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For Gator,

the best dawg ever.


One day you finally knew

What you had to do, and began,

Though the voices around you

Kept shouting

Their bad advice‚

Though the whole house

Began to tremble

And you felt the old tug

At your ankles.

“Mend my life!”

Each voice cried.

But you didn’t stop.

You knew what you had to do,

Though the wind pried

With its stiff fingers

At the very foundations‚

Though their melancholy

Was terrible.

It was already late

Enough, and a wild night,

And the road full of fallen

Branches and stones.

But little by little,

As you left their voices behind,

The stars began to burn

Through the sheets of clouds,

And there was a new voice,

Which you slowly

Recognized as your own,

That kept you company

As you strode deeper and deeper

Into the world,

Determined to do

The only thing you could do‚

Determined to save

The only life you could save.

– Mary Oliver, “The Journey”
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PATIENT’S INTRODUCTION

(July 9, 2022) If you’re coming into this cold, I suppose the first thing I should tell you is that Gator is my dawg, a sweet miniature Schnauzer born on the 12th of November in 2010 and delivered into our lives six weeks later. We were struggling to find a good name for her, when, because she had those needle-sharp little puppy teeth and loved sinking them into my flesh, often drawing blood, I told my wife, “You were tricked. This isn’t a puppy. Someone took a baby alligator, glued on some faux fur, and sold it to you as a puppy.” The name stuck. Though it was the wife who bought her, Gator quickly attached herself to me, becoming my personal shadow for her entire life. Other dawgs of mine (you can’t, after all, have just one) will pop in and out of this book, but Gator takes center stage. It’s as much her story as it is mine.

Second thing to know is that I have non-Hodgkin lymphoma. Lymphoma is a blood cancer and comes in many flavors, some fast and aggressive, some slow and lazy. Mine is of the latter variety. Nice thing about the former is that if it doesn’t outright kill you, you have a fair chance of being treated and achieving total remission. With the latter, not so much. You can slow an indolent lymphoma down, you can push it into the shadows for years at a time, but it absolutely will rear its ugly ahead again and again and again until … I suppose … it kills you.

Beginning with the resurgence of my lymphoma in 2013, Gator took it upon herself to document the struggle for me, reasoning that she would be more honest and open than I would. Which leads me to one last thing I need to explain. I was first diagnosed in 2001 – before there even was a Gator Dawg, of course – and I wrote about that experience in an online journal called “Waking Up with the Crab” (included here as Appendix A). “Waking Up with the Crab” was popular among fans and friends, enough so that it was fast rising as a contender for the Bram Stoker Award in the non-fiction category that year, until I withdrew it from consideration.

I could have chosen to start this book with that piece of the story – i.e., the “Crab Journal” – but because I wanted to honor my dawg and honestly felt her contributions were the most entertaining, insightful, and honest, I chose to start with the latter half of my struggle, my “journey.” Was it the right choice? I don’t know. A lot of people are going to want to read the whole tale chronologically. That’s fine. If you’re one of those people, read Appendix A first. I really can’t argue that it’s not the best approach; it is, after all, the way I lived it. On the other hand, if you’re happy with the nonlinear way in which I chose to structure the book, then your task is simple: just keep turning pages from this one until you reach the last one. (I should add that I have included some other appendices relevant to the tale. We’ll get to everything, I promise.)
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1. Original cover art for my 2001 journal, “Waking Up with the Crab,” by the incredibly talented Marge Simon.

The plot is also compounded by Gator’s own illness, cardiomyopathy, which – without giving away too much of the story – is why you’ll eventually see the writing chore fall back to me as her energy waned. (Confused about who wrote what? Here’s a hint: watch for the silhouette at the top of each entry, keeping in mind that I am known by friends as bahwolf.) This is life. It’s chaotic and messy and refuses to stick to the script. I started out just to compile the events in “The Journey,” but as I pulled it together, it became obvious that the scope of the story was greater, that the things I had to say about life, illness, and death encompassed more than just that part of my story. I have always said that the greatest story any of us tells is the story of our own lives, the story we are writing each and every day. Well, that story involves many supporting characters. And as I told my story in real time via social media, the things happening to those individuals, dawgs and humans alike, were there, too. It would be wrong not to include their trials, the effect their stories had on me, and how it all shoehorns together to create “The Journey.”
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2. Gator and I asleep (January 29, 2012). My wife, Betty, took the photo and said, “This is how I find you two lovebirds every morning. I'm beginning to think you love that dawg more than me.”

Most of this was written on Facebook and delivered in real time to those who follow me there. Humbly, I submit that I’ve been something of an unacknowledged pioneer of original content on social media. Most people just share memes, cat photos, and whatever they had for dinner. Facebook has always served more along the lines of “Dear Diary” for me. The fact that a significant number of people have found those entries stimulating, emotionally engaging, and worth their time is the reason you’re now holding this book in your hands. I’d be remiss not to point out, however, if you enjoy what you read here, the journey continues, one day at a time, in real time, on my Facebook page. Friend requests are always welcome. And, of course, there is also my fiction to enjoy.

Because most of the people following me on social media actually know me, and others who don’t know me quickly figure me out, I wrestled a bit with how much editing to do here. Separated from all my other social media content, would some of my antics here be taken too seriously? Would a post-MeToo-audience label me sexist for a line I clearly intended as jest? In the end, I decided to let everything stand pretty much as I originally wrote it. Time will tell if that was a mistake.

