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The year 1985 is drawing to a close. I am 25 and pregnant with my first child, and 

something just feels wrong. 

 

Since I was 12 years old, Iʼve held two deep beliefs: I want to have children, and I donʼt 

expect to live to see my 30th birthday. Being pregnant at 25 creates an unfathomable 

tension between those two beliefs, which seems completely illogical yet keeps me in a 

constant state of internal dread. 

 

On the outside, I am leading a normal life. My husband, Dave, and I are in the final 

stages of buying our first house and preparing to move to it. He is working as a 

remodeling contractor and I am working as a software engineer. I have been taking care 

of myself, going to the doctor for regular prenatal checkups, eating right, and going to 

aerobics classes regularly. Both of our parents live nearby and are supportive and 

excited about their coming first grand-child.  

 

On the inside, I have been having this feeling of impending doom that I havenʼt really 

shared with anyone. I desperately want my baby, but I am sure being a mother will ruin 

my career. I am terrified something will happen to my baby and Iʼm convinced that I 

would be suicidal should I lose it. I am afraid to plan for the babyʼs arrival. It seems 

completely irrational and I am at a loss to understand my own morose outlook. 
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I have been dealing with pain in my shoulder for a few months now. I have trouble 

operating the gear shift of my car with my right arm, and using the computer mouse is 

making the back of my shoulder ache. There should be nothing to be concerned about, 

though - Dr. Blakely, my family doctor, examined my shoulder and referred me to a 

physical therapist after concluding that I might have some tendinitis. 

 

Between physical therapy sessions, I have been continuing with my aerobics classes in 

spite of the ache in my shoulder, since nothing has been found to suggest I shouldnʼt 

use it. During one aerobics class recently, we had our arms stretched out and were 

turning our hands palm up, then palm down, repeatedly. This really hurt my shoulder. I 

looked down at my right arm with my palm up and it looked misshapen. I thought to 

myself, “That explains the pain! My shoulder is out of joint.” Who in their right mind 

thinks such a thing and then doesnʼt check up on this theory in the locker room, or at 

home, or with the treating physician? Someone in denial is who. 

 

For advice I have been depending a lot on my friends Leslee and Barb, who I met at my 

first job out of college. They have been my mentors getting started in my engineering 

career, and we have remained friends since I moved on to my current job. When they 

attended my wedding, they had each recently had their first baby (Lesleeʼs baby was 

actually the youngest person at our wedding). So they are a valuable resource to turn to 

with questions about balancing marriage, babies, and an engineering career. 
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Barbʼs baby was born unexpectedly prematurely. Sometime after the discovery of the 

“dislocated shoulder” set my mind at ease, Barb and I were talking on the phone about 

my latest checkup. She told me that, now that I am nearly 24 weeks along, the baby is 

viable and could survive if born early. 

 

The next morning in the shower I found the lump. 

 

It was in the front of my arm near the underarm, so it was only visible with my arm 

raised. The pain was radiating to the top and back of the shoulder; no one looked in the 

front. It was like there was a golf ball half-buried in my bicep tendon - roughly that size 

and shape, but smooth. It was hard and didnʼt move around if I pushed on it - which I 

did, over and over, but every time it was still there. 

 

Dread hit me with full force.  I felt cold, prickly sweat as I examined this ugly thing. I 

showed it to Dave, and some other people at work. Everyone agreed this was strange. 

As soon as the doctorʼs office opened, I was on the phone asking for an appointment. 

The wait for the next day was agonizing. I was terrified. 

 

My appointment was with Dr. Himes, my obstetrician. When he examined the lump, he 

told me he thought it was just a cyst. I had a 99.9% chance that it was benign. I felt 

reassured and relaxed for the first time since I found the lump. We discussed how to 

handle this in light of my pregnancy. There doesnʼt seem to be any rush to remove it, 
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but since it has been causing me pain for months, I thought it would be best to get it 

removed before I start carrying around a newborn. Dr. Himes confirmed that, as long as 

I had the surgery under local anesthetic, there would be minimal risk to the baby. 

 

Surgery was arranged within a week, to be done by a general surgeon, Dr. Levis. I was 

awake and felt the baby doing somersaults inside me while I lay on the operating table. 

Dr. Levis kept up the chatter as he sliced a 3” incision on the front of my arm right below 

the underarm, from front to back. I felt no pain, but I did feel pressure as he spread my 

muscle to dig this thing out. He had to work pretty hard at it. I started out as a pre-med 

student and volunteered as an Emergency Medical Technician. So I was interested in 

what was going on. I glanced down to see my arm opened up and a 1/4” layer of fat 

visible above the red muscle. It gave me incentive to lose weight after I have the baby. 

He finally pulled the cyst free and showed it to me. It looked like a golf ball sized piece 

of meat in a see-through sack of skin. Looking at that made me want to become a 

vegetarian right then and there. 

 

Dr. Levis confirmed what Dr. Himes told me - this looks like a benign cyst. But just to be 

sure, he sent it down to the pathology lab. He stitched up the wound, congratulated me 

on doing so well during the surgery, and promised to call me with the results of the 

pathology report. 
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Thursday, December 5, 1985 

Pregnancy 23 weeks, 5 days 

After Diagnosis (A.D.) 0 days 

2:30 p.m. 

