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Prologue

View from the Top



The silk-screened flag flaps in the stiff breeze at the top of the world. I can already tell that by week’s end, its edges will be tattered from the constant battering, looking worse for the wear but still mostly intact. In a few weeks it will be skeletal, a mere shadow of itself; in months it will be little more than a stick in the snow and some frayed fabric.


But that’s okay.


This close to heaven, what are a few loose ends, right?


The funny thing is, even with all these months of preparation, training, and planning, I’d naively assumed mine would be the only flag up here. It’s not; the top of Everest is like one of those roadside shrines you see everywhere these days, where someone has died in a horrible accident. Only, instead of teddy bears and plastic daisies, you see prayer flags, pickets, and Perlon stacked in an unceremonial, if colorful, heap on the snowy, narrow summit.


I ignore the tackiness, the gaudiness, and admire the flag anyway. People climb Everest for dozens of reasons, but for me this is more than some mere personal odyssey. The flag, tattered though it soon may be, represents the hopes, the dreams, and in some cases the dying wishes of countless people diagnosed with cancer.


I know I’m one of the incredibly lucky ones.


It’s 9:32 A.M. on the sixteenth of May, 2002, and I’m standing at the highest point on the planet. The summit of Everest: 29,035 feet. Below me is the globe, that thing you spin in elementary school, never looking past the big red star that marks the capital of your home state.


That’s the view from the top.


You can actually see the curvature of the earth. That’s right. (If Magellan had just been a mountaineer, he would have saved himself a lot of sailing.) It’s really round. In the distance you can see the planet slope, curving gently amid the craggy outcroppings of mountainous terrain that are the Himalayas; stand here long enough, and I swear it would feel like a carnival ride.


Here, too, at approximately the altitude where jumbo jets level off and soar through the atmosphere, the stars are at eye level. Amazing. Truly. If it were a few hours earlier and I had a lasso, the moon would be, well, you know the rest.


You would think there’d be some privacy at the top of the world, but it’s smaller than you imagine, and crowded. Picture the highest putt-putt course in the galaxy: You’ve got climbers turning around for the trek down, those who have just summitted and are still giddy with a sense of accomplishment, and those you passed along the way, trudging inexorably forward, nipping at your heels. And in this ultimate game of King of the Mountain, they all want to knock you off.


I smile at the irony, but it was one of many I’d enjoyed during the last two months I’d spent in Nepal. Who’d have guessed that only a few days earlier, at Camp 3, I’d spoken by two-way radio to a doctor from Brown University who had strongly suggested that I take the infamous line test to check for altitude-induced cerebral edema.


The line test is like a field sobriety test, where you put one foot in front of the other in a straight line. Heel, toe, heel, toe. Right, left, right, left. Not too tough, right? Well, at 24,000 feet on the side of the Lhotse Face, it’s difficult to find a foot of flat surface to try to do this test, let alone enough elbow room to walk it off. Somehow I found about three feet of flat surface to try walking the line.


After taking about thirty minutes to put on my boots, I was back outside my tent, feeling deflated. I was sucking O’s (Everest-speak for oxygen) and wasn’t feeling well at all. I tried the line test and called my brother, Seth, on the radio.


He radioed back to me: “So, how’d it go?”


My silence must have been deafening. When he repeated “Hello?,” he sounded about like I felt.


“Yeah, I’m here,” I finally responded.


“So, how’d it go?”


The line test is one that pretty much sums up your mental capabilities and your physical ability to perform at altitude. It could also detect the beginning stages of HACE (high-altitude cerebral edema). Major problem!


“Sean, do you copy?”


“Yes, I copy.”


“How’d the test go?”


“You want the truth?” By now tears were flowing down my cheeks. I couldn’t put one foot in front of the other without looking or acting like a complete drunk. I could focus, but I couldn’t do the test to save my life.


“I couldn’t do it, Seth. At all.” More silence. “Now what?”


After some discussion, we decided I should stay on O’s and take a Diamox (high-altitude medicine). Not something I really like doing, since I’ve had enough drugs pumped into my body from the chemo and all that other good stuff over the years to qualify me as a walking toxic dump.


So I stayed at Camp 3, sucking O’s and trying to feel better. I slept at Camp 3 yet another night as well. During both the day and night, I focused on feeling better and not letting any negative thoughts into my head. It’s amazing how mental being physical can be, but at this stage of the game, your heart isn’t only a muscle, it’s also equal parts troop leader, physical trainer, and drill sergeant. Heading out of Camp 3, I was jamming along to my MP3 player, streaming tunes and keeping my head focused on the task at hand.


The rest came in handy: The summit push that morning had been as brutal and unrelenting as I’d expected, and it had lasted twice as long. My age and fitness level were in the plus column; my past history with chemo and chemical cocktails, combined with a compromised immune system and a damaged lung from the radiation therapy, definitely weighed down the minus column.


I’d come this far. There was no way I was backing down now.


The famed and notorious Hillary Step halfway between the South Summit and the main summit, at 28,800 feet, was to be my biggest hurdle. I don’t mind telling you old Sir Edmund had me by the short hairs as I stood at its base.


When I looked up at the sheer ascent, massive gray slate bordered by slick, treacherous ice, I might as well have been staring at the sheer face of some mirrored building in downtown L.A. It rose straight up and looked nasty; everything I’d heard, all the warnings, the doom and gloom—for once, they were right.


