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For Lizzie. I still hear you roar.
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ROUND ONE

September












ONE




Dear Diary,

And so I begin. Janice, my cancer therapist, suggested that it might be healthy for me to channel my feelings onto paper instead of channeling them inward and sitting around feeling sorry for myself, which Ive spent a great deal of time doing in the past few weeks. So Im going to give this diary thing a shot. Though, really, who can blame me for moping? I was diagnosed with wretched cancer, my boyfriend dumped me, and the office wont return my calls.

Of course, when Janice suggested this little hobby, I told her I had nothing to write about: My cancer was certainly outspending hours in a darkened bedroom with a pen in hand mulling over my mortality wasnt an option. But then, I was lying on my couch staring at the ceiling, hearing the radio but not really listening, when I heard Jakes voice come over the airwaves. Jake. He of my all-consuming love. He was singing about lost love, and I sunk into the pillows and pulled the chenille throw blanket over my legs and wondered if he were singing about me. When the DJ spun a new song, I sat up with a start. Inspiration.

You see, Diary, in the weeks since Ned up and dumped me, it has occurred to me that Im not entirely sure what went wrong between us. And when I further pondered this situation, I realized that I wasnt sure what went wrong in just about all of my prior relationships. And when I pondered this one step more, I realized that I must lack any or all bits of self-awareness. I mean, what sort of person walks away from a relationship and doesnt even devote a moment to the root of its ending? Sure, I spent time mulling over the ending itselfthe overdramatic epitaphs, the wasted tearsbut not necessarily the why behind it.

So with that, Diary, Im off to retrace the steps and missteps of my past: Yes, Im going to track down the five loves of my life and see what I might glean, who Ill be, where Ill end up. Who knows where it will lead? But youll be along for the ride, Diary. Wish me luck.



THE ELECTION WAS in six weeks and counting, and admittedly, being out of the action was beginning to take its toll. Ever since law school, Id only known one thing: work. Higher, stronger, more. Which is how Id ascended to my pivotal position as the great Senator Dupriss senior aide. All by the age of thirty, which I turned in early September, just before the world as I know it otherwise imploded.

Before said implosion of my world, I was a woman about town. Id be parked at my desk by 7:30 A.M., already having run four miles, chatted up the Starbucks barista, and scanned the morning headlines. The next twelve hours would be a blur: The day would be spent cajoling aides, seducing lobbyists, caressing the media, or demolishing anyone who stood in the senators way. If I were lucky, in the evenings Ned and I would split Chinese takeout around nineish, and after checking my e-mail one last time, Id crash on my four-hundred-thread-count sheets, only to start it up all over again the next morning.

Now? Well, heres an example of what I did today.

8:27     I wake up.



8:28     I consider vomiting, so roll back over onto Neds side of the bed and pull my sleep mask back down.



8:31     I cant ward off the effects of Fridays chemo treatment any longer, despite my heavy use of the antinausea drugs that Dr. Chin, my oncologist, prescribed, so I rush to the bathroom just off my bedroom and lean over the toilet while my body rebels against the very medicine thats trying to save it.



8:35     I brush my teeth, wipe the sweat off my brow, and climb back into bed, swearing that Ive never hated anything more in my life than this cancer, which, if you were privy to several of my professional entanglements, says a lot about my distaste for my current condition.



9:26     The phone rouses me from bed, and I assure Dr. Dorneywell, Zach, I should really call him (or Dr. Horny, as my friend Lila, the one who ended up dating him for a year and a half before unceremoniously dumping him on the grounds that she couldnt stand dating a man who looked at vaginas for a living, liked to call him)that Im fine and dont need anything, and please to not stop by. I sit up in bed and catch my reflection in the closet mirror on the opposite wall: my matted hair, my three-day-old pajamas, my sallow skin. No, I tell him firmly, you should most definitely not drop by.



10:06   My eyes (and brain, perhaps) glaze over as I become entranced with Bob Barker and his lovely bevy of beauties.



10:11   The antinausea tea that Ive quickly grown to rely on winds its way through my system, so I nibble on a banana. Its only been three weeks (or one chemo cycle), and Ive already lost five pounds.



