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​Dedication 
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To my unwavering family, friends, co-workers, and customers, whose love, support, and steadfast belief in me have carried me through the darkest days of my life. Your presence has been a lifeline, a constant source of strength when my own reserves felt depleted. This journey was not undertaken alone; your compassion and tireless dedication have shaped my resilience and fueled my hope. This book is a testament to your profound impact on my life and a heartfelt expression of gratitude for your immeasurable contributions to my healing and well-being. To the friendships that have developed from our interactions with one another. 

To the medical professionals who, with their expertise, compassion, and dedication, navigated me through the complexities of diagnosis and treatment, offering not only medical care but also a sense of hope and understanding. Your unwavering commitment to my well-being served as a beacon during a time of great uncertainty, helping me find my way through the maze of medical procedures and emotional turmoil. To the countless others battling similar illnesses and struggles, facing their own challenges with courage, determination, and unwavering hope, your strength inspires me. I hope that this story offers some solace, understanding, and a shared experience of resilience in the face of adversity. May this resonate with your personal journeys, reminding you that you are not alone in your struggles and that healing and hope are always possible. 
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​Preface 
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This book is not just a recounting of medical events; it is a reflection on a period of profound personal transformation. The four years chronicled within these pages were a crucible, forging a resilience I never knew I possessed. The path to diagnosis, fraught with uncertainty and punctuated by invasive medical procedures, was a deeply personal journey, one that forced me to confront my own mortality and redefine my values and priorities. Beyond the medical details, I share the emotional rollercoaster that accompanied this period – the fear, frustration, anger, profound moments of despair, and unexpected surges of hope and determination. This is my honest account of confronting vulnerability, navigating grief and acceptance, and forging new pathways to self-care and well-being. It is my hope that by sharing my journey, I can offer others facing similar challenges a sense of connection, understanding, and perhaps even inspiration. 

This memoir is not simply a narrative of illness; it is a testament to the human spirit’s capacity to adapt, endure, and ultimately thrive in the face of adversity. The challenges I faced were immense, but the lessons learned and the strength gained are immeasurable. 
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​The First Signs of Trouble 

Grief doesn’t arrive alone; it brings exhaustion, responsibility, and a heavy silence that follows you everywhere. My journey began with the death of my father four years ago, in 2021. The stress of watching him become so frail in his final weeks while caring for him took a toll on my body, mind, and spirit. I have a great appreciation for hospice workers since experiencing this with my father. During those weeks of being constantly vigilant and assisting with caring for my great nephews and great niece, I became increasingly tired and weak. I aged decades within those weeks. A watchful eye on Dad and then actively entertaining the little ones required a lot of energy. 

My medical journey started two weeks after burying Dad. I made the trip back home two days later. Shortly after getting home, I received a call from Mom that the upstairs bathroom hot water pipe had broken, destroying part of her living room. They had gotten the water turned off and called the insurance. I told them I would stay the night at home and drive back in the morning. 

Arriving the next morning, I found some furniture out on the porch and the living room in disarray, with fans and dehumidifiers blowing through a vent placed in the window to dry out the water damage. It was April in Ohio, so the vent in the window, though necessary, allowed the cold to seep into the house. I was handed a pile of papers containing the information for the insurance company. I was now responsible for getting the house repaired. I turned to social media and asked my high school classmates for recommendations for a good contractor to complete the repairs as soon as possible since this was the last thing Mom needed after losing Dad. 

I found a contractor who arrived and provided an estimate. I also asked him to look at a few other things that needed repair and requested a separate quote for that. We agreed, and his crew was set to start work 1 

​in a few weeks. A week before the remodel was scheduled to begin, I woke up with an upset stomach that quickly escalated into vomiting large amounts of blood. I was hospitalized with varices and cirrhosis, requiring emergency surgery, as I had only about half a pint of blood left in my body by the time I reached the ICU. 

I had relapsed into drinking after four years of sobriety during the previous weeks. I used alcohol to keep me mellow and to allow me to complete necessary tasks. For the most part, my drinking had gone unnoticed during Dad’s final days and the time that followed until that morning. While standing on the porch, smoking a cigarette and talking on the phone, I began to feel a distant yet familiar sensation, and I knew I was about to get sick. 

I made my way to the bathroom in just enough time to fill the sink completely with blood. The sink was unable to drain fast enough with the amount that was flowing from my mouth. We cleaned up the mess and I laid down on the couch. This had happened in the years before, and sometimes, it would resolve on its own. This time was one of the occasions that it did not, and I was going to need medical intervention. 

I had been bruising and feeling off with my footing for weeks. I had written it off to exhaustion and not eating normally because of stress and anxiety. What I was eating for the most part was “on-the-move food” – a handful of chips, a banana, etc. I had not been eating my regular diet since I arrived at my parents'. 

My body had become the victim of that battle. With the stress, alcohol, high salt diet from snacking, dehydration, and malnutrition, my body showed me that we were in danger. My hypertension in my portal vein had increased, my varices had swollen, and my liver had basically gone into shock. 

My sister-in-law arrived at Mom’s to take me to the local ER. Upon arrival, the reception nurses asked who had beaten me, thinking I 2 

​had been attacked and needed to call the police. My body was in bad shape, and it appeared to others that I had been assaulted. We explained that I had not been attacked and mentioned the stress from the past weeks. After an initial review of my heart rate and bleeding, it was determined that I needed to go to a larger hospital about 40 minutes away, and I would have to wait for transportation. We were not permitted to drive there ourselves due to my condition. 

