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I had a stroke 10 years ago when I was 47. My right side was 
paralysed. More to the point I could not speak. I have aphasia now but 
I feel more at ease with my aphasia. I have come far from being 
speechless, regained my use of my arm and leg. It is not quite as 
dramatic and final. But I have never accepted the loss of speech. My 
speech now is not flowery rather straightforward, like to the point, or 
black and white. In the midst of my aphasia I always remember saying 
"Ihavetotellyousomanythings." It came out as a string of unconnected 
words. After saying that I was tired with the effort. That is the first 
time when I realized I would speak again. I can't shake the tiredness -
I will learn to live with it because feeling tired personally for me is 
synonymous after the stroke with my heart ailment. I am not cured, 
far from it! 
 
I want to tell other aphasia sufferers my story rescuing my thoughts 
from despair and indwelling aphasia to turn it around to positive hope 
in the expectation someone struggling with aphasia will see that the 
tunnel is long but the rewards are gratifying and personal. 
 
The Stroke 
 
My life changed with very little warning in 1990. Before that crucial 
day in August I did have the power to change the course of events. 
The nature of my disease then was unknown. Be that as it may, 
looking back little things made sense. Like walking -in the morning 
before work I took a brisk walk with the dog. Some times I was aware 
of a pain in my chest or my heart when walking quickly in about, I 
guess, 1987. I checked with my doctor and she told me that I had high 
blood pressure. I started medication to control it. After a while the 
pain vanished. 
 
I have always been healthy for 46 years. I had two children and I 
breezed through my pregnancies. I started to get really sick in May 
1990 when I was 46 years old. In 1990 the last part of the summer 
was extremely hot and humid. Philip, my sister-in-law's son came to 
visit from Northern Ireland. He stayed with my first husband in 
downtown Halifax. Certain events were forgotten in the trauma, the 
Huskers' Conference, Natal Day, Atlantic Car Race, and Jazz Festival 
all in Halifax 
 
I have always been a hard worker - no great aspirations for me. I used 
to think I was safe due to the fact of being ordinary, plain ordinary. 
But stroke has no favourites in striking down the famous people like 
Patricia Neal, Miss America, Kirk Douglas etc. I was forty-seven at the 
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time of the stroke. I believe that I am above average intelligence 
before the stroke. But who cares - except my family and volunteers. 
After the stroke I have been locked in a disability, silent and not 
communicative, not by choice. I tried and I am still trying.  
 
For the past two years before the stroke, I was not personally satisfied 
in my career -something was lacking. I could not figure out what was 
wrong. I worked at a local university in the same department for 
twelve years. I was secretary to the Chairman. Through the years the 
department was expanded and the job was changing. I ended up as 
the administrative assistant. I regarded the university like a security 
blanket, so nice and comfortable. Time for a change of career. I need 
to be challenged. Too late, I had a stroke! Ironic, fate decreed but not 
that way.  
 
The course of events all started with the cottage, ironically enough. 
Doug and I regarded a haven from the real world. We had everything 
going for us. It was peaceful and quiet away from the hustle and 
bustle of the city life. In May 1990, after house painting at the shack 
my back became quite sore. 
 
I kept a journal of the medical symptoms leading up to my stroke. I 
quote-- 
 
"I had a muscle spasm in the lower right back and pain down in the 
right thigh. My doctor prescribed bed rest muscle relaxants and 
Voltarin. My back seemed to improve with this treatment and 
physiotherapy. My doctor said that later on this was probably sciatica, 
little did he know. I noticed, during May l2-19th, I had a slight fever 
(37.8 to 38C -I was to have a fever for May-August till my stroke). 
However, Voltarin lowered this. Whenever I came off Voltarin my 
temperature increased and I ached all over and specific aches I had 
got worse. During May 19 -June 14th I was still on Voltarin. I had 
aches and burning sensations in my lower back horizontally, right hip, 
inside top right leg, upper thigh, and right buttock, all also sore to 
press. I felt as if I had strained all my chest muscles. The discomfort 
was more to the right. My doctor diagnosed that as chondritis of the 
sternum and ribs. My sternum bone was swollen. I was in agony for 
four days and still taking the Voltarin. I returned to my doctor and he 
prescribed Indocid and Sulcrate. The pain lasted at least two weeks. It 
had lessened somewhat during the last week. Since June 21st the 
inflammation had spread to different areas on various occasions: right 
inner ankle, above two toes on left foot, aching legs, right big toe and 
knees. My doctor advised me to try to come off the Indocid. I told him 
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I find the pain worst at night and he prescribed sinequan at night and 
Tylenol for the pain. He had referred me to a rheumatologist. My 
spleen and liver had been enlarged. I was now down to one Indocid a 
day. If I did not take it, I would get achy all over and my chest would 
hurt badly. On July 2nd the discomfort had now moved over the left, 
from the shoulder down to the breastbone. My whole back felt tired. 
The sternum bone was still swollen. I had a liver biopsy in July. It was 
inconclusive. After that I got progressively worse. I remember that 
directly before the stroke I used to sleep at the dining table to give me 
relief. The doctors did not know what was wrong. " 
 
On Friday, August 10 I went to the doctor. He was going away for that 
weekend, and he said take an aspirin and I should relax. He was under 
the impression whatever was the matter with me was in my head or 
tension. I don't recall the sequence of events. I do recall that one 
Sunday night in July or August, Doug came home from working late. 
He was an electrical estimator and he worked long hours. I was writing 
on a piece of paper the alphabet a, b, c etc. I was stuck for the letter 
"l". After that I could not remember what goes where. I put the reason 
down as being tired. I was admitted on a Sunday, August 12th about 
1.00 p.m. Doug knew a friend who was a doctor and she pulled some 
strings. At long last, I was hospitalised. The doctors at the hospital 
said that they didn't know what the problem was. I had pneumonia, 
jaundice and liver damage, to mention a few of the symptoms. But the 
doctors missed the diagnosis of stroke. I was too young to have a 
stroke! 
 