10:54   Despite feeling rather bulletproof with my Price Is Right expertise, I lose the vacation to the Bahamas and the Ford Thunderbird in the showcase showdown. Now what do I have to live for?



11:02   Time to e-mail Kyle at work.






From: Miller, Natalie
 To: Richardson, Kyle
 Re: Whats Up with Taylor?

Kyle

Saw the paper this AM. Whats up with the leaks about Dupriss tax returns? You know that Councilman Taylor will do anything to win this election and put her out of the job. Hes a slimy bastardand a state councilman at that! Where does he get off? What are you guys doing for damage control?

Nat



11:54   I check e-mail.



12:03   I check e-mail.



12:11   I check e-mail.



12:34   I realize that my BlackBerry will alert me to my e-mail, so decide to take a walk.



1:37     The flukishly mild late September air warms my body from within, and as I sit on a bench in Central Park, Im surprised to discover that I am not overcome with a fit of shivers. The chemo has turned my skin into virtual Saran Wrap, as if the drugs arent just killing the lethal cells within me, but eating away at my protective coating as well. I inhale the sunny air while watching a group of new moms strollercize in front of me and wonder if Ill ever have kids. The pit of my stomach rises up, as I remember that Dr. Chin told me that the odds of a Stage III cancer patient maintaining her fertility are not high. I then further remember that the odds of survival arent that high, eitherabout 50/50, give or takeso I push the ruinous, devastating thoughts from my mind and pour my energy into walking the half mile home.



2:07     I finish the banana and become embroiled in the disturbingly weird plotline of the soap opera Passions, which involves a witch, a puppet, and a long-lost sister.



3:11     Plodding to my computer, I e-mail myself to ensure that my e-mail and BlackBerry are working properly.



3:24     Nap time.



4:55     The phone once again shakes me awake, and I groggily say hello to Sally, my best friend, who has returned from Puerto Rico, where she is planning to marry next spring. I assure her that Im feeling fine; Im just a bit stir-crazy. Senator Dupris mandated that I take time off from work during the first few chemo cycles so that I wont run myself ragged, but its not the cancer thats killing me, its the boredom. Thus my Passions addiction. I fill Sally in on my diary plan and ignore her when she states, Returning to the scene of the crime is almost always dangerous. I wrote an article on this once, and psychologists say that revisiting history can do more damage than good. I respond that despite the fact that she is a freelance writer (primarily for womens magazines) and thus well versed in just about every subject and study known to man, she does not, in fact, know everything, and therefore, Im planning on completely ignoring her sage counsel. She doesnt argue, instead saying that if she has to write one more insipid story on lipstick, shes going to jump off a bridge.



5:12     I pick my cuticles.



5:16     I pick my pimples until my face is both puffy and splotchy.



5:34     I apply a cooling Kiehls mask in hopes of undoing the damage of my picking.



6:02     I check e-mail.



6:27     I make Liptons Chicken Noodle Cup-a-Soup and sit down on the plush white couch in my living room to watch the evening news.



6:34     My blood pressure palpably rises, and I nearly blow a gasket when Brian Williams introduces a segment on Dupriss checkered tax returns. When I sense that my cheeks are getting unhealthily red, I try to breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth, as Janice taught me, in an exercise to ward off stress, but discover that I dont have the patience to count to five on each exhale, so I quickly abandon this so-called calming exercise. Barely hearing the end of the segment, I race, well, move as swiftly as possible under the weight of my blue puffy slippers and terry cloth robe, to my pine desk that overlooks Columbus Avenue and serves as my home office.



6:38     I dash off a semifrantic note to Kyle.





From: Miller, Natalie
 To: Richardson, Kyle
 Re: Have you seen the Nightly News???????

K

Havent heard back from you. The tax return shit is everywhere. The third story on NBC tonight. What the hell is going on??? Why havent you responded??? Does the whole office go to hell when Im not there??? You need to act on this ASAP.

Ill be up for a while. Call.

