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WHEN MOM SAID, ‘Everything happens for a reason,’ I lost my shit.

All things considered, I’d handled things well. I’d surrendered my license immediately. I’d need someone—anyone—to get my car from work, where it had been since the ambulance brought me to the hospital. I’d listened to my doctor, then an oncologist and a neurologist, and asked what I thought were intelligent questions and understood what they hadn’t said. I edited books. I knew tragedy.

Hell, I was proud of myself.Hippocampus, Broca and Wernike, gyrus. Memory, language, reading.

I took a cab home, wanting more time to myself to let the reality of all those foreign words settle into my brain.

Into my brain. How apt.

My apartment was boiling. This had been one of the worst summers on record. I turned up the air conditioning. Despite the heat, I’d made myself a coffee, stared at it for a few seconds, then poured it into the sink and cracked a beer. I looked around. I needed to vacuum, and three manuscripts were piled on my desk waiting for line edits. I took a deep breath. The cab, the beer, the vacuum, work—they were all delaying tactics. I rolled the beer between my palms and read the label. The letters were stable, not dancing like they’d done in my office. I wondered how long...

Stop. Just do it.

I dialed my mother.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” she said, by way of answering.

“Sorry,” I said. I found myself smiling. I wanted to laugh, which was insane. Was hysterical one of the stages? I remembered denial and bargaining, but wasn’t sure of the rest.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I fed her a cliché. “Are you sitting down?”

There was a pause. “I am now. James, you’re worrying me.”

“Well, it’s not on purpose,” I said. “Okay, I’m just going to come out and say it. It’s not good. Brain cancer.” I exhaled. It was the first time I’d said the words out loud. In my conversations with my doctor, oncologist, and neurologist, I’d used “it.”

“Who?” my mother asked. “Who has brain cancer? Is it your sister? Why didn’t she call me?”

I blinked. “No, mom. Me. I have cancer. Brain tumors.”

“But you’re not even forty.”

I did laugh that time. If the cancer had waited two more years, my mother would have deemed it more acceptable? “Just lucky I guess.”

“Stop laughing. It’s not funny,” my mother said. “Are you sure? Did you see a doctor?”

“No, I self-diagnosed online. Yes, of course I saw a doctor. Three of them.”

My mother took a breath, released it audibly. I had that effect on a lot of people. “Well, what do we do? Surgery? Chemo?”

My throat became raw. I swallowed, but it didn’t help. “Mom, there are multiple tumors, and...” I closed my eyes. She didn’t need all the details. “It’s too late.”

“That’s not good enough.”

I bristled. I’d heard that statement so many times in my life. Now she was trotting it out for cancer?

“It doesn’t work like that,” I said. Why was I the one trying to be calm? Shouldn’t I be the one being comforted here? Denial. Right. I remembered now, though I was pretty sure it was supposed to be me. I rubbed my eyes, chasing away an odd shining creeping in from the corners of my vision. “The oncologist and the neurologist both said given the onset of the symptoms and how large and aggressive the tumors are...”

“Symptoms?”

Oh, this is fun.

“Trouble with my vision. Remember I got new glasses twice last year? And the headaches and eye strain last winter? I thought I needed to rest my eyes. Yesterday I had this awful feeling. They called it jamais vu—like the opposite of déjà vu—I had no idea where I was or what was going on.” That didn’t describe the terror I’d experienced, but she didn’t need to know. “And then today at work, I couldn’t read. The words were there, but I didn’t understand.”

“Surgery?”

“Not even a ten percent chance with operating, and that’s just survival, not functionality.” I’d been given a long list of what reduced capacities I would likely see, especially with the tumours that were encroaching on my brain stem, where important things like breathing were controlled.

“Ten percent is ten percent,” my mother said. “You have to fight for what you want, you know. This happened to you. Nobody else. You. Everything happens for a reason.”

I remembered another one of the stages.

Anger.

 

MY SISTER CALLED three times while I was cooling in the bath, taking stock of my finances, my expected outline and major turning points. I couldn’t help but think in terms of editing a novel. I had a second beer, which had gone down better than the first and finally erased my thirst.

After towelling off, putting on shorts, and sitting on my couch with Whisper purring beside me, I called her back.

“I can’t believe you just dropped that on mom.”

“Love you, too,” I said. “And yes, it’s awful.”

She clicked her tongue. “Are you drunk?”

“Not yet, but give me an hour.”

“You really think that’s a good idea?”

I laughed. “Seriously? Janie, I don’t know if mom gave you the run-down, but hangovers are the last thing I’m worried about.” I paused, rubbing Whisper’s head and looking around my apartment. “Right now, what’s bugging me most is this apartment. Cheap rent, sure, but it’s still that awful off-white from when I moved in nine years ago.”

“Are you going to talk to me, or at me?”

I sighed. “Short version? Brain tumors. Bad places to have them, bad prognosis, and the oncologist wasn’t even cute. Or a man.”

“And you yelled at mom because?”

“See above, re: brain tumours. She trotted out her ‘Everything happens for a reason’ shit, and I just couldn’t.”

“It’s how she copes.”

“How she doesn’t cope.”

“James.”

“You know what? I’ll work up an apology later. I suddenly find myself with a lot on my to-do list.”

“Chemo?” Jane asked. “Or surgery? What’s the best option?”

I flinched. Mom hadn’t told Jane, or had told her I was refusing to take an option that could work out for me.

