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Dear Reader:

Curtis Bunn has carved a niche as a storyteller from a male perspective, taking pride in crafting tales such as The Old Man in the Club about the older guy who frequents the club scene in search “catching up” to The Truth Is in the Wine with a husband who keeps secret that he’s a lottery winner while attempting to rekindle his marriage. Now the author focuses on health, bringing us the tale of a Washington, D.C. high school English teacher who suddenly, after a routine exam, discovers he has cancer.

When diagnosed as terminally ill, Calvin Jones must decide if he should take the chemotherapy he is offered to extend his life. He makes the choice to decline and to focus on living his life in the fullest.

This thought-provoking journey leads readers to ponder what they would do if in the same scenario. A discussion guide is included where readers can continue the buzz about handling news of an illness.

The author’s message through the eyes of Calvin is emphatically about each of us embracing and seizing each day.

As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.
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To my late grandmother, Nettie Royster aka “Mama.” Your love and wisdom are missed, but remain in my heart.
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CHAPTER ONE

LIFE
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I’m about to die. Doctor said so. Maybe not today. Perhaps tomorrow. Whenever it’s coming, it’s coming soon.

Cancer.

But I’m not scared. I’m a little anxious, a little curious, to be honest. Curious about how it will happen. Where I will be at that moment—the place and where will I be in my head, my mind. Will I get scared when I feel it coming? Will I feel it coming?

Well, those are thoughts for another day, a day that, truth be told, should not come for a few months or so. That’s how long it will take the cancer to totally ravage and deplete my body and put me to sleep. Forever. That’s what the doctors say. And they know everything.

So, here I am. In the prime of my life…waiting on death.

Can’t cry about it. Not anymore. When I said I wasn’t scared, I was talking about now. A month ago, when Dr. Wamer gave me the news, I was scared as shit.

Do you have any idea what it’s like to be told you’re at the end of your life’s journey? At forty-five? With a sweet daughter? With so much more to do? With so much undone?

I was so overwhelmed that it took me two days to pull myself out of bed, to turn on the lights in my house, to eat an apple. Then it took me another two days to tell my father, who took it as if cancer was eating away at his existence.

“Why can’t it be me, Calvin?” he said. “Why you? You’ve lived a good life. The best thing I ever did was marry your momma—God rest her soul—and contribute to your birth. The rest of my life, I can’t say I’m that proud of. Except you. You’ve made me proud.”

And why did he say that? I bawled like a freshly spanked newborn, and my sixty-eight-year-old dad and I hugged each other at the kitchen table at his house for what seemed like an hour, two men afraid out of their wits.

Since then, I have pulled myself together—what’s left of me, that is. Doctors say they can’t do surgery, but I can try radiation and perhaps chemo. But there are no guarantees. That’s code for: “it won’t work.” And I have seen how debilitating those treatments can be.

It never made sense to me that you go to the doctor for a checkup feeling fine. Then he tells you that you have cancer or some hideous disease and starts firing chemicals into your bloodstream like you shoot up a turkey you’re about to fry on Thanksgiving. Almost immediately you feel like shit and before long you start looking like shit. You lose your hair, you lose your energy…you lose who you are. And eventually you lose your will to live.

For some, for most, that’s the route they chose and I wouldn’t dare begrudge them that.

Me, I would rather live whatever time I have left instead of having my insides burned out and become so drained that I cannot live, only exist…until I die.

Maybe it’s me, but that doesn’t seem like fun. Haven’t had much fun since I went to the hospital for my annual checkup, feeling good and looking forward to a date that night with a nice lady I had met. Next thing I know, they tell me I have some form of cancer I can’t pronounce, much/less spell. “Sarcoma” something or other. Attacks the blood cells, organs, bones…you name it. When they said it was fatal I lost interest in any more specifics.

I will be forty-six in four months…if I make it that long. I have a twenty-three-year-old daughter and a zest for life that is as strong as a weightlifter on steroids. Staying laid up in a hospital, withdrawn and diminished after chemotherapy or radiation does not qualify as living to me.

When I finally was up to eating, I ended up at the National Harbor, where I could see the Potomac River run from Maryland into Washington, D.C. It was an interesting spot with good sandwiches and nice desserts, which fulfilled my sweet teeth. Yes, I enjoy cakes and pies too much to limit my attraction to “sweet tooth.” That’s why I said “sweet teeth.”