N



7:11     I rush to the ringing phone on my nightstand and feel a wave of disappointment when Caller ID comes up as my parents, not Kyle. Falling back on my bed, I stare out the side window while I absorb my mothers daily stoicism masked as a pep talkthat my strong will can beat this disease and even if my grandmother succumbed to it, that I shouldnt let that affect my attitude and outlook. Shed been offering up these mantras ever since she and my dad headed here from Philly and hunkered down at the Waldorf to nurse me through my first chemo blast, as if tough love were all that I needed to beat cancer. I flatly tell my mother that I wasnt even thinking of my grandmother at the moment, but thank you for reminding me that this disgusting disease has already put its pox on our family tree.



7:52     Relief washes over me as my mother finally says good-bye. My wave of nausea passes, so I nibble on a semistale bagel.



8:23     I survey the damage of my zit picking in the dim light of my white-tiled bathroom, and then halfheartedly brush my teeth. Why bother? I think. Morning breath is the least of my worries.



8:31     I check e-mail.



8:45     I strip off my cherry red tank top and stare at my breasts in my full-length closet mirror. I stare and I stare and I stare, while I wonder what I did to cause my body to turn against me, to ever deserve this mutiny. I cast my eyes upward and realize that in the blackness of my bedroom, illuminated only from the closet light above, I almost look like an angel.



9:12     I check e-mail. For a faltering moment, I consider adding Neds name to the mailing list for the penis enlargement drug I received. Instead, I hit delete.



9:54     I fall asleep on my couch while watching Animal Planet and wondering how it might feel to have an unconditional best friend who smothered my face in slobber even when poll numbers were down, even when I hadnt showered for three days, and even when my face resembled a pepperoni pizza from Rays.



So thats my day. Sure, just one day, but really not so different from the rest ever since this cancer set up shop. Now be honest, if you were me, wouldnt you need a hobby, too?











TWO



It all happened very quickly, which is why, I think, I still felt so shell-shocked three weeks after my diagnosis. I mean, one day, Im prepping the senator to launch a major initiative on birth control, and the next, Im donning a paper-thin robe, sitting in Dr. Zachs cloyingly pink-walled examination room, watching his face fall as he feels my right breast and rolls the lump over and back and over again underneath his fingers. So you have to understand that in the span of less than a month, my (disloyal, scum-sucking) boyfriend of two years dumped me (I cant handle this is how he put it, right before I threw a vase at his head, which, surprisingly enough, because he wasnt much of an athlete, he actually managed to duck); my job, which previously had been my lifeblood, had been pared down to admittedly semidesperate e-mails; and my health, my mortality, something that Id never even given a flying fig of a thought to, was suddenly in total jeopardy. So its not hard to see why I was coming more than slightly undone.

It didnt help that with nothing much left to do, I had to pack up Neds clothes. After finally honing in on the cues that I had no intention of returning a single phone call of his ever again, he resorted to e-mail.


From: Sanderson, Ned
 To: Miller, Natalie
 Re: My stuff


Natalie,

I understand why you arent calling me back. Surely, I could have chosen a better time to tell you the truth about Agnes and I. Id like to talk about this with you. When youre ready, please let me know. In the meantime, I need my clothes. Please let me know when I can come by and get them.

Love,

Ned



I sat in front of my computer screen and snorted. Idiot, I thought. Its Agnes and me. Half-wit. How I ever considered dating him, no, loving him, seemed truly beyond the realm of possibility. Because Ned, nonathlete, evident coward, grammar whiz inextraordinaire, was not the man who one might dream of when one dreamt of men. Since he left me two days after discovering the burrowing lump of insidious cells while feeling me up during hohum morning sex, this might go without saying. As if to prove this point, I took a sip of my chamomile tea and hit reply to his e-mail. Ill show you how ready I am.


I swirled the lukewarm tea around in my mouth and clicked my mouse to insert a table into the blank white space underneath the e-mail header. On the left side, I typed why I loved you, and on the right, why I didnt.


	-Idiot

	-Makes a lot of money at a job that a chimpanzee can do

	-Tendency to stare too long in the mirror to the point of vanity

	-Not good-looking enough to have the right to pull off above behavior

	-Your moles

	-BoringI never missed not having dinner with you because it was a snoozefest

	- Tiny penis (note to readers: this isnt necessarily true, but surely, he didnt know that)

	-Amazing ability to drop your blue-blooded familys name into any conversation with important people

	-Insecure twit



And that was just the right-hand column.

