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  For Grant, Carl and Randy, who fought nobly against their awful diseases and who were loved infinitely for that, and for their families, who marched every step of the way with them and who were loved infinitely in return for that.




  Prologue




  If you’re ever planning to have a life-threatening illness as a child, leukemia is the one to have. According to The Leukemia and Lymphoma Society (LLS), leukemia is a malignant disease (cancer) of the bone marrow and blood. It is characterized by the uncontrolled accumulation of blood cells. Though it’s a type of cancer, it is one of the most curable childhood diseases. The five-year relative survival rate has nearly quadrupled in the past 48 years for patients with leukemia. In 1960-63, when compared to a person without leukemia, a patient had a 14 percent chance of living five years. By 1975-1977, the five-year relative survival rate had jumped to 35 percent, and in 1996-2004, the overall relative survival rate was slightly above 50 percent (51.2 percent).




  And, if you decide on leukemia as a child, your best bet is acute lymphocytic leukemia, or ALL, one of four types of leukemia. Overall, relative survival rates from 1996-2004, according to the LLS, for patients with ALL was 66.1 percent overall and 91.2 percent for children under 5, as compared with chronic lymphocytic leukemia, or CLL, 76.2 percent; acute myelogenous leukemia, or AML, 21.3 percent overall and 55.2 percent for children under 15; and chronic myelogenous leukemia, or CML, 46.7 percent.




  But the thing is I wasn’t planning on having my perfectly healthy 4-year-old son Quentin—whose total past medical history included antibiotics for one ear infection and three stitches to his right pinky finger after a tangle with a barstool (he lost)—to be diagnosed with leukemia. But on July 12, 2007, following weeks of mysterious aches and pains, he was. Despite the ominous diagnosis, my son had a larger being than “the big C” working in his favor—God. This book is the story of how God’s grace and mercy and nothing less than a windfall of miracles saved Quentin’s life and transformed him into “Iron Boy”. This book is also meant to show you how God’s grace and mercy can work in your life, too…if you will believe.




  Chapter 1




  I guess I should begin, not with the diagnosis, but with Quentin’s birth.




  Despite the mountain of photographs I have of Quentin—both homemade and professional—my all-time favorite still remains the one taken at the hospital the day he was born. There is no other way to say this, so I’ll just spit it out. He was sooooooooo adorable, sooooooo cute! Someone once asked me if I thought my baby was cute because he really was or because he was my baby. Truthfully, he was! I’m real enough to say that if he hadn’t been, I would have realized it, chalked it up to the struggle it takes any child to get here and prayed the circumstances would change in a few weeks. But I didn’t have to wait. He was a cherub from Day One. He had a head of silky, wavy, coal-black hair, which proved the heartburn theory, and a little button nose that looked good enough to pinch off and pop into my mouth. And those eyes! Two shining, liquid balls that bore into me and made me want to sit up straight, eat all my vegetables, learn a new language, just do everything right! I swear the way he looked at me, it felt like he was scrutinizing me, checking me out to see what he was working with and whether I was worthy of taking charge of his life.




  It was like he already knew me and was waiting to formally make my acquaintance. I know I had been waiting to make his—nine months and then some. He made me wait so long, he even missed his own “birthday”.




  Quentin was actually due the first week of March 2003, but he didn’t show up. Another week went by, and he still hadn’t seen fit to make an appearance. In fact, at my next appointment, my doctor gave me the sad news that I wasn’t even dilating. To cheer me up, he said he would induce me at the end of the next week if Quentin hadn’t made any progress. The supposed-to-be-hopeful news unleashed a sea of tears. Don’t get me wrong! I was happy to be pregnant. It’s just that I would have been happier to become a mother and drop the medicine ball I was carrying under my shirt.




  My doctor must have noticed my desperation. Standing waist-deep in my pool of tears, he changed his mind and asked me if I wanted to do it Monday. Thinking he was referring to my next appointment, I tearfully sobbed out a no. But then it hit me, and I realized he meant “it”. Did I want to have Quentin Monday? Does Popeye love spinach? Hell, yeah! I shook my head so hard, I thought it was going to bounce off my head and roll into a corner. I was geeked! Plus, I thought it would be kind of cool to deliver Quentin on my brother John’s birthday, especially since he would be serving as godfather. Wouldn’t that be the gift to top?




  By the time Monday came, I had my “schedule” all worked out. Hospital arrival at 6 a.m. Check in and dress by 7 a.m. Deliver Quentin by 8 a.m. First feeding at 9 a.m.




  Silly, silly me! March 10 was the quintessential example of Murphy’s Law. Everything that could go wrong, did!




  First, I felt a little like the plague. I didn’t get nearly the attention I deserved on account of a teen-aged girl who was in labor ahead of me. A child having a child, who couldn’t hang with the very adult situation she found herself in. I wanted to go over to her room and scream for her to shut up and act like the woman she had formerly thought she was. Since I am an adult, I reconsidered. She probably wouldn’t be likely to take advice about being a grown-up from a grown-up who herself wasn’t acting awfully grown up.




