














Praise for


Hug Everyone You Know


“Hug Everyone You Know is a compelling memoir about the importance of community while navigating a life crisis such as cancer. As an oncology nurse and a cancer survivor myself, I found Martin’s writing to be a refreshingly real depiction of life as a cancer patient. Her writing is a testimony to the endurance of the human spirit, the importance of love and community, and the need for hope every day of the journey.”


—Story Circle Reviews


“This book will show readers the power of human connectivity and how sharing our experience can become an inspiring journey, not only for those who listen to us, but for us who live it. Hug Everyone You Know: A Year of Community, Courage, and Cancer is a painful and empowering journey, a book that will speak to those undergoing any hopeless situation; it’s a gift to receive, use and pass on. This book will give readers the strength and the inspiration to name their suffering and to triumph over it. It’s exciting, informative and, above all, entertaining.”                    —Readers’ Favorite


“This is a great story: inventive, informative, and irresistibly readable. Quite an accomplishment when the subject is cancer. Brava.”


—Odette Heideman, Editor, Epiphany Magazine


“Hug Everyone You Know captures beautifully the terror and anxiety—as well as the awkwardness and occasional humor—that follow a diagnosis of breast cancer, and the salvation to be found in the love and support of family and friends. Peering deeply into the experience through a detailed assessment of her fears, the bonds she shares with others, and hitherto unknown reserves of courage, Martin shares revelatory insights about her willingness to go to any lengths to fight the disease because of what she has learned about the preciousness of life.”


—Andrew Botsford, Editor and Visiting Professor, Stony Brook Southampton University


“I picked up this book on a early Sunday afternoon and did not set it down until I was finished. The writing is like being with a long-time friend. It is honest and you can feel the love that the author exudes and surrounds her. Being an escapist, I was reluctant to read a journey on cancer because it hits too close to home. However, quite the opposite is the effect the book had on me. It is not clinical and if you are going through treatments I would imagine you would find it comforting. I would recommend this book to anyone. It is a very enjoyable read.”                    —Monique Abel, GHT Book Club


“This is an honestly written account of the challenges that face women and families confronting a breast cancer diagnosis. It passionately illustrates the ability of women and their ‘Everyones’ to find strength.”


—Karen Schmitt, MA, BSN Director, Manhattan Cancer Services Program New York Presbyterian/Columbia


“Hug Everyone You Know is more than a memoir of combating cancer head on—it is a personal account of the love of family and friends; Antoinette’s ‘Everyone’ who supported her and witnessed her bravery over an arduous year. As Antoinette retells her story, she tries not to give a voice to cancer. Yet, she reveals her innermost thoughts, sharing experiences and fears through the journal she kept during her year of treatment. The author’s narrative is carefully woven together with the e-mail exchanges she has with her loved ones. Long after the book is finished, its message continues to linger: life is bigger than itself when fueled by determination and love.”


—Janice Gatta, MS/CCC-SLP, Babes Against Cancer Fundraising Committee—Southward Ho Country Club


“I am inspired by Antoinette’s courage and spirit. She is blessed—blessed with her husband and children, blessed with her family and friends, and blessed with her doctors and nurses. Being in the medical field, it’s a shot of reality seeing it from the patient’s point of view, with the day in and day out struggles of life compounded with the diagnosis. This book brought a face to breast cancer and I feel privileged and honored that she shared it with me. I will hug everyone I know, now and forever.”


—Barbara M. O’Brien RN, Director of Cancer Services Program of Staten Island Staten Island University Hospital


“Martin has a way of writing that really captured my attention and brought me into her story. I felt like her best friend.”


—Kathryn Gates-Ferris, MS, MPA, CHT, Avon Project Director CAI Global


“Filled with fresh air, light, and life, Hug Everyone You Know is an intimate conversation with an intelligent, funny survivor. The voice rings true, and the insights resonate well beyond the cancer moment.”


—Joni Rodgers, New York Times best-selling author of Bald in the Land of Big Hair
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For my mom, Diana Mastropaolo Truglio, and my grandmother, Margherita Mastropaolo—the women who inspired fierce perseverance.
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For my grandma, Mary Truglio, who always believed that I was a writer.
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Most of us live within a complicated web of relationships. We admire some people with whom we have these relationships for their fortitude. We like others for their humor and interests. We love those whom we are born to, those we birthed, and those who stir the passions in our heart and mind. Our relationship web can be a massive collection of beings, all with unique needs to recognize and gifts to share. We are not alone. We have our Everyone.


