©Copyright 2014

Michelle Centrone



Cells

Michelle Centrone

Athesis
submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the degree of

Master of Fine Arts

University of Washington

2014

Committee:
David Shields

David Bosworth

Program Authorized to Offer Degree:

English



Plans for Revision

This thesis is the precursor to a book | intenaitibe in the future. Because the current version is

incomplete | have included my revision plans tacbesidered along with this draft.

*k%k

| discovered that, if | started my manuscript fixgars post-cancer, the narrative could be linear.
(My cancer experience wouldn’t béad a great dream, where | realized the primpogtt
cancer) narrative could be told through all my @xnmorld experiences. And through my
Disneyworld scenes, | could dive into my canceregignce. (That weekend, | had caught a cold,
or an allergy problem, and had been watching asnshow with fairy-tale characters living in
the real world calle@®nce Upon A TimgWhen | woke up, | realized this was impossiBlet |
could use the concept of hyperreality. Supposéddigerreality tricks your consciousness into
detaching from any real emotional engagement, ngaou instead find happiness through
artificial simulation, rather than interaction wailny "real” reality. Throughout my life, it seems
I've jumped from one representation of hyperredlitynother. These places have made me feel
immortal.

It appears I've also been the most self-destradiwing the hyperreality-living periods
of my life.

| can also argue that my “real” reality is farfdient than those my age who haven’t
experienced life-threatening diseases (or anythagful to the body, like pregnancy). My

reality has made it hard for me to connect witheathmy age.



Representations of Hyperreality:

1. South Florida, where it's spring break all yearypts want it to be). It's a perfect place for
those who want to be young brats forever. Florgdtheé state known for the Fountain of Youth.
We don’t want to know that we’re dying. So we trEhtdrida like it's America’s Never Land.

At the Broward County courthouse people sing: figla: Come on Vacation, Leave on

Probation.”

2. Disney World. Orlando, where | went to collegehuilt around this fabricated world. Right
after cancer | spent as many days as | could atelpisThe “real” world, where people
complained about traffic, was what | couldn’t live

Baudrillard say®isneyworld is fneant to be an infantile world, in order to make us
believe that the adults are elsewhere, in the 'veailld, and to conceal the fact that real
childishness is everywhere, particularly among ¢hadults who go there to act like the child in
order to foster illusion of their real childishné§Simulacra and Simulatign

No one dies at Disney World.

3. Fetish community: | eventually turned to Soubrida’s fetish community. Why? If not to see
why the body/mind yearns to hurt itself — thougtistasts do it for “pleasure.” One of the beliefs
of cancer is that people give cancer to themseahresigh mental sabotage -- ha ha. Nope, sorry,

| was just born.



In this world, I hoped to understand why peoplpged pain.

It's also a world where appearances mean evexytiind | needed to blossom again,
after what cancer did to my looks.

| was also searching for a sexual awakening, thdungever did find anything odd to add

to my sexual repertoire.

4. Medical World. What happens to you after youdmee the patient.

5. Dreams. And how | need to stop waking up saidi&d, after | dream about my late best

friend or late father.

6. Instant Messaging. I've fallen for too many nietause of their online personality, which

was quite different than there real one.



Some Threads Circumnavigating the Post-Cancer Book:

Buddhism thread.

When | was little, | found a dead kitten in thdkrbowl. | picked it up and carried it to
my mom to show her. | said, “Look at this,” as tr@ached my hand, so she could get a closer
look at the kitten. She screamed and ran out ofdbm. This thread will show how | am getting
backthere looking at death without fear has been my biggasiggle.

Having a clear belief of what afterlife is wouldake me accept my mortality. Painting
that picture has always haunted me. “It is becatesbave ideas about nirvana we suffer. Direct
experience is the only way” (frodo Death, No Fegr It has taken me until very recently to
understand this.

Something | retweeted a long time ago but stilirad“@OSHO: ‘Life is a pilgrimage to
nowhere, from nowhere to nowhere. And between ttvesenowheres is the Now-Here.’

OSHO.”

Motivation/Sense of Purpose.

With mortality looming, it was too hard to be matied. Really, what has kept me going
was the need to write this book about my cancatiarted writing about my cancer experience
way too early. | made it "my purpose.” And becaofsthis lack of time to heal and reflect, each
stage of my writing reflected only what | could sgehe time. First, | wanted to write a John
HughesPretty in Pinkwith cancer -- just to show that the cancer pateesn't have to die but

can have fun and get the guy. Then it was goirigeta fiction book, showing how one woman's



cancer got her to love herself. And when this progstarted, | switched it to nonfiction because
| became aware of how | was still heavily mourning own mortality. | accept that | don’t have
to write the book if | don’t want to.

Although | have been able to work on this projét,been eight years after cancer and
setting up long-term goals is still something I'tao well. (I decided to go to grad school four
months before apps were due). Will | ever be sigfakat postponed gratification? Being able to

plan for a future | am all too aware might not happ

Therapy.

In the summer of 2008 (almost two years after arycer was declared gone), my
boyfriend C, who | started dating in the midst bémotherapy, and | broke up. Living with him,
| had a stable home life, and without him, it wae opposite. A few months later | started
therapy. After many therapy sessions (like two gedrlearned thatdidn’t love myself because
| didn’t know how to — | didn’t know how to take reaof myself. It took me a long time to
realize that because | had thought that I'd lovegdelf too much — because | always deserved
the guy (so | went after the most unemotionallyilabée ones, excluding C, because I'd be the
one who got them. This was a game where | was alWayloser.) | did what | wanted, when |
wanted — selling out friends, not showing up to kyar appointments, on time. | played by my
rules. So | was in the same mess post-cancer as inpre-cancer. And my cancer experience
was making my post-cancer life worse — becausesiskawn how precious life was yet |
couldn’t live my life. Sad emotions consumed meeltome a long way.

Ending therapy reconnected me with my father’'®lov



“Writing about illness, especially if one is graydl, can be torture. Writing about illness if one
is not only gravely ill but also a hypochondria@rsact of masochism or desperation. But it can

also be a liberating act.” -- Roberto Bolano

Vi



Surrounded By Water

| arrived in Fort Lauderdale after my three-howrjeey south from Orlando, anidwas like how
it wasbefore any hurricane: completely hot and sunnyidetsvith rumbling, pounding thunder
in the distance, the sound of Byzantine Empire dvams, an end-of-the-world battle siren. But
it wasThanksgiving break my fourth year at UniversityG#ntral Florida, and hurricanes rarely
hit in November. | was always proud how my birthaag 38 of this month, ended the season.
My oldest brother’s started it.

If a hurricane were approaching, I'd turn on théand all the local news stations would
give life-threatening hurricanes pleasant portrawyarhis is a good-looking hurricane," the news
anchors say here. “And so organized.” There wasmany terror. Say good-looking in a
brooding way, at least. Say, she was mysterioussBa had a mission. Damn, say temper.

| was atmy mom’shouse, which, because of this last hurricane tass¢d through a
couple months ago, had no power. No fully functignioof.

The newscasters could explain why mom’s house was the only house in the
neighborhood that still didn't have power.

Wouldn't be that hard to believe thdetmood in the house was glum. Glummer than
usual. My family and | were living off a huge geatar roaring right outside the sliding glass
doors in the living room.

And my dad passed away five months back. Mom w&er bed. No frozen turkey lay
on a silver platter waiting to be cooked. Carrstaffing mix, and potatoes weren’t thrown in
various arrangements around the counters. Yamwtevaiting to be marshmallowed.

The only thing that felt like Thanksgiving was mao felt like a nonexistent turkey.



To save the holiday, Jack, my other brother, anteéked off to Benihana’s to celebrate
our Thanksgiving hibachi style, with a Japaneséd cbeking in front of us, every so often using
his knife to flip shrimp tails into his pocket @p of his chef’s hat.

After my dad’s death, mom asked me not to returscteol in Orlando. The family
needed to stay together, she said -- implyingitHdeft I'd take all of Fort Lauderdale’s air wit
me. | went back to school anyway. | knew my onlgvawal would be to leave, or I'd get pushed
fully off the dock; my mind already swam in the [degea.

My mom was in bed the next night when | decidetérad chiropractor suggested it, to
go to the ER. I told her | was going to a hospialve all been to before -- and Ray was coming
with me.

The population of our neighborhood was heavy, #bilstray cats living in our

backyard, and | wondered how the cats survivedhtinecane.

*k%k

| drove home to Lauderdale for the summer afteitmrg year, when | had a really bad chest
cold. | drank out of the juice carton, even tholighew that was wrong. | sweated out my fever
20 feet from where my dad slept. Dad was bedriddémbad organs. He caught my cold. In
days,he was dying in the hospital. | was too sick wittoéd to visit him. | liked being sick
because he was whittled down, dressed in a silaggéd cocoon to keep his temperature up,
and | didn’t want to see that.

For two weeks thereafter, | couldn’t move from fagnily’s couch. Eventually, | did

wake up. It was the middle of the night, when aljgigervice announcement for Meningococcal



Disease came on the television. The PSA showedecubege student running in all his glory
on top of some very healthy grass. The followingtsiias the next morning, the student dead in
his bed. And the PSA ended with the painful milldollar question, “Do you want this to be
your child?” No mom didn’t; that's why she didn’éleeve | was life-threateningly sick. Both my
brothers and my mom were asleep, and | cried bedanas scared | had what the kid in the
commercial had, and | wouldn’t make it to the nexirning.

For a long time, | thought it was my fault thatdied because | drank out of the carton.

*k%

| walked through the doors of mom’s house and shotikédve a mass!” — while she slept in
the backroom. | heard her get out of bed, steppirig the wood floor. Her getting up made me
realize | was dying.

“They said a mass?” she asked, stopping beforengptoo close to me.

Remembering what the ER docs said, | headed toaimputer, saying, “Yeah, they were
hoping for lymphoma” -- and sat down at the compute

She said, “I wouldn't look it up.” My brother Raywho went to the ER with me, was
now sitting on the couch, agreeing with her, biypked it in, spelling the medical jargon right the
first time, impressing myself -- before focusingwhat | could click on. My eyes strained trying
to focus on what lymphoma was. My legs got heawyiafelt like my torso’s weight fell into
them. | hadn’t known until now the hope was for ign@nt cancer.

| told them how startled | was. It was appareny Rad known what lymphoma was

when we were in the hospital. He watched a lot eflital dramas. He didn’t want to be the one



who told me.

Little did he know that ahe ER, when imade eye contact with him, the saddest eyes I'd
ever seen, it was like having the tragic encouotenaking eye contact with a lizard on your
windshield as you gunned the car on the on-rantpesuperhighway. You wanted to save him,
but you had to gun the car. So you tossed the ttily a melancholy wave goodbye as he flew
past your driver seat window. Because when | hehedl a mass, | felt oddly complacent about
it. If 1 died, | was leaving this world. | was exedl because | felt there were other places to go.
Other worlds. A place more serious than ours. Wi&s intense, but it had nothing on the
emotions that were felt in the other -- this neaicp couldn’t be handled in human form. Earth
felt like kindergarten.

But he got me back. When Ray and | exited the gemmy room, while walking up to my
car in the parking lot, he got me really scaredyesting that he should drive my car. | let him
drive. | told him to drive real slow. On the wayttee Walgreen’s pharmacy to get my painkillers
filled, the drive felt like there were two lizardging on the hood of the car, and we were driving
so slow so that they’'d survive — and this was adgbang, because his license had been
suspended due to multiple car crashes.

When Jack got home from work, we hugged for a komg.

*k%k

My family didn’t want to tell me, yet, when | fouralit | had a massliché images of family
flashed before my eyes, like a little movie reey. cornea the stage, my pupil the spotlight, the

skin that covers my eyes the curtain. And durirggrtiovie, | only felt love. I tried to figure out



the logic of this (I read somewhere that you caly teel one emotion at a time) because that
was not how | felt toward my family unit as a whdlghile | watched my family movie, |
couldn’t hold onto any other emotion. | wanted tateveach one of them pages upon pages of
love letters (I was thinking 10 pages for each wombrk), telling them not only how much |
loved them but how that’s the only reason why husrlase. | panicked — because | didn’t know
if | had time to write these letters.

| never did.

| was angry with my whole family for a long timedagise they didn’t attend my high
school graduation, primarily my parents. | imagnosv this must’'ve fueled my anger when
three-and-a-half years post-graduation, when liwdéise hospital forced to wait for my mom
and brothers -- my oncologist wouldn’t say what wasng with me until | had a support unit.
Why should they be invited to this grand show?

It's strange looking back. | didn’t expect themgim, so the night before the rehearsal |
got really drunk and slept through it. The rehdarses when we received tickets for our guests. |
didn't even have tickets to give to them.

Dad had gotten dressed to go, betwas blind and very weak at that point, and watild
be able to climb the stairs at the War Memorial #kartcim. So, under my mother’s influence, he
stayed at home.

I didn’t know this till years after the fact, whery mother told meShe told me how
confused he was: of course he had to go; of ccheseanted to go — even through his sickness.

And | was barely talking to him.

*k%k



When my oncologist had something new to say tolmajted. It was my body, my body, my
body that belonged to the nurses in the morningtamay family in the evening. It was

disgusting.

*k%k

We usedthe church/funeral parlor, a block away from ouun$® My mom and two brothers and
| were the only guests. No one watched a procegsmnthe road.

After entry into the parlor | stood in the empbpm, which could’'ve been even emptier
had they not made one of those temporary wallde@nhdissatisfied. The funeral people
happened to have a couch on the side of the ro@mw¥ed it right up front and center. It felt
like we were in our living room, watching a reaihgane interactive TV progranihe couch

was irritably cramped. Not sure if he wanted tachemated, but we did that.

*k%k

A few years ago, for my funeral, | wanted to benmar like a king, lit on fire in the middle of a
lake, when | saw that | might die in a hospital.too

Now | consider myself very lucky because | have people (maybe three) | can count
on to bring me to a lake, if that really does beeany final plan. Would | really put them

through the trouble?



What could my family do? My mom asked if | needegttaing in the hospital. | needed
clean underwear. They bought me superhero andocauioderwear, which made me super

happy because I'd always wanted those, and a laptop



Eating Bugs

Dad was a Vietnam War surgeMihile in 'Nam, he wouldn’t wear anything but higses. His
bosses were pissed he wouldn’'t wear the unif@ffrduty, he played chess with the big-wig
officers, who helicoptered in from other camps posplay the game — he liked telling me this.
But my half-sister told me how during this so-cdltf time, he sewed dead soldiers back
togetherAfter one phone call with my half-sister | hadrpioken to in several years, | had to
think about whether he came home from war a diffenean.

I’'m sure everyon&vould feel returning the war-torn bodies back hdmtheir families in
pieces was distasteful and cruel. But of coursevaaadd have to be the one who stayed behind
and sewed back together the dead. | used to eswahinness, taking time to be part of all the
death around him.

But her mother knew him before the war. They mayehalready been married. When he
returned, he was detached. Allegedly.

Would a detached man drive home during a hurritameake sure the dogs weren’t
scared?

My mom, his second wife, never knew him beforewlae, which saddens me the most.
She told me not to listen to any of it. After mytfar returned, my half-sister’s mom would soon
cheat on him. But my half-sister said the oppoditg:dad cheated on her mother. When | knew
my dad, he wasn’t a very sexual creature, so Irbedarilled hearing my half-sister’s sad
rendition; the idea that he did sleep around whewas head of the neurosurgery department
still makes me happy.

My mom and dad met at that hospital. She was aayXechnician back then. She fell in



love with his skill.

*k%k

When | was a kid, when my family went to the harsek, my dadmade me drink Coke, though

| wanted to drink Sprite, because | wouldn’t beeatol drink the Sprite once | saw all the dirt
floating around inside the cup. He said that ifdrik Coke, since it's dark brown, | would never
see what was in there. He told me that everytmrthe world was covered in a coat of germs, so
what'’s the point of worrying about a few thingsywur soda.

Denny's was where | saw how disgruntled my fatvess because | got wildly upset that a
Denny’s employee’s hair was in my food. | was siggabto act like it wasn’t there and chow
down. Whenever we were at Denny’s, | would finda&r.H was cursed. Heard it numerous times:
He ate bread with bugs in it during the war.

One time, he grabbed my plate and ate my eggsnémber the lone, long dark hair on
top of the white and yellow. The hair was wet. Bggs were runny. | don’t remember liking
sunny-side up eggs as a child. | was a pancakemdra/onder if | even wanted to eat my food.

After he did that, | wouldn't let my family eat@enny’s at all.

| wish he were with the time | was at Denny’s idaDdo, post-drinking in college. It was
2 a.m., and | was about to order my meal, and twasea cockroach running across the grey,
carpeted wall, with another following that one, anBenny’s employee ran with a vacuum hose,
which flailed over a table full of drunk kids, atite roaches got away; but the employee couldn’t

give up, so he chased the roaches down the ro@tr@faches) with the vacuum’s hose flailing



over yet another table of people.

Or Denny's at 4:30 a.m. on a Saturday in Miand,Ntagic City, five years into my
recovery, when there was a lady who had dollas é&pt in place by her black fishnet
stockings, stuck all over her thighs and calveshénbooth behind, a baby sucked softly on his

momma's well-exposed tit as the mother ate her.meal

*k%k

Dad’s Vietham bosses may have not wanted him te pawple badly wounded, but that didn’t
matter when a certain high-ranking soldier of imipoce came to him. A canon had backfired.
Dad couldn't believe it when they asked if the highking man would survive. Didn't they
notice half of his entire head was missing? He twalg half of his brain.

| can still see dad’s face lighting up while tegjithis story: being entertained by their
dumbness and hypocrisy.

This was just like the story he told me when | wesfth grade, when my class all wrote
mini-memoirs, which called for one story from egarent. This is what my dad thought was the
funniest thing he could remember: My dad’s storgwahout a boy in his high school who
handed in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem “The Cloustsying it was his own. The teacher played
along and gave the student first prize. The boited¢he poem before the whole class, when
everyone laughed.

In my fifth-grade mini-memoir, it mentioned how rdgd went to the Mayo Clinic to

become a brain surgeon, but | don’t need the boe&rhind me.

10



His neuro residency at the Mayo Clinic in Minne@sobrresponded with Ernest
Hemingway's stay there in the “mental” ward (hismowas on another floor). Every night when
my father was off-duty, he sneaked into Hemingweysn and played chess with him. Dad only
told this story to my godfather, who told me in fate twenties, probably because | mentioned |
wrote.

Hemingway ended up shooting himself right aftetdfiethe hospital. That's why my dad
wanted nobody to know. My dad was humiliated theghital didn’t fix Hemingway. Guilty. My
guess. And my father wasn’t even Hem’s doc. Nolar@vs much about Hemingway during
this period. Perhaps the best part, what my fdhew, has been left out of Hemingway'’s

history.

*k%k

He died five months before my diagnosis of Hodgkinymphoma. | missed out on all the
conversations my father, a prior neurosurgeon,l@odld’ve had: Tumors were his thing. He

always told me not to complain when | was sick lbseat wasn't like | had one.

*k%k

My favorite photograph of dad is one of him near water (ocean?) in some city in Europe.
Mom was with him but not in the picture. My brothend | were born but at home. He has a
quiet smile, one arm leaning against the wooddimgaiHe dons a maroon cardigan.

And | live on the west coast now, surrounded teydaimighty Pacific.

11



Everybody Is A Doctor

Orlando, Florida, where | lived prior to my diagmysvas a hoax of a city. A city flooded with
fairy tales.My friends called themselves “doctors” as they hdnulg drugs.

In Florida, people who don’t need doctors likedt@neling to be them. And each time |
heard “doctor, doctor, doctor” in my living roonmet chant reminded me of how they were not
actually sick, but thatwas..

Ten doctors on this one house call.

You would think the land of magic would be an irdibde thing, but the thing was, a land
of fabricated magic killed the chance for any makic.

And this was not good for me. | took any availgtéenkiller or antianxiety med near me.
Or the parade of wanna-be docs left to party asérably sat on the couch, guzzling Nyquil,
trying to get into a late-night TV show. | couldfitid the right doctor. The only thing left to do
was to self-medicate.

| was not an addicBomething majestic happened when alcohol floodedrain: |

didn’t feel sick anymore. | had energy and feliaat pf the world. Even keel witbverybody

*k%k

There was never any point in showering until | s@daut the fever, so | waited, and then
turned the temperature on maximum hot. | rushetrmwv back on clothes, and then the next

round of us headed to our bar Devaney’s.

12



Once inside, Cheyenne bought me drinks. She wasumgro uno. | was fortunate to
have Cheyenne at such a crucial part of my life I%d been Margo’s roommate, and now
Margo was dead, and we both needed not to thinkhgie was wildly curly, wild like flames
coming from a greaser car -- not flames painted ber hair was so wild it was like a car on
fire.

We sat at the corner stools, when a guy from mgnse class plopped down next to me.
“Yo,” he said, “you look like death, albeit in thet way.”

“I feel like I'm shutting down,” | said as the beander came up. | ordered. “Jack and
Coke, please.”

“Vaginas can get depressed,” Science Boy said.

| gave him a stern look. “Uh, my whole body wogkt depressed. | don't thirghe
would do anything that significant on her own.”

Cheyenne walked off to fish for men. Never woudd sun package get depressed.

The bartender, the missing link between the fugtand the doofus, perched himself in
front of me with my fresh drink. | debated how udd drink while on antibiotics. Others shook
their heads. Science Boy asked, “Are you gettinglaatter?”

“I'm definitely getting worse.”

“You got a mild psychosis,” he said, “and possialgark childhood incident.”

“But it doesn’t cancel them out,” | said. “Sureinking weakens the immune system and
antibiotics are meant to build it back up, not elya& win-win, but what can you do?” | took a
sip of my drink.