  Instead, I suffered in silence until the nurse we were sharing made time to see me. It would be these hide-and-seek absences the whole day, I quickly discovered.




  Things picked up a little when one of the nurses came to hook up my I.V. Okay! A little action! Finally, I was being shown some medical attention. My glee was short-lived.




  I’ve always been told how small my veins are. That day, they must have been invisible because this amateur nurse stabbed the back of my hand unmercifully several times before she was willing to admit she couldn’t find it. It would have been nice if she had come to that conclusion before she murdered my hand. A more experienced nurse came in and nailed it on the first try. The younger nurse refused to look at me. She obviously didn’t want to find out the hard way if looks could kill. But I sure did burn a hole in the back of her retreating head with my laser eyes.




  Okay, I’m cooking with gas, I thought, when they moved me to my room and inserted the first inducing tablet. Surely, Quentin would be here at any minute.




  Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! That should have been the first hint-and-a-half that the kid would have a mind of his own. Was I ever right?




  Christine, my little sister and official delivery cheerleader, and I wasted away the morning playing Scrabble. An innocent game nearly came to blows when I added a “y” to Christine’s “hunk”, and a nosy and ill-informed nurse commented on it while she was supposed to be taking my blood pressure.




  That was the most action of the morning.




  My anxious friend Dawn Joseph came on her lunch break. I was glad I wasn’t the only one who expected Quentin to have made his grand entrance by then. She tried to hide her disappointment, but it was written all over her face. As a peace offering, so I didn’t feel like I was playing second fiddle to an as-yet-to-appear baby, she handed me a bag of bubble gum. Yeah, baby! I figured I’d smack back on the sugar as an even-Steven exchange for not being able to eat anything. Not! The nurse came in at that precise moment and reminded me that gum, technically counted as food, and therefore, was off-limits, too. Dawn and Christine looked at me, looked at each other, looked at the bag and proceeded to help themselves. Now, what kind of mess is that!




  I was starting to notice a pattern with Florence Nightingale, too. It seemed like her breaks from her wilding-out teenager mom always coincided with my few opportunities to have a little peace and happiness.




  She even interrupted my husband Corwin and my quiet time later when he came to relieve Christine. Just because we had the curtain drawn, she thought we were doing something “we had no business doing”, as she said. First of all, unlike some people I’ve mentioned, I was way old enough to have business, and so was my husband. Second, that should be obvious since I was up in that joint anyway because of “business”. Third, I bet she wasn’t keeping tabs on her teenage mother like that.




  Anyway, like the morning, most of the afternoon went by without anything notable to speak of. Just waiting.




  They did bring me another inducing tablet, which Quentin also promptly ignored. Dude is stubborn as hell, I was thinking.




  By 8 p.m., the doctors were ready to abandon this tablet-inducing method and go for the gusto. It took a hot minute, but finally, some expert professional advice. They decided to switch to an IV drip that was supposed to shoot Quentin out of a cannon. They offered me an epidural, which I accepted. When the drip kicked in, the contractions were going to start coming so quickly and fiercely there wouldn’t be another chance to give me the shot to the spine without possibly paralyzing me, they claimed.




  There was still time left on the clock to have Quentin on John’s birthday after all. If this drip was anything like they were promising, I would.




  When they came to check on me an hour later, I could tell by the way they were talking in hushed whispers and scratching their heads that it was not on and popping. I was totally unprepared for the devastating fact that I was no more dilated than when I first arrived. I was on the verge of some serious tears. Turned out the drip was so lame, my epidural would begin to wear off before I went into labor, and they’d have to give me another one in the middle of the night. So much for the theory of now-or-never for an epidural.




  Plan C was to manually break my water bag, using something that looked suspiciously close to a turkey baster. What is with the medical profession? This reminded me of the time a dentist extracted my tooth with his fingers. Aren’t there any stainless-steel, surgical-looking equipment to use for these kind of procedures?




  Meanwhile, Corwin was freaking out. He was skating on thin ice with me after the Popeye’s fiasco. Yes, he did bring my absolute favorite fast food to my hospital room…for him and Christine’s dinner. Then they sat on each side of me, swapping sides of mashed potatoes and gravy and Cajun rice over me, just like I wasn’t there. It had the distinct feeling of being at your own birthday party, but everyone else was getting the gifts. So, to get him out of my hair, I sent him home. And, it didn’t appear as if Quentin was going to show up anytime soon. But it wasn’t like Corwin was going into the delivery room with me anyway.