In the left, I put a question mark, but conceded that we had, indeed, dated for two years, so that didnt seem entirely fair. So instead, I hit the delete key and wrote:


	-Has good decorating taste

	-Makes decent pancakes




Both of the characteristics were true. When we first moved inactually, when Ned moved in with me, which is why I was the one who got to kick him outNed didnt rest until our one-bedroom was sharp enough to nearly be photographed for Architectural Digest. Ebony floors. Rich leather headboard. Deep crimson foyer. And yes, he did make a mean weekend breakfast. On the rare Saturdays when I was in town and he wasnt toiling away as a vice president at Goldman Sachs, hed wake up before me and serve up the most perfect silver-dollar pancakes that a girl could ever dream of.

But before I got too wistful, I realized that these two attributes also meant that I could tick off another trait in the right-hand column.


	-Aforementioned domesticity would lead me to the conclusion that you should, perhaps, examine your sexual preference.


And then I thought of one more.


	-Leaves cancer-laden girlfriend for ridiculously named hussy


It was true. If Ned and Agnes were to ever procreate, their kids had no chance at being cool. This was a fact.

I went to press Send, but then remembered the very purpose of the original e-mail. Ill leave your clothes with my doorman by 5:00 tonight. I dont want any future reminders of you around to stink up my karma.

Send.



THIS WASNT THE first time Id been faced with packing up my romantic history. And certainly, if it hadnt been for the nuclear drugs coursing through my body and the diabolic cells they were trying to stomp out, this wouldnt have been the hardest. No, that title fell to Jake. So as I pulled out Neds seemingly endless amount of staid blue pin-striped suits and threw themliterally threw them, he could have Agnes iron them for himinto a duffel bag, it was hard not to think of Jake.

I met Jacob Spencer Martin when I was twenty-five. Id moved to the city only three months before, fresh out of Yale Law, to join Dupriss first election campaign, and given the clip at which I worked, I wasnt looking for anything romantically. To be more precise, I wasnt looking for anything. But on a damp October evening, Sally begged me to join her for a girls night out. We havent seen you in a month, she said, and she wasnt incorrect: Id been holed up in my crappy cubicle in midtown making last-minute calls encouraging people to get out and vote. When she put her figurative foot down and told me that if I didnt come out, shed never speak to me again (she has a knack for exaggeration), I caved. I placed the cap on my highlighter and tucked away my list of phone numbers and met Sally, Lila, and a pack of other sorority sisters at a bar in the East Village. I didnt even bother changing out of my entirely too-geekish suit. I can assure you that I was the only one there in pumps. And hose. And well leave it at that.

Around 10:00, a band, the Misbees, one that my friends made a point to see every time they played in the city, hit the stage. Maybe it was the wine, or maybe he really was a fucking great singer, but either way, I couldnt take my eyes off the blond, tousled-hair guy behind the microphone. His voice hummed out low and deep, and when he sang of pain and betrayal and love and lust, I believed him. And I wanted to know more. Our eyes locked toward the end of the set, and I felt my pulse speed up and my stomach tighten.

When the Misbees finished their set, the singer wandered over to the bar directly next to my perch on a stool and ordered a beer, and when he took a step backward, he somehow missed the fact that said leg of the stool was in his way. Which is how he wound up tripping and dumping at least half of his Heineken on the Donna Karan suit my mother had bought me when I accepted the senators offer. Maybe that should have been a warning signan inauspicious startbut when he patted me down with a napkin and apologized with his hound-dog eyes, I was hooked. Line and sinker. Sinking fast, actually.

I heard the microwave timer ding, and shaking off my memory, I placed my feet firmly into the existence that now comprised my reality. I stared at a pin-striped shirt and snorted. Ned. As if hed ever compare to the great love of my life. As if he were anything more than filler. Maybe Ill e-mail him again, I thought. Just to let him know. I plodded out of my walk-in closet, dropping Neds dry-cleaned Armani on the floor and stepping smack on it. I might have even let my foot swivel a few times before I actually took a step forward.

