
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​INHERITED 


​A Life Without a Cure

​Melanie Ezell


Kaleo Kai Press

Copyright © 2026 Melanie Ezell

All rights reserved.


For Velzy Kaleo Dean, my breath.

I couldn’t see the meaning until I first laid eyes on you.

Ride your waves, my child.

Let the ocean roar within you.

Let the tide guide you.

Wherever you drift, I am right there with you.
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​Authors Note
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I have made every effort to maintain the accuracy of events in this book using my journals, medical records, emails, text messages, and, to the best of my ability, memory. However, there are three notable exceptions.

First, many names have been changed to protect privacy, especially those of medical professionals.

Second, some timelines have been slightly compressed or events rearranged when doing so did not significantly alter the meaning of what occurred. This was done to maintain pacing and avoid unnecessary detail that might otherwise slow the story.

Lastly, dialogue has been recreated as faithfully as possible. While the meaning and intent remain true to my memory, the exact words were sometimes reconstructed when they were not recorded or could not be precisely recalled.
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​Chapter 1

​The Wild Stirs
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Life begins and ends in a body. That’s how I learned it. But I didn’t understand the holiness of all that came before and all that gets left behind until mine began to unravel.

My body was never just muscle and bone. It was an archive. A living ledger of the family who came before me. I swallowed their rage, bore the weight of their endurance, and stood inside their silence—their smallness and their brilliance, their bruised but unbroken faith. Their strength lived in my hips, their sorrows in my shoulders, their unfinished stories in my breath.

By the time the cancer came, it wasn’t the first wild thing to take root inside me. It was the old ancestral howl rising through my womb at last—too fierce, too honest, too painful to ignore.

Maybe that’s why the ocean called to me the way it did. In the water, I felt an inheritance deeper and wider than my own lineage—something immutable, feral, parentless. Out there I belonged only to the rise and fall of my breath, to the trembling edge between danger and ecstasy. The ocean stripped the stories of my bloodline from me—the obedient ones, the exhausted ones—and made me into truth as transcendent as the water itself. Each wave was a wordless permission slip: Take up space. Take a risk. Take what you want. Each paddle out a reckless leap into something bigger than myself.

So it came as no surprise that it was in the place I trusted most when something in me began to rise.

Before the diagnosis, before the scans, before the word cancer hooked itself into the folds of my life, there was that day in Costa Rica. The day the ocean gave my wild woman her voice.

In the lineup that morning, some dark piece of me clawed its way up from the dungeon where I had kept her caged for decades. The ocean had already stripped me bare, and when that surfer broke the code that day, it was as if the water itself gave me permission. Everything I’d been holding back—the exhaustion, the striving, the quiet betrayals of my body—rose in one violent surge, and I didn’t stop it.

The ocean is unpredictable, even lethal. Because of that, surfers agree to a few unwritten rules. First and foremost, always respect the lineup. On this day, one stranger didn’t. And that wave he stole wasn’t just a wave. It was the echo of a thousand women being taken from. It was every inherited silence I’d ever stood inside. I was already stretched thin from the longing, the waiting, the slow mutiny of my own body. But at that moment, I snapped.

My body had been unraveling for weeks. Maybe it was the waiting: We’d been in Costa Rica for seventeen days and this was the first real swell. I had walked muddy streets with a two-year-old strapped to my sweating back, trying to stretch our patience while the ocean slept. The savings I’d worked ten months to build—leaving for shifts while my toddler cried, No, Mommy, don’t leave—were tied up in an Airbnb while we sat watching flat seas. This was supposed to be a surf trip, a season of freedom and joy, salt water rinsing off the months of exhaustion. Instead, it had become a slog of restless days, Velzy’s toddler tantrums, my irritability swelling like the tide.

And then there was the pain. The way I cramped and swelled after every meal, so painful I’d stopped eating much at all. My mood was foul and I wondered if it had something to do with my late period. Whatever it was, it was rising now, sharp as a blade, and this man in the lineup was about to feel it.

I broke. The man had been blocking me from waves so his wife could catch them at an easier entry point on the shoulder of the wave. Then he’d spin around and take the next wave. Waving my arms, I began screaming across the water, “Just because you can’t get it up in bed doesn’t mean you should try to prove yourself out here!” 

He looked punched, and when he barked back, “That’s a lie!” I knew I’d hit something true. My voice went darker, louder, past the point of no return. “You want to go right here? I’ll kick your ass in front of everyone so they know what your wife knows.” I raised my pinky finger above the waves. “That your dick is this big.”

