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Dedicated To

Penelope Wilson

My sister and the best Chemosabe.
You stayed by my side throughout my cancer journey and shared in the care of our parents.
I could not have done it without you. 
I will be forever grateful.
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Prologue
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    Every day is a choice. Choosing to make a choice is a choice. I had a premonition when I was younger that I would write a book and title it Choices. Now, I realize there are probably a thousand books with that title, and each one is about something totally different. One size doesn’t fit all. You may be just browsing for a casual read, something to pass the time. Maybe you are looking for answers, trying to understand why something is happening to you. Parts of this journey may be too honest, too raw, and not what you need. I hope it isn’t, and I hope it helps. 

You reach a point in your life, hopefully, when your mood doesn’t affect your choices. A point when your mood, and what you do choose, aren’t based on insignificant events or the actions of others, blinding your logic and intelligence. Seventeen years ago, I had no clue of the events that were going to take place in my life or the difficult decisions I would need to make. No one does; that’s  life. It’s the choices you make that can define you or break you. You can’t wait for life to be perfect. I think most  of us go through life not giving a second thought to how long a life they will have, believing that they will never have to face really any tough decisions because life seems to be rolling along without any roadblocks. 

December 16, 2008. My first big roadblock. More like running into a brick wall. I was told I had breast cancer and that I would need to have a double mastectomy, chemotherapy, and radiation. After my surgery, the biopsies revealed stage four metastatic breast cancer, meaning the cancer had already spread to my bones. I thought, “I’m dead. This is it.”  I felt that any choice I made from that moment forward would not matter. 

My oncologist said, “There is no cure for you, just treatment, for the rest of your life.”  What does that mean for me? Do I even have a choice? How long is the rest of my life? It’s now 2026, and it’s been longer than I ever could’ve believed I would have. Remember this: Whenever you are faced with what feels like a death sentence, you don’t have to see the entire staircase to take the first step. The only choice you need to make is whether you are going to throw in the towel or pull up your big girl (or boy) panties and start the fight. 

Once diagnosed with something as dreadful as stage four metastatic breast cancer, you start hearing terms like “You’re a survivor,” “You’re such an inspiration,” “You’re so brave and courageous.” Really? You hear that you will find a new normal. “You’re my hero.” Let me just clear up a few things right now. A  survivor to me is a soldier who goes off to war with land mines and bullets coming at them, and they live to tell it. A fire fighter who crawls into a home filled with smoke and flames and saves a life. Or, a couple I met after the horrible devastation of a tornado that ripped through Moore Oklahoma. They were in the bathroom when the tornado ripped the roof off their home and only left three walls standing. They are the real survivors. 

Being diagnosed with a terminal cancer does not make you a hero. You don’t feel brave or courageous. Trust me. It doesn’t mean you are a survivor either. You are the unfortunate soul who has had this horrible situation bestowed upon them, and you have to decide what you’re going to do about it. That’s your only choice!  The first thing people do is Google search the internet world of medicine, cures, and survival rates. Big mistake. If I had believed the statistics on survival rates for me, I would not be here right now.  Every choice we make has a chain of events to follow. Believe me, no two people are alike, and no two cancers are exactly the same. This is my story. My chain of events.
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THE EAGLE AND THE TRAIN


    The eagle, according to an inspirational story, has the longest lifespan of any bird of prey. Be it legend or myth, the lifespan is said to live twenty to thirty years. To live that long, the eagle has to make a brutal choice in midlife. At some point, everything that made this once a powerful eagle becomes dead weight. Its talons and sharp beak become dull. Its wings get so heavy with all the feathers that cling to its body, making flight damn near impossible. At that point, the eagle has two options: die as it is, or break itself down and be reborn. If it chooses rebirth, the great bird flies to a mountain top and begins the 150-day process. 

The story goes that once the eagle is in the nest, it smashes its beak on a rock until it breaks off and waits for a new beak to grow. Then, it rips out its talons. When the talons return, it plucks out every one of its old feathers. Only then, bald, bloody, and half naked, it flies again. Reborn, lighter, fiercer. Ready for more years. More life. Myth or not, that sounds more like torture than transition, but still a poetic and symbolic little inspirational tale for people going through a hard time.