Id programmed the timer to remind me to take my medicines: the antinausea, the anticancer, the pretty much antieverything. It dinged four times a day, subtle reminders of my altered existence just in case I should ever be lulled into a false sense of reality. The antinausea drugs were the worst: so large I didnt see how it was possible for a gorilla, much less a human, to swallow them. Id swing back a gulp of water and the prickly pill would hang in the curve of my throat, daring me to dry heave or cough and start all over again. Youd think after three weeks, Id have mastered this, but there are some things you just never get used to.

I went back to the closet and picked up Neds Armani. My hands dove into the side pockets: I figured that if he had any spare cash, I might as well line my own wallet. Id already found $31.57, and I was only half done. I pulled out a receipt from an Italian restaurant in the West Village, dated the night of the day that Ned discovered the lump. Bastard. He told me he was in Chicago. I threw the Armani onto the duffel bag on my bed and kept the receipt. Ammunition in case things ever got dirty, I figured. As if theyre not dirty enough, I thought. But Id learned that on the job: Keep whatever evidence necessary to burn the opponent and shred whatever evidence might be able to be used to bury you.

I reached up to the top shelf for his T-shirts. His lacrosse shirt from Harvard. I tossed it over my shoulder into a garbage bag. After all, it was his favorite. Not that he actually played on the team, you understand. But he managed them, so I guess he felt entitled to don it regardless. And not that he actually got into Harvard on his own merits. As Ive already mentioned, hes one step above a complete twit. But his family practically dates back to the Mayflower, and the admissions committee seems to look fondly on ancestry that has enough cash and leverage to donate a new library or two.

From that same shelf, I pulled out a Marthas Vineyard T-shirt. the black dog, it read. Ned and I had spent a week there earlier in the summer. He started in on me in April to set aside a week in July for just the two of us, and given the desperation in his voice, maybe I should have sensed that the lives we were carving out around, not with, each other, werent enough. He brought it up again when I was dashing out the door to begin a weeklong trip through Europe with the senator, and in my haste, I agreed, which is how I found myself begrudgingly enjoying a lazy week in a quintessential beach house on the Vineyard. That week, I boiled lobsters for dinner because they were his favorite, I indulged him in renting a kayak, and I stayed up far later than I liked just to sit on our rented porch and listen to the lapping of the waves and hold his hand and stare at the stars.


I held the Black Dog T-shirt out in front of me and almost tasted the homemade donuts that wed eaten each morning that week. Tangy, sweet, cinnamon, soft, and crusty. Ned would dunk his into his black coffee, and Id eat mine slowly until it literally melted in my mouth. Maybe I should have savored more than just the donuts, it occurred to me just then. I pulled the shirt into my face and inhaled, as if I might still be able to smell the salty air or breathe in the hazy sunsets or capture those momentsthe moments of my former lifein the deep gasp of my breath.

But there was nothing. So instead, I wiped away the solitary tear that had weaseled itself out of my right eye and careened down my cheek, and with sheer brute force, grabbed the neck of the T-shirt and tore it right down the middle. It would make a good dust rag, I figured, when I needed to do some cleaning up.




From: Miller, Natalie
 To: Richardson, Kyle
 Re: Please Call Me


K

No word from you. The Post has this splattered all over the front page, of which Im sure youre well aware.

Call ASAP.

N



It was hardly an ideal thing to wake up to: your bosss dirty laundry airing out for all to see, complete with the headline, Dupris Is Duplicitous. Lovely. The truth was that I didnt know the particulars of this sticky tax problem. And as her senior adviser, I probably should have, but even I, future Madame President, wasnt immune to the occasional dropped ball at work. And besides, dirty laundry is simply part of my job. In politics, its not the dirt that bothers us, its the chance that someone might pick up our reeking scent. If you can manage to wring everything through the laundry without the evidence being spotted, well, hurrah to you.

In the early spring, Kyle, who was my age but still a notch below me in seniority, which didnt always foster the warmest of relationships, brought the senators endless list of giftsincluding a Faberg egg from a Russian diplomat and carved ivory elephants from ambassadorsto my attention.

