Tot braves surgery, 28 cycles of chemo

Huge tumour cancerous

Doug Williamson, Windsor Star
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At first glance, you'd never know of the trials and tribulations of young Luca Aversa.

Fourteen months old and a tireless toddler, Luca doesn't display the signs of major surgery and 28 cycles of chemotherapy he's endured since he was four months old and diagnosed with a tumour in one of his kidneys.

It's been a long journey for Luca, his parents Kate and Pietro, and siblings Daria, six, and Dante, four. Ever since being diagnosed with the neuroblastoma -- a tumour representing five per cent of the 400 childhood cancer cases diagnosed each year in Ontario -- the Aversas have been thrust into a frightening world of which they never dreamed.
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RECOVERING: Luca Aversa, 14 months, is held by his father Pietro at their South Windsor home. Luca has endured surgery and chemotherapy.

Nick Brancaccio, Windsor Star
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"The only cancer I know of is in 70-year-old people. Not in a four-month-old baby," said Pietro, a chef at an Erie Street restaurant. Adds Kate: "The first thing we asked was 'Why us?'"

Their ordeal began when Luca was four months old and was taken to their family doctor for a routine examination.

A mass was discovered in his abdomen, and further tests revealed it was a tumour on one of his kidneys.

"The wind was knocked out of me," Kate said.

Then the hard part began.

After Luca received one course of chemotherapy at Sick Children's Hospital in Toronto, the family was referred to London, which is closer. They have spent weeks in London, interspersed with stays at home in Windsor, as Luca has undergone a total of five rounds of chemo, each lasting a total of 28 days with time spent at home between treatments.

The most serious part of Luca's treatment came last February, when surgeons in Toronto removed most of a one-kilogram tumour attached to a kidney. It grew around arteries and veins, touched the spine, lungs and liver and crushed the one kidney. The parents didn't realize how serious it was until doctors spoke to them just before the 14-hour surgery when they removed 90 per cent of the mass.

"They weren't sure he was going to make it through the surgery," Kate said. "The ICU nurses fought over him to get him as a patient," she added. "He was such a ham."

Now Luca is home, and to all appearances is a healthy, normal toddler with hazel eyes and an infectious smile.

"He's had just tons of procedures," Kate said. "It's not anything I would want to go through. But he's a trouper."

Although the current treatment has stopped, both parents know there could be problems ahead, including physical side-effects from the chemotherapy.

"Technically, he's not out of the woods until he's 18 months post-surgery," Kate said.

The large tumour has been broken into three small growths which they hope will remain dormant, as happens in other children with the same condition.

"They will never go away, they'll just be normal," Kate said of the growths remaining in Luca's small body. The disease has caused stress for the family, as both parents continue to work -- she is employed by Canada Border Services. "Every time he goes in the hospital we're split as a family."

The Aversas, noting that Childhood Cancer Awareness Week has just ended, said people who want to help can donate to cancer research to help other children like Luca overcome the disease. "He's a regular little kid now. Right now he's good. Down the road, who knows?" Kate said.
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For information, e-mail the Childcan, Childhood Cancer Research Association at executivedirector@childcan.on.ca; the Children's Health Foundation at bwray@childhealth.ca; the Pediatric Oncology Group of Ontario at vyakobson@pogo.ca