Over the time this book spans, cancer isn’t the only thing that’s tried to kill me. There have been many weapons employed by that entity Gator first labeled “The Great Recycler.” So, you’ll get to read about Hep C, my pneumonia in 2019, a concussion … heck, I’ve even tossed in a motorcycle accident or two. You’ll see that I’m a subscriber to the “slide across the finish line having used it all up” philosophy.

I’m no superhero, but Gator always was, complete with the red cape. If you walk away with nothing else from this book, you’ll know the absolute nobility of her breed, and through her words I hope you’ll come to love her, just as I did, just as all my friends on Facebook did. There was rarely a day she wasn’t in their newsfeeds. For a great many of them, it felt like she was their dawg too.

“The journey is difficult, immense. We will travel as far as we can,

but we cannot in one lifetime see all that we would like to see or

to learn all that we hunger to know.”

― Loren Eiseley
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3. “Speed of lightning, roar of thunder…” (December 25, 2011)


THE JOURNEY by Gator T. Dawg

(as told to Man Who Pees in the Yard)
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR DUMMIES

(April 11, 2013) Here in the bahsville1 corner of Spacebook2, we attempt to use their POS social dementia as they profess it was intended; i.e., as a TIMELINE3. A sequence of events. A dawg’s story told from A to Z with photos to back it up.

Why Spacebook programmers – surely the most worthless and abysmally-skilled group of software programmers to have ever purchased a diploma off the interwebs, second only to the worthless dawg turds at Microsoft (which is, btw, slandering good honest dawg turds by comparing them to MS programmers) – can’t seem to grasp this relatively simple mission and code in a manner to facilitate it infuriates Dad to no end. I have seen him cavorting about the library here, frothing at the mouth, pulling out his hair (which you know he loves!), and leaping about as if a rabid possum had crawled up his backside and was gnawing at his giblets (which is what Mom calls those tasty bits of the turkey that she gives me, so I’m guessing Dad has them inside too, and that’s what a rabid possum would most likely go for). He complains that here in the Book of Faces, photos move from place to place (screwing up the timeline), randomly appear in the newsfeed just because some yahoo clicked “like” (which causes some other yahoo to look at it, ignoring whatever comes before and after, thereby losing the context, and – you guessed it – screwing up the timeline), and so on. He’s hollering and screaming now, as I type this, but I’m going to spare you. You’ve read his rants before.

But the point (Dad says there is always a point, and it is written in The Holy Book of the Groove4 as one of the “101 Suggestions that are Not Quite Commandments” that “He who is incapable of making a point shall lose his audience and die a virgin no matter how drunk the ugly chicks are at closing time”) is that you can’t just jump in the middle of stuff here on Dad’s Facebook page (unless you want to see him stroke out) – especially this particular story we are about to tell, because not only is it going to take some time to tell, it will have a beginning, middle, and end. Open the photo album, cleverly (and aptly) titled “The Journey.” Read Mary Oliver’s wonderful poem.5 Then start at the beginning (assuming the Spacebook dopeheads haven’t messed with the intended order of things) and go from there, reading the caption (and in many cases, the comments, too) before moving on to the next. Even if the next photo is boring as hell, you need to read the caption/post, because that’s the flow of the story, the next chapter, if you will. There’s never a guarantee Dad is going to have an exciting photo that goes along with that particular piece of the story. He might, in fact, just recycle something or dump in a boring photo of me holding an index card.

I know some of you are going to screw this up. I know some of you aren’t going to keep up. Somebody’s gonna suggest there are better vehicles for this sort of thing (a simple blog perhaps), but Dad says he’s managed to trap a lot of you here, so here is where we’re gonna do this thing. Some of you are gonna get all sappy and say things like “I’m praying for you” or idiotic crap like “magic crystals and herbs will clear that right up.” All such comments will be mocked and ridiculed by Dad, of course, and if you come to Road’s End6, I will bite you.

So, are we clear as a healthy pup’s urine stream at 4:30 in the afternoon when neither Mom nor Dad have made it home from work yet and a dawg simply has to let fly on the carpet? It’s really not hard. Watch for updates. Open the photo album. Start from the beginning (or wherever you left off). Don’t say stupid shit or ask asinine questions. I realize none of you are as smart as a dawg, but you can do it.

Oh! Dad also says not to start sending him cards and gifts and shit. He has about a thousand cards stuffed into a desk drawer from 2001 (wants to throw them away, but feels bad about it). Nor will you see him begging for handouts like every other writer who faces a crisis and was too dumb to realize earning a couple thousand dollars a year writing crap zombie stories and self-publishing them as e-books wouldn’t provide for them or their family in their golden years or at times like this. He’s not saying you’re fucking idiots (well, yes, he is), but he believes the one thing he should definitely burn for an eternity in Hell (if there was such a place) for would be failing to provide for his family after his death. If you want to send something, send dawg biscuits and rawhide treats to Road’s End c/o Gator T. Dawg, ’cause you know he ain’t paying me shit for sitting here at the computer typing all this horse-hockey.

Nor is this some whiney cry for sympathy or attention. Dad is a storyteller. It’s what he does. It’s what he has to do to keep from talking to himself in the corner of a padded cell somewhere. It’s also something for which Great Dawg Almighty gave him a modicum of talent, and it would be wrong not to use it. Dad has said repeatedly that there is no greater story than a man’s own story. No harder story to tell. No greater gift than the truth of that story.
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4. My daughter, Summer, and Gator (2013).

