
Chapter 5 

 

“When the going gets tough, the tough sometimes have to  

submit to brain surgery.” JPD 

 

My surgery was early; I recall Jeff and I were on the road by 5:00am, as Lebanon is about 

an hour and half north of our home. Packing the night before, I had no idea if I’d be in for two 

days or two weeks, so I gathered a couple pair of pajamas, my slippers, toothbrush, toothpaste, 

and my hair brush. Not sure why I packed that, perhaps a Freudian mental slip. I doubted I would 

want to brush my hair after brain surgery, but I wasn’t sure, so I packed it anyway.  

It was dark when we left and felt like one of our ski mornings. 

Merging onto 93 North I said, “If it was colder, it would feel like any other Ride and Ski day. 

The last time we were on 93 before dawn was probably last winter on our way to Waterville.” 

Jeff didn’t answer right way. “Yeah, probably. You’re always right …” he said distracted, which 

was unusual for him.  

We drove in silence for about 20 miles, and as we merged onto 89 North I picked up my 

phone.  

“I’m gonna make a Facebook group, ‘How’s Judy Doing?’ That way you can just post as you 

know things and won’t have to worry who knows and who doesn’t regarding details about my 

surgery. Is that ok?” 



“Great idea,” Jeff said, as he tuned in.  

“Besides, I can’t trust you to remember to tell people anything,” I added with my own tone of 

sarcasm. To be fair, it was a lot to ask him to text so many people who wanted updates; nearly 

30. Even if he asked one person to text a group, would people be hurt that they weren’t the point 

person? Would someone be left out and wondering?  

I didn’t actually start a group, not knowing what those were yet. I created an event 

invitation and invited all our friends and family to it. Well, I didn’t invite my parents or mother-

in-law, as I felt that was too informal for them. I thought Jeff would call them personally after 

my surgery to fill them in, but he didn’t. My father was very hurt by this and also being left out 

of the Facebook group; he felt neglected. I explained my reasons to him later, but he was still 

hurt.  

Jeff was very good about updating the group though, so I think that was really helpful for 

everyone, as he posted pictures and updates frequently. Although I wasn’t happy about the 

pictures, but apparently everyone else was.  

# # # 

When we arrived at the hospital, I knew I needed another MRI. The purpose of this one 

was to map the exact location of the tumor. Essentially, when you open up someone’s head, the 

wizard/surgeon needs to know the exact spot to bore into. It’s not like if you cut a bit left of 

someone’s kidney, and the surgeon can stretch the skin to reach the organ. The head is less 

forgiving, so surgeons need to crack that egg open right where the tumor is or there will be extra 

cracking. That’s no fun. So, I needed another MRI.  



Another MRI required more Valium. I took my first one when we were about 45 minutes 

from the hospital, arriving feeling quite relaxed, taking the second as we parked. We checked in 

and were sent to the MRI waiting room. It felt congested to me. My memory is fuzzy because of 

the medication, but I seem to remember a sea of plastic, doctor’s waiting room chairs, aligned in 

many, many rows.  

We sat, and I waited no more than five minutes. I was given scrub-like clothes to wear, 

which would be my uniform for the next two days, consisting of a Jonny, pants, and a robe, all 

ranging from seafoam green, to khaki, peppered with little speckles of geometric shapes and 

colors. After I changed and put my regular clothes in a locker, I was led to a sterile looking prep 

room next to the MRI where an intern assaulted my hair. 

He walked in and introduced himself, adding “I’m going to prep you for your MRI.” 

I thought, “Prep?” as he grabbed a pair of clippers and shaved a spot on the very top of 

my head at the cowlick near the rear. That spot took months to grow back and stuck up like a 

menace, unable to be tamed for weeks as it took its sweet time growing. I sound incredulous, but 

I am happy it eventually grew back. This bald spot was more visible than the actual surgery scar.   

Then he stuck a little button on the newly shaved spot. It was white, round, smaller than a 

dime, and had a 1 cm. post sticking out of it. He proceeded to stick six more to me, three on each 

side of my head, one behind each of my ears, on each point of jaw, and the others on my jaw. He 

left and I waited a few more minutes for my scan.  

