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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Embarking on the spiritual journey is like getting into 

a very small boat and setting out on the ocean to 
search for unknown lands.  With wholehearted 

practice comes inspiration, but sooner or later we will 
also encounter fear.  For all we know, when we get 
to the horizon, we are going to drop off the edge of 

the world.  Like all explorers, we are drawn to 
discover what’s waiting out there without knowing 

yet if we have the courage to face it.1 
 

     One Tuesday evening in September 2006, thirteen 
courageous people arrived on the sixth floor of Milstein 
Hospital in search of something called a Narrative Writing 
Workshop.  In truth, we as facilitators were hopeful but 
by no means sure of a successful launch for this 
program which would gather oncology patients, family 
caregivers and clinicians around a table to read and write 
together.  During that first year, we became a community 
and with the ongoing support of the Team Continuum 
Foundation planned the second year, invited some guest 
speakers and ventured forth to see a movie together, 
The Diving Bell and the Butterfly. 
     Now at the end of our third year, our workshop has 
19 members and a waiting list.  We are a diverse group 
including patients who are in remission and patients who 
are in active treatment, patients living with chronic illness 
and those who are just now experiencing the pain, fear 
and loss of control owing to a new diagnosis or a 
recurrence.  We have doctors, nurses, social workers; 
we have members who fit into several categories 
simultaneously:  clinician, patient, bereaved person.   

                                                
1 Chodron, Pema.  When Things Fall Apart: Heart Advice for 
Difficult Times (Boston:Shambhala Publications, 1997), p. 1. 
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     We have read together a wide range of work from 
Didion to Proust; explored visual art from master 
paintings to comics; shared our favorite songs; and 
every session we write together  all in the service of 
using art to inspire creative exploration of the experience 
with chronic illness and loss.   
     We have expanded the program to include some 
daytime events gathering additional patients, caregivers 
and clinicians around a table making books, writing 
poetry, combining text and art through collage.  We have 
put poems in the waiting rooms on the oncology floors 
for patients and families to enjoy and take home.   
     We have expanded our team of facilitators to include 
an artist, a poet, and a writing coach who helped inspire 
members of the narrative writing workshop to make this 
book, Inspiration, an anthology of poetry and prose, 
photography and collage. The writings are arranged 
according to the wide array of muses that inspire our 
work, from art and nature to advocacy and endings.    

     We are proud to offer you the gift of Inspiration from 
this extraordinary group of individuals who have become 
a community of writers sharing how they make meaning 
of the lived experience of illness. We are reminded of 
how one of our members described the group: 

Do not be deceived, this is no ordinary group…  There is 
no doubt they lost a lot, almost everything, but they 

found the strength to come together to talk, to write, to 
read, to trust again, and to continue living.2 

     We hope you enjoy this collection of writings and that 
our stories inspire you to tell your own story.  We would 
love to hear from you.   

     Fran Heller and Pat Stanley, Co-Facilitators  
     Team Continuum Narrative Writing Workshop 
     NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital
                                                
2 Lekas, Helen-Maria.  “And Then They Write…” see p. 56. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

“We write.  The world is not closing in on us.   
How fortunate we are.  

 The world is not growing increasingly narrow.” 
                                                                     

  David Grossman 
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A Writer l Aric Mayer 
      
He wrote stories 

fiction and not. 

In crayon 

in chalk 

He wrote volumes 

and verse.  

He wrote from experience 

and not. 

In pencil 

in erasable ink 

He wrote at his desk 

and on the road 

in diaries and notebooks 

in the sand with his hand. 

He wrote under duress 

and not, 

sometimes after dreaming 

or from a prompt. 

From inspiration 

in sweat 

in tears 

He wrote his whole life. 

A script 

and not.
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JAZZMAN  l Fran Heller 

       
 
     I remember the first time we met.  
 
     You were holding court like a king surrounded by his 
subjects. There was music playing, beautiful music.  I 
asked who it was and you told me beaming, that the tall 
willowy man who stood at the foot of your bed was the 
player we were all listening to.  We started talking jazz.  
You were surprised and delighted to learn that I was 
leaving that very afternoon to go to the New Orleans 
Heritage Jazz Fest and I was surprised and delighted to 
learn that you had performed there many times, in fact 
we both surmised  I had probably seen you play there 
on one of the times I had been to Jazz Fest.  Here you 
were now, a prisoner in bed as I was preparing to walk 
out the door and fly away. 
     You became a presence in our lives, in our hearts, 
and in the hospital.  Your soulful eyes, the baritone boom 
of your anger  the tenor of your voice, the rhythm of 
your words touched me and most of us who took care of 
you.  Over time, over treatments, the anger lightened 
and lessened as acceptance began to find a place in 
your world.   
     Your power slowly diminished.  You would never 
return to your apartment as you were unable to climb the 
five flights of stairs leading to your door.  Your universe 
shrank within the confines of institutionalized living:  over-
cooked vegetables, watery coffee, tasteless food.  The 
only trips you took now were between the nursing home 
and the clinic.  The only vehicles you traveled in were 
ambulettes.   
     Still you pressed on.  You decided to forgo treatment 
wielding your power against your disease like a lowly 
pedestrian who crosses slowly in front of a moving Mack 
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truck.  You arranged three new tunes working from your 
hospital bed.  You flourished in a way, despite your 
decline.  You lived (perhaps longer) with no treatment, 
with no side effects of treatment, as you wished. 
      On July 4th you died.  Free at last.  Free from pain, 
free from longing.  Free from anger and free from 
suffering.  Your soul as independent in death as it was in 
life.   
 



4   Inspiration: Art 

Learning at the Piano l Judith M. Layzer 
      
     I like it when my cover is unfolded, the hammers 
come down and the pedals are pressed.  It lets off 
steam. 
     The fragile woman played Chopin and took piano 
lessons at home from a widower, but he gave up 
teaching to go on cruise ships  hunger for younger. 
    I still remember Cleveland, Ohio when I was 
transformed from player piano to a natural one. I became 
a new piano, no longer a wooden Pinocchio. 
     The fragile woman went to a nursing home where her 
grandchildren come to visit; she plays, distasteful to her, 
cowboy tunes, on a different piano. 
 
 
 
 

Homework l Tanya Torres 
      
     My son teaches me to draw fire. He finds scarlet red 
and yellow, very yellow. First red, like this, then yellow 
around it. Now the dragon: very light at first, then dark. 
We are forgetting about homework. He draws, I write. I 
hate homework as much as he does. We both want to 
escape to another place, a green place with lots of 
lizards and birds, frogs, worms. We need to hike up a 
mountain until we find a river, collect stones, sleep under 
the moon and the stars, swim in a cold mountain river, 
feel the rain pour and wet our shoes in the moist earth. 
Why must we do homework when what we want is to 
draw and write? What have we lost? 
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Peace, Love and Lasagna l Tamara Royal 
       
     She was a curvaceous and voluptuous woman with 
a boom box above her hips.  Those big, bodacious 
letters accentuated “Its’ all good in da’ hood, Peace, 
Love and Meringue.”   
     Every time we passed this mural we stopped to 
admire her.  Not just because there was a red light at 
171st and Audubon that made us look to the left, but 
because she was screaming for attention.  She made us 
look and she made us smile. Stopped at the corner, we 
took it all in; we could hear the rhythms of music, feel the 
fever of energy, smell the rice and beans, and appreciate 
the beat of the street. This was art in our neighborhood; 
this was our neighborhood art- free for our appreciation.  
No trips downtown, no museum fees, no formal or 
famous commentary, but yet it did what art does.  The 
mural caused us to think, and talk about her presence 
and everything she represented.   She inspired me to 
dream, wonder and reflect.  The block before ours, 
seeing her was a welcome home. 
     My not-Latin-not-Lover and I were often driving 
towards homemade lasagna and when we stopped at 
the light, we had to look over every time.  She was 
always there doing her thing.  We pondered editing the 
mural not vandalizing it.  I suggested “How about Peace, 
Love and Lasagna and we spray paint the radio with 
melted mozzarella and sauce?”  The light would change 
to green, we would move on, and double-park waiting 
for a spot to open while laughing about what our mural 
would look like, and how it would make people drool in a 
different way. 
     Since then, a clinic has opened on that corner.  They 
painted over the entire mural.  Now it’s a sterile hospital 
color.  That brick building is just blah brown. I was 
shocked the first time I didn’t see my Peace, Love and 
Meringue girl and felt a pain for the loss of the mural, but 
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more so for my vision image of Peace, Love and 
Lasagna and all the laughs and our memories that went 
along with her.  When the brick wall was tragically 
painted over I suffered from this trauma.  However, it 
was still art and it did what art does; it leaves a lasting 
impression, like love.   
     It was all so sad.  Everyday I still looked left for as 
long as the light was red. I was always surprised there 
was no random graffiti; it was just hospital color over 
brick.  Time has passed and so has my not-Latin-not-
Lover.  I often think if I could paint I would make my own 
mural  because now all I see is a blank canvas.  
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Praise Song for the Grilled Cheese 
Sandwich l Jeremy Shatan 
      
The grill – black and hot 
The bread – brushed with butter 
The cheese – neon American of course 
 
Watch the man 
slap the stack on the hot black grill 
and wait. 
 
Rest your tray on the metal rails 
and wait. 
Let the other folks go around you 
you’ve got grilled cheese cooking 
and this treat takes time. 
 
The spatula skids under 
the shiny golden sandwich 
and ferries it to your 
styrofoam plate. 
 
Praise song for the first bite 
Crisp – soft – cheesy – buttery – glorious. 
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Friends l Jeremy Shatan 
      
Clack clack clack 
went the two ID cards 
It was Kelly 
the Nurse Practitioner 
trying to captivate my boy 
Inside, my eyes rolled 
Like that will interest him 
I thought 
This is never going to work 
I thought 
But – his attention focused 
But – a gleam came into his eye 
And they were friends 
The 14-month old 
and the NP 
who would help try 
to save his life. 
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Crying l Kenneth R. Weinberg 
 
The light on the radio console started flashing a 

moment before its insistent, electronic, “whoosh… 
whoosh…whoosh” whipped through the air of the noisy 
ER, alerting me that the medics were calling in. 

I hate the sound and frequently find myself wanting to 
rip the handset off its cradle as I run to pick it up. 

“Go ahead,” I shouted into it. 
“Dr. Weinberg, we’re coming to your location with a 

54-year-old woman: EKG looks like an acute MI.” 
“Is she having chest pain now?” 
“Yes.” 
“What’s your ETA?” 
“We’re five minutes out.” 
I hung up and turned towards Terry, the charge 

nurse. Before I could utter a word she asked, “What are 
they bringing in now?” 

“Chest pain, abnormal EKG. It could be real. If she’s 
having a heart attack she’s a candidate for an 
angioplasty. Sounds like you should notify the cath team 
and find out who’s on call for interventional cardiology.” 

A few moments later I heard the ER doors sliding 
open and watched as the patient was wheeled in. She 
was balled up on the stretcher, her moans of pain 
muffled as they filtered out through the oxygen mask 
covering her face. 

“How are her vitals?” I asked the medics. 
“Her blood pressure is holding at 105. Her heart rate 

is 60.” 
I immediately strode to the bedside as she was 

transferred onto our gurney and started to talk to the 
patient, annoyed that there were 6 other people around 
her: nurses, registrar, EKG tech, ambulance crew.  

I attempted to be understanding; they were all trying 
to get her plugged in, putting everything in place so that, 
if she met criteria, she could get into the cath lab under 
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the state-mandated 60 minute time limit.  That would 
give us another case to show that, in treating MI’s 
(myocardial infarction or heart attack), our hospital had 
left behind the old technology of injectable clot-busting 
medication (something I could still do if we passed the 1 
hour time limit) in favor of the new standard-of-care: re-
opening the clotted vessel with a catheter, guided with 
fluoroscopy, right inside the coronary artery and putting 
in a stent to keep the vessel open. 

“Did you take an aspirin?” I asked, pulling the mask 
away from the woman’s face. 

“Yes, just before I called the ambulance,” she said 
looking at me, discomfort twisting her features. 

I glanced over at Terry. 
“Have we reached the interventionalist?” I asked. 
“Well, we did reach his partner but he doesn’t do 

caths.” 
“They have no one around? Those guys are 

supposed to be here in 10 minutes.” 
Terry shook her head. 
“Try the second cardiology group.” 
As we were talking, Antonio, the patient’s nurse, 

placed a nitroglycerin tablet under the patient’s tongue 
for her ongoing pain.  