  I had already sent Christine home to rest, and as much as to keep her from being fired, too. So, it was just the crazy night-duty nurse and me. By this point, I was exhausted. Funny how doing long periods of nothing can have that effect on you. And, I cannot lie. I was grouchy and definitely not in the mood for her stupid jibber-jabber. But, she just kept talking. Literally, would not stop making sounds come out of her mouth…ever. I swear I wanted to jump out of the bed and strangle her into silence, but with the epidural in high-gear, I could hardly move my shoulders off the pillow. I just wanted to go into labor and deliver Quentin, but at that point, I would have settled for a peaceful sleep.




  However, this mad woman would not shut up. I might not have minded if she had been talking about something interesting, or better yet, if she had been talking while she worked. Like how about she come and turn me over like she promised, instead of rushing in when my IV machine started beeping like it was about to blow up because she let it run dry? Or how about she come and teach me to breathe like she promised?




  So, like I said before, Quentin’s “birthday” came and went without him being born.




  Somewhere in the middle of the night, I turned things over to Quentin. This is the same defeated approach I would take many more times down the line, I realized. I figured he had to come eventually, and if he continued his little game, maybe the doctors would actually take command of the situation.




  I drifted off to sleep the best I could with no one to reposition two legs that felt like logs. I was only vaguely aware of the nurses and doctors coming in through the night, noting that my contractions were coming so urgently now that the lie-detector-looking machine, which was recording them, was going off the chart. I couldn’t join in their excitement because, for one, I didn’t feel anything, thankfully. Second, I had had my chain yanked too many times already to allow myself to get all worked up.




  By 4 a.m., they were pretty sure it was the real deal. I was a little skeptical, but not enough to risk Christine missing everything. I would never hear the end of it, especially since she had taken off from work and flown in from Dallas to be my right-hand woman. Really, she wanted to see him coming, which I could have had her do without, and she wanted to cut the cord. So, I did call her and Corwin an hour later. I told him not to come until we got an official confirmation. My nerves were too bad to contend with Christine’s overzealousness and his weak stomach.




  Unfortunately, my own doctor didn’t make it in time. But Christine rushed over, making it there just before I was put on, no, I mean, before I had to scoot over unto the gurney as best as I could with a huge belly and a dead body. This was just before 6 a.m.




  I was in the delivery room at 6 a.m. sharp. The irony that that was the exact starting point a day before was not lost on me. Oh, so this little one will have a sense of humor, will he? (I swear, now, I’m raising the next Kevin Hart. That, or I have missed out on some serious money to be collected from SSI.)




  Apparently, Quentin felt he had wasted enough time, because he got down to work. Admittedly, I was the one holding up the show now. I couldn’t breathe correctly to push him out, thanks to my stupid nurse. This sad fact made me start crying on the table. Poor Quentin! What kind of mother could get something like this wrong! Well, I guess I would certainly forget to scald his bottles or change him on time. I might even forget him at school. Loser!




  Good thing I didn’t give Christine her pink slip. She took command of the situation, coaching me through breathing, threatening to slap me if I didn’t pull it together and checking “down there” to give me progress reports. She was a drill sergeant, cheerleader, and Dr. Phil all rolled into one.




  “He’s coming! He’s coming! I see the head!” she screamed.




  I got pumped up, and thought to myself, I’m not letting my baby down. When I made up my mind to do it right, I started doing it right. I figured out the breathing-and-pushing routine.




  But, my heart stopped in my chest when the doctor said Quentin’s cord was wrapped around his neck.




  “Please, God! Take care of my baby! Make me strong enough to deal with all the adversaries to come. But, please take care of my baby right this moment, and I promise to serve you all the days of my life,” I prayed silently. In that exact moment, I had an epiphany. I was no longer going to be living life for myself, but for this child, this blessing God saw fit to bestow on me, even though I know I didn’t do any remotely close to deserving him.




  With that squared away, the doctor removed the cord with ease, and Quentin popped out at 6:35 a.m.




  The nurse whisked him away to clean him without giving me a chance to hold him. I wasn’t about to spoil the moment by complaining. Knowing he was here, safe and sound, was enough for me just then. Besides, I didn’t want to embarrass Quentin or have him thinking I was crazy on our first meeting. I only wanted to please him and make him unbelievably happy, like he made me.




  The nurse rolled him over to me in an incubator. Quentin and I watched each other intently as they cleaned me up. I swear I had always enjoyed my life, but suddenly I couldn’t remember what it had been like before Quentin became a part of it. It was like my mind was a chalkboard that got erased.




  I say all this to say, because of the shock of Quentin’s diagnosis, I wondered why God would give me such a beautiful baby, such an irreplaceable character in my life, such a reason for waking up in the morning if he wasn’t going to let me keep him.




  Then, I had another epiphany, directly connected to the first one. I thought back to that prayer I had whispered on the delivery table. The one when I had the foresight to ask that he make provisions for me in all my battles on Quentin’s behalf. And, I was reminded of how he’d done the same for Abraham when he was preparing to sacrifice his son Isaac to prove his faithfulness to God. Hadn’t I promised I would serve him and believe in him for the best? Wasn’t Quentin’s diagnosis sort of the same as Isaac’s altar?




