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Disclaimer

The information in this book is presented without warranty of any kind.

 

The author is not engaged in rendering professional advice or services to the reader. The ideas and concepts provided in this book are not intended as a substitute for seeking professional guidance.

 

The information presented is the author’s opinion and does not constitute any health or medical advice. The content of this book is for informational purposes only and is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any condition or disease.

 

Neither the publisher nor the author shall be held liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any suggestion or information contained in this book.

 

Please seek advice from your healthcare provider for your personal health concerns prior to taking healthcare advice from this book.
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About Tracy Cooper-Posey

Tracy is a prolific indie fiction writer with over 200 titles published. Her books have been nominated four times for Book of the Year. Tracy won the award in 2012, and a SFR Galaxy Award in 2016 for “Most Intriguing Philosophical/Social Science Questions in Galaxybuilding.” She has been a national magazine editor and for a decade, she taught romance writing at MacEwan University.

 

She is the owner and sole content writer of The Productive Indie Fiction Writer blog, the Publisher at Stories Rule Press, and manages the content for four author sites.

 

She is addicted to Irish Breakfast tea and chocolate, sometimes taken together. In her spare time she enjoys history, Sherlock Holmes, science fiction and ignoring her treadmill. An Australian Canadian, she lives in Edmonton, Canada with her husband, a former professional wrestler, where she moved in 1996 after meeting him on-line.


About Cancer Curated: My Public Face-Off with Multiple Myeloma

Cancer is also a mental game…

 

Because I am an author, when I was diagnosed with Multiple Myeloma in 2022, I unintentionally lived through my treatment, the ups and (some of) the downs, in a very public way. Then something strange happened.

I began to get messages and emails from strangers. Lots of strangers. My posts and public updates, they said, were helping them deal with their own brush with cancer—as survivors, patients, caregivers, friends and family and, sometimes, as victims.

The public updates were necessarily short and severely edited. This book is an unedited chronology of everything I dealt with to arrive where I am today, in August 2023. Woven through the public posts are the raw facts and events I didn’t include in the updates. I’ve also included my hugely subjective opinions on some of the extremes cancer patients and their caregivers go through and how it changes you.

Looking for a different way to think about cancer? Try mine.

A Cancer Memoir



Praise for Tracy’s 
Fiction and Non-Fiction:

Cooper-Posey’s writing is always brilliant.

Creative and Amazing!

I really love how original Tracy manages to be.

You’re an inspiration, so keep doing what you’re doing!

WOW, even in this stressful time you’re still on top of it.

Man you are so full of all kinds of information. As always, I found this very interesting and enlightening.


Dedication

Above all, for Mark.

Also, Kate, Terry, and Matthew.
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Foreword

BY MARK POSEY

I have been married to Tracy Cooper-Posey for the better part of 27 years. I was with her every step of the way from diagnosis to first round of chemotherapy to the stem cell transplant to the final round of chemotherapy. Final round is a bit of a misnomer. One of the things we learned on this journey is Multiple Myeloma is a relapsing remitting disease. It is never truly cured. The best we can hope for is a long remission.

Many people have called her brave for putting her updates out in public like she did. I don’t think she thought of it that way at all. So many people kept asking, “What’s going on?” There was no way she could have answered each of them individually. (But I still think she’s brave.)

I suppose, to a degree, that’s my fault. I actually posted the first update. There were a bunch of people I had to tell personally—our kids, Tracy’s Mum, my parents, Tracy’s agent, Tracy’s writing partner, and several close friends. By the time I had at least attempted to get a hold of all those people, I was short on time and threw a post up on social media before dashing to the hospital. By the end of the day, that post had blown up.

Over the course of the last year, people have told Tracy that not only did they appreciate the updates but they were finding her courage helpful in dealing with their own trials and tribulations. Online culture being what it is though, Tracy’s updates were more well received if they were positive and upbeat.

Here, for the first time, Tracy pulls back the curtain and reveals what her face-off with Multiple Myeloma was really like, warts and all. With nearly 200 fiction titles under her belt, nobody could do a better job of articulating the thoughts, feelings and raw emotion of the whole experience.

She’s still being brave.