Three days later I had a stroke. For want of a better term, the 
nightmare was beginning. On a fateful day in August I woke up and I 
realised that I could not speak. I have never heard the term before 
"she had suffered a stroke". But I learned to live with that term. I 
suffered a severe haemorrhage stroke due to secondary bacterial 
endocarditis that destroyed my aortic valve and further complicated 
with necessary replacement of open-heart surgery .It was a "Fool's 
disease" because it was so hard to diagnose it. 
 
My life had changed overnight. I was severely aphasic. I had never 
heard of aphasia. Aphasia is the inability to communicate due to a 
brain injury. Stroke is the leading cause of aphasia. Self-esteem 
generally sinks and personal relationships may be strained. 
Frustration, anger, confusion and depression are common. Confusion 
and depression are with me now. Frustration and anger disappeared. 
Perhaps the main effect of aphasia is utter loneliness. There is a saying 
"different strokes for different folks". There is no coming back from a 
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stroke. It's a matter of an adapting to your new lifestyle. . Every time 
you think, speak, and hear it is an effort. No stroke is the same. Be 
prepared to apply yourself. It's hard work. 
 
In my case, I did not have much self-confidence before the stroke - 
and now doubly so. When I wake up every day it's the same fact day 
in or day out, "I have a stroke". The reality is staring at me in my face. 
I try to make the best of it. I do try new hobbies. But it's a vicious 
circle - its all comes back to my lack of speech. It is an effort to speak, 
to think, to reason. I don't perform very well to strangers. My speech 
is holding me back. I wish I could do one thing perfectly - speak 
fluently. Now my speech is hesitant and I speak very slow and 
deliberate like a robot, all one monotone. I have a soft voice and I 
tend to mumble post-stroke. I notice that speaking takes a lot of me. 
My mind races by leaps and bounds inside my brain, but on the other 
hand my brain gets physically tired and my train of thought is affected 
as if I can't think of what I was going to verbalise. My voice when I am 
tired turns to slush! I used to feel isolated but the true word is 
aloneness. In the words of Marlene Dietrich "I want to be alone". I 
can't hack it. Noise bothers me now. I must be alone to think logically, 
definitely no disturbances.  
 
My husband Doug told me that I nearly died. In fact the doctors gave 
me 48 hours to live. I didn't have a religious experience. You got to 
believe in something. I was like a "doubting Thomas". I am agnostic. I 
am practical therefore I did not believe in God but some thing different 
like Mother Nature. I remember dreaming "Doug, please rescue me! 
Why, oh why, you have forgotten about me, trapped in my prolonged 
dream".  
 
On the first day after the stroke and open-heart surgery I recall that 
the bed on which I was lying was elevated as if high up and alone -I 
felt despair and alone. I was put on a liquid diet. I don't like jelly any 
more - I felt like jelly was taking me over as if coming out from my 
pores non-stop. I had to use the bathroom frequently for peeing about 
every half-an-hour. I did not know how to signal when I had to go to 
the bathroom. I soon learned! Or my bladder was lazy -I had to 
relearn so many things about myself. 
 
The nurse recommended on the first day after my stroke. I should try 
to stand up. I was paralysed on my right side of my body. My right 
hand and leg were mottled with discoloration due to the blood not 
circulating or lack of use.  
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I don't recall the event. Doug and I were left alone in intensive care. I 
was thirsty and I had a drink and I choked. I did not know how to 
swallow. The nurse scolded Doug, "You could have killed her". 
 
Blind faith in the doctors and nurses helped me to recover. But 
especially my husband Doug, is the reason for my return to health and 
through the encouragement by speech and physio-therapists. On first 
recollection I did want to get better. I accepted the stroke. I was naive 
and simple trusting in doctors to expect return to full health. I did not 
know any better. It was as if crying over split milk. There is no turning 
back. I am alive! I still have difficulty with accepting my stroke. I want 
to be plain, normal, to speak without hesitating and spontaneous. I 
struggled on with the hope that some day I am going to get better. I 
was an eternal optimist! 
 
My stroke damaged the left-hemisphere of the brain. I was learning to 
read, write and do mathematical skills, and finally, I am beginning to 
speak again (in August 1992). It was good to be speaking again with 
simple sentences. I have recovered the use of my right arm and leg. I 
still feel weak on the right side of my body and I feel clumsy with my 
right hand (in January 1994) but I guess it's good, still healing. 
 
After my stroke my personality changed overnight. I felt anxious, 
paranoid more like it. All sorts of things were creeping into my mind. 
They took up residence in my brain. Before the stroke I used to have a 
problem with self-confidence. I used to handle it. But self-confidence 
went out the back door and in the front door paranoia stayed with me 
constantly. Now I am unable to see tomorrow. In this time of 
uncertainty and recession I can't explain the feeling -I am paranoid 
about living in general.  
 
My daughter now says, "I am a worry wart". I had no outlet with my 
fears. I lost my capability to dream. It has returned but not as much. I 
made a conscious effort to remember when I woke up every morning. 
Because I feel dreaming is good for you. You can't remember your 
dreams therefore you can't resolve your dreams.  
 
My general health varies from day to day. I am careful not to 
overexert my strength. I would up paying for it. But I do! I am 
apprehensive about living in the early morning -little things prey on 
my mind: our children and the effect of my stroke on them, my 
husband and his relationship with my children, money, and my own 
lack of speech.  
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In the hospital, I had a small mole on my back. I thought that I was 
coming down with cancer. I discovered a lump in my breast. It turned 
out physical therapy was the cause. I entertained the fear that my 
husband what if he had met some one normal outside in the real 
world. I was worried with feeling inadequate about my children not 
having integral guiding light in their education. My fear what if I was 
never to speak again. My brain was damaged by the stroke manifested 
in pertaining to anxious worry. 
 
