I MISS HER

Yes, I miss her!  Looking back, I never really knew her that well, I must admit.  In fact, when I first met her again after many years, she already had the cancer.  Once I had her diagnosed, I arranged for her to go off to specialists for her surgery and treatment.  She was pretty much withdrawn all along.  She seemed defeated from the start.  I am much more comfortable with patients that rebound from the shock and become aggressive in attacking the cancer.  This time we were all challenged by her discouragement.  When I did manage to get a grin out of her, it made me joyous.

When she came to see me that first time, it was because she had begun bleeding unpredictably between periods.  It had been years since she had had an exam or a pap smear.  The biopsy I performed at that visit revealed cancer of the cervix.  The dice was cast, the battle was on!  Her chance to have the cancer caught early was already gone.  

I did see her along as she went through treatments and reassessment.  We also called her and even talked with her family as events progressed.  It has been so sad to witness how she and her family were struggling throughout.  She had trouble tolerating the therapy, she had trouble eating, and she had pain.  The pain came fairly early on and our greatest fear was realized when her tumor was proven to have recurred.  At first it wasn’t obvious that the pain came from the tumor.  As is always the case however, the tumor became more evident with time.

She gradually lost her ability to get around, she lost weight, and she dwindled away.  She is gone now, she has left her earthly pain behind, but there is still pain for those of us who knew her and cared about her.

I feel pain for her mother, her grandmother, her two young children, and the rest of her family.  That initial shock became a painful reality, a battle both physical and spiritual, and now it seems to have all ended way too quickly.  

Yes, I miss her, even though I never got as close with her as I would have liked.  Not only do I miss her, but I feel pain for the loss of a future that could have been.  Potential that is lost is one of the greatest pains we can experience.  Whether it is wasted educational opportunities, poor decision-making that leads to drugs or jail, or life restricted due to poor care, lost potential is always a great pain.  

We will never know what would have happened if she had come in yearly for exams, but we know that we have the capability to prevent cancer of the cervix by careful exam and use of the pap smear.  In fact, cancer of the cervix is uncommon now, due to our ability to recognize conditions on the cervix that lead to the cancer.  Recognition gives us an opportunity to intervene and prevent a cancer from ever occurring.  In this lady’s case, early detection might have led to decades of life; that will now be forever unfulfilled.  

When the pap smear was invented, it opened a window of opportunity to prevent cancer of the cervix.  “Time for my Pap” became the mantra that generations of women would exclaim as they made their appointments for annual exams.  Of course, even though they put their focus on the pap, they also were opening the door of opportunity to catch kidney disease, blood pressure and heart problems, bowel disorders, breast changes, etc., etc., etc.  The adoption of the pap smear is the reason we have been able to intervene for better health in untold ways in so many women.

Now we have taken another GIANT step forward.  We have the Gardasil and Cervarix vaccinations that protect women from contracting two of the most common varieties of Human Papilloma Virus (HPV).  Since current scientific thinking is that almost all, if not all, cancer of the cervix is related to HPV, and since these two varieties that the vaccine prevents account for 2/3 of cervical cancers, the vaccine can have a profound preventative impact.

Young females age 9 to 26 can be vaccinated, reducing their risk of ever contracting serious HPV and cervical cancer.  Still, even vaccinated young women should get regular paps once they become of age.  This one-two punch of vaccination followed by routine paps holds the promise of totally eliminating cancer of the cervix.  Since cancer of the cervix typically attacks women decades earlier than other female cancers, its prevention has the potential for the greatest impact in the lives of women and their families.

As I think of the loss of this young lady, Courtney, yes, I miss her.  I miss the hope for a healthy future she should have had.  I grieve for Courtney’s children who will not have her to celebrate the joys of life with them as they grow up.  I feel pain for the family dinner tables and portraits that will have a vacant spot.  

We are made in the image of God.  It is a physical and spiritual pain to lose one of our brothers or sisters.  We know our life will end one day.  We hope that when our time comes, we can reflect on a life of fulfillment with our children well established.  When I think of Courtney, it is so sad to look at what could have been, but now will never be.  

Get your check-ups.  Don’t lose your future.  Keep your hope!  Keep my hope!

IN MEMORIAM: Courtney Edmonds Singletary



       July 16, 1977- October 19, 2011