On the websites, the digicams, the photos posted far and wide in e-mails and on blog boards, Everest looks like a gently sloping giant, a pyramid with plenty of footbridges and handholds (I call that the “Vegas version”).


Up close and personal, it’s quite a different story. Here, wind gusts reach well over a hundred miles an hour for minutes at a time—and often at the most inopportune moment—and then suddenly stop, leaving you breathless and quaking in their wake, scrambling for purchase and moving double time, eager to get as far and as high as possible before the wind gusts again.


Here, too, the fear of dreaded HACE is a constant threat. This is when the brain swells and ceases to function properly. HACE can progress rapidly and be fatal in a matter of a few hours to one or two days. People with this illness are often confused and may not recognize that they are ill. Eventually, they would experience a loss of consciousness and, ultimately, death. Divers who plumb the planet’s depths get the bends when they’ve gone too deep for too long and try to rise too fast. High-altitude climbers get HACE.


Above it all I strode, footstep after footstep, ever upward, ever onward, guided by my fearless Sherpas, Nima Gombu, and Kame, and their pleasant, broad, smiling faces, uttering words of encouragement even as I struggled up the treacherous Hillary Step, my breathing ragged, my lungs begging for more air.


This from a kid who, despite several months of intense training for this very trek, had been only as high as 14,600 feet.


At 9:32 A.M. on the sixteenth of May, I made my way up the Hillary Step and onto the summit of the highest peak in the world. I immediately radioed down to Base Camp and asked for my brother.


Immediately, Seth was on the radio. Here is our actual transmission from that day:


“Hello?”


“Seth?”


“Yeah.”


“You can let everyone know that Seth Swarner’s brother made it to the top of the world!”


“You made it?”


“Yeah, I’m on Everest.”


“I’m crying like a little baby.”


“Me, too.”


After a while the connection was severed, and I was alone—or at least alone as possible—at the highest peak of my own physical and personal summit. I stood, with my windburned face, chapped lips, eyes shielded by the latest glacier sunglasses, bright orange snow gear, signaling to the world that a kid who’d been told twice in one lifetime he had two weeks to live now had the accomplishment of a lifetime under his belt.


I suppose I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Cancer hadn’t beaten me.


Why should the world’s tallest mountain?


 


The silk-screened flag flaps in the stiff breeze at the top of the world. Its sound is subtle, instantly recognizable, and reassuring. It brags, “You made it, Sean. You did it. You’ve made history. First and only cancer survivor to climb the world’s tallest mountain.”


Then it whispers, “And we climbed it with you. All of us. Every name on this flag, every person ever affected by cancer in any way; we’re here with you, here for you, right now and always.”


Then another eighty-mile-an-hour gust at the top of the world scatters the whispers to all four corners of the globe. I look around to see if anybody else hears it. Nothing.


It’s just me and the flag and the highest point on the planet. I watch the Sherpas mill around, I suck in a little O2 to get ready for the more dangerous climb down, and I use most of it reading off the names listed on the flag:


“Suzanne Miller.


“Dante Richards.


“Oscar Jones.


“Dennis Maltz.


“Alicia Watts…”


It sucks me dry, but I read them all, one by one. Even those names my brother and I handwrote and added at the last second before I started my ascent. I take a picture, knowing I’m going to send a copy to everyone on the flag, with inspirational words of encouragement written on the back of each one. The Sherpas look impatient, the fabric of their snowsuits rustling as they pace at nearly 30,000 feet, eager to get me back down the mountain safely.


I sigh, finish the list, and look over the edge of the world while tears run down my face.


A line is forming. Can you believe it? Here, of all places, stands a queue of brightly colored snowsuits looking like Skittles in the blinding white snow right after the awe-inspiring South Summit and before the Hillary Step. They’re all waiting for their shot, their own personal listing in the record books of their own lives.


I’ve overextended my stay. I look back at the flag, bearing the names of all those affected by cancer, dozens of them, hundreds, names stacked one on top of the other like the climbers in their queue. The breeze picks up and the flag flaps; already it’s bending to the blur of the elements, its edges starting to tatter its ink starting to fade.


But that’s okay.


This close to heaven, what are a few loose ends, right?









Chapter One

Adolescence,


Interrupted





I suppose I’ve always been a climber. From trees to hills to arbors to piles of debris, if there was something higher than ground level and I was awake, you could pretty much find me on top of it.


Walking down the baby-blue hallway that late January day in 1988, I turned left and entered the Willard Junior High School gymnasium on the balls of my feet and without a care in the world.


There was a stage with a small workout room to the right, and the pegboards I usually climbed directly in front of me on the left wall. Typically, I would already be scrambling up there, the pegs solid and comforting in my hands as I reached ever higher, scaling up to the ceiling and back a few times before a friend or two told me it was time to get to our next class.


For some reason, we weren’t allowed to climb the pegboard that day. Who knows why? Perhaps it was closed for repairs, or maybe the teacher watching the gym that day didn’t want to get the pegs for us. Either way, it looked like my climbing fix would have to wait until the next day.


Instead, I picked up a game of basketball with some other friends. My new Nike high-tops squeaked across the varnished gym floor as I drove for the basket. Squeak. Turn. Squeak. Pivot. Squeak-squeak. It was music to my ears, and much more than the mere sound of rubber on hardwood floor; it was the sound of basketball itself.