I remember as a young child I woke up in the early hours of the 
morning hearing the electrical clock whining. I felt alone. It's the same 
experience. I remember two weeks after my stroke, the hospital policy 
was no visitors in the afternoon from 2.30-3.30. I had a private room. 
I was lying on the bed alone a strange feeling came over me as if time 
was slowing down. I felt very alone with my thoughts, no one to voice 
my opinions and fears. I felt despondent and I was feeling sorry for 
myself. I started heart-rending cries and sobs. A doctor heard my 
sobs, or a nurse summoned him. He said to me that he would give 
drugs to me. After that occurrence I was determined to make it on my 
own without taking drugs. But February 1991my general practitioner 
referred me to a psychiatrist. Doug was coming home to find me a 
nervous wreck. I had a problem with sleeping. I woke early in the 
morning about 4.00 and I worried about everything under the sun 
from our children, the future, my speech or lack of it. Doug went along 
to interpret my thoughts to my psychiatrist. He prescribed pills for 
anxiety and to help me sleep. They worked, but I do not like taking 
them because my mouth got so dry -the lesser of two evils and I do 
not like taking medicine at the best of times. Several times since I 
have came off them, but my brain needs them. He assured me that 
they were not addictive. In May 1994 my psychiatrist told me I do not 
need counselling. Eventually I cut down the pills from 60 to 35 to 10 
mg. I thought that the pills contributed to my slow start every 
morning. I was wrong. I can't shake the feeling of being drowsy and 
getting awake, before the reality of the stroke set in each day. I have 
a nagging presentiment each morning. In May 1997 I gave up the pills 
with the realisation that I don't need them. Every day the same battle 
continues as if I am square one each morning. I am free of pills. 
Hooray! 
 
For a year and a half post stroke, I felt lop-sided on the right hand 
part of my body, particularly on my head. It passed. I still feel numb 
on the right side of cheek. I tend to chew exclusively on my left jaw. I 
remember one time in my first year post stroke I wished I could have 
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died. My husband pulled me through with constant encouragement. He 
said to me "better days are coming". He still says it now.  
 
I came to the conclusion that living is too much for me. My brain tires 
easily, composing letters and my book. Until then I was happy and 
carefree until so suddenly the power of speech was taken away. Why 
me? The same old cliché story - why have I deserved this? I prayed for 
a miracle to occur. But I did not believe in God. You got to help your 
self. A catholic friend wrote a novena for me after my stroke. I did not 
know how to read it with aphasia. I was brought up as a Protestant 
and the catholic faith was alien to me. 
 
I aged five years after the stroke. I feel cheated because my stroke 
robbed me of my youth. My husband is 8 years younger than I am. 
Before the stroke the age difference was not important to me. And 
now things change. My hair is turning grey. I notice my skin losing 
elasticity. My neck is showing signs of ageing. The stroke was unkind 
to me. I took pride in my appearance. I notice a change in my eyes. I 
did not see quite clearly enough. I had to have reading glasses. During 
my stay in hospital I lost forty pounds. My waist size dropped from 32 
to 27. My dress size dropped from 14 to 9. My face shows tension and 
my skin has a pinched look. I wish I could relax. I am nervous at the 
best of times. Before the stroke I had a hard time relaxing, now, it is 
doubly hard. I was proud of my looks. I look my age now. What a price 
to pay for vanity! 
 
At the onset, I could not write. At the hospital the lawyer and Doug 
swore an affidavit to manage the day-to-day living affairs. I had to 
mark instead of signing. It was not a "X". I could not draw a "X". My 
"mark" was a lop-sided circle. I cried. I used to manage my affairs 
with pride from paying the bills and holding down a full time job. I felt 
so dreadful to depend on my husband. I am proud! 
 
Shortly after the stroke I looked up in the telephone directory our 
name, Sharpham, to phone from the hospital to home. I could not 
decipher the entries. It looked like double-Dutch. I had to learn the 
alphabet from scratch. Doug arranged for me to have a phone. Doug 
called often. It was comforting to hear his voice. I hated the evenings 
from 8.30 to 11.30 p.m. Nurses could not understand who was calling 
me and I could not speak. It gave me a sense of belonging and 
importance. There was a radio program put out "SUN FM Tony Beech 
for easy listeners". Doug coined the phrase "sun of a bitch". It was just 
right for me tempo-wise. I did not sing, instead I hummed along. I did 
not know how to sing. 
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Dalhousie friends always came at mealtimes. The hospital was quite 
near Dalhousie where I used to work. They used to drop by at lunch. I 
was embarrassed for them to see me eat, therefore I ate by an aid of 
a mirror. Directly after the stroke I had no feeling on my right side of 
my face. I used to drool when I was picking some thing up. I soon 
learned to close my mouth. This embarrassed me but I learned to 
control it.  
 
I always remember my family, Doug, Niall, Petra and Chrissy, 
gathered in the hospital room after my open heart surgery watching as 
the doctors put an intravenous tube in my left side below my collar 
bone to hook me up for 6 weeks of antibiotic treatment. The procedure 
took so interminably long. I had to lie flat on my back but in reality it 
took ten minutes. 
 
I was let out from the hospital on a weekend pass for 4 hours. It was 
like heaven without the drip. We went to the cottage one weekend. We 
shopped for a new nightie in the Bay with the wheelchair. I always 
remember a so-called "acquaintance" where I used to live. She totally 
ignored me. It hurts. My eyes well up with tears when I look back on 
the events when I was writing my book.  
 
Phvsio and Speech Iherapists 
 
I was in the hospital for six weeks recovering. I had to have speech 
and physical therapy. My life was not to be a bed of roses. My recovery 
rate was inordinately slow. 
 
I met my speech therapist, Ann, in the hospital soon after my stroke. 
She was, I guess, around thirty, and petite and very caring. She did 
some tests on me to assess the damage. I remember reading the 
newspaper out loud and it did not make sense like "gobbledegook". I 
understood the meaning in my mind but my electrical pathways were 
short-circuited in my brain. She said to me, Irene, "hear yourself 
reading". I can't speak or read aloud - as if I was "struck dumb". The 
enormity of the tragedy hit me like a ton of bricks. Early on, Ann came 
to my rescue with a sheet of facts. I pointed to the words like nurse or 
doctor, to make understanding easy. 
 