Anyway, I sat alone, at a high-top table near the bar—a dying man with a plate of food and his thoughts. Ever since learning I would die, I was able to slow down my thinking. Everything was on express.

People walked right by me, some spoke to me or smiled at me. None of them realized they were in contact with a dead man. That’s how I saw myself—walking dead. I was like a zombie, a creature moving about the earth but already departed. I just didn’t look like one…yet.

I saw everything differently, too. Like, it did not matter if my favorite football team, the Washington Redskins, won another Super Bowl. I didn’t care much anymore about my wardrobe or purchasing that Mercedes CLS550 I had been eyeing or even if my 401(k) flattened out. It all seemed so meaningless to me after the diagnosis.

Still, I was not sure what I was inspired to do or how to live out my life, other than to not let doctors turn me into a bed-ridden slob before my time. I didn’t ask anyone else’s opinion on it. I just went with it.

My daughter, Maya…I couldn’t tell her. It was hard for me to even say her name without getting choked up. That’s how daughters are to their dads; we live to their heartbeat.

My father told her. “She deserves to know,” he reasoned. “Maybe not everything going on with you. But this? She deserves to know this.”

Maya did not call me about it. She showed up at my house one Saturday afternoon, right before I was about to get in a round of golf, in an attempt to free my mind of the burden. The garage door went up and there she was, pain and sadness all over her soft, lovely face. I knew my daughter and that look made me cry, without her saying a word.

“Daddy,” she said, hugging me so tightly. Every time we embraced I smelled baby powder, like I did when she was an infant. It was my imagination or just how badly I wanted my little girl to remain my little girl.

“I’m OK, Maya,” I said. “It’s going to be all right.”

She sobbed and sobbed and I held her as tightly as I could without making her uncomfortable. It broke my heart. My job as her father was to protect her. It crushed me that I was the cause of her anguish.

“You didn’t have to come here, sweetheart,” I managed to get out when I finally composed myself. “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you right away. You are all upset over something you can’t control. It’s out of both our hands right now.”

Maya wiped her face and looked up at me with those eyes that were the replica of mine: brown and piercing.

“Daddy, we can’t control it, but you’ve got to let the doctors try,” she said. “I spoke to an oncologist from Johns Hopkins on my way here. He said nothing good will come out of doing nothing.”

I had to break it down for her so–as, Isaiah Washington said in the movie Love Jones—“It will forever be broke.”

“Let’s go inside,” I said. I wiped away her tears and kissed both sides of her precious face. She turned me into mush. We were both a mess.

I called my friend, Thornell, and told him I had to renege on golf. I hadn’t told him the news, either. That would be another tough call. But nothing compared to that talk with Maya.

“Sweetheart, about two months before I went to the doctor, I spoke to an old high school classmate at Ballou. His name was Kevin Hill. Yes, your godfather. Great guy, as you know. Do you know how we met? We played basketball against each other in junior high and became friends when we ended up at Ballou High School together. When Kevin got sick with multiple sclerosis, it slowly but surely ravaged his nervous system over the years until he was unable to do anything but lie in bed to die.

“I visited him at Washington Hospital Center. We reminisced and I was able to make him laugh and take his mind away from his plight, at least for a few moments. But the whole time I was looking at him and feeling so sorry for him, there was so much more for him to do in life. I thought I didn’t convey that, but he sensed it. And he wrote a letter to me that means more to me now than ever.”

I pulled out the folded sheet of paper with the letterhead that read: “Kevin Hill…Remember Me.”

And then I read it to Maya: “Calvin, don’t feel sorry for me. The things I did in my life, I enjoyed them. I could have done more, but I learned and accepted that God’s plan was different. But all this time laying around in bed, I have had a lot of time to think. And I have a lot of regrets. I regret not traveling and not mending my relationship with my sister and not learning Spanish and so many other things. You know what I should have done, but makes no sense to do now? Cut off all my hair. I saw how some bald guys looked so cool with a shaved head. Even Samuel Jackson looked cool with a bald head in Shaft. I should have done that a long time ago. Now, if I do it, no one will see it.

“Anyway, my point is: Don’t live with regrets. Live your life. Carpe diem. You know what that means? It means: seize the day. Seize it. Take it. Own it. Make it yours and get the most out of it.