  Even in the wake of what we were facing, I thought, Wait a minute! Maybe he is! Maybe he is going to let me keep him!




  That’s what I decided to believe. If I’m honest with myself, I know I probably believed that because it was so much easier to latch onto than the alternative, which ended with Quentin in a mercilessly tiny pine box, even though I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about that, too, sometimes. Over the course of the next 18 months, there were quite a few times I cried my little heart out as I watched a stunned image of me stand for hours in the rain over Quentin’s casket, which the groundskeeper would have to wait until the weather cleared up to lower down. Or the following days I’d spend strewn over my bed because I didn’t have the strength to get up in the morning. I’d always stop myself at this point because it was too sorrowful to look down that road any further. Instead, I’d just jump back on base. You know how you played “tag” when you were a child, and you always had that safe haven to make it back to to keep you from the person who was “it”? Well, that’s what believing Quentin would make it was for me—base where thoughts of death couldn’t catch me.




  Chapter 2




  So, I told you this is a book about blessings and not about cancer, right? Some people think the way things worked out were little coincidences. In a way, they were, but the coincidences were divinely ordered by God. Things worked out too perfectly for me and right from the beginning to consider it any other way.




  In April 2007, I relocated to my home state of Louisiana after living three years prior to that in Dallas. My decision to come home had actually been made the year before as I saw an exodus of family leave to return home. First, my oldest sister Linda, who had evacuated to Dallas following Hurricane Katrina, returned home when her school opened. Her departure was expected, but still painful, especially as I watched her and her son try to comfort each other as they swallowed another bitter reality pill Katrina had caused—family unit break-ups. She was leaving, but he’d be staying to finish the school year with me, as his own school hadn’t reopened, and New Orleans struggled to get back on its feet. Her daughter Melinda was already spending her school year with Aunt Barbara and Uncle Terry in Maryland.




  “Linda, I hate how my keeping Lil’ Melvin has come about because I know you’re missing your kids already. But I’m happy for the opportunity to repay you in a major way for all you’ve done for me. You’re like a second mother to me. When I grow up, I still want to be like you,” I said.




  That just made her sob harder, as the three of us huddled in a group hug outside her apartment. Then, we did a version of that little routine you used to do with your boyfriend during a late-night phone call. You hang up. No, you hang up. Except, in our version, it was a toss-up for who would walk to their car first and drive away.




  I can’t remember who it ended up being, probably because I wanted to put such an agonizing occurrence out of my head as soon as I could.




  Next up was Christine, who had been my right-hand woman and practical neighbor. She went back home to get hitched. That was really my undoing. She had stayed with me the last few weeks of her time in Dallas since she didn’t want to renew her lease for such a short period of time. The morning she left, as I showered after my workout, emotions gripped me in such a powerful way I bolted out of the bathroom and to her bed.




  “Christine?” I shook her furiously.




  “What, chic?”




  “I said I wasn’t going to do this, but I realize by the time I get home from work today, you’ll already be gone. I wish you were staying until after Easter, but I know you have your own life to live. You’ve been my ‘little’ sister for so long, it never occurred to me that you’d be anything, but.”




  The tears were dropping like already-formed puddles, splashing on her arms where I was leaning over her.




  “I still remember the time you told me I was your inspiration,” I struggled to say through a throat clenched tighter than a stingy man’s hand around a $100 bill. “That was one of the most encouraging things anyone has ever said to me. But, as I’ve watched you grow into an adult, I’ve taken many lessons from the way you live your life audaciously on your own terms. I never would have put a job on hold to go to New York for almost a year to make it as a model, but you did. Watching you has made me realize you’re my inspiration. And I don’t know what I’m going to do when you’re gone.”




  I stopped because I couldn’t go on.




  “I love you, too! And, I’m going to miss you, too! We’ll still go on being each other’s inspiration,” Christine said when she wrapped me like a gift in a hug.




  When I got home, Lil’ Melvin said he saw her pulling out in her XTerra with the U-Haul trailer hitched behind it as he walked from the bus stop. He said they waved to each other, and then, she was gone. The solemn image of this that came to my mind made me glad I hadn’t witnessed it.




  A few weeks later, when the school year ended, I returned Lil’ Melvin to his rightful home. He must have known it would be excruciating for me to do so, because he teased me less about food preparations gone awry or not done up to his mother’s standard. According to Lil’ Melvin, everything I made was all right, but not his Mama’s. Even scrambled eggs. Even boiled pasta, I’m sure.




  The Sunday before Mother’s Day, I burned the smothered chicken I was making while we wrapped gifts to send to New Orleans.




  Lil’ Melvin looked over my shoulder at the mess in the skillet.




  “It’s okay, Tee Mary. It’s not that bad. I’ll still eat it,” he said.




  This situation was rife with opportunity to make fun of me, and he had passed. I knew I was doomed.




