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To Jacques Menasche, who taught me that there was no need to be brave and then showed me how to be.




Prologue


Allow me, if you will, to borrow the words of the great Lou Gehrig in his farewell speech at Yankee Stadium, shortly after being told at thirty-six years old that he was looking at the end of his life. Today, I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth.


I do, and I am.


I was around the same age as Lou when, in 2006 and at the pinnacle of my teaching career, I was diagnosed with a brain tumor and given months to live. It is seven years later and as I sit here in my home in New Orleans, crippled and nearly blind, I feel lucky that I am still able to appreciate the beauty of the pink magnolias outside my window, and behold my loved ones, and laugh with my friends, and have this chance to share my story.


I am realistic. There is no reason I should still be alive. The disease never lets me forget that it, and not I, will ultimately win this battle of wills. I know the cancer will have its way, and sooner rather than later.


But as my vision diminishes and my world grows dark, as my arms weaken to the point where I can no longer lift a fork to feed myself, and my legs wither beneath me, I have chosen to spend what limited time I have in the only way I know how. With joy.


I can no longer command a classroom, as I once did. But my hope is by sharing my experiences and lessons, especially as I die, that others will be reminded of the preciousness of life. I have never appreciated it more than now when I have so little time left.


And again, I borrow from baseball’s Iron Horse in his farewell speech:


So I close in saying that I may have had a tough break, but I have an awful lot to live for.


Until I cease to breathe, I will.
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My left ear buzzed. I didn’t think much of it, except that it was as irritating as one of those pesky gnats that ride your head like a Wave Swinger at an amusement park. Only this buzzing was inside my head. I tried ignoring it, until one day, a few months after it started, the sound turned into a tremor that ran from my face, all the way down the left side of my body, and later to the tip of my toes. Time to see a doctor, Menasche, I told myself. Paula made the appointment. She took care of anything in our marriage that involved organization. Without Paula, the lights would go out before I remembered that the electric bill hadn’t been paid.


I went to my general practitioner, who sent me to an ear, nose, and throat guy, who decided I needed to see a neurologist. His name was Dr. Paul Damski. He was young, not much more than my age at the time, thirty-four, and he seemed cool and direct. My kind of guy. I was hoping he’d chalk up my symptoms to a pinched nerve or a nervous tic, but instead he ordered a battery of tests. All of them had acronyms. EEG. EKG. CAT. MRI. I felt a huge sense of relief when the first three came back okay. The last one, the MRI, magnetic resonance imaging, was certain to tell a story, Dr. Damski said. I’d have to wait a few days for the outcome. No one likes the waiting part and I’m no exception. So I concentrated on the one thing I knew could occupy my mind in the meantime. I threw myself into my job.


Coral Reef Senior High is called Miami’s mega magnet school for good reason. Students from all over the country compete to get into one of the six preparatory academies—International Baccalaureate, Agriscience and Engineering, Business and Finance, Legal and Public Affairs, Health Sciences, and Visual and Performing Arts. Selection is based on a lottery, except for the Visual and Performing Arts Academy. Those students have to audition to get in, and the competition is fierce. With so many aspiring performers, the atmosphere is a lot like what you see in the movie Fame. Girls and boys are always practicing songs and dance steps in the hallways. You just could not help but be in a good mood when you were there. Until I got sick, I had never missed a day.


I was one of the original staff when the school opened in 1997. It was my first teaching job, and honestly, at twenty-five, I wasn’t much older than my students. I spent most of my sixteen years there teaching eleventh-grade honors and advanced placement English. I loved watching these fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds grapple with their first major life decisions—future careers, relationships, where to live, which colleges to attend, and what to study—at the same moment they’re learning to drive, getting their first jobs, and experimenting with drugs, alcohol, sex, identity, and freedom. It’s a transcendental time for kids. Miraculously, even though they’re beginning to gain independence and are often eager for more, most aren’t sick of school yet. And I felt very privileged to be part of their metamorphoses.


One way I tried to signal my eagerness to not be just another teacher to these kids was to have my classroom be always open. There were usually a half dozen to a dozen students who hung out there during lunchtime. Many days, someone would be rehearsing lines or singing or dancing, or playing the violin or guitar. Except for the times when a student came in crying over a boyfriend or a bad grade, and that was usually before or after school, it was a jubilant environment.


That’s how it was the day I got my diagnosis.