When a crisis hits—when life throws us a detour—our circles tighten, ready to worry and wanting to help. Everyone feels the pluck on the thread, the change in the force. Nothing is about one; everything is connected.


A breast cancer diagnosis was my detour. It was not planned. It was not expected. As an overly squeamish, wimpy crybaby, just thinking about the series of protocols and treatments I was faced with made me dizzy with nausea.


When this crisis hit, My Everyone felt the shake in the web. The trick, I learned, was to keep the anxiety at bay so that My Everyone, especially those closest to my heart—my daughters, my husband, and my parents—would not be frightened. I could not allow the cancer to be all about me.


For me, the written word has always held a power of expression that I cannot quite articulate. Throughout my remembered life I have filled volumes of composition notebooks, locked diaries, and journals with my deepest thoughts. My ramblings have paced my doubts and placed my anxieties in calm waters, allowing me to see through each crisis and trust in a glass half-full rather than awaiting the end of days. When my biggest life crisis took the form of cancer, I picked out an ugly spiral notebook and let the written word do the ranting, the screaming, the questioning, and the recording. With the help of journaling, I could calm down and face the day—I was able to reach out to My Everyone without panicking anyone, especially myself.


Ultimately, however, I credit the magic of e-mails with saving my sanity. Because of e-mailing, I did not have to explain over and over again the latest episode of cancer treatment; instead, I was able to send a single note to My Everyone. This saved me from hearing and saying the words out loud.


There were of course phone calls and real conversations with my husband, Matt, my mom, my sisters, and my close friends as well. But the e-mails made the initial reporting easy and elicited the support I sought from my wider network.


In writing this memoir, I culled through reams of these e-mails. My aim was to capture the different voices and loving intentions I received from My Everyone. The collections proved that I was never alone. I could count on prayers, positive energies, virtual hugs, and real embraces to keep me focused—hugs, the elixir to panicky anxiety. I learned to be courageous, thanks to My Everyone and the love they wrapped around me.
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MY RELATIONS


My Girls


Sara — My eldest daughter, the artist Hallie — My middle daughter, most sensitive and sweet Robyn — My youngest daughter, my adventure baby


MY SISTERS


Mary — My sister, the second-oldest of the four of us Barbara — My youngest sister, who lives in faraway Virginia Heidi — My sister-in-law, Matt’s youngest sister


MY COUSINS


Gloria — One of my many cousins who shared my childhood Stefano — My Roman cousin who recently immigrated to America


MY FRIENDS


Pam B & Nick
Coll & Dan
Chris & Fluke


These friends date back to high school. We formed a cooking group called I-Night some twenty-five years ago, and they all live nearby, allowing us to share vacations, adventures, and lots of laughs.


Irene


My childhood friend, as close to my heart as my sisters


Renee


My college roommate and dear friend


Anne St. John


Another dear friend I’ve stayed close to through the years


Colleen


The bravest friend I could ever have as we faced cancer together


Dr. Pam
Lisa
Julie


My long-time beach bum pals — we play hard and enjoy our beach adventures season after season


Joi
Addie


Fellow writers I have had the privilege to know and love


Sherry
Janet


Colleagues from the best agency I ever worked for. Sherry is a speech pathologist, and Janet is a physical therapist. They are both breast cancer survivors. Their advice and friendship proved to be so valuable.
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Diagnosis and Detours
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And So It Begins


WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 7, 2007


Matt dragged me back to New York University Clinical “C” Center. We took a morning rush-hour train from Ronkonkoma to Penn Station. I wanted to walk the remaining six blocks to quell my anxiety.


It was so much colder this day than it had been the previous week when we ventured into the Clinical “C” Center. That day, the breast surgeon over-kneaded my right breast, unable to feel the deep mass the mammogram had promised. Her sonographer pushed and poked a slippery wand deep into my breast while I struggled to remain still and conscious. When the technician asked me to hum, a gray shadow thickened as the drone reverberated off a rib. A biopsy was ordered for the following week. Ever since, I’d been hoping that this was all a big waste of time for a benign lump.