  Though I still had my cousin Lori Seibert-Mathews and one of my best friends Jeanene Dorsey-Johnson still in town, I just knew in my heart that I would complete one more school year in Dallas and return home myself. My thinking was that it was too hard to raise Quentin without any assistance. What if I needed someone to pick him up from school or watch him for me on a rare occasion? I wasn’t thinking then of week-long chemotherapy hospital stays, but God foresaw that without familial support, I wouldn’t have been able to do it alone. Besides, I probably would have had to leave my teaching assignment to be with Quentin around the clock, which means I would have lost my medical insurance coverage at a time it was most needed.




  The timing of my return and the place I settled down are hugely significant in the storybook ending we had. Initially, I wanted to go straight home to New Orleans. For the first time in my life, I was a little homesick. I probably got used to having so much family around. Logistically, though, I wasn’t convinced that the city was the best choice at that time as it continued to struggle with adequate housing, employment, and school services following the storm.




  Instead, I was persuaded to relocate to my husband’s small hometown of Morgan City. I kept telling myself that it was a temporary set-up, just until New Orleans was ready. And I accepted a job at a small Catholic high school in the area. Turns out, the community and my employer would be so good to my family and me in our time of need, considering that I took the job in April, and I had to let them know I that I discovered I was pregnant when I came for our first summer meeting in June. And, oh by the way, fast forward to July when I came to teacher in-service meetings for the new year, and I had to let them know that my son had been diagnosed with leukemia. Their message to me on both accords was: whatever you need.




  As for timing, Quentin started to exhibit mysterious ailments about a week after we returned home. A few weeks earlier and my cousin Lori, who was Quentin’s pediatrician in Dallas, would have saved us some of the run-around with getting him diagnosed because I’m sure she would have investigated the ailments of a formerly healthy child more thoroughly. Yet, like I said, it was better that I was in Louisiana instead of Texas dealing with this.




  The first sign that something was wrong was when Quentin’s left eye swelled to about the size of a walnut. It wasn’t red. It wasn’t itchy. It wasn’t runny. It wasn’t crusted over. Sometimes, he complained about it “bothering” him.




  “Mama, can I have a wet towel for my eye?” he would groan dramatically. “It’s killing me.”




  When I fetched him the lukewarm towel, he’d ask, “What eye do I have to put it on?”




  The one that’s “killing” you, I’d be tempted to say instead of “Your left eye, Quentin.”




  I thought he was allergic to or maybe had been bitten by something in the carpet since he was sleeping in his sleeping bag while we waited on our furniture to arrive. Still, I took him to a doctor.




  “Might be a tear duct that needs to be enlarged,” he said, writing me a prescription for an antibiotic eye drop and scheduling me for a follow-up appointment for the Monday after Mother’s Day.




  I used the family gathering on the holiday as an occasion to announce my second pregnancy. That was the reason family members dismissed my concern about the swelling in Quentin’s eye having gone down considerably, but not completely.




  “Girl, you worried about nothing. I couldn’t even see it until you pointed it out,” one person swore.




  “It’s just your hormones raging, Mary,” another professed.




  On our return appointment, the doctor didn’t even mention it. I tried not to fret about it. Soon, I would have something worse to be concerned about.




  On the Friday night before Memorial Day following our viewing of Shrek the Third, Quentin woke up in the middle of the night wailing about his arm hurting. When I investigated, he showed me the wrist area as being the culprit. I looked, but nothing was visible to the naked eye. It wasn’t discolored, swollen, bruised, or anything other than normal.




  “You were probably sleeping on it, and it fell asleep. Just go back to sleep, and it’ll stop,” I assured him drowsily before I returned to my own slumber.




  He called out several more times that night with the same complaint.




  The next day, he started with the same grievance. Because Quentin had never been one to make stuff like that up (his stomach only hurt when he didn’t want to eat vegetables), and I couldn’t see what he stood to gain with this ache, I wondered whether he was displaying some of the antics I had been reading about on single children upon learning they’ll soon have company. Frequently, I found myself having to outsmart Quentin. (Yes, this is hard for me to admit as an adult.) So, I met his challenge and raised him.




  “Quentin, if you’re hurting like this, you should stay in bed…the whole day,” I said as casually as I could.




  This was where he was supposed to say, “Never mind, I suddenly feel fine.”




  Instead, he said, “Okay.”




  I was skeptical and thought he had returned my forcefulness with a dose of his own. I pledged to be the last one standing at the end of the day. But the day played out with him still in bed and still complaining about his arm. The only difference was that the pained area was now slightly higher than the wrist. But, unlike the eye, he was consistent about which arm hurt him, even when I told him that it was the other one.




