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This book is dedicated to every person who walked by my side during my cancer journey.

I love you.
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Prologue
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In the spring of 2024, I realized I wasn’t able to breathe through my right nostril. Something was blocking it. We were in California, so I went to an Emergency Care doctor near King City. She thought it might be a mucus plug. She suggested I try blowing harder, creating a “snot rocket.”

After I was done laughing, I did what was suggested. I blew ... I blew more than Mount St. Helens. 

Whatever it was stayed stubbornly there. 

My next attempt at a diagnosis was about three months later. We were still in California, and I went to an emergency care doctor in Eureka. She thought it was tissue swelling and ordered a course of Prednisone. 

The pills gave me insane energy, but didn’t do anything for my poor nasal passage. 

I made attempts to go to an ENT, but they were booking two months out. California was getting too expensive for us, so we packed up the RV and drove to Tucson, Arizona. 

Well, my husband, Ken, drove. By that time I was having a hard time seeing. 
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This book is based on a series of Caring Bridge Journal entries I kept during the duration of my cancer testing and treatment. I have edited the entries. For each entry, I selected a few of the comments left by my friends and colleagues to edit and include. 

Finally, most entries are followed by reflections as I look back at that time. Currently, I am six months cancer free. 
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Chapter One: New Diagnosis
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September 20, 2024
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I'd always imagined, if I received a diagnosis of cancer, it would be in a doctor's office. The doctor, a kindly Marcus Welby type, would gently give me the bad news while my husband held my hand. 

It didn't turn out that way. 

My journey began in the treatment room of an older, kind allergist. He was the old-fashioned kind, taking time to listen and make sure he understood. He was the closest to Marcus Welby I was going to get. The more we talked and he checked, the more his recommendation changed. He told me I didn't have allergies, but urged me to go to an ER right away to get a CT scan.

ERs are always difficult. You wind up talking to multiple people who seem to ask the same questions. They took some blood and put in an IV port in my hand. Another nurse came back to take more blood, but she couldn't get her tubes to connect to my port, and my blood was spurting in many places it shouldn't have been. I asked her to kindly not let me bleed out. She eventually achieved victory and left.

I waited. 

Soon madcap Marcel, a transportation guy, whirled me at top speed to the scan testing room. Marcel didn't have a slow-down speed, even when making a sharp turn. Everyone must be used to him, because they got out of the way. 

The testers informed me that since it was a contrast test, they'd be injecting some sort of dye into my system that would make me feel like I'd peed. But I wouldn't have, they reassured me. 

They got me on the table and injected the dye. 

Yep. It felt like I was peeing. Except, since my body is nowhere near anyone's standard of "normal," it also hurt like hell. When I told them, they said that wasn't supposed to happen. 

Right.

They got their scan and deposited me back into my wheelchair. After another high-speed transport, Marcel deposited me next to my husband, Ken and asked us for a good Uber referral before he dashed off. 

Two hours later, I was informed they were going to admit me. More information. A bed in a waiting room. Another half hour and the PA came in to inform me they'd talked to an ENT. Among the flood of information she dumped, she said, "and it’s cancerous." I'm not sure I heard a word after that. 

Ken was far away ... no reassuring hand. 

Then she asked, "How do you feel?"

How do you think I feel?????

"Gobsmacked."

"There's no good way to say it."

Yes, girl, there are a thousand better ways to say it. 

Then she let us know they weren't admitting me and to contact the ENT if I didn't hear from her by noon the next day.

Comments from Readers

OH CRAP, CASEY... EXCELLENT storytelling by the way!! But crap, crap and lots of worse words. Are you feeling okay, are you in pain? We are so damn sorry! Where in hell are you? Still in California? What do you need? Love and lots of it! ~ Writer Friend

Glad you survived Marcel's whirlwind tour to and from the imaging department. ~ Longtime Coaching Client

I’m not sure how they got “cancerous” from a CT scan! Seems like a biopsy would be the starting point with something like this, but either way, I’ll be praying that this busy PA is just new and inexperienced, and that this is a simple mass that can be removed without much hassle. We are here for you, and please reach out if there’s anything you need. ~ Daughter-in-Law, and Nurse

Reflections

IT’S NOW OVER A YEAR since I wrote that post. In some ways I’ve been blessed, in others not so much. One of the ways I’ve been blessed is by the people who stuck it out with me, who checked in, and who commented on my posts on Caring Bridge. (I found this a great service for people who are ill.)

I was diagnosed with Stage IV of a rare form of cancer in my right sinus. No amount of blowing was going to get that baby out. I think everyone’s first reaction to a diagnosis of cancer is of numbness and disbelief. I knew mine was. Even now, after all the treatments, I still have a hard time believing I had that disease. 

My real name is Carol. From that point on I let all the doctors and nurses call me Carol, even though I prefer my nickname of Casey. Carol had cancer.

