


"My reason to
celebrate”

A survivor’s tale

A year ago, at age 24, my world collapsed: | discovered
| had breast cancer. Now it's Christmas, and—after

surviving chemo, hair loss and countless laughing and
crying jags—I'm ready to really celebrate...being alive.

By Asha Mevlana as told to Jennifer Braunschweiger

ast Janoary, three months after my

24th birthday, 15 of my friends held

a party for me. A baircotting party.

Ewer been to one of those? Our plan

was to chop off the long, thick black
biair I'd had my whale kfe. We all
pamimed into 4 friend’s apartment, pat
on some dance music (that hopelessly
irresistible kind) and [ sat in a chair.
Each guest took a tum with the scis-
sors, and before you could say “Joan
Jet,” all but two inches of my hair was
on the Boor. We ted fisthuls of it with
pink tbbons and gawe them out as
favors. When the party was over, I felt
curicusly free. After all, I mew that if T
didn’t take control, my hair would fall
out on its own. That's what happens.

You see, cardier that day, ['d had my
first chemotherapy treatment.

I'd found the lump 2 year eardier, in
Janoary 199, It felt like a BB under
my skin: hard, smaller than a pea,
tucked away in my left breast, right
under my armpit. I'd gotten in the
hahit of doing a monthly sclf-exam in
college and had kept it up simoe miving
to New York City after graduation.

It's not like I freaked out right
auy. [ Agured the lump was ¢ither a
harmless cyst—my mom had found
one once—or nothing at all. Can
yoai blame me for shrugging it off?
After all, I was only 23.

Bt then my mom found out. In
February, while visiting my parents in
Boston, I showred her the lump and
ghe wouldn't stop bugring me about
it. She kept telling me to get a mam-
mogram. Kemember Grandma, she'd
say. (My grandmother was disagnosed
with breast cancer abour four months
carlicr, and then there was my aunt,
who'd beaten the discase when she
was in ber thirties.)

I tried to ignore my mom's nagging
and just go to work and warch Wl
& Urrace and be wormal, but the lump
kept growing. GGradually. Dreitatingly.
Agondzingly. And I Enally gave .
That June, I got a mammogram

Besult: inconclusive, a3 it is for many
young women {whose breast tissue is
relatively dense). T sighed with relief
{“I'm okay...it okay™), willfully nuning
out the doctor’s advice, Be sure, she
said. Get an ultrasound.

By November, my “okay” lump was
the size of & small marble. I decided to
schedule the ulirasound. As [ warched
the doctor examine the images of
my breast on the scroen, 1 said, “lts a
cysi, rightr” Mo, she replied tonelesshy,
it wasn't. Then she said we'd better
get & biopsy to see if it was malignant
And at that moment, staring at that
Hickering screen, it finally sank in: this
could be breast cancer. And maybe
I'm going to dic. And I'm 24.
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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.

I couldn’t handle telling my mom
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.

| 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. T 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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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
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 IV that pumped industrial-
strength drugs into my bloodstream.
I was constantly nauseous but kept

March 16, 2000

| used to call my
dad “baldy”—can’t
exactly get away
with that anymore. -

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.ashamevlana.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 T’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 loudl

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
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.

In a crisis, a sense of humor can
make everything so much easier to
deal with. At one point, I was feeling
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self-conscious about losing my hair,
go my friend Brian cracked me up by
sayving, “You know, Asha, T never
liked vour hair, anyway.” Nice, huh?
Even dark humor worked, Not long
after my second chemo appoinment,
when my short hair had juse stared
to come boose, my friends and [ were
at a restaurant and the food was
taking forever 1o come. Finally, we
motioned o the wairress, and 1 said,
*I'm gerting really amgey!™ and 1
pulled out huge chunks of my i,
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My friends got me through chemo—we'd

chemo appaintments, the drugs in
those shats reashed my body; every
inch would be 5o sore I'd Feel like 1
had worked out for ten hours sernighe.
My prework radiation sessions were
eagier—I would whip off my shirt.
lie dovarn for ten minutes and this big
muchine would hover over my breast
anid i it—but nearly 05 exhausting,
All alosyg, 1 was secretly rerrified that
o muatter o pesod 1 arns, no matrer
b diciplined, no matter how hard
[ smibed even it | fele like an aching,

order in pizza and watch Tootsie until
| laughed so hard | forgot about the IV.

