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  Dedication

  This book is dedicated to you, the reader.

  I have felt your loss and now your joy. Together we heal!

  With love to all my family and friends!


  
    Note to the Reader:

    I have changed many of the names in this book, including all of the health care workers—those professionals that offered me their opinions, performed medical tests, and the doctors that did my surgeries. These names have been changed for obvious reasons.

    I have also changed the names of some of the people who came into my life for a short time and were, for the most part, my tolerance testers. All tolerance testers have made me a stronger person and, as you will discover, my inner dialogue speaks frankly about these issues. But truthfulness sometimes doesn’t paint the prettiest picture, so these names have been changed as well.

    I hope you always speak your truth!

  


  Introduction

  I am positive for BRCA1, a gene that gives me over an eighty percent chance of getting breast cancer and over a forty percent chance of getting ovarian cancer in my lifetime. I am now what is called a “previvor,”1 which means I’ve never had cancer; however, I still have the genetic traits which increase my chances of getting cancer. I am a previvor because I opted to have two preventative operations, and as is the case with any major operation, there were ramifications. But, thanks to my decision to have these operations, I now have reduced my chances of ever getting cancer by ninety percent. This book takes you on that journey—from deciding to get genetically tested (because five of my closest relatives died of cancer at a very young age) to the decisions made during that difficult period of my life.

  I originally wanted to write this book to help women understand genetic testing and proactive surgeries. Now that the book is finished, I realize that it does so much more than that. It is here to take you on a journey; not just my journey, but one that is yours as well. Anyone who has ever witnessed a loved one fight cancer knows all too well about that powerful journey you go through together. Although each journey is unique and poignant, our stories intertwine with parallels of courage, quiet tears, and touching moments.

  The journey is also about growing as a person. Within these pages, you will uncover deep feelings of loss—whether it is the loss of a loved one or the ability to do what you were once able to do—and joy, like that of being a mother, a daughter, and the best person you can be while alive on this earth. It is through the discovery of these feelings that we are able to move more freely in life.

  So this book is for you. Here’s to our journey together. I am certain you will cry and laugh and sing and hopefully paddle (you’ll understand what this means later), and more importantly, I hope you always make the decision to live your best life!

  Blessings and Love,

  Angela

  _____________________

  1. The term “previvor” was coined in 2000 by Facing Our Risk of Cancer Empowered. Previvors are those individuals who have a predisposition to cancer and take action to reduce the possibility of its occurrence. More information can be found in the resources section.


  A Moment inside My Journey

  by Angela Schmidt Fishbaugh

  December 30, 2009

  Phone ringing

  Need testing

  More investigating

  Gripping, holding, waiting

  Results shocking

  Anger crying

  No reassuring

  Questioning, denying, weeping

  Facts researching

  Life missing

  Graciously deciding

  Recognizing, preventing, accepting

  Information sharing

  People loving

  Procedures approaching

  Trusting, hoping, fearing

  Through awakening

  Painful hurting

  Emotional wounding

  Suffering, feeling, sensing

  Thoughtfulness pouring

  Kindheartedness filling

  Gifts overwhelming

  Sighing, receiving, healing

  Again Preparing

  Reject wondering

  Appreciate knowing

  Understanding, valuing, loving

  a moment inside my journey


  Preface

  The Pensive Hours before Surgery

  December 3, 2009

  Lying in my tub, I try to keep my upper body from being submerged in the water. By my doctor’s orders, my breasts are not allowed under the water. There are purple circles around each nipple that stretch lengthwise and outward, making my small breasts look like someone has drawn large, purple eyes on them. Water-resistant skin tape covers them, creating an unsightly wrinkled look. I look at my taped breasts and begin to cry. It’s 4:00 a.m., and my breasts will be removed this morning.

