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"Not now, Em." Scott said as he eased Emily down into the wheelchair. He smiled at her, picked up her small black travel bag, and kicked the cab door closed.

"Why not?" Emily smiled a little too weakly and placed her feet on the foot rests of the wheelchair. "I want to know what prison was like, Scott,” she said.

"You're serious? You decide to talk about this now?" he said as he pushed her toward the large rotating door.

"I need to take my mind off it."

"And you think that is the way to do it?" he stopped pushing her and leaned over and kissed her cheek.

"Yes, I do." She smiled back.

Scott maneuvered Emily through the groups of family members, some holding Mylar balloons, at the security desk and followed the sign for in-patient registration. He stopped next to an empty chair, put her bag on the seat, and locked the wheels. 

"Be right back," he said and walked toward the registration desk. 

Emily looked around the hospital lobby and noticed that no one was smiling. The drab cream-colored walls, the fake plants with noticeable dust on the leaves, the same blank, destitute look upon the faces of nearly everyone around her only helped trigger the feeling depression she had been struggling with since Mike broke the news to her. Scott returned and knelt in front of her, his hands on her knees. 

"You, okay?" he asked.

"This place is depressing."

"Yeah, I guess it is," he said looking around the lobby, "You want some coffee? She said it was gonna be a while."

"No thanks, I'm okay."

"Mind if I go?" he asked.

"Of course not."

"Okay, be right back," he said as he stood and headed back toward the front entrance where the coffee shop was located.

Emily turned and watched an elderly man help his equally elderly wife out of the chair across the aisle from her and frowned. The man steadied himself against his walker as he got her settled behind hers and the pair proceeded to walk, ever so slowly, toward the registrar's desk. She smiled as they passed her. 

"Don't get old," the woman said, managing a smile, her hands, gripping the rail of the walker, were pale and covered with small blue-green bruises that disappeared under the sleeve of her sweater.

The irony of the statement struck something inside Emily. Of course, old age was unavoidable, but she may not see next week, never mind old age. 

Emily blinked, holding back tears from her eyes, and smiled at Scott as he sat next to her, placing the bag at his feet. 

"You sure, you’re okay?" 

"Yeah. Hey, you offered coffee. You didn’t say anything about a lemon Danish."

"I'll share," he said tearing off a piece and handing it to her on a napkin.

"So, tell me about prison," she mumbled though the food in her mouth. 

"I was hoping you would have let that go."

"You know me better than that," she said and lightly punched him in the arm.

"Yeah, I guess I do," he said and took a long pull of coffee from the cup. "Well, first off, it sucks. Literally and figuratively, it sucks. It just absolutely sucks the life right out of you. Which I guess is the point of it, but you really have no idea how depressingly horrible it is until you get inside. Everything is white; the cells, the hallways, the walls, everything is the same color. You know those movies, where at the end the prison door slams shut, and the screen goes black and the credits roll? It's kind of like that. You hear the metal door slam, and they slam them all the time, I guess as a constant reminder of their power over you, but you are constantly reminded that you are literally in hell.

"In some ways it's not too unlike the depictions on TV. The inmates work within the prison, then there is rec time in the yard, weightlifting, basketball, baseball, or you can just sit and relax in the bleachers. Pretty much whatever you want to do. Then lunch and back to whatever job you have been assigned. Dinner around six, then you're on the block until lights out."

"What's the block?"

"That's where your cell is. The facility I was in had six blocks, with thirty cells per block, two inmates per cell. In the middle was a round kind of central square with a television and some tables with benches to sit at. There was a lot of free time. But the one good thing was there was a surprisingly good library. So, I read a lot."

"Only one television?"

"Yeah, but there was rarely a fight over it. I mean, it did happen, but not too often. If a con caused a problem, the TV was usually the first privilege that they took away. There are a lot of guys inside who can't read or write, which makes sense. Many of those guys commit crimes to survive. It’s difficult to be without those skills and hold a legitimate job. So those guys need the television and if you fucked up and the CO's cut the cable off, watch out, cuz those guys are coming after you."