“Nothing is promised. Yeah, you’ve heard this before. We all have. But we go about a day as if it’s no big deal to make the most of it because we can do it the next day. Or the next. That’s not the right approach. I’m forty-four. I got this disease from bad luck. If I knew it was coming, I would have done a lot of things I planned to do later. You and I have done a lot together and been as close as two friends could be, so I can say this to you without you getting offended: Get off your ass and live your life.”

Maya got it then. The fear and hope left her. Reality settled in. She knew, at that point, I was done. No amount of radiation, chemo, Tylenol or anything else could help me. My days had been finalized. It had to be about what I did with those remaining days that mattered.

“Daddy, what can I do to help you?” she asked.

“Love me, baby,” I said. “Your love means everything to me. And pray for me. Pray that I’m able to make my last days here meaningful and fun and that I live them as if I’m alive, not waiting for death.”

My daughter cried. “I can do that, Daddy,” she said softly while hugging me.

We corralled our emotions after a while and I walked her to her car. “I feel so much better,” I told her, and it was the truth. I didn’t realize how much of a burden it was not having had that conversation with her. I finally was prepared to live my final days, to “seize” them as my friend Kevin said I should.

Problem was, I didn’t know how or where to begin. I actually did not have lofty dreams of travel or glory. I didn’t have a “Bucket List.” I was an ordinary man with few extraordinary ambitions. I didn’t like to travel much because I didn’t like to fly and riding too long in a vehicle made me carsick.

I ate when necessary, but did not have exotic tastes. I had a group of friends, but I spent the most time with Kevin. I had but one vice: golf.

My first thought was just to play golf every day…until I collapsed on a lush fairway. Kevin would have appreciated that. He and I were so close that we had become like brothers. For sure, we had a connection that was rare among people: I carried his kidney in my body.

When one of mine was damaged in a bad car crash and I needed a new one to avoid a life of dialysis, I was amazed by two things: Kevin was willing, without hesitation, to go through tests to see if we were compatible; and that he was a match. I had no siblings and my father’s kidneys were not healthy enough to share.

If Kevin had any reservations about doing it, I never saw them. If there was any fear, he never revealed it. And he never expressed any ambivalence about donating an organ to his friend.

For all I had done with and for him in the thirty years we knew each other, there was nothing I could do to repay Kevin for his deed for me. And as I read his letter as I had each day, something occurred to me the way an idea comes to a prolific author: As a way of honoring Kevin, I will live out some of the things he never got to do based on what he wrote me in that letter.

That was the least I could do, considering the kidney transplant saved my life. Doing things he wanted to do would extend my life and give it more purpose. And I decided I would throw in some of my own unfulfilled ambitions, too.


CHAPTER TWO

ALL OVER THE PLACE
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Ever since my diagnosis, my sleep had been interrupted almost every night by weird dreams about death and Kevin and people chasing me and other things I couldn’t remember. But I woke up terrified.

At the same time, I could not hold a thought when I was awake. It was hard to concentrate. My mind flared off to someplace I was not, someplace I wanted to go or someplace I feared. It was a strange existence.

It was a relief to wake up this particular morning feeling refreshed and somewhat inspired. I dreamed about Kathy Drew, my first love. We broke up when she took a job in San Francisco, leaving me behind in D.C. We were twenty-five then. I understood her decision; we didn’t have a life-long commitment and the opportunity was too good to refuse.

But I didn’t realize I would love her all my life. The distance made our relationship fizzle, but the fire always burned within me. I dated and even loved some good women since Kathy. But she always was the pinnacle. Strange thing was, I couldn’t figure out why…until my life changed with death pending.

Knowing you’re going to die did something to my thinking. We’re all trained to know our time will come at some point. But my case was different because I knew death was near, even though I felt fine. I didn’t have any headaches or stomach discomfort. I had some X-rays that show a growth in my stomach that shouldn’t be there. And the docs said it would kill me.

And because I knew my time was near, my senses seemed sharper. I saw things clearer. So I could see Kathy for who she was to me: a love that was not on the surface, a love that was not driven by sex or a need for companionship or youthful exuberance. It was simply real love that was almost tangible and unconditional, even at that young age. Now I know: True love was not that complicated.

It irked me that it took this long for this realization. I had twenty years to try to make something out of what we had. Instead, I played the tough, so-called manly role, the “There are many fish in the sea role.”

The dumb role.

Look at me now: understanding I could have had the love of my life when I have little life left.

“Why do you think it’s too late?” Thornell said. He was one of my closest friends and golf buddy. When I told him I was going to die, he held it together, held me together. He was predictably stunned and looked me up and down and wondered, like I did, if the doctors knew what the hell they were talking about. He talked about getting second and third opinions. But by the time I told him, I had already made those rounds.

