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Praise for
The Cancer Book


“For those of us who have been in the ‘cancer club’—
as survivors or family members—the stories in this book are not just
brilliant and moving and often funny. They reach down in a variety of
ways and touch us in the deepest place, where fear and hope reside.”


~Jonathan Alter, Newsweek


“Chicken Soup for the Soul: The Cancer Book conveys an impressive
spectrum of cancer stories and poems written by patients, spouses,
children and caregivers.”


~Cynthia Nixon, actor and cancer survivor


“After I heard those dreaded words, ‘You have cancer,’
I found that the stories of fellow survivors offered me and my family
much needed hope. This book serves as a wonderful resource
to those coping with this disease.”


~Doug Ulman, three-time cancer survivor and
President/CEO, Lance Armstrong Foundation 
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Foreword


To the world you may be one person,
but to one person you may be the world.


~Anonymous


I almost wish this book didn’t exist. If nobody had cancer in the first place, the world would be a better place. But the disease rages on in all its incarnations and we deal with it head on.


And deal with it, we do. This book is a testament to that.


101 stories of courage, support, and love is an understatement. Each and every author reveals a unique piece of the human spirit—from finding strength they never knew they had to feeling an absolute fear of losing control; from discovering what true support and love means to realizing they are all alone; from finding faith to losing it and finding it again. In all of these stories, for better and for worse, we discover that everyone, male and female, young and old, rich and poor, has a story to tell about cancer.


Many of these essays are uplifting while others may not be easy to digest. But all are authentic and honest, and they reflect the staggering reality of the cancer world.


When I was first asked to compile this book, I thought it should contain a cross section of contributors: patients of all ages and backgrounds, their loved ones and friends, doctors and nurses and research technicians, those who have reached good conclusions and those who, unfortunately, have not.


The daunting task of reading all of the submissions became almost unbearable. I found myself absorbing the authors’ struggles and grew exhausted trying to make sense of it all. But eventually, I became energized by the stories, inspired by these remarkable testimonies. I discovered that cancer affects each of us differently and our reactions are often surprising.


Melissa Sorensen, of Woodbridge, Virginia, wrote of her husband, “When you’re diagnosed with cancer four times, it is not uncommon for family, friends, and coworkers to share their utter disbelief. I saw shock on people’s faces when Scott would say, “I’m trying out a few different cancers in hopes of finding one I really like.”


Dorian Solot, of Albany, New York, grew used to people staring at her bald head, but one day, when asked by a stranger in a hushed, I-feel-so-sorry-for-you tone, “Did you lose your hair?” she smiled and replied, “Lose my hair? Oh, no. It’s just invisible.” The stranger stared at her in shock. Then, she started to giggle, and so did Dorian, who wished her a good day and headed out the door.


Bonnie Davidson, of Marion, Massachusetts, struggling with the consequences of her cancer, overheard her daughter telling her boyfriend, “My mom has no breasts, no uterus, and no hair, and my dad still loves her. That’s the kind of love I want.”


That’s the kind of love I have discovered throughout this book. Now it’s your turn.


~David Tabatsky
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Out of the Blue


Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery.
Today is a gift.
That’s why we call it the present.


~Babatunde Olatunji
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Booger


Out of the blue, I discovered something in my nose. It was bleeding. I went to the doctor. She sent me to the hospital. I filled out the papers and got in line. I stayed overnight. They took a biopsy. I threw up all night. Next morning, they sent me home.


Two weeks later, I went back for the diagnosis and to discuss what form of treatment I would have.


One doctor said, “radiation.”


“Hmm,” I replied.


“On the right side of your face all the nerves will die and your right eye will drop and your neck will turn blue,” he continued.


“Oh really?” I responded.


I decided I needed a second opinion.


The next doctor said, “I think reconstruction is the way to go.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“We remove your nose and then we remove the cancer,” she began, without blinking an eye. “We pull away the right side of your face, just above the eyelid, over to the left side of your face and the left side then goes back over the right and then we can reconstruct your nose.”


“No kidding?” I said. “And you’ve done this before?”


“All the time,” she replied.


I decided I needed a third opinion.


The next doctor told me that I would need chemotherapy for twenty minutes a day, five days a week, for six weeks. Knowing myself pretty well after sixty-four years, I’m pretty sure I can’t do anything on time, five days a week for six weeks straight.


“Well, if you do nothing, you’ll die,” he said, quite matter of factly.


“I have a loving wife and great kids,” I began to say out loud.


“That’s nice,” he replied.


“Is there an alternative?” I asked.


“No,” he said, so firmly that I almost believed him.


“What about laser treatment?” I asked, showing off my research skills.


“There is no difference between radiation and laser,” he replied.


“Oh really? What if you slice down the side of my nose and go in and cut the booger out?”


“Booger?” he asked, not understanding my choice of words.


“Yeah, the booger, the piece in my nose. The cancer!” I answered, remembering that I was living in Germany and not everyone knew what a booger was.


He said, “I’ll call the surgeon. If you sign a paper to the effect that if he finds any complications we will reconstruct your....”


“Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “With all due respect for you and your treatment plan, I’d rather drink muddy water and sleep in a hollow log.”


With that remark, I got up and left the interrogation room. As I passed through the lobby, I saw all these folks waiting for their turn with the men in white coats. At this point in my life, I have learned there are three things bad for you: white sugar, white bread, and men in white coats.