“Ken,” he called out a few moments later, “Her pain’s 
still at a 10 and her pressure just dropped.” 

“Squirt 200 cc of saline into the IV,” I said, twisting to 
face him. “Hopefully that’ll bring it up.”  

As the fluids shot her BP back to a safe level I turned 
to Terry again. “Did we get anyone yet? How about the 
cath team? Are they on their way?”  She scowled. 

It had been 15 minutes since the patient had arrived. 
She still had no relief of her pain. 

I left her bedside and walked over to Terry. 
 “Please page them all again.” 
“This is the third cardiologist in that group we’re 

trying.” 
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“Then have the operator call them at home.” 
I went back to my patient. She was moaning, still very 

uncomfortable. Despite more nitroglycerin we’d only 
been able to get her pain to a 7 out of 10. 

I gently took her hand; she squeezed mine hard in 
response.  Again I yelled to Terry: “No callbacks yet?” 

I was angry, frustrated; realized my hand was now 
squeezing the patients’ as hard as she was mine. 

 “Try another cardiology group!” I hollered, feeling out 
of control. 

It had now been 30 minutes. The pain was down to a 
6.  

All I could think was that the number 6 meant she 
was having a heart attack as I stood there, powerless. I 
continued holding her hand, trying to at least transmit 
love and healing into her.  

I found myself imagining the muscle fibers in her 
heart, deprived of blood and oxygen, dying. My anger 
turned to fury as I realized that if we weren’t a cath 
center I would have injected the clot buster medication 
into a vein in her arm 25 minutes earlier and probably 
saved her, and all of us, this pain and anguish.  

As I stood fuming the last cardiologist called back. 
“I’m eating dinner,” he said when I picked up the 

phone. “I’m not on call. Where are all the other docs?” 
“No one is available, no one is calling back. She’s 

having a freaking heart attack and I’m standing here like 
a piece of lox!” 

“OK. I’ll be there in 15-30 minutes,” he told me. 
I raced back to the bedside; her BP had dropped 

once more despite more fluids. Through it all her pain 
was unrelenting. I stood with her and took her hand 
again. I didn’t know what else to do. 

“Ken, the cardiologist wants to talk to you again.” 
I dropped her hand and dashed back to the phone. 
“Hi. Are you on your way?” 
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“Yeah, but I just wanted to ask you a question, not 
that it really matters.” 

He paused. “Does she have insurance?” 
I held my tongue, afraid of saying something that 

might make him turn and head back to dinner. I picked 
up the chart and glanced down at it. I rarely look at 
whether or not someone has insurance so I didn’t know. 

“Medicaid,” I told him and hung up before he could 
respond. 

I raced back to the patient. She was sweating and 
then had a momentary slowing of her heart rate. 

The cardiologist called again. 
“Tell the cath team to meet me up in the lab. I’m 5 

minutes away,” he announced. 
I relayed this to Terry. 
“The cath team isn’t here,” she replied. 
“When can I give the goddamned clot-buster?” 
“She still has 10 more minutes to get to the cath lab.” 
Her heart rate dropped to 40. 
“She’s gonna crap out,” Antonio whispered. “She’s 

gonna die before we get her there.” 
We pushed more medications and her rate went back 

up. I was still holding her hand. I started to stroke her 
brow as well. I felt frustrated, useless. Another thought 
seared through my brain: 

‘We should just put out a call to the fucking priest!’ 
58 minutes. 
“OK,” Terry announced, “the cath team is ready. Let’s 

take her up.” 
As my patient was being wheeled out, heart monitor 

beeping at her feet, Antonio pushing the stretcher, aides 
arrayed around the bed holding I.V.s and pumps, I 
leaned over her and said everything was going to be 
fine. I didn’t believe it. 

For the next hour I was agitated, infuriated, 
unfocused. Then Antonio came down, huge smile on his 
face. “She did great. He got in immediately and her right 
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coronary was totally occluded. He opened it up and you 
could see the dye go all the way through the vessel 
where the clot had been. She’s in the ICU, doing fine.” 

*** 
I finished my shift, went home, slept and 12 hours 

later was back in the ER once more. When I arrived, 
Elston, the lab tech who’d been involved with my patient 
from the day before, came by. 

“Ken, I just saw her. She’s doing really well.” 
I realized I’d have to go to the ICU, something I do so 

rarely I had to be reminded where it was. 
Walking into the ICU I found her with her nurse, 

Karen. I entered the room and the patient, now resting 
comfortably, turned to me. 

“I was just thinking about you,” she said, smiling. 
“How are you feeling?” I asked. 
“I’m fine. Thank you so, so much.”  
I approached, held her hand once more and, wanting 

Karen to know why I was there but concerned that the 
patient would learn too much about how close we’d all 
come to disaster, I gave an edited version of what had 
occurred the day before.  Karen listened, smiled at us 
both and then left the room. 

As she walked out I felt overwhelmed, bent and gave 
my patient a hug. All of my emotions, bottled up from the 
night before, burst out and tears came to my eyes. 

My patient squeezed me in return, I sat on the bed 
and we had the most wonderful cry together. 
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September 18  l Fran Heller 
      

 
     It started with a motorcycle accident on September 
18th.  “A good thing,” he tells me, “otherwise I never 
would have known about the cancer.” 
     “Would that have been a bad thing?” I wonder, 
looking at his broken body lying in the hospital bed.  I 
imagine his cancer like an egg, a cell encased in a hard 
shell lying quietly, dormant until the violence of the crash 
caused it to crack open and spread like a runny yoke 
throughout his body.  I think of the scans his doctor 
showed me last week: tiny pin points of cancer, lit up in 
his lungs, diffuse like the stars in the Milky Way. 
     “I'll be all right, Fran.” He tries to comfort me as if it's 
his job.   
     He won't be all right, I know.  Not in the way we think 
of all right.  He is a young, 20-something man dying way 
too soon.  His cancer has grown despite the treatments.  
I look at him and see his still beautiful face framed by his 
misshapen skull now bulging with tumors. 
     We have made him comfortable.  We are sending him 
home with hospice.  He kisses me goodbye. 
     As I'm leaving the room, his mother steps out of the 
bathroom.  We embrace and as we do so, a muffled sob 
escapes from her throat.  It is deep and animal-like and it 
resonates inside of me. “You will get through this,” I tell 
her. She nods.  Our eyes meet. Hers are pink now, like 
the color of her blouse. 
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To Be Witnessed?  l Eileen Merle-Rao                                    
 
     Playing guinea pig for medical students as part of 
their learning: is this being “witnessed” or just being 
“witty?” The actress in me would want to keep them 
laughing and entertained; but was I really saying what 
was in my Heart – or what was in my Cells, my Blood, 
my Lymph Nodes, my Bone Marrow?? 
     I think of patients who come in for treatment with 
family members as, in a way, lucky. They have people, 
souls to listen to them, to share – to hold them when 
they need it – I can only guess. 
     Sometimes I think that my Tiara, my precious feline, 
used to listen to me, to witness me more than my family. 
Wait, I take that back – I know she always listened to 
me, witnessed me, validated me!  I need her more than 
ever now.  
     How does one find someone who has the time, the 
desire, only to be there for you? Not someone who’s  
paid to work a long, sometimes heart-wrenching shift, 
and then goes home to someplace away from here, 
away from me, to be with the family, to rest up for 
another long day of many patients needing them. 
     Maybe I’ve always been too much of a talker, too 
much the actress, to realize just how lonely among 
Humans I’ve always been. 
     Chemo-sobby… 
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RELATIONSHIP’S  l Rose Bromberg 
      
jagged  
gestures,  
words  
fall  
like  
glass,  
s h a t t e r  
glass-  
like,  
fallen  
words,  
gestures,  
jagged  
 
relationships.  
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Lights Camera Action l Pat Stanley 
 
I thought the transplant had failed. 
I thought the battle had been lost. 
I thought the body had been killed by the intense 
chemotherapy. 
I thought the bone marrow so carefully harvested, 
purified, stored and re-infused was impotent. 
I thought it was the end. 

 
     It was Monday, after a lonely Thanksgiving weekend, 
the fifth weekend of our two-month stay in the bone 
marrow transplant unit at the hospital.  I had risen at 
dawn to drive the 55 miles to the city to be at your side 
for morning rounds.  You had seemingly declined during 
the holiday weekend and I was frantic to get information 
from the doctors in charge.  We had spent long days 
with no one to answer questions and little information on 
your condition.  Feeling isolated is part of any illness but 
it is an essential part of the atmosphere of the BMT unit.  
By necessity.  God forbid anyone get near those 
vulnerable bodies lying exposed waiting for their immune 
systems to kick in. The holiday only sharpened the 
contrast between the real world participating in the 
Thanksgiving feast and our living behind that hermetically 
sealed door in a sterile box with antibacterial soap, latex 
gloves, limited human contact, and plastic wrapped 
food. 
     When the white coats appeared that morning, we 
were finally able to express our concerns. They talked 
with you, gave me a pat on the shoulder and 
disappeared.  You and I remained in that room 
somewhat relieved at having vented but certainly no 
more encouraged about your survival.   
     I decided to take action and called your primary 
lymphoma specialist who had been restricted to the 



18   Inspiration: Connection 

sidelines once you were on the BMT floor.  I explained 
your condition, could he see you and evaluate.  
     It was like God striding into your room that late 
Monday morning.  He was a big man with a personality 
to match, conveying strength and more importantly the 
power to cure.  He asked you a few questions with some 
tenderness and genuine caring and then with a booming 
voice announced, “I think you are depressed!  Not to 
worry… I will make the arrangements.”  With that 
proclamation, he walked out leaving us both at a loss for 
words. 
     When I returned that afternoon, I thought I had 
entered the wrong room.  Instead of your slim, supine 
outline under the sheets, I saw an upright man seated in 
a chair.  Always the ham, you were talking animatedly, 
microphone pinned to your gown and in full view of a 
video camera. Bright lights on stands illuminated the 
room and at least four other people in street clothes 
focused on your every word.  After a moment of shock, I 
was introduced to Dr. V, a staff psychiatrist for the 
hospital.  He had brought assistants and several medical 
students and was taping your “interview” as part of a 
case study for his class.  After signing a release, you 
were happily responding to all the attention and telling 
your story with relish. The doctor’s skillful questions 
guided you into a deeper narrative. After about an hour, 
the doctor packed up his equipment, promised to return 
the next day and strode out followed by his entourage.  
With several more sessions, you miraculously began to 
heal. The lifeline thrown to the psyche had reached into 
the depths of your marrow.  The stem cells finally began 
to replicate and rebuild your immune system.   In three 
weeks, you were released and brought home.  
 
     That Christmas, we celebrated your rebirth.
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Untitled. photograph  l Suzan Mikiel Kennedy 
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buttercups  l Suzan Mikiel Kennedy 
 
his breath was like buttercups. 
the first and last. 
in between there was ketchup and pumpkin flavored 
anything. 
in between 
the first and last 
we made memories. 
an installation of artistic dimensions. 
i hang them here. 
in my mind 
with magnets 
that spell 
his beautiful name. 
no candles will be blown today. 
no celebrations. 
yet the sea waves confetti 
and the sun and mist play. 
there is a spectrum 
of varying dimensions. 
some are seen. 
and some exist 
naked 
to the human 
i. 
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SNAPSHOT  l Rose Bromberg 
      
 
A red leaf 
single, on a splintered stem 
 
framed by a wooden 
panel, painted white 
 
 the morning sunshine 
 illuminates the violet vase 
 
 filled with pink peonies 
 buds ripe for bloom 
 
on the table,  a white 
lace tablecloth 
 
covered by fallen 
petals, tinged red 
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The Blue Mermaid l Tamara Royal 
     
Imagine 
a mermaid 
trying to swim 
with an anchor, inside her fin. 
 
In choppy waters filled with tears; 
upstream against the current of grief,  
entangled in the seaweed of sorrow. 
 
