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Chapter 3 

“Bad feelings don’t last forever; each day will get better.” 

“Remember The Abyss? Fathomless misery.” 

“Shit! How will I get through this?” JPD 

 

Business as usual. I told myself nothing had changed except one piece of knowledge – I 

had a brain tumor. Today was the same as yesterday and would be tomorrow. If I never had an 

MRI then my life would be the same this Saturday as it was last Saturday. It was August, so 

we’d either go walk around Tower Hill Pond or go hang at a friend’s pool. But things were 

different. I was now facing a craniotomy, maybe. I still didn’t know if I would need surgery, and 

of course knowing nothing about brain surgery, I still didn’t have a full picture of what I was 

facing. Let’s face it, who knows anything about brain surgery except those wizards who pose as 

surgeons.  

Throughout this trial, in the weeks leading up to surgery, Jeff kept telling me how well I 

was doing keeping it together. How cool I was. In reality, inside I was shattered and all day long, 

walking around trying to fit little pieces back together. Reassembling one area just to have 

another let go.  

The mornings I felt wiggly inside I was sick to my stomach leaving for work, keeping 

bile down on my ride. Other days, I was fine. Some days I would wake up, thinking, “Today will 

be different, not going to let it get control of me today;” other days I woke panicked. Regardless 
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of whether I was relaxed or panicked, not a full day went by that the damn tumor wasn’t 

scratching at the back of my mind. Pun intended.  

# # # 

The night I went home after receiving my diagnosis, I needed to tell Jeff. I walked across 

campus to my car, very heavy hearted. I wasn’t panicked; I was numb. It didn’t feel real. I drove 

home, trying to keep my mind on the road and parked in the garage like I always did; we have a 

beautiful Maple Tree next to our driveway, but it weeps all over our cars, so I carve out a space 

in our cluttered garage to protect my car, and to also not have to skip through the rain on 

inclement days.  

I describe our house as a divided open concept. Our kitchen flows into our dinette and 

TV room, which runs the length of our home. Although you look directly to the other end of our 

house when you walk in, to your left is a wall, separating the kitchen from our formal living 

room, and another wall separating our living room from the office.  

 Entering the house that day, I put my lunch bag on the island. Our kitchen is a traditional 

L shape with an island that seats three. Jeff and I remodeled it five years ago; he’s not very 

handy so just refinishing the cabinets ourselves was a chore. But we did it; they are a painted 

dark maple. We have linoleum countertops, choosing the less expensive countertops to invest in 

higher-end appliances, since we both love to cook. The counters do look like granite; they are tan 

with specks of blacks and browns of various shades.  

Jeff was on the phone when I walked in; he’s always on the phone. After I put down my 

lunch bag, I looked in on him in the front room; he didn’t see me and I wandered past the kitchen 

table over to our woodstove, which is the only division between the dinette and our TV room. In 
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the winter I warm my front and back by this old cobalt-blue Jotul stove. I pretended to be 

warming myself, perhaps trying to lend some comfort. The hearth for the stove is low, perhaps 

an inch, so I routinely go over and place the balls of my feet on it to stretch my Achilles and 

claves. It always relaxed me.  

When I turned to warm my backside, I gazed at the TV room, inventorying our room, 

furnished with two recliners and a couch in a u-shape looking at the TV tucked in the opposite 

corner next to the sliders. I considered going to sit in my chair but knew as soon as Jeff hung up, 

I’d have to get up and see him. Abandoning that through, I spun back around to stretch my calves 

again and stared out the glass sliders next to the TV. 

I heard Jeff end his call and walked to the living room. It’s set up perfectly for 

conservation, furnished with an oversized loveseat and sofa that face each other. There is a 

Queen Anne cherry coffee table between the two, and Jeff’s rocker is to the right of the loveseat 

that is under the windows on the front wall. I walked in and dropped on the sofa. It is 

overstuffed, brown, and has leather arms and embroidered paisley cushions. I always sit here, 

looking at Jeff. Today, it feels good to fall down. 