Frigid winds blew down 34th Street. I wrapped my wool coat tighter and adjusted my hat. Matt held my hand, pulling me behind him, as he weaved through the crowds. The red earflaps on the alpaca hat that Sara, the eldest of our three daughters, had knitted for him danced behind his broad shoulders. Sara worked in Manhattan and planned to meet us for lunch. Matt had the address of a bar with an incredible beer list; we thought it would be a good place to go to celebrate the probable good news after the appointment. I hadn’t told Sara the reason for the appointment; I didn’t want to worry her, and besides, after a week of thinking myself into it, I believed the lump to be benign.


My anxiety heightened in the waiting room and then even more so in the next room, where they left me to wait once again after having me don a seersucker robe. Thankfully there was plenty of space to pace.


Finally, the doctors arrived, and I was instructed to lie on a hard table. A pathologist, radiologist, nurse, and technician surrounded me. As soon as the poking for the just-right spot started, I faded from consciousness.


I expected this. My squeamish nature has always allowed me to escape discomfort through fainting. I felt my body lighten and fall limp. I could not see but heard distant voices calling my name, debating if they should stop. I mumbled for them just to finish. I passed out again as the pressure mounted and the needle plunged deep into my breast.


Once I was upright, still wrapped in the shapeless robe, I was escorted to a small lab to chat with the pathologist. He asked for my medical history. It was boring. My history was clear of memorable injuries, illnesses, or surgeries. By my thirty-first birthday I had given birth, without anesthesia, to three healthy baby girls. Presently I struggled with blood pressure and weight issues, but I assured the pathologist that I would seriously work on that.


The pathologist reviewed his decades of experience and expertise in studying this insidious disease. Wow, I thought as he rambled, this ancient scientist must have invented the microscope and staining protocols that initially identified pathological cells.


He was giving me way too much of his resumé.


Finally, he came around to the biopsy. Positive. Absolutely positive.


I was speechless. How could this be?


He rattled on as to the depth of the tumor, the size, the need for surgery, and how he admired the skill and manner of my surgeon, Dr. Axelrod. My eyes welled up with tears. I needed to sit down. He patted my shoulder and said, “I will get your mister.”


Matt walked into the room, arms laden with coats, hats, and my oversized pocketbook. He took one look at me and said, “Oh, Christ, this doesn’t look good.”


The pathologist repeated his résumé, the biopsy findings, and the next steps. Matt held my shoulders, let me bury my tears in his chest. He made the appointment with the surgeon while I got dressed.


I could not wait for the elevator. I darted into the stairwell and raced down the stairs and through the glass doors into the street. It was still cold and crowded; all these people were going about their business, unaware that my life had taken a sharp detour.


Matt grabbed my hand as we navigated our way to Penn Station.


“Just get me home,” I said.


The early afternoon train was surprisingly crowded. Wedged between a sleeping stranger and Matt, I called Sara as the train pulled out, struggling to keep my voice steady.


“It will be okay, honey. It is small. Not a big deal. I will call you later.”


“We can fix this,” Matt said for the second time as the train lumbered through the tunnel under the East River.


Matt had always seen problems as engineering projects. He identified a need, came up with a well-planned solution, then executed the solution—and it always worked.


We started dating during the last few months of our high school senior year. Matt was the powerful center on the football team, a boy with thick glasses and an innate talent for understanding and tackling almost any obstacle. I needed a smart friend to help me pass the New York State Physics Regents Exam; he needed a prom date. That was the summer of 1975, and we’ve been a couple ever since.


During college summer breaks, Matt earned his tuition and expenses by clamming on the Great South Bay. Every summer he kept grumpy motorboat engines running, even if it meant spitting gasoline into sputtering carburetors. In our twenty-seven years of marriage, he had gutted and rebuilt two homes and pieced together small fleets of cars and boats to fit our needs and desires. Matt could fix almost anything. But did he really think he could fix this?


And “we”—he spoke of “we,” when it was me who had a growing tumor. Me who had to have the surgery and God knew what else. Me who was suddenly being made to face my mortality. I wanted to cry a sea of tears on that unbearably slow train. This was not supposed to happen. At forty-nine, I had believed that I would skip along into old age with no more than a few bumps and bruises along the way.