  By Sunday, the complaints had ceased. Good, right? Actually, not. He wasn’t protesting anymore; he wasn’t using it anymore, either. While we cooked out for the holiday, he played ball with me with one hand. He ate with one hand. He drank with one hand. As far as I’m concerned, he might as well have had only one arm because he only used the right one. This was when I knew something was wrong. And, I knew it was going to be bad. I figured the eye was related to the sudden ache for two reasons—the mysteriousness of both and the close proximity of each ailment.




  On Memorial Day, he returned to bed the whole day, and the crying began anew. The first thing I did Tuesday morning was make him a doctor’s appointment for that day. This was now the third of nearly a dozen during the two-month summer break trying to figure out what was wrong with my son. The doctor said it wasn’t broken, but wondered if he had taken any unusual tumbles recently. He hadn’t. He prescribed Motrin and welcomed us to return if it persisted. I was doubtful, but I hoped it would help. It didn’t.




  By the end of the week, the pain had traveled up to the elbow area, and now it was bruised. I made another appointment for early the next week. This time, I saw a different doctor in the practice. It was a woman, and she was pregnant. I prayed these characteristics would play out with her being sympathetic toward my child. She did a more thorough examination and sent us across the street to the hospital for X-rays. Her concern was that, maybe while playing, his elbow was pulled out of place. The X-rays didn’t show anything abnormal. She admitted that as a general practitioner, she could be overlooking something.




  “I don’t see any fractures, but a growth palate could easily be seen as a fracture and vice versa,” she said.




  So, she directed us to an orthopedic doctor whose expertise in bones would allow him to easily distinguish between the two.




  On the day we went for that appointment, Quentin was lethargic. This sounds weird, but I was happy. His condition seemed to improve just as quickly as it sank, and I was afraid the doctor’s visit would come on a day he was feeling fine, and the problem would be overlooked or brushed off as me being a worry-wart mom. My fear of a serious issue was confirmed a few days before when I had been putting lotion on Quentin. When I got to his chest, he kept pulling back or wincing at the slightest touch.




  “What’s wrong?” I asked.




  “You’re hurting my chest,” he whimpered.




  “All I’m doing is rubbing lotion on, and I’m not even rubbing hard.”




  “But it still hurts!”




  My immediate thought was leukemia. Because the pain had traveled up his arm, jumped to his legs and back and his chest, I figured the problem was related to his blood. I mean what other bodily fluid flowed to all these places. (Medical doctors, don’t answer that and expose my ignorance.) It’s the only one I could think of.




  “This child is not what I know a 4-year-old to be,” said the orthopedic doctor.




  I was elated because I figured he’d do whatever he could to get to the bottom of this. He repeated the X-rays, and he ran some blood tests. And, he said he would call me first thing in the morning with results. I waited and waited and waited and waited. By the end of the week, I called his office and made them aware of the promise he’d made. Strangely, the staff reiterated something a few other people told me.




  “If it was bad news, we would have called,” the receptionist said.




  A few family members seconded that emotion by insisting, “You must want something to be wrong.”




  Obviously, I didn’t want something to be wrong; I wanted to be sure, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that everything was all right. Clearly, it wasn’t. So, second best was finding out what the problem was and getting it fixed.




  I held my tongue and secured an appointment to see the doctor for the blood test results. As luck would have it, Quentin was his normal energetic self when we returned. I think the doctor was bolstered by the return of Quentin’s spirit, because when he showed me the normal test results, he also seemed to forget his initial concern. Where he wouldn’t say he was looking for leukemia when I asked on the first visit, now he officially dismissed it.




  “It was probably a viral bug that caused your son’s earlier weakness,” he offered.




  His answer sounded suspicious at best. But, being a medical novice, I reluctantly accepted it. I wouldn’t know until later that there are multiple types of blood tests that can be run, and he apparently relied on only one. It took a long time to endure the idea that a doctor, who clearly suspected leukemia, was satisfied by that single test. It was reckless doctoring, an egregious mistake and completely unacceptable in terms of humanity.




  Meanwhile, Quentin’s eye started to swell again. Again, it didn’t bug him, but it sure bugged the hell out of me. I dragged him back to the pediatrician. He was also perturbed by its return and took it seriously. He sent us to an ophthalmologist in Thibodaux, a larger neighboring town.




  I know doctors may believe they shouldn’t give patients unnecessary cause for concern, but when they start asking questions because they have a hunch, they do just that. It’s more frustrating when they won’t share what the hunch is. Here she was supposed to be checking out his eye, but she was also asking me whether he had unusual spots on his skin (he didn’t), or if there was a history of fibromyalgia (on our first stay at Children’s Hospital, I ran across this disorder in a cancer newsletter in the playroom) in our family (there isn’t). But, she never said cancer, just that she’d call with the results.




  When she did call, it was to say she couldn’t make a clear call on what was going on. She wanted him to have an MRI done. It was scheduled for Friday, July 6th. Already, two months had flown by.