And now I’ve gone too long without checking for rabbits in the back yard. Stay tuned…

The other insightful observation Summer made this weekend is that I am softening as I age. I confessed to her that, for some inexplicable reason, I am finding myself liking people more (and not just the females, although I confess that they remain my favorite – ha!). Collectively, you’re still the same flawed, selfish, generally misguided, can’t-drive-for-shit, not-to-be-trusted nitwits as always, but I think I’m learning to see beyond the foibles and missteps (both yours and mine) and focus on the gems, to see the good in people and, perhaps more importantly, to recognize that given the chance most people will respond in kind, in a manner that you make obvious is expected of them (if that overly long and obtuse sentence makes sense). “You get back what you put in,” I’d say if I wasn’t maintaining the pretense of being some sort of wordsmith.

Gator Dawg says she’s known this all along and that’s why she owns a cape. She thinks there’s hope for you, that you just need a gentle prodding now and again, that you need to look up in the sky and know that she’s watching.

While this realization may be the logical next step in the growth of an individual, at least one on a quest for beauty, truth, love, and my oft-mentioned “singular moment of grace,” it still takes me by surprise. I thought I was done tilting at windmills. It’s a younger man’s game, after all. I should be warming up for my full-on-curmudgeon phase, not feeling all sensitive and mushy.

Stay tuned. And, oh, this does not by any stretch of the imagination mean that Betty can trust me to attend Neighborhood Association Meetings. Those people are still idiots!

“Come on you target for faraway laughter, come on you stranger, you legend, you martyr, and shine!” (Pink Floyd. D’uh.)

– Brian A. Hopkins, March 18, 2012, on Facebook



1  “bah” being Brian A. Hopkins, a nickname picked up in the Eighties when I used to sign off emails with my initials. Shortly thereafter, it became “bahwolf,” sort of a play on Beowolf.

2  I.E., Facebook, where “The Journey” originally appeared in near-real-time as the events transpired.

3  Keep in mind, this was written before Facebook began using the term “Timeline.”

4  My mostly-non-existent, pseudo-religious book of nonsense (acknowledging that all religious books, pseudo or otherwise, are mostly nonsense).

5  And let it not escape your attention, sadly, that Mary Oliver would die of lymphoma in 2019, long after Gator chose her poem to use as an opener.

6  The Hopkins estate, comprised of seven wild acres located east of Oklahoma City.
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INTRODUCTION: THE ETERNAL QUESTION, WHY?

(April 11, 2013) The first obvious question, even to a furry, four-legged, advanced species like myowndamnself, is why am I – Gator T. Dawg – writing this, instead of Dad? Well, first of all, Mom says Dad is morbid, so I’m here to inject a little humor. Someone else even texted him the other day and asked why he was being so morose on Facebook lately, which required a rather long-winded text by way of explanation. Dad hates long text messages. And he hates explaining things a hundred different times, over and over again, having to watch/listen to the audience run through the same “OMG, no, say it isn’t so,” “What can I do to help,” “I’ll pray for you,” “You know they have fruits, magic crystals, juju men, and special creams that’ll cure that right up for you,” and so on … which begins to address the question “Why tell this publicly?” It’s easiest to document things in one place, so peeps can just get the story thataway, rather than bug the crap outta us both. Kinda like the way we have one food bowl for all us dawgs here at Road’s End. I don’t like the fact that Gracie1 slobbers in it, but what’r’ya gonna do, eh? Dad’s never been particularly private. In fact, he considers Spacebook something of his very own reality TV show, only his show really is real, rather than scripted (if you can swallow that half-truth). Kinda like Gracie licking her butt. She don’t care if you watch. There are people out there who will turn away insulted at having to get their news the same way everyone else does. To them, we say that this isn’t about you. Get over yourself. There are also people who will be upset they are just now hearing about this latest turn of events. Oh well. There were hints. You just weren’t paying attention. And Dad really wanted to wait until he knew more.

I can also interject some things Dad might not want to talk about. I have a keener sense of what he’s feeling and can take us past all that Superman, macho pretense that he likes to throw about, so we can get at that all-important truth. “I am Titanium.” Give me a break. Dad’s a big ol’ Staypuffed Marshmallow teddy bear. Yeah, he’s got a pain threshold born of breaking a million bones. Yeah, if you ever do see him angry, you better pray your feet don’t fail you, ’cause like everything else, getting angry, getting even, letting you know you’ve fucked up isn’t something Dad does in half measures. But his heart is ten sizes too big, his tear ducts are powered by a warp drive and backed by a direct time-space continuum link to Niagara Falls, and if he’s never hugged you it’s because you smell bad or are a super dork or you’ve just never been within reach. Summer’s girlfriends – who have come and gone and each broken his heart (you listening, Tori, Kelsey Golden, Kelsee Egender, Alex Way, Becca Perez, etc.?) – have had nicknames for him like Hercules and Superman, because they knew they were safe here at Road’s End, but they also knew how downright warm and comfy it was curled up with all us dawgs here on the sofa to watch a movie we could all cry over, or how fun it was wrestling or “airplaning” with Dad on the living room floor. Who else was going to teach them to ride dirt bikes, shoot guns, or even scuba dive?
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5. Gator T. Dawg (September 28, 2015).

