
By David B. Kanarek

A 13~year~old boy describes how he's coped with leukemia, chemotherapy,
and all the life changes they brought.

Mylife changed forever in November 1995, a
few weeks after my 11 th birthday. On
Thanksgiving Day, my legs gave out on me. I
didn't think much about it at first, but over the
next week I went from walking to limping to

shuffling, and finally to crawling in pain. It all happened so
fast.

My parents took me to the doctor's office. I wanted to go,
but I was scared. They took some blood from me. I usually
hate being stuck with needles, but this time I didn't even think
about it. I had a fever. They thought I had Lyme disease or
mono, but all the tests came back normal.

Then I had my hips X-rayed to see if I had a kind of hip
problem some kids get, called slipped femoral capitas epiph-
ysis. The X-ray was normal, too. The next day, I went to the
emergency department. The nurses and doctors were very
nice to me, but they wouldn't leave me alone. I went for
two special X-rays-a bone scan and an MRI. For the MRI, I
had to lie on a hard, flat surface that went into a long tube. I
was scared, so they let my mom stay in the room with me. She
held onto my feet while I was in the tube. The machine made
very loud noises that sounded like drums.

Several days later, I was scheduled to go for an abdominal
CT scan. Before the scan, I had to drink several glasses of an
awful drink that would make the pictures clearer, Getting up
onto the CT-scan table was difficult. Because of the pain in my
hips, it took me half an hour to stand up, and then my mom
and the technician had to lift me onto the table. The CT scan
showed something that wasn't right. My doctor told my mom
to immediately take me to a special blood doctor, who would
do a bone marrow biopsy and a spinal tap.

After the tests were performed, my mom and the doctor
told me they knew what the problem was. I had acute lym-
phocytic leukemia (see Facing the Challenge of Childhood
Leukemia on page 42). I didn't know what leukemia was,
but I was relieved to hear it because now at least they could
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give me some medication to clear it up. The doctor
explained that leukemia was a type of cancer. My dog Becky
had cancer then too, and she was really sick. I got really con-
fused at that point.

I was admitted to a children's hospital, where more tests
were performed and I was started on chemotherapy. The doc-
tor told us they needed to put a catheter in a vein near my
heart to give me some of the medicine. That's when I realized
that leukemia was more serious than I'd thought. I'd have to
be in the hospital for at least a week, and now I needed to
have my first operation!

A couple months after I was diagnosed, I was in remission
and back in school. I was nervous about how the kids would
react to my losing my hair and being so weak. My mom and I
spoke to the principal, and we decided that my mom and I
should talk to my classmates about how I was feeling.

We talked for over an hour and everyone wanted more and
more information about the leukemia and how it was affect-
ing me. Everyone was really nice to me after that. I started
wearing a baseball cap to school, which was a pretty big deal
because kids weren't allowed to wear hats inside the school
building.

At the beginning of treatment, I had lots of bad days. I was
sick from the medicine, the steroids made my body feel as if it
weren't mine, and I cried a lot. After I finished taking the
steroids this past January, it started getting better. I still got
tired easily and wasn't strong enough to run and jump, and
there were times I needed to be with my parents more-but I
had more good days than bad.

I've now been in remission for 30 months, and I complet-
ed chemotherapy six months ago. My hair has all grown
back and I have more energy now, though my energy level
still isn't what it was before I got sick. I spend more time
with my family now. Dad doesn't travel as much as he used
to and, though Mom graduated from school, she still only
works part-time. Even my little sister, Sarah, doesn't bother
me as much-but I know that will change.

When things get too difficult, I just take life one day at a
time. It's the only way I've been able to get through all this. 0