Jeff works from home and his “office” is in the glider rocker. I laid quietly while he 

finished typing on his laptop, and stared over his head out the door behind him at the front door 

and giant window palladium window above it. The walls have never been painted; they are a 

graying white. Every time I lay here and look at those wall, I chide myself that they’re not 

painted yet.  

Jeff finished typing and looked up. “How was the rest of your day? Such a crazy day for 

me; I never got a chance to call you again after I checked on you this morning; sorry.” 
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I sat up now and looked at him, “It’s all good. I had kind of a crazy day too. Got lots of phone 

calls.” I started to tear up, swallowed a lump, and as calmly as I could said, “They found a brain 

tumor in the partial scan. It’s benign though.” 

He looked momentarily stricken, stopped rocking, inhaled and said, “It’s benign. That’s good, 

right? You won’t need chemo or radiation or anything, right?” He started to rock again, harder; 

he always does that when he’s anxious.  

“I think so. I only had that partial scan. Remember? All the doc told me is I have a 2.2cm benign 

tumor in my head. He didn’t tell me anything else. Dr. Jones is on vacation, so I only talked to an 

on-call doc.” I averted my eyes, looking over his head again, through the window in the foyer. 

There was no wind that day; the trees were still. I felt weirdly as calm as the trees. Do trees ever 

feel numb?  

“When are you going for your follow up scan?”  

I cast my eyes back down, meeting his. They always give me comfort. For any surgery I’ve had, 

he sat next to me in pre-op. His eyes calming me; his hand holding mine before they wheel me 

away. “Sunday, at 1pm. I’ll have to be drugged to make it through.”  

He chuckled, “Yup, you will. After that meltdown you had this morning, they will be doing you 

a favor.” 

I sat there, my insides suddenly churning, thinking about getting back in that scanner, heart 

skipping a beat. 

“Why is this happening to me; to us?” 
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We chatted some more; he was trying to console me and cheer me up. Maddy came home; we 

had decided not to tell her until I went for my follow up scan so I’d be able to give her and Colby 

a full picture of what we were facing, so we stopped talking about it.  

I didn’t see any sense changing the routine, so Jeff and Maddy went to their softball 

game; I went to the gym. Not going to their game would have altered her to something being off. 

If we kept up appearances, I felt it would help me to avoid being dragged into the Abyss, having 

a new healthy respect for that specter based on an inevitable increase in my level of anxiety in 

the not-so-distant future. Right now, I floated in the numbness.   

The next night, Jeff and Maddy had a game again. I went to the gym and came home, 

alone. After eating, and feeling a scratch of panic in my chest, I went for a walk to shake off the 

looming dread. At some point during the day, the reality of my situation began to sink it.  

The road we live on is three-quarters of a mile and ends in a cul-de-sac. Our house 

anchors the cul-de-sac off a very long driveway. Our neighborhood is wooded and cool. I love it. 

Walks in it are nice; they give me time to think. Today though wasn’t a good day for thinking.  

When I returned home, I began to feel worse. I began to feel a sucking feeling in my 

chest and my head was buzzing of, “What if.”. The pool of people outside the medical 

community who knew about my tumor consisted of four, and I was one of them. If I didn’t talk 

to someone, I might shatter beyond recognition, so I called my friend Michelle. Now there were 

five of us who knew.   

I hate burdening people with half information, but I had to unload or risk being sucked 

into the ooze pooling in my chest. This was so heavy; this tumor, all 2.2cms of it weighed a ton. I 

tried to act like nothing had changed; it hadn’t except for this kernel of knowledge. I had this 
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tumor for a while. If I hadn’t gone on Aug. 1st for a scan, I still wouldn’t have known about it 

and would still be up there festering. The scan exposed it though, and I needed to share some of 

the weight, so I called my friend. I walked into the living room and fell into my recliner. I love 

this chair. It’s an oatmeal colored Lazy Boy, and it fits me perfect. I put my feet up and dialed 

my friend.  

“Hey! What’s up?” 

“Hey friend. I don’t how to tell you this …” I looked out the bay window into the backyard, 

inventorying the trees, wishing I didn’t have to have this conversation and was instead walking 

around the yard with the dog at my heels, scampering up the hill to our garden.    