While walking home, I realized I had no choice but to develop some form of self-healing. I needed even more information on my type of disease. Since I’d been meditating for many years I totally believed in the magic of the world around and within us, so I prayed for guidance.


It became very clear that for a nose operation I needed to be in a hospital in the country, away from the city. I was gonna need fresh air. Luckily, in Germany one has a choice of places to go, so I called my dentist, who lives in a little village in the center of a part of Germany I can’t pronounce, and I told him about my problem.


“Bob, I’m a dentist,” was his first response.


“Yeah, I know, but I need help,” I replied. “I need some alternative thing.”


“We just have a small hospital here,” he continued.


“I know, but I like the vibe,” I said.


“Okay, come down,” he answered. “I’ll set you up with the professor.”


At the hospital, the professor doctor sat me in this kind of electric looking chair and he looked in my nose and he looked some more and finally he said, “Do you want me to do this?”


I said, “Yes, that’s why I’m here.”


“Are you sure? Because I could do this.”


“Yes, I’m sure.”


“Then, why did you call a dentist?” he asked. “A dentist can’t do this but I can.”


“I called him because he’s my friend,” I replied.


“I know,” the professor doctor said. “He can’t do it, but I can.”


“Right,” I said.


I figured anyone that crazy is either great or really crazy.


A couple of days later, I had the operation. The professor doctor came to my room to check my nose. I looked like Karl Malden on a bad day, but I couldn’t see a mark, a scar, nothing. Before I was ready to go home to Berlin he came back in my room, very excited.


“I got it all!” he cried.


“How did ya do it doc?” I asked.


“Forget it,” he said. “You’ll never understand.”


Two years later, I found out. He had done it by hand. While I was in dreamland, he’d reached up my nose and done his magic. For five hours he worked. He put a piece of tendon in my nose to cover the hole from the removal of the tumor. In short, he took an entirely different direction than any of the other doctors were ready to take. He did what I wish all doctors would do: he made a choice based purely on my health and not on what was best for the insurance and pharmaceutical companies.


I had prayed for magic. I had changed my diet. I had chosen the belief that we’re all going to die so I worked on that spirit before I saw the crazy professor doctor. And now, with great pleasure, I still have a nose from which to happily remove a booger.


~Bob Lenox
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The Brave Spider


“But I’m only twenty-five years old.”


“I know.”


“I’ve got two boys to raise by myself.”


I sat in Dr. Anderson’s office, trying to convince him that I didn’t have time for cancer, that I couldn’t work it into my schedule and that I simply would not be told that I had it.


“I’m in my twenties, for God’s sake,” I shouted. “No one my age gets cancer.”


Dr. Anderson stood quietly by while I cursed, cried and yelled, and when I didn’t have it in me anymore, I collapsed onto his sofa, wishing it was just a bad dream. My mind was racing with the finality of it all.


“Jamie, are you okay?”


Dr. Anderson’s voice was smooth and calm. I resented him immediately.


“Am I okay?” I screeched. “No, I’m not. What am I going to do?


What was I going to tell Aaron and Ryan, my boys, my buddies, my little babies?


“This is not the end,” Dr. Anderson said. I could hear a touch of panic in his voice as he saw the blood draining from my face. “We can talk about surgery and medication. You’re young; you can get through this.”


It was as if I was hearing him from inside a tunnel. My mind latched onto key words like, “not the end,” “surgery,” and “get through this.”


“What do you mean?”


“We can do a partial mastectomy.”


Dr. Anderson spoke quickly to hold my attention.


“You’re a large-breasted girl so this type of surgery may do you well in the long run but the main thing is, we can get the cancer.”


His eyes were soft and I knew he meant what he was saying. I looked down at my chest as I breathed and saw that he was right. I was a large-breasted woman. I can see my legs. Now they’re gone. There they are again. Now they’re gone. I was at least a DD with enough to spare.


“When?” was all I asked.


“As soon as possible,” he replied. “The less time we give it to spread the better, and judging from your mammogram, we stand a good chance of getting it all.”


“So,” I hesitated, “there is a chance that you might not.”


“There is always that chance, yes,” Dr. Anderson said.


A week later, I went under the knife. After surgery, Dr. Anderson explained that he thought they had gotten it all and I would now be a small C cup in breast size. I spent the next several days relearning to walk because the change in my chest size had thrown my balance off.


I arrived home to find my sons, Aaron, who was nine years old, and Ryan, who had just turned four, waiting at the front door with flowers and homemade cards. They led me to the bedroom, helped me into bed and then crawled in with me. Aaron read me a story while Ryan huddled close. We fell asleep together.


I had made it through surgery, but the hard part was just beginning. I started chemo three days later. Each time, I spent several hours in my bathroom afterwards, vomiting. Being sick to my stomach was hard enough, but I also had more than fifty stitches around my breasts. The chemo made me tired and sick and it didn’t take long before I began to regret the surgery.


“What do you mean, you wish you hadn’t started this?” my mother demanded. “The alternative is death; is that what you want for your boys?”


“Maybe,” I shot back. “Maybe they’d be better off without me. Look at me. I have two jobs, I’m going to college, and we’re living with roommates to make house payments. I’m a mess, and I’m tired. Maybe they’d be better off with their father.”


“You don’t mean that,” my mother said quietly.


“No,” I said. “I don’t.”