Because of the Valium, the scan went really well, done fairly quickly, and then Jeff and I 

walked to pre-op. I found this part of my journey odd, as after the scan I was led out and then we 



were just told to go to pre-op, but neither of us knew where we were going. Where was our 

escort?  

I approached the MRI receptionist, weaving in and out of the sea of chairs to get to the 

reception desk.  

“Can you tell us where pre-op is?” I said, hanging onto the counter for support. Not sure why, 

but I really feeling the Valium today.  

She gave us directions, although I can’t recall them and we embarked on our journey. As 

we walked along, a bit mystified, a nurse approached us.  

“You look lost. Do you know where you are going?” 

I wonder what alerted her. Could it be a woman who clearly looks like an in-patient 

walking around in scrub-like jammies, accompanied by her husband carrying all her earthly 

belongings in a bag?  

Jeff spoke up, “Yeah, we’re looking for pre-op.” 

“Day surgery or in-patient?” 

“In patient,” I said.  

“Come this way. I can lead you through the back ways,” and she did.  

When I we finally found check-in, the receptionist there was expecting us and we were 

whisked off, in and prepped for surgery in less than a half hour.  



As I sat and initially waited, I looked at Jeff and we chatted. As we were doing so, in 

walked three very young, very handsome men, who introduced themselves as my anesthesiology 

team. Collectively, I’m not sure the sum of their ages equaled mine.  

Being loose of tongue because of the Valium, I seem to remember saying, “Must be a big 

surgery if there are three of you.”  

They looked bewildered; of course it was a big deal – brain surgery. I guess they didn’t 

get my humor.  

One of them said, “I’m going to start your I.V.”  

“Good luck,” chimed in Jeff, “Her veins are awful.” 

I nodded, “He speaks the truth.”  

Another anesthesiologist added, “We only need one access because after we put you under, it’s a 

lot easier to find a vein for more IVs.” 

I thought, “More IVs? How many will I need?”  

As the first anesthesiologist fussed with my hand trying to find a vein, he said, “You weren’t 

kidding. You are a hard stick.”  

“I wasn’t kidding,” and Jeff grabbed my other hand.  

He was very good, finding access first try. After the IV was started, my surgeon walked in.  

“Hello Mrs. Dionne. I see my team is here getting you ready. Any questions?” 

I asked him a few questions about recovery time, when I could shower, when I could wash my 

hair, my concerns about pain, and a few other sundry questions I can’t remember.  



He answered them all for me very seriously, and asked, “Do you have any additional questions?”  

“I do. How are your pumpkin carving skills?” 

He looked very incredulous, and as I giggled he smiled graciously, and I added, “You 

know, when you carve a pumpkin, and you don’t put the plug back in right, it looks funny.” I 

pointed at my head, cocked it and screwed up my face. “I don’t want to look funny. So, I wanted 

to make sure when you take that plug out, it gets put back in so the stem is pointing the right 

way.”  

A little side note, he did a nice job closing up my head. However, there are a few bumps 

and one good size crater. The hair that springs from these grows at odd angles. I have a fair 

amount of curl in my hair, so when I wear it curly, it looks good. When I try to wear it straight, I 

sport a bit of shelf on that side. It’s not awful; I think I’m the only one who notices it.  

After my comment, the three young anesthesiologists laughed, as did the nurse. The 

doctor smiled and assured me he’d put me back together right. I guess he didn’t get my humor 

either.  

After my final remarks, someone injected something into my IV. I remember kissing Jeff 

and holding on tight, but I don’t remember the ride to the O.R., or the inside of it. I’m glad I 

don’t. The next thing I remember is floating up through the ether, waking, looking at a peach 

wall … we are back to the beginning of this story.  

We have traveled many miles since then. First, let me interject here. The entire surgery 

and stay in the hospital was anticlimactic. But this is a good thing. The surgery went off without 

a hitch. This brain surgery would pale in comparison to the one that awaited me on the horizon in 

the weeks to come. A tale of two surgeries.  



To recap the beginning, I met a sweet, but concerned looking nurse with a flashlight who 

tested my cognition every hour as I waited in the PACU. Jeff came and joined me after my first 

cognition test, I ate toast, and tried not to throw up. Then I was moved to my room in the ICU 

after a number of hours.  

What I didn’t say at the beginning about my time in the PACU was my impression of it. 