Like so much had.

I cleared my throat. “Neither. Do you know the joke about why stage four cancer is better than stage five?”

“No.” She sounded like she was counting to ten in her head.

“Because there is no stage five.”

“That’s not funny.”

“No.” I was grinning. “But I keep laughing anyway.”

“You can’t let this get you,” Jane said, and for the first time she sounded affected. Sad. I wondered if she’d have to reapply mascara after the call, then chastised myself. I was being uncharitable. Jane spent far too much on makeup to wear something that would run.

“Janie, believe me, if this was up for debate, I’d debate. The tumors are hitting my memory, my sight, my ability to breathe—or, will be. And... reading. I might not be able to read much longer.”

“Mom said surgery—”

“Less than ten percent, and it would likely mean a respirator, severe memory trouble, seizures, and almost certainly other major issues.”

I waited while her accountant mind added up those numbers. The silence stretched on.

I said, “Well, there’s my first positive. You’re speechless.”

“You’re such an asshole.”

“Runs in the family.” I looked down at my lap, and a sick coldness spread up and down my spine, despite the heat. There was... something... My hands shook. I looked around, but nothing was right. This apartment wasn’t right. I swallowed. This wasn’t where I lived.

“James?”

Just like that it ended. I exhaled. Not anywhere near as bad as the first time, but it was still frightening.

“Janie,” I said, regaining composure. “I’m going to go.” I laughed. “I mean hang up, but I guess also the other way. I’m not going to be on a machine like dad.”

“You need to apologize to mom.”

“I’ll add it to my list.”

“Seriously, James. She’s really upset.”

“Aren’t we all?”

I hung up. I turned off the phone and looked down at my cat. Whisper was nestled against my thigh, purring, eyes closed. I rubbed her head, spotting a few white hairs in her ruff. She was about six years old, I guessed. I’d rescued her from a shelter, so I wasn’t sure. She hadn’t had an easy start. A little black kitten found so neglected and underfed at first they’d fed her by hand. I’d gone to the shelter on a whim, when the vast majority of my friends were married and knee-deep in what I’d thought of as “the baby pit.” I rarely saw them and wasn’t dating. I’d wanted someone waiting for me when I got home from work.

Selfish, it seemed now.

“What about you, eh?” I asked.

Whisper didn’t stir.

“You’re pretty much my best relationship,” I said, giving her another rub behind the ears. She opened her eyes and raised her head to look at me. I rubbed under her chin. She purred, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m not going to work tomorrow. In fact, I’m gonna quit.”

 

THE NEXT MORNING, I left my phone switched off and had a long, leisurely breakfast. For the first time in years I ate on my small balcony despite the heat, watching people go to work while the sun rose higher. I’d had no obvious symptoms, though I’d slept poorly and my dreams were a confused tangle. Still, something was slightly “off” about everything. Then again, maybe that was how you felt when you knew you were soon to be proven mortal.

After eating, I went back into my apartment. I stopped, still holding my plate in one hand. Though the smell of recently cooked bacon helped, I didn’t feel attached to anything about this place. It seemed very small and...

Unimpressive? That wasn’t really it, was it? My mother’s words came back to me, as they’d done a thousand times before in weaker moments.

It wasn’t good enough.

The salty aftertaste soured. I put the dishes in the sink. What the hell was I supposed to do? I had days. Not months, but maybe weeks. Most likely. God, the imprecision of it all. Back in my living room, I saw the two-seater couch, the desk where I work and the manuscripts I was working on, my small wall of photographs on either side of the sliding glass door to the porch, the three bookcases overfull of half-unread volumes, and it all seemed insignificant.

I needed a will. The thought came unbidden, and was followed by an inventory that seemed far too short.

I had a car. A cat. An apartment. A decent, if wearisome, technical journal editing job, and a sideline home business that kept me busy and let me work with fiction, which I loved. My furniture was basic, my electronics serviceable.

What else had I accomplished?

I didn’t like the answer.

My cat walked in. I knelt down and she looked at me, blinking, then came over to rub against my hand. At least I had...

What’s your name?

Again it passed quickly and the name, Whisper, came back. I shook, giving her a quick rub.

That was unsettling, to put it mildly.

I needed to e-mail work and let them know I wouldn’t be coming back, and to tell the authors I was working with that they’d need to find a new line editor, though I’d happily give them back what I’d done so far, no charge. I had three weeks’ vacation left, I thought, and laughed.

Could I travel?

I looked up at the column of photos. I was happy for those good memories. There were my nieces and I, soaked, after a visit one summer where I’d decided the only solution to the hot Ottawa humidity was water balloons. Beside that one were photos of them as infants, myself the proud uncle holding them up. I was pretty sure one of the two girls, either Sarah or Brooke, had barfed on me shortly after those pictures.

I wouldn’t see them grow up.

I moved on to the next picture. Five of us were in the photo, dating back to first year university when I’d volunteered at the campus LGBT Centre. We were all dressed as pirates—it was from Hallowe’en—and my hair had been long. In a moment of sheer lunacy, I’d dyed it bright blue, pulled it around both sides of my jaw, and braided it from my chin.

I smiled. The other four looked just as pathetic in their stripes, eye patches, plastic swords, stuffed parrots, and painted-on scars. Beside me, dressed in a skirt so short it could have been a scarf, was Yumi. We’d met that September, both
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