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For Marianne,
my favourite reason to be alive
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Chapter 1

The coin flip
What a cancer diagnosis taught me about life
exploding into a bazillion pieces

I flipped a coin into the air and said, “heads I live, tails I die.”
A tad dramatic, I admit. But I had just returned from the hospital where my doctor had told me
I had a 50/50 shot of surviving leukemia. I figured I’d see what luck had to say about it.
A few short weeks earlier, dandruff had been my biggest health concern. I was 27 years old,
and cancer had never entered my mind. Still, the symptoms were there.
In 2007, I was working in Toronto as a project coordinator for an international charity. I was
by no means a health nut, but I took care of myself. I biked to and from work. I ate a
vegetarian diet, didn’t smoke and did my best to avoid fast food joints. I loved to hike and
competed in eight-hour races that involved hiking, canoeing and mountain biking through the
wildernesses of Ontario.
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My performance at one of those races that summer should have been my first clue that
something wasn’t quite right. The event took place near Ottawa, and I had teamed up with two
of my brothers, Dan and Damien. But throughout the day, I kept falling behind, completely
winded.
Embarrassed, I climbed a small hill to find my teammates once again waiting for me to catch
up. I’m really out of shape! I thought. After an abysmal showing at the race, I returned to
civilization. The weather turned cold and I put my bike away for the season, promising to
make more of an effort to get in shape over the winter.
However, what I didn’t know in that moment was that me dragging my butt had less to do
with my workout regimen and more to do with the fact that my oxygen-carrying red blood
cells were dangerously low.
Thoughts of my poor athletic showing quickly faded as I returned to the grind of deadlines
and overflowing inboxes. But it didn’t take long for another sign of the microscopic mayhem
raging inside me to show up — this time in the form of an annoying blurriness in my left eye.
Too much time in front of the computer screen, I rationalized, shrugging it off.
By Christmas, however, the blurriness hadn’t improved, and I finally got around to booking an
appointment with my optometrist. Nothing a few eyedrops or a new prescription couldn’t fix, I
figured.
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At her office, Dr. Tang shone a light into my eyes to see if she could suss out the source of the
problem. It didn’t take her long. “The insides of your eyeballs are haemorrhaging,” she
explained.
Well, that can’t be good.
Concerned it might be diabetes, Dr. Tang suggested I go see my family doctor to have some
blood work done. Annoyingness gave way to genuine concern.
A few days after having blood drawn, the phone in my cubicle at work rang. “I need to see
you,” Dr. Merker said when I picked up. “We need to talk about these results.” My mouth
went dry. He briefly explained that my white blood cell counts were through the roof and my
reds ridiculously low. Suddenly, all those urgent deadlines and emails didn’t seem so
important.
Moving from concerned to scared out of my mind, I mumbled something to my boss about
needing to duck out for a bit, hopped on a bus and made my way to my family doctor’s office.
Please don’t be cancer, please don’t be cancer, please don’t be cancer. I spent the entire ride
repeating this prayer in my head.
Dr. Merker met me in his office and handed me a printout of my blood results. It might as well
have been written in Klingon. Thankfully, he walked me through it.
He explained that the number of white blood cells in a healthy adult male should be
somewhere between 4,000 and 10,000 per microlitre. Mine? 484,000.
Crap.

3

Although we’d need a bone marrow biopsy to confirm a diagnosis, there was little doubt in
Dr. Merker’s mind:

I had leukemia.
“You’ve got a journey ahead of you,” he told me.
I didn’t return to the office after my visit with Dr. Merker. Nor did I call or visit anyone.
Instead, I caught a bus home. Along the way, I stared out the window, marvelling at how the
world could keep spinning when mine had just come to a screeching halt.
I cried, utterly shattered.
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Not long after, I found myself sitting in the cancer ward at Brampton Civic Hospital, waiting
my turn to have a bone marrow biopsy to confirm Dr. Merker’s suspicions.
I didn’t want to be there. Though calm, cool and collected on the outside, I was a wreck on the
inside. Besides my boss, I still hadn’t told anybody about the likely cancer. No friends. No
family. The pin was pulled, but I wanted all the information I could get before hurling this
grenade at my loved ones.