Ann taught me how to make consonant sounds using positions of my 
mouth. It is amazing how quickly we forget. Some friends had a baby 
and she was learning to speak as I was in 1991. I marvelled at her 
ease to speak compared with my halting speech. I learned to speak 



 9 
 

like a series of building blocks - sounds, statements of fact or key 
words haphazard, nouns, pronouns, host of little words, interrogative, 
and verbs. I would write random nouns and followed by adjectives and 
I learned to put them all together. I found it hard to grasp time 
concepts e.g. before, after, when, over, next, during, since, ago. 
 
Ann taught me to break up the word into syllables. There are a 
number of words are hard sounds to make especially for me: 
 
registered- reg-ist-ered 
prescription -per-scrip-shun 
administrative -ad-mi-ni-stray-a-tiv 
 
I am still having problems with these words. It's all sounds the same 
with my ears. 
 
glass - class  
trunk - truck 
french - fresh 
Walk - work 
 
I recall the first word I said "pea soup". I was proud of my 
accomplishment. When we travelled back and forth to the cottage, 
Doug repeated things of interest going on the highway and I would 
repeat them. I have always prided myself with my command of the 
English language, spelling and correct pronunciation. It was like 
starting over again but minus 5. 
 
Before the stroke Doug and I used to play games like, backgammon, 
cribbage, dominoes, German whist, crazy eights. I learned the same 
games again. I used my experience of playing scrabble to form words, 
the longer the better. 
 
In the summer of 1992, I mastered the use of interrogative how, 
what, why, when, where. Now I am amazed at the quantity of 
questions in the English language. My broken English disturbed me. 
Then I turned it to my advantage with strangers. They say, "what 
accent do you have". 
 
I was right -handed and I could not use my right hand at first. I 
learned to use my left hand totally but I was not comfortable using it. 
With time and practise I am right-handed now. I found it hard to grasp 
the concept of verbs and pronouns. I would recite the alphabet until 
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the letter "I" but my memory span was too short and I tired easily. It 
became easier as time went by. 
 
I worked hard in the hospital learning to walk again, building up my 
muscle in my arm, hand and leg. Sandy was my physiotherapist. She 
was small, cheerful and caring. She gave me lots of encouragement. 
At first she concentrated on my right leg and secondly my right arm. 
My right arm was discoloured from lack of use. I did not know how to 
use my arm. It hung useless. I practised late at night in my bed. 
Sandy invented a sling for my right arm. I used to wake up with an 
agonising pain when my arm dropped off the bed.  
 
Eileen was concerned with adapting to the house primarily the kitchen-
peeling vegetables, potatoes mashing -and bathroom, small control of 
my right arm and wrist and strength. I had to lift weights over my 
head, reaching for the cupboard. I practised spiral drawing round and 
round. I practiced my chequebook writing skills. It had to be taught 
from scratch –additions and subtractions. I had to relearn my math 
tables. I picked up beans, paper clips and assorted household items 
and used to practice with play-doh. Every day I had to battle with 
conscious effort with my right arm.  
 
The simplest things had to be relearned. For example I had to relearn 
the sequence of events to washing my hair. Rinse the hair, apply 
shampoo, rub, rinse, dry and blow-drying. The same thing with 
hygiene matters -deodorant, cleaning my teeth, use dental floss, 
folding a sheet, and applying lipstick and blush. I was submitted to a 
battery of tests. "Where is the pencil in relation to the book, over, 
underneath. Put the comb beside the brush... etc." I did not know 
which side was right or left. Writing on my palm in ink helped me to 
cue me. I caught myself brushing my hair with the toothbrush or the 
hairbrush bristles turned around and the smooth side made contact 
with my hair. Another failing, how many times have I picked up the 
pencil or pen with the wrong side aimed at the paper? 
 
I had mixed feelings about leaving the hospital. I did not want to leave 
the hospital. I was sheltered from the real world by the hospital. But I 
was curious!  
 
I attended physiotherapy classes from October 1990 to March 1991 
Speech therapy from October 1990 to December 1992, but the rate of 
frequency dropped from 2 classes per week to one class per week to 
one class per month. Ann was 'weaning' me off, preparing me for the 
real world.  
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My Brain and I 
 
Things were missing from my vocabulary .The brain in all its wisdom 
cannot handle words such as "a, an, the, at, of, is, are". They are 
superfluous in their requirements. Thus words were forgotten and the 
brain retrieved as it was fit for a normal brain. My damaged brain had 
to start over again relearning the same little words. My memory was 
wiped clean and I lost my power of speech. My mind is clear and well 
thought in my head, but what is the use having a brain, which does 
not communicate. It is as if one narrow channel spilling out one 
thought at a time and the accompanying fatigue make it hard to 
concentrate. Learning to speak is a full-time occupation for me and it 
is very arduous. The thoughts are there in my head but bringing out 
vocalising words to speak and expressions on paper, it's a whole new 
world. I think it's easier to bring out the words on paper and I 
rehearse them. Spontaneity is lost to me now. 
 
I used to think that I had control of my brain. It's opposite -my brain 
is controlling me telling me to rest, to sleep, no freedom of choice. - It 
is frightening. I wish I could speak in a spontaneous manner. I envy 
most people, their friendships, and their acquaintances.  
 
People terrify me. I used to think that I had to make the first effort to 
speak. I was surprised at the general public. The onus to speak is not 
for me. They must talk first and I will follow hesitatingly. I worried so 
much that I was perceived as a dumb idiot. I caught on real fast. I had 
to learn about interactions with speaking to people and I am still 
learning.  
 