The squad ride to the hospital was bumpy and terrifying, listening to the machines and paramedics talk. At one point, the paramedic sitting in the back with me told the driver to call ahead and let them know our estimated arrival, as I would need immediate attention. Hearing this, all I could do was think of my Mom. I kept thinking that she would not survive this if I died so soon after Dad’s passing. I was in and out of consciousness throughout the ride and upon arrival at the ER. 

At the ER, I was almost instantly wheeled into the ICU. This part becomes fuzzy and is a combination of blurred memory and what was told to me later. Things became unclear due to the medication they were giving me and the amount of blood I was losing. Upon examination, a doctor informed me that my condition was worse than they could handle, and I would need to be transported to one of two other hospitals that could properly care for me. He asked me which one I would prefer to be transported to. I remember handing him my phone and telling him to call my sister-in-law, as I didn’t want that call to go to my Mom. They accidentally called my mother’s line and were in the middle of talking with her when another doctor and nurse entered the ICU. I heard them tell the staff that I would not make it through the take-off of the life flight to another hospital and that they needed to act immediately, or I would be gone. They estimated that I only had about a half pint of blood still circulating through my body. I had already received IVs and a transfusion, but I was bleeding internally, and at that point, my blood was in my digestive system. 

3 

​The next thing I remember after that was waking up in the ICU and being told that I was going to be transferred to a regular room as soon as one became available, given that this was during the initial phase of COVID. Extra precautions were being taken due to my condition and the level of COVID patients. Shortly after settling into my room, a doctor appeared and advised me not to get too comfortable, as I was going back to surgery in a matter of moments for another procedure. 

He explained to me that I had 6 varices that had ruptured the day before. They had scoped me the night before and banded three of the larger ones, but needed to go back in for a second procedure to band the other three. Banding consists of inserting a scope down my esophagus and placing small rubber bands around the bleeding varices to stop the bleeding and allow them to heal. They had not done all six the night before because of my condition and didn’t want me under anesthesia for longer than necessary to stabilize me. 

The second procedure went well, and I spent the rest of the week in the hospital. I requested to go home, to Mom’s house, as the repairs to the house were to start the next day. My uncle drove to the hospital and took me to Mom’s. I ate a little yogurt and a couple of spoons of ice cream before going upstairs to bed, as I was still weak and exhausted. 

During the night, when I tried to roll out of bed to go to the bathroom, I found myself unable to turn over. However, I managed to get out of bed and reach the bathroom in time. 

My belly had swollen to the size of a painful, tight beach ball, and each breath felt like a strain against my own body. 

Hoping it was just gas or something that would pass, I packed an overnight bag, more out of precaution than panic, and slowly made my way to the downstairs couch and bathroom. I didn’t want to wake Mom, so I tried to manage the discomfort on my own. 

But by three in the morning, things had only gotten worse. 

4 

​I was in the bathroom again when Mom found me. Her face registered panic the moment she saw me slumped there. “Are you throwing up again?” she asked, voice thick with worry. 

From behind the door, I answered quietly, “No... but something’s wrong.” I opened the door without adjusting my t-shirt, revealing the alarming swell of my abdomen. 

Her expression turned to fear. 

“You need to call Uncle Jim. Tell him to come now. I need to go back to the hospital.” 

Within the hour, we were at the emergency room. One look from the nurses and doctors, and they admitted me instantly. 

It was determined that I was retaining a massive amount of fluid and needed to have paracentesis. They weighed me, and I had gained about 30 pounds of fluid in around 13 hours. They performed the procedure and drained the fluid from my abdomen and put me back on medicated IVs. I spent the week in the hospital recovering and stabilizing my body before spending a week recovering at Mom’s before making the drive back home to recover further and look for work. 

The contractor was able to complete everything in the living room while I was in the hospital except for the painting. When I left, there was just some trim work that needed to be finished. 

5 
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​The Search for Answers and 
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Diagnosis 

Getting admitted was only the beginning. The real challenge came in the months and years that followed, as I searched desperately for a diagnosis. 

Over the next two years, I spent a significant amount of time undergoing tests to determine why I was still feeling so bad all the time. I had quit drinking again and managed to find a job during the challenging economic climate surrounding COVID. I worked long hours in that position for little pay, but it was a job until I could find something better. After about six months, I secured a position that provided me with a steady paycheck. The pay still wasn’t close to what I used to make before COVID. The medical process involved countless appointments, invasive procedures, and a seemingly endless stream of medical jargon that often left me feeling more confused than informed. I had to do research to understand what they were telling me in layman's terms. 

The persistent fatigue, initially dismissed as stress from caring for Dad in his final days, the remodel, and the hospitalization, had started developing into something more. A dull ache settled in my abdomen, a low-grade discomfort that ebbed and flowed with no discernible pattern. It wasn't sharp or stabbing, but rather a constant pressure, a background hum of discomfort that was easily ignored during the day but lingered insistently at night. I tried over-the-counter pain relievers, attributing it to indigestion or perhaps the stress-induced tension I carried in my shoulders and back. These remedies provided temporary relief, but the discomfort always returned, a persistent reminder of something not quite right. 

I was sure that something else was happening inside, considering how I was feeling. I had to be cautious about what I ate to avoid scratching 6 

​or rupturing the varices. This had occurred a few times, bringing me close to death each time during the two years of searching for answers. 
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