My bed was positioned at the beginning or end of a number of rows, unable to precisely tell my 

orientation in the room as there was nobody next to me. Everyone was behind me. I had the 

impression that there was a vast room behind me with many people; it felt bustling. It also felt 

dark behind me. I never turned my head to look, but I felt the light upon me was the best light in 

the ward, leaving me feeling a bit uneasy.  

What I also didn’t add at the beginning was my underwear. When I changed into my 

scrub-like jammies for my MRI, the nurse neglected to tell me I should have been commando. I 

shudder to think that someone had to take off my under garments when I was asleep, but 

someone did. When Jeff pulled his chair up next to my bed in the PACU, he reached down and 

grabbed a little plastic bag that was taped to the end of it. He held it up and there they were, my 

underwear – black with white polar bears sporting red bowties, crammed into the bag. I would 

have blanched if I wasn’t so foggy.  

“What are these?” Jeff asked holding up my unmentionables for the entire ward to see.  

“Those are my undies. Put them down please.”  

The nurse chimed in, “I think her belongings bag is under the stretcher,” she said pointing under 

it. “Nobody told you to take those off when you got changed? They had to catheterize you for 

surgery.”  



“No, or I would have. I had an MRI before I went to pre-op. Maybe the nurse didn’t know.” 

Then Jeff grabbed my belongings and slid the little bag in. Not another word was 

mentioned about my polar bears, but when I went for my hysterectomy, I did wear those same 

underwear. I figured they brought me luck.   

After many hours of waiting, a bed was found for me in the Medical ICU rather than the 

Neuro ICU. I felt this was a blessing. I was given a corner room with a lovely view of trees that 

surrounded the hospital, which is actually in a lovely setting, very rural and peaceful. This room, 

despite its status as an ICU room felt peaceful and comfortable to me.  

The journey to my room was jostling though, and I wasn’t able to truly enjoy my view 

until the next morning. The nurses who wheeled me were very careful, but I still felt bounced 

around, and by the time my bed was parked, I was trying not to vomit, again. I couldn’t imagine 

my head would stay together if I retched.   

I looked pleading at the nurse who was fussing with my feet; apparently I didn’t have on 

matching socks. Truly, the least of my worries. “I think I’m going to be sick. I really don’t want 

to.”  

She snapped her head up when I said this, socks forgotten, “Try to breathe through it. We will 

get you some medication,” as she walked to my side and breathed with me, another nurse rushed 

to the med box against the wall.  

They offered me Zofran. “Can I have Compazine?” I knew of this remarkable drug because one 

of my best friends had chemotherapy and it worked wonders on her.  

They looked at me confused, probably wondering why I was prescribing my own medication.  



“I’ve had it before and I know it works for me. I really don’t want to be sick.” I said shutting my 

eyes, hoping my stomach would stop lurching, taking deep breaths.  

In less than five minutes the medication was administered and I started to drift off, my 

stomach unclenched, relief. 

Jeff waited patiently by my bed, and I chatted with him in and out of the mist. I don’t 

know what time it was, but it was beginning to get dark when I started feeling like I needed to 

move.  

My nurse was checking on me as I began to feel restless leg sensations in my right leg, 

suffering from it off and on for years, it didn’t alarm me. Adding to the sensation was the feeling 

of needing to escape the confines of my bed. I sported anti-clot boots on my calves, socks, a 

number of blankets, three IVs – one in my foot, and a heart monitor; it was feeling snug.  

“Do you think I can get up and walk around? My leg is feeling restless,” I said, pointing to my 

right knee.  

My nurse looked surprised, “We never get that request. Let me see what I can do.” 

He left and got another nurse to help untangle and extricate me from my bed. The ICU 

very rarely, if ever, had patients up walking about. It wasn’t built for foot traffic like a maternity 

ward where patients typically walk about.  

My room began a circle of rooms which wrapped around a round nurses station in the 

middle. As I walked the short distance around the desk, I looked at the poor souls in various 

states of recovery. Recalling about eight or ten rooms, there wasn’t one room besides mine 

where a patients’ bed wasn’t backed by a scaffolding of IVs and monitors. It was unsettling, 



counting my blessings that I woke up today, holding Jeff’s hand tighter on my second pass, 

avoiding playing the voyeur a second time.  

