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November 15, 2001; I have just returned home after taking off from work to spend the day in 
downtown Brooklyn at the Long Island College Hospital.  Karen, who’s just a year older than me and the 
eldest of my mother’s five children, and Minnie, my sewing buddy and sisterfriend from work, were 
flanked on each side as I sat in the ultra modern office of Dr. David Gal, a gynecological oncologist, one 
who specializes in the treatment of reproductive cancers. 

Prior to this, the only time that I graced the inside of a hospital was for two perfectly normal 
childbirths.  My mother would always brag about the time that she took me to the Naval Hospital in St. 
Albans to complain to the doctor that the only thing I ever ate was nuts and twigs and Campbell’s 
Chicken Noodle Soup. 

“Don’t worry mother,” the doctor assured her, “this is your healthiest child.” 

Now there is something perfectly wrong with my reproductive system.  The womb that was 
twice blessed to nurture human life has now become sick with cancer.  Thankfully, the disease is in its 
early stage and Dr. Gal thinks that a hysterectomy, along with removal of the ovaries, should do the 
trick.  He mentions a new surgical technique that will use a laparoscope to go inside, cut the uterus from 
its tethers and then bring everything out vaginally, as opposed to the traditional method of opening up 
the abdomen.  The recovery time with this new procedure is cut by two-thirds, to just two weeks, as 
opposed to six weeks with the traditional method.  Tests performed during surgery will determine if I 
will need further treatment, like radiation or chemotherapy.  All this is no surprise to me.  I had already 
done some research on the American Cancer Society’s website.  I am glad that the doctor was the first 
to mention this new surgical technique.  I’m glad that he is up on things.   

I tell all this to my two sons, 17-year-old Kintu and 14-year-old Magezi, when I come home that 
evening.  I tell them that the surgery will take place in two weeks, on Monday, December 3, and that 
hopefully I will be back on my feet before Kwanzaa rolls around.  I tell them that yes, while Mom will 
have to go in the hospital and be out of commission for a while, she will be just fine in the end.  They ask 
what a hysterectomy involves.  I also tell them that my ovaries will also have to go.  They do not flinch at 
these technical terms and neither do I. 

“Is that all?” Kintu asks.  I take it that he wonders if all this uproar surrounding the myriad of 
tests that I’ve taken has all boiled down to something this simple. 

That old Louie Jordan tune runs through my head as I form an answer, the one called Beware, 
where he is warning his buddy about the wily ways of women.  In between verses he asks his band 
members, “Shall I tell ‘im about--”  “Everything--tell ‘im everything!!” one of them hollers back.  And so I 
tell. 

“Instant menopause,” I announce. 

“What’s menopause?”  Kintu asks. 

“When a woman’s cycle stops?  The change?  Hot flashes?  Mood swings?  Memory lapse?” 

Kintu’s linebacker frame leans back and he says, “OOOhhhhhh.” 

“Yea.” 



“They called one that right--men will pause!” 

I sit at the kitchen table and laugh until the tears well up in my eyes.  The boys and I have long 
since started our dialogue about the differences between the sexes.  Notice that I didn’t say battle; I said 
dialogue.  Just bear in mind that in my family the process of dialogue is rather…contentious. 

Just as women have handed down stories about labor and childbirth, so too do we pass down 
stories about menopause.  It is part of our rites of passage.  Of course, each story is more dramatic than 
the next.  One of my colleagues recalled with a vehemence the nights that she woke up so drenched 
with sweat that she could literally wring out her bedding.  My male colleagues get into the picture, too.  
One tells me of two former girlfriends; one who would suddenly run to the freezer and stick her head 
inside, and one who would cuss him out flat over something trivial and not even realize what she had 
said.   

I keep these examples in mind as I surf the Internet for advice on how to deal with this coming 
storm.  At the WebMd website, I learn that women whose menopause is surgically induced usually have 
a rougher time of it.  Oy vey, I think to myself.  At the IVillage website, it says that the women who 
successfully go through menopause are those who accept this stage in their life; they don’t try to go into 
middle age (and subsequently old age!) kicking and screaming.  Well, that shouldn’t be too hard for me.  
After all, Minnie once described me as “cool runnings.”  And I had anticipated that “men will pause” 
since I turned 40 back in ‘98.  My Mom called to give me The Talk—Part II.  She went through her change 
at the relatively young age of 43, and felt it her duty to forewarn my sister and me--just in case we got 
that part of the family gene pool. 

