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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      My ex used to joke that she kept my balls on a keychain in her purse. Tara’s way of fighting the Patriarchy was telling the internet that my manhood lay tucked obediently in her vegan leather valet, alongside my guts, spine, and whatever other body part she decided was actually oppressive. Well, joke’s on her. When my balls suddenly grew from golf to tennis size, my oncologist, Dr. Gavilánes, had her surgeon snip them off and drop them into an incinerator, not her purse.

      Because that’s what you do when the testicles are riddled with cancer.

      Which Tara would have turned into a quip about my literally toxic masculinity, probably.

      Today I was scheduled to see Dr. Gavilánes about the dreaded C Word. Not Cancer. That’s the C word normies fear. They sent my cancer to the gonad guillotine months ago, and since then I’ve lived seven lifetimes of anxiety, panic, emasculation, dissociation, and hysterical freaking out. I’m well beyond single-concept emotions. Today I was feeling that magical blend of nihilistic despair and complete lack of fucks that empowers you to do anything—because when life is relentless horror, what does one more atrocity matter? Cancer is really great for building atrocity tolerance. Highly recommend it. Feeling a bit too soft? Enjoying the gentle ups and downs of life, the distinct lack of mortal terror? Boy, have I got a disease for you. To a normal person, the answer to what’s the worst that could happen is usually cancer. But to people with cancer, the answer is usually chemo.

      Today my risk of recurrence score came in. Today I’d learn whether or not I needed the Other C Word.

      Spoiler alert: when the doctor drags you into the office instead of telling you over the phone, it’s not good news.

      The first time we met, Dr. Gavilánes said she wanted to be a veterinarian as a kid, but felt sorry for the neutered dogs. Not so much the neutered men, apparently. “It’s different for people,” she’d said. “We know our pain has a reason. An animal doesn’t.” As a person, I beg to differ. Pain has no reason. Pain is purely unreasonable. It lies, too. Convinces you it isn’t what it is, that you caused it somehow, failed your own body. Or so I thought, until the giant magnet scanned me and discovered a pocket full of poison between my legs. Then I knew the pain wasn’t my fault, or my imagination; it was right there on the MRI for all the residents to ogle. So why did I spend the previous year in agony, telling myself that weird tightness and fullness was just blue balls, that I was too horny, too needy, that I should stop pawing my girlfriend and simply try not to scream when I jerked off and felt like an IED had detonated in my groin, that I should let our dead bedroom destroy our already doomed relationship and maybe my entire body until my best friend (who, as a lesbian, generally thinks about balls as little as possible) said, “Let’s make a deal. We both hate doctors. But if you get your balls checked, I’ll do my boobs.” Clever girl. Self-care never motivates me—but self-care via worry for someone else’s well-being? Bingo.

      If I die of cancer at age thirty-three, let this be my contribution to humanity:

      
        
          	
        Pick friends who are smarter than you.
      

      	
        For fuck’s sake, don’t rationalize pain.
      

      

      

      

      Dr. G had done well for herself. Her office perched twenty floors up a silvery spire of skyscraper overlooking the lake. Spring thaw had cracked the ice and cluttered the blue with crushed diamond. Chicago was a jagged and glittering thing, pecking its way out of winter’s crystal shell. But despite the soothing Scandi wood tones and creamy (very non-vegan) leather sofas and essential oils that evoked calm ocean or sleepy sea or cancer, but chill, the clinic felt airless. Men came here clenching every muscle in their bodies, fearing some nebulous but devastating loss of identity, some primal unmanning. Was it the same for the women in other elegantly sterile buildings? Somehow I don’t think they’re as fragile as we are. Take the most enlightened, progressive man, and no matter how liberated he thinks he is from gender norms, he’s gonna squirm when he hears the words testicular abnormality. Here’s another fun one: neoplasm. That just means new tissue. What’s scary about that? What’s scary is there shouldn’t fucking be new tissue there. But some bad seed took root, and a tendril of sickness began winding through your cells, slowly, inexorably, a strangling vine. It choked the thing society promises doesn’t make you a man, but everyone gave you sad puppy eyes anyway and said, “I’m so sorry, Cam,” as if already grieving who they thought you were.

      This ran through my head every time. I saw it in the eyes of the others—mostly young, barely bearded, not yet fathers—sitting on those incredibly soft sofas. The question hovering over all of us:

      What kind of man will I be after this?

      “Mr. LeClerc.”

      No amount of softness could stop the wince when I stood. I’d healed well, physically. The incisions and swelling had faded. But nothing can prepare you for the micro-nightmare every time you stand up and that familiar weight between your legs is just fucking gone. It’s like a dream where your teeth fall out, except it happens fifty times a day, and you’re always awake.

      I’d done labs this morning, so they took me straight to the office. Dr. G entered a moment later, gliding with that brisk, intense air as if she’d just gotten off a plane and had twenty minutes to make her connection but was gracefully stopping to meet with you first, because you were old friends.

      “Camden, you’re looking well. How do you feel?”

      She must have been up since asscrack o’clock, but she could have been a pro makeup model. In comparison I resembled a freshly rescued street dog. They cleared me to shower six weeks ago, but I’d been speedrunning my bathroom visits to avoid looking at, touching, and otherwise acknowledging The Damage. When it comes to coping I’m firmly in the find a nice warm pile of sand and faceplant camp.

      “I don’t feel like hot garbage. More like room-temp garbage.”

      “So, an improvement.”

      “Technically.”

      Dr. G smiled. I searched it for signs of pity, but she never showed it. When she’d given me the sit-down talk to tell me I had cancer—which I already knew, thanks to the radiology results popping up on my phone while I was at work explaining to an annoyed customer that he couldn’t return his in-ear headphones even though he’d only inserted them into his ear canals “right after a shower, for like two seconds,” while my phone was announcing malignant neoplasm like some kind of anime attack move and I almost screamed take your fucking refund, David, I don’t care about this anymore, I have cancer—Dr. G had given me that same smile, and said, “I know it feels overwhelming. But this is my forte. I fight this devil every day. Believe me when I tell you: we’ve got this.”

      She wore that smile again now.

      “It’s chemo, isn’t it?” I said.

      She handed me a piece of paper. At the top, above a neat grid of percentages and bar graphs, was the only number that mattered. If that number was 0 through 10, no chemo; 11 through 25, maybe chemo; 26 and up, definitely chemo.

      My number was 26.

      Of course.

      “We can talk details,” Dr. G said, “or you can take some time to process. I know it’s not what you wanted to hear. But we will get through it.”

      “I still haven’t processed any of this. Why start now? I’ll take the details, please.”

      Four sessions. Three weeks apart. The chemo cocktail would slow down cell division, halting the rapid multiplication of cancer cells. It would also kill any cells in the process of dividing. Which meant cancer—but also all the other things that renew continually, like hair, nails, skin, taste buds. “If I have to be bald,” I said wryly, “at least I’ll be slim.” Actually, Dr. G explained, many patients gained weight during chemo. Something about inflammation, water retention, basically the body flipping the fuck out because it was being systematically poisoned. “That’s what chemo is,” she said. “We kill the cancer with poison. But the poison kills a little bit of everything.” Three weeks to recover, just in time for the side effects to abate before the next toxic injection.

      “At least it’s only four sessions,” I said, less amused.

