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Book Description and Praise

Falling, Crawling and Dancing in the Rain is a personal account of chemotherapy and recovery from that hard path. The story begins with cancer, but is really about the mind, spirit and body-altering journey of chemo. It is the author’s dream that in time new cancer treatments based on immunology will make chemo obsolete. But until that happy day, this book may bring companionship and comfort to those enduring chemo, and to their loved ones. It can be lonely out there in chemo land. You can feel strange and lost. When traversing difficult new country, it is helpful to have a guide along. Let this book be one of your guides.

There is an immediacy in Eleanor Dart’s chronicle of receiving chemotherapy treatment for cancer because it is based on the journal she wrote during the challenging experience. The personal account in this book will bring a better and empathetic understanding of what those receiving this treatment endure. And a hopeful note in the Introduction indicates that progress in research is making alternative treatments available.


Judy Ray

From Place to Place: Personal Essays



It's so interesting to read your words about the simple absence of being—blahness—which my son has been feeling from the same cause. You enable me to understand better what's going on with him. Your words help me.


Phyllis Hoge

Hello House: Poems
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In 2025 I visited my beloved sister-in-law, Nancy Morrow, in Eugene, Oregon. Nancy was then enduring chemotherapy for metastasized cancer. While there, I read my chemo journals aloud to her. She found them inspiring and helpful. Nancy has now gone to join the angels. She lives on in many ways, including in my decision to publish this book, in the hopes that other cancer/chemo patients and their families might find help and comfort in its pages.

I am eternally grateful to Judy Ray, who used her computer skills as a much-published poet and editor to translate my manuscript into book format. I trust Judy’s insight, and her belief that this book was worth sharing and should be published gave me hope that I might succeed.

My longtime friend Peggy Hendry spent untold hours researching how to publish online and on-demand books. She generously shared her knowledge with me. I lack the patience and persistence to attain that knowledge on my own, and am so blessed by her help. I doubt I would have found my way through the dense thickets of the Internet without her. Thank you, Peggy!

And, as always, every time my computer or printer grumbled and wouldn’t talk to me, Richard fixed it again. And again. And again. Patiently not lecturing me when I failed to remember how to do it myself. I am a very lucky woman.
A Brief Introduction 

It is my fervent hope that this book will become out of date, a historical document of the obsolete practice of chemotherapy, with all the excruciating, even soul-destroying side effects of that treatment choice for cancers. 

We are now in an era of productive research on the use of immunology in cancer treatment. We are learning how to use the body’s immune system to identify and destroy cancer cells, without compromising every other cell in the body (as chemotherapy does). On the horizon may be a day when no one will have to endure chemo, ever again.

But we are not there yet. Certain cancers can now be treated with immunotherapy. Certain medical providers at certain treatment centers are equipped to do this. Certain lucky cancer patients have access to this type of help.  

Even so, now, in 2026, for most of us, if we are diagnosed with most types of cancer, chemotherapy (often in combination with radiation) will be prescribed by most oncologists, as the best treatment available. This book is about the physical and spiritual endurance of such a journey.

I hope and believe that this story can be of help to others who are on that path, and to those who love and care for them.

I hope, even more, that someday soon none of us will have to walk it.
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Prologue

We were visiting our daughter in North Carolina, after a three-week journey camping across the country from Tucson, Arizona. Richard and I had driven our Dodge van north to the CampInn family factory in Wisconsin, picked up a brand new Teardrop Trailer, ordered six months before, then wound our way slowly east and south, enjoying the back roads, camping down the Mississippi, along the Illinois River, through Tennessee and across the Blue Ridge Mountains to Asheville. 

We’d been there a week when I woke up one morning with my lower belly tight as a drum.  

I was then sixty-seven years old, in reasonable shape, but my belly was normally soft and pliable. Something was obviously wrong. Looking back, I realize now that this had been coming on for a while. I’d been deeply tired for months, and my bladder had demanded rest stops every half hour on the cross-country drive. Unusual. But this rigid unforgiving skin could not be ignored.

We hitched up and headed west, fast. 

