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Chapters List 

Emails will be interspersed between chapters as the story develops, to try and build the same 

feelings we felt as it was going along.   

CHAPTERS 

Introduction 

Why this was written and who it is for. 

It Begins  

Hearing the news, and how I react.  Anne’s recent history. 

Roger   

My background and how it influences how I react and what I will be doing.  I am telling the 

story, and I try to give my background for the reader.  Attempting to understand who I am and 

why I react the way I do.  A.lot (too much?) of detail about me. 

Discovery 

Deciding on the doctors, reasons, meeting with Reber, denial of surgery, meeting with Isacoff, 

his personality and approach, starting chemotherapy.   The plan of action.  The alternatives. 

Description of the whipple surgery we are aiming for. 

My Years Before Anne 

What happened to me before I met Anne.  My first marriage.  My problems with relationships.  

Moving.  College.  How I went to San Francisco 

San Francisco  

How I met Anne.  Her Background, college friends, and how she got the name Casey.  How our 

relationship began and developed into our friendship. Our group of friends.  Her marriage and 
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children.  The relationship with her mother and siblings.  Her father and his death from 

Alzheimer’s.  Who she Is and why we should care. 

Teeny 

Chris’s background and how she became Teeny.  Her family and how it influences her.  How her 

relationship developed with Anne.  Her decision to dedicate herself to Anne., and being with her 

through the process.  Her husband giving up his wife for the duration.  The development of 

Roger and Chris’s relationship and trust.   

Chemotherapy 

How Anne deals with Chemotherapy.  The process.  The setbacks.  Continuing to play tennis.  

Copying with the effects.  Getting a divorce while she is being treated, and his lack of interest in 

the kids.  The kids, and how they cope.  How her friends=, make sure she is never alone.  The 

support team at Isacoff’s, and the key people who make a difference.  The grind.  Other patients 

and how they influence here./  Living by blood counts.  Waiting for the operation.  Blood 

transfusions and how they are timed. 

The Tennis Girls 

How tennis friends step up to the plate.  How tennis keeps her going.  The influence she has over 

other friends with cancer.  How the support system develops for meals.  How knowing how 

much or how little to do makes all the difference for friends participation.. 

The Operation 

The decision for the operation.  Life choices if she doesn’t make it.  Getting her affairs in order.  

The last week before the operation, and how she spends it.  Schmuck making the condo on the 

beach available, and that week before surgery. Walking into the hospital.  Meeting the resident 
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who will be assisting, and how she affects us.  Immediately prior, sitting in the pre-surgery area.  

Emothion Seeing her wheeled out.  The surgery, as we get updates during the 6 hour operation.  

Waiting.  Getting The results of the surgery.  The people who are there. 

The Hospital 

Recovering from surgery.   The nurses, how some work and some don’.  .  The Witch nurse.  The 

mistakes. Having an advocate, and how it affects everything.  The woman in the next bed with 

the same cancer, surgery, and her outcome.  The first day after surgery walk. The “Young Gids 

iu White Coats”, and how they won’t talk to the nurses. Sleeping in chairs. Getting the pathology 

reports.   Reber and Isacoff vist.  Leaving the hospital,, and them trying to tell her she can’t go.  

Visits from friends and fanmily 

Home 

Coming home.  Setbacks and progress.  The local nurses.  TPN.  Protecting her from well-

meaning friends.  The first steps she takes.  Going to the beach.  Inch by inch progress.  The kids.  

Returning to life. 

Life Goes On 

The ongoing check ups.  The fear before each visit.  The fear of every wrong feeling, and 

imagining new cancer.  Continually getting stronger.  Tennis continuing role.  Other friends, s 

they begin the process.   

Teeny’s Mom 

Chris’s Mom gets sick with the same cancer.  Similar issues to Anne.   How Chris is prepared to 

act.  How she eventually dies, and the affect on all of us.   

The Summing Up  
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What did we all learn, and how can you deal with your situations. 
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A. Introduction 

This is a story of friendship, and how it can influence and transform any situation, no matter how 

dire it seems or irresolvable it appears.  

 

The central story is about a young woman, my friend Anne, who was diagnosed with pancreatic 

cancer while in her mid-fifties.  It tells how a group of loosely connected people banded together 

to try and help her survive, and to cope with the myriad affects her illness had upon her life.   

If you have a friend or relative dealing with a life threatening disease, my hope is that you will 

find clues and techniques in this story to help guide you through what will be difficult days 

ahead.   You can make a difference, in more ways that you might now imagine.  Success and 

failure, or life and death, are always competing for mastery in these situations, and you 

personally can influence how this competition is resolved. 

 

This is also a story of how our personal lives were changed by the experience with our friend, 

and how I, in particular, found new meaning in my life through my experiences with Anne.  In 
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my late fifties, I was an unhappy soul, searching for something of meaning, after a lifetime of 

empty earnings, accomplishment, and success.  So this story is also about me, told from my 

personal perspective, about the things I discovered in my own life through my experiences with 

her.     

 

If you have a particular objective as you read this, maybe to learn more about cancer treatment, 

or specifically about pancreatic cancer, I ask for your indulgence as I go into things that may 

seem unrelated, particularly about my personal history and background.  I want you to know me 

better, so you can understand where I came from, and so you can see how far I had the 

opportunity to come. 

Much has been written about the positive influence that marriage and family can provide for the 

seriously ill, and we know that these are powerful and important relationships.  But for some, 

they are either missing or lessened for a variety of reasons, often due to situations outside of 

personal control. Even when relationships are sound and strong, circumstances often make it 

difficult to provide support at the level required for a person critically ill.  Friends during these 

times can be a powerful force, augmenting and replacing areas of support that are missing. 

During her critical illness, friendship wrapped itself like a warm cocoon around Anne and her 

children.  None of us knew what was the end result was going to be, and we were all desperately 

afraid, but we knew we had the power to provide unflinching support using our friendship and 
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love for her.  These acts of friendship flowed continually, sometimes not so evenly, but always 

there, from person to person, and time to time, as we all struggled to know what to do.  It gave in 

equal measure as it took.  It fills this story.  

 I hope you can use our experiences to better your personal situation.  You can make a 

difference, and the affect it can have on your life can be profound.   

 

Roger Sparks 

Newport Beach, 2009 

 

“Think where man's glory most begins and ends, 
And say my glory was I had such friends.”  - William Yeats 
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I. It Begins 

The ringing of my mobile phone almost made me jump out of my skin.  It is February 1, 2007, 

and I am working late, in the basement office of my New Jersey home, on a business project.  I 

am not really thinking much about business, though, but rather about the direction my life seems 

to have recently taken.  I have been seeing increasing signs for the past two years that my 

marriage is in trouble. After numerous counseling sessions, my wife and I are getting desperate, 

and seem to have little to talk about any more. I find myself spending more and more time at the 

computer, burying myself in work, alone.  It seems to me that I have less reason to want to go 

upstairs, to a disgruntled wife, and an icy bed, where I have to confront things that are just too 

difficult. Feeling sorry for myself has become a frequent solitary pastime, and at that moment I 

was deep into it. 

 

Who in the world would be calling now?  A quick glance at the caller ID says “Sally….”, and I 

jump for it.  Sally, a younger sister of my best friend Anne, lives in California, and I hadn’t seen 

or talked to her in several months.  She is always a source of joy for me, and our conversations 

never fail to lift me, so I am happy for this chance to escape.  Typically, we spend long, extended 

conversations with reminisces of good times past  -  trips to Paris, or New York, that we’ve taken 

together -  or talking about her children’s latest triumph, or maybe listening to her, a gifted artist, 

describe what she is working on at the moment for her next  show.  She is most of all one of my 

real “soul mates”, and she has known me as well as, or better than, almost anyone, other than 

Anne or our friend Donna, for over 30 years.  We’ve cried together through many tough times, 
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and laughed till we almost couldn’t breathe during many good ones.  I love her, and she always 

brings me pleasure.  I pick up the phone with great anticipation. 

 

“Hi Sal, how are you? What’s up?  Calling to yell at me for ignoring you?” 

 

“No, it’s nothing like that.”, she says.  There is a funny tone in her voice that I haven’t heard 

before, and I become slightly uneasy.  “I need you to sit down”, she continues. A bit of dread 

starts to form, but who could ever anticipate what is about to come.   

 

 “What’s going on?”, thinking someone must have had an accident, or maybe one of her boys has 

gotten injured in a football or soccer game.  “I have some awful news.  Mom, Judy, and I are at 

the hospital with Anne, and we knew we had to call you. Anne just had a test done, and they just 

told us she has cancer of the pancreas.  Oh, my God, Roger, I think she might be going to die.”, 

and she begins to cry.     

 

We all recognize these moments in life where time stops.  Sometimes it is because of something 

joyous – the birth of a child, or at your wedding when you hear “… I now pronounce you 

husband and wife”.  Sometimes, however, it is a much less happy event, and often a tragic one.  I 

had experienced one of the worst of my life many years ago, again unbelievably with Sally, 

when she and her husband Richard told me that he had ALS, and that he was going to die.   After 

he died, not too long after, I remember praying that I would never have to hear anything so awful 
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again.  Now it seems like time has stopped, and I am hearing the same thing again, but about 

Anne. 

 

Anne has cancer????  And not just cancer, but pancreatic cancer????  I don’t know a lot about 

pancreatic cancer, but I do know one thing – every time I’ve heard it mentioned, it is right 

before, or shortly after, someone has died from it.  Absolutely awful thoughts pass through my 

mind, and countless questions spill out of my mouth as tears fill my eyes.  “I didn’t even know 

Anne was sick?  Has she been feeling badly?  Are they sure?  How is it possible? What does 

Cuffer say?” 

 

Cuffer is Anne’s younger brother, John, but he has always been called Cuffer, a childhood 

nickname, by his close friends and family.  A highly respected doctor, I trust him completely, 

more than any doctor, or person, I have ever known.  Surely he can do something to make this go 

away, as he has with almost every other illness any of us have ever had.  No one, not even 

Cuffer, could help Richard with incurable ALS, but this just can’t be as serious as that, can it? 

 

Of course, her answers are all very clear, they go straight to my heart.  Anne had a pain in her 

side for a short time, which she thought was just a strain from playing tennis.  Cuffer told her to 

not take a chance with it and see Tina, Anne’s doctor and his partner, and she orders a cat scan. 

The cat scan shows something suspicious, a lump on her pancreas, and they immediately 

schedule an endoscopic biopsy.  Now the biopsy confirms that it is worse than anyone could 

have imagined – a tumor on the pancreas, which appears malignant. 
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We always remember these “life” moments, as they play themselves back in our minds, but this 

one takes my breath away.  These moments can also affect your life in ways you can’t imagine at 

the time, showing you paths that you never knew existed.  This one was going to be like that, I 

knew as surely as anything I have ever known. 

 

For the prior two years, all of Anne’s friends have watched as her alcoholic husband 

progressively succumbed to his addiction, growing less responsible and less able to function as a 

husband and a father.  As a long-time friend of them both, I had watched, and, in several cases, 

been a part of, his multiple relapses, each one affecting Anne and her two children more 

disastrously.   

 

Once, when I flew out to help her after he had disappeared into a cheap motel for a few days on a 

particularly bad bender, he walked through the door while I was there, looking like what we were 

afraid he was becoming, a skid row derelict.  He had a four day beard, circles under his eyes, his 

clothing smelled, but he was looking at us like he thought nothing was wrong.  He was warm and 

engaging, what I was now learning is a regular pattern with addicts.  Together, Anne and I 

convinced him, after many hours of arguments, to go into a halfway house, even as he continued 

to insist that this was just another “little slip” and “no big deal”.  He went reluctantly, only to 

have the whole pattern repeat itself several times again over the remainder of that year, each time 

happening more frequently. 
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The stress on Anne during this period is unimaginable to those of us never faced with an 

addicted spouse.  Every month, there is another incident.  He often disappears for days at a time.  

She starts to notice daily differences in his behavior, as he drinks and becomes less careful with 

hiding it.  She starts to hear reports from other people about his drinking.  Her relationship with 

him disintegrates, and he moves into a downstairs bedroom.  He has not held a job with income 

for several years, and they must continue draw on their home equity to continue to live in their 

home.  Anne is beginning to panic.   

 

After the last major incident, when her children find their father passed out on his bedroom floor 

while she is away on a business trip, she has finally had enough.  Her marriage is over, and she 

realizes that now she is going to need to be the sole responsible parent in her family.  Viewing 

her husband as a dependable partner is no longer a viable option.  She insists he move out and 

tells him she wants a divorce. 