“It’s too late because I don’t have any time to really have something with Kathy,” I told Thornell.

“That’s the reason you should contact her,” Thornell said. “Do the things that make you feel good.”

It made sense to me. Shit, whom was I trying to fool? Anything would have felt like a good reason. I wanted to contact her, to hear her voice. The problem was, I didn’t know where to begin in trying to locate her. We hadn’t spoken in seven years. But Thornell had an answer for that, too.

“Facebook,” he said.

And he was right. Kathy was the type of person who would thrive on that social media site. She loved people and communicating and sharing…all the hallmarks of what made Facebook what it was. Or was supposed to be. It morphed into something much broader than the original idea, in good ways and bad.

In any case, I had signed up long ago, but hadn’t even posted a photo. I was a voyeur. Saw some interesting stuff and learned a lot, too. I also recall people posting about losing loved ones and thinking how sad that was. One of the few times I commented on something was when one of our classmates posted about Kevin’s death. I wrote:

“This man was the best friend anyone could have. To lose him is to lose a part of myself.”

And I meant it. I never thought at the time that someday I would die and be the subject of posts from friends. That made me feel strange. Almost everything made me feel strange. My emotions were all over the place.

Anyway, I resisted the urge to post about myself on Facebook because I heard a lot about the drama that came with being on it if you connected with nosey people, messy people, critical people, people who would put their personal business out there for all to see, people who would be jealous of what you posted and on and on.

I always thought that was an exaggeration…until I set up my Facebook account. I saw a lot of the bickering and wondered who those people were. I read about people’s drama. One guy was critical of seemingly everything in his life; he never posted anything uplifting. Women called women names and exposed their business, at the same time making themselves look silly. It was a mess.

But it also was enlightening. I learned about history and news events and little-known facts and heartwarming stories and stories that showed the compassion of people.

I also read where Facebook was among the new top reasons for divorce. And I knew through some friends that it could be a place to find people of your past. Out of all that could be gleaned from Facebook, that was my ultimate mission: to find Kathy Drew.

Thornell and I sat at my kitchen table with my laptop and started the search. He was as excited as me, a real friend hoping I’d find something, someone, to make my remaining days brighter.

Problem was, there were a lot of Kathy Drews on Facebook, and none of the photos looked like the Kathy I remembered.

“What about her?” Thornell suggested.

I looked at the photo closely. Her privacy settings did not allow multiple views of her profile images. But the face was similar, from what I could tell. So was the smile, which always made me smile. It was sort of an “I have a secret kind of smile.”

You always had to say, “What?” when she flashed it because you felt like she knew something you didn’t.

“The smile makes me think this could be her,” I said to Thornell. “But the face is a little wider.”

“That don’t mean shit,” he said. “You ever been to a reunion? Women who were thin turn fat real quick.”

“Men, too,” I said. I always tried to be fair. “I could be wrong,” I continued. “But I don’t have her gaining a lot of weight. She wasn’t vain, but her appearance meant a lot to her. I have her being close to what I saw about twenty years ago.”

“Yeah, well, I think you should prepare yourself for the worst,” Thornell said, laughing.

“I’m trying to find the woman, not marry her,” I said. And in that moment, I wondered what finding her would accomplish. Sometimes, a lot of times, battling the strange emotions that came with knowing I’m going to die…soon had a depression component that was difficult to manage.

I learned to not get mad at myself about not being able to handle the realization of it all. How many people could? It was the reality of all realities. There were times, when I was on the golf course or absorbed in a good book or movie that I didn’t focus on dying. But it didn’t last; it was fleeting.

When the toll of it all burst out—that’s what it did; it didn’t seep out, it flowed like water out of an opened fire hydrant—my mind and disposition went various places, depending on the day. The psychologist the doctors recommended I visit said this would last for a while, but could get better as time progressed.

I wanted to say, Really? Just how much time do you think I have? It’s not like I’m on a three-year plan, doc.

But I let it go because what would have been the point? But that was how my emotions fluctuated: I’d wake up depressed, hardly able to get out of the bed, paralyzed with fear and sadness. Or I was angry and lashed out at the person in front of me. Other times I would shut down and say very little. Still other times I would cry—no, bawl—until I would almost become breathless.