I watched Aaron and Ryan out the window, playing with a bug. Ryan was trying to pick it up and Aaron was systematically slapping his hand away. Ryan adored a good bug.


I didn’t want the boys to live with their father but I was reaching my limit.


Seven weeks later, I came home from chemo one day and headed straight for the bathroom to throw up. An hour later, I slid to the floor and felt like I would stay there, wedged between the toilet and the shower, and cry myself to death. The boys were out so I could wail as loudly as I needed and no one would be the wiser. I tried to stand up but couldn’t find the strength. I managed to grab a bottle of painkillers the doctor had prescribed with about twenty left. I popped the cap and poured them all into my hand.


“You can do it,” said the voice in my head. “You can end all the pain right here.”


As I lifted my hand, pills and all, to my mouth, I heard the front door open. The boys were home. I put my head down on the toilet seat and cried. My hand began to sweat on the pills. Ryan appeared in the doorway, a smile on his face and his hand held out proudly. When he realized I was crying, his smile disappeared and he began to cry too.


He ran inside the room and threw his free hand around my neck. He wasn’t about to let go of whatever he had in the other hand.


“Ryan, Mommy is okay. I was just sad for a minute.” He sniffled and tried to read my face, to see if I was telling the truth. I did my best to smile. Ryan smiled too, and hugged me.


“It’s okay, Mommy,” he cooed, rubbing my hair.


I asked him what was in his hand. He burst into a grin, and as he held it out I screamed in surprise. In Ryan’s small hand lay a Daddy Longlegs, which he displayed proudly. At first I thought the spider was dead but then it moved.


“Ryan,” I said sternly. “Take that thing back outside.” He looked up at me suddenly concerned.


“But Mommy,” he protested. “He’s special, look.”


I looked. It was a spider. I wasn’t getting it.


“I named him Harry. He only has five legs, see.” I looked at Ryan’s new pet and sure enough, he only had five legs.


“Harry might have run into a monster spider or a bird and it tore off his leg,” Ryan explained. “But Harry keeps on living with just five legs. Look Mommy, Harry doesn’t give up.”


I sat there in awe. I suddenly realized how selfish I had been to even consider giving up. Here was my baby boy looking at the world with such innocent eyes and learning some very big lessons from a bug, of all things. I hugged Ryan close for a long time. He hugged me back just as hard and for just as long. As we sat there holding each other, marveling over Harry, the five-legged spider, I dropped that handful of pills into the toilet and flushed it. My younger son was saving my life.


~Jamie Farris
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It’s Not the Answer. It’s the Question.


As the doctor pointed at the blue, shape-shifting blobs moving across a darkened screen, I tried to be analytical even as I was feeling devastated. I tried to appear hopeful, while all I heard was one word: malignant. Ever since my doctor had said the c-word along with my name, both in the same sentence, all I really saw was my life slipping away, vanishing before my eyes.


My thoughts raced in a hundred directions. I’m only forty-four, too young to leave behind the people who love me. And my five Labradors, my Jack Russell—what about them? Would they feel as if I’d abandoned them? Wonder what they’d done wrong?


For the past year, I’d been dealing with my mother’s battle against her own inoperable cancer. Then, a week before my surgery, my father was rushed to the hospital for an emergency procedure, a complication from his colon cancer.


I’d blinked, and suddenly we were all struggling for our lives.


I wondered: Why me? A ridiculous question when you think about it, really, because there’s no logical answer. Cancer is what happens to other people, people who don’t take good care of themselves, people exposed to insidious carcinogens or deadly asbestos, people living under power lines. People just like me.


I heard voices. Not the kind that come from an unbalanced mind—just the opposite, because these voices came with clarity, and that was the problem. The truth had never been an issue for me. I’m a curious person. I’ve often been criticized for trying to make sense of the senseless. But this cancer coming out of nowhere, I realized, would be my toughest test of all.


I tried to accept the challenge but didn’t get far. If there was a lesson, I just wasn’t learning it. If there was a blessing, I didn’t feel it. There was no inspiration, no revelation. No matter how hard I tried to make things fit, I couldn’t. At the end of the day, I still had cancer and no suitable explanation.


Was I going crazy? Had the stress from my diagnosis forced some sort of break with reality? It seemed possible. On the outside, my world was in turmoil. It would have been easy to fall apart, but instead, I did the opposite. I pulled everything together.


Facing my own mortality forced me to prioritize.


I heard something, nothing audible, but it was very clear and very powerful, and there was no mistaking the message: Cancer wasn’t just about me; it actually involved everyone else. My world began shifting toward a more universal consciousness. In life, there are no bad experiences, only lessons. It’s easy to get caught up in a crisis, but if you’re only watching the ball, then you’re missing the game. Shifting your focus beyond the obvious is the real game and I was somehow learning how to play.


How many times in the past had I looked at a problem and found the outcome to be more valuable than what caused it in the first place? A light bulb began to blink above my head. Isn’t how I react to disorder ultimately what will free me from it?


The tougher questions lay beneath the surface: if I didn’t survive this, would my life have been everything I’d wanted it to be? Would there be apologies left unsaid? Forgiveness denied? Had I done everything I could to leave the world a little better than it was before I got here?


On the flipside—and perhaps most important—if I survived this, would I make a daily commitment to those same principles?