If I were having difficulty some people would say, "spell the word". It 
is simple for them. I had to spell out in my mind, slowly verbalise the 
spelling, and I would stop at a hard letter for me like "e" or "n". I must 
admit that I am getting better with spelling. But my enemy is fatigue. 
My brain is closely linked to my speech.  
 
Many times I was frozen with my speech. Nobody was there to help 
me. I had to do it on my own. When I searched for the right word I did 
not pronounce it correctly. I had to use a different simple word. It 
takes time for me. People don't understand how difficult it is in a fast 
moving society. Fatigue plays a part. After mowing the lawn or 
swimming I can't verbalise. I thought that stroke was a disease of old 
people. I was ignorant! After reading some books I have come to the 
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conclusion that I am still in the minority - brain stem, "locked-in" 
syndrome, mini-stroke, heart disease, and my own heart infection. 
 
I was plummeted into disability and old age before my time by my 
stroke. Now I have to take my time doing painstakingly small tasks, 
writing, speaking, thinking, and reading. My brain gets tired very 
easily. And I notice getting older the rate slowness increases. I can't 
win but I am determined to not give in.  
 
After the stroke I was completely aphasic. I did not know what aphasia 
meant. I looked it up in the dictionary, "Loss of speech". There are one 
million aphasics in North America. All aphasic people are living, 
breathing sane people. My own personal experience is locked-up in 
your mind, no escape with your thoughts unless a miracle occurs.  
 
I literally could not speak, even by uttering a simple hi, bye, yes and 
no. I could not even write. I could not explain simple things. The 
nurses were inexperienced with handling aphasia. There is no way of 
telling the nurses that pain killers like Tylenol and aspirin constipated 
me. I remember I was constipated for three days. The nurses bound 
me up with sheets because I was in such agony. Needless to say I was 
very frightened. The general public including me horribly 
misunderstands stroke. I was uninformed. I have been there. I felt 
very capable in my mind and shunned by the public. People did not 
understand me except volunteers and my husband - he is a saint. I 
wanted to speak desperately. I was willing to learn all over again. The 
option did not occur to me in not giving up. I am very stubborn. But 
the pace is very slow. 
 
I am very sane but to other people I fear that I am not being 
understood. I am in the minority. It's takes a lot of effort to speak and 
I get very tired because it behoves me to justify twice as much effort. 
I want to interact socially and speaking is the lifeline I wish to adopt. I 
am willing to earn all over again. But it eludes me.  
 
I have come far with not uttering a single word to complete sentences 
and making myself understood. On the other hand I am nervous that I 
am making a fool of myself. Because of my aphasia people perceived 
me as odd and I do not exude confidence. I have been forced to adapt 
to an easy going pace. I was always used to doing things in a mad 
dash. 
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Other people 
 
Before the stroke Doug and I had a few close friends. It was a rude 
awakening! After the stroke we were completely left on our own. I 
used to think people were willing to help us. I was wrong. But people 
did not care. It became abundantly clear .I had a few friends at work. 
They were not interested. They had their own lives to lead and their 
own problems. Who can blame them? I was naive to think I counted. I 
suppose I cut off friends when I was seeing Doug. We were self-
sufficient in a blissful kind of way. 
 
I was alone except for some volunteers. I could not speak therefore I 
did not count. I felt as a pariah shunned from society .I used to live in 
a condo complex about 90 houses. After the stroke I used to walk the 
dog quite regularly. I used to say "hi" and that is the extent of our 
conversation.  
 
Recovery was deceptive for me. On the outside I pass for normal to 
"other people", but secretly is it hard for me to keep up with other 
people, like living a lie. I need to be needed! I was very fortunate in 
recovering so well from the physical after effects. The mental effect is 
another story. 
 
People did not know how lonely I was. I valued the new friends made 
after the stroke, my speech therapy teacher, the students helped who 
worked with me, special volunteers. But there is no special friend to 
confide in – only Doug, my saviour, bosom buddy. It frightened me 
that I depend on you so very much for friendship and moral support. If 
only people knew I was snatched from death that August 1990. 
 
My Book 
 
After the stroke I started a journal for speech therapy and it developed 
to a book for my own use. I normally write after Christmas in January 
because I get depressed in winter. I have no choice in the matter. I 
must get better. I thought about taking my own life after the stroke 
but I am too chicken to commit suicide. Only because my husband 
gave me the unwavering support I needed. Saint Dougie! 
 
When I was compiling this book in 2000 I wrote to the children and I 
said what were your true feelings with the stroke trauma experienced 
by them. I was amazed at how little they remembered. I was a bit 
hazy about early memories personally. I relied on Doug's memory to 
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fill in the blanks. I did not remember from one day before the stroke 
and one day after. 
 
It is hard to imagine how a stroke victim feels. I want to speak. I feel 
so trapped in a feeble and helpless body. I am very sane but at the 
same time I am close to being insane. It is an effort to live with a 
stroke. My brain is like slow motion. Now, I have to take it easy. It is 
lonely shut in with my thoughts. I did not realise the power of 
language to communicate is all embracing. I have prided myself as a 
fast worker and strong capable person. No more! I had to adapt to 
being easily tired and often frightened. These are not traits I admired 
in people. But I am one of those people now. My brain does not allow 
me to think in terms planning ahead or yesterday. Now is the time for 
me. My brain injury is not over yet. It's an ongoing process of healing. 
 
We were renting a house for one year from a professor who had a 
prolific library .I was reading a limerick well after in my aphasia in my 
eighth year, from "Dirty Little Limericks". 
 
There was a young lady of Asia 
Who had an odd kind of Aphasia... 
 
The publisher's company was mainly concerned with the rhyming. How 
cruel! They did not realise the true meaning of aphasia. Doctors, 
health professionals, speech therapists, avid players of Scrabble, 
crossword addicts, and loved ones of the victims. 
 
Helen Wulf 
 
I read a book recommended by Ann Grantmyre, " Aphasia, my world 
alone" by Helen Wulf. Her book is a bible to me. I admire Helen Wulf 
because she is so cheery and she applied new channels of her thinking 
on a different level. Dare I say her stroke has opened up a wealth of 
words "it is the most wonderful fun to meander up and down the river 
of thought where ideas are stepping stones." She adapted herself. I 
am trying to find the right niche in society. 
 
