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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


WHAT A BLIP


A genuinely wise and funny account of living through breast cancer and finding meaning on the other side. Alicia puts into words what so many women on the unexpected journey through cancer feel and never say; this book gives solace to all who wonder – is it just me? A truly sensitive and inspired story, told with great warmth and generosity of spirit by a gifted writer.


Kauser Ahmed, PhD clinical psychologist Simms/Mann – UCLA Center for Integrative Oncology


Alicia Garey’s What a Blip takes you on an honest and at times uncomfortable journey of the challenges one faces with cancer, while giving an in depth, soulful look at not only this disease but the inner fears that arise and the fortitude it takes to stay focused on the result and accept nothing less. Alicia gives direction and tips on how to achieve success, and explores the courage it took to look this massive wild animal in the eye head on without ever backing down.


What a Blip is heart wrenching, endearing, and gives any woman who is facing or diagnosed with cancer extraordinary hope.


Amy Gibson, Founder and Client CreatedHair.com, Leading Hair Loss Consultant and Wig Designer in the U.S., Alopecia Activist, Talk Show Host, Producer, Author


Alicia Garey’s brutally honest look at her battle with breast cancer is equal parts warm and chilling, gritty and poetic, gut-wrenching and funny. From her darkest days to her emergence on the other side, this beautifully powerful writer will sear herself onto your soul and leave you with love, gratitude and above all, hope.


Monica Piper, comedian, writer, fellow survivor.
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… I hope you will find some way to break the rules and make a little trouble out there. And I also hope that you will choose to make some of that trouble on behalf of women.
Nora Ephron – Wellesley College Commencement Speech





Draft of my letter to the Dyson Guy – James Dyson, inventor of the Dyson Vacuum


Dear Dyson Guy,


Thank you for working so hard and coming up with a series of elegant vacuums that I’m guessing have had a huge influence on the industry. Thank you also for the beautiful fan you invented that has no blades and looks like sculpture. I don’t have one but hopefully one day I will.


I think it’s time for you to consider taking technology up a notch and applying your engineering skills to help out the female population. Not that vacuums are only used by females but they have probably been your main audience. I don’t remember the last time I saw my husband vacuum. Now that I think of it, maybe you could work on a vacuum design that would appeal to the guys too.


But more to the point, I think you are a terrific candidate to develop a mammogram machine that is more comfortable than the current vice grip we ladies have to endure. Cleary you are fond of circles as your vacuums have that pivoting ball and your portable fans are quite sexy and curvaceous. You have a great talent for how the human body relates to an industrial product that requires movement. You could revolutionize this aspect of women’s lives and help the medical community, bringing more dignity to what is currently an extremely awkward but necessary and important procedure.


I hope you’ll give it some thought.


Sincerely,


Alicia Garey









Where I Need Not Worry




I was once only bothered by little things like a cold day or scuffed shoes.


I was different then. I didn’t know how I would change.


When my fucking hair would come out and poison would fill my veins to get better.


I want to escape to a far away land with hills and daisies.


I want to run along in my bare feet


The damp grass staining my toes as I tumble somersaults and cartwheels.


I want to skip and hop and fly away into a puff of clouds.


I want to feel the sun on my shoulders and be free.


I want to watch the sun fall below the horizon


Slowly I’ll lean back as the first stars begin to peak through an endless night.


I want to hear crickets and feel tiny flying bugs around my face.


I want to watch fire flies flicker and glow.


I want every day for there to be time for this place – to run to it whenever I need relief from what I know.


Relief from my cry of hope.


As I recover from a horrid thing.


An illness that makes you real. An illness that turns you inside out.


I want nothing to do with it. I’ll run and skip away.


I’ll go visit the horse stable and feel the force of energy from the massive creatures within it.


I’ll sit by the pond and watch the ducks float along their glassy reflections.


I’ll wander to a tree and hug it.


I’ll pick up a leaf and notice the browns and golds that fall impressed upon it.


I’ll be safe on the meadow listening and watching the creatures of the world.


I’ll be there and never again have to worry.


Never again needing to question a thing.











Strange Guilt


This is a recent Facebook chat with a friend I hadn’t spoken to in 30 years. It went like this:




She: Can I ask you a personal question?


Me: Sure.


She: Are you cancer free?


I thought this over for a minute and decided on my response.


Me: I hope so.





The other answer is today I am. In the waiting area at my son’s orthodontist appointment a little while ago, my thoughts wandered to how I almost feel guilty about my successful outcome. That I may appear insensitive to women who have had it worse, or didn’t make it; as though I presume I did something right to have not died (there, I said it). All I did was go through the motions and was lucky enough cancer hadn’t spread, and that I responded well to treatment. It’s damned luck and living in the right decade.


I sat there thinking about this strange guilt, that I shouldn’t be tooting my horn because even though many lives have been saved, many have not. I knew I would come back to my computer after the appointment to write down these thoughts. That I feel somehow guilty for celebrating because the fight is not over.