It was the day before Thanksgiving, my favorite holiday. I was sitting at my desk with my best work friend, Denise Arnold, who taught senior honors English. Denise is petite and eats like a bird. When she did eat, it was usually a few M&M’s from a bag she kept stashed in her desk. I’d usually buy something healthy at lunchtime and try to shame her into taking a few bites. That day we were splitting a salad from the cafeteria and kidding about how lucky we were because this time we got cucumber with our plastic container of wilted iceberg lettuce and soggy croutons. Kids were milling in and out. As we were finishing up, my cell phone rang with the ringtone from the old Mario Brothers video game. I flipped it open and saw my doctor’s number on the screen.


“Hello?” I said, standing up from my desk.


“This is Dr. Damski’s nurse practitioner,” the voice at the other end of the phone said plaintively. “Your test results are in.”


I guess it’s my optimistic nature, but I’m always expecting things will turn out okay. “Oh,” I said cheerily. “Great! What are they?”


She hesitated just long enough that I felt my heart quiver. “No,” she said. “You need to come in. And you need to bring someone with you.”


I felt like she’d kicked me in the gut. “I’m in school and I can’t get there until later,” I said.


Fear really plays games with your head. I think I was hoping that by saying I couldn’t get there right away—by holding on to the normalcy of my life before that phone call—I could make the outcome different. That the nurse practitioner would say, Oh, no problem, let’s schedule for another time. She didn’t.


“Don’t worry about the time,” she said. “The doctor will stay.”


Now she was kicking me in the gut with cleats on.


“Okay,” I said.


I snapped my phone closed and turned to look at Denise. She was open-mouthed, her eyes wide with apprehension. “My tests came back,” I said. “They said I have to come in to get the results. That has to mean it’s bad news.” My friend looked at me reassuringly. “It’ll be all right, David,” she said. “I know it will. C’mon! You’re invincible.”


I don’t know how I got through my classes that afternoon. I do recall there were moments I was so involved in discussions with my students that I actually forgot about the doctor. At the end of the day I walked to the parking lot with Denise. We talked about what might be ahead and how I was holding up, things like that. When I got to my car, I turned to her and said, “This is the last time things are going to be normal.” If only I could have frozen time.


I slid behind the wheel of my car, turned up the volume on the radio, and headed north on the Palmetto Expressway to pick up my wife. Paula is a history teacher at another high school in Miami. She didn’t have a driver’s license, so I took her to and from school. This was our routine. As always, she was waiting outside when I got there. She jumped in the passenger seat and I turned down the music and gave her the news.


She tried to be calm, but she was clearly as panicked as I was.


The drive to the doctor’s seemed to take forever, but it was too fast for me. I kept thinking that the longer I could put off hearing what he had to say, the longer I could pretend that everything was going to be all right. My mouth was parched dry and my stomach was tied up in knots. Paula tried to make small talk about her day and I was grateful for her effort, but I didn’t hear a word. I just kept nodding my head up and down. And trying to catch my breath.


As promised, Dr. Damski was in when we got there. The nurse practitioner pointed us toward his office without making eye contact. The door to the office was open. Dr. Damski was seated behind his desk when Paula and I walked in. His brown hair was cut shorter than the last time I’d seen him and he wore a white lab coat, with a stethoscope around his neck. “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to the two tan and brown vinyl chairs facing his desk. He began speaking in medical terms I didn’t understand. Glioblastoma multiforme? I couldn’t even say it, much less understand what it meant. “Okay,” Dr. Damski said, “let me show you.”


Behind him a large computer monitor displayed an ominous-looking image. To me, it looked like a Rorschach test, a big, gushy, swirling black, white, and gray mash. The doctor turned toward the monitor and pointed. “That’s your brain,” he said, matter-of-factly. I repositioned my chair to see better, and Paula got up and stood behind me. I had no idea what I was looking at. He pointed to a white mass on a gray background. To me, it looked like something you’d see on the weather report—a hurricane cloud on a Doppler radar screen. The hurricane in my head was a tumor, he said. That was plain enough, but I had a million questions. The teacher in me took over.


“So what does that mean?” I asked. “Is it benign?” Nice try.


Dr. Damski put down his clipboard and pen and looked me straight in the eye. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “No tumor in the brain is benign,” he said.


“Is it cancerous?”


“Yes, it’s cancer.”


He might as well have slugged me in the solar plexus. No air. I felt defeated. Hollow. Seeing the terror on my face, the doctor tried to soften the blow he had just struck. “But we don’t know too much yet, David,” he said. “We need to have a biopsy done.” A biopsy for what? He’d already said it was cancer. “We need more information,” Dr. Damski said. “We want to know how fast it’s growing. Or maybe it’s been sitting there for twenty years and growing very slowly.”


