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To Jasper, who did his job and got us safely home.
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Forever August, we swim together

Here in our splendid summer’s idyll,

Swimming in the deepest end, man and boy,

Choosing colors from our paint box of everything.

We sing the song of gratitude; we praise the god of ignorance.

Happy in the moment, for not knowing what comes next.
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In 2002, a short time after the discovery of a small, cancerous node inside my prostate, a year after my father's death, almost to the day, I fell into a deep, panicky, despair. It was the conflation of life's two great rivers. The loss of a beloved parent, and the sudden, horrifying glimpse of one’s own impending mortality. There was nothing subtle, or well-timed, about the coincidence. One day, I was organizing a funeral service, and writing a check to the crematorium, the next day I was bending over a paper-covered table, the urologist's probing fingers unearthing the genetic treasure buried in my long-distant past. I didn't stop to wonder then, but I wonder now: how many men, how many generations, of my family have been afflicted?

Historically, the first case of prostate cancer was discovered in 1853, by Dr. J. Adams, a surgeon at the London Hospital. He noted, in his report, that the condition was 'a very rare disease'. There was a suspected correlation with syphilis. 

When that first trace of cancer was first discovered inside of me, secreted into the left side of my prostate, I reacted as predictably as any fifty-something male could be expected to. Total educational immersion in the disease; it's possible treatments,  potential side effects to treatments, and, when all else fails, mortality rates. 

I was confused. Which was it? I had no time. I had all the time.

He erred on the side of caution, recommending a quick surgical strike, or radical prostatectomy, of the offending organ. But the more I read about it, scrolling down endless case histories and patient narratives describing unintended side-effects of the procedure, the further I distanced myself from conventional medicine as the cure. At the time I had no health insurance, not an insignificant factor in healthcare decision-making. I was also merrily asymptomatic, although it's my current urologist, the world-famous Dr. B., who told me, 'Once you exhibit symptoms, it's too late.' 

My father’s urologist, a short, fussy man who traveled to Nantucket once a week, to treat other fifty-something males, as well as eighty-somethings like my dad. After describing the nodule to me, and because it was still early enough to do essentially nothing, he recommended a benign course of non-treatment called ‘watchful waiting’. This strategy portended a dual meaning. To him, a trained medical professional, it meant that I would routinely report to his office for periodic examinations, in the form of PSA blood cultures and digital rectal exams and X-rays. To me, it meant I would never again set foot inside a doctor's office. 

Any watchful waiting would be by me and me alone. 

***
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I BEGAN TO FORM AN action plan, beginning with basic research. The information highway of fifteen years ago was an overflowing cornucopia of sketchy knowledge and quacky curatives. I already held a diverse smattering of health-oriented beliefs, beginning with vegetarianism, a practice I had first adopted in high school. It was the late 1960's, the halcyon days of health foods. Whole Foods was called Erewhon, long before so-called natural foods were listed on the New York Stock Exchange, and eating brown rice and home-grown veggies was still a revolutionary, counter-culture act of anti-consumerist defiance. 

All roads lead to diet, conventional wisdom suggested. You are what you eat. I knew some basic truths already. Sugar was public enemy #1. I had once read a book called Sugar Blues, written by the famous silent film star Gloria Swanson's husband, Dirk Benedict, that handsome TV actor most known for Battlestar Galactica. His story was an early cautionary tale, a clarion call outlining the inherent dangers of a diet packed with processed sugar.  

But that was easier said than done. I am a baby boomer weaned on cheap ice cream and crappy confections and soft drinks, not to mention Swanson TV dinners, luncheon meats and American cheese on Wonder Bread. In short, a vile, culinary dystopia of artificially produced consumables. To my family, meals represented less nourishment and more texture and taste. We ate so many empty calories it was a wonder we made it out of bed in the morning. 

In my father’s generation, most people ate a naturally healthy diet free of mass-produced crap. This was before food became a ‘product.’ It was just something one ate to survive. Eggs came from chickens, milk came from cows. He’d never tasted high fructose corn syrup, Red Dye #2 or starchy carbs until after World War Two. Look at those early photographs of American farm kids. They look like anorexic string beans, but could work all day hefting hay bales. 

