SLOAN

Sloan-Kettering sits at the lower edge of hospital row, a few blocks from Hunter College and some of my happiest years. I gazed at the 59th Street Bridge from the eighth floor window of the pediatric oncology ward. Small bald children walked the floor with plasma drips or blood bags attached into their veins. Like kids, they stood on the metal wheels of the structure that held the bags and rolled through the halls. Some simply lay in bed. 


Parents were always around. In the communal kitchen’s refrigerator, we placed labeled containers with our children’s foods and treats. The nurses’ station was nearby and all night its lights shone as we got up to tend to our children. I met other mothers washing dishes or doing laundry late at night and we shared our stories and traded advice. This family of mothers, thrown together by our children’s cancer, was a comfort. I met mothers from the Middle East, from expensive suburban towns in Connecticut, from neighborhoods in the Bronx and Queens; black, Hispanic, white, rich or poor, all of us praying and making bargains with our various Gods—Allah, Jesus, Yahweh. We slept in reclining chairs or propped up on two chairs, a nightmarish rest where morning felt like a hangover. We stared down at people walking to work, delivery trucks with handcarts, or taxis with their red lights in a row, funneling workers southward. We watched a picture of a world we vaguely remembered. And as we glanced away, our children lay, bald-headed and pale on white sheets with saline drips and needles in their veins; bedpans, water pitchers, and curtains that gave illusory privacy from the family on the other side that was mirroring our early morning. 


I could hear the roar of the city beneath me, rising up from the street. Horns honked and planes grazed the low clouds. I got up exhausted and refilled Jeremy’s glass with fresh water, greeted the nurse, gentle loving angel who worked there among the children. 


There was caring and love but the news was harsh. We were where there was no going back. We had examined this alley—this eddy in the stream of life—for a door out but found none. His platelets were at twenty-five, dangerously low. No more rounds of chemo were planned; no more poison in hopes of killing the killer inside Jeremy before it killed him. His body was strong but the cancer was stronger. The delicate balance had been tipped. I fingered my beads calling on God’s various names, looking for hope. There was none. It was the last thing to die before the reality of death took hold. 


Dawn’s red glow streaked over Manhattan and I stood there loving my son, tending to his needs. He didn’t want to be a burden. We still believed in miracles. 

