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Chapter 1: The First Signs
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Asha Lyons leaned against the counter in her modest Baltimore apartment, staring at the steaming cup of peppermint tea she’d brewed but couldn’t stomach. The faint hum of a news report from her old TV set filled the air as she pressed a hand to her abdomen, the dull ache that had been her constant companion for months now flaring with the intensity of a vice grip.

Her phone buzzed, interrupting her thoughts. It was Mila.

“Morning, Ash! Just a quick reminder—don’t forget the fundraiser briefing at ten.” Mila’s cheerful tone was laced with purpose, reflecting her role as an intern at the White House. Mila, with her blend of Indian and Jamaican heritage, had a knack for navigating the fast-paced world of politics with poise.

“I’ll be there,” Asha replied, trying to keep the strain out of her voice. Mila always seemed so composed, juggling policy briefs and advocacy projects under the Obama administration. Asha envied her energy. Lately, just getting out of bed felt like climbing a mountain.

[image: image]

“You sure you’re okay? You’ve been sounding off these days,” Mila asked, her perceptive tone piercing through Asha’s attempt at normalcy.

“I’m fine, just a little tired.” Asha ended the call before Mila could pry further. She had no time to wallow—there were emails to answer, contracts to review, and a persistent pressure to prove herself in her nonprofit’s leadership role.

Later as she grabbed her bag and headed out the door, the ache in her abdomen flared again, forcing her to pause. She shook her head. “It’s just stress. It’ll pass,” she muttered, willing herself to push through the pain.

The small office where Asha worked bustled with activity. Flyers promoting their latest community outreach program were stacked on every available surface, while phones rang incessantly.

“Asha, can you take a look at these figures before the board meeting?” called her colleague, Lisa, waving a spreadsheet in the air.

Asha nodded, her vision swimming as she tried to focus. The cramps had worsened, and her usual tolerance for discomfort was wearing thin. By mid-morning, the pain was unbearable. She excused herself to the bathroom, where she leaned heavily against the sink, breathing through the waves of discomfort.

She glanced down at her reflection, noticing the pallor in her skin. The sharp contrast of her warm Jamaican complexion with the ashen undertones alarmed her. A flash of anger bubbled beneath the surface. Why had she ignored these symptoms for so long?

Back at her desk, Asha opened her email inbox to find another reminder of her packed schedule. The fundraiser briefing loomed in an hour, but her energy reserves were dwindling fast. She glanced at her phone, Mila’s contact open but untouched. Reaching out felt like admitting weakness, and Asha wasn’t ready for that yet.

The boardroom was filled with the hum of conversation as Asha entered, her steps than usual. Mila’s confident voice carried across the room as she outlined the event’s key objectives. Asha admired her friend’s composure but couldn’t shake the stabbing pain in her abdomen.

As the meeting progressed, Asha’s focus waned. The fluorescent lights seemed too bright, the room too warm. She excused herself mid-presentation, mumbling an apology. Once in the hallway, she leaned against the cool wall, clutching her stomach. This was no ordinary discomfort.

Mila found her moments later. “Ash, this isn’t just stress,” she said, her voice firm but kind. “You need to see a doctor.”

“I’ll be fine. I just need to rest,” Asha insisted, but even she didn’t believe her own words.

That evening, Asha finally called Mila. “I need to talk,” she said, her voice trembling.

Within an hour, Mila was at Asha’s apartment, carrying a container of her mother’s famous curry chicken. The warmth of her presence filled the room, but Mila’s eyes were sharp with concern.

Mila watched Asha as they both sat down to a plate of curry chicken and white rice. As she sipped a glass of water Mila couldn’t help but notice how gingerly Asha handled her food.

“Ash, you need to see a doctor. This isn’t normal,” Mila pronounced.

“It’s ok, I get this way every month,” Asha described her symptoms. “It’s just heavy periods, Mila. Plenty of women deal with this,” Asha replied, her tone defensive.