But I think, most importantly, Dad believes I’m going to outlive him and he wants me to keep typing after he’s gone (because every good story has a coda and an epilogue). As they say in the froofroo dawg circus, that’ll be a neat trick. In The Holy Book of the Groove, there’s a line that goes something like this (paraphrasing, of course): “It’d be a neat trick to reach out from beyond the grave, even enough to move a dawg’s paw on the keyboard, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try, on account of the grave not being all it’s cracked up to be.”

If you need further explanation of the “Why?” to “The Journey,” I suggest you wait until it’s finished. If you don’t understand by then, though, you probably never will. Dad is always blathering on about a “Singular Moment of Grace,” which I tried to explain in my essay “The Dawg in the Forest.2“ It’s out there. And he’s looking. Maybe he’ll share it with us here.

If not, what the hell else do you have to do? You’re on Spacebook, after all. Loser!

I caught Mother Nature’s show earlier. Appreciated it for what it was: one of those singular moments of grace I’m always blathering about, part of an infinite collection of such moments, each as unique as a fingerprint and as beautiful as a woman’s knowing smile. Not the most spectacular sunset I’ve ever seen, but grand and daunting and inspirational all the same. Moving as it was, there was no need to deify the event beyond the plain fact that its blend of astrophysical phenomena is as reliable as gravity, as eternal as man’s folly, and just flat out breathtaking. Its majesty didn’t require obfuscation with religious nonsense; it was enough that it happened as it did and that by some gift of evolution or creation or alien-planetary-seeding, I had the five senses to experience it, the good luck to not be staring at Facebook instead.

Had you been here, we would have smiled and nodded as if partners in some great secret, sighed with monumental satisfaction, and maybe exchanged a quick embrace, happy that we’d shared the moment, content to be part of the same star dust swirling about on this great galactic palette, mere pixels in as beguiling a work of art as ever was.

– Brian A. Hopkins, January 30, 2012, on Facebook



1  The 150-pound coach-potato of a mastiff that lives at Road’s End.

2  See Appendix C.
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WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE, PART ONE

(April 12, 2013) To tell the present story, we have to first do the time warp thing and go back to 2001 to revisit where it all started. All this was before I was born, of course. Records are sketchy. There was no Facebook then. No blogs (or at least Dad didn’t have one). He did have a webpage, of course, and he also sent out “bahnews,” a regular email thingy wherein he kept fans and friends informed about his writing and stuff. He started an online journal entitled “Waking Up with the Crab1” when he was diagnosed (Marge Simon was kind enough to do some wonderful art for it), but has since lost all the journal entries. Dad tends to put little value on his random musings – good as some of them are (see my pawnotes) – and has done a poor job of keeping up with such things. I have torn his library apart looking for a hardcopy of the Crab Journal and Marge’s art. Nada. I have mined the hard drives and backup drives of several computers here at Road’s End. Nada. A dawg growls, gnashes its teeth, and chides the human, but the human merely shrugs its shoulders and goes back to scratching its ass, picking its nose, and complaining about the drain tube protruding from its side. “Quit picking at it,” I admonish, but it does no good. He swears he’s going to pull it out soon … and I don’t doubt that he will. (Where’d the drain tube come from? Stay tuned.)

However, being a very thorough journalist dawg, I was able to reach out and find some things. There’s a reason Dad has always called Judi Rohrig “Judipenny.” You can imagine her surprise when she answered her phone to hear my barking. Fortunately, she figured out who it was and what I was looking for. This “bahnews” is from sometime in late January 2001 and is how Dad broke the news to fans and friends.

Subj: A Subject Header Eludes Me…

I had a clever message all typed up to deliver the following news tidbit with my usual wit and cynicism. The message was all about Forest Gump’s mama being right, but how in every box there’s always that one chocolate with something really godawful nasty in the middle that you’d really like to spit out, how I wondered if the manufacturer doesn’t do that on purpose just to remind you life isn’t all chocolate-covered cherries and caramel middles.

Since typing that first draft, however, I’ve misplaced my capacity for being cute.

While I’ve tried to keep “bahnews” focused on my writing over these many years (assuming that’s why most of you are here), occasionally I slip and deliver some personal news. The following health news will undoubtedly affect my writing – even if in no other way than serving as a new muse – so I’m sharing it with you. I will be brief, and I won’t discuss it here again. Those wishing to know more can do so by following along in the online journal that I’ll be writing. The journal is my way of coping.

Though the entries are two weeks out of date, you’ll find the first two there now. More will follow as I get caught up. You’ll find an obvious link from my webpage to the journal. Special thanks to Marge Simon for providing the art on such short notice.

And the news … Oh. Yeah. Guess I need to spit that out. I’ve been diagnosed with cancer, Stage IV Non-Hodgkin Lymphoma to be precise. It won’t beat me. I guarandamntee that. But the fight might prove for good reading. You decide.

Thanks for letting me clutter your mailbox once again. Call your mom and tell her you love her. Drive safely. And, uh, see your doctor about those lumps in your neck.

bah

Okay, so he wasn’t as smooth back then as he is now. Or maybe my editing of his stuff just shows through. Gator the Editor Dawg. If only I was getting paid.