Dr. Levis called me at 11:30 today. I was sleeping on the couch because I hadn't slept 

well at night. Yesterday, I had a lump in my upper right arm, next to my underarm, 

removed under local anesthesia becaus I'm 24 weeks pregnant and general anesthesia 

would affect the baby. The lump was the size of a golf ball. It was fascinating and scary 

to see such a thing come out of me -- it was in a sack and it seemed to be graded from 

dark red on the bottom to lighter in the middle to fatty, lumpy yellow tissue on the top. I 

looked at my arm when the lump was out but my arm was still open and I could see a 

good 1/4" of lumpy yellow stuff. I thought at the time that it really was ugly and as soon 

as the baby was born I was going to get rid of it. 

I wasn't worried at all. The only reason I didn't go to work was that I didn't want to 

contrive a plastic bag over the bandage to take a shower. It hurt, too, so I just wanted 

to stay home and catch up on my sleep. When Dr. Levis called the worrying started. 

He said the pathologist had found some suspicious fibers and that I would need 
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"further treatment". He said he had talked to my family doctor, Dr. Blakely, and that she 

would refer me to an oncologist. 

I knew that meant a cancer doctor - I burst into tears. It must be hard for doctors to give 

that sort of news. I hung up and tried to reach Dave, who was painting at the house of 

friends of ours, Marko and Terri (Terri is also my project lead at work), but after 25 rings 

he still didn't answer. Then I noticed that I had Marko's work number in my address 

book, and remembered that he lived close enough to walk to work. I called him and 

asked him to go home and ask Dave to call me. 

While I was waiting for Dave to call, I called Dr. Blakely's office and was told she'd call 

back. I cried on the couch and waited. Dave called me and told me to hold on, he'd be 

right home. I cried as I told him, 'Drive carefully - I need you in one piece right now.' 

At around 12:30 Dr. Blakely called me back and said it was cancer - sarcoma - that 

attaches to muscle. She said she was consulting with Dr. Marks, the oncologist who will 

be treating the cancer, and the pathologist, and she hadn't gotten everything worked 

out yet. It was pretty certain that I would have to be operated on again to remove any 

other cancerous pieces left behind in the first surgery, and I would need radiation 

therapy, but no chemotherapy. Then she said they might have to get the baby out early. 

She had already talked to Dr. Himes, my obstetrician. 
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I started crying again and turned off the soup I'd just put on the stove. How could I be 

hungry at a time like this? But I was - the baby still had to be nourished.  

Then she calmed me down by explaining that “early” wouldn't mean prematurely, just 

as soon as tests showed its lungs to be developed - around 36 weeks (12 weeks from 

now). When the lungs are developed a baby is no longer considered premature. We 

talked some more and she said she'd call back later. 

Dave came home 5 minutes later and I told him everything. I didn't want to try to call 

Mom and Dad because I knew they were still en route to Holland for their vacation at 

that exact time. I thought it would ruin their vacation. We talked about how we felt. 

Basically we're in shock but still optimistic. After all, I saw the tumor and it looked self-

contained. 

Dr. Blakely called again while I was starting to write this. This time it sounded much 

better. Dr. Levis thought he “got the whole thing” out. The pathologist believed that it 

was low to medium grade, meaning that it was unlikely to have spread, and he seemed 

to think it was the original tumor - I guess they can tell whether it has originated 

somewhere else. The oncologist said that since Dr. Levis thought he removed it all and 

it was self-contained, we didn't need to go in surgically again. And the radiologist said 

that the amount of radiation needed would be too high for the baby, so he wants to wait 

until the baby is born. So now the plan is to keep a close eye on it, give the baby a 
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chance to choose its birth date, and while I'm in the hospital with the baby, they'll do the 

test to see if the cancer appears anywhere else, as well as start radiation therapy. 

So now itʼs three to four months of waiting. To me, the activist, I think that is going to be 

very difficult. But at this point, the main objective is to get a healthy baby out and keep 

me as healthy as possible too. What a day it's been! But I wrote all this with the arm that 

was operated on yesterday, so obviously I'm not in such bad shape. Now to call and get 

an appointment with Dr. Blakely. 

7:30 p.m., same day  

We decided we must call people to tell them. Only one person was home so far - Jeff, 

our friend who had a benign brain tumor. He was far worse off than l am and he got 

through it intact. He said worrying would do no good. He promised to look it up in the 

medical library at the University of Pittsburgh and give me some more information (he's 

a graduate student there). When I told him "the lump was malignant", I got the same hot 

flash that I got when Dr. Levis told me it was malignant this morning. Saying it brings it 

home. But we've been joking about it too: "What do you say when you call people - Hi, 

how are you, I've got cancer!?" 