They removed the cancer early enough and even saved my kidney. That’s the good news. The bad news—if you want to call it that—is that it may return. There are two spots on my other kidney. They, too, might be malignant. That my cancer is a rare, hereditary form increases the likelihood. The doctor says all we can do is watch and wait.


CT scans will likely become a way of life for me, something I’ll have to live with for a long time, but I refuse to see them as constant reminders of the deadly intruder lurking within my cell structure. For me, they are reminders of something else, something much more important. They remind me of time, my most priceless commodity. It’s not about how much of it I have. It’s about how much I do with it.


Living each day like it’s your last is like climbing the tallest mountain in the world. It doesn’t matter how long you get to look down. Just being able to see it makes every second priceless and every step well worth the trip.


I didn’t really know that before. The disease has changed that.


The way I to respond to cancer will reveal its true meaning for me. I have moved past my tragedy and found its significance. The further I have gone, the clearer it has actually become.


Each day is a one-time offer.


~Andrew E. Kaufman
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Becoming a Patient


I was first diagnosed with breast cancer fifteen years ago. I was a single parent with two daughters: one away in college and a twelve-year-old at home. I was also in love with the man who is now my husband.


Having been an oncology social worker for fourteen years, I thought I knew a great deal about living with cancer. I was wrong. The diagnosis literally brought me to my knees.


I decided to be treated at the hospital that had long been my professional home. I wondered whether it was fair to ask my friends to be my caregivers. With their words: “I can’t stand taking care of you, but I would hate it more if anyone else were,” and “If we can’t take care of each other, what good are we in this world?” I knew that it was the right decision.


Those of us who work in oncology make a pact with the gods. If we devote our lives to taking care of others, our own lives, and those of people whom we love, will be protected. Intellectually, we know that it’s not so, but in our hearts, the contract is sealed.


My diagnosis shattered any magical thinking that lingered. In spite of my relative youth, forty-four, and excellent health, something really bad had happened. For several weeks, I said nothing to my patients, rationalizing that they would be upset by the news. The truth was, I couldn’t bear to say it out loud.


Eventually, I had to share the news. With almost no exceptions, everyone reacted with genuine affection and empathy. The months that followed transformed my life’s work to my own.


Since my diagnosis, I have had great credibility. I have often wondered why anyone previously believed a single word that I uttered. What blind faith my patients once placed in me.


As the years passed, I worried less about a recurrence. I never felt completely safe, but I stopped being constantly afraid. It never occurred to me to worry that I might develop a second primary breast cancer and yet that’s what happened in 2005.


There is no literature about how to manage cancer a second time while continuing to work as an oncology social worker, being married to an oncologist in the same practice, and dealing with collegial and patient relationships that become traumatized.


Unlike the first time, the diagnosis exploded. My yearly mammogram revealed an area of concern that would require a core biopsy.


My situation complicated matters with my patients. For better or for worse, I knew that I had become a role model of how to live with cancer. Watching me, healthy and strong and happy, had given hope to many women newly diagnosed. Unlike 1993, when I wondered if I would ever stop crying, this second time, I was dry-eyed. There was work to be done.


At the same time, I felt very vulnerable, aware of my mortal fragility, and mourned even the small possibility of ever living in blissful denial. I was achingly aware of the wonder, richness, and love of my life, and the possibility that cancer could steal it from me too soon. I was overwhelmed with sorrow and regret for what it could do to my husband, my daughters, my family, my friends, and my colleagues.


My husband, Chief of Oncology at our hospital, was put in a more public and vulnerable position than he would have ever chosen. When patients asked him, “If I were your wife, what would you tell me to do?” the question took on an entirely different meaning. As my diagnosis was revealed, many wondered, “If they could not even protect Hester, what will happen to me?”


Surgery was scheduled for the following week. Most of my patients were wonderful. Unfortunately, a few were not. One woman, in the midst of a medical crisis herself, literally jumped from her chair to shake her fist at me: “How dare you leave me now? How dare you have cancer again?”


The primary physical aftermath of this surgery is fatigue not pain, so, when I was awake, I generally felt pretty well. My younger daughter stayed a week, and was then relieved by her older sister who stayed the second. We had not had that kind of time together for years, and it was wonderful.


The most difficult clinical interactions were around privacy and my insistence that I not be metaphorically swallowed up by my patients. I had been living “cancer on a pedestal” and “cancer in a fishbowl.” There was tremendous pressure, mostly self-imposed, to look as well as possible every day. Buying a good wig helped; having a consult with the make-up maven helped more.


I was surprised by how much I hated being bald; I felt ugly, vulnerable, and very public. A few days after shaving my head in anticipation of the hair loss, I went with my family to a local ice cream stand. I was wearing a hat, feeling terribly self-conscious, when I overheard someone nearby say, “Oh, look; she must have cancer.” I fled to the car. I felt humiliated and shamed. After all these years of being the cancer professional, I could not bear being the public patient. And yet I had to be.


Getting dressed became a clinical decision. I had to consider the day’s appointments to figure out what I could wear on my head. I could not imagine walking into our waiting room, introducing myself to a newly diagnosed breast cancer patient and having her see, in one horrified instant that I, too, was on chemotherapy. Once my eyebrows and eyelashes were gone, it was even worse. Surprisingly, given the hype about the improvement around symptom control during chemotherapy, this course was much more difficult than the one I endured in 1993.


