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Praise for Almost Family






“Ann Bancroft writes with brave honesty about some of the more difficult human experiences. In her excellent novel Almost Family, she takes on the complicated struggles of a woman fighting cancer, along with the consequences of some of her recent life choices. Bancroft takes us into Liz’s world and holds us close as Liz finds comfort and healing from some unlikely sources. It’s a beautifully crafted story, well told.”


—RUSSELL ROWLAND, author of Cold Country and Fifty-Six Counties: A Montana Journey


“Ann Bancroft gives voice to thoughts most of us don’t dare say out loud, writing as only someone who has ‘been there done that’ could. There are so many poignant truths in this book. I would highly recommend it for anyone who is facing a metastatic cancer diagnosis, or anyone close to somebody with cancer. Almost Family is rich with humor and wisdom, with deep themes of fractured relationships and how to go about healing them. It was very hard for me to put it down.”


—CASS BROWN CAPEL, PhD, cofounder of Save Ourselves Breast Cancer Organization


“Gritty and absorbing, Ann Bancroft’s Almost Family introduces us to three Bay Area residents struggling with terminal cancer. The author portrays her characters’ hopes and dreams, as well as their frustrations and fears, in spare but fast-moving prose. This remarkable debut novel will enrich your life!”


—LEE E. DIRKS, former newspaper executive and author of Religion in Action


“Ann Bancroft has empathy and great understanding of the human condition. Almost Family captures the rawness and richness of illness through tears and laughter. This book is a generous gift to all of us.”


—GAIL BRAVERMAN, LMFT, Amherst Writers & Artists writing group facilitator


“If I ever get cancer, I want to be like Liz and the Oakland Mets. Funny. Smart. Practical. Loving. Almost Family is a guide to living to the end and leaving gracefully.”


—MARY ELLEN SHAY, former president of the Sacramento Literacy Foundation


“Bancroft’s Almost Family offers a raw and touching story-guide to life’s journey. Drawing on main character Liz’s sardonic humor, the story portrays a world where three strangers bond over metastatic cancer diagnoses and become unlikely friends, supporting each other and taking on the big questions in life.”


—LINDA MOORE, author of Attribution
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All my life, if you’d said, “Join a support group,” I’d have said, “I can’t think of anything worse.” Two hours in a circle of folding chairs, trapped with all that angst. The on and on and on of it all. Bad parents. Drunken husbands. Jobs not only shitty but so low paid you can’t even afford your own shrink, so there you all are in a group session, talking about your shitty jobs. God, no. It’s bad enough just getting through these things. You want to waste more time whining about them? Staring at them in other people’s faces? Yet here I am, going to a support group, after having just trashed the whole concept out of hand.


In my defense, this group I’m in is about the thing, the thing you can’t get over or move on from or leave behind. It’s the thing that makes you leave everything else behind, not just school or city or friends. No next new stage, no trying any different way to be. Just this one last adventure. So I figure none of the usual admonitions apply. Yes, we’re a group, and we do sit around. But you really can’t tell us, “Get a life,” like I used to say, or think, anyway, about any other kind of support group. Say it about ours and you’d be even more of an asshole than I was.


Strange thing is, that’s exactly what we’re trying to do here. Get a little life, even if we are dying. And who’s to say we’re dying anyway, so long as we’re still walking around?
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The first time everything fell apart was late on a Friday afternoon in August 2008. I’d skipped out of work at four thirty, a first, and was still unpacking boxes in my supposedly temporary postdivorce apartment. Just a week earlier, I’d left the beautiful Oakland Hills home I’d shared with my husband, Bradley, for twenty-three years and had moved into the bottom floor of a borderline-shabby Tudor-style fourplex on a leafy street near Lake Merritt.


I unwrapped my half of the silverware, the mugs, and put them in a cupboard sticky with too many layers of semigloss paint. Aretha was on the cheap CD player I’d brought in from my office, and I raised a fist to “Respect,” shouting the letters to no one but me. It hadn’t really hit me yet, the finality of my decision, or the things I might mourn. I hadn’t even figured out why I’d stayed married to an alcoholic for so many years even after our daughter, Marisa, was out of school. But I did know what finally gave me the courage to leave.


Lyle.


The first man I ever really opened up to, the first man who knocked my socks so far off he made me want to sing out loud. I was giddy with possibility, even if my grown daughter wasn’t speaking to me as a result. Even if Lyle wouldn’t be leaving his wife for at least another year.


I was on my way to the kind of life I’d thought was reserved for others. People who knew love because they knew how to feel at home in places, people who didn’t have to try so hard to be perfect, to fit in, to do the best job, be the best parent, clean up after everyone else’s mess.


When the phone rang, I thought it was Lyle calling to confirm he’d be in that week from New York. We’d have sex for the first time in my own place instead of at the Excelsior, that dumpy hotel with saggy drapes. He’d stay all night long. Maybe I’d even get the kitchen together in time to cook him dinner.


It wasn’t Lyle on the phone, though. It was my doctor, his usual lighthearted voice slowed down to the point where I knew something was off.


“Liz, I need you to come in . . .”


It was breast cancer. Stage One, but aggressive. I’d need surgery right away.


I did what I always do when a crisis hits, whether it’s a PR client caught in a felony and I have to come up with a positive spin or a tree blown down on our house or my parents getting their own cancer diagnoses. I went into full-on Army brat mode, froze my emotions, and did what I had to do. I made plans for someone to take over my workload when necessary, assured my boss it would hardly be necessary. I’d be working through this thing.


I went on a binge shop at Macy’s, ordering a shaker coffee table, a cheap sling-back chair, and a green leather sofa that was too big for the living room. I took from my house, temporarily my ex-husband Bradley’s house, Grandma Millanova’s overstuffed chair, the one we never got around to refinishing after our puppy Boris chewed on it, not even after Boris got old and died.


I didn’t cry until I called Lyle to tell him the news. I cried just as much because he wouldn’t be spending the night that weekend, and who knew when I’d see him next.


“Oh no!” he said. “Darlin’—” But then his wife must’ve come home because he started in on a fake business conversation: “Yes, that sounds like a good rollout plan. I’ll go over the schedule with Ron.”


