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“Nothing is more dangerous to men than a sudden change in fortune.”

— Quintillian 
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Cringing in discomfort, I stared at the wall, curled up on the examination table like a possum under a shrub. Tissue samples were being harvested from my prostate. Earlier, I’d received a Novocain injection, but the doctor must’ve bought a bad drum from Amazon because . . . I. felt. everything. 

With a noise like a mousetrap closing—whap!—the biopsy needle would snag a tissue sample and I would squirm. In addition, a trans-rectal camera had been inserted up my butt like a plumber’s snake into a drain.

Operating this trans-rectal camera/biopsy needle was my urologist, Dr. Vaughn Trachmann. Around my age, early 60s, with more salt than pepper in his black hair, he had sad brown eyes, heavy-lidded, sleepy—as if he were perpetually up late. Snipping his tissue samples, Trachmann kept up a distracting patter about an NPR radio program called A Prairie Home Companion.

For those fuzzy on male anatomy, the prostate is a walnut-sized gland located at the bladder outlet and the junction of the urinary and reproductive tracts. During a routine physical, this is the organ a doctor checks for enlargement when he sticks a finger up a patient’s butt. (After which both parties pretend nothing happened.) Situated at a vital biological crossroad, the prostate observes urine and semen exit a man’s body without comment or judgment. 

Dr. Trachmann said, “Your prostate appears normal-sized.”

“I guess that’s good.”

Whap!

I squirmed more, said “oww” again, and wriggled like a flat worm on a slide, none of which helped.

Trachmann continued, “I loved that guy who did the sounds for the show. What was his name?”

“I don’t know.”

Whap!

“Owww, man!”

Prostate gland cells manufacture a protein called prostate specific antigen. (Initially, I wasn’t sure what this protein did, suspecting a form of biological busy work.) An antigen is a toxin that issues an immune response, especially in the production of antibodies. Think of an immune response as a burglar alarm that should be investigated. Had a rodent scuttled past the motion sensor, or was there a thief?

Trachmann said, “Tom Keith, now I remember. He’s dead now, but he made some amazing effects.”

“How many more samples?”

“Close to the end now.”

Whap!

“Shit.”

Elevated PSA levels can indicate cancer. During a physical six weeks earlier, a blood test revealed my PSA was borderline high at 4.3, up from 3.2 the previous year. The increase earned me a referral to an urologist. A few weeks later, following a second blood test at Trachmann’s office, my PSA jumped again to 6.3. This new level qualified me for the biopsy. And because prostate cancer could be multifocal, meaning multiple tumors might pop up like crab grass, numerous tissue samples from the prostate periphery were needed to pinpoint any skulking malignancy. 

Writhing on the examination table, I hated the whole procedure. When would this miserable biopsy end? Sharp stabbing pains rendered cancer as inconsequential and remote as the icy surface of Europa.

Whap!

I gritted my teeth, “This is really bad.”

“Now Butch Thompson, there was a piano player.”

Whap!

“Come on.”

“Close to the end now.”

“You’ve said that twice.”

Whap!

At last Trachmann departed the examination room, carting along a dozen tissue samples. A cute nurse with black horn-rimmed glasses said I could get dressed, leaving me a sheet of post-procedure instructions. Alone in the room, I lay there in my ass-less gown with a throbbing rectal pain. Sliding off the examination table, I glanced back at the white surgical mat, covered in drips and blobs of my blood.

Dazed, I felt like a young actress leaving Harvey Weinstein’s hotel room. On a counter top, I spied a roll of paper towels. Tearing off several sheets, I fashioned a “manpon,” wedging the papers against my bloody butt, then pulled up my underwear. After dressing, I left the office, realizing I now walked differently.

Outside the medical center, morning traffic zipped along Burbank Boulevard. In a post-biopsy daze, I didn’t notice the late July heat. I concentrated on negotiating the sidewalk in my new shuffle. In recalling this unique movement, no comparison springs to mind except that it mitigated rectal pain. Pedestrians passed, aloof, indifferent, this being Los Angeles and home to far weirder things than a funny-walking old guy.

Thank God, it was over. 