“What’s going on?” She sounded unsure. I never called Michelle in the middle of the week 

unless it was ski season.  

I cleared my throat, “I have a benign brain tumor.” 

Silence and then she sucked in her breath, “It’s not cancer; it’s benign?” 

“Yeah, but I don’t have a lot of details about it. I had a meltdown in the MRI on Wednesday, and 

they were only able to get a partial scan.” I got up now; pacing always calms me, walking over 

the woodstove, warming myself; stretching my calves.   

“Are you going back for another?” 

“Yeah, on Sunday. I’m going to have to be sedated. I haven’t even talked to a surgeon yet. I’m 

sorry to be loading this on you without a lot of details.” 

“Jude, you can call me with anything.” Her voice sounded softer.  
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“Jeff and Maddy are gone tonight. I got home and felt so alone.” I spun around, claves stretched, 

and sat back down in my chair, and put my legs up.  

“Don’t apologize. We’re always here for you.” She cleared her throat; I could tell she was trying 

not to cry. This would be the first of many such phone calls or face to face conversations I would 

have regarding this subject.  

We talked a bit longer; she told John and Sara while I still on the phone with her. John 

asked a few questions I tried to answer. Our families are very close and are some of our best 

friends in the world, so I knew she’d understand why I had to unburden myself. She stayed really 

cool and let me cry. She cried too but managed to talk me down. I am very blessed to have her in 

my life.  

When I hung up I felt better. Shortly after I ended my call, Maddy and Jeff came home. 

He held me while I cried; Maddy had gone up to shower, so we had some alone time. Then we 

watched Bosch and went to bed. I made it through day two.  

# # # 

The next day, I was sitting at work OCDing and reading about contrast and had a bit of a 

meltdown. I knew on Sunday I had to go for my follow up MRI with contrast, which enhances 

MRI images, but it is a heavy metal. The radiologist I worked with explained it’s safe. I 

respectfully disagreed, but he told me I had to have my follow up scan with it. I agreed, but now 

that I was alone with my thoughts, arguing with myself and losing, I began to get worried.   

Feeling all wound up like I did in the MRI, I tried to remind myself that contrast is safe, 

unless it becomes detached from its carrier in my body. In the initial scan that would never 
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happened, but I thought for certain that it would. If it didn’t happen then, it would at some point 

in my life.  

A little sidebar please while I explain that my fears are not unfounded. I’ve been a victim 

of freak ailments my entire life. The Chicken Pox and Osteomyelitis I endured as a child were 

only the beginning. Most of my teen years and adult life I had the worst seasonal allergies. As a 

senior in high school I contracted a cold sore on my lip the size of a Dunkin’ Munchkin’ coupled 

with an eye infection that wouldn’t stop; said cold sore plaguing me throughout my life in 

various forms, sizes, and locations on my mouth. After Colby was born, I got an eye infection 

that turned out to be viral in nature which led to me getting a corneal ulcer on my eye. This 

ailment forced me to stop nursing. Being bottle fed didn’t agree with Colby, and he turned into 

Banshee Baby for nine months until we found a formula that didn’t cause him to launch into 

hysteria after each feeding. I started with unexplained stomach problems in my late 30s. Some 

days they were so bad I couldn’t go to work. In my early 40s, I fell getting out of the shower and 

sprained my right wrist. It didn’t heal. I now know why now, I had a tumor that was impacting 

the right side of my body. However, before I learned this, my orthopedist couldn’t understand 

why my wrist would not get better; forcing me to wear a splint for months. Shortly after this, I 

fell walking upstairs in my ski boots and smashed my knee. I had a knee surgery to fix the 

problem caused by the all, but that caused a blood clot in my calf which lead to post thrombosis 

syndrome. While trying to find a reason why my knee wasn’t healing, I discovered I had a gluten 

allergy. Stomach problem solved, but the knee issue took months more to resolve. Finally, at 

some point in the not-so-distant future, I was facing a hysterectomy. I’ll fill you in on that soon.  