"Was there, like, you know ... did those things you hear about from the outside happen ... between men?"

"What things?" he said and laughed. "You mean sex?"

"Shhh..." she whispered and blushed. "Yeah."

"I guess. I honestly don’t know, I mean I was never raped in the shower or anything, but I guess it happens to people. My cellmate and I both wanted to get our time over with and get the hell out without drawing any attention to ourselves. Of course, we heard stories, from the lifers—or the guards—but who knows how true they were. I was on the minimum-security side; we had work release programs and some allowable movement. We weren't mixed in with the murderers and child abusers. All the inmates with me were pretty much in for a few months or a few years, anybody in for more than eight years was housed in another part of the facility—or up state. We had a lot of white-collar criminals, bank fraud, internet scammers, and similar. No real players in Minitor Five."

"Did they actually have you work to rehabilitate you?"

"If you wanted that, yes, but mostly you just sat around and had your own thoughts to drive you crazy. But, yes, to answer your question, they had school programs, like getting your GED or ESL classes. Lots of minorities there can't speak English. I had a cellmate during my third year who could only curse in English. It was kind of funny at first, but I helped teach him words other than curse words so we could have an actual conversation.

"Every time the guards said anything to him, he would say ‘fuck you,’ but he didn’t know any better, and the COs didn’t find it amusing. So, I would talk to him, write stuff down, and help him get along better. By the time I was paroled he was speaking almost fluent English."

"That was nice of you Scott," Emily admired.

"Yeah, but I really did it for me. I mean, prison is a lonely place to begin with but having a cellmate who doesn’t understand you is even worse. I mean, the only thing you really have in there to keep you sane is each other. The cons really learn how to rely on each other; you have no other choice."

"Well, it was nice of you anyway." She took a sip of his coffee and handed the cup back to him. "What was your job?"

"At first it was laundry, then kitchen help, then ... I guess it must have been my second year ... I was on the work truck, we would go and pick up trash along the Parkway and other state roads. That was okay, you got to be outside and all, but some people, especially teenagers, would heckle us and throw trash out the window of their mommy's Benz for us to pick up."

"That's horrible."

"They're kids. They don’t know any better. A few of them are probably in Minitor Five right now, scared shitless and begging for mommy's tit again."

Emily giggled and squeezed his hand. She leaned her head on his shoulder and squeezed his hand harder. "I'm glad you're here, Scott. Thank you."

"Emily Portser?" the woman behind the desk called.

"Here we go," Scott said, kissed her hand and stood up and unlocked the brakes on the wheelchair.

"Yeah," Emily said softly, "here we go."

● ● ●

"Time for lunch," the nurse with the spiked red hair said walking into the room, her white shoes squeaking with each step along the terrazzo floor. She smiled a warm, pleasant smile at Emily and tightened the brown paper bag wrapped around the large glass vial with another pink rubber band. "I'm Cheri, one of the nurses. How do you feel?" 

"Tired. But I'm always tired lately," Emily said trying to sound confident but only succeeding in sounding more scared than she had intended. 

"That's some lunch, huh?" Scott said a little too sarcastically, sitting beside Emily on the hospital bed, his hand a little too tight in hers.

"No, not really, just trying to add a little levity," Cheri said as she hung the vial onto the IV pole beside the bed and connected the tubing to the catheter in Emily's chest, just below her clavicle. 

"I know, I'm sorry, we're just scared," Scott said, his voice straining with emotion, "I'm scared," he said, looking at the floor, the tiny marble chips blurring through his tears.

"No need to apologize, it's completely understandable," Cheri said and patted his shoulder. "The bag protects the medicine from sunlight; some of the other patients refer to it as their lunch, like 'brown bagging' it." She said adjusting the IV pump settings to the proper drip rate and dosage. Emily watched the first several drips of the amber colored fluid slowly course through the IV tubing and closed her eyes as it approached the catheter just under her hospital gown. Emily was scared and had been ever since her doctor told her the results of her blood test three days earlier, but now the reality of the hell her life had only just become, sunk in. The slightly pink hued walls, the warm colors of the furniture and the window shade, drawn back so that the rooms' occupants could see the bright fall foliage outside did nothing to brighten the overwhelming sense of doom she felt deep within her.