Casey did not. 

I can still see my husband sitting across the room the hospital room as we waited to hear the results of the scan. It felt like an ocean separated us. I vividly recall the shirt he had on. Every time he wears it, I remember. 

In her lyrical book, Time Is a River, Mary Alice Monroe’s heroine talks about two kinds of husbands. There are those who stand by your side at every treatment, ask what they can do for you, and hold you when you cry. Ken is one of those. 

Then there are others who pay lip service, but stay as far away from the diagnosis as possible. Some have affairs. Some just work too much. Regardless, the woman is alone. 

I don’t know if this applies to women with men who have cancer, but I suspect it does. 

My mother fought cancer for ten years. I missed the last four because I was in college. My sister has told me bits and pieces. She, understandably, resented the fact that I’d escaped. Because it wasn’t only cancer of the body in the household. 

I’m quite sure my father did all the things he was supposed to do, because he was a responsible man. I’m also sure he didn’t give her the emotional support she needed. According to my sister, there were epic fights. 

As for an affair? I’d suspected he’d had them when she was healthy, so I have no doubt they continued. 

I’ve struggled with my own relationships. There have been several as it took me a while to figure it out. When my friends met Ken, they said, “She finally got it right.”

We’re invincible in our twenties. When choosing a partner, we only focus on the beginning, not the end. We’ll all need help at some point. If I knew then what I know now, would it have made a difference?

I’m not sure.

Ken was, and still is, my most loyal travelling circus companion. 
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Sept 23, 2024
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The hardest part is not knowing. 

Is it even cancer? If so, how bad is it? What will the treatment be like? Will I survive? How long will I live? 

Memories of my mom’s cancer haunt me. 

How do I plan? My life? My book career? 

And what do I do with the damn furniture in the storage unit in Montana?

Do I write out everything in detail as if I’ll be gone next week? Or pretend everything will go on as before?

Where is that stupid happy medium when you need him?

A friend is going in for a second surgery on a regrown brain tumor today. I’m not in this alone. 

Thank you, blessed friends, for your loving support. 

Lessons from Al-Anon: One day at a time. If I can’t manage that ... one minute at a time. 

I think I’m at the fifteen minute mark. That’s what I can manage right now. 

Comments from Readers

OH HONEY I WISH THAT I could just take everything away for you. Sending you healing energy, hugs, and prayers. ~ Editing Client

Hang in there! I think the next few weeks will be a lot of testing and waiting... make sure you take the time to enjoy the things that energize you, and keep your body as rested and nourished as possible. ~ Daughter-in-Law, and Nurse

I'm so sorry, Casey. This isn't fair! I'm sending strong emanations your way. They worked for me. They'll work for you. Love you. ~ Writer Friend

Reflections

CANCER TESTS A PERSON. What they bring to the table affects how they will deal with their interrupted lives. Ironically, I didn’t know how committed I was to living until faced with this disease. 

Depression runs in my family, and I have fought off bits and pieces throughout my life. Fortunately, I was provided with assistance by the people who initially treated my cancer. We were referred to a marvelous therapist who specialized in supporting people and their partners with cancer. I don’t take help easily, but this was crucial to my ability to fight. 

I also re-discovered my capacity to keep moving forward in spite of other things that happened. In my tech career days I was living with an alcoholic. My marriage was falling apart. I had a child in trouble. Yet in spite of all of that, I was a sought-after consultant for database performance. I also ran an international organization that gave conferences all over the world (IDUG). 

My ability to persevere, to write three books over the course of the treatment, and to continue knitting and quilting where possible, aided in getting through each day—fifteen minutes at a time if that’s where I was. 
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My appointment this morning was with ENT Dr. K. After the nurse blasted two different sprays up my nose—one to decongest, one to numb—he came in, and I told my story. 

Lots of questions, exams, and, yeah, camera up the nose, later, he gently asks, “Have they told you what it might be?”

“Sinus cancer.”

He nodded and told me he would have to do a biopsy but needed to do it in surgery because of the blood. But he’d do whatever it took to get it done fast, along with a few other tests. He said he’ll be in touch by the end of the day. 

Bottom line, I’m going to need major surgery. I’m probably going to lose my right eye, and need facial reconstruction. Radiation and chemo are also on the table. It’s going to be fast, and it’s going to be hard. 

But I know we can get through this. 

Thank you in advance for all your support. 

Casey

Comments from Readers

I'M SO SORRY YOU'RE going through this. But you are 100% right. You are not alone. And you are Loved! With you for the journey. ~ Writing Colleague

Oh, Casey. You are one of the strongest people I know. Keep your courage up. Sending love and prayers. ~ Longtime Friend

Thank you so much for your frank and honest update...I am hoping that the tests and biopsy provide the best possible information for you to be clear about how to proceed...and that you have a medical team that you trust and that treat you with the respect you deserve...we are all 100% here for you and Ken!! ~ Business Coaching Client

Reflections

THIS IS ONE OF MY MORE horrible memories. The doctor was fairly matter-of-fact once I told him what I believed I had. He was almost gleeful in his prediction about what I might have to go through. 