When I got back to my room, the nurses helped me, reposting my IVs and monitor and 

informed me I would be going for a second MRI later. Jeff was getting ready to leave and 

promptly sat back down; he knew this wasn’t going to go well.  

“I didn’t know anything about this. Did anyone tell you I need sedation? I’m very afraid of that 

machine.”   

I’m sure I sounded a bit frantic, as my nurse replied in a soothing tone, “After this type of 

surgery, a scan is routinely done to check healing and ensure there aren’t any bleeds. I didn’t 

know you’d need sedation; it wasn’t ordered. Typically, neuro patients aren’t given any sedation 

because of the checks that need to be done on the hour.” 

“I can’t get in that machine again.” I was surprised my heart monitor wasn’t firing off now, 

being so worked up.  

He looked at me understanding, “I’ll talk to the doctor and see what I can do,” and left the room.  

I looked at Jeff, but he spoke first, “They need to do this, so I’m sure they will get you 

something.”  

“They have to,” I added, feeling the effects of the Compazine again, I nodded off for a minute 

before the nurse came back.  

“Good news. He ordered some Ativan for you. It will take the edge off,” and it did.  

Jeff left before the scan, and I was whisked across the hospital in a haze. I remember 

funny little flashes from my MRI journey.  



The staff who drove me were wonderful, telling me each time I was in peril from hitting a 

bump. I remember sing-songingly saying, “Okaaayyy!”  

When I arrived at the MRI, I must have tried to sit up and move to the scanner, as four 

sets of hands eased me back down and said they’d move me, and they did.  

I have no idea how long the scan was, but I woke up near the end, feeling restless. A tech 

came out and assured me they were almost done, calming my wiggly legs. To try and keep 

myself preoccupied, I remembered I should try to engage the logic side of my brain and began to 

count, but I recall I got quite muddled as I tried to count up to 30 by 3s but got lost along the 

way. I started counting penguins or tiki huts, and then tried to begin counting by 3s again, but 

backwards. As I was trying to get unsnarled a third or fourth time, the scan was over.  

Returning to my room, my nurse told me “I’m going to let you sleep tonight. You have a 

camera on you,” he added pointing to it, “and I’m right out there,” nodding to the nurses’ station 

10 feet from my door. “If you have a seizure or try to climb out of bed, I’ll see you.”  

He did a final cognition test until I woke at 4am to use the bathroom. He gave me another 

test, and I fell back into a hazy, contented sleep. The final good night’s sleep I would have for 

months.  

# # # 

I woke the next morning unsure what to do with myself. I mean, I was in the ICU after 

brain surgery. What does one do? I laid back and looked out the window at the vast sea of green 

that was my view. There were tall pines and the leafy trees were tipped with reds, oranges, and 

yellows that signaled the inevitable arrival of fall. I took a deep sigh and counted my blessings 

that I was there and whole.  



I need to add that the pain level in my head was surprisingly easy to handle. The top of 

my head felt like I had hit it hard on the corner of a cabinet, sore by not excruciating. When 

asked how my pain was I said, “about a 4 or 5,” and given Tylenol. This pain was miniscule 

compared to the monthly pain associated with my female cycle. That topped out at a 12 on a 

scale of 1 to 10. 

After I admired the scenery, naturally I grabbed my phone, which Jeff had graciously 

charged for me the night before and played Word with Friends. Where upon, I received about six 

text messages from people I played with extolling how wonderful it was to hear from me and 

how happy they were that I was doing well.  

Then I texted Jeff. 

“You up yet?” 

He never texts back quick, so I was surprised when he did, “Yup, grabbing breakfast. I’ll be 

there soon.” 

“How’d you sleep? You were so tired when you left.” 

“Like crap. I’ll fill you in when I get there.”  

So I sat back and put my phone down as the nurse came in. She helped me to the 

bathroom. I was down to two IVs. One of my three IVs was an arterial line, because my blood 

pressure had spiked dramatically during surgery, and they needed to keep an eye on things. I was 

stabilized over the afternoon and evening the night before, so I was thankfully able to lose that 

tether last night. The heart monitor was also removed the night before prior to my MRI.  



“You slept well. The overnight nurse told me he let you sleep.” She talked to me as she put my 

anti-clot boots back on.  