I dont think this is legal, he said, taking a deep sip of the grande coffee that I wasnt sure Id ever seen him without. Have you ever looked into this? I mean, she gets thousands of thousands of dollars of gifts. And I think it could be an issue.

Go away, I said, waving my hand and squinting at my computer, dismissing him in the way that a queen might shoo a fly. I stopped to readjust the elastic band in my hair and pulled my highlighted brown locks into a bun at the nape of my neck.

Natalie, Im serious. I think that this campaign might get ugly, and I really think that this could be an issue. I took a look at some of the stuff that shes declared in the past, and He paused. Not everything is there.

I rubbed my eyes. Everyone fudges, Kyle. No one reports everything. Not our senator, not anyone elses. No one cares and no one gets caught. Its just SOP. I sighed and softened my voice. Look, Im fucking dying here trying to write this proposal for the birth control billthose assholes from Mississippi are threatening to block itas if offering women the right to insured birth control is somehow a threat to their own testicular power. So I trust that you can handle this. I handled it for years before you, and Im sure you can handle it now. If you have further concerns, call Diane in Senator Kroizs office; though shell be relatively hush-hush about it, shell tell you this is SOP, too.

I turned back to my computer just as I saw his face turn perfect cherry tomato red. Despite his tailor-made suits, crisp pocket handkerchiefs, and polished Prada shoes, Kyle was not nearly as composed on the inside as he was on the out, and his emotional constitution was perhaps his one weakness. After all, in politics, you never let them see you ruffled. (Unless, of course, it helped your poll numbers, in which case, they saw you ruffled, rattled, and rolled.)

Fine. He huffed dramatically, his voice registering about two decibels louder and dripping with disdain. But you heard it here first. I think this is a red flag, and I thought that, you know, as her senior adviser, youd want to know.

Yeah, well, I dont. Its never been a problem in the past, and Im sure it wont be now. So clean it up however you need to. Alter the returns, fudge this years gifts, whatever. I kept typing.

So thats your final word? Do whatever I need to do?

Rather than answer, I flicked my hand in his direction as his cue to leave.

I heard him snort as he spun around to leave, and under his breath he muttered, Senior adviser. As if.

Kyle? I called after him, ceasing my work and looking up at him. He swiveled his neck over his shoulder rather than give me the courtesy of turning. Im sorry. Im just overworked and on a deadline, and I truly cant deal with this right now. Im putting it in your court, so handle it.

He raised his eyebrows. You? Natalie Miller. Sorry? I dont buy it for a second.

Fair enough, I said, half-smiling. Im not really sorry. But I figured that youd stop bothering me and go about getting your job done if you thought that I was. I turned back to my computer. So go get it done. And keep me out of it.

So really, as I stared at the Post and popped the first of my morning pills, I could hardly blame him for ignoring me now that his theory had hit the fan. Turns out, Id preemptively ignored a very large and seemingly looming time bomb. I flipped on the TV. The Price Is Right was coming on in fifteen minutes and even though I never envisioned a time in my life when this would be part of my daily scheduling, there it was.

I dropped the remote on the couch and went to the kitchen to prepare a bowl of oatmeal. If there were any good news of the day, it was that I was actually feeling semidecent. When I first met with Dr. Chin, when I sat in his dignified mahogany-walled office decorated with Persian rugs and leather chairs, he had told me that there were three stages of chemo recovery. The first week, you feel like your insides are on fire, like the chemicals rushing through you might kill you if the cancer doesnt. The second week, you sense that you might survive; its not that you feel normal, but you feel the absence of the afflictions that plagued you the last week, so in that way, its like you won the lottery. And the third week is the one where you cant believe that you ever felt like such a steaming mound of shit. Chemo? Youre thinking. Thats the best you can dish out? Because that, my darling cancer gods, I can take without blinking an eye. The sick part of this pattern, which Im sure youve already figured out, is that just as youre on the cusp of returning to your everyday life, right as you press your nose up to healthfulness and start going about your business as you did before the disease mowed you down, you have to start it all over again.

