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Malignant Family 

April 2004

“Yeah, Mom, school’s going well,” I say, “but, I have a lot to do for tomorrow, so I really need to go.  Call me later this week?”  

“Sure, sounds good.  Remember to pray for me tomorrow – I’m going in for my six month check-up and I’m feeling a little nervous.”

Oh, God.  

My stomach turns in knots.  I can feel my throat closing up.  

Don’t cry, Jessica, she needs you to be strong for her right now.  

“Will do, Mom.  Everything will be fine, I’m sure of it.”  

But what if it’s not?  The doctor said if the tumor in her already scarred left breast showed any sign of growth, she would have to immediately begin chemotherapy. 

 “I’ll talk to you in a few days.  I love you.  Bye.”

Please, God, let everything be fine.  We can’t handle going through this again. 

September 2001


2:45…2:46…2:47. 

Christ, that clock is moving slowly today.  

I excuse myself from class and step outside to call my mother.  My heart is racing as the phone rings.  

Please let everything be fine.  

“Hello,” she finally answers after the phone rings for what seemed like several minutes.  

“Hey, Mom, have you heard from the doctor yet?” I ask, trying to mask my quivering voice.  

“No, your father and I are still sitting here waiting for the phone call.”  

I can hear the fear and anxiety in her voice even though she is trying to hide it behind a forced smile.  I hear it because I am doing the same thing.  

“I promise I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything.  Stop worrying and go back to class.  I love you.”  


As soon as I get out of class, I call her again to see if she’s heard anything.  Again, she says she has yet to hear from the doctor.

Why is that doctor taking so long to call?  Does she not realize how much anxiety she is causing our family by making us wait?  It’s not like we’re waiting for the results to something insignificant, like a strep test.  It’s goddamn breast cancer!


The bell finally rings and I race to my car.  I drive home as quickly as I can and park my car in the garage.  I walk through the house back towards my parents’ bedroom.  I find them in their bathroom, my mom sitting in her make-up chair, my dad sitting on the edge of the bathtub.  He looks like he’s going to cry, or maybe he has been crying.

My mom can tell by the look on my face that I already know what she’s going to say, but she says it any way.  

“The tumor’s malignant, Jessica,” she says, “The doctor wants your father and I to go see her right now to discuss what the next steps will be.”  

Don’t cry, Jessica.  Don’t fucking cry!

No matter how hard I fight it, this feeling of fear and helplessness and anger and sadness overwhelms me and takes over my entire body.  The lump in my throat is so huge I can hardly breathe.  The tears well up in the back of my eyes and pour out uncontrollably like a river flowing over a broken dam.  She opens her arms to me and I hug her so tightly.  Her comforting embrace only makes me cry harder.

What would I do if I lost these hugs?  I can’t believe this happening to us.  God, please don’t take my mother from me.

“Jessica, it’ll be ok.  The doctor said they caught the tumor at Stage Zero, meaning we couldn’t have found it any earlier and there’s a very good chance for quick treatment.  I know this is hard, but we need to thank God for helping the doctors find this as early as they did.”

I don’t want to thank God for anything right now.


My parents leave for the doctor and I go upstairs looking for my eleven-year brother, Joseph.  Before they left, they asked me to check on him because they are concerned about how he is handling the news.  


“He hasn’t spoken much since we explained my diagnosis to him,” my mother said.  


“He just went up to his room and closed the door as soon as we told him and he hasn’t come down since,” added my father.

I, too, am trying to take all of this in right now and I really don’t want to talk to anybody either, but I understand their concern and I agree to look for him.  I check all the rooms and I can’t find him any where, so I walk back downstairs to continue my search.  I find him in the laundry room where he has locked himself in one of the dog’s kennels.  

“Joseph, what the hell are you doing in the kennel?”  

He says, “I don’t know… nothing,” and looks away from me.  

“Whatever.  You can be such a fucking freak show sometimes,” I say, and I leave the room.  

Why are you being mean to him?  He’s just as freaked out as you are right now; you need to talk to him.
I don’t go back because I would rather avoid this situation all together and pretend that it isn’t happening.  The truth is I almost wish I could lock myself up in that cage right now… and lock the rest of the world out.


I go to my room for a while and contemplate about how this is going to affect our family.  I think back to Joseph and I sense how this cancer in her breast is already becoming a cancer in our family, causing this typically tough eleven year-old boy to revert back to such a weak, infantile state.  

I go back downstairs to talk to him and find that he has moved from the kennel to a new hiding place under the desk in the breakfast room.  He has his knees pulled up to his chest, hugging them tightly, resting his head on his arms.  

I sit down on the floor next to him and say, “Joseph, talk to me.  Tell me how you’re handling this.”  