  “I won’t be attached to you. I need to be attached to life,” I say to myself. I have made the decision to have a bilateral mastectomy, and I will have a total hysterectomy eight weeks from now. I have made this decision not because I have cancer but because I have tested positive for a rare cancer gene, called BRCA1. All four doctors within a hundred-mile radius of my home, from whom I have recently received opinions, have given me the same heartrending diagnosis, and each affirms that the longer I wait to do anything about it, the more likely it will be that cancer comes knocking on my door.

  The nickname in the medical community for my Hereditary Breast and Ovarian Cancer syndrome (HBOC) is “Early Onset,” and because I am forty-one years old, “early onset” is yesterday or a few minutes from now. The most alarming statistic is that my precious, innocent children—my beautiful and lively eight-year-old daughter and handsome and vibrant eighteen-year-old son—have a fifty percent chance of carrying the mutated gene as well. I have made the decision not to think about this latter fact, and I have made the decision to be attached to life.

  It is quiet in my home. I press a warm washcloth against my face and breathe in the steam, being careful not to splash any water near my breasts. I hear my husband shuffling around downstairs as he makes coffee for our two hour trip to the hospital. Our daughter has stayed the night with a dear and longtime friend of mine so her school life can be as “normal” as possible, while our eighteen-year-old son rests in his bedroom. We will count on him to take care of our pets and home for the next few days. Since many of my own family members have died of cancer, I must rely on friends and immediate family for all the help I need during this time.

  Getting out of the warm tub, I carefully dab the few droplets of water from my taped breasts. I stand naked, looking in the full length mirror at my thin build, and murmur my mantra: “A mediocre decision made in a timely manner is better than a perfect decision made too late.” As I get dressed and put on my expensive 36B push up bra, tugging, tightening, and fixing it so the protective shell fits snuggly against my body, my thoughts run back and forth over whether I should wear this bra or go braless. Maybe I should go braless. I could be sexy one last time. I make the decision to wear the bra and wonder if sexy is a matter of the mind. I cling to this latter positive thought.

  As I walk downstairs with my overnight bag this early December morning, I turn to my husband. “Okay, I think I’m ready,” I say in as positive a manner as I can. Richard takes my bag and gently nods for me to say good-bye to Matt. I softly knock on his bedroom door and then walk in peacefully. “Matt, we’re going, honey. Take care of the home.” I’m proud to hear his reply. “I love you, Mom, let me give you a hug.” As he stumbles out of bed to hug me tightly, I know that not only have I made the best decision, but I’ve also raised really good children. I decide, yet again, that I yearn to be around for my children’s lives. This is the feeling I embrace as I hold my son close.

  “I love you,” I say to him.

  “I love you too,” he responds lovingly.

  In the car, and as Richard backs out of the dark driveway, I set the GPS for the hospital and drink my coffee. I typically drink my coffee with wonderful flavors of frothy and heavenly cream, with names that include things like “mudslide” and “toffee.” But today it’s black, hard-hitting, and tough to take, just like the day that is unfolding before me. I was instructed to only have water, plain tea, or black coffee after midnight in preparation for today’s operation. It was then that I took my last bite of lasagna and finished off yet another glass of red wine. I feel sorry for myself and complain about this fast to Richard. “The hospital food has gotten better, I’ve heard,” he says, trying to reassure me. I drink more black coffee. Two hours to go. Two hours until the hospital exit.

  I close my eyes and remember the day I went with my mother for her doctor’s report appointment. I can see the doctor, now nearly ten years ago, as she told my mother her biopsy did reveal cancer tissue. Her doctor, a short, dark-haired woman who went to the same Episcopal Church that we sometimes went to, had come into our tiny examining room with her clipboard. I knew the diagnosis before she muttered a word; it was in her eyes, in the way she looked down to avoid our own anxious gazes. She came into the room and gave a brief nanosecond of a look towards us and a longer, deeper look at the infirmary’s tile floor. Then she returned her gaze to my mother.