Scott waited for Cheri to leave the room and sat in the small green chair beside the bed and squeezed Emily's hand. 

"It's gonna be okay, Em. We'll get through this together." 

Emily closed her eyes tight, trying to keep the tears from falling but was unable to do so. She, who had once been so strong, who had once been so independent, who had once been so healthy, was now being ravaged by a disease that originated within her own bones, slowly taking her life. Her only hope was the poison being slowly dripped into her veins to halt the spread of the disease. Emily had expected to feel something, anything, as the chemo entered her bloodstream, but she didn't feel anything, and she had no idea if that was good or bad. She had read all about the side effects of the treatments she would be receiving over the next six days, nausea, weakness, hair loss, the often-uncontrollable vomiting, but none of that had seemed real until the moment the chemotherapy had been connected to the catheter implanted just below her skin. 

She blinked the tears from her eyes and turned away from Scott. She appreciated him being here, but he did little to comfort her. No one could comfort her now. Her own body, the only thing she had grown to rely on during her brief stint on Earth, had now betrayed her. All the time spent in the gym, all the time spent eating the right foods and not drinking too much, never having had a cigarette, nor any illegal drug, a great deal that had done for her.

Emily sobbed harder now, her self-pity in full swing and with each sob Scott squeezed tighter, as if he could squeeze the sickness out of her.

"You're hurting me," she whispered, barely audible over the soft music coming from the ceiling speakers.

"Sorry." 

Emily curled her feet under her and turned fully away from Scott and the IV pole. She wanted to put as much distance between the two of them as possible and closed her damp eyes, sobbing quietly to herself, the fluid from her nose and eyes forming a moist stain on the pillowcase until she slowly fell asleep.
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Emily sat in the plush leather chair nervously chewing the nail of her left index finger. She had always chewed her nails when she was nervous, often she didn't realize she was doing it, it just happened, but now she could taste the blood in her mouth from biting the nail to the quick. She glanced around the office she had seen dozens of times as a child. The soft earth tones of the paint and the mahogany office furniture conveyed a sense of warmth and comfort. She read the diplomas and degrees Mike had adorned one wall with, on the other wall were pictures she had drawn in grade school: Mike in a white shirt and an oversized blue tie with bright yellow pants standing outside a large white building with a red cross on it. The words Doctor Mike scrawled across the top of the paper; the K was backwards. Emily didn’t remember when she drew that, perhaps kindergarten or first grade, but she remembered Mike was overjoyed when he saw it.

She placed both of her hands between her thighs and begged herself to stop shaking, her left leg bounced up and down; her nerves were defying her mind. Her family doctor, Michael Maroldo, who also happened to be her mother’s ex-husband, closed the office door behind her and touched her shoulder as he passed.

"Hello, Emily," he said as he sat on the corner of the desk before her and placed the manila-colored file folder on his left thigh. She stared at his dark colored sock, visible since his pant leg had been hiked up by his position.

"Hi," she replied impishly, unable to meet his gaze, she knew he had bad news, her body told her, she didn’t need to hear him say it and most definitely didn't want to hear him say it.

"Emily, there is no easy way to tell you this ... so I'm just going to say it, you have leukemia. Your blood work would have been enough to confirm it, but I ordered the spinal tap just to be one hundred percent sure. The good news is we caught it early; you developed some very strong symptoms and the type of cancer you have is the most curable of its kind."

Emily's entire body began to shake, and she did the only thing she could think to do she burst into tears. She had heard him utter the word leukemia, she had heard him describe it, she had heard everything he had said, but that one word, cancer, was like hearing the first nail being driven into your coffin. 