My face burned hot. I didn’t recognize myself. The words came from someplace raw and unguarded, a place I didn’t know I had. My filter—the one I’d worn since childhood, the one that kept me nice, contained, Christian—was gone. Even the steady breath I’d trained into my body as a yoga teacher, the calm voice I’d practiced guiding others back to center, had deserted me. I’d always thought being good would make me safe, but now something inside had clawed out from six feet underground. What ugly truth was this?

Over the last few weeks I wondered if, even hoped, I was pregnant. Even though Dave and I had been struggling almost since the moment our two-year-old was conceived, we still had flashes of something tender—brief, unexpected moments when the old warmth resurfaced and I remembered why I chose him. I told myself that maybe this was just how relationships were, that some seasons were stormier than others. And in the middle of our mess, there were times when his calm, steady presence disarmed me. Sometimes his unwavering eyes were the only shoreline strong enough to hold my waves of anxiety. 

A year earlier, the excitement of a second pregnancy had ended abruptly at thirteen weeks. The emotions that tore through me were just as tangled as our partnership. A torrential flood of relief and grief drenched my blood-stained legs. Velzy was only one year old, and Dave was still struggling to find his feet as a father. But this summer, I was ready. At least, as ready as you can be. Velzy was two. My body was exhausted, yes, but my heart wanted another. 

Too scared of disappointment, I avoided the test. I blamed Dave for my anger. I blamed parasites for the bloating. I blamed the stress of chasing waves for the lack of energy. Yet something was undeniably wrong. This version of myself scared me. My body had been giving me clues for weeks. I’d lost those last five pounds I’d be trying to get rid of my entire adult life, yet every waistband dug tighter into my distended belly. Then came the cough—gutty, chemical, rising like poison after a duck dive or in the middle of an argument about who should surf and who should watch the baby.

In the final week of our travels, I couldn’t take it anymore. I went to the pharmacy, bought the pregnancy test, and trembled while I waited. The disappointment when the second line never appeared startled me, draining the blood from my head. I turned the test sideways and held it up to the light, thinking I must have missed something. But it wasn’t there. I crawled into Dave’s bed that night and confessed how much I had wanted another child. He held me close for a moment, then shifted so he could turn the pages of his book. He felt a million miles away.

“If it’s not a baby, then why do I feel like this?” I whispered to Dave through tears. Always calm, always practical, he didn’t look up from his book. “Maybe it’s time to see a doctor?” I loved that calm. Until I didn’t.

I knew my family history. I knew I was genetically predisposed to ovarian cancer. So the next morning, pushing my son on a swing, I opened my phone and typed in a search, more out of curiosity than real suspicion: “Symptoms of ovarian cancer.”

The rusty swing squeaked in the damp playground, Velzy shrieking with joy as he flew into the sky, while my finger hovered over the search button. The tropical air pressed heavy on my skin, sweat beading on my chest. Somewhere above me a Macaw screeched. I hit enter.

The first result listed every single thing I’d been feeling: bloating, cramps, fatigue, pelvic pressure, moodiness, rib pain, dry cough. There were twelve symptoms total listed in black and white on the screen I held in my hand. I had every one of them. I laughed—not because it was funny, but because it was absurd. Every symptom, every word, felt like a setup. Like the punchline to a cosmic joke.
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​Chapter 2

​It Runs in the Family
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It was seven years earlier when the words “genetic mutation” first altered the course of my life. 

It started off like an ordinary Sunday afternoon. My mom called like she always did on Sundays. Only this time, her voice was different.

“Melanie, did you know your sister had some genetic testing done?”

I vaguely remembered hearing something about a mutation on my dad’s side of the family. His mom had died of breast cancer in her fifties. His sister had been diagnosed, too. Years ago, Dad had been tested and found to be a carrier. But it had all lived in the family like a rumor.

“Melissa has the BRCA1 mutation,” my mom said. “The same one your dad and Aunt Sue carry. It would be good if you got tested, too.”

Mom said Melissa was pretty upset and wasn’t saying much. What’s the big deal? I thought. You find out you have it, you take the power back. Get them chopped off—maybe even get an upgrade.

I didn’t hesitate. I scheduled the appointment.

A quick jab with a needle and it was done. I’d know in a few days.

Five days later, they refused to give me the results over the phone. Instead, they scheduled me with an oncologist who also happened to be a breast surgeon.

I arrived at the appointment poised, braced. In the thick of everything with Curt, the man I was married to at the time. I’d perfected my tough-girl mask. I was unshakable. This was no big deal.

I cranked up the car stereo, blasting loud, you-can’t-mess-with-me rap—armor in bass and defiance.

Then my phone pinged. A paragraph-long text from Curt lit up the screen. I’d set a boundary: ten days clean from meth before I’d speak to him again. His message said something about hiding behind Al-Anon, of using “boundaries” to ruin our marriage.