After that first diagnosis, I stood up tall in my kitchen, a glass of wine on the counter, and called my daughter, Marisa. She was in her third year at Georgetown Law, slammed with studies and law review.


“No, really, I’m fine, honey,” I said. “Prognosis is great. This’ll just be a blip, nothing to worry about.”


Instead of saying, “Honey, would you consider flying out so we could have a weekend together, just us?” I said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be working right through treatment. Don’t even think of coming out here. Patsy at work has already put in an advance order of a whole week of take-out meals, and Kate will be over all the time.” Not exactly true—Patsy, my assistant, didn’t know about the surgery yet, but I was sure my best friend, Kate, would be around.


There was a pause on the line. I had the fleeting hope that Marisa would insist on getting on a plane, but she didn’t press. Marisa was mad at me about the divorce, mad at me anyway, I suppose, for being too interested in her life, for years of imperfectly trying to keep everything in our out-of-control household in perfect control.


“Glad you have such a good attitude, Mom,” she said. “That’ll help, for sure.” Then, “Sorry, I’m late for study group, but we’ll talk soon.”


I could have told her I was scared. I could’ve told her, again, that I was sorry about the divorce. I wanted to give her as much time as she needed, but also, I didn’t know what I could say to make things better between us. How do you start talking, really talking, after brushing things under the rug for so many years? How do you mention a new man—especially a married man—in the same breath as divorce and expect your daughter won’t judge you harshly for that?





“How’s my sweetheart?” he asked. That South Carolina drawl never failed to calm me down.


He came out from New York to see me again after my first chemo, when I still had hair and felt good enough to have sex, desperately fantastic sex, despite my still-healing scar, the punch-holes under my arm where the lymph nodes were taken. I told him we should savor that weekend but that I wouldn’t see him again until after chemo was done. I didn’t want to be a drag.


My face turned gray and I had no eyebrows and only wisps of hair, like a baby bird. Kate and my new neighbors, Linda and Stu, were plenty attentive—Kate, another military brat, knowing me enough to pretend she was the one who needed to share laughs over a meal on the concrete patio. Treatment went by in a blur. Surgery, back to work, chemo, back to work. Wearing a wig made getting ready for work easy. Just put on your hair and slap on a smile.


In the in-between moments, dragging myself from one meeting to the next, or in that sliver of preconsciousness after sleep, I had Lyle to think about. Finally, he could call me at home. Finally, I could email him at midnight, and I did email, morning and night, revealing my every up and down, always concluding on a positive note. Lyle fantasies stretched through my days, lightening my spirit when my body was wrecked. I lay in bed exhausted but reviewing down to the finest detail our first working lunch that turned out to not be about work. The pale stripe in his shirt, the way his eyes, always intense, suddenly became intent upon me. What we ate and how quickly we went up to bed when I saw him in New York, at the Roosevelt and that one time at the Algonquin. That day we sat with sandwiches on a bench at Lake Merritt and talked about how we’d quit the firm and move up to Oregon someday, after his son graduated and he and his wife could have the kind of talk I’d had with my husband. Bradley and I didn’t fight. The tension and secrets between us had crowded our marriage for so long that they had become like a third person to be finally rid of, so that we could get along. I even remained in the house while we had it on the market, sleeping in our bed while he slept in Marisa’s room or cheerfully headed “out” somewhere else.


With Lyle, I imagined a different life, coloring in the specifics of it until it became more vivid than the one inhabited by my body. When we moved to Oregon, I’d find a job at something nonprofity, and he’d build fine furniture in the refinished garage of our Craftsman house. My daughter might even come up to visit a week at a time, and we’d grow close, taking a watercolor class together or hiking along the Columbia River. Lyle and I would make friends. Have people over. Discuss books and politics and maybe get to know a few people really well. My cancer? A bummer, sure. A waste of a year, but lucky to get through it while he was still with his wife.





I’ve gone over and over it in my mind and figured out that this was the time that must’ve done it: Before starting radiation, as soon as I could travel after chemo, I put aside my initial reservations and went to see Lyle. We planned to meet in Kansas City, where neither of us had ever been. I was still bald, but my color was back, and I couldn’t wait. We’d giggled over messy room service ribs, and after sex I went to the shower in our hotel room, taking off my crooked wig. For the first time ever, he did not want to come in with me. That look on his face just before he turned away to shave, when he dropped his smile and pulled in a deep breath. I saw fear in his eyes and then, when they narrowed, disgust. How could I have gotten so used to my cancer self I didn’t prepare for what a turnoff it would be to him? How could I have let myself become so gaga over anyone that way, believing that giving my whole self would make him happy?


Three weeks later, with twenty-three of thirty-three radiation treatments to go, Lyle dumped me. By email. That is, the romantic email he sent was addressed to someone named Ellen. And when, heart racing, I asked who Ellen was, he wrote a pathetic, defensive apology, explaining in too much detail how he and his old girlfriend had reconnected and, you know, rekindled. It felt as if, just as we’d been singing along with the radio on a road trip, he’d pulled over on a freeway in empty, unfamiliar territory and told me to get out.


Call it the last straw, after divorce, then cancer, then treatment. When he dumped me, Lyle’s lies and the truth of cancer punched so hard I could barely get out of bed. I called in sick every day after each of my twenty-three remaining radiation treatments, and another whole week after the last one, something I’d rarely done through the months of chemo, when I actually was sick and not just heartbroken and fatigued. All that time off after the breakup, I stayed home and obsessed. Almost fifty, obsessing like a high school kid. I’d google Lyle and his college girlfriend, stalk them both on Facebook, and then I’d google Medline and breastcancer.org, cutting and pasting all the worst-case statistics into my very own document of doom. I convinced myself I had two years left, max. Two years, and I was spending them humiliating myself.


Kate was the one who forced me back to work.


“For God’s sake! You’re cancer-free! Forget about the bastard,” she said. We were having Greek takeout on the rickety patio table, celebrating the end of my treatment. She blew her cigarette smoke away from me into the juniper hedge.





The next morning, I brushed my teeth, imagining it was Lyle I spat on.