In 1985, my second baby, Hallie, was due to be born when Hurricane Gloria ravaged Long Island, leaving us without electric power for a week. Even the hospital had to rely on generators. Luckily, Hallie arrived a week overdue, ten pounds of perfect beauty. That same week, Halley’s Comet passed by this hemisphere—but between caring for a hungry infant and her busy two-and-a-half-year-old sister, Sara, and cleaning up from the hurricane’s path, I missed it.


When that happened, I vowed, in my robust state of twenty-eight-year-old health, that I would have a birthday bash at 103 to celebrate a fulfilled life and the return of Halley’s Comet. For twenty years I had been inviting everyone that came into my life to that party. The women in my mother’s family were fierce and lived close to their centurion birthdate. I figured the odds that I would make it to that party in decent mental and physical health, to see the comet’s next sweep past Earth, were pretty good.


But today, thoughts of being dependent and possibly facing a shortened life expectancy crowded the train car. I wanted to scream! This could not be happening to me—not now, not ever. I could never be strong enough. I had always believed that God didn’t give us tasks we weren’t strong enough to endure. I had always been the wimp. I cried. I trembled. I became a large blubbery puddle in the face of the slightest medical challenge.


On top of that, this was such rotten timing! The house was for sale. Our empty nest in Remsenburg, a tidy hamlet on the south shore of Long Island, had been stripped of all its homey comforts, the better to entice picky buyers in a housing bubble crisis. Three different realtors’ “For Sale” signs had adorned our front yard for over a year. We had already bought a lot in Sayville, our hometown, twenty-five miles west of Remsenburg, so we could be closer to family and old friends. I was also waiting to be called for an interview to fill a speech therapy vacancy at a school district. Will the call come while I am recovering from surgery, or worse, dealing with treatment side effects? I wondered. Hallie was graduating from SUNY New Paltz in May. Could I postpone any debilitating treatments to see her walk?


I had to call Mom and my sisters. How was I supposed to tell my Hallie and Robyn? I hadn’t even told them about the biopsy because it was not supposed to be positive! I could not keep them in coddled ignorance. And what if I could not work? Could we manage with me on disability? And what about the daily housekeeping? Matt could cook and take care of basic upkeep, but he would find any excuse—work responsibilities, promising fishing reports, and/or boat maintenance—to not have to vacuum or do dishes.


These thoughts and more rambled through my head as I pressed quiet tears into Matt’s coat. The sleeping stranger on my other side stirred and shrugged his head into the window frame. Matt kept squeezing my hand, promising that it would all be okay.


As the train rumbled on, I suddenly realized I would need my husband more in the months to come than I had ever needed anyone. If I had to depend on one thing, I could depend on him to remain steady and calm. He would not be a chest-beating martyr or an emotionally detached ghost. He would be a rock. Each hand squeeze assured me that this was the truth.


Damn it, the biopsy was positive! I have cancer. How am I supposed to do this?
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The Telling


I called my sister Mary as the train was slowing toward Jamaica Station. She had left me several messages voicing her suspicion that something had gone wrong. She was the director of the Women’s Outreach Network, a mobile mammography program, and had been instrumental in getting me my initial appointment with the breast surgeon.


“Oh my God, Ann!” she gasped when I gave her the news. “I can’t believe this is happening to you. I mean, nine times out of ten, my patients go in for a biopsy, and it is nothing!”


“The pathologist said it’s small and seems to be contained.” I was kind of lying; I had no real memory of what the pathologist said. Matt grumbled, reminding me to keep my voice down. The slumbering neighbor sighed into his scarf.


“Well, that is good news. I can send you some websites that are very helpful, and there are blogs, too,” Mary said. “It’s important to educate yourself before you agree to anything. There is—”


“Mary, I’ve got to go. I’m on the train and have to call Mom. I can’t talk now.” I wasn’t ready to listen to Mary’s take-charge voice. I am her elder by sixteen months, but she’s always been the bossypants with all the answers.


Dad answered on the first ring.


“No! No! Like your mother, only you are so much younger!” He sobbed as he passed the phone to Mom.


