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“In the middle of her own battle with cancer
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Chapter 1

​


“It’s cancer … and it’s bad.”

My eyes well with tears as Dr. Nelson
speaks, his eyes bearing the compassion so necessary at a time like
this. My gut wrenches and I can’t breathe. The pain is unbearable
but momentarily shadowed by panic. My safe and comfortable world
has shattered into pieces that suspend in front of me, waiting for
more information before they crash to the floor. I want to drop to
the floor, right here in Dr. Nelson’s office, close my eyes and
curl up in a ball until what he has just said goes away.

I look at the big brown eyes that view me
with concern. They belong to my sweet pea, Hannah, my gentle and
loving Rottweiler. It isn’t fair that her cancer has returned after
such a valiant fight. Just six months ago, Dr. Nelson had assured
me they had gotten it all and she would be fine. I thought we were
clear on that.

He is speaking words that I can barely
distinguish. His lips are moving; although I don’t really hear him,
somehow his words register. Hannah must start chemo tomorrow and I
should take her to Colorado State University in Ft. Collins as soon
as I reach Colorado.

I’m leaving Austin the day after tomorrow.
My furniture and belongings are already gone. My mind is in turmoil
trying to figure out how to pull everything together given this new
development. It seems impossible.

I rush home and as I walk in my phone is
ringing. My sister starts rattling details of her son’s plan to
arrive tomorrow to help me with my drive to Colorado. She’s going
on and on without pausing for a breath so I interrupt her.

“Hannah’s cancer is back.” Saying the words
suddenly makes it all real. Painful emotions flood over me. This
time, I throw myself down onto the couch, unable to deal as the
grief hits me.

“I wish it was me and not her.” I sob.

“Are you serious? Don’t ever say anything like that again!” my sister reprimands.
“Seriously—never again.”

I wake early the next morning and rush
Hannah to the veterinarian oncologist. By now she has stopped
eating and will barely lift her head. It is heart wrenching. I love
this little girl more than I ever thought possible. She will stay
at the clinic overnight after receiving her first round of chemo
and a battery of tests.

The next morning, I arrive for Hannah.
Although her tests aren’t back, she has been given the green light
to travel, since her health has improved health. Plus, we’re
heading to one of the best canine cancer centers in the country.
The vet tech brings her out and I rush to hug her, burying my face
in her familiar, sweet-smelling fur. She is equally excited to see
me, and her little butt wiggles back and forth
enthusiastically.

We hit the highway bright and early the
following morning. Excited and anxious, I am on the cusp of
fulfilling my dream of moving to the mountains. But a cloud of
apprehension hangs over me as I think about the detour to the vet
hospital in Ft. Collins and what it will bring. That afternoon, I’m
lost in thought, speeding through the Texas panhandle, when my cell
phone rings. I recognize the vet’s number. I take a deep breath and
answer, afraid of what she will tell me.

“Hi, Anne, this is Dr. Jenkins. I have
Hannah’s test results and I’m beyond confused. I really don’t know
what to say but the tests came back negative. There is no
cancer.”

I’m not sure I hear her correctly. “What?
What do you mean? What does that mean?” I’m flabbergasted, flooded
with mixed emotions.

“Again, I really don’t know what to say. I’m
happy they’re negative, sorry Hannah went through the chemo and
utterly baffled. I am glad you’re heading to CSU as I’m eager to
hear what they have to say.”

We say our good-byes and all I can do is
stare at the highway in front of me. Can I be so bold as to feel
ecstatic? Could it be possible that the test results are correct?
Would Hannah really be OK?

It was too good to be true.

When we got to the CSU vet hospital, Hannah
was cancer-free. They diagnosed her with a severe lung
infection.

Just five months later, my turn: I was
diagnosed with stage two breast cancer.

 


 



Chapter 2

​


I stare in the mirror at my bald head,
shallow skin and hollowed eyes. My head isn’t bald, technically. It
seems to be covered with a baby fine layer of what looks like peach
fuzz. I finally have my eyebrows and eyelashes back. That makes me
smile. It really does come down to the little things in life. It’s
been two months since I finished my chemotherapy and radiation
treatments, and my body is a testament to the damage. I open my
robe and look at the scars on my chest where my breasts used to be.
I feel somewhat deformed, my once pert breasts replaced now with
hard, round implants, my nipples replaced with scars that run the
length of the implants. I run my finger over the scar just below my
neck where the port that fed the chemo into my body had been
located. I raise my right arm and look at the scars where the lymph
nodes were removed. I pray that the cancer hasn’t spread beyond the
lymph nodes that tested positive.

