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BARBARA REUL

‘Miracles are no longer required’—
Life Writing as a Healing Tool

If in early 2020 someone had

middle-aged music historian

with a sunny disposition and

|=

wicked sense of humor—that a
global pandemic and a sudden
medical diagnosis would
disrupt my vocation as a busy

university professor, | would

“ have laughed out loud.

| will not forget Friday, March 13, 2020, because my work
life would be turned upside down: “You have four days to
move all your classes online.”

But that day pales against July 31, 2020, when | received
a uterine cancer diagnosis out of the blue: "You will
need surgery immediately, followed by chemotherapy
and radiation treatments since the cancer has already
spread,” my medical team informed me.

“God sure has a sense of humor,” | remember thinking.

Or was this some kind of sick joke, given that my life as |
knew had just been put on hold for no apparent reason? And
how could | be so ill, given that | felt full of energy?

“It's not your fault,” said the three (breast] cancer
survivor-friend-colleagues who quickly rallied around
me. Random mutations were the single biggest factor
in causing cancer, they pointed out—not a poor diet, or

exposure to chemicals, or inherited genes. They also

told me—a healthy, extroverted,

assured me that | would not have to go through this ordeal
by myself and predicted that the pandemic would likely be
over by Christmas.

They were wrong on both counts.

‘If in early 2020 someone had told me—a
healthy, extroverted, middle-aged music
historian with a sunny disposition and wicked
sense of humor—that a global pandemic and
a sudden medical diagnosis would disrupt

my vocation as a busy university professor, 1

would have laughed out loud.”

As a non-partnered and soon to be immunocompromised
individual, welcoming “visitors from away”—which was code
for my family who lived thousands of miles away in Germany
and elsewhere—was out of the question. As a result, | had
to rely on my “family in town” to get me through surgery and
seven months of cancer treatments while COVID-19 held the
rest of the world in check.

Atrusted neighbor who had lost her husband to cancer
years ago immediately volunteered to be my “go-to, in-house

person.” When | returned from hospital, a close friend and

Barbara Reul, PhD, is a cancer survivor from the Canadian prairies. Her busy life as a university professor was disrupted
by the pandemic and a critical illness. She chronicles both in a memoir that was published open access in December 2021; a

sequel is in the works. barbara.reul@uregina.ca
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fellow academic interrupted her research sabbatical to look
after me for a week. It was her idea that | keep a diary to
document my health journey and enlist the help of “walking
buddies” to get my strength back.

To that end, several members of my “work family”
brought along their beloved pets for walks around the
lake that is near my house. One of them, Winston, the
Miniature Schnauzer, quickly turned into a therapy dog of
sorts for his “favorite auntie” Barb.

Spending time with him (and the rest of my walking
buddies) almost made me forget how much | missed
being in the classroom and working on various research
projects. At the same time, | felt sorry for my colleagues
who struggled with reinventing themselves online [see
their “Stories from the Pandemic Podium” in the Winter
2022 issue of Impetus, Luther College at the University of
Regina’s online magazine).

As time went on, managing side effects became increas-
ingly difficult. Severe fatigue, insomnia, hair loss, and
weight gain (who knew?) wreaked havoc with my body and
psyche. But it was “chemo brain”, a medically induced state
of permanent brain fog, that made me wonder whether this
was perhaps the tragic end to my very own “from rags to
riches” tale.

It had begun in 1986, when a set of 18-year-old orphaned
twins from Germany emigrated to the West coast of Canada
to join family and build a new life. Mine had been a mostly
stable ride with many blessings for which |—who would
likely never have attended university, let alone become an
academic if | had stayed back—was more than grateful.

A Special Task

Imagine my surprise when | was woken up in the middle
of the night on February 23, 2021: my inner guidance
system had an important message for me. For the record,
the latter has contacted me, a woman of strong faith, in
the form of a distinguished looking male with a top hat
for many years. | consider him my very own “angel of
intuition”, despite the lack of wings.

“Write down your cancer story,” he said with a serious
tone.

Forty-five minutes later, | was staring at a Table of

Contents for a book manuscript that provided an

autobiographical snapshot of sorts. This type of automatic
or channeled writing did not really surprise my inner
scholar who often benefits from it while carrying out
research and preparing publications.

What was new, however, was the thought of “Dr. Barb”
writing a non-academic book that focused on, of all
things, herself!

In the past, | had excelled in shedding scholarly light
on the lives and works of German court musicians from
the distant past (who were all named Johann, of course).
Inviting perfect strangers into my inner world, therefore,
frightened me, or, more precisely, my inner child. She
would have given anything to turn the clock back to when
life was “normal.”