Okay, I thought. I can handle a biopsy. I didn’t know then that it meant removing a portion of my skull.


“Can it wait until summer vacation?” I asked.


He pursed his lips, the way I sometimes did when one of my students asked a question that seemed particularly naive.


“No, that’s too far away,” he said.


“Okay. How about waiting until Christmas vacation? That’s only a month away.”


“I honestly don’t know if you’ll make it that long,” he said.


I jerked away from him as if I’d been slapped. And the blows just kept coming. Without treatment, I had a life expectancy of about two months, Dr. Damski said. I looked around his office. The walls were painted the color of hospital scrubs, only more muted, and the art was a poster of a spinal cord and brain. A stainless steel examining table draped with crisp, white paper sat in the corner. It was all so cold and clinical. Shouldn’t you at least be in a comfortable setting when someone tells you you’re going to die? “How long can I keep being me?” I asked. I already knew the answer. That time had passed.


Paula was stoic, but I fell apart. I excused myself and walked outside to the parking lot to call my brother. Jacques was eight years older, a freelance editor and journalist. Even with his hectic schedule, he had always been there for me. Jacques was my rock. When I heard his voice, I broke down. I could barely choke out my words. Brain cancer. Terminal. Only months to live. I was thirty-four years old, damn it. I loved my job. I loved my wife. I loved my life. It may sound like a cliché, but when you’re given a death sentence, you really do think to yourself, How can this be happening? When will I awaken from this terrible nightmare?


And that’s what I said to Jacques between sobs. How can this be happening? I’ve tried to be a good person. I’ve tried to do things right. Did I bump my head? Did I eat something wrong? “David,” he said finally, “you’ve got to be tougher than this.” That was my brother. Chin up. Tough through it. Be brave. I wanted to be that for Jacques. For Paula. For my students. I didn’t want to seem weak, powerless, out of control. I took a deep breath, and another, and then out of nowhere, words I’d never expected came tumbling out of my mouth.


“Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” I said. And even stranger than hearing the words was knowing that I did.
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After a good, soaking cry, Paula and I drove to my parents’ house on Thanksgiving Day. What a difference a fatal diagnosis makes. Before that, I couldn’t wait for Thanksgiving. It was my favorite holiday and the only one where Mom pulled out all the stops, breaking out her good silver and fine china and even the crystal stemware that dinged when you tapped it. All of my immediate family would be there—Mom and Dad, Jacques and his wife, Tal, and their boys, Emanuel and Noah, and my oldest brother, Maurice, his wife, Michelle, and their sons, Jacques and Zach (a girl hasn’t been born in the family for more than thirty years)—as well as extended family. We typically had anywhere between twenty and thirty-five people. It took long folding tables that stretched from the dining room into the living room to accommodate everyone. It was always the best time. People would start showing up around five o’clock, and Jacques and I would play bartender while everyone sat around catching up before dinner. The main event would take place around seven and always featured a turkey the size of a Prius and all the trimmings.


The drive from Miami to my parents’ home in Pembroke Pines, a pastel-colored subdivision, was around forty minutes. Paula had her learner’s permit, and even though she would usually do anything to avoid getting behind the wheel, this time she offered to drive and I was happy she did. I had already decided that I would be strong when I told my parents about the cancer, but I was dreading the conversation and trying to prepare myself. I knew Mom would break down, and the last thing I wanted was to ruin what was for her the most special day of the year.


Jacques and his family were already there when Paula and I arrived. They had flown in from New York a couple of hours earlier. We were all sitting around the living room and I decided it was as good a time as any to break the news to my parents. It was still hours before the other guests would arrive, so everyone would have a chance to recover. Hyperaware of my body language, I was trying to will myself into conveying self-confidence: Lean back. Cross your legs. Don’t fold your arms. Look relaxed. My parents were seated on the love seat across from me. (They were about to celebrate forty-seven years of marriage and they still sat close together.)


“Well,” I said, sounding as casual as if I were about to give the local weather report, “I got the results of the MRI from Dr. Damski.”


Mom’s face froze.


Tal, sensing something serious was coming, or maybe because Jacques had already told her, got up to round up the boys and bring them into the conversation. At first I worried that at eleven and eight years old they were too young to hear what I had to say. At the same time, having my nephews there made me even more motivated to keep my cool and be reassuring.


“So? So what did he say?” Mom asked.