“If you want people to believe you're sick,” hadddon’t plead your case in a bar.”

A couple hours later, | found myself sobering siftjing next to an unappealing, strange

13



boy yapping my ear off, so | began talking about lsick | was. | wanted to know how | got
myself in this position. | gazed to my right, lefgwn -- | hadn’t moved from my original stool.
“l can't explain it,” | said, “I just know -- yourkow how people just know when they're
pregnant?”

He shook his head. Of course, he didn’t know. pber kid asked me if | was trying to
get better. All | knew was that this was going &damother night repeating to myself that | only
knew me and | only knew what was real and | woelnain sane.

| ditched him and approached Chey -- now disagpdibecause it was obvious she was
going to take home the guy in the boat shoes. “Dget offended,” | told her, “when | call you

the lush right now, but you're loaded.” | tuggecdhat sleeve. “Don’t worry, | can drive.”

*k%k

Orlando wa®ne giant parking lot wrapped around chain restasrand Disney World.

The nights | tried to stay int, happened: waking up inside a fever, heart gdead
fogging up. Staying in felt like dying.

Nothing was going to happen.

Yes,it wasn’t Orlando’s fault | went out at night besauhere was the promise to
meetsomebodyFate didn’t hang out in the deodorant aisle iblRunot to me, but as much as |
didn’t want to be alone, | was never satisfied whah

If you thought you could trust fate, you were spmaistaken, | thought.

| also didn't like the idea of everyone having fuithout me.

So since | partied, everyomeFloridathought | was fine, not sick, just overreacting;

14



hungoverl was always suffering from a hangovewished for people to believe that | was sick.
And no one would anywhere | wefithis was a very hot death trap of a town. It cavite no
ocean breeze.

Despising the word “hypochondriac,” the worst ostheaningless drivel would always
be when the man from Boston said: “I think you enet to be sick to pick up men.” He was my
roommate’s boyfriend and witnessed how my sickigassered attention: Men thought I trusted
them because | told them about my bo#élyoung attractive college gal experiencing constan
night sweats, daily fevers, was good conversatideed -- all these wonderful talks prior to

knowing about the tumors. And the tumors would epanaking even better conversation.

*k%k

During the summer before my diagnosis, whéwuhd out | was anemic, | was beyond happy, it
being ahuge relief that | was anemic due to iron deficierand all excitedly, | told all my
friends who followed my sickness thisgecause | finally knew why | was so tired, and Wwappy
to report out, and it didn’t seem that seriousekmed like a problem, which could be handled. It
was a huge relief until | kept hearing, “Everyonagemic. My mom’s anemic,” enough times for
my hope to plummet.

| could hate on Orlando (and Florida for that mgtbecause | continually woke up
feeling like crapl returned to school now my fourth year (on the five-year plan) at Unsigy
of Central Florida- and my lealth had hit a lowOctober was a drag of a month because of the
fevers every day.couldn’t even sleep for more than ten minuteaight, and | knew | should be

dead because many people told me that. | was eafiey chocolate chip cookies a day because

15



chocolate cookies were so easy to eat. Somethisgkesgping me alive. It wasn’t normal. |
wanted to know, | didn’t want to know.

In late Octobemy hematologist called with the latest blood waekults as | lounged
with classmates before our Introduction to Creairding class. Not only was | anemic due to
iron deficiency, | was also anemic due to chromgedse. And she wanted me to come home to
Fort Lauderdale the first chance | could, so shddctake my blood marrow and test it. She
connected me to the appointment handler, befooeldgprocess what she was saying. | knew
getting my bone marrow taken was the scariest’'tebeen asked to take. | knew real sick
people were asked to do this. But “the first chamegn’'t sound like an absolute emergency to
me. | tried to make the appointment for the nexhthavhen I'd be in Fort Lauderdale for
Thanksgiving break. | couldn’t because my hemaitstogas going to be out of town, so | made
it for winter break.

| sat back down with my classmates, telling thesw lhaving to get my blood marrow
taken comforted me; that though | knew this test whig deal, | wasn’t intensely worried
because | was able to wait until the semester was bthought | could ignore the everyday
fevers and night sweats, the waking up feeling &ikele had dragged me on top of my bed, until

then. So did my friends.

*k%k

During this period, | knew | was too sick to coresigoing out, but my friend wouldn’t have it.
We were going out becaukbad already sold her out too many times. | pldatet she

wouldn't listen, “We’ll go out for only an hour tgy she said. She told me I'd been a shitty
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friend, like the time when she needed me to pickulpeat a guy’s and | didn’t. While we are at
the bar, | sucked on my Jack and Coke and it slot back up my throat, not even slightly
decomposed nor absorbed at all by my body. | totdrrend my body was rejecting liquor. For
the both of us, this was a good enough reason éotongo home.

Ah, the rib pain that soon mysteriously developad bome in handy, though, a great

excuse to give to men when | didn’t want to hookwitlh them.

*k%k

The day after Thanksgiving, | walked outside of mgm’s house and calledy hematologist’s
office, even thougimy hematologist was out of town till Monday, ancheersed with the doctor
who was on duty. | was asked to go to the hospitdhe chiropractor | saw earlier that day due
to this mysterious rib pain. The doctor on dutyudlat nothing was wrong — well, no emergency
at least.

It was Friday night and downtown Fort Lauderdadesva goddamn roulette wheel of bars
rigged for the winning. So why not wait till Satasg during the day? Why waste my Friday
night? What could happen in one day, anyways?

| calleda friend who | planned to hang out with that nigiat,| could think out loud.had
to remember how sick | was. | had to questiorthfdught | was really hospital sick, if | was a
sick enough person who needed to go to the emergenm. | had to accept that | didn’t have
what everyone else had. No one scraped by likeMgeombie swagger wasn’tthing. | had
something very serious and scary and no one omplénnet knew what it was.

“You're fine,” my friend said. “Don’t be dramatic.”
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But | was going to be dramatic.

*k%k

The night after | went to the ER and found outd amysterious mass in my chest cavity, | was
at theMelting Pot with my two closest girlfriend=sating desserODne told me that | had
chocolate on my cheek. Tears rolled down my fabad been talking for a long time, not taking
a bite. The chocolate was there for all that tiam& nobody told me. She said she didn’t want to
interrupt me. | started crying harder. They askéadtwas wrong. “You want my outside to be as
ugly as my inside,” | said. My friend smeared chat®all over her face. One thought | was

dying, the other thought | had nothing serioudlat a

*k%k

Less than a year prior to my diagnosis, my frietepBen said, “Come on, let me give you a
piggyback ride.” And to stop his nagging, | wentifip and he failed to grip my legs. | fell
backwards, head landing on the curb, my body fakiawn a few inches more slamming into
the parking lot. | was knocked out, with the sidéwas a pillow. When | came back, | wasn't
able to move my arms and legs, for at least a minut

That was when our bartenders walked out the dose¢ what was going on and saw me
on the ground. One bartender handed me the dgtieaused to clean the bar up with, for my
head. | didn't use it. Friends asked if | shouldigdhe hospital, but | didn’t want to because |

didn’t have health insurance. And since there wdg @ smidge of blood on the back of my
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head, | knew | didn’t need stitches. A big bump Jaming.

We headed back to the apartment. When we got,tGé&ey got scared for my wellbeing.
She called 911. She tried to reach her ex-boyfriehd was a paramedic in the surf town about
an hour away. She didn’t get ahold of her ex, betdid get more paramedics before shutting her
bedroom door to have sex with the guy she justditobome from the bar. | was amused. She
was going to freak out when her liquor goggles mpiieared. | was also amused because this
meant | didn’t do the stupidest thing this night.

On the stairs outside my apartment, | sat andedddr the paramedics with my other
friend, when a nurse who lived somewhere nearbgdais on the staircase. She followed my
sobbing — which | didn’t know | was doing until stedd me | was. She said not to fall asleep for
a few hours. Good chance of death after a conaussialid. | cried more, not wanting to die. |
cried while some paramedics came and also whenléftey cried while | told everybody | was
OK, and when | said | wasn't going to the hospital.

The nurse freaked me out. | sat on the stairwellfaared death. It was coming. | was
sick of being drunk. So | decided | didn’t wantdie fucked up. Ever. Dying intoxicated
disturbed me, and | promised myself | would neverall fucked up. | would be fully alive when
| went. | stuck my finger down my throat.

The second set of paramedics found me puking@sthirs. They rushed toward me, and
| told them, | was fine. They warned me that thmogwup after a concussion was a sign
something was wrong. | guaranteed that the vomit sedf-induced. They left, and my friends
either fell asleep or went back home. | was alamésad, and thought, what did it matter, and
went to sleep an hour or so after my concussionkmawing if | would wake up, thinking no

one cared if | lived or died.
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*k%k

When | was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, wdidtfriends do? While in the hospital, a
girl, who was my first best friend — we were 5 relght me chocolate-covered strawberries. A
high-school friend’s older brother training to bérafighter came to wish me good luck. People
called my cell, wished me luck, tried to make casaéion: “I'm a horrible person because when
| found out that you had cancer | didn’t call rigiway.”

“They can’t remove the cancer?” Not that kindailds “But’s it's the best cancer you can
get, you say, right?” | clarified: Yes, for seriocencer. “Yeah, for real cancer,” they said.

Cheyenne, my current party twin, a blurry blonsiam in the corner of my eye, waited
for me to fully wake up in the hospital but | newkd. Later, this prompted me to ask that day’s
nurse, "How drugged up did | seem today?" as sedrdal wake up out of a drug-infused hell,
not knowing if it was day or night, always purggtalways being probed, the majority of time
spent on me either losing myself to the drugs mkihg about whether | should ever brush my
hair again, which | thought | didn’t have to. It sva tangled rat's nest back there.

During the day Cheyenne used to ask me, “Do younaavaste some time?” and my
heart would flutter. Yes, let’s toss back some kidlars, in the light-hearte@Garden Statéind of
way, and watclGarden State

She used to also say, “People do it all wrong.ritt a big deal. We need to figure out
what to do and just do it. | think we've been vgood with handling our problems.”

Yeah, like putting up tinfoil to cover the windows we could sleep all day. Knowing |

will die was the motivation behind the choicestédike now.
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Cancer Story

With babies it's easier to tell when they sprindifi® inside the body than it is with tumors. Even
worse, cancer has no birthdate to commemorategathdlate to celebrate; and it can live for
years before it's found.

No one realizes how hard it is to find cancer. Wiwe found mine, | had it for years.

| was even looking for mine, as much as somebodjddook for an undiagnosed
disease. My outward signs weren’t severe enougrersmonths before | found my tumor, |
even gawked at a frighteningly thin girl, a sickl,givho got her blood taken in the small
laboratory in the middle of the internal medicirextbr’s office. | knew better than to look at her
because she looked so sickly and judge her lifg, iyt | did nonetheless. She must have envied
me, | thought, because | was not sick like hernBeith her iliness. How funny that sounds now.

| entered that examining room, a room that belortgede for at least ten minutes, and
sat on the examining bed, when the internal meeidwctor entered, sat down on a stool, and
rolled it toward me. His knees brushed against ngels. He rolled forward until one of his
knees hit the examining bed while the other knekddwn between my legs. A bulge pushed
against my inner thigh. His balls rested on tompgfthigh. He was not aware. Definitely not
aware as he tried to figure out why | was consyasitk, why | was fatigued. He checked my
tonsils. He thought it was a weight issue. He toklto take antibiotics and drink a few
milkshakes (more fat, better health apparently)thdight | would regain my energy and that
the virus would pass. Then he removed his ballw firoy leg. | didn’'t care what he did or said,

as long as his balls were off my leg.
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When the antibiotics were finidi{€even drank a milkshake or two), my blood work
was retaken. As he noticed that not one numberdugal, he turned ghostly like he caught
whatever he thought | had. His brows and mouth eea#. “| can’'t help you anymore,” he said.

With all the normal fix-its and doctors used with success, | knew | was dying of
something.

For six months, | went to my oncologist’s cancedfng place, in Fort Lauderdale,
Florida, trying to figure out what was wrong wittenhpresume why it took so long to find my
cancer, why my case was slow, was because cancerslosually see patients after they've
found their lumps, not before. Not me. What kindtwnge arrangement it was that | saw one
before. The internal medicine doctor had told meee a blood doctor, a hematologist, so | did.
Mom got the in for me. She faxed my blood workigtiaoff to my father’s old hematologist,
and no wait for an appointment, out of respechifar since he’d been a doctor himself, a
neurosurgeonlust weeks after his death, | took over his spstblood doctor becoming my
blood doctor (then my oncologist. Blood and carspecialties somehow go hand-in-hamsh)d
my oncologist said she would figure out what wasngrwith me, thinking what plagued me
was some Mediterranean dised®eople with ancestry from that region happenecetartemic.
And | was.

After two un-titillating months in her care — clysblood tests weren’t being done
because | was waiting for my school insurance ¢& ki -- she gave me permission to take a
summer vacation in New York. | must not be dyinthdught, since sick people didn’t get
permission from doctors to travel figisure

But, during that trip in New York, while with myather over one of Central Park’s

covered ice rinks, | sat at the table eating labetel sweating through my clothes. | started
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shaking, like having the fever shakes. | drankramneadible amount of liquor the night before, but
| felt like a severe alcoholic with-drawling, sonmeowho drank day and night, bottles a day, and

that wasn't right.

*k%k

A couple of months before | found my tumor, at atdos appointment at University of Central
Florida’s health clinic, the doctor told me thate | didn’t have a fever in his presence it was a
viral infection, so antibiotics couldn’t help meetsked if anything else was wrong. | told him
about my heartburn, pointing to my chest, and Bendised this as nothing to be concerned
about. I left him, realizing later that | didn’t mion that my ribs hurt. My rib pain was
something, but | thought | should only bother my@bractor about that anyways. | must've
pulled something at the gym, the one time | wei@aweeks back; when after accomplishing a
few exercises, | needed to sit down. | believed lyad certain doctors for certain matters, certain
body parts. | felt weird bombarding doctors witleexthing, especially when some have told me
that that wasn'’t their area when | brought all tieasues to the examining table.

Unfortunately the doctor didn’t pay attention tbeve | pointed, to what | thought was
heartburn -- because it wasn’t heartburn. Thatthaar was really my tumor’s attempt to be felt.
Two months later, when it was found, it was threerths the size of a lung. It pushed my left
lung an inch to left, which pushed on my heart,clfpressed on my ribs, making my rib
cartilage sore.

When | found my tumor, my soon-to-be cancer doatas out of town for the

Thanksgiving holidayMy chiropractorwas alsmut of town for the holiday, which shocked me,
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because | couldn't picture her vacationing —shehada fill-in chiropractor, a male, who was
going to see me. My chiropractor was the one wpontfirst seeing me this past summer, said:
“Your color’s off,” when | entered the examiningarm. She saw my sickness first, and sent me
to get my blood taken.

| told the fill-in about my rib pairf®You can’t pull anything there,” he said. “There is
nothing to pull, no muscle. In fact, you shouldmét sore there at allMe set my bones in place
using an activator, a small machine, which cretttedorce, while my lady was hands-on. He
looked at my chart, her notes, and said: “You rteegb to the ER today.” | said, “OK, | will,”
but who was he? He was not my doctor. And | leftkmowing what I'd do.

He called my cell an hour later, telling me thatdalled my chiropractor, and that she
told him to make sure, make me promise, that | @aual to the ER that night. Apparently, she
had been waiting for this pain to pop up.

My eldest brother, Ray, and | made our short veathé hospital, the one my father died
at just under six months ago, recalling tin kast time | was in the hospital, it was becauge
father’s organs failed him, and feeling empoweredatheless because | was driving to my

answer.

*k%k

The Broward General emergency room waiting room svaall and filled with plain, plastic
seats attached to each other like a betting rocarhatse track. Horse tracks were dirty places
full of people you couldn’t picture anywhere eldast like the ER waiting room.

There wasno thrill or danger in the ER. | didn’t see oneefuictim. Not one gunshot
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wound. There were examining beds in a circular meiy thin curtains, sheet-like, separating
them. The patients could see each other if wesjustk our heads out a little bit. Hearing coughs
made me sense that my chance of being the masatperson was high.

The female ER doc strode up to me, asking whyd kaexe. Good question. She was in
her mid-30s, tall and thin and secure. | complaialeaut my rib pain.

“It's probably just some sore rib cartilage,” staéds

“Don't | feel stupid,” | said, “coming to the ER fohat.”

“Don’t,” she said as she gently touched my ribs. filbycartilage was sore, and she
walked away. But she returned, asking: “You hatevar now?” — even though she already had
the answer from my preliminary screening, whichktptace in the cubicle in the back of the
waiting room.

“When do | not? | always have fevers.”

She leaned back, connecting my symptoms dots. fodoa her back heels was
something | never wanted to see because it meaas real sick. The weight of the universe
pulled my torso and chest forward. My body belontgethis woman.

And she wanted me to take a chest X-ray. It wasv@lndea, not being able to remember
the last time | did one. In a hospital gown, | std@fore the X-ray machine explaining to the
nurses that in no way, shape, or form could | fmgdie pregnant. | came up pregnant in my
blood work. It was absurd, but they swore the wes right after redoing it three times. | was
getting congratulations. “I promise I'm not,” | dal haven’t been sexual for a while now. | felt
icky in bed, icky while showering -- | felt too &¢o shower. In the shower, after | turned the
temperature on maximum hot, | shivered still. hgued before the X-ray machine, disturbed. A

couple days agdVednesday night, at the bar, a guy | sort of knsked if | wanted to get
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something to eat. | said, yes, so we left, bufrirenids took us straight to their place, where he
happened to be staying in one of their rooms. m’'tdant to sleep with him. It was never my
intention. | was really fooled into thinking we vwegating. He didn’t understand why I didn’t
want to sleep with him. To him, | came home witmhWhat if he raped me while | slept? What
if anybody did? | was beyond disturbed, shakinglaiff notion that a guy touched me without
my knowledge, especially while | was so sick.

Tired, | tried to lie down in the little ER spditey gave mehut the examining bed’s back
was lifted, turning it into a large chair. Wigglimend scrunching, | lied down whanother
doctor trudged right up to me. He was new and raatkintroduced himself as the head ER
doctor. He talked like the créme de la creme. Sormé@mportant.

He held up my X-ray for me, and said: “See thisroyour left lung?” He pointed to the
middle, fuzz, what seemed like everything on thea}(-“You have a shadow here.”

| waited to take my first-ever CT scaand was horrified when thegyoved me to a room
meant for the sick. | have seen these rooms onniMilm, when only really sick people took
CT scans, getting X-rayadsideloud machines. The machine resembled a thickethmaosier
tanning bed. My insides were tanning. When theg toé | was done, | slowly lifted myself up
and out, like a breakable porcelain doll.

| was ready for the big news. My diagnosis was sgpd to be instant like how it was on
TV or film, but | was hearing nothing. They werdytalking among themselves, getting ready
for the next scan. | looked to their faces. Thaaels didn’t show clues? Would they not look
devastated if something bad was happening insideThey had seen the insidenoy body on a
screen, and they knew if something was there, lagywouldn’t tell me, and | was really pissed

off. I was tricking myself because of what I'd semnTV. | hadn't yet figured out that we, the
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television viewers, were always privileged with thector’s eyes. We were the doctors looking
onto the sick, but | was the patient now and thteepawaited more or less an hour until she was

told if she'd live or die.

*k%k

When | returned to the waiting room, my brotRery knew something was wrong, and | knew
that he knew that and that calmed me though wetdalk about how or what he knew. A

couple minutes went by with us sitting in silenegilithe nurse came up to us and asked us both
to follow her. The hour wait was gone; why? We weseorted past the ER and into an
enormous, closed-off room for the super importaivilpged emergency cases where the doctor
waited forme Hospital omens were helpful, soothing, a wayetl prepared.

My shadow was a mass, he told me. My insides rotateirned into a carnival ride, a
spinning spaceship, gravity working against evenghnside my body, planting my insides to
the cushioned side of my stomach as it went ar@amadaround. “It looks like lymphoma, which
we hope it is.” | tried to listen, but instead IsManking my skin for keeping me together.
Lymphoma wasn’t a word | recognized; | would loblat up later. “Unfortunately,” he
continued, “it’s inside your lung.” | tried to list, but | was feeling the bed under my hand. It
was solid and | was glad because that meant | el through into the floor. “I'll give you
painkillers to help with the pain. You said you kaan oncologist, right?”

The spaceship went down because | built it wré8be is out of town until Monday,” |
said.

“Call her then.” He turned his back, after wishimg luck, as | was stuck staring at an
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ugly corner of the carpet, the carpet some kindeafthery mix of gray and red. The last thing |
wanted was to stare at red fibers that were stuthka ER’s decrepit floor. Sub particles. |
directed my eyes: My attention was here, liftingrag fibers off the carpet, pushing the grey
ones down, the damaged, fuzzy, grey threads, intfgess move.

I looked up and my arms and legs kicked, reflexikg appendages of an abused
cockroach left on her backside. | was twitching, aiale to stop them. Not looking at my brother
or the nurse because I'd lost bodily control andas humiliating. But no one said anything, and
| could feel my flailing limbs working toward sonmétg.

I wouldn't let the fear of being diseased of itgiliation take control of me. Humiliation
wasn’t an emotion worth having. | didn’t care whappened. | wanted to live.

All this weight, all this gravity, was gone. Ligtgss took over my body. | felt invincible.

