




The doctor was reassuringly brisk 
“You’re young-you don’t fit the pro- 
file.” On December 15,1999, almost 
one year after I’d first found the lump, 
I had the biopsy. The doctor stuck  a 
needle in the lump to collect  sample 
cells. Then I waited. Ten excruciating 
minutes. As soon as I saw the doctor’s 
face, my heart started pounding. “It’s 
breast cancer,” she said softly. In 
absolute shock, I put my head in my 
hands and just started crying. 

Christmas,  while other people  were 
shopping, I imagined  dying. I spent 
hours  trying to figure out how to say 
good-bye to people.  But I also fanta- 
sized about trips I could  take  before 
I died. It’s hard to explain: I was so 
scared of dying, but somehow, it was 
not a purely  negative  thing. I just des- 
perately  needed to know if I was  going 
to  be okay or not. I needed to know. 

I got  lucky. My cancer hadn’t spread. 
That was  my Christmas 
present, and the relief  was 

I unimaginable,  a  whole  new 

let my family and my friends under- 
stand what  was  happening.  And, I 
hoped it might  help other women 
avoid my mistakes.  Joey,  a  friend  who 
was in film school,  also  began making 
a  documentary about me. 

In January 2000, I had my first 
chemo  session:  five  hours  hooked up 
to an Tv that pumped industrial- 
strength  drugs into my bloodstream. 
I was constantly  nauseous but kept 

I couldn’t  handle  telling my  mom L 
right  then. I knew  she’d be devastated. 
I used  a  pay phone in the hall to call 
my brother, Z, who  lived  nearby. “Z, 
I have breast  cancer,” I somehow  man- 
aged to say, gulping  down  each  word. 
“Call Mom and tell her.”  Before I 
could  hang up, I completely  lost it. 

I scheduled the surgery to remove 
the lump the very next day. I’d phoned 
my best  friend, Liz,  and  she  drove  from 
Boston to  be with me.  My parents 
flew in, too.  When I eventually told 
my other friends, I was blunt: “I have 
breast  cancer.”  Each  time, it got  easier 
to say. People  were  speechless at first, 
but almost  everyone  offered to come 
be with  me. So many people called that 
Liz and I joked that I should  rerecord 
my answering  machine  message: “If 
you want to know  what  happened to 
Asha,  press  one. If you  want to know 
about her  treatment  plan,  press two.” 

The week after my lumpectomy 
was the worst  in my  life. I waited to 
hear  whether the cancer had spread 
and  what my chances of  survival  were. 
All I could think was,  You let this go 
for  almost  a year-of course it has 
spread. During the week leading up to 
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exactly  get  away 
with  that  anymore. i’:. ’ 1 
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It finally sank  in: this could  be  breast 
cancer.  And  maybe I’m going to die. 
level  of sudden, body-drenching  peace 
I’d never  known  existed.  But I hadn’t 
eradicated the disease  yet, and the 
lumpectomy-which  left a  faint,  two- 
inch  scar under my  armpit-was  only 
the beginning.  Because I was so young 
and  cancerous  cells  grow so fast  in 
young  women, three doctors  recom- 
mended  fairly  aggressive  treatments. 
(One even  suggested  a double mastec- 
tomy, but even that wouldn’t guarantee 
the cancer  wouldn’t  return.) In the end, 
I decided  on  four  intense  chemotherapy 
sessions spread over  twelve  weeks, 
followed  by  seven  weeks  of  radiation 
(ten minutes  a day,  five  days a  week). 

As the weeks passed, I realized 
I had two choices: I could  either  get 
severely  depressed (no way) or try some- 
how to get  something  positive out of 
this  experience. So I decided to create 
a  website  (www.ashamev1ana.com) to 
document  what I was  going through. It 
helped me talk about my feelings and 

going to work. My boss was  very 
understanding  whenever I’d have 
to take off early  for  treatments. 

My friends really got me through 
chemo.  They  came to all my treat- 
ments; we’d order in  pizza and watch 
movies  like Tootsie and You’ve Got 
Mail until I’d forget the IV because I 
was laughing so hard. We used to joke 
about wheeling  me out on the hospital 
bed to pick up guys.  Sometimes 
the nurses had to tell us to  be quiet 
because we were  cracking up so loud 

I felt as though I needed to be 
strong all the time for my parents’ 
sake. One day my dad called  me  at 
work to see  how I was  doing. I said I ’I 
was  okay. “I know,” he said, “but I’m 
not.” I knew he was thinking about 
his  baby  girl dying.  After that, I tried 
to never  cry  in front of them  again. f 
In a crisis, a  sense of humor can & 

make  everything so much easier to 
deal with. At one  point, I was  feeling .?i 
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