He handed her a few tissues from the box on his desk and sat in the chair beside her and placed a comforting hand on her knee. Mike had been her family doctor since she was young, when her mother and he had started dating, several years and a divorce later she still saw him. He was the only physician she trusted, having stitched her head when she had fallen off her bike, he had given her vaccinations for the flu and the avian flu, had given her numerous prescriptions over the past two dozen or so years and now he had just given her the worst news a doctor could give a patient. 

Emily blew her nose into several tissues and sobbed. She dabbed her eyes, trying to force herself to focus. While the news was indeed devastating, she knew he was waiting for her to calm down so he could continue.

"What did you mean by the type of cancer I have?"

"Well, leukemia is in itself a type of cancer, but you have a specific type of leukemia called AML, which stands for acute myelogenous leukemia. The white blood cells are formed in the marrow. The marrow, which is the soft spongy center of all bones, and what happens, is the marrow makes many unformed cells called blast cells which normally form white blood cells to fight infections. In AML the blast cells are abnormal, and they don’t develop properly and can't fight infection. The number of abnormal cells grows and quickly outnumbers the normal white blood cells and destroys them and the platelets that prevent blood loss. The fatigue and shortness of breath you felt was the result of your body reacting to the formation of the abnormal cells."

"Will I need chemotherapy?"

"Yes. I have already spoken to a colleague of mine who is a surgeon. You will need to have a central venous catheter surgically implanted just below your right collar bone called a tunneled catheter." Mike touched his own chest to show her where the catheter would be implanted. "The catheter is then fed through the vein to a larger vein near your heart. This will allow chemotherapy to be distributed to your entire body quicker. You have a very aggressive type of leukemia, which gets worse as time goes by. I would like you to have the surgery for the catheter tomorrow, that way we can begin with the treatments quickly."

"I don't have any insurance. I just got laid off last month. How am I going to pay for this?"

"There are many options we can arrange. You need not worry about that now. You need to get treatment now, worry about the financial piece later."

"Okay. When is the surgery?"

"Let's find out," Mike said walking around his desk and picking up the phone. His fingers pressed several numbers rapidly and he smiled at Emily as he waited for the connection to be made. "Hi Robert, it's Mike Maroldo. What time can you see Emily Portser tomorrow?" He listened for a few moments before finally saying to Emily, "Is nine thirty okay for you?"

"Yes." Emily said.

"That's fine, we'll see you then. Thanks, Rob, bye." Mike replaced the receiver on the phone and sat behind his desk. "I know this is a terrible thing to have to go through, but you won’t be alone. There are numerous support groups out there. Is Scott still around?"

"Yes."

"Good. You two will need each other more than ever now."

Emily began to cry again. She did need Scott, but she needed her mother even more, she wished she were here with her now, she wished she had the strength to call her, to say how sorry she was for all the terrible things she had said and done, but the time for that had past, and Emily realized now just how truly alone she really was. Sure, Scott was there, but no one knew their child and could care for them like a mother could. Emily blew her nose again as Mike's phone began to beep, he smiled at her, that same warm and caring smile he had always shown her. His smile waned as he lifted the receiver and extended it toward her. "It's for you," he said, his smile replaced by a sorrowful grin. Emily took the phone and caught her breath when she heard her mother's voice in her ear.

“Hello, Emily. It’s been a while,” her mother said. Her tone was neither warm nor comforting. “I see you’re still seeing him for medical reasons.” 

“Mom, please.” Emily said weakly, “I don’t have the bandwidth for this right now. 

“I don’t even know what that means, Emily.” She paused to take a drink, and Emily could hear the ice clinking against the glass. “Mike tells me your sick. What’s wrong this time?”

“What’s wrong this time?” Emily said as forcefully as she could. “What’s wrong this time?!” Emily paused and fought back the tears. “Do you honestly think Mike would reach out to you, of all people, if I had a head cold?!”

“Oh, Emily, you’re always so dramatic.” Her mother took another drink of what Emily could only assume was a martini, “I have no earthly idea why he would call me; it’s not like you ever call me, now do you? He said you were sick, so what’s the problem?

