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My Recovery Story: Bonnie (54 years) 

 
“My doctor was able to recognize that my goal was to be able to walk, not just to get off 
medications within an arbitrary timeline that he set. He showed interest in my progress along 
the way”. 

I live in Edmonton with my husband and I work as an occupational therapist. I love my work a 
lot, and I also volunteer with my professional organizations. I’m interested in reading and 
learning more about mindfulness. I also try to keep working on improving my physical function 
through exercise.  

I’ve always had problems with my feet and ankles. I seemed clumsy as a child, but in retrospect 
I think some of it was due to ankle instability and torn ligaments. It was related to the way my 
feet were structured and I just tried to adapt to it. It gradually worsened over time, and in 2015 
a tendon spontaneously ruptured in my right ankle while I was trying to do a strengthening 
exercise. It took many months before the underlying problem was correctly identified. 
Meanwhile, I was walking less and less, and I fell several times when my ankle would give way. I 
wore an ankle brace and used anti-inflammatory cream. I had a tendon rupture, several torn 
ligaments, and the remaining peroneal tendon was shredded.  There were a lot of delays along 
the way. There was nothing that could be done without surgery, it was just going to get worse. I 
was not getting anywhere with seeing an orthopedic surgeon, so finally, I paid for a private 
surgery to stabilize my ankle and prevent further long-term damage. The surgery was very 
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complex, four surgeries really, and while technically successful, there was a complication and I 
was left with buzzing neuropathic pain and numbness in part of my right foot afterwards. I was 
unable to work and needed opioids after the surgery for about five months. I requested a 
medication specifically for the neuropathic pain and that helped a lot. I continued to take it for 
over a year. Then in 2017, I developed something similar in my left ankle. I didn’t wait for it to 
rupture that time. I tried to see an orthopedic surgeon again, and I was told the wait would be 
at least 3 years. In that time, it would rupture, and the surgery would be complicated again, so I 
went back to the private clinic in BC to the same surgeon who performed my first ankle surgery. 
This surgery went well, and I was off opioids in a few weeks, and back to part-time work even 
before I was able to weight-bear. 

I could not get timely surgery for my ankle problems through the public health system. I also 
knew that the system wasn’t going to be fixed anytime soon. It might even get worse. Dwelling 
on that wasn’t going to help me recover, so I just accepted things imperfect as they are and 
moved forward. The neuropathic pain after my first ankle surgery was difficult to deal with at 
first and it affected my emotional stability. My family doctor retired on the day of my first ankle 
surgery, so I had a series of terrible experiences with new doctors while I was in a lot of pain 
after surgery. They didn’t want me as a patient because I had pain, and they treated me like an 
addict. Finally, on the third try, I found my current doctor. 

Sometimes you must take charge of your health and push for what you need, even if it isn’t 
easy. I wasn’t willing to accept this problem with my ankles for life. I don’t know how I would 
have done it if I hadn’t been experienced with the health system. That helped me to be 
persistent. I got loaner equipment (walker, bath seat, wheelchair) through the Short-Term 
Equipment Loan Program in Edmonton for after surgery. I also purchased some medical devices 
including a knee crutch and a cane. I brought my husband along with me in the stage when I 
didn’t have a doctor who knew me. Okay, I needed his help even to get there. I was in bad 
shape and prone to bursting into tears. I recommend taking someone you trust to 
appointments with you, if you aren’t being heard. The other tip I have is that you should let 
your doctor know what else you are doing to get better besides taking medication. My doctor 
was able to recognize that my goal was to be able to walk, not just to get off medications within 
an arbitrary timeline that he set. He showed interest in my progress along the way. 

After the first surgery I had physiotherapy. I disliked the first physiotherapist, because he did 
not care about pain at all, only function. He didn’t care about or acknowledge my emotions 
either. He also had some negative opinions about private healthcare, which were 
unprofessional given my no-win situation. I started having my husband come with me to the 
appointments and together we agreed that I needed to see someone else. The next 
physiotherapist was kind and competent and I progressed much better. I ran out of coverage 
and decided to hire a personal trainer to help me get to the next level. Four months after the 
surgery, I hiked up to the Lake Agnes teahouse near Lake Louise, achieving my big goal to hike, 
even though I had pain, walked slowly, and I still needed medication. After the second surgery, 
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the recovery was better. I took medication for a few weeks, did some physiotherapy, and used 
the gym on my own to walk around the track until I was ready for the uneven surfaces of the 
real world. I still use poles for hiking, because they help. 

“Four months after surgery, I hiked up to the Lake Agnes teahouse near Lake Louise, 
achieving my big goal to hike, even though I had pain, walked slowly, and I still needed 
medication”. 

I do mindfulness meditation, regular walking and exercise, and use poles sometimes if I’m going 
on uneven terrain. Now I’m trying to use the machines at the gym to get a cardio workout. I 
also bought a better bike, since I can’t run but I can ride a bike without ankle pain. 

My Goals: To get 8500 steps a day on my fitness tracker. 

To hike in beautiful places like Banff, Lake Louise, and Jasper. 

To walk downstairs normally. 

My Values: Honesty, caring for others, being respected 

To help cope on a day to day basis, I put my feet up when I can, I walk at a slightly slower pace 
than I would prefer, I go swimming and ride my bike. I tell my husband when he is walking too 
fast for me to keep up. 

I keep my spirits up by talking with others, meditating, listening to music, and being in nature. I 
also like radio and television programs that make me laugh. 

I slow down the pace of walking, and if I’m sitting for long, I elevate my right foot to reduce the 
tingling/buzzing sensation. Distraction is quite effective for me, so in a way, work helps me cope 
with pain. 

Sleep is very important. Our bedroom is very dark and quiet. I tend to toss and turn a lot most 
nights and I need to have a pillow that I like. I needed to have my foot propped up on a pillow 
but not touching it initially, but that restricted my movement in bed. I’ve noticed that when I’m 
very sleep deprived, I have a deeper, more restorative sleep. I use mindfulness meditation to 
help fall asleep and to resume sleep if I wake up in the night.  I focus on breathing in and 
breathing out. I bought a special pillow called a Dreampad that plays wave sounds and music 
via bone conduction, which relaxes me and keeps me in the present moment, which helps me 
to fall asleep.  

My husband has been wonderful through all of this. He has had to do a lot to help me at times. 
He also made me do what I could for myself as part of the deal. My friendships have been 
affected by my lack of motivation to go out in the evenings and my avoidance of group 
activities. 
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Having pain has taught me the importance of having compassion and patience with myself. I 
didn’t need it before and wouldn’t have realized that this is a valuable life lesson. We’re all 
going to get older eventually and we will need to be kind to ourselves as our bodies change and 
maybe disappoint us. I also learned that sometimes I get fatigued or sore, and I should 
acknowledge and respect my limitations.  

It feels vulnerable at first to have others seeing you with problems, like needing a cane or 
walking poles. It’s more important to be out there living your life. If poles help me to hike on 
uneven terrain, then I love my poles. There’s no room for shame. 

 

“It feels vulnerable at first to have others seeing you with problems, like needing a cane or 
walking poles. It’s more important to be out there living your life. If poles help me to hike on 
uneven terrain, then I love my poles. There’s no room for shame”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