Eleven months had passed since his first relapse, and he still couldn’t string together more than a few clean days. I’d already signed a lease on my own place, but still—I was hoping against hope he’d pull himself together. And we did get a few brief stretches of reprieve, days when he’d return to himself and we could laugh, talk, almost feel normal again. Then he’d vanish and come back scarier than before.

I sent my own confusing signals—threatening divorce, then collapsing into his bed the moment he pieced together a few clean days. I hoped my love would be motivation enough. But inside, I was slowly dying.

I bobbed my head to the rap and deleted his text before I could let the words sink too deep. Then I typed back:

Call me later when you’re ready for a non-abusive, adult conversation. I’m on my way to find out how soon the cancer monster is coming for me. Can’t talk now.

My bravado wasn’t faked. It was ignorant. I flaunted the “C” word, fishing for compassion, without any real belief it would ever happen to me.

I parked on the ramp and marched toward the elevator. I punched in the floor number I’d been given. I’d worn wedge heels with my expensive yoga pants, trying to look put together. Now they clicked too loudly against the echoey hallway as I searched for the clinic door. Stupid shoes. A sick feeling pooled in my stomach. I should have brought something to eat. 

They led me into a small exam room: I perched awkwardly on the crinkly paper of the exam bed and scrolled Instagram while I waited for the doctor, numbing out to give my slowly draining confidence a quick breather.

A doctor, a resident, and a nurse walked in. The doctor and resident took the chairs; the nurse stayed standing. The room suddenly felt too small.

The doctor delivered the news.

The test was positive. I carried the BRCA1 mutation, the same one that killed my grandmother, the same one that dragged my aunt through years of brutal surgeries, chemo, and radiation.

I didn’t blink. I didn’t move.

“Then I want it all out.” The words burst from me, slicing through the doctor’s careful cadence.

“Let’s do this,” I said looking around at the stunned faces. “Chop off my boobs and make me better ones. Take out my ovaries. I don’t want babies anyway.”

The doctor froze. She was striking—mid-fifties, skin smoothed with Botox, high heels beneath her white coat. Her lips pressed into a thin line, eyes narrowing just enough.

When she finally spoke, her voice had lost its softness. It was cool now, edged with something like reprimand.

“Melanie, do you have any idea what that even means?”

She didn’t wait for my answer.

“We’re talking about scraping every bit of tissue from the inside of your breasts—from underarms to sternum. You will be disfigured. Then we’ll have to go back in and stretch what’s left with expanders. Two, maybe three more surgeries.”

“You’ll have scars from your armpits to where your nipples used to be—because we have to take those, too. You’ll wear drains on the outside of your body while fluid runs out of the space where your breasts used to be and collects in plastic bags you’ll have to tuck into pockets sewn inside a cardigan.”

“The average woman goes through four, sometimes five surgeries total. And her breasts never look like cosmetic implants, because there’s no natural tissue left to disguise them. And then there are phantom pains haunting you for life as your body tries to make sense of what’s missing.”

She took a breath.

“And your ovaries? That’s instant menopause.

“Your sleep will suffer. Your joints will ache. Your energy will plummet. With joint pain, low energy, and poor sleep, you can forget surfing, yoga, running at the level you enjoy now. That means weight gain. More joint pain. Worse sleep. And the cycle goes on.”

I felt my face get hot. Suddenly she became the surrogate target for all the rage I’d carried in from the car. If It was a fight she wanted, it was a fight she’d get.

“What about hormone replacement?” I straightened in my seat, squaring my shoulders, clinging to whatever toughness I had left.

“Right,” she said. “Pump your body full of the same hormones that feed breast cancer?” She didn’t give me space to answer. Then she sighed, the edge in her voice easing. She didn’t engage my defiance.

“Melanie, I’m not telling you what to do. I’m saying you’re young. You just found out. You need to think this through. You mentioned problems in your marriage—this is not the time to make big, irreversible decisions. Even if you wanted surgery, I wouldn’t operate now.

“The research shows women live just as long with their breasts intact. You just have to stay healthy and keep up with screenings.” She paused.

“The bigger threat is ovarian cancer. We don’t have good screening for it, and it’s usually caught late, when it’s advanced. In your family, it tends to show up around forty-five. My recommendation? Have children as soon as possible. Then remove your ovaries in about ten years.”

I just sat there blinking. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. She told me the nurse would go over a few more things, then turned to leave. Her stilettos clicked against the cold white tile as she crossed the room.

At the door, she paused, hand on the handle, and glanced back.

“Hey,” she said, smiling for the first time. “Just be happy. Do things you love. Live your life. Stress reduction goes a long way in prevention.”