At the time, Dr. Chin flipped through my chart, ignoring his assistant, who kept paging him over the intercom, and explained that wed be doing six or seven months of chemo, a round every three weeks, and based on my reaction to this treatment, wed proceed from there. At some point along the way, either in the middle or at the end, theyd perform a mastectomy. They would take my breasts from me.

He also spoke about what I could expect: fatigue, nausea, and the thing that I dreaded mosthair loss. The aim of chemotherapy is to kill the fast-growing cancer cells, he explained. But what also happens as a result is that healthy cells are killed as well. So, for example, your hair follicles are, in effect, shut down. Fortunately, the human body is resilient and smart enough to know how to grow them back when were done. He said all of this in the kind of tone that hed clearly perfected after years of treating depressing cases such as mine. He was firm yet still reassuring, regretful yet still commanding. I sat in his office and stared at his numerous diplomas and awards and medical society memberships, and I simply nodded my head, a small acknowledgment of the inevitable, of resigned acceptance. Its not as if I had a choice.

What I didnt tell Dr. Chin, when he asked how I felt, because surely he was referring to my physical maladies, not the emotional ones, was that I was gutted. That the fear that ran through me was nearly paralyzing. That the sheer terror of his words, you have cancer, caused my breath to leave my body, and that nodding my head in resignation was all that I could do. Anything more simply would have been impossible, because, you see, I was frozen.

I was thirty. I was the future ruler of the free world. And yetthis. I was thirty, and I had cancer. I was thirty, and I had cancer. I replayed it over and over again in my mind because it didnt add up; it couldnt add up. This. Could. Not. Be. My. Life. And yetit was. So I sat in his office, and I tasted the horror that comes from discovering youre not invincible, and maybe it was the cancer, but more likely, it was the spine-chilling terror of my diagnosis, but I literally wanted to curl up and die. Because the sum of Dr. Chins words led me to believe that I might just do that anyway.

Before I got up to leave, he pressed a card into my hand. At some point, you might want to go see her. I looked down and read Mrs. Adina Seidel. Master Wigmaker. Dr. Chin offered me a thin smile. Shes the best that there is. And many of my patients find the process cathartic. I met his eyes and wondered how a pile of fake hair could ever make someone feel more complete. But rather than reply, I took the card into my shaking fingers, thanked him for his time, and told him that Id see him in a few days. As I left his office, I remember thinking that I couldnt feel my legs. That I was walking, yes, surely, I was shuffling down the linoleum-covered floor and through the dimly lit corridor, but how I was doing it, I dont know. I remembered back to high school biology, when my teacher, Mr. Katz, lectured us on the fight-or-flight syndrome: that when an animal is put in peril, any unnecessary part of his brain function shuts down, that his body responds in a purely visceral way, doing what it must to survive the threat. But my own body, when faced with such a threat, was seemingly retreating. Rather than gathering its army to face the hell to come, it was already abandoning me. Already shutting me down. My legs were just the beginning.

But now, as I wrapped up the last few days of my first chemo round, things were indeed looking up. At least as far as my vomit/ nausea/exhaustion/dizzy problems went. That, I supposed, was something.

I stared at the Post while stirring my oatmeal, waiting for it to cool. I reached for the cordless phone on my white Formica counter and considered calling Kyle but figured that I could at least wait until the end of The Price Is Right to harass him. (I was getting quite adept at homing in on the prices of nearly all of the electronics the contestants had to bid on, though admittedly, the groceries still threw me off my game.) Besides, I rationalized, Kyle was probably in his morning meeting. Hed definitely e-mail me as soon as he was done. So instead, I dialed Sally, who promptly agreed to meet me for an afternoon walk. Dr. Chin had recommended that I stay as active as possible without crossing the line to where I actually did more damage to my weary body.

By the time Bob Barker had awarded the showcase showdown (a vacation to Tahiti! Was this really just an excuse for The Price Is Right girls to wear bikinis onstage? I wondered), there was still no word from Kyle. There was, however, word from the senator. Or her assistant, Blair, to be more precise.


From: Foley, Blair
 To: Miller, Natalie
 Re: The BC bill


Hi Natalie!!!!!