I slapped on my fringy Halle Berry wig and squeezed into stilettos, the black pencil skirt Lyle thought was so sexy, the drapey sage-colored top that looked great with the reddish tint in my synthetic hair. Lyle was in town for our monthly all-hands meeting on the SoClo account. Our goal: produce and market credible studies showing the health benefits of salt, using doctors who’d say low-salt diets had been dangerously hyped, athletes who swore by salt supplements, that sort of thing.


If I’d stayed home, claiming radiation fatigue, I wouldn’t have to face Lyle. But then he would run the meeting, instead of me, and that thought propelled me with rage. Remember, he dumped you in the middle of cancer treatment. By email! Fucker could’ve waited another six weeks. Three minutes till ten, I exited the elevator on the twenty-first floor, into the bright cubicle-filled headquarters of Star Solutions. Head down, I ignored the normal morning greetings, brushing off Patsy when she inquired, “I thought you were still off? You feeling okay?”


“Had a checkup, but I’m here,” I fibbed, heart beating too fast. “I can take the meeting.”


“You look great,” she said, soft round eyes lifting behind wireless glasses as she smiled. It’s what people say to cancer patients no matter how awful they look, but Patsy knew me and my bullshit detector well enough not to kiss up. I was so grateful for the compliment I felt tears coming on.


I closed my office door behind me long enough to take a breath and look out the window. That view—Bay Bridge, across to San Francisco. Whenever I felt like a fraud, I looked out the window to remind myself I got there by being good at my job. Kate’s words replayed as a pep talk. Lyle was merely a coworker now. I headed to the conference room and hesitated two breaths before entering. Howcouldyou howcouldyou howcouldyou you bastard.


I opened the door. Eight people sat at the walnut table that could hold twenty: four colleagues from my office, two thick-bodied white men representing SoClo, and a beautiful young woman I didn’t recognize who must’ve been the new hire from the Manhattan office, the new hire who now sat next to Lyle. My cheeks burned, stomach roiling with jealousy, and this wasn’t even the old girlfriend he’d dumped me for. Smooth Lyle. Beautiful gray Italian suit, as usual more formal than his West Coast counterparts but impeccably so. I could hear him inhale sharply as I settled into my chair, but then he immediately lifted his shoulders and flashed me a brilliant smile. “Why, Liz, so good to see you,” he said. “You doing okay?” The note of concern made me want to puke. “You’ll take the meeting? Or shall I . . .?”


I looked him hard in the eyes before returning the fake smile and then offering it to the room. Lyle fiddled with his pen.


“I’ll lead,” I said. “I’ve prepared.”


I was certain that day, the first day I had to face Lyle again at work, was the low point.





Fifteen months later, my hair had grown back thick and curly, better than before I’d gone bald. Lyle was mostly back at the New York office, but thoughts and images of him still ping-ponged around my brain, no matter what mantras or breathing tricks I tried to make them disappear. The thoughts would stop my breath, freezing time to let shock, humiliation, and grief have their turn. Still, I got my work done. If I had to talk to him, I made myself sound so breezy I almost believed he didn’t matter at all.


“You’re looking good,” Lyle said one day while he was heading toward me in the hallway. Insincere son of a bitch. But then, before we passed each other, he looked at me in the old way, heat in his eyes, and I startled with a sharp inhale. No response required, I told myself, though something like a smirk involuntarily appeared. I walked on, using a file folder for a quick wave.


The SoClo rollout went so well that we picked up Agricorp as a client. I’d just had a stultifying lunch in Jack London Square with two of the company honchos who’d flown out from Des Moines to see how we’d go about rebranding high-fructose corn syrup.


I took a hard look at Buzz Nyland, who’d called me “young lady” twice since we’d met, and then at Pete Crawley, so cowed by his boss he seemed to shrink during lunch. It was all I could do to resist getting up from the table, going to the restroom, and leaving for good. But then, these new clients came with a big bonus and salary bump. I’d been looking to buy a condo on Lake Merritt, with a grown-up kitchen, office nook, and bathroom big enough to fit a tub. I’d have a guest room, too, so maybe I could convince Marisa to stay with me some weekend. We could talk, really talk, like we hadn’t done since, well, honestly, ever.


How to explain my relationship with Marisa? I was just figuring it out myself, but so much of what we’d become had to do with Bradley, and his drinking, and both of us covering for him and denying to each other and ourselves that there was a problem—you do that long enough and what’s true and what’s a lie becomes hard to discern. Of course, my lying about Lyle and leaving Bradley for a fantasy didn’t help any. But she played her part too. Marisa was tough.


This is what I was thinking as Buzz droned on, displaying a mouthful of crab cake. I reached unconsciously up to my collarbone, where a dull pain had emerged the day before. It grew sharper when I touched it there at the lunch table, and my breath stopped.


It wouldn’t be the first time I’d come up with symptoms mimicking a cancer recurrence. I’d had the coughs (spread to my lung?), the headaches (to my brain?), even the suspect yellowish cast to my skin in a department store mirror (liver?). We all do it. Anyone who’s had cancer has had a symptom that comes with the gut-stabbing terror that this is it, the metastasis that will kill. I’d been prodded, x-rayed, MRI’d.


I pressed my collarbone and heard my dead father’s voice say, “It’s nothing.” My dead mother chimed in, “Don’t be a hypochondriac, for gosh sakes!”


I have no idea what Buzz said during the rest of the meal. “Sure thing,” I told him, as their limo pulled up afterward. “I’ll be back to you with a proposal.” Patsy was going to have to get on the line with his assistant, “just to confirm” what was discussed.


I went home instead of back to the office, dialed Dr. Wong’s number, and made the first available appointment for a CT scan of my bones. For once, I was taking my stoic parents’ advice with grains of salt. Healthy, healthy salt.





The day of the appointment, I drove all the way to the Hayward suburbs, where, in a faux Tuscan mall, a diagnostic center was stuck between a camera store and a Michaels hobby shop.


I passed through the tiny lobby with Florida rattan chairs and plastic philodendrons and into a prep room where a man named Tarik stuck an IV in the usual spot on my hand. Dye pumped into my bloodstream but needed time to circulate. “Come back in three hours,” he said. “There’s a Starbucks.”