As I walked down the too-bright hall toward the elevator, I wanted so badly to cry. But the tears never came.

I pressed the button for the parking garage. The elevator lurched downward, and my mind started racing through the options: Cut pieces of myself away now and maybe never face cancer... wait until it came and carve it out then... or fight like hell when the time came. None of them felt like choices at all.

Back in my car, I sat silently on the dim concrete.

In my head, the doctor’s parting words played on a loop—half-blessing, half–impossible burden: Be happy. Live your life. Be happy. Live your life.

I started the engine, buckled my seatbelt, and shifted into reverse, but kept my foot pressed hard on the brake. I just sat there, staring into the gray, the air thick with exhaust and everything unspoken.

I slipped the car back into park. Dug my phone from the bottom of my purse. My fingers moved before I could second-guess.

I’m done. I’m out. You’ll have divorce papers by the end of the week.

I hit block after I hit send. Then I turned the rap music up, backed out, and drove away—head bobbing to the beat, like nothing had ever touched me.

And now here I was, phone in hand, Googling symptoms I long since put out of my mind. But suddenly I was staring at the same words that had made me run all those years. My heart raced. The what-ifs came fast and merciless: What if I die? What if my son grows up without a mother? What if it’s slow and brutal?

I let myself feel it, just for a moment. The pounding heart, the tight chest, the bowels churning. Oh, I know this, I thought. This is adrenaline. It felt like suiting up in an impact vest and sprinting through the shore pound at Waimea Bay. Like staring down the barrel of a closeout at Zicatela. Like looking up at the lip of a Sunset Beach wall and knowing I was about to get clobbered.

Whatever this was, I had been preparing my whole life for it—without ever knowing.

When the adrenaline finally ebbed, I was left trembling. The swing creaked as Velzy pumped his little legs, carefree, while my body felt like it had been struck by lightning. The absurdity wasn’t lost on me: my son shrieking with joy as I scrolled through a possible death sentence. His laughter and my dread tangled together in the same humid air, two realities colliding in one body that could no longer contain them both. And from this unlikely marriage of clashing emotions, a third rose up: joy—unexplainable, fierce, and deeply pleasurable. Some part of me was wildly alive simply to feel human emotion at its most absolute, at the very edge of its power.

I checked the safety strap on Velzy’s swing, then darted in front of him and behind him, waving my arms like a madwoman. His eyes lit up instantly. I pushed him higher and our laughter rose together, a wild little duet. The adrenaline surged through my veins—hello fear, want to dance? I put on a spectacular show for my two-year-old. I kept going, full tilt—leaping, squealing, exaggerating every movement like a cartoon character. We laughed until our bellies ached, until I finally collapsed into the muddy grass, clutching my chest as I fought back a fit of dry coughs.

And just like always, as the adrenaline burned off, the laughter dissolved into sobs. I would have loved to indulge the tears, but there was a kid to attend to. So I swallowed them quickly, wiped my face with the back of a muddy finger, and stood up. I stepped back into position behind the swing, pushing my son gently this time, shielding him from the world that was already cracking open beneath my feet, while his giggles sent waves down my spine.

Once I’d seen the list on my screen, I couldn’t unsee it. My body had been whispering for months, years, maybe even my whole life. But now it was screaming. The excitement and dread of the prospect of cancer was too much to hold in my body for more than a moment. So after the initial shock ran its course, I told myself that until I had more information, I would choose to believe it was nothing—a parasite, stress, hormones, the aftermath of travel.

Back at the house that night, Dave asked me if I felt any better. I told him I was fine. It was easier to let him believe that, easier to keep my terror folded into silence. I knew that telling him my suspicion would only get me a shrug. Dave would stay steady and calm, the way he always has. Why panic when nothing was certain? And even if we did know something for sure, there was nothing we could do about it at the moment. I knew this line of thinking was absolutely true; it’s why I picked Dave in the first palace. Still, I longed for my fear to be witnessed and held. But Dave was not my person for such things, and having no other person on the same continent, I kept silent. I lay awake long into the night, Velzy’s small hand resting across my ribs, the ache in my side pulsing with every breath, insistent as a drumbeat.

We booked our tickets back home to Hawaii, and I called a doctor. Just making the appointment felt like paddling over the ledge of a wave too big to pull back. I told myself it was precaution, nothing more. But deep inside, I already knew.

Before that call, though, I phoned my mom, knowing she would give me what Dave could not. I tried to sound casual, brushing it off as I listed the symptoms. “It’s probably nothing,” I said, “but I’ve got them all.” I could hear the panic hiding just beneath her voice, the way her tone lifted a little too high, a little too quick. I’d grown up learning to read between the lines like this because in our family, we hid our feelings, even from ourselves.