      I will never forget the look in her eyes when she said, “Four is all I think you can take.”

      

      Someone drove me home. It might even have been me.

      Bourbon waited at the door, his tail wagging eighty miles an hour. My beautiful boy, a fox red Labrador Retriever, with a coat the color of October leaves and eyes of pure ochre. Autumn on four feet. I scratched his ears and stood in the center of the dim apartment and surveyed my kingdom. Thirty-three years of hustling, and this was what I’d collected: a cheap Ikea couch that had never seen better days; a wall of yellowing posters for bands that no longer existed; a mad scientist’s nest of audio gear, keyboards caked in dust and modular synths which weren’t even plugged into anything; sagging shelves of half-read books; a tower of tape cassettes more sculptural than functional; and on and on. Above the bricked-over fireplace was my prize collection: every portable music player I’d ever owned, from my middle school Sony Walkman to my college Apple iPod, each still in perfect working order, though the last time they played music was before the musicians I now listened to were born.

      As I counted these accumulations of a man’s life, a clear theme emerged:

      Silence.

      To fix that, I got a dog. He helped make some noise. Now he was slowing down, snoring through sirens instead of chasing the whirling lights across the living room, which I never dwelled on because losing my best friend after losing my nuts was too fucking much.

      I didn’t take off my jacket. Instead I grabbed the leash hanging by the door and said the magic word that still brought out the puppy in him.

      “Walk?”

      Bourbon dragged me down the stairs as if someone paid him to take a hit out on me. For a while I forgot the frivolity of my human miseries because wrangling one hundred pounds of zesty Labrador through the west side of Chicago is a max-focus task. He knew exactly where we were headed: out of our hood and across that invisible income line that separates welfare-dependent Austin from multimillionaire Oak Park. It was a stark swap from the potholes and neon check-cashing signs to hand-lettered boutique windows and bowls of complimentary canine water. Too early for the trees to bud, but the birds heralded spring by shitting all over the sidewalk. Bourbon made frequent pauses to sniff and ponder various vintages of pigeon guano.

      I picked up two coffees to go (plus a puppy cookie) from one of our favorite beaneries, Jitter, and made it to Ro’s apartment before the coffee cooled. She must have heard Bourbon jingle-belling his way up the stairs, because the door opened and my other best friend—the human one—peered at me acidly from somewhere around four-foot-eleven.

      “Who are you?” Ro said. “You look a lot like someone who’s been ghosting me.”

      “I am St. Caffeine, here to bring you the gift of God’s love, and mental alertness.”

      “Keep the love. Give me the coffee.”

      She seized a cup as I stepped in. The difference between my place and hers was Depression versus ADHD. Color, light, noise, and movement vibrated everywhere. I counted at least six screens playing various videos, two speakers blaring different songs (resulting in a dope mash-up of Brahms with Nirvana’s “All Apologies”), and about fifty other gadgets doing gadgety things. The centerpiece was an enormous 3D printer slowly whirring back and forth, building the base of some unknown object. My place was a tomb; her place was a rave. Funnily enough, at this moment Ro was serene, dreadlocks neatly coiled about her tiny elfin face, hands curled lovingly around the coffee cup, closing her eyes to inhale and give a small, contented sigh. Stimulants had a tendency to calm her.

      “Vanilla maple?” she said, opening one eye.

      “Damn, you’re good.”

      “This makes up for the ghosting. But you still owe me an explanation.”

      Bourbon bonked his head against her knees till she relented and scratched. While he occupied her attention, I took a seat at the breakfast bar, stalling. I didn’t know we were coming here till I clipped on his leash. Truth was, I hadn’t walked my dog farther than a block in months. I’d barely kept either of us alive. This was stupid. Cancer, like kids, takes a village. I had friends and family to help.

      And I hadn’t told any of them a thing.

      Do you think this has anything to do with the emotional abuse you endured at the hands of your ex-girlfriend? said the therapist in my head.

      No shit, Sherlock, I thought, and hit mute.

      “I haven’t been ghosting you,” I said, unconvincingly. “I’ve texted.”

      “Texting is not a substitute for seeing your probably attractive face.”

      Rowan Yardley had set boundaries on our relationship approximately 1.2 seconds after it started. If I recall, her exact words were, “I like your T-shirt. I’m not into men, though, so please don’t take that as flirting, or we can’t be friends. And that would make me sad, because I don’t have any friends who like Hum.” I’m pretty sure my exact words to her were, “Hell yeah. Nice to meet you, new friend.”

      That was college, and another life. I don’t know how to make new friends anymore, and I don’t know how to ask existing friends for help.

      “Camden.” Her cup sat on the counter. Ro willingly shutting off her caffeine drip-feed meant she was serious. “You need to tell me. Whatever it is, I need to know.”

      I swallowed, but couldn’t get the words out. It felt like a massive fist had punched me square in the throat.

      “Oh my god. You’re dying.”

      “Not anymore,” I said, and the floodgates opened.

      In the following hour of stifled sobs, fragmented storytelling, and industrial consumption of Kleenex (all me), I somehow communicated the key facts. Yes, I had cancer. They removed it. But it might not be fully gone, so we had to kill my whole body a little bit, just to be sure. Ro, being Ro, didn’t cry, but asked many pointed questions, such as, “What the actual fuck?” And, “What the hell is wrong with you? Besides cancer, obviously.” By the end, her fingers fluttered over her laptop as she Googled my chemo drugs.

      “I’m okay,” I promised. “I can handle this on my own.”

      She nodded, her glasses flickering with reflected text like some secret code. “I know you can. But now you don’t have to.”

      

      I left at dusk, with excuses about feeding the dog. Part of me wanted to stay all night and bask in the comfort of Ro’s tranquil aura and deranged toy shop; part of me felt unholy guilt about making my best friend worry, first by disappearing, now by reappearing.

      You should see a therapist, said the therapist in my head.

      Didn’t I tell you to shut up? I thought.

      Evening sun spilled its slow honey down a cobblestone alley and I remembered, with stabbing vividness, standing under that exact wrought-iron streetlamp and kissing my ex-girlfriend as glittering white flakes spun around us like a gently-shaken snowglobe. That was during one of our off-again/on-again phases. Five years of breaking up and making up. She kept me on a yo-yo leash.

      Her contact was still in my phone, but I’d changed the details. Under a pic of a cartoon chihuahua I’d renamed her ren. Which, of course, made me stimpy.

      My finger hovered over her name. Then my dog lunged forward and launched my phone airborne, and I dove for it and managed to accidentally do some kind of Olympic tumble and land on one knee, staring at the pristine loafer of the man who had just stepped on my screen. He didn’t even break stride, absorbed in his own phone, his tailored athleisure-wear and asshole techbro haircut signifying an elite specimen unconcerned with plebs like me. Bourbon had lunged to snatch a leaf, which he presented to me generously.

      My phone, somehow, was unscathed.

      “All good,” I called after the man. “Thanks for checking.”

      It would actually be better if it shattered. I couldn’t bring myself to delete photos, and Google loved to torture me by tossing together albums with titles like Fun at the Beach (the “fun” was watching my ex glued to her phone) and Remember This Day? (the day she broke up with me, for the last time, hours after my cancer diagnosis).