I became as helplessly addicted to sugar as a lab rat. They say in the animal kingdom that sweet-tasting food is preferable over all others. Early memories begin in my grandmother's kitchen, raiding a yellow-enameled Hoover cabinet that contained an enormous box of sugar cubes. I inhaled them, one after another, falling into a kind of gauzy narcosis, until my hypoglycemic levels crashed. Sugar was everywhere, and in everything. The new normal was killing us, but we never knew. 

My father had first been exposed to Coca Cola in the 1920s, when the recipe still contained actual cocaine. He was addicted to the sweetly carbonated drink, which he probably passed onto me, in vitro, like some soda pop crack baby. My mother was from the mountains of North Carolina. She had learned some rudimentary southern recipes from her family's cook, a black woman named Effie. Her translation of a home-cooked southern dinner: frozen pork chops, canned green beans, canned applesauce, and over-cooked hominy grits, liberally sprinkled with tablespoonfuls of white sugar. 

Mostly, our meals came out of boxes or cans; pre-packaged, preserved, and processed. 

My father loved his TV dinners; foil-wrapped mashed potatoes, Salisbury steak, frozen peas and apple sauce. He loved hot dogs and cheeseburgers, and a typical meal he expected on the table was essentially ballpark food. The dietary staples of our household were an insulting mockery of a well-balanced food pyramid. There were always tins of inexpensive supermarket cookies, quiescently flavored Popsicles, gallons of cheap Borden's ice cream, and the ubiquitous Redi Whip. A common, inexpensive dessert was a canned concoction generically known as, with no small irony, fruit cocktail, basically what had once been diced fruit drowned in fructose syrup. 

Sugar was a marvelous gateway drug. It helped you leap tall buildings, it made Bugs Bunny cartoons even funnier, it rubbed the inside of your belly and felt so, so good to have some by your side, like a protective amulet. A tasteless dinner was the price of a sweet dessert, and we gladly paid it, because we needed that buzz on the other side. 

One of my favorite summertime treats came out of a soda vending machine found at the gas station around the corner. An ersatz and deadly quasi-fruit drink called Fanta Grape. It came in cans which I would freeze in the top of our ancient Frigidaire until just past slushy, then consume like sticky ice cream in front of the TV. It was amazing my family survived, living on such a diet of empty carbs, red meat laden with growth hormones and antibiotics, bovine bi-products, and titanic infusions of corn syrup. Surprisingly, we did, at least for the time being. My father was still eating TV dinners and cold cuts a month before he died, partying like it was nineteen-ninety-nine; slathering aerosolized whipped cream on strawberry shortcake, sucking down soft drinks well into his last week on earth. 

***
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I WAS CONFUSED. WHY did his cancer wait so long to kill him? And why am I, at sixty-two, with so much half-assed knowledge of the human body, a part-time vegan hip to the mojo of natural healing, facing the same fate at an age almost twenty years younger?  The answer may be simpler than biology. My father was a genuinely happy man who didn’t stress the details. He was a gregarious, consummate avoidance artist, an actual artist who ignored the distractions of cold reality in order to paint his glorious blue skies and angular shadows thrown onto shingled walls. 

I, on the other hand, suffer from insomnia and claustrophobia. I fret over affairs of state; who is president and who is not. I worry that women are paid less than men, and why there are so few black quarterbacks, or the fate of the California redwoods. I spend an inordinate amount of time ciphering cosmic cause and effect, and dreading the coming global superstorm. 

My father sat in his tumbledown easy chair for decades with his feet up, an old cat kneading his khakis, watching reruns of Andy of Mayberry, and Dick Van Dyke. They were simpler times where suburban couples played pinochle, Richard Nixon wasn't a crook, and food, stress, and ozone depletion wasn't out to kill you.

I more resemble my mother, a fretful over-analyzer, a chain smoker who died of cardiac complications in her late seventies. The women of my mother’s family are a psycho-dramatic, addiction-prone dumpster fire. Except for my grandmother, Antoinette, who everyone called Annie. A tiny, fearlessly good-natured soul, somehow, she stayed married to a man who was a racist, intolerant bully. Together they made twelve children, who mostly acquitted themselves admirably. 