It happened. It was over. I'd been told. This wWaesgrossest thing | could ever hear about
myself. | had a disgusting, gross mass inside ofltweas relieving — it dawned on me that | had
not wanted to find out what was wrong with me baealudidn’t want to be embarrassed by what
was wrong with me.

| thought about how hearing | had a mass wasréiftethan hearing about somebody you
love dying. The unglued part was the same. It Wagwitching that was new. It meant | was not
dead yet. | was given the choice. | was lucky. eé&hust died. “So | can just leave?” | thought
of my family and got sad. | asked the nurse, “I méaasked her, “am | even going to make it to
Monday? Is it time for me to say my goodbyes torgvee?”

Holding my hand, responding with such kindness, sid, “What we found today didn’t
happen overnight. It can’t take you that fast e@ithet’'s hope that it's lymphoma. It's your best

choice. I'll pray for you.”
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Wishing to be incarcerated until | was healthyetame envious of those who get locked

up because of their illnesses.

*k%k

Three days later, when my docteturned from her vacation, | waited until her wabalg was
almost over to call her — one of those ways a pevdm has a mass tries to postpone the
evitable. | told her | found a mass, and she sajhck a bag because | was going back to the
hospital, but this time to Northridge Medical Centehere she worked.

| waited in the ER for her to admit me. As | waitdeyt transformed me into a patient: In
a hospital gown, they placed me in a bed not toanawed with wheels so | never needed to
move. They could just roll me around. The bed wgh bff the ground. | was high in the air like
a princess, being constantly cared for. | waitechfr as a young man in scrubs laughed at the
jokes | made about losing my hair. | was happytitblse funny.

When she arrived, my oncologist was merry, cormfgrine with a greeting, chuckling
about how the other ER thought | had been pregiamiors secrete the same hormones). She
threw my X-ray on the screen. “Wow!” she said. Mgesof my mass, an oncologist’'s wet
dream. She asked me, “Have you seen this yet?”

“No, | haven't.”

“Come on over,” she said. | got out of the coméglto stare my mass down. “It’'s not in
your lung,” she said, pointing to something restiegt to it.

“It's the size of a grapefruit,” she said. Butreferred “large orange,” to lessen the

intensity. She humored me.
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My third day in the hospital, which happened tae22" birthday, | found out | had a
great cancer, the best cancer possible for a nfiasg size. | was happy, depressed, drugged up,
confused, and hopeful. My mom and two bros stoddeaend of my hospital room. My
oncologist stood next to my hospital bed, starittg my eyes, not theirs (it was a good start),
saying: “It is Hodgkin’'s Lymphoma.” She didn’t bieaye contact. “I happen to specialize in
lymphomas.” | didn’t have any idea when this biopsyk place.

“The treatment is standard,” shil, which made me wonder why it was so special
that she specialized in lymphoma if everything aiasady stable. Six cycles, 12 doses of
chemotherapy, then radiation afterwards. The nashtee drugs weren’t easy to memorize, but
their nickname was ABVD. The nickname of one ohth&d find out later, was Red Devil.

“The treatment is highly successful with an 80 @op@&rcent cure rate.”

“Why does the web say the success rate is loveer ttat?” | asked.

“Don’t trust what you read on the web, OK? The wsehlready outdated. Studies can
never be current. You're reading the past.”

It was all very convenient. Too convenient. Thiswlae best birthday present I'd ever
received: something | could beat, not a death sente

She was ready to talk again: “We have to knowtierg to be able to treat everything.”
| felt it all falling apart. “Sometimes lymphomarche a complication of having HIV. But don’t
worry, people live very comfortably with HIV thedays.” This was good to hear because the
shock of just having cancer had worn off. My mindda me see black for several seconds,
because knowing my luck, the massive malignant tumasn’t enough, having HIV with it
would be. “The chance is greater that you havedtlise your cancer had symptoms.” | was sick

all this time. She thought | had it. | despisedareywho did.
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A set of scrub entered to take my blood. It seeardittely. But if my history showed
anything, | would be the one who got it. Watchihg film Kids in middle school has haunted
my whole life thereafter: watching the HIV guy gmand collecting girls’ virginities, willingly
giving them HIV as he declares his puppy love, wiile sex-hungry girl is HIV free. The one

with fewer notches is the one who gets HIV. Myriids had a lot of notches.

*k%

She wishedhe could freeze my eggs. Chemotherapy could detstean. There was no time. |
needed to get chemo right away. We couldn’t waig, said. | was far too advanced. | was
supposed to be late stage three, but my oncolegiskd go with early stage three because | felt
that was more reasonable, better chance for memtaival. “How about latdate stage two?” |
asked. But she wouldn't go as far as to falsifyords. | have tumors in my upper and lower
body — that was stage three.

| wanted to wait. We were rushing — | was dyihig fast? | was dying this fast if she
thought starting chemo in two days was worth méngiwp the chance to bear my own kids. |
felt like everything I'd ever seen showed that wlaemoman was pregnant, the mother chose her
death over the baby’s. Always. Unconditional Iowll, | was not pregnant now, so | had to
survive for myself. Only myself. If | happened te & few weeks along, apparently, the fetus
would be dead in no time.

Why couldn’t we wait so | could save my eggs? &hswer to this question told me more
than anything else that | would die if | were nefated right away. | wanted to ask, Why don’t

you grab some eggs at the same time my chemo paitis. | wanted to demand it, but | was
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too embarrassed to ask. Part of me figured it bdzbtmedically impossible. My embarrassment
hoped this was the case. So | gave up having myobwlaren, before | even introduced the

fantasies of my future family into my life.

*k%k

How many years have passed since I've been in sgoni3d Long enough to name the residual
mass, which was left over after treatment, LargegdaShe had to be very dead before she got
named. Bujust enough that I'm not completely threatened aboutéi@rn. But when a

mysterious symptom pops up, everything can be atum
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Lab Animals

Rolled into my living quarters, passing a roommatewas sick and my roommate was sick (and
old and female), and we’d share this Hospital Weolgkther.

The Hospital World started earlier than the regularld. Before morning, the nurse
bombarded into our hospital room and turned onlights: There was no light outside to fill the
room (I was near the window). She didn’t care t@hkmy bit quiet as we slept. We were the
nurses’ lab animals now. The only thing | couldlapd was how | was shown this instantly. My
roommate didn’t mind. Of course. She had givenluely over a long time ago.

But the nurse was humane. The nurse didn’t probemtl her upbeat introduction of
how she would be with me the whole day was ovee ‘afé partners,” she said, as she wrote her
name on the dry erase board in the corner. Sheligduibble letters. And | decided from here
on out | would like that day’s nurse by how she te@roer name using that dry erase board
marker. It was a new day, new female nurse (neadrahmale, well... never was assigned a
male), new handwriting to judge. Thursday’s nursetevher name in sharp, tight letters that
pointed on the top, like a squid’s ECG. Luckilyyds drugged out of my mind, or | would have

refused to let her touch me.

*k%k

For whatever reason, later in the first day, | ne@@ my own room. During that night, | was
terrified to be by myself. A lady screeched dowa ffall -- like mini-chainsaws (not scalpels)

attacked her bones. | pulled the covers up ovechegt. | wanted to pull the covers up over my
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head, but | was afraid | wouldn’t see someone anieroom if | did. Her screams vibrated and

echoed off of my walls.

*k%k

Daily, my oncologist massaged my armpits checkargfvollen lymph nodes. Would they just
pop out overnight? | had no clue why she madertiaming trip just to rub my armpits. The
exciting stuff happened when she returned aftesaleall her patients at the office.

Never again would | complain about waiting to ae#octor at an appointment. It felt like
this woman was giving up her life for me. This isexe some doctors are in the morning before
they get to the office. Sometimes stuff happerte@hospital — like figuring out the tumors --

and that’s why they're late to the office. Thatbythey leave the office at 5 or 4 or 3 p.m.

*k%k

No matter how curable my cancer was | still haggbmy blood marrow taken to see what stage
my cancer was in, though my doctor said no matkeistage, it was treatable all the same. |
wasn’t allowed to decline having it done. This wbtéll meif the cancer had reached my bones
yet or not.

My oncologist was behind me, warning me that it lddee painful. She has to drill into
my hipbone, having to go all the way through tachethe inner side of the next part of the hip
for the bone marrow. It was painful, | reminded elf;sout people gave it to help others. People

survived. It was doable.
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She numbed me but said that it wouldn’t help, @wad | couldn’t move at all during the
procedure. | had to stay still. The pain was hdgribbsolutely atrocious. “You have to stay still.”
How could I not move? “Do whatever you have to,é slid, but | didn’t understand what she
meant.

She drilled into me, and | cursed. “Let it outigtsn’t a part of the job I'm fond,” she

said, as she kept drilling inside my hipbone, pingkne like plucking a chicken on fire.

*k%k

Upon entering the Hospital World, | was given aegahdoctor who'd look over my everyday
health concerns, which who knew what those couldtlibis point. He was an optimistic man
who smiled and reminded me of every doctor whod Wwho always thought nothing was wrong
with me. He seemed to be the lowest on my doctad fdhain.

Since that first ER doctor wrote me a script famgillers, he followed suit without
guestion. The rush of not having to talk people thinking | was sick made me relax. | didn’'t
even keep an eye on the clock. After four hoursyrse hooked me up with meds, even while my

oncologist massaged my armpits checking for swadllerph nodes.

*k%k

The general doctor caught up with the Hospital Warid found out that | had lymphoma — it
was only the next day after | was diagnosed bualtdady met the heart surgeon, when my heart

surgeon had said that he was putting somethingeithiat would make chemotherapy easier.
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“Your port,” he said, “will be your new best frien@et the chemo straight to the main blood
supply by entering the heart.” My best friend indle®nce the drugs went into the heart, it would

make sure the chemo pumped everywhere.

*k%k

I'd never been put under anesthesia before, schans@iay | was freaking out about this the
most. It felt like they were putting me to sledgelia dog or monkey. They were God. | had no
control. | was asking too many questions, so treyegne enough antianxiety medicine to calm
someone like me down.

In the operating room, as the anesthesiologistutinder, the Doors played, and | felt
happy like | would survive the surgery becauseatrsirgeon who listened to the Doors during
surgery was someone to trust with your life.

When | woke up from the anesthesia, my limbs j@rKdney felt hard like dead weight or
thick tree branches trying to detach from my balg, bark.

| told the heart surgeon how cool it was thatisiehed to the Doors during surgery. “The

Doors?” he said. “l don't remember. It was the oadi

*k%k

Back in my hospital bed, | couldn’t drink water bese | didn’t want to use the restroom; the
pain from the port was too severe. My port (my st friend) looked like a large, plastic

square Ping-Pong ball under my skin, below mybedast, over my rib cage. It attached a tube
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to the central vein that went into my heart. Whieln? No clue. | didn’t even know how stable
the vein was. | didn’t know what it felt like whentube attached.

But eventually | drank enough that | did have $e the restroom. Hurting too much to
move, | lied there in agony, fearing my bladder {ddeurst. The nurse came in and said, “Use a
pee tray,” and pointed to one next to the bed elege — then she left. She said it so
nonchalantly like it shouldn’t be a problem for teeuse a pee tray. She didn’t know that |
needed a therapist to get me to use the pee tagnl wants to be someone who needs to use a
pee tray. As long as | went to the bathroom intdhlet, | was not completely lab animal.

But for a moment, | accepted the idea of usingoietray. | lifted my pelvis up off the
bed, picturing putting the pee tray underneathand,squealed. Getting on top of the pee tray
even seemed too unbearable.

| was lying down on top of my hospital bed, andlda’'t pee here — though it seemed
more appealing than using the pee tray. An accidgost that. Using a pee tray was signing
over my ability to take care of myself.

After an hour of internal weeping, | removed my$é&m the bed and entered the ninth

circle of Hell, where | expected to find the heaibbing heart doctor.
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The Man In My Hospital Room

My body must have sensed danger (I was in a hdsq@t) because it woke me up unexpectedly,
with no knowledge of what time it was; | was on toany drugs for it to wake me up for another
reason. A blue-scrubs-wearing man sat in the gehest facing my bed.

We were in the dark. And | was frightened becamsdody would be frightened in this
situation. | was in the hospital trying to save Iy, and | woke up seeing the lifesaver just
staring at me. He was staring at me. He was sittowgn, facing me, hands on his lap, staring at
me contently.

| thought he was going to rape me.

If he was in my room, he wasn't going to just leaMe was going to do something to me.
| would finally get raped, and it was going to hapere, of all places, in the hospital.

As far as | saw, patients weren’t courted witheexted glances. Sure, | may not know the
hospital industry well, but having gone to manyshaknew how the hospitality industry
worked. It was etiquette for a bartender to retosmake eye contact with any lady or man who
approached the bar. Eye contact started convensdtiis was what he wanted. He was breaking
the rules. When eye contact was made, the persotingaa drink knew she could speak directly
to the person serving the cocktail. “Didn’t meardisturb you,” the man in the scrubs inside my
hospital room said to me. “Heard you got your blooairow taken today. Want a massage?” Our
eyes were locked. He wanted me to know that | ctalldto him.

But this wasn't etiquette. The bartender had tlmfothe line at the bar, starting on the
left, working his way down to the right -- and ddit think this scrubs man had asked this

guestion to everyone on my floor. | said, “no.”
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“Are you sure? I'll massage your feet, or wherey@un need.”

“No, no,” I said. “I'm fine.”

“Hodgkin’s Lymphoma,” he said. | finally looked #tte door. | knew I risked showing
him how scared | was of him. | knew the more scée@new | was, the more he would want to
hurt me. He wanted an easy victim. It was unfdwoked at the door because | needed to figure
out a plan. | needed to visualize my escape rdute.door was shut, as expected. How close
would | let him get to me, before | screamed?

“Stage 3. You're lucky.” | looked at the door basa | started thinking that rape didn’t
start this way. “It's the best cancer you can get.”

| was in shock because, in that middle of the tyigimce | awoke so frightened, | hadn’t
remembered what cancer | had. Why | was in theitadspever crossed my mind. After he
diagnosed me, for a minute | tried to recollect, lozouldn’t remember being told before. But it
made sense. | was in the hospital. This was whgd ere. Upon reflection, in defense, | was
only told less than a day earlier.

| was in shock because he was not going to rapafteehe said my cancer. | was
unafraid now. He leaned forward. “I know how yoelféhe said. “Two years ago,” — he looked
down to his crotch, frowning, his upper body saggitthey found a tumor in one of my testes.
They had to remove both of them.” | was in shockaose | was entering the world where now
everyone with cancer stories shares them.

| was really able to stare back now, and he wagtyoung, and wrinkled.

At the time, | knew | was learning something granaas realizing how others became
the sacrifice. It was awful how much | recreatad Hituation. Finding others’ weaknesses,

getting it out of them, watching them transform. &/made him special was how threatened |
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was by him — how much that turned around. He altbme to teach myself how he’d always
been too weak to attack me.
“You should be getting your rest,” he said ashet my hospital door behind him. “I'll

leave you alone.”
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Cocktail Party Banter

| hated being part of the Google generation becaos#ort didn’t radiate from the computer
screen. Numbers on a screen were what told melwhahoma was, if | could survive or not.
Do you know who died of my type of cancer? Dumbteda the first Harry Potter movie. One
of the first facts | found out.

If I couldn’t have felt my mass before, | couletfé then. It was so heavy | couldn’t lift
myself up off the desk chair. It was so heavy thia¢én | lied down in bed | couldn’t get back up
unless it was time to take more painkillers. A debgpphant sat there on my chest.

| hate how | was told. But that is how it is now.

*k%k

Could you imagine if this wasn’t so?

*k%k

It's Thanksgiving, and my dad, mom, little brothand a couple neighbors and some extended
family are about the house. Mom'’s talking about st wishes she only planted tomatoes. (“If
you plant lettuce,” dad says, “and the lettuce grodon’t blame the lettuce.”) My little brother,
Grayson, is very fond of G.l. Joes and playing wiiam.

“Grab a drink,” my mom says as swirls her drink's“the holidays.”

“Nah,” I say. “I'm too tired to drink.”
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“Tired? You just woke up!” Mom shovels the champadpottle into ice, saying, “Youth
is wasted on the young.”

She’s right — why | am tired? | must be gettingpéd. | go pour myself some orange
juice. “Perhaps some vitamin C will do the trick.”

“Ah, hogwash, that's why champagne goes in oramge!”

Dad enters the kitchen, and chimes in with: “Yegldre anything yet?”

| shake my head. How can | declare anything whaamit know why | have a cold? |
need to declare that first.

“You need to figure that out,” he says.

Mom sits behind her easel, mixing what she caltaZy concoctions.” She glances from
her artwork to the frozen turkey on the table s*iot like going to the moon for Christ’s sake,”
she says, as she puts the turkey in the oven.

“You pick something,” he says. “ You carry througine end”

OK, syphilis? Tuberculosis? Mono? Chlamydia?

He hits his hand on the dining room table. “I'td@vant you to be on the fast track to
nowhere.”

| grow pale. He's right. Chronic fatigue syndromé3? Flu?

He takes a deep breath. “You being safe at school?

No, I'm going trick or treating for brain damadg&/hat do you mean?” | ask.

“Saw a disturbing PSA last night. The ones onlyrothe middle night, to really disturb
the hell outta ya. It was some dorm disease. Yaulga? No. But it’s there. It's on the climb.
And the commercial asked, ‘Do you want this to banchild?’ Well, why the hell | don't, so be

safe, you hear me?”
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“Dad, I don't live in a dorm.” But my place iké one Canl have that?
The dining room table is messy with paints, whHdoedle, mom’s German Shepherd, sits
in a chair. And sure enough, Noodle, the Germamp&drel who sit in chairs, is being all human-

like licking a plate on the table. Do | have sonog disease?

*k%k

“Anything new at school?” Jerry, the neighbor,sask

Some disease, | want to say. “Guidance counselidmnte to take the year off to figure
things out.”

“How is my wandering minstrel?” my aunt asks. liSindecided?” She doesn’t wait for

an answer. Her purse hits my ribs on the way taifilher drink.

*k%k

| find my uncle, the chiropractor in the family.

“Besides the rib pain,” asks Uncle Quack, “howasir general health?”
“I have the flu.” I've decided.

“l ask because your color’s off.”

“Really?”

“It's yellowish. Could be an iron deficiency.”

Oh, I'm anemic. That makes sense.

“Are you're susceptible to getting sick?
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Yep.

“Where’s your pain?” he asks.

| tell him, and he adjusts my neck in the livimpm. He presses on my ribs. “You can't
pull anything in this spot. There is no muscle hérdact, you shouldn’t be sore here at all. You
must have a mass in there.”

Would mom spill the beans at Thanksgiving dinr@an | wait until Thanksgiving is
over to say something? | glance at Grayson, whoaséing his G.I. Joe in the bowl full of
potatoes, making mashed potatoes. | smile. | dearit to say it in front of him. Mom’s next to
him about to notice.

“I have something to tell you guys later.”

“Tell us now.”

“Be prepared for the worst. Mom, follow me.” | Wwadff to the corner of living room.

“You're pregnant!”

“She shouldn’t be drinking if she’s pregnant,’ertd a tipsy female wasp that lives down
the street.

“l am not pregnant. But | do have something gigresving inside of me.”

“What?” My mother spits out a little bit of her na.

“Uncle Quack found something.”

My mom calls out, looking for my father.

“I need a doctor,” | say.

“Carl is one.” My mom drags me to him. He’s havangocktail in the backyard. As we
get to the backdoor, | bolt in the opposite dir@tti

“Where are you going?” asks mom.
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“Out!”

“Don’t get me wrong,” dad says. “I personally haneidea what you’re going through,
but that’s the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”

“Come sit in the family room,” says mom. “Wait,esbhouldn’t move. Stay there.”

“Mom, | can move.” | sit on the couch and waveMrcs. Slinger who'’s pouring herself a
glass of wine. | try to look into her eyes. “I hawenass.”

“Carl!" yelps my mother. She’s drunk off of Charday. “Come!”

As mom walks toward me, she stubs her toe, hittiegveird cat statue next to the wall.
“Owe! Owe!” she says, moaning, while hopping on @@. “I hope | didn’t break it.”

“Are you okay?” Carl Slinger, MD and our neighbasks as he walks up. He’s the
neighborhood doctor. He fixes kids’ wounds on tidewalk at night. “Here sit down,” he says to
mom. There goes Carl, the kiddie MD off to help teal patient here. He asks her to sit on the
ottoman. She sits with her glass of wine still @ hand. “Let me examine your foot.” Doctor
Carl slides down and takes his time examining ber t

“God dammit,” my father says, clenching his fistid-air, refraining from hitting the
brick wall. “I knew you were sick! Jesus, you woualgimplain all the time about not feeling well,
but then you'd go out and get shitfaced. | knewwete sick.”

Was he supposed to know? | knew. Sure, momentd dgaught maybe | had some
weird blood disease like syphilis. More plausible.

“l hope | don't have to get one of those boot-gjsifi says mom. They're so hideous,
Carl.”

“No, it is not broken! You can wiggle your toeshat’s this,” he says, “l never noticed

you had a mole on the bottom of your foot.” He eaifer right foot higher. “Looks innocent
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enough, but we’ll keep a watchful eye.” Blubberidgpt. Mom giggles, then abruptly stops,
grabbing a piece of paper on the counter. Cadakihg at me in my living room while drinking
with my parents.

“I don't feel well,” | say. “I'm just going to géo my room.” | grab rice cakes and a

banana in the kitchen, so | can skip Thanksgivimger.

*k%k

| lay down in my bed, remembering what my guidaomenselor said, “Look for clues of what
you want to be when you grow up. Look at your cotrieterests.” My bedroom is decorated like
quarters of a half-inspired hobo. I'm locked heréhere’s black- and white-striped wallpaper on
the walls. Mom every-so-often calls up to me, sereap the stairs, Do you need anything? | can
hear her yell at my little brother for pouring piaati over the fruit on the table. Downstairs there
is a cocktail party taking place. The grandfatieck chimes.