I took a few days off during the course of chemotherapy, but was almost always at work, even though I felt constantly nauseated. Each morning began with my husband’s bedside delivery of tea and saltines. Many days, I forced myself to get to the gym, per my usual routine, and found that the workout and the camaraderie improved my psychological, if not my physical, outlook. I survived at work on warm ginger ale, a holdover from childhood.


Finally, with two weekly treatments to go, I accompanied my husband on a trip to Switzerland where he was giving a talk. He, my doctor, and my nurse practically pushed me onto that airplane; I was too exhausted to imagine such an undertaking.


“You can sleep just as well in Geneva,” they told me, and they were right. Those few days were the beginning of my recovery. Sitting by the lake, looking at the Alps, I remembered the beauties and the possibilities of the world. I even began to believe that I could rejoin it.


And now, three years later, I feel strong again, healthy, and happy. Again, I am slipping into less fear and more trust with my health, in spite of the daily reminders that it could always happen again.


~Hester Hill Schnipper, LICSW, BCD, OSW-C
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Numb


It was just another day in middle school—joking around, making fun of kids, and disrupting classes. Math was the last one of the day and most kids found it to be a joke because the teacher had no control over our behavior and we exploited that.


In the middle of class, my friend Sam handed me a letter with my name on it. I was certain I was in trouble—again. That was my daily routine: getting a letter from one of my teachers, being sent to the office, getting detention or even suspended.


The letter was written by my mother, informing the teacher that my father had cancer and to please be more lenient with me in class. I raced out of the classroom, crying. All of the kids thought I was trying to disrupt things, as usual, and my teacher came running after me, yelling for me to come back.


He caught me in the hallway and told me to calm down. I told him what the letter said and I asked him if he had read it too. He reluctantly said yes and kindly offered to take me to the office, where my mother was waiting to pick me up.


I was anxious the rest of the day as I waited for my father to show up. Finally, in the evening, he arrived in his black Volkswagen Beetle, surprised to find me waiting for him in front of my mom’s apartment building.


For the next hour, we discussed how to go about things, but I didn’t feel like much of a participant. The conversation was more at me than with me. My parents were doing their best to relieve my stress, but every word they spoke corresponded with cancer. They asked me if I had any questions but I was too numb to say a word. That single hour was the most serious, real moment I had ever spent in my thirteen-year-old life.


After that, everything changed.


As my father’s sickness became a lifestyle, it affected my average day. I would leave school but not find him there to pick me up. I would call to play catch or go for a drive, but he would be too tired. I would go days without seeing him. If I brought up cancer, he would shut down, and if I brought up an interesting topic, he would loosely listen. Our bonding time turned into questions about his possible death, which irritated and scared him. So, we did mindless activities, like watching TV.


One night, at my mom’s house, I found out that his cancer had spread to the brain. I immediately ran outside in my shorts even though it was snowy. I had to find my dad and hold him. I ran to his apartment and he was surprised to see me. He acted as if nothing was wrong, and I asked him if the illness had really gotten worse. He told me he was feeling fine, but I knew how sick he was. Days later, his illness became more obvious as he began slurring his words. He had headaches and he was irritable all the time.


Every night before I got in bed I would ask my mom if my dad’s condition was “in the status quo.” One night, she told me the cancer had spread to his liver. I just cried all night.


Focusing was pretty tough during school. I left class frequently just to think. While my dad was dying, everything I did seemed like it might not last. My father’s health seemed short term and my relationship with him was too.


On the day my dad died, my mom came to school and told me it was time. I went to his apartment and watched a man in a bed waiting to die, a man named George who seemed like someone I’d never met before. No one knows if he accepted his death, but my eyes saw a man who was ready.


When it was finally over, I didn’t really know how to feel. I was in a state of shock, but mostly I was ready for a new beginning. I was sad, but I was also happy. I was glad my father was out of pain.


I didn’t have to deal with the stress of him dying anymore. But, unfortunately, when every single person shared their condolences all it did was make me think about him.


Looking back, I think one of the most depressing days was when we saw our last movie together. I woke up that day knowing it would be the last one. He was getting too skinny and too tired, and he was ready to die. That morning, my mother and I dragged him out of his apartment and took a taxi to the theater.


Constantine was about the devil and death, and made sharing the last movie with my dad very awkward. Most of all, it was sad. Imagine having to say goodbye to your dad for like, forever. The whole time I was just trying to make conversation to get my mind off him dying. But he didn’t feel like talking. He was just dying.


The way I am now is confusing. There are some things that I can’t think about or I will cry. Thinking about the year that he had cancer mostly does it for me. Sometimes, I see father-son relationships on TV or in the movies and I get pretty sad. However, on a typical day I barely think about him. I do have fears that other loved ones will become ill and I will have to deal with the same process all over again. I also fear that my mother will die and I will have no parents.


Sometimes, I blame things in my life on my dad’s passing from cancer. But right now, that whole thing was a brief period in my life that I never want to think about.


~Joseph O’Rourke, age 17
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Tough


“That’s an impressive tumor,” my doctor said, showing me the X-ray.


I had hoped the appointment would be quick because even though I coughed all the way through the exam I couldn’t really afford the break from work.


He was busy and a little exasperated with me. But my doctor is maddeningly thorough. He checked my lungs, my sinuses, my breath output—all with no conclusion. He mumbled something about ruling out pneumonia but I think he really sent me down for a chest X-ray just to buy some time before he prescribed a tranquilizer and therapy.