I watched a YouTube video just yesterday about a woman who was diagnosed in her thirties, went through treatment and three months later it had spread. She continues to fight for her life. I don’t know what will happen in the future. None of us do.


As these thoughts roll around my brain, sitting there quietly in the comfort of the well-appointed orthodontist’s office, I receive a text message from Lisa, my walking buddy (for the Avon Walk), that she is unable to meet because she is with her friend at chemo and the friend is having a rough time.


It was as though I subconsciously knew not to get too comfortable with my own damned good luck. I’m figuring this woman will in fact get through this. My prayers are with her right now.


And so the story continues.


The drug Herceptin, which was part of my regimen for an entire year is a great example of how passion and funding arrive at success. Had it not been for Dr. Dennis Slamon’s development of this drug and the funds he received to continue his work and begin the trials, I would be on a different path. Approved initially for advanced stage (and not so long ago in 2006 for early stage breast cancer) it allows millions of women, including me, the hope that cancer won’t come knocking again. The next great development must help many more.


Not for one minute am I oblivious to this despite my own good outcome.


The movie “Living Proof” starring Harry Connick, Jr. is based on the book “Her-2”! the true story of Dr. Dennis Slamon and his development of Herceptin. As it turns out, my oncologist studied with this great man, and I am honored to have received medical care from the extraordinary team at UCLA.


The thing is, I believe I was treated for a disease in an amazing time in the history of technology and science. From my parents’ generation to today, we’ve gone from treating all cancer similarly until the BRCA gene mutation was discovered in 1995, and Herceptin for the HER2 Positive protein was approved for use in 1998. That is shockingly recent.


I am thankful the medical community has figured out some decent solutions. It can only get better from here.


I believe in science as imperfect as it may be at times. In my case it was a pretty sure thing cancer would have spread. We stopped it. What more could I want? I also acknowledge that doctors are only as good as the tools they have available.


I believe that one day chemotherapy with awful side effects will be a thing of the past. As scientists learn more about those damned mutations better solutions will be available. My oncologist, Dr. Sara Hurvitz, happens to be at the forefront of these studies. One more reason for my gratitude.


Yes, science can help us now with such precision. It raised the expectation I had of myself to be all the more brave. But a life of sanity after breast cancer is nothing short of a miracle. It is true, we’ve come a long way. It is also true that there is much more work to be done. Until then we’ll need to hold on for the ride.





Suspicion


I had put off the mammogram for a while (over a year) since I had been so busy. Went to the appointment thinking nothing of it. Get a call the following week, they need to recheck the left side. While I’m scheduling my hand goes to my left breast. Get off the phone and immediately check. Two lumps. Couldn’t believe I had never felt them before, although one is so tiny I could have never known. Face goes white. Heart drops into my stomach. What the fuck?


At the follow-up ultrasound the radiologist looks at me and says she is “very concerned”. My face is hot and buzzing and I barely say “But I feel fine”. “Good” she says, “You’re otherwise healthy which will help you stay strong”.


That night tossing and turning, I go through my whole life story in my head. How did I become the person I am today? Despite all obstacles, was I a good person? Had I done enough? How will I be remembered? What can I do before I die? Head spinning, then exhaustion.


Each movement feels like a tragedy. Each thought feels like the last one I might ever have. How would I be strong enough for treatment? How could my body tolerate it? Under five feet and ninety pounds, I can’t afford to lose any weight. How would I get through nausea? How would my kids feel about all of this? Would it traumatize them for life? How will my husband move on? How will I say goodbye? Can I work?


Total unpredictability. Nothing is certain. I am at the mercy of an unknown. Seventy to eighty percent of breast lumps are not cancer. Repeat, seventy to eighty percent of breast lumps are not cancer. How do women go through this? I somehow thought that because I am thin and eat my veggies and am active and have no immediate history of cancer that I would coast through life fairly well. That it only happens to other women.


It happens to anybody. I am no better and no worse than anyone who is struck by disease. I have begun to question every single thing I do, how I do it, what matters, what doesn’t matter. I have a newfound respect for every woman who has had to face this uncertainty and for those who braved treatment, for those who survived, and for those who did not. I could be hit by a car tomorrow. I could be struck by some other illness later in life. I just didn’t know I would get this close at this time. I just didn’t know.


Even though I believe in taking care of myself I don’t like to run to doctors for every last thing. Most ailments are nothing you can’t recover from in a week.


This, this is different. This is treacherous. This is powerful. This is bend on your knees please God don’t do this to me surrender. This is a total life re-evaluation. This is being at the mercy of the medical profession. This is trusting the help of others. This is real.


Day of the biopsy comes. Feeling oddly at peace with getting it taken care of. The smallest bit of curiosity about the procedure keeps me on track.