Emily burst into heavy sobs, no longer able to hold back her emotions. The news of her illness, the sudden, abrupt call to her mother, she sobbed even harder. Somewhere a machine began to beep, the sound was low, muffled by the door. 

“I ... I have cancer, mom,” her sobs seemed uncontrollable.

“Oh, well it’s always something with you dear. Maybe if you’d stayed in school and stayed at home, this wouldn’t have happened.” Emily could hear her gulp the last of the liquid in her glass. “You know,” a slight hiccup escaped her throat, “cancers don’t run in my family, not your father’s either, so you must have done something to bring this on yourself. Maybe you should reflect on that while you still can.”

Emily looked for Mike, but he was gone, the phone cord that had been attached to the phone on his desk, disappeared into darkness. The walls of the office were gone, the pictures and the furniture, too. Emily looked around the room and stood up, the phone tight in her hand and turned toward the door, a sliver of light protruding from beneath it. She slowly crept toward the door and reached for the knob; the beeping noise grew louder as she did. Her mind raced to comprehend what was happening when she heard her mother’s voice urging her to open the door. 

“Go ahead, Emily. Open the door, it’s what we all want.”

“Okay, mom.” Emily said as she grasped the knob and immediately pulled her hand back, “the doorknob is ice cold, mom.”

“Oh, stop being so dramatic, Emily. Open the damn door.” her mother hiccupped again.

Emily grabbed the doorknob, turned it and pulled. The room filled with a bright, almost unnatural light. She stepped through the doorway and blinked wildly as her eyes tried to focus on the wall opposite her. Large black letters began to appear as her eyes adapted to the light, the beeping grew louder yet she couldn’t place the origin of it. Her eyes adjusted to the harsh light revealing a large open room with white subway tile from floor to ceiling. She turned her head to the left and saw a stainless-steel medical bed with large black wheels, a sheet covering the lifeless form that lay on it. She turned back to the wall and dropped the phone as the letters formed the word MORGUE.
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Emily jolted and inhaled sharply as she awoke, turning toward the beeping to her right, her eyes struggling to focus in the dimly lit room. The feeling of the nightmare lingered like a haze from which she floated.

"You, okay? The alarm just means the treatment is finished," Cheri said as she disconnected the tubing from Emily's catheter. "Bad dream?"

"Yeah, sorta. Where's Scott?" She turned her head to view the entire room. 

"He left a bit ago; went for coffee I think."

Emily watched the last of the day's light fade until she could no longer see the brightly colored leaves across the street. The streetlight below the branches of the tree blinked to life and illuminated the tree that swayed gently in the autumn breeze making her wish she were anywhere but here. Cheri went into a small closet adjacent to the bathroom and sat down two pink emesis basins and a few towels on the small nightstand next to her bed and sat in the chair that Scott had once occupied.

"I guess it won't be long, huh?"

"No. If you feel you can make it to the bathroom that's fine also, but these are here if you can't."

"Thanks."

"I ordered you a food tray also; it's in the kitchen down the hall. If you feel up to it later, we will warm the soup for you."

"Don’t want to waste it now?" Emily said, a small laugh escaped her.

"It's chicken noodle, if it were split pea, I would feed you myself."

The girls both laughed.

"I love split pea soup," Emily chuckled.

"Not this place's, believe me. Just because it's green and the menu says split peas, soup doesn't mean it is split pea soup."

Emily smiled and giggled a little, she remembered going to her Aunt Kathy's house in the fall for her split pea soup, how her aunt referred to it as comfort food, "a hardy meal to make all your worries melt away." Emily's smile quickly faded as the first wave of nausea hit.

"How long does it normally take?" she asked Cheri, knowing the answer would present itself soon enough.

"That depends. Some people are ill immediately; others never get sick. It all depends."

"Are you here all night?"

"No, I'll be leaving in about a half-hour; Nancy will be your night nurse. The call button near your left hand will call the nurses’ station if you need anything. I'll be back in the morning."