I felt like a victim. This frickin’ tumor just added to the list of WTF moments in my life. I 

had a target on my back, and I thought the contract would make it more vibrant. After reading 
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several studies about the dangers of it, I dashed off an email to my doctor’s office and asked if 

there was any way I could have a CT scan with contrast or just an MRI without contrast. They 

already knew I had a tumor. What more did they need to see?  

While I waited for a reply, my covering PCP and radiologist began to argue over how 

much Valium would be appropriate for me to take for my scan. Covering doc wanted me to take 

5mg; he felt that was appropriate. The radiologist, who had spoken to me already a couple times, 

knew I was wound up tighter than a bed spring and wanted me to take 20mg. My covering doc 

said if the radiologist wanted me to take 20mg, then he’d have to call in that dosage for me. I 

didn’t care who called it in, knowing I wasn’t getting back in that tube again without sedation, it 

just needed to be done. Also, if I had to have a needle for the contrast, someone was going to 

have to tie me down or knock me out. I couldn’t take anymore, and needles and I are not friends.  

I found out about the Valium incident through many phone calls and e-mails made to me 

from covering doc, his nurse, and the radiologist. This only added to my angst.  

After the message was received about my refusal for contrast, another phone call was 

made to me. There I was, on my perch pricked with fear, and my radiologist began yapping at 

me again, trying to convince me that contrast wasn’t dangerous.  

 I am an office manager, and my giant desk is a peninsula in an office suite with five 

offices. My large sports a transaction counter on the front, and my work area is a U behind the 

counter. The suite is a wall of windows with no privacy. To make these calls, I snuck into my 

director’s office; he was on vacation.  

 He has a smaller version of my desk, with no transaction counter, and I sat in his chair, 

with my back to the door, looking out the window.  
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“Mrs. Dionne, I’ve had two brain surgeries and many scans. I’m fine.”  

Wait, did he just say he had two brain surgeries? I am facing one; don’t tell me you’ve had two. 

It’s like telling a first-time pregnant woman a horrific labor story.  

“I’ve read about contrast. Yes, it’s safe in its present state. But the European study I read from 

last year shows that it never fully leaves the body. The MRI tech at my scan confirmed that it 

stays in the brain after the scan.” 

Silence, then, “It’s safe though; it’s contained. It’s bound to a carrier that stabilizes it. It wouldn’t 

be injected into people if it wasn’t safe.”  

I was sitting there listening to him thinking of Thalidomide.  

“What happens if over time the carrier breaks down?” 

“There is little evidence to show that it will. There is very little left in the body after a scan, if 

any at all.” he said.  

Not fully convinced, “Can’t I have a CT with contrast? I had that when I had my blood clot. I 

tolerated the contrast well, and it’s a safer contrast.”  

“You will need surgery, and your neurosurgeon will need to have an MRI with contrast to read. 

The resolution and pictures are better for him to map for the surgery. It gives better detail of the 

tumor. He will need the enhanced images to make his diagnosis and form a treatment plan.”  

Now I was silent. He just said neurosurgeon and treatment plan. We were silent for a minute and 

I began to cry.  

“I’m sorry,” I croaked through tears. “I understand; I’ll have the scan done the right way.”  
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“Please don’t apologize. This is hard news and a lot to digest. You’re having your scan Sunday. 

I’ll call in your Valium today. Take 10mg about an hour before and the other 10mg as you’re 

walking in. I’ll call you Monday morning when I come in and give you your results.” 

We chatted more, as he was trying to console and encourage me. I thanked him for everything 

and hung up, composed myself and returned to my desk.  

I am my own worst enemy. I grew up watching health dramas like Emergency, St. 

Elsewhere, Grey’s Anatomy; the entire gamut of medical shows. My grandmother always wanted 

me to be a doctor. I had to dissect a cat in one of my High School biology classes, after that I 

knew I didn’t have the stomach for doctoring, so I changed directions. However, my curiosity 

over human biology never ceased. Also, because of the myriad of strange ailments that plagued 

my life, I became an advocate for myself and questioned everything that was thrown at me 

medically.  