There was no point in trying to contact Mom and Dad; they are traveling right now. I 

adore them, especially Mom. She is beautiful, with dark straight hair, hazel eyes, and 

olive skin. She is brilliant, sweet, and caring. She achieved her Ph.D. in clinical 
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psychology after all of us kids were in grade school, but she still found time to do things 

like take us to the zoo and on picnics. I remember helping her with her dissertation by 

cutting out sentences from her typewritten pages and moving them around where she 

wanted them. She has a way of putting everyone at ease, and asks questions in such a 

way that they are telling her their life stories before they realize it. She has a successful 

private practice but keeps it part time so she can enjoy life, like riding her horses, skiing, 

sailing, camping, traveling with Dad, and watching sunsets. Sheʼs so young looking that 

she often gets confused for my sister, and I look forward to having her around for a long 

time. Dad, with his salt and pepper hair and piercing blue eyes, is handsome, witty and 

smart. He has a bunch of patents in aluminum recycling. They are the coolest parents I 

know. They both speak fluent English but with the cutest Dutch accents (they canʼt say 

“th”, turning it into “d” or “s” - we torture Mom by asking her to say “thistle”). They 

survived Nazi occupation as kids in the Netherlands in World War II. Dad was old 

enough to remember. He has told us some hair-raising stories. Some day Iʼm going to 

write a book about is experiences. Mom and Dad (or “Mam” and “Pap” as we call them) 

got married young, and decided to check out the rest of the world after Dad got his 

engineering degree.  We left there when I was 6 years old, my brother Hugo was 5, and 

my sister Nicolette was a baby. Luckily Mom and Dad live close to me in a suburb of 

Pittsburgh, PA. Iʼm so glad I can just stop by and have tea with Mom.  Hugo and I are 

only 14 months apart and once we stopped our sibling squabbling at around age 11-12, 

weʼve been best friends and we tell each other everything. He lives in New York and 

works for an airline. My “baby sister” Nicolette, 5-1/2 years younger, is going to college 
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in Vermont.  The rest of our relatives all live in the Netherlands, so Mom and Dad go 

back often. They just left last night for this visit. 

Given that nobody could be reached, we both got busy packing books and glasses 

for the move to our first house, scheduled two weeks from today. It felt better to do 

something than to sit around getting morose. But we still have some talking and 

thinking to do. You can't assimilate it all in one day. 

10:05 p.m., same day  

Dave got a hold of his parents. Telling family is worse than hearing it yourself. His Mom 

started crying, put his Dad on the phone, and after Dave explained everything, it 

sounded like Dad was crying too. I wish they wouldn't do that. It almost makes me feel 

like a jerk for causing the bad news. Terri, my project leader and friend, with whom I 

shared an apartment all last summer when we were working at a steel mill in Indiana, 

called to see how I was. Also, Marty and Laura, friends from college who live nearby, 

called to offer help whenever we need it (Jeff called them at my request). Martyʼs father 

died of cancer, and his mother has had it too. 

Hugo is the only one in my family that I could reach. Hugo didn't take it well either. He's 

flying to Holland tomorrow, so if I can't reach Mom and Dad, I guess he will be able to 

tell them. It's snowing and I think the lines to Vermont must be down, so I can't reach  

Nicolette. I can't wait until everyone knows and accepts it. 
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Saturday, December 7, 1985 

Pregnancy 24 weeks 

A.D. 2 days 

10:00 a.m. 

With so many thoughts running through my head, it's hard to get them all down 

coherently. I'm alone at work right now, trying to make up for one of the days I took off 

for the operation. That's so I'll have time to take for the baby. I'm furious at my company 

right now, for putting me in the position that I can't take time off when I really need it 

because they don't offer short-term disability. What if things get worse and I have to 

take a month off? How will we pay the bills? I wish fervently that I hadn't left my first job 

because the "opportunities" looked better here! There I had unlimited sick days as well 

as short-term disability. If I had stayed, I would still have vacation days to take, instead 

of having to save them up to use as sick time. The next job change I make, I vow that I'll 

take less pay for better benefits. But at this point I can't do a thing about it. That's what 

makes me so angry in the first place. I really feel stuck! After the baby... 

Yesterday was a day of ups and downs (actually high lows and bottomless pit lows). I 

woke up at 4:30 a.m. and was pretty much wide awake after that, between discomfort 

and trying to decide what to tell people when I go back to work. As soon as 6:00 a.m. 

came around, I got Dave up and got him to cut my bandage off. The scar looks really 

good (as far as scars go). I got in the shower. There is nothing like a morning shower 

after two days in bed! I felt so fresh and clean (not sick, cancerous, at all). 
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As soon as I got dressed with Dave's help, I ran downstairs and called Oma, my 

grandmother in Holland. I was hoping Mom and Dad would already be there, but they 

were still on their way from the airport to her house. I asked Oma to have them call me. I 

hated not telling her what was up, but I don't have enough command of the Dutch 

language to be able to explain it. Besides, I thought Mom and Dad could explain the 

entire story once I'd talked to them. So Dave and I had breakfast and he drove me to 

work. It was a silent ride. I was lost in my own world. When I got to work, I told my 

office-mate Max (I gave her that nickname based on her last name - she was the next 

new person after I arrived and we get along really well). After that it became easier to 

choose the words to say to other people. Everyone was basically very supportive and 

kind. I may hate the company policies, but I love the people. 