Sweat, clean and clear, dripped off my nose as my chest burned from lugging the ball up one end of the court and back down the other. We’d been taking our time, hotdogging it for the smattering of Madonna wannabes lined up against the gym wall, but now it was put-up-or-shut-up time.


“Come on, Sean,” shouted a red-faced opponent, pissed because his team was down by six points, “lunch period’s almost over. Shoot already!”


I smiled, gave him the finger with my free hand, and drove the ball with my other. It smacked against the floor, solid and right, traveling back to my long fingers as if magnetized. It followed me where I went, left, right, defying the laws of gravity and physics, always finding my hand no matter how far I’d run up-court.


I shucked, I jived, I zigged, I zagged until at last the basket was in plain sight. I flew through their defenders, a lackluster group of pudgy kids playing hooky from shop class, and stole toward the basket with my buddies playing defense the whole way there.


There was Jerry, my neighbor and longtime sleepover pal, whose dad had the best dirty-magazine collection this side of the Cuyahoga River. There was Scott, who always had a stick of gum in his mouth and a smartass answer for the teacher. How could I forget Andy, who had the hottest sister in town and never let me forget it, either.


Jerking forward with the ball, I was closing in for an easy layup and a quick two points for our team. The squeaking followed me, an angry half-dozen defenders all trying to catch up, but I was too fast for them. I’d always been too fast. Just as my feet left the ground, a grossly audible snap came from my left knee.


I heard it before I felt it, and neither the sound nor the sensation was pleasant. Think King Arthur ripping off a turkey leg in every old Knights of the Round Table movie you’ve ever seen, gristle tearing and flesh loosing and the empty, hollow thwock of joint leaving joint: That was the sound and the sensation. I tumbled to the hardwood floor with a thump, holding my leg, rolling around on the ground in pain as the game came to an abrupt halt.


My bare elbows and shins sang out in pain as they smacked against the hardwood floor, me writhing to and fro as I reached for my offended knee, flinging sweat from my hair as I shook my head, pain and frustration contorting my features into an unrecognizable mask.


This can’t be happening, I remember thinking. I had two easy points, right there on the board. We could have shut them out!


Then all was dark. There are a few lost minutes in my memory—either I passed out or freaked out or both. The next thing I remember is my buddies picking me up. The looks on their faces said it all: This was bad. The game was over, the grimy shop kids trading high fives and smug glances as they watched me hobble to my feet.


I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction. I tried to brush off the injury and keep playing, but the pain forced me to totter over to the stage and sit out for the rest of the period before hobbling to my science class, an athlete in his prime benched over by the Bunsen burners, taking notes instead of signing autographs.


After struggling through the rest of the day, limping from class to class, I was relieved to hear the bell signaling the day was finally over. Next came the long trek home. I sighed and gathered the books from my locker that I’d need for homework that night. Then I tucked them under my arm and started off for home.


I don’t remember much of that walk from school, except trying to talk myself out of the pain. It’s nothing, I remember telling myself, limping along like Frankenstein, dragging my left leg to keep up with my right. Walk it off, Sean. Isn’t that what Coach would say? Walk it off.


I walked it off, all right, but it wasn’t easy. By the time I got home, my knee had swollen to roughly the size of a grapefruit and looked horribly discolored, as if someone had taken aim and splattered it with black, yellow, and blue paintballs. Think bruise, then think bruise in 3-D Technicolor. Then plug it in. That was my knee. My mom took one look at it and called the local doctor.


It was a simple thing, really, something any mom would do for her son. But that call signaled the beginning of the end of life as I knew it. By picking up the phone and dialing those seven simple digits, my mom had effectively sentenced me to several years of pain, fear, depression, rage, self-pity, and, finally, triumph.


Then again, if she hadn’t made the call, the sentence would have been far worse.


In the span of one pickup-basketball game, I had gone from a typical middle school student to a walking—make that a limping—science experiment. Nobody knew what was wrong with me. Not Dr. Rosso, the family physician my mom called that day, a tidy middle-aged man who was used to treating sore throats and tummyaches and not fruit-sized limbs. Not the knee specialist in Mansfield, Ohio, to whom he referred us.


I spent the rest of that afternoon alternating between waiting rooms and doctors’ offices, reading months-old Highlights magazines, favoring my right leg and answering a lot of questions that didn’t add up to much. The knee specialist couldn’t do an X-ray because my swollen knee wouldn’t fit in his machine, and all I got from the glorified immobilizer cast he gave me was a lot of attention from my mom, dad, and younger brother, Seth.


The rest of that afternoon and evening, I could barely keep my eyes open at the dinner table, and that was after taking a nap. Right after dinner, it was straight to bed, and that was the first night I ever understood what people meant when they said they were asleep before their head hit the pillow.


The next thing I knew, my mom was shaking me awake, and sun was streaming through my bedroom window. She said that I had slept through my alarm clock—another first—but that was one of many I was in store for on that grim day of days.


Suddenly, my mom called my dad into the room. By the time I fully woke up, they were both hovering above me, staring down with eyes wide open and mouths agape, as if I’d been disfigured in a horrible car accident.