It’s such a drag. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NIGHT l Rose Bromberg 
      
gray 
blackness 
volcanic ash 
crescent moon 
outlines 
the somber 
sky  
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Untitled. photograph l Kenneth R. Weinberg 
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My Hair, My Diamonds, My Life l 
Eileen Merle-Rao 
                                           
 
   There are some experiences that one wishes not to 
have had, and not for anyone to ever have to go 
through. But when they do, it makes them stronger! (As 
they say, "What doesn't kill us makes us stronger!")  Like 
the day “a friend of mine” lost all her hair to 
chemotherapy.  
     Before Chemo (B.C.): She had initially cut off 22 1/2 
inches of her hair, leaving just one and a half inches, the 
night before she started her very first cancer treatments. 
Then at the beginning of each of the three additional 
courses of treatment she made sure she trimmed her 
hair back to just 1 1/2 inches. That way she would be 
less freaked out when it started to be left behind upon 
her pillow. Yes, back before chemo, she had had very 
long hair all her life…but no longer.  She said she'd been 
thinking of Whoopi Goldberg's line, "And this is my long 
luxurious blond hair...." Well, her hair was never blond, 
but it was long and luxurious…B.C.  She had always 
thought of it as "the diamond of her beauty". 
     So, here it is, 19 days into her fourth course of chemo 
treatments, and she’s standing there in the shower  
just herself, the water, her hair and her jewelry. Oh, yes! 
She loved her jewelry  as do I, but I digress. 
     So she’s standing ’neath the shower with the water 
taking all of her now inch and a half long hair from her 
head, helping it to slide and flow ever so gracefully down 
her body and depositing it into the tub  and the drain 
eagerly awaiting at her feet. She then notices that a 
diamond has fallen out of one of her rings. A small 
diamond – a tiny diamond  but a diamond, never the 
less.  
     And all of a sudden she’s now going through all of 
her hair in the bottom of the tub and around the drain  
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not panicked about the lost hair that she's now picking 
through not pissed off and screaming angry about her 
complete hair loss  but upset, almost frantic, to find this 
diamond  this one tiny diamond! 
     And then it hit her  that her jewelry was more 
important than her hair! More important than the 
diamond of her beauty!  She had to laugh. She realized 
that her hair really did not matter!  She never did find that 
small diamond.  But that was all right, too! 
     You know, I always thought the only reason I would 
ever cut my hair (or shave my head) was if I were going 
to be paid multimillions of dollars for a movie or 
Broadway role or if I had to cut it for medical reasons. 
Well, I haven't received any multimillion-dollar paychecks 
(yet). But I am stronger! A.D. (After Da Chemo)! 
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TWO IS BETTER THAN ONE l Judith M. Layzer 
 
      She notices a shadow of black, a thick underline 
near her right ribs. It’s been there on and off forever, but 
her doctors’ eyes don’t ever detect it. 
     It shows itself only to me. 
     She’s had decades of a cancer, still lives with it. Like 
having a backyard, it means you keep trying to prevent 
overgrowth; or you’re nearly drowning at sea, and you 
keep treading water, with no hope of rescue. 
     None of the experts have discovered how to cure this 
cancer, but they do know to keep trying one toxic 
chemo after another. 
     Let’s watch the markers, you say.  Too bad for me, 
I’ve reached the upper threshold.  
     The lab can measure no farther. I pinch myself, have I 
reached the end of my rope? 
     There comes a time when two august voices from 
different places on the planet, surgeons both, tell of a 
fatal flaw in the right lobe of my liver, and other 
deficiencies as well.  
     But before anxiety can eviscerate hope, the surgeons 
also discover a compensating healthy left lobe. 
     Could my mutilated right lobe explain the invisible 
shadow on my ribs? 
     She reasons anyone can cast off dead skin cells, but 
not everyone can drop half an organ, though people do 
live on one kidney when the other one goes. 
     Eclipsing logic, she is left with being part dead and 
part alive; a metaphysical challenge, but perhaps also a 
mental lift off.  
     I marvel at the capacity to rebuild my own body.  I 
deeply mourn the loss of that right lobe. I am tethered to 
earth and to space. 
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untitled. Collage  I   Natalie Wolfson 
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A BAKER’S DOZEN l Tamara Royal 
     
A baker’s dozen 
of pills to take. 
As early as you have risen, 
in the morning- just as you awake. 
 

4 for high blood pressure, 
1 for iron and 1 vitamin, 
1 for cholesterol and 1 for calcium,  
1 steroid, 
2 to poop, 
2 halves for pain, 
With a ProSure®  for weight to gain 
 

3 to Urinate. 
This, you ask, is my life’s fate? 
 

Physicians and your pharmacist gave some more… 
Needles,  
shots, 
and pills galore. 
 

Sleeping in the chair,  
walking through the cold fall air. 
Re-parking the car. 
 

Medical bills 
And pain that kills. 
Wondering:  
should we be preparing wills? 
 

Chiropractors, 
massage therapists, 
emergency room visits.                    
A urologist and oncologist,  
Follow-up with the cardiologist. 
  
Finishing with a goodnight kiss. 
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Piece of Cake  l Fran Heller 

 
     “Piece of cake,” I thought as I put on the hospital 
robe in preparation for an MRI of my cervical spine.  I 
hang my clothing in the little cubby provided for patients 
and make my way across the cold, linoleum tiles to the 
florescent-lit room where the machine is. 
     “Have you ever had an MRI?” the nurse asks as she 
ushers me in. “No,” I answer absent mindedly just 
wanting the experience to hurry up and finish. She 
instructed me lie down, covered me with soft, clean 
cotton blankets and tucked them around me like a 
mummy.  
     “This is comfy,” I tell her. “Better than sitting at my 
desk.” 
     The technician asks if I’m ready.  I hear his voice over 
the microphone; it has an eerie, techno quality.  
     “Yes I am.” 
     No sooner does the machine start than I feel my heart 
racing, my breathing accelerates, a wave of pure panic 
washes over me from head to toe.  I have to get out of 
this machine.  I want to sit up but am unable to. “Stop 
the machine, I need to get out, NOW,” I yell. 
     The nurse comes rushing in.  The stretcher I am lying 
on moves out slowly, mechanically.  She un-tucks the 
blankets.  I bolt upright, panic stricken, embarrassed, 
perplexed. 
     This happens all the time, they reassure me.  I know 
this to be true. How many patients have I heard this 
from? Many.  Too many to c ount.  The nurse then 
suggests that we try again.  “I’ll sit here and hold your 
hand,” she offers.  I am not the hand-holding type I think.  
“It might help,” she says. Something in her voice 
reassures me.  I agree. 
     Take two.  I lie back down.  The stretcher moves 
back into the machine.  The technician gives us a 
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warning.  The light is on, the motors start, the magnets 
begin to bang.  This time a warm hand is grasping mine.  
Each wave of panic is extinguished by a cool blast of 
oxygen that I imagine to be entering my fingers, traveling 
to my heart, my brain, through my hands, past my 
wrists, up my arms, keeping me breathing, keeping me 
calm.   Tethering me to the ship like an astronaut tied to 
a lifeline.  A lifeline indeed.  A stranger’s touch. 
     In a high tech machine, the emblem of medicine in 
the 21st century, the healing that occurred there and 
then, was contact, physical contact, simple contact, with 
another human being. 
 
 
 
 
Jumpers l Natalie Wolfson 
      
You run away 
to try to get back where you started. 
 
A particle of dust,  
           (skin, eyes, teeth---no more), 
from a collection of ashes 
 
Fall o f that ledge.f  
 
The wind will catch you 
carry you on invisible streams 
over mountains and meadows and trees.  And God 
is everywhere and nowhere. 
 
And you are everything,  
and nothing. 
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SUFFERING  l Ronnie Shapiro 
 
     Suffering is, of course, universal.  The older I get the 
more it is taken as a given, as a catalyst to grow stronger 
or as a reason to surrender and accept realistically an 
experience of emotional, physical and spiritual pain. 
     Coping with suffering is a varied process to observe 
in others.  I have seen people remain helpless and 
victimized and never detach from the cause or deal with 
the solution.  I have seen others flower into 
compassionate beings that can empathize with others 
beyond what they could before.  
     I have suffered, greatly in my eyes, and have gone 
through many metamorphoses in allowing myself to feel 
pain, usually emotional being the worst, before I have 
been able to come to a level of acceptance that allows 
me to go forward.  I have always done much better 
witnessing and softening other people’s suffering.  
Perhaps it is why I have gravitated toward service 
professions.  
     As a nurse, I have tended to major physical suffering 
but it is the emotional and spiritual segments that interest 
me and that I feel most competent in supporting.  I don’t 
think I could be of use without a history of painful 
experience.  I have learned that listening to someone’s 
pain in their own words, is a most powerful healer.  It 
relieves their isolation and feelings of being invisible. I 
have only known this by being heard.  
     Suffering is the common bond of all class, race, 
religion and geographical background. As is love.  
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Untitled. Collage  I  Natalie Wolfson 
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Mothers l Tanya Torres 

     Two times today, as I listen to a woman talk about 
her experience of coming back to life after a stroke, 
without knowing where it came from or why, my throat 
became a great tight knot and I could not hold back my 
tears.  It is not her experience that does this to me, but a 
specific instant she describes: Her mother arrives at the 
hospital where she, an infant in a woman’s body, lies 
defenseless on a bed, at the mercy of whomever comes 
in or goes out.  Her mother pulls up the bed sheets, lies 
by her side, and she, who only perceives through the 
right hemisphere of the brain, feels the well-being that 
this person brings.  She feels secure and knows, through 
instinct and by interpreting gestures, that the person is 
somebody irreplaceable. 
     I hear the same words twice, and twice I can’t breath.  
Then I stop and realize that something is happening to 
me, that for some reason this image makes me cry.  The 
image of the infant woman and her mother returns to me 
one of my own images. 
 

     I feel well-being in some place of this destroyed and 
slow moving body.  I am also an infant in a woman’s 
body, and I am alone.  Family and friends visit, people 
talk about their everyday life, a stranger wants me to 
accept God, nurses, young and old doctors come in and 
go out, so many people.  I do not want my son to see 
me.  I want my husband to come.  My friends sometimes 
keep me company.  I perceive fear in the people that 
surround me, or perhaps I perceive my own fear through 
them.  I feel the hands of my friend, my doctor, who is 
sitting at the edge of the bed.  I forget.  I feel solitude and 
angst, or darkness and fear.  I feel pain and anger for 
having no control of anything. I forget everything and 
wake up one day thinking that I have no hair and 
everyone who has come into the room has seen me this 
way.  I feel shame and I feel nothing.  There is only one 
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person who can bring me some relief: my mother.  
 

     The tears that I try to hold back when I hear this 
person speak about her experience tell me that there is 
an encrusted memory that wants to come out.  
 

     She is mostly a presence.  I know she is there.  I 
know she helps me and that there is more light in the 
room when she comes.  We talk.  I think I tell her about 
my dreams. I am writing my ideas, but it’s very difficult.  
She brings lots of CDs and we listen to them.  I don’t 
know what we do, I only know that she is there.  Nobody 
else makes me feel this way.  I need her presence, her 
voice, the idea that someone cares for me, her 
protection. 
 

     I see this experience from a distance. My reaction 
surprises me. Maybe morphine brought down the walls; 
maybe it was the moment of extreme fear.  Maybe it 
was the fact that I was about to be born, again.  My 
mother was there and her presence was different from 
everyone else’s.  She had not stopped being my mother, 
even through time, conflict, layers of inherited pain… at 
that moment, nothing mattered and only her presence 
gave me notes of happiness.  
     Time has passed.  A couple of times, I have tried to 
comfort my mother in sickness. I don’t feel I have the 
same effect on her as she had on me.  I know my son 
only wants me when he gets sick. He hugs me and 
cuddles against me, trying to find my scent and my 
warmth.  Maybe she too only wants, in some place of 
her soul, her own mother.  And maybe that’s why my 
grandmother has wanted her entire life the mother who 
abandoned her.  Maybe this chain is a tree: it grows only 
in one direction.  Maybe it is something only mothers can 
give. 
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For My Seven Fabulous Frozen 
Embryos  l Eileen Merle-Rao 
 
 
     I don’t believe in suicide, and in my case suicide 
would have meant merely not trying to live!  So my only 
option is to fight, fight for life with every breath I take!   
     Whether it’s fighting with my body to accept the 
chemo or the treatment I’ve been given, or fight the 
administration of a hospital to be allowed to be given that 
treatment – my only choice has been to fight!  For I 
believe, very, very stubbornly that there is always that 
tiny little ray of hope… 
      “Hope springs eternal” should have been my middle 
name – but at times it’s Murphy… 
         So many people tell me that I’m their Hero – they 
always see me as “up” and hopeful – but it is when I am 
alone that the depression really hits.  I try to make it last 
as short a time as possible – and remind myself that I 
don’t have a choice  - I have to fight, for I have too much 
left to do in this world – and so do my kids!  And hey! 
They’re still in a freezer downtown and I have yet to raise 
them! 
     My seven fabulous frozen little pops! Little Eddy, Little 
HaggenDaaz, Little Bryyer, Little Luuis Sherri, Little Dollie 
Maddison, and the twins, Benn & Jerri! I must fight for 
them and fight for myself so we can all change the world!  