She peppered me with questions. I repeated my version of the pathologist’s findings: positive, small, probably nothing else involved, all good news considering the diagnosis.


“This could be no more than a small incision. The mass gets sucked out, a Band-Aid is put on, and that can be that.” I was making this up. I should have used the line with Dad, who grabbed on to any best-case scenario in a crisis. Mom was not convinced.


My mother, a retired high school biology teacher, a breast cancer survivor, and the founder of Women Outreach Network knew all the statistics, procedures, and outcomes concerning breast cancer. I could not distract her with my rambling imagination.


“Listen, Antoinette, you just have to do what you are told. It is not a death sentence.” Her voice crumbled as she took a breath. “No matter what, you have to buck up and just get through this.”


She was referring to my aversion to invasive procedures—for anyone’s body, but especially mine. The sight of deep wounds, stitches, and the threat of a vein puncturing for a blood test made me lightheaded. I had been fortunate to get through childhood without any bloody accidents. While studying anatomy in college, I could not look at the gory details of the photographs. The line illustrations were good enough for me to memorize origins and insertions. Thankfully, whenever my daughters or our fearless dog, Petie, had gotten a nasty gash over the years, there had always been someone else nearby who could assess the situation, administer first aid, and drive to the emergency room. The most I could ever do was to hold a towel over the laceration and look the other way.


I promised my mother that I would speak to her later and hung up the phone. The two calls had exhausted me. Winter dusk was already darkening the western sky. The train parking lot lights glowed. I turned off my phone. I could not repeat everything again. Since Mary had the news, everyone in the Western Hemisphere was now in the know. The home answering machine would be flashing.


I did not want to go home. Matt realized we had not eaten since the egg-white omelets and coffee we’d had for breakfast.


“Let’s get a drink and dinner at the Cull House,” he suggested. “I’m starving.”


The Cull House had been our favorite watering hole when we lived in Sayville. The rugged cottage near the busy boatyards and Fire Island ferry terminals had remained in business as other, more upscale Main Street restaurants turned over every few years. The local gem’s comfort seafood fare and familiar staff had kept the place humming for over twenty years. Even when we moved to Remsenburg, Matt and I had continued to drop in at the Cull House on a regular basis to meet friends and enjoy a satisfying meal.


The restaurant was quiet, as expected on an early mid-week evening. During the summer, the place was hopping, with the indoor and outdoor tables full and all the bar stools occupied. But on this winter night, only one other table was taken.


Mike, the bartender, waved for us to take any seat in the dining room. The waitress brought us our usual: Matt’s Tanqueray martini, straight up with olives, and a gin and tonic for me.


I pretended to browse the specials. “I don’t think I can eat,” I mumbled.


“I’ll have a cup of chowder, and we’ll share a fried fisherman’s platter,” said Matt to the waitress. When she walked away, he held my hands across the table and smiled.


“Maybe this is all a mistake,” I said. “This is not supposed to happen.”
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We walked into our house before six o’clock that night. Petie, our Jack Russell Terrier, greeted us and implored someone to take him outside. While Matt walked him, I re-rehearsed what I was going to say to my daughters. This was going to be incredibly difficult. First, I had to call Sara back. Now twenty-four, she was a graduate of the Pratt Institute and had been working as product photographer by day and freelance artist at night. She lived in a tight railroad flat on a narrow street in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. It was a trendy neighborhood with a pierogi deli and upscale markets on the corners.


No answer. I left her a message to call me.


Next I punched in Hallie’s number.


She picked up on the first ring. “What’s up?”


“Hi, honey, how are you?”


“Exhausted! I’ve got this big paper due and it’s freezing in the apartment, and I have to get to the newspaper tonight to look over the copy.”


I gave her a quick version of my day. She immediately cried, interjecting Oh no-s! and It can’t be-s!. Hallie had always been sensitive, quick with tears and grief. I answered her questions as cheerfully as possible.


“Should I come home, Mom? Can I see you?” she sobbed.


“No! I do not want you home. I don’t need anyone disrupting their schedules now. What you can do for me is be well and do well in school. This is your last semester, Hallie. Don’t blow it!” I took a breath. I had to watch my temper with her. She was easily offended and was bound to cry another volley of tears. What I really wanted to do was crawl through the telephone line, hug her tight, and have a good cry with her. She and I were so much alike: big and tough on the outside, marshmallows on the inside.