      I didn’t really want to be here, in the real world where people with fancy jobs and nontoxic relationships and two functioning testicles walked around oblivious to the sorrows of us schlubs. But I also didn’t want to be home, in that time capsule coffin that reeked of unachieved potential and stale mac-and-cheese. I didn’t want to be anywhere. My knee throbbed in pain. My heart curled up like a cat and hissed not to be touched. I just wanted to be away from myself.

      This is when it pays to have a dog.

      I took Bourbon to the park, letting him guide us along the paths, stopping to sniff furiously at random patches of dead grass, to chase a plastic bag with laser focus until he was distracted by a hamburger wrapper, to lap water from a pet fountain and then immediately shake his head, spraying it all over me. He made three new friends (no problem for a dog) and got pets and treats, his reward for merely existing. It was nice watching him live his simple, joyful life. It was nice just being outside. Green crept in at the edges of the world as if it were bleeding raw emerald. Something ferocious stirred within the earth, cracking its icy chrysalis, clawing its way into the cold, unforgiving light. Maybe it would stir in me again too, someday. But first I had to sit a little longer in darkness.

      We were walking home down Lake Street, basking in the cozy glow of streetlamps and shop signs, a shining golden thread winding through the deepening blue, when my heart froze.

      I had seen a face I knew.

      Instinct kept me moving, but as we passed the building I glanced back casually through the restaurant window. It was her, of course. Dimly lit, but unmistakable. That perpetually perplexed pout, that wrinkle-free brow, that look of a little girl with a magnifying glass, scorching ants in the sun. I would know that silhouette from anyone.

      Tara.

      It wasn’t until I turned the corner, my heart bashing at my ribs, that I processed the entire scene. That she was not alone, but was sitting at a table across from a man, and that man was Asshole Haircut.

      We know better, don’t we, Bourbon? We know not to get entangled with this person again. We know she lives nearby, that there is always a chance we’ll run into her, and we’ve told ourselves in alternating tones of horror and hope that we will handle it like an adult, if it happens.

      Well, it happens now.

      So we do a little stalking.

      I walked a while to cool down before circling back. Didn’t see a thing that passed before my eyes; the world may as well have been pop-up ads, my brain automatically X’ing them. I was running scenarios at lightspeed in my mind. If they were still there, then we do This; if they were holding hands, then That. If she looked at him more lovingly than she had ever looked at me. If she looked happy. If she, if she.

      “Don’t let me do this to myself,” I told the dog.

      Bourbon raised his disconcertingly expressive eyebrows and said nothing.

      Well, he’s a dog. Man’s best enabler.

      This time I was on the opposite side of the street when I passed the restaurant, and I stopped and pretended to adjust Bourbon’s leash while I watched. A server stood at her table. Her slender shoulders shrugged, those shoulders I remembered tattooing with kisses, inscribing her skin with my heat, my need. She was sitting alone. The server nodded and took away the plates and she lifted her wine glass in a tiny hand. But she didn’t sip—just stared. Then she set it back down and cupped a hand over her eyes, sobbing.

      Some predators disguise themselves with fragility. It is vital to remember that.

      Bourbon, bored of my bad life decisions, trotted after a kid with a greasy takeout bag. If I glanced back now, and she glanced across the street, and our glances happened to meet⁠—

      This is embarrassing, said the head therapist.

      I know, I thought. But embarrassing is all I’ve got.

      We walked for blocks and blocks. I unzipped my jacket, invited the scalpel slice of March wind, let it star my eyes with tears. It didn’t matter if I walked miles here or miles in another country, another continent; I couldn’t get away from her. She had taken up permanent residence in my brain, and Chicagoans are big on tenant’s rights. Of course I stumbled upon her with a successful, handsome, higher-tier man. She was everywhere. In my memories, in my phone, in unwashed hoodies that still exuded whiffs of her scent, in the bathroom cabinet where her mascara or moisturizer randomly resurfaced, in the songs I could never listen to again and the way her music had borked my Spotify algorithm so badly I contemplated deleting the account. And music, if you haven’t guessed, is my raison d’être. Deleting my Spotify would be like burning my personal Library of Alexandria. All my faves, my influences, my mentors. My entire knowledge base. My fucking happy place.

      Why had I ever let such a hurtful person into my happy place?

      These things kept me from returning to the restaurant. Let her suffer some heartbreak of her own. Not that pain has any lasting effect on a hydra. Cut off its head and it regrows two.

      But maybe, for a moment, she’d feel a sting, and touch the raw red place on her neck and wonder, Is there still some humanity left in me?

      Then a new snake would sprout.

      We turned our weary bones for the long walk home.
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      Dogs are not only fine companions, but also excellent alarm clocks.

      Bourbon woke me every morning at Pee O’Clock. It worried me when he didn’t. He was starting to have accidents in the apartment. Not really accidents, either, but more like his brain glitched, and a block of code in his dog programming got scrambled, and an ordinary routine (drink water) resulted in an unexpected output (pee on cam’s guitar). But this was relatable. As a Person of Cancer, my programming was a hot mess, too. I used to have normal routines like get ready for work and don’t lose your shit at stupid customers and masturbate before texting your ex, but now they were more in the vein of drink water or you’ll fucking die and don’t cry in the shampoo aisle at target.

      …wait, did I masturbate last night?

      Oh, fuck.

      There it was, sent, read, checkmarked, irrevocable, un-undoable.

      I had texted my ex last night.

      My whole body cringed as if I’d slugged myself in the nonexistent nads. I stuffed the phone in my pocket and fled downstairs, Bourbon at my heels. Some bit of functional code made me grab his leash (keep the dog alive) and I snapped it on him just before he kamikazed into the street. Autopilot engaged, and I apologized to the old man he nearly steamrolled and pirouetted through the mud in my unlaced sneakers and somehow got him to a tree before he pissed on someone’s leg.

      Then I took my phone back out and took a deep, deep breath.

      No reply, but the checkmark showed she’d read it. This must have happened sometime between searching worst chemo side effects and is holistic medicine actually bullshit. If I had slept, I couldn’t remember. Everything after that chemo score was a blur. I could only read the first few words of my text in the preview: look i know i shouldnt be doing this but i…

      Oh, fuck. This was bad.

      No punctuation. I’d been fully in my feels, typing as quickly as possible. As if I were writing lyrics again, except you don’t fucking write lyrics to your fucking ex, you weak-assed, Stockholm-syndromed, simping little fuckstick.

      Fuck.

      Bourbon politely pawed my joggers, leaving a bright black stripe of mud. I was beyond caring. What could I possibly do now? Say I was tired/drunk/lonely/had cancer? Be vulnerable with someone who used my vulnerability like a cat uses a scratching post?

      Or be a grown-up and run from my problems?

      I deleted the entire text chain.

      This was a long time coming, anyway. Why keep those messages where she’d dropped the words that broke my universe—I don’t think this is working anymore—that relationship Big Bang that exploded us apart, forever? Why torture myself with a record of us in happier times, or at least times when we still tried to fake it? The in-jokes, the increasingly rare sexts, the random photos or songs we’d share and say, This made me think of you. Most of those came from me, sure. But she fed me just enough to keep a Pavlovian hold. Every time my text notification bell rang, my heart started drooling.

      Fuck you, Pavlov.

      Deleted.