When you become the one standing there on the rock, facing your own breaking moment, the story stops sounding poetic. It starts sounding like a threat. Here’s the truth: I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t feel like an eagle. I felt like a woman standing on the railroad track, hearing the roar of a train bearing down on her. I kept asking myself questions that I wasn’t ready to answer. Do I have it in me to experience a rebirth? Am I even willing to go through 150 days of pain? Do I have what it takes to be faithful enough to come out on the other side? Is it even an option for me? What are the statistics now? One in six women? One in five, maybe. Breast cancer is everywhere around me. All we hear are stories like, so-and-so, she was so young. She lost her battle. She just dropped dead suddenly.

People get cancer and immediately everyone calls them a survivor. I used to think that was strange. How can you know if you are a survivor of something you’ve just been diagnosed with and that will probably kill you? How do you know if you will survive the storm when you haven’t even stepped into the damn rain? 

I didn’t know that any of this was about to become my story, not yet. Not until the night on my couch when I brushed some imaginary crumbs off my shirt and felt the lump.
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  THE NIGHT OF THE HIDDEN SOCK


    I was sitting on my sofa wearing what I call my formal dinner attire, sweatpants and a tee shirt, with my fine China plate resting on my chest. Classy, I know. I was flipping through the TV channels to find anything but the news because the news has turned into one long obituary with commercials. Heart disease, diabetes, cancer. Everyone so young, so sudden, never sick a day in their lives. I’d heard it all, and brushed it off at that moment. I just wanted a quiet night and a meal that I didn’t drop on myself, so I took a bite, changed the channel, and, out of pure muscle memory, brushed my chest to swipe away the crumbs that weren’t there yet. 

Except this time, I felt something. A bump, an uninvited lump. I felt something under my shirt. My first thought? Probably a damn sock that got stuck inside my shirt in the dryer. Static always did love me. I reached under my shirt expecting to pull out a rogue sock. Instead, my fingers landed on it—an unmistakable lump in my right breast. Fuck me! (Excuse my French) 

My plate nearly dumped onto my lap. My heartbeat shot straight into my throat. I sat there staring at the TV but seeing absolutely nothing. I do self exams, I get my mammograms (at least I thought I had one last year). Wait, did I? Suddenly every logical thought I ever had evaporated. 

That night I barely slept. I woke up every hour like some possessed raccoon, feeling for the lump again, hoping that maybe I had imagined it. Maybe it would disappear. Maybe by morning it would just not be there, but it was. A hard lump, uninvited, and just wrong. 

In the shower the next morning, my nurse intuition tried to think rationally. It was probably just a cyst. Mom had one, and my sister has had them. Cysts are common, happens all the time. Not every lump is malignant. My intuition took over, the one that has never failed me even when I wished it would, whispering something entirely different, “This is not a cyst.” 

By the time I got to work, I was a mess of nerves wrapped in scrubs. People were bustling around, prepping patients for surgery. Just an ordinary morning of chaos. Normally, I jumped right in without missing a beat, but all I could think about was that damn lump in my breast, that intruder. The thing that didn’t belong to me but was living inside my body anyway. I tried to distract myself by imagining how the day would play out. First, I would find a surgeon and get this lump removed. Then, they would send it to pathology, and they would tell me that it was nothing. Life will just go back to normal. Simple and clean. Controlled. Except that nothing about what followed would be simple, clean, or controlled. 

When I finally picked up the phone to schedule a mammogram, I had no idea I was about to go to war with the entire American healthcare system over one stupid appointment. “Hi, I’d like to schedule a mammogram,” I said politely. “I have a lump.” That was my first mistake. 

What followed was a bureaucratic circus, complete with insurance nonsense, diagnostic versus screening labels, and a very real urge to reach through the phone and choke someone. Apparently, if you find a lump, it’s no longer a screening mammogram. It becomes a diagnostic mammogram, which requires a doctor’s order. I tried to explain to the nice young lady on the end of the line that had I found a lump and I should be able to get a mammogram, and you say that I can’t without an order? Much to my surprise, my gentle explanation had gotten me nowhere. 

“Yes, ma’am,” says the lady on the phone, “that’s true.” I swear I was gonna lose my mind. I wanted to scream, “Lady, this thing is in my body right now, and I want it out today!” But, I didn’t. Mostly because I didn’t want to be arrested before I even had answers. I hung up the phone ready to cry or fight or both.