This bodily inspection has
become something of a routine for me. Finally past the shock of the
diagnosis and the numbness of the months of treatment, I now find
myself mesmerized, on a daily basis, with the aftermath. Having
been poked, prodded, cut into, radiated and exposed to complete
strangers, I still feel somewhat removed from my physical
body. What I see in the mirror now isn’t my body,
but a roadmap of the cancer that tried to rob me of life. I refuse
to let it. I think back to the day I was diagnosed, coming home and
throwing myself on my bed. Alone. Lying in the fetal position and
sobbing for what seemed like hours, but in reality was only ten or
fifteen minutes. One day, life is normal and carefree, and the
next, it’s not. It’s that quick. It’s all so surreal, since I’ve
never been sick other than the occasional flu or hangover. I let
out a breath. I’m alive. I remind myself, It could have
been much worse. I stand, looking at my
naked body, trying to feel the depth of the experience but I’m
unable to feel any emotion. Bored with staring at myself in the
mirror, I search for a distraction to make me forget my bald head
and scarred body.

In the background, I hear the television
blasting the latest news about a hurricane in the Gulf of Mexico
heading straight for New Orleans. I hear the name. I chuckle at the
irony, thinking of my cousin’s girlfriend, Katrina, who also has
the ability to cause mass destruction, albeit emotional. The
growing concern in the newscaster’s voice again distracts me from
my thoughts. Closing my robe, I turn to watch the coverage to see
how close the hurricane actually is to landfall. A green-glow
emanates from the television. As I walk closer, the picture
captivates me. The radar image is of a hurricane that appears to be
the size of the entire Gulf of Mexico and, yes, heading straight
for New Orleans.

In the days that follow, I find myself glued
to the television watching the twenty-four hour, live coverage of
the mass evacuations along the Gulf Coast, followed by coverage of
the storm as it slams ashore. I’m sure nothing could be worse than
enduring this nightmare, but the devastating floods that follow
prove me wrong. For the next two days, I watch in horror as
thousands of people are left stranded on rooftops, begging to be
rescued. I see the near-riots at the Superdome and the complete
paralysis of the entire city’s government. We all watch, a nation
stunned at the surprising incompetence of our government and their
inability to handle the disaster.

With mounting sadness, I watch people
standing firm and refusing to leave their pets behind. My heart
aches as they are forced to do so. Tears roll down their cheeks,
distraught at being pulled off a rooftop and away from their
beloved pet. Their confused and frightened pets stand abandoned in
the flooded city. As coverage comes in from the streets, I realize
these pets may be the lucky ones. Frightened and starving animals,
once pampered family pets, fearfully roam the deserted streets. I
am horrified when I hear stories of pets being left behind, chained
to porches and drowning in the rising waters, unable to free
themselves and swim to safety. Initially, I can’t understand how
anyone can leave their pets, given the enormity of the disaster. In
the days that follow, I realize that the pets have been left for
many reasons, but primarily because their owners had no choice. The
pets aren’t allowed into the shelters that have been set up. A
person faced two choices: leave your pet, or potentially lose your
life. Thanks to a lack of adequate disaster planning, these
innocent animals are left to fight for their own survival and, in
far too many cases, to die.

I look away from the television and stare
out my window. It is a spectacular, clear, crisp autumn day. The
aspen trees on the mountains are ablaze, a bright, sunshine yellow,
contrasting against the dark green pines. The maple trees, sparsely
scattered among the aspen and pine, have turned color, their leaves
bright orange like glowing embers. I try to remind myself to look
at the mountains every day. They make me forget, if only for a few
minutes, my “cancer life”. I love the mountains and feel privileged
to live among their majestic beauty. It is a stark contrast to the
scenes on the television, as I turn back to watch more of the
Katrina coverage. Forgetting my own fears, I realize I want to be
there, in New Orleans. I have to help care for these innocent
animals and try to save as many of the beloved pets as
possible.

 


 



Chapter 3

​


We find a private plane to get us there.
Through a stroke of luck, a friend has connected with Katheryn, an
animal shelter supporter. Not only does Katheryn have a plane, but
she also really wants to travel with us and help the animals. She,
too, has been watching the heartbreaking stories and wishes she
could help. Katheryn is passionate about animal welfare and will
always generously give whatever she can in order to help animals in
need. When she heard we were planning a trip, she immediately
offered to take us in her plane.

Getting to Louisiana will
not be a problem – or at least I hope not. In my search for sleeping accommodations, I again encounter
the obvious. After a major hurricane, or any other natural
disaster, hotel rooms are rare commodities. We’ll be landing in
Baytown, Texas, and will have to settle for a hotel in Beaumont, on
the Texas/Louisiana state line, for the first night.

In my increasingly futile search for
somewhere to stay while in Louisiana, I’m drawn into a phone
conversation with a lady who has just told me she has no
availability at her inn. As we chat about the hurricane’s impact on
her area, I tell her I’ll be traveling from Colorado with three
girlfriends to help care for the animals caught in the storm’s
aftermath.