One aunt, an ex-model who attracted several wealthy husbands with her intelligence and perfect figure, developed Type Two diabetes and had both legs amputated in her eighties, after a lifetime of sweet vermouth and Coca Cola and sugary tea cakes. There was reputedly a witch, a distant female ancestor, hung in Salem, no doubt, as a result of undiagnosed bi-polarity. Another aunt died in an insane asylum. She played the piano beautifully, a quiet soul with a damaged mind. 

And that leaves me, I suppose, cancerous at sixty-two, receiving condolence cards from the universe. 

One

***
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IT’S CALLED a Foley. Short for ‘In-dwelling Foley Catheter’. Wikipedia has this to say about catheters: Named for Frederick E.B. Foley, who, in 1935, developed his latex rubber version of a medical device used for over three thousand years to drain over-full bladders. Ancient sufferers first used the Greek word kathienai, roughly translated as 'to let go or send'. Benjamin Franklin crafted a silver catheter in 1752, for a brother who suffered from bladder stones. Primitive cultures used reeds plucked from the river banks.

Mine comes from a hygienically sealed envelope, recently laid out on a stainless- steel medical trolley. It's 3 A.M., the witching hour, in the emergency room of a busy Plymouth, Massachusetts hospital. A nearly four-hour wait to see a doctor has led to a prompt diagnosis: Hydronephrosis, she decrees. I have an over-full bladder, which in turn is backing up and causing swelling in my kidneys. 

Translation: I am dangerously close to renal failure. 

Thirty centuries ago, Greek physicians would have recognized the symptoms instantly and sent a boy to the river banks to fetch suitable reeds. I watch, in a kind of horrified stupor, as my hospital gown is hiked up above my belly. A busy ER nurse crackles the packet open. Lubing the Foley with an analgesic called Lidocaine, she smiles, a bit too enthusiastically, then gingerly lifts my penis with confident, latex fingers, and begins the procedure. Any person with a penis should relate. My own hands simultaneously knot themselves into taut fists, and I look away, towards the opposite wall. My eyes grow moist, my brain is busily trying to distract. Shelves of gauze pads, glass vials, pee sample cups, strange plastic-wrapped medical doodads. A cartoon pain chart ranges from grin to frown, numbered one through ten. I’ll go with an eight, just to be safe. Maybe it will score me some Godzilla-sized opioids to get through the night.

I cannot watch, only inhale, then exhale, short, biting gasps as the tubing makes its slow, probing entry into the head of my penis. Finally, it bypasses my prostate, forces open, with a second stinging nudge, the gated sphincter of my engorged bladder. 

How's that feel? My nurse sweetly inquires. I can only wince. It's a rhetorical question. Next step, she attaches a hypodermic kind of pump, injecting sterilized water through the catheter, which inflates a balloon inside the bladder. This, she explains a she works, is to prevent accidental extraction of the temporary tubing from sliding out, causing trauma to my urinary tract which might need emergency surgery to repair. I nod, vaguely interested. A warm, vertiginous kind of nausea seeps into my abdomen; a steady river of stale urine begins to fill up a plastic bag, attached just out of sight on the side of the gurney. The excruciatingly taut pressure on my kidneys begins to subside.

Better? She cheerily inquires. I nod, slowly, dumbly. Again, it’s a rhetorical question. The relief borders on magical. I want to hug her, and Mr. Foley, and the boy who brought the reeds.

Two

***
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THE FIRST TIME I saw a catheter was fifteen years ago, watching as one disappeared up the penis of my dying, eighty-four-year-old father. 