She told me she’d pray. Simple, steady. But later I learned she had also called the prayer chain the next morning, alerting the church to what I hadn’t dared say out loud to my partner. And there it was, the validation I’d craved. As if all the pain I’d carried in silence for so many years had finally been deemed worthy of sympathy and concern. For once, my pain was finally met with something other than shame.

Church members praying for me had always felt a bit like veiled corrections—whispered requests that God might make me softer, nicer, more obedient. But a major health concern was different. They weren’t praying because of my failings or my supposed waywardness. For the first time, I felt my pain was finally great enough to be met with compassion.

I carried that with me on the flight home—the quiet dread in my chest, the weight of a hundred prayers rising on my behalf. My body had been trying to tell me something for many years, and now the world was beginning to listen.

I pulled out my journal in the sleepless dark somewhere over the Pacific, the cabin lights dim, the hum of engines like a lullaby I couldn’t fall into. Slowly, deliberately, I wrote the word: cancer. I stared at it, the letters stark and final against the page. My first instinct was to scribble it out, as if even thinking it, let alone writing it, might summon it into being. But I didn’t. I let the word sit there. I let myself imagine, just for a moment, what life might be like with the c word. And to my horror, I began to admit that some small part of me wanted it. The same dark reflex that cranes its neck at a car wreck, or leans in when gossip turns sharp and juicy. “If I had cancer,” I wrote, “I would matter.” The words dropped like a stone in my gut—grotesque and true in the same breath. I hated myself for it, but I was also strangely proud. Proud that, at last, I’d managed to cough up a truth so ugly it gleamed.
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​Chapter 3

​The Source
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I didn’t know it then, but I’d been rehearsing for this day for years, out there, where the ocean folds and breath is borrowed. In the ocean, I didn’t live by the same rules. 

When the waves were big I craved the taste of danger, like salt on the tongue. I seemed to have a lust for drama pulling me closer to the edge. I first met my power while learning the strange seduction of flirting with death. I didn't yet know then why I’d been called, only that I was.

Six months before our Central America trip, before the pain started, the height of my big-wave career arrived: an invitation to surf in an official big wave contest, sponsored by a major energy drink company. I knew I wasn’t ready. But I also knew it was the chance I’d been waiting for, the perfect opportunity to push myself in a supportive community, with safety patrols on jet skis close at hand.

Velzy was one. I’d earned my spot in the contest on the strength of waves I rode more than a year before I became pregnant. After he arrived, everything about training shifted. It had been a brutal year—beautiful, but brutal. I trained on dry land when I could, often with him strapped to my chest like a heartbeat I couldn’t set down. Without much time in the ocean, my paddle strength was soft. I did my best, but my body felt rearranged, my cardio always one step behind the woman I used to be. 

Many days, when the ocean roared outside the window, my heart would sink. I was stuck inside, on the floor stacking block towers or pureeing sweet potatoes. He was my whole world. And so often, that world felt like a prison.

When the invitation came, Dave said he believed in me. And I believed him. “The XXL days will be your days, Mel. I’ll handle all the childcare.” He meant it, and I loved him for it. But it wasn’t XXL days I needed. It was months—months of sprints, breath-holds, heavy lifts, small-wave sessions every time the ocean tilted its chin toward me.

On the contest warm-up day, I paddled in at noon while the other women stayed out. Velzy needed a nap, which meant he needed my boobs. I could have stayed out. He could have skipped it. But the way he’d clung to me when I left to paddle out—screaming, trembling—had followed me through all four hours in the water that morning. I thought nothing mattered more to me than chasing big waves. But the fear of something happening to me while out there was real, a self-preservation instinct I’d never known before he arrived.

I thought I could have it all. But the truth is softer and more human: Everything precious asks something of us. And there is always a trade-off. 

Still, the waves reminded me of my power, and I desperately needed to feel that again. So I trained as best I could and relied on muscle memory for the rest.

The contest would be filmed over multiple days, spread across a couple of months, triggered only when the ocean swells rose to at least twenty-five-foot faces. 

I paddled out at Waimea Bay one bumpy afternoon, hoping to catch a wave big enough to at least get a score on the board. The waves were less than perfect. A slight chop crossed the face, making the drop feel more like bouncing down a staircase than carving down a mountain of fresh powder.

The board I was on was all wrong. A friend had shaped it for me when I was at the height of recovery from my eating disorder. Now I was no longer heavy enough to anchor it to the wave. I chattered down the face and barely made it to the shoulder on my feet. Shaken up, I took the next wave in.

When I got out of the water, I explained the problem to Dave.