  “Marlene,” she said, “you have breast cancer. It has spread to your lymph nodes, but it is very, very small.” The doctor emphasized this by holding up her hand and making a small space between her forefinger and thumb, trying to peek through it with her left eye. I sighed as the doctor strained to see through the miniscule opening between her tiny fingers and then straightened my spine in preparation for the emotional load ahead. The hospital surgeries, the follow-up appointments, and the exhausting daily phone calls from my mother would consume my home and work life for the next six months.

  I open my eyes and sip some more of my now-lukewarm black coffee. I can feel coffee grounds in-between my teeth, which makes me want to spit. I realize I am angry and think that I shouldn’t have to deal with this crappy and tepid black coffee. My anger moves to why someone like me has such a high chance of getting breast cancer. I mean, really? I am a pre-K teacher and a public service employee. I devote my life to teaching little ones to grow up and become strong citizens. Isn’t that noble enough to be able to live a long life? I should be getting some kind of teacher award. Instead, I’m getting my breasts cut off. I calm myself by breathing and remind myself that the decision to have a mastectomy was my own. I think of the family that I need to take care of, and that love strengthens me. I wriggle the coffee grounds around in my mouth and long for all the little things that sweeten up life, like my hazelnut creamer and the boys and girls who hug me at school each day and say “I love you, Mrs. Fishbaugh.”

  “I believe we’re the next exit,” I say to Richard as I wipe a tear from my eye. The sounds of the wet highway and the dreariness of this cold winter day weigh heavily on me. I rest my head against the cold, foggy window and listen to the watery hissing of the highway as we pass over it. There is a solemn feeling in my heart.

  This feeling isn’t new to me and I have been taking trips to the hospital virtually my whole life. They really started when I had just turned nineteen years old, after my dad was first diagnosed with lung and brain cancer, and would continue as I helped my family deal with his, and later my mother’s, fight against cancer.

  I close my eyes and this time dredge up the memory of driving my mom to see a plastic surgeon. He had an office forty-five minutes from my mother’s small town hospital where she had been diagnosed, and he was going to remove and reconstruct her right breast. When we arrived at his building, I had been completely surprised by the upper-crust feel of the structure. The lawn looked like artificial grass and the massive sculptures arranged on it were beautiful, abstract golden pieces. Before crossing the threshold of the entryway, my mother tossed her cigarette on the sidewalk and stepped on it. I rolled my eyes and pointed smugly at an ornamental cement ashtray next to the door.

  “Oh, that’s what that is for.” She laughed and coughed uncontrollably and smiled the demented smile she wore when she was deliberately pissing me off. I rolled my eyes again, but this time with a grin.

  We walked through the door and onto an emerald carpet. There were sumptuous paintings of women’s figures in the lobby, and I remember thinking it could have been an art gallery instead of a doctor’s office. This establishment’s ambiance was the opposite of the hospital we had just come from; Mom had dressed for that setting, not this fancy one. She had on her blue jeans and long fleece button-up sweatshirt. Her oversized purse, which carried her numerous prescription bottles and extra packs of cigarettes, appeared heavier than usual.

  A beautiful woman with long dark hair greeted us as she slid open the glass window of her little office.

  “May I help you?”

  “I have an—” my mother coughed and then composed herself enough to say “—appointment.”

  The woman’s lip gloss looked freshly applied. “Your name?” she asked as she looked through her appointment book.

  “Marlene,” my mom coughed. “Marlene Schmidt.”

  My husband hits a pothole and I bounce upright, the jolt bringing me back into the present. It is still dark and I can feel my heart pounding so I close my eyes again. My God, this day is really here, I think to myself. Just yesterday afternoon, my best friends were sitting in my brightly colored pre-K classroom believing they were consoling me, when really I felt like I was consoling them. I tighten my eyes even more and reach for Richard’s right hand as he takes the exit off the thruway. I can see my friends’ faces; a bit scared but trying to appear confident. I smile and picture my friend Heywood conjuring up his most inappropriate jokes. The combination of his attempts at relieving the tension, my best friends’ smiles, and the I love yous were just what I needed to prepare me for this all-too-serious event.
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  Mind, Body, Spirit, and Preschool Mealtime

  August 18, 2009

  I have my routine pap smear today. The one unusual feature is that I have chosen a midwife for the procedure, rather than a gynecologist. I like my midwife Beth very much; she’s always seemed more alternative and radical than I am. She worked within a traditional hospital setting before venturing out on her own. I used to visit Beth when she was affiliated with the local hospital near my home, but now I travel ten or so miles to her new women’s center. I’ve always thought it sounded better to say “I’m visiting my midwife for my annual well-woman-care appointment” versus saying “I’m visiting my gynecologist for my annual pap smear.”