 

All of her friends watch this happen, and then continue to watch as Anne makes the decision to 

begin to retake control of her and her children’s lives.   At the end of that year, 2006, she is well 

on the way up again, playing tennis with a group of friends on a regular basis, and feeling 

healthy in mind and body.  Her life seems to be once again on the right track, after so many years 

of agony and frustration dealing with her alcoholic husband.  We are all feeling very positive 

about where she is going, and how she is going to get there, and how she is going to recover 

from the stress of the past two years. 
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Now this incredibly bad news arrives. 

 

In this few moments, while still on the phone, all of this history flashes through my mind.  After 

all she has endured, and all the responsibility she has shouldered, how in the world is she going 

to be able to deal with this alone?  I made an instantaneous decision - she was not.  She no longer 

had a husband she could depend on, but she did have a friend who knew her at least as well as 

her husband, and loved her as much, or more, than anyone.  I have always known that friendship 

is often more solid, dependable, and lasting than romance, and have seen it vividly demonstrated, 

more than once. Anne now needs someone beside her, no matter what else happens, and this 

particular friend is determined at this moment to fill that position. 

 

“Can I talk to her?”, I ask Sally.  The next thing I hear is Anne’s muffled voice, weak, but still 

with her normal humor:   “Hi, Rog, Can you even believe this?” 

 

“Annie, don’t worry”, I tell her.  “I am going to come out next weekend and we’ll work 

everything out together.  It’s just another thing to deal with, and you’ll just do it like you have 

done with everything over the past two years…”, I confidently say, with absolutely no 

confidence inside.  “Rest, go home, and I’ll get on a plane and see you this weekend. 

 

Then, I tell her that I love her, and we say goodbye.  A brief goodbye to Sally, promising to talk 

tomorrow, and I am left with my awful thoughts in the silence of my office.   
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What happens next?  How I am going to explain to Sue what I have just decided to do, and that I 

am leaving for California tomorrow.  What might this do to what is left of our marriage?  She 

knows Anne, and how much I care about her, so some part of me actually hopes that she may see 

this as a blessing, giving us some time to be apart, and maybe reflect on the good things left in 

our marriage.  I am resolved, however, that no matter how she reacts, I am going to do this. 

 

My day-to-day relationship with Anne had instantaneously changed, but the underlying 

relationship was still the same – deep and dear friends who have been there for each other for 

over 30 years.  I am utterly unprepared for the many issues that will now face me every day as 

she begins to deal with her cancer.  I feel a bit stunned and helpless, desperate to try and know 

the things I need to do, and the proper ways I need to react.  I wonder how much is too much, 

and what exactly should I say, and how much should I really do, or let someone else do?   

 

These feelings are common to everyone when a loved one, or close friend, is stuck with a serious 

illness.  The answers vary for everyone, but what I am about to learn is that everything we do, 

from this point forward, becomes completely unique for each situation, and for each person 

involved.  We all have a different set of personal circumstances.  What is my situation, and how 

much can I really do?  How much do I really know about the cancer she has? What do I know 

about chemotherapy, and radiation, and whatever other treatment might be used for her?  How 

much should I talk with her about it?  How much does she want me to be involved?   
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At this point, I only know Anne’s diagnosis.  I have accepted it, for the moment, but I know little 

else.  I have known people who have had some form of cancer, and I also have had someone 

quite close to me who died of it.  Could what I did then, and what I learned with them, help me 

now with Anne?   
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 II. Roger 

 

To understand how and why we behave as we do in a crisis, one needs to understand a bit about 

where we come from, and how our lives have developed up to the time when the crisis affects 

our lives.  This is my story.   

 

I was born in Indianapolis, Indiana, the only child of my unmarried mother, Shirley, who was 20.  

I don’t know a lot about what happened to her during the years leading up to my birth, since it 

was never talked about much by anyone, at least around me.  I heard, as an aside later from my 

uncle, that “Shirley had a very difficult adolescence, and she was very wild”, but I never really 

knew exactly what that meant.  By the time I started wanting to know more, everyone who could 

provide any information was gone.    

 

My mother was one of four children, three sisters and a brother.  They were a close family, and 

my Grandmother gave mom the middle name “Delight”, since she was the youngest, and they 

were so happy to see her arrive.  I never knew my grandfather.  He was diabetic, an illness I 

inherited from him, and he committed suicide before I was born.  The only explanation I ever got 

about his death was that being diabetic was just too much for him.  It was too little an 

explanation, but I never found out more. 

 

 It was always said that my mother was the great beauty of her family, and her younger pictures 

support this.  She had beautiful, thick dark hair, and was shapely and vivacious.  Her sisters, 



Sparks / CASEY’S CAUSE / 18 
 

Dorothy and Miriam (Mimi), plus her brother, Ralph, all had reputations as smart children, but 

mom was the “spirited” one, who, it was said, no one could control.   My Aunt Dorothy married 

an engineer early in her twenties, and moved to California to raise a family.  My Uncle Ralph 

started a successful photography studio in Indianapolis, married, had a large family, then 

divorced and remarried later in life.   

 

My Aunt Mimi was a bit different than any of her siblings.  She was not unattractive, but 

somewhat plain.  She never married and lived with my Grandmother, in her home in 

Indianapolis, for her entire life.  

 

My mother became pregnant with me when 19.  She never married my biological father, but 

instead, shortly after I was born, married the man I came to know as my stepfather. I know 

nothing today about their courtship or early life, or how they came to be together.  I also know 

nothing about my real father.  In later life, I heard a story from a cousin that my mother went 

away somewhere for the entire summer before her senior year in high school, and I often wonder 

if I might have a sibling somewhere.  I am not sure why no one thought it important to ever tell 

my about any of this history, but it just wasn’t done.   

 

My stepfather was a strict disciplinarian, with little tolerance for his inherited child, and I never 

felt close to him.   I found out later in life that his father was much the same, both in manner, 

appearance, and relations with his children.  I always called my stepfather by his first name, 
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Morris, never Dad.  I never asked why or even thought about it - it was just the way it was and 

had always been.   

 

I was a smart, difficult, and headstrong child from the beginning, developing a penchant for 

getting in trouble and doing things my own way.  Once, when I was a baby, my grandmother told 

me I crawled out on a second story landing at her house when no one was looking.  I rolled off 

the landing, dropping 10 feet to the ground below, and hitting a piece of concrete with a glancing 

blow to the middle of my forehead.  Grandma said that they were all sure I was dead, but that I 

only looked up, crying, with blood running down my temple, yelling at the top of my lungs.  I 

still have a small scar in the middle of my forehead, which shows when I am stressed.  My aunt 

Mim always said it was a sign to her hat God had other things in store for me, and just wanted to 

remind me.  Mimi was always this way – no matter what I did, or how bad it was, or how terribly 

it came out, she always knew it couldn’t possibly be my fault. 

 

Through my third year of grade school, my mother, Morris and I lived in a small two story house 

in a lower middle class area of Indianapolis.  We lived two blocks from an amusement park 

called Riverside, and we could see the top of the roller coaster and Ferris wheel from the porch 

on our house. I went on the roller coaster for the first time when I was six, insisting that I go by 

myself, while my mother tore her wallet into shreds waiting for me by the ticket booth.  I was 

determined to do it alone, without depending on anyone else to go with me, and she never forget 

the panic she felt as it happened. 
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I remember many times sitting with my mother on our front porch steps, and watching her flip 

cigarettes, which she smoked constantly, down the walkway of our yard.  It fascinated me as 

they flew like rockets into the night sky.  I loved it, and she loved doing it for me.    

 

 I have less favorable memories during that time of my stepfather, since I continued my early 

tendencies toward getting in trouble.  Morris took the responsibility, on more than one occasion, 

of impressing on me the error of my ways, paddling me with a wooden paint stirrer.  Although I 

undoubtedly deserved it, I remember feeling, even then, that getting hit with a piece of wood is 

not really a great way to build respect for a parent from a child.  It builds fear, yes, which was 

developing inside me in great measure for him, but I don’t recall any respect.  I was a pretty 

sensitive kid, and I began, even then, to be somewhat uncomfortable around him. 

 

He had more than a little support from his contemporaries for this particular form of discipline, 

however.  Spanking children was pretty normal in Indiana in those days.  It was a very politically 

conservative state, so keeping kids in line with a few whacks once in a while was quite accepted.  

We were “Hoosiers”, which meant as conservative on any topic as you could find anywhere.  I 

remember overhearing my parents in long conversations about politics, and the influence of 

“liberal communists”, and most children were usually quickly indoctrinated in the politics of 

their parents.   

 

There was something different about me, though.  By some freak accident of birth, maybe my 

natural father, it seemed I had been born with a “liberal gene”, and I always argued with 
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everyone, including adults, about almost anything I could.  This of course put me on the wrong 

side in any discussion remotely political.  I remember asking my parents what the signs at 

Riverside Amusement Park meant that said “Patronage Whites Solicited Only”.  They explained 

to me that “Negros” were not welcome at Riverside, so the park would not have to deal with the 

problems that they brought with them, like having to use the same bathrooms as white people.  I 

remember being quite upset about this, or as upset as a seven year old can be when encountering 

prejudice in his family for the first time.   “My best friend in school is a Negro”, I said, “so does 

that mean I shouldn’t go into a bathroom with him? “  

 

I also remember an early incident, in 1956, when my mom and I were temporarily living at my 

grandmother’s house during one of my parent’s separations.  Republican campaign workers 

came on our school bus to pin Eisenhower buttons on our shirts, and to teach all of us the latest 

political ditty:  “Eisenhower is in the White House, ready to be elected.  Stevenson is in the 

garbage can, ready to be collected.”    I asked my grandmother about this when I got home, and 

she told me that I shouldn’t worry, that “they are just trying to make sure a communist was not 

going to get elected president.”  I ripped the campaign button off my shirt and threw it in the 

trash.  No one was ever going to tell this eight-year old how to vote, not even his grandmother, a 

stance that stayed with me for the rest of my life. 

 

Since we were living at the moment with my aunt Mim and my Grandmother, Mimi continue her 

role as my greatest supporter.  She always encouraged me to speak up on every issue, saying 

“he’s the smartest one of all of us.”  I loved her, and loved being around her, as you can imagine.   
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I got similar affection from my grandmother.  They both played endless card games with me, 

bought me puzzles and games, and supplied me with ever more complicated projects, including 

model airplanes, which I built and hung from the ceiling on our porch.  Mim pushed me to read 

more, buying me a never-ending supply of new books, and introducing me to new authors and 

new ways to look at things.  I became a voracious reader before I was nine, as a result.  She gave 

me the greatest gift anyone can receive in life, the ability to lose oneself in books, and I used it a 

lot for this purpose. 

 

Unknown to me at this time, my mother has begun drinking more and taking prescription drugs 

to help her cope with her “emotional issues” and her marital problems.  Tranquilizers were the 

drug of the day, and she started heavily relying on them.   

 

Then, when I was in the fourth grade, Morris and my mother got back together again.  My mom 

and I left my grandmother’s house to resume our family life in Mooresville, a small town about 

twenty miles from Indianapolis that was to be our new home.  I learned later that Mooresville’s 

claim to fame is that the outlaw John Dillinger was born there, which amused me.  We moved to 

an eight acre farm, on a hilly gravel road, with a barn, tool shed, and two tractors.  My stepfather 

has always had a dream of owning a horse farm in the country, even though he was a chemist for 

pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly, and this gave him the opportunity to do both.  On a less 

positive note, I also remember him taking great pride is showing me the new larger paddle he 

made, and hanging it in the garage on a nail, to remind me of my need for discipline, and what to 

expect if I forgot. 
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My grandmother and Mimi were both very uneasy with this move.  They had become less than 

fond of Morris, because of his relationship with my mom, but primarily because they weren’t 

particularly happy with what they saw of his relationship with me. 

  

For a while, though, we were all a bit happier.  We got two dogs, and also a horse, a large mare, 

named Kate, the first of our many horses.  I began to learn to ride.  I also began to learn the 

responsibilities of owing a horse, and the specifics of caring for, grooming, training, and my less 

favorite task, cleaning manure out of the stalls.   I was a fast study, and I became expert riding 

Kate in a very short time.  I taught her to race from the back of our property to the barnyard, at 

lightning speed, with me clinging to her mane, my legs trailing behind.  I learned how to make 

her rear up, like I had seen Roy Rogers do on television.   I terrified people, to my delight, when 

they watched this skinny little boy on this huge horse, and she would then suddenly go up on her 

hind legs, seeming to reach to the sky with her front legs.   I always screamed in terror, then 

laughed hysterically as I saw the panic on their faces. 