I sat there in the Starbucks, staring out the window, coffee growing bitter and cold. Across the parking lot sat a group of middle-aged women, gathered around an outdoor table in front of the Applebee’s. Their lunches heaped on trays before them, they clasped hands and bowed their heads. Instead of thinking, Maybe now’s a good time for me to start praying, or at least facing up to my life and the possibility of it coming sooner rather than later to an end, I started in on obsessing about Lyle. Was it the obsession itself that’d led me to where I was? Or was the obsession a way of escaping the fear of this day coming?


I needed to think of something else, so I fiddled with my pad and pen and wound up writing a prayer of my own:




Lord, why hast thou forsaken me


in the shadow of Rubio’s fish tacos?


I thank you, oh Lord, for the sustenance


of Texas West BBQ pulled pork


And ask your forgiveness for stuffing the temple of my soul


till these shorts are an abomination on my thighs.


I pray for the resurrection of Scrapbook World


and for the financial health of Ritz Camera too.


Yet, surely, I shall not wander till the end of my days


in the wilderness of Tuscany Roads.


Its porticos are dark, Lord, and also fake.


Lead me to the path of something better to do, Lord.


Give me time, Lord, and I’ll do things differently, somewhere else.Somewhere more pleasing in your sight.





And then, stupidest thing ever, I emailed the prayer to Lyle. I hadn’t contacted him in months—by then we were working on different accounts—but there, in the worst possible moment, my most vulnerable moment, I emailed him.


I wrote him a little note saying I was waiting for the results of a bone scan “because of some complications,” and that in my boredom I wrote this fake prayer I thought he might enjoy. I pressed “send,” still hoping he’d be there and be real, that I could touch him, somehow, and everything would be back to the way it used to be. What an idiot. What a liar, telling myself I was so over him. That things had been perfect in the first place. What a lie everything about Lyle was. I didn’t even want to think about all the lies in my life.


Seconds later, my email buzzed:




Liz, you are hilarious! Thanks for sending this. And do let me know the results of your scan. I’m sure you’ll be just fine!


Take care,


Lyle





I dug in my purse for a rubber band. It had been nearly a year since I threw away the thick red one I’d put around my wrist to ward off my obsession. The band would snap, and I’d think, Forget him and the sting of him; make my wrist sting instead. So that day in the parking lot of Tuscany Roads, I dug through my purse, the wadded-up pink-ribbon tissues, the Tylenol and codeine pills, shoulder-sized Salonpas, too many lipsticks, and the purplish-brown polish I kept thinking I was going to take to that new Vietnamese nail place on Twelfth. No rubber bands.


The man simply couldn’t handle anything uncomfortable, any hint of real pain or fear. I couldn’t believe I used to think all that denial was just optimism, that he was just a positive guy, not a chickenshit passive-aggressive two-faced southern asshole. This was the very thing that had attracted me most when we’d first met at work—his always-upbeat South Carolina southern-gentleman charm. Never a fucking discouraging word, never facing up to anything real, his “manners” keeping tough conversations at bay. He’d made it so easy, and sure, I’d been complicit, but still. Fucking Lyle. To think that he’d been my big goal in life. If I had any life ahead of me, any time left with my health, I needed a better goal.
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Dr. Wong confirmed what I knew the scan would show: metastases—“mets”—in my collarbone. As I stood in the paper robe, mouth stuck on open, she handed me a piece of paper with the information about Mercy’s Thriving Survivors. A support group. For me. I’d never in a million years.


Out of habit, I suppose, I called Bradley first.


“Everything okay with our little girl?” he asked before I even said hello. Our little girl had just turned twenty-six and had started work as a lawyer in a big-time firm in LA.


“It’s been a while since we’ve talked, but I assume so,” I said.


“Well, I talked to her last Thursday; she sounded great.”


I felt the corkscrew twist in my stomach. She always called him, never me. Twiddling the cord on the old-fashioned wall phone, I looked out through the tiny living room and into my bedroom. Sycamore leaves banged against the bay window above the bed where I’d lain like a block of cement after chemo, sweating a chemical smell, drifting in and out, in and out.


“Actually, this is about me. I wanted you to know first, so after I tell Marisa and she calls, maybe you can buck her up and help her through this?”


“Through what?”


“My cancer’s back. Metastasized. In the bone.” Not “my bones” but “the bone”—the way doctors describe it. Part of a nameless body. Already closer to cadaver.


“What?” Bradley acted as if he hadn’t heard me, but I knew he was just buying time. He hadn’t the slightest idea of how to respond when serious issues came up.


“I’m Stage Four, Bradley. It is not good. I’ll be okay for a while, maybe a few years, but most likely this is going to kill me, barring a Mack truck or heart attack, you know . . .”


“Jesus. Liz. My God, really?” A pause. I imagined him reaching for a flask. “Hold on. Don’t be such a pessimist. Practically every day I hear of new treatments. If anyone can beat this, you can! I wouldn’t want to take you on. I bet cancer thinks twice too.”


“Ha ha,” I said. Always the sales pitch with Bradley. The optimism that really means “please don’t make me uncomfortable.”


“You’re right,” I said. “I’ve got a whole shitload of pills to take. I’ll probably outlast you. Anyway, just wanted you to know. Let me be the one to tell Marisa. I don’t want her getting upset. And it may take a while, because she’s so slammed at work. I want it to be the right time. Not that there’s precisely a right time, but she’s so busy, you know? I’d hate to set her back . . .” I was babbling. Even though we were divorced, and even though Bradley was more often than not too high to really listen, there I was, expecting him to be my sounding board. The one thing I knew he’d understand was my worry about Marisa.


“Okay, I won’t tell her till you tell me it’s okay.”


“Thanks, Bradley.”


“You give ’em hell, kiddo.” I heard the catch in his voice.


“You take care of yourself,” I said.


Right then I realized that I wanted him to comfort me. And right then I realized what I hadn’t realized in our years of marriage: he couldn’t.


I needed a walk. I locked the kitchen door behind me, stepped down the three concrete stairs, and walked down the driveway to Park Boulevard, flicking and shaking my hands at my sides. As if I could make the cancer fly out through my fingertips and, with it, all the failed relationships of my life.