Back then, as his only son and sole caregiver, I grimaced along with him, morbidly fascinated, as the device was gently coaxed upward, like a plumber's snake into a recalcitrant toilet, threading its perilous passage up, up and away by a petite emergency room nurse with Botticelli features. She was young enough to be his granddaughter. This was a no-fooling moment. My father hadn't pissed for days, and the pain must have been excruciating. But he didn't seem to notice, or mind, as the surgical rubber tubing slowing inched its way up his urethra, through his tumor-riddled prostate, finally blossoming into the soft terminus, a water-filled balloon just inside his bladder. The nurse pumped it up, to keep the catheter from sliding out, just like another nurse had pumped mine up, fifteen years later, in another hospital. He silently endured. Just the vaguest of smiles crossed his face. The palpable relief as his kidneys quickly voided their toxic cargo. Immediately a narrow stream of dark-yellow urine sluiced from his cancer-riddled body, just as it’s doing to me now, via the soft, brown tube dangling from his flaccid member. It was a Pyrrhic victory, though, a short-term reprieve. In a month he would be dead. But now is the moment. Ahhhh, to piss, to lose that devilish pressure in his urinary tract. I watched his face relax, his long artist's fingers limp in his lap, the parchment opacity of his gaunt cheekbones. He struggled to keep his eyes open, stoned on morphine and Oxys and god-knows-what-else he was stoned on to keep the metastasis to a dull roar. 

The day was 9/11, 2001. Yeah, That 9/11. My father, oblivious beneath a thin cotton blanket on an emergency room gurney, just before being wheeled into a cubicle, (wheeled by a tardy forty-is year old son who'd called work that morning with a valid hooky excuse, a dying father) had merely glanced at the overhead TV in the waiting room as the first of the hijacked jetliners silently pierced Tower One. Next came a fiery bloom of jet fuel and human beings immolating in collapsing offices, unseen by circling news copters. In short moments, still-living human beings, released from gravity's solemn bounds, willingly leaped from smoking window frames, their arms pinwheeling, plummeting like geese buckshot from the sky. 

It was a gorgeous fall morning on Nantucket Island. In some parallel universe is was a gorgeous fall morning in Manhattan. In the waiting room, a gathering knot of shocked patients and caregivers lingered beneath the TV screen, their injuries and complaints momentarily forgotten. Gasps, disbelieving heads shaking, a few tears. No person beyond the senselessly craven Kamikaze pilots knew what was happening, what had been planned, where this was going, or how it would end. Little actual information scrolled beneath the morning show talking heads. They intoned and pontificated and posited early theories. My dad barely noticed. He sat slumped in his borrowed wheelchair, wordlessly fumbling in the dog-eared pockets of his ancient wallet. Looking for what? A driver's license, taken away months ago when he drove his battered Ford Taurus into a bank lobby. A grocery discount card, a few bucks to tip the waitress at the diner, when he was still healthy enough to shop for himself, or order breakfast from a rotating stool? What finally emerged, pinioned victoriously between two bony fingers: his tattered health insurance card. A square shooter to the end, my old man, paying his own way. Then his name was called. A concerned looking receptionist smiled gravely, peering past us at the HD images of the burning towers, then back to him, knowing that both, old man and twin towers, were certainly goners. 

I wheeled him slowly into a small examination cubicle, and we waited together, as my father stoically grimaced, wordlessly enduring each rolling comber of urinary agony. We sat like this for a half an hour, waiting for that sweet release of surgical tubing slid up his penis, the same penis that had created me nearly fifty years before. His ruined prostate, a walnut-sized gland that creates the liquid medium that delivers sperm, ground zero for male sexuality, now shrunken by experimental hormones, was now the villain in this end-game soap opera. Somewhere beyond the curtain, the whispers of nurses discussing the high crimes that had surgically destroyed our perfectly delft-blue September morning. The TV voices confidently promised swift apprehension and punishment of the nefarious, but still unknown jet bombers, George W. Bush’s infamous evildoers, no doubt of Islamic extraction. 

My dad barely noticed. 

He'd had had his fill of national tragedies. A World War Two veteran who volunteered just after Pearl Harbor, my father returned, a newly minted master sergeant, to the triumphal 1950s, the unfired bullets in his service revolver. Just another weary GI gazing over the rail of the Queen Mary, the great ocean liner still painted in her wartime grays. He was an artist who'd gone to war, returning with a trunk-load of en plein air watercolors done on sketching tramps all over England and France and Brussels. But now he was far from the battlefields of his youth. The long national nightmare of his children's generation, the birth of our war on terror just unfolding in real-time television, just wasn't his fight. 

