pieces of me

everyone has a story
EMMA GAFFY, 22.

Before I fell ill I was 19 years old, healthy, working part-time and
studying journalism full-time. At the time, my boyfriend and I were
quite serious in our relationship. He had moved into my family home
and we were planning on travelling to India, his home, to visit his
family, in January 2004.
The first indication that something was not right occurred while at
work on Christmas Eve in 2003. I was serving a customer when I
felt a sensation of numbness travel through my body. I then realised
I couldn’t feel my right arm. Shortly after I lost the use of my voice
completely. My co-workers thought I was joking until I went to reach
to answer a ringing phone and couldn’t communicate with the person
calling. I then lapsed into a seizure and was rushed straight to
Princess Alexandra Hospital where a surgeon informed my parents
that I was haemorrhaging and needed lifesaving surgery immediately. I
spent the following two weeks in an induced coma on life support, after
what we assumed was successful surgery. Little did we know, this was
to be the first of many operations. Although it appears to people that I
suffered a stroke, my diagnosis was actually more complicated. I had
had a major haemorrhage on the left side of my brain due to an AVM
(Anterior Ventricular Malformation), or in other words, there was a
knot of veins and arteries in my brain that shouldn’t have been there.
The haemorrhage then resulted in a stroke.
I had to relearn how to do everything. I had the limited capabilities
of an infant. I lost the use of my legs, arms, and the simple act of
speaking. I spent the next few weeks hovering through bouts of
severe migraines and nausea to vomiting and high temperatures.
I had a further two operations and by February 2004 I had limited

vocabulary, but was still wheelchair bound. I had no means of
escape, mentally or physically. I felt like I had been placed right in
the middle of a scene from One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest‚ as the
unwilling star. After nearly six months in hospital and a further two
brain surgeries, I was left with hemiplegia: paralysis of the right side
of my body. Epilepsy was later diagnosed due to the trauma my brain
had incurred through multiple operations.
If it weren’t for my family and close friends, I never would have
come through it. I share an unusual relationship with my parents, we
are more like best friends – it has always been this way. They were
forever searching for ways to improve my situation: moving me from
one hospital to another, finding me better physios and naturopaths
– even wheelchairs! My dad said, “If you have to be in a wheelchair,
you might as well have a good-looking one!”
After various things happened, I found myself on the National Stroke
Foundation website, where I discovered the path that would eventually
lead to me Nepal. I was required to raise $6000 or more, to fund a trek
up the mountains of Nepal, in the hope it would raise awareness and
money for the National Stroke Foundation (NSF). Along with the help of
my parents and one of my best friends, Melanie, I far exceeded what I
was hoping to raise – just over $23,000 in one evening!
One of my missions in Nepal was to trek 4100 metres up a mountain
(that’s roughly half of Mt Everest). Those nine days of trekking
were the hardest voluntary days of my entire life! But it felt great to
achieve it. I also really bonded with the Nepalese children and I’m
planning to go back in January and live in the Street and Orphan
Rehabilitation Home in Kathmandu. A very generous stationery
company has donated back-to-school-packs‚ so I’ll be taking them
with me for the children. I will spend most of my time attending
to their daily needs such as dressing and showering them, playing
games and teaching them basic English and about hygiene.
There have been many changes in my life since the bleed/stroke;
changes that I once resented but now have come to embrace. My
capacity for coping with stress is a lot lower as well as my concentration
levels. I have chosen a totally different direction and have nearly finished
a Graphic Art and Advertising diploma course. My long-term goal is to
study fashion styling in Sydney next year after my return from overseas. •
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