What a mess I’d made. Mistaking Lyle, of all inappropriate people, for the one who could rescue me, mistaking great sex, the excitement of secret meetings, for that elusive thing other people seemed to have in their lives without any effort at all.


Perhaps as a way of putting it off, I told myself the news would be better delivered to Marisa in person. Whether I was protecting her, or me, I honestly don’t know. I’d set it up so she could grow up to be even more tightly wrapped than me. I’d always thought of those as good qualities—don’t let your emotions get the best of you, because the men in your life sure won’t; tough stuff passes, so don’t dwell on it; whining is not to be tolerated; keep your complaints to yourself. Now that I needed to talk to her about a Big Thing, a thing I really couldn’t brush aside, a thing that wouldn’t pass until I did, how would I start?





The next day, I asked Patsy to hold my calls, closed the door to my office, and paced. I tidied the files on my desk, noticed two dying roses and a shriveled lily in a vase on the bookshelf, put those in the trash, and rearranged the remaining semi-fresh blooms. I played out the conversation my daughter and I would have, how I’d be straightforward, but not needy, when I asked her to come up to Oakland for a visit.


I moved a file from the stack to my briefcase, pretending I’d have better luck focusing at home. I breathed in purposefully, then picked up the phone. It was Marisa’s direct number, but after three rings, her assistant picked up.


“May I tell her what this is about?”


Seriously. I’m her mother. “Please just ask her to return my call when she has time,” I said.


At home, I sat numbly on the couch, no TV, no food, just staring, waiting for the phone to ring. By 8:00 p.m., stomach clenched and mind ricocheting from one fear to the next, I put the flip phone in the pocket of my fleece and walked again down noisy Park Boulevard toward the lake, hunched in a stiff March breeze. Streetlights and traffic lit the way on the route I’d taken many nights after work. People were out, darting into the 7-Eleven, jogging in sweatpants and hoodies, dragging themselves home after work, but suddenly I did not feel safe. I hurried the two blocks back, double-locked my door, and closed the kitchen blinds before making a cup of tea. At nine thirty, Marisa called. I could hear the exhaustion, the exasperation, too, in her voice.


“What is it, Mom?” She thought I was being needy already. Wait until I told her the truth.


“Oh, nothing, really. Been a while and I’m just thinking of you . . . Listen, think we might plan a weekend together, or even a day? Could you come up here? Or I could fly down there? Just to play tourist, go out to dinner?”


“Oooo-kay? What’s this about?”


“I have to have a reason?”


“No, I guess . . .” I heard a shuffling sound, a loud exhale. “I could come up in two weeks, Saturday the twenty-eighth,” she said. “Just for the day, though. I have something that night.”


I stifled my disappointment. An afternoon would be a good start.


“Well, great, then,” I said, overly chirpy. “I’ll find someplace nice for lunch, and we can—”


She interrupted me. “Yeah, we’ll figure it out. Can’t talk more now though. Just got home and still have piles to do.”


“Okay, honey. You’ll get through it. Sleep well.” But she’d already hung up.


“You’ll get through it”; I’d said this so many times to my daughter. In elementary school, when she was determined to be the lead in the school play and the goalie on her soccer team at the same time. In middle school, when she kept a straight-A average and ran for student council and also on the track team. Overbooked in high school, stressed with SAT prep, applying to colleges, applying for jobs. Why did I always say, “you’ll get through it”? Shouldn’t I have said, at least once, “give yourself a break”? No, I encouraged her frantic schedule to keep her from feeling the tension at home. If she came home late and tired from practice, Bradley’s absence wouldn’t be as felt.


Too late to change any of that. At least we’d have an afternoon. The thought made me giddy and at the same time scared. Afraid of my own daughter, of blowing it somehow. I always seemed to blow it. But now, ashamed as I was at the thought, I had the cancer card. What daughter wouldn’t drop everything, once she knew her mother was Stage Four? What a twisted silver lining. I was determined not to use it.


I sat at my kitchen counter, picking at the remains of a Whole Foods salad, noticing the cracks in the tile and remembering the smooth expanse of granite, the Wolf range in our old house where, on good nights, I’d cooked for Bradley and Marisa. I touched my collarbone and felt it throb. There were pain pills in my medicine cabinet, but I did not want to go there yet. So I climbed down from my stool and went to the refrigerator for the bottle of chardonnay. I knew it wasn’t good for me, but really? Did I give a shit at that moment? I did not.


I didn’t want to call Kate, or my sister Louise, who’d just be waking up in Amsterdam. Chitchat with the neighbors was out of the question. I had big things on my mind, like what was looming ahead, and I didn’t know my neighbors Stu and Linda well enough for that kind of conversation. I thought for the briefest second of calling Lyle, not even caring about his wife. Doesn’t a Stage Four diagnosis trump everything? But a hot rush of humiliation and shame rose to my cheeks. All that lying. All that pain, and only myself to blame.


I drank half a glass of wine and considered for the first time in my life that I was approaching the end of it and did not have the tools to proceed. Usually, without even thinking, I knew how to fit into a situation, how to be the way people needed me to be. But this? It was mine alone. Even as the wine warmed my belly, the fear of somehow blowing my own life lay hard in my chest. I opened the refrigerator as if the answer might be inside, and I stared at the empty shelves. Finally, I dug in the pocket of my fleece jacket for the piece of paper Dr. Wong had given me, the one with the support group information on it. I’d suck it up and go.
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Mercy’s Thriving Survivors gathered Wednesday nights in the Nordstrom Employee Training Room, because someone must’ve thought a hospital conference room would be too depressing. To get there, I walked through the Designer Studio, past all those beautiful expensive things, all those ways of being in the world that I’m not and never will be. A silk blouse on a mannequin caught my eye—simple and sensuous, the color of dark cherries. It would work under a blazer too, I thought. I fingered the beautiful fabric, noticed the fine stitching at the collar, the way the first button would rest just barely above the décolletage. Eat your heart out, Lyle.