He looks up at me, tears in his eyes, and says, “I’m scared, Jessica.  What if she dies?”

Oh, Jesus, how do I respond to that when I am searching for the same answer?  Be strong, Jessica, he’s obviously handling this worse than you.

“She’s not going to die, Joseph.  The doctor said they found the tumor early enough that she should be fine.  Don’t worry, she’ll be ok.”

Will she be ok?  She’ll be ok.  Just keep telling yourself that.  You can’t cry in front of him.  Believe it.  She’ll be ok…


He crawls out from under the desk and pulls himself into my lap, wrapping his arms around my neck and holding me so tightly it seems that he’s afraid he’s going to lose me too.  I pick him up and we go sit on the couch and wait for our parents to come home.

April 2004


“Hello.  You’ve reached the Tonahill residence…” Damn, it’s the answering machine.  I hang up and call my Dad at the office.  

When he answers, I say “Hi Dad.  I’m trying to get a hold of Mom, but I can’t find her.  Have we heard the results from her check-up yet?”  

“No,” he says, “Not yet.  And I’m starting to get really pissed off waiting.  She saw the doctor three days ago, why the hell haven’t we heard from them yet?”

Oh, God.  This is how it went the last time.  Please don’t let this be like last time.

“Alright, well, call me when you hear something?” 

He promises he will and we hang up.  

I sit down at my computer to write a paper, but I can think of nothing but what we went through for six months, watching her battle with cancer.  She tried so hard to withstand the radiation treatment, struggling to maintain her typical bubbly and energetic personality.  But, she became weaker every day, slowly walking around the house holding her blistered breast trying to perform her usual daily activities.  Cooking a simple meal or doing a load of laundry became a challenge. My throat starts to close up again just thinking about the possibility she might have to go through this all over again.  

I close my eyes to keep from crying, but when I do, I see her in the hospital bed the day of her bisectomy.  Her parents had flown in from Houston to be with her the day of her surgery and they are seated around her bed next to my father and brother.  The men are discussing business, while my mom listens to my grandmother discuss the various things with which she is busy back in Houston.  I walk into the room and my mom sits up, saying, “I’m so glad you’re here, I didn’t think you’d be able to make it!”  I explained that my first class was cancelled so I had time to come see her before her surgery.  

We chat for a bit, but then I say I need to leave because I need to get back to school.  I have plenty of time to get back, but the sight of her pale, naked face and lifeless hair and her weak body in her hospital gown is almost unbearable.  I hardly recognize my mother and I have to leave.  I kiss her good bye and tell her I’ll pray for her and I walk to my car.  I start the engine and turn the radio up loudly to muffle my sobs.  

God, please take care of my mother. 

*
*
*


I look down at the caller ID on my cell phone.  “Mom’s Cell.”  I take a deep breath and prepare myself for the news.

Please let everything be fine.  God, please let everything be fine.

“Hello.”  

“Hi, babe, it’s me,” she says.  

“Hi, Mom, what’s up?  Any news?” 

She says the doctor called her and said that the tumor hasn’t grown at all in the last six months and that everything is fine; she does not need chemo.  I breathe deeply and start to cry, but for the first time, these are tears of joy.  Our prayers have been answered.

Thank you, Jesus.  Thank you for protecting my mother.

Author’s Afterwords…


Just over a month ago was my mother’s 3rd six month check-up since she finished her radiation treatment, so the emotions and thoughts I experienced were still pretty fresh, and I thought they would be great for this personal narrative.  While my mother may have been the one diagnosed with breast cancer, my whole family partook in her battle.  We were affected individually, as well as a family unit.  Initially, I wanted to incorporate in this piece the voices and perspectives of my mother, father, and brother, but as I wrote I remembered how difficult this was for each of us, and I chose not to ask them to participate.


While I was writing, I realized how important prayer was to each of us during this whole experience.  I do not consider myself a very religious or prayerful person, but I prayed so much during those six months of radiation treatment and it really helped me get through it all.  Because prayer was such a huge part of our lives during that time, I found it important to incorporate it throughout the entire piece.


Most of my prayer took place only in my mind.  It, as well as my other inner dialogue turned out to be crucial to the way I framed this piece.  Since I did not include the voices of others, I chose to include the dialogue I had with myself during this ordeal.  I wanted to place the reader in the shoes of someone experiencing a family member battling with cancer. While it was important to show the reader the outside experience of such a situation, I found it to be equally important to place the reader in my mind, revealing the thoughts and emotions involved throughout the entire process, from the day of the diagnosis to the days of the follow-up appointments.  Cancer affects the patient and every person connected to that patient, influencing many aspects of each of their everyday lives and I wanted to illustrate that experience.
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