For years I’ve delayed a hysterectomy because I always saw this piece of anatomy as a 

sort of placeholder in my body. Besides, it’s where my babies began, and I was emotionally 

attached to it as well. However, this part of my body would soon make my existence nearly 

impossible, so when we finally parted ways I was happy to see it go.  

That being said, at the moment, facing a craniotomy, and a second MRI, my female 

problems were far from mind. Still there, but not a priority. On this particular Friday, close to my 

second MRI and taking contrast for the first time, I was walking around inside myself with a 

dustpan. All of me was shattering at an alarming rate; I couldn’t keep up with it anymore. 

Needing to just go home, I told my coworker I was leaving. I gathered my lunch bag and purse 

and headed for my car so I could be with my people. What a day.  
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# # #  

MRI day, Sunday. It began like any other – choking down breakfast, crying in the 

shower, and then we headed out the door. Before the whole shower and heading out the door, I 

need to add that Jeff, the kids, and I have the tradition on the weekends. We sit in the front room, 

“Jeff’s office.” Jeff and I usually get up first. I make my breakfast and sit on my couch. Jeff sits 

in his chair. As the kids get up, they sit in their places – Maddy on the loveseat; Colby usually at 

my feet. The dogs jumps from person to person, depending on who has food. We chat, waste 

time on our phones, and relax. It’s a nice way to start our weekend days. At this point, I needed 

to relax and be distracted, so this was nice.  

At noon that day we had a birthday party for Jeff’s uncle; it was his 90th. The people on 

Jeff’s side of the family are legends. If they don’t succumb to some disease, they practically live 

forever.  

Jeff’s brother and his family, my family, Jeff’s 93-year-old grandmother, and his mother 

gathered at her house for a small party. She lives in a two-bedroom unit, in a large building of 

condos which overlook a river. We gathered together in her living room. We were snug on the 

coach, two recliners; the kids sat on the floor. The guest of honor sat in a deck chair taken from 

the porch near the sliders overlooking the river. We sang, had cake and then Jeff and I left 

around 1:30pm for the scan.  

I had taken my Valium at 1:15pm and hoped I wouldn’t need the other. Since my PCP 

was worried about the dose, I was too. 

We got to the clinic, sat in a generic bank of chairs outside radiology, and waited to be 

called. I had a five-minute wait and was led to the MRI. I noticed my heart wasn’t beating as 
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furiously as I feared it would. I thought, “Must be the Valium.” I walked into this MRI chamber, 

the larger unit was there that day, and I didn’t panic, feeling at ease. This scanner was much 

bigger than the first. This room, still covered with packing blankets, was brighter than the first. 

My reality was in a much better state than it was for the first scan. 

For the contrast, I would need a small port in my arm. I need to insert an additional 

chronic ailment of mine, if it’s actually an ailment. I have notoriously small and/or deep veins. 

Blood draws for me are fodder for grade-B movies. Generally including a minimum of two 

sticks. If a third stick is required, a second tech steps in and I get to make another new friend that 

day. Sometimes the blood just stops, and another site is needed to finish the draw. If I craved the 

taste of blood, I’d swear I was a vampire.  

Well, no surprise, the MRI tech wasn’t successful in finding a vein. Now I began to 

panic; waves of fear and dread washed over me. I didn’t want to deal with any of this.  

I looked at the tech, crying, “Please get my husband. He has the additional Valium I need.” 

Tech 1 left to find my husband, while Tech 2 led me to Urgent Care, leading me from the MRI 

van along the back hallways only staff ever see, to Urgent Care where a nurse was paged to help 

insert a port for the contrast.  

Upon arriving, I happily laid on a stretcher in a curtained area. The nurse was great; she 

got the port in on the first try and soothed me. Although it took some warm compresses to coax 

my veins to the surface, the port eventually found a home in my hand. Jeff came with my 

Valium, I took it and laid back on the stretcher for a few minutes to wait for it to work.  

Techs 1 and 2 waited and walked me back down the hallway, past closed and dark offices, 

returning to the MRI.  
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“How much Valium have you taken?” one of the techs asked.  

“20mg,” I say calmly.  