A nurse called my name. I got up and followed her to one of the patient rooms. I was terrified
of what lay ahead but also relieved to have the wheels finally in motion. The suspense was
killing me nearly as much as the cancer.
Let me be clear: bone marrow biopsies suck. The doctor uses an auger-like hand tool to dig
into your pelvic bone and snap off tiny chunk of bone and marrow. Not pleasant. A while later,
an oncologist came bustling into the room, my chart in hand.
“Relax with a capital R,” he told me. Relax. Riiiiiiiiiiight.
He went on to explain. Although there was no question I had leukemia, there was some good
news: the form of the disease I had was extremely treatable. Chronic myelogenous leukemia,
they called it — CML for short.
Unlike other types of leukemia, he continued, CML could typically be treated with a drug
called Gleevec. Taken orally once or twice daily, the wonder pill wouldn’t cure the cancer. But
it could keep it in check, preventing the mutated chromosomes from mass-producing
cancerous white blood cells.
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It remained to be seen if the medication would work on me, but for the first time in a while, I
let myself breathe.
The next few weeks went by in a blur. A seven-day hospital stay in Brampton so they could
monitor me as the meds lowered my white blood cells. Emotional emails, phone calls and
visits with friends and family. Getting my records and care transferred to Princess Margaret
Hospital in Toronto. Returning to work.
Slowly but surely, I started to adapt to my new normal, cautiously optimistic that the Gleevec
glue would keep the bloody dam from bursting. Unfortunately, the universe wasn’t done being
a dick to me.

“Rare as hell,” Dr. Lipton said as he reviewed the results of my latest bone marrow biopsy. In
the short time since being told to relax, my leukemia had gotten real aggressive, real quick —
entering unexpectedly into what my oncologist at Princess Margaret Hospital called the “blast
crisis” phase.
By this point, most of the medical mumbo-jumbo I’d been bombarded with had flown right
over my head. But I figured anything with a name like “blast crisis” couldn’t be a good thing.
By the look on his face, Dr. Lipton was as stunned as I was at the latest development. He told
me that in twenty years, he’d only ever seen something like this happen once before.
Mama always told me I was special.
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The Gleevec was no longer considered a viable long-term treatment option for me. Instead, I
would need to blitzkrieg my body with months of powerful chemotherapy and radiation in an
effort to pound the disease into remission. But even that wouldn’t keep the monster at bay. No,
I’d need to rid myself of my defective bone marrow entirely and replace it through a risky
stem cell transplant — assuming, of course, they could even find me a donor.
I worked up enough saliva in my mouth to croak out a question. “What are my odds?”
Dr. Lipton didn’t sugar-coat it. “Forty to fifty per cent.” Hoo boy.
I returned home from my appointment shell-shocked. Forty to fifty per cent. A coin toss,
really. With that in mind, I grabbed a quarter from the desk in my basement office.
“Heads I live, tails I die …” I caught the quarter and pressed it under my sweaty palm onto the
back of my other hand. I held my breath and took a peek.
Heads. Phew.
Although thrilled to have Lady Luck on my side, the relief I felt was short-lived. That’s
because I knew it would take a lot more than a fortunate coin flip to get through this obstacle.
Indeed, standing before this enormous challenge, I felt puny, outmatched and ill-equipped.
However, what I failed to recognize at the time was that, in many ways, I had actually been
preparing for this journey my whole life. And if I really thought about it, I had more tools in
my toolbox than I gave myself credit for.
For starters, this wasn’t the first sticky
situation I found myself in. But to tell that
story, we need to go way back.
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Chapter 2