 

–
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Our Suffering l Joanne Toran 
 
     Every day I would take the elevator to the fourth floor 
of Beth Israel Hospital to see my mother for the last time.  
She was dying of ovarian cancer.  Diagnosed just four 
months earlier, she would writhe and scream with 
excruciating pain, which the medical staff just could not 
seem to manage.  This was more than twenty–five years 
ago when treatment was very unsophisticated for this 
type of illness.  She would beg me to help her 
sometimes and at other times ask who I was.  Her long 
beautiful auburn hair was falling out; her freckles seemed 
to become one big blotch.  She complained that 
everything tasted so sweet.  Her bed sores became my 
chore to clean each visit.  In her more lucid moments 
she would ask for one of her favorite foods, but of 
course when I’d return she’d forget.  This was not only 
her suffering, but mine.   

*** 
     On one of the earlier visits we had a talk about life, 
about how I hadn’t been a planned child.  This didn’t 
upset me, because I understood.  She had her two sons.  
She adored them and they, her.  They were seven and 
five and off to school when I was born. She was now 
able to go to work and help my father raise their family.  
She wasn’t exactly disappointed with my impending 
birth, but it set her plans back a little. She didn’t know I 
was all wrapped up in that warm place taking that caul 
off my face.  
     My father, on the other hand, was more than ecstatic 
about having a daughter.  Although I didn’t exactly have 
the disposition or the inclinations he thought I should 
have.  My manner was more like his, haughty and 
outspoken, not like the demure woman he married.  I 
guess at first he thought he would have two of her. He 
soon adjusted and came to like himself.   
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     Our conversation continued at a later visit:  “After all is 
said and done, years have passed, trials and tribulations, 
births, deaths, life, love work….” She continued, “It’s 
amazing! Look, see who it is who cares for me now.  
You, you are the one.  I am so grateful for you.”  From 
that conversation we came to know how I was the 
strongest one of the three, how much she respected me 
and the intellect I gained as a result. Actually, it gave me 
the courage to change my life.  Oddly, even now, I think 
of this conversation whenever I embark on any life-
changing endeavor.     
     But she was worried that I wasn’t happy and she was 
more than correct.  I was so unhappy with the life I had 
made, not the one I was born into, but this mess that I 
recognized was consuming me.  My insides were 
screaming and crying perpetual tears. I never 
complained to her about my unhappiness.  I grew 
accustomed to the lot I had made because there were 
no options at the time, but I always knew it was 
temporary.  Strangely, no one noticed or if they did they 
never said anything.   
     We continued to talk and had a very frank 
conversation about her cancer and her imminent death.  
We could both hardly believe it. We had become friends 
years before.  We played bingo on Saturdays, talked 
about family history and discussed the oddities of the Y 
chromosome and mused about the other gender.  Most 
of all she accepted me, and I her  difficult for opposites.   
We were both grateful for the polarities.   
     She had been retired for about three years and was 
finally beginning to enjoy another life.  She was only 
sixty-seven.  After gathering up the courage, she finally 
said what she wanted to say all along.  She told me that 
what is most important in life is to be happy, for she 
knew I was not.  At that moment I knew how short life is 
and can be. I thought about the “Desiderata” she had 
casually given me years ago for no particular reason and 
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the part about things unfolding as they should and 
especially the end, “strive to be happy”.   At this juncture 
in life, I had already buried my brother who was killed in a 
car accident, witnessed the death of my dear 
sister/cousin and her baby, and lost my sweet 
grandmother who gave me the fireside training with her 
eyes.  Right at that moment of death I decided change 
to my life.    
 

CODA 
 

     My father was wailing in the outer room, my brother 
couldn’t be found and my daughter was crying, crying, 
crying.  I clutched the trophy that my son insisted I take 
to her.  I was alone yet again.   
     I’m sure my mother waited for me that day they 
called.  Although they unwrapped her, as I stepped over 
the doorsill I know she breathed her last breath. I 
caressed her soft skin; I looked at her peaceful face. I 
bathed her with my tears and bid farewell.  Her pain was 
banished forever.  A new suffering for me was to begin. I 
was now to be forever an orphan.  
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Reciprocity l Joanne Toran 
    

      We were cousins by birth, but more like siblings, soul 
mates, and best friends.  It seems like we had known 
each other forever.  When we were growing up he was 
my primary tormentor.  He had a particular advantage 
since he was ten years older than I.  Our parents were 
siblings and I’m told had the same type of relationship: 
“the tormentor and tormented.” Our bond was like many 
others in my family: It knows no beginning and it has no 
end.    
     During our young adulthood, we didn’t stay in touch 
very much, but somehow we always knew we were 
there for each other.  I grew up in an urban setting, he in 
a rural one.  I honed my teeth on a diversified urban 
revolution, he in the segregated South, pre-Greensboro 
sit-in style.  Later on in life, we became even closer. 
Inseparable best friends, we would read each other’s 
mind.  We lamented, laughed and cried about more than 
our fair share of life’s mistakes.  I also paid him back for 
some of those “jokes” he played on me earlier  fixed 
him up with some “real good” dates.   
     He was the type of person who looked for the good 
in everything.  I guess that’s why I thought everything in 
him was good.  If there was a positive in anything, he’d 
find it. You can understand why I find this odd, since I 
was the ultimate pessimist, but continued to proceed 
optimistically.  One of my favorite memories of him was 
that he lived life to the fullest every day.  He once told me 
that he never purposely recalled or remembered 
anyone’s date of death. This included the day his sister 
died of sickle cell anemia giving birth to her first child. 
 During that same time, I was carrying my own daughter. 
His sister, who was more like a sister to me, and I talked 
about raising our children close, continuing the unique 
bond in our family.  I was devastated when I lost them 
both.   
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     A year earlier, my middle brother was the only person 
killed in a car crash.  Later when I asked my cousin 
about this date, he said, “Why should I remember the 
date?  It was unpleasant and there is too much in life 
that is unpleasant that we don’t have a choice about.”  
He lived for the now and did things for the now.  As he 
would put it, “When it’s done, it’s done.”  This always 
soothed me. It was momentary, but for that moment I 
was grateful.  He was absolutely the best!  
     I can never forget the support he gave me during my 
mother’s rapid, wrenching, terminal illness.  He drove 
from Massachusetts to New York every weekend to help 
me out. There were several blizzards that year, but he 
drove anyway. I didn’t ask him to do this.  He just 
showed up.  I was the primary caregiver and he knew I 
needed him.  My mother, who prior to being diagnosed 
with ovarian cancer, had been in perfect health, had only 
four months to live.  I had already buried my middle 
brother.  My elder brother simply could not cope with 
anything!  My father, having previously survived cancer of 
the throat, surgery and radiation, was again ill and 
hospitalized with a myriad of new diagnoses.  My 
parents had not only been married for fifty years, but 
were still the loves of each other’s lives. I can vividly 
recollect the Saturday afternoons with music playing in 
the background and my parents dancing in the living 
room.  It seemed no one else existed but the .y    
     My life and my head were spinning.  I only knew that I 
needed to move on each day.  Take one step at a time; 
see my mother each day for the last time, take care of 
my father, try to be a constant and good mother to my 
growing children, go through a divorce, go to work, 
aspire to be the best that I could be and keep my hand 
in God’s hand.   My own personal life and survival were 
not a consideration.  So my cousin came and helped 
each weekend.  He was the ultimate caregiver to me.  
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     A few years later, to my surprise, our roles reversed.  
He was a chemist for Monsanto who hardly ever missed 
a day of work.  We would speak often and he began to 
relay to me that he had stayed home that day, hadn’t 
gone to work last week, the week before hadn’t felt well, 
etc.  Even though at the time I was battling a serious 
illness of my own, I boarded the train to Massachusetts 
to find out what was going on. My son was in college 
and my newly graduated daughter was starting her first 
job.  I was at a turning point in my life, not at the end of 
the road but bewildered about the turn.  He must have 
known this.  He begged me not to come, but I insisted. 
What I found was unimaginable, and most of all 
unbearable.  My rock, my forever present, in-the-
moment cousin had lost at least 100 lbs, his eyes, yellow 
and jaundiced, were like eggs sunny side up and he 
could barely walk.  He was so weak that he could not 
feed or bathe himself. When he met me at the train 
station, I nearly fainted.  Just a few weeks before, he had 
attended my daughter’s college graduation and gave her 
good counsel on buying her first car. I just couldn’t 
believe it.  I couldn’t lose another loved one.  Yet, it was 
crystal clear in my mind’s eye. I knew it was too late.    
     I was once again called upon to assess the situation 
and immediately went into action.  I called his doctors, 
called his mom and his sister (who looks exactly like my 
mom) and stated the urgency.  I sat up all night in his 
condo for fear that he would die while I was asleep.  I 
was in such shock and pain I could not cry, I could only 
care for him, talk to him, bring him things. I felt like a 
broken hand mirror that someone had thrown on the 
floor and cracked in a trillion pieces. Only it was me who 
picked it up and saw my shattered self.  

I began to recount the good times, use his 
methodology for life, be an optimist for once although I 
knew that my pessimistic forecast was right on target.  I 
did not continue to ask him why he had not called me or 
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anyone else.  Somehow I knew he just wanted this his 
way. He was still taking care of me.  Our only bone of 
contention that day was my calling his mother.  He 
insisted that I not call her and I insisted and I did just 
that.  She was 90-plus years and had never flown in an 
airplane, but she got on a plane and immediately flew up 
the east coast from North Carolina to Massachusetts.   
     In every conversation I ever had with her from that 
day on, she thanked me and God for giving her the 
opportunity to be with her son one last time.  She said 
she could never forget my act of kindness.  She also 
realized how difficult this was for me. And I could not 
help but think how painful this must have been for her to 
bury yet another child.  I just could not imagine how she 
could go on from there…. I just could not imagine. 
     From that day on our conversations were always 
comforting for each other, clear and for me like the 
“Balm in Gilead.”  I am sure she was one of the wisest 
persons that has ever walked this earth.  During some of 
the most difficult times in my life, she is one of the 
ancestors who has walked with me.  I can hear her say, 
“Jo, you have to stay ready to have to keep from having 
to get ready.”  
     I went to him every weekend for about six weeks. I 
once again witnessed the suffering, the pain and torment 
of that terrible disease that came so swiftly and slowly 
crushed out yet another life.  He had pancreatic cancer 
complicated by the severe sickle cell anemia he endured 
all his life.  To have lived that long without proper 
diagnosis and treatment, they tell me, was a miracle.   
     But, for me, he left all too soon.  He died after those 
six agonizing weeks and so did a part of me, forever.  
During that time I had to explain once again to my family 
the complications of the broken hospital system, the 
biochemistry and unfairness of pancreatic cancer, its grip 
on him and the inevitable.  

*** 
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     And for all these long years, now and in between, I’ve 
felt our roles have changed but were always the same:  
the caregiver is the patient as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abuela’s Hands l Tanya Torres 
    
 
Her hands, wrinkled and worn, rest on her round belly, 
like butterflies posing on a yellow and orange flower.  
She rocks back and forth, waiting for the day to end or 
to begin. 
 
Abuela, te extraño, I miss you. 
 