Trying to find Kathy on a social media website gave me a new emotion, though. Hope. Momentarily, I was down about it—what would finding her actually do? But that passed when I looked at the bigger picture. I needed to find this woman. I needed to tell her that I loved her.

“Maybe that’s not what you should say right off the bat,” Thornell said. “I mean, you haven’t seen the woman in a long time. Maybe a ‘hello’ would be a good place to start.”

I laughed. That’s the meaningful thing about true friends—they treated you the same no matter what.

“I’m dying,” I said. “But I ain’t brain-dead.”

Thornell laughed loudly. I took a swig of the bottled water I had next to me and kept my eyes on him. When he stopped laughing, his face made a remarkable transition to sadness in a nanosecond. What I said was funny…but it was sad, too.

“Let’s concentrate on finding Kathy,” I said. “This woman isn’t her.”

But there was a profile that was mysterious and gave me hope. The person’s listed name was Kathy Drew-Turner. There was no photo, however. But she listed San Francisco as her current city and Washington, D.C. as her hometown. There was not much more I could see about her without being her Facebook friend.

“Why are you excited about this?” Thornell said. “There’s no photo. And this person is apparently married.”

“Kathy would be married,” I said “She deserved to be married to someone who appreciated who she is. Plus, what do I care if she’s married or not?”

Thornell seemed uncomfortable, one of the rare times in our friendship. “Well, I’m sorry, man,” he said. “I know you just said what you said, you know, about dying. But I had forgotten that quickly. It’s hard. It’s hard to put my head around this. It’s hard to believe.

“I look at you and you don’t look sick. You don’t sound sick. You don’t act sick. And, most of all, I don’t want you to be sick.”

I was determined not to fall apart, to hold it together so he could hold it together.

“It’s been about more than a month since they told me…told me the news. I’m good with it. Not like I’m ready to go. But what can I do? It is what it is. I just want to do some things my boy, Kevin, never did and a few things I never did. If I can do that, when the time comes, I’ll be OK…I think.”

We didn’t say much after that. I sent the friend request to that person I hoped was Kathy.

“But how are you feeling?” Thornell asked. “I mean, you went to the doctor for a physical and he told you you had cancer. But you were feeling fine. Do you still feel good?”

“I do.” That was true but with a gray area. A few days before, I started to feel pain in my stomach. It wasn’t so bad, but with my condition I was panicked. Before I knew it, in my mind cancer was running wild, eating up my organs like Pacman.

The fear was almost overwhelming. I convinced myself that this was it. That notion of believing I was about to die extracted much of my soul and all of my faith…for a minute. Somehow—and it could only have been the Lord—my mind became clear enough for me to reason with myself: “God is here.”

I didn’t know if I actually heard the words or if the thought was thrust into my head amid all the chaos. But it hit me and it calmed me down. I was not overly religious. My parents made sure I went to church and I established a relationship with God as I got older. I prayed daily and I sure enough lifted my head up to him after learning my days on earth were limited.

It turned out that the pain in my stomach was just a stomachache. But I learned from that frightful experience: I had to trust in God through all this. I did not have a church home. I visited numerous churches to get various views on life and God and religion and spirituality, etc. I looked at it like joining a golf club. Why join a country club and be compelled to play the same course over and over again? Golf was much more enjoyable for me when I experienced different courses.

Doing so, I got to see various course layouts and scenery. I was challenged differently on different courses, as no two are alike. Visiting churches allowed me to experience many pastors’ styles and teachings. I heard different choirs and met different people. The variety helped me from becoming jaded about religion and religious leaders. The way things were, that was not so easy to do.


CHAPTER THREE

THE POWER OF PRAYER

[image: Images]

When the time came to get some spiritual, Godly advice, I called on the Reverend Davis Henson. He was the pastor of a mid-sized church called New Covenant Baptist in Southeast, D.C. I refused to try the leader of one of those mega-churches with five layers of people to go through before you got to meet with the pastor, who sat on high, like that Creflo Dollar guy in Atlanta who asked his followers to pay for a $65 million private jet. The nerve of some so-called religious leaders…

I chose Rev. Henson because during each of my four visits to his church, he never asked for a love offering or new building fund offering or a fuel my private helicopter offering. They passed around the plate, but there was none of the guilt that some churches tried to make you feel about not contributing your electricity bill money to their cause. Rev. Henson seemed to be committed to offering the Word and helping people, as best I could tell.