Over time I learned doctors were generally happy to get their hands on me because the cancer I had was so rare. It led to some better options and opportunities over the course of this treatment.

I was too shaken and shocked to ask any questions. I just nodded. In despair I went back into the waiting room to find Ken so he could take me home and I could fall apart.

That was the last time I went into an appointment alone 

I’ve always been an “I can do it” kind of person, annoyingly so ... as I’ve been frequently told. Dealing with a major illness quickly taught me I could do it, just not alone. I’ve needed every bit of support from my friends, family, and people I’ve met on the journey.

One wonderful thing came out of this appointment: a referral to Dr. Laurie. 
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It’s clear that drinking too much is not going to make this go away. All it did was make me sick to my stomach. Oh, well, I had to try the old standby, even though I’ve recently spent months and years alcohol-free. 

It’s a tough morning. I can’t breathe through either nostril. My eye hurts. I feel high anxiety. I tried to meditate, and that may have helped for about thirty seconds, but then it lost its power. I’ve paced, thrown up nothing, and performed other bodily functions, but I’m left with what this is. 

The worst experience of my life. 

I made the mistake of looking up what a PET scan is. I’m highly claustrophobic, so there’s that.  And the idea of sitting around for ninety minutes doing nothing is not appealing at all. 

Borrowing trouble ... that’s what I’m doing. 

I can do this. Everyone says I’m strong. 

I hope they’re right. 
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I’m not really prepared for this journey. It’s so sudden. So devastating. 

Already, I’ve lost the sight in my right eye. Sometimes light gives me pretty patterns to look at: black and white line drawings of geometric shapes. But it doesn’t compensate for the strong visual sense I used to have. I can’t even work up energy to take my camera out. 

Over time, I’ll deal with it and see the world in new ways. But I’m not ready yet. 

Breathing well would also be nice. I can’t breathe at all through my right nostril. The left comes and goes. Sometimes I pace the small trailer simply trying to feel like I can get enough air in my lungs. But that can also be blamed on the heat wave we’re having here in Tucson. Temperatures over hundred make me feel like I simply can’t breathe. 

And I’m so damn thirsty. Sometimes in the middle of the night I rub my sandpaper tongue over the equally rough top of my mouth. No saliva whatsoever. It’s ugly. I drink water, but the relief doesn’t last nearly long enough. 

Last night I had a decent night’s sleep. I still got up and read for a while. Sitting up helps, and it’s a good time to get more water down. 

Then I crawl back into bed, maneuvering around a sixteen-pound cat that insists on inhabiting my half of the lower bed and who will not move until he deems it time to do so. 

I wrap myself in all of my friends’ good wishes and prayers and sleep a little longer. 

Tuesday, I see an oncologist, Dr. Laurie. The following Monday, Oct. 7 will be a surgery day to do a biopsy. 

As best I can, I’m trying to live my life. We went to get fabric so hopefully I can finish the never-ending Harry Potter quilt for one of my grandchildren. All the rest have them, so she needs hers. 

I listen to music and write. When it gets too hot, or I’m too tired, I’ll turn on Hallmark and putz around on the computer or knit. 

And, always, I am reading. 

Many of you have asked what you can do. Other than your continued support, love, and prayers, which I can feel, the best thing you can do is help me keep my Kindle full. Electronic gift cards for bookstores will always be welcome. I hate to ask, but since so many of you feel the desire to do something, I wanted to let you know what that something is. 

For those of you whose first impulse is to feed me—I know who you are—we’ll arrange a time to have a good meal together when this is all over, and I can actually eat something with more substance than yogurt or macaroni and cheese from a box. 

And don’t doubt it for a minute. I will come out on the other side. Not the same. But ready to keep living and see all of you again. 

Thank you for listening to my rambling, and for all your support. It means everything.

Comments from Readers

USUALLY I WANT TO KNOW the details of what a friend is going through. But the rapid changes you're experiencing are difficult to accept with grace, to say the least. You are doing a terrific job at stoking your positive outlook. ~ Writing Colleague

Casey, you are amazing. And beautiful and lovely and a light. I’m sending you a lot of love and keeping the prayers high and mighty. ~ Writing Colleague

Reflections

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN ONE of those people who cannot ask for help. Even when I do ask for advice, I often ignore it to my detriment. But cancer has taught me that it’s okay to ask. In fact, it is necessary to ask, especially when someone has the support I did. 

On the whole, people are a generous and caring lot. I had a number of friends who wanted to come to Tucson and cook or otherwise take care of me. There was no room for them in our small trailer. More importantly, I couldn’t bear to have people see me sick. 
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