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Dedicated to Sam White and his wonderful family, who gave me the courage to keep up the fight. May he rest in peace. Also, to Denise (Mercer) Blackwell, whose tiny act of kindness created an out-of-control snowball (bet you had NO idea what you were starting!); to all the staff at Barnes-Jewish Hospital, Siteman Cancer Center; and to my entire family, who fought beside me every step of the way! I love you all!


Author’s Note

 

This is the third edition of this book. I’m now reproducing it with some additions, using some very sophisticated writing software called Scrivener. Though it took a while, and some outside help, to learn to use this, as it’s vastly different than Microsoft Word, I think it’s a brilliant software and even has settings to help someone like me whose memory isn’t so good any longer.

So, with these additions in mind, I will use a bold face print when I talk about something that’s new, that wasn’t in the first story, because I’d love to talk a bit more about this new software and the kinds of hardships and frustrations I could have saved myself if I’d only learned about it a few months earlier! And I’m going to talk about the walk into the world of audiobooks as well, something I hadn’t known about or attempted before this book was last printed.

This new software will help me to clean up some cosmetic issues that I’ve dealt with over the past several months. Remember, I’m just post-chemotherapy, so A) I’m learning a new laptop and operating system (going from Windows 7 to Windows 8), B) learning a new word processing software (my latest “up-to-date” Microsoft Office pack was Office 2007!), and C) learning yet another word processing software. 

In this I’d like to take a moment to thank fellow author and colleague Vinny O’Hare, head of Facebook’s Awesome Gang (online), and fellow indie author Karen Prince for her book Scrivener Essentials for Windows (she wrote one for Mac users too), for her generosity in gifting me her book in PDF format, a book that I downloaded onto my phone so I’d always have a reference. Once I’ve finished converting my existing book files, I’ll be gifting her in return.


 

 

 

 

 

 

B.C. (Before Cancer)

 

June 27, 2013 was a day in my life that I’ll never forget. I’ll tell you more about that day in a minute, but first I’d like to tell you a little bit about who I was up until that day. I was born August 19, 1975 in Midland, Texas. I grew up in the small town of Flushing, Michigan, where I eventually graduated high school. I met my husband, married, and started a family.

We moved around quite a bit, going where we could get jobs, eventually settling in a very small country town in southeast Missouri. I was 5 feet 10 inches tall, weighed in at only 132 pounds (I’ve always been skinny), and was in fairly good shape. I was a 37 year old wife and mother of two teenage daughters, Tasha and Ally. I had four dogs, a yellow lab/husky mix named Rain, a Great Dane/Mastiff mix named Morgan, a miniature Boxer (I think Boxer/Jack Russell terrier) named Pepper, and a golden retriever named Jody. All were rescue dogs. I also had a horse named Athena (trained by yours truly), and I worked full time as a manager in an auto parts store in the small Missouri town near my home. Medically, I had a condition called fibromyalgia, which had caused me a lot of problems in the past but was currently under control with medication. I’d had a few surgeries, had a touch of arthritis from half a lifetime of working jobs on my feet, but rarely ever got sick except maybe with the flu once in a while or a touch of hay fever.

My husband, Jay, worked a job in a factory at the time, and while we weren’t even middle-class (well, maybe very low middle-class around here), we were making do even if it was paycheck to paycheck. We didn’t have the newest cars, or the biggest house, but they were sufficient. Things weren’t always perfect, but as a family, we were happy.

I was your average type ‘A’ personality: always wanting to keep busy, striving to be the best I could be at work and at home. I worked hard at any job I did, usually rising quickly through promotion. Sometimes I played hard too; one of my favorite things to do when I wasn’t working was to ride or groom my horse, and I was learning how to trim her hooves myself, a very physically demanding task.

Christmas week of 2012, however, I came down with a very rare disorder called Guillain-Barre Syndrome, an auto-immune disease where the body’s immune system attacks the lining surrounding the nerves. This effect is sort of like stripping the plastic shielding from around an electrical wire; without the proper shielding, the signal going down the wire travels more slowly, sometimes even stopping completely. This rare condition has been known to cause paralysis and even death. I was essentially paralyzed from the waist down. I was hospitalized for the entire week of Christmas, and spent the next two months recovering from this illness. My recovery was rapid enough to impress the doctors.

In early May of 2013, I got a head cold/flu/something or other, and was so miserable with it that, when I wasn’t working, I was in bed resting. It seemed like I’d just gotten over that and came down with strep throat or something. I finally called my doctor near the end of May, asking for some antibiotics to get me over this illness, something I rarely ever did. Well, the antibiotics finally worked, and I got over the “creeping crud”, as I called it. But I found that I was still very exhausted and was unable to get my usual pep back.

We didn’t think much of it at the time. I mean, I was 37 years old, had been sick and in bed off and on almost a month. I thought, well, I just have to slowly get my strength back. But each day seemed to get longer and longer, and each work shift got harder and harder. I kept pushing, hoping I would get over whatever illness had knocked me down. My coworkers were even worried about me, and encouraged me to see my doctor.

Then, there was a day in mid-June when I found that I couldn’t walk to my barn without stopping to rest halfway there, a distance of not even 50 yards. And my poor horse was standing in her stall, watching me, patiently waiting for me to let her out into the pen for the day (she’s stalled at night, or in bad weather). I couldn’t breathe, and I was light-headed even walking from my bedroom to the kitchen. That very day, I told my husband there was something wrong, and we discussed what to do about it.

I had very little in the way of medical insurance, a very cheap policy that only covered a maximum of $5,000 per patient per year. You can imagine how quickly I could max that amount, probably the minute I walked into the hospital emergency room! But we decided that whatever I was experiencing was urgent enough for a trip to the hospital. So, after my husband got home from his shift that day, we got in the car and drove the 17 miles to town, and to the ER.

Fortunately, our hospital was very nearly brand-new, only having opened in January of the same year. We didn’t sit in the waiting room for long, but of course the time actually back in the ER seemed to stretch out forever. They didn’t even give me a hospital gown to put on, assuming, I guess, that I would be one of those in and out patients.

I explained first to the nurse, then the doctor, about having been sick off and on the past month, and how I was having trouble getting around, about the shortness of breath and the light-headedness I was experiencing. They took my standard vitals of course, and hooked me up to a cardiac monitor, but they also drew blood to run some tests.

When the doctor came with the results of the blood test, he asked me if I had walked into the ER from the parking lot. Confused, I said, “Yes, of course I did.” He then told my husband and myself that he was surprised I could have walked that far, that my red blood cell count was only 6, and that it should be at 12 or higher. I was severely anemic. It was at this point that we first heard the dreaded words, “Blood transfusion.”

I knew nothing of blood transfusions, except for the fact that one of my sisters had received one when she was born prematurely. And I was only 7 years old at the time, so I barely remembered it. They brought in a form that I had to sign in order to get the blood transfusion, obviously not something that’s covered in their standard “consent to treat” forms. At that point, they began the process of admitting me for the night. We hadn’t really planned for me to stay, but we knew that no matter what, we had to figure out what was going on.

My platelets, the factor in the blood that causes blood to clot, were also extremely low. They asked me if I’d had any severe blood loss in the past few days, or if I had been throwing up blood, had nosebleeds, or had blood in my stool or urine. No, nothing like that, or I’d have come in a lot sooner! Or seen my regular general doctor. I did tell them I had noticed a lot of bruising on the sides of my thighs, bruising that didn’t seem to go away, and I couldn’t really remember bumping into anything to have caused them. So, they took me to my hospital room, and got me settled. And my husband went home so that he could get some sleep, as he had to work the next day.
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