“Oh, honey! That’s so nice of y’all. Ya
know, I might have someone who y’all can stay with. Let me check,”
she says. in her deep southern drawl. We hang up. Five minutes
later, she calls back and says that yes, Liz, her son’s
ex-girlfriend, will let us stay in her lake house outside Baton
Rouge. She gives me Liz LeJeune’s telephone number and I thank her
profusely and hang up.

“Yes!” I yell, throwing my arms into the
air. I quickly call Liz and am amazed at her generosity. After
talking less than five minutes, she agrees to let us stay in her
home, sight unseen. I’m touched by how disasters bring people
together in unusual ways. Conventional defenses drop and hearts and
homes open to strangers.

“If y’all are comin’ this far to take care
of animals, y’all must be good people.” Liz laughs. I promise to
call her as soon as we get to Louisiana. Apparently my synapses
aren’t firing properly. In my desperation and excitement at having
found somewhere to stay, the fact that the house is over an hour’s
drive from the animal shelter in Gonzales doesn’t faze me.

My friend and fellow
animal advocate, Bland Nesbit, calls. I give her the good news and we chat excitedly. We’re
eager to set off on the adventure and begin rattling off details
and making a list of things we need to take and to do before we
leave. We plan everything possible to the most minor
detail.

“Jeez…” Bland says, flustered. “I forgot to tell you, Jan
wants to come along, too.”

“Excellent!”

I’m happy that she’ll be
joining us. Although Jan Panico is petite in stature, she can
definitely carry a load. She’s also a phenomenal artist with a
unique talent for painting cats and dogs. In keeping with the
artist stereotype, Jan has been known at times to be somewhat
absent-minded. She has a tendency to mix-up words, like the time
she applied for a Colorado driver’s license. She had every
intention of asking the safety officer if he wanted to see her
Virginia license… but she asked him if he wanted to see her
vagina license.

Everything is in place. We have no idea what
we’ll encounter when we get to Louisiana.

I don’t sleep well that night and the next
day dawns early. The sun is just rising when I get out of bed, make
a cup of tea and sit in my nightgown making another list. It will
be a day full of errands and a flurry of activities. People think
I’m kidding when I tell them I have “chemo brain” if I’ve forgotten
something. I’m not. It is a fact that people who have had
chemotherapy sometimes experience episodes of short-term memory
loss. I have stood in front of a co-worker and been at a loss for
their name. So lately, lists rule my life. I have a long one for
today.

We have each been limited
to twenty pounds of luggage by Katheryn’s pilot, Steve. I’m
uncomfortable flying on large commercial jets, and I can’t begin to
describe my fear of having to fly in a small Cessna. I take a deep
breath to try to alleviate my rising apprehension. I cannot and
will not let fear get in my way. Carpe
diem. I remind
myself and let out the breath.

I call both my oncologist and regular doctor
and receive their initially hesitant approvals to visit the
disaster area. Neither is overjoyed that I’m traveling to a
potentially disease-laden area so soon after my chemotherapy. They
both remind me of my weakened immune system. My body still bears
damage, internally, from the months of poison coursing through it.
Sensing my determination, they relent and encourage me to make the
best of the journey. I squeeze my eyes shut as I’m given the
recommended tetanus and hepatitis shots, and then ask for a few
valium to help me overcome my fear of flying – and anything else
that might rattle me as I head into the unknown.

Evening falls. As I pack, I meticulously
measure and weigh everything I’m taking with me. I continue to pare
things down until I only have eighteen pounds of luggage. Heaven
forbid that we’re two pounds overweight and the plane goes down.
Bland and I talk and she assures me that she has done the same. She
isn’t motivated by a fear of flying, but by following the pilot’s
orders to a T. Bland is both organized and obedient.

It is later than I want but still fairly
early when I finally make my way to bed. My mind races. I never
sleep well the night before I have to fly, but this night, I’m
particularly restless. I toss and turn and cannot find a
comfortable position. I hear every noise, both inside and outside,
and every breath that my dogs take next to me on the bed. I move
closer to Hannah and put my head on her chest. I feel her body rise
and fall with each breath. I pick up her paw, as I always do, and
smell it. Puppy breath and dog paws are two of my favorite smells.
I stroke Hannah’s head, thinking about the dogs I will see over the
course of the next ten days. I hope it won’t be traumatic. I try to
envision what the shelter will look like but can’t. I have no clue.
I finally fall asleep to images of injured and frightened dogs
staring at me out of wire kennels. I wake up every couple of hours,
anxious and frustrated that I can’t sleep.

I try not to fight it. That only makes it
worse.