Dad called me at work from Holland at about 8:30 a.m. We talked for about 20 minutes. 

He was already prepared, since I'd told them after the operation that I would only call 

them in Holland if it was bad news. He was very supportive and loving and optimistic 

that everything would turn out all right. I told him that everything that could be done, was 

being done, and so there was nothing we all could do but wait, and they might as well 

enjoy their vacation. I told him that I didn't want to call them with bad news, but I 

remembered how mad I was years ago, when Hugo and I were in Holland for the 

summer, that they hadn't called to let us know our dog died after being hit by a car. We 

were so shocked when we came home and life had changed unexpectedly. So I knew 

they'd feel the same way being left out of something important happening here, even if 
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they couldnʼt do anything. He said he wouldn't want it any other way. I almost started 

crying when I said it was malignant (again the hot flash), but I got a hold of myself - an 

international phone call is no place to waste time crying. I talked to Mom for a minute 

too. She wants to use her clinical psychology training to help me, by hypnotizing me and 

helping me to imagine my immune cells attacking the cancer cells to try to speed up the 

healing. I said that I'd already decided I wanted to do that and we could start as soon as 

she got home. Sheʼll be here for one night between Holland and her conference in 

Phoenix, so I asked her to come stay with us that night. She said she would. Everyone 

wished me strength (sterkte in Dutch) and promised to bring back my favorite goodies 

from Holland. After we hung up I felt much better. Now I still have to get a hold of 

Nicolette. 

The rest of the day went fairly well until Terri came in and said she was leaving Mark in 

charge while she's away next week. I got really furious (inside) because I've been 

working on this project for six months and Mark, my peer, was only assigned to it for a 

week ago. Of course it makes sense from the point of view that I'm going to be gone 

myself part of Tuesday and all day Friday for the closing and doctor's appointments, but 

I was in the mood to feel discriminated against. Between getting less responsibility on 

the project overall because I'm going to have a baby, and not even getting to be 

temporary project leader because I had to go to so many doctors because of CANCER, 

I really started to feel sorry for myself. 
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To backtrack a little, Dr. Blakely called me at around 10:00 a.m. on Friday and told me 

that she and Dr. Himes had decided together that I should see a specialist at Magee-

Women's Hospital who saw a lot of pregnant women with cancer. His name is Scott 

Williams (which amused me because we have a somewhat wild and crazy friend with 

the same name). Dr. Williams had a time slot open for Tuesday, so I only have to wait a 

few more days to talk to someone who can tell me more about what I have. I was 

supposed to call North Hills Passavant Hospital to get the pathologist's report and 

slides, but they wouldn't let me have them - they'd rather trust the U.S. mail! I think I 

have just a tad more interest in getting them there than the U.S. mail does! That's what 

Dr. Williams' secretary thought, too, but she couldn't convince them either. So we set up 

a double check between us to make sure they receive everything since Dr. Williams 

HAS to have the slides before he can tell me anything. 

Dave called me in the morning just to see how I was. He is such a wonderful husband! 

Without him, I'd be lost right now. But he keeps me steady. I love him so much! 

I worked late yesterday, again to make up time. Everyone else left except Rich, our 

resident computer wizard, and Carol, the cleaning lady. I started feeling really lonely and 

morose and I couldn't leave until Dave got there. Carol came in to talk to me. She 

wanted to know why I was still there, and I told her it was because I was waiting for 

Dave. She asked if we only had one car, and I said "No, I just can't drive because of the 

operation." She said, "Oh, yes, how did that turn out?" I got really down and said, “Not 
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good." She said that she'd also been operated on for cancer, two times, and she was 

fine now. She figured it would come back again, too, but that she'd get it taken care of 

again. She said worrying doesn't do a thing for you. She also said she was sure 

everyone had cancer in his body and God knows what triggers it. Dave arrived just then 

and she gave me words of encouragement and a big hug and kiss. That was good, to 

talk to someone who had been through it. 

I told Dave that I was depressed and wanted a present. So we went to a maternity store 

where I've gotten friendly with the owner. I couldn't feel too sad in front of her because 

her little seven-year-old daughter has Cystic Fibrosis and there's no cure for that. I got 

a nice big red vest that I'm wearing now. It makes me feel less big and clunky since it is 

so loose on me. 

There wasn't any food in the house, so Dave and I went to a little local restaurant. I was 

still feeling down and Dave was trying to tell me that there were a lot of worse things it 

could be. I realized that it wasn't so much being afraid of dying that had me upset, 

because I really believe that this is going to be cured. Itʼs the idea of something growing 

within me that is not a natural working part of me, but something capable of killing me 

unless I fight it. And I can't fight it by myself. I need help, technology and doctors to do 

it. Plus it has been doing this to me without my knowledge and I have no control over it. 

My own body is betraying me. Iʼve lost trust in my feeling of well-being; that feeling could 

be hiding something dangerous, even if I have no indication of anything being wrong. 
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After explaining all of that to Dave, I felt much better. Not that it solved anything, but just 

realizing and expressing my self-doubt helped me deal with it. 