Having just started a wonderful new interior design job I should be feeling on top of the world. Then this. This thing that put everything into perspective or took it out of perspective, depending on how you look at it.


I had taken a muscle relaxer after signing the consent forms prior to the procedure, just enough to let me mellow out. Nervous as all hell lying on the table. The technician does her work on the ultrasound swirling the transducer on my skin, over the lumps, watching her screen. I watch too. I see the inside of my poor breast. My small breasts never gave me much trouble. In my teens I was a proud member of the itty-bitty-titty-committee, always took in stride my breasts were appropriately proportioned to my body. Overall wearing lightly padded bras made me feel just right, no complaints. Tender during periods as they’re supposed to be.


Now the left one is being taped off readied for poking. The doctor explains every step of the way. First bee sting shot of anesthetic. Not pleasant but not too bad. The doctor positions her biopsy tool, starting to ready for the first one of which I am told there will likely be four. Four fucking specimens. It goes into my breast and comes out with a loud staple gun-like click. I feel a sharp pain as though a knife has been inserted right into my nipple. I yell out and tears begin rolling down my face and I am trembling. The doctors say over and over, “so sorry, so sorry, so sorry”. They suspected that one might hurt because of the location in such a sensitive spot. They give me more local anesthesia. They wait for me to breathe, calm down, while one doctor rubs my foot and makes conversation. The three women in the room, the technician and the two doctors are as kind as they could possibly be.


UCLA is a teaching hospital and I learn there is often a young doctor being trained in these rooms. Aside from some whispering about getting the right position of this or that, and yes there you go, they tell me what is going on. I brace myself for the next sample once they have given the second anesthetic a chance to take over. They tell me when it will happen and thank the heavens above it is painless. I feel the jolt of the tool, hear the snap of the “staple gun” sound but feel no pain.


Pain is a bummer. Pain causes any human being to be at their most primal. Pain becomes you. And you ease yourself into it. And you try to pull yourself out. And where the pain is has a psychological effect on how you will respond. That the pain was in my small, delicate breast, that the pain was because we were testing for cancer made it all the more unbearable. But when there was no pain it was serious but not earth shattering. It was taking care of business.


Two more samples to go. Painless and painless. Done. The remaining necessities of the procedure finish as I continue to keep my hand over my eyes to avoid seeing my breast. Tiny pieces of metal had been placed in each biopsy site to identify for all future mammograms. Little swirls of titanium markers inside my left breast forever and always. Okay, I can live with that.


Then another mammogram to make sure the little metal things are where they should be. Oh great, another squeeze. Good thing I had the muscle relaxer. Feeling a little woozy in a good way and glad for it. Mammogram is done. The biopsy markers are where they should be. I head back to the private changing room and retrieve my clothes from the locker. I take a look in the mirror and it’s not bad at all. Small clear bandages over the little holes. A drop of blood. Breast still feels numb. I get dressed and meet Chuck in the lobby where he has been sitting for the past two hours reading a book.


Because it is holiday time, three days before Christmas, if I do not receive the result by Friday I have to wait until the following Wednesday, as the offices are closed. Well if I’m dying it won’t matter to know two days later. If I’m not dying it won’t matter to not know I’m not dying two days later. Either way I’m here, I have a beautiful family, a cute poodle, an annoying cat, a new job, a new haircut and I’m alive with an achy breast. Hopefully I’ll be alive for many more years. Hopefully I won’t die in a car accident. Hopefully I’ll live to be ninety-seven like my sweet great grandmother who had her wits about her until the very end, and like her daughter who lived a beautiful life and died peacefully at age ninety-four. If I have a deadly disease I will have to rely on modern medicine to help me live. If only to watch my beautiful children grow into beautiful adults, I have to live. If only to walk out into the sunshine in beautiful Santa Monica, I have to live.


What matters is that up until now I’ve done my best despite my failings. I might want to consider forgiving myself for the things I wished I hadn’t done or the things I wished I’d done better. I have to find that peace and while thinking of myself and all of the overwhelming fear I have roaming through my body there are others who suffer, who need help. There are others who live with pain from tragedy. I have a chance to recover one way or the other. I have that chance. And I will take it.


If I have cancer I will try not to be disgusted with my body. I will try to be kind to myself. It is out of my hands except that the power of good thought and sheer will can make anything happen. I need to believe that this is a blessing. That this is a call for me to re-establish my intent in the world, accept my flaws and possibly try to micromanage a little less. I need to learn how to love myself a little more and accept that not all things are solvable but most things are manageable.


Today is Thursday. I thought I was okay this morning. I took it slow. As the day wears on I feel the anxiety well up inside me. The not knowing, the not wanting to know, the anxiousness of wanting to know is mind boggling. The odds are in my favor.


Silly me, I will feel guilty for having caused my family upset. I don’t like to be a bother. I never feel as though I am important enough to allow anyone, including myself, to be overly concerned. If only I could handle it better. If only I were more brave.
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