Dave was a master surfboard maker. He understood things that sounded like a foreign language to me—contour, rails, curvature, channels, fin angles. I’d been surfing almost ten years at that point and still didn’t know how to pick out my own boards. But whenever I told him the kind of waves I wanted to ride, a few weeks later a new board would appear, my name written on the stringer, his signature below it, somehow fitting the wave like a glove.

“Let me make you a gun,” he offered. A gun was a board built for big waves—sharp, narrow, pointed, and shaped for power and performance.

Three days later, he drove us to the shaping room, where my foam blank lay across sawhorses. The room was painted top to bottom in a solid deep ocean green. It smelled like resin, and polyurethane dust hung in the air. 

I watched Dave lay Masonite templates over the foam, tracing lines into the white surface with a rectangular pencil. He asked my opinion about the tail and the nose. “Pin it out a little more,” I suggested. Then, with a hacksaw, he cut the rough outline of my new blade.

“Wanna help?” he asked.

Without waiting for an answer, he pressed the planer into my hands. From behind, he pressed his chest against my back and wrapped his hands around mine, guiding the tool up the half-inch balsa wood stringer.

I’d seen him do this before, when we bought Velzy a cheap rocking crib with uneven wooden casters. I’d complained that the bumpy ride kept him from sleeping. Without a word, Dave went outside and came back with his tool chest. Bent over in the midday heat, he disassembled the rockers, sanding and smoothing, assembling to assess, then taking them apart again to perfect them. 

An hour later, he called me in for the litmus test. We placed Velzy in the crib and watched the perfectly even rocking fail to soothe our endlessly colicky baby. After several minutes of listening to Velzy scream, Dave walked out. I thought he was mad—maybe at me for complaining and costing him an hour of work.

Then he returned with a baby carrier strapped to his sweat-soaked chest. Gently, he picked up our furious baby and slipped him into the carrier, beginning the bounce-and-sway dance every parent knows, whispering soft shushing sounds while he held Velzy’s head against his chest. Soon the room grew quiet. I collapsed onto the bed while Dave kept swaying.

Now, in the shaping room, I felt his sweat and breath against my cheek as we rocked forward and back over the stringer, forward and back, imagining the waves I’d ride, the glory I’d feel, the future we would build.

Over the next three weeks, he spent a couple hours in the shop almost every day, placing layers of fiberglass and resin, sanding and polishing, coming home dirty and tired.

When the board finally came home with him, I couldn’t believe my eyes. He’d swirled colors into the resin—pink, purple, and baby blue. It looked just like a colorful drawing Velzy and I had made together and taped to the fridge.

Dave’s eyes beamed when he tucked the board under my arm. I breathed in the deep smell of fresh resin, like the mock orange growing on our hedge. I ran my fingers along the rails, feeling where they shifted from sharp to rounded, checking the rocker. Each curve felt like quiet evidence of commitment.

Then I turned toward him. Camera ready, he snapped a very real, very unflattering, photo of me, complete with my mouth hanging open in shock.

On the bottom, inscribed under the dimensions, were the words:

To the moon and back, Momma.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever received.

On the biggest contest day, my body trembled with that board tucked under one arm. Somewhere beneath my ribs, a small animal thrashed to get free. The fear was nearly unbearable. And yet, like an ancient god calling worshipers to the altar, the roar of the ocean drew me forward.

I breathed deeply, inflating my belly, expanding my ribs. I held it in for a five count, then slowly let it out, counting to ten, then ten again. Just to be sure, I forced ten excruciating jumping jacks in the soft sand, no air in my lungs. Then one deep breath. I held it for one minute.

I checked my heart rate. It had fallen by over forty beats per minute. Good to go. I’d perfected willpower to the point of autonomic nervous system control. I zipped up my wetsuit, grabbed my new 10'2" gun, and walked to the water’s edge. A man carrying his own massive surfboard approached from the south. This swell had a twenty-second interval. The sets would come every fifteen minutes—just enough time to paddle the half-mile to where the waves broke.

We stood in silence, watching, counting. Two more men joined us. Then the horizon lifted.

Whitewater feathered like a snowcap atop a moving mountain. Colorful boards scattered, surfers scrambling for deep water. One board turned. One surfer answered the call. We watched as he dropped, a streak of color against a turquoise wall, before the wave exploded in a roar that shook the beach. Someone had ridden a behemoth.

I reminded myself to breathe. My stomach clenched, but I kept my gaze forward. This is fear. This is my friend. Hello, fear.

None of the men spoke. Three more waves thundered through—two rides, one brutal wipeout. A low groan rippled through us, knowing the punishment the fallen surfer was about to endure.