There is a knock. It wakes me up. Carl enterssaiscbn the foot of my bed. My mom,
standing at the doorway, looks at her wine and,s&jsy, I'll grab some ice.”

“Tell me everything that’s bothering you”

| tell him how the anemia is exhausting me to wheran’'t move. | have a fever. How
I've just woken up in drenched clothes.

“I've known your parents for years,” says Carkour mom has the most wonderful
tomatoes in the spring, and now I'll be gettinit@w you better. You're sick. And | can help
you. What are you studying in school?”

“I'm undeclared.”
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“You should be a doctor! You're about to learn the-and-outs.”
“Dr. Slinger, when will I know what | have?
“You can't build patience by always demandingan$ answers.” He sighs. “You have

cancer.”

*k%k

My mom enters my bedroom.
“I have to go to the hospital,” | say.

“Please tell whoever | send my condolences.”
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Alien Liver

I'd done so much damage, enough for my body to heedeate an alien liver to help with the
damage. An alien liver would need to grow wheraln liver would, inside my chest cavity.
This spot was important, my heart so close. Myndliner. It was a tumor. It was a tumor that
joined the richest region of my body. Joining tleat and its great vessels as well as the cardiac
nerve,

the esophagus,

the trachea,

the phrenic nerve,

the thoracic duct,

the thymus,

and the lymph nodes of the central chest.

It was beautiful that the word “lymph” is callettea the Roman fresh water deity
Lympha. In regards to my tumorous body, Lympha thasfluid inside of me, which contained
my faulty white blood cells. | may have had a bl@adicer, but it had more to do with water.

Lympha socialized all throughout my lymphatic gyst distracting my system from
doing its job carrying my cancerous cells to ofents of my body. By having the cancer cells
on the move, my lymphatic system allowed my lympHles to interfere and trap the cancer cells
— what happens with every human being. But my Lyanpbdes did not. Lympha must have
seduced them into doing her will -- and my chesitgaaid, “Tumor grow.”

And to grow, my white blood cells divided too fa®t they stayed around way past their

due dates. Whatever she wanted.

48



To think my enormous tumor was once a group dé @l a trip at a water park, sliding
down water slides, nothing stopping the smooth rideght up to the piled-up landing inside my
chest cavity.

It was atrocious to have to ask, but my oncologgsti | was not at fault.

The cancer came from one of two choices. Optian #ave had mono; side effects like
this occur. A kissing disease could cause this'dfknown, | would have kept my lips to myself
a little more. It was sad that mono has the sam®gyms, the exact same symptoms as
lymphoma, because | would never know if mono hashbehat all this sickness was, before it
wasmore

It felt like a trick: fever, fatigue, sore throatyollen lymph nodes -- just been from the
cancer?

Option #2: My immune system at birth was the rea¥shat was supposed to protect me
from infection and disease couldn’t, because ild@tiprotect it from itself.

| think everyone can relate to this.

*k%k

Moments after | was diagnosed, my oncologist exgldiwhy lymphoma happens. In the
hospital that day, | thought she said that if | d&dye mono, since it was untreated, lymphoma
happened. For seven years, | thought since | waitddng to see the first doctor | could’'ve
caused my lymphoma. Seven years later | found owne can treat mono — it just passes.
After hearing mono is untreatable, | looked up mand lymphoma. An article published

five years before | was diagnosed said it wasfi@renono to cause lymphoma, but if it does, the
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estimated average time between mono developingHotgkin's is four years, with “risks

peaking two years after infection.”

*k%k

Whenever | get sick and am very tired, | alwayskht's mono. Test always comes back

negative. They never find the antibodies. I'm ggvirp on waiting for this illness.
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Company

The wooden hallway led down to the nurses’ quartehere | was dead woman walking with
her two wardens, mom and oncologist toward herrscbemotherapy appointment.

The chemo room was a three-walled nook, whichreldd from the “L”-shaped nurses’
desk. On top of the nurses’ desk, a large glasgiparwas there to block out whatever oozes or
gets thrown out of the bodies of chemo patientyoBd the sneeze guard.

“Choose your throne,” my oncologist said to melas, my mother, and | entered the
chemo room. Thick, light blue recliners filled tteom, the chairs still looking medicinal,
perhaps because they came with trays, perhapsseesenk people occupied them. | hopped into
one of two recliners that were empty, the restdilwith elderly people. Everything smelled of
chemicals, like Windex. My mother sat down in teeliner next to me, which | was not sure she
could do, thinking you should have cancer to get ointhese fine seats. Other chairs, smaller,
harder, like classroom chairs, were kept next ¢ogilant recliners, for the noncancer folk.

The nurse prepared to set up my port, and | didatit mom to see any of it. | had to lift
my shirt up to the bottom of my sports bra. Theseurad to pierce through my skin. A thin tube
would be pushed into a port that’s inside my skimjer a breast no less. | didn’t want to my
mom to see. Maybe if she didn’t see any of it, g@dd never talk about it, remind me of it,
bring it up like an ex-boyfriend. Sometimes shentilave impulse control. I'd plead for her not
to bring it up, but that was the bell for her to.

| asked her to leave the chemo room while the cheas set up, and admirably she got
up quick. She decided to use the cleanest restribmmmne near the rear door.

| tensed my whole upper body as the nurse insartegkdle into my port, into the
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"septum,” a resealing rubber center. A salty sutegtdilled my mouth. The nurse asked, “Do you
taste saltwater?”

| confirmed.

“Good!” she said. That small tube of sterilizingter, Heparin, flushed it, keeping it
clean, to prevent any blood clots from happenirgaww my mom at the doorway and waved her
back over.

“Now | am giving you steroids,” the chemo nurs&lséRemember it will make your
bladder hot.” | liked her so much for not sayingnhitn embarrassing way.

“I remember.”

“Warm?”

“Yep.”

“Good,” she said, as she got up to leave.

“Bet that feels good,” mom said, in her recliner.

What the noncancered folk think

*k%k

“She has” — mom lowered her voice -- “Hodgkin’s Lghoma.” My eyes were closed when she
said this — | was trying to handle the sick feelihg chemo drugs caused. | wondered whom was
she talking to. | cringed because she kept opatityng about my condition.

“l am so sorry to hear that,” said a male withghtivoice.

“My daughter,” she said. | opened my eyes. The lnaked at me. He sat in a chemo

recliner across from the chemo room. Of coursdydtecancer too, which was not the focus. |
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was. He continued though, saying | was lucky, nmceawas the best cancer you could get.

| started talking to her so she wouldn'’t talk toyamne else. Soon | snapped and pleaded
for her not to ask any questions because it huhitk. Free conversation, | thought, would be
easier. | asked her for only statements, but sheaged to ask me what we should do for New
Year’s. | was spending New Year’s with my familyguess | was. | whined, telling her how |
couldn’t drink. “You can drink,” she said.

“How can | drink?” | thought she had lost it. “Ivecancer.”

As the nurse hooked me up to another chemo drum asked her, “Can she have a glass
of champagne on New Year's?”

“Sure,” the nurse said. “That’s alright. You caméra couple, but don’t go too
overboard.”

“l can't think about drinking,” | said.

“Yeah,” mom said. “You'll retract that statementhrer fast, when this is all over.”

| saddened. My excitement of finally believing fidd out what it was like living life
sober was gone. Now that it was only up to medp stinking, there was no stopping.

Mom tried to start conversation multiple timesg arkept telling her | didn’t want to.

*k%k

Soon, I'd refuse to let her take me to chemo bexafiber voice. During chemo, the only voice
that wouldn’t drive me insane was my brother RoHis. pitch, tone, whatever it is, soothed.
When mom came with me, | wished I'd come aloneahise | couldn’t have anyone

depend on my sickness as a way for him or her toap@y. She treated taking me to
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appointments like it was her job, and jobs gavepses, and with purposes people were happy,
and nobody was allowed be happy about anythingrésalited from me having cancer.

My sickness couldn’t turn into an excuse for wifig touldn’t get better either. We
couldn’t heal like that. Friends had been usingpthiends’ problems as an excuse to party —to
mourn together. Drink until minds were erased. padkillers were not fun to take when you
were prescribed them. Not fun when actually in paaouldn’t heal while | thought others were
using me as a reason for why they couldn’t. | di#tnow how anyone could. This needed to be
my room.

Also, | was angry because | wasn’t getting therdion if she was there. “How is your
mom doing?” my cousin once texted me. “Is she okayBuld be asking you this question, but |

know you'll be fine. It's her I'm worried about.”

*k%k

Girl laughter inside the chemo room, and my eyesned to two women talking; close friends, |
guessed. It dawned on me that | hadn’t considenadibg a friend to chemo, becoming
momentarily jealous, because why hadn’t I? Becauss would we do? What would we talk
about?

Her friend sat in the classroom-style chair nexRobyn. The friend brought snacks, a
bowl of fruit. The citrus smelled horrible.

Robyn was almost two decades older than I, yetslsestill the youngest person who
had done chemo with me. Not too comforting.

When | was first diagnosed, my oncologist intraetlicne to another patient (we all
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happened to be in the office). The patient was bmbtyyears older. We had the same cancer.
Hers was not as far advanced, though, so her cexa@etting cut off at 10, instead of the
typical 12, which | was doing. The fact that shd kado only ten made me so jealous | was not
going to friend her. Her cancer spread out in simgdlalong her chest cavity. Not a giant mass
like mine. Her symptoms weren’t as severe. Befoeefeund out, she only was fatigued, not
zombiefied.

She had just gotten married. She thought the estimeuwas from wedding planning. |
was envious of her treatment but not of her timirthought that being fatigued would be a
shitty way to spend your honeymoon. It would beribte to go through chemo during your
honeymoon period. | was OK about my timing.

She told me about some licorice tea she drank whergot nauseous. | wrote it down,

but never tried it. | didn't like licorice. We navtalked since.

*k%k

“I beat the 30 day mark!” Robyn exclaimed when s&@ me looking in her direction. This was
a great opener for conversation in the chemo rddrma.hope to keep hair would turn mortal
enemies into best friends. She still had her haihealthy thing to promote. It was bleached
hair, a few inches below her shoulder. If she balll her hair, there was hope | would still keep
mine.

“Maybe,” she said, “I'll keep my hair this timeShe laughed. “Unfortunately” -- she
blew her bangs out of her face -- “people will izal’m not a natural blonde when the red roots

grow out.” Wanting to watch her was enough for mé&y to carry on a conversation. Chemo
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had just started. | had a shot.

“Aww,” she said, “you’re too young to have to godugh this. Do you mind me asking
what you have?”

“Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.” My cancer rolled easily affe tongue.

“Oh, you're lucky,” her friend said while eatinghnon-chemo-friendly fruit. “That’s the
best cancer you can get.”

| won the cancer lottery.

Robyn didn’'t pay attention to her friend’s rema8ke probably knew how stupid it was.
She continued on with: “It's my second time arotnede with breast cancer.” She looked at me
like she wanted to know more about me. “Which chemsoyou on?” She shouted, “You still
have your hair, too!”

“Number three out of twelve,” | said. “They tellenmot to count on keeping it. | was
supposed to lose it after my second chemo.”

“Good! They say that to everyone,” she said. “Yiewer know. If it starts falling out,
call me, and I'll come straight over with a wig. Wlave a wig party. | got a platinum wig with
your name on it.” She told her friend to give me in@mber.

| liked the idea of that. | said, “I'm so worrieb@ut when it'll fall out.”

“That’'s why | keep a wig in my car.” She never neidsa beat. How could she be so full
of life in here?

“I wouldn’t cut it if | were you until it's fallingout,” she said. “If it starts falling out, call
me, and I'll come straight over.” She smiled at fiide first time | was diagnosed with breast
cancer, | chopped my hair off right away. This tjfrehe said, “l want to hang on to it as long as

possible.”
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“Wigs are fun,” she said. And | believed wigs wéig for her.

“You get to try out new looks,” she said. But btight | wouldn’t look good imew
looks. | wouldn’t look good with blonde or real rhdir. Or with a pixie cut. Or in her platinum
wig.

“How do you have so much energy?” | asked.

“My secret is my little girl,” Robyn said. Now sheas a total MILF, too.

“I could never let my baby girl see how sick | amslie said. “My daughter comes first. If
she wants to go to the park, no matter how exhdusie, | will take her to the park.”

| couldn’t do that right now. | became more contambut my timing. | didn’t have my
own family. | would never want to put this on myildren.

Back then, | didn't feel like | was ever put firsty entire life.

*k%k

Why did | believe Robyn?

She was pretty, and | reclined in awe of what $bedsfor: someone cool enough to
handle cancer, but more importantly, a mother Ite@mo be like.

She could work. “The first time around | had totquy job,” she said, “but this time |
have the energy to keep it.”

Everyone around me had told me to do nothing, nért against their advice. | was
taking two online college classes. | didn't wanptistpone my life. Of course it ended up being
stupid. | got an F because | couldn’t keep up whthworkload in my beginning short story

class. I didn't medically withdrawal because tregjuires you to drop all your classes, and I'd
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have to get a note, and | had put in so much hartt W the beginner level world literature

class. | couldn’t accept seeing that “A-" not cotoward anything.

*k%k

Toward the end of her chemo, Robyn’s cell phong,rand she silenced it. “That’s the guy from
the club that | had sex with,” Robyn said to hexrfd. She eye-rolled in her recliner. “He won't
stop calling.”

That got me excited, though | didn’t know if sheswging against her oncologist’s
orders, if she was putting her health seriouslysi&tby going out and partying. If | mentioned
something out loud, | didn’t know if she’d get catigor if she’d feel bad about what she was
doing. But | was too curious. “You can go to clubks&sked. “I mean | don’t go tolubs but if |
wanted, | could?”

“Oh,” she said, “I run around at the club the nigie gotten chemo.”

“You can go outfter chemo?”

“Yeah, | hit the gym straight after this and thenayt. Use it,” she said. “A guy never

turns down sex. Not one guy has cared | have canekthem the truth, and it’s a typical hook-

up.
| prepared to go through this experience alonead already learning that casual hook-

ups weren’t what | needed because | needed somdumeared about me. The process of

hooking up when you needed someone to love youheadbreaking, especially when you

didn’t know how to self-love yet. She wanted what imends would want.
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*k%k

| slouched in my blue recliner, saddening, knowtimg likelihood of surviving breast cancer
twice was extremely rare. She wasn'’t even 40 yet.

But around two years after | met Robyn, I'm prgtositive | saw her at a burrito joint
during my lunch break, as | worked as an edit@dhinistrator at the alt-weeklyew Times
Broward-Palm Beach

When | was recognizing her, she glanced my waythmre was no look of her
remembering me. So | didn’t say hello. But was lyappknow she was still alive.

| was in awe of Robyn. You needed to point outltimacy of what she said to me that

day for me to even see how, my God, she isn’t thenrhwant to be.

*k%k

At my eleventh chemo, two big bald women were mm¢hemo room. They were middle-aged.
They had supportive husbands. They all laugheden@as with each other. Both women were
excited about their upcoming procedures of lipasacand new breasts (total reconstruction).
They talked about how it would make them feel gddekir jolly, their hope -- they were what
“bigger than life” meant. | wished | had seen pediie them way sooner. They made me feel

comfortable.

*k%k
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Many times | walked through the entrance of my dogist’s office, and sat down waiting for
the nurse to call me into the blood-taking and epssing room, located right by the front door.
When she did, | greeted this wonderful woman, wieetgd me back telling me my father was
watching over me, because, of course, she knewdimoe he'd been treated here; something
was wrong with his blood.

On this day, as she took my blood, she talkedytdorather Ron, who told her he’d been
on the roof trying to fix it. Years later, she wglbntinue to ask me, “Your brother still on the
roof?”

The dirtiest bathroom was in the waiting areahef @ncologist’s office. Old people,
people disabled in some way, peed all over thettaihd floor. So I'd hold my bladder until |
made it through the locked door to the examinirgms. They kept the door locked between the
people who waited and the people who were beiraddde It made one feel real special when let
in. I loved to leave that puzzle spread out allrdtae waiting room counter, without ever
touching it once because of the germs. But theheabr was being let into the chemo room. The
highest honor is being invited into one by a campagient.

Why Jack was invited into the chemo room was ratherthodox. I'd seen him snort
painkillers, knew he liked and was on them, andesime wouldn't be able to absorb what was
really going on (I thought), | invited him to stayth me during chemo. | loved having him with
me. | never revoked the invitation.

He would say | always seemed pretty good, takhrep like a champ. Even if | had
kicked him out of the chemo room. During chemdafstarted talking too much, and | was
struggling talking back, I'd get annoyed beyondéfebnd he would leave the chemo room and

wait in the car until | finished. We had the redaship where | didn’t feel bad having him wait in
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the car. | could scream and be incredibly bitcimg he wouldn’t get upset or mad or annoyed.
He was (is) wonderful.

He didn’t sit in the chemo chair until the nursggested it to him. It was hilarious when
he fell asleep in it — like the recliner was hisgdi@oom bed.

One time, as | waited to be hooked up to chemowere sharing a recliner. “If | could,”
he said, “I would take the chemo for you.” He wias only one who said this to me. | knew other
people probably said such things to their lovedspbat | never thought they meant it. | knew
that it was true. Jack meant it. He cared more talmauthan him. | grabbed a disposable camera
out of my bag, wanting a photo so | could rementbat moment. Remember how comforted |

was. How un-alone | felt. How happy. Pure happyhichemo room.
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Car Rides

My mom didn’t know that when she came to the cheomon to drop off a lox and bagel from
Einstein’s that | was hungover. She didn’t knowt thas my go-to hangover meal. She didn’t
even question why | even asked for coffee and dsanke of it. | didn’t tell her that last night
was great for most of the night. She didn’t neekirtow that | went out and got shitfaced, the
night before my fourth chemo. It was a small bigthagarty at Cheyenne’s apartment for some
girl I didn’t know. | was going to cut myself offtar two glasses of red wine. But there were
weed brownies. How can | be a cancer patient aheatcdhe weed brownies? Chey gave me an
antianxiety med. Soon, | forgot all about chemortbgt day. | drank another glass of wine. Then
it got weird. A guy who never liked me but decidedhis night got crazy because his friend
asked me out on a date, which | was thrilled albegtuse guys really didn’t care about my
cancer. | made out with him, and he had a lip rifftat was a big win because the birthday girl
liked lip-ring boy.

Cancer beat noncancer.

But | woke up to Chey having sex with her boyfdean the right side of my body. | had
passed out in her bed. This really disturbed me.

| woke up again around 8 a.m. hungover and knewkled up, but the damage was
done. All I could hope for was that getting moreegl would alleviate the hangover. | drove to
my bed and fell back asleep, waking up at the etkaet | was supposed to be at chemo. |
jumped out of bed, panicking. | was already schedlfibr the last time slot given, two hours
before the office closed -- my chemo took exaactly hours. | sped, getting there less than an

hour before close. | pleaded with the chemo nuxsesll give me chemo. It was too easy -- |
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was getting my chemotherapy that day because mylagist would be furious if | was turned
away. Every day mattered. | felt really bad becdhsg were going to stay an hour after close,
until the nurse said they would rush my drug intacewe’d all be able to leave at 5.

| did not tell my mother any of this.

| did not puke at all in the chemo room.

*k%k

| masked my nausea as | floated out the backdadrgdawn the hallway, into the elevator.
Fortunately, the oncologist’s office was a buildwfgno importance. As seen from the road: It
was a one-story parking garage that hides two-$loebapartment-looking offices. | could make

it the one flight down the elevator. | could. Ag thlevator opened, but before | could walk out of
it, | vomited clumps of my lox and bagel on thewrd right outside of it. My throw up also hit
the floor inside the elevator. | contemplatedshbuld press the elevator button to go back to the
doctor’s office to tell them something was wrongilevhh was still in there. Chemo had never
been this bad. I'd never thrown up after beforst been as nauseated as 500 pregnant women.
And couldn’t eat anything besides things like cexskor bread. But | couldn’t make it back up
the flight. | needed to vomit again. | trampledie corner of the parking lot and puked next to
the silver Buick. | didn’t want anyone to see maj &was not seen. The puking was not
stopping. Should | head back upstairs now andtelhurses how sick | was? | didn’t think |
could make it all the way there. And the door calléady be locked, and then | would be stuck
upstairs. | didn’t want to go back up there andl&xpwhat I'd done.

Better to be stuck in my car.
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| wanted to be in bed. | had to leave before tnses got to their cars, especially if they
parked in this lot.

| drove out of the parking lot.

I made it five minutes on the road before | puilet a local market parking lot, and,
before | could see if there was a vacant parkimg, dmpened the door and threw up on the
ground next to my car, right there in the middleha parking lot. Figures of people walked
toward me. | didn’t want them near me. | shut therdand drove my car to the back end of the
lot and into a parking space. | got out of the aad stumbled away from the vehicle, so no one
knew | was driving. What would | say to them? Damdirry; | was not drunk. | was just driving
while on my chemotherapy drugs. No reason to beedca

| was stumbling in the parking lot, telling myseikouldn’t vomit. | made the bush my
target, and | threw up all over it. | couldn’t sseaight, but | made out my red jeep and headed
back to it, gathering that the longer | stayedne gpot, the likelier I'd get caught, and have to
deal with people. | started back up my car and @imwvo the highway, focusing as much as
humanly possible on my lane. | feared for pedesttibwould not kill anybody while | was
killing my cancer. | felt sick again, so | stayedthe left lane approaching an intersection. It was
a red light. | opened my door and puked and wasrfated by how no one on the road was
noticing how | was throwing up out of my car doordaylight. On a faraway curb, some
pedestrians looked disgusted. Maybe they’'d seganhed my car. | needed to be more stealth,
so | started throwing up in a plastic red cup aeptidumping it out of the window, as it got full.