 

Mark Posey

September 21, 2023


 

Annus Horribilis x 2

In November 1992, Queen Elizabeth II described the year she and her family had gone through as her annus horribilis—her horrible year. And it was a doozy. All of Elizabeth’s children were caught up in affairs, scandals, divorces and other sensational tabloid events. Windsor Castle, one of the Queen’s favourite residences, was severely damaged by fire. And to culminate her year, Prince Charles and Princess Diana formally separated.

I’ve just finished going through all my journal entries and other documentation as I prepare to write this book. And I think I can justifiably claim that, stretching from May 2021 through to…well, right now, September 2023; this has been my annus horribilis. Times two. And a bit.

There are rumours and speculation surrounding Queen Elizabeth’s death. Official records state she died of old age, but Gyles Brandreth, in Elizabeth: An Intimate Portrait, claims she had a rare bone marrow cancer called Multiple Myeloma in the last years of her life.

Funny, that’s what I’ve got.

I’ll tell you a lot more about that in a bit.

A lot of people insisted I should write this book. As I am a writer, that seemed like a natural next step following the couple of years I’ve had.

I did a bit of research about memoirs, because I write fiction for my daily bread. Novels and non-fiction books like memoirs are two different species. I wanted to find out a little bit more about writing memoirs before I committed to writing my own. And I was shocked by the number of cancer memoirs already out there. Why would I want to add to that mountain of books?

There’s one very good reason you’re reading this book right now.

As I mentioned, I’m a writer. When my life skewed into nightmareland in October, 2022, I was unable to write at all, for reasons I’ll explain in a bit.

Yet my readers were waiting for the next book in their favourite series to be released. And all our friends and family were asking frantic questions about my situation.

At the time, I was in a hospital bed and couldn’t find my phone. The nursing staff had put it somewhere safe, I found out later, but as I couldn’t move off the bed, I couldn’t communicate with either readers, or friends and family.

So my husband, Mark, did something that set up a pattern that is the reason I wrote this book. It was pretty simple. He updated everyone—friends, family and readers—with a post on Facebook.

The outpouring of concern, empathy and warm wishes that came back to us was overwhelming. There were a lot of questions, too. But that simple post managed to reach everyone. Readers were braced for the possibility that my next book release might be delayed. Friends and family were informed about what had happened, too.

Several days later, when I was sent home from hospital (for the first time), I followed up with an update of my own, telling everyone what had happened to me and trying to answer some of the questions we’d got.

This time, the responses and feedback I got was even more overwhelming. But among them were a great many “thank you!” sentiments. Everyone was so glad to know exactly what was happening.

This set up the pattern. Ever since, I have been sending out updates via email and all over Facebook.

As the updates continued, I began to get long emails from people I didn’t know directly, who had come across my posts. Those long emails held their stories. People who had just been diagnosed with cancer themselves; and their fear filled every line. People who had survived cancer and were twenty years into the clear; and how they appreciated my candor in my updates. People who were caring for a loved one with cancer; and every sentence of their emails was filled with silent sacrifice, hard work…and fear. Then there were the people who had lost loved ones. Their emails and messages were filled with pain…but they were reaching out with the equivalent of a gentle hug, anyway.

All those emails and messages never failed to thank me for my public posts about what I was going through. And many of them said, in essence; “Your updates help me.”

There’s a maxim in marketing that says that for every communication a writer gets from their readers, there are a hundred more who feel the same way, who stay silent.

If that is true, it implies that my public updates have been helping a lot of people.

I don’t know why the updates help. I mostly just intend to let everyone know what is going on with me. Because I’m a writer, I also drop a lot of observations and side comments in there, too. If that helps people, then good.

But Facebook posts and private email are ephemeral. While I was prepping to write this book, I went back into Facebook, looking for all the updates I’d posted. I couldn’t find many of them, even when I scrolled slowly through my own archives one post at a time. Facebook appears to randomly delete older posts.

That settled the matter for me. I would write this book, so that there is a permanent record of the updates, along with a whole lot more. And if this book helps just one more person as they face their own challenges with cancer, be it as a patient or a caregiver, or simply watching good friends and loved ones go through the battle, then that is the single reason for this book to exist.
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The Faint Stirring of a Breeze…
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May 22, 2021:

 

The pain in my side—told Mark about it. But as stretching or sitting very upright makes it go away, it can’t be my heart.