Matt answered his cell phone. It was Sara. While I said my good-byes to Hallie, he spoke to our eldest daughter. She asked questions; he answered truthfully. He knew he didn’t need to sugarcoat things for Sara.


Before I hung up with Hallie, Matt and I traded phones. I repeated Matt’s answers to Sara while Matt spoke softly to Hallie. Before Sara hung up, she said she would probably call back later with more questions. Hallie hung up with the promise to make herself a cup of tea and meet her friends at the college newspaper to finish the next day’s copy.


Now we had to call Robyn. Brooklyn and New Paltz were a few hours’ drive from one another, but Robyn had chosen to go to Fredonia, the most western SUNY campus in New York State. Impulsively jumping into the car for a weekend in Fredonia would never happen. Although Robyn had made friends and liked the freedom of the college experience during her freshman fall semester, she continued to question if college was right for her. I’d lectured her that a young woman in today’s world needed letters after her name to prove she could do and finish something and be qualified to do so much more—so, resigned, she’d left for Fredonia just a few weeks earlier for the spring semester.


Matt broke down and cried into a paper towel. “Our baby is going to have the hardest time understanding all this.”


“I have to call her before Sara or Hallie—or Mary—do,” I said. “It would be better if she heard from me first.”


Robyn was not a crier, nor one to ask questions. She listened and occasionally interjected an “Are you sure?” She, too, asked if I wanted her home. I told her to stay put for now. We could talk any time.


Over the next few hours, each one of my girls called back at least twice. Hallie, by the second call, was calm. I confirmed that we were still going to her outdoor roller derby exhibition in a few weeks. Sara wanted to hear everything repeated. Robyn called to ask what a lumpectomy was and called back an hour later to say good night. Relieved that they all sounded calm, I decided to send them an e-mail.
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From: Mommy


To: Sara, Hallie, & Robyn


Date: Wednesday, February 7, 2007 at 10:43 p.m.


Subject: Reassurance


Girls, I am so happy I got to speak to each of you tonight. Yes, this is a shock. I honestly went into the biopsy believing it was nothing, that I had dodged a bullet. The good news is that this is NOT, I repeat, NOT a death sentence. It really should be a few months of disruption. The site is very small, and there does not seem to be anything else involved. So, what I need for you girls to do is to keep focused, keep in touch, and most importantly, keep calm. I need to trust that you will be OK with the news I share with you. Without the drama, I can keep you in the loop. I am very lucky to have your daddy as my rock (as he has always been). I just need you girls to be strong too. We will get through this a little wiser. As far as I am concerned, we are still selling the house, building a new home, and figuring out a way to buy a beach house. I am waiting for a call from Remsenburg-Speonk schools for a job interview. I have been waiting for this call for thirteen years. Wouldn’t it be funny if I get the job and we move twenty-five miles away?! There is a lot to do, so much to look forward to and work towards.


Good night, my girls. We will talk soon. Talk to each other, talk to Dad, talk to me. This will all be over and done with soon. Love you all so much.


Mommy
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From: Hallie


To: Mommy


Date: Wednesday, February 7, 2007 at 10:51 p.m.


Subject: Reassurance


I love you, too, Mommy. We’ll be OK, promise.


[image: Images]


From: Robyn


To: Mom


Date: Wednesday, February 7, 2007 at 11:23 p.m.


Subject: Reassurance


Love you, Mom!
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From: Sara


To: Mom


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 12:23 a.m.


Subject: Friday


I was thinking of coming home on Friday night for dinner. I have to go back on Saturday, but I just feel like coming home for a night.


[image: Images]


From: Mom


To: Sara


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 12:44 a.m.


Subject: Friday


When on Friday? If you get to Ronkonkoma by 4:30/5:00, I can pick you up. What would you like for dinner?
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From: Sara


To: Mom


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 3:03 a.m.


Subject: Friday


I can’t leave work until 5, so I could probably get into Speonk by 8:30. I don’t know what I want for dinner—no mango salsa on fish!