The next morning arrives. I’m up an hour
earlier than I need to. The sun is just beginning to rise. My three
dogs raise their heads in unison, look at me curiously and lay
their heads back down. It’s too early for them to be bothered with
anything. I gaze at them as they sleep peacefully. Tugs on my
heart. I will miss them. I rarely leave them and so have become
accustomed to them traveling with me. There is something very
calming and right with the world when we travel together. I am
complete. But not this time. I have enlisted my brother, Michael,
to come and stay with them for the ten days I’ll be gone. They love
Michael – he was their official sitter during my hospitalizations
over the past year. This will be a longer absence, and I have to
repeatedly remind myself that I am the one who will be taking it
the hardest. Dogs live so completely in the moment. They don’t feel
the increasing, heart-tugging apprehension as I get closer to
leaving them. They will barely take notice of my absence until the
door opens and I return to them. That’s when the happiness is
permeable as they bound to greet me, barking, bucking and bouncing
off me with glee. I feel a need to explain to them why I must go
and leave them for so long. It’s not really for them but for me. So
I can remind myself of why I am leaving them for so long.

I go over and put my face next to Hannah’s
nose so I can feel and smell her breath. I kiss her gently as I do
my other two dogs, Hanuman, a large male Rottweiler, and Bella, a
black Border Collie-Lab mix. They aren’t at all interested in me at
this early hour and only want to sleep. I move back over to Hannah
and lay on the bed next to her. She opens a sleepy eye, sees it is
me, and closes her eye again. In a whisper, I explain that I have
to leave them and go help the poor dogs and cats caught in the
terrible flooding in New Orleans. I tell her that she and Hanuman
and Bella are so lucky to be in a home where they are loved so
much, have big, dry, comfy beds to sleep on, go on hikes in the
mountains and get lots of treats. As I tell her about the poor
starving and abandoned dogs, I imagine a scene. What if it were
she? Wouldn’t she be so happy to see someone there to help her? I
cannot bare the images my words conjure up as I visualize the three
of them tied on a porch and abandoned in the floodwaters, hungry
and frightened. The thought brings tears to my eyes. Instead of
motivating me to get up and go, it makes me want to lay there for a
few minutes more. I listen to Hannah’s deep breathing, which is now
bordering on snoring, until I finally have to tear myself away from
this warm, safe and peaceful place. With them.

Dressed and ready to go, I sip the last of
my tea and stare at the mountains. I haven’t yet left and I already
miss being home. I pick up my bag and head out the door feeling
melancholy.

My friend and our fourth adventurer, Melinda
Goldrich, and I meet Bland at her car. As we get in, I immediately
eye Melinda’s luggage.

“We’re only supposed to have twenty pounds
each. It looks like you packed for a long vacation,” I chide
Melinda, only half-joking. I hope a little humor will mask my
distress. She isn’t amused and ignores me. I pout, wondering how
she could be so careless as to disobey the pilot’s order.

Finally, she responds. “I weighed it. Chill
out. It might be over twenty pounds but not by much.”

“Then you’ll have to get rid of some stuff.”
I’m adamant, my concern no longer veiled. “Steve said no more than
twenty pounds each.”

She looks at me as if I have lost my mind.
Maybe I have, at least temporarily. Fear of flying does that to me.
Clearly perturbed, Melinda takes bags of trail mix, snacks and a
couple bottles of water out of her bag and tosses them onto the
floor of the car. Bland gives me a sideways glance and purses her
lips to stifle a giggle. We head to the awaiting plane, picking up
Jan on the way.

Arriving at Rifle Airport, we walk through
the small terminal, chatting nervously about the latest Katrina
news, our flight ahead and our mutual apprehensions. We walk onto
the tarmac and I stop cold in my tracks. In front of me is not the
sleek Gulfstream I envisioned, but an older twin-engine Cessna. My
disappointment isn’t elitist, only a warped sense that jets are
safer than twin engines. Maybe it’s because they get you to your
destination faster. Not wanting to seem unappreciative, I put on my
best game face.

I look at Bland and smile. “Carpe diem?”

It is a question, not a statement. She
laughs and watches me dig in my bag for a valium. An hour into my
adventure, I’ve already used up one of only two valiums I brought
with me.

Steve loads our bags onto the plane, we pose
for a group picture, board the Cessna and take off for Louisiana,
via Santa Fe … and Baytown … and Beaumont.

The flight to Santa Fe is calm and somewhat
uneventful, given that none of us, except Steve, are overly excited
about flying in the small plane. It is a beautiful, cloudless day,
and as we soar over the foothills and mesas of southern Colorado,
my valium kicks in and I actually begin to relax and enjoy the
stunning views. The red rock cliffs and outcroppings are amazingly
picturesque from where I sit. Far below me, a river winds along its
lonely course, pine trees hugging the banks
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