It took us four days of freeway driving to get home. During those four days a firm lump the size of my fist emerged on my left lower abdomen, growing larger every day. By the time we hit Tucson I had an appointment set up with my nurse practitioner. Ultrasound, sonogram, CT scan, biopsy, and within another week I met my oncologist for the first time. She’s terrific, a straight shooter, willing to tell me hard truths if I was ready to hear them. I was.

“A cyst is rapidly growing in your left ovary,” she told me. “You need surgery to have it removed. I can do the surgery tomorrow, or in two weeks.” I knew from my own touch that this lump was getting larger every day. “Tomorrow,” I said. “I won’t know until you are in surgery exactly what we are dealing with, and whether it will be advisable to do a full hysterectomy at that time. Do I have your permission?” “Yes.” And then things began to move very fast.
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Part One  

The Chemo Journey
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Surgery

Dr. Lewis, in blue scrubs, visits my pre-op curtain-shrouded cubicle once I am hooked up ready for the knife. She looks at the lump beneath the taut skin of my belly. “You’re right,” she says, seeming surprised, “it’s bigger today.”

Then it is all a blur of pain and fear. I wake up in post-op freezing cold, shaking all over, terrified. Some reaction to the anesthesia? Opiates for pain make me vomit. Kind nurses, warm blankets, soothing friends, Richard beside me, the solace of his presence. Peggy and Alan with a bunch of bright balloons. Judith reads aloud from Ofelia 

Zepeda’s poems.

I stumble to the bathroom, clinging to a male nurse’s arm. Beneath soft bandages there is an eight-inch scar down the center of my belly.  

We meet with my no-nonsense oncologist. She cuts to the chase. The cyst in my left ovary was a clear cell cancer, aggressive and malignant. The good news is that the tumor did not burst, so I’m at Stage One. Path labs on other organs came back negative, which means that so far as we know the cancer has not spread. But we can’t really know, and she recommends chemo. We’ll talk soon. First I need to recover from the surgery.

Now I am home with no memory of how I got here. Jane brings soup. Home-made hummus from Linda. British-born Judy asks me what I want and makes real tapioca pudding with raisins and the enticing smell of vanilla. My sister Helen, en route to Europe, calls me shipboard, from London, Canterbury, Germany, Denmark, Norway.... Friends send messages, cards, prayers. Richard does everything for me, my practical angel. Washing. Walking. Wound care. Every day is a new day. My brain begins to clear.

I inquire about chemo with medical folks in my family: nurse Trina, neuropathologist Jenn, my brother Dr. Paul. Paul says, “Your oncologist won’t make the decision for you. Don’t ask her what your personal chances of remission are with or without chemo. Ask her about statistics. She’ll know. She’ll tell you.” So, when Richard and I meet with her again after two weeks, I do that.

Tuesday, August 5  To Chemo or Not to Chemo

“If I choose not to do chemo,” I ask my oncologist, “what are the statistical odds of remission/relapse, vs if I do chemo?”  

“Given the type of cancer you have, and your age,” she tells me, “without chemo you have a 75% chance of remission, and a 25% chance of relapse within the next 5-10 years. If you do a course of chemotherapy, you have a 95% chance of remission, and only a 5% chance of relapse in that time frame.”  

Well, that’s a no brainer! I choose chemo, and by doing so enter blindly into the most difficult experience of my life.

The course of chemo will take 18 weeks, in six three-week segments. I’ll have an infusion the first week of the three and can expect to feel lousy that week. During weeks two and three I’ll slowly feel better, and then come in for the next treatment. We will start this ball rolling in two weeks.

I go to yet another doctor’s office to get a “portocath” implanted beneath the skin on my left upper chest. This means the chemo infusion will be plugged directly into the port, and flow thereby into my veins. Better than having a needle probing about for a vein every time. The port is lumpy and sore.  

Tuesday, August 12   Big Wheel Keep on Turnin’

Whew! It’s kinda like I got on a train on July 1, the Big C train, and it’s picking up speed day by day. Can’t get off at any by-the-way station for a break. Can hardly take the time to look out the windows and meditate on the scenery. Them wheels just keep on turnin’. Every day there is the next thing I have to do right now, even if it is just take a walk, drink water, rest. I’ll be on this train for six months. More.