She looks into me.  
Only her fingers move as the wind blows softly through 
the trees. 
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Margot and Luna Come Home l 
Linda Bogin 
      
     “Dare iss no utter dog bezidz zuh schtandard 
poodle.”   
       Ilse was firm with Ken, my boyfriend, and me, and 
she knew what she was talking about.  She’d bred 
poodles in her native Germany, and in the early ‘70’s, 
she and her husband chartered a jet to bring about two 
dozen champion standard poodles to the United States.  
She’d been breeding them upstate, in Catskill, New 
York.  Ilse, white-haired, now in her late sixties, and the 
dogs lived in a huge white Victorian house, on a couple 
of acres, with outside kennels and plenty of bright green 
grass fields.  There were also kennels in the basement, 
accessible by elevator.  Upstairs, Ilse had mattresses laid 
out in the bedrooms, where poodle puppies were born 
and nurtured, and Ilse and the older dogs slept 
     Or, as Ilse put it, “I haff to fight vor my place.”  Her 
husband lived in town, and visited on weekends.  I’d say 
she had about 60 dogs on the premises. 
     We sat in her dining room, adjoining the kitchen.  We 
had come to consider getting a puppy.  Jill, my friend 
from work, praised the standard poodle, too — she had 
a beautiful red one, no shedding, she said, and they 
were smart. Ken had recently moved in with me; we’d 
been together about a year and I was nesting.  I’d 
started eyeing dogs on the street the way some women 
eye babies when they’re ready to get pregnant.  So Ken 
and I decided to check out Jill’s breeder.  We’d driven 
up from Manhattan on a warm Labor Day weekend and 
we were staying in a bed and breakfast nearby.  We’d 
made an appointment to see Ilse, but there was no 
commitment, on either side, for us to adopt. 
     Ilse first stepped into the kitchen through its swinging 
doors.  A few minutes later, four or five adult poodles 
burst through the doors and pranced into the dining 
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room.  Black, white, chocolate brown, they ran around 
the dining room table.  As they settled down, we 
delightedly petted one, then another. 
     Ilse watched us, her eyes narrowed.  I don’t know 
what test we were taking, but next thing I knew, the 
adults ran back into the kitchen.  Next, out tumbled five 
or six puppies.  Fluffy and scrambling over each other, 
they nipped and dipped into perfect “downward facing 
dog” poses.  I got down on the floor as they jumped on 
me, and Ken soothed them; a couple quieted down.   

We’d been advised to get a female dog if we 
were relatively new to dogs, as I was.  So we narrowed 
our choice to two black females.  We asked if the mother 
of either of the dogs was still with Ilse, and she, 
somewhat reluctantly, returned to the kitchen.  A white 
standard poodle bounded out. She barked at us, and 
growled when we tried to pet her.  We ignored this, 
blissfully playing with the two puppies.  As planned, we 
told Ilse we’d think about it, and returned to our bed and 
breakfast. 
     “This will be a big change,” Ken intoned.  “Are you 
sure you’re ready?” 
     “Yes,” I said.  “Let’s go back next weekend and get 
one.” 
     But which one?  Both of us were out at work all day, 
and our dog would be alone.  What about two, so 
there’d be company, a playmate?  Unencumbered by 
expert advice which suggested you get one puppy first 
and add another later, we figured we’d hit the perfect 
solution. Both the dogs we’d liked at Ilse’s had lived 
together their whole short lives.  How, we naively 
reasoned, could we separate them?  Indeed, they were 
half-sisters.  Excited, we called Ilse and said we’d take 
them both, and would be back next week to collect 
them.  This would give us time to get their food, bowls, 
collars—all the things they’d need. 
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     A day passed.  We tried to pay attention to sight-
seeing, but all we could talk about were the dogs.  What 
to name them?  A cute pair, like Pinot and Merlot?  I 
didn’t think so.  I’d read enough to know dogs 
responded well to names with long vowels in them.   And 
one puppy was expected to grow out to be dark silver, 
or “blue”.  There it was, her name:  Luna.  And her official 
American Kennel Club registered name would be “Luna 
Blue von Shangri-La.”  Shangri-La was the name of 
Ilse’s poodle business.  
     And her half sister?  Ilse had said that she’d shown “a 
lot uff personality.”  Since her mother had, too — she 
was the irascible white standard we’d met — we settled 
on “Margot.”  We named her for Bette Davis’s character 
in All About Eve: Margot Channing von Shangri-La. 
Perfect. 
     Ken turned to me. “Why are we waiting?” he asked.  
“I bet we could get basic stuff up here, and take the 
dogs home this weekend.” 
     “Just like that?  I don’t have a list of what to get.”   No 
one has ever accused me of being spontaneous. 
     “There’s bound to be some pet store in a mall up 
here where we can get food, whatever.  Let’s call Ilse 
back and see if she can get them ready.”  She could.  
And we found food bowls and the food Ilse 
recommended.  Just like that. 
       We picked them up on Labor Day.  Ilse had bathed 
them.  Their bodies were furballs; the hair on their heads 
crinkled, like Rastafarians while they ran and played as 
we admired them.   

“Offf you go,” she waved.  “Call anytime iff you haff 
questions.” 

*** 
     I sat in the backseat of the car, a puppy on each side.  
The poodles’ snouts were already growing longer and 
pointed, and their dark eyes seemed anxious.  Luna had 
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elegant, somewhat slanted eyes, and Margot’s were 
rounder and bright.   
     “I’m right here,” I said to them, “You’ll be fine on the 
trip.”   
     We pulled out of the driveway, and started making 
our way toward the highway.  It was hot, no air 
conditioning in the ancient Audi, and Margot started to 
shove her hot little body against me, trying to get closer 
and closer.   
     But on the other side, there was trouble.  Luna was 
sitting, all right, but she started lurching her body, and 
somewhere deep within her began low-toned, rhythmic 
sounds.  Suddenly her jaws  the size of a velociraptor’s 
 opened, and vomit shot out and landed on the back of 
the front passenger seat.   
     “Shit,” Ken said.  “They weren’t supposed to get 
breakfast.” 
     “Well, it’s over for Luna now,” I replied.  “But why are 
we headed to Albany?”   
     “Shit,” Ken said.  “I’ve been going in the wrong 
direction for about half an hour.”  
     “OK, but let’s turn around.  It’ll be more than three 
hours now.”   Ken had started to growl, “How helpful,” 
when there was noise on my left.  Margot had, in eerie 
imitation of her sister, begun heaving.  Within a few 
seconds, vomit flew onto the back of Ken’s seat and 
dripped down onto my shoes.   
     “Well, at least it’s over,” I said grimly.  “How much 
could they have eaten?” 
     Quite a bit, as it turned out.  Margot and Luna 
vomited all the way home.  Eventually, as each started to 
heave, I learned the trick of picking the vomiter up, 
angling her body down, and pointing her mouth at the 
floor behind the front seats.  This allowed the vomit to 
collect there, and only there, where I could haplessly try 
to wipe it up with the paper towels we had.  
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      At last, we arrived at our apartment building.  Since 
the girls (as we came to call them) hadn’t had their next 
set of shots yet, I insisted that Ken carry one under each 
arm from the car up to our apartment, ensuring that their 
feet did not touch the contaminated sidewalk.   
      We had our new family. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Morning Rounds l Jeremy Shatan 
      
 
Boy in the stroller 
my hand on the IV pole 
walking 
 
Past the nurse’s station 
waves all around. 
Past the playroom 
a grandma sleeping. 
 
Boy in the stroller 
my hand on the IV pole 
walking 
 
Past the murals 
painted years ago. 
They are not windows 
but they’ll do. 
 
Boy in the stroller 
my hand on the IV pole 
walking 
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Past the rooms 
doors closed 
doors ajar 
restrictions and permissions duly noted. 
  
Boy in the stroller 
my hand on the IV pole 
walking 
  
Past Danny mopping 
bald head gleaming 
combat boots perfectly tied 
uniform crisply pressed. 
  
Boy in the stroller 
my hand on the IV pole 
walking 
 
Past the exit 
the way out of this place 
or the way friends and family 
come in.
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My Cancer  l Beth Wolfson 
 

     My cancer is inextricably linked to someone else’s 
experience with cancer.  The two of us share parallel 
worlds, exactly one year apart from each other.  We had 
the same doctors, the same caregivers, and even shared 
the same bathtub.  Now we share the same scar: a small 
pink line on our necks that has faded until it is barely 
noticeable.  This souvenir reminds us that we have no 
thyroid; it reminds us of our cancer. 
     We are similar in other ways as well.  We are both 
artists.  We enjoy the same books and the same 
activities.  We are mirror images, two people cut from 
the same mold.  We are twins. 
     The fact that we are twins played an important role in 
my sister’s diagnosis.  My cancer was diagnosed first.  I 
had no symptoms of the cancer but, as a result of an 
unrelated disorder that caused fullness around my neck, 
my doctor found the nodule.  I was diagnosed with 
papillary thyroid carcinoma in my second year of college.  
The process went very quickly.  The cancerous nodules 
and my entire thyroid were surgically removed within a 
period of months.  My doctor told me that if you are 
going to have cancer, this is the type that you want to 
have: it requires the least invasive type of surgery, and 
people live with this cancer for many years without 
problems (I had no symptoms of the cancer).   
     Because we are twins, my sister was screened for 
cancer as a precaution.  Her cancer may not have been 
discovered otherwise since the nodules in her neck were 
smaller and further from the surface and they would have 
been impossible to detect if you were not specifically 
looking for them.  I see this as a miracle, and was glad to 
have played this role in her cure. 
     My sister and I have shared so many experiences: the 
same parents, the same schools, and the same genetic 
and environmental markers.  It should not be surprising 
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that we shared the same cancer.  But although we had 
all this in common, our experience with cancer was 
markedly different.   
     I threw myself into my work, refusing to think about 
my cancer and its implications.  My sister could not help 
but think about it and her work suffered.  I isolated 
myself from family and friends.  My sister turned to 
others for comfort.  Because I was diagnosed first, I had 
a lot of attention from family and friends.  But because I 
was diagnosed first, my sister’s feelings and pain were 
often overlooked by family and friends: she did not 
receive as many flowers and we were not there for her 
emotionally.  I thought it was enough that I could testify 
to the experience.  My surgery was quick and the healing 
process was relatively painless  I had no complications 
 I was proof that this type of cancer “wasn’t such a big 
deal.”  Of course, I was lucky but I didn’t realize it.  I was 
confident that my sister would be fine.  We had the best 
doctors.  So I neglected her.  She needed my emotional 
support to help her deal with her cancer.  It wasn’t 
enough to tell her that it would be all right.  It wasn’t 
enough to testify to the experience, having gone through 
it myself.  She needed me to go through it again, this 
time with her.  She needed to come to terms with her 
cancer on her own terms.   
     I’ve learned from our cancer that cancer is a very 
personal experience.  At the time you are diagnosed, you 
cannot imagine that anyone knows what you are feeling.  
And even if they do, it doesn’t help you.  You need to 
learn how to live with your cancer on your own, 
individually.  You need to develop a coping mechanism.  
You need to rationalize the experience to yourself in 
some way.  This is true even when your cancer is very 
treatable and requires the least invasive surgery.    
     Through Leroy Sievers’ “My Cancer” blog and 
podcast on NPR.org, it is possible to see the coping 
mechanisms that people have developed.  Cancer has 
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been a teaching tool for so many people.  They have 
used their cancer to reevaluate their lives and learn 
something about themselves.  Personally, I have learned 
by comparing mine and my sister’s experiences with 
cancer.  Our cancer taught me that cancer is a very 
individual experience, and there is no shortcut to 
emotional assuredness.   
     I have also learned from my own experience with 
cancer.  My cancer taught me to be more sympathetic to 
others, because everyone has hardships and struggles, 
and everyone’s life has been touched by cancer and 
disease.  When someone makes me upset, I try not to let 
it affect me.  Instead, I wonder what has happened to 
them to make them behave in such a manner. 
     And I have learned from other people’s cancer 
experience, such as Leroy Sievers’.  His project has 
taught me that one person can make a difference.  It is 
important to find comfort and solace in the sheer mass 
of people who have suffered as you have, and who have 
survived.  And it is important to recognize that these 
people have learned and loved as a result of their 
cancers, as I learned from my twin and she from me.  
Lessons we learned (and taught) with love. 
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Living with Mirrors l Natalie Wolfson 
   
“Wait.” 

I grab her hand. 
 
It feels strange in mine  too soft, too well-fit. 

 
She accepts my hand, and we step off the curb. 
We hurry across, dodging city traffic. 
 

 
When we were little, we pretended to be each 

other’s mirror, 
moving our hands up and down in 

unison, 
miming a wall between us. 

 
She is not me, 
but peering into each other, we see ourselves 

reflected, as in a dream  
We see our fears. 
Our ideals. 
Our insecurities. 

The experiences we shared, and 
those unique to each of us. 

Our future. Our present. 
 
 
I let go of her hand. 
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“And Then They Write…” l 
Helen-Maria Lekas 
 
Dedicated to the Extraordinary Women in the Narrative 
Writing Workshop. 
 
