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      This book is dedicated with love and gratitude to Mom, Dad, Julie, John, and Jason—and Andrew





    

  
    
      Author’s Note

This work is a memoir. Some names and identifying details of certain people have been changed and a few individuals are composites. In some instances, the precise details or timing of events have been changed to assist with the flow of the narrative.
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Walking the Empty Halls of Hope

Saturday, September 1, 2012
11:13 a.m.
Nearly Four Years Later
         
IN THE RENTED SUV I drive the four-lane freeway to the city of Duarte, hugging the right lane, taking my time, taking it all in again, the endless fast-food franchises, the boxy rain-stained office buildings, the sprawling car dealerships, the sinister collision centers with funnels of steam rising from their chain-link-enclosed blacktops. I pull off at an exit and turn onto a narrow street lined with stucco shacks packed in tight, a satellite dish on every roof making me feel as if I’ve infiltrated some kind of metallic, alien Cyclops colony.
         
I stop at a red light. As I wait for the light to change, my stomach clenches. It hits me now through a stab of memory, a jagged ripping of my heart. This drive. All those drives. The jittery nerves that dug into me that first time as Andrew, swallowing his own fear, I’m sure, covered it up by railing about something or other coming through the radio, a voice we knew, gravelly, loud, spewing an outlandish sports opinion, or melodic, soothing, crooning the play-by-play of some game.
He’s calming me down, I thought that first time. Putting me at ease. Supposed to be the other way around. He’s the one with cancer.
         
“It’ll be all right,” he said, reading my mood like a teleprompter.
“Oh, yeah,” I said, drumming the steering wheel with a finger, my eyes looking off, avoiding his, my stomach tightening.
“It will be. We’re gonna beat this thing, JT. Gonna kick its ass.”
         
He meant it. With all his heart. He imagined these drives to chemotherapy as pregame warm-ups or battle prep. We were linemen banging each other’s shoulder pads before kickoff or, more aptly, boxers ducking into the ring for a championship bout. We were warriors preparing to charge, fight, kill, maim, disembowel, eviscerate this motherfucking cancer.
         
“Winning is my only option,” he said continually, his mantra, repeated to everyone who knew about his diagnosis.
And yet on many drives, especially toward the end, primed for my role as Robin to his Batman, hit man to his mob boss, general to his commander in chief, I would sense Andrew’s energy sag. I would feel less a warrior than a driver, a chauffeur, his wingman at the wheel who had his back but had no power, none at all. I wanted to be a superhero. I wanted to save him, or at least be his enforcer. I would’ve done anything to carry out the hit on his motherfucking cancer. But the gun sounded ending the fourth quarter, the bell rang stopping the bout, the battle ran out of steam, and the warriors retreated, and all I could do was watch and comfort him. And drive him.
Ultimately, I did do more. I learned from him. When the battleground shifted and the tide turned and we both knew without saying anything that he’d lost, he changed the focus. If this were a football game, he reversed strategy from the long bomb, a Hail Mary, to a handoff. Andrew had much to hand off to me in too short a time, a lifetime’s worth of wisdom—a lifetime of living—in little more than a year. In order to take it all in, to absorb all he held in his heart, these lessons he was determined to pass on to me, I had to change, to make myself over, and quickly. I had to perform a one-eighty, a complete turnaround, a total revolution. I was working well above my pay grade. I felt as if I had to undo my DNA. I had to transform myself from a self-absorbed nonstop talker to a quiet and keen listener, from a Hall of Fame narcissist to a world-class giver, from a wall-crashing lunatic to a calm and cool observer. We both knew I was a work in progress—well, we all are—but having once been Andrew’s project on the radio, raw but willing, I had now become his project in life as well as his primary chemotherapy partner and designated spokesperson to his close community of friends and coworkers. He chose me because he knew he could count on me. He knew I would show up every day, upbeat and positive, and that I could read his moods, get him to laugh when he appeared ready to slide too far downhill, inform him of anything he needed to know in the radio world he ruled, where I, too, worked. And he knew I would shut up when he required quiet to reflect, to remember, or just to be. In other words, I knew him, and cherished him, and Andrew knew that and relied on that. He trusted me with his life. And his death.
         