But just as Minnie knows about my mellow side, so too does she know not to get on my bad 
side.  She knows about the picture that Kintu once drew of me with a pot top as a shield in one hand and 
a kitchen knife in the other; my lion’s mane of kinky hair is flying all around like flames and I’m running 
as the caption says something about kicking butt.  The drawing is very much akin to another warrior 
princess that Magezi watched religiously on Saturday night—Xena.  His face turned red with anger when 
my brother jokingly suggested that he would come and take his woman away from him.  So there’s not 
too much room for me to swing with it comes to these mood changes. 

As for the memory lapses, well, my boys have gotten used to my calling one name when I really 
want the other.  They’ll even answer to “Hey, you!”   

Magezi is strong, silent type.  Some nights our conversations go like this: 

“Gez—did you take your shower yet?” 

“Yea.” 

An hour later: “Gez—did you take your shower yet?” 

Sometimes he’ll snicker before he’ll answer yes.  But they don’t call me senile (at least not to my 
face). 

I figure that if there’s anything that would really, really get to me about this whole ordeal, it 
would be the hot flashes and the night sweats.  I recall an episode that I had at the Afrikan Poetry 
Theatre, where I am a member.  We were having one of our institutional meetings on a damp and chilly 
Sunday afternoon in spring.  I was standing under the ceiling fan that was going at full blast and John, 
the executive director, jokingly asked if I was going through the change, since I was standing under the 
fan while everyone else in the room, all men, complained about the cold. 



“No,” I cut back, “but then again that might not be such a bad thing, ‘cause y’all know that I get 
cold fast.” 

John knows that in all likelihood I had on a long john shirt under my clothes and that in the 
wintertime I turn into the Three-Scarf Woman, so he just shook his head and went on about his 
business. 

And so too do I go about the business of having the surgery.  I wake up in the recovery room; my 
abdominal area is taped up tighter than a drum.  The doctor smiles and pats my hand.  Everything has 
gone well, with one minor exception.  The doctors opted for the traditional surgical method because the 
cancer was found in two different places inside the womb.  That’s my Kwanzaa shot to pieces, I think.  
So much for just picking up and moving on.  Dr. Gal also tells me that I will have to undergo six weeks of 
radiation treatment, but that can wait until the New Year.   

“Enjoy your holiday,” he says. 

Yea, right.  That’s easy for you to say. 

Angela, the third of my mother’s children, calls me from her home in Hawaii.  My health 
challenge has been particularly upsetting to her and her husband Kevin.  She suffered a womanly 
tragedy herself back in March when she gave birth to a severely deformed daughter who lived for all of 
ten hours before she returned to her heavenly home.  And then the terrorist attacks took place where I 
and my sisterfriends had to run for our lives from our City jobs in Lower Manhattan.   

“I can’t wait for this year to be done and over with!” she said right after the towers fell.  “The 
New Year can’t get here fast enough!”  Little did we know that we would first have to get through the 
fall, and with it, my cancer. 

I tell her that while I am not crazy about doing the radiation, I have already resolved to do 
whatever it takes.  And to take heart that her sister will be alright. 

“Hey, I survived the World Trade Center,” I said.  “I will survive this.” 

Minnie and Annette, another sisterfriend from work, come to visit me in the hospital.  Minnie is 
assured that I will survive this ordeal once she sees that not one of the twists in my hair is out of place.  I 
feel relieved.  Annette, however, has a more urgent question. 

“When is this menopause supposed to happen?” 

“I think it’s supposed to be right away,” I reply.  Already the information from the website is 
starting to turn to fuzz. 

“Are you sure?  How do you feel?” 

“I feel okay,” I shrug.  And I do.  Once or twice I feel a burning sensation in the abdominal area, 
but it could be heartburn or the tape being wrapped too tight—it could be anything. 

“I think you should ask the doctor.” 

My mom brings the boys over to the hospital.  She extended her Thanksgiving visit from her 
home in Tacoma, Washington to stay with me through my treatment.  Later on she tells me on the 
phone that the boys feel much better now that they’ve seen me with their own two eyes.  But I can tell 
by their stricken faces that they are not used to seeing their mom laid out flat in a hospital bed with 
tubes running from her arm. 