      It really did feel like a weight lifting off my chest. But that weight kept rising, and my heels hovered, and gravity grew tenuous, and I felt like I was being sucked into the sky on a path straight into a jet turbine.

      Somehow I was back in the apartment, drenched in cold sweat, not quite remembering how I got there. Oh, no. This was not happening. I could not afford a panic attack now—I had to be at work in thirty minutes.

      In the past three months I’d done more crying than I had in my whole pre-cancer life. Again I felt my throat thickening, felt the seams of my togetherness start to tear. Another fun perk of castration: your testosterone takes a nosedive, and you’re essentially left in male menopause (“Manopause,” Dr. G joked, and I said, “Please never use that word again”). Same symptoms: sweating, hot flashes, mood swings. Sex hormones not only govern reproduction, but they’re also, for some fuck-forsaken reason, our climate and mood control. Turns out you need them so you don’t cook your own organs or end up on the evening news under Local Man Loses It. There was a bottle of T gel waiting at my pharmacy, but before I could even start playing mad chemist with my hormones, I’d get injected with chemo and become a human petri dish, alive but in a state of low-key murder, when six months ago I’d been a normal guy with a normal body and no clue how it was about to betray me.

      You can “beat” cancer, but the victory takes something from you anyway. A little piece of trust in yourself. A naïve assumption that your body wants to preserve its own future. That the call won’t come from inside the house.

      Bourbon licked my hand. I made myself unclench it, and did the one bit of self-care I never felt guilty for.

      I opened my music and pressed play.

      A tired yet boyish voice floated from my dusty speakers, lilting over the melancholy shimmer of strummed guitars. From the first chord it was bittersweet, the sound of a strained, desperate hope. But wasn’t all hope desperate? If it didn’t strain for something, hope would already be triumph. The Smashing Pumpkins, “I of the Mourning.” My song for when nothing was going right and no better world seemed possible. For those times I felt trapped in my own skin, in the chains of the choices I’d made. In the last year I had listened to it more and more often, those final words slicing straight through the strings of my heart. Over and over Billy said, “What is it you want to change?”

      And I thought, Everything.

      

      For six days, I worked. It went like this:

      
        
        
        wake up

        freak out

        calm down

        clock in

        clock out.

        (don’t think about her.)

        stay cool

        force smile

        scan code

        swipe card

        denial.

        (don’t think about it.)

        eat shit

        jerk off

        walk dog

        don’t cry

        don’t stop

        (don’t think

        don’t think

        don’t think

        don’t think)

        pretend

        this is

        enough.

      

      

      

      Ro came by every night. I didn’t deserve her. She brought beer and cookies and her laptop, and sat cross-legged on my sofa with Bourbon curled at her feet, her dreadlocks dancing as she typed, nodded, fidgeted, mumbled to herself. This was how she worked: sinking into her own world, there but not there, swimming in strange and ethereal waters in some invisible aquarium. I knew better than to interrupt. Instead I played DJ, queuing tracks and gauging her approval by the tenor of her mutterings. Once, when I walked past the couch, her hand shot up like a stop sign. She flipped her screen around to show a pic of a big boxy machine, with a hose coiling out, connecting to what looked like an old-fashioned electrocution cap.

      “Could you wear that?” she said.

      I shrugged. “Don’t think that’s considered a humane way to kill anymore.”

      “It’s not deadly. But it is painful. And it works.”

      Not an electric chair; a cold cap. Which didn’t sound far off. Chemo destroys your hair by seeping into the scalp and fucking with your follicles. Same way it creeps into your fingers and toes, nibbling away nerve endings, causing neuropathy—sometimes permanent. But they’d found a way to keep the chemo out of the nooks and crannies of the body that didn’t need it: cold.

      “So if I freeze my head, I won’t go bald?”

      “No. You’ll still lose hair. It’s unavoidable. But the idea is not to lose as much. And, more importantly, it won’t be permanent.”

      I felt as if she’d just plugged the cold machine directly into my veins. “Wait, what? Permanent hair loss?”

      Ro crunched an animal cracker. “They didn’t tell you?”

      “Maybe I missed it during all the crying.”

      “Permanent loss is a possibility. Cold capping gives you better odds.”

      “I believe you. You know your science. You’re like Curie, with fewer questionable rocks in your pockets.” I was frowning, and couldn’t stop. “How painful is it?”

      “I don’t know. How painful is it to lose something forever?”

      Damn.

      Well, I’m the last person to ask. I never let anything go. You pet me once, you’ve got a puppy for life. Pathological clinginess is just one of my Highly Eligible Bachelor traits.

      “You’re doing that thing again,” Ro said, not quite looking at my face. “Having complex emotions. Explain.”

      When your best friend is on the spectrum, this is a common question.

      So I told her about my dumbass text to my ex and my dumbass lonely heart and confirmed with her that I was, in fact, a raging dumbass. Then she shared her own snafu about accidentally insulting a girl on a dating app by telling her she had “beautiful eyes, like a fish,” and I laughed and thought, Fuck, I missed you, Robot. Her own nickname for herself, proudly reclaiming what the world used to diminish her. Because obviously an autistic girl must be broken, must be a robot instead of a woman, because women intuitively understand and expertly express emotions. And a man who has no balls and cries must be broken, too, because only women can understand or express emotion. Neither of us fit into our birth-assigned binary. If she was broken, so was I. And my best friend was not fucking broken.

      On Day Five they put my port in and I also became a robot. “Cyborg,” Ro corrected, beaming. I was hopped up on happy meds and woozy from twilight anesthesia, but I felt that bastard immediately, like a Lego implanted just above my pec. This was so all the needles they had to stick in me over the course of the next three months wouldn’t blow my veins like a heroin addict. Chemo is so caustic it can destroy a vein after a couple of pokes. So now I had my very first cyborg upgrade: a chunk of plastic hooked directly into my vascular system. While Ro drove me home I kept touching it. They had glued the incision closed; the port looked like some weird square bump, as if a giant pixel were trying to burst through my skin. Maybe it was the meds, maybe it was the everything, but suddenly I battled the insane urge to rip the fucker out. This—this wasn’t my body. This wasn’t my body. Not anymore. It was full of cancer and machinery and soon poison and⁠—

      Ro pulled over and said, “Cam, breathe. Count with me. One, in. Two, out. Three, in.”

      I really didn’t deserve her.

      

      C Day.

      There’s no sleeping before a life-altering event. They warned me I might doze off in the infusion chair—getting injected with poison gets boring after a few hours, apparently—but even if I wasn’t scared shitless, the steroids meant no shut-eye. When chemo rips cancer a new asshole, it shreds a lot of good cells, too, so you pump yourself full of steroids to bulk up the good cell supply and build a buffer against wasting away. I spent the night vibrating with energy and anxiety and numbers. Survival rate. Chance of sides. Degree of hair loss. Recurrence risk. As the lucky winner of malignancy in not just one but both balls (odds: less than 1% of patients with testicular cancer), specifically synchronous bilateral seminoma (meaning it started in the cells that make sperm, on both sides), stage 2a (meaning it had spread to a nearby lymph node in the abdomen and was on its way to jailbreaking and infiltrating my whole body, which is metastasis, the really bad thing you really don’t want cancer to do), they weren’t taking chances. Dr. G ordered me EP, a standard heavy-hitter chemo cocktail: etoposide and cisplatin. I’d go for infusion five days in a row, rest for two weeks, rinse, repeat.