I made it home and parked, thanking whatevergasime herel went up the stairs to lie
on my bed, but, upon reaching it, it looked tod.safieeded something sturdy to help with the

nauseated feeling. Had practice with handling thggabbed the comforter and pillow and
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headed to the hard bathroom floor, and lied dowvagd totally OK with staying on the bathroom
floor as long as | had to, even if it was for tlexintwo days. And I really didn’t know if | would
die.

| cringed. Wasn't learning.

Never learning.

*k%k

Two years before diagnosis, when | thought | walyéensane, Chey and | drove to the gas
station to fuel up the tank for the drive southla@do to Fort Lauderdal€hey, my driver, and |
had just spent the past three hours being the gudiga rumrunner contest at our bar before the
two-and-a-half hours on the roalfe sat at the corner stools and listened to thiemders bicker
about who could make the best rumrunner. Neverttipgea bartender, | said they were all
delicious, then went to the bathroom and pouredithrk out. Or | bent down and placed the
drink on the ground next to my stool.

At the gas station, Damion exited the store wiBl#tgpack. We had called our friend
Damion for help because we both didn’t have oue filks. My mouth dropped. A 24-pack?
“You don’t want to run out on the road,” he told like it was a proverb. | knew this was bad.
We finished pumping gas. The 24-pack of Miller Ligfas locked securely in the middle of the
backseat.

We got on 1-95A bit into the journey, | stopped drinking, barélyishing a beer. | never
could make the switch over from liquor to crappyliy beer.

| couldn’t wrap my mind around what we were doitigqugh I'd done it before -- my
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usual ride down south liked drinking too -- but siever was tanked, especially not before the
start of the journey.

Not before long, | sobered up.

| fearedfor my life.

Cheyenne was gabbing on the phone, smoking a tigaaad cradling a beer between
her legs while flying down the middle of two lar@s the superhighway. Sheas not aware she
was driving in the middle of two lanes.

| looked across the barren lanes — wondering wiewve so fortunate that no one else
was on the road. | told myself that everything wader control.

Wheels hit bumps before | demanded that she gdh@fphone, so she could help me
help her drive. “Pull over.” | said. “I'm taking ¢hwheel.”

“No, | got this.”

“You're flying down the middle of the highway. Yalon't feel those bumps?”

| thought she was mad at me. Margo died. They wammates. Maybe she hated the
fact she was left with me. Maybe she hated thetfattl used her car all the time. Why wouldn’t

she let me take the wheel?

*k%k

Cheyenne may have not wanted me to drive her cansked some sort of boundary. But | had
to make sure that we wouldn’t both die. Whenever@ssed the white line, | told her. She
swerved the car back into our lane if she had ®sWWwed down, after | said it would be better

for us to go the speed limit. No matter how scdreds she was not going to stop driving. | was

66



going to die. | was going to die.

We were getting close — | was feeling more optiltiwe’d make it -- heading to a house
party a little north of Fort Lauderdale, so | opgm@other beer, even though it was warm. We
took the Sample exit and went east toward Lightede@int, pulling into a closed gas station
along the way to call and get directions. She weal{ going to let me take the wheel. | exited
the car to get my make-up out of my bag in the baakwhen flashing red lights came toward
me. It looked like a moving Christmas tree. Therssrruined the pretty picture. When the cop
car stopped, | threw my full beer upward, it fajlinght through the sunroof back into the car. It
had to be spilling everywhere. “This,” said the @sphe approached us, “is where | would
normally ask if you guys have been drinking.”

After roadside tests barefoot, she was in handch#ing put in the backseat. It was
pitiful. She should have used the ghost pitch. $aidcar was haunted, said, “Officer, have you
ever been on the Haunted Mansion ride at the M&igigdom? When you're about done with
the ride your buggie chair flips in front of a nairy and you see that a ghost has been riding with
you the whole time. Well, officer, you need tha¢sial mirror to be able to see him, but he was
the one driving.”

The cop came back to me, telling me how wastedriayd was, asking why | wasn'’t the
one driving. | decided not to tell him that | wdsoat to.

Two of our friends then came to the gas statigoidk up her car. But they were both
drunk, and the cop noticed that as they approadiezlone who drove over was now getting a
DUI too. He was so angry at Cheyenne.

The cop now said | needed to find a ride home bexthe car was getting impounded.

My mom came, and when she arrived, the cop toldhberwell behaved | was. We
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fought on the car ride home. She said, “A goodhftizvould be in jail with her right now.”

That statement, although | was 19, made me rury awee we reached home. | cried on
a playground park bench nearby. But she was yeltinghe, and | didn’t want her walking
around the neighborhood alone, so for her safegturned.

Mom and | would fight again in New York three misitbefore my diagnosis, the night
we thought a couple drugged me (I could’ve beehdhank). After the bar and after the fight
started, | was inside a corner market in Times 8fwehen a woman came up to me and
grabbed my crotch. She asked me to go back todtel toom. She was with a man. A really
good-looking man. They both wanted me to go badk tiiem. | told mom this. She said
absolutely not. | said | was going to go becaudieii’'t want to go back to the hotel room with
her. The man approached mom, saying, “Don’t wamy,wife can be really aggressive, but your
daughter will be safe.” Mom replied, “You think I'going to let you turn my daughter into a sex
slave?” At this time, the woman was trying to pusé down a dark alley. Mom grabbed me and
wouldn’t let go. The woman tried to pull me backd she was going to beat mom, yeah right —
that made me happy. | didn’t want this woman tonghne. To get the woman off me, | told her
I'd sneak out of the hotel room once mom fell agleghe made me repeat her hotel room
number a few times.

On the way to the hotel, although we were justritive street from it, | was trying to
find out where Central Park was. | wasn't goingrteet up with husband and wife, but | still
didn’t want sleep in the same room as mom. But ont didn’t want me to sleep in Central
Park, so | didn’t. | slept in mom’s and my hotebna. | took a little piece of her Xanax and slept
under the air vent to drone out her snores.

For the year | got treatment in Fort Lauderdalesed at one of my close girlfriend’s
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parent’s house. It was a couple blocks from mom’s.

*k%k

After that weekend not leaving the bathroom, thas wot going to happen again. When | saw
my oncologist, | owned up to what I'd done, drivimbile being so sick. Sure, | also told her
because | wanted to be certain that the sicknessaised by my hangover, and that there
wasn’t any bigger problem. She took away my drivpnigileges.

And | wasn’t going to have Chey drive me recklg$simy chemo appointments, she
talking on her phone and smoking a cigarette as#imee time. | was not going through
chemotherapy to die in a car crash. Chey would desigarette on her lap. My knees would be
against the panel in front of me. When she finedglized she didn’t have three arms, it would
be too late. We'd crashed into another car. A gidiender bender.

| was on the way to chemo, so of courdgump out of the car and scream. | had to
make it to my chemo appointment. Even worse if thiscrash would’ve happened on my way
to my last chemo. Then I'd fiercely head to thétigide of the car to see the damage. The lady
who we’d hit would get out of her car and look a.rivle with a shaved head. And she would
run back into her car and push down the lock. Stigladvcall someone — probably the police.
Would they give me chemo in jail?

“What?” I'd say to the lady. “Do | lookkke a killer to you?”

The scared, poor woman would mouth, “Yeshrough her window. A long yes.

I would hear Chey behind me: “Yeah,” she’d sap itite phone, “I should go now. | see

cop lights coming.” She’d hang up, face me. “I kngow’re mad.”
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“Oh shut up. | can't even snap at you trighw. I'm all snapped out.”

Two police cars would pull up, one aftee bther, and the second officer would be an
extremely attractive male.

First cop would say to Chey: “Looks likeuwy fault.” He’d ask for her license,
registration, and insurance. Was that sweat or ez strolling down my face? | wouldn’t
know.

“She needs to get to her chemotherapy appoitiim&hey would say, pointing to me.

“She can't be late. Can you take her?” Jesus.

*k%k

On the way to one of my chemos, before we tookofbur journey, | watched my brother snort

a painkiller in the car. You can’t win every time.
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Chemo Toxins

The chemo nurses, three of them, one clearly ingehlay the way she gave the other nurses
directions, were in my hospital room for my firétetno treatment. They hooked up a bag of
steroids to my fresh port, the new plastic implamter my left breast. The woman said: “Expect
to get warm down below,” in a coy tone of all thengo | knew something humiliating was about
to happen. | tried looking at my whole body at arlcganted to be the first to see what was
happening. “You know” — she then offered -- “in yspecial spot.” | looked down to my
genitals, feeling warm at my bladder. | didn’t kndwwas about to pee myself, if | was going to
have some sort of alien discharge. My bladder wdrrnet no liquid escaped my body.

They left, and in my hospital bed, I laid therlene, arm stuck to my side, making me
question if | was having a heart attack. All | saas yellow. | couldn’t take in any air. The most
unglamorous death was my fate: | was a cockroaysg with Raid, paralyzed and humiliated,
but | was proud that as | died | felt bad for poisg bugs, and not just for myself. Did
cockroaches even get heart attacks? | would diggadizing that cockroaches had hearts.

| was going to die because | couldn’t reach thepital remote a few inches away. Many
people died in their hospital beds because ofiskise (no proof needed), and this will never be
portrayed on the silver screen.

| couldn’t turn my head. Same with my eyes -- ejiels’t come with a panoramic view
without the function of moving the head. | told ralfgo calm. Breathe. Accept. Accept it. | told
myself to just lie there. I've done this beforeflwa couple men.

During my expected last seconds, my arm just shband hit the hospital remote. | was

amazed that my arm knew exactly where it was, mynth pressing down on the right button,
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making it all feel like some beautiful, sick jokevas playing on myself, like | couldn’t reach the
hospital remote, of course | could.

| felt like I could be saved for the moment. Bigank deeper into my hospital bed, and it
was clear | was going to die before any nurses aresvmy call, that | would die waiting.

Then | saw the outline of a nurse, walking slowilp the room. Her features weren’t
visible, but | knew she wasn't the right nurse, dime who would save me. My chemo nurses
moved much faster; chemo nurses moved much féistelidn't yell that | was getting chemo, |
would die because she wouldn’t know whom to ged, thiat would be my fault. But | wasn't
able to speak. The nurse saw all this, and ranl eeds alone in my room again and would die
alone, waiting.

The chemo nurses bolted into my room, swarming o yanking out the tube attached
to my port. “Tube is clamped,” one said. My bicegtened. They were too late. My arm was
telling me that the damage was done. But | toakiinThe yellow was disappearing. When |
figured out that there was a blood pressure metapped around my arm, | knew | would stay
alive. | could breathe, and | would regain my sitén

All the nurses and I, we all took a breath togetbe | thought we were all in agreement
that the chemo treatment was over. But they rdagththe bag. And drip by drip by drip | took
in my first chemotherapy treatment, while a nurabysat me in my room.

After an hour, she asked if she was still neetisdook my head. | wanted to be left
alone. And | was, besides hearing girly chucklesa group of hospital workers bounced past me
down the hallway. | wished that they weren't allalae laugh while in the hospital. Then | felt
bad: It was wrong to take joy away from them; tmight be their only chance to laugh. | prayed

they wouldn’t get a glimpse of me. If they did, yheould send somebody, and | wouldn't be
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alone anymore.

*k%k

A few patients were in the chemo room. This wasraraunal room. A social gathering. If | were
a dangerous case, if | were going to die, they digtulet me get chemotherapy here at a group
oncologists’ office, and the rest of my chemothgrapatments will be here. | would not get my
chemo done inside the hospital. People died froemchinside hospitals.

The safety | felt didn’t add up yet though. In ti@spital | was the only patient for three
chemo nurses, and they still almost killed me, lag@ there were almost double the patients
than nurses.

But | couldn’t die in front of all these cancectims. They wouldn't allow it.

My oncologist informed me, minutes before my secomeimo, in one of the many examining
rooms (1 of 12) in the oncologist group’s officatlduring my first chemo treatment at the
hospital, two weeks ago, my face had turned a gegue, givingeveryondn the hospital a real
scareEveryoneMy God, | was talk of the hospital town.

| had an allergic reaction to one of my chemotpgmdrugs during my first treatment in
the hospital.

“What happened during my first chemo is not goméappen again, right?” | had asked,
like it mattered but it didn’t; nothing would stadrom happening. | would be getting my
second chemo treatment that day in the chemo room.

| was in my seat, and | wanted to ask my oncotafjiswas OK that | took one of my

mom’s antianxiety meds, a Xanax, before coming yoaappointment. | didn’t want to cause any
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more damage to my organs than what was necessarydigin’t want to be told that, since I'd
taken it, | couldn’t do chemo today.

| wanted it over.

| didn’t want to be told | shouldn’'t take Xanaxaag. It was the only thing that got me to
this room. And my oncologist had already decided thwouldn’t be taking any more painkillers
or antianxiety meds because she didn’'t want mete la drug addiction when this was all over.
She wanted me to be “right back to normal.” SheeneNd ask if | did drugs recreationally
before my diagnosis. | was on Xanax at the hosgitahg chemotherapy; it had to be OK.

It had to be OK.

My oncologist rolled up to me on one of the ssdadpt in the middle of the chemo
room, as | was not getting comfortable in the camafae recliner. “I'll be watching over you the
whole time making sure nothing goes wrong,” my dogist said. With that promise, | was no
longer scared. “We're giving you Ativan,” she sdilif's antianxiety medicine, and it will calm
your body down, and your body will react bettéll &bsorb the chemo drugs better. Ativan is a
wonderful pill, but you'll be getting it in liquidorm. It makes your mind and muscles and
memory relax.” She rolled away from me, and | gob&onal with her off to my side, because |
was seeing that she was letting the nurse take Averrse had grabbed a stool and was now
rolling it in front of me. “They’ll watch over yobetter than | even can,” my oncologist said.

How I got that wrong scared me. Likke’ll be watching over me the whole time. | was
relieved | didn’'t embarrass myself by saying anyghout loud about how happy that made me.
I'd seem like | didn't trust the nurses. Was thapsosed to be relief? Having her here?

Yes it was.

Ugh.
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She gave me to her nurses as she joked aboupdensess. Sheasall over the place
when she thought hard, but still. “Promise,” shd,sgou won't make any big decisions while
Ativan’s in your system.” She wasn’t moving untddid something. “Promise?”

(I promised, but that didn’t stop me from becomangepto. I'd still stop by my mom’s
after chemo and grab shirts, all her clothes, wieaté enjoyed the power of taking whatever |

wanted.)

*k%k

The chemo nurse was about to flush out my port galime. | looked at the ceiling. She pulled
the skin covering my port. It pinched. The muscieer the port pulled the pinched skin back.
The pinched skin felt like it ripped.

Saltwater filled my mouth. | reopened my eyesaimind me where | was, which was not
at the beach, not in any ocean of any sort. | wbelth locked indoors, in cancer rooms, forever.
Waiting in my blue recliner, hooked like bait, mgdy attached to a bag of steroids. My body
was the bait.

My cancer was the fish.

“Do | haveto take steroids?” | asked the nurse.

“Yes, why? They really help with the nausea.”

“They also make you gain weight.”

The nurse sighed. “We want you to gain weight.Healthy to have extra pounds on you
right now.

“I don’t really get nauseous.” The nurse raised eyebrow, which said | didn’t
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understand anything yet.

A cute male, frail nurse in glasses, who turnegtoie my other chemo nurse, reclined
my chair on the way back to the nurse quarters;lshg me. | was happy he did that, because |
wouldn’t have allowed myself to get that comforgliherefore never knowing how much better
it was being reclined.

“Would you like a blanket?” my female nurse asked.

“No.” The blankets were kept along the wall. keped me out to share old people
germs. But the chemo room was extremely cold. Ncemaearing sandals.

My body absorbed the Ativan, turning me completgjyidy and smooth, turning me
idealistic: | couldn’t stop making decisions andythwere all positive. | was going to survive.
There was a good lymphoma and a bad lymphoma gatithe good lymphoma. | heard
crashing waves of hard soles walking down the haslymphony of crashes, as this new world
began, consisting of me, my mind, and chemo. Tihweasation started when the first chemo
drug entered my bloodstream, after | let myselfdiken over by two bags of Ativan. Eyes
closed. | was not in the chemo room anymore. | doonyself on a dingy, engine off, floating in
the middle of the ocean, with ten-foot waves: hugenstrous, crushing waves.

| reminded myself that my chemotherapy drugs veeteemely effective. | chugged

whiskey bottle after bottle on my dingy. My insidasrned.

*k%k

It was my fifth chemotherapy appointment, so I'zgtgn a good look at the drug room. The

nurses kept the drugs in a real cold room on tji® side of their desk. The chemo room was
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cold to keep the drugs good. The nurses guardediabievay. The nurses’ bodies moved back
and forth to cover any view of it. We, the sick,uahave to pummel through at least two of
them to reach the front hinges of the door. Thad & very expensive room. We would all get
rich if we stole our drugs and sold them.

But the nurses had time to block the passagewthetback exit. We couldn’t even make
a run out of the chemo room for the back door,e@fwanted to. The chemo room was perfectly
arranged to combat a takeover.

How dangerous were the sick?

The jolly nurse approached me with my assortménhemo drugs in a bucket and said,
“Here’s your cocktail.” I didn’t think | would evdnave a cocktail again. She hooked me up and
walked away, and my cocktail wasn’t touched. “Aliigj | said, when she returned. “Show it to
me. Which one of these is the one that makes ysiyour hair?”

The nurse appeared nervous, probably thinkingsl aout to freak out. | understood. But |
felt stable. She stared at me for a moment lorfgjars one,” she said. She pointed to a small
tube of bright pink liquid, the only chemo drugaafior. The one chemotherapy drug that was
actually pretty is the one that took away my pret$s. It was in a syringe. It was the shot, which
boosted into my port while another horrendous Hagthemo moved into my vein. “And that’s?”
| asked as | pointed to another bag.

“The Bleomycin” she answered. For the rest of ifey I'd have to tell doctors I'd taken
Bleomycin due to the lung damage it could caus&hat lung damage it does cause. If an
anesthesiologist gave me too much air while puttiregunder for surgery, he or she could off
me.

| hated this drug. | read the Lance Armstrong bob&ourse finding out that he refused to
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take Bleomycin. Because if he did take it, he waiilde able to compete in another Tour de
France. My oncologist told me | could live a vergrmal life. But Armstrong had the choice that
| never would. The effectiveness of taking ABVD, gocktail, to treat Hodgkin’s Lymphoma
was far too great. During his cancer, he was tiveep@layer. He was someone who got to say,
“No, I'll risk it, find me another drug.”

| didn’t like thinking of the little pink drug, hich was making me lose my hair. Because of
the drug that started with the “A” | could get s@1$ heart damage. And because of the
Bleomycin | would never scuba dive. | had nevetbsedived before, but now | could never.
Right after my oncologist told me this, she expdalithe pain of having to say this to a

Hodgkin’s Lymphoma patient who scuba-dived all over world, many times a year.

*k%k

During my seventh chemo, since | was yearninggdhe Ativan tube out of my port, | reminded
myself that chemotherapy was first treated on lyampd, treatment found during World War 1.
Just another bright and shiny day having WWI warfaix kill everything inside me. It burned
right through. | visualized jumping into the ocedeep and dark. Something lit the way home,
but | saw no faces.

| was nauseous. This must be what an atomic bethblde: the vapors burning right
through, a severe stabbing in my chest. My left aumb. | was in too much pain. | kept
searching for the nurses, any nurse. | couldnltaal nor wave to get any of their attention. |

thought this was what | had to go through: My btalgrated chemo less and less each time.
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Every now and then | paused the music on my iPadd@wked for the nurses. | was putting all
my faith in them. | trusted them. If something wasight, they’'d rescue. If they looked over and
did nothing, it meant | was OK. It was just my baéwcting to the chemo. | kept hearing from
another recliner a: “No, ah geeze, no, no. Thaitsight” through the waves. She was across the
chemo room, and | wondered if the lady was talkdbhgut me. My nurse swung by and hooked
me up to my first chemo bag. She didn’t see angtinrong, so | didn’t say anything. As she
walked away, | stared down at my chest. | had spaats bra. Under it, my left breast had
swelled into a giant water balloon, twice as bigmgsright breast.

| waved her back. She hustled to detach my chennp dhe steroids and Ativan were
loose inside my body. If it were a chemotherapygdry life would end here.

Sent to the ER, where my cardiologist met me, redany old port, inserted a new one
right on top of my left breast — and | was backnkgt day inside the chemo room to get my
chemo. Every day mattered. Because my port wagwsd got a shot of morphine. | didn't tell
the lovely morphine administrator that my port watmat sore, that the port under the
collarbone was incredibly more comfortable thawats under my left breast, and, to boot, it was
barely visible.

| wanted the morphine.

| loved the morphine.

And at my eighth (and ninth) chemo | begged myotogist for more morphine because
my body didn’t jerk when | got chemo on it.

The answer was no.

Fine, | said, then load me up on so much Ativéirkliow why I'm not allowed to drive

myself to chemo.
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She did.

*k%k

My brother brought me a protein smoothie. | leaoeer and threw it up next to my chair. My
jolly nurse was so kind not to care cleaning upvomit, right next to me.

“What'’s in there?” she asked.

“It's a protein smoothie.”

“Protein smoothie? You wanted to drink that?” Slas in disbelief. “Never drink that
again while getting chemo.”

My two chemo nurses switched every other time. Wascause the patient needed the
break from the nurse, or was it because the nwedat the break from me?