_________

 

This single line journal entry is where it all started, although it would be well over a year before I would recognize that ominous clouds had been gathering just beyond the borders of my senses.

Like the first stirring of a breeze late in the afternoon of a sweltering summer day, heralding the coming thunderstorm, that little niggle in my side was a sign…one I completely missed.

I am, as the French say, of a certain age. And I’m a writer, who sits at a desk all day long, and would rather read than exercise. Oh hell, I’d rather do anything but exercise.

Plus, I had spent the last eight years scrambling to write lots of books so that I could pay the bills. Actually, I was more driven than that; I wanted to avoid, above all else, the humiliation of having to find a day job. I have been writing full time since December 2015, and couldn’t stand the thought of having to go back to working for someone else.

So I worked very long hours, and didn’t spare a lot of time for my health…or anything else.

When I got the aching, stabbing pain in my left side, just below my breast, I naturally assumed it was my heart. That finally, ignoring my health was catching up with me. I was horribly overweight, my age was not going backward the way I would prefer, and everyone was talking about how sitting all day was the new smoking.

Only, when I straightened up properly, the pain went away. I didn’t think a heart problem could simply vanish by stretching. It didn’t make sense. As the pain wasn’t disabling in any way, I told myself it would either resolve itself, or I’d figure out what was going on in a few days’ time.

•
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May 24, 2021:

 

Very bad night. Pain in chest wouldn’t shift. Laid wide awake in bed wondering if I was having a heart attack. Interesting how I bargained with god/Gaia/the universe—let me get through this and I’ll deal with everything I’ve been putting off; losing weight, getting active, eating right, taking care of little health stuff.

______________

 

I was smart enough to do something about it, after that.

I did not have a family physician at the time. Finding one who was taking on new patients was my challenge.

Most of the clinics I phoned did not return my call. The clinics that I did speak with were either not taking new patients, or the earliest new patient appointment they could give me was months away.

I booked an appointment with the clinic that had the shortest wait time; three months. And I kept looking for a physician who would give me an appointment sooner than that.

•
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August 25, 2021:

 

Still having the pains in the chest. It feels muscular, but every now and then, I can feel my heart beating. I don’t know what it is.

 

October 30 2021:

 

Pain in my side/chest—left side of my left breast. Feels muscular, but also radiates to my back. Woke up with it.

______________

 

I decided to try a different approach.

•
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November 4, 2021:

 

Still in fair amount of pain in my back and side. Researched slipped ribs. It’s a thing and only chiropractors can fix it. Heading for Mark’s chiropractor this morning when they open.

 

Chiropractor was $150, took x-rays right there. Pinched nerve from compressing disks in neck. He adjusted. Not immediately better, although I could move my neck more. Later on, the pain decreased. But I also took Ibuprofen and had a bad reaction to it. Food sat like a rock, afterwards. Not taking it again.

_________________

 

I wince, reading this entry now. You’ll understand the wince, later.

The pain in my side had become a pain that spread across my side and back. I knew, for sure, that this wasn’t a heart issue.

The chiropractor confirmed my self-diagnosis; it wasn’t my heart. What it was, was a pinched nerve or two in my neck and upper spine. Pinched nerves radiate pain all over the body, including the left side by your heart.

I was so relieved! Problem identified!

That just left a series of treatments, none of which were covered by my government’s health system. At the time, I didn’t care. I would figure out how to cover the payments later. For right now, getting better and getting back to work were my most pressing priorities.

The chiropractor also revealed that I had a military neck condition that would need longer term adjustments.

Because I am a writer, I instantly launched into research mode to learn more about this condition that had scared the hell out of me.

Most healthy necks are curved in a gentle c-shape, which supports the head. Military necks, though, have all the vertebrae straightened out. There’s no curve, and no support for the head. Instead, the weight of the head, about 11 pounds for the average adult, pulls constantly at the base of the neck.

This creates all sorts of issues, including the pinched nerves I was suffering through.

I was a bit perturbed by the diagnosis. I had learned typing in high school, with a teacher who had walked around the classroom with a ruler in her hand, nudging girls (it was all girls, back then) to sit up straighter, and touching their knuckles with the ruler if they were looking down at their hands. Sometimes, she wielded the ruler with a bit more force than usual, just to make the lesson sink in.

Good posture while typing had been conditioned into me.