 

One day Kate became very stubborn, and wouldn’t move at all for me.  I got frustrated, and 

started kicking her in the side with my heel while in the saddle, hard, repeatedly.  She just 

wouldn’t move, and I didn’t understand why. I finally gave up. The next morning, I went out to 

feed her and found a new, just born, colt standing by her side, almost nothing but legs.  Kate had 

been pregnant all the time we had her, and we were just too ignorant to see it.  She delivered her 

colt, who we named Dawn, by herself.  
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Birth suddenly became very real to me, and I was horrified and ashamed of myself for the abuse 

I had given her the day before.  I never physically abused an animal again, for any reason.  My 

father told to we needed to find the placenta, or “afterbirth”, wherever she had the delivery, so 

we could bury it.  This sparked the first, and only, discussion we ever had about procreation and 

the female anatomy, since I had no idea what a placenta was 

   

Dawn became my total focus that year.  When she discovered snow for the first time, a couple of 

weeks later, leaping with pleasure, I almost couldn’t breathe for the joy I felt as I watched her 

jumping and snorting as she played in it for the first time.  “Finding the afterbirth” became my 

favorite story for a while, and I used it to shock anyone who would listen, to my mother’s horror, 

and which always incurred my stepfather’s wrath.  Not a bad combination, as far as I was 

concerned.  I got my mother’s attention, and I made my father angry, both of which gave me 

great pleasure.   

 

The love for animals that I learned with Kate and Dawn, and our dogs, became life long for me.  

I always know that I am going to like a person if they love animals.  It tells me that they have a 

good heart, and that I should be able to trust them.  I have never met a dog, or for that matter any 

animal, that won’t instinctively and dependably love you, if you just give them the smallest of 

opportunities.  They are God’s perfect gifts to us all, and for me they rescued many of these 

years, when other things weren’t going too well. 
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My stepfather had little good to say about or to me, but he had always loved basketball, and he 

was determined that I will become a basketball player when I got into high school.  He told me 

that “I will be proud of you if you can make the team”, implying, to me at least, that it probably 

wouldn’t happen otherwise..  We built a small basketball court in the hayloft of our barn, where I 

would spend hours perfecting a “no arch” jump shot, so I wouldn’t hit the low hanging roof of 

the barn.  That hayloft court, along with riding Kate for hours on end through the countryside, 

became my constant escape from what are starting to become more difficult times in our house. 

 

My mother and my stepfather began arguing more often, and typically the arguments were 

growing into loud and abusive mutual shouting.  I plugged my fingers in my ears, and shut 

myself in my room, to drown them out.  During one of those arguments, I grabbed my BB gun 

and run outside.  I had been learning to shoot a gun, as every good Hoosier boy does, and had 

gotten pretty good with it.  This day I started shooting at tin cans, but quickly lost interest and 

decided to go up into the hayloft to play some basketball. 

 

There was a sparrow flying around in the hayloft, really irritating me, as I tried to shoot baskets, 

so I started taking shots at the bird with my BB gun, bouncing BBs off the walls.    I missed, of 

course, since a sparrow can fly a lot better and faster than I could shoot, but I continued, taking 

out all my frustration and aggression, for about 20 minutes, shot after shot.  The sparrow, who 

tried to escape but was unable to find a way out of the barn, finally became exhausted, and flew 

down right in front of me, landing on a cross beam.  He looked directly at me, without moving. I 

carefully took aim at his head, and shot him.   
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I was stunned for a moment, as he fell off the beam, and I just stared at what was left of him. I 

then screamed “no” at the top of my lungs, dropped my gun, and started hysterically, 

uncontrollably, crying.  I picked up the bird, to try and somehow will him back to life.  I was out 

of my mind with despair.  What had I done?  How could I have done it?  What about his family? 

Who will feed them now, and what did he do that made me want to kill him?  What about his 

mother?  What was wrong with me, and how could I have done that?  I took his life, for no 

reason other than sport and teenage angst. 

 

I tried to stop crying, but I couldn’t.  I took the dead bird outside and carefully buried him near 

my bedroom window.   His face haunted me for months and years to come.  I promised myself, 

at that moment, to never again take any animal’s life.  I lost all interest in my guns.  That night, I 

ran back into my house, to my room, slammed the door, and resumed my sobbing.  My parents 

didn’t notice anything wrong, since they were dealing with their own issues.  To this day, that 

instant with the sparrow is frozen in my mind, as clear to me now as it was at then, over fifty 

years ago.   

 

The fighting with my parents had been escalating, and I also started getting in trouble much more 

often. The more they fought, the more time my stepfather spent outdoors, doing work on the 

farm, and the more he made me help him with that work.  I was a hard worker, but a reluctant 

assistant, particularly when it involved doing anything directly with him.  I became resentful, and 
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most things we talked about, we also argued about.  I did what he told me, but I was often surly 

and unpleasant.    

   

My parents’ relationship, and her life, also began to take a greater toll on my mother   She 

seemed unhappy all the time.  In spite of that, she was a loving and caring mother to me.  I began 

to notice more when she was drinking, or taking pills, or both.  She started slurring her words 

more often, and sometimes she did not make a lot of sense with what she is saying.  She 

embarrassed herself several times in front of our neighbors, as I saw them look at her with worry.  

I developed what is to this day an unerring antenna for someone who is drinking or using drugs, 

as I found her, multiple times, trying to hide a bottle in the sink when I came in from outside.  

 

One weekend, when I was twelve, I asked my cousin, Nicky, to stay over with me.  We camped 

on the kitchen floor, wrapped in sleeping bags.  My parents were playing cards in the living 

room with some neighbors, and there was drinking going on.  I suddenly heard a loud argument 

start between my parents, and it escalated into shouting.  I heard the door of my parents room 

slam, and the neighbors left.  My stepfather told Nicky and me that we needed to get up, and that 

we were going to stay at his sister’s house. 

 

“What’s wrong?”, I asked, and got no reply from my stepfather other than “You both need to 

come with me.  You’ll come back tomorrow.  Don’t argue.  Go out and get in the car, it will only 

take half an hour and I will come back.  Your mother isn’t feeling well”. 
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Nicky and I grabbed our stuff, and we got into the backseat of one of our cars, lying down on the 

seat, like we had been in the house.  My stepfather came out, got behind the wheel, and started to 

pull out of the driveway.  Nicky suddenly sat up and said “Wait!  Don’t leave!”  I asked him 

“What’s the matter?”  “Don’t leave her here alone!”, he said.   His eyes were huge, and he had, 

recognizable even to me, panic written all over his face.   I said “Nicky, she’ll be OK, she just 

went to bed.  Morris is coming back, and she won’t be alone”.  He looked at me, again with big 

eyes, and just slid slowly back down on the car seat.   

 

After a short drive, we got to my aunt’s house, and we went to bed, my stepfather leaving to 

return home.  I awoke, I am not sure how much later, to feel my aunt shaking me, and she said 

“Roger, Morris needs to talk to you on the phone”.  I went to the phone, and he was sobbing, 

almost unable to talk, and said “Roger, your mom committed suicide.”  He couldn’t continue. 

 

My mother, shortly after we left, had taken some sleeping pills, placed a vacuum cleaner hose in 

the tailpipe of her car, put the other end through the car window, turned on the engine, put her 

head down on the seat, and finally escaped from all her problems, once and for all. She was 

thirty-two years old.   

 

As I hung up the phone, not really understanding “suicide”, I looked at my step aunt and said 

“I’m sure she’ll be OK.  She wouldn’t do anything serious.”  Of course, she would, and she did, 

but I just couldn’t comprehend it. 
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With most suicides, there is really no preliminary period of time where you feel death might 

imminent.  I never really had a chance to anticipate or prepare for her death, because it was never 

even a remote possibility to me.   I knew she was unhappy, but I could never imagine that this 

would happen.  Now I would never see her again. 

  

At my mother’s funeral, I was made to look at my mother in her casket, supposedly to say good-

bye, which no child should ever have to do.  I also remember my stepfather loudly sobbing 

throughout the funeral, and thinking how incredible for him to be faking this emotion, which I 

felt he never once showed when she was alive.   

 

After the funeral, my stepfather walked up to me accompanied by another man.  “Roger, I want 

you to meet your real father”, he said.  I have the memory of this meeting, but I recall nothing 

about him – not his name, his face, nor anything else.   I also have no memory of any emotion I 

had at that moment.   I remember I did feel it was a little strange to be meeting your father at 

your mother’s funeral. 

 

My mother’s death left me in the care of my stepfather.  My relationship with him had always 

been difficult, and there was never much affection between us.  Now, however, he seemed to 

change.  Suddenly, he was fixing dinner for me, and taking me out for breakfast on weekends.  

We still didn’t talk much, but at breakfast one morning, he asked me if I wanted him to adopt 

me.  Of course, I didn’t really understand what this meant, but I knew I was going into the 

seventh grade next year, and it would be a lot easier if I could stay here, with my friends, so I 
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said “Sure”.  He didn’t talk with me about any alternatives.  I only learned at 60 that my real 

father had expressed some interest to him about adopting me, but never followed up.  I don’t 

remember ever talking to anyone else about it, other than some person from the state who came 

to my school one day the following year, and who asked me if I agreed to the adoption.  I said 

yes, and I was then, shortly thereafter, officially adopted by Morris. 

 

My Grandmother and my aunt Mimi were heartbroken about my mother’s suicide.  I know now 

that they also believed it was my stepfather’s fault that she died, but they never let me see or feel 

this emotion from them until much later in my life.    

 

Mimi had become critically ill, two years before, with Hodgkin’s disease, a type of lymphoma.  

Hodgkin’s at that time was a fast acting, life threatening cancer, and my earliest memories of 

these years were bedtime prayers that would always end, with my mother’s prompting, with me 

saying “Please, God, help Mimi get well”.   When my mother died, it was a shock for everyone, 

made even more so by the fact that it was Mimi whom everyone expected to die. 

 

Something immediately started to change with Mimi after my mother’s death. She began a slow, 

but steady, comeback from the cancer. Over the course of the next few months, she continued to 

improve, until all detectable traces of the lymphoma had vanished from her body.  She was 

pronounced “cured”, and it was, by everyone’s estimation, a true miracle. 
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No one benefited from this miracle more than I.  Mimi made the decision to step up her 

involvement in my life. She convinced my stepfather to let me spend summers with her and my 

Grandmother in Indianapolis.  We slept in adjoining rooms, with a curtain between us.  She 

played Broadway show tunes every night on the record player before we went to sleep. She 

continued supplying me with a never-ending list of books.  Some weeks I would read 2 or 3 

complete novels, and she would always be there with 4 or 5 more, pushing me to read more, and 

making sure the reading was more difficult.   

 

Morris was not really sure how to react to this, but I think these summers probably became a 

relief to him.  I was still a very difficult boy, and we did not exactly have a loving relationship, 

so they probably allowed him to be a bit happier. 

 

The following year, when I was 13, Mimi decided I needed to see New York.  We took a rare, at 

that time, jet from Indianapolis to New York, staying at the Taft Hotel in Times Square.  She 

took me to the Broadway production of the Sound of Music, with Mary Martin, for my first play. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  Here, on stage, was a large family, with a mother who 

died, then this wonderful person comes into their lives and rescues them all.  The father was 

warm and loving. Could families really be like this, and who really had one like it?   

 

The movie West Side Story had just been released, and we also saw it in New York, watching 

the Jets and the Sharks sing and dance across the screen.  I was mesmerized.  I wanted to be a 

Jet.  I sang and danced down the streets when I got home - “The Jets are in tune, their cylinders 
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are clickin……” - for years afterwards.  I planned to find love just like Tony did with Maria.  

Unfortunately, since I was just about to be fourteen, it may have been a bit unrealistic at that time 

to find love with a Spanish girl in Indiana.   

 

Mimi started a lifetime love affair for me with Broadway, movies, theatrics, dance, songs, love, 

and big cities.  She continually fueled this passion that she started, and I was absorbing 

everything.  I remember now, almost 50 years later, how I felt then as we walked through Times 

Square back to our hotel. I made a vow at that moment that I would leave Indiana, at the soonest 

possible moment.   When we got home, she would play these songs for me as I went to sleep, 

and I would continue my dreams of escaping. 