This chemo’s nurse, who was the round, optimiatiy who enjoyed the simple

pleasures in life, showed others the inside of éntbak card.Why didn't she show me?

*k%k

| rolled the I.V. pole on toward the restroom -- chemo was attached to me. The bathroom was
on the far side of the chemo room. We sick peomaldvwatch each other enter the bathroom.
The nurses would watch us enter it. The chemo share arranged in a “U”-square, so nothing
blocked the nurses’ views. The only way chairs daill on the side that was missing was if the
chairs faced the nurses. Then the nurses coulthegmtients’ faces, not the backs of their seats.

But if there were chairs there and if those chdidsface the nurses’ faces that'd just be too
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uncomfortable for everyone involved. The sick pagan those seats and the nurses would be
right in front of each other -- like those backwawheelchairs, when the person who wheels it
and the wheelchair-bound have inches betweenfdes. Kill me before putting me in one of
those wheelchairs.

| was making it to the bathroom. And it was funatalk. | had a tow, a mighty staff. | felt
good. | was in control of the ocean. | tripped other bottom of my staff but didn'’t fall. | looked
down. My L.V. pole had run into the ridge of thehraom doorframe. | wanted to yell back at the
nurses and ask them, “You think we can lift thésegs?” There should be a little wheelchair
ram for it. | lifted the staff up over the ridgethe nurses were lucky | was able to raise my staff

- into the bathroom. I finally got my privacy.

*k%k

At a checkup, inside an examining room, | told mgaogist that | felt like | was coming down
with a cold. “You want us to hydrate you since ya here?” my oncologist asked.

| thought that was an excellent idea. | sat dawtihe chemo room in one of the recliners,
squirming, because all | could think of was cheBwt | could do this. Do the motions of chemo
if it was going to safe me.

They hooked a bag of water up to my port.

Then later,hey pumped these drugs in me at an alarmingly sdd&y so my body

wouldn’t resist them.
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Sex and Dating

IsIt Normal

To buy a book about the health problems that corttevaving cancer, but never open it. Yes. If
you do open it, is it normal for you to fall intejpression? Yes, but only if it's because of the
thickness of the book and from seeing all the spmgtyet to arrive. Is it normal just to take the
symptoms as they come? Yellowish tone on splotohskin, on fingers. Dark, sullen circles
under eyes. Black rug burn on knees, but not rereeimdpany rug. Metallic spit. Yes. Is it
normal to notice that these books don’t teach yow to date on chemo? Yes. Should that make

you mad? No.

How To Get Your Head In The Dating Game

Step One

Ignore your doctor:You don’t want anything,” your oncologist will sgfto deter you away
from the one important thing you should be conedimtg on and that's taking care of yourself.

No bars, no drinking, no smoking.”

Step Two
Lie. “You don’t have to tell people you have cariceyour mother’s advice. “You actually
don't have cancer. You halyamphomaCancer’s not part of the name, so you're actuadty

lying.” Take the advice further: Don't tell your§gbu have cancer.

Step Three
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Envision how dream dates will go, so you’ll actyalbate. Note that restaurants will solely be
based on the quality of their French fries from rmwbecause that's the only food that tastes
right. On the first date, your guy must say, “Theye great fries here,” for your heart to go
aflutter.

Picture a gorgeous plate of thick steak fries @p@iaced in front of you. He watches you
shove them all into your mouth. “No problems witie$,” he’ll say. He’s probably picturing you
shoving other things into your mouth, but you'lh@ye that thought for now.

Obviously, in your fantasy, you'll speak with a atlo full of fries: “Not saying that |
wasn'’t a fast eater before, but now maybe | shoattsider it a calling.” He now wants you even
more because your dream date is into big eaters.

He'll say: “I have so much respect fouyeating habits.” And you know he means it

because he wants you so badly, he’s drooling.

The One Step To Prevent You From Not Getting Laid
Remember how a year prior to diagnosis, you toyedral with the male druggie who, after
getting fucked up, enjoyed walking around the ranrfive-inch heels. He wanted to be with
you. But he needed to get off probation first. Aveeéded a job. And needed to use his
girlfriend’s car, and he lived with her. He coultlpay his own rent. He mentioned how much he
cared for her, and how he didn’t want to hurt hatildhe timing was right. He guaranteed you
that they didn't have sex anymore, and that thenhdor a long time. She confirmed this as
well.

Then one night, héyis girlfriend, another male friend, and yallheaded to some

rundown, boxed-in strip club at Coco Beach. Youndilave fun because you couldn’t: You
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were sick and everything was too open, which sngje for a strip club. Later, he and you went
out to the ATM a couple blocks away to get cashbfow. You didn’t usually pay for it, but
giving blow to the gang was like giving them gasney You hated it. Your brain chemistry
couldn’t handle it: way more downs than ups. Bubwranted to be the odd woman out? You
made out with him for a couple hours, and it wasftfst time you didn’t enjoy kissing him
because his breath reeked of expired nicotine amibe juice. That was really gross.

That night, you guys all slept in a skuzzy hotelnonear the Atlantic. His girlfriengaid
for the room. He and you fell asleep in the rollgwad after making out some more. He and
you woke up in the morning when she called ounlise, asking, “Why are you in her bed?”
Her remark made you smile, how disgusting.

On the road trip back to Orlando, while in the Iz, the other male companion
whispered to you about how repulsive you were. etgrth sloshing sounds in the middle of the
night and thought you gave the druggie a blow jblot true,” you said, knowing you would

never go further than kissing and cuddling withragdjie.

How To Look And Feel Your Best
First
Wait until you're stuck in a rat tunnel between teeand your bed. When you want a change,
have your friends talk you into going to a localsiafestival in downtown Fort Lauderdale. Let
them insist.

Put two shirts in your hands. Place the first oner the chest. “Does this one say
cancer?” ask yourself, then swap: “Or this one?”

Later that evening, outside a gothy bar, meet @ bay named C. You're calling him C
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now because your world revolves around “C” wordsyd he is no different. In this case, it's a
term of endearment.

Tell him you're going to get a tattoo on your gcafter you shave your head. He'll love

When he asks you if you've ever had an “AnchoaB8tebeer, be honest and say, no.
He'll ask if you want to try his. You can’t help ineak out and say, “I don’t know, the germs.”
He’'ll say, “Well what happens when | want to kisgiytater?” Then you'll take a sip of his beer
to show that you're OK with receivings germs. He’ll ask for your number, and you will go
home not yet being kissed, but you'll know that #¢bming soon. His pursuit will create more

certainty that you’ll survive.

Second
Realize the best part about dating is being sobebaing able to carry a conversation. You
spent the last couple of years talking about &ldtupid drunk things you did. The day after
drinking you were always too hungover to talk abaugthing but what happened the night
before. Please note: Hangovers may kill conversatibut you will now be replacing all the
stupid drinking activities with talking about cance

It's not an aphrodisiac.

C and you hang out for entire evenings, and yos glon’t even have one drink. This
makes you happy. He says, “l looked some up abodgkin’s. Can you tell me more?”

He'll give you the best cancer pick-up line. “Ykoow,” he says, “when | met you, |
didn't see someone with cancer. It was like it wlsady in your past. You were already a

survivor.” You'll rely on this. Later, you'll thinklorida is full of natural liars.
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Be warned that strengths are also weaknessed! ¥gduyour friend, “I almost don’t
want to meet anyone new because to be truthfuve hatalk about it and everything is so
defined by it. | have cancer, cancer, cancer.”

“You've grown,” your friend will say. “You have toome to some sort of truth with
yourself to keep yourself open.”

“That’s the thing,” you'll say. “I feelkie I've been closed off for so long. And now, there
is no hiding cancer. So what the fuck, might ad #ebw everything in the air.”

“There’s hiding cancer,” she’ll say. “Pé®ide things. Maybe that’s why you and C will
work. You've opened up and you caught somethingldoo.” The good thing was C; the bad

thing you caught was cancer.

QuestionsAbout Sex And Birth Control
Can | Have Sex
“What about sex and stuff?” you ask your oncologist bimonthly checkup, before
chemotherapy.
“This isn’t a time to rush into anything,” she’kg “Some married couples decide to
abstain from sex during the whole time of theiatneent.”
“‘Really?”
“As you'll see, it's a very sensitive time.”
You want to tell her that you don’t need anyoneu Yast want to know if you can hurt
someone physically. “Butdanhave sex, right?”
“Yes,” she says, “just wait 48 hours after chemibtide drugs are flushed out of your

system by then. But no kissing or swapping of agquidls until then, OK? Obviously, you'll
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have to use contraceptives.”

So | Can Get Pregnant
“Of course,” your oncologist will say, “but a babgn’t grow in there right now, and | don’t want
to put you through the alternative.” By saying tlyisur oncologist is unaware that she has
encouraged you to think you turn babies into masste

Abortion is worse than cancer? Your oncologistriwashes you, perhaps appropriately,
perhaps not, into believing this is true.

“Can | have children one day?” you'll ask her.

“Yes,” she says, and you don’t know if you can & her. It's always an awkward
conversation talking about the birds and the bdes: imagine talking about birds with

disabilities. “But not for two years,” she says.

For Safe Sex

Address all lover candidates as such: “48 houes aftemo, which is a WWI warfare mix by the
way, it’s safe for us to make-out. My pee is nogentoxic. | have remembered to flush the toilet
twice for your safety. And now both of us can de tieed. During sex, you shouldn’t go
anywhere near my head. Do not touch my hair. Dgnétit. Don’t even think about brushing it
to the side. Please be gentle because my porés ¥our hand should not be anywhere close to
my face. Actually barely move. But if | get preghayou’re in luck, if you don’t want any

children.”

How The Reproductive System Works
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Period still arrives monthly, even though it's saped to stop. A great omen for future fertility,

but this also means you have PMS on the day of ohem

Body Image
Weight Gain

Yes. You eat a lot; you take steroids.

Hair (on top of your head):
First
You cut your hair to your shoulders after the selcamemo. Normally, your hair would be too
thick this short. It would bush out, but now, siryoel're a couple chemos in, the haircut looks
great. Your hair has thinned out perfectly, anglstill shiny and pretty (but remember, after
subsequent chemos, the hair will fry).
Second
It won't help matters that the night you met C (timed into chemo), the first thing he did was
compliment your shoulder-length hair.
“You have beautiful hair,” he says outside the bar
“Thanks,” you say, “you should’ve seen it in i&sydday, but | have to cut it all off soon.”
His friend will shoot you a deadpan look. He wawtgrotect his friend. He knows you are
sick. But he can’t get C’s attention. He shakedeizd because he knows C’s going to say it:
“Why?”
“I have cancer.”

That is how you meet, and, within two months, g\uane you raise your head of the pillow,
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he grabs as many hairs that've fallen out as heandrthrows them behind the bed before you
can see them.

Third

You ask C to shave your head. If he’ll do thatntkarely he has no problem staying with you
after you lose your hair.

“Shave my head,” you say. And he wigs out andfyght and he pours the red wine he has
opened down the sink, which makes you even moreusywhich makes him even more
confused because how could you be in the moodité drafter what just happened? Ha.
Fourth
During an oncologist visit, an old couple, sittingvaiting-room chairs, speaks loudly so they
can hear each other. The old man stares at yothdtsa boy or a girl?” he asks his wife, loudly.

“What?”

“Is that a boy or a girl?” He is still looking, siqting. “These days, | just can't tell.”

Fifth

Now you are afraid to see C after your head is sthavit would easier to just get rid of him. But
you won't do that. When he does see you, he sraitdssays, “My very own All American Gl
Joe.”

Sixth

One day inside Best Buy, you compliment the caghearrings. She looks at you frightened,
ignoring what you said, but as soon as C joins e, she decides to finally say, thank you,
once she realizes you aren'’t hitting on her.

Seventh

You run into a guy who has always wanted to datelyat you haven't since he’s an idiot inside
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a CD store. He asks you while your hair’s cut climsthe head, “Going through your butch

phase, are you?”

Pubic Hair
A pro! Some unflattering hair does fall off: no imkline hair, minimal pubic hair (thin, soft,
fuzzy, like a newborn’s. Your pubic region has ndween like this. When puberty hits, it’s like

boom! Coarse hair!)

Under Arm Hair

None, after it falls out.

How To Deal With Feelings
Why Giving It A Chance Matters
Your mom asks you how old C is. 26, you say andvdskthat matters. You're 2&he says, “It

IS SO nice. You guys can grow up together, shaeey#ving together.”

Sleeping Over

Sleeping over at C’s place will have its complicas. C lives in the same house from early
childhood and has no roommates; his parents mavaddther state. Mornings you won't have
the energy to leave his house. Tell him that orptinene when he calls because what if he comes
home early from work, and you are still there! Siggd You're still lying on the couch, not even
watching TV, but hanging out in the dark, in cont@lsilence. He would think you're an insane

person.
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Be honest, straight up, and find a suitable timkeave, which still gives him space.

Around 7 p.m., muster up enough strength to davgour own bed. Only garner the
strength because you will not become the girl wéaeen leaves.

In the middle of the night, starve at first. It leéke intestines eating fellow intestines.
Learn to eat as late as possible, and then aadastssible get comfortable enough to where you
can eat his food late at night. Eat fast and g& basleep.

When you suffer from major chronic fatigue, makehouse a nest: like a premature
bird, become dependent. Basically move in. Whenwake, he’ll be already at work. And you
won’t have the energy to make yourself food, but wall lay on the couch and stare through the
front window at the large shrub, which guards tbhade from the road. It's the castle wall -- as
tall as his single-story house, and three-feektiitthe middle of the shrub, there is a door-
sized hole, so you can exit the front door. Theistand you will sit in silence, until C comes
home, and by the time he does get home, you'renested enough to act like you have energy,
for a few hours.

Find sleeping music. A bird lives in your shrubskhirps are lullabies to the Earth after
a hurricane has passed through. After a chemothé&reatment, noises such as your brother
putting clothes into a grocery-store plastic bag weke you scream, but not the bird. Do birds
chirp when they're depressed? you’ll ask yoursadrl Because, if they do, you decide, this will

really change everything.

Female Arousal
For the few first chemos you are with C, the twyaodfi enjoy having sex the night before.

Trying to kill the panic you have because chembésnext day is a rush.
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Sexual Complications
There will be many, but about a month or two inbailysexual episodes, when you say, “l can’'t
lift my arms,” because you can barely raise yoftirdem about shoulder level, something is

definitely wrong.

Meeting Your Parents
Take your port breaking as a good opportunity tooiuce C to your family. You'll be sent to the
ER, where your cardiologist will meet you, and remathe old port and insert a new one (this
one on top of your left breast).

C will be lying in the bed holding you after thergery as your family enters the hospital
room. They'll meet. You'll have C make-out with yauhnile they are there because you crave

everything to be as awkward as possible, becaasavih make you the most comfortable.

How To Deal With Relationship Issues
Warning #1
Things become obsessions. You'll be jealous overyghing, no matter what it is.

Jealous of a prostitute. It'll become an obsesamygou continue to reddemoirs of a
Geisha.You'll want exactlyher pain. You'll want your father to have sold yemia child because
he fell too ill when your mother died. Disturbinggsion in that. To be physically pushed away
from your parents when something tragic has crigpem. No continually watching the pain of
the parent in agony.

And there is something erotic about orphans. Seimgicommendable about being
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alone, because when that life-threatening sirendg®each soldier runs with nothing to face but
his or her own mortality.

You envy being alone because for many years yamk tyou can only do great things
alone. And you only count the great things that g@balone as yours.

The whole time you’re connected to the prostijtthe narrator, your geisha, you are
under the belief it is a memoir because of the.tBlut three quarters to the end, you find out
inside the cover that it is a novel, fiction. Yaef betrayed, falling for fake manipulation. It’tsn
this woman’s pain on the page. A man has writteBuen worse, an American man. In kinship
with your geisha, you have wanted to please udtiypeen. You have wanted your whole life to
be dedicated to the art of seducing both men ydo'divant and those you did and not caring
about the difference; to enjoy sex ho matter wigortian was, no matter if you found him
attractive or not; to be always in it for the pleias and always getting the pleasure.

You have wanted all those hours spent solelyrggitour makeup and hair done, to be all
beautiful, so men couldn’t resist you. But youitlih the novel anyways because you're

invested in the love story.

Warning #2

Because of your interest in orphans, C gets yauthtHarry Potterbooks, which he’s a huge
fan of, to the point you'll refer to him in the tue as your Harry Potter Romance. When your
chemobrain is in full force, this will be how yoiglit the damage of chemo, reteaching yourself

how to read. When you are in Harry Potter Land, oot in yours. It is wonderful.

Warning #3
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A man falls in love with you while you are in theddle of chemo. You'll realize you have done
him a great disservice when you figure out that gmin’'t want someone sexually. You needed
companionship. You've loved him with what you thatugias your whole heart — but how can

that be? You misled him.

On How ToLet Go
In passing, C tells you he has the next day*®¥tiu have the day off tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“You have the day off tomorrow and you didn't bathsking to take me to chemo?” You
feel betrayed. This makes you feel unloved. It Buatigurative deep whole into your chest.

“l figured you didn’t want me there,” he’ll say.

“You didn’t offer to take me to chemo?”

He confesses that he didn't want to see that digew The pain this causes is
unbearable.

Having cancer already made you feel dejected. Ardhly thing that made you feel
normal -- n any way you may have felt normal because younaaaelationship dissolves.

At the start of a subsequent chemo, your iPod d@sll make him bring you his iPod,
dropping it off inside the chemo room. He'll seaiybefore it's over.

(Give him points for driving to Orlando to takeuwto radiation.)

When Islt TimeTo Move On
Chemo is over, but your shaved head is not. Yonatavant to meet C’s parents. He tells you

his father is travelling down to upkeep the hoW§&en his father arrives to modernize, you
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slither back to your bed, remaining there till father leaves. When some of C’s old high school
friends are in town, you fight with C, so you caaysat home. He tells you not to care about
your hair. How can you not?

You return and see that C and his father tore dinerarge shrub. The walls of the
kitchen and living room used to be painted darlebthe hallway wall a bright yellow. Beatles
and Miles Davis had hung on the walls. They pai@tiéthe walls light colors. They buffed and
polished all the floors. The bathroom was remodelée bird is gone.

C wants you to go back to school in Orlando, whew'ng healthy. He wants you to
leave? This will fucking hurt. But you do it. Youraduate, then move back home to Fort
Lauderdale and officially into C’s house. You'lagtin Florida when the relationship ends and he
leaves the state, you feeling even more diseasekiryg it's shitty that he never saw how
beautiful you are (the hair-growing-out processnitatattering) because that would've left a
better lasting impression.

You'll find it odd that the healthier you becamiegtless the relationship worked. You

wonder if this is like when one person in an aldahduo gets sober and the other one doesn't.
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Covering Up Being Sick

When | got cancer | was in the process of worshigpny hair. It was past my breasts, long and
brown and thick. It was one of my best features.Hdiy was my identity. Now | would lose it.

A bag of wigs were promised to me from a girl wiaalhleukemia when we were in high
school. She was a year older than me, and, wheretilmaed (presumably post-cancer), she won
Homecoming Queen or Prom Queen, something of dtat@ probably Prom Queen. | wasn’t
sure if she wore a wig in the celebratory yearbsioét. Maybe she rocked a short 'do; maybe
her new hair was growing out. It didn’t matter.He&it way, her story terrified me: to be special
because you were diseased, win because you we@sd, seen as beautiful because you were
diseased.

Although I felt ugly losing my hair, | felt ugliewanting to hide it for vanity reasons.

My neighbors were Islamic. Everyday a group of veondressed head to toe in Islamic
clothes hung out on the front lawn, next to mineahted to walk into their house and walk out
wearing their clothes. | wanted to be covered hedde. There was no religion attached to why
| wanted to cover myself: No modesty, no moralityanted to wear the veil.

As a child, I only wore hats when | needed to mdehair. Two times a year, my family
and | vacationed on cruises. Once we were off thise ship exploring the Bahamas, if my hair
was down, the long, thick, dark-chocolate hairezhkbvery Bahamian woman to me. They all
would scurry toward me, caress my hair while sedgrgame with compliments, telling me how
gorgeous my hair would look in braids. Sometimesited braids, but the times | didn’t, my
mom would tuck my hair into one of my brother’'sshbefore we got on the dock. Sometimes

the hat didn’t even work. | would be serenaded withhat on. And once the Bahamian women
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saw my hair fall, they swooned.

*k%k

| wanted to be able to forget all about the conoéphhe safety wig. Pick up any wig. But | had
finally grown into the beauty I felt | was suppogedave. | didn’t know who | was without
using my looks. So this wasn’'t my chance.

| could pick up any wig. Try something new. Gordle. Go crazy. Wear fun wigs, a
leopard one, a light blue one.

But | picked up my wig like picking up a dead browareature because it matched my

hair color perfectly.

*k%k

My hair stylist (for the past 10 years), my motraard | walked through a department store to
enter the mall, to further enter the wig storevduld look like a salon if all the wigs were gone.
It looked like a salon if mad laughs didn’t comerfr the backroom. It looked like a salon if a
neurotic lady didn’t sway through the doorframejskhwvas covered with a dark sheet. It looked
like a salon if the mannequin on the counter imfraf me didn’t look so bald.

My hair stylist cut my hair to my shoulders a cleugweeks ago. Now | sat in the cheap
barber chair, not staring at myself in the mirrorct wanting to look at myself before. The wig
woman stood behind me. “Look at that hair colohe$rabbed my hair -- petted it like it would

not fall out. She wore plastic gloves. “This ig tnly color for you. Beautiful. Where we can
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have fun is the accessories!” And the wig womandatl returned with an ugly, short hairpiece
that matched my hair color perfectly. She hungdiad creature on top of the mannequin.