Mom remembers the diagnosis this way: “One day that stupid sonofabitch tells me he has swollen lymph nodes in his neck, and I ask him how long they’ve been there. A year! The dipshit has swollen lymph nodes in his neck for a year and doesn’t say anything! WTF?!?! I made him an appointment with a doctor and then had to drag him there by the ear like a little kid one Friday afternoon. Can you believe that, Gator Dawg? Grown fucking man and I have to force him to go see a doctor! The doctor gropes his neck, says ‘How long have you had these swollen lymph nodes?’ and when Brian says, ‘I dunno, like maybe a year,’ the doctor freaks out, says wait here, leaves the exam room, and comes back five minutes later with an appointment for a surgeon to remove them. Brian the Dumbass says, ‘Yeah, I’ve got a lot of stuff going on … maybe in a couple weeks, Doc.’ The doctor says, ‘I don’t think you understand. This is serious. This appointment is for Monday morning. Be there.’ So, we see the surgeon that Monday and like two days later, they do a lymphectomy on his neck to make a diagnosis. Non-Hodgkin Lymphoma. A couple days later, we’ve got an oncologist assigned to the case. She does both a CT scan and a bone marrow aspiration to determine what kinda foothold the lymphoma has, and we know we’re looking at Stage IV.”

You want to see Mom get fired up, you just get her going on what a dipshit Dad is. It’s funny as hell.

Back with more of our trip down memory lane in a bit … I gotta go bark at the neighbor’s dawgs. Bastards are raising a ruckus and breaking my concentration.

Pawnotes:

(1) If you doubt the “goodness” of the long-lost Crab Journal, Dad offers up this bit of history: “The Journal was receiving recommendations for a Bram Stoker Award in the non-fiction category that year and would have surely stood a fair chance of at least being a nominee, if not winning. I didn’t like the thought of winning an award for the stupid thing. Just didn’t sit right with me. It had served its cathartic intent, drawing more attention than I actually wound up being comfortable with at the time (all the cards and gifts and stuff that I had never expected), and more importantly there were published, more deserving works from which the journal would have scavenged votes. I don’t recall what won in the non-fiction category that year, but I’m sure it was far more important than my stupid journal. So – even though the award rules at the time clearly stated that an author is not permitted to pull a work from consideration – I withdrew it. The awards committee (either ignorant of their own rules or just not interested in debating it with me) allowed the withdrawal.”

(2) About the loss of the journal entries, he adds: “The best of my observations from that time period – about undergoing chemo and whatnot – I recycled in my story ‘The Secret Sympathy.’ If there was anything worth keeping from the Crab Journal, if it had served any purpose whatsoever, it was probably as some of the inspiration for that story. ‘Sympathy’ appeared in Haunted Holidays, a DAW paperback, and will be reprinted in my short story collection, Phoenix, this August.”

(3) I also asked him why he took the journal off the internet and he had this to say: “Like my silly broken leg story2 (for which I have received more emails than anything else I’ve ever written), a lot of people suffering from lymphoma found the Crab Journal online and would email to tell me how much it had helped them through their own difficult time or in dealing with a loved one who had the disease. That was all well and good, but then people started dying on me. It was the third or fourth time someone emailed to say, ‘Thanks for the journal and answering my emails and being there for us, but so-and-so died last week,’ that I decided to take it off the internet. After all, the doctors had told me from day one, even after my lymphoma was put in remission, that it would eventually – no ifs, ands, or buts about it – be back. The emails about the journal were a constant reminder that Death was just warming up in the wings.”

Change. I am not a fan. Personally, I’ve grown to hate it. Part and parcel of growing old, I guess, and my own personal theory (expounded upon in my story “The Scissor Man”) is that life advances mostly through loss, change – at least the kind that has the greatest impact – driven by the people and things taken from us. The things we’re forced to march onward without. “Goodbye” is arguably the saddest word in the dictionary.

– Brian A. Hopkins, June 14, 2012, on Facebook



1  See Appendix A.

2  See Appendix B.
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WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE, PART TWO

(April 12, 2013) There’s a great photo that has Dad and Summer singing the “Pooh Song” shortly after diagnosis. Mom says they did that a lot when Summer was little, but did it even more during his treatment. Dad’s caterwaulin’ probably wasn’t any better back then … but where were we? Ah, yes, our trip down memory lane. January 2001.

So, doctors tell Dad he has cancer, non-Hodgkin lymphoma to be specific. Doctors yank some cooties outta his neck, slice ’em up thin as ’tater chips (I love it when Dad shares ’tater chips with me!), and look at them under a microscope. They take pretty pictures of his innards in a machine that’s well beyond the understanding of a simple pooch like me, finding enlarged lymph nodes throughout his thoracic cavity, abdomen, and pelvis, as well as an enlarged spleen – all the places lymphoma likes to hang out and party. They shove a big hollow needle in his hip bone and remove an apple core of marrow – which shows that the lymphoma has plumbed the depths of his soul. And so on. Modern medicine.
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6. My daughter Summer and I singing “Return to Pooh Corner” (2001).

A dawg does her research, doncha know. It is written in The Holy Book of the Groove that “thou shalt not write about that which thou knowest not, lest thee be proven a buffoon.” For the laymen, non-Hodgkin lymphoma is a malignant growth (i.e., cancerous) of B or T cells in the lymph system. Like Baskin Robbin’s ice cream, it comes in something like thirty flavors; some are aggressive (fast growing) and will kill you quick, some are indolent (slow growing) and will hang out for a long time and try to be your buddy before strangling you in your sleep one fine winter’s eve. Call ’em greyhound lymphomas and slow, chubby, roly-poly pug lymphomas, categories a dawg like me can understand. On the one hand, you hope for the cute wrinkly pug that won’t take you home to Great Dawg Almighty in any sort of hurry … but there’s a catch. The doctors are actually pretty good at killing the greyhounds. The fat, slumbering pug slobbering on your sofa … he’s generally here to stay. They can slow him down, push him into the deepest crevice between the sofa cushions where it almost seems he’s gone, but eventually he’s coming back. And when he does, he’s usually resistant to whatever you treated him with before. And, eventually, he’s gonna punch your timeclock.