     Women sitting around a rectangular table in a small 
conference room.  From a distance, they look like 
colleagues who have come together for a staff meeting.  
A gathering of ordinary women: talking, laughing, 
shuffling papers and holding pens.  From up close, they 
look like something else.   
     Come, eavesdrop on their conversations:   
     “My cancer is back; this time with a vengeance.  I’m 
worried.  It doesn’t feel like those other times.  This time 
it’s different,” one of them says, and two others look 
straight into her eyes knowingly, remaining silent.  
     “I really like this painting by Brueghel, ‘The Flight of 
Icarus.’  He flew too close to the sun and his waxy wings 
melted away.  Sounds like my experience with radiation!  
My breasts almost melted away,” another jokes and 
laughs wholeheartedly along with the woman sitting next 
to her.  
     “When I get the results of a patient’s CAT scan, I 
dread opening the envelope.  I am afraid to read that the 
disease has come back or spread.  My heart pounds, it 
feels almost like the Oscars, ‘The envelope please.’  Only 
there is no audience to applaud you for your bravery, 
and the patient who loses, loses much more than an 
award!”   
     “The piece you wrote about how incomprehensible 
life felt after you lost your partner, about searching for 
meaning after he was gone, this is how I felt after I lost 
my brother, my daughter, my husband, my mother…” 
 
     This is no ordinary gathering.  These women are 
cancer patients, caregivers, medical and social services 
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providers that meet once a month around a conference 
table to share their experiences of loss; they talk, write 
and read about loss.  Profound, at times impossible to 
articulate, loss: beloved children that died young before 
their mothers, loving and faithful couples that were pulled 
apart by death, mothers and fathers that died leaving 
their still too young to be orphaned children.  These 
women also talk, write, and read about the death of their 
old self: a self intact before the mastectomy took away 
your ability to comfort a crying baby in your bosom, a 
self intact before an untimely cancer diagnosis shattered 
your assumption that “good things happen to good 
people,” and for providers, a self intact before the cancer 
patients you treat, counsel, and care for begin to blur 
with each other as you count another, and another, and 
yet another that you lost.   
     However, don’t be fooled. This is not the traditional 
chorus of women that appear in Greek tragic plays clad 
in black, pulling their hair, hollering about their inexorable 
fate, and cowering before the deus ex machina.  There is 
healing amidst all this loss.  The women write about their 
loss, they search for meaning in their scares, they draw 
maps around and away from their pain, and sometimes, 
they even paint their pain with bright colors: fiery red for 
a scar across one’s torso, the deep sea green melting in 
blue for the eyes of a wanted child that will not be born, 
and blinding yellow for tulips, the favorite flower of a 
beloved patient.  The women furiously paint with words, 
each searching for the right word or string of words to 
render audible the muffled cry, to accurately describe the 
emptiness after the loss, the wrath against the absurd 
loss of a life yet unlived.  After the writing, comes the 
reading: the courageous act of articulating, speaking out 
loud the words, the string of words, loud enough for 
others in the group to hear, thus exposing her wounds to 
the bright burning sunlight outside her heart and mind, 
hoping for catharsis.  The others listen in reverence 
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shaking their heads, identifying with the reader, or 
remaining immobile as their tears silently swell in their 
eyes.  The reader wholeheartedly knows and trusts the 
others understand completely.  She ends her reading.  
Silence.  In this silence: communion, less loneliness, and 
maybe a little bit of healing. 
     Do not be deceived; this is no ordinary group of 
women.  There is no doubt they lost a lot, almost 
everything, but they found the strength to come together 
to talk, to write, to read, to trust again, and to continue 
living.     
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The Women in My Group Rock  l 
Pat Nixon 
     
     I have the privilege of belonging to a group that we 
(jokingly) refer to as “the club no one wants to join.”  We 
call ourselves “the Rockers” because we women truly 
“rock.”  We have all been diagnosed with gynecologic 
cancers, primarily ovarian cancer, and are either going 
through or have been through major surgeries, chemo, 
radiation, and/or other debilitating treatments.  We all live 
with the fear that any ache or pain could be a cancer 
recurrence.  We all live with the anxiety of waiting for the 
other shoe to drop.  We all wonder if the anxiety and fear 
ever go away.  We also share the overwhelming 
frustration of constantly being told by the experts what 
they don’t know about ovarian cancer diagnosis and 
treatment. 
     I am new at this group thing; I have always 
considered myself a very private person, fiercely 
independent, never a joiner.  In fact, I did the whole pre-
diagnostic testing, surgery, and chemo by myself.  
Besides, having early stage ovarian cancer, I felt lucky, 
so I was hesitant to join a group, reluctant to seek 
support.  To do so would mean acknowledging that I 
was dealing with a life-threatening illness.  However, a 
wonderful intern social worker with whom I used to talk 
during chemo suggested that I might want to consider a 
support group after finishing treatment because that 
seemed to be a time that people with cancer often find 
very difficult.  Sure enough, when I was done with 
chemo, I was terrified to let go of the constant 
surveillance of my medical team.  So, when a very sweet 
and caring facilitator called to remind me that an ovarian 
cancer support group was available, I went.  One of the 
things I have learned from cancer is that I can not do this 
alone; a lesson learned after routine chest CT results 
came back reporting an abnormality. 
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     The group was small then, just four women.  Guided 
by our very loving and caring facilitator we briefly told our 
stories while introducing ourselves.  It seemed I was the 
only one with early stage cancer.  Someone said, “Lucky 
you ” when I told them.  The other women in the group ,
were either in a recurrence or had advanced stage 
disease.  I felt out of place, maybe I didn’t belong in this 
group.  However, my first question, which seems to be 
the same one every newly diagnosed or newly treated 
group member asks, was, “Does the fear ever go 
away?”  No, it doesn’t, but living with cancer is about 
learning to live with anxiety.  By the end of group I again 
wondered what I was doing there.  I didn’t seem to fit in.  
Surely my early stage cancer wasn’t as serious as the 
others’.  Maybe they needed support more than I did.  
Besides, going to group every week would be an 
unwanted reminder that I had cancer.  Moreover, quite 
honestly, I didn’t want to be in the energy of recurrence.  
But, having promised myself, I went once more and then 
stayed away for several weeks, making all sorts of 
excuses to myself about why I couldn’t go. 
     Again our sweet and kind group facilitator called to 
check in on me at the perfect time.  My nurse 
practitioner had just called to tell me that my recent CT 
after finishing chemo showed a prominent lymph node in 
my chest and I needed a repeat scan.  As I hung up the 
phone, my whole body shook for an hour.  There and 
then I decided it was time to get the support I needed.  I 
knew that the women in my group would understand the 
fear. 
     I am now seven months post-chemo.  My hair is 
coming back, my incision is healing well, and I feel better 
than ever.  And, because it is often challenging to sit in 
group and listen to the pain, fear, and anger, I wonder at 
times why I still go. 
     Well here it is.  Several women from my group 
recently attended a workshop on “Issues in Ovarian 
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Cancer Survivorship.”  We are all considered survivors, 
and I hate the word.  My life is so much more than 
surviving. It’s about joy and gratitude and living a better 
quality life than before my diagnosis of ovarian cancer.  
But, I discovered that the best part of the workshop was 
being around so many beautiful women who are 
survivors.  It was an honor to sit in the same row with the 
women in my group and to be able to identify with them; 
to share experiences; to talk about just what it’s like to 
live with ovarian cancer, the frustrations, the fears; and to 
laugh together. 
     These are special women; they know what it is to just 
keep going, having faced the very real possibility of dying 
from this disease.  They are strong women, although 
they may deny it.  They get up every morning, and 
despite that voice that reminds them every day that there 
is cause for anxiety, they go on, as challenging as that is 
at times. They just keep breathing.  They choose to live, 
to go through very difficult treatments, and to gather and 
share information that will help all of us.  They have 
chosen to live, not just survive; to do whatever it takes to 
go on, to fight the battle, to get better, to win. 
     The good news, and the bad news, is that our group 
has grown to fifteen.  I am so proud of all of us.  As I look 
around the room every Wednesday, my heart opens and 
I am humbled to be a part of this group.  Sitting around 
the table are some of my favorite people in the world.  
And even though they do not wish to be, and may shrug 
it off, they are my role models.  Everyone’s experience 
enriches me.  We lift each other; we share our fears and 
applaud each other’s triumphs; we support each other.  I 
learn from each of these women.  They have been there.  
They simply know what it’s like. 
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The Women in My Group Still Rock l 
Pat Nixon 
 
     I’m writing this second love letter to thank you, the 
women in my ovarian cancer support group.  You are 
the most magnificent, courageous, and strongest 
women I have the honor of knowing.  It seems like we 
were all doing well before the new year.  We celebrated 
the coming holidays with a party filled with laughter, joy, 
and loving, simply enjoying each other’s company, just 
being together.  Then we came back in January, and 
slowly but surely each one of us had a recurrence or 
some equally challenging situation.  Yes, the other shoe 
had dropped. 
     Well, one of the things I’ve learned from cancer is that 
I want to be clear in my communications and let the 
people I care about know how much I do care.  With this 
recurrence, given the uncertainty of any of our futures, it 
has become even more important to me to express my 
gratitude, so that what remains, what is remembered, 
might be my loving. 
I had lunch with a friend from group recently.  We talked 
about dying and how we would feel when our doctor 
tells us, “There’s nothing more we can do for you.”  As I 
was walking home thinking about it, I realized how 
grateful I am that we could even have that conversation; 
one that I could not have had with a friend or person 
who did not have cancer.  As most of us have moved 
into more serious situations we have also moved to a 
deeper level of sharing, beyond the facts of our disease 
and the welcome tips and tricks to help us get through 
the immediate situation. 
     Now we sit at this table every week and share our 
continuing struggle with cancer as our lives unfold in 
ways we could not have imagined or anticipated before 
we were diagnosed.  We talk about how we adjust to our 
“new normal,” living with the knowledge that our lives will 
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never be the same as “before.”  We continue to share 
our anxieties and fears, and applaud each other’s 
triumphs.  But what has been so important to me is that 
you simply share your lives; how you get up and face 
each day; how each of you has looked death straight in 
the eye and just goes on, how you just live.  For me, 
cancer has become real and I am so grateful to be able 
to share this new reality with women who simply know 
what it’s like. 
      I’ve come to the conclusion that as much as we 
might want to reject the idea, having cancer does make 
us special.  Despite the pain or sickness the cancer or 
chemo might bring on; despite the anxiety of whether 
treatment is working; despite our lives being totally 
disrupted and seemingly controlled by this disease; 
despite the likelihood that our lives will be shortened by 
cancer  we show up.  And most impressive, despite 
how much we ache when we hear what each other is 
going through, we show up to support each other  
sometimes holding our breath, bracing ourselves to hear 
the worst.  You have all willingly and generously 
supported me, offering to help in any way you can.  You 
have shown me I am not alone in this struggle.  As tough 
as this is for each one of you individually, you all support 
me in ways my friends and family cannot.  I marvel at 
and am in awe of you all  how you respond so caringly 
with phone calls, emails, hugs, and are there for me with 
unwavering support and love.   

So thank you again, you fine women who will 
always “rock.”  You are my rock and I couldn’t do this 
without you all.  Each one of you is a gift of grace and 
wisdom and strength. 
 
Love,  
Pat 
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SINGULARITY AND STATISTICS l 
Gwen Nichols 
      

 
I think you are demanding a lot. 
You want to be an individual,  
but you want me to tell you  
what the statistics are, 
what the probabilities are, 
what happened to the last 100 patients, 
who took this treatment, 
Who presented this way. 
 
Which is it? 
Do you want to be an individual 
and we recognize that we have 
no idea how you, as individual,  
will react? 
Or do you want to know the likelihood 
in the composite, that you will 
do well? 
 
Do you see the dichotomy? 
 