The slip-up
What a puddle of puke taught me about
asking for help

For many, kindergarten conjures up fond memories of finger painting, playdough and singalongs. Not me. Instead, I’m haunted by two moments of spectacular mortification. Both
involved bodily fluids — some mine, some not.
The first incident happened during art class. To minimize the mess caused by a room full of
five-year-olds armed with paintbrushes, Mrs. Long had helped us into kid-sized smocks, tying
the strings behind our backs.
As I splattered gobs of red and green onto my canvas, I suddenly felt a fierce urge to pee.
Intent on finishing my painting, I fought my biological needs for as long as I could, squirming
under the growing pressure. But it soon became clear that if I didn’t find a toilet immediately,
my creative juices wouldn’t be the only fluids flowing in the classroom.
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Abandoning my paintbrush, I asked if I could go to the washroom and hurried down the hall.
However, when I arrived at the urinal, I discovered another problem. I couldn’t get my smock
off. Nor could I hoist it up above my pants to access my fly.
Now, the sensible thing to do would have been to run back and ask Mrs. Long to help free me
from the apron. But even at that young age, I didn’t want to admit I couldn’t do something on
my own or risk embarrassment in front of my peers.
So I opted for the second option — and straight up peed my pants.
Talk about suffering for your art.
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You’d think that would have taken home the blue ribbon for my most traumatizing experience
in kindergarten. But then there was the day one of my schoolmates vomited his guts out at the
back of the classroom. With twenty rambunctious children in her charge, Mrs. Long didn’t
have time to clean up the mess and left the puddle of puke with the promise to deal with it
later.
Before long, my attention shifted away from Billy Barfbag, as I realized that it was almost
recess time. Mrs. Long continued her lesson, but I was focused squarely on the clock above
her head and the minute hand’s steady march toward the bell.
I may have been at the front of the class and furthest from the exit, but I had every intention of
being first to the monkey bars.
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I sat coiled like a spring, quivering with anticipation. And then, what seemed like an eternity
later, the minute hand hit its mark, triggering the triumphant clanging of the recess bell.
I exploded from my chair like an Olympic sprinter at the sound of the gun. Before my
kindergarten comrades had even closed their colouring books, I was racing to the back of the
classroom towards freedom. Giddy at my head start, I rounded the last desk and headed for the
door.

Of course, that’s when it happened. Suddenly, my feet were no longer under me. My view of
the door became a view of the ceiling as I landed in the pool of vomit with a sickening
squelch.
I lay on my back for a moment or two, winded and drenched from head to toe in my
classmate’s barf. Once again, the right thing to do would have been to accept that I had slipped
up (literally), found myself in a sticky situation (also literally) and needed a hand.
Instead, I clambered to my feet and just kept running — too mortified to stick around and too
proud to ask for help cleaning up my clothes. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t have a lot of schoolyard
chums to play with that day. Nobody likes a kid dripping in regurgitated breakfast.
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I’m still not great at asking for help. I hate the idea of being a burden or not being able to take
care of something myself.
But my kindergarten catastrophes taught me that there are times in life when you need to
swallow your pride and admit you need the support of others. Because if the alternative is
spending the rest of the day covered in urine or vomit, letting go of your go-it-alone
stubbornness is probably the right call.