Dad’s lymphoma gets categorized as indolent – lazy, just like Dad. Often, with indolent lymphomas, the doctors decide to just watch and see how slowly it develops. After all, it might take twenty years to kill you. The cure can sometimes be harder on the body than the disease itself, especially in older folks, so why go through it if your date with your maker is coming soon anyway? But Dad is only 41 years old when he’s diagnosed, so his oncologist recommends they take the offensive.

The offensive in this case turns out to be a drug called Fludarabine Phosphate. It’s administered intravenously over the course of 18 weeks. Six rounds of treatment: one week of the drug trickled slowly into the veins each day like a dripping faucet, followed by two weeks to recover from the drug’s devastation. As chemo drugs go, Fludara ain’t too nasty. Dad doesn’t even have to lose his hair, which you know pleases him to no end. He’d have probably rather died than lose his hair. Side effects are “flu-like symptoms,” shortness of breath, fatigue, a compromised immune system, nausea, etc. Basically, you’re gonna turn into Gracie for 18 weeks; you know, that “thing on the sofa.1”

Tough guy that he is, Dad does the chemo with few complaints.

There are some other folks looking for long lost journal tidbits, so I will pause here and see if they come through for us, before moving on to current events. Plus, Gracie tells me there are squirrels out back and a gopher that keeps poking its head above ground. I gotta go. A dawg has her priorities. I’ll leave you with Kenny Loggins. (I know. I know. Sorry, Dad likes it.)

“So, help me if you can, I’ve got to get

back to the house at Pooh corner by one.

You’d be surprised there’s so much to be done,

count all the bees in the hive,

chase all the clouds from the sky.

Back to the days of Christopher Robin and Pooh…”

-- Kenny Loggins

Me: Come see my new lizard, Summer!

Summer: He's freakin' awesome!

Me: I know. His name is Spike. Mom named him.

Summer (acting all veterinarian-like and shit): Wash your hands after you hold him.

Me: Girl, I have been handling lizards and snakes and all manner of critters my entire life and it ain't never hurt me none. What could that lizard possibly give me?

Summer: Dad, they've been linked to cancer.

Me: Oh, bullshit. What kinds of cancer?

Summer: Uhhhh ... hello ... lymphoma.

Me: blink, blink.

-- Brian A. Hopkins, July 11, 2014, on Facebook



1  This is a coy reference to Gracie’s parable, “The Thing on the Sofa,” which she wrote in response to Gator’s “Dawg in the Forest,” which, of course, Gator wrote in response to my “Man on the Roof” … Bwahahaha! Dawgs writing for dawgs writing for … Crazy! See Appendix C.
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WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE, PART THREE

(April 13, 2013) Okay, time to get this thing moving. Dawgs have little patience, even great gopher hunters like myself. If the gopher doesn’t want to come out and play, you start digging for the damn thing. A dawg can’t wait forever.

This morning, Dad’s annoyed with Mom because she won’t snip the stitches that are holding in his drain tube. He wants the damn thing gone already. He can remove the stitches himself, but it’d be much easier if she’d do it for him, rather than him struggling to do it one-handed (since the stitches are in his side, close up under his arm). What he doesn’t tell her – and why I know he’s really bothered by the whole “No, you can’t take that out!” ultimatum – is that this is just the first indication of a time when he might not be in charge of his own body, his own Fate. Dad just doesn’t do helpless. And he doesn’t like other people making decisions for him. Now, Mom has gone to Stillwater to spend the day with Summer and Dad is headed for the bathroom with a bottle of isopropyl alcohol and implements of mass destruction. Even I don’t want to watch this.

But I’m getting ahead of myself…

So, Dad did chemo in 2001. Afterward, a follow-up CT scan showed things mostly returning to normal in bah innerspace. Constant bloodwork – every three months for a couple years, then every six months, then eventually just once a year – helped his oncologist keep an eye on things, the theory being that his lymphoma’s return would announce itself via an excess of lymphocytes in his blood.

Compliments again of Judi, here is an abbreviated version (i.e., I cut out a lot of Dad’s long-windedness) of the email Dad sent when he was “cured.”

Subj: CAT Scan Results

I will eventually get the journal caught up, and I do hope you’ll continue to read it even though you’re privy to the denouement, but in the meantime I’ll share the results of last week’s post-chemo CAT scan with you.

In many ways, my visit to the cancer center this afternoon followed the normal process, but in others it differed. First thing – same as always – was taking a seat in the lab so blood could be drawn. I showed them the fist-sized bruise where the careless CAT scan nurse had struggled to hit my vein last week, and they were all set to storm across to the adjoining hospital and kick her ass. “Next time,” they said, “you come here first and we’ll start your IV before you go over to radiology.” This was just their way of saying they love me, of course, by volunteering to shove needles in my flesh. What sweethearts.

