
                All Connected - Brain Tumors, Birthdays and Trains by Judith Yates Shearer 

Dear Person, 

 If you are looking at this you are familiar with cancer in some way. It is just the way it is. 

I hope there is something here that will help you or someone you know. 

This is June 2015 – my birthday month. A year ago at this time I went to the doctor with 

a sinus headache. He found a brain tumor. I keep thinking I am misspelling tumor now, as if I 

don’t want to give it credibility. I am a writer and was an English composition teacher and 

humanities teacher sometimes, at a university. I also worked as editor for the art department. I 

could always spell. It is one of my new glitches. There are many. 

 At that time a year ago the doctor where we lived in that state said find a surgeon now. 

You have three weeks to live. I asked if he was sure. I said I thought I had a sinus headache. He 

said no, sorry. My husband found a wonderful surgeon at Moffitt in Tampa, Florida. We packed. 

Life changed in one day. 

 The surgeon in Florida said if I succeed through surgery I was giving myself seven to ten 

years to live. That sounded better than three weeks. People normally tell you “happy birthday” 

on your birthday. I’ve now had sixty-seven. I didn’t think I was old yet. I didn’t think anything 

else would happen to me except childbirths, C-sections, one broken marriage and one broken 

ankle when I fell off a stool and ended up with metal in my leg and a wheelchair for a while. 

Why isn’t that enough?  

 Now it has been a year since surgery. I realized this birthday that I will be counting 

birthdays differently, the life span given to me was 7-10 a year ago so this birthday the life span 

changed. It is now to 6-9 years left. It is like a “count down,” even though the doctors are telling 

me the ten years may expand because of the research. I have read about this, my years may 

lengthen, or not. 

Surgery was great. More specifically, surgery got much, most, of the tumor out of my 

brain. It was behind my right eyeball, pretty, floating, mysterious, alien, deadly. I got through the 

radiation, the chemotherapy and now a research treatment, called Nova-Cure. I wear metal disks 

taped to my head, carry a computer and battery with lots of wiring. 

When I started to Florida before the surgery I was thinking about the three days, the 

seven years then maybe ten. I had wanted this adventure to have a beginning, a middle, surgery, 

and then be over. The more I read and talked to the doctors, I realized there was a beginning, but 

I will not know what is a middle or end. This is a journey. 

By the time I had the surgery in Florida, I was thinking of this cancer inside me as part of 

a journey. She was quiet, silent. I had been a good host. She was healthy. She started this journey 

before me. She knew of it before me. When I got to Moffitt in the lobby the sounds were like a 

station, a train station. A banner on the wall said something about a destination to end cancer, or 

something like that. When I talked to the surgeon he said the surgery would lengthen my time. I 

told my children the first surgery is like a train ride to get the golden ticket, the seven-year ticket.  
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First step was getting there; second step was finding whom I needed; third being at the 

right place at the right time – each step was part of the journey. If I died, I figured that would be 

another journey. I made myself think of the lobby as a train station. We got on the elevator to get 

to the surgeon’s office the first time I wondered if trains had elevators. Then I told myself, this 

one did. Everyone had purses, papers, phones, folders, briefcases, looking at watches, holding a 

bottle of water or cup of coffee – yes, they were on a journey. By the time we got to the 

surgeon’s office I realized I was not the only person on this journey, old, young, man, female, 

many, many people are on this journey. I was not alone. 

The thing I kept telling people, doctors, nurses, staff, anyone and everyone, is that I 

thought I had a sinus headache. I finished writing my second book, was getting ready to teach in 

the fall, I couldn’t hold onto my pen correctly. When I got to the office, they said I needed to go 

to the doctor. I argued I had a sinus infection. They thought I had had a stroke. They talked me 

into going to the doctor who checked me for a stroke and then found a brain tumor. I kept asking 

how does this happen? I never smoked in my life. How could I get a brain tumor? No one had an 

answer. The truth is they said it is still being researched. They don’t know. I wondered and asked 

a thousand times, when did this thing start growing, why, how long, are their symptoms I should 

have seen. What about when I fell down stairs when I was four? What about my sinus problems? 

What about diet drinks from the 1960s before they were tested? How about stress? How about 

hot flashes? I didn’t flash. I just stayed hot and got even hotter. Might be onto something there 

but they don’t know. I eventually stopped asking because there are no answers; there is nothing 

to blame. Brain cancer is a bit different. I had been looking forward to a summer break, slower 

pace at the university, finished book – not a brain tumor behind my right eye. I am left handed. 