"Okay." Emily closed her eyes as the second wave of nausea hit. Her mouth watered and her stomach churned, suddenly and violently making itself known to her. Emily let out a weak groan and curled her legs up underneath her.

"Wanna try to get to the bathroom?" Cheri asked.

"Sure, thanks," Emily replied.

Cheri helped Emily sit up at the side of the bed and she slowly got to her feet. She braced herself against Cheri, her right hand reaching out for an unseen object, trying to grasp the air around her for support. The large bathroom, which had moments ago seemed like it was across the country—rather than across the room, waned before her, the pale cream-colored tiles blurred as her eyes glassed over and her mouth filled with water. She grabbed the two steel handles protruding from the walls on either side of the toilet and vomited more violently than she had ever imagined possible. Cheri stood behind her, flushed the toilet every so often, and handed her a towel she had moistened in the sink. Emily flushed the toilet once more, wanting to never do that again, but knew she had a better chance of seeing Jesus Christ himself than not vomiting again tonight. She leaned against the sink and Cheri helped her wash her face and brush her teeth. Emily had just reached the bed when Scott returned, a cup of coffee in each hand. He quickly put them on the end table and helped Cheri get Emily situated under the blankets. 

"Hi," he said, "I wanted to let you sleep for a bit."

"Thanks, but my body obviously has other plans."

"It started already?" Scott asked.

"Yeah," Emily sighed.

A large black woman in glaring white scrubs entered the room and smiled a full toothy smile, and placed two small cans of ginger ale on the bedside table.

"Nancy this is Emily and Scott," Cheri said. "Emily has had her first treatment of Cytarabine and her first expulsion of everything else." 

Cheri and Emily shared a laugh.

"It's nice to meet you both," Nancy said, "I see you have a few basins for the night. I have a few other patients to see but I will be back to check on you in a bit."

"Thank you." Emily said.

"Just push the button if you need anything and I'll see you in the morning." Cheri said.

"Thanks for helping me in there Cheri," Emily offered.

"That's what I'm here for." Cheri smiled a full, bright smile and left, turning out the overhead fluorescent lights as she did, leaving just the small light over the head of the bed lit. Emily listened to the squeak of her shoes fade down the hall and rested her head against the pillow.

"How much warning did you have?" Scott asked.

"Not much. It came on sorta quickly."

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"How do I ... look?" Emily hesitated.

"You look mahhvelous," Scott said, doing his best Billy Chrystal imitation.

"Cute." 

"What else can I get for you?" 

"I think I'm just gonna try and sleep. Will you stay the night?"

"If they let me, but if not I'll be back in the morning."

"Okay. Thanks for being here Scott, it really means a lot."

"Where else would I be?" He took a tablet of his backpack and waited until Emily's breathing had slowed and her eyes began to twitch, before he drifted off with his latest read.
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"Good morning, Emily. How was your night? Nancy said you were up a few times?" Cheri asked, placing a small basin filled with warm, soapy water next to the bed. 

"Hey, Cheri, I got sick about one, I think, then again at four. I don’t think I have anything left in my stomach. It's a good thing Scott was here. Nancy was a big help, too, but it was good to see a friendly face when you're in that condition."

"That's for sure! How long have you two been together?" Cheri asked as she wiped the moist sponge across Emily's arm. The morning had dawned slate grey and a cold, misty rain had begun to drape itself like a blanket over the area. She had been in the hospital for only two days, but the effects of the treatments had begun taking their toll on her, she was too weak to even attempt to go to the bathroom to bathe. Her hair had already begun to thin, with more and more left on the pillow case each minute it seemed, her eyes were sunken and dark black circles creased her lower eyelids. The fight raging within her body was constant, a seemingly never-ending battle between the disease trying to kill her and the poison trying to save her; the loser seemed to be her and her once insatiable amount of energy. She had run a half-marathon, had hiked to the highest peak in New Hampshire, had biked along the Jersey shore to raise money for the National Multiple Sclerosis Society and had spent countless hours at the gym but now could barely lift her own arm for the humiliating task of having another woman bathe her.
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