Now that I've written all of this down, I can get to work again. One positive thing is that 

my arm feels really good. I haven't taken Tylenol for two days now, and my range of 

motion keeps getting better. Every indication of good health, wouldn't you say? 

Sunday, December 8, 1985 

Pregnancy 24 weeks, 1 day 

A.D. 3 days 

9:00 a.m. 

Evenings seem to be the most difficult - most of my doubts seem to surface then. Last 

night I felt a twinge in my leg and another in my lung and I got scared that it had already 

spread. And there are no guarantees that it hasn't -after all, it was 99.9% sure that my 

tumor was benign; how sure can I be now that it hasn't spread? It began to overwhelm 

me last night, but luckily I have Dave's shoulder to cry on and his positive attitude to 

keep me up. I guess I knew that the first day's relief would not last for long, but I had 

hoped that I would be stronger somehow. Dave tells me I'm brave, but I'm not so sure. I 

do wish Mom and Dad were home already - I could use their support. When I was 

talking to Sue the other day about my tumor I was telling her about my conversation with 

my parents and I suddenly felt so sad for her because she doesn't have parents 

anymore. Sheʼs been my best friend ever since we were both the new kids in High 
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School. Her dad killed himself about a year before we met. Her mother was left to raise 

six children on her own. Then the unthinkable happened: two weeks before my 

wedding, when we were 24, Sueʼs mom was on a business trip in Maryland, crossing 

the street in broad daylight, and a truck turning into the intersection struck her with its 

side mirror. Her head hit the pavement and she never regained consciousness. All this 

played through my head as I told Sue how much I needed my Mom home, and I could 

just feel Sue thinking, "If this would happen to me, I couldn't talk to my mother". There 

has been so much tragedy in our group of friends over the past few years. Why do we 

have to be tested again and again? And why does it have to happen to me when I 

should be the happiest, waiting for our first baby? Then I feel guilty about feeling sorry 

for myself like this because it's not as serious as other people's troubles, like the friend 

of our receptionist who found out she had leukemia when she was pregnant and had to 

go in isolation in Ohio to be treated - away from husband and brand new baby. When I 

heard about that (it was before I found my lump) I thought how hard that would be to 

deal with. But then, I can't be sure I won't have the same situation in April. I hope that I 

can stay with Dave and the baby; that is one thing I could not  do is live without Dave. 

So I'm thankful that I have Dave, my family, his family and all our friends, and that I at 

least feel healthy. I talked to the lady who owns the maternity store yesterday and she 

was also very positive. It seems like the people who deal with illness successfully all 

develop a positive outlook and try to take each day as it comes and appreciate the 

beauties they find in it. 
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I called Dave's parents yesterday to make sure they were all right and to see if they 

wanted us to stop over in the evening. They already had plans but they seemed relieved 

to talk to me and hear me sounding healthy and optimistic. I put up a good front 

sometimes - other limes I really do feel optimistic. Dave's mother is already rallying to 

her old self - the eternal optimist! We may go see them today if Dave gets done early 

enough. He's working again today - he's been working so hard so he could be with me 

when I needed him! One question raised was what to tell his grandparents. I don't think 

it's fair to tell them over the phone; I think it's important that they see me looking calm 

and healthy. I think that does more for people than the news does to them. It seems like 

the people at work who saw me were much less upset than the people who only heard 

about it. One good example is Dan, my boss, who heard just before he came home for 

the weekend (he's in Chicago for a field installation until God knows when): Dan came in 

yesterday afternoon when I was still there and told me that he had heard already. Then 

he said he hadn't expected me to be there, and that he had expected me to be different. 

I think he meant that he expected me to appear haggard, overwhelmed or tired, and to 

be negative or upset or crying. After we talked for a while he seemed to be much more 

comfortable being with me. Anyway, the whole point is that people are less shocked if I 

can tell them in person so they don't get visions of me as an AIDS victim on death row. 

Unfortunately, I can't do that with Nicolette, so I hope I can somehow communicate 

my sameness to her over the phone. I still haven't been able to reach her. 
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We got a letter from Dave's Dad yesterday 

12-6-85 

David, 

We have a new Chinese restaurant in Coraopolis that gives you an 

education with the placemat. You were born under the sign of the tiger, 

and you are sincere, sensitive and courageous. You displayed all of that 

in our telephone conversation last night. 

Your mother and I were emotional because we think of Marisette as our 

daughter, and this should be a time of joy becoming a mother and a 

father. This should be a time of sunshine not of dark clouds. 

You two have a sensible approach to your problem, and to have taken 

the steps you have seems to be as timely as possible. 

You will now be "Tiger" instead of "Sport" in my everyday thoughts. We 

are proud of both of you in your acceptance of the facts and you are in 

our prayers daily - 

Dad 

Another blessing - we are loved! 
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Monday, December 9, 1985 

Pregnancy 24 weeks, 2 days 

A.D. 4 days 

9:00 a.m. 