That doesn’t make sense either. 

Before surgery, which by that time, I was visualizing me getting on a train, I said 

goodbye to my children, husband, note to ex-husband, talks with people and friends, saying 

things that needed to be said long ago to some of them. I thanked an old boyfriend; we grew up 

in the same neighborhood and then we dated in high school, living in different states. I thanked 

him for the wonderful memories I cherished and I wished him well. As friends and family and 

people from the university began to hear about all this, they called or sent me notes and I got to 

talk to them about sinus headaches and brain tumors. We had closed up our house in one state. 

Were we going to sell it? No, it was home I said. It’s been a year. I haven’t been back yet. I was 

going to New York last October for a reading I was invited to give. That got passed up as well.  

I told my children I loved them. They were like gifts to me in my life, each one. They 

came to see me in Florida, close to the ocean I went to all through high school. We walked the 

sand. The headaches got worse, really worse. If they had started like that back when all this 

started, I would not have thought they were sinus headaches. My husband and I talked, hugged 

and cried. Then, it was time to go to the next step of this journey – get to the train station. With 

each step to the hospital, I kept visualizing getting a ticket, getting on the correct train to get the 

seven-more-years ticket. 
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I had been on a school train when I was in the seventh grade, from Lexington, Kentucky 

to Washington, D.C. I remembered the noise, the heavy clatter of metal hitting metal, the buzz of 

people talking to people, whistles in the air from somewhere, seats that itched because they were 

made of wool and I was allergic to wool. I visualized all that again and got admitted and did all 

those things one does before surgery. Then, it got postponed until the next morning. Remember, 

this is a journey. Things come up and change schedules and plans. I named the tumor, Ms. T and 

asked her to get all her stuff and leave.  I visualized her packing stuff that looked like slugs and it 

not all fitting so some was in a bag and some was hanging off the bag. 

The surgery went well. But the thing I remember the most is that I got on a train. I had 

trouble getting that first step because it is so high, just like on a real train, but someone helped 

me. Someone showed me my seat. I was surprised. It didn’t itch. I looked around the room. 

There were lots of people seated there close to me. No one was talking. The train started to 

move. I got up to look out the window as it gained speed and many people glared at me. I was 

thinking I wasn’t to get up and walk around but then I couldn’t find where I was sitting. 

Someone helped me. I stayed in my seat, thinking about how did this really end up to be a train 

trip? 

It wasn’t long before someone said the trip was over handed me my ticket, and said get 

ready to get off the train. I did that and then opened my eyes as I stepped off. I was in the 

hospital. I told the nurse I got the ticket, seven more years. She didn’t understand so I explained. 

Now it has been a year. Now seven turned to six. Now, when I go to the doctor’s office I 

still think of that train trip. I am still on that journey as are many, some I’ve seen before, some I 

have not, some older, some younger than I am. Remember, train station and journeys. There was 

a first journey, a second and then I lost count, but I am still moving and breathing.  

I got this journey idea from one of my favorite writers, kind of, “The Last Station,” the 

story of Leo Tolstoy’s last days. Politics, family problems, bickering, arguments, his work and 

what will happen to his work after he is gone. I am a writer, not that famous but I’ve often 

thought of what will happen to my writing, my children, after I am gone. In the movie the last 

station symbolizes his place before he dies. In my mind, at the hospital, the last station as I was 

thinking of it, and the trip and the word last, I realized it isn’t and wasn’t last for all of us cancer 

people. That is the funny thing about cancer. Yes, it is difficult, yes it may lead to death but it is 

more of a journey than a “last” journey. Some have said to me, well your cancer is different from 

mine. Some have said well your cancer is worse than mine. For me, it is what it is, a journey and 

I am not in charge. I just do what I can along the way. Much like that train ride – get on the 

correct train, be lucky enough to have that ticket at the right place and right time. Grab hold of 

that bar when they say “All aboard” or sound out a whistle. That first step is huge, but take it. 

You are fortunate to be where you are.  
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“The Last Station” was a 2009 film. Tolstoy died at a train station in 1910. My surgery 

was 2014. I did not die there. All stations are not always the last. Take the journey for as long as 

you have when it is offered to you; there may be more train rides. I have finished a second book 

and have plans for a third. Remember, the journey includes birthdays, no matter how you count 

them. Once more remember, if you hear a train’s whistle, grab hold of that bar when someone 

yells “All aboard” and watch your step. You won’t be alone on this journey.     

 

  

  