  The procedure was a glimpse at how things would be for us—scary medical practices that Quentin sailed through like a champ. I really learned how to act and have faith by watching Quentin’s upbeat attitude. I figured if he could do it, I had no right to do anything less. Where he should have been frightened, he was his usual cheery and loquacious self, befriending all the medical staff and wowing them with his personality. When he was given his anesthetic, it took him forever to fall out. Then, when he did, as he was being wheeled to the laboratory, he shot up, grabbed the rails and shouted, “Whhhhhhhheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee, I’m flying!”




  I couldn’t help but laugh.




  Looking back now, that moment seems like the last normal one. That week certainly was.




  Here’s how the next one was scheduled to go: Sunday, we would be in Dallas. Monday, we would head back home, and unfortunately, Quentin would miss his first day of Summerfest, a week-long camp at the Catholic elementary school he would attend in the fall. Tuesday through Friday would be camp. Saturday, he would be the ring bearer in my brother John’s wedding.




  If there were two things he had looked forward to all summer, it was Summerfest and the wedding.




  Here’s how the week went instead. Sunday, we were in Dallas. We visited my friend Jeanene and her husband Chris. Quentin had a ball with their son Dylan. His eye had started to swell again. By the time we got up Monday, it was so swollen, he peered at us through a slit. Tuesday, he went to camp and had a great time.




  Meanwhile, the ophthalmologist called.




  “The MRI didn’t show anything out of sorts. Still, I’m not comfortable with the anonymity of the problem and feel limited in my ability,” she confessed. “Therefore, I want him to see a pediatric ophthalmologist in Baton Rouge.”




  It was scheduled for the next week. We’d never make the appointment.




  Tuesday night, he was in pain again. Through the summer, there were nights he screamed out all night. This was one of those nights.




  “What’s wrong with meeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee?” he wailed.




  This particular night, I don’t know, but something in me snapped. All summer, I had wavered. One minute, he seemed so well, and then the next, he didn’t, but no one could find anything and kept suggesting that his behavior was normal with a new baby coming; he was just acting out for attention.




  Sometimes, I found myself agreeing, especially after my girth left me without enough lap for him to climb into. He was entirely upset about this and, I guess, felt like he was being pushed out.




  As long as I live, I’ll never forgive myself, but that night I shouted at him from my bed.




  “Cut it out, Quentin! I mean it! Go to sleep! If you yell out one more time, I’m gonna get up from this bed and wear your tail out!”




  Immediately, he stopped. But just as I was drifting off to sleep, his screams pierced my attempt at rest just a short time later. And I got up and made good on my promise.




  Quentin is accustomed to spankings (he earns enough of them), but the look of horror he had on his face while I spanked him that night stayed my hand. First, he appeared to be genuinely surprised, like he hadn’t believed my earlier threat. Then, his face morphed into hurt, like he couldn’t have been more betrayed, like he was being punished for something that wasn’t his fault. I sat down on the floor next to him and cried out to God.




  “This has to stop, God! Please show me or a doctor or someone what is wrong with my child! Please! I don’t know what else to do!”




  Next, I called The 700 Club for prayer for a discovery to be made. Then, Quentin and I spent a restless night in the living room, he on the loveseat and me on the couch. Each time he cried out, I cried inside. One of the things I have always regretted was that when Quentin needed me most, I was so limited physically in what I could do for him. I wanted to hold him all night, but a protruding belly prohibited that. Later, when he wanted me to snuggle with him in bed while he was doing his treatment, I couldn’t because one of the drugs was so strong if I came in contact with his urine (the constant fluids caused him to wet the bed throughout the night), it could have a serious effect on my unborn baby.




  Wednesday was no better, but I tried to operate like things were normal.




  “Quentin, would you like to go to camp today, or sit this one out and go to Maw-Maw Brenda’s house,” I asked. (I was taking a summer class).




  Weakly, he said, “I’ll go to camp.”




  I explained to the camp staff that he had a long night, so he might be cranky that day. When I picked him up half-day, Pat Broussard, who ran the camp, carried him to the car.




  “Baby, I know I only met this child yesterday, but he’s really not the child I think he is. You need to take him to the doctor,” she said.




  According to her, two of her counselors (Courtney Breaux and Katelyn Sonnier, who I absolutely love) carried Quentin the whole day because he complained of his legs hurting.




  “You have to see about him,” she persisted. If only she knew.




  Thursday, I posed the same question to Quentin as I had the day before. This time, he said he didn’t want to bother with camp. Then he made another puncture, truthfully, more like a gash, in my heart.




  “Mama?” he started. “I don’t want to be Uncle Jay’s ring bearer anymore.”




  “Why not, baby? You’ve been looking forward to this all year.”




  “Because I’m going to have to walk,” he said, matter-of-factly. It sounded more like defeat.




  Right then and there, I decided that day was the day I was going to have my way. I dropped him off at his grandmother’s and called the doctor’s office on the way to class to make an appointment for that afternoon. I decided that if it took crying, cursing, throwing a fit, my pregnant self being carted out of there in handcuffs, someone was going to tell me what was wrong with him. Thankfully, it didn’t take any of those things. God answered my prayer from two nights ago.