I might as well have been: Every single joint in my body had swollen to the point that my mom and dad later told me they thought they were looking at the Pillsbury Doughboy. I was all flesh and fluid, ringlets of bright pink skin swollen to bursting at my elbows, knees, wrists, ankles, you name it; if two bones met, my young, elastic skin was shiny and swollen.


They didn’t even recognize their own son lying in his bed.


Bed. That was where I’d be spending much of the next four days, at the local hospital, surrounded by doctors and nurses, all of them wanting something from me: blood, urine, stool samples, my temperature, more blood, more samples. A throat culture here, a swab there, a pinprick here, a tube there. On and on and on it went, time passing in increments of plastic trays and empty vials, cute nurses and those not so cute.


There was no time to enjoy missing school, no time to thank the visitors who paraded in and out, no time to answer the get-well cards and bouquets of flowers that stood sentinel over me that week. There was only the fear of the unknown: What did I have, and how was I going to get rid of it?


After I’d spent four days lying on my back in that hospital bed, being poked, prodded, and tested, the doctor came to talk to my family. Dr. Rosso, who’d originally suggested I see a knee specialist and now realized that the knee was the least of my worries, pulled my mom and dad out into the hallway to ask them a question.


A question that, once they shared it with me, would resonate with me for the rest of my life: “Teri, Scott,” he said hesitantly, a sigh escaping his thin, dry lips, “do you know of any good oncologists?”


At the time I had no idea what an oncologist was, but rest assured, my mom and dad sure did. They broke down and started crying, and that was when I knew something wasn’t right. This wasn’t pneumonia or the measles or anything else I could put a name to. Mom and Dad went for a walk down the hallway to gather themselves before coming back into my room.


I watched them come at me, their shoes squeaking on the heavily varnished hospital floors. It seemed to take them forever, as if they were dragging their feet. Squeak. Drag.


Squeak.


Drag.


I sighed, closed my eyes, and rested them against my soft white hospital pillow. Squeak. Drag. Squeak. I remembered the squeak of my new shoes against the basketball court only days—God, had it only been days?—earlier. The dripping sweat, the thumping heart, the pounding adrenaline, and the pull of my knee away from the rest of me.


I smiled, then grimaced, blushing at the bittersweet memory. I must have dozed off, the quiet beep of the machines in my room lulling me. I woke to find my parents at my bedside, looking frail and empty. I knew they were there to comfort me, but it looked like they were the ones who needed the comforting.


I tried to remember what had happened just before I fell asleep. Dr. Rosso talking, Mom and Dad hovering, conferring in the hall, crying in each other’s arms, and that word, what was it again?


Oncologist. That was it. But what did it mean? I wanted to know how a simple word, spoken by our family doctor, could have such a strange effect on my parents. I asked them to tell me. They did. They had to. They were my parents; they alone couldn’t lie to me.


I watched in quiet anticipation as they stumbled over the words, leaning on each other for support, trying to be strong, and all I heard was the shuffling of their nervous feet on the linoleum floor of my hospital. Shuffle. Squeak. Shuffle.


It’s funny how easily—and quickly—your life can be separated into before and after. I’d had my before. The lunch bell five days earlier. Standing in line. Joking with my friends. Hassling the lunch ladies with the rest of the guys. Apologizing with my eyes when they weren’t looking. Fishing out my $1.50 for lunch. Beefaroni and a hot buttered roll and a tiny milk carton and a tan plastic tray before hustling to the gym to get in a quick pickup game before lunch ended. Squeak. Pivot. Squeak. Turn. Squeak.


Shoot.


Squeak.


That sound—the varnish, the squeak of new shoes—was my before.


That sound—my parents crying, the word “oncologist”—was my after.


And nothing would ever be the same again.









Chapter Two

Welcome to the


Ninth Floor





Oncologist. Never before had one word set off such a firestorm of activity in my typically staid parents. It was as if a fire alarm were going off that just they could hear, sending them scrambling for the exits, only to find them locked and bolted from both sides. There seemed no escape from the word and, worse, the minute they heard it, I realized my poor parents were as trapped as I was.


Turned out Mom and Dad didn’t know any oncologists (boy, those were the days), but Mom had a good friend from high school who was working at a hospital in Columbus, so she went home and searched frantically for his number. When she called Dr. Jeffrey Bell that afternoon, she was searching for answers. By the time he called back much later that night, with the wind howling outside and the cold scratching frost against the frozen windowpanes, she had only one question: “Jeff, if your daughters needed an oncologist, who would you recommend?”


Without a second thought, he said, “Dr. Davis.”


None of us knew who this mysterious Dr. Davis was—though that was all about to change, and soon—but my mom trusted Jeff entirely, and that was good enough for her. Dr. Davis it would be. She called the hospital and made arrangements as soon as she got off the phone with Dr. Bell.


I would know none of this until hours later. While Mom and Dad were home talking to Jeff, I was still lying in my cold, sterile bed in Willard Mercy Hospital. I can remember the unmerciful Ohio wind howling right outside my window; its sound seemed to match my mood.


If only I could have howled aloud as well.


I tried to comfort myself with looking around the room, taking note of all the get-well cards, the posters made by the cheerleaders, the balloons from family members, the silent tributes from dozens of caring people who, like me, were helpless to understand the mystery of my condition.