Since Nicolette is the youngest and always had trouble with school, requiring a majority 

of Momʼs time and attention to get through her homework, it was a bit surprising that 

she decided to go to college so far from home. With nearly six years in age difference, I 

still tend to think of her as the baby. I finally got through to her in Vermont, and Nicolette 

took it better than anyone else so far - probably because I downplayed it a little, 

although I gave her the facts over the entire conversation. I just didn't hit her with "I've 

got cancer" right away. She asked casually if there was any other incidence of cancer in 

the family, so I know that she's aware of what I was talking about.   

Dave worked all day yesterday and still didn't get done completely, poor thing. Today he 

starts painting at Leslee and Mike's house. So he'll have to finish this job next week. He 

really bears up well in a crisis - he's been my saving grace. He's funny, too - very 

overprotective - he won't let me carry anything with my right arm and he makes sure I 

get enough sleep. Our relationship seems even more special than ever since we're 

going through this together. 

We went to Sue's house for dinner last night. It was nice and relaxed and a good 

dinner. I feel more like my own old self again. 
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At Sue's house Dave tried their rowing machine and now he wants one too. It's about 

time - l've been trying to talk him into one for years. 

Mom is coming home tonight! Hooray! I can dump on her (just kidding). 

Same day, 4:20 p.m. 

It just struck me as funny, looking at my calendar - I scheduled haircuts for both of us on 

the same day we're going to see the cancer specialist, since we're going to be in the 

right part of town anyway. Drama and mundanity go side by side in real life. 

I spent all morning making moving arrangements. I think it's great to have such a major 

distraction available. It gives me less time to brood. 

This is the third day in a row that I have my red vest on (over different clothes each day 

- it's so versatile!). I think it's becoming my security blanket. Well, at least my favorite 

item of clothing. 

Kathy, our secretary, went home early today. She just found out she was pregnant last 

week and she was spotting today. I hope she's okay. I remember how nervous I was 

until I was past 12 weeks, and how attached I already was to the baby. We talked about 

the theory that if a miscarriage should happen now, it would be because the baby was 
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deformed, but I'm sure that won't make her feel a lot better if it happens. I'm keeping my 

fingers crossed for her. 

Carol, the cleaning lady, just told me that her dad "put my name in at church". I 

guess that means somebody's praying for me. Isn't that nice? And her mother 

wanted to say hello to me. People are so nice! 

Tuesday, December 10, 1985 

Pregnancy 24 weeks, 3 days 

A.D. 5 days 

8:30 a.m. 

Today we're going to the specialist, at 4:00 p.m. I'm very anxious about it. 

Mom spent the night last night. We went to bed at around midnight and she woke up at 

4:00 a.m. She said she must have been getting used to Holland time. Now she's going 

another 4 hours West, so she probably won't be able to sleep at all anymore. Mom 

was happy to be home to talk to me. She seemed to be about a day or two behind in 

the acceptance process. She was saying "It's not fair!" and "How could such a thing 

grow in your body? You're so young and healthy!" While in Holland, Mom and Dad 

went to see Jan Schoornagel, the oncologist they became friends with when Dolf, 

Dad's best friend, was dying of cancer of the colon. They were pretty rushed and the 

kids kept coming in and out of the room, but they did talk about it a little bit. Jan said 

that this would spread through the blood stream to the lungs but that it sounded good 
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that it seemed to be self-contained. He said he couldn't say much more since he didn't 

know what grade it was, but he couldn't see why they couldn't radiate just the arm and 

shield the baby to make sure they killed whatever is left. It sounded just like everything 

I've been told so far, and that's quite a relief. Contradictions from physicians would 

make it that much more difficult to deal with the situation. 

He did say that with something this serious I should definitely get a second opinion. He 

preferred the doctors that work for Pitt at Presby (Presbyterian Hospital); he's heard a 

lot of good things about them. I'm hoping that Dr. Williams is one of those, because I'm 

so tired of going to doctors that I really balk at the idea of going to another doctor. But 

since Dr. Williams is not a regular consultant to the group my doctors belong to, I hope 

he can count as the second opinion. After all, he's making his own diagnosis from the 

slides, not going by the pathologist's report. 

Since I've been hearing so much about it spreading to the lungs, I've been feeling pains 

in the left lung - on the front lower lobe and between my sixth and eighth (?) ribs in the 

back. It feels like muscle tension, but that's what my shoulder felt like, too. Also, I have a 

definite painful spot in my upper right thigh towards the back I keep thinking "but it 

couldn't have spread" and then I remember how my arm started hurting - like a tired 

muscle - and that nobody expected it to be cancer, so if nobody expects it to have 

spread, how can I be so sure? 
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Today my arm is sore again - I don't think driving is very good for it, or typing either. Too 

bad I can't take time off. But I guess I'll live with my benefits as they are for the time 

being - at least I have enough to provide me with some financial security over the long 

run (this is Mom's influence speaking). 

Dad comes home on Saturday - I can't wait to have them both close again. 

Mom called Nicolette last night and it turns out she was more worried about me than 

she seemed to be at first. She sounded like she had thought about it a lot. Luckily she 

has her boyfriend Danny there to talk to. I knew she'd be upset when she connected it 

with her best friend Lisa's mother, who found out she had leukemia and died within a 

year. 