Seeing the fear in her eyes, I wanted to cry. But that would have defeated my purpose. Instead I parroted what the doctor had told me, using the same medical jargon that I hadn’t understood but later found on Wikipedia: “Glioblastoma multiforme is the most common and most aggressive malignant primary brain tumors affecting humans, involving glial cells and accounting for 52% of all functional tissue brain tumor cases and 20% of all intracranial tumors. GBM is rare, with incidence of 2–3 cases per 100,000. Treatment can involve chemotherapy, radiation, and surgery.” I left out the last part: “Median survival with treatment is 15 months. Median survival without treatment is 4½ months.”


My mother burst into tears—the kind of tears reserved for incapacitating grief. It frightened me, and my heart was breaking for her. “Mom,” I said, reassuringly, “I really love you, but you need to calm down. I’m going to be fine. Everything is going to be okay.”


“What does all this mean?” she asked, choking out her words between howls. I looked at Paula, who was sitting next to me, hoping maybe she had an answer, but she said nothing. So I decided to demonstrate what was wrong with me, just as the doctor had done. Holding my fists together, I said, “This is the size of your brain.” I opened my right hand. “This hand represents my healthy brain, which is being crushed against the skull by this growing tumor,” I said, holding up my right fist. At that point, my eleven-year-old nephew Emanuel spoke up. “How did you get this?” he asked. Good question, I thought. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “It just happens to some people. It’s very rare, and most people who get it tend to be infants or really old people. Actually, it’s a really good thing that someone like me got it. I’m healthy in every other way and strong and I have every chance of beating this.” I sounded convincing even to myself.


My father is an artist and very sensitive, and he expresses himself beautifully with paint but usually comes up short when it comes to conveying his feelings in words. His way of handling the news was denial. “Okay,” he said finally, with characteristic brevity. “You can handle this. You’re going to be okay.” Mission accomplished. Dad changed the subject to one of his friends who was suffering from epilepsy (and how at least I didn’t have something like that!), and we went about making small talk like the family we were before the word cancer raided our lives.


Later, when everyone else arrived, aunts and uncles and cousins and old family friends, I tried to act like the old David. Carefree. Always up for a good time. As far as I knew, no one else had heard about my illness and that would make it easier to try to forget about it for the day. But I was wrong. While Jacques and I mixed drinks and poured wine, my cousin Danny sauntered over to me. “I heard you’re sick,” he said. I caught my breath, then fell right into the role I had rehearsed for my parents. “Oh, yeah, well, they’re taking a look at something in my head,” I said, trying my best to sound breezy. “Do you have cancer?” he asked. I sighed and tried to stay casual. “At this point there hasn’t even been a biopsy. We don’t know anything yet.” Yes, I was blowing him off, but Danny wasn’t having it. “What kind of cancer is it?” he asked. I had spent the night before studying the paperwork the doctor had given me, and now I recited it back to Danny in terms that were way too technical for him to understand, just as I hadn’t been able to comprehend it at first. “I have glioblastoma multiforme,” I said. “It’s forty-three millimeters in diameter.” Danny stared at me blankly, so I tried again. “It’s a tumor in my right temporal lobe about the size of a golf ball,” I explained.


“How do you feel?” he asked.


I don’t know what it was that allowed me to lapse into a moment of abandon, but everything I’d been bottling up came spilling out. I described the painful tingling sensations I’d been feeling along the entire left side of my body and the seizures that left me sick and tired. “It happens at least five times a day,” I said, “and it feels like an electrical shock each time.” I looked at him again, and this time, I saw tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “That’s terrible. I’m so very sorry.” He said it over and over again. I said I was sorry, too. I was sorry that I had let down my guard and ruined his Thanksgiving.


At that moment, I made a mental note to myself: Self, I said, don’t do that again! Telling the truth about your cancer is a miserable thing to do to people. What people need to hear is something that will let them off the hook. They can’t do anything about it anyway. From now on, tell them, “I’m fine!” That way, they’ll feel like, “Good! He’s fine!”


Seeing my cousin’s reaction, I realized that if I told people too much about my health, they would withdraw and refrain from sharing their own problems with me for fear of being a burden. That was the last thing I wanted. I knew that cancer would change me, but I would not allow it to rob me of the qualities I valued most in myself, and top among them were optimism and empathy. I was always someone who encouraged and helped others—and the last to pity myself or ask for help.


So began the role I would perform for the next six years.


How are you?


Can’t complain! I’m fine! And how are you?


It was a role I would grow into and ultimately come to believe.


