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Chapter 1 
 
November 2001 
 
“We found a cancerous mass. Call my office on Monday,” Dr.. Bliss said, then turned 
and walked away, his white coat swaying from side to side. 

I had just “woken up” from my colonoscopy. It took a minute for me to grasp what 
the doctor had said.  I panicked, worrying about who was going to pick up my babies 
from the sitter while I waited for a CAT scan. I convinced the nurses to let me use the 
phone on the nurses’ station and called my husband to tell him the news. I had no 
discharge time; it could be hours. As time ticked by, I became anxious in my curtain 
cubicle, felt forgotten. I peered out and confessed to the passing nurse. “I’m a little 
agitated,” I said. 

“Yes, I can see that,” she replied. 
     In the CAT scan room, I appreciated the clean white sheet and warm blanket. With no 
preparation, no idea what to expect, my world of motherhood and work, of cleaning the 
house and doing the laundry, turned into a world of clinical procedures and fear. I was in 
awe of it all, but still afraid. Iodine flooded into my veins and I held my breath. 10, 9, 8, 
7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 release, while my body slid in and out of the spinning hole. It was 
science fiction. I couldn’t make sense of how the machine was taking pictures of my 
insides as I glanced furtively at the tech for clues. 
    Four hours after my “just for safe measure” colonoscopy, I was released from the 
hospital, my life forever changed. 
 
     At home I called my best friend Sharmista. The next day was her son’s first birthday, 
and I worried about putting a damper on the preparations. I felt numb, surreal. It couldn’t 
really be happening. “It is what it is,” chorused in my head, mixed with “Of course. I 
couldn’t have carried on this amazing life without some hiccup. It wouldn’t be fair.”   

My husband kept saying I’d be fine, like he wanted the whole thing to go away. I was 
good at maintaining “the norm” so life that weekend was just the status quo. I took two-
year-old Enid and 10-month-old Cosette to Nicholas’ party and thoughts of cancer out of 
my head. I really didn’t know what to think. I knew nothing about colon cancer; it was 
not something I had ever considered. I was only 35. My Mum had died of breast cancer at 
60, so I worried about breast cancer, which was why I had gone to my primary care 
doctor in the first place.  

 
     I had made an appointment with him in October; it was now the end of November. I 
had told him that I had stopped breast-feeding and, because I was 35, I thought I should 
have a mammogram. I mentioned that my allergies were really bad and that, by the way, 
my stomach was a little upset. I put it down to the fact that I was training for a marathon. 
My plumbing had always been a little suspect anyway. Recently, though, the urgency for 
the loo had become irritating. With a business trip looming, I was afraid the plane ride 
would be uncomfortable.  
     He had scheduled a mammogram and ordered some blood tests for my digestive 
problems.  
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As the days went by, I grew more and more controlled by my gut and more annoyed 
when the doctor’s office didn’t call me back with the results. I was told “It’s not an 
emergency. You’ll have to wait.”  

Two days later, the results were finally in. Negative. I guess that ruled out a bacterial 
problem, so I was given the name of a specialist and waited two more weeks to see him. 
     I am truly grateful to Dr. Bliss for not blowing off my problem. He said he suspected I 
had irritable bowel syndrome, previously known as a spastic colon, and that I should try 
drinking Metamucil. He scheduled a colonoscopy for the end of November. He was a 
new doctor, and perhaps overly keen to do a good job. 
 
     So at the party that day, I didn’t know if I was supposed to be worried. I didn’t have 
any idea about this particular cancer or the stages involved or what stage the doctor 
thought I had. Sharmista, a now non-practicing attorney and my friend from boarding 
school in England, had insisted she come to my doctor’s appointment with me on 
Monday. “The more ears, the better,” she had said. 
 
     When Sharmista and I get together, we immediately begin our habitual inane banter. 
What awful shoes that woman is wearing! What trip should we go on next? Our men; our 
babies; motherhood; the tiles in the bathroom that need changing. The doctor’s 
appointment was no different. It was all a bit of an adventure for us girls—another bump 
in the road of our lives as friends.  