What lay beyond, Mr. Foley's marvelous tube threaded up inside him, was today's battle, as it would be someday mine. 

This was the terrible secret we shared, my father and I.

Three

***
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A MONTH LATER, my old man passed over to the other side, headed off to a place where his days are pain-free, his memories of art and color and cats and all the friends he'd made on earth still vivid. Who's to know? But I do like the heavenly afterlife mythology. Out of every bit of religious doggerel on earth, it's that particular fairy tale that offers the most comfort. 

My mother died in nineteen-ninety-seven of heart failure. It was over, quick and dirty, as Dad would describe a clumsy household repair, an amateur’s efforts done without precision or regret. I still see her sitting at the kitchen table I inherited, (refinished now, except for several stubborn cigarette burn-marks I could never sand out) worrying over bills, distant family drama, and her husband’s illness. 

I lived in an adjacent cottage on the property, reluctant overseer to their end of days. The cottage is now gone, a tear-down sold to a developer for my escape and resettlement money, but I can still see her there, in a window directly across the yard from mine, tapping tepid ashes into a coffee cup, (Pall-Mall non-filtered, Maxwell House instant), pondering a glass-half-empty existence she had little chance of affecting. And then one morning it was over, gone as those screaming jets into the towers. Her end had come quick as sniper fire, as quick one moment alive, the next dead. She'd simply fallen down in the bedroom, with a word fallen between the his-and-hers beds they shared, Dick Van Dyke style, and never gotten up. In a span of sixty seconds, her lifeforce was already gone by the time the firehouse boys wended their way back to the tiny island hospital. 

Afterwards, only silence, the sound of forest snow falling. My grieving time for her was so brief, measured in weeks, really, mostly because I still had the other side of the coin to worry about. My blessed old man, who, for the first time in my life, seemed to need me. It's the youngest sibling thing. Last in, last out.

***
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MY MOTHER'S FUNERAL reception took place in the spartan function room of the island’s venerable fishermen’s club, the only public place open for hire for mourners on a budget. It was a happy, drafty place of raucous summertime drinking fetes, fading photographs on the wall of past bluefish tournaments, drunken fetes to blue collar brides and grooms, but, more often than not, and usually in the winter, utilitarian local funerals like ours. The rental fee was nominal, $50, and included a cash bar. Three-dollar Buds and domestic Chablis in plastic cups. Appetizers, meaning cold cuts, carrot sticks, and Kraft cheese bites, were catered by the A&P. Outside the club's picture window, a late fall nor'easter stalked around and ruffled the gray harbor waters. The guest book was a study of a sparsely attended affair. 

My mother had forged few friendships on the island, and her aging sisters and brothers were mostly too infirm to make the bouncing ferry ride over. Only one cousin made it out that day, a woman I had always had a secret crush on. She flew over from Cape Cod, which made the grim festivities palatable. Most of the attendees weren't exactly mourners, just a handful of my father's admirers. He was a popular island artist who loved to mingle, always with an eye for potential art collectors. She, in her later years, had become a fretful agoraphobe who hid her face in family snapshots and stoically struggled to keep the lights on and the mortgage paid. She was a pack mule for the mundane affairs of an impoverished artist's household, having ceded her own younger artistic talents to his admittedly more marketable ones,  yet prideful and gamely supportive of his success and popularity. 

On the morning of her death, at the hospital, where I'd driven my dad in the wake of her fatal collapse; taking the same route as the EMT's almost stately, siren-less escape, he sat alone on a hallway chair, dazed and confused. The shock of a long-time spouse’s sudden mathematical reduction was etched into his face. His life-mate was gone, had simply vanished. She would return a month later in a cardboard box of gray ashes. 

Side by side, we waited for some medical authority to confirm what was already known. No words passed between us. Ours was not an intimate relationship. I could not comfort him, because ours was not the language of men who comforted. Instead, we talked of the Red Sox and the weather, of lighthouses and boats, house repairs and ancient punchlines to jokes long forgotten. These was our coded conversations, carefully scripted small-talk between father and son.