And will I get blamed 
if I give you a statistic 
based on knowledge 
from previous patients, 
if you behave like an individual 
and respond outside the norm? 
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Affidavit l Judith M. Layzer 
      
     Thank you, your honor, for listening to my statement 
in this administrative law judge hearing regarding denial 
by Medicare of my cancer medicine (here called “ABC”) 
for my cancer.   
     I have ovarian cancer. I have had this cancer since 
1971, when it was diagnosed as stage I.  But 20 years 
ago, in 1987, it was staged at IIIB, a dangerous and 
advanced stage of ovarian cancer.  That I made it 
through these past twenty years is remarkable.  
     Beginning in 1987, I had to have major abdominal 
surgery, and adjuvant abdominal and pelvic radiation.  A 
few years later, I began to say I was a “full time cancer 
patient ” not wanting or expecting pity.,   That is still what I 
call myself. 
     ABC came along just in time in June 1999, and it has 
worked ever since.  I have used it steadily, every day for 
the past 7 1/2 years.  It is prescribed by my doctors at 
M.D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston.  It has kept 
my cancer under control.  But Medicare has now denied 
it.  What a disgrace.  ABC is the glue that is holding my 
life together. 
     The year 2006, when Medicare Part D began, began 
a horrible nightmare, since my main cancer medicine 
(ABC) for controlling my cancer was rejected by the 
insurance company. Actually it was rejected by 
Medicare, and allowed by the insurance company, but at 
a co-pay of $7,208 month!  The other cancer medicines 
are covered.  
     The stress has been incredible.  First, I had to argue 
strenuously with my insurance company and to win their 
agreement to allow me to have my medicine for the 
subsequent 12 months.  They had been allowing it under 
the old rules for the prior four years and charging no 
more than $40 a month.  Then I had to figure out quickly 
how much I wanted to stay alive, because I learned that 
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the co-pay for ABC alone would be $7,208 a month.  It 
was something like the threatening question said to Jack 
Benny at gunpoint, “Your money or your life?” which he 
parries with “just a minute, I’m thinking.”  And then I had 
to ignore the miserable squabbles in my parental family 
over a possible loan. In the middle of all this I became a 
widow, as my dear husband slowly died a painful death 
from his cancer. 
     I am a local government retiree living on my pension 
and now my husband’s pension also.  I live alone. I am a 
recent widow. 
     I am not depressed.  I am not disabled, rather I am a 
productive and self supporting member of society with 
plenty of work to do.  I am a civic leader and I am 
managing my ovarian cancer. 
     If I were to lose ABC support entirely, basically as 
Medicare has determined to this point, I would be at risk 
of medical chaos.  The cancer would spread because of 
hemorrhages of the tumors I have now, and because of 
unchecked tumor growth.  Within only a few weeks there 
would be financial chaos if I tried to buy the medicine 
myself.  
     It is clear to me that my present hormone therapy, 
including the vital ABC, is working.  It should continue 
and must, if I am to live, as my oncologists, Drs. M. Z. A. 
and T., wrote in their Statements of Medical Necessity.  
     The threat of falling apart medically and the threat of 
financial chaos are still at my doorstep, even though I 
have paid a year’s worth of massive co-pays ($70,000 in 
2006 alone).  Insurance cooperation expires in six 
weeks.  This is a very harsh moment for me.    
     In my reading of the peer reviewed literature there is 
no other treatment for controlling my cancer, a rare form 
of ovarian cancer. 
     Judge, do the right thing: reverse the Medicare 
appeals agency determination and allow coverage of 
ABC.
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Lo Siento l Aric Mayer 
       
 
     Waking early in spite of my day off, I read a piece in 
The New York Times yesterday. It could hardly be called 
news.  At least it wasn’t news to me.  It was more of a 
recap.  A journal article had gotten to the bottom of 
something, a grand discovery worthy of printing, namely 
that oncologists generally lack any sense of bedside 
manners.  I haven’t been a nurse for long, but this much 
I knew well. 
     I was with a patient recently who was pretty 
distraught over the way she had been addressed by 
members of her team.  She said, “One resident had 
been particularly cold.  Yes, in fact, she told me that my 
condition had a very poor prognosis.  Just like that.”  Ah.  
“Tsk tsk,” I replied.  “Sorry about that.”  And while the 
information was true, and her pancreatic cancer was not 
going to miraculously evaporate, the question is how 
does one deliver this bad news?  I’m not a fan of the 
abrupt approach.  When I finish school and become a 
nurse practitioner, I will develop my own style.  I want to 
remember to be tactful no matter how busy I get. 
     As it turns out, the patient was a writer, but had never 
written about the experience of her disease.  “It just 
never occurred to me,” she offered.  I’m always seeking 
out other writers to reach out to, and suggest writing 
groups as a way to cope.  She didn’t seem open to it.  
She was a sweet lady, emaciated and hypotensive and 
bald, but still aware of herself, her appearance fairly 
meticulous as evidenced by her choice of scarves and 
make-up.  We talked about literature, and she 
recommended that I read Motherless Brooklyn.  “I’m on 
my third read,” she said.  “It’s really great.”  
     I had plans to do a lot of leisure reading during my 
break from schoolwork over the holidays, but that didn’t 
pan out.  Being a new nurse I have the last dibs on 
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vacation days, so I was working over Thanksgiving and 
then I worked four nights in a row up through Christmas.  
I was surprised how close I got to some of the patients 
by the time Christmas came and went.  It is an unusual 
time on the floor with so many of the usual faces on 
vacation, but I liked the informal feel.  
     One family in particular stands out for me from 
holiday time on the unit.  They were very involved and 
wanted the best care for their matriarch.  She did not 
have a cancer diagnosis, but she was boarded on our 
floor.  As a result of her being assigned to a team that 
does not frequent the medical oncology unit, and the 
fact that it was December and very quiet, the doctors 
were unknown to me, and unresponsive to my pages 
about the usual complaints – high blood glucose, aches 
and pains and discomfort.  Still we made the best of it, 
and had a few laughs along the way – largely due to my 
mediocre Spanish combined with the old lady’s 
deteriorating mental status.  We had many chuckles 
together and enjoyed modest Christmas celebrations.        
When I came back to work after one night off, as is often 
the case, the patient was no longer assigned to me, but 
the family liked to call upon me anyway.  We were 
summoned to the room because of a coughing fit, and 
by the time I got there she was passing away.  Watching 
her take her last agonal breath really hurt my spirit, but I 
kept it inside.  The overt grieving of the family was so 
heartbreaking.  It was as though it were sudden and 
unexpected that this 92-year-old with multiple health 
conditions should actually up and die.  I returned to the 
front desk to take the call from telemetry. “Yes, we are 
aware,” I said.  “No she isn’t moving around – she is 
dying now.  Thank you.”  Hmm, I thought.  That was a 
first.  
     Hours went by and more and more family came by to 
pay their respects.  I lost track at some point, and went 
out by the elevators to take a personal call on my cell.  I 
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was stunned to turn and find the whole family standing in 
front of me, my ear to the phone but the voice no longer 
reaching my brain.  All I saw was grief and longing in the 
faces of the daughters and grandchildren.  I couldn’t 
think of anything to say.  My boundaries as a 
professional nurse had been forgotten, which had 
allowed us to bond beyond my role, and this made my 
head spin.  I was painfully worried and self-conscious 
that I must appear calloused and not empathetic.  I was 
worse at communicating than those devilish oncologists 
in The Times.  
     And then I couldn’t think in Spanish, not a word.  I 
just touched the arm of the family member that I knew 
best, and then I looked several members in the eye 
before trying to dismiss myself, but the line of people just 
continued to stretch down the hall and I had an 
overwhelming desire to flee the scene, like a suffocation 
of discomfort taking over my senses.  Finally I reached 
the end of the train of people and said, “I’m very sorry.”  
Damn it, I know how to say that in Spanish  just can’t 
think of it right at the moment…  
     And later I thought maybe we could have shared a 
moment of quality time.  We could have been thankful 
together that she had experienced one last nice 
Christmas with everyone around.  And I could have 
reminded them that we had laughed.  But of course they 
were gone, and I couldn’t make it perfect, not for that 
family.  Ah, lo siento my friends.  Lo siento.  
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The “C” Word l Tamara Royal 
     
Can’t we change her name? 
Cancerita? 
Cancersita? 
Cancerism? 
CancerAnswer? 
Can’tsee, or Cancy? 
 
How about Cancershmanser? 
Men might prefer “Cancermeister ”.  
 
Together we have a Cancerhood, a Cancership 
but never a Canceroasis or Cancermania. 
 
It’s all a Cancerism. 
 
We would prefer Cancerless. 
 



 

Inspiration: Advocacy  69 

I am Not a Cancer Survivor  I am 

Living with Cancer l Pat Nixon 

    
  Yesterday, a routine surveillance CT for my ovarian 
cancer showed new lesions on my lungs and an increase 
in the size of the ones already there.  And, for the first 
time in the two years since I was diagnosed I became 
truly angry.  I finally understood why I reject the idea that 
I am a “survivor” of ovarian cancer. 
     I am living with ovarian cancer.  To be a survivor 
implies that some catastrophic event happened  like a 
Katrina  that takes its deadly toll, leaves its mark on 
those who survive it, but is over.  The destructive winds 
and waters are calm, the turbulence has passed.  The 
debris is cleared away.  The houses rebuilt.  The city 
cleaned up and reconstructed.  And, as the survivors 
return to the newly renovated site of the devastation, the 
restoration holds the promise and possibility of renewal 
and better things to come. 
     Well ovarian cancer is never over for me.  There is 
rarely a lull in the turbulence this disease produces.  
Each new twist and turn in this journey delivers a body 
blow that knocks me off my feet, leaving me gasping for 
breath as I pick myself up and brace for the next blow I 
know is coming.  This cancer is never cleared away.  I 
live with it, always, adjusting to the pain, fear, 
uncertainty, and anxiety it unleashes.  Even during the 
periods of calm, I know the cancer will circle back and 
never truly go away.  Even though I choose to continue 
chemotherapy or to undergo surgery or other toxic 
therapies, I know that once done with that treatment, the 
cycle will begin again, and again, until the cancer grows 
stronger than my body’s ability to fight it.  Every morning 
I wake up knowing that ovarian cancer will likely shorten 
my life.  And sometimes, the sadness of knowing that I 
may not complete the work that I am most passionate 
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about grips me so powerfully and is so suffocating that I 
can only collapse and sob with the pain. 

To call me a “survivor” diminishes what I go 
through every day.  While I understand that friends and 
family would like everything to be OK, that they would 
like to ”fix” this for me, they can’t.  Please understand, I 
am not a victim of this disease.  And, I am certainly not a 
hero, having triumphed in the battle with cancer.  I am 
simply coping with it every day in the best way I can. 

I am not a survivor, I am living with cancer.  What 
is most distressing is that my weariness and anger is 
silencing the joy that is my natural state of being.  And, 
the only thing I am hearing right now is the screaming in 
my head, “I do not want this.  I do not want to be sick.  I 
do not want to undergo yet another regimen of 
debilitating chemotherapy.  I do not want the surgeons 
to cut into my body leaving ugly scars that constantly 
remind me that I have cancer.  I do not want this.” 

And yet, I know this anger and sadness too are 
part of the journey, just part of living with cancer. 
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My DREAMs are dust l Eileen Merle-Rao         
 
The loneliness, the loneliness, the abject despair! 
   Do I pull out my hair?  Should I pull out a knife? 
      The loneliness and lack of love are deafening! 
          How to live out a lonely life? 
 

What dreams I have! Those dreams are gone? 
   A family lost. Concerts unsung. 
      Watch my friends live, watch my friends love. 
          Watch my dreams float above. 
 

The deafening quiet, the noise in the street – 
   Not in the country where I should meet: 
       A bird singing on a branch 
           A squirrel finding an acorn 
              A house seeming like a ranch 
                 My man in the driveway honking our car horn. 
 

My dreams are dust; 
   The Broadway stage 
       The radio mike 
          The home garden-grown vegetables 
              All the things I like; 
 

The fireplace 
   The quiet at night 
       The loving arms around me 
           Making me feel safe, not in a fright! 
 

My real loneliness, this loneliness, this abject despair  
    Instead, I cut my hair. 
      This loneliness is deafening – in no way is this a life… 
 

But if I pull out a knife, 
    I still can’t snuff out the dreams I hold 
        Of a well-loved, happy, and productive life. 
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Not Bad l Jeremy Shatan 
      
 
Not bad.  
Life is not bad 
or not too bad. 
This is taken as a variation 
on fine, good, or the lucky man’s “Great!” 
and passes without remark 
The lake of social conduct unrippled. 
 
Not bad. 
My private reconciliation 
with the fact that 
life is not good 
since Jacob died. 
 
Why explain bittersweet 
when most think it’s 
just chocolate? 
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Adjustment l Rosemary Newnham 
 
Years ago, it took me months to learn that 
 you  
could get sick 
(and you did; but you got better). 
 

Then after that night, 
after that sound 
that marked the end of what came before 
(it was you, 
falling, 
my father, 
my beloved father), 
I got used to things faster. 
 

First, seeing you lying in bed 
(you, who had always towered above me). 
 

Then, seeing you with the tube in your mouth 
— though I cried out the first time — 
became almost normal 
(you who were always crisply conscious, now sedated, 
silent). 
 