No longer I am able to do all things as before my stroke. It's a new 
way of life, slowly one minute at a time. I used to think that it's a bad 
dream but it's not over yet. I can't get away from my aphasia. It's 
always with me. I wake up from my dream and back to reality. I don't 
want to accept it. I am plagued with doubts, self-identity and most of 
all a sense life's meaning. I am desperately lonely. My solitude is not 
self-imposed but a defence. 
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My Vision 
 
I had 20-20 vision. People dread blindness more than any other 
disability .I noticed a decline in my vision as if my stroke hastened my 
need to get glasses. I remember when my children were new born I 
became aware that human faces were quite ugly in comparison with 
their facial, perfect features, my own included. And many years later 
when the stroke was new, I look at my husband's face and I noticed a 
sudden change in close-up focusing.  
 
We had a small dog and I noticed the dog walked too fast for me to 
focus. As if my brain is slowing and the rest of the world is acting 
normally. I became aware of the problem in November 1990. I was 
referred to the eye doctor at the local hospital. I remember one 
particular incident when we were kept waiting many hours for an eye 
check up. A doctor who did not know about my aphasia shouted at me. 
We were on our way home and I peed in the car without warning. I felt 
mortified. I was 47 years old. It was an isolated incident. I felt stupid 
and I was unable to explain that I was an aphasic and what was going 
on in my brain. I had no way of communicating my vision problems. I 
feared I was going blind. In due course, I was given a prescription for 
reading glasses. My vision was normal.  
 
I was reading an article from the American Heart Association 
(1993)"Caring for a Person with Aphasia". They say, "visual problems 
also may result from a stroke. Some patients complain of seeing 
double' diplopia'." Doctors did not tell me. In the meantime two years 
had elapsed. Here it is in black and white the answer to my problem. 
Simple! I have been worrying that I would go blind. Immediately 
before the stroke I complained to some intern doctor who was writing 
my history down in the file in the hospital, that on three occasions I 
had double vision lasting 10 seconds.  
 
I remember I was staring at the light above in my hospital room one 
night. It had a halo around it. My vision eventually improved. But I 
had a similar sensation about five years post stroke. At the swimming 
pool my goggles were misted up and I saw a halo from the overhead 
light. All of a sudden I remembered the hospital room -It was eerie! 
Once in a while I notice when I get very tired it's still there like seeing 
double. Double vision does not last. I correct it myself closing one eye 
and that does the trick. 
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Access-a-Bus 
 
I used the service of Access-a-bus quite a lot before I could drive my 
car .It had been arranged that I visit the hospital two times a week for 
speech therapy and two times a week for physiotherapy. The only 
problem was my husband had to call the Access-a-bus the night 
before. I did not like going to the hospital by Access-a-bus but what 
alternative had I. My husband worked at electrical estimating with a 
local firm. My daughters went to school and my son went to university 
and took my car. The bus picked me up at 9.30 a.m. I live in the 
suburbs and the journey took 30 minutes to 1 hour .I had to wait 
between the sessions of speech- and physio- therapy, session 30-45 
minutes. The bus took me back from the hospital at 1.00 p.m., 
dependent on the driver's schedule how many stops he had to make. 
It varied but I didn't get back till 2.30 p.m. I was so tired from the 
classes. 
 
One particular incident stands out in my mind. That time, in February 
1991, I went to the hospital by taxicab. I was armed with pencil and 
paper. Before leaving I wrote "the Dixon Center" (the hospital) and 
"76 Forestside Crescent" (my home). I did know how to speak then. 
The night before all had been arranged by Access-a-bus and my 
husband. They paid my fare and charged $1.50 for me. After the 
speech therapy, I went home by taxi with two women. Two women got 
out at their respective stops and I stayed alone in the cab. The taxi 
driver turned and said "I do not have you on my list". I motioned to 
the taxi driver to return to the hospital. At the hospital he said to me 
"How about my fare?' Eventually, I got out of the taxi and I walked 
away. Needless to say, I was upset. In tears I called my husband and 
he came to pick me up.  
 
Afterwards I learned to drive. In 1991 I took the test offered by the 
Rehabilitation Center. I passed. I started to drive early when I was 19 
years old and I have been driving for 28 years. I valued my 
independence. I was determined to learn again. I don't have much 
energy and I regard the car as a resting-place like a haven and recoup 
my energy .I shall be lost without a car.  
 
Volunteers 
 
In November 1990, Ann had set me up with a volunteer called Anne-
Marie. She came to my house by car two times a week. Subsequently 
it would decrease eventually to once a week. She was in her late 
twenties and she was enthusiastic, very kind and patient. She was in 
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her last year of studying B.Sc. She desperately wished to study for a 
degree leading to M.Sc. in Speech Pathology. When Anne-Marie 
started my speaking limit was hi, by, etc. I could not speak out, even 
the names of my children. It was there in my brain but not easily 
accessible. She was under close supervision with Ann. She continued 
to visit me until 1992. 
 
Another girl took Anne-Marie's place. I met Sherry in July 1992. She 
was 26 years old. She, too, wanted to study for a degree leading to a 
Master's degree of Speech Pathology and she wants to specialize in 
children.  
 
I met Cathy in February 1991. She was, I guess, 45 years old. She 
had a heart condition similar to mine about 5 years ago. But she could 
speak. She came to my house once a week from February and August. 
She was involved in volunteer work for the local Stroke Club. She was 
married with two children near to my own children's age and her 
husband was a pastor. We talked, went on walks, played games. She 
organized a bridge game. Before the stroke I played bridge two times 
a month with friends. In June 1990 a good friend from our bridge 
group left and the group dispersed. 
 
