HE DIED
IN MY ARMS
Susannah Harrison’s
husband fought bravely
until the very end

S

itting at the dining table with my
husband Tim, then 46, and our
two kids, seven and four, I frowned
as Tim hiccuped yet again. It was
December 2009 and, for the
last couple of months, Tim had been
hiccuping every time he ate. Most of the
time, he quietly left the room. But, when
it was still happening in January 2010,
I suggested he speak to our GP.

Eventually, Tim was booked in for
an endoscopy, a procedure involving a
camera down his throat. But when I
picked him up from his appointment later
that day, Tim looked concerned, saying
the doctors suspected it might be cancer.
Tim was so matter-of-fact about it, but
my head was all over the place and I was
in shock. The news was a bolt from the
blue, not what we’d expected at all.
Tim was a fitness fanatic, spending
time in the gym and working as a
personal trainer and fitness professional.
He was one of the healthiest people I
knew. But none of that mattered because,
two and a half weeks after his endoscopy,
it was confirmed that Tim
had a large cancerous
tumour in his stomach.
‘How long have I got?’
was the first thing Tim
asked the consultant as
I sat there in silence, trying
to take in what we were
being told. The cancer had
spread to Tim’s lymph nodes
and it was predicted he
had between six and 12
months left, two years if
he was really lucky.
I was distraught – and even
Tim, who’d been so resolute
throughout it all, looked
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The family – Tim
was just 46, with
two young children

devastated. He was only 46 and we
had two young children – how on earth
could we possibly lose him?
Leaving the hospital, we exchanged few
words. What could we say? We’d had the
worst news imaginable and neither of us
knew how to process it.
All I could think about was the
oncologist’s words. The cancer was
inoperable, incurable and terminal. They
would do their
best to prolong
his life, but
there was
little hope.
Back home,
we emailed
family and
friends,
neither of us
having the
strength to
tell them in
person. Tim
fell back on
his usual
Susannah and
coping
Tim on their
device,
y
da
wedding

though – humour.
‘They’ve given me
no chances, but I’ll The couple were
beat this. Let the
determined to make
battle commence!’ special memories
he emailed.
That night, once the kids were in
bed, Tim and I sat on the sofa and he
admitted all the times he’d left the
table hiccuping, it was actually because
food was getting stuck and he couldn’t
swallow. I desperately wished Tim had
said something sooner. Perhaps I’d have
urged him to see a doctor earlier and
maybe things would have been different.
The following day, we told the kids and
tried to be as honest as we could without
scaring them. Our eldest, then eight,
understood what cancer was, that it was
a bad thing that could kill you, but we
reassured him, reminding him we had
family friends who’d battled the disease
and were still alive.
Tim stopped working before having
chemotherapy in July 2010, and after
four rounds, scans in October showed
the treatment was working. We were so
hopeful, then in November, Tim caught a
cold. His immunity weakened from the

WOMAN

WOM293.real_life1.indd 26

22/02/2021 15:38

Real Life

treatment, he spent 10 days in hospital
recovering, and after a second cycle, more
scans in February 2011 didn’t look so good.
The doctors began to discuss palliative
radiotherapy. Just hearing ‘palliative’
told us Tim was not going to get better. He
refused to believe it, though, telling the
doctor, ‘I’ll still be here in
25 years, just wait and see.’
True to his word, Tim
battled on, and despite
his prognosis and all the
treatment he’d endured, he
was surprisingly fit and well.
After a family holiday to
South Africa later that month, his next
round of treatment began.
And in the July, scans showed no visible
signs of cancer. Neither of us could
believe it when we were told Tim was in
remission. He had always been so sure
he’d beat it and now it looked like he had.
Determined to enjoy ourselves, we took

the kids away on holiday to Australia
and Cornwall, where Tim learnt to surf.
We had such a great time and made so
many special memories, and our lives,
for a while, felt normal.
But then, in February 2012, Tim
started to complain of back pain, and
we were soon to discover
the cancer had returned
and was now on his lungs
and liver.
Again, Tim was
offered palliative care of
chemotherapy and tablets.
But after one dose, he was
feeling nauseous and weak, his body in
pain. One Sunday morning in May, in the
kitchen, we had an emotional but honest
conversation and Tim told me he’d
stopped taking his tablets two days
before. He just didn’t want to be in pain
any more and wanted to spend the time
he had left happy. Hugging him tightly,

‘TRUE TO HIS
WORD, TIM
BATTLED ON’

I choked back tears, knowing that this
was the beginning of the end.
Over the next three months, Tim got
progressively weaker. But he began to
find peace with his death and we spoke
about his funeral, who we’d invite
and what he’d wear. We even visited
a woodland burial park nearby, where
he wanted to be laid to rest.
By August, he needed round-the-clock
care, from me or a nurse. Struggling to
sit up or get out of bed, he was so weak.
It was torture watching Tim suffer.
‘I’m still breathing!’ he said every
morning as he opened his eyes. His
sense of humour never wavered. ‘It’s my
birthday in a couple of days. I’ll forgive
you for not giving me a present!’ I laughed.
On the day of my 44th birthday, on
19 August, I took the kids swimming.
Tim was at home with my mum, dosed
up and in a morphine-induced sleep,
and when we got home, he was still
sleeping peacefully.
Climbing into bed with him, I put on a
song I’d never heard before, called Never
Alone, by Lady Antebellum and Jim
Brickman. But, as I turned to get Tim
to listen, I realised that he had taken
his last breath.
An extraordinary sense of calm
descended on the house after that.
The kids seemed relieved not having to
witness their dad in pain any more, but
we were all distraught. I never made
a big occasion of my birthday –in fact,
Tim often got the date wrong! But now,
it meant so much more.
Losing Tim so young was the toughest
challenge of my life. But three years on, in
2015, I joined Widowed & Young (WAY),
a charity for people aged 50 or younger
who have lost a spouse or partner.
It’s helped me far more than I expected,
it was a lifeline, and has reminded me
that life must go on. Tim always wanted
me to carry on, to live life with a smile on
my face, and I hope I’m doing him proud.
✱ For more information, visit
widowedandyoung.org.uk
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Tim got weaker,
but always kept his
sense of humour
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