I had also absorbed all the ergonomic advice that had emerged over the years. I had a very good chair, sized properly and set up so that all the stresses of sitting for a long time were minimized.

I was particularly careful about keeping my chin level and my gaze straight ahead, to avoid pressure on the neck.

I think that what happened was that everything else I do as a writer and human being contributed to the military neck, while long hours of writing with a good posture did nothing to offset all the other shoddy habits. I read a lot, and I read on my phone. And most of the time, my head is down while I’m reading.

Ditto, sewing, knitting, crochet, gardening, cooking. Most of that work is done with your head down, too.

There were not many activities in my day that involved lifting my chin and looking up. And it isn’t just me; mobile devices have most of us looking down most of the time.

Are you looking down as you read this?

So I grudgingly admitted that I needed to change some habits, and find a way to pay for a long treatment plan that could help reverse the issues and give me back a gentle curve to the neck once more.

*

My reaction to the Ibuprofen was a different issue. The chiropractor encouraged me to take it, saying it would help both me and him, as it would reduce the inflammation that had built up around the pinched nerves, which would allow him to manipulate my bones more efficiently.

I’m not a big fan of taking drugs to deal with symptoms. I’ve had to take drugs over the years for a great many minor ailments and conditions, but I’ve always worked to stop taking them the moment I could.

I think I was primed to do this by something that happened when I was in primary school.

I was born and grew up in Western Australia, and there, the school system is divided into primary and secondary. There is no junior high school equivalent. You spend seven years in primary school, then five in high school.

The primary school I attended was a throwback to a different era. My parents owned the general store in a tiny little wheat belt town called Cadoux. There were two other shops, five houses (one of them ours), an A-Grade wheat silo, the train line that shipped the wheat out, and a sports pavilion that was the centre of all social activity in the area.

The school was a three-room frame-and-clapboard building with a low, deep verandah running the length of it. Each of the seven grades were divided up into the three classrooms, and they were not large classes. I went through my primary education with a class of twelve. Three of us were girls. And the other two girls were best friends.

I read a lot. It had a major influence on my choice of career, later on.

Because of the number of students in the school—I remember overhearing that there were 68 of us, once—things were done a little differently, especially when it came to new students.

I was in grade 3 or 4 (which was the same room, both years), when my teacher clapped for everyone’s attention and told us a story that might have been one of the first genuine horror stories I’d ever heard. It didn’t help that it was true and that there was no happy ending.

There was a drug, she said, called thalidomide, which scientists had developed to help mothers who were pregnant stop feeling sick all the time.

This sounded like a good idea to me, although I hadn’t realized that mums-to-be got sick at all. But apparently, lots of them did, and this drug, thalidomide, stopped that.

Only, my teacher went on to explain, the mothers who had taken the drug gave birth to babies who were…not quite right. Some of the babies were born without hands and feet. Some of them had no arms at all. Some of the poor babies had funny-shaped heads and other differences.

My teacher was using simple words to try to describe the abnormalities and deformities that thalidomide produces and I’m sure she was trying to minimize any horror or disgust that we might have felt at the idea, because she was priming us very carefully for the real point of her story.

A new student was coming to our school, and he was a thalidomide baby.

I can’t remember his name. I only remember that my teacher told us that he did have arms, but his hands looked strange. We were not, she went on to warn us, to tease the boy, or stare at his hands or make fun of him in any way.

I may not remember his name, but I remember his hands. They were stubby, the fingers shortened and swollen like balloons. The skin was pink.

The boy did not stay in our school for very long. I don’t remember him being there the year I was in grade 5. Perhaps the stresses of a normal school were too much for him. Or perhaps his parents were seasonal farm workers and left after the summer harvest. The boy was simply not there the next year.

But he stayed with me in my memory.

I kept coming back to the idea that a mother had taken a drug she had been told was safe, that was supposed to help her…and it had hurt her baby. And possibly her, too.

It was the first time I confronted the concept that not everything you put into your body is a good thing. That drugs can harm, as well as help.

That was a frightening thought for me, because my younger brother, Cameron, took a lot of drugs.

Cameron was intellectually challenged, and in addition, he was a severe epileptic, suffering from daily seizures that even the strongest drugs seemed unable to control. Later in life, he received injuries that put him in
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