He knew I was eager to learn, not by asking questions but simply by observing. He saw in me reflections of himself, not the least of which thrummed a consuming need to connect, at all times, professionally and personally, to listeners on the air and loved ones in our lives. We both got ultimate fulfillment by matching people up and putting them together and then watching them click. Andrew did it for me constantly, joyfully, connecting me to Tomm Looney, my cohost of nine years on the radio, to the Oakland Raiders, today going on sixteen years, and to the woman who saved me, my wife of fourteen years, on that magical and fateful night in which we sat ringside literally at the feet of the Rolling Stones, doused liberally by showers of Mick Jagger’s spit. I called Andrew the King Kong of Connectors. He wore the title like a championship belt. At the end, wordlessly and happily, he passed on that honor to me, confident I was worthy to carry on connecting in his name, the first of many handoffs.
         
“We don’t have much time,” he said on one drive when we were running late, his voice cracking. I thought he was referring to his appointment, but when I caught the sparkle in his eyes, which he slowly closed before tilting his head back against the seat, I knew he meant something else, something more.
This September morning the red light changes and I turn left and watch the small stucco houses disappear on the right side to be replaced by a wide swath of green, a park, a lush botanical garden, or well-tended college campus. In a few seconds, I turn right into the middle of this green, the entrance to City of Hope, world-famous cancer facility. Flowers bloom everywhere, full-branched trees provide shade and cover. The setting for this renowned medical center is not stark or sterile and only hints at a hospital being there. The grounds feel inviting and comfortable and safe.
As I drive toward the main building, I pull into the familiar turnaround past a cluster of wheelchairs crushed together in what looks like a cross between a bicycle rack and bumper car holding pen. On good days I would stop at the curb, and Andrew, the man once nicknamed Gorilla, would maneuver his 300-pound frame out of the SUV and take a seat on a park bench. He’d wave while I pulled away and found a spot in the nearby parking lot. I’d catch him in the rearview mirror, his head rising to catch the sun, his resemblance to the late John Candy striking. On other days, the not-so-good days, I would stop at the curb, hop out of the SUV, run over to his side, help him out, settle him into a wheelchair, and lock it down. I’d ease over to the parking lot, checking him all the way in the rearview mirror. On those days, he would stare blankly forward or lower his head and gaze onto the pavement, shoulders slumped, and he wouldn’t wave.
This day, this Saturday four years after, the parking lot is eerily empty. I choose a space in the first row, near the wishing tree, a young, newly planted sapling. Dozens of strips of construction paper, all different colors, hang off the tree’s thin branches like leaves. Each strip contains a wish for a patient in City of Hope and was written by a loved one, or sometimes by a staff member. I don’t remember the wishing tree. I don’t think it existed four years ago. If it had, Andrew’s loved ones would have filled a forest of wishing trees.
I step down from the SUV and head into the main reception area. A woman in uniform sits at a horseshoe counter behind a desk. I walk toward her and a lump lodges in my throat.
“Hello,” she says, all smiles, as if she’s working check-in at the front desk of a hotel. “Can I help you?”
“I used to know somebody who—”
That’s all I manage to get out. It’s all she needs.
“Of course,” she says, her voice lower, the smile lost. “You can walk around. Kind of quiet today.”
I clear my throat, dislodging the lump. “Thank you.”
I want to tell her that I’m on a mission, a mission to remember, but I don’t have to. I meet her eyes and she understands.
I walk through reception, down a corridor to an open area and a wall of elevators. I take an elevator to the third floor, come out to a lobby with a white tile floor leading into a smaller reception area, a waiting room I remember vividly, now empty, dark, cold, and smelling faintly of disinfectant. I stop at the entrance to the room and scan the line of chairs that border the walls. I walk over to a counter at the far right side and see a name plaque with HEATHER in cursive lettering, and in my mind I hear Andrew’s voice.
         
