaved its way around the Rosedale neighbourhood, not far from where I’d fallen. Melissa and I’d collected a pile of pledges for Terry’s cause, the Canadian Cancer Society, and I had set a goal of running 5K, which Melissa immediately shot down. “We’re going 10 !“, she announced, as we set off with a pack of runners, and she wasn’t asking my opinion about that.
The other runners left us behind quickly and we ran together, alone, for most of the race, down and around the massive homes in Rosedale, occasionally calling out to the wealthy residents to wake up and cheer us on.
[image: ]Melissa set a strong pace for our run and it felt wonderful to be moving with conﬁdence again. We stopped regularly for brief breaks and for some juice or oranges and the one time I fell it was in front of the home where Morley Callaghan, the great writer who’d boxed with Hemingway, once lived.” Two tough guys “, Melissa laughed, “just like us!”
We ﬁnished dead last, but we made our 10 K and we are each beaming in our post-race picture. I felt that terriﬁc combination of exhaustion and exhilaration that you feel after a good workout, a feeling I had thought I’d never have again after my accident.
Melissa and I celebrated over a big breakfast and we shared our thoughts about the race and about what one brave and daring young man had accomplished in running across Canada on one leg and how his spirit lived in the hearts of people like me and Melissa that morn-ing, and in the hearts of runners and sponsors across Canada and around the world, who continue the run that Terry Fox began.

I thought of that wonderful poem by Stephen Spender:

I think continually of those who were truly great.
The names of those who in their lives fought for life
Who wore at their heart the ﬁre’s center.
Born of the sun, they travelled a short while towards the sun, 
And left the vivid air signed with their honour.
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