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For my dear Poppo, who wished a wish no parent should ever have come true, and Lucia, Javier, and Matthew, who are my whole world, with love.




“Don’t worry—eighty percent of these biopsies come back negative.”


—Nurse, day one
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Oh Fuck! I Have Cancer!


There is no book in the library


titled Oh Fuck! I Have Cancer!


because if there was, I’d have


checked it out. Instead, there is


a wide selection of medical texts


and survivor accounts and memorials


and “helpful” hints featuring


older women who are active


in their church who have


lots of cats and husbands


who held them while they puked.


There is no book that will tell me


if silicone boobs wobble during sex


or if reconstructed nipples chafe.


In short, the really useful stuff.


Publishers offering HUGE advances,


library acquisitions officers, listen up:


a book titled Oh Fuck! I Have Cancer!


will be the first thing a newly diagnosed woman


will reach for every time, I don’t care


how many cats she has.


Seriously.


Call me.





Stage I






Dream a Little Dream of Me


for Tim


It begins with a dream.


You were holding your breast, he says,


and so I do


and there it is,


far to the right,


a lump the size of a small grape.


Or a large peanut. Or a cranberry.


Or a cherry pit, or a bean.


Despite all the food analogies,


I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.





No Way! Way.



You only find out afterwards


that by the time you can feel


the lump yourself, it’s already


been there for about ten years.





Don’t Waffle About: Get a Mammogram!


Despite what everyone tells you,


a regular mammogram is not the worst thing


that can happen to your boobs.


When the plates squeeze each one flat


in order to peer inside,


do not think of where the insides go—


whether, like a waffle iron


filled with too much batter,


it might all leak out the sides.


Don’t worry: they bounce right back.


It’s the post-biopsy mammograms


that you want to avoid,


because they hurt so much,


the only thing you’ll wish


you could associate a waffle iron with


is breakfast.





It’s Probably Nothing . . .


No, actually,


it’s everything.


I know you mean


to be reassuring,


but the only thing


“nothing” refers to right now


is what else


is on my mind.





A Living Wage


The nurse who gets to call you


with the results of your first biopsy


doesn’t get paid enough.


She gives you a list of


surgical oncologists


you have to call right away.


Like today.


I don’t care what she makes,


it’s not enough.





What to Expect When You’re Expecting to Hear You Have Cancer


Congratulations!


Start saying your goodbyes!


The tumor is the size of a grapefruit/cantaloupe/basketball—


and getting bigger every day!


That’s really inconvenient of you.


You have a ninety percent chance of survival.


Oh, hang on—that was upside down.


I mean you have a six percent chance of survival.


Oops.


Wow—it’s hard to believe you’re still alive!


How are you feeling?


We’ve never seen anything like that before.


We’re not sure what it is exactly, but it’ll have to come out.


Somehow.


Oh good—we’ve been waiting for someone


we can practice this experimental surgery on.


Man, I wouldn’t want to be you.


Look: prosthetics nowadays have come a long way.


Almost no one will be able to tell.


You know what they say: life begins at forty!


You always wanted a breast reduction—


now you can get one for free!


The Bionic Woman was sexy, right?


Right?


It’s not that bad: it’s not like anyone


but your husband gets to see your breasts anyway.


Are you going to lose one? Or both? Or just part of one?


You don’t want to end up lopsided.


Seriously, wigs are hip right now.


And it’s nearly Halloween, so they’ll be cheap!


Just think of the money you’ll save


on bras and haircuts!


Great! This is your chance to get some tits


you can actually be proud of!


Woo-hoo! Implants!


All your friends will be so jealous.


There’s this brand-new drug which has shown great promise in mice,


but we’d like to test it out on a human. Wanna try?


Nipples are so overrated.


Treat it like an adventure. Like a really horrifying, painful,


scary, expensive adventure people go on in documentaries.


We can’t treat that.


Does your insurance cover this?


Scars heal. I mean the internal scars are worse than the external ones.


I mean you’ll be scarred, sure, but the scars


will be on the inside, so no one will know.


Can I have your shoes and jewelry and purses?
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