As he stood up at shaky attention to greet the family doctor, a thin, bespectacled man who'd appeared to consult and console, I noticed a dark bloom of fresh urine soiling my father’s already soiled khaki pants. In his grief, he'd wet himself, just to add the right degree of public humiliation to the fresh shock. I drove him home, a silent cortege back to his disheveled artist’s hovel. Back to the rodents and the roaches who came because of his slovenly housekeeping, and the cats who barely noticed, gobbling from open cans of tuna fish on the stove. I sat with him awhile. There were no words. Just dark loss disguised as a stoic smile. 

He said he had a painting to finish. 

***
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HE'D ALREADY BEEN DIAGNOSED with prostate cancer a few years before her death. His Cape Cod urologist who came to the island once a month discovered the tell-tale hardness of a large tumor during a routine rectal exam. My own urologist used the phrase 'rock-hard' to describe mine, while discussing my case, sotto voce, over the telephone to a colleague, at what he thought was a discrete distance away. 

The earliest history of his illness evades me; I suppose my parents didn't want to make a fuss over the clinical details. I suspect in the beginning he was judged, like I am now, to be beyond the surgical solution. Our diagnosis is the same. We are genetically as fraternal as twins. Those very same cancer cells we share had spread beyond his prostate's thin, gossamer capsule and were happily roaming around in the outer urological suburbs of lymph nodes, bladder, seminal vesicle, etc. It may have already reached his bones by then. 

Luckily for me, today, sitting here overlooking a Cape Cod marsh, images taken inside the Boston hospital’s sleekly new state-of-the-art bone scan device suggests the absence of shadowy organic material, shorthand for tumors, lurking inside. Fifteen years ago, on my father's windswept island, there were no such machinery in sight, and he had to find out the hard way.

Four

***
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MY FATHER WAS EIGHTY-four when he died. I'm sixty-one. My birth date is the unique identifier I must recite every time I visit the doctor or call the insurance company, which covers me, just barely, under a free Massachusetts healthcare plan called Neighborhood Health. So far, so good. My only co-pays are for prescription drugs, usually a couple of dollars. Of course, if I wanted Viagra or Cialis, for flagging libido issues, it would be a full ride, in the hundreds of dollars. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts, perhaps in a nod to its sexually prudish Puritan heritage, takes a firm stand on hard-on enhancers or gender reassignment surgery. Not a problem for me at the moment. Sex is a gauzy and indistinct memory, courtesy of the once-a-month hormone deprivation injections at the oncologist's office. 

Odd sensation, for a man, even an aging man, to not be under the influence of testosterone. I don't feel like a eunuch, a pudgy, court castrati, with man tits and womanish soprano. I still crave female intimacy, and would if I could, but the surgical rubber protuberance dangling from my southernmost saber is not a hot turn-on even in the kinkiest of boudoirs. Also, my tumor-swollen prostate stopped delivering semen a while ago, so even before the diagnosis, a stage-four, aggressive, but so far non-metastatic, cancer, orgasms were pretty much a dry affair. But, alas, it’s the brain, not the machinery, that's driving the bus. For me it remains the most persuasive sexual organ. This morning when I woke, and my companion had not, I briefly lifted the covers. There was her naked spine, curved as a nautilus shell, the soft cleft where spine and buttock meet, only the quietness of her softly snoring exhalations for a soundtrack. 

I felt the sweetly familiar tug of arousal. 

Then I reached down, returning to the scene of so many crimes of passion, and touched the rubber soul of my catheter, emerging like the monster baby in Alien. The ultimate cock-blocker, is my faithful catheter. My hand moved lower, touched my night bag, a pendulous, opaque vessel containing eleven hundred milliliters of warm urine. Time to get up. First things first. 

***
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HOT FLASHES AND CHILLS are the worst, although I haven't even begun the radiation. The hormones they've injected into my belly are constantly noodling with my body's thermostat, a mad scientist fucking around with no rhyme or reason, which I know drives my companion mad. She typically runs hot, and loves a cool house. Right now, under the hormonal influence, I never know what to expect. Sleeping, which I used to welcome, is a devil's dance, either doing the cover kick and the window crack, or the sweater layering with the furnace cranked to seventy. And the catheter...sweet Lord! When I first got it installed, the discomfort was always just, well, there. Think about all those lovely nerve endings, think about dragging around a plastic bag that needs constant emptying. You just can't take your mind off of that reality, and at night, when the clock is supposed to wind down, and all the edges get softer, and you need your sleep, it just gets worse. 