But Dr. Bliss looked grave, apprehensive. “Did you read the notes?” he asked. 
“What notes?” I replied. 
“The notes and photos I sent home with you on Friday.” 
“I didn’t get anything.” 
“Nothing? No one gave you anything?” he asked. 
“No.” 
He was not amused. “You went through the whole weekend with out any 

information?” 
     He explained that I would need surgery. He said it was almost certainly rectal cancer. 
The blockage—the tumor—made my rectum feel full which caused the sense of urgency 
for the bathroom, but because of the blockage I could never “evacuate” efficiently. It also 
explained why the Metamucil he had asked me to try just made me sick.  
     After the surgery, the oncologists would examine the tumor and decide a course of 
action. He didn’t think it was more than a stage two tumor, which meant I had an 85% 
chance of surviving past five years. I may need chemo, maybe radiation. He didn’t know 
if I would lose my hair. This kind of cancer was very rare. Did anyone in my family have 
it? I might want to try genetic testing. My children would have to be tested 15 years prior 
to the age I got it. My sister should have a colonoscopy…  
     As the words poured out, I felt sick with shame.  I really considered myself a strong 
person. Having words like “chemo,” “prognosis,” and “radiation” associated with me was 
embarrassing, and I felt pathetic. The operation would be performed at the local hospital. 
I would get a referral from my insurance company, but had to bear in mind it was the end 
of the year, because the hospital was very busy with people getting treatments before 
their new deductibles kicked in. 
     Sharmista asked, “If this was your wife, who is the best person for the job?” 
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“He might not be married,” I mumbled to her. 
“Okay, if this was your girlfriend or mother?” 
“He may not have a girlfriend or mother.” (I actually thought he might have been 

gay). 
“If this was your loved one then,” she said. 

     Dr. Bliss was amused. “My mother-in-law went to Dr.. Bream at USC, the best doctor 
in the country for colon surgery. He won’t be covered by your insurance, though.” 

“That’s ok,” said Sharmista. “I think it’s worth a consult anyway.” 
     Christmas was almost upon us. I love California winters. I love the sunsets. I love the 
chill in the air; the crisp blue skies. There was Christmas shopping to do. I had two 
babies. The house needed to be decorated. As we waited for photos with Santa at South 
Coast Plaza, in the long line of eager faces, I kept thinking of the thing growing inside 
me; not a baby as it was last year, but an unwanted visitor who had broken into my world. 

I stopped training for the marathon, to the dismay of my running partner, who 
declared that she wasn’t running any marathon without me. We had tickets to “Blues 
Clues” at the Performing Arts Center, with little Enid, who was too afraid to go into the 
auditorium, and excited Cosette, who couldn’t wait. There was the annual boat parade. 
We had a party at my Dad’s house, and I did all the cooking, as usual. I wanted 
Christmas to feel like Christmas, for my children at least. 
     I finally had my consult with Dr. Carl from our local hospital. He was a general 
surgeon covered by my insurance. I walked into the stifling consult room, where the 
nurse took my blood pressure and weight. There were no magazines, no interesting 
posters on the wall showing what cancer looked like. I sat on the cold plastic chair, then 
decided maybe the bed would be better. I tried to get off but found myself stuck to the 
crinkled white paper that lines the “gurneys.” How ominous.  
     Dr.. Carl barely looked up. “You’re young for colon cancer.” What could I say to that?  

He continued: “I’m very busy at this time of year. It says here that Dr.. Bliss was 
unable to do a full colonoscopy because you were so blocked.” 

“Does that mean I need another one?” 
“What do you think?” 
“Yes?” 
“Right. I can fit you in next Wednesday at 7 p.m.” 
“Wow, what time do you start in the morning? That is a long day.” 
“My first surgery is at 6 a.m. Of course it’s a long day. I’d much rather be at home. 

I’m sure my wife would prefer I was at home.” 
     I felt a lump building in my throat; for the first time, real fear kicked in. This doctor 
was not making me feel warm and fuzzy at all. I began to realize I had to take control of 
my life and not hope the doctors would present everything to me in a nice box, all neatly 
labeled.  
     “If the surgery is next week, when will I have time for another colonoscopy?” I had 
just starved myself for the previous one. He explained that I couldn’t eat for 24 hours 
prior to the surgery and would have to do another bowel prep. If I did manage to get a 
colonoscopy scheduled for Friday, I would not have eaten for a full week—or longer. 

“You tell me. I’m not doing the surgery until you have had another colonoscopy. I 
don’t want to get you in there and find any surprises.” 

“What happens if there is more cancer further up the colon?” I asked. 
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