I reached around the mannequin for the price tag pinned discreetly to the back of the blouse. A hundred and seventy-five dollars! I’d never spent nearly that much on a blouse. But wasn’t that the sort of devil-may-care thing someone in my position was supposed to do? I turned to a rack, lifted from it the identical blouse, and held it in front of me before a mirror. My sallow cheeks seemed to brighten on the spot.


The young salesclerk, made up and dressed to the nines herself, asked, “Will this be on your Nordstrom Card?” I detected a dismissive air, perhaps because of my sweatpants or the fact that I didn’t have a Nordstrom Card. Then, as she folded the blouse just so and wrapped it in white tissue, it hit me: a $175 silk blouse. Some legacy! A struggling family could buy groceries for a month with that amount. I’d planned to get around to altruism at some point in life, but when had I done anything like pay for a family’s groceries, even though I could’ve afforded it? A cloud of shame and regret hovered between me and the clerk as she handed me a thick-handled shopping bag.


“You’ll love this,” she said. I carried the bag past dressing rooms, past elegant knits and $1,000 handbags, then down a hallway, where a door opened into a square beige space with nothing in it but two long plastic tables, one in the room’s center, surrounded by folding chairs, the other against a wall by the entrance to the room.


I noticed the four people in chairs and thought, This is it, the moment I can turn around and leave. I’m still not sure why I didn’t. Ahead of me at the wall table, a woman in a flouncy, flowery long skirt, a thick sweater camouflaging her too-thin frame, bent to fill out a name tag, her long, streaky blonde hair giving her the look of a teenager. When she rose and turned in my direction, though, I stifled a gasp. Then I smiled too big, hoping to cover my shock at the horror-show moment. Of course, the long blonde hair was a wig. It took me a minute, standing there smiling too wide, to realize her scarred, dented face had been pretty, before.


Her name tag said Rhonda, an old-fashioned name that befit her, somehow. I stuck my hand out and said, “Hi, I’m Liz,” but with an odd, crooked smile she lifted a skinny elbow toward me and said, “Rhonda. I’m sorry, but, cancer-shake?” I lifted my elbow to hers, apologizing in turn. “Of course.”


Settling in with Rhonda’s face, I saw shiny french blue eyes. Beautiful eyes, above still-high cheekbones and mostly creamy, cared-for skin. She was just older than I expected her to be when I saw that long blonde wig from the back. The right side of her face was pink and indented at the cheekbone, and a half-inch tunnel threaded with a scar stretched from chin to ear.


I followed Rhonda to the table where others were taking their seats and pulled out a chair between a pallid young man in an Army-surplus jacket and a large woman with gray, post-chemo fuzz peeking from under a paisley turban. I stuck the bag under the table by my feet, a flush heating my cheeks.


Everyone in the place was wearing sweats or the equivalent; my own baggy cardigan and T-shirt fit in just fine. What had I been thinking, buying that blouse?


Rhonda, who’d taken the chair across from me, was the only one who’d made an effort, wearing a scarf in a bright swirl print over a pale-pink cable-knit sweater. She pulled from her big yellow hobo bag a plastic spray bottle, the size they allow you to carry on airplanes, then lowered her head and spritzed her mouth, setting the bottle on the table in front of her. I thought she might be a little OCD about bad breath, but then she quietly explained.


“No salivary glands,” she said. “Radiation. It’s the only way I can keep my mouth moist. I’m so sorry it’s intrusive.” So sorry to bother us with the sound of her spray. Didn’t want to inconvenience anyone, didn’t want to offend our sensibilities with her spray. I felt a strange warmth toward this woman. If she could sit in this awful room with her mouth spray, surely I could suck it up and stay.


In walked Christine, the facilitator, grinning as if we were all about to have the very best time talking about our cancer and how we’re getting ready to die. I knew she was the facilitator because hers was the only plastic name tag pinned instead of pasted on, and because of that too-eager smile. She sat at the head of the table and arranged a binder and pencil in front of her.


Crap, were we going to have to do worksheets? Circle our pain levels from one to ten? Put an “X” on the frowny face or the smiley face? Or was she taking notes on our attitudes, passing them along to our oncologists if anyone sounded ready to jump off a bridge?


The man pulling out the chair next to Rhonda was huge, thickly built and maybe six foot four. I figured he’d chosen the seat next to the delicate Rhonda so he’d have more room to manspread; a man that big couldn’t help it.


He nodded at the facilitator, who gave the big smile back, and I suddenly wanted out of there again, never mind sweet Rhonda, but it was too late. Leaving would cause me to make a scene, and one thing I never, ever do is make a scene. So I lowered my head and took a deep breath. I have nothing in common with these people, I thought, and then I remembered, Oh shit. The thing we did have in common was the biggest and worst possible thing. So why were any of us even there? Why didn’t we all just run the hell out of that room, past the designer blouses and out the door to our cars and our own houses, where we could try to forget?


We did the round-the-table introduction thing, which I always hate. Thank God Christine didn’t make us do one of those “one true thing and one lie” icebreakers, or pass out ridiculous little toilet paper squares on which to write something about ourselves nobody would guess.


“Just your name, and please tell us what brought you here,” she said. Was she kidding?


The big guy, Dave, boomed out an answer so loud it shocked me out of my nervous thoughts. “Kidney cancer!” he announced, loud as a ranting radio talk show host, as if kidney cancer were the call-in topic and the audience was queued up to weigh in. He added, “I’m an ex-Marine, a Vietnam vet, and also? I’m gay. Getting that out on the table, case it comes up.” He gave a sardonic little salute. Quiet chuckles moved around the table.


Rhonda answered easily after that. “Squamous cell of the jaw,” she said. “Three surgeries, chemo, radiation, now some maintenance therapy. I’m thinking positive, though. I am!” Her high, sweet voice; she should read children’s stories with that voice.


Rhonda lifted the bottle up to her mouth with one hand, covered it with the other hand, and sprayed two to three times behind it, as if that way no one would notice.


The young man in the oversize Army jacket, Raul, sat hunched over the table, his post-chemo hair frizzy like a grandma’s perm. He oozed sadness; I could barely stand looking at him and at the same time wanted to rock him in my arms.


Christine got the ball rolling with a question that made me wish for the icebreakers after all.