 

Late that year, when I was fourteen, Morris asked me to sit down.  “I want to tell you something” 

he said, “but I don’t want you to think you have anything to say about this.  I am going to get 

married again.  I met a woman at work, Helen, and you’ll have a chance to meet her soon.  She’ll 

be moving in with us as soon as we get married.”   Well, at least he told me, I thought.  I was not 

invited to the wedding, and she moved in shortly after. Luckily for me, Helen was a lovely 

person, and her presence in our lives made my life a lot easier.  She was a buffer between me and 

Morris, and she often had to act to keep us from each other’s throats.     

 

One day, when I was fifteen, I skipped school.  I had made a copy of a set of keys to one of our 

cars, and had been driving it since I was fourteen when Morris and Helen were at work, carefully 

positioning it in the garage when I returned, so they couldn’t tell. This particular day, I drove 
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across the countryside to a local store where I could get a Playboy and some cigarettes.  I 

returned home, and was sitting on our back porch, the car still in the driveway, smoking a 

cigarette, and reading the Playboy, when my stepfather walked through the door.  I stood up, and 

without a word he hit me squarely in the face with his fist, a full roundhouse punch.  I dropped to 

the floor, got up, and he hit me again, putting me on the floor again.  As he said years later, thank 

God I didn’t try to fight back, because who knows what would have happened.  When Helen 

returned that night, she took one look at my face, which was a mess, and was furious with him, 

not speaking to him for several days.  I was exultant – I had finally gotten the best of him, I 

thought.  I told everyone else that I had been in a fight, but Helen and I both knew the truth.  

That was enough for me. 

 

That day was a turning point for me with him.  I never trusted him again.  I lived in fear of him 

losing his temper.  And I thought of nothing but getting away from him.  I vowed to never treat 

one of my children as I felt he treated me.     I had to live here for a few more years, but not 

much longer.  He and I, to my memory, never spoke pleasantly again until I left home 2 years 

later, other than for something he needed me to do. 

 

Mimi’s focus continued on me during the years until I graduated from high school.  Summers 

were always spent with her and my grandmother, and that included trips, museums, books, plays, 

movies, long talks, all aimed at expanding my mind, and showing me the start of the things that I 

hungered to know about in life.  The treatment that she had gotten for cancer had made her quite 

frail, but she went with me everywhere, watching over everything I did with proud eyes.  I was 
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sometimes less than enthusiastic about her presence, wanting to be on my own, but she was 

always there. 

 

During one of those years, she took me to visit my other aunt and her family in Los Angeles.  

After a few days there, a feeling came over me, and I knew, with certainty, that California was 

where I wanted to spend my life.  Just as it happened with my first play, I felt that California was 

my home, and that I would never be really happy until I lived there.   

 

When I was seventeen, during the summer before I left for college, Mimi got sick again.  I 

remember hearing her crying in the middle of the night across the room from me.  I was quite a 

self-absorbed teenager at that time, and I asked her, indifferently, what was wrong.  She told me 

“nothing…..  go back to sleep”, and I just forget and went back to sleep.  A week later, she 

packed and left for the hospital when I was out somewhere.  My grandmother told me that night 

that “her cancer had come back.”    

 

It didn’t really sunk in on me what “her cancer had come back” meant.  I was involved with my 

girlfriend, and my friends, and Mimi had bought a new white Ford Mustang convertible the year 

before that I was now driving while she was in the hospital.  She had, of course, bought this car 

for me to drive, not for herself.  I had little time to spare to see her.  She told my grandmother 

that she didn’t want anyone to see her in the hospital, and that was all the excuse I needed to not 

go. In August, I finally went to see her, as time grew short.  She was in terrible condition, 

suffering from Nitrogen Mustard treatments, which were very toxic, and she was vomiting all the 
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time.  I spent less than ten minutes in her room and it was the last time I evdr saw her.  She died 

a week later. 

 

Of course, she hadn’t forgotten about me, no matter how indifferent I had been to her during her 

relapse.  She left me enough money to begin college, since my father told me he wouldn’t be 

paying for any of it, plus a small trust fund that I would get when I was twenty one,.  She also 

left a world that was bigger and brighter for me than it could have ever been without her.  There 

is no excuse for how I behaved that last summer, but I know now what she did for me, and I pray 

that she knew that I would come to understand. 

 

I believe that Mimi willed herself to survive for me, and that God stepped in to help make it 

happen.  Her life at the time my mother died was not particularly good.  She was in pain, she was 

not married, she had no children, and she had a disease from which she was dying.  I believe that 

being able to fight for my life gave her a purpose for her own life.  I believe her wil caused her to 

survive though my adolescence.  That she survived only until the time I was ready to leave home 

is something that I can’t begin to understand, and that only God can explain.   Almost every day, 

as I awake to the Pacific outside my window, I wonder how I could have gotten here without her.  

When I am in London, or at the theater, I think of her with me in New York.  When I am 

overcome with emotion at a movie I see, I think of West Side Story and Mimi.  Whenever I read 

a book, I think of how she started this lifelong habit for me. 
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Now I think back, at this moment in time with Anne, about all the things I learned during my 

teens.    I learned about love and devotion.  I learned about drug and alcohol addiction, and how 

it harms not just the addict, but everyone that they touch. I learned about loss.  I learned about 

selfishness, and selflessness, and how they can both be part of the same person.  I learned how 

you never let a day go by without saying what you feel to the people you love, no matter how 

inconvenient, because you may never see them again. I learned how I did not want to behave as a 

parent.  I learned about dedication to someone, heart and soul, no matter how, or if, they return 

the commitment.  I learned to be compassionate, and to feel, and to be gentle and kind. 

 

Finally, most importantly, I learned about the importance of making a choice, when the choice 

needs to be made, and dedicating yourself to that choice with everything you have, no matter 

how difficult the odds, or unlikely the chance for success.   
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Discovery and Decisions 

 

No one is ever quite prepared for being diagnosed with cancer and the things that immediately 

begin to happen.  The initial shock of the diagnosis quickly fades as you confront a dizzying 

series of decisions on treatment options, doctors, places for treatment, and a never-ending 

barrage of what are life changing and life challenging choices.   

 

As I was flying from New Jersey to Orange County two days after the call from Sally, I knew 

little about these things, or what to expect for Anne.  I knew, however, what I had learned about 

pancreatic cancer from the last two days on the internet - that the prognosis was usually grim, 

and that less than 5% of pancreatic cancer patients are still alive two years after their diagnosis.   

That statistic alone had sent chills through me, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.   

 

This was a typical reaction for everyone who found out about Anne, and did their own research.  

The statistics seemed so bad that you could only be left with the feeling that treatment options 

were somehow limited to prolonging life for a few months after diagnosis, with little hope for a 

“cure”.  Could this be possible?  Was Anne going to die?  Was our only option just gaining a few 

months or another year?  All of us dealt with these questions and feelings in one form or fashion 

at different points in time over the coming months.   

 

With pancreatic cancer, the treatment options seemed many – radiation, chemotherapy, surgery 

or a combination of all three.  The only potential “cure”, however, always seemed to involve 
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surgery, and I read again and again about the complexity of the surgery.  Depending on the 

severity of the cancer when it is found, the involvement of other organs, and the age and physical 

condition of the patient, all roads seemed to me to point to limited success and not a great deal of 

hope.  I was becoming depressed with it all, and was wondering how I was going to be able to 

behave when I actually saw her.   

 

Did she have any idea about these things, and how was she going to react?  What would her 

mood be?  What should I be like?  I knew I needed to be positive, and uplifting, and most of all 

funny.  Anne and I always shared a common sense of humor, and we used to spend hours talking 

about people we knew, and her family, poking dry fun at the things we loved, and hated, about 

everyone.  I knew that wasn’t going to change, and I was determined to be as “normal” as 

possible when I saw her. 

 

She picks me up at the Orange County airport, as she always did when I visited, since she lived 

only a few miles away.  I had been dreading the first few moments I would see her, wondering 

what I would find, a common feeling many of us have when someone we care about after a 

cancer diagnosis.  After all, I thought, she had cancer now, and was possibly on the road to a bad 

end, so she must look like hell.   

 

Of course, instead I find my lovely, healthy, and happy friend waiting for me in the car with a 

huge smile, as always.  We had gone through so many bad times, during her crisis situations with 

her husband, and she never failed to amaze me with her spirit when I saw her each time.  This 
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time was no different    We kiss each other, and hug, perhaps a little harder, and longer, than we 

normally would. 

 

We have dinner that night with her children, Chris and Angie, and spend the time talking about 

fun and old times.  I was Angie’s godfather, and she and I had many good memories together, 

particularly when she was quite young, before I moved to New Jersey and got married.  We 

always laughed about how she used to call me “Dasu”, the source of which none of us knew, but 

nevertheless it was the only name she would call me by, and she used it constantly until she was 

older.   My favorite memory, when she was two, was her looking at me with a broad smile when 

I walked through the door of Anne’s home, shaking her wild blond curls, and saying “Dasu, 

some wine?”  “You always knew me so well”, I would laugh, and she always answered with a 

laugh of her own: “You haven’t really changed much, Roger.”, pointing to my glass of wine.   

 

With Chris, I was less close, since he came along later, after I left, and he was always more quiet 

than Angie.  Because he was Anne’s only son, I tried hard to feel the same closeness as I felt 

with Angie, but it just never really happened.   I spent more time with him each time I came out 

for a visit, or for one of his father’s relapses, but he was always understandably distant during 

those times, and I felt I never had quite the same sort of relationship with him that I had with 

Angie.   

 

I love them both, however, and at the moment I mostly feel great sympathy for what the past two 

years had brought them.  They had found their father drunk, multiple times, and passed out.  I 
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understood what having an alcoholic parent meant, but my situation had never been as bad as 

theirs. Their parents were now split up and living in different homes, which I also understood a 

bit about.  Now their mother has a serious cancer.  All I could think about was how I felt when 

my mother died, and the thought of them having to deal with the possibility of losing their 

mother was very much in my mind.   Life haa definitely been a bitch for these kids, I thought.  

How much more are they going to be able to take?      

 

Anne and I agreed to keep the evening light, with no talk of cancer, or anything serious, so we 

could all enjoy this first night.  We have a good time, lingering for a long time at the dinner 

table, then sitting around the living room until pretty late.     

 

The next morning Anne and I sit down in the office in her house and have our first real talk since 

the call from the hospital.  “So, how are you doing?” I ask.  I had decided I was going to be just 

as I have always been with her, direct and to the point, and just talk.  I would take my cues from 

her, and try to determine what she knew, and how much she wanted to know, and how she 

wanted to talk about it.  This later became my advice for everyone as she went through 

treatment. Time and again I heard her say “I want to be treated like I always have been treated, 

not like someone who is sick.  Why is everyone being so nice to me, and treating me like I am 

dying?  It drives me crazy.” 

 

She is quite direct and to the point.   “I know I have pancreatic cancer, and I know it’s a bad 

cancer.  I know I need an operation to get it out of me. But I really don’t know much else about 
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it, and I really don’t want to know much more about it because I just don’t want to get depressed. 

Cuffer has arranged for me to see this doctor at UCLA who specializes in operations for 

pancreatic cancer.  I have an appointment to see him on Thursday, and I only want you, Mom 

and Cuffer to go with me.  Can you stay?” 

 

I am a bit breathless.  In a few sentences, she has answered every question I have for her, and 

solved everything that I wasn’t sure I knew how to handle.   She already has an appointment with 

a doctor who specializes in this cancer, recommended by Cuffer.  She has decided that she didn’t 

want to know a whole lot of details.  And she wants me to be with her as she started through the 

process. Tearing up a bit, I think to myself that I wished every decision I had in life was as 

simple as this one. 

 

“OK, Annie, here’s the deal.  I will stay and I am going to be with you though this, no matter 

what that means, no matter how long it takes, and no matter what we have to do.  You are going 

to beat this, and I will be with you until it is done.”    These words just come rushing out, with 

little additional thought.  All I could think was that she had a missing husband, two children still 

in school, little money, and was facing a life threatening illness – and I was just not going to let 

her do it alone.   

 

Of course, I am not really being too logical, since Anne had a large group of friends, as well as a 

close and large family.  But I just feel instinctively that she needs something more, and someone 

else, playing a different role, and by asking me for it at this moment, I know I have to do it.  My 
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ego tells me that only I really knew her – and probably better than anyone else on earth.  My gut 

tells me that there is no other choice for me.    