After the X-ray, I was left alone in an unused exam room for what seemed like forever. It was dark and eerily quiet outside. I was sure I’d been forgotten. I had mountains of work waiting for me and my frustration grew. I thought about walking out and calling later, but I was so tired and resting in that lonely room wasn’t that bad.


The doctor finally came and showed me the X-ray. I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing or what he was saying. He’s normally business-like, a little brusque, and sometimes sarcastic, but he was clearly shaken as he pointed to that sponge-like, white mass between my lungs and tried to explain what I was seeing.


That was the first time I heard the phrase, “impressive tumor.” Now, I hear it from every doctor when they see the scans, as they introduce themselves and shake my hand. It’s like I’m being congratulated for giving a great speech or breaking an Olympic record, while all I’ve done is accidentally grow a giant, malignant mass around my windpipe.


The other thing I hear repeatedly is that I’m tough.


Even people I barely know say, “You’re tough. You’ll be fine.”


What does that mean? What if I’m not tough? How does anyone know I’m tough enough to survive this? I’ve decided it’s a standard phrase people like to use, like a coach encouraging his star kicker before he goes onto the field. Like if people say it enough, I’ll start to believe it and make it come true. My husband, Dave, says they’re not kidding.


“Everyone can see how tough you are.”


I always thought it would be cool to be tough. I wanted to be that bad girl: rail thin, wearing a black leather jacket and smoking a cigarette outside some punk rock bar. I don’t think that’s what people mean when they call me tough. Am I tough like stringy beef? Like a gang member from West Side Story? Maybe I’m tough like the suitcase the gorilla stomps on in the old commercial.


How does any of that help me survive cancer?


I keep showing up for chemotherapy and do my best to hang on during the three ghastly days after each session. When I’m not sick, I meditate, exercise, and call my friends and family for support. I sleep a lot. I journal. I cry. I don’t feel tough.


My beautiful hair began coming out in handfuls. I left embarrassing trails of hair in people’s cars and on chair backs. My normal hair bands wouldn’t stay put.


I mourned. I fretted. I have always been vain about my hair. After the second treatment, my normally thick hair started looking stringy and greasy. Lots of gray started coming through, but coloring it was out of the question.


So I did it. I took it all off. I shaved my head. It was easier and harder than I thought. I have read over and over that shaving your head is one way to take charge of the treatment process when so much is out of your control. Great advice, but there is not one word written on how physically difficult it is to shave a full head of hair. I have new respect for Army barbers.


I stood in front of the mirror in my pajamas, contemplating how to start. I cut as much as I could reach. I cried as I watched my expensive highlights pile up in the garbage. I took Dave’s electric razor and whoosh! Back to front, front to back. I looked like a warrior from Braveheart, with strange tufts and bare patches all over my head.


My seventeen-year-old daughter, Jessica, heard the razor and came to see what was happening. I handed it to her and said, “Do the back.” Bless her. She did a great job finishing what I had missed.


When she was done, I was bald. I didn’t see a freak or a crazy person. I saw me.


I looked tough.


~Liz Elliott
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Cancer Cannot Cripple Love


I was eleven years old when my world came crashing down. It started when my brother tumbled down the stairs, hurting his ankle. We thought he had a sprain, but the tests showed nothing at all. My mom ordered more tests but nobody was worried, especially me. I was more focused on getting ready for my first year of middle school. Surely nothing horrible was happening to my older brother, the one person who has been there for me, as my rock and my friend, from the minute I was born.


I was wrong.


My dad came home from the hospital, sat me down on my bed, and looked me straight in the eye. I bounced up and down on the mattress, waiting for him to say Matthew had a sprained ankle. But those weren’t the words I heard.


“Emily, Matthew has cancer. Things are going to be different from now on.”


My innocent smile faded because I knew what cancer was. My grandma had it but she survived. I remembered the pictures of her sick, with no hair. I couldn’t imagine my brother losing his hair. I loved his hair, along with most of the girls in his grade. As I sat on my bed, a million things flashed through my head. When I pictured Matthew, my hero, in pain, I started to cry.


From that day on, things were never the same.


Chemotherapy was difficult. Matthew was tired and always throwing up. Cancer made Matthew a completely different person. But he stayed strong. He stayed alive. He saw his cancer as nothing more than a really bad cold, so I did, too. It would go away, never to return, and we could go back to our normal lives.


But not so fast. Cancer likes to leave a mark on everyone connected to it.


I came home from school one day, and what a terrible day it had been. My best friend and I had a falling out and she had punched me very hard on the shoulder. Our friendship was over and I knew it. I thought that things could not get worse, but cancer had other things in store.


My mom drove me home and said Matthew had some news for me. I immediately thought he would have to be shipped off to some hospital far, far away and I wouldn’t see him for months. But when I saw the look on Matthew’s face, it was obvious. I knew it all along. I sat down and just blurted it out.


“They’re going to take your leg, aren’t they?” My brother looked down and nodded. It was the worst day of my life.


After the amputation, things got rough. The pain was excruciating for Matthew, and it was hard for him to handle. I would wake up to him screaming every night, and I lost a lot of sleep. My friends could not begin to understand what I was going through and I had no desire to talk to kids in the same situation; it would only depress me even more. So I decided not to deal with it. Instead, I would focus on silly school dramas, just like every preteen should.