“And you’re walking?” the other tech asked.  

“Yeah, I’m pretty amped up.” I explained, “My first MRI didn’t go so well.” 

They got me back to the MRI and put headphones on my head, tucked cotton batting 

around my face, put a cage on my head and slid me into the tube. That scanner was much larger 

than the first. The entire tube was much shorter so I could see both ends while immersed. There 

was a mirror on the cage, so I could see both techs, and 20mg of Valium made me very happy 

and relaxed. The tale of two MRIs. I knew why I was here today, but I wasn’t very bothered. The 

medication made me feel the most relaxed I had in days. I might have nodded off because the 

scan was over before I knew it.  

I was led back to the bank of chairs where I started and returned to Jeff who gave me a Cheshire 

Cat look when he saw me.  

“You’re smiling like you’re drunk.”  

“Not gonna lie, I feel a bit drunk.”  

The tech handed me off and said, “She shouldn’t be standing with the amount of Valium she’s 

had.” She looked concerned at me, probably thinking my healthcare provider was irresponsible 

for what was prescribed.  

“You don’t know my wife. This doesn’t surprise me,” he added.  

The tech smiled and wished us luck.  
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I stumbled and giggled my way out to the car. We have a giant Suburban, so Jeff supervised my 

climb into it.  

“I could get used to this.” I looked at him and reached out to grab his arm. 

“Don’t. It’s a bad habit.” Looking back at me and grabbing my hand, he smiled.  

“I may take this every day until my surgery,” I laughed, though I was seriously considering it.   

Jeff chastised me, kiddingly, “Well you can’t. You have to work.” 

“I know,” feeling annoyed that he wasn’t happy with me, I pulled my hand away. “I might take it 

every night after work. I understand how people get addicted to things now,” I added in a 

coherent moment.  

We got home and wiled away the rest of the night, eating dinner, going for a walk, and 

watching a couple episodes of Bosch. I laughed a lot, feeling lighter than I had in days, and 

extolled the benefits of Valium. Maddy just looked at me sideways, and I enjoyed a momentary 

halt to my OCD and overwhelming angst. Peaceful mind, I slept well that night. The last 

peaceful night I would have until my surgery.  

Monday morning, I arrived at work at 8am. Surprisingly, my cell rang less than 15 

minutes later. As promised, the radiologist called first thing in the morning. I walked back into 

my director’s office to take the call.  

“Hello.” I sat down, spun around the chair to look out the window.  

“Hello, Mrs. Dionne, I have the results from your scan,” he said in his baritone voice.  

He explained that the tumor was one top of my brain, in the region near my motor cortex on the 

left hemisphere of my brain.  
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“Have you been having symptoms like clumsiness or loss of coordination?” 

At this point I wasn’t fully aware of the myriad of symptoms I had been experiencing.  

“I’ve been having a hard time typing, and I was very weak skiing last winter. I feel like my legs 

aren’t strong anymore.”  

“You wouldn’t be having symptoms on both sides of your body with this tumor. The impact is 

unilateral. The tumor doesn’t look adhered or very vascular. I feel like this was found quite by 

accident. It doesn’t appear you should be very symptomatic with this.”  

“Oh, OK. Well, I’ve been weak. I wonder if my strong leg is trying to make up for the weak one 

and that’s why I’m tired. Do you know if I’ll need surgery? My husband looked up a technique 

where they can go to into the sinuses and remove a tumor that way. Would I be able to have that 

done?” 

“No, I’m afraid not. You’re going to have to have a craniotomy. It’s right on top of your head. I 

suggest you reach out to your PCP. They can put in a referral to one of the surgeons at 

Dartmouth.” 

I swallowed tears; I didn’t want to cry again.  

Taking a deep breath, “OK, I’ll send them a note today. Thank you, for everything. And that 

dose of Valium you ordered was just right. The scan went well.” 

“It’s been my experience that 20mg is just right for people who are experiencing.  extreme 

anxiety. It’s worked for many of my patients. I’m glad your second scan went well. Do you have 

any more questions?” 
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“I’m good thanks.” I said goodbye, ended the call and sobbed. You know, chest heaving wales. 

