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Former Teacher
Coping With Cystic Fibrosis

By Richard Bercuson

When does lawn care become not
just a chore requiring attention but
a chore that just cannot be done?
How can simply going up a flight of
stairs require a chair at the top to
rest on for a moment?

Such are the typical daily issues
faced by Brooklin resident Alex
McCombes, once an active high
school physical education teacher
and volleyball coach, now reduced
to learning how to cope with less
than 30% of lung capacity. That’s
what cystic fibrosis has dealt him.
The genetic disease he was born
with has gradually choked off many
of the activities he regularly did, not
the least being his teaching career.
That ended on Nov. 7, 2014, when,
as phys. ed. department head at
Markham’s Bur Oak Secondary
School, his body finally told him he
could no longer properly perform
his duties.

‘I was so immersed in my life as a
teacher to help people,” he recalls,
“and then suddenly my health de-
clined very quickly. | wanted so
much to help the kids and ensure
they didn’t have a lesser school ex-
perience.”

Active lifestyle

Even with the disease, he spent
his childhood and teens playing
hockey and soccer, able to hold
the disease’s effects at bay. Into his
20s, he says, the lung issues gradu-
ally became more pronounced and
then within a few years, it became
noticeable. In the latter part of his
teaching career, his lungs worked at
around 50% and he mostly kept the
condition hidden from colleagues.
In fact, he continued to coach the
school team for a few days after
stopping teaching and won the re-
gional tier 2 championship.

The gradual and steady decline of
his lung capacity have obviously
greatly limited his ability to perform
even the simplest tasks. Folding

laundry, for instance, can exhaust
him. But, as he points out, he’s very
much a never quit, half glass full
type of guy. With an extensive home
gym, he still works out as much as
he can bear, between physiother-
apy sessions and clearing out the
lungs.

Importance of exercise
“Allocating my energy is one of the
biggest things | deal with,” he says.
“Exercise is paramount. | go on the
stationary bike and make sure my
oxygen level is at around 90%.”
He also does some weights, yoga,
stretching and more “functional” ex-
ercises, usually about three times a
day.

Part of it is to keep moving and
maintain a proper mindset. How-
ever, it's also to prepare his body
for the possibility of a double lung
transplant for which he’s been ful-
ly evaluated and is regarded as a
strong candidate. While the pros-
pect of such a major surgery is ever
present, a more short term and per-
haps practical solution lies with new
medications which may be no more
than a few months down the road.
These might raise his lung capacity
to 50% or so, which would enable
him to live a more functional and
normal life.

On his blog for Cystic Fibrosis
Canada, he writes, “I do not have
words to describe the difficulties,
pain and angst it causes. It is awful,
increasingly difficult daily physically,
emotionally and mentally. Look it up
— it's terrible. Let’s count that as un-
derstood for this.”

He’s learned to ignore certain types
of pain, like physical which he
deems as merely bothersome

Positive outlook

He further writes, “My perspective
toward my future is positive. Even
though | am scared and | am chal-
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Don’t delay - take advantage of these
limited-time, 2018 coupon offers!

Difficulty hearing over the holidays? Stort off your 2018 with the
resolution of better hearing. The first step is {o Book your FREE
hearing test! As an added bonus, w re offering these special
new year coupons. Combine and redeem them at more than 200
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hearing test.
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® HearinglLife

Over 200 locations nationwide - Call a nearby clinic
below or visit HearingLife.ca/NYcoupons to Book
your FREE Hearing Test.
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