 

“What about Sue?” she asks.  “Will she understand?  What about your work?”  Anne knows, of 

course, that my marriage has been in trouble for a while, since she, and our friend Donna, back in 

New Jersey, are the only ones with whom I spend hours discussing and dissecting my marital 

strife.  She also knows that I have to continue to work, since I am not financially in a situation 

that allows me to ignore work for any length of time.   

 

But I know my work is primarily electronic, and I could do it as easily on the road as in my 

office in New Jersey, and I feel confident that my marriage will not be any better, or any worse, 

because of some time or distance apart now.  So I say “We’ll figure it out as we go along. Sue is 

a good person, and can get along without me there all the time for a while.  She’ll probably 

welcome it.  She knows what your and my relationship has been, and how important you are to 

me.  I’ll still have to go to Europe for business once in a while, but we’ll work it out.  Let me 

worry about it, Ok?”    

 

“Good”, she says.  “Then let’s start thinking about this week.  I think I will be able to go in for 

the operation right after we see the doctor, maybe day or so after, so let’s figure out what needs 

to be done so I’ll be ready.”  We are both so suddenly positive at that moment.  It just seems so 

logical - an operation was what she needed, we were seeing the surgeon, and of course she was 
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going to have the operation and she was going to be fine – damn all the statistics that were so 

negative.   

.   

Dr. Reber 

 

Cuffer had arranged for Anne to see Dr.Howard Reber, a respected and well known surgeon at 

UCLA Medical Center, who specializes in pancreatic cancer.  For the next day or so, I try to 

learn everything I could about him.  I find that he is one of the premier surgeons in the world for 

this type of cancer.  I also find out a lot about the type of surgery that is required for successful 

treatment of pancreatic cancer, something called a “Whipple Procedure.” 

 

The Whipple procedure consists of the removal of the tumor, removal of the gall bladder,  

removal of a portion of the common bile duct,  removal of the head of the pancreas, removal of 

most of the duodenum (a part of the small intestine), and sometimes removal of a portion of the 

stomach. Reconstruction consists of re-attaching the pancreas and bile duct to allow digestive 

juices and bile to flow into the gastrointestinal tract and re-attaching the stomach to allow food to 

pass through.  It is about as major an operation as one can have.  Just reading about it, and 

thinking that it was in Anne’s near future, filled me with dread. 

 

Every article and every opinion about this operation seems to make the same point:  if there is a 

chance for the operation to succeed, the success rates increase dramatically based on the number 

of operations the surgeon has performed, their personal skill, and the institution. Studies from 
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Johns Hopkins and Memorial Sloan Kettering show that for those hospitals that perform a high 

volume of these procedures, the death rate from the Whipple operation itself was less than 5%. In 

hospitals that infrequently perform the Whipple operation a much higher complication rate and 

the death rate from the surgery, often greater than 15 to 20%, had been reported. 

  

Often people must spend long searches trying to find the best surgeon and medical facility to 

deal with their cancer.  Some people, in more remote areas, have to fight with their insurance 

carriers to be able to use a surgeon with more experience, but who may not be available locally, 

and stories abound about insurance denials for these surgeons.  We have been lucky enough to 

find one of the best as our first alternative, and who was also covered by Anne’s insurance.  

Cuffer tells us that Reber was the doctor Anne should see, and the more I read, the more I feel 

confident that he is right.   

 

In retrospect, we are so very lucky to have Cuffer able to make this first meeting happen.  For 

anyone facing a similar situation, the importance of finding the right surgeon can often be the 

difference between success and failure, and life or death, with this particular cancer. 

 

For the next three days, we do nothing but think and talk about the upcoming appointment with 

Reber.  Anne is confident that she will be having the operation shortly after the meeting with 

Reber, even though she doesn’t really know much about what “the operation” really is, nor does 

she care.   Since her diagnosis, she has been getting a constant flow of calls from her many 

friends, as the word gets out, all wanting to know what is going on and how she is doing.  To 
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each she says the same thing:  “I have cancer.  I need an operation.  I am seeing the surgeon this 

week who is going to do it.” 

 

I also spend some time alone with Cuffer before we have the appointment, going over some of 

the statistics about pancreatic cancer, which we both know in advance are not good.  He is quite 

pragmatic, as he has to be, and we discuss all the possible outcomes, most of which were not 

very good.  It is a sobering discussion, but we feel a responsibility to be realistic with each other.  

It is one of the things that I most value about him, as both doctor and friend – if you ask him to 

be blunt, and realistic, you will get exactly that. 

 

On Thursday, February 8th, 2007, exactly seven days after her diagnosis, Betty, Cuffer and I 

travel with Anne to the UCLA Medical Center complex in Westwood.  We bring with us all of 

her Cat Scans and the results of her surgical diagnosis.  We also bring all of our hopes - we all 

just want to believe that Reber will be able to put this right. 

 

We enter Building 2 and go to Suite 200, the pFleger Liver Institute, into an admittance area 

containing about 50 chairs.  It makes us realize immediately how really “not alone” Anne is – the 

waiting room is packed with people, all with some form of serious disease, and all in varying 

stages of diagnosis or treatment.  UCLA accommodates a wide range of people, from all 

nationalities and age groups, and all with one common goal – treating, and curing, their cancer.   
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We are all making dry, dark jokes, trying to do anything to lighten our tension.  Anne quickly 

registers, gets her insurance verifications, and receives “UCLA Credentials”, an admittance pass 

for future visits.  After about thirty minutes, we are ushered into a very small examination room, 

where she gets vitals taken, and then three youngish people come into the room, introducing 

themselves to us as UCLA staff doctors.  None are Reber.  Since UCLA is a teaching center, 

there are inevitably students at all stages of the examining process, and this group includes at 

least one.  After a bit of small talk, they ask for the Cat Scans, indicating that they were going to 

review them with Dr. Reber, and left, telling us that they will return shortly with Dr. Reber. 

 

We wait about 20 minutes, the longest 20 minutes I can ever remember, and we all just sort of 

stare at each other as the time passes.  Anne once again says “once I get this operation, and get 

this out of me, I know I am going to be OK.”  We all speak very positively and supportively, 

echoing her feelings.  I noticed that Cuffer is not saying much, though, and I knew, from our 

prior conversations, that he is less sure. 

 

Finally the door opens, and the original doctors come back in, followed by a short, grey haired 

doctor in his mid-fifties, who introduces himself as Dr. Howard Reber.  He also introduces his 

Nurse Coordinator, Barbara.  Anne had spoken to Barbara at length when arranging this 

appointment, and she had been quite comforting to her.  Barbara is approximately Anne’s age, 

and also has children about the same age as Anne’s.  They had spent some time talking about the 

things they had in common during the original call.   They exchange pleasantries now, and I can 

see that Anne likes her.  
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Reber has a real aura of authority and confidence, and I see great deference and respect given to 

him by the other doctors, who, before he arrived, had assured us about his skill and reputation.  

The small room is now packed with people, and Reber has everyone’s complete attention. 

 

I think there are many doctors who underestimate the effect their initial demeanor has on the 

patient.  This is our first time meeting with Reber - we are all very scared, and what we want 

most of all is to be reassured about his prospective treatment for Anne, and to understand what 

we can expect, both short and long term.  No one could provide that level of information at this 

time, of course, but we still expect it.   At that moment, we very much feel that Anne’s fate is in 

his personal hands. 

 

Reber is 100% focused on Anne, not excluding the rest of us, but clearly concentrating on her. 

He speaks for a long time, explaining pancreatic cancer, and how it is treated.  He describes the 

years he had been performing operations to treat it, the various forms this particular cancer takes, 

and the specifics about the location of Anne’s tumor.   

 

I realize what he is really doing is building Anne’s confidence with his knowledge and 

experience, and to a lesser degree building all of ours as well.  I am astonished with how he 

delivers everything with such care, tenderness, and concern, in a quiet and gentle voice, always 

focusing totally on Anne.  It is also clear to me that he wants to make sure she understands 

exactly what he is saying, with no confusion, and no use of exotic medical terms.  The care he 



Sparks / CASEY’S CAUSE / 48 
 

shows is extraordinary.   I have never seen any doctor, over the years, show such obvious 

concern for how a patient is receiving the news he is delivering. 

 

Gently, he then begins describing what he explains is “a problem”.  He had explained before that 

Anne’s tumor is located at the head of the pancreas.  In this location, it is immediately adjacent 

to two primary arteries.  He says that the tumor is large enough to be pressed directly against the 

arteries, and no separation can be seen between the tumor and the arteries.  This, he says, means 

he cannot operate and remove the tumor successfully, since there is a chance that it has already 

involved the arteries, and, at its present size and location, there is no way to tell if this has 

happened.  For that reason, he concludes, in a even tone, “we unfortunately cannot do the 

operation at this time.”  

 

It feels like all the air has been sucked out of the room.  I feel my fingernails digging into the 

palms of my hands, and I am struggling to control my emotions, which I know I must do.  It just 

can’t be worse news, and, as I am looking directly as Anne as he says this to her, I see the color 

drain out of her face.  “Do you mean I’m not going to have the operation?” she quietly asks him 

again, in a small voice that we can hardly hear.   

 

“We can’t operate at this time”, he again says, “but it doesn’t mean you will never have the 

operation.  It just means you are going to have to explore some alternative treatments to try and 

get it better under control before we can consider an operation.”    
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The rest of us begin asking him all the obvious questions.  I don’t to this day remember who asks 

what, but I remember how we all are in agony about what we were hearing.  Are you sure?  

Please explain why to us again. What other treatments? What should we do?  Who should we go 

to?  What does this mean for the expected outcome?  We have question after question, with no 

detail too small, as we struggle to comprehend that what we had all assumed would just 

“happen”, was now not going to happen. 

 

Quietly and patiently, he answers every question, never taking his eyes away from Anne for 

more than a moment.  Her eyes were now starting to fill up with tears.  He confirms that he 

believes that there are no surgical alternative at this time, and that he is confident about his 

belief.  He suggests, as we expect, that we might want to get another opinion, but that he is firm 

and is not going to reconsider.  He says that this is often the situation, and in fact only a small 

percentage of people are able to have this operation the time he first sees them.     

 

He then begins the process of helping bring us back from the fearful edge we all feel we are 

looking over.  He explains that we do have some alternatives.  The method he believes may be 

viable involves treatment to shrink the tumor, to reduce it to a size where they can see a 

separation between the tumor and the arteries.  They will then be able to re-evaluate operating.  

He said that he has seen this done successfully, and that he has operated, successfully, on people 

who have chosen this course of action.  Grasping at this lifeline, we ask for more information. 
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“I have worked with an Oncologist here at UCLA, when we find patients, like you, with a tumor 

that is inoperable.  He uses an aggressive chemotherapy program to reduce the tumor in size.  I 

have no way of knowing if chemotherapy is the right approach for you, or if he can help you, or 

even if you are interested in seeing him.” 

 

“But, if you are interested, I have to give you a small warning – this doctor is brilliant, and some 

people love him, but there are also some who don’t.  Some can find his manner and personality 

rather difficult.  He is, however, one of the absolute best in his field, and I have great personal 

confidence in him and respect for his treatment.  Would you be interested in seeing him?”  

 

We all jumped at this, since at the moment it seemed the only lifeline available – panic had not 

yet set in, but I could feel it wasn’t far away.   His words “great personal confidence” meant a lot 

at that moment, and we all believed that Reber would not recommend anyone who was not at his 

same level of expertise.  Almost simultaneously, we all said “Yes, of course, please, where is 

he?”  He said “Give me a few minutes and I will be right back”. 

 

We are all still in a bit of shock, and having a hard time dealing with what we have just heard.  

The other doctors and student stay in the room, and we are all asking additional questions, and 

looking to each other for support.  I kiss Anne and tell her to keep her head up, but my words 

seem so inadequate.  Her mother and brother comfort her, but you can see a look in her eyes that 

we haven’t seen before – a real fear about what might happen next.  She has been so sure that 
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this operation was going to happen, and now that it seems that hope is gone, the question 

becomes “What happens next?” 

 

In less than 10 minutes Reber comes back into the room, and says, “Dr. Isacoff has agreed to see 

you, Anne.”.   “Where is he, and when can we see him?, we ask.  “He is in the next building, and 

you can see him at two o’clock today”, he responds.  For all of us, it is such a relief that at least 

we hve some course of action, that we are effusive in our thanks.  Again, he cannot be kinder or 

more empathetic, explaining that “this is part of my job.  I am sorry the news I gave you today 

was not what you wanted or expected to hear.  Remember that there are many roads to treatment, 

and I hope when I see you next time we’ll have better news.” He shakes all our hands, and 

leaves, with his personality and his concern leaving a wide wake behind him.   