“Yes, it felt great. Yesterday was pretty harrowing, so I’m happy to have gotten some rest.” 

“Let’s do a test and then you can order breakfast,” and she asked me questions, flashed a light in 

my eyes, and then handed me a menu.  

As I perused the menu, she began to take my heart monitor off. When she brought 

breakfast, she removed another IV. I was down to one.  

As I was eating, Jeff came in.  

“I just talked to the kids. They will be up to see you soon. I think my mom, your parents, and 

sisters will be here before the kids.”  

“Nice, it will be good to see everyone.”  

 Was I ate, Jeff told me that when he finally left last night, he couldn’t find an open 

restaurant. He didn’t want to travel all the way to Lebanon, so he got some gas station food. He 

ate it back at the hotel and then had heartburn for most of the night and hardly slept.  

 Secretly I thought neither of us sleeps well when the other is away, so I’m sure that had 

something to do with it.  

The rest of the morning, I was entertained by my little world of family. When I finally 

saw my kids, I was so happy and felt complete. Although Maddy had a scowl on her face when 

she walked in. I had to laugh.    



She made a face at Colby and said, “They won’t let me give you the flowers I brought, but he 

(pointing to Colby) can give you his stupid pumpkin!” As she said this, he handed me a cute 

little pumpkin gourd.  

“I’m the smart one, dummy,” Colby laughed as he leaned in for a kiss. They both laughed. 

Maddy came over, pretending to pout more, “They said when you move to your next room, you 

can have them. There’s some dumb rule about flowers in the ICU.” She gave me a gentle kiss 

and squeezed my hand.  

I assured her about the flowers, “It’s ok. Now I have something to look forward to when I 

move.”  

I was surprised as how at ease the kids were with me. I was afraid seeing my head 

bandaged would unsettle them, but we sat and talked for more than an hour. They asked me 

about the day before. I filled them in on my extended stay in the PACU and my adventures in 

MRI land.   

They both left, getting lunch. When they came back, Jeff took a work call, and while he 

was gone, a tech from Occupational and Physical Therapy stepped in to see me. When she 

walked in I was texting a friend.  

“Mrs. Dionne?” 

“Yes,” I said, putting my phone down.  

“I see you’re texting. That’s a good sign. Have you walked yet? Any concerns about your motor 

functions?” She was walking toward my bed as she peppered me with the questions.  

“I’m texting OK, but I get fouled up a bit and have to retype a lot.” 



She didn’t seem concerned, and then asked, “Can we walk around a bit so I can watch you 

move?” 

“I’d love to.”  

It was easier to get out of bed with a single IV, so she just had the nurse take my boots off 

and we walked around the circular nurses’ station. I avoided looking at the other patients.  

During our second pass around she said on our next pass that, “I’m going to hold you and 

have you go up the stairs of the nurses’ station.”  

I walked up, I thought pretty well, but she told me I couldn’t go up and down stairs 

unescorted until I saw Dr. Simmons again. She also told me I couldn’t bend over either. 

Brilliant? How do I tie my shoes or put on pants? Jeff, you’re going to be busy.  

When Jeff came back, I was told a bed opened up on the neuro floor and was moved and 

was able to get my flowers from Maddy!  

I was wheeled to a semi-private room and liberated from my final IV, but the port was 

left, in case I needed any medication. The nurses all remarked at how well I was doing. The kids 

left about an hour after I was moved and Jeff stayed through dinner. I overheard my roommate 

was in because of debilitating migraines and thanked the heavens that wasn’t the post-op pain I 

was having.  

After dinner, Jeff left. I read for a bit and then tried to sleep. My migraine riddled 

roommate was given a sedative and snored the entire night. I was given another dose of 

Decadron, a steroid to halt any chance of brain swelling, and couldn’t shut my head off. I asked 

for something to help me sleep but was told I couldn’t have a sedative because of the required 



neuro tests. My nurse administered one and didn’t give me one until hours later. I knew she 

skipped a couple visits because I watched my clock all night and admired the flowers and 

pumpkin from the kids. Nobody played Words with Friends at 1:30 in the morning and I wore 

out Facebook and Instagram by 11pm.  