Instead, she watched “Zombie Barb” emerge after six
rounds of chemotherapy and haunt me through 28 pelvic
radiation therapy treatments ("Stock up on toilet paper!”).

Thankfully, the journal | had kept ever since my surgery
and my—admittedly sometimes somewhat foggy—memaory
were the only primary sources | needed to consult during
the three months that it took me to finish the first complete
draft of my memoir.

Did | feel exhausted, drained, and weepy on most of my
writing days? Yes, especially during the copy-editing stage
which turned out to be a special type of authorial hell.

The thought that my recollections would make a welcome
and valuable addition to a colleague’s English literature
class on illness narratives energized me enough to keep
going, however. Not only that: it also fueled my desire to
make my memoir highly entertaining, laugh-out-loud funny.

After all, | had survived a killer “balcony scene” triggered
by hot flashes from “chemo hell” instead of my very own
Romeo. The latter would undoubtedly have enjoyed watching
me strip down to my birthday suit before stepping outside
and basking in the moonlight for several glorious minutes
on a super-cold, but beautifully starry night.

| also figured that readers would want to know more
about a piece of “pelvic homework” (for lack of a better
term) that had been assigned to my new alter-ego, "Barb
2.0." After treatments had ended, she would have to carry
out an activity several times a week for an entire year (!) that
involved a decidedly unattractive vaginal stretching device.

“You will need to begin on April 2, 2021,” my medical

team emphasized.
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“Good Heavens,” | replied after checking the calendar on
my phone. “That's Good Friday.”
Enough said.

An Unexpected Gift at a Perfect Time

Whenever someone asked me about my life priorities
before my diagnosis, | would jokingly refer them to a
cute German poem of unknown origin. Its speaker, in my
mind, is an alluring mixture of Supergirl and Professor

McGonagall. The poem reads as follows in English:

The impossible we attend to immediately.
Miracles take a little longer.

Upon request, witchcraft will be used.

In my case, it was the last line of the poem—an unwav-
ering belief in a higher power and the loving support of my
family, friends, and church community—that helped me
navigate uncharted territory successfully.

The most unexpected gift, or “miracle” if you will, was the
realization that writing about myself would help my body,
mind, and soul heal on multiple levels.

To my great delight, Perfect Timing: Recollections of
Coping with Cancer During a Pandemic was published
in December 2021 as an open educational resource. My
target audience were individuals who had previously
been touched by a critical illness, including caregivers
and friends of cancer survivors, as well as health profes-
sionals, and fellow members of the university community,
to name but a few.

In March 2022, | visited the English literature class
in which my brand-new memoir had been assigned as a
required reading. From what | could tell, the decision to
chronicle my—apparently never dull—health journey had
made a favorable impression on the students and the
instructor.

“Since writing the book and thinking more about it, how
have the categories of impossible, miracles, and witchcraft,

shifted—what are they now?” my colleague asked.

14 Intersections | Spring 2023

To my complete surprise, “Barb 2.0" provided the answer
without hesitation.

| attend to the possible today.
Miracles are no longer required.
Witchcraft, that is prayers, are used daily to keep me going.

“You should have these three lines tattooed on your
forehead or some other place of your anatomy that's hard to
miss,” my top-hatted guide promptly suggested, albeit only
in my head.

| opted instead for writing a sequel. | figured that it would
allow my inner wise woman/stand-up comedian to document
what happened during the year of healing | spent near family
who live on Vancouver Island off the West Coast of Canada.

The new book, Right on Time: Healing from Cancer During
a Pandemic, has multiple “life echoes,” as | like to call them,
woven into its narrative fabric. Specifically, | touch upon my
childhood and teenage years in Bavaria, Germany, and my
early formative years as a new immigrant to Canada. My
cast of characters in the sequel include both familiar ones
if you have read Perfect Timing) and new, fascinating ones
(if you have not), both real and imagined, top-hats and other
accessories included. Some of these individuals (spoiler
alert!) also experience a "karmic course correction” of their
own alongside yours truly.

In hindsight, my two autobiographical efforts to date have
taught me the same, unforgettable lesson. What appeared
to be a disruption of my vocation as a university professor
turned out to be something different altogether—a recent
cancer survivor's call to action, that is, to share her
personal story with others.

To that end, | hope to see Right on Time through to publi-
cation in 2023 on the same open access platform as its
predecessor. Given that my energy level has never been the
same since my diagnosis, and | have made a (more or less)
triumphant return to the campus I left in March 2020, it will
likely take me longer than anticipated.

That is okay though. Miracles are no longer required in

my world.
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