Finally, after many sidetracks (including him breaking the top of his amputated leg), Matthew headed into remission. I wish I could say I was ecstatic, thrilled, and excited. But I was numb. It was the first good news in a long time. The only thing I did absorb was that I had my brother back.


Things slowly returned to normal. Matthew was once again complaining about school, people stopped spreading rumors that he was going to die, and I was able to wave away the school dramas that had occupied too much of my energy.


Instead, I looked forward to my cruise to Mexico with my grandparents and my best friend, Pilar, who was like my sister. The cruise started out great, and we were having a very memorable time together. The day after we left was the day Matthew had to get his scans to see if the cancer had returned.


It was December 22nd, 2006.


The second I saw the look in my grandpa’s eyes, I knew it was back. Pilar and I spent the whole day crying and holding each other.


I was more ready for it the second time. Matthew and Dad were home even less than before so I turned my attention to my best guy friend to ease the pain I felt in their absence. I also tried to visit as much as possible, but getting to know everyone in the hospital depressed me. I never felt good being a regular.


My mom and dad were eventually faced with a tough decision. A stem cell transplant could save my brother’s life, but it could also end it. A bone marrow transplant was another option (and I was to be the donor), but his chances of relapsing were greater.


One day it was to be the bone marrow, the next the stem cell, the next neither, and so on. By the time I was in eighth grade, and hating it, they had settled on the stem cell transplant, which would mean around a month in the hospital for Matthew, receiving stem cells into his bloodstream. I was incredibly nervous, especially when my mom told me about the chances of survival.


All the hugs of support from kids in my grade could not help how scared I was. Throughout the school trip I was stuck on, I was miserable and my friends drew away from me. I kept thinking about my brother, stuck in the hospital.


A few days after Thanksgiving, Matthew was released from the hospital, in full remission. After missing his freshman and sophomore year and half his junior year, he returned to school to complete everything all at once. It was great to have him back, even if I still had to see him in a wheelchair. It just felt right. I could finally leave my numb and cold stage behind and become a typical teenage girl.


When I look back, I remember the emotional sidetracks. Nobody ever asked me how I was doing. It was always how Matthew was, or my mom or dad. But never me.


I was the messenger. But sometimes, someone would get the message. After Matthew was officially in remission, my best guy friend came up to me, put his hand on my shoulder, and told me that he was glad I was okay.


And it was true. I was okay. I am okay. I have overcome being neglected.


I am finally ready for high school.


~Emily Beaver, age 14
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How Do I Say This?


Dear Parents of Incoming Fourth Graders,


I hope that summer’s end finds you well rested and excited to begin a new school year.


Well rested? Who am I kidding? I haven’t slept in a week.


I’m really looking forward to getting off to a good start with your kids and I’m very excited to meet with you and your child. But first, I would like to update you on some of the events that have recently transpired in my life and describe how they may affect the experiences of your children at school this year.


What a mouthful. Enough pleasantries, better just say it. IT? Can I say IT without them calling school to withdraw their kids?


You’re not a serial killer. You’re a teacher, and a darn good one, so teach.


I have recently been diagnosed with Stage IV Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, a relatively rare cancer of the lymphatic system, discovered after a routine physical this summer. In the coming months, I will be undergoing twelve cycles of ABVD chemotherapy with the possibility of radiation treatment to follow.


Boy, I’d hate to be a parent receiving this letter. Just what a new school year needs—more stress. And what about the kids? I’m sure this isn’t how they’ve pictured their return to the classroom. I can hear it already:


“Watch out! Here he comes! He looks weird! Don’t let him touch you!”


And, worst of all, “My grandpa died of cancer. Is my teacher gonna die?”


I want to assure all of you that I have surrounded myself with the very best team of Lymphoma specialists and they assure me that my prognosis looks very good.


Yeah, and do I have that in writing anywhere?


Our school administration has been very receptive to my new situation and has very kindly offered to support me in any way I need.


That’s good because two months after getting married would be a heck of a time to lose my job. I hope they’re serious about supporting me in any way I need.


To that end, they will be hiring an assistant to help me in the classroom on days when I’m not feeling well enough to come to school.


Hopefully, there won’t be too many days like that. Oh my god, I could miss weeks at a time. I hope they’ll get someone good.


Those of you whose children I’ve taught in the past will probably guess that I will be completely open with the students in sharing my experience.


To a point. They don’t need to know the really bad stuff. Is there going to be really bad stuff? How do I share that without sharing too much?


(Of course, I will do this in an age-appropriate manner.)


I see this as one of life’s great “teachable moments” and I don’t intend to squander it.


What if these parents don’t buy it? Like, who needs a sick teacher hanging out with my kid every day? What if there’s an uproar and it spreads?


I need to tread carefully. Perhaps I should be less cavalier about it.


I cannot imagine a better place to be during the months ahead. The doctors assure me that Hodgkin’s Disease has a very high survival rate, and I am confident that the numbers are on my side. I have every intention of setting a good example for your kids. So, what I may lack in fortune, I’ll make up for in fight.


I wonder if my hair will fall out. I wonder how fast.


“Hey, watch it, will ya? You’re getting hair all over my homework!”


At least my wife can’t stop me from shaving my head! This is my chance to look like a professional soccer player! A skinny, nauseous, soccer player, but anyway, I’ve always wanted to have something in common with Lance.