I went back out to the waiting room to sit with Betty (who had gone with me) and wait for them to call me back to see my oncologist, Dr. Dagg, and here’s where normal procedure went out the window. I wasn’t sitting there long before Dr. Dagg came through the room and spotted me. “I have a VERY good report on YOU,” she said. “Oh?” I asked. “Yes, your scan looked GREAT. The Fludara did its job.” “Then I’m in remission?” I asked. “Yes.” “Cancer free?” asked Betty. “As close as he’ll ever get to being cancer free,” Dagg said. I squeezed her hand – fighting the urge to hug her, because, while I’ve hugged all the nurses and Katherine, the MA, on many occasions, there’s always been a certain distance between the doctor and me, perhaps attributable to nothing more than the fact I don’t see her as often – and, laughing, said, “Then what am I sitting here for? Can I go?” “You might as well,” she said, “I’ve been called upstairs [meaning the hospital] for an emergency consult, and it might be a while before I get back down to see you. Just tell them at the desk that I want to see you again in a month.” I squeezed her hand again and thanked her, all set to run outside and feel the sun on my face (beautiful day today here in OKC).

After making my appointment at the desk, I went back to say hello to the chemo nurses. I hadn’t seen them in three weeks, not since my last day of chemo when I brought them all red roses. What a delight to hear that they already knew about my remission, that they’d gone out of their way to sneak a peek at my lab reports. No reason for them to do this, except that they genuinely cared. With all their other patients, they’d taken the time out of their busy schedule to check up on me. There were hugs all around and I promised that I’d stop in to see them when I come back next month.

Katherine caught me in the hallway and wanted to hug me, too. She already knew as well. Seemed EVERYONE knew! Katherine told me to get the hell out of there, but I insisted she weigh me and take my vitals for old time’s sake. Procedure, you see. I hang on to those elements of order because the battle depended on them for all those months of chemo. My sanity had depended on them. And even though I’ve been handed a reprieve, the nature of my NHL is that it will be back eventually.

But let’s hope it’s not for many years hence.

Everybody with me? We’re almost caught up. Just one more retrospective piece, methinks, ’cause we need to address one other thing beside the lymphoma, and then we’ll be into the current stuff.

Right now, my paws are tired. It’s a dawg’s life slaving for the man…

Ever closer to the blooming of the full moon, we march single file through the deep drifts of snow, moistening our throats for the howling, seeking higher ground where our voices will carry to her Artemis glow. Are you ready?

– Brian A. Hopkins, January 22, 2013, on Facebook
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WATER UNDER THE BRIDGE, JUST ONE LAST THING

(April 13, 2013) The trees outside are full of squirrels, but Dad says I have to sit here and write because y’all are impatient. Even if I could go outside, Dad won’t let me use my cape to snatch the squirrels from their taunting high perches. Dad says I can only use my superpowers for good. I tell him eating squirrels is good, but he just doesn’t get it.

Humans miss a lot. You don’t see half of what goes on around you. We dawgs see so many things that you upright-walkers can’t. We see the ghosts that meander in the wake of your journey: the people and events that have made you who you are; the loved ones lost who haven’t forgotten you, but instead loiter about, hoping to witness your rise to greatness, your “Singular Moment of Grace” (watching you use the healing power of their old clothing1, perhaps); the unforgiving specters that lurch about like broken shadow puppets, their gaping silent mouths and crooked fingers working up some horrid accusation, victims of something you’ll never confess in this lifetime … and the Death that stalks you like an errant, searching beam of moonlight.

Sniff, sniff, sniff about the base of the squirrel tree and I can smell it. Deep in the decaying leaves, forest roots, and gopher-tunneled brown earth. Older than time. Part and parcel of the universe and created long before dawgs and man. Life wouldn’t be the miracle that it is without the flipside of the coin. Sniff, sniff, sniff, and I know it follows Dad, hunting like a dawg itsownself, like a wolf through the snow. It follows you, too – all of us, in fact – because in order to maintain the cycle, all must be returned to the earth and made new again, over and over until the sun goes out and everything succumbs to darkness and cold. Until that time, only the spirit remains after each cycle. Great Dawg Almighty plants it like a seed and if the Groove is with it, the spirit is reborn, returning that soul on its never-ending quest to find the others that will make it whole beneath Mother Sol’s critical eye. As I’ve said before, this isn’t the first time I’ve found Dad. I’d know his scent anywhere … in any form.

Sniff, sniff, sniff, and I know what hunts him, by smell and by the shadow it casts. It has no name, because it simply is – as natural as any other part of the Groove’s Great Cycle, but if you have to give it a name (as humans are wont to do with everything), it goes by many, lymphoma being just one. Call it the Great Recycler, if you must, but don’t expect it to only show one face. Dad’s hunter comes in other flavors.

In those years that Doctor Dagg watched Dad’s blood, she spotted something else. His liver was throwing off enzymes, indicating it was in distress. She sent Dad to a specialist who punched three holes through his belly, looked at the resulting liver samples, and diagnosed him with Hepatitis C – just another name for the Great Recycler.

Dad tells me that the interesting thing about Hep C is that it can hide in your liver for twenty, thirty, even forty years and do nothing. Then one day, it wakes, stretches, and decides to have your liver with some fava beans and a fine Chianti. You contract Hep C one of two ways: blood transfusions or sharing drug needles with others who have it. Dad doesn’t even like taking pain meds after breaking bones and being sliced open by well-meaning surgeons; you know he’s never done drugs. And even if he did do drugs, he could afford his own needles. But way back in 1981, he was almost killed by a careless woman driving a red Mustang – the infamous “Broken Leg Story.” (As an aside, Mom claims that everything bad in Dad’s life stems from motorcycles. How ironic is that?) At that time – more than ten years before hospitals starting screening blood for Hep C or much of anything else (like HIV) for that matter – Dad was transfused with seven units of whole blood in order to save his life. At least one of those units must have been bad. A dawg could have sniffed it. A dawg could have changed history. For want of a time machine, I sit here and type rather than act.