“This is bullshit,” I muttered under my breath as my roommate’s snoring reached fever pitch and 

tried to rollover but was stopped because I couldn’t lay on my left side.  

My doctor’s intern came in around 2:30am.  

She looked at me cautiously and I smiled at her, “You’re awake.” 

“Haven’t slept.” 

She frowned, “Sorry. We can’t give you anything.” 

“I know; neuro checks. But I’ve only one all night.” 

She looked concerned but added, “Well I do have good news. You are being released 

today.” She walked up closer to my bed and seemed to notice my noisy neighbor.  

 “I’m happy to hear that,” I said, glancing at the marching band behind the curtain next to me.  

“You’re doing remarkably well. The team is impressed.”  

“Thank you.” 

“We will do rounds in the morning and then Dr. Simmons will put in your release orders.” She 

scribbled some notes on a pad as she talked.  

“That’s great.” I readjusted myself to get comfortable. My magic bed, which moved with me, 

adjusted too.  



After I got settled, she did a neuro check and left.  

When my nurse came in an hour later, she was snippy. I think she got a talking-to from 

the intern for not checking on me. I didn’t care. I could have slept peacefully had she given me 

something. I did eventually fall asleep for a couple hours after she left, probably feeling satisfied 

that she was as grumpy as I was.   

The next morning Jeff came and I told him the good news. 

 “Guess what?” I said with a flare of sassiness. He just looked at me; apparently he didn’t want to 

play along. “I’m going to be released today!”   

“I’m glad they released you, because I already checked out of the hotel.” He said but smiled 

brightly.  

“Would have been a long commute if you had to drive back and forth.”  

“Any idea when they will let you go?” He said pulling a chair over from against wall, settling at 

the foot of my bed.  

“The doctors rounded this morning and said someone would be in to give us discharge 

instructions.” I adjusted my bed higher so I could see him at my feet.  

I stretched and told him I hardly slept last night and began to nod off.  A little while later 

a very nice nurse came in and told me I could shower if I wanted.  

“Yes, please.” 

“You can’t wash your hair,” she added and began to do a neuro test.  

“I didn’t think I could,” I added after she finished my questions and shined the light in my eyes.  



“You have to keep your head completely dry. Will you want my help?” 

I’m sure I blushed. “Thank you. My husband can help me,” and he did. It felt so good to wash. I 

found a probe from my MRI behind my left ear. Thought that was odd and bit sloppy on 

someone’s part. I scrubbed tape marks from my hands and chest and let the water run over me. 

Jeff sat on a stool and waited patiently, looking his phone.  

He held my hand when I stepped out of the shower, careful not to slip. He toweled my 

legs because I couldn’t bend over and help me put on my underwear and black, boot leg yoga 

pants. We both looked at my shirt oddly, not sure how to put it over my head.  

“I supposed we have to figure this one out. I need to be dressed regardless of the staples in my 

head,” I said as I stepped bravely toward him.   

He balled the shirt up, like you do when you’re dressing a baby, and hoisted it up as high 

as he could over my head. I had packed an oversized burgundy long-sleeve tee that said 

“Cannon” on the front of it. Because it was on the larger size, it was easier to stretch the collar. 

He slowly lowered it over my head, cautious not to touch it. After it cleared my head, I put my 

arms in the loose sleeves.  

“Welp, we did it!” I said with a smile, completing the first of many nervous dressing sessions.  

By noon I was released and on the road. Before we left the intern reminded us I couldn’t 

bend over or go up and down stairs unescorted, adding “You can’t be left alone either for any 

length of time during the day, in case of seizure.”  



Jeff looked perplexed and I began to feel panic. Jeff never stayed home for the entire day, 

like a caged lion if confined for too long. I couldn’t worry about that now; we would cross that 

bridge later.   

The intern had me sign a few more documents, handed me prescriptions, explained the 

mediation I would be on, and added “You also need to watch out for the Kepra Crazies.” 

“What’s that?” I asked as I fidgeted on the side of my bed, heart racing.  

“You’re on an anti-seizure medication called Kepra. It has side effects that can cause psychosis, 

which usually manifest within 48 hours. You’ve been on it that long, so I can’t imagine it will 

happen now. But keep an eye for any abnormal psychological changes.”  

I looked at Jeff and we both nodded at the intern.  

“Crazies?”  

 