[image: Images]



[image: image] chapter three [image: image]



Technology Solutions


The phone was problematic. I cringed every time I said or heard the words biopsy, cancer, and tumor. It was grueling being cheerful while the reality of my situation bore down on my fragile calm. But I had sisters, my mother, and close friends to inform. I needed them.


Over the previous few years, I had used e-mail as my preferred mode for quick communications. I had never been very chatty on the phone, even with my closest friends. E-mail allowed me to keep close with people whom I could not see on a regular basis. It allowed me to send quick messages, letters of encouragement, and carefully crafted words of advice and gratitude so much more thoughtfully than I ever could in my stumbling dialogue. I quickly realized that this was another time when e-mail would most likely serve me best.


So, that first night, I stayed up late (sleep was evading me anyway) to write a light e-mail to my sisters. What a relief to type the words without listening to them!
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From: Antoinette


To: Barbara, Irene


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 3:52 a.m.


Subject: FYI


I am sorry, but I cannot make any more phone calls. I am sure that you have already heard through the rapid-fire grapevine that a biopsy I had was positive. So I am on a journey I didn’t sign up for. The good news is that it is small, and I am in good hands at the NYU Clinical “C” Center. I think this will be a nuisance—a bump in the road more than anything else. I’m OK, Matt is OK. The girls were told (worst part), and Mom and Dad are OK too. So, right now, we are OK. I will keep you in the loop. Take care of yourselves.


Hug everyone you know.


Ann
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From: Barbara


To: Antoinette


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 12:03 p.m.


Subject: FYI


You are right—this is an annoyance, not a catastrophe! While you are under the knife, do you want anything tucked? (hehehe) OK, stress makes this stuff so much worse, so plenty of time in the hot tub and being pampered is prescribed. Kisses!


Barbara
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From: Irene


To: Antoinette


Date: Thursday, February 8, 2007 at 7:01 p.m.


Subject: FYI


Yes, Mary did call last night. In talking with my cancer patients, it seems that the waiting is the hardest part. Imagination is a powerful thing. But with the size of the mass and your rapid access to the right MDs, it sounds like your description, a bump in the road, is perfect.


I am sure telling the girls was the most difficult thing to do. Running home is probably the first thing they wanted to do. I hope they are OK. Thank you for keeping me posted. Your phone must be ringing off the hook with information seekers. E-mail works for me. Let me know when the surgery is scheduled. Lots of LOVE and positive thoughts.


Irene


P.S. I hope you are journaling the journey you did not sign up for.
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Journaling the journey? My sisters knew that I scribbled in pretty covered notebooks. From my earliest memory, I had always said, “I want to be a writer when I grow up.” But a practical life robbed me of the time and energy necessary to be a true writer. I’d had a few essays published and wrote regular columns for a couple of local papers. My proudest writing accomplishment thus far had been a children’s book, Famous Seaweed Soup. What a thrill to see my story illustrated so beautifully, bound and sitting on library shelves and children’s laps. As incredible as it was, I soon learned that one cannot quit the day job after writing one children’s book. My other children’s stories languished in a box, filed alongside stacks of rejection letters. I let writing become a hobby rather than the calling it began as—one that grew dimmer as grownup responsibilities mounted. But journaling remained a constant in my life. I aimed to write daily but typically managed to do so only sporadically.


Irene was right. I should journal this journey I did not sign up for. It could be a way to navigate through this nightmare without having to say the words out loud.


Cancer did not deserve a pretty notebook with a ribbon to mark my place. I dug a cheap spiral notebook out of a drawer. Perfect. I would dog-ear the pages to mark my place. Here I could rant, ramble, recount, list questions, and scribble notes. Hopefully, writing in this journal would relieve all the chatter in my head and keep cancer out of earshot.
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The Waiting


My girls called several times during the next few days. This was unusual for us. Typically, our telephone conversations consisted of care package or money requests, and weekly catch-ups. We saved the long conversations for the kitchen counter.


At the office, I kept insanely busy coordinating therapists, updating reports, and visiting families on my early-intervention caseload. I liked most of the families in my charge. The moms typically welcomed me and aired their concerns about their special needs babies with honesty. The visits were aimed to alleviate their fears so that they could take an active part in the therapies their children needed and learn to be effective advocates for their child. There was no better feeling than to see a family relax and enjoy each other.
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