She struggled to conceal all of my hair under éxysi‘Your hair is so thick,” she said.
“It'll be a mess when it decides to fall out.”

“What'’s the hosiery for?” | asked.

“Germs,” she said. “I can’t sell wigs once theeeferms on it. Cancer patients are so
sensitive. Don’t get me wrong; | get sick everydiijust answer the phone.” She picked up the
phone next to her, pointing the receiver to me.¢®wou buy it,” she said about the wig, “you
can do whatever with it you like.” But | didn't tik a cat would even mate with it.

“It's really puffy,” | said, the brown wig with haabout shoulder length, the dead
creature, now on my head. If it was my color, Iubbt, that when | went out, the attention
would not be on me. | looked like an ugly indoobstban soccer mom. | didn’t want to walk
into a party with my hair like this; fantasies dnad. Wigs in movies looked so real. Why the
fuck do they get this privilege? | tried to pusk thig down again, but it remained puffy.

“Don’t worry,” the wig woman said, as she brusimeylfake hair. “It'll be a lot smoother
once you're bald.” She tugged at the back of ie€¢'® You look beautifidndit’s sturdy.”

“If you want,” the wig woman continued,can shave your head right in the back when
it starts to fall out.” She pointed to the sheeatdiag from the frame.

She told me how once, when she was shaving a weteaad, the woman just ran out of
that backroom. She told me that | needed a nidmtur*Turbans are real popular right now,” she
said. She grabbed one and placed it over the vhig;hwvas placed over the hosiery, which was
placed over my hair, which was placed over my scalp

“Yeah, OK, no thank you.” She took it off, but rfast enough.
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| left the barber chair and started looking akotivigs. “You can try those ones on,” she
said because they didn’t need to be cancer proAfetithey were not expensive. Mine was
$500. Hair was cosmetic. Insurance didn't cover it.

“Make sure you practice drawing in your eyebrodusst in case you lose those too.” Wig

woman told me to take pictures, so | would knowotlyavhere to place them.

*k%k

Wearinga wig meant you were dying, and you wanted to thdé fact, even though you knew
you never could.

| had to learn who | was without hair.

*k%k

| wanted to know how horrible being bald would Bhee outer body showed what the disgusting
drugs were doing to my body. It was the one thiveg screamed, “I am a sick cancer patient,”
other things just yelled it.

| accepted the length of a broken heart. Or madrizast | needed to see physical results
now. Like how | used to feel when | started working dstipid example. Only obsolete
examples were in my mind’s bank then. This was feefaleveloped new examples, diseased

ones.

*k%k
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Chemotherapy made my scalp burn, so when the remached me that if | kept ice on my scalp
during chemo, it would prevent my hair to fall oliyas all for it. But my oncologist told me not

to bother. If my hair wanted to come out, it woldtle said, ice or not.

*k%k

Now, | was barely touching my hair. Too scared sisdmpooed it. Too scared when | brushed it.

Using baby shampoo gave me no relief. Combing nmaigh my fingers gave me no relief.

*k%k

“Your hair is jeopardizing your mental health,” magicologist said after | asked her if | should

shave it off. No shit, | thought.

*k%k

My oncologist was happy — it was expected to fatl ater my second chemo, and we were
reaching eight. “You have some strong hair folb¢leshe said.
She said just to get a boy cut and not shave ttif haidn’t have to. “No one who does

this wakes up the next day happy with the decisisime said.

*k%k
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| had heard about a woman who lost all her hagmie swoop, when she walked under a fan, and
| wondered what would happen if | lost my hairte wind. It wasn't hurricane season. When a
hurricane was near, the world was still. Everythivas alive; every tree, every leaf felt the
pummeling nearby and respected it by not moving@rE¥it was sunny, it was dark. Dark skies

were over yonder. Dark skies were on the otheridiee mirror.

*k%

When strands fell on my arms, | felt spiders cragiliEvery time a strand hit my arm, | shook.
When my scalp tingled, | prayed. The longer it Iy the more frightened | got -- tingling
meant it was dying, detaching from me -- by myiéddis. If it only tingled for a few hours, |
talked myself out of believing it was falling olitit lasted a day, | thought I'd be bald within
five minutes.

Of course, | slept and dreamt about people logiag hair.

*k%k

Reminding myself that the old me was very sickxethme a tiny bit. Before | always felt
drained, never understanding why people had maeggrthan me. But | wanted some of that
old me. | wanted my hair to be thick and long pagsny chest. | wanted to hold a cranberry-

and-vodka in my hand. | wanted to smile with frisradound me at a bar. | couldn’t imagine
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being at a bar just to drink anymore. You didn’ttdat with a baldhead.
Planning to shave it all off relaxed me the makat I'd never let myself look like the
Tales from the Cryptost: a skeleton that had no hair on the top ®8kull but had long straggly

hairs going down the sides and back.

*k%k

My closest girlfriends offered to shave their hedads. They gave me the option. They’'d only do
it if | wanted them to. And after they would offéiney cried and complained about how ugly
they'd look.

| told them not to. Relieved, they'd offer to buyaaazy” wig, so when we went out all

the attention would be on them.

*k%k

“Don’t shave it,” my mom said. “You'll hate it. Yothink guys like short hair? They won't be
with you with any type of hair.”
This was a classic example of her denial. Thanksnihi was going to have no hair!

Glad to know how repulsive I'll inevitably be.

*k%k
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My hair stylist refused to cut my hair real shd@sked her if she would shave it if it came to
that, and she said she wouldn’'t be able to hamallegdt. | was sitting in her barber chair,
watching her about to have a meltdown. She wasagile. As she trimmed it, strands of my
hair fell out alongside the cut pieces like ting#lof a dead Christmas tree.

| somehow thought that | needed a man salon, WassItoo scared of what even that
haircutter, a stranger, would say. I'd sit in theerbarber chair, staring at my reflection to show
my confidence, as the male stylist named Mark cavene with a smock. I'd tell him to shave it
off. He’'d tell me that I'd look awful. And ask ifwas getting over a bad break-up. He’d tell me
that no guy is worth me doing this to my hair. He/dnt to get permission from his boss. |

would have to sign something. So | couldn’'t sueraft

*k%k

My brother Jack and | drove back from what showdehbeen my last chemo, but it got pushed
back till Monday because | had a cold and was itdote get treatment. | was furious because
more hair was falling out by the day. If | coulafget the chemo done that day, maybe | could
save it. On the way back home, | said: “I'm losmgyg hair!”

“No, you're not,” he said.

“Oh, you don’t think so?” | grabbed the hair oe #ide of my head, tugged, and threw
the detached pieces at him, while not looking,wanting to see the chunks. | grabbed more,
peaking toward his face to make sure the next Hatdh

“It's only coming out,” he said, “because you’rellpng on it. See” -- he gently pulled

some hair. It dropped on the floor. “I'll shaveag soon as we get home.”
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He put a chair in the middle of the living roomgdd kept circling the chair. “I can’t do
this,” | said, pacing, circling. “I am not going ¢tw anything,” | said, as | kept moving in circles
around the chair. “I can’t sit down. | can’t dogHi

“OK,” he said, “l won’t do it.” | stopped pacingnd he yanked my arm, throwing me
into the chair. The buzzer took off a streak of loai the back of my head before my butt could
bounce off the chair to fight him back. | felt thair fall. It was heaven. Because it was too late
to have him stop now. | wasn’t going to walk arowvith a landing strip on the back of my head.
The decision on whether to shave or save it was.gbme only thing left was to keep going. And
somehow he got the clues. After that first stresk he only paused for the moment | needed to
understand, and then he continued.

When he finished clipping me, | had some scrateimeswounds because the clippers he
used were damaged. | didn’t care. | rubbed my loaved my head anyways.

“Do you want a mirror?” he asked. My brother hayer shaved anyone with clippers so
close to the head.

“No, no,” I said. “I think I'll just go lie down.”

There was a mirror on the way to the mattressyevhplanned to plop facedown,
absorbing my freshly shorn hair. | looked and,@ljh | knew | was going to see myself with
barely any hair, | got scared. My hair was abouihah long, some areas lighter, some areas
darker. | knew | could deal with it. It didn’t lodkalf bad, | thought. | screamed anyways.

| rarely looked at myself in the mirror from that poon.

*k%k
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| never had a hair tie when | wanted the car windown. All my hair would fly in my face,

blinding my view of the road. | put the windows dow he breeze.

*k%k

With my haircut,in the gas station, the line at the cashier digzblhey all told me to go before

them. | never waited in line anywhere.

*k%

My jolly nurse right away said she liked my hair¢tite whole doctor’s office gave me positive
feedback), which made me feel good. She checkethewwounds and hoped they didn’t hurt
too badly. She told me that | had a few bald spotke back. | was furious that | wasn’t told
before. | was very pleased that | didn’'t have ® tbem -- | acted like they weren't there. And
that | could do that was great since | was agauestring hats. Would never do the cancer
bandana. | showed my sickness, rather than hidédatbaseball cap, there was a ripe chance
someone would look at me long enough to place wiatstrange about my appearance. They'd
see that there was no hair tucked into the capy'disee that there was barely any hair at all.
The cancer patient image would pop into their hdmtause | didn't live in a city where gals
walked around with haircuts like mine. It was nahart 'do; it was a second-rate cut with no
girly flair. It was not styled by a hair specialifitdidn’t highlight the features on my face. |

looked like a punk.
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Butterflies

Freshman year of college, Cheyenne, another frimdl| drove down to the Florida Keys for
Spring Break. | was drunk on a nude gay pier, whlérks of all sizes, many with intricate
piercings, had shined all day. | checked my cetinqghas the sun set. | was in my bathing suit;
happy I didn’t have to handle a voicemail that edane, naked like everyone else was. | knew
my best friend Margo never took her meds to stapshzures because she hated how the
medicine made her feel. Spiritless.

| didn’t mother her about it. You wouldn’t want lboeak her spirit. A few days before the
Keys, she forced me to buy costume butterfly witagsear to Ultra, the upcoming giant techno
festival in Miami. She wanted me to wear wings gkde her. It was humiliating.

That morning, as she sat down in the bathtub shawer leg, preparing for the spa day
ahead, she had a seizure. She fell back. Her hetdwedrain of the tub. Her hair tangled around
the open stopper, perhaps closing it.

Her hair trapped her under the rising wate

*k%k

In the summer of '98, Margo and | grabbed a contmosnotebook, labeling it, “Summer

Plans.” Only the word “Changes...” was written ba first page -- because that was what all 14-
year-old girls couldn’t wait for. We wanted to clgenn Fort Lauderdale fashion, which meant
we wanted to be prettier. Margo wanted to run amdaind eat junk food only once a week and

have her braces off. But before that, a whole spatias dedicated to her hair. She wanted to
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grow her hair to the mid-back, get blonde highlgylgrow out her bangs, have her hair cut
straight across. She also wanted to get a fac@ armonth-- not only that: She wanted a
monthly manicure, pedicure, and eyebrow wax. Sh&teehto watch the news daily.

| wanted to highlight my hair a shade lighter,wgip till mid-back, have long layers (full
head), and learn hair do’s. | wanted “to be ondwmy hair.” | wanted the same physical
regimen stated on Margo’s page. But | wanted tosltanstantly.

Margo wanted to gain two pounds; | wanted to kwge pounds.

In high school, Margo used to dye her hair oraAdighe time. By accident. She was a
beautiful girl. When she had long hair, it lookeeaf. When she had short hair, the same.

When she had big scabs on her face from hittiaggtbund when she seizured (which
may have happened because she was riding in @'&ikalicopter), she was still beautiful

enough to get the attention of the guy | wanted.

*k%k

After our beauty do’s, on the next page of our cosijion notebook, was Leonardo DiCaprio’s
address. Must be his agent’s. What followed theestdwas the headline: “15 Ways to Make
Him Want You Bad.” | wonder how plagiarized the mdvthat follows.

We weren't delusional, though. We had eyes onratien. Margo and | wanted to date
twins like all best friends hoped to do. But oupbavas way more legitimate than everyone

else’s because we actually knew twins and they werexge and they were cute.

*k%k
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| talked to Margo’s boyfriend at the end of the Kéfgst pier. When | hung up, everyone had left.
A red beach ball was deserted next to an empty wkaeh lounge chair. | picked up the red ball
and wrapped my arms tightly around it. | placed@}ifeelings inside of the red ball. | brought it
back with me to the hotel room.

The red ball became my travel companigay West is the southernmost Key, so, when
my friends and | and the red ball travelled backaot Lauderdale, near the hospital Margo was
being kept in, we passed the growling pirate orsttle of the road. Then the giant fake lobster.
The neon tiki huts followed. We speeded past tlge(ey lime-themed playground.

The red ball hung out on the balcony while Mardogh school ex and | tried to have sex
in his bed at his parent’s house, both too wastedake it work, while Margo was still at the
hospital; brain dead.

We all joked that if anything would wake her upg hooking up with her high school ex
would.

After her funeral, | travelled back to Orlando,ew | went to college at University of

Central Florida, leaving the nameless giant retildegtlind.

*k%k

Our college bartenders gave Cheyenne, my otherdrignd | each a mourning bucket, a white,
plastic bucket with beer slogans on it, when treynfl out Margo died — full of shit that was
kept behind a bar, thrown into the buckets likeypag favors. | found a certain happiness in this

act. Was it because | was obsessed with one of thehong lingering desperation? A sadness
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that | turned into anger, turning livid at my frasfor not forcing me to tell Flynn that | liked

him?

*k%k

Margo liked to live. If she had a crush on you, ¥oew it.

She liked using drugs (just not hers that werequitesd). The first time | tripped, it was
with Margo. We were in high school, and we usedhmusms, which were grown out of the poo
north of West Palm Beach. Her friends found therneWthe trip took off, we were laying on
my bed, where the comforters and unfolded clothed to engulf me like one of those human-
eating sea plants with a quicksand mouth. | calmgself down pretty well. | chose to relax and
absorb the idea. It helped looking over at Margoowidn’'t seem to find anything wrong. | now
went with it. Taken in like a sea anemone wouldbavafish. (I wish sea anemones took in other
fish besides just the clownfish, some other nameuldn’t mind comparing myself to.)

After | calmed down, | touched my head. The sitlsmp head was cold and wet. |
thought | was shot. | couldn’t believe how I'd tets happen. | let someone come into my room
and shoot me. | should be really panicking. | labkémy hand. There was no blood.

| thought if it could be water. Yes, water. Jugt\Wwair. | took a shower right before the
trip started.

Later, Margo and | ventured outdoors, where satbalong the docks moved all jaggedy
like a moving Van Gogh painting, and a guy’s pill burned into a shark. | was scared. But |
knew | was going to survive. Sometimes | wondenyflittle experience with tripping had

helped me prepare for chemo.
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*k%k

Death was the last thing | wanted to think aboutd Ahere was never stopping any thinking
about it. On painkillers or antianxiety pills, deatidn’'t bother me.

I've never taken acid or mushrooms since Margd.dielidn’t want to return to the acid
zen garden in my mind. Death waited for me at dnrelgn. He was eager to talk to me, and |
didn’t want him explaining what death was in a pladhere life was simple. | have asked the zen
garden in my mind, Why | am here alive on earth@ &tmswered. | didn’'t want to hear because |
should be. (Though I like that idea now.)

Death set it up so I'd get cancer, and at the timanted him to know that | knew that
we were having this conversation.

Want to hide from me? Death doesn't ask this.

Would it be comforting if he did? He should encmye us all to meet him face to face,
like he has done with me.

Chemo was death, death eating me away, eatinggitheells, the ones gone horrible
awry, along with all the good cells.

Chemo killed both the good and the bad. Justaheesas any other fucking drug.

*k%k

After Margo passed, | tried my hardest not to trablut herl drank a lot — on Xanax.

For a long time, | thought | had fucked everythipmbecause, when thinking about
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Margo, she felt one-dimensional.

I’'m sure the chemo didn’t help, but that would meaore if | knew chemo caused
certain memory loss. Tis practical.

My dad felt one-dimensional too. But when | move®&eattle, after | had to say goodbye
to my therapist, my second father, the result vpgstacular. Seven years after his death, how
much he loved me rushed back into my being.

Feeling that love makes me feel like he’s with m@resence. It had been absent several
years. So | wait for that heartbreak that bringsddaack to me.

For now, I'll enjoy the strange rush | get evemydi |l sea butterfly, because something
deep inside of me makes me want to shout, “Margeddutterflies!” — out loud.

I lie in bed with my boyfriend and a bunch of leutties fly unto the computer screen to

cover up a wine bottle, and | keep the impulse yseti.
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Cancer Beat It

She stays slouched in the chemo recliner, operengyes or muting the iPod to sense what'’s
around her (never both at the same time). Wherogtks around, she thinks having a history is
nice, when it comes to doctors’ offices. She tteeBnd details to hold onto. On the wall, inside
the chemo room, there’s a poster, which has thsilpiby to drive any sane person mad and any
mad person sane. It reads: “Cancer beat it.” Yegumnctuation marks are between the word
“Cancer” and the words “beat it.” Signs are meartt¢ preventative aids. Today’s inspiration:
Cancer beat it,

Cancer beat it,

Cancer beat it

At the end of check-ups, her oncolodegtes the notes, and she’s always shocked by how
well her doctor thinks she’s doing.

When she’s in pain, she wonders what it feelstiikkeep company during trying times.
When she’s in pain, she’s a loner -- in solituds, imind can fall into a deep pit -- but she’s
starting to see that this isn't her. She doesnittvilais. During chemotherapy she’s learning how
her life has no worth if she feels so absolutebnalon this planet. She hears the voices of
people who love her, asking if she is OK, beforersh, after chemo, during chemo. She longs
for voice: imagining the Victorian era, when peopigited for horseback to bring words. In
letters the tone is not there, no excitement. $ealss to others like she’s trapped in a letter. She
has to wait. She’s thousands of miles gone. She [@astple not to call the Friday to Monday
after chemo because she needs those days to rataiper

There is no point of anyone staying with her. Bakeves it's because she can't
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communicate while she gets chemo.

But she knows she doesn’t want anyone to sealeethlis.

She doesn’t want them to see how she’s not bfstve does not feel brave. She would
quit. Give up chemo. Her life isn’t important enbug go through this pain. She’d rather not
beat the cancer. She begs for the stop. But shesywarmission, from her mom or brother -- it
has to come from someone who loves her like they do

Until she thinks of cancer as war. If she does, thhe’ll get back to herself faster. She
can’t be this dependent. She has to remembeg War. War doesn’t care who chooses to start it
or why. Once it starts, war doesn’t belong to amyanymore.

But cancer is personal.

She is tumorous. The word “tumorous” doesn’t exighe Oxford Dictionary word yet.
Autocorrect would change the word to “timorous,”igthmeans she is full of apprehensiveness
and is timid, a far better adjective to describefbek that attitude.

Already a fallen soldier? she asks herself. Ne;sshot. A horse cascading off a cliff is a
fallen soldier. And she is not there yet.

If today, getting chemo, were her last day onhgatrtwould really suck. Chemotherapy.
She can't believe she has to do 12 of these. $elike she is being exterminated. No, if today,

getting chemo, were her last day on earth, shedvoellgoing down fighting.

*k%k

She’s halfway done with treatment. There are nadaesaf the grey on the night before a follow-

up of a CT scan. All her problems are on her setf&he feels alone (no one can be there or will
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be there for her), and it is miserable. Her drearesdead. She doesn't try to keep company right
now. Because deep down she believes we are abh.a®ie feelabsolutely and utterly
disconnected from the whole human race.

She likes hero’s journeys, though, and it's not@per hero’s journey unless the hero is
orphaned. She pretends to be, but she is not.eghelike she’s on the unhero’s journey.

Her scans show that her tumor is shrinking. Hghinsweats stopped after the first
chemo. There are no more fevers.

She won't waste having a mediocre life after.

Her eyes shut, and she thinks of her mother. Aedshcared. She is scared she might
die before she meets her husband. Scared it widlvke Scared she will have no family. Scared
she will die before she does anything. How canséiaée these thoughts? She can't concentrate
on death. She can'’t accept it. But she can't igrtbese realities, can she?

Has she been too silent? “You have to screamoout,’| says some celebrity with breast
cancer somewhere in a magazine.

Right now — maybe -- this is the best she carSh@’s sitting in silence because no
music can comfort her at this point while her brf@els cooked from the chemotherapy, like
putting an egg yolk out on a South Florida sidewalBune. She is a slob. She is in sweats,
basically pajamas. They're called “cancer swe&b€& wants not to have her appearance be as
important as it is. She wants to be humble enoadietOK about not having her looks. She
sometimes knows that this isn’t a time to judgesblér She’s dealing with her life.

What helps is when she asks herself, “What wasrigdone year ago today?” And she
instantly feels much better. She thinks about theblefore, and it was always worse than the

present. Back then she was always sick, and nowsdlghting to get rid of the sickness forever.
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Fighting to be healthy.

*k%k

She is not here to cause any more agony. But wheifegls lonely, she doesn't miss particular
people ever. She doesn’t know why she has to eshst everyone when they're all here to
help her. If she is not getting closer to anyoisehiécause no one can relate to her. No one.

She has to remind herself, that yes they can.lWeead the same things.

She eventually sees glimpses. §bes into Holy Cross Hospital to get some shatslth
boost her white blood cells count and saésnely male getting chemo. She can see how lonely
he looks and how she doesn’t want that. Holy CHsspital, the place is clean, she thinks. A
guy knitting something, a sweater, during chemthenchemo room, didn’t seem right to her
because he is alone.