The Valium completely gone from my body; the ease of yesterday melted in a torrent of warm 

tears. I turned away from the window and put my elbows on the faux mahogany desk, resting my 

head in my hands and just cried until my eyes dried on their own. Composing myself, I walked 

back to my peninsula in the fish bowl to try to make a normal day until I saw my OB/GYN at 

2:45pm. 

I have seen the same OB/GYN since I was 20 years old; that is a 30-year relationship I’ve 

had with the same physician. He took care of me through both of my pregnancies and delivered 

my oldest. He wasn’t on call when my youngest was born, but he saw me for my six-week 

check-up and has seen me for all of my gynecological issues since, which are many. I’ve had 

gynecological issues for decades. My monthly cycle is legendary among my group of friends.  

About 15 years ago my friend Heather and I were having lunch one afternoon at her 

house, and when we were cleaning up she unloaded a couple bags that were on the counter, one 

had a box of tampons that are what I called “light weights.” The kind I hadn’t used in decades, if 

ever.  

“Don’t you love when your kids leave their personal items hanging around,” I joked with here 

about the box of feminine products.  

“These are for the girls and me. I picked them up last night on the way home from work. What 

do you use?” 

“Heather, I’d have to braid three of those together for me to get through an hour.” We both 

laughed and she explained hers were getting better with age. Mine was ramping up.  
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Today, I was supposed to see my doctor to schedule a hysterectomy. Actually, if I hadn’t 

learned about my tumor, I was going in to beg for more time so I wouldn’t have to have the 

surgery. I was going to get my way, for now, as I knew the tumor was probably going to trump 

any other procedure I might need.   

I arrived and checked in, was roomed, and had my blood pressure, weight, and pulse 

checked. Then the nurse went over my medications; this would be the first of many times I 

would do this task in the weeks to come. I looked around this generic OB/GYN room. There was 

the table to my right with the stirrups tucked away. Why do they hide them? It’s not like ladies 

don’t know they’re there.  

Knock on the door, followed by, “Jude, hello. How are you today?” My very tall doctor, 

sporting his trademark bowtie, who has seen me through so much in my life, walked in and 

shook my hand.  

I looked at him, and he probably thought the apprehension on my face was about the 

surgery. “I have some news,” I hesitated, then blurted, “I have a benign brain tumor.” 

The look on his face – shock, misunderstanding – like I spoke French – and sadness. All 

the emotions collected in one expression.  

“What? How did you find out? Where will you have the surgery?” 

I explained the story of how I got to be here in his office today, and then he left the room 

so I could change for my physical. He still had to examine me, now more than ever, now that my 

surgery would more than likely be postponed.  

After the exam, we went back to his office and talked.  
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“You want to see the tumor? I saw your films.” 

I looked at him, unsure what to say, so I shrugged, “Sure?” 

He opened his laptop and scanned through my file. I looked at an image of the top of my 

head and I saw the outline of a skull, the margins all fuzzy and milky white, and on the left side 

lay a large, silver dollar shaped object. It actually looked like a quarter that had been run over by 

a train. It was more oblong than round, but the ends looked like they had been stretched. It 

looked larger than 2.2cm to me. It was bright white and looked like someone had stuck an egg on 

my head and taken the x-ray.  

“Huh,” is all I said, and felt a tug from the Abyss in my chest as I sat down. He shut his 

computer.  

“I’m recommending you get the tumor taken out first and then we can discuss a treatment plan 

for the hysterectomy. I know two colleagues in Dartmouth. Is that where you’re getting your 

surgery? I know them personally and I trust them with this surgery.” 

“I just found out today I need surgery; the radiologist I spoke with suggested Dartmouth. I think 

that’s where I’ll go.” 

“With your permission, I’ll e-mail my colleagues and ask them to reach out to you for a consult. 

Can I do that for you?” 

I looked at him, so thankful and surprised he was doing this for me.  