      “So which days can I work?” I’d asked.

      Dr. G had looked at me soberly. “If it is an option, by any means necessary, do not work.”

      It was not an option. I barely kept up with the rent hikes each year. More and more I grabbed random gigs to stay afloat—rideshare driver, survey taker, blood donor—but since Tara departed with our car and I, like the total doormat I am, let her keep it with vain hopes she’d come back, I’d been stuck taking the bus to work and praying I wouldn’t be late. If you knew the CTA, you knew the futility of that prayer. But continuing to work wasn’t so bad, honestly. The music store had its perks: I got to play with very expensive toys every day, I got to air whatever music I liked on our killer soundsystem, I got to tell people what to buy with their baffling amounts of disposable income. But the reality was, as Assistant Store Manager, I also served as a human shield for all complaints and issues. So every David with his earwax-encrusted non-returnable item and every teen stealing shit to hawk on eBay was my problem, and it was up to me to make the unwashed mass of assholes—I mean, Valued Customers—happy.

      That was what I had to look forward to after a long, relaxing week of chemo.

      But first things first. Ro had loaned me her car. She was out of town for a work thing, and apologized profusely that she couldn’t go with. It seemed to deeply trouble her, so I promised we’d do the remaining chemo sessions together. With her car I could get there in thirty minutes instead of untold hours on public transit. I had time to shower, shave, and drink the last cup of coffee that would taste like actual coffee for a while.

      I had time to stop hiding from my own body.

      I stripped naked and stepped into the bathroom.

      The man in the mirror looked both strange and familiar at once. Tall and lean, a swimmer’s build, hints of muscle still coiling across his long torso. His hair had begun to thin, masked by a swept-back style; his tats were faded and blurred, like colorful shadows cast through stained glass. His face was “probably attractive,” as Ro described it: chiseled yet sensitive features, a trace of wry sorrow, eternal stubble.

      His dick, utterly average and unremarkable, hung atop a flat, empty pouch of skin, just like his dog’s.

      This was what all the drama was about?

      I braced myself and lifted my cock. Reflexively I flinched, expecting soreness, wrongness, but the true shock was I felt an astonishing amount of absolute nothing. No pain, no tenderness. Yeah, it was strange—still numb in parts, and weird without that familiar weight—but not necessarily bad. Just…different.

      Implants were always an option. Breast cancer survivors can get boob jobs to fix The Damage. I could get a ball job. I’d given it zero thought because I still hadn’t accepted this change to my body, but what was the big deal? Everything my original equipment did could be emulated. Each morning now I slapped on a bit of T gel after my shower, which mimicked what my body used to do naturally, only better. Didn’t matter if I was stressed, depressed, or sleep-deprived: I got my daily ration of testosterone without the fluctuations of a “natural.” TRT was a marked improvement over my baseline. And if needed, I had access to a smörgåsbord of erectile dysfunction drugs and a catalog of silicone nut implants. Everything could be fixed but fertility. In no way, shape, or form was I worried about that, not when the longest relationship of my life had turned out to be an extended exercise in emotional terrorism.

      Why did this upset me so much? What had I really lost?

      I flicked on my electric razor and touched up the edges of my beard. As I squared the corner of my jaw, my hand drifted. Blades buzzed gently against my neck. On the cold cap website, they listed a rigorous hair preservation regimen: stop shampooing, styling, or otherwise sneezing in the general direction of your hair, or you might lose more than you were going to lose anyway. No promises. This was all very experimental and unstandardized. For the next three months I’d have to baby my hair, and even then I was guaranteed to lose something. The hope, as Ro said, was to prevent temporary loss from becoming permanent.

      The stranger in the mirror met my eyes.

      Then he mowed a swath down the center of his scalp.

      Once you start, there’s no going back.

      The razor choked again and again, clogging on fine, silky locks. Nice hair, really. Maybe I’d never truly appreciated that. But rather than wait till chemo fried it, I’d let go now, on my terms. I’d wipe that uncanny stranger away and start with a blank canvas.

      This was the new Cam: cancer survivor.

      Well, as soon as chemo finished making him its bitch.

      

      Ro’s cherry red Mazda was packed full as if a family of clowns were going camping. I had brought, in no particular order: a lunchbox stuffed with snacks, a backpack crammed with electronics, two blankets, two sweaters, two headphones, the cold cap kit plus cryotherapy gloves and socks, and an extra set of clothes (including underwear) in case I horked in horror, shat in despair, or whatever. When in doubt, I overpack. I’m a joy to travel with.

      The car came pre-furnished with tech clutter, which looked both very heavy and very expensive (who has a whole-ass data server in their backseat? Ro does), so I stacked my stuff on top, obstructing the rear windshield. It would be fine. The infusion center lay out in the burbs, where everyone drove EVs with collision cameras and anti-personnel missiles and aggressively inclusive bumper stickers. I wasn’t too worried.

      Your Honor, the rear window will be relevant later.

      I drove out of the city into the suburban sprawl. You could watch the tax bracket climb visually, brownstones and bungalows giving way to meticulously restored century homes in elite zipcodes. Tara and I used to drive through these towns, picking out our future house—skylights and gazebo for her, to better film her social media posts; detached garage for me, to better avoid all forms of social media—which stirred some unhappy emotional sediment, but overall it was a relatively peaceful drive.

      Until I got rear-ended.

      I was following the car ahead too closely, yes. But I was paying attention, because I am not a piece of shit who texts while driving. So when that car slammed its brakes, I braked, too.

      The person behind me did not.

      A crunch, then the whole car lurched. My music went on without skipping, “Beautiful Calm Driving” playing while my chin bounced off my chest and the seatbelt tried to saw me in half. Somehow I didn’t smash into the person ahead, and they drove off blithely unaware. I sat for a minute in stunned paralysis while Sia crooned ironically.

      Then, all at once, it hit.

      Of course. Of fucking course I got rear-ended on the way to chemo. Right on brand with the endless litany of shit that was my life. First Tara cheated, then she dumped me the day I was diagnosed, then the doctors chopped my nuts off, and then told me the cherry on top of my nut-free sundae was pure poison, which I’d have to eat or die.

      Then, on my way to eat my poison like a good boy, some idiot tried to fucking kill me.

      I flung open my door.

      The other driver was already en route. I processed little but her anger—angular brows lowered into a menacing V, dark eyes simmering, striding like a Valkyrie into war—and I stopped mid-step, realizing I must look the same: royally pissed. I was coming in hot, ready to unload on this random woman, and why? Because on what would forever be one of the worst days of my life, it somehow got worse? Because some big bad awaited me, and some small bad delayed me from getting to it? Maybe she was having the worst day of her life, too. Maybe her boyfriend dumped her over text. Maybe her kid was in the hospital. Maybe her best friend was starting chemo, and she was promising they were gonna kick cancer’s ass together and get the T-shirt to prove it.

      All at once my anger dissolved. Atrocity tolerance. What’s a little smashed-up metal, when my body was about to get smashed in a very not fun way anyway?

      In sync we both said, “Are you okay?”

      Sheepishly, I grinned. She frowned.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “You?”

      “I’m okay. I was worried I’d hurt you.”