She doesn't like this feeling of being alone aftlkeemo, so she has her brother stay with
her. Watching a gang movie where one girl getoously gang-banged is highly disturbing, even
more so on chemo. The more chemos she has, thecoofertable she becomes hanging out
with her friends after chem&he won't stay alone after chemo. She refuseshtocén’t
understand why she would ever do that to hersgénBs wanting to hang out with her after
chemo mean€inderellg vanilla milkshakes, pot.

Her last chemo she gets a balloon. Her oncolpgitst a white baseball-style cap on her
with the “Cancer beat it” slogan. She drinks asglaf red wine with her friend’s parents after to
celebrate. She has to trick herself into drinkingy@toxins. Before she picks up a drink she tells

herself that it's okay — she’s allowed to just h&we. Doctors will never tell you want you need
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to do. In college, when she would go to the sclotinic because she was sick, she’'d get
antibiotics, and they'd tell her to drink fluidschget rest. But what they didn’t say was not to
drink alcohol. She’d go out and drink and then gleethe next day. She got her fluids and rest.
She feels like a whale that’s dived into the watgallowing a seed that grew into a
memory of doubt. Nothing is bringing her closeatyone still? Has this always been the case?
She has been able to relate to others. Or is thysal her friends started drowning out sorrows

at age 15. Drinking didn’t calm her nerves, didDitking, surely, got her through to this point.

*k%k

Survivor’s Guilt starts the second she is spared,the farther she gets from her chemo
experience, the more scared she is that she’lMdse she went through.

Her subconscious mind has been wrapped in a coeadmat floats all around it is
depression. She couldn’t feel it. She couldn’t eladrel it until now. Progress! She only knows it
is depression because her cancer taught her’thdéfiression. While waiting to be checked out
of a check-up, she had once read a pamphlet titb®8gercent of patients have depression
once chemo is over, once they survive.

The environment in her mind is dangerous, dark,iaatracts danger and sickness. She
is trying to protect herself from dark, depressedlswho hurt. They continually hurt others,
who knows if it is deliberate or not, but the emdquct is that they feel better, and they only feel
better because she feels worse. They feel impdroduse of how much they can affect her.
Well, newsflash, she realizes, everything is cietatéher mind. No one has the power. She’ll exit

her cocoon and trek through the dangerous envirahrée will imagine it as tough as it is:
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Nature at its most destructive: tornadoes, hurgsathorns, the lightning bolt of cancer.
She’ll learn to leave her invincibility chambédretdangerous territory where fools run,

and it rains self-destruction.

*k%k

She wants to believe that the heart is simpler tharbrain. The heart simply feels. It is also
weak. It cannot stand on its own. It needs the rtonklp protect it. But the mind is mean. It
plays tricks with us. It puts up invisible wallsthout ever letting us know they’re there. When
her thoughts stop racing, she panics. Mind, yotharegreatest ally and her greatest enemy. You
will always be both. The hardest part for her Wwadicome how to balance what to do in the
present and what to do in the future because shéehmed that she cannot wait (nothing is a
guarantee) -- but for some things you just have to.

She does not want a family now but then she mayéiore she has a chance to have
one. That thought is too scary for her to thinkigb&he wants to curl up into a ball and cry, but
she doesn’t. She’s cringing. This is the same armeeling of when she first found out she had
cancer. Same feeling when she found out her hestdfdied, when her father died. She doesn’t
want her limbs to feel separated again. She warftset united. She guesses this is where faith
comes in. Faith will hint what is expected from ydite.

She wonders why the process of recovering fromashde so much harder than having
cancer. So much scarier to handle. A separaticw@people is just a separation. The most
haunting thing she remembers from that period iswdn mother of a friend told her that she’'d

never be the same when her best friend died, thegca would always be missing.
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But that’'s not how she will feel. She will feel wle. She will feel complete.

*k%k

Death sucks. This hasn't changed post-cancer. Stwkpeople will do anything not to see it.
This is where resistance is the greatest. We sakenaist two decades being immature and
dependent on others. People we may not even lil&ing stupid choices because everyone is
born naive. If parents did their job right than tdinéld is to believe that the world is ultimately
good and that they can change the world for thiebd8ut no one can tell you to be okay with
death. What consoles her the most about it isithplast truth -- everyone dies, celebs die,
presidents die, everything dies -- some of uslw# long lives, some of us will not -- thttis is
a battle that she does not face alone.

Everyone needs to come to terms with it. But la@cer made her fight for her life. It
switched the focus from death to life, to what sae do in this life.

She is angry. She can't help it. It won’t go aw@lge wants to believe that this anger is
going to help her. She wants to believe that wgg to be her fuel -- to fight against time. She
does not believe anything can take away her aAgeer is her very close friend, and she is
happy with him.

She has friends who are more destructive to hébeeg than to her happiness. She
keeps them because she thinks they get her —dikehler anger does.

Her first two decades were wasted by ignorancer@xperience. She is twenty-two, and
she cannot think she has time to start things labten she is more experienced. She hopes she’ll

be able to spend the next decade trying to gaieréxpce by school or working. She has no
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money. She has no seniority. Then hopefully wilheoher 30s and 40s, where she will try to

give back. She hopes she will start a family anve gip all she has. There are reasons why a love
for a child is the greatest feeling in the worldhe doesn’'t need to be told why. She understands.
She’ll ask herself why cancer survivors believe tancer has been the best thing that has ever
happened to them. She will admit that seeing daathsaying, “Fuck you,” is a profound

feeling. She doesn’t think that car accidents odfor alcohol poisoning necessarily makes you
face death. A near fatal car accident where yok wtilunscathed might give you a minute of

what-ifs, but your mind has a way to forget whad happened.
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Red Doors

Early on during chemotherapy, although you'd swaffrsupport groups, you went to Gilda’s
Club for mom, because she wanted you to see thaivgoen't alone, and because she wanted to
be a member, in case she needed company. And sltkardy join if the physically cancer-
stricken attended an orientation interview.

As soon as you entered the red door, the coloifgigg it was a Gilda’s Club or a Sigma
Phi Epsilon chapter house or an Elizabeth Arden &pedy, a worker or a volunteer, grabbed
your arm and rushed you over to the couch. Shdasah next to you and peered at you. “Don’t
go looking,” she said, “for a reason for all ofghYou’re not going to fall in love with your
doctor or anything. It’s just an experience to shmwrself how strong you are. This is
something you can cash in at the bank later. Ekergtis just a gravy train from here on out.”

Resist these words. Allow them to make you furigeiab on to any meaning that you
can.

Later, live by them. The red door is not simphled door anymore. Listen to the folk
legend that the red door signifies that the home aveafe house of the Underground Railroad.
Follow the long line of red door believers. Peopl® believe that the red door has power
beyond being just a passageway.

The red door wants to help. The red door is Chrise-truck red blood saying
something holy is behind the door. A non-red daesies to face south -- because it’s as simple
as feng shui, when the door is painted red bedaaskblocks out negative energy, red retains

positive energy. When the door swings open, itdely positive energy enter the mouth.
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Wet Dreams, Coping through Fantasy

As | attempted to kill my cancer, | did not cara¢gcord how | was going down — or up.

Then gabbing to acquaintances about my cancer staith each telling coming the
need to mock my poor 22-year-old self — that ditifath good. It was a price paid back then, but
my dignity shall keep dying little by little withagh sharingSo, when | becamigealthier; |
didn’t want to point out, each time, how | was oaceckless fool, an idiot. | didn’t want to
write it down, the permanent record haunting meaving who | was become a permanent
being, the chance of not being able to separatétrerthe me today. | wanted then what | have
now, though this means nothing because | don't lsaneer now, don’t know how I'd react if |
did get cancer now.

So for a time | wanted nothing to do with my stbry to fictionalize it. I'll even admit,
no matter how foolish it sounds, that | wanted @tggonist to experience cancer fearlessly.

That’s why there’®ean. Dean needed to be with me from the beginkiagget about
the hospital roommate | did have, the old lady withface, no name. No spirit. Know Dean.

Dean’s like one of those old-time thermometers:ahes where the heat makes the
Mercury rise. As his eyes expand, everything teorigquid. He is the fever. He is the wind,
which moves around trees.

Telling the lies all comes to this because ththtadds to my attractiveness now. How

I've hated the diseasklated my part in it.

*k%k
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A man with grey eyes is the man | wake up next ydfinst morning in the hospital. The man |
have to pass to use the restroom. | don’t wanttbikmow I'm here. | am here. I'm here next to
him. And | don’t want to introduce myself. No, | astill asleep, and will never move.

My bladder makes the choice, heading me direotih¢ bathroom. But | won'’t look at
him on my way there. But as | walk past his bed,rttan whips out something silver, sharp.
Turning my head, | see he has whipped out a kfrdaking me out, so I run into the bathroom,
close the door and lock it. My heart pounds as disithe toilet. | hope his pee is not on the seat.
| wait there for a few minutes scared to leaveitl e bathroom and hover near the hospital
room door to see if | am in any danger.

He’s carving chunks out of his apple with a switieldle with an ivory-covered handle.

He carves the apple like it came from the good-ewibitree from the Garden of Eden. His grey
eyes smile at me wickedly.

| have done my business, so I'm heading back tdeuy studying his face. | like how he
looks: rugged, beat up (and not in the old wayhenhot shot way), a man from the Old West.
This is a cowboy. James Dean if James Dean had imni@d@0. He’s Dean.

Dean's eyes never stop staring from whateverfiomnt of him.

Dr. Slinger enters, and he has some news. Andlsomdecause Dr. Slinger waits until
my family arrives to tell me the news, my doctod @&wean’s doctor are both in the room at the
same time. “Alright, kiddo, good news!” Dr. Slinggays joyfully. He looks at my mom and talks
directly to her because they’re drinking partn&€she has Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.”

“It won't be too bad, sweetie,” my mom says, “yware going to bum around there. Now
you can bum around here.” This is the first timeaDé&oks at me. We make eye contact. Oh

God, he has cancer too. His spunky female oncdlagtalking about his throat. Throat cancer.
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Mom says something else, but | don't listen becdsan has cancer too.

Mom says another thing, but I still don’t listeéhen | say, “What do you want?”

“Don’t snap at your mother,” Dr. Slinger says, Isiaag me.

“As far as | know,” | say, “none of you have bettagnosed with cancer today. Don't |
get any leniency? None of you have been diagnossiddés me and” — | gesture toward Dean
with my eyes — “him.” We look at each other; oye €ontact revitalizes me.

“You know the drill, Dean.” Dean looks so calm. léeks like how Jesus probably did
waiting on his cross. | lie here, focusing on hihe. makes me high, my life switching from
waiting for death to fighting for life.

Everyone leaves Dean and | alone — and | says‘iBra fucking nightmare.”

“No, kid,” he says, “the family is.” So | wouldrhave to.

Dean would’'ve been in the room with me, when thage man wearing scrubs enters in
the middle of the night, wanting to massage me twwgrio tell me how the docs removed his
cancerous genitalia. He enters our room and susdo the chair as Dean asks, “Do you not
have any balls, son?” before the man could evembeg

“Well,” the strange man says as he looks downttialty--” And we are done with him.

Dean then looks at me and says, “You don't knovatwiou'd do if they cut off your tits.”

Then Dean prepares me for the future by sayingef§one’s going to throw their cancer
story down your throat.”

“That'll be fun.”

“And everyone will use your sickness to make thelves feel better.”

“Even better.”

“But you'll develop a complex about yourself. Yibéeel like a God. Something about
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knowing you're dying makes you feel immortal.”

*k%k

Eventually | meet Dean’s whole family. Dean is B&an’s son is 48. Dean was 12 when he got
his math teacher pregnant, making me feel an alinenaish run through my whole body, while
his granddaughter has such a sorrowful look inelyes. Why? Because her family wasn't
perfect? She thinks he’s the flaw in their famiyhen Dean leaves the room to take some tests,
the granddaughter tells me in her delicate marivagrean’s all screwed up. | scowl because
she doesn’t know that you don’t ever be delicatemfalking about insanity.

I know what Dean wants. Why he worked, droppedadschool, moved to Europe, to
Amsterdam, left all responsibilities behind. Whyvisgnted to meet his son, so he came back.
Why he was about to embark again but then decmlsthlyy because Dean found out he had
throat cancer.

Lying in my hospital bed, | try to untangle my dpaones, so | can listen to mudite
asks,‘Do you think you deserved this?”

“I don’t know.” I'm guessing he’s referring to myocer. “No. | guess.”

“Then say fuck you and move on.”

“Wanna play & Degrees of Cancer?”

“What is that?”

“You know Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon?”

“The hell with this nonsense.”
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*k%k

Dean leaves the hospital before | do, but that'sl@kause all | can think about is the note he
left next to my bed as I slept. It says: “My do&anoving to Atlanta. Looks like I'll be seeing

yours.”

*k%k

| run into Dean in the parking lot of the oncold@gi®ffice smoking a cigar. He still smoked,
even though he had throat cancer. What kind ofrdsattence is that? His last name should be
Smoker, but it isn’t. What an unfortunate surnambdve as a cancer patient, nurses yelling out
“Smoker!” in the cancer ward, everyone turning awto look at the person who didn't care
about his life -- but that doesn’'t have quite th@gh line as if it were someone’s last name who
actually didn’t smoke.

Soon we are in the chemo room, where we talkrgjtteabout the death penalty while
getting chemo. Because what would be creepiedkataout in the chemo room? Would it be
worse to die by electrocution or chemotherapy?rAfiat, | put on my headphones.

On my way back from the restroom, | throw up oa black of another chemo patient’s
chair.

“Shit happens,” Dean says. “Don’t waste time hg\armediocre life after.”

“If today is my last day on earth,” | said. “It wial really suck.”

“If today was your last day on earth you’d go darowing up.”

“Thanks.”
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“Go to church with me this Sunday.”

“I have a date Saturday.”

“Stop feeling invincible,” he says. “It's knowingu’ll die that motivates you to make
the right choices now. Be bombarded by desireitlrabke you crack. But you have to go to

church. The family is making me. | need a suppoit. There’s a special service for the sick.”

*k%k

It's time for church. Last night | made out with &es granddaughter’s boyfriend. Yes, | did that.
| snuck in there when | could. And he’ll be therais is incredibly awkward. It's time for Satan
to go underground, but | can't.

“Maybe you should put on your wig,” says mom. “Ymight want to look feminine."

“Because God cares if | look like a woman,” | say, eye-roll.

“It wouldn’t hurt for you to take faith seriouslyshe says, “especially with the current
circumstances.”

“I'm going to church. Jesus, | can’t go to chufditake a deep breath. “I haven't
prepared.”

“Haven't prepared?” she asks.

“Yeah,” | say, “like | need to be really good tweek before.” | stand up and walk over to
the mirror. “I'm simply screwed. The only reasonywham going to church today is because |
have cancer. God knows it, and | know it. We abthrnit. | need to bathe in holy water to wash
away my sins.”

Dean picks me up, and we drive to the church. dreeehite, trashy building with a
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purple trim that has a cloth banner hanging froerthof that reads “Free.” I've seen one of
those before. | need a strip club turned into adiumade for people like me. But a beautiful
church with stain-glass windows comes into vievd ae walk inside.

It's a packed house! Everyone is there becausbkutreane is coming to tear down their
houses. Or because everyone is sick. I'm here pgaykeep my hair.

Dean’s whole family is here, and we join their p®gan’s granddaughter’s boyfriend is
five people to my left.

When it’s time to give donations to the churcpass. | know that if the collectors don't
get you the first time, by the time they come awith their money-collecting sticks the
second time, the guilt takes over your body. Them} fike debt collectors coming after you. I'm
used to that feeling. It's easy picturing everyanéhe church being sick. People really sick.
Giving money away, money they don’t have. Moneytheed for hospital bills.

And here | am about to embody Christ, walking ddlaaisle — thinking about all the
women who have left their purses in their pews. ightyrere such trust here?

After communion, | return to my pew and feel myph vibrate. Dean’s granddaughter’s
boyfriend has texted me, “Look to the left, at gheture.” | look. The mural or mosaic or
painting has the word “stripping” on it. He textgain, “Later?”

A little boy behind me follows my eyes, now loo§iat the mosaics representing the
crucifixion, and asks his mom, “Why isn’t there ttbeverywhere?”

The choir sings, and | text back, “Tempted.”

| only half-listen to the scripture reading fromalthew because I'm already in sex mode.
| hear: “Even though there are so many cares thacgrry, | want you for a moment to come

and rest in his arms. Stop the striving and juste@nd rest in his arms. Now feel my hand
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protecting your hair. In this moment you will kn@amd understand love. You will understand
how little | expect of you.”

All the families stare at Dean and | when the ¢eggtion says prayers for the sick.
“You're probably scared as a cat,” some old ladyssa me.

“You'll sleep sounder at night,” Dean says, “knog/there was fifty, pious moms
rooting for you.”

“I need an exorcism.” | say. “I have a confessioam ruining your granddaughter’s life.”

“No,” he says, “you’re ruining yours. You're aleialearning that this experience gives
you a high. You're able to tackle the world. Nothicen set you down. Then you’'ll lose it. You
don't have a chance on keeping it, and regulagtwill bother you. Bother and bother you.
You'll get into a funk, real stuck in it, and yoonly hope is to remember how you felt at your
strongest. You need to find something that can yakeback. Growing for the sake of growing is

shit. Go back to where you lost balance and agtgatiw from there.”
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Fairy Tales

1.
Peter Pan loses his shadow once. What if Petes Baatow then turns into something evil, like

a shadow-murderer. A shadow-pickpocket. Malignamicer.

2.
My hair is of a fairy-tale princess beauty: lon@fty locks. One of my traits most complimented,
one of my traits that make men pine for me. Soetheas a chance for me to be Sleeping Beauty
-- or Rapunzel. But | can’t be Sleeping Beauty. Atoall. When | was in the hospital, my three
fairy god-nurses gave me chemo.

Then I had to chop off all my hair.

And as it grew back, it was grey and fuzzy. It \@efso for months.

3.

I’'m basically doing the same thing as the red-lthiveauty Arielle irthe Little Mermaid The

deal: | give the sea witch my voice; she gives nyechance to survive (continue being human).
But | feel like I'm transforming into a shriveleggusad mermaid before the contract’s up (the

boy will kiss me by day three).

4.
“Choose your throne,” my oncologist says as werehiechemo room. Choose my throne. | can

choose what princess | am! But | want to be asratewas possible.
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During my first chemotherapy treatment, | turnedipte because | was allergic to the one
of the drugs. I'm choosing a throne as Violet Begarde -- a purple-faced one instead of blue,
and will be OK with it. The oompa loopas need tainithe bad purple juice out of me.

Like Violet, I'll learn through torture. This is vah | was missing. The fight. She was
selfish. To get rid of the juice would be to get of all of my negativity.

Prove | am good. Prove I've not been a bad peisam. not selfish. Or mean. Or gross to
others and myself. That it is OK | am alive and ththers are dead. They are not angry | am still
alive. | deserve to be alive.

“OK,” says my chemo nurse. “I am going to accgss port and flush it with Heparin.
You're going to taste saltwater in your mouth. Rédd

I would close my eyes and exhale. “Hey, sleefeguty,” he would say, joking, “What
are the fairy godmothers’ names?”

“Flora, Fauna--" Something pulls at my port. “Quad Merriweather.”

He inserts it, and | taste saltwater in my mou#m a less fortunate Violet: My chemo

drugs aren’t administered through tasty piecesuaf.g

| am in the wig store by myself, browsing the setet when a cute boy with thick, dark blond

hair that hangs a little beneath his chin, entegsitig store carrying a box of wigs. He thinks |

am a stripper buying wigs for work. In return, irtkihe dates strippers for returning wigs.
“What,” | say to him, making the first move, “gou only date strippers or something?

What's with all those wigs?”
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“My exgirlfriend had cancer,” he would say, his utio all doll-like.

“Me too! Well, have.” His eyes light up. And thabuld start our romance.

He starts asking questions about my past -- “Hawdu find out?” -- and next thing I'm
telling him everything. The way his eyes thirst foy everything is intoxicating. He hugs me. He
hugs me for over 60 seconds — he likes me.

“You gotta get out of here and live!” He yells,daine buys four wigs for me: a light blue
one, a leopard print, a multicolored, and dark wiFtee light blue one in my hands is $35.

I’'m told that the only reason why a guy won't seaour head is because he wants to
have sex with you. | want to ask him if he wouldwh my head, but | can't.

“Let me know if it's alright to invite you for wkend fun,” he says.

“I don’t know,” | say. “I'm getting chemo on Frigaand need a few days to recuperate
from the chemo fog. Don’t know if my white bloodws is stable, if it's safe to go outside. |
took five bone-aching shots this week.”

Soon I'm in the Guy Who Loves Sick Girls’ bed. Whize hell am | doing? It is a king-
sized Tempur-Pedic. He must've lived with his keesticer girl because this bed is the only way
sleeping next to someone every night during cheerafly’s tolerable. As | lay in her spot, |
wonder if the last cancer girl was better than htan’t want to know. If | am here, he couldn’t
possibly love her. Is she competitive? Is she tiewho’s winning? “Sometimes,” he says, “I
don’t know when to cut loose. Or | cut loose toochmwhen | get excited and am in a rush. I've
got a sense of urgency, and it has nothing to dlo yau as a ‘sexual’ partner.”

“I shouldn’t be with anyone right now,” | say.

“You want to be with somebody.” He grabs my led atares into my eyes. “Mind over

matter, hun. Anything you visualize, verbalize, amtualize you'll eventually materialize if you
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put enough focus into it. I understand chemo, dgrlkilling the libido.”
“I don’t think I like you like that.”
“Look,” he says. | turn around to see him pumpgigleft leg into the air. “I'm doing

aerobics on the bed, and you wouldn’t even knoyoif weren't looking this way.”
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