Then, I spotted Gail, a colleague and friend (also a damn good surgical nurse). I trusted her with my life. I called out, “Hey girl, can I ask you something?” Thinking to myself, not just “something,” tell me everything, I won’t judge you. I need the truth. Without hesitation, she stopped, and I asked her immediately what surgeon she would choose to cut a lump out of her breast. Again, without hesitation, she said Dr. Stockman. 

That was that. I hadn’t processed it yet, but I had just taken my first step into a battle I never asked for. And the eagle that was perched on the edge of the cliff? Yeah, that story suddenly felt a lot less symbolic and a lot more like foreshadowing.
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 CALLING BULLSHIT


    Knowing the surgeon who Gail recommended was the hospital’s in-house physician performing surgery, I felt my shoulders dropping in relief. I could ask him today. The fear, determination, and anxiety all trying to coexist in my body like three drunk roommates, fighting over the same bed. 

I went back into my tiny pre-operative office and pretended to make patient calls, but I wasn’t getting anywhere. I wasn’t hearing a thing anybody was saying. I only had one thing on my mind at that time, and that was to get an order for a mammogram. 

When I finally heard Dr. Stockman down the hallway after his surgery, I practically leapt out of my chair like a starving dog being called for dinner. I could hear him dictating his previous case which, ironically, was a procedure called a lumpectomy. Crazy. I didn’t even wait for him to put the receiver of the dictation phone down when I stepped directly into his path. 

“I’m so sorry to disturb you, sir, but I found a lump in my breast and I need you to remove it as soon as possible.” That came out way more desperate than I intended, but desperate was exactly what I was feeling. He blinked and looked surprised, probably over my bluntness, but then smiled. 

Without a single dramatic sigh or further conversation or ‘let’s take a look first’, he simply reached for a prescription pad and started writing. He tore off the paper, handed it to me, and said, “Get your mammogram and then call my office.” Just like that. No lecture. No bullshit. No ‘it’s probably nothing’. I loved him instantly. 

I marched myself back to the phone with that golden ticket in my hand and called the Ann Barocco Center like I had permission to enter heaven. The Ann Barocco Center, located at Sacred Heart Hospital in Pensacola, Florida, is a women’s breast health clinic. “Hello, I have an order for a diagnostic mammogram, when can you get me in?” Hallelujah. All of a sudden, they could see me within two days. Amazing how the system magically speeds up when someone with an MD signs his or her name on a piece of paper. 

Two days later, I arrived at The Medical Mall. The medical mall that wasn’t really a mall. Why would anyone call it a medical mall, like it’s a place where you could stop for a breast exam between grabbing an orange Julius and picking up a new pair of shoes? It wasn’t that cute. Inside, I walked up to what looked like a reception window to sign in. There were two women sitting behind the glass who were chatting with each other, sipping coffee, and totally not interested that there was a terrified woman standing right in front of them—me. I waited for the window to slide open; it did not. I waited for them to look up and at least acknowledge that I was standing there; they did not. 

Instead, I noticed a little sign that said to write your name on the slip of paper and drop it into the slot. Excuse me? Not a check-in desk? Not a sign-up clipboard with the pen chained to the counter so no one would steal it? Nope. Sign your name on the slip of paper and drop it into the slot, like entering a raffle to win a free mammogram. Are you kidding me? I wrote my name on the sad little scrap of paper, dropped it into the mysterious slot, and half expected a raffle ticket to pop back out that said, “Congratulations, your boobs will be smashed shortly.” Fine. Whatever. I took a seat and swore to myself that if they didn’t call me within fifteen minutes, I’d start flipping chairs over in the waiting room. Surely, that would get their attention. 


—THE SQUEEZE, THE “HOLD STILL”, NONSENSE—


Eventually, they called me back and handed me a gown designed by the devil himself. One size fits all, 100% nipple exposure, zero dignity. Soon, my left breast was flattened like a pressed flower between two plates. 

“Hold still,” the tech said cheerfully. Sure sweetheart, why don’t you try walking away while your tit is stuck in this industrial clamp? Let’s see how you do. When she finally moved to the right breast, the one with the lump, the pressure felt sharper and different. I held still. What choice did I have? 

After the images, she led me into a second waiting room that was dimly lit and warm, almost cozy. The room was like a bad attempt at a spa experience for people whose lives are hanging in the balance. I picked up a magazine to pass the time and began flipping through. The first article that caught my eye—Breast Cancer. Of course! I snapped the magazine closed like it had just insulted my entire family. Just as I did, the tech reappeared. 
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