      “No, but you did hit me pretty hard.”

      “Yeah, because you braked out of nowhere.”

      Reluctantly I glanced at Ro’s car, but it had been touched by an angel. No visible damage. I rubbed a streak of cerulean paint off the bumper. The woman’s blue Ford, however, looked gnarly. She’d hit me hard enough to scrunch her hood like an accordion, yet left virtually no trace on my vehicle. Maybe the universe was merciful.

      “I managed not to hit the guy in front of me,” I pointed out.

      The woman’s spine snapped straight as a whip. “Your window is blocked. I couldn’t see ahead. How could I know you would brake that hard?”

      Cars swerved around us, honking. This was going to attract cops.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it, “but this is still your fault.”

      “My fault?” She started laughing, humorless and baleful. She had a mild accent: somewhere in Europe, more east than west, a singsong way of stressing odd syllables. “My fault. Because I have somewhere to be, and I’m already late, and you slammed on your brakes, and your window was blocked. But you’re right, this is my fault.” She pulled out her phone and started tapping.

      “Look,” I said, tempering my own frustration, “I have somewhere to be, too. Why don’t we exchange information and handle this later?”

      “Way ahead of you.”

      The woman took photos of our cars—and me, which made me flinch self-consciously, until I remembered the beanie covering my virgin baldness—so I followed suit, minus taking her portrait. We snapped pics of each other’s licenses and insurance cards. I didn’t even read her name or check that the photo matched. Some strangeness swelled in my chest, some embryonic regret. I almost wanted to take the beanie off and tell her about chemo, show her I wasn’t some self-righteous prick, that I was just having a really bad day/year/life. Despite her anger, however irrational (it was her fault, legally), she exuded earnestness. She admitted fault, however grudging. She was late, rushing, careless. She probably cursed me to hell in her head, but the very first thing she’d said was, “Are you okay? I was worried I’d hurt you.”

      The person whose morning I wrecked by blocking my windshield genuinely cared if I was okay.

      Oh, Dr. G cared, of course, but her concern was professional. Ro loved me in her way, but would never articulate it like a neurotypical person. Bourbon was my ride or die and could not speak a human word. There was something here, something I hadn’t felt in a long, long time. The feeling that someone gave a shit about me when they didn’t have to. Someone who wasn’t obligated to care, who wasn’t my doctor or dog, but a random stranger who reflected my own humanity, who reminded me I was a decent person worthy of—not love, per se, but maybe there was no better word. I was just worthy.

      Staring at this woman who’d probably fucked up my first day of chemo, I wanted, insanely, to thank her. For seeing me. For making something click.

      “Is your car drivable?” I said instead.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Don’t be like that.” I made a decision. “Listen, wherever you’re going, I can drop you off⁠—”

      She made a visible effort not to roll her eyes. “Okay. You are a nice guy. Is that what you’re waiting to hear? I’m the asshole who hit you, and it’s zero percent your fault.” She zipped her phone into her purse and sighed. “I’m sorry. You’re right, it was entirely my fault. Go ahead and sue me. Not like I have anything left to lose.” The bleak laugh came again. “I really have to go. You have my contact info. Sorry, Camden. I hope you have a good day somehow.”

      She got into her mangled car while I stood there speechless. A police siren squawked in the distance. Our eyes locked through her windshield.

      I hopped into my driver’s seat, waited to make sure her engine would start, then got the hell out of Dodge.
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      The universe delivered me to the hospital two minutes before chemo started. But parking was a total mob scene, and I circled the lot for a quarter-hour, cursing. Finally I found a spot on the far side of the complex and trekked back to the cancer center hauling bags like a tourist who’d taken a very wrong turn. I staggered through the automatic doors, sweating, and nearly got barrel-rolled by an old guy with a walker. Seniors, man. Savages. I let him pass, contorting myself into a position I was twenty years too old for. A line snaked to the check-in desk, and as I crept forward with my fellow cellularly-overwhelmed cohorts, a chill spelunked down my spine, a prickling premonition of dark stars aligning.

      When I reached the desk, a voice from the back of the line called, “Excuse me.”

      I rattled off my name and birthdate—which the hospital asks for approximately every 0.8 seconds, as a security measure—and the receptionist’s hands fluttered over the keyboard.

      “Excuse me, please.”

      That voice. That slight accent.

      She breezed through the line with her giant sunglasses and cute pixie cut and flared wool coat like some modern-day Audrey Hepburn. In stark contrast to my ridiculous baggage, she carried only a small tote. Of course. Visitor. That was why she rammed my car like it was Mario Kart. She was here to see someone—parent? partner? friend?—with cancer. How sad for her. How tough to drive decently when carrying such a distracting burden.

      She addressed the receptionist. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I got into an accident. I don’t mean to be rude, but⁠—”

      The audacity. The Audricity.

      “I’m so sorry,” I interrupted, “but I’m also late, because of the same accident. And I believe I was here first.”

      Miss Hepburn’s elegant head turned. She goggled at me over her sunglasses.

      “Unbelievable,” she said.

      “We meet again.”

      “Did you follow me here? Did you actually follow me?” Fists planted on hips. Full-on Karen mode. “I gave you my info. I’ll pay for the damages. What more do you want?”

      Somehow I kept my calm and answered, “I want my chemo. Why are you here?”

      Now she was speechless. A hundred thoughts played through those big doe-like eyes. She was quite pretty, with a vibe somewhere between timeless and the 90’s, Audrey Hepburn meets Winona Ryder. Tiny and neatly put-together. She looked like she had an art degree but worked in luxury cosmetics. Audrey might be a loyal daughter/wife/friend, and part of me even felt sorry she hit me because nobody got up eager to go to a cancer ward first thing in the morning, but I was also here against my will.

      “If y’all are done,” the receptionist said blandly, “I’ll check you in in the order you arrived.”

      She did.

      And that’s when I realized I was kind of a self-righteous prick. Because after they snapped the plastic ID bracelet on my wrist, they put one on Audrey.

      Because she had cancer, too.

      We sat at opposite ends of the waiting area, studiously avoiding one another. The air crackled as if lightning forked through the room. When some geezer’s phone suddenly blasted a YouTube video at max volume, we both jumped, then caught each other’s eye. We were the youngest there by decades. Was it sad, that we got cancer so early—or enviable, because our bodies could better withstand treatment? What did she have? She didn’t look sick yet. But then, neither did I. No way we could have guessed this about each other. I sent her a smile more on the grimace side of the continuum, a blend of apology and commiseration, and after a moment she sent one back.

      “Brynnefer?” called a nurse.

      Oof, whoever that was.

      Miss Hepburn bit her lip and closed her eyes for a moment. Then she stood.

      Oh, man. Maybe she did have it worse. What a name.

      The next nurse came for me. Paulo was short, ripped, and blessed with a thick head of hair. He scooped up my bags as if they were feather pillows, his arms rippling like pythons. He complimented my tattoos and promised he’d take good care of me. Pure pettiness, but I was glad I got Paulo and she (Brynnefer?) got Linda. No eye candy for her. Unless she was into women, I guess. In which case, maybe she should know she’d hit a lesbian’s car. Dating is tough for queer women. It’s hard to meet people. Sometimes you just need to smash into the right bumper.