  Beth’s new center appears more spa-like than medical, which is a relief to me since I dislike feeling like a patient. Her spacious examining room has beautiful rock walls, serene music, and a chaise leather sofa with golden upholstery tacks. The resort atmosphere makes me feel comfortable as I climb onto the pelvic examining table. Soft leg warmers cover the metal stirrups where I rest my feet, and I cover myself with a blanket as Beth turns on the arm lamp and shifts it to better see between my legs. Despite my prone position, we continue our healthy therapeutic talk about our nourishing vegetable gardens and the benefits of red wine and wholesome natural supplements, all of which have connected us for years.

  “So what else is new, Angela? Are you still doing lots of yoga? Would you consider teaching prenatal yoga here? I’ve just renovated the upstairs and we’ve already started HypnoBirthing classes.”

  Beth has been asking me to do prenatal yoga classes for the past few years and I always feel bad turning her down. Although I am a certified sports yoga instructor, I can’t seem to muster up the carefree, be-in-the-moment yoga attitude required when working with pregnant women.

  “Pregnant women and yoga scare me,” I say to her.

  Beth laughs. “You did yoga when you were pregnant.”

  “I know, but I didn’t have to be responsible for anyone hurting themselves.”

  “I understand,” she assures me, now beginning to give me her play-by-play down there. “Okay, Angela, take a deep breath and keep breathing. I’m just inserting the speculum.” Then she taps it and adds “Okay, just a quick swab here.” Beth then turns to her small metal prep table and fidgets with the swab and the glass slide.

  I’m totally uncomfortable and grumble. “Are we done?”

  “Almost, almost,” she reassures. “And now one more swab from the cervix.”

  I’m holding my breath and all tensed up as usual during this part of the procedure.

  “Now are we done?”

  “Almost,” Beth laughs, adding that I should relax and breathe.

  I realize I’m all tightened up and take a deep breath. Then I literally feel the cervix swab, which is always the worst. She taps the metal speculum again and slowly takes it out. She then does her finger exam and uses her other hand on top of my pubic bone and pushes around here and there. She then turns off the bright lamp.

  “We’re all finished.”

  “Thank God!” I kid with her, my eyes still closed. “For the love of God, what we women have to go through on this earth!” I then ask if she would mind checking my breasts as well.

  Beth had found a small cyst several years ago and, knowing my well-hidden anxiety about getting cancer, had sent me to a doctor in Rochester, New York. That doctor had assured me that it was only a cyst and that it would never turn into cancer, something I always liked to hear a doctor say, especially considering my family history.

  I’ve always admired Beth’s ambition and her idealistic vision of vibrant health and high self-esteem for women of all races, sizes, and ages. We share similar health stances: if your mind and spirit are healthy and if you feed your body wholesome foods that include lots of greens and a rainbow of colors, you will live a long, long time and not get cancer. Her new clinic reflects this mindset.

  Beth examines my breast. “Okay, dear, you’re good to go. Go ahead and get dressed.”

  “Thank you, Beth. Could you write me a prescription for some pain meds?” I’m a bit ashamed to ask for the Naproxen prescription for my imminent painful periods. Beth has always been into meditation, lavender oils, and chamomile teas to keep menstrual cramps at bay. I have been too but I have come to need about three Naproxen a month as well. I figure that, in the big scheme of things, three little Naproxen pills a month can’t hurt anyone.

  “Of course, Angela.” She writes me the prescription. “We’ll see each other next summer.”