I know some friends who have been on this train. They share stories with me, and I am grateful.

So: exam, sonogram, CT scan, diagnosis, surgery, pain management, dizziness, nausea, gettin’ stronger, labs, blood draws, treatment plan, surgical implant of portocath (yesterday), surgical staples out (today), final dentist apt this week (no dental work allowed during chemo), and I start 18 weeks of chemo next Tuesday.

I haven’t had time to stop and catch my breath, and I don’t suppose I really will for a while yet.

When I travel I like to plan my route ahead of time, consider what I might like to eat along the way, sort out books to take along, draw sketches, diagrams, consult maps, consider clothing—do I need new boots, socks?—make lists of what to pack; it’s all part of the journey. I clean the house before I leave and clear my desk of papers.  

But this journey started suddenly with no time to plan, no time to pack. I’m just hanging on, swinging with the curves.

All will be well. Sometimes you have leisure to plan. Sometimes you don’t. But in my intuitive center, in spirit and soul, I know I am Held in the Light. The driving rhythm of the train wheels fades. I dwell in a sweet center of profound safety. I am being carried; I float down a deep, swift river, and I am not alone. I don’t feel this every minute, but daily, even hourly. All will be well.

Monday, August 18   Here it Comes

Tomorrow I start chemo. I try to prepare. It’s all very slow as I nurse my surgery scar and inch through my days. I spend a lot of time resting. I know I need      exercise, but have not figured out good ways to achieve this. It’s too hot in the Arizona August to walk out-of-doors. I can’t seem to get myself up early when it’s cooler; can’t drive yet to the mall for indoor walking. Such lovely excuses. I don’t WANT to walk. It hurts.

I study Anticancer, a book my sister sent, and begin to change my diet. Less fat, less meat, more vegetables, green tea, turmeric, lots of fruit, NO sugar. Have to give up all soy products because they can interfere with the chemo.

I am frightened, mostly by pain. Never been good with pain. I want to pray, but often don’t feel connected or centered spiritually. Maybe I’ll find another copy of Help, Thanks, Wow, since I gave mine away. It’s all “Help, Help, Help!” right now. An emotional roller coaster ride, up, down and around. The healing visualizations CDs Jill gave me do seem to calm me.

It won’t be quite so scary once I know what chemo is like. The unknown is always scarier.

Today I hem my new cotton cap, buy Japanese Matcha green tea, pack my “go to chemo lab” bag.
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Chemo #1
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Tuesday, August 19  Day One

Here I am in the chemo lab out in west Tucson. I’m all connected up to saline and Taxol and anti-nausea meds. They hang in clear plastic bags from the metal arm of my personal pole. I recline in a comfy wide fake leather chair with flat wooden arms suitable for holding books, a CD player, a cup of tea, lunch. Sam, my brave white bear, is sitting with me.

Richard and I brought heaps of stuff for comfort and edification: a fleece jacket, warm socks, a cotton crocheted cap in bright turquoise and canary yellow, made by my friend Julie. We brought books: Traveling Mercies by Anne Lamott and Landfall by Nevil Shute. We brought educational materials about chemo, ovarian cancer, nutrition and food planning to support healing from cancer. We brought a CD player, headphones and visualization CDs for “those receiving chemo”. Two pairs of glasses. A soft grey blanket like an airplane blanket, and a small white down pillow. Lunch of grapes, crackers and cheese. Green tea with ginger. Water bottles. Meds. Richard’s computer with Rosetta Stone Spanish language lessons on board. A Pete Seeger DVD to play. We brought, in total, two brief cases, a black canvas tote bag, a red Trader Joe’s bag and my purse. Massive overkill!  

My “drips” include Benadryl to ward off any mild allergic response to the Taxol, so I’m a tad woo-woo.

I was fearful that it would hurt to use my portocath, which has been sore, but it was painless to insert the drip line.