For perhaps the hundredth time that day, I tried to piece together what was going on. What was I doing here? How long would I stay? What was an oncologist? Could he or she help? Would I ever climb again, play basketball, see a movie? Again, exhausted, overwhelmed, my emotions short-circuited from too much introspection, I dozed off into dreamland, joining the howling wind dancing around in my imagination, enjoying, however temporarily, the sweet, blissful release.


Mom and Dad were back in my room, standing patiently at the foot of my bed, by the time dinner arrived. I didn’t know how long they’d been there, but it wouldn’t have surprised me to find out it had been hours. A growing boy used to six or seven meals a day, not one or two, I couldn’t tell which I was happier to see, dinner or my parents. They seemed to understand, waiting a few minutes more while I devoured the bland chicken, lime Jell-O, dark green mushy peas, and a dessert as unnamed as whatever I’d come down with.


When I was done and the empty tray had been cleared away, they told me I was leaving Willard in the morning and that we’d all be heading to Columbus Riverside Methodist Hospital to see this mysterious Dr. Davis. I nodded—more tests—then asked about my brother, Seth. Because he was three years younger, and Mom and Dad wanted to protect him from everything I was going through, he’d been shuffled off to a family friend’s house and told we’d call with an update. The news brought another nod from the somber boy in the hospital bed, but I was thinking I couldn’t remember the last time we’d spent so many nights apart.


I wondered what he was thinking, if he was enjoying the night away from home, treating it like a slumber party, or losing sleep over what his brother might be going through in the hospital. I figured there was probably a little bit of both going on, and I certainly couldn’t blame him. I knew if I’d been in his shoes, I’d have been milking the family intermission for all it was worth.


It stormed so intensely that the next morning, the roads were completely iced over. It was as if Jack Frost had paid us a visit and spit dark, glassy sheets of ice over our entire route, leaving the rest of Ohio unscathed and passable. It took us forty-five minutes to get to the highway, and every single one of them was excruciating.


Dad drove, white-knuckling it the whole way. Mom sat dutifully, silently, beside him, her normally jovial nature drained by four days of not knowing, not sleeping, not eating, not caring what the rest of the world thought about manners or social niceties. I tried to get comfortable on the vinyl of the backseat, my swollen legs propped up on pillows, sliding this way and that and groaning with every bump and grind of the road.


The ninety-mile drive was slick, the family Honda sliding all over the road only to get to a place that was going to cause me more agony than I’d ever imagined in my entire young life. Something was compelling us to get there, but something was also keeping us away. It was as if we were frozen in time; nothing changed.


Mile after mile, nothing was said and nobody moved. Dad’s fingers gripped the wheel, Mom’s clutched her well-used handkerchief, and I struggled to stay still on the shifting backseat. I can’t remember if the radio was playing, but I doubt it. I do remember the sound of the tires on the road and our old lives slipping away out the rear window.


I knew where we were going, but I didn’t know who’d be coming back. Me? Or some other kid? Some kid with a disease? Some kid with tumors or lumps or bulges or lesions or scabs? I didn’t even really know what disease meant back then. All I knew from sickness was what I saw in the horror movies I loved so much, people with faces eaten away from mysterious alien infections or plagues rolling through small midwestern towns, leaving behind nothing but gasping, green-fleshed zombies who would gnaw on your brains and suck on your bones.


I tried to picture my life as a zombie and figured it couldn’t be much different from sitting in the backseat of my family’s car on this endless, silent, dreary trip. I tried to look for landmarks to help pass the time, but I knew of only one: My grandma lived in Columbus, and I’d ridden there plenty of times with my mom, dad, and Seth. For some reason, this trip seemed to take a lot longer than any other trip we had taken before. I always knew we were getting close to Columbus because there was a barbed-wire fence I saw every time we were about ten miles outside of the city limits.


Shortly after we’d merged onto the highway, I leaned my head against the cold window and kept looking for that fence. Mile after frigid mile passed with little to mark the progress. Snow blanketed the sides of the road, and the flat Ohio landscape lay sullen and pristine outside the foggy car windows.


It was still early, and there weren’t that many other cars on the road, but despite the brisk pace and thin traffic, we seemed to be going backward. Where was the damned fence? Finally, it showed up, but instead of taking the normal drive to Grandma’s house, we took a different exit. An exit that was completely new to me.


Much like everything else that was about to happen in my life.


The exit led to Riverside Methodist Hospital, where Dad dropped us off at the front of the outpatient door, and Mom and I walked into the building I was about to call my home for the next year. The doctors, the nurses, everyone inside, strangers on this first day, were soon to become my family. It was another before-and-after moment for me, and looking back now, I wonder whether I would have walked through that door if I’d known the horrors that awaited me.


Mom and I walked quietly down the first-floor hallway and turned right into the waiting room, where, as the name implied, people were waiting to be admitted into the hospital. It was a gigantic room (or maybe I was intimidated and felt incredibly small) with those fake, shapeless, portable walls making up about a dozen cubicles where people sat patiently, filling out forms or flipping through outdated copies of Sports Illustrated, Field & Stream, and that old waiting-room standby: Highlights.


When you walked in, there were chairs to each side in a rough square, separating it from the rest of the room, providing people with a false sense of security because any second your name could be called over the speaker and you’d be the next person sitting on the other side of the table separating the data-entry person and you.