  On the way home I stop at a store to buy a bottle of Cabernet Franc to celebrate another successful annual woman’s visit. I’ve loved wine since I started drinking it, which was shortly after I got my first teaching job and after I gave birth to my daughter, Adele. It was around that particular time that I gave up drinking soft drinks at dinner time and went to drinking wine instead. Holding a wine glass made me feel sophisticated, and I’d swirl the red wine and smell its aroma.

  Sophistication is something I’ve yearned for ever since I began raising children, a job I’ve truly never stopped doing. I was four when my brother was born and five years old when my sister came. Mom put me in charge of everything the adults were supposed to do; she had two jobs to work and then beer to drink in the evening. I didn’t do a very good job of raising my younger brother and sister, but, hey, I was only five, so I cut myself some slack. My younger brother, who is in his late thirties, has never even had a sip of wine or any type of alcohol. My younger sister went to the other extreme and has had a problem with alcohol since she was fifteen years old. She has been in and out of rehab most of her life. Their lives include mostly self-inflicted suffering, which saddens me.

  These thoughts are far from my mind right now, though. It’s summer, giving me more reason to have a glass of wine and celebrate. I love my summer life, and one of my favorite activities is to sit on my patio that overlooks our fifteen acres of land and eat good food, drink good wine, and talk good talk. Ten months out of the year I eat my breakfast and lunch in my pre-K classroom full of three- and four-year-olds. It is the most undignified and unpleasant part of my job, yet one of the most important parts as well. Nothing ever slips by my proper-eating etiquette. I try to pack wholesome foods the night before while picturing a wonderful lunch in my classroom. However, mealtime mostly becomes an endless teaching time where I am eating with a lot of youngsters starving for manners. It also includes a great deal of educating with my mouth full. It seems as though I can’t get by one school lunch without hearing bathroom words.

  “Owen just farted,” shouts Jenna, one of my few well-mannered students.

  “Owen, just say excuse me,” I say, after swallowing a bite of my couscous.

  “Mrs. Fishbaugh, Jared just said poop,” hollers Caitlin, who tattles all the time.

  “Jared, please don’t use bathroom words at the lunch table,” I say, trying to get in another bite in as graceful a manner as possible. “Caitlin, just show him how to have good manners,” I add, now with my mouth full.

  “Mrs. Fishbaugh, Owen is showing me the food in his mouth,” Jenna screeches.

  I talk again with my mouth partway full, trying to chew my bite of couscous.

  “Boys and girls, let’s all practice closing our mouths while we eat.”

  I take another bite of my lunch and point to my closed lips, realizing I’ve just killed two birds with one stone: I get to have a peaceful bite of lunch and teach at the same time. A few of the children are trying this newfound skill when I hear a child pass gas next to me, and of course, the whole class bursts out in laughter.

  “Okay, boys and girls, our bodies do that sometimes. All you need to do is just say excuse me.”

  Usually this is about the time my friend Heywood, the science teacher, enters my pre-K classroom. I love him because he actually wants to visit my room during lunch.

  “Hi, Mr. Heywood, look what we’re learning. Boys and girls, show Mr. Heywood how you can chew like big boys and girls.”

  There is a nanosecond of quiet as most of the children look up at him, chewing with closed mouths.

  “Wow, you guys are so smart,” he encourages. I stand up and as we walk away from the children, he whispers to me, “I don’t know how you do this all day, Fishbaugh!” We quietly talk about some union business and then he says bye to my class. Just as he exits, I call him back and run to the doorway.

  “Oh, Mr. Heywood?” I say. He meets me in the doorway and, with my back turned to the children, I stick out my tongue to show him the chewed-up spinach and couscous in my mouth.

  “Oh, nice!” he smirks, trying to sound disgusted.

  This is our humor, and it gets me through these days of non-stop teaching. I turn back to the children. “Okay boys and girls, let’s finish up.”