“Let’s talk about how you felt when you were told your cancer had metastasized,” she said. “What was going on with you at the time?”


You know when, on the TV news, the hot young blonde sticks a mic into the face of a mother whose child was just lost in a fire? The mother has purple bags under her swollen eyes and her hair is flying everywhere and she’s still in a dirty pajama top from two days before. The twenty-four-year-old reporter scrunches her face just enough to look concerned but not enough to give herself a scowl line on camera. “How are you feeling right now?” she asks the mom. Lips glossed, pouty with concern.


That’s how it came out when Christine asked us the question.


All cancer patients remember in slow-motion detail what it was like when our doctors called and we heard the word “metastases,” not as question but as fact. I don’t like to dwell. Maybe the shrinks who trained Christine knew something, though, because all of us wound up talking on and on. I was glad she called on Dave first, so I’d have time to think about what I’d say.


Dave stood up when he was called, and I remember thinking how impossible it seemed for such a big man to have to fight for his life against little tiny cells, even an army of cells—a big man like that should have been able to take them down with one swat. He stood up, six foot four in his burnt-orange canvas shirt with the plaid flannel lining, hair shaved off just the one side of his head. Somewhere unseen, those tiny cells were taking this enormous man down. I thought, Crap, now we all have to stand.


Dave said he’d been pumping on the elliptical at 24 Hour Fitness, with his flip phone on the plastic book holder where no cell phones were allowed. He was bargaining with the phone: if he did five miles or 350 calories, the doctor wouldn’t call because everything would have looked fine on his MRI. He’d be showered and relaxed enough to make the call himself, and then the receptionist would say, “Oh, I’m not supposed to tell you, but the tests came back fine.”


For good measure, Dave did 5.2 miles, but still no vibrating phone. He blamed the cell reception in the gym and panicked that he’d missed the call. Without showering or even grabbing his jacket, he went outside to make the call himself.


“I’m standing there shivering in my sweaty wet gym clothes, on musical hold. Some goddamn ’50s nostalgia station was playing ‘Runaway.’” He began to sing in shrieking soprano like a taunt, then stopped right in the middle of the song and stood there like he forgot the rest but didn’t care.


His voice was so loud, and he was so big, that even across the table from me Dave felt too close. Maybe what he was saying made it feel that way, made me want to cover my ears and look away. I looked down at the Formica table, reflecting in a long line the fluorescent lights set into dingy acoustic ceiling tiles.


“I was on musical hold through the whole stupid song,” Dave continued, “and then the doctor’s assistant answered and acted like I was her best friend, so happy I called, so I figure it’s good news. I hear her tap-tapping on a computer. Tapping forever.”


Dave told his story like he’d told it a thousand times.


“Then she comes back on and sounds like a receptionist, all officious and cold, not like my best friend at all. She says, ‘Let me see if I can get Dr. Artoonian right now.’”


We all knew where it was going from there. He could’ve sat right down, but Dave took a deep, defiant breath and pulled his shoulders back, and he wasn’t stooping anymore. He wasn’t finished.


“I wait through another song, and that one I don’t remember because in the middle of it Dr. Artoonian comes on and says, ‘I’m sorry to tell you . . .’”


Dave lifted his big palms up in the air. He must’ve gotten cold telling us this, cold on that bald side of his head, or else he didn’t want us to see him about to cry, because he looked down to his jacket pocket and pulled out a black knit cap, raised his head up, and pulled the cap down almost to his eyebrows. It broke my heart, the way it puffed out on the side where he still had hair, and how, just at that moment, Dave looked lopsided and small. Then he sat down. His chair squeaked hard on the linoleum, and he splayed his elbows on the table.


Fucking cancer. Dave’s was kidney, and after his surgery he’d lived with it fine, considering, for more than three years. He’d beaten the odds! Now it was back, just like Rhonda’s. Just like mine, and Raul’s, and just like it was for Margi in the turban and Todd and the woman who I couldn’t see on my side of the table, plus the guy with the bandanna whose name was a scrawl I couldn’t read.


The room began to feel stuffy. I was relieved Rhonda stood up next. What if I just didn’t stand when it was my turn?


Rhonda’s long curly wig fell over half of the indented part of her face. She spritzed her mouth two times and put the bottle down. I wondered if it was hard for her to eat. Could she eat at all? It looked like her teeth were normal, just super white. I wondered if she had to put up with a thousand appointments having dentures made on top of all those radiation treatments, and if she thought it was worth it for the crooked brand-new-dentures smile. Rhonda’s optimism made me a tad suspicious because it seemed so genuine.


Rhonda had the kind of radiation where they make a head mask out of mesh just an inch bigger than your skull. They actually bolt the thing down to the table, with your head stuck inside, and you have to stay there under the mesh head cage while you get zapped. They zap you for a long time, too, stuck in that mask. Zap you day after day, till your skin’s a purplish red. I thought, Jesus, I would be so claustrophobic with that kind of radiation. Breast radiation was a picnic compared to that kind. On my back, arm above my head, cushioned and held still in a custom mold. Then a single buzz, like halftime at a basketball game, and you’re done for the day. Just thirty-three days of that, breast and underarm burned to a crisp by the end, but still, no mesh helmet bolted to a table.


The way Rhonda’s cheekbone caved slightly in made her smile look lopsided, and her radiated skin showed pink even under makeup.


I wondered if it hurt her to smile at all, but Rhonda smiled a lot, that best new-dentures smile. I swear she glowed serenity, Rhonda did, standing there telling us how she found out her cancer had spread.


“My doctor made me come in to see him so he wouldn’t have to deliver the news over the phone,” Rhonda said.


He gave her some vague bullshit about anomalies of concern, as if she wouldn’t know what that meant.


I had barely looked at Dave when he spoke—it had been too much, too loud, too close, right there across the table for the first time. With Rhonda, though, I couldn’t turn away. I figured most people do turn away, whether they want to or not, and wouldn’t it feel horrible to have everyone turn away? It would be awful to not fit in because of the way your face was. I always knew how and when to smile, be quiet, laugh, disappear, but how would I act if people turned away? So I made a point of looking right at her, right into her eyes and at all the rest of her face. Rhonda faced Christine when she talked, and Christine fiddled with the bottom of her sweater.