She knew also that Opa, Dad's father, died of leukemia. I didn't even know that! He was 

in his early seventies and had no symptoms until three weeks before he died. He had 

the airplane tickets to come visit us in Tennessee and he never got to use them. I hope 

I'm luckier than that. 

For some reason, all of my life I've been sure that I was going to have to deal with a 

terrible disease. I also believed that I wasn't going to live past 30. I don't know why I 

started believing that as a youngster, but I hope to God that I was wrong! I always tried 

to live my life so that I would have nothing to be sorry for if I would die or lose my health. 

I have succeeded - if I died today I would die happy. But I don't want to die. I don't want 
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to leave Dave and my friends and family. I want to live until I'm Oma's age. If I kick this 

cancer then I will have licked the disease I've been waiting for since I was a child. I have 

to do it - I hope this pain in my back is just a sore muscle! 

Jan also said that Momʼs hypnosis idea was a good one - even if it doesn't do 

anything, it will help keep me calm and give me a feeling of control. But it should be 

used to augment, not substitute for medical treatment. 

Carol explained to me that the entire church would be praying for me. If that doesn't do 

it, I don't know what will! 

I don't know if I can make it till 4:00 p.m. 

Same day. 10:00 a.m.  

Today is one of those days that I sit at my desk trying to think and the only thing that 

comes out is "I have cancer. My tumor was malignant. I have cancer..." it must be 

anxiety about going to the specialist. I guess I feel like it's dangerous to expect good 

news because the last time I did that I got knocked off my feet. 

I just talked to the receptionist about her friend Marlene. Her baby is six months old and 

she has to go to Ohio next week for the bone marrow transplant. Then she has to be in 

isolation for 6 months! What agony! Her husband is allowed to see her but she can only 
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see her baby behind glass. She has leukemia. I hope somebody's praying for her - she 

needs it more than I do. 

Mom was going to call me before she left for Phoenix to tell me who Dr. Schneiderman 

suggested I see (he's an acquaintance through her work and Jan knew his name and 

suggested asking him) I guess she didn't get a hold of him; she's on her way to 

Phoenix now. 

Wednesday, December 11, 1985 

Pregnancy 24 weeks, 4 days 

A.D. 6 days 

9:45 a.m. 

Well, here goes. It was good that I was expecting bad news yesterday because that's 

just about all we got. Dr. Williams explained several things (he was very good at that). 

There are three types of cancer. One attacks the vital organs, the second attacks the 

blood-producing organs (leukemia), and the third, sarcoma, attacks the connective 

tissues - tendons, muscles, cartilage, etc. That's what I have. To compare the rarity of 

my cancer, he mentioned that 130,000 cases of breast cancer turn up every year, while 

7,000 cases of this turn up. So the 99.9% chance of it being benign was more than 

accurate. 

He said that there were several factors used to gauge the seriousness of the tumor - 

grade, size and location. Grade is determined by how many cells are in the mitotic state 
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(dividing, i.e. multiplying). If there are few, the grade is low and the tumor is called 

"indolent". This is the least serious. High grade means that many cells were dividing and 

the tumor was growing very rapidly. This is the most serious. He grades mine as 

medium, meaning there was enough multiplying to assume that it was growing fairly 

rapidly. He believes that it wasn't there for very long. 

As far as size goes, something smaller than 5 cm is much more manageable, 

while greater than 5 cm is more serious. Mine was measured at 2 x 3 x 5 cm, so 

it's right on the border. 

Location was the questionable part from his point of view. I told him that Dr Levis had 

spread apart the muscle to get at the tumor, and that he said it was between the muscle 

and the bone. But he didn't seem to believe my account, or at least he wanted to verify it 

with Dr. Levis. Good policy, I guess, since I felt it but didn't see it. He asked if it hurt 

under local anesthesia, because the more it hurt, the deeper he went. I told him it hurt a 

lot when Dr. Levis was spreading the muscle. Then he made a comment like, "But if you 

wince when I pull the tapes off our skin, maybe it didn't really hurt that much." I think it 

was a joke, but it made me mad. Sure I winced when he took the tapes off - the whole 

area was tender from surgery 6 days earlier. But I'm no baby and if I say something hurt 

a lot, it did! He made a comment that doctors often don't believe their patients' 

descriptions of pain, symptoms or lumps, but I seemed like an intelligent person and he 
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believed me. I got the feeling that maybe he believed me more than usual, but still not 

everything. I'll show him to doubt me! 

My kind of cancer is supposed to by asymptomatic - people just find the lump and never 

felt any pain. So he was surprised that I said I had so much pain in my shoulder. He 

thought it was unrelated. When I told him that my arm felt better as soon as the lump 

was out, he looked at me skeptically. That's when he made the comment about 

believing what patients say. If you strip away my reaction to his comment, though, the 

implication of painless tumors growing inside me is enormous. There is no way for me to 

know if there's another one anywhere else. It's interesting that I stopped feeling as many 

twinges everywhere after I heard that. I have to go for diagnostic tests, but I don't have 

to worry about every ache and pain. 