But the alternative isn’t much better. The reason I have a Foley inside of me had more to do with my kidneys than my prostate, although at the time I didn't realize how inextricably linked they were. 

***
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IT HAPPENED LIKE THIS: For several days I'd felt a dull, aching pain in my side, right above the hip. I knew things weren't great with the prostate situation. The body just knows. Mine was broadcasting a myriad of SOS signals. I was now officially symptomatic to the max. Urinating constantly, literally every half-hour at times. The urgency to void the bladder was an itch never really satisfied. The shortest of road trips required an encyclopedic knowledge of public bathrooms along the route. Longer trips were a nightmare. One time I counted stopping at twenty-six times to go two hundred miles. If I was alone, I could pull off the highway and pee into a bottle, but wherever it was, it was never enough, and there was always a next time. In this respect, and only this respect, my indwelling catheter is a huge relief, to not always be on the hunt for the next pit stop. Then there was the sex thing. Erections and ejaculation. The prostate has a hand in both. I hadn't had a real orgasmic geyser in years, but that, in itself, was not a deal breaker. But trying to get 'er done with a flaccid penis can be a challenge. My doctor prescribed Cialis, which supposedly both helps with urine flow and erectile dysfunction. And, predictably, the state insurance will not cover. Nearly three hundred dollars for a month supply. But those storybook hard-ons never really materialized, and the pee stops kept getting closer and closer together. Until one night, lying on an emergency room gurney, a nurse laid a sonogram wand over my belly. I was holding nearly eight hundred milliliters in my bladder. It was backing up into the kidneys, a toxic waste dump that had brought me perilously close to renal failure. The pain was beyond anything I'd ever experienced. 

***
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BEHIND THE CURTAIN in the next cubicle a young guy was trying to pass kidney stones. He was nearly weeping for a shot of oxycodone, and complaining about lost work time. I was wondering why my own kidneys were about to fail when a doctor, the only doctor on call at three in the morning, peered over her clipboard. After listening to my chest and gazing at the blood test results, she sternly inquired when was the last time I'd had my prostate checked. A long time ago, I told her. I couldn’t recall the year. 

She ordered the Foley inserted. I watched all of this, a strange sort of non-sexual fascination, as a woman not my wife snapped on a pair of latex gloves, swabbed my penis with antiseptic, and proceeded to gently push the narrow rubber tubing into my urethra. She had to stop and withdraw several times; as it painfully bumped against my swollen prostate. It just wasn't going in. She called in an older, more experienced RN. You'll feel better instantly, the nurse promised. It finally went all the way in. The Foley began to drain that dark, toxic reservoir from my bladder.  I needed to get myself to a good urologist, the doctor suggested, quicker than later. She prescribed oxycodone. 

I thought of my father, that gorgeous blue sky, and those runaway planes mushrooming into fiery nothingness. My genetic chickens were finally coming home to roost. 

Five

***
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BUNDLED ONTO a transport gurney, transported to Boston, to the emergency room of a large, metropolitan hospital. It was only my second ambulance ride. The first time was when I'd gotten a life-threatening infection, from a botched prostate biopsy in 2010. From this, I spent two days on an IV drip. I always feel safe and loved inside an ambulance. It is always when I am at my most vulnerable. I find EMTs to be generally gracious, professional, funny, and upbeat, the everyday saints of the diseased, the desperate, and the dying. 

As I watched the dark highway trail behind us in the rear window, I kept asking for water. The thirst simply would not go away. 

I’m sorry, I'm not allowed to, the young paramedic told me apologetically, explaining, Not with anything to do with kidneys.’

After a moment she capitulated, handing me a tiny paper cup poured from her personal bottle. It tasted as sweet as Dom Perignon. At the end of a twelve -hour shift, three in the morning, one cup of water, she must have decided, a sip wouldn’t kill me. We were just passing the Braintree Split, the Boston and points-west highway fork where weekday rush hour traffic slows down to creeping gridlock. 
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