 

Words almost can’t explain how I feel about him at this moment.  He has just delivered the worst 

news that one could ever hear, but it was done with care, concern, and compassion for Anne.  He 

made us understand why he made his decision, and what our alternatives were now.  He pointed 

us at a path to follow, and left us with hope, when it might have been only despair.  And he 

opened the door for us to someone he felt might be the right person to help Anne follow that 

path.  

 

I spoke with Reber’s assistant, Barbara, years later about this meeting, and she said that it had 

been one of the most difficult she had ever had personally.  In her words “I saw in Anne a great 

deal of myself.  We were both professional women of a similar age.  We both had children in 
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high school depending solely on us for support.  We both seemed healthy and active.  The only 

difference was that Anne had inoperable pancreatic cancer. I felt, in so many ways, that we in 

medicine, particularly in our type, are so often at the mercy of luck and circumstances.  I 

despaired that there was nothing we could do for Anne, other than refer her to someone else.  I 

knew what was ahead of her, and how difficult the odds were.  I thought blackly:  There, but for 

the grace of God, go I.”   

 

We leave Building 200 to wait in the cafeteria for our next meeting in Building 100.      

    

 Dr. Isacoff 

 

Dr. Isacoff’s office is on the third floor of Building 100 at UCLA Medical Center.   After lunch, 

Anne, Betty, Cuffer and I walk into a small waiting area, containing no more than five or six 

chairs, at 2PM.   

 

We are greeted by a small dog lying on the reception area carpet, front legs askew, and looking 

up at us with curiosity.  Sony, who we learn is Dr’ Isacoff’s dog, is a friendly and welcoming 

presence.  Since we are all dog lovers, we all know instinctively that we will probably like any 

doctor who brings his dog to work with him.    We also see a large blow-up picture on the wall, 

taken at what appears to be a fund raiser, of Katie Couric with Dr. Isacoff, both in formal attire.    

“Dogs and stars.”, Anne says with a wry smile, “Things are looking up.” 
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Anne registers, and gives her folder of Cat Scans and other material to the receptionist, who 

takes them into a small back office.    We survey the office, which appears to consist of a number 

of small examination rooms, no more than six or seven in total.  There is one other woman in the 

lobby, reading a magazine.  I wonder if she is another cancer patient. 

 

After about 15 minutes, Dr. Isacoff (we know from the picture) comes out from his office and 

introduces himself.  He is handsome, partially graying and fit, of medium height and appears to 

be in his early fifties, dressed casually.  He has a sort of “half smile”, not really a smile, but not 

without welcome.   He asks first to see Anne alone in his office. 

 

Anne describes this short meeting to us later as rather bizarre.  He asks her to tell him about what 

she did for a living, and Anne explains “computer software”.  He then begins to describe the 

inventory control system he uses in his office, and how he also uses certain computerized 

procedures to manage his chemo inventory, and how most doctors were not able to really 

understand how to do this properly.  He explains the complexity of inventory control for an 

Oncologist, and how important it is to control and mange costs.  She responds politely about the 

software programs she works on, which included inventory control, and they continue this 

discussion for a short time.   

 

Anne then tells him about her two children, and how they have suffered over the past few years 

because of their father, and their divorce, and how she needs to be around at least until they can 
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both graduate from high school.  He said he understands, but not much more.  He then asks her 

what she does for fun, and Anne describes her women’s tennis league, and how important it is to 

her.    Not once during this conversation does he mention cancer, or cancer treatment.   

 

After a few more minutes, he opens the door to his office, and invites the rest of us to come in.  

He politely, but rather quickly, asks each of us who we are and our relationship to Anne.  He 

seems casually interested, but does not spend a lot of time with any of these introductions.  When 

Cuffer says he is a doctor with a practice in Newport Beach, he responds politely but 

indifferently. 

 

His small office has a number of drawings and paintings on the wall, one obviously by Picasso, 

which appears to be an original.  His bookshelves contain a variety of books, including ones by 

Einstein and other “great thinkers”, with an emphasis, it seems to me, on physicists. His desk is 

full of papers and stacks of folders, arranged rather haphazardly.  It is  quite a different setting 

than the one we just had with Dr. Reber. 

 

There are a number of things that you immediately notice about Isacoff.  He projects 

intelligence, and speaks with great assurance about almost any topic we discussed in which he 

has an interest.  He is quite opinionated, and does not seem to have a great deal of concern if you 

agree or disagree with his opinions.  My initial feeling is that he is aggressive, interesting, and 

self-assured, almost to the point of arrogance.  We are all listening to him intently. 
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He says that he has discussed Anne’s case with Dr. Reber, that he has reviewed the charts we 

have given him, and that he wants to explain his approach to pancreatic cancer treatment.  He 

gives us first a short history of his background, and explaind that he hsd been treating pancreatic 

cancer for several years, and that he had experienced some success.  He also explains that he has 

worked with Dr. Reber on several cases that are similar to Anne’s, where he uses specific 

mixtures and forms of chemotherapy that have resulted in shrinking pancreatic tumors, so that 

Reber can perform a Whipple procedure for tumor resection.  He explains resection to us, which 

means removing the portion of the pancreas with the tumor.   

 

He then begins to describe “his approach” to treating pancreatic cancer.   

 

“Pancreatic cancer is not going to kill you”, he starts, “but the cancer that is already growing 

somewhere else in your system will.  We can eliminate the pancreatic tumor using 

chemotherapy, or radiation, or surgery.  Unfortunately, by the time we initially diagnose the 

pancreatic tumor, it is already likely that there are malignant cells that have spread somewhere 

else in your system.    We see numerous examples where the pancreatic cancer gets treated 

successfully, but the patient still dies within a year or two from another cancer somewhere else.”       

 

One can only imagine how we are receiving this information.  Isacoff is sparing no punches, and 

delivering this information is a steady and relentless “stream of consciousness” monotone.   I like 

this approach, since it is a style that suits my personality, but even for me visions of tumor cells 
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running through Anne’s internal system are forming in my imagination.  I see a similar distress 

in her face and in Betty’s.   

 

Isacoff continues, “The way I treat your cancer is to try and eliminate it totally from your system.  

I use a mixture of types and doses of chemotherapy, specific to your cancer and your needs.  If 

you can tolerate it, we can not only reduce or eliminate the primary tumor on your pancreas, we 

can also eliminate the other tumors that may be forming now elsewhere in your body.  This 

“whole system” approach is the one I believe can work, and the only one, in my opinion, that 

offers you a potential for long term remission.”  

 

“What about radiation treatment in addition to chemotherapy?”, we ask.  Isacoff’s response is 

quite specific, “If we use radiation, it will make the surrounding tissue too fragile to tolerate the 

intensive chemotherapy we require to treat the entire system.  We need the chemotherapy to be 

successful, and radiation means we can’t use the required levels of chemotherapy.” 

 

Isacoff then describes the specific process.  “The chemotherapy is a combination of pills, taken 

daily, and intravenous treatment, done every two weeks over a two day period.  The intravenous 

is done in this office.  It will typically take you three to four hours each day you are here, 

sometimes longer.   I will manage your treatment personally, with my nurse administering the 

chemo.  We will take blood every two weeks to determine how the treatment is working, and I 

will personally make all the decisions about mixtures and dosages, after talking with you, and 
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depending on the results we get.  If one combination is not working, we will try another.  If you 

are having trouble tolerating one dosage or mixture, we will try another.”  

 

We ask “What will the affects of the chemotherapy be, and how intense?  Will Anne be able to 

tolerate them?”  Isacoff responds, “There is no way for me to answer that.  Everyone is different.  

A lot depends on age, and health, and how active you are, all of which are good for Anne.  

Frankly, a lot depends on how she approaches and reacts to the specific doses and mixtures.  

There is no standard response, and no one person is the same as another.  Some tolerate it with 

less trauma, some with more.  But we will work very hard to help her tolerate what she needs.”   

 

Cuffer asks a specific question: “If this methodology is so successful, and the only way to treat 

this cancer, why aren’t there more doctors using the same approach?”  Isacoff answers 

immediately, in what we will come to know is a typical “Isacoffian” response, “Because most 

doctors are stupid.  They won’t do anything that hasn’t been proven a thousand times over, and 

for which they have little risk of being criticized.  I could care less about criticism or approval.  I 

am here for one reason:  to beat the cancer, and I believe this treatment can do it.”  I smile, since 

Cuffer is a doctor.  Isacoff continues pushing the point, looking at him directly, “You’re a doctor.  

How many other doctors do you know that aren’t stupid and afraid of doing anything out of the 

ordinary?”  Cuffer smiles and says “I see what you mean.”, not really answering the question, 

but not arguing with him either. 
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Isacoff then describes the results he has documented with his treatment, and the response that he 

typically gets from the traditional medical community when he publishes results – skepticism, 

lack of acceptance, a reluctance to accept, and the inability to understand a new treatment that 

doesn’t conform to the old methodologies with which they are more familiar.  

 

Anne asks a series of final questions, “Will I lose my hair?  Will I still be able to play tennis?  

Will I still be able to live my normal life? ” Again Isacoff responds, “Only time will tell.  I want 

you to continue playing tennis, and I have a patient now who I have been treating for two years 

who plays every week.  I’ll let you talk with her.  You may lose your hair, you may not.  My 

objective, however, is for you to live as normal a life as possible, both during the treatment and 

later. That is the reason I am here – to help you lead and enjoy as normal a life as you can while 

we treat your cancer.” 

 

His “two years” reference sets off alarms in all our heads.  “How long will I have to do this until 

I can get the operations?” Anne asks.  “Until we don’t need to do it anymore, and you are ready 

for it” Isacoff answers. 

 

We all stop talking and look at Anne, feeling another one of those moments in time, where so 

much rests on the next few moments.  Anne looks at all of us, asking each what we think.  We all 

say the same thing, “Yes, it sounds like this is the right thing to do, but Annie, it is really up to 

you.”  She is quiet for the briefest of moments.   
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Looking at Isacoff, Anne says:  “Can I start right now?”   Taking her by the hand, he leads her 

outside, where they find and give her a first oral dosage.  He hands her a prescription, which she 

gives to me, with instructions to continue taking the oral medication tomorrow.  Her first 

intravenous treatment will be in two weeks, and we leave the office for the drive home to 

Newport.     

 

On the drive home, we are all very quiet.  It has been quite a day, and the emotions are drained 

out of all of us.  All of our lives have changed, but the changes for Anne’s life are dramatic, 

unexpected, and more complex than we could have ever imagined.  She now faces something 

that we had not even considered an option.  We don’t know what is going to happen with the 

chemotherapy, or how long it might be until she has the operation we expected now.  We don’t 

have any idea what the affects will be on her life, other than Isacoff’s assurance that he will try to 

make it as normal as possible.   We are at a loss to know what to say, other than “full speed 

ahead”. 

 

That evening, I take her prescription and insurance card down to the local pharmacy to be filled 

for the first chemo.  It was an interesting experience. The woman at the pharmacy counter looks 

at the prescription, then glances up and gives me a very peculiar look.  She asks “Do you know 

how much this is going to be?”  “Expensive, I’m sure”, I smile and respond.  “$800” she says, 

“for a twenty day supply.”  Doing some investigation later that night, I find this twenty day 

supply of chemo is what people normally take in thirty days.  It is a worrying sign about what 

this treatment is going to entail, and we know it is starting now. 
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My Years Before Anne 

 

I first met Anne in San Francisco, in the late 1970’s, when she was 27, and I 29.  I had just 

moved to San Francisco from Miami, after a brief marriage and divorce.  I had waited a long 

time to get married, until I was 28, but like most of my relationships during my 20’s, this one 

didn’t last long. 

 

I had started college at Indiana University, in Bloomington, Indiana. My stepfather refused to 

help me financially with school, telling me “it would just be a waste of money, since you won’t 

take it seriously”, but my aunt Mim had left me a small amount of money when she died, so I got 

started with that. I had chosen IU so I could be close to my home town girlfriend, who was still 

in high school.      

 

I began dating Pam when I was 16, and she 14.  During my last two years of high school, I 

escaped from my unhappy home life by spending most of my time with Pam and her parents, 

with whom I became much closer than my own stepfather and his wife.  Pam’s parents were kind 

and loving to me, and their house became my home.  Our relationship ended abruptly during my 

first college semester, when her parents arranged a date for her with someone else, for I know  

what they believed was her own good.  They just felt she needed to see other people, a fair 

perspective, but it felt like a real betrayal to me, and I had a pretty severe and emotional session 
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with them over it, with us all crying, particularly me.  I felt that I had become part of her family, 

and I just couldn’t believe they had now kicked me out.   