No one is an island. There’s strength in numbers. Two heads are better than one. Whatever
your preferred cliché, overcoming obstacles happens by having the right people by your side.
It’s a lesson I was reminded of twenty-plus years later. When I finally got up the nerve to tell
people about my cancer diagnosis, I was immediately surrounded by an amazing team. Family
members visited and called to wish me well. Friends donated blood and joined the national
bone marrow registry in hopes of being a match for my transplant. And my co-workers not
only took over my projects at the office, they found time to put together a CD filled with
motivational music.
Then there was the medical team waiting for me at Princess Margaret Hospital — my doctors,
nurses, lab technicians, social workers, pharmacists and more.
Indeed, as I packed my bag for my month-long stay at the hospital to kick off my
chemotherapy protocol, I was grateful to have more than a coin flip to count on.
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Who’s on your team?
Take some time to identify some of the key players who can help you on your journey. Who
do you know who can provide you with motivation? Expertise? Distraction? A listening ear?
On the flip side, who’s getting in your way of achieving your goals? Be mindful of negative
people who might be draining your mojo.
Once you’ve identified your teammates, talk to them. Whether you formally invite them to
be part of your journey is up to you, but it’s important to know who you can turn to when
confronted with an obstacle.
Below are some of the roles various team members can play. Bottom line? Build a team
that’s best equipped for the challenge at hand.
THE INNER CIRCLE
The Rock — Your Rocks are the people in your life you can depend on, no matter what.
They’re the ones who will drop everything to help you. The ones you can freak out on and
not worry it’ll ruin your relationship. The ones you can call at 2 a.m. to come get you after
your car breaks down. They’re also the ones who will tell you straight up when you’re
acting like a total jerk and the ones who’ll be more than happy to give your butt a swift kick
when it needs it.
The Motivator — Finding your way through tough times can be exhausting physically,
mentally and emotionally. When the tank is running low, seek out your Motivators: the ones
who always have a supportive thing to say. Positive energy is contagious. One coffee date
with a Motivator can reenergize you for days.
The Distractor — Some people will tell you to weed out all distractions and focus on the
problem in front of you. However, although hard work and focus are critical, sometimes you
just need a break. At those times, having someone you can go see a movie with can be
exactly what you need.
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THE EXPERTS
The Pro — Who are the experts you’ll need on your team? If you’re starting a new
business, it could be your web developer, banker, partner and accountant. If you’re facing
something like cancer, it could be your doctors, nurses, acupuncturist and pharmacist. If
you’re preparing for a marathon, it could be your personal trainer, physiotherapist and
nutritionist.
The Mentor — Do you know someone who has experienced what you’re going through?
Whether you’re looking for a new career or dealing with the loss of a loved one, find
someone who’s “been there, done that.” Not only for advice but for inspiration that there is
indeed light at the end of the tunnel.
The Unbiased Ear — As great as friends and family can be at listening and understanding,
your personal relationship and history means there will always be certain biases and baggage
between you. You may be more willing to open up to professionals who can provide a more
neutral and objective point of view — be it counsellors, therapists, support groups or the
person on the other end of the crisis hotline.
THE ONES TO BE WARY OF
The Buzzkill — Also known as the Naysayer, Party Pooper or Sad Sack, the Buzzkill oozes
negativity from his pores. Dissenting opinions and constructive feedback can be helpful, but
watch out for people who are doggedly pessimistic.
The Blocker — The Blocker has a knack of derailing your efforts. It could be the co-worker
who doesn’t pull her weight or the micro-managing boss who doesn’t give you any creative
latitude. It could be the friend who’s an expert at convincing you to go to an all-night kegger
when you have an exam the next morning. Keep Blockers off your team whenever you can.
The Biscuit — A Biscuit is someone who crumbles under pressure. When dealing with a big
challenge, you want people on your team who know how to handle stress. For example, your
mother may be the sweetest person in the world. But if she’s breaking down and yelling at
your doctors every time you go in for a check-up, you may want recruit someone else for
your next appointment.
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Chapter 3

The Great Burning
What a million paper monsters taught me
about things going up in smoke

Fortunately, peeing my pants during art class in kindergarten didn’t squash my creative
interests entirely. Unfortunately, my mom seemed intent on finishing the job a couple years
later.
For whatever reason, I got in the habit of creating paper monsters with my younger brother,
Nicholas. For weeks, we invested countless hours sketching, colouring and cutting out all
manner of goofy and ghastly characters. Our bottomless enthusiasm meant the collection
quickly outgrew the two cardboard boxes we were storing our creations in. Soon, eight-eyed
trolls, fire-breathing sharks and spiky-haired werewolves were strewn everywhere.
It was as if our imaginations had barfed all over our bedroom floor.