“Yes, yes please reach out. It will save me so much time. I’m kind of at a loss now.” 
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He looked at me and smiled. I trusted this doctor. That’s saying something because I 

don’t trust a lot of people; Dr. Crandall is on my short list. He affirmed his place on that list 

today with his advocacy for me and expediting my ability to see a surgeon.  

We finished our consult. He asked me to keep in touch and to get things sorted out with 

this surgery so we could switch focus and plan the hysterectomy.  

I drove away from his office feeling a bit lighter. I knew who my doctor might be. I still 

wanted to do some research and see if a second opinion beyond Dartmouth would be necessary. 

But for now, I was happy that I had a step in the right direction to navigating this fallen tree in 

my path.  

# # # 

 

I took a half day off from work on August 14th to meet my prospective surgeon. In the 

week since I met with my OB/GYN, I got a call from Dr. Simmons office and made a 

consultation appointment for that Tuesday.  

The days leading up the appointment were manic. I started looking for a therapist as I felt 

like I might have a nervous breakdown from the stress of wondering. Additionally, my OB/GYN 

was encouraging me to get the hysterectomy done in the fall. I wanted to wait until spring. The 

idea of a second surgery was tipping me into precarious territory mentally.  

The appointment was at 9:15am, and we live about an hour and a half from the hospital. 

Getting up early, I showered and ate. Eating was getting a little easier these days, thankfully. The 

bile wasn’t roiling in my stomach like it did. I was excited for today. Well, not excited like a 
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wedding day or surprise party, but excited in the sense that I might have some answers for some 

of the gnawing questions.  

Arriving at the hospital, we walked over to the neuro area and waited to be called. I got 

the impression that Dartmouth Medical Center had an area where doctors see their patients’ right 

in the hospital. I found this unusual as most doctors I see have separate offices from the hospital. 

I actually thought this set up interesting. We walked into a central rotunda with a vaulted ceiling. 

The neuro area had a reception desk where I checked in, and then Jeff and I sat in, you guessed 

it, seats in a row of generic doctor’s office chairs.  

Jeff and I didn’t wait long, and when I went out back to be roomed, I was weighed and 

answered questions about my medications again. We were brought into a standard doctor’s office 

exam room, with a small plastic covered exam table to the left and two chairs on the right side of 

the wall next to a small desk. We sat down and waited a few minutes for the surgeon. He walked 

in with a manila envelope in his hand.  

“Hi, I’m Nathan Simmons. You’re Judith?” 

“Yes, and this is my husband Jeff.”  

“Nice to meet you both.”  

He pulled an image out of the folder; it was me. It was a frontal view of a cross section of 

my head and tumor. It made me a bit shaky. On the left side of the picture, on the top quarter of 

my head sat the tumor, working its way into my gray matter. It looked like an egg, but with a flat 

side. The side that was advancing into my gray matter was oval, but the terminus of it, in my 

meninges, followed the contour of my head and looked flat in comparison to the bulb that was 

growing into my brain. The egg was causing my brain to pull away from it, so the left 
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hemisphere of my brain was no long rounded but looked like a divot had been scooped out of it. 

The side of my brain followed the contour of the tumor; yin and yang. I’ve spoken to my doctor 

several times since that first visit and keep forgetting to ask him if my brain is still deformed or if 

it bounced back.   

“So, the tumor sits over your motor cortex, but from what I see it doesn’t look like it’s adhered to 

anything.” He continued to explain that it looked free floating in there and he should be able to 

open my head and it should just “roll” it right out. He pointed at the picture and added, “I need to 

explain about gray matter.” 

I nodded my head, “Yes, I know enough about the brain to know that it doesn’t grow back if it’s 

damaged.”  

“Correct. When a general surgeon goes in to resect a tumor, he will take healthy tissue around 

the tumor called ‘margins.’ So, when a tumor is resected, taking margins may help prevent the 

tumor from growing back. But, in the case of the brain, I don’t have that luxury. If tumor is 

adhered to gray matter, I have to leave the tumor behind.” 

“Will that tumor grow back then?” 

“In most cases it does.” 

So, although I had a benign tumor, I still faced a lifelong battel with this thing if there were 

adhesions and some it had to be left behind to preserve my grey matter.  

 