 

I decided I needed to go somewhere else, as far away from Indiana as I could get.  During the 

Christmas holiday, I went to the Indianapolis airport with a single bag.  I looked at the departure 

list to find a place to go, with no idea where that might be.  I found a flight to Miami, which left 

in three hours, so I purchased a one-way ticket and got on the plane.  A few hours later, I was 

checking into a cheap hotel in Miami Beach, with my total cash savings, about $500, in my 

pocket.  This was my first real “run away”, escaping from what I felt was nothing left for me in 

Indiana.  When I left Indiana, it was also the last time I saw or spoke to my stepfather for almost 

twenty years. 

 

I quickly found a part-time job at a local company, and enrolled at a junior college in Miami.  I 

supported myself, and paid for school, with my part time job, but my money was quickly running 

out.  I decided to begin playing pool again, which was my only real talent.  I had developed my 

nine-ball and snooker abilities during my last two years at high school, hanging out at the local 

pool room, where I spent a lot of time with the local sharks, sharpening my skills and playing for 

larger and larger amounts of money.  I had become pretty good, and now set about lightening the 

pocketbooks of the local Miami college boys, who were typically from New York and New 

Jersey, and had a lot of money, or at least a lot more than I had.  It wasn’t long before I was 

playing for several hundred dollars a game, and I made a pretty good living hustling, enough to 

continue my college.    
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My college life was not particularly happy or unhappy, and I spent most of it just trying to 

survive, and trying to get it over, so I could go somewhere else.  I was pretty insecure with 

women, still hurting from the loss of my relationship with Pam, and I wasn’t moving on easily.  I 

was always very skinny, and I felt not very attractive.  I had dates, but there was no one in 

particular about whom I became interested.  A few girls had some interest in me, but I typically 

found a reason to end any relationship after a short period of time.  On occasion, I went to the 

beach with friends, while school was out in the northeast, where I had a few short term 

relationships with young teachers on vacation from New York or New Jersey, which were easy, 

non-threatening, and best of all temporary. 

 

When I graduated, I began to again try and satisfy the wanderlust that started when I was a 

young boy.  I began moving from city to city, living for short periods of time in New York, 

Boston, out to San Francisco, and then back to New York.   I usually found a reason of some sort 

to move – sometimes a new girl that I was obsessing about at the moment, and then, when the 

relationship inevitably collapsed, moving somewhere else.   

 

I was not doing well with relationships.  I couldn’t shake my insecurity, and I couldn’t seem to 

ever get beyond initial infatuation and make it into the more mature phases of a relationship.  I 

loved everything about women – talking with them, spending time with them, and on a few rare 

occasions, making love with then - but I always feared that it would only be a short time until 

any woman with whom I was involved found out how worthless I really was.  I didn’t feel that 
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there was anything about me that anyone would really like, except for perhaps a short term good 

time. 

 

This personal insecurity had continued to grow since I left Indiana.  I was bright and well 

spoken, and, as I got older, I was becoming at least reasonably attractive.  I was successful in 

pretty much everything I did, and women liked being around me.  I really had no obvious 

reasons to be insecure.  Outside, I projected everything anyone wanted - great personal self-

confidence, sensitivity, and I was always the life of every party.   Inside, however, I was a  mess.  

My relationships were all wonderful, for a short time, but any attempt to make them something 

more always resulted in failure. 

 

 I started to have some pretty severe emotional issues, including panic attacks that would leave 

me terrified and trembling, particularly when I was alone in my apartment.    I saw a 

psychologist, who tried to explain my problems to me by saying “every woman who ever loved 

you ended up leaving you, either by dying, or in Pam’s case, with you being rejected by the only 

family with whom you ever felt close.  You now seem to be trying to avoid ever being left again 

by destroying any relationship you might have before they can leave you.”   

 

I got some Phenobarbital from him to help me when the anxiety attacks happened.  His logic 

made some sense to me, but I lived in terror for a while, waiting for these panic attacks to 

reappear.  I had to have the drugs in my pocket at all times, or I panicked, and it took me years to 

not have to carry them any more. 
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With each move I made, I also typically found a challenging job in what was then a growing and 

dynamic computer software industry.  I always did well at these jobs.  My personality, 

intelligence, and exterior confidence were all job advantages, and I quickly moved up in 

responsibility and earnings.  My first computer related job out of college was with Chase 

Manhattan Bank, on Wall Street, where I walked into the personnel office off the street and was 

hired on the spot.  I left Chase after less than a year to join a start up computer venture, where I 

again moved up quickly. Following this, once again moving, I went to live in Los Angeles for a 

short time, where I worked for Xerox.  A short year later, I was convinced by a friend to come 

back to New York, to be a partner in a new company. On the outside, I projected an aura of 

someone who could, and did, do almost anything successfully in business.  Inside, however, I 

still felt that I was a fraud.  

 

My pattern of relationships took a different turn on my last move to New York, when I was 28.  I 

got involved with a young woman who worked for one of my customers.  I knew her for only a 

few months, but we had an intense short term relationship, which ended up with our marriage.  

Reggie was a beautiful girl, the oldest child of Cuban immigrants, and I sold my interest in my 

business and we moved to Miami to be close to her parents.  I had great hope that I had finally 

solved my commitment problem. 

 

The marriage was over, however, in six months.  Reggie’s father had been a serial cheater before 

her parent’s divorce, and she had a deep-seated belief that all men cheated, which I had never 
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seen before with her.  Her mistrust of men, and specifically me, started affecting us immediately 

after we were married.  I would never have even considered cheating, but she often followed me 

surreptitiously when I went to the office, to try and catch me in some indiscretion.  I always 

blamed the failure of our marriage on Reggie’s trust problems, which were severe, but, in 

retrospect, I was certainly as much to blame, or more.  I seemed incapable of letting her close to 

me emotionally, and this became the death of our relationship, making every problem we had so 

much worse.  The real issue was, as usual, my deeply embedded inability to let anyone in. 

 

Reggie wanted to try and save our marriage, promising to change the things for which she was 

responsible, but inside I doubted I had what it took to make it work, so we filed for divorce.   

When I was offered a new job, in San Francisco, I jumped at the opportunity to again escape – 

this time from Miami and my failed marriage - and to try and once more begin anew.   

 



Sparks / CASEY’S CAUSE / 66 
 

San Francisco 

 

San Francisco during the late 70’s was a great place to live.  It was close to Silicon Valley, the 

center of the computer industry, and I had been offered a job with an exciting and growing 

software company, to run their branch office in Burlingame, next to the San Francisco airport.  I 

was 29, determined to continue to increase my business success in this new job, and I was made 

an offer I could not easily refuse.  The compensation was very good, but they also offered me a 

company American Express card, saying “use it as you please, we won’t ask any questions.  Just 

get our branch back in shape.”  They also told me that if I made my first year revenue and 

expense goals, they would provide me a company-paid Mercedes 450SL.   

 

Our company was an application software company, and there were numerous similar companies 

in the local area.  We all worked with one computer hardware company, Basic Four, also with an 

office in Burlingame, supplying business software to run on their computers for companies in the 

Bay Area.  There was a hotbed of computer activity, filled with young and exciting 

entrepreneurs, usually in their twenties and thirties.  They were typically exciting, smart, 

interesting, and attractive.  I jumped into the mix with both feet, and found an apartment in San 

Francisco, in the Panhandle, next to Golden Gate Park.  The commute was about a half hour to 

Burlingame, against traffic. 

 

I began to have extraordinary success with my job.  We specialized in golf, country, and social 

clubs, to which my personality was well suited, and we ended up installing our software at the 
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majority of the clubs in the bay area.  I hired several people for our office, and business was 

booming.  I was becoming known in the local area as a software sales and marketing expert, and 

I was young and energetic.  My personal use of my company American Express card also didn’t 

hurt, and I began taking groups of people out every night after work to the local bars, of which 

there were many.   

 

I made an interesting discovery.  I had never been much of a drinker, even in college, but the 

nighttime get-togethers were slowly becoming rather heavy drinking affairs.  The more business 

success I had, the more I drank.  The more I drank, the fewer problems I seemed to have with my 

personal insecurities.  As a single straight man, particularly in the Bay Area, I seemed to now be 

very much in demand, to my astonishment. I began actively dating several women. Well, dating 

isn’t really an accurate description, since what I really began was a continual series of short term 

sexual relationships, often in the parking lots outside the bars in Burlingame, and typically with 

the women around me in the computer business.    For a few months, I went wild. 

 

At one of our nighttime get-togethers, I met this young woman who worked for another local 

software company as a programmer.  Anne was 27, quite attractive, intelligent, interesting, and 

most of all, a lot of fun.  She had a wide group of friends, many of whom were also my friends.  

She quickly became part of our regular group of partiers.   

 

Anne used to laugh and joke with me about my continual affairs with many of her friends and 

acquaintances, but she was careful to steer clear of this particular side of me.  We started to 
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become pretty good friends, and, as we got to know each other better, I found myself really 

enjoying the time I was spending with her.  We both purposely avoided any romantic 

complications, and the more time we spent with each other, the better friends we became. 

 

We often laughed about the contrasts in our backgrounds. Anne talked to me frequently about 

her years at Santa Clara, a Jesuit university close to San Jose, where she had attended college, 

and where she said she had met many of the best friends in her life.   I talked to her about how I 

had basically hated my college life in Miami, and just tried to survive financially, playing pool. 

She also talked to me about growing up in Southern California, in a small community in 

Newport Beach called Bayshores, and her close family life with her mother, father, two sisters, 

and brother.  The wonderful family life that she described to me was one I couldn’t begin to 

imagine.        

 

One night she asked me if I wanted to go with her into San Francisco to meet two of her college 

friends for dinner.    I said sure, and we went that night to Tadich, a local restaurant that had a 

long history in San Francisco.  When was walked into the restaurant, we found her friends Ken 

and Susie at the long oak bar.  They were recently married, and now lived in San Francisco. 

Susie had been a good friend of Anne’s at Santa Clara, and Ken a more casual acquaintance, but 

she now saw them frequently since they had married.   I was very curious and interested to find 

something about these Santa Clara people that I had heard so much about. 
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Ken was Italian, and one of the most naturally funny people I have ever known, able to 

disintegrate everyone into helpless laughter with his natural and spontaneous humor.  He was 

thin, and was always, even to this day, dressed in a Polo shirt and kakis or jeans.  He had a 

vaguely serpentine face that pivoted wildly back and forth on his neck, with his chin pushed out, 

as he directed jokes at anyone who would listen, and often those who weren’t listening.  Ken was 

always “over the top”.  Susie was his diametric opposite – attractive and self controlled, 

consistent with her German background, but always ready with a quick laugh for whatever Ken 

was saying.  She had blond hair and a slow easy smile, but was always somewhat quiet and 

reserved, never supplying much of the evening’s humor herself.  She was, though, intelligent and 

a pleasure to be around, and a somewhat calming influence on Ken.  No one could understand 

how they came to be together, since they were so very different, but everyone liked being around 

them. 

 

I got along with them instantaneously, and they both told me they were happy to meet one of 

Casey’s non-college friends, since, as Ken said, “they weren’t sure she had any.”  “Who is 

Casey?”, I asked.  Ken explained that Anne had always been called Casey by her friends at Santa 

Clara. Anne told me her middle name was Case, and she started using Casey her first day at 

college.  “Casey it is”, I said, and from that time forward, for the rest of the time I have known 

her, I always call her Casey when I am talking with any of her friends from Santa Clara, and 

Anne the rest of the time.   I like the switching back and forth, and found it then amusing and 

interesting.       
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I had a great first night with Ken and Susie, and, since we all lived in San Francisco, we started 

spending more time together over the next few weeks.  Casey and I were still just friends, but 

there was starting to be something more to our relationship.  I was anxious that it not develop 

into one of my typical failures, so I worked hard to just be a good friend to her, which wasn’t 

much work.  Drinking and eating, out somewhere in the city, was what we did most of the time, 

usually with Ken and Susie.   

 

Ken knew everywhere worth spending time in San Francisco – particularly the best restaurants 

and the best bars - and Casey and I started spending a lot of time with them.  Ken owned a Deli 

across the bay, but he and Susie were always ready to go out, and Ken would call me with a 

“How about La Barfa tonight?”, meaning the restaurant La Barca, or maybe Perry’s, a local 

hangout where we could enjoy his favorite beer, Anchor Steam beer, on tap .   There was never a 

dull moment, ever, with Ken.  I loved the time I was spending with he and Susie, and Casey and 

my relationship gradually progressed.  Suddenly, we were, as she described with a big smile, 

boyfriend and girlfriend.   