      The infusion center was a large open space divided into cubicles, each sporting a pair of reclining chairs and a TV, like chemo first class. We passed patients with tubes trailing into IVs, chatting and napping and snacking as venom dripped into their veins, taking it about as casually as it could be taken. Some were bald, some not. Some thin, some not. Nobody seemed terribly sick. It buoyed my spirits to see people fighting cancer and looking so normal, and I mentioned this to Paulo.

      “Low dose,” he said. “You get older, or more tired, you can’t handle as much.”

      Oh. So it wasn’t the winner’s circle. More like the waiting room for the funeral home.

      At the end of the space stood a row of private suites for high-dose patients. Paulo led me into mine: vinyl armchairs, mass-manufactured wall art, faux potted palms mixed in with IV poles, as if green plastic could liven up sterile chrome. A window overlooked the courtyard garden. Paulo settled me into a puke-proof chair next to the big machine that would freeze my head, and then it was all a blur. Nurses came and went, bringing things, taking things, asking my name and birthdate twelve hundred times, a flurry of professionalism both comforting and depressing. I was about to fight for my life, and for them it was just Tuesday. When Paulo jabbed a needle into my port it felt like being stung by a bee the size of a Corgi. Sweetness bloomed on the back of my tongue. Iron infusion, he explained. They had to build me up before they started breaking me down.

      Then everyone left while the black liquid crawled down my IV tube. Just me and my cancer, alone in the execution chamber.

      Someone knocked at the door.

      Without looking up, I recited my name and my birthday. It had already become a reflex. No reply came, and I raised my head.

      It was her.

      She wore her chagrin with grace. Without the sunglasses or coat, her movie-star glamor dimmed a bit, but she still looked in command of the IV pole she wheeled in her wake, as if she was here entirely by choice.

      Audrey/Brynnefer tipped her head with a charming, birdlike puzzlement. “I was born the same year.”

      “Which month?”

      “January.”

      I was an April baby. “You’re ancient. No wonder you hit me.”

      She laughed. Cute laugh, for someone who couldn’t drive for shit.

      “That’s why I’m here. I want to apologize. Not for sympathy, because obviously you are dealing with the same…thing.” She waved a hand that somehow encompassed all the lunacy of our shared disease. “Can’t exactly play the cancer card on you, can I? I was having a moment this morning, and I lashed out. You didn’t deserve it. You really didn’t deserve it, regardless of having cancer. I’m sorry.”

      This was becoming dangerously restorative of my faith in humanity.

      Watch out, said my head therapist. Saying you won’t play the cancer card is playing the cancer card. She’s a wily one.

      Who the fuck says “wily?” I thought.

      Out loud, I said, “Still gonna sue. There was a small blue smudge on my bumper.”

      “Will you accept a payment plan? All my money goes to hospitals these days.”

      “Same.” I gave her a genuine smile. “We haven’t properly met. I’m Cam.”

      As she began to respond, Paulo bustled in, smiling his megawatt smile. Who the hell had teeth that bright? Put this man in toothpaste commercials. Please be gay, Paulo.

      “Buenos dias, guapa,” he said to Audrey/Brynnefer. “You can have him back later. For the next four hours, this cutie is all mine.”

      Oh, thank god.

      A/B excused herself with one last look I couldn’t read, a look that stayed with me. Those inkwell eyes were intense. She seemed to want to say more. Not her name, but something deeper.

      Paulo did not let me dwell. “Time to freeze your scalp. Let’s see that gorgeous hair.”

      Embarrassed, I took off my hat.

      “Oh, Camden. Why did you shave it? Now I’ll freeze you for nothing.”

      “It’s not for nothing.” Maybe it was the iron infusion, maybe it was the strangely heartwarming interaction with the woman who hit me, maybe it was just that I was fucking done being a bitch. “It’s how I’m taking back control. This is my body, not cancer’s.”

      Paulo squeezed my shoulder. “Good. Very good. Remember that.”

      “I will.”

      “Promise me, no take-backs.”

      “No take-backs. I promise.”

      

      Ten minutes later, I thought, Fuck it. Cancer, you win.

      Somehow the cold cap website made freezing your scalp sound almost pleasant. There was a lot of language about comfort, padding, innovation, etc. Strap on this future-helmet and grab your parka and pretend you’re an Arctic explorer. Fight Baldness with Science (patents pending). At most, I thought, it couldn’t be worse than the pits of a Chicago winter.

      It was breathtakingly worse.

      Imagine the most intense ice cream headache you’ve ever had. Then imagine continuing to scarf it down, long past the point of eye-stabbing agony.

      The cap fit so tight I felt like my skull might crumple. That was causing the migraine; the burning, however, was caused by my wet scalp (Paulo had spritzed me like my very own Queer Eye stylist, Cancer Edition) making contact with the fleece-wrapped frozen gel layer inside. Ever stuck your tongue to a lamppost in winter? Okay, now ever stuck your whole wet scalp to one?

      Fuck this.

      I gritted my teeth at a PSI that would probably shatter my crowns and told myself, One more minute. That minute passed. One more. It passed, too. One more.

      Eight eternities later, a dark filter lifted from my eyes and I could see, and think, and function. My head still pounded and burned, but somehow was almost bearable. It had to be, because I needed to bear it for the next four hours.

      Okay. I could handle this, kinda.

      Next.

      They hadn’t actually started any chemo drugs yet. This was all prep. According to the internet, chemo itself shouldn’t feel like much at all. You could drive yourself home afterward, if you were so unloved. The true horror would hit sometime in the next few days, a timebomb going off and wiping out whole cities of cells, an apocalypse unfolding inside the body. But for today, the worst was over. Supposedly.

      Next time I saw Paulo he came in wearing a hazmat suit. Nothing puts chemo into perspective like seeing how much protection the nurses need from what they’re putting inside you. A second person double-checked they were giving me the right murder cocktail while Paulo pulled the cryo gloves and socks from my cooler. Like the cold cap, these were filled with frozen gel. Chemo often causes neuropathy, and call me crazy, but I kind of wanted to retain sensation in my fingers and toes. Paulo stuffed me into my frigid mittens and booties as if I were about to experience Baby’s First Winter.

      “You’re all set. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Yeah. Can we get out of here?”

      “Talk to my husband. I’m open to a third.” Gold glinted on his hand. His flirty humor turned bittersweet. “He went through this, too. Same chemo, same cap, everything. Worst year of our lives. You know what he tells people now?”

      “It gets better?”

      “No. It actually gets worse.” Paulo patted my arm. “But then it ends. Someday this will be a memory, and nothing more.”

      Well, sure, Paulo. Everything ends. Even the worst pain ends, when you die.

      Everyone left, and I sat staring at the innocuous clear liquid creeping down the IV. It was like dropping a nuke on insurgents armed with sticks and stones. Like blowing up a bank to stop the robbers. Modern medicine was amazing, but often a process of coming in too hot with a cure worse than the disease, then methodically whittling down how much cure was actually needed, to reduce harm. My luck to be born in an era when a man with testicular cancer still had to get the snip and drip. A mere twenty years ago, this could’ve been a death sentence.