  I’ve been teaching almost my whole life. Even at the age of four, I would prop my baby sister and brother up against the couch and play school with them. Into my adult career, everyone has told me how good I am at teaching, regularly telling me I’m a natural. There are things I love about teaching and there are things that are extremely difficult. I’ve always loved watching positive changes occur in those students who attempt new things and take risks with their learning. For instance, there are always little ones who are afraid to speak in a group when they start school in September, but by the end of the year, they will be using a microphone and singing songs in front of their peers. These are the moments when I think, I can teach for twenty more years.

  For the most part, I have been lucky to experience the daily hugs from my students and to hear them say “I love you, Mrs. Fishbaugh.” All of this outweighs the negative stuff. I sometimes wish that those head honchos who create all of the scripted curriculums and the overwhelming paperwork and assessments, and anyone who has tried to tell me how to do my job, could eat one meal with my students in the classroom. Not just for a short moment, but one full mealtime. I would even love to see them in my classroom for a full day, sitting on the carpet trying to teach an academic lesson to eighteen preschoolers who are still learning not to pick their noses in public.

  I have worked on letting go of any anger in this area as I believe anger can manifest itself in the body as disease. It is an ongoing letting go and I continually thank God for the yoga that helps me cope with it. I let go, take deep breaths, and stretch, relaxing into the trust I have in my gut. This is what carries me through the daily grind of teaching. It also helps me to be spontaneous. All of this encompasses my program to stay balanced and healthy in today’s teaching world.

  Deep in my heart I have figured out why sitting outside on my patio on a summer evening eating grilled salmon and veggies with a good bottle of local Cabernet Franc feels like one of the best adult things to do in my world. I love being able to take a small bite of fish, close my eyes and feel its soft texture on my tongue, and then open my eyes, hear the birds chirping, and smell the aroma of my wine as I sip it. I am in the moment with everything; the sounds and the tastes. I am dignified, mindful, and in the moment.

  Dignified is what I have been looking for most of my life. When I was young—about my students’ age—my parents would also sit outside to eat. We kids had to be well-mannered while the adults made many ill-mannered slips. It was a little different from my current Cabernet Franc routine.

  In 1974, my mom would be drinking Old Milwaukee with my uncle John, who had just returned home from Vietnam and was living with us. My dad would be in his white T-shirt, simultaneously smoking a cigarette and throwing a Frisbee to the four of us kids. My dad, looking very cool in his Elvis hairdo, would throw the Frisbee and have it skip off the cement with a slight bounce and back up to us. He could also catch the Frisbee behind his back, and do so with a cigarette in his mouth.

  My uncle John usually let out a good burp over the grill as he’d announce “Dinner’s ready” with a slur. Buttered steak, baked potatoes with sour cream, and iceberg lettuce would then be served on the kitchen table, all the lit cigarettes in ashtrays to the side. Yes, the surgeon general had determined ten years earlier that smoking was bad for your health, but you could still smoke on most airplanes until the mid-eighties; having cigarettes at the dinner table in the early seventies, our family was right in tune with most of America. We’d all then take our plates to the back porch and set them on our laps, my uncle nudging me and quietly offering the gristle from his plate so I wouldn’t have to argue with my brother for it. He’d wink as he guzzled the last froth from his beer.

  Our typical Sunday meals after Catholic Mass were a bit more dignified than our Saturday cookouts. Grandpa would recite his five minute prayer in Polish because he didn’t speak any English. During the prayer, my older brother would try to make me squeal and get us into trouble by purposefully squeezing my hand underneath the table. I usually opted out of getting us into trouble and took the squeeze, because getting caught meant double trouble for me, the punishment being holding hands with my brother in the corner and doing the dishes as well.

  So I would suffer through my family’s Catholic prayer and looked forward to our casual cookout dinner on the back porch the following weekend. Sometimes my parents invited their friend Bob, who wasn’t exactly known for his fine manners and would do things like leaning to one side and farting. “Take that to the bank,” he’d say. The entire family would laugh, and though I’d be embarrassed, I’d laugh anyhow at its absurdity. Somehow, all this mealtime manner karma has followed me into my career.