Group 
 
Ann Grantmyre invited me to attend a special group of stroke victims 
every Friday from November 1990 to June 1991. Doug and my son 
took turns in driving me to the group. I soon outgrew the group. In 
June 1992 Linda Carey invited me to join a different speech 
communication group. I was the junior member not in age but in 
terms of speaking. There were four or five aphasic adults in this group, 
and rest of the group had all strokes or brain disorders due to 
accidents and medical problems. The age range was 35-80. I was 
fortunate to belong to this group. The main theme of the group is 
speaking and rescuing thoughts hard to come by from the depth of the 
brain. One summer the group put on a theme on poetry .I latched on 
to poetry to explain the fatigue and utter helplessness of my stroke. 
 
After I moved to Chester and now I am at a stand still now with my 
speech in Chester. Doug found a job nearby in Bridgewater. I am too 
tired to drive all the way to Halifax on the highway alone. 
 
There are a few occasions when I dream that I am normal or 
superhuman. Each morning when I awake there is a sinking in my pit 
of my stomach. I want to be plain ordinary normal. I feel substandard. 
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I want to speak freely and to express my opinions. I have so much to 
give. If there is one thing I can really do let me try it but what? 
 
Fatigue 
 
Funny, I feel no pain but enveloping waves of fatigue sets in with any 
rhyme or reason. My eyes are linked to my body like a warning 
sentinel. I feel tired but I do not want to sleep. Rest is the better term. 
The truth is my inside is overworked. My brain shuts down and my 
motor movements slowdown gradually. I resist the uncontrollable urge 
to lie down, to flop like a ragdoll, to rest. It is hard to separate the 
feeling of depression and my ongoing fatigue. I do not like it one little 
bit. What is it -to the lay everyday healthy person I don't know how to 
explain it? I write my poetry on it. I have to live with it 24 hours a 
day. My body feels heavy but my head is lightheaded as if I am not 
here.  
 
I am infuriated with my lack of strength. I am 57 years old now 
(2000). I used to swim 4 or 5 times a week. After swimming or 
shoveling snow I am disappointed with my energy. I supposed that I 
want to keep up with my husband who is eight years younger than I 
am.  
 
What is normal for me with my health for my heart valve? Am I doing 
too much swimming - I feel no pain but agonising fatigue. My heart 
doctor says 'keep swimming'. In May 1996, I suffered a setback in my 
health. Since then I have been getting weaker and it is getting worse. 
I have severe aortic stenosis (hardening of my valve) and I become so 
cold easily especially in the winter. My circulation is not very good 
after the stroke. Recently my pace of life has been slowing down due 
to a combination of three things, my heart, effect .of my stroke, and 
old age. 
 
In the Morning 
 
Morning was a favorite time for me but now I do not like the morning. 
Memory haunts me first thing in the morning. I worry about life 
inordinately. I am uptight and not relaxed. No more am I equipped to 
deal with the hassle of everyday life. Other people live so fast. Things 
are going faster and I am left behind. My pace of life has changed. . 
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Swimming 
 
Before the stroke I enjoyed swimming in the condo pool where we 
lived in Halifax occasionally. I used to swim at Dalhousie when I was 
working to keep me fit. I was 11 years old when I learned to swim in 
Northern Ireland. I swam in the North and Atlantic Seas (the 
Canadians called the ocean). I never had swimming lessons and I 
taught myself to swim. There in Northern Ireland the swimming 
seasons are different times. People think nothing about swimming in 
the early fall, late spring, summer, cloudy and drizzly days. 
 
I took up swimming seriously in the fall of 1991. There was a place 
very near, a stone's throwaway, two blocks away from our home. The 
City of Halifax runs the Northfield pool. I feel very fortunate to have 
the "luxury" so close to where I live. At first I concentrated on the 
breaststroke, two times a week for fifteen minutes. I taught myself to 
go underneath the water with the aid of goggles. I learned crawl and 
backstroke after that. Then I was swimming 45 minutes three times a 
week. I upped it to 4 or 5 times a week for an hour. Of course, I have 
limitations. I have to swim slowly. My swimming has become a way of 
life relaxing, graceful, addicted. My swimming style is slow and steady. 
My body is slow in the pool as out of it but I can't describe the feeling, 
which gives me- it is freedom from cares and worries and disability. It 
is impossible to swim and worry at then same time. Worry may trouble 
your sleep but it will not disturb your swimming. I used desperately 
wanted to keep up with other people and try as I might it is not 
possible. I am ever comparing myself to others in the pool. I want to 
be plain and ordinary normal. I feel disabled. I can't make as much as 
headway as I wanted to. I grunt and groan with effort. I cannot swim 
any faster not lack of trying on my part. I am preoccupied with speed 
or lack of it. Some doctor explained to me that the aortic valve of my 
heart is not pumping enough blood. I want to go fast. I watched 
myself underwater like slow motion. I am weak from the combined 
stroke, open-heart surgery and my heart valve. I ought to go faster. It 
is infuriating! It takes me one minute to swim the breaststroke for one 
length. The pool is 25 metres long. Try as I might my time is 1 minute. 
Swimming keeps me sane.  
 
I like watching movies. After the movie I feel, and dare I say, relaxed 
and a fleeting normal. Swimming and movies takes me out of myself. 
But the feeling does not last. It has gone the next day. Every morning 
I wake up to the same old thing, fatigued and aphasia. I suppose that 
I am lucky to be alive but I want to improve my aphasia and my 
quality of my life.  
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I have become allergic to one pool in particular .We moved to Chester 
in 1999. I have been swimming at Oak Island Inn since September 
1999. In March 2000 after swimming I came down with a fever and 
aches and pains. I consulted my doctor who swims there. She thinks 
the reason is the moist environment with chlorine and mould. I was 
forced to change my routine from swimming to walking. Instead I walk 
four times a week on our country road. Now I swim only once a week 
in Bridgewater. I miss swimming! 
 