I insisted on driving home from my parents’ house that night. It would turn out to be one of the last times I drove my beloved Mustang before we turned it in for something more sensible—a thing that looked to me like an oversized toaster but felt safe enough for Paula to drive. For thirteen years, I had driven her everywhere: to the grocery store, to doctors’ appointments, for every pair of shoes she owned. Now she was talking about getting her driver’s license. The irony didn’t escape me. She realized that I wasn’t reliable enough to depend on anymore. I’d probably be dead before she learned how to parallel park.


I pulled into our driveway around midnight. Paula went right to bed, but I couldn’t sleep and decided to get up and prepare my lesson plan for the following Monday. I sat down at my desk, and panic rocked me like a lightning bolt. My students! I thought. I’ll have to take time off for the biopsy. I never take a day off school. They’ll want to know where I am. What in the world will I tell them? What on earth can I say?


That weekend, I spent every waking hour preparing my talk and practicing it until it felt right. I wrote and rewrote notes to myself and talked to myself in the mirror to make sure my facial expressions matched the message I wanted to convey. By midnight on Sunday, I was all practiced out.
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I was ready, right down to the way I walked into the classroom. My stride had to be just right. Confident and under control. Over the weekend, when I’d been practicing my “I have brain cancer” spiel, I’d decided I needed a prop, more for my kids than for me. I thought it would distract them from the stinging truth of my diagnosis. Teenagers are sensitive (understatement, I know), and for a lot of my students, this would be their first association with disease and I needed to do it right. I had to address my illness but in a way that wouldn’t frighten or alienate them. (I was amazed to learn how many people think cancer is contagious.) My cancer wasn’t something that could be kept secret—after all, I knew what was ahead, should I be lucky enough to have an “ahead”—and the effects of surgeries, chemotherapy, and radiation were sure to give it away.


Besides, I never kept things from my kids. I was a fierce advocate of the truth, even when the truth was scary or had consequences. Over the years, I’d witnessed the benefits of openness in the classroom and how it gave students a sense of liberation they couldn’t have if they were living inauthentic lives. Every semester, after one of our regular discussions about honesty and being true to oneself, a boy or girl always “came out” to the class, and I’d never seen it backfire. I’d watched kids confess to cutting or burning themselves and a number of other personal and painful truths. I knew how difficult that was for them and how brave they were for doing it, and I’d seen how it changed their lives when I and their peers accepted them for the totality of who they were. I saw those students flourish once the burden of their secret was lifted, and they and their classmates learned a valuable life lesson: with trust comes respect. I needed my students to know that I trusted them enough to share life’s most sacrosanct passage. Death. I just had to do it in a way that would make them feel safe. Practice what you teach, I told myself. Your kids deserve to know this. They’ll have to go through it with you. Make it okay for them. I figured a stuffed penguin wearing a hat that looked more like dreadlocks might lend some levity to my confession. I don’t know where the penguin came from; it must have been a gift from a student. I was just happy I came across it at home that weekend. I named the penguin Winslow. The name just came to me.


Monday. What a glorious day it was, an aqua-colored Miami postcard. I strode into my first-period class with a smile on my face and Winslow in my arms. “Good morning!” I said. “How’s everyone today?” I pulled the stool from behind my desk and sat Winslow on top of it. I stood a bit behind the stool to Winslow’s right. “I’ve got something to tell you,” I said. “Now scoot your desks in closer.” The kids were snickering and looking at each other like I’d finally gone loco. “Okay, what’s going on?” they asked. “What game are you playing now, Menasche?” I chuckled along with them.


When everyone was settled into place, I looked at Winslow and started speaking. “I told you I haven’t been feeling well,” I said, sounding bright. Winslow nodded his head yes. “Remember I had that tingling in my ear?” I asked. “Well, the good news is there’s nothing wrong with my ear!” I sucked in my gut and continued. “But I had more tests and they showed I have a brain tumor.” I looked up at the class. My kids, who had only a moment ago been laughing and hamming it up, were somber and quiet. “What is a tumor?” someone asked. “A tumor is a growth,” I said. The sudden silence in the room was disorienting. My classroom was always buzzing with the excited sounds of learning and sharing. Another student spoke up. “My uncle had cancer and he died,” she said, and burst into tears. “Are you going to die?” another asked. “Someday,” I said. “Not right now.”


I could see how hard they were taking the news. I thought of my cousin Danny and knew I had to recover fast. “Hey,” I said. “There’s no reason to get upset. I have a great life! Everyone has their bag of hammers to carry and this is mine.” I put Winslow aside and launched into a pep talk about how I wasn’t going anywhere, and oh no, they couldn’t get rid of me that easily.
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