“He thought that was the kind way to deliver the news,” Rhonda said. “I felt sorry for him for having to tell me. He said it was the worst part of his job. Poor guy, he’s got to be only thirty-five, forty years old.”


“And how did you feel, Rhonda?” Christine held her chin for a second. She seemed intent on chewing her hair, pulling it across her cheek with her thumb and index finger. I thought, For God’s sake, sit still and quit fidgeting. You’re supposed to be the fucking facilitator.


Rhonda said, “Well, of course, I was shocked.” She turned her head to the right, good side toward the table. “Even though, you know, I kind of expected it for a couple years. I had a good couple of years. I’m really grateful for that.” Grateful. That’s how she felt. I swear she was trying to make Christine and the rest of us feel better too.


All I could think was that I’d wasted the time between my first diagnosis and my mets. I didn’t get any smarter and spent all that time working and obsessing about Lyle, never really focusing on my relationship with my daughter or anyone else.


The only person besides me in there with breast cancer mets was named Happy Calloway, and she was a shining example of why parents should never set a kid up with a name like that. Her voice was a lament—the sound of it, everything she said with it, the echo of her nasal whine lingering in the room after she spoke. If there was one word to sum up everything Happy had to say, it would be “alas.” One gesture? It would be the back of her hand, held to her forehead. Alas. Sigh, alas. Of course, she was the one who couldn’t stop talking. Not only about her breast cancer but her whole miserable life story. Her face drooped, heavy lids, heavy cheeks, hair the color and weight of steel pushing her shoulders down. Alas.


You can go ahead and think what a bitch I am to criticize a so-called sister survivor for being a downer in a support group for dying people, because, sure, if anyplace should welcome downers, shouldn’t this be it? Understand, though, that by way of introduction, Happy started in on complaining. Not about dying, not about feeling pain or sickness or all the things she’d be sorry to leave behind. For that whole first ten minutes, Happy complained about her life. Not even her current life, but the life she resented having in the past. How, before she quit working, her coworkers didn’t appreciate her. All the times she’d come in early and stayed late to tidy up. All the times she’d straightened shirts on shelves and cataloged the boxes no one else was bothering to catalog. I could barely stand it. How on earth could a person let a simple introduction turn into a lifetime of complaints? I could’ve bored everyone to tears with how I’d wasted years on the SoClo account, but nobody wanted to hear that. It was hard enough to stay focused on things that were important at that moment.


Christine affirmed Happy’s lament, her head moving slowly up, then down, mustering the merest hint of a smile. Happy went on and on, and I wished to God that Christine would think, Screw the facilitator’s manual, and interrupt.


When Christine finally stepped in and cut Happy off, leaving me the last to go, I was determined to be upbeat. When I said “breast cancer, second time, bone mets,” I heard my voice come out squeaky high, as if I were about to giggle, for God’s sake. And, looking pointedly at Happy, that’s all I said.


I stood, nervous, wishing I’d worn something other than sweats and a T-shirt, and wishing I could wear a bra, but it wasn’t worth the nerve pain I got under my left breast and all the way around half my back, ever since they’d taken my lymph nodes and must’ve hit a nerve.


I wasn’t nervous to share the part about Tarik, the Metastasis Hunter, or the part about imagining the worst. I was nervous to share that, while Rhonda felt sorry for the doctor who told her about her mets, I felt guilty. And there was no way I was going into all that, not in front of all these strangers, even if all of them had troubles as bad or worse than mine. If I didn’t want to, I wouldn’t even have to see them again. Still, I wasn’t ready for a tell-all. But Christine pressed.


“And what happened that day?”


“When my doctor called, she told me straight out,” I said. “She said, ‘in the bone,’ and right away I thought, This is my fault. I did this to myself.”


That was too much information, but it was too late. I stared at the clock while I thought about the rest of the story, the part I couldn’t say.


I fiddled with a tissue in my right hand, looking down at the table instead of at Christine or Rhonda or Dave across from me, thinking of a lie I could say instead of telling them I’d put off radiation treatments for a whole month just so I could spend a weekend with Lyle, having sex in a New York hotel room, fantasizing about a future over room service filets.


“I mean, after my first diagnosis, I went around like cancer was nothing,” I said. “I got so caught up in work, like nothing was different, because I didn’t want things to be different. I was so busy working that I actually put off radiation treatments as if it wouldn’t matter, and . . .” I babbled on without pause, staring at the clock, above and behind everyone in the group.


“Things just weren’t going well . . .” I omitted the details, how I’d left my husband after falling for a married guy, how my daughter barely spoke to me as a result.


“But I did wind up going to radiation, and a year after that, well, here I am anyway.”


I made the mistake, then, of looking at Rhonda, who covered her mouth and shook her head. Then at Dave, eyebrows raised, hands clasped before him. And then, damn it, so much for getting off with the minimum, I felt tears coming on. Shit. I so didn’t want to cry. Particularly not in front of all those people with worse stories of their own, not senseless melodramas like mine with Lyle. With what I’d told them, it didn’t even make sense to cry. How would they know what was bringing forth the tears? I’d come across as hysterical. So I sucked in a breath and made myself stop before a tear actually ran down my face. I took a swig of water from my plastic cup.


“Anyway,” I said. “Dr. Wong told me, ‘Let’s get you in tomorrow, okay?’ She said it gently, and that worried me because the last time I’d seen her she was a little pissed off. About the radiation delay, I mean. This time her voice wasn’t too gentle, but it wasn’t cold either. It was like someone who cared, like she wanted me to know there was a next step, even though she couldn’t tell me about it over the phone.


“At least that’s what I remember. I drive myself crazy trying to replay that phone call over and over and over in my mind. I don’t remember the exact words—and what difference does it make? I replay it anyway, making myself nuts.”


Christine looked me straight in the eye but then took her glasses off and wiped them clean on that long black skirt, the kind of skirt a Greek widow would wear. When things got tense in that room, Christine wiped her glasses every five seconds on her skirt. Of all of us sitting around that table, she was the one who looked the most uncomfortable. Because she was the only one who could go home after the meeting and not have to think about dying.
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