  Therefore, if I can have any form of dignity while eating, I like to do it with a glass of Cabernet Franc in my hand. I have even mastered the art of holding my beautiful wine goblet. I am determined to maintain poise at any mealtime I am a part of.

  “Beth’s business is beautiful. I love her passion for helping women,” I say to my husband, holding my pinky out to one side as I sip some wine.

  “How did it go today?” Richard asks.

  “Oh, fine! Beth said I looked good and that she’ll see me next summer.”

  “That’s great,” Richard adds as he finishes off the last of the salmon from his plate.

  I look down at my plate and notice I am only halfway through. My son is finished and Richard is on seconds and I find myself slightly annoyed by their improper manners. Adele, now nearly eight years old, has done a pretty good job on her rice, broccoli, and fish. I think she likes this meal because the different foods don’t touch, like the food in a casserole or lasagna might. She asks to be excused and runs to the swing set.

  “Why do women have to have pap smears?” Matthew, my nearly grown high school senior, suddenly asks. I offer my quickest explanation of being proactive and on top of one’s health. Uninterested, he stacks some dishes and takes them in the house.

  Richard laughs. “You know how to clear the table! Talk about pap smears and we get to be alone.”

  “It’s just so nice to have that behind me and the rest of the summer to relax,” I say as I sip a bit more wine.
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  Roots of Compassion

  October 1, 2009

  It’s burger night in the Fishbaugh home. I try to make the best of our super quick meal—it has to be quick because Adele’s elementary school is having an open house this evening. Her school is the same school I graduated from back in 1986. It is also the same school my dad graduated from in 1965. Adele has trouble understanding why I teach at a school that is about twenty miles from our home. I’ve always explained that if I were to teach in my hometown district where my children attend school, I would have to be on guard about what I say and the opinions I share, mainly because I’d be an employee there as well as a parent. Every time I give this same explanation, though, I realize I’ve never really censored any of my opinions or thoughts anyway. I think the real reason is that I have just not wanted the people at my work to know every move my kids are making in school.

  My children are wonderful but they have been challenging too. My son, Matt, has spent a lot of his senior year making sure his grade point average remains two-tenths under the GPAs of the top two students in his graduating class. This way, he won’t have to give a speech as valedictorian or salutatorian. Then there’s my daughter, Adele. She has gone through reams of paper in every math and language class but not because she has been taking notes on how to do math problems or how to edit her elementary essays. Rather, it’s because Adele draws animated cartoon figures or comic strips during every waking moment at school. Well, at least every moment that the teachers aren’t noticing her lack of attention.

  “Matt, can you set the table?” I shout over the guitar amp blaring from his room. Matt has put a great deal of his energy into becoming quite the heavy-metal guitar player. I seriously can never tell if he is playing a Metallica CD on his stereo or if he himself is playing his guitar. He’s developed into a teenage intellectual who plays heavy-metal Metallica music during most of his free time. He can also tell you virtually every piece of trivial knowledge about Metallica’s lead singer, James Hetfield. In fact, I’ve been told so much information about Metallica that I have become a trivia buff of the heavy-metal band too. I know, for instance, that Hetfield was only sixteen years old when his mom died from cancer and that his “Mama Said” song came from that family suffering.

  I knock again on Matt’s door and shout even louder over the guitar amp. “Matt, I need you to set the table. Like now.”

  Adele runs through the kitchen and our dog Odie—who doesn’t like commotion—barks and chases her around the kitchen island.

  “Adele, go back upstairs and get your school clothes back on. You’re not wearing those dirty play clothes to open house!”

  With Adele still running in circles, I whirl around and yell to my husband. “Richard, can you pour drinks?” I’m so busy that I forget to say please or thank you.

  Richard walks calmly into the kitchen. “You know that we don’t have to be at the school at exactly six p.m. Open house is from six to seven thirty.”

  “Yeah, but if we get there early we can visit the book fair before the whole Dundee community fills the small room and we can hardly breathe.”

