OPINION

Hanging On or Letting Go

By Dr Tan Su-Ming
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ast November, Mr C, aged 65, came into my
L consultation room, sat down and said,“Doc, ten days

ago, my wife suffered a cerebral hemorrhage.” He
then related the last harrowing heartbreaking ten days to
me, of how his wife had been planning his mother’s 90th
birthday party when she suddenly lost consciousness.
They rushed her to hospital in an ambulance and the
scans showed that she had bled into her brain. They had
to decide quickly if they were going to operate on her
or let her go. His son, who was living and working in the
UK was hysterical over the phone, crying and telling his
dad that he was to keep his mother alive at all costs till
he returned to Singapore, as he wanted to at least see his
mother alive for one last time. His daughter rushed back
from abroad too. His children asked the neurosurgeon
what he would do if she were his mother. He replied that
he would operate.

Within ten minutes, the consent forms were filled and
she was wheeled into the operating theatre. She remained
unconscious for the next six days. When she opened
her eyes for the first time on the sixth day, the surgeons
rushed out of the intensive care unit to summon Mr C.
“They were such young doctors, but so dedicated and
so passionate. When she opened her eyes for the first
time, they all cheered!” Mr C smiled at the recollection.
Although she regained consciousness, she could not speak
or walk, and needed a nasogastric tube to feed. “But if |
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show her a video of her grandchild, she can pucker her
lips to kiss and smile at the image,” he continued.

“It's so ironic, Doc. She was never the sick one, but
the one always reminding me to take my medication, and
the one who cared for everyone else. Who would have
thought this would happen to her:We fought to save her,
but if it was me, I'd want my kids to just let me go and
not do anything. My son has come back to Singapore now
and does not want to return to the UK at the moment, so
he can be near his mother. I've told my kids to travel and
do what they want now because life is uncertain, and we
really don't know what it will bring.”

| was tearing involuntarily at this point. As | wiped a
tear away, | asked,So, what can | do for you today, Mr C?”

“Oh, there were so many well-wishers who gave
hampers and flowers. While | was transporting them
about, | sprained my wrist,” he said sheepishly.

That was the day | decided to fill up an Advanced
Medical Directive form, to spare my husband the agony
of making the difficult decision of whether or not to keep
me on life support, if that day ever arrives.
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