 

As we spent more time together, I also started to meet more of her college friends.  It was quite a 

group of outgoing and interesting people, and Casey moved effortlessly and happily among them 

all.  They all seemed to love being around her, and in turn, that made me like her even more.  

She could always make everyone laugh, and I grew to eagerly anticipate each encounter with 

every new person.  
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I also learned something about Casey during this period that has never changed.  She was very 

smart, and always had a very responsible job, but her number one priority, once work was over, 

was “Let’s have some fun!”  She almost always had a smile on her face, and was in general the 

most fun-loving person I have ever known.  She was an absolute joy to be around.   

 

Our days were pretty idyllic.  During the week, we would work, then afterward we would go to 

one of the local bars in Burlingame for a few drinks.  We would then adjourn into the city, often 

to have dinner with Ken and Susie.  On Saturday and Sunday mornings, we would all meet at 

one of the Italian coffee houses in San Francisco’s North End, where we would sit and read Herb 

Caen, a famous local writer who wrote a daily newspaper column under his byline.  Caen really 

knew the San Francisco we all loved, and we always wanted to be the first to read his column, to 

see if he might be talking about where we had gone the night before, or about someone we knew.      

 

We used to have marathon scrabble tournaments, where we spent days and weeks playing 

everywhere we went.   Our entire weekend was sometimes spent in a local dive, playing 

scrabble, drinking, and playing Packman, the latest new video game.  Our months blended into 

each other, and we also spent vacation time with them skiing, and traveling to Hawaii and 

Mexico. 

      

I got my new car, the Mercedes 450SL later that year from my company, after a very good 

business year, and Casey was the first one I went to, driving up to her apartment late that night.  

We drove around San Francisco all night long – me, the farm boy from Indiana, with his first 
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luxury sports car and his girlfriend from Newport Beach.  I thought life was pretty good, but 

inside I was trying to convince myself that I really deserved it all.   

 

Once, Casey and I went out with another college friend of hers.   We met Chris and her husband 

Pat for dinner.  I was forever confusing their unisex names, calling one or the other by the wrong 

name.  Chris had been Casey’s college roommate as a freshman.  They were both easy going, 

interesting, and enjoyable.  We didn’t spend a lot of time with them during this time, but little 

was I to know the role they would play in our lives almost 30 years later.  

 

Casey was very generous about sharing all her friends with me, and many became a new 

wonderful part of my life.  She reveled in these college friends, and I never saw her happier than 

when she was spending time with any of them.  In her words, college had been the best time of 

her life, and many of the close friends she made at Santa Clara became her lifelong friends.  It 

was a real testament, I thought, to her – everyone obviously loved being around her.   

 

I had never been so comfortable in a relationship, and being with her was teaching me a lot about 

good friends and having fun.   I was cautiously loosening up with her, and really enjoying our 

time together.  

 

Newport Beach 
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My company’s headquarters was in Newport Beach, right next to John Wayne airport, and I 

traveled there on occasion for business meetings.  Since Newport Beach was also where Anne 

grew up, one summer we found we were both going to be there at the same time, so Anne 

decided we should take this opportunity for me to meet her family.  

 

 

 

 

 



Sparks / CASEY’S CAUSE / 74 
 

The Summing Up 

 

Anne’s particular story had a happy ending.  Obviously, not all cancer stories end up this way, 

but I believe there were many powers at work here that combined to make her treatment, and her 

recovery, work. 

 

Much can be said about the many people who played various parts in this treatment.  It is easy to 

point to one person, and say “They made the difference” or “How wonderful they were to do 

that”.  The truth, however, is mech more complex.  Each person who played a part took from the 

experience as much as they gave, and each benefited in countless ways personally.  I also believe 

that people who died years or even decades ago played roles as well. 

 

Is one person more important, or another less so?  The important point was for each of us to 

contribute what we could, and what we are able to find the time to do, at the moment it was 

needed.  Like actors in a play, some play small roles, and some play greater ones that are more 

involved and complex.  The only similarity is that we all stepped up, and did what was needed to 

play our part, and to make sure that the whole was better because of the way we played our 

particular piece.   

 

 

Would Anne have survived without Cuffer and Tina insisting so quickly that she get tested, with 

just a pain in the side?  What if Dr. Reber hadn’t recommended Dr. Isacoff, and made the phone 
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call that got her in to see him the same day he told her he couldn’t operate.  Would another 

treatment, or another doctor, have worked for her?   

 

When Chris decided to dedicate whatever time was required throughout the treatments, what if 

she had a full time job, and just couldn’t do it?  What if her husband had objected, and couldn’t 

let her be gone so often, or for so long?  When I felt I needed to do Casey’s TPN, what if I hadn’t 

been diabetic, and already used to needles, and measuring, and injections?  What if I had been 

happily married, and couldn’t just drop things and go to California? 

 

Often seemingly smaller things became more important than big ones.  The many dinners that 

her friends prepared, and dropped off, silently, outside the front door, allowed other people to do 

other things, without worrying about eating, or Anne’s children going without dinner.  The fact 

that they did it without needing a discussion, or disturbing Anne, or doing anything other than 

what was needed, got us all through many difficult days. 

 

One can’t underestimate the importance of the support and love that Anne’s tennis friends gave 

her.  When she couldn’t quite keep up with them anymore because of her chemo, they were 

always there, for another game.  They wouldn’t consider letting her begin to feel sorry for 

herself, or drop out.  Keeping her in these weekly tennis games played a huge part in keeping her 

in her life game.    
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The quiet understanding that Madeline provided and the long talks that she had with her through 

her chemo were incredible.  And she did this as she herself was enduring unending rounds of 

chemo, helping Anne understand that she had a compatriot who really understood.  So many 

times, she made Anne think so much less about how she was feeling because of what she was 

going through.  

 

The condo that Schmuck provided the week before her operation gave her rest, comfort, and the 

company of friends, for a small period of time, as she faced the most daunting operation one can 

anticipate.   Nobody had to suggest to Schmuck that she do this, but she just called Chris, told 

her to tell Anne that “the keys are down at the house.  She can stay as long as she wants.”  Often 

people offer things, that the patient doesn’t really feel comfortable about,   Chris could call and 

suggest that this happen. 

 

Schmuck also told Chris about something she learned when her husband was sick.  her about the 

importance of understanding the “Inner Circle” of friends when dealing with someone with a life 

threatening disease.  What you do is different, do not feel obligated to respond at the end of 

emails.   

 

 

There were some disappointments, but they were few.  There were many more quiet heroes in 

this story than people who didn’t quite manage to show up.   
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If you have a friend with cancer, or suffering from any life threatening disease, you need to 

carefully consider the role you might play in their treatment.  Nothing is too small or too 

unimportant.  Don’t let anyone tell you that friendship is somehow less important than some 

other relationship.  I told Anne more than once that I loved her more than a husband ever could, 

since there were so fewer complications in our relationship.  We all loved Anne purely and 

solely without ulterior motive, or needing to get anything back.  I saw love from Teeny for Anne 

that I will never be able to adequately describe.   
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Timeline 

Feb 1, 2007 (Thurs) – Hospital – Call From Sally 

Feb  3, 2007 (Saturday) Fly to California 

Feb 8, 2007 (Thurs) Reber, Isacoff, with Anne, Betty, Roger, 1sr Pill Chemo in office, Pick up 

first $800 (20 days) chemo prescription (Roger) 

Feb 12, 13 (Monday/Tuesday)  (First IV Chemo at Isacoff) (Leslie) 

Feb 23 (Friday) Porta-Cat installed UCLA (Chris)  Beginning of realization of big time stuff, put 

her under, just like pre-surgery, surgery center (recovery 2-3 hours) 

Feb 26, 27  (Mon/Tues) (Chemo) (Chris Feb 25 to March 2)  (Portacat goes in Monday) 

(Chris decides to “be there” no matter what, talks to Mom, Pat 

Mar 12 (Mon) (Chemo) (Cathy Author) 

Mar 13 (Tues) (Chemo) (Margie) 

Mar 26 (Mon) Chemo (Beth) (Chris down in evening 3/26 to Sun 4/1 (Pat down for 2 days at 

end)  

Mar 27 (Tues) Chemo) (Chris) (Guy at chemo brings her down) 

April 

May  (Sun 5/6 to Sat 5/12 Chris Down) 

June  (Sun 6/10 to Sat 6/12 Chris down) 

July 1 – (Chris Surprise Down for Party) 

July 2  Mon Chemo (Roger)  (Isacoff gives 2nd day off) (Tumor shrunk 20%) 

Mon 7/16 to Sat 7/21 Chris Down) 
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July 30, 31 (Mon/Tues) Chemo (Roger) Tuesday discussion with Isacoff re cat scan after next 

chemo plus Endoscopic Ultrasound  “operation shortly” 

blah, blah, blah, blah, blah 

Sun 8/12 to Sat 8/18 Chris Down 

Cat scan and Ultrasound (Roger) (Aug 20?) 

Aug 23 - Transfusion 

Aug 24-31 Week at beach – all fun  

Sept 3 (Mon) Chemo – Roger – Results from Cat Scan and Ultrasound – Candice gives news 

about results and made comment about “not often”,    Roger leaves for UK next morning 

Sept 4 (Tuesday) Chemo - (Lisa Adam) – Isacoff talks to Farrell and Reber – confirms ready for 

operation, after Anne meets with Reber – operation probably in next 4-7 weeks depending on 

Reber’s schedule  

Sept 10 (Monday)  pre-op tests  

Sept 11 (Tuesday) Anne meets with Reber.  He tells her surgery next week (Mon 17th).  She cslls 

me in UK and gives the news.  I rescheduled and come back to cal from UK on Sunday  

Sept 16th (Sunday) (Roger back from UK late afternoon, Chris arrives).  Long talk about what 

can happen.  Sign papers for decisions.  Find out only one can go with her to surgery, which she 

wants me to do) 

Sun 9/16 to 9/27 Chris Down 

 

Sept 17  (Monday) Travel to UCLA.  Surgery.  Betty / Roger / Chris / Casey.  Apporox noon, 
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Anne and I go into pre-op, meet with resident,.  Meghan Brenner.  She goes into surgery at 1:30.  

3:30 operating room nurse calls me and says “We are taking it out”.  6:15 operation complete, 

Reber to waiting area..  Sally asks for details, 1 to 10.  Reber says 11.  Full Whipple.  Recovery 

for 2 hours.  We had dinner w/Sally, then went home.   

Sept 18 (Tuesday)  I went in early, Chris drove Betty up.  Casey walks down hallway.  Mom 

walks in.  Lots of pain that night.  Witch nurse.   

Sept 19 (Wednesday.  Wants me to stay overnight, which I do. 

Sepr 20 (Thursday).  Post op pathology.  No Cancer anywhere/ 

Sept 24 Go outside for first time.  Sit in sun. 

Sept 26 Reber and Isacoff visit together – give news about going home tomorrow 

Sept 27 Admin nurse tries to keep us in hospital – we leave and go home 

Sept 28 TPN starts, 12 hours a day.  Nurse does first one, I do it from then on.   

Oct 2 – First oral food, spoonful of applesause, beach for 1 hour 

Oct 3 – toast, glass oj 

Oct 9?  Off TPN 

Oct 10 final email notification 

Fri. 10/19 - Sat. 10/20   Casey came up here for our 35th Santa Clara reunion (only one month after 
surgery, she was the celebrity of the evening) 
Thurs. 11/15 - Tues 11/20    Casey was up here, we went to Rim Rock 
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Sat. 12/2 - Sun. 12/3 - I came down with my mom for Casey's thank-you brunch; you took us on a NB 
tour, we went to dinner at the seafood restaurant, then to brunch with Martha and Betty the next morning 
at the beach restaurant (I can't remember the name of either restaurant - senile much? 

 
Mary Lou Campi 
Jan 2008 Feeling Bd 
Feb 2008 Went to dr for first time, dismissed due to old age? 
Mon., 6/23 - diagnosed 
Sat. 6/28 - told her daughters 
Sun., 6/29 - told her sons 
Wed. 7/2 - Mom's first oncology app't 
and so on . . . 
Tues. 12/30 Mom died 
Mon. 12/29 - Pat's dad died 
Jan7th Buried  
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