“Brother Calvin, the note says you had an urgent need to speak with me, so I made sure we scheduled this right away. How are you?”

“Pastor, thank you for your time. I know you’re busy. I’m here because I went to the doctor and I got some bad news…I’m going to die. Terminal cancer.”

I kept my eyes on Rev. Henson; I wanted to see if he would flinch. He didn’t. He said, “Let’s pray.”

I was not expecting that. I was expecting, “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, brother,” or something to indicate sorrow. But he called on the Lord. We bowed our heads.

“Father God, our brother Calvin has been told he will receive his wings soon. That’s what the doctors say. We know that You control all things. And as believers in You, there is no fear now. There is only faith that whether his days number one or one thousand that they be lived out in God’s will. We pray that You cover Brother Calvin in strength and courage and that he honors You and honors himself as he walks in his daily life, looking ahead to glorification and nothing else. In the precious name of Jesus, we pray, Amen.”

I was impressed. To utter that prayer with no warning was amazing. I felt his anointing. When he was done, all I could say was, “Amen.”

“So, you’re here to do what?”

“Well, we already did one of the most important things, which is pray. I guess the other thing I’m trying to do is make sense of this. How did this happen to me? Why?”

“Is that really the question to ask?” he said. “I have a question for you: Why not you?”

Again, he stunned me. “Why not me? Because I want to live.”

“Then live,” he said without hesitation.

We looked at each other a few seconds. I figured he was trying to let sink in what he meant. Finally, he added: “Brother Calvin, we do not know what is promised to us. We all will get our call home at some point. We all know that. Mine could be tomorrow or some time before yours. We just don’t know. That’s why it is important to live our lives uplifting God, doing for others, praising His name.

“It’s natural for you to ask ‘Why me?’ and to be scared. Would you want it to be someone else? Would you wish death on someone else? I’m going to say you wouldn’t. The diagnosis has been made about you, and I would say to look at it as a call from God to touch people. You have time to do that. He could have had you fall dead on the ground where you stand. He has not cursed you by taking your life; He’s blessed you with an opportunity to make a difference in other people’s lives.”

I had not even remotely looked at it that way. I always considered this some sort of punishment or just plain old bad luck.

“Listen,” Rev. Henson added, “you’re going to continue to have moments of despair and fear. It’s natural. I’m not saying to leave here feeling like you’re never going to have issues with this. But you’re in a unique position. An enviable position, believe it or not. You can spend your last days uplifting God, telling people you love how you feel, making a difference. And when the down times come, pray this prayer:

“Father God, I know You have called me home. My time is coming. Give me strength and courage to walk in Your path in these final days. Thank You for the blessing of life. And thank You for the blessing of death, for I know the greatest gift is coming home to You.”

Tears seeped through my closed eyes and down my face. For all I had attempted to resolve in my mind, the spiritual peace gave me a strange mix of fear and stability. I was scared but I felt a new sense of purpose. My borderline depression surely would get me down at times. But I now had something to hold me up when those occasions arose. Before meeting with the pastor, that was my underlying fear: How would I bounce back from the inevitable bouts of feeling sorry for myself?

“So, what kind of cancer is it, if you don’t mind me asking, and what treatments are you taking?”

“It’s a rare form of stomach cancer called intra-abdominal desmoplastic small-round-cell tumor,” I said. It was one of the few times I was technical about its name. “It’s a soft-tissue sarcoma that grows in the stomach. It’s rare and usually is detected in kids and young adults. I’m forty-five, so it’s even more rare.

“Researchers are stumped by it. There’s a five-year survival rate in only fifteen percent of the cases. They give me only a few months, up to six if I’m lucky.”

The pastor shook his head. “And the treatment?”

“Well, the treatment is chemo, chemo, chemo…to extend your life a little—maybe. It’s a cancer that can’t be beaten, I’m told. Had more than a few opinions on it. So, I watched my aunt die of cancer. She was less than a hundred pounds by the time the chemo burned through her body. She ‘lived’ probably an extra week, a month or something. But she was not really living. She was in bed, sick, weak, barely conscious. She was not herself. And that’s what the chemo did to her.

“I can’t be that way, Pastor. I’ve got to try to live my life, what I have left of it.”

“Are you saying you’re not getting any treatment?”

“I’m not. I’m going to pray on it and live, as you said earlier. I can’t do that in a bed, sick and weak.”

“You’re obviously a smart man and know what you want. I hope you’ve exhausted your opinions and explored all the options.”