And then the ocean went still.

“Let's go, boys!” I called, seizing the window.

We sprinted for the water, paddling the moment our bodies hit the boards. There wouldn’t be a second to waste. I wasn’t planning to ride anything today. Survival would be the victory—making it to the lineup and back, alive.

Walls of whitewater, taller than semis, shattered across the deep channel. I angled north, just like Dave had taught me, slipping into the rip current that would pull me away from the frothing pit. Two of the guys were thrown back to shore. I scratched over the lip just seconds before the next wave detonated. One beat slower and I would have been sent tumbling back to the sand.

After an exhausting paddle I finally reached the safety of the deep water channel outside the breaking waves. I recognized some of my surf mentors sitting in the lineup, steady and sure. Legends, really. A couple of the girls spotted me way off in the channel, floating with the jet skis and photographers.They waved me over, calling out.

“Come on, Mel!” It was her, Bianca, the woman I’d first seen riding a big wave three years earlier in Mexico.

If I was going to push myself even one step further today, it would be this: not just making it out, but sitting in the lineup.

Sitting out in the channel was safe. Predictable.

But the lineup—where the waves broke—was wild, shifting.

Sometimes waves broke a few feet farther out. Sometimes hundreds.

Sit too far outside, and you never catch a wave.

Sit too far inside, and you get crushed.

I found a spot on the shoulder—close enough to be part of it, far enough to still have an escape route. I wasn’t planning to catch anything. Just being there—sitting in position—would be more than I had planned. But my friends kept waving me closer. “Just twenty minutes, Mel! Sit on the peak for twenty minutes. You’ll be proud of yourself.” I pushed myself one step further.

Heart pounding, I inched in and took my place. I had barely settled when the horizon lifted.

Small talk ended.

Surfers scrambled.

A set was stacking out the back.

"Go, Mel!"

The shouts came from all around me. Unwritten surf rules say when an elder surfer gives you a wave they could have had, you have to go. I was committed. The wave was perfect. A beautiful green monster, wild and flawless. And it was coming straight toward me.

No time to think. Only to move.

I whipped my board around to face the beach and started digging with everything I had. The wave lifted me. I glanced over my shoulder—white water feathered along the crest, the beast already breathing down my neck. It looked impossible. But I had learned that things that looked impossible often weren’t. I kept my mind fixed on what was true: There would be just enough slope for the pin of my tail to catch. There always was.

I trusted the board and Dave’s craftsmanship. I trusted my body. I trusted the part of me that knew how to survive.

But the wave passed under me, unbroken.

I hadn't had the strength—or I hadn't judged it right. Either way, it was a swing and a miss. The worst possible outcome. Instead of being safely outside the breaking waves, I was fifteen yards inside, directly in the kill zone. I glanced over my shoulder. Another wave—bigger, meaner—was thundering toward me. Around me, surfers dropped to their boards, paddling for their lives.

No more shouting now. Just survival.

The lip pitched forward as I felt myself getting sucked up the face. This was it. The split-second moment. If I could make it over the top, I'd be safe. If I mistimed it, even by half a second, I’d be flung over the falls, slammed into the reef.

Instinct moved faster than thought. I paddled hard, trusting I had just enough time. Somehow, I scratched over the top. I landed on the back side of the wave with a jarring thud.

But it wasn’t over. Out to sea, the third wave—bigger still—was bearing down on me.

This time, I doubted I’d make it. There wasn’t time to be afraid. You can panic when your feet hit the sand, I told myself. I would need to make the call now: Try to out run it or dive under?

I glanced right. The world champion surfer was ditching her board and diving deep. I trusted her judgment more than my own. No hesitation. I flung my board away and dove.

Everything went black. Instinct took over. I went limp, arms out, letting the ocean have me. Stay calm. Stay calm. The wave grabbed my board with a violent jerk, whipping me like a lure on the end of a line. I spun through the dark, body flailing.

Enjoy it, I told myself. This is what you live for. This is the moment that matters. You can last.

My lungs burned. Panic scratched at the edges. I forced it down. Then the pull eased. The chaos loosened its grip.

I reached for my leash and gave it a desperate tug. I felt resistance—my board was still there. A wave of relief. I climbed the leash hand over hand, lungs screaming for air.

I broke the surface, gasping. One breath. Two. No time to celebrate. The next wave was already coming. I sucked in one last breath and dove.

This time, it was harder. Those three quick breaths weren’t enough. If another wave followed, I was in real trouble. The second wave let me go sooner. I'd already been dragged through the worst of it.

I surfaced and spotted a window—deep water where the next wave wouldn't break. I scrambled onto my board, muscles screaming, and paddled like hell. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her—the world champion—grinning wide, electric with life. And I felt it too, alive, all the way alive.