There was a TV on one side of the waiting room, and that’s where I was drawn. Anything to take my mind off what was going on. I was thirteen and had no idea what I was getting into. All I knew was that I was sick and we’d had to drive two hours to get to a bigger hospital to find out what was wrong with me, if anything. Part of me believed I’d be dead by sunset; the other figured this was a wild-goose chase and I’d be home by supper, chewing on take-out pizza and being treated like the prodigal son.


What was on TV? What did I watch that day as Mom sat staring at the back of my head and Dad came in from parking the car to sit at her side and clasp her hand as the three of us waited for the door to slam shut on our future? I couldn’t tell you. In many ways, I’d already turned into a zombie, staring silently at the screen and disappearing into the flickering images of newscasters or sitcom stars or commercial actors with jock itch or ring around the collar.


Hours could have passed, or only minutes, as I stared at that television set. I suppose one part of my brain was still jacked into reality, because eventually, I heard the familiar squelch of the loudspeaker and then this: “Sean Swarner, number twelve, please. Sean Swarner, please come to cubicle number twelve for registration.”


Mom and Dad told me to wait there and they’d take care of everything. I watched them leave, disappearing into a vast honeycomb of cubicles as they wound their way to number twelve, Dad’s head barely visible above the top, with Mom’s submerged underneath, like a submarine diving for the ocean floor. At some point I lost track of them and turned back to the television.


After a while I got a little anxious and decided to go on an adventure looking for them. I wound through turn after turn, stopping here, starting there, running into a few of the same receptionists more than once and others for the first time. I saw a dozen different coffee mugs with smiley faces and heard the endless clicking of keyboards as people just like me were admitted to what had to be the world’s largest and most confusing hospital.


I wondered if they, too, would wind up zombies like me.


After going through the maze of cubicles, I found my parents sitting behind a computer, chatting away with a lady who was safe behind her desk, the owner of yet another smiley-face coffee mug and a plastered-on smile of her own. When I got there, my parents didn’t seem too surprised to see me. They had something for me. Something that was going to tell people who I was; something that would be strapped to my wrist every time I came into the hospital again.


I got my new plastic bracelet—name, rank, and serial number, just like the guys on Hogan’s Heroes—and was told to go sit back down. I stood there, plastic bracelet in hand, puzzled. I’d just spent fifteen minutes trapped like a lab rat in a maze, and now I had to go find my way out? I was such a curious youngster, I wanted to know why I couldn’t stay there with Mom and Dad, but they were pretty adamant about it and told me to go sit back down.


Little did I know, they were trying to shelter me from the true reason I was there. Oncology means cancer. Cancer means death. At least that’s what everyone thought at that time. My parents included.


When Mom and Dad came back out of their hiding spot to get me, they gently herded me to my room. Our footsteps fell softly on the smooth linoleum, shining back at us with that particular reflective surface that’s been glossed to a high sheen by a million midnight moppings after the patients have all gone to sleep. How many times I would lie awake in my room, listening to the swishwet slapping of that tireless mop, wondering if the old bastard pushing it to and fro knew how lucky he was.


As we turned the corner and entered the elevator single file—Dad first, then Mom, then me—everyone was silent. Whether it was out of deference to the sterile atmosphere of the hospital or that we were buried in our own private thoughts, it seemed like we’d gone far too long without talking. My mom wasn’t talking, and that sure wasn’t normal. My dad sported a worried look that I had never seen before. Were they turning into zombies, too?


Cocky, I pushed the button number nine so the elevator knew which floor to head to. A floor that would be my home for many years to come. A button I could later find and push with my eyes closed. I touched it so many times, if the crew from CSI were to head back there today, I’m sure Grissom or Nick Stokes could still find my fingerprint, or at least some good old DNA still lingering there.


I’ll never forget stepping off the elevator onto the ninth floor that day. It was as if the path were already worn into my brain, as if my feet knew just where to go. Instinctively, we turned right and walked into the hallway. The floor was like a small oval track with well-varnished floors, the kind I was introduced to back at Willard. In the center of the track was the nurse’s station. Everyone was dressed in blue, looking friendly with constant smiles plastered to their faces; more coffee mugs, more typing fingers.


We found the room. Walked in. Looked around. Surveyed the landscape. True to form, I sat on the bed and instantly started playing with its controls. Up, down, up, down. The former twelve-year-old in me thought it was all a game; my new teenager self somehow knew better but was incapable of acting any more grown up than I’d been the previous year.


Mom pulled the drapes back to reveal soft white snow falling outside, blanketing Olentangy River Road below.


We watched TV while nervously waiting for Dr. Davis. Three pairs of eyes aimed upward at the flickering set, like telescopes trained skyward at the boring old planetarium I went to see on school field trips every year. We were killing time. Even I knew that; waiting it out, sighing, tapping our feet, alternately praying the doctor would get there soon, and hoping he’d never arrive.


It didn’t take me long to realize there weren’t any good shows on in those half-dozen hospital settings. No matter what I found, it wasn’t appealing, and I didn’t want to watch it. It could have been my favorite movie at the time, but I still would have constantly flicked the channels. Over and over again, letting out the nervousness and frustration in my flickering fingers. Outside, snow was gently falling. Inside, my family was waiting for one person who would change our lives forever. One person with so much power.


The power to save my life.