In 1995 I went to the Rehab Centre to get fitted with a toe brace. It is 
a lump of playdoh coloured (salmon pink) separating my right big toe 
and adjoining toe. My toes of my right foot were curling up. I was 
reading the report he said I was spastic. All this time my swimming 
style was spastic. I was horrified. 
 
Piano 
 
For Christmas 1995 Doug got a keyboard for me. I took music lessons 
from January 1996-98. Then I was lucky to get a free, upright piano 
through my one of group members. I don't read music and I had to 
learn. My right hand is clumsy with the chords or spastic. But I have 
the time to practice. I have always wanted to play the piano. It is a 
challenge and departure from the normal everyday thing. 
 
Tai Chi 
 
I first took Tai Chi in April 1995. This form of exercise, Tai Chi, is 
appealing for two things for me. The first one my balance is not very 
good. The second one, I feel that rate of progress is very slow in 
everything I do, from waking up, speaking, reading, swimming, 
thinking, comprehension, making up my mind. I feel isolated with my 
ability to speak. But in Tai Chi class I am not pressured to perform. 
The age of my class encompasses 40-60 years. I was taught ages ago 
the correct way to stand erect. But Tai Chi movements are round or 
arched rather than straight -it's a contradiction in terms. I like the 
feeling of grounding or centering. 
 
Crying 
 
In the hospital after the stroke I used to cry often with frustration. But 
I was astonished that I have very little control over my emotions. 
When our daughter was married in 1996, at the church ceremony my 
husband walked down the aisle I broke down and snorted with muffled 
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tears. Again in 1997 when I was faced with my own mortality at 53 
years because I need a new heart valve and I realised I am not going 
to get it until my heart surgeon says so. 
 
Telephone 
 
I learned with trepidation to use the phone. I called Doug from home 
to his place of work. He knew the problem with speaking on the 
telephone. The receptionist answered I used to say "Dout please". 
Early on I did not pronounce his name "Doug" correctly. 
 
I tended to leave out the etiquette with my responses. My brain was 
going fast for my own liking or I was rushing to say the correct 
etiquette. For example: This is Anne-Marie. I meant to say: "Hullo, 
how are you". But I ended up by saying "Fine". 
 
If I take messages on the phone, I tend to get confused by repeating 
numbers on phone. Sometimes I will say the right number out loud to 
the other party but I repeat the wrong number on paper. It gets 
confusing. The other party is so quick. It takes a great deal of 
concentration for me to get the numbers down. I feel like saying, "take 
your time. I had a stroke, slowdown". I am too proud to admit on the 
telephone. I feel less capable knowing the other person in the know. 
The word "stroke" has hidden meanings to the lay person "not right in 
the head" or "her mind is gone". When I was interrupted from sleep by 
the telephone, I feel groggy for each occasion. I perform so badly. 
Words fail me. 
 
With phone calls every time I have to rehearse it very carefully before 
calling. My rate of progress is becoming easier as time passes but 
spontaneity is lost on me forever. 
 
Humour 
 
I am a serious person now more so since my stroke. I don't know how 
to unwind but Tai Chi relaxes me. I remember Petra was down at 
Chester for a weekend. I need plenty of room to practice Tai Chi and I 
prefer to be outside. It was black fly season in May. She watched when 
I practiced 24 forms. I hate black flies with a vengeance. All of a 
sudden I lashed out from my composure of Tai Chi and I swatted a 
black fly. To this day she chuckles at my new move annihilating the 
black fly. 
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Geography is not one of my strong subjects -I married a geographer 
and my marriage failed! Many years ago I was confused in the Eatons 
store in Edmonton naming the south or east entrance. I don't have 
much grasp of which way I was facing. Now I have to be careful 
memorizing the location where I left the car. 
 
When the stroke was new, I remember one incident in the hospital 
that Doug and I had, we were both getting frustrated because I could 
not explain something. I suddenly threw my arm out in a wide arc as if 
to say "There, that explains it all". I was convinced, by doing hand 
signals, Doug understood perfectly. He did not! We both laughed and 
still talk about it. 
 
My mind works faster than my mouth so I have become the "butt" of 
Doug's teasing when I try to get some words out quickly and I sound 
like a motor, "But, But, But". 
 
I became well known in the hospital as the lady who can't make up 
one's mind, in nodding yes or no. As an aphasiac it's very hard to 
distinguish in my own mind without the power of language. You got to 
give an aphasia person the choice of narrowing it down. Simple is 
better. 
 
University of Michigan 
 
In the summer of 1991 I was reading about a woman who had a 
stroke. She had an aphasia and her husband wrote a book and he 
mentioned about a course being put on at the University of Michigan 
(David Knox "Portrait of Aphasia"). I made inquiries through Ann 
Grantmyre. Dalhousie.and Great West Life shared the cost. I was 
fortunate to go to Michigan for that 6 weeks course in September 
1993. My husband took me there by car and he returned after the 
course was finished. I lived in the dormitory. It used to be a dormitory 
for medical students. There were 20 patients but I was the only one 
from Canada. 
 
I am amazed at the quality of speech students in Michigan and also 
Dalhousie. I was encouraged with their caring ways. I have the highest 
praise for their cheerful state of mind. They are outgoing, of course, 
they are specially trained for that. 
 
I worked hard there and I improved my speech content by 25%. I wish 
that a similar organisation could have been here in Halifax then. But 
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they are planning to open up a Dalhousie Residential Aphasia Program 
in Halifax in 2001. 
 
Minus opposed to Plus 
 
Minus – I live a lonely life. The fatigue is getting to me. Considerable 
effort is required to do easy things, housework and driving. I feel 
nervous about people' s reactions. But at same time I do not wish my 
independence jeopardised. 
 
Plus - I am alive. I am able to walk albeit slowly, drive my car, swim, 
full disability benefits, manage my own affairs, and last and important 
of all, I have the love of a good man to sustain me and keep me sane. 
The pluses far outnumber the minuses. I wish I could be some help to 
other in the same boat as me but I can not because it's a vicious circle 
like the blind leading the blind. But I triumphed! 
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