The fear. The heat of my own flame, unbridled power. The way the ocean had stripped me down to nothing and then handed me back my life. I laughed—wild, breathless, almost feral. It had been the best ride of my life. Even underwater. The adrenaline lit up my body, and for a moment, I felt immortal. 



​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 4

​The Ledger Revealed
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Six months after that underwater ride of my life, I sat in a windowless exam room at The Queen’s Medical Center in Honolulu. The ultrasound tech kept her eyes glued to her screen. She moved the wand slowly, silently, over the left side of my lower abdomen then back again. Her forehead tightened. I tried to fill the space with a nervous laugh.

“It’s probably just a cyst. I’ve had a few before.”

She didn’t flinch. Just kept scanning, eyes narrowed. The screen cast a cold glow across the darkened room, illuminating her focused expression. She froze the image. Clicked. Froze another. My heart thudded in sync with each tap of the mouse. Then she paused, just staring at her screen. She was young, maybe mid-twenties. How many cases like mine had she seen?

“Umm...” Her voice rose about an octave. “I’m just gonna go get the doctor. I’ll be right back.”

I’d had this procedure biannually for the past seven years since I discovered I had the genetic mutation. This was the first time a doctor had ever been brought in. The tech left quickly. I sat up, clutching the thin hospital gown to my chest, the paper lining crackling beneath me. The room was quiet now, except for the faint hum of the machine and the drumming of my heart. I was supposed to be catching waves in Central America, not sitting in a sterile exam room in Hawaii, waiting to find out if my rigid and distended abdomen was going to ruin—or end—my life.

When the tech returned with the doctor, they spoke in hushed tones. “It’s kinda... everywhere...” her voice trailed off.

It was a parasite. It had to be, right? My mind tried to remind me that I’d been coughing that raspy dry cough since before we left Hawaii, as I packed my surfboard bag, and when I hoisted it off the airport conveyor belt in Central America. This was before I’d ever bitten into a pupusa or a fried plantain. But I reminded myself I couldn’t be certain that cough was related to my now-pregnant-looking belly.

I was thirty-seven. Over the past three months, I’d woken up each morning to practice yoga with my son climbing all over me. Then I took my first turn in the waves, at least a couple hours, before a nap and a second surf session. My arms looked like ropes, and my back muscles bulged. I was supposed to be healthier than ever. In my mind, I made a plan to run by the health food store after this appointment and pick up some wormwood and diatomaceous earth. I’d treat the parasite then go back to living my wild life on the edge. 

I snapped back to reality when the doctor turned to me. I could tell she was choosing her words carefully.

“Melanie, I’m sending these images to your oncologist. You have a lot of fluid accumulation in your abdomen, and I believe this is related to your BRCA diagnosis.”

An hour later, my phone rang. It was the office of my oncologist. My virtual follow up visit would need to be in person, and I would need to come at 8:00 a.m. the next day.

So much for that parasite cleanse.

I went straight to the lab for bloodwork to test cancer markers. I knew from past draws the results would be in by evening. Then I tried to stay calm and grabbed lunch with a friend. I told her about the ultrasound with practiced calm. 

“Well, we don’t know until we know,” she said, and then the conversation drifted back to her new dog and Velzy’s sleep schedule. I wanted her to gasp, to grab my hand, to share in the terror that pulsed beneath my voice, but she didn’t. Instead I felt myself shrinking again, invisible in the face of my own fear. For a fleeting moment I thought of what I’d written in my journal weeks before: “If I had cancer, I would matter.” The words returned, heavy and true.

After lunch, I called a nurse friend. “Did you get a CA-125 blood test?” she asked. I told her I was waiting for results. “Well, this is scary. Can we just acknowledge that?” she said simply. Her words landed like a gift. Just being seen, having my fear named, was enough. I thanked her and drove home to tell Dave.

I waited until Velzy slept, then I finally opened the lab portal: CA-125: 300. Normal is 35 or below. I gave the number to Dave through sobs. He had been my anchor before. My pain had mattered to him back then, when I was injured and alone. I reached for that memory now.

I’d been lifting a moving box, preparing for our first shared apartment, when pain lit my lower back. Dave’s hand landed on my shoulder—steady, unhurried.

“Sit,” he’d said, easing me onto a folded blanket. 

Then he’d hoisted the box as I watched his chiseled back muscles flex, and I’d felt the quiet relief of a partner who showed up.

Tonight I leaned into that memory—and into his chest—until his shirt was wet with tears. When the storm inside me finally hushed, he kissed my forehead. “Time for bed,” he whispered. “No overthinking tonight.”
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