Carefully lowering myself behind the wheel of my car, I hoped this latest medical adventure closed with a negative biopsy. According to my urologist and staunch NPR fan, a man with a PSA level between 4 and 10—6.3 for me—sported a 25% chance that a biopsy would reveal cancer. One in four sucked. Wheeling into traffic, I headed for the freeway, concentrating on what I did best: worrying.

Once, I’d had a career writing TV animation for studios such as Warner Bros. and Disney. But as I grew older, work dried up like California farmland. I’d migrated downstream from well-paid staff jobs, to extensive free-lance work to the occasional mercy script from an old colleague. Alas, my Motion Picture union health care benefits were indexed to how much I worked in a six-month qualifying period. 

Lots of script writing equaled lots of qualifying hours, translating into excellent health care benefits for six months. And with my assorted health woes, I needed them. Over the last several years I’d undergone three major operations and seemed welded into a loop of discovery-operation-physical therapy-recovery-discovery. However, should I fail to work the necessary hours during a qualifying half-year, my benefits terminated. Then it was off to COBRA town.

COBRA stands for the Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act, a snappy bit of government labeling that meant I could acquire an additional 18 months of union benefits. Of course, I would be required to pay the entire cost of the premium. At that time, the health care premium for my wife Joy and me ran around twelve hundred bucks a month. 

Unfortunately, Joy and I were broke.

A Korean grocery truck glided across several lanes, almost hitting a Kia.

Actually, ‘broke’ is the absence of money: we’d plunged into deep Marianas Trench-like debt. As my TV animation star descended, so did Joy’s career in magazine production. (CraigsList gobbled up advertising and wiped out numerous publications.) We lowered our overhead, selling a big home and downsizing to a condo. Soon we were burning through our savings and lighting up the credit cards. All our prehistoric appliances made loud, pre-breakdown noises. Joy’s auto was a mechanic’s ATM, and little frills such as new clothes and vacations fell from our lives like petals from a cherry blossom. 

Earlier that year of 2014, two small writing projects at DreamWorks and Warner Bros. brought in some money, but not enough union hours. We were on COBRA vapors, unsure what would happen next. With health care expiring at the end of September, Joy and I spent that spring and summer squeezing in medical and dental exams. As fate decreed, this medical spree resulted in the blood test that discovered my elevated PSA, resulting in the biopsy. Zipping through traffic, I really didn’t fancy a new cancer. (I already had one variety.)

Merging onto the 134 freeway, I took a deep breath and relaxed. From the little I’d read, my odds were better than I thought. For one thing, I had no family history of prostate cancer. (We were heart attack people.) For another, a recent physical exam had discovered no cancer symptoms such as an enlarged prostate. For a third, even Trachmann’s trans-rectal camera—I think he left the tripod open—recorded my prostate as a normal-sized organ.  And fourth, the biopsy carried a 75% chance of returning negative.

A Toyota truck full of lawnmowers cut me off. I honked and smiled. 

I’d be fine.

Relieved, I focused on fretting over money.
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According to the post-procedure instructions left for me by Cute Nurse, the biopsy might produce interesting after effects. For example, I was apprised that I could urinate blood. (I did.) I was also alerted to the possibility that “you may . . . notice blood or discoloration in your semen if you are sexually active.” Really?

Then my wife and I had sex. In the aftermath, there was blood all over my groin, plus blood and semen smeared on the bedding. It looked as if I’d had humped a small animal, than killed it with a hot dog fork. My wife took matters in stride, suggesting I chill. Instead I brooded. Was this mess an omen?  

Nine days later I returned to Trachmann’s office for my biopsy results. I was ushered into a tiny exam room with a chair, stool, exam table, and counter with a glass jar of cotton balls. On the floor stood a wastebasket with yellow and black Biohazard markings. I read my Kindle and listened to Trachmann consulting other patients through the thin walls. 

(“Chris Thile is fine, but I really liked the old host.”)

A rap on the door: Trachmann with a different cute nurse. This young woman wore teal scrubs and held a laptop. Like a court stenographer, Teal Scrubs typed down everything said. (I’m sure it had nothing to do with lawsuits.) No NPR patter for me. 

“Your biopsy came back positive.”

Numbness.

Trachmann explained my Gleason score, which is a number assessing
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