I count myself lucky to teach at a school with such a close-knit, supportive community of teachers, students, and parents.


How am I going to make it through this entire year?


How long can I keep a brave face on?


If I can’t hack it, what will that mean for all of us?


I know that different families may handle news like this differently. I invite you all to initiate dialogues with your children so that they will have some prior knowledge of cancer when I explain it to them at school. If you have any questions about methods or details, please feel free to call me at home.


Which kids do I have this year? I’ll have to check the list. Certain kids might not be able to deal with their teacher going through this. Changes might need to be made.


I want to thank all of you in advance for your patience and understanding.


I look forward to seeing you in school.


I look forward to writing you my next letter, announcing I am cancer-free.


Fondly,


And terrified,


~Benjamin Schwartz
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Cancer Sucks


I’m your average teenage girl. I like to shop, hang out with friends, play sports, fight with my parents, and check out boys—all that good teenage stuff.


Besides that, I’m not average, and hope to never be. Last year, I was diagnosed with a cancerous brain tumor. And since then, my life has changed and never will be the same.


Saturday, January 12th.


I felt like I was going to throw up, but I couldn’t get out of bed. Finally, I made it to the bathroom. My parents took me to the clinic. I was given a shot and sent home.


Sunday, I went to church and did my homework.


Monday, I felt sick again so I didn’t eat breakfast. But I’m serious about school, and my exams were coming up so I wasn’t going to let a headache and a bad stomach stop me.


While walking home with my boyfriend, I felt extremely dizzy. I fell into a puddle. I couldn’t walk without help so Peter let me place my head on his chest as he walked backwards all the way home, which was actually quite a feat.


My mother took me immediately to our family doctor. When I stepped off the examining table, I had to feel around for the ground with my foot before I could step down and even then I felt terribly off balance.


At the hospital, I was placed inside an MRI machine that made the loudest, most awful noises I’d ever heard. I wasn’t allowed to move at all.


Hours later, my doctor arrived and asked to see my parents out in the hallway. This may work with younger children, but I was fifteen years old and I knew it could only be bad news, even though I never thought it was going to be anything too terrible.


My parents said I had a brain tumor. I wasn’t scared or worried and I wanted them to know that right away so I just chuckled and smiled and said okay.


Six days later, I had my operation. The last thing I remember was a cold room with a big table.


The next day, after eleven hours of surgery, I couldn’t move. I must’ve been in pretty bad shape, judging by the looks of my family. My entire face was severely swollen from lying on my stomach during surgery and I was in immense pain.


That’s when I saw my father cry—my father, who has always been my inspiration, the man I’ve always looked up to as my rock, who I’d never seen in a weak moment, much less crying. He was pacing as the tears fell from his face and I knew he didn’t want me to see him so torn apart. Only at that moment did I cry for the first time.


When I got home a week later, I couldn’t move my neck or return to school. I sat at home for weeks, occupying myself with television and trying to move my neck.


I was never alone for long. I had visitors—school friends, coaches, friends of my parents, parents of my friends—it seemed like everyone was sending cards and coming over. I had never known that so many people cared for me. I also received hundreds of cards from people I didn’t even know and that amazed me.


Finally, I went back to school and was overwhelmed by the work. But my teachers worked through it with me.


A month later, I started radiation and chemo. I had to lie on my stomach with my head strapped tightly to the table. This was uncomfortable and painful. The radiation didn’t hurt, but it smelled. My dislike for the smell grew so bad that just entering the building could nauseate me.


I also started losing my hair. At first, it fell out in small clumps and I tried with all my might not to think about it. But one night, after growing so tired of it falling out, I started gently pulling. Five minutes later, my entire hairline was pushed back at least four inches.


The next day, more and more fell out. I was so torn up I asked my father to shave my head. I knew he could do it because he’s strong-willed and he’s been shaving his own head for years. But I couldn’t stand the sight of my hair falling to the ground and I asked him to stop. I cried and couldn’t breathe. My dad held me and calmed me down. That marked the second time I had cried. Ten minutes later, he finished my head.


I went to school the next day, wearing a hat. I didn’t let anyone see my “new look” unless it was a close friend or the occasional person who asked. I’m far from being shy. I’m loud, opinionated, and I like to think I’m fun. But losing something that’s such a part of me, like my hair, made me much less confident.


I gradually got used to my new head but hated the way it looked without being tan. Since our family was about to go on our annual vacation to Florida I would have a chance to tan my new, hairless head.


At first, I was self-conscious because of the large scar on the back of my head. But gradually, I convinced myself that I was going to be me no matter what I looked like.


Then, someone on the beach told me I was beautiful. Not because of my looks but because of how I never seemed to care about any kind of troubles and just lived my life. That week, I began to get my confidence back. I realized that my self-assuredness should never come from how I look, but from how I feel inside, from knowing who I am and loving myself. I returned to school and never wore a hat again.


I didn’t want to be treated like a cancer patient anymore. I went out for the softball team and made varsity. Softball is a huge part of my life. I’ve played since I was in second grade. It’s one of the things I love most.


I was part of a team and I wasn’t treated specially because I had cancer. I had to miss some practices and a game or two because of treatments but it was all worth it. I was on the front page of our newspaper and even in Sports Illustrated. People thought I was doing something brave or special, but to me it just felt normal.
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