The waitress ran off screaming. She
was actually rereaneing.

Soon after, | had one of my friends
shave my head entirely—bur only after
we foobed around by giving me a
Mohawk and two small tufts in the
shape of devil homs, 1 wasn't comfor-
able going out in public completely
bald, so I decided w get & wig. “This
is mot the time to have an identity
crisis,” the salesperson told me, sug-
gesting | choose a model thar would
match my natural hair color. Screw
that—if T had to wear a wig, I wanted
one as stylish as possible. | went with a
bright red shag with bangs for every-
day wear and a glamorous platinum
blond pixic cut for poing out at night.

Wigs aside, my life wasn't particu-
larly glam. 1 abways felt queasy. [ cried
when 1 injected myself with painful
shots at home. Though they increased
my white blood cell count berween
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nauseous 2ombie, the cancer would
come rushing back. The hospical
;lrmng-.d for me 1o join a s 1Py S 0eipy
of patients who were poing through
the same sort of hell; there are some
things your friends just can't under-
stand. The support group helped o Lo

I had my last radiation session m
June, and the cancer shows no signs of
r\-:'rllmin!; T'mi a different PErson tham 1
was two years ago, | used to have my
whaole life mapped out—"1'm goimg

to wnrk here For o few YT, then
here, then be g CEO and have tour
children™ —bur ['ve reglized that WLl
can't plan like that. Ir sounds clichéd,
bt [ started ]iri:ng in the moment,
When [ finished treatment, I quit my
pob and joined rao rock bands to par-
sue my dream of being a musician (1
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play violz). Every day, I ey 1o do some-
thing new, like explore an unfamiliar
neighborhood, ear Turkish food, learn
to skare. And o help educare other
WAEMEn, my Eriends and 1 |1Eur'| T Bodir
the duL‘:u:‘lul!ll:lr:.' ksl my illl e i,
ll’!l_]ltl:., wibern iy bukir srarted g |-'.1.'ir|;-_'
back, I met the FLLTL Y T -.ialinu.
Exen lhl.r.l;.:ll W '\-.l.'l._'nnf: I41|{-:_'r|'||;_'r
[l"I:I'IIIJFI'I i 1Y i||ru-::x. ["ve teald lim a" r|'||.:
grisly details and shown him photas of
what 1 looked like before, He's made me
pricimEse never o growe my hair again, m

The odds

® Your chanees: | in 8 warmean in the
Urited States will develop breast cancar
in bier Bletirmes | n 29 will di= from it
Your chanca of being diapnosed wath breast
cancer before age 30 is | in 2,200
®What you can do: parform a
mrithly breast se¥-gxam two to three
days after your parkod ends. (For &
refresher course, vsit weos women.ooamy/
health{breastcancer/seli-pam heml,) i1
fermal for breasts to feel a litthe lumpy
ared unewven, and it's normal for thern te
feal swoallen and tender bedore and

during your paricd. Once you're Lendiar

What's your risk of getting breast cancer?

with your hreasts” usual state, il pou
notice a lump that wasn't there before, a
changa in size or shape, & nipple discharge
or pitting in the skin, see a doctor. “Abouwt
0 pereent of lurmps brought te a
doctar's attention are not cancer,” notes
Tewrri Acdas, director of hashh content

for the Amercan Cancer Society. But if
the ||.||"I"{l choeEs TUFT ORIE 00 e Canoerous.
the sooner you get medical help, the
Erantar youir chances al survival

® For maore info: wisit the Mational
Cancer Instinute ar 'l'l'l.\'-'l.l'll'_i.ll'lil'l,gﬁ'-'-.‘.'l'
call (BOD) £-CAMCER.
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