In the years since that transfusion in 1981, the Hep C lay dormant in Dad’ liver, waiting. If you’re the Great Recycler and you want Dad and Plan A doesn’t work, what do you do? You go to Plan B, of course. You wake up Mr. Hep C and tell him to get busy. “I ain’t paying you to sleep all day in that comfy liver, boy!”

Treatment for Hep C is a combination of two awful chemicals called Interferon and Ribavirin. An Interferon injection per week and six Ribavirin tablets each day. The treatment regimen lasts an entire year. Along with the usual “flu-like symptoms,” weakness, nausea, and so on, these drugs are known to cause suicidal depression. In 2006, Dad did 7 months of his one-year treatment program and then walked away from it. As upbeat as they come, Dad just doesn’t do depression well. He was tired of planning ways to kill himself. Embarrassed and uncomfortable with the outpouring surrounding his cancer schtick in 2001, he had gone solo on the Hep C treatment. Didn’t write about it. Didn’t tell anyone about it. He just crawled under a rock and thought he’d weather it out. He failed.

The doctors wanted to prescribe antidepressants, but Dad is oh so stubborn and refused to chase one drug with another. “Depression,” he would have told you before he knew better, “is all a state of mind. I am in charge of my mental well-being. No drug is going to control me.” The Interferon controlled him, though. Sent him spiraling down a dark hole in the earth with nothing but the Great Recycler for company. At the bottom of that hole, Death put its arm around Dad’s shoulders and said, “Welcome home, old son. You ready for the Great Mystery?” Dad was tempted. But in the end, he bundled up all the very, very expensive Hep C medication he had left, handed it to the Great Recycler, and said, “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon, but I’m not going out this way.” And he crawled out of the hole. Walked away. Didn’t look back. He didn’t even go back to the specialist to see how his liver was getting along –

– but he did keep seeing Dr. Dagg.

In early 2010, Dr. Dagg sat him down one day and put a printed report in front of him. It was the lab report for his latest bloodwork. By this time, of course, Dad can read the report as well as any doctor. “Your liver is in sad shape,” she told him.

“I don’t know why it would be complaining,” Dad joked, “I drink to its health every night.”

She wasn’t amused. “You need to try and do the Interferon treatment again,” she said. “If you don’t, you’re going to need a liver transplant … or you’re going to die.”

I’ve asked Dad why he agreed to try again. He doesn’t know. I’ve asked him what made the difference this time, what had changed since 2006 when the drug-induced depression had pushed him to that pivotal meeting with the Great Recycler. He doesn’t know. If I had to guess, I would say Dad grew mentally, physically, and spiritually (which is not to say religiously) in the years from 2006 to 2010. Though he claims it’s still out there, I think he might have already found at least some of that “Grace” he’s looking for, managed to use it to fuse a little titanium to his core. Whatever the reason, from the 27th of April 2010 to the 22nd of March 2011 (I know these dates because they are written on the dry erase board above his desk along with a year’s worth of hash marks indicating each needle plunged unceremoniously into his thigh), Dad took his weekly injection, took his six tablets each day, sucked it up like the “man” he always professes to be, and saw it through.

On Facebook on the 22nd of March 2011, Dad posted: Dear “flu-like symptoms,” “joint pain” (to tell the truth, this common side-effect should really be listed as “joint agony”), “compromised/weakened immune system,” and “suicidal depression,” whose constant companionship have been mine to enjoy for the last year … I can’t say I will miss you guys once this final injection has worked itself out of my system. In fact, I can honestly and succinctly sum up my feelings as “Fuck you very much. Hope never to enjoy your company again.”

And at the end of it, the doctors said, “Hey, we think it worked.”

True story.

But why tell it now?

I asked him.

“Gator Dawg,” he said, “we’re going down this rabbit hole together, you and me. I want you to know the whole truth of it. Maybe this part will have nothing to do with what comes next, but then again maybe it’ll be the straw that broke the camel’s back. We won’t know until we get there. And if I don’t tell you, how are you going to help peeps figure out what it all means in the end? How else are you going to find some meaning in the journey?”
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7. Gator hard at work writing “The Journey” (April 2013).

A dawg thinks as hard as she can and tries to find appropriate metaphors, because what is truth but a metaphor for the human condition? And what purpose in the telling of a tale except the exploration of the human condition? We think we know something of the truth of a thing when we name it a tree or a squirrel or a disease, but we really understand nothing but the metaphors we’ve created for it. Those we would follow on a revolutionary new journey are rarely gatherers and presenters of facts and datum … they are weavers of new intellectual structures, new metaphors. As a simple dawg who likes to dig for moles and pocket gophers, I hope I am up to the task before me…

Love is like a butterfly in your hand. Fragile. Delicate. Prone to flight. Weightless, yet its angelic wings can stir an unrivaled storm in the human heart. Pressed too hard, love is broken. Left unfed, it withers and dies. Separated by a thousand miles, a hundred days, or one callous word, it succumbs to doubt. Love is like a butterfly in your hand, poignant and beautiful and heartbreakingly transient.

– Brian A. Hopkins, May 18, 2012, on Facebook



1  A reference to a particular shirt I inherited from my father, who died of leukemia in 2009. I called it my “healing shirt” and wore it as necessary.
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