About two hours passed, and at last the by now mythical Dr. Davis walked into my room wearing a sterile white lab coat. His presence filled the room, taking up more space than the three of us combined. He had a vibrant red beard, small, round glasses, thinning hair, and, I kid you not, suspenders. I stifled a laugh. The only person I’d ever seen wear suspenders was that Urkel kid on TV. Poor Dr. Davis didn’t look much cooler as he strode into the room on the whispering soles of his nondescript Keds.


Instead of introducing himself or shaking my hand, he looked at my mom and asked, “Are you Teri or Jeri?” My mom is a twin, and apparently, both sisters had gone to high school with the man who would become my future doctor. It made me feel a little better, knowing we had a family friend taking care of me.


As Mom would later relate to me, the future Dr. Davis was the president of the chess club and math club back in high school (he was also known as “the chess nerd”). At the moment I didn’t care, because the look of respect and relief in Mom’s eyes told me that my life was in the hands of a brilliant, brilliant man.


After the introductions, Dr. Davis put his hand on my foot and proceeded to tell us everything he was going to do. He had already ordered a huge battery of tests to begin the next morning. He rattled off a number of different things and used words with five syllables, so, naturally, I was completely lost. Later, he explained in language I could understand.


When he left, I didn’t feel better, but at least I felt better informed. I was also exhausted, as were my mom and dad. What had started out as an early-morning odyssey was, incredibly, turning into a snow-filled and darkening evening. There had been so many endless hours—sliding around in the back of the car, sitting in the waiting room, at the cubicle, in my own room waiting for Dr. Davis—that abruptly, the entire day had been eaten up.


The evening passed more quickly than had the day, and somewhere in there I was given a hospital gown and nestled into bed. No more playing with the buttons this time, as the soft, muted tones of the television lulled me into sleep. Mom and Dad hovered close, no doubt gazing down at their helpless little boy, so frail and tired and alone in that big hospital room. I’m sure they kept watch long after I drifted off to sleep.


It was still snowing when we woke up the next morning. Somehow, Mom and Dad must have finagled the hospital staff into letting them sleep in the room with me, Mom on the bed in the room that wasn’t occupied and Dad in a La-Z-Boy chair that made a zipping sound every time his clothing rubbed across the fabric. (I’m sure that was comfortable!)


Mom did her best to make it feel like home, drawing the curtains and letting in the snow-dappled sunshine, commenting on the morning news programs as I set a new world record for channel surfing with nervous energy. Mom and Dad revolved through the room as they shuffled downstairs to find hot cups of coffee in the already bustling cafeteria.


Soon a nurse came in, looked at my chart, made a few notations, and roused me from bed, propping me up in a wheelchair she’d brought along and whisking me out of the room toward another long day.


Longer, even. The entire day was full of people wheeling me around in that squeaky wheelchair to different parts of the hospital. Over here for blood work. Over there for X-rays. And my favorite—CAT scans. Not only did they make me drink about four supersize glasses full of what tasted like liquid chalk, but they also poked me and gave me an IV of iodine for good measure. Wonderful stuff that made me hot and tingly all over and even gave me a sensation of peeing myself. (Luckily, it was only a sensation.)


It was also the first time I had major surgery, something as unexpected as it was uncomfortable. Turned out the lymph node on my neck had to be removed to determine what I had and how advanced it was. The X-rays taken that morning had already revealed that this mysterious “it” had spread throughout my lungs. In hindsight, I suppose we should have known something was seriously wrong from that grim news alone. Hope, though, has a funny way of clouding one’s perspective.


Looking at the flashes of light seeping through my cloudy X-ray, I remembered going into a biology/science museum with my family the previous summer. (No theme parks or roller coasters for the Swarner family; it was educational or bust, all the way.) The rest of the visit escapes me, but there was this contraption that measured lung capacity. I got the lowest reading in our family. That, too, should have been a sign of something wrong.


Who can trust a museum lung-capacity thingamajig, though, right?


Now here I was in the hospital, getting carted around to every corner of the building, being tested for much more than lung capacity. I felt like I was on another field trip. For a while it was fun, I suppose, because at least I didn’t have to walk or do anything but sit there while people pushed me from one place to another. I felt like a king being transported from one country to the next. However, when I finally arrived in that country, the treatment wasn’t royal. Vial upon vial of blood was taken out of my frail body. In between, I endured countless pinpricks, stickings, pokings, proddings, temperature checks, X-rays, and CAT scans. All of these things would be considered part of my normal life, and I had to get used to people coming in my room to jab things into my body on a regular basis.


My perspective was purely reactionary; I winced at the pinpricks, groaned at the thermometers, balked at the IVs. It never occurred to me that the blood being whisked away in those endless vials, or the urine or the stool or the saliva or the swabs, might contain clues to the mystery ailment racking my body. I never knew where the vials and tubes and cups went; I didn’t care. I didn’t want to know what the levels or the facts or the figures or the cells or the counts meant; I didn’t want them to mean anything. I couldn’t picture the studious lab techs in their white coats or the dutiful nurses in their white stockings and shoes as they hunched over microscopes or stuck their noses in petri dishes marked SWARNER, S. I imagined those samples disappearing into the ether, vanishing in the mist that occupied the door outside my hospital room. Inside, I was safe, flicking my channels and playing with the settings on my big, stiff bed; out there, I was poked and mauled like the fattest Boy Scout at a grizzly-bear convention.