I hope youre doing well!!!! Were all keeping our best thoughts with you and know that if anyone can beat this, its you!!!!

Anyway, the senator asked me to alert you that she is no longer moving forward with her push for the birth control bill. She told me to thank you so much for all of your hard work (shed tell you herself, but shes about to dash up to Albany), but that she doesnt want to get into it with the Mississippi contingent, and she also said I dont think this matters very much right now, in case that helps you understand. I think she meant that in the nicest way possible!!!! As in, we dont need to worry about this for now!!!!

Great news, right?

Hope youre feeling great!!!!!!!!!

Blair




From: Miller, Natalie
 To: Foley, Blair
 Re: re: The BC bill


Blair

Please ask the senator to hold off her car to Albany, Im coming into the office. And tell Kyle he better get his ass in gear: I expect to speak with him when Im there. Tell him those words exactly.

Natalie



I surveyed myself in the mirror. This wouldnt do at all: the ratty, thinning hair, the pallid, blotchy skin, the protruding cheekbones that resembled Kate Moss at the height of her drug habit. Shit, I muttered, standing in my now much more spacious closet and looking for a magic suit that would somehow make me look not even polished but merely presentable. Id settle for presentable. I grabbed a tweed skirt suit, tugged on my nude hose, and slipped my tingly feet (a side effect from the chemo) into my alligator-skin pumps. PETA would have a field day in my closet, despite the fact that Dupris (and thus supposedly her staff), at least on paper, was staunchly pro-animal rights. However, I suspected that if PETA took a closer look into Dupriss wardrobe, theyd find it even more egregious than mine. A rabid fan of just about any accessory that required an animal skinning, she wasnt quite the poster child she was thought to be. I took a more tempered approach. I loved dogs more than anything, tolerated cats, and only ate red meat when Id already gulped down a minimum of two glasses of wine. Anything fewer, and I was a part-time vegetarian.

I splashed cold water on my face and gingerly applied a layer of Stila concealer underneath my eyes. I stared into the mirror and saw myself for what I was, or at least what I looked like to the outside world: an exhausted, disheveled, thrown-together mess, nothing that even touched a reflection of who I was a month earlier. I stared until tears started to well. Hold it together, Nat, hold it together, I whispered to myself as a wet drop slithered down my cheek. This wasnt who I was. This wasnt who I should be. I focused in on my moist eyes and wondered if there would ever be a day again when Id come close to being the person of my former life. And then I realized that my bruised-looking eyes aside, today could be that day. I, Natalie Miller, was going to the office. To get something done. To make a sweeping change to protect the uteri of women across the nation. And with a rush of adrenaline, I stuck my hand back into the pot of concealer.

When one layer wouldnt do, I slathered on another, then another, and then remembered a trick that Sally had written about for Allure: dotting the insides of your eyes with white eye shadow to make them pop and look more awake. I dipped my finger into a packed tub of shadow that sparkled like a field of morning snow and dabbed my eyes. Im not sure I looked more alert or more like a dressed-up fairy on Halloween, but I didnt have time to remedy it. The senator would be leaving any minute. I pulled my still somewhat tolerable, though slightly thinning hair back with a headband, slid on rosy pink lipstick and thick, black mascara, and dashed downstairs to a cab. Christ. Sally. I dialed her from the back of the taxi and told her Id take a rain check for tomorrow.

Youre not going into work, are you? she asked. I thought youd committed to taking it easy for a few months.

Emergency, Sal, emergency. I put my hand over the mouthpiece and told the cab driver to cut down Central Park West to avoid the traffic. He ignored me and turned up the hip-hop station on the radio.

Fine. She sighed. Im working on a ridiculous story on infidelity, anyway. God, what I wouldnt do to be able to actually cover a story that really matters. She paused, refocusing on me. Wait, Nat, define emergency.

A situation in which I control the power to single-handedly save the future of your reproductive rights.

Single-handedly? I heard her sigh again.

More or less, yes.

Correct me if Im wrong, but youre not the actual senator are you?

More or less, Sally. I dont think she could survive without me.








End of sample
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