  When we got to the doctor’s office, I saw Dr. Erica Menina, one of the doctors I hadn’t seen before. She echoed something several other people had said before: that she had never seen the child before her that day previously, but that she knew that was not who he normally was. She ran blood tests, emphasis on the plurality of that word, apparently every kind you can run.




  “I’ll call you first thing in the morning with the results,” she guaranteed.




  Then, she did something that made me see she was determined to see this through. Seeing my by-now obvious pregnancy and believing the pain he said he was in, especially in the legs, she told the nurse she would be right back.




  She proceeded to pick Quentin up and carry him to the car for me. I could have kissed her.




  Not long before that day, I had received an e-mail that made me chuckle. It mentioned the strangeness in the set-up of a drug store, where you could find cigarettes, something that destroyed your health, at the front of the store, but sick people had to walk all the way to the back of the store for prescriptions that restored their health. Being in that position as I went to pick up the prescription Dr. Menina wrote to help Quentin’s pain, I realized the e-mail wasn’t meant to elicit a giggle. I shook my head instead. In mid-summer Louisiana, it was just too hot to leave Quentin in the car while I ran in to get his medicine. I really did consider letting him get on my back, but decided at four months, I just couldn’t chance that, either. My only option was to have him come in with me.




  “Quentin, sweetheart, you have to come inside with me. I know it hurts, but I just don’t have a choice. I promise you I won’t make you walk again until you’re better and your legs don’t hurt anymore. Would you do that for mommy? Is it a deal?”




  Quentin is really a sweetheart when he wants to be. He looked up at me, knew the plight I was in, and agreed. And, he tried not to moan.




  Two hours after we left the doctor’s office, not first thing the next morning, Dr. Menina called.




  “I have prepared a bed for Quentin at Children’s Hospital. You guys need to go tonight, and you need to be prepared to stay a while,” she said in the gravest tone I’ve ever heard.




  I tried to press her for details. She never made the official call, saying they would properly diagnose him. She said his white blood count was low and that his platelet count was 10 (it would be 6 by the time we got to the hospital); it had been 240 on a subsequent visit the month before.




  “Mary, his condition is serious. If he got a nick, not even a cut, just a nick, he could bleed out,” she informed me.




  According to the Leukemia & Lymphoma Society, platelets are the part of the blood that prevents bleeding and form plugs that stop bleeding after an injury. He didn’t have enough platelets to form a clot to stop the bleeding, which is why he could have bled out. White blood cells have several functions, but the Society says one of the most important is that they prevent and fight infection. His body didn’t have enough to fight what it was up against. It didn’t help that throughout the summer the doctors we saw kept telling us to give him Motrin for the pain and fever he experienced. That happens to be the absolute worse thing because it lowers a person’s platelet count. (I threw away a brand new, as in never-been-opened bottle of Motrin when we got home from our first hospital stay like it was something gone bad in my refrigerator.)




  Even though I was relieved to be finally getting a prognosis, I was devastated, too. How could I not be! And it wasn’t like I was jumping to any conclusion. I knew it was leukemia. But, I made a few calls for confirmation and some for encouragement. First, I tried calling Mama and then Linda and Christine, all to no avail. They were all at my future sister-in-law’s bridal shower and apparently couldn’t hear their cell phones ringing. I called John to tell him and to see where the shower was being held, so I could call the direct line there and get a hold of my mother. When I did, she and my sisters agreed to meet me at the hospital. Ironically, they were right down the street from Children’s anyway. Knowing I would be surrounded by love settled me a bit, but once we got on the road to the hospital, I just fell apart. I knew I shouldn’t scare Quentin, but I couldn’t help it. He was too out of it to notice it seemed anyway.




  On the way, Christine called me back. Remember, our inspiration conversation? Well, she was trying her damnedest to play her part, be a rock I could lean on. She gave me a pep talk, similar to the one she gave me on the delivery table. I tried to get up for it, but I just kept seeing this death sentence. What else could leukemia mean?




  Once again, Quentin rescued me. When we had been driving to Dallas the weekend before, at one point, he noticed I had taken off my shoes and commented on my feet smelling. While we were driving to the hospital (we live about 90 miles southeast of New Orleans), we came across a stench in the air. Feebly, Quentin lifted his head and mentioned the smell.




  “Mama must have her shoes off again,” he quipped.




  I cracked my side. It was my first lesson in leukemia protocol: if the patient was going to go about life as business as usual, I had better fall in line.




  I told you this is a book about blessings, right? I consider Quentin’s attitude to be a major one. I thought his age was another. I think he was too young for death to enter his mind, so he didn’t know any better than to just live. I’m glad I learned that lesson. The blessings just kept coming from there. You’ll see.
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