  Richard and I are best friends but we can also bicker with the best of them.

  “Okay,” I yell, “time to eat!”

  The four of us hold hands as we sit around the table. The burgers are already on our plates and the warm french fries are on the stoneware in the center of the table. I take a deep breath to slow down.

  “Let’s say our family prayer,” I say.

  Somehow, the family’s monotonous drone calms me. “Bless this food to our use, guide us and direct us in all your ways, Amen!” It is the prayer that Richard and I have decided to use as our typical family prayer. Of course we vary the prayer from time to time given any situations that need praying for, such as a relative’s sickness or a friend’s suffering. But this one in particular has become our what-to-say-when-we-are-in-a-hurry-and-have-to-gobble-up-our-dinner prayer.

  I grew up Catholic and Richard took refuge in Buddhism when he was in his thirties. When we first met, I attended some of his Buddhist ceremonies and actually felt quite at home with them, as the rituals were quite similar to those of my Catholic upbringing. The Buddhist ceremonies had bread and wine for communion, just as in my Catholic church. However, in the Buddhist formal service, we would sit on zafu cushions and the bread was real bread, not like the blessed Catholic wafers that tasted like cardboard. Also, in the Buddhist service, the wine was served by pouring it into the palm of your hand. You slurped it from your hand, or if you didn’t drink wine, like Richard, you’d swipe the wine over top of your head.

  On this evening, I pour a glass of wine for myself and set it at the dinner table, something that is a routine practice. The wine is meant to be for later, a nightcap of sorts, but I take a few sips. I do it without thought and when I realize what I’m doing, I think, Oooops! I’m going to my daughter’s elementary open house this evening! But I shrug off my feeling of guilt and take one more sip anyway. I leave the rest for a later nightcap.

  It’s hard to believe that our dinner is as pleasant as it is. I thought the rush of it all would make me angry and that I’d somehow slip into my usual once a week mealtime rant about how I need to have a peaceful meal and how that’s all I really want in this world—a nice, dignified meal with a caring husband and respectful children. But there isn’t time enough to get into that miserable space because before I know it, everyone is putting the ketchup and leftover fries away and Richard has started the dishes.

  As we scramble to make the kitchen look tidy and as the kids get their coats on, the phone rings.

  “I’ll get it,” I yell. “Adele, you get buckled in.”

  I look at the caller ID and see that it’s Beth’s private phone number. In the short one-thousand-millionth of a second that it takes me to press “talk,” I feel my heart pound and my body heat up. I answer the phone with a nervous “Hello?”

  “Hi, Angela, it’s Beth,” she says. I realize she’s trying to sound normal. As I walk into my art room, I picture her on the other end of the line looking down at the floor tiles.

  “What’s going on, Beth?” I ask quietly as I unzip my coat.

  “I received your pap results and they were abnormal. I know how on top of things you like to be so I sent the samples back to the lab for more information and it did show a high risk HPV issue. It’s not one of the worst numbers, like HPV 16 or 18, but it is a rare one, HPV 53.”

  I sit down in my chair and feel my husband put his hand on my right shoulder.

  “So what does this mean, Beth?”

  “I’m going to send you to Dr. Dayes. He’s really good with these issues. I’ll request that he do a cervical biopsy as well as an endometrial biopsy.”

  “How quickly can I do all of this?” I ask without hesitation.

  “Don’t worry, we can get you scheduled quickly,” Beth assures me.

  “Okay then. Thanks for your call, Beth.” I hang up the phone numbly.

  “What’s going on?” Richard asks. His tone is caring and loving. As I tell him about the phone call, I realize that Beth has referred me back to the same hospital that she walked away from several years before, the one that felt more like a hospital than a spa. I have always felt a little special for going to her new women’s center. I had thought that by doing yoga and staying fit and healthy I could be a client in a contemporary women’s center. I sense the medical feel of being a patient as I am referred back to the hospital. It leaves me feeling shaken.
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