“Heavy periods don’t make you look like you’re about to faint. Stop downplaying it.” Mila’s words were a mix of frustration and care. “Promise me you’ll get checked out.”

Asha hesitated, then nodded. Deep down, she knew Mila was right. She couldn’t keep ignoring her body’s cries for help. She managed to eat half the food on her plate, despite Mila’s insistence for her to eat more. 

Finally, Mila gave up and loaded the old dish washer. “No heavy chores for you. I order you to take a shower and go to bed. I have a long day tomorrow, I need to get back to my apartment and get some good sleep.” 

“Don’t say another word,’ Asha joked. “Tomorrow is hectic for me too.”

They hugged and Mila exited the apartment, closing the door softly behind her. 

Later that night, Asha sat alone, staring at her laptop. She typed ‘heavy periods and severe cramps’ into the search bar, her screen filling with terms like ‘fibroids,’ ‘endometriosis,’ and ‘potential complications.’ Asha sighed. The clinical descriptions and personal stories she read were both terrifying and eye-opening.

Her hand hovered over her phone as she debated calling the office of her primary care physician. Finally, she dialed. The automated service took her through its usual menus before she had the option to setup an appointment.

“I’d like to make an appointment,” she said quietly, her voice steady despite the storm of emotions brewing inside her. Not wanting to endure more lengthy days of pain, Asha took the next available date.

As she hung up, Asha felt a flicker of something she hadn’t felt in weeks, hope. She wasn’t sure what was happening to her body, but she was determined to find out.
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Chapter 2: Misdiagnosed
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The clinical scent of antiseptic greeted Asha as she stepped into the waiting room of the health clinic. The walls were painted a faded beige, and a television mounted in the corner played an old episode of Oprah Winfrey’s daytime talk show. Asha clutched the clipboard given to her by the receptionist, her hands trembling slightly as she filled out the paperwork.

Under the section marked ‘reason for visit,’ she wrote, ‘severe cramps, heavy bleeding.’ Seeing it in her own handwriting made the symptoms feel more real, more alarming.

“Asha Lyons?” a nurse called. Asha stood, the ache in her abdomen a persistent reminder of why she was there.

Inside the examination room, the nurse took her vitals and asked a series of questions. “How long have you been experiencing these symptoms?”

“About six months, maybe longer,” Asha replied.

“And the pain? On a scale of one to ten?”

“Some days it’s a five, but other days it’s closer to a nine,” Asha admitted, surprised by her own candor.

After giving her a robe to change into, the nurse jotted down notes, took her vitals and left the room. Asha stared at the anatomy chart on the wall, her eyes tracing the outline of the uterus. She’d looked up enough articles online to suspect something wasn’t right. Fibroids. Endometriosis. The words loomed in her mind like ominous clouds.

When the doctor entered, he was a middle-aged man with kind eyes but a rushed demeanor. “Let’s see what’s going on,” he said after introductions.
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The consultation was quick. Too quick. The doctor palpated Asha’s abdomen asked a few more questions, and concluded with, “It’s probably stress or hormonal imbalance. I’ll prescribe some birth control to regulate your cycle. That should help with the bleeding and cramps.”

“But what about the pain?” Asha asked, her voice tinged with desperation.

The doctor offered a tight smile. “Pain can be subjective. Let’s see how the medication works first. Come back in three months if things don’t improve.”

Asha left the office with a prescription in hand and a sinking feeling in her chest.

Back at her apartment, Asha sat at her kitchen table, staring at the orange prescription bottle. Mila’s call came just as she opened it.

“How did it go?” Mila asked without preamble.

“The doctor thinks it’s stress or hormones. He gave me birth control pills,” Asha replied.

Mila was silent for a moment. “And you believe that?”

“I don’t know what to believe. He didn’t even do an ultrasound. I just... I want this to be over,” Asha said, her voice cracking.
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