I am sent home from the hospital that Friday afternoon, still wondering about this “instant 
menopause.”  I guess I must be in better shape than I thought.  All those nuts and twigs down through 



the years must have paid off.  Then I remember some of the information I read on the Internet; one of 
the natural alternatives touted was the use of ginseng to relieve the symptoms of menopause.  I was 
already using ginseng before my treatment.  Maybe it won’t be so bad after all.   

It’s not until I return to work full-time in February that I feel that distinct sensation of a coal 
furnace being stoked with one of those hand blowers.  It starts from the center of my gut and gradually 
chimneys up to my face. 

One morning I’m standing in Darlene’s office chitchatting when she stops cold and gasps; I feel 
the thin layer of sweat that must be glistening on my face. 

“There it is!” she points at me. 

Darlene knows exactly what “it” is.  She’s about to turn 50 and the change has been slowly 
creeping up on her. 

My boys never seem to be around when this temporary transformation takes place.  I’m 
beginning to feel like we’re all in the middle of a horror picture.  I am the monster; the boys have no 
idea what lurks inside their home and my friends and family are watching the movie in the theatre, 
popcorn in hand, screaming, “Run!”   

Two months later I have another follow-up visit with Dr. Gal.  He asks me if I’m having any 
symptoms like hot flashes. 

“Ooh yea,” I say, “ but at least I don’t have to stick my head in between the subway cars.” Not 
like the woman in a suit and trench coat that I saw the other day.  All of a sudden she left her things by 
the seat and opened up the subway car door. 

Lord, I know what she’s going through.   

The doctor happily announces that I am a good candidate for hormone replacement therapy.  I 
don’t put up any kind of argument.  The weather in April 2002 was already quite warm for the season 
with no end in sight.  I could not see myself living through a furnace on the inside of my body and on the 
outside as well.  That evening I do not stay around the office to chitchat.  I make sure that I’m home in 
time to drop off that slip of paper at the CVS pharmacy.   

The boys and I take advantage of the warm weather and go out to the neighborhood handball 
court to play a few games.  Usually it’s a two-on-one, with Kintu playing against the old lady and the 
young boy.  But then Kintu and I play each other, and, wonder of wonders, I win the game.  I call one of 
my colleagues who has tried to beat his son at basketball to tell him that yes, we old folks can emerge 
triumphant.  He’s just glad that I have emerged to see another day. 

The summer finds me taking advantage of the Downtown River to River Festival.  I come home 
one night from Castle Clinton in Battery Park and tell the boys how a Venezuelan band called Los Amigos 
Invisibles had all of us jumping up and down like Snoopy standing on top of Shroeder’s piano.  So far as 
Kintu and Gez are concerned, their mom is back in the saddle.   

Dr. Gal is very pleased with my progress.  Everything looks good; no sign of cancer anywhere.  I 
try to live one day at a time, but I can’t help but look toward the future.  That September I plan to return 
to college for the first time in twenty-five years.  I’m excited about the prospect of earning my 
Bachelor’s Degree and it means even more to me now that I am a cancer survivor. 

The monster finally comes out the closet the following winter.  A routine visit to my regular 
physician, Dr. English, brings the question of all the weight I’ve been gaining.  He asks me if I’ve changed 
my eating habits (from nuts and twigs, of course). 



“Still mostly vegetarian,” I reply.  “I don’t eat chicken and turkey too much anymore.  It doesn’t 
go down well.” 

“What about exercise?” he asks. 

“Walking—that’s just about it,” I shrug.  Hey, I don’t own a car.  I have to walk. 

“Any medications?” 

“Just the Premarin.” 

“Get off it,” he summarily says as he pulls out his Physician’s Desk Reference.  He thumbs 
through and then pauses on a page.  “Yea…causes weight changes,” he affirms.  “That means weight 
gain.  Leave that stuff alone.  Then the weight will come off.” 

Head for the hills, folks. 

A couple of Saturdays later I am at the kitchen table, savoring the last of a luncheon salad.  A 
large mustache of sweat has suddenly appeared on my face.  Kintu lumbers in at the precise moment of 
transformation.  He stops dead in his tracks and his eyes go wide.   

“Are you alright?”  

“Yea, I’m fine.” 

“Are you sure you’re alright?” 

“Son, I’m fine!  It’s just a hot flash!” 

He goes into the fridge for a drink of soda and backs out of the kitchen, all the while staring at 
me.  Yes, men will pause. 
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