Three days on, tube out, 
(your birthday, happy day of family). 
I got used to translating your whispers 
and swabbing your too-dry mouth. 
 

You were just Dad again 
— a smaller, brighter piece of the Dad I’d always had — 
but you were still there 
(you were still you). 
 

 Sitting up in a chair, conducting Sousa marches, 
You were getting better, 
and I began to get used to new hope 
(you asked for sherry in your NG tube). 
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Easter morning, our return to the ICU 
(but we had gotten used to seeing you there; 
you’d already charmed all the nurses). 
But this time was different; 
and I was the one  
who had to tell you 
just how different it was. 
 

That last afternoon, 
palliative care suite, 
I put up cards on the wall in front of your eyes 
so if you opened them (even for a second) 
you would see the love this world has for you 
(and has for you still). 
 

I was so ready to adjust again, 
to stay in that suite for a week, or a fortnight. 
(Happy to be there because you were there.) 
(Because you were here.) 
But you had somewhere else to go 
(you were already on your way; 
and then 
you went). 
 

But the funny thing is, Dad: 
This new change is one I can’t adjust to. 
The difference between having 
a piece of you, 
a part of you, 
a bit of you, 
and having 
 

None 
 

of  
you 
 

is too great 
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(yet I feel you with me every minute). 
 

Now I have to adjust 
to seeing you in symbols. 
In small creatures 
you send across my path 
(a rabbit, a robin, a squirrel). 
 

And in the life 
and symmetry of spring flowers 
of straight, swaying tulips, 
a preening mallard, and 
the tall, stalwart oak 
(whose roots are invisible to our eyes, 
still they do exist; 
I know they do). 
 

The unseen roots support the tree we see, 
keep it alive 
so it can continue to grow, 
creating new leaves every spring, 
welcoming new families of squirrels 
(who will climb down from their nests 
to the lush lawn below 
and eat the peanuts 
I offer from my pocket). 
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Time  An Observance l Audrey L. Youngelson 
      
You are born. 
Time continues on… 
  
You live life. 
Time continues on… 
  
The phone rings. 
Time continues on… 
  
Events come and go. 
Time continues on… 
  
The cancer arrives. 
Time continues on… 
  
There is pain, drugs and surgery. 
Time continues on… 
  
You are still alive. 
Time continues on… 
  
The fight is a flight. 
Time continues on… 
  
You are still here and present. 
Time continues on… 
  
Life is measured. 
Time continues on… 
  
Friends come, friends disappear. 
Time continues on… 
  
Joy is measured, accomplishments occur. 
Time continues on… 
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Autumn leaves flutter by, as does the snow. 
Time continues on… 
  
The wonder of living is now the fright of dying 
Time continues on… 
  
You become a… remember when, remember we did. 
Time doesn’t end  it continues on! 
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Visiting Death’s Floor l Tamara Royal 
             
 
Broken spirits ride the elevator 
We get off at every floor   
three, five, six and four. 
 
Again, and again, we don’t know 
what we’ll come to on our floor, 
Nor do we know  
when God will close the next door. 
 
Bodies in beds 
Souls on meds. 
A place in purgatory for the living   
all souls to life we are clinging. 
 
Watching.  In anticipation of the death breath. 
Preparing.  For the sudden transition. 
Roses. Waiting.  In their own glass showcase coffin 
for death to welcome. 
 
Bags of relief.  Hang. 
Dripping.  Some sense of peace. 
Finally.  The vacation from pain 
 
Sitting in stillness. 
Dying, with my eyes wide open. 
Drops of tears flow faster 
than the IV drips. 
 
Cancer’s pilgrimage: 
The steps to death. 
It is no longer you who lives. 
 
But, remember. 
Faith is our medicine. 



 

Inspiration: Endings  79 

Healing comes from above. 
 
There is only one relief, 
and you’re finally there. 
 
Heaven.  Hopefully, without a cancer’s care. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Untitled photograph l Suzan Mikiel Kennedy  
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In the Beginning l Joanne Toran 
     
     I was born with the caul in my hand.  You know there 
is tell that some babies are born with a net over their 
faces.  These, they say are the chosen ones.  I didn’t 
want to be chosen so I took mine off and balled it up in 
my hand. I have the scar in my right hand to prove it.   
     Where do we go when our breath leaves us?  My 
aunt, the wise one, used to say, “We have to stay ready 
to keep from having to get ready.”  I wonder, will we all 
have a meeting place, what will be the occasion, what 
time; will we help with the decision?  Are we ready?  Do 
we have enough time to prepare or finish what we’re 
doing right now?   
     I would say, I can’t meet you right now; I’ve got so 
much more to do. I’m putting my house in order, making 
sure everything is just right.  Laying tracks for them to 
follow.  Leaving stuff behind.   How is it that we prepare 
for here and there?  This is the ultimate multi-task or 
maybe the ultimate oxymoron.  It seems like one would 
cancel out the other.  It’s not really possible to prepare 
for something we don’t concretely know about.  We 
don’t even know when or how, nor any of the 
circumstances.  It’s just our imagination that lets us do 
this part of the task.  Well that, and what we know as our 
faith.  But oddly it applies to the now as well because our 
reality is the “here”, we can’t actually know tomorrow or 
next week.   
     What will be the occasion?  Suffering or sadness, 
some say magnificence, but that was his reality, not 
mine.  How do we measure the pain and whose is worse 
or better.   
     I can hear your voice saying:  “No, Jo, it’s 
magnificent.  Where am I?”
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Contributors 
 
Linda Bogin  practiced law for nearly 20 years at 
Home Box Office, specializing in satellite transactions 
and international partnerships with movie studios and 
cable companies to bring HBO abroad.  She is a lifelong 
New Yorker, presently having an interest in several 
thoroughbred horses.  She rides regularly and is a Board 
member and Treasurer of Gallop NYC, a therapeutic 
riding center, where she is training to become a certified 
instructor. Linda was caretaker to her longtime partner 
and boyfriend, Ken, who was treated at NewYork-
Presbyterian. Luna is now in her 13th year; Margot died 
last December.  Linda has recently brought Sophie, a 
cream-colored standard poodle puppy, into her family.  
 

Rose Bromberg , a Pushcart-nominated poet, has 
work appearing in many literary journals.  She teaches 
reading and writing through the Program in Narrative 
Medicine, College of Physicians and Surgeons of 
Columbia University.  She belongs to 30 McIntyre, a 
poetry cooperative, and is also a poetry reader for the 
Bellevue Literary Review. 
 

Fran Heller  received her Masters of Social Work 
from Yeshiva University.  She is the Senior Social Worker 
on the Palliative Care Consult Service at NewYork-
Presbyterian Hospital, Columbia University Medical 
Center.  The interdisciplinary team seeks to reduce 
suffering on physical, emotional and spiritual levels.  She 
is also involved in the Narrative Medicine program at 
Columbia and has been co-facilitator for the past three 
years of the Team Continuum Narrative Writing 
Workshop for Oncology Patients, Caregivers, and 
Clinicians.  She is thrilled that the group’s dream of 
publishing an anthology is finally being realized! 
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Suzan Mikiel Kennedy  is Director of 
Development at Team Continuum. She also is an 
actress, and can be seen in Children of Invention, which 
has played in festivals nationwide, including Sundance. 
 Besides acting, Suzan enjoys photography (primarily 
iPhone), writing, exercise and healthy food. 
 

Judith Mushabac Layzer , a widow, a 
mother, the eldest sister of three, and first generation 
American, was diagnosed with ovarian cancer in 1971. 
She has been treated continuously from 1987 to the 
present.  While a civil servant in NYC government, she 
founded the non-profit Committee for Women in 
Nontraditional Jobs, Inc. (’77-’84).  Since January 2006, 
when Medicare Part D went into effect, Layzer has 
complained about Part D’s failure to cover the very 
expensive cancer medicine she has been taking since 
1999 (see “Affidavit”).  Happily, on April 20, 
2009, Medicare’s appeals agency did an about face, 
and gave approval to the valuable medicine on the 
grounds that it had been shown in peer-reviewed 
literature to have merit.  She loves reading novels, and 
the Team Continuum narrative writing sessions. 
 

Helen-Maria Lekas  is an Assistant Professor in 
Sociomedical Sciences at the School of Public Health.  
An ethnographer whose work focuses on the lived 
experience of HIV/AIDS and cancer, she is currently 
exploring the link between cancer-induced liminality and 
growth.  Dr. Lekas joined the Narrative Writing Workshop 
three years ago. 
 

Aric Mayer became an RN in 2007 and was 
thrilled to discover a creative outlet with Rita Charon and 
the participants of Narrative Oncology Rounds at  
NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital. Aric studied English and 
Rhetoric at UC Berkeley, and published his honor's 
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thesis on Samuel Beckett in 2003. He has been writing 
since starting a diary at age seven.  
 

Eileen Merle-Rao  made her stage debut at the 
age of 4½, following in her Mother’s footsteps, and 
continued singing at every opportunity until her first day 
of chemo. She was a soloist and member of the Zamir 
Choral, the Light Opera Of Manhattan, the New York 
Renaissance Festival and the Medieval Festival at Fort 
Tryon Park, which she now directs.  She also headlined 
in other theatres, nightclubs and countless musical 
venues in the USA and abroad. She is a proud member 
of the Actor’s Equity Association.  Her credits include 
being featured in the webcast, “Life with Non-Hodgkin’s 
Lymphoma: One Woman’s story” at healthvideo.com, a 
health information library.  Her non-musical jobs range 
from stage managing, set design and prop making to 
running an ice skating rink, bartending, and breeding 
show cats.  Eileen is forever grateful for her precious 
feline Daughter, Tiara, who passed away in 2007.  
   
Rosemary Newnham  is a writer and editor.  
Since receiving her MFA in Nonfiction Writing from 
Columbia in 2008, she's been writing two books: one 
(with a urologist co-author) about prostate cancer and 
another (based on personal experience) about 
fibromyalgia.  Her many blessings include: a pair of 
loving parents; fulfilling work with the Narrative Writing 
Workshop (thanks Pat and Fran); a super-smart, super-
kind husband (Patrick); and a gregarious cat (Freddy).  
She vows to use fewer parentheses in her next life. 
  
Gwen Nichols, MD  practiced hematology 
oncology, specializing in leukemias and lymphomas, as 
well as performing both clinical and laboratory cancer 
research.   She was an Advisory Dean of Students at 
Columbia University Medical School and received both 
the Humanism in Medicine Award as well as the 
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Physician of the Year Award.  She currently does 
translational early phase cancer research at Roche.  
  
Pat Nixon  has been a medical writer for over 20 
years. Since being diagnosed with ovarian cancer in 
2006, she has been writing a great deal about her 
personal experience with cancer. Writing offers a means 
of making sense of the twists and turns in this journey, 
celebrating the joy and triumphs, easing the pain and 
fear. 
 

Tamara Royal  was a caregiver and now takes 
care of her new patient, herself.  Narrative Medicine 
healed her heart and encouraged her to write about it.  
The writing prompts helped her recognize the potential 
to put into words what her life is like.  Although she lost 
someone to cancer, she found new life writing, and it 
helps her survive. 
 

Ronnie Shapiro  is a registered nurse who has 
worked at NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital and the New 
York State Psychiatric Institute.  She is also a licensed 
massage therapist.  Ronnie has been a valued member 
of the narrative writing group for the past three years. 
 

Jeremy Shatan  is happily married to his wonderful 
wife and feels lucky to have had three wonderful children 
with her. He considers himself a “high-functioning 
bereaved person” in the wake of his first son’s death 
from a brain tumor. A lifelong New Yorker, Jeremy is 
privileged to work with the extraordinary pediatric 
oncology staff of Columbia University Medical Center, 
raising funds for children with cancer. In all his “free” 
time, Jeremy pursues his obsession with music of all 
kinds and, between December and April, can often be 
found on the ski slopes. 
 

Pat Stanley  is a graduate of the Masters in Health 
Advocacy program at Sarah Lawrence College.  She is 
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very proud to be guest faculty with the Program in 
Narrative Medicine at Columbia and the clinical 
coordinator of the new Masters in Narrative Medicine 
that will begin this fall.  Her other interests center around 
Blythedale Children’s Hospital and the Mt. Pleasant/ 
Blythedale school where she has initiated a video story 
program that has woven narrative throughout the school 
curriculum.  Her passions include her two daughters, 
three grandchildren, horses, dogs, art, yoga and pilates.  
She is most proud of her work as co-facilitator of this 
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