I’m using visualization CDs to good effect: In my mind

—to soothing music—I lie on a red plaid blanket, shaded by evergreens, beside a high Sierra lake. It is a warm day. A slight slope of sandy beach, smell of pine trees, granite boulders and slabs on the far side of the lake. Sunlight shimmers on blue water. I am naked in gentle mountain air. I open myself in welcome to a healing infusion carrying the essence of mountain water, herbs, juniper and yew.

When the Taxon started flowing I had a sudden and very different vision: the chemo is a mounted army (pre-Elizabethan English) riding to rescue a besieged castle, led by a parfait knight on a white horse, bridled in gold. Flags are flying, horses gallop, a bugle sounds the charge!

Inside the castle grounds, lining paths and roads, red blood cells become cheering citizens. “Hooray! A rescue, a rescue, they’ve come at last!” Villagers point here and there telling the knights errant the locations of stray cancer cells.

As in any battle, there will be civilian casualties. I see little people, stout in tinpot hats and leather breast plates, carrying the wounded on stretchers to makeshift First Aid Stations, where they will be healed by shimmering light.

A righteous battle, now engaged. Alleluia!

We are in the chemo lab for seven hours.

Wednesday, August 20  Post-chemo Days, First Round

Nausea well under control with meds. Very tired and a bit wobbly, my balance shaky. Still, I am able to walk a bit between rests. I stagger about the house when I have enough energy to move. Put away a blue scarf, wash an empty glass. I tape healing images to the walls of my study.  

LATER: it’s back across town to the lab for a shot to strengthen my white blood cells and fight infection, seeking to protect my bone marrow from the toxicity of the chemo. I see this shot as a flood of silver pouring into my bones, building... Yes! Camelot! Amazed awe and cheering from the populace and the White Knights. I view my white blood cells as spiritual entities from many disciplines: Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, Hindu, Moslem—Shamanic healers all.

I write a brief email update to my friendly support network:

Thanks so much for the lovely cards from so many of you. I’m making a collage of them all so I can just look up at the wall to find your love and prayers beaming down at me. I am grateful for a purple flowering plant, for chicken soup, green tea and a cozy knitted cotton cloche to keep my shaved head warm. And for just showing up and holding my hand. Thank you! You know who you are.

That was written before the experience of “living death” began.

Thursday, August 21   Praying “Help Me”  

Calling on All the Angels.

By late afternoon yesterday I was completely drained of any vestige of energy. Slammed. Flattened. My doctor/ healer brother Paul gave me a long-distance treatment over the phone and I felt briefly refreshed, then became too restless to sleep.

Today, still practically inert, I fight for a while, even walk around the block. But no go. It’s all I can do just to get myself to eat and drink. Every ounce of energy has been drained out of me. It’s awful. I am not, not, not used to being inert. It is frightening to be so weak. I listen to a CD on “Fatigue” and break down sobbing, cry out “I want my Mama,” weep in Richard’s sweet kind arms.

I pray “Help me.” An email comes in from a dear friend:

I am cheering you on. What an amazing journey. Please imagine angels surrounding you, holding you while your system crashes. It’s scary, I know. I know. I’m sure it’ll take you on a deep dive, so “emptied”. Stripped down to less than anything you ever knew to be ‘you’. Keeping you in blessed thoughts, E.

I call on all the angels.

This is a long road. Am I right to be on it? Do I really NEED to do this chemo? I might have been cancer-free the rest of my life, regardless. But I chose. I’ll hang in somehow.

Rest. Rest. Rest. Rest.

Friday, August 22    Nightmare Horses, Thundering On

Friday goes by in a blur of



















































	cards for Thank You Notes

	glass jars for the water cooler

	goat cheese from grass-eating goats

	sweet potato chips

	donate visualization CDs to PMM

	print my hair/no hair/hat pictures

	study fall “Live from the Met” operas

	give a copy of Coming Home from Devil Mountain 



	lawn chair repair

	start Acupuncture

	try out Cancer Support Group at AZ Oncology

	try out Yoga, Tai Chi and Functional Strength classes ditto

	contact Eleanor A. re Matcha green tea bags

	make a cotton head scarf

	print “If Not Now When” photo
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