I ignored the dozens of people who left the room with pieces of me, and waited for the single person who would come in, smiling, skipping perhaps, and shout, “Eureka, we found the culprit. Sean, by any chance did you swallow a penny when you were a kid? Well, we found it! We’ve framed it and present it to you now as a souvenir to take home. Home, that’s right. Adios, amigo, and sorry for all those stool samples!”


If only my parents could have enjoyed the same teenage fantasies that flooded my overtaxed brain. Every time I came out of a room after a test, drained and pale or flushed and trembling, there sat Mom and Dad, both wearing that by-now-familiar worried look on their faces, eyes red from crying. I would look at them and blink until they had composed themselves. I still had no idea what was going on. I knew where I was but not what it meant to be where I was. It was all so new to me, and everything was happening way, way too fast for my thirteen-


year-old brain to comprehend.


Later that night, I fell into bed, exhausted, drained, and totally spent. I didn’t even have enough energy to turn on the TV, let alone flip the channels. My dinner sat cold and uneaten on a yellow plastic partitioned tray, and Mom and Dad took up their respective vigils as I blinked my way deep into a cold, dreamless sleep.


The next day was a white one. Snow was still falling, and the temperature outside was a crisp, bitter cold. You could feel it oozing through the window, and doubly so if you dared to touch your finger to the glass. As we waited for the doctor’s report, we watched the early-morning cars trying to maneuver on the ice and snow-covered highway nine floors below, wondering, guessing aloud where they might be heading and how we’d love to join them, no matter their destination. We joked about the weather and how we would be skiing sometime this winter.


My parents might have been bluffing; I was deadly serious. After all, I thought there was nothing wrong and I’d be out of the hospital in no time. The tubes and vials and cultures and swabs would prove that there was nothing wrong with me after all, and in the end, I’d have the last laugh and everyone would have been just a bunch of silly adults worrying about nothing.


While I was watching TV that morning, after getting used to peeing in the measurement jar (they kept a tab on everything that went in and out of my body), Dr. Davis came through the door requesting that Mom and Dad join him in the hallway. My heart sank, my throat grew dry, my chin quivered. I knew that if the doc couldn’t tell me—or didn’t want me to know—what was going on in my own body, something had to be terribly wrong.


Suddenly, skiing seemed to be the last thing I’d be doing this winter.


While they were out in the hallway having their private consultation, the news of something known as Hodgkin’s disease hit my parents’ ears for the first time. I didn’t know Mom and Dad knew it was cancer, but I didn’t know what it was when they told me. I was almost relieved. After all, at first blush, Hodgkin’s disease sounded far better than the dreaded C-word.


Hodgkin’s, as I later discovered, is cancer of the lymph system, which protects the body from invasion by things such as bacteria, viruses, fungi, and the like. It basically consists of bone marrow, spleen, tonsils, appendix, and lymph nodes, but I won’t go into that too much.


I didn’t care, to be honest; I didn’t care to see all the way through that looking glass and into the black, startling abyss beyond. All I knew was that I was going to beat it, whatever it was. My parents didn’t want to tell me it really was cancer just yet, because my step-grandmother had passed away from cancer about a month before I was diagnosed. We’d all watched her endure a particularly grueling battle, and Mom and Dad were trying their best to save me from that association. The next day I was to have another test to see how advanced the disease was.


Dr. Davis lingered in the hall as my parents shared the news with me. I saw him there, skirting the border that separated my room from the hall where he stood. That red beard, those tiny glasses, the suspenders. I loved him and hated him at the same time. I think he’d been around enough diagnoses to know the stages of absorption; he knew my family and I would need time to take it all in, sort it all out, so he stood there patiently, respectfully, there if we needed him but not wanting to intrude on our private grief.


It’s an intimate thing, facing words that, no matter how you say them, spin them, dress them up, spell out D-E-A-T-H. Intimate but civil. There we were, politely sitting in my room, the snow swirling outside, Dr. Davis drifting farther and farther into the hall, and Mom and Dad alternately smiling and weeping openly.


We had a lot of time to absorb the diagnosis. All day, in fact. All. Day. We found out that morning and sat there all day. No more tests, no more pokes, no more prods. Nobody came and bothered us; we simply sat there, enduring the agonizing silence of our close, intense, intimate pain. After a few hours, I would have paid one of the nurses passing outside my door to come and stick me with a needle, prop me in a wheelchair, and take me anywhere but that dim, grim room.


Somehow the day passed. Shock has a way of making a minute seem like an hour and two hours seem like a second. Before I knew it, the walls were coated the hazy brown of approaching dusk, and my parents were nibbling on deli sandwiches one of them had drifted down to the cafeteria to bring back up. I drifted in, I drifted out, and I mercifully fell asleep.


I’m certain my poor parents weren’t so lucky.


I can still remember waking up to the very large nurses who would perform the “minor surgery” that was to happen in my room the next morning. A bone marrow exam had been scheduled for early in the morning to see if the cancer had made its way into my bone marrow.


The way the test is usually done is the nurses numb up the lower part of your back, right above your butt crack, on both sides. They then proceed to insert this long, thick surgical needle into your skin, past your hipbone and into the actual bone marrow. “Just a little pressure” is what I was told as they quickly applied the anesthetic and prepped me for the procedure.
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