“The doctors don’t agree with me. My daughter didn’t agree with me. But after I explained to her that I have to live and not just exist, she understood…said she did, anyway.”

I started to cry then. Not for me, but for my child. I breathed to her heartbeat. If anything hurt me through this mess, it was knowing I wouldn’t be with her and knowing how devastated not being here would be for her.

“Maya is everything to me, pastor,” I managed to get out. “I can’t think of her now and not get upset.”

“Our children are like appendages, extensions of us,” Pastor Henson said. “I understand how devastating this can be for you… and her. Be an example of courage and strength for her. I think you’re already doing that, but I had to say it anyway. You have to live your life as you see fit. I cannot argue against not getting chemo if there is not real evidence it’s going to make your more comfortable. I’ve seen how it can debilitate. But you’ve got to pray, see a therapist and have you considered natural, holistic remedies? There are people you can see who have what doctors consider radical treatment options because they are not medically approved. But many have found better results that way, at least from a comfort level standpoint.

“If it is God’s will that the disease takes over, then so be it. But, for the sake of extending your life and remaining able to function, the holistic method might be an option to research.”

“Interesting you bring that up because I learned about someone in Atlanta who has an all-natural, holistic program. My daughter found her. I don’t know the specifics, but it’s about cleansing the body of toxins. My Obamacare insurance—which I love, by the way—does not cover it. No insurance does. It’s pricey, but I have 401(k) money that I can dip into.”

“I think you should try something,” the pastor said. “I understand how harsh chemo can be on the body. Maybe the natural option can be more effective and not as invasive.”

We exchanged pleasantries for a few more minutes before I rose from my seat. Pastor Henson moved from behind his desk, came over and hugged me.

“You’re a strong man and you’ve done the right thing by praying to God and placing your faith in Him,” he said. “I’m here at any time to help in any way. Here—these are my home and cell phone numbers. Use them at any time. Any time. God be with you, Brother Calvin. God be with you.”

I left there feeling like I had nourished my soul, if not extended my life. I thought about my friend Kevin, and something led me to the barbershop.

As I lived the life I wanted, I also wanted and needed to do some of the things Kevin wrote that he never got to do. First thing was to get a haircut. Excuse me: a shaved head.

I hadn’t even thought about what I’d look like bald. When you know you’re going to die, appearances hardly mattered much anymore. Instinctively, I shaved and ironed my clothes and made sure I looked my best. But it was pure force of habit. I didn’t have a woman—got rid of one about six weeks before the diagnosis because she brought drama every other day. And what good was it now to meet anyone? My desire for intimacy was close to zero, which saddened me because I had been quite amorous since I was a teenager. And who would want to get involved with a dying man anyway?

So cutting off all my hair didn’t matter to me as much as it did honoring my friend. I went to my barber, Kevo, over at Iverson Mall and he looked at me as if I asked him for money when I told him, “Cut it all off. Shave it.”

I didn’t have that much, but what I had was distinguishable and was a part of my appearance that helped shaped my physical image that people saw when they looked at me.

“What?” Kevo asked. “You mean lower than usual?”

“I’m going for something new. All of it. A bald head worked for Kojak, Jordan, Ving Rhames and just about anyone else. Maybe it will work for me.”

“So you’re serious? OK, if you say so. But this is cool. Your hairline was starting to run away from you, anyway. Plus, it’ll take some years off your look.”

I laughed with him, but he had no idea that I didn’t have years left. I learned to laugh to fend off crying, which was interesting because before the “news,” the only time I recalled crying was at the news of my mother’s death from an aneurysm more than a decade earlier. I found crying episodes to be signs of weakness and pitiful, especially from a man. Tears were for women.

When I told my father my position on that, he held himself back from smacking me. “Son, don’t be stupid. What are you, a caveman? You cry if you have a heart. It has nothing to do with strength or being a man. It has everything to do with having compassion, having emotions, having a heart.”

I heard him, but I didn’t really understand at the time. I got it later, though. The number of people who burst into tears at just the mere notion that I had cancer showed me they had compassion for me, compassion for life. And, when I was alone, I cried. Every day. I cried because I had compassion for myself. I cried because I was scared. I cried because it was OK for men to cry.

I didn’t tell Kevo, my barber, what was going on with me. He was so emotional about the Redskins or President Obama, I could just see him making a big scene out of it right there in the shop. So I kept it to myself, thinking I’d tell him at some point.
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