17

However, not everyone appreciated our artful expulsions. And by “not everyone,” I mean our
mother. One day, while Nicholas and I were at school dreaming up our next batch of paper
monsters, Mom made her way upstairs and into our room.
Mistaking the piles of paper for trash — or more likely just fed up with telling us to clean up
our messes — Mom scooped up our masterpieces and shoved them into a garbage bag.

When we got off the school bus that afternoon, we could see wisps of smoke coming from the
still-smoldering burn barrel at the end of the laneway, unaware of its recent role as the
crematorium for our childhood innocence.
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That is, of course, until we walked into our room to find it spotless. It was the only time I had
hoped to find a monster under my bed. Alas, our mother had left no papery beast unburned.
The Martin Monster Massacre introduced me to the harsh reality that things can go up in
smoke in an instant. One moment we were ankle-deep in the fruits of our hard work and
creativity. The next we were staring at an empty floor and choking back tears.

Two decades later, I was choking back tears for a very different reason, as I rode the bus home
after learning I had cancer. In a few words, my doctor had burned the world as I knew it to
ash. But like my seven-year-old self, I had a choice to make. I could stomp my feet and
wallow in what I had lost. Or I could pull out a new sheet of paper and get back to work.
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After all, I couldn’t afford to waste time pining for the life I was leaving behind. I was now on
a monster-slaying mission of my own that demanded my full attention. And I knew the beast
lurking inside me wasn’t going down without a fight.
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Becoming pals with impermanence
Impermanence is a core principle in traditions like Buddhism, reminding us that change is
constant and all things eventually come to an end. Their teachings on attachment are directly
connected, arguing that suffering results from clinging to things that are inherently transient.
For example, the deep pain I felt from losing those paper monsters corresponded to my deep
attachment to them.
In many ways, the idea of impermanence is an uncomfortable one. Nobody likes thinking
about losing the things — or people — they love. But just because it’s uncomfortable
doesn’t mean it’s not a reality we all have to face. Because the harsh truth is that cherished
family heirlooms break. Careers end. Hair turns grey.
And far from being depressing, learning to accept and even embrace the temporary nature of
life can produce a lot of positive effects. Here are a few benefits of becoming pals with
impermanence:
Understanding that this too shall pass — If all good things come to an end, then the
opposite is also true. When you’re going through a tough time — whether you’re fighting
the flu or feeling heartbroken — telling yourself that the discomfort and pain will eventually
fade often makes it easier to cope with difficult experiences.
Remembering your mortality — Memento mori: “remember you will die.” This Latin
expression may sound morbid. But I see it as a powerful reminder to make the most of the
time we’ve got, recognizing that we all have an expiration date. I remember a professor
talking about how ancient philosophers would keep a human skull on their desks and place
two fingers in the eye sockets while they wrote as a reminder of their mortality.
Understandably, your office mates might balk at you lugging a human skull with you to
work. So another similar idea is to take regular walks through a cemetery as an opportunity
to reflect on your finite existence and how you want to spend it.
Nurturing an attitude of gratitude — Similar to the previous point, appreciating
impermanence fosters gratitude for the things you do have. Strawberries in Ontario taste all
the sweeter knowing they’re only in season for a few weeks. A run after your broken ankle
heals feels amazing knowing what it was like to be on crutches.
Letting go to grow — A painful breakup becomes more painful if you refuse to accept it’s
over. Meanwhile, staying angry at your mom for weeks on end for incinerating your paper
dolls is energy better spent starting a new project. Accepting impermanence helps by
facilitating detachment, making it easier to move forward after you’ve lost something. Just
remember, detachment isn’t about not caring. It’s simply a willingness to let go — to stop
clinging to the things that cause us pain.
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