      When you have too much time to think—say, when you’re strapped to an ice and poison machine, your head and hands and feet crammed into frozen straitjackets, your manhood sitting in ashes in a hazardous waste container, as if you’re being expedited through your supervillain arc—you start reflecting on the division between mind and body, self and flesh. How could my own body turn on me like this? I had been relatively kind to it: never smoked, drank in moderation, no hard drugs, frequent light exercise. I ejaculated at the physician-recommended frequency to discourage cancer from annexing my prostate. Too much stress? Well, who the fuck doesn’t have too much stress? It’s the human condition. We are glorified stress management machines. In the pamphlet Dr. G gave me the day I was dumped/Dx’d, it said, The exact cause of testicular cancer is unknown, but like all cancers, stress is a risk factor.

      In other words, Being alive is a risk factor for cancer.

      The beeping from my pulse monitor sounded like a rave. Calm down, bud. Miles to go before you sleep.

      In times like this, I would text Ro. It’s a myth that autistic people don’t feel empathy—they just experience it through a different lens. Ro once told me she felt conversing with neurotypicals was like listening to a song in a foreign language: she could get the general vibe from the wailing guitars and thundering drums, but the lyrics remained inscrutable. She was perpetually on the verge of grasping someone’s emotions but could never quite catch on, which was frustrating and alienating and oddly dehumanizing, so she’d learned to perform certain humanities. She would smile and frown mostly in the right places, say “wow” or “that’s crazy” when in doubt. But the constant hypervigilance and pressure to imitate neuro-“normalcy” drained her. She didn’t have that effortless recognition of tone and expression that neurotypicals do. My Emotional Processing Unit, as she called it. “You can offload stuff to your EPU,” she explained. “Everything in my brain runs on my CPU. It’s a logic processor, not a feelings machine. Making it do work it’s not designed for is exhausting.” But sometimes, when I was clearly troubled or upset, she would say, “I don’t know what you’re feeling, but I want to be supportive. Please tell me how.” It felt so good. It felt like being seen, though she was literally admitting her emotional blindness. But she was paying attention, and noticed something she didn’t understand, and asked. Ro was determined to communicate even though our brains ran on completely different hardware. She called us Apple and Android. One guess who’s Android.

      As I reached for my phone to text her, my mittened hand knocked it off the table and sent it skittering. I couldn’t retrieve it without yanking out the cooling hose. I was stuck in this chair, plugged into a dozen different killbots, trying to save the hair I’d already shaved and the body I’d already mutilated, the desexed husk I’d become.

      Fuck.

      Okay, three months of self-pity was not gonna work. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Cam. There’s a girl in the next room going through the same thing, and she’s not crying like a toddler with his toys taken away.

      Speaking of whom…

      I hadn’t noticed until now, but the privacy curtain was drawn aside, and behind it stood a door.

      A door to the next room.

      It was inset with frosted glass, and I could barely make out a blurry silhouette beyond. It looked suspiciously like a person who’d hit my car.

      Before I could think, I knocked.

      No response. Maybe she hadn’t heard. The cold cap machine chugged like a snowblower. I tried again, sharper.

      The silhouette startled. Then it enlarged, as if she were pressing her face closer to the window.

      I rapped once more and she jumped.

      She couldn’t hear my laugh, but low-key outrage radiated through the glass. She was probably in too much discomfort for playfulness. But as I leaned back, she knocked a familiar rhythm on the door: shave and a haircut. Grinning, I replied: two bits.

      “Mmmm mmm mmmm?” she called.

      It took three tries to open the door with my mittens. “What did you say?”

      In that heartbeat I fixed her portrait in my mind forever. Rose tinted her high cheekbones, freckles dancing over the bridge of her bold nose. There was something both unusual and achingly familiar about her, a face unlike any I saw in daily life, but known to me, as if glimpsed fleetingly in dreams. She was absolutely fascinating. She was glamorous with an air of suppressed brutality, like a bejeweled battle-axe. She was cute as fuck. When she blushed it made her dark eyes seem even darker.

      Flustered, she said, “I asked if I could open the door.”

      “Think I already answered that.”

      For a moment we took each other in: caps, gloves, boots, blankets, towels, tubes.

      “Is that what I look like?” she said.

      “You look like you’re going to the moon.”

      “So do you.”

      “Guess that makes us cancernauts.”

      “Ha,” she said, utterly dry. Then, “I was starting to lose my mind, and I’m only an hour in.”

      “Did the existential despair get you?”

      “No, the fucking murder hat got me.”

      The way she pronounced murder made it comically grave. Her consonants were hatchet strikes, swift and edged. I couldn’t place the accent; it kept coming and going, but her delivery was flawlessly deadpan. She’d definitely done a Goth phase in high school.

      I glanced at her gloves. “Somehow I overlooked the fact that I can’t use my phone wearing these.”

      “That’s why you’re supposed to bring somebody.”

      “Nobody wanted to come with you?”

      Her expression turned sly. “Oh, they wanted. I did not want.” She raised an eyebrow. “Nobody wanted to come with you?”

      “She did, but she’s working.”

      “Ah,” A/B said, and flashed a polite smile.

      I realized how it sounded: as if Ro were my partner. But correcting it now would be weirder, and presumptuous. Also, this girl just hit my car. Last thing I wanted was to make her feel like I might take advantage of her because she’d wronged me. So I smiled back, and let it lie.

      “I’m cold,” she said after a minute.

      “Me too.”

      “Did you shave your head this morning?”

      I blinked. “How did you know?”

      “Because you missed a spot. You have a…tail.”

      This made me chuckle, and once I started I couldn’t stop.

      “What’s so funny?” she said.

      “Everything. Everything is fucking hilarious.”

      A/B began to nod, as if she understood exactly the enormity of pain and fear behind my uncontrollable mirth. “It is, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” I smothered my panic-hysterics and came back to Earth. “What’s your name?”

      She did that thing again where she closed her eyes, as if to spare herself her own ridiculousness. “You saw my license.”

      “Didn’t read it.”

      “You heard it in the waiting room.”

      “I’d like to hear it from you.”

      When her eyes opened she looked different. She looked…the only word for it was womanly. That particular way a woman looks at a man. Had I used the wrong tone? Was I flirting? I hadn’t meant to.

      She gave me that steady, earthy stare, and said, “It’s Brynnefer. My parents let me choose when I was a dumb teenage immigrant. Now I am much older and slightly less dumb, and I go by Brynne.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brynne.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Cam.”

      My first day of chemo, I shaved my head and made friends with the woman who hit my car. Begin as you intend to go on:

      Surreally.

      

      Our conversation cut short when it came time to change meds. Paulo swapped my IV bags and brought the second set of frozen gloves and socks. You had to keep the icing up as long as the chemo flowed. When he took my first gloves off, I started screaming. My hands were as purple as if I’d been finger-painting with pinot noir. He pushed a button on the wall and seconds later, my room was full of nurses, fussing over me as if I were dying. Not frostbite, they said, but close. Take it easy. No point staving off neuropathy if you give yourself gangrene. As they thawed me with warm towels my fingers burned, and the burning felt like a million ants with needle feet scuttling inside my skin, and I clenched my teeth and thought, If the cold is this bad, what the hell will the chemo do? It took all my concentration not to cry. I would not fucking cry over cold.




OEBPS/images/sfb_logo.png
SHIJTuf

FREIGHTER

BOOKS





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/title_page.png





OEBPS/images/song_cover_ebook_proof02_colorfix.jpg