Another problem with location is that the tumor was situated in a precarious spot in my 

body. It was sitting right where all the nerves to my hand run, where a major artery 

passes through, and where the bicep and tricep attach to the bone. So it will be difficult 

to take out as much tissue as they normally like to, to ensure that they get most of the 

tumor. 

After explaining all this to us, he outlined methods of treatment. He said radical surgery 

was still the first requirement, and due to the location that was going to be very difficult. 

He said that we want to maintain functionality, so they can't touch the nerves. He 

explained that with a breast or the top of the thigh or something, a lot of tissue could be 
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removed without impairing functionality (implying that breasts' functions are not needed 

- I suppose that's true in relation to staying alive), but removing my dominant arm or 

severing nerves in it would impair functionality to an unacceptable degree. Whew! For a 

moment I thought he wanted to cut off my arm. But no, just a big chunk of it. 

He said he had conferred with other doctors who advised immediate amputation, but he 

preferred to try to save the arm. He did warn us that if he was forced to cut the main 

nerve to my arm, I might end up wanting an amputation because I would have no 

control over it. It would be like when you wake up after sleeping on it wrong, and you 

canʼt feel it or move it without picking it up with the other hand. He had had a male 

patient who requested an amputation after having his arm flop around, get caught in 

doors, and generally get in the way. I specified that I would prefer to have a dead arm in 

a sling than no arm at all, and I wanted a chance to come to the amputation conclusion 

on my own rather than wake up with a surprise missing arm. 

After surgery, radiation is required to kill any remaining cells that escape detection - a 

clump of 1000 cells can start a new tumor but is only the size of a pin head. Most 

clumps can't be detected by scan until they're about 1 cm in diameter, or about 100 

million cells. That's why radiation is used. 

Chemotherapy is used throughout the body and is very toxic. He didn't say much 

about it and I believe he is basically ruling it out for the time being. 
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Now the big obstacle to treatment is the baby. He said we're going to have to carefully 

pick a path between harm to the baby's health and harm to my health, He does not think 

that we can wait even 10 weeks to begin treatment. (Then the baby would be 35 weeks 

and would almost surely survive without complications.) He said we would have to 

consider priorities here. We told him that we had discussed them and decided that my 

life had to come first. I hate to say that as if it's an easy thing to decide, but what kind of 

life would Dave and the baby have if I died at the baby's expense? Or even if I had to go 

through major surgery right after its birth? I'm not writing off the baby, and I pray that we 

can get it out healthy, but we have to start facing the possibility that we may lose the 

baby. I wish I could just turn back the clock and not find it for another two months! Then 

the question would be moot. No decisions were made last night - Dr. Williams wants to 

confer with other people and do some more research He's going to call me today and go 

over the options he's going to offer and we'll have to make our decision then. 

I put a lot of this down on paper mechanically and technically because I can't stand to 

get emotional about it. Last night I sobbed in Dave's arms and felt angry and sorry for 

myself, but I can't spend my day at work crying. If I think about my baby dying, that's 

what I do (like now) so I just can't afford to do it. I pray that there is an acceptable 

solution. 
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Wednesday. December 11 1985. 10:30 p.m. (later)  

These are my notes from the phone conversation with Dr. Williams:  

35 weeks not an option 

30 weeks 85% 

now - abortion - baby could live - lots of intensive care 

radiation therapist reluctant to do therapy on baby - shield abdomen  

surgery - chemotherapy 

general - potential of going into labor 

Obviously our choices are all morose. If we take the baby now it'll be an abortion but 

the baby might live and no one will let it die, so it could spend months in intensive care 

and live to be severely handicapped. 

Waiting until 35 weeks is not an option in Dr. Williams' mind - he thinks it's too much of a 

risk to me. He said if this cancer would be left untreated, I would die from it. Apparently 

giving it 10 weeks gives it too much of a head start on us. 

Taking the baby at 30 weeks gives it an 85% chance of survival.  

General anesthesia has made some women go into labor. 
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The radiation therapist does not want to radiate me while I'm pregnant. Another 

radiologist is willing to try shielding the abdomen. 

Dr. Williams wants to do more surgery, two weeks later start radiation therapy for 6 

weeks, five days a week, and then do chemotherapy for six months. My hair will fall out 

and I will feel nauseated all the time and I will be at risk for infections. The surgery is to 

get out clumps of cells - sarcoma is a false capsule tumor, meaning that it looks like it's 

in its own capsule but really there are cells of it outside the capsule. Radiation only kills 

cells that are dividing so any clumps have to be gone already. Since radiation kills cells 

that are dividing, we have to let the skin heal sufficiently before starting it. 

Chemotherapy is basically a poison that kills all fast-growing cells. Hair grows fast, so 

does bone marrow, and the lining of the stomach. That explains the hair falling out and 

the nausea. The bone marrow produces the red and white blood cells, so under 

chemotherapy Iʼll be more susceptible to infections. 

Chemotherapy can affect my fertility. 

This is what the doctor told us. When we asked if we could wait  just two 

weeks, till after Christmas, he said he wouldn't recommend it. 

Now the ball is in our court. Not only may our baby die, but it may be our only chance at 

having one. 