“Yeah, babe!”
Suddenly I see the room filled with patients, caregivers, chemo partners, stricken kids and suffering parents, elderly wives and husbands, people with hollowed, frightened faces and sunken eyes. Above a low-level hum of voices straining to find some hope or relief or answers, Andrew’s voice comes at me again, a voice that crashes through the doom I feel in the empty room, smashing it to dust.
“How you doing, Heather, how are you?”
“Good, Andrew, good. How are you?”
“I’m so good. Hey, I’m here, right? Ha! Hanging in, hanging in. Yeah, babe!”
         
I would hang back, press into the wall, and watch Andrew operate, the life force rumbling through his hefty shoulders, a fresh fuse of energy ignited no matter how shitty he felt, stepping up to the plate, somehow able to turn off his pain and turn on his charm, and they would talk, Heather and Andrew, receptionist and cancer patient, as if they were at a bar or a party, and soon, without fail, they would laugh—Heather giggling, Andrew roaring—and in those few astonishing moments, the waiting room would be crackling with life.
         
Andrew’s voice fades into silence. I turn and walk out, leaving the dark and emptiness and chill behind.
I prowl the corridor leading to a room marked PHARMACY, a stop we routinely made for meds. I picture us waiting in line, moving agonizingly slowly, inching, shuffling forward, Andrew sometimes standing with me, sometimes giving up and landing in a chair off to the side, his expression dazed, frozen, looking ahead at nothing.
         
I return to the elevator, step inside, and punch a button. The elevator goes down a level and the doors open. I take one step out and stop, confused. This level is under construction, drop cloths on the floor, walls tagged over with heavy paper marked with blue pencil. It takes a moment, but then I realize where I am, where I wanted to be. Infusion. I walk down a hallway, veer right past a wall of examination rooms, then arrive at the infusion center, which today is locked. I shade my eyes and peer through the small square window in the door. My view is blocked, but my memory is clear. Here it happened—infusion—where Andrew took the chemo, bags of clear watery liquid disguising the potent poison pumped into his arm and aimed to shrink and possibly, hopefully, wipe out the cancer cells. A squadron of tiny liquid drones. The procedure took hours. We’d arrive with our laptops. He’d set up in the hospital bed, boot up, and jump in, e-mailing, working, consulting, connecting as he took the chemo. I’d arrange myself across a couple of chairs. Some days Andrew would work intently, turning his chemo room into his office, an away game. We’d spend much of the time in silence, lost in the glow of our respective blue screens. Occasionally he’d doze, and I’d move his laptop next to me to prevent it from tumbling off the bed.
         
Inevitably a time would come during each session, at least once, often more, that all this would overwhelm me. An hour or two in, I would feel some inner part of me tremble—in discomfort, fear, exhaustion, or disbelief—and I would need to get away.
“Hey, man, I’m gonna get a coffee. You want anything?”
“No, thanks, I’m good.” His voice would rise to meet mine, but I knew he felt his own, deeper discomfort, fear, exhaustion, or disbelief.
“Be right back.”
I would push through the door of his hospital room and speed walk out of the infusion center, fighting an urge to plow through the next set of doors and sprint somewhere, anywhere, so I might catch my breath, regroup, realign my tangle of thoughts and feelings, and blow out my rage, yes, my fucking rage that this could be—was—actually happening, that this was real.
         
I’d end up at the snack bar, a small counter behind which a hospital employee sold snacks one tick above vending machine quality and thin black liquid passing as coffee. Half-assed nourishment for people like me, chemo partners on the run, desperate for a blow. I don’t remember what, if anything, I ate, maybe a bagel, muffin, candy bar. I do remember firing up my cell phone and checking in with my own support system: Julie, Jimmy B., Bobby G., Looney, my producer Mike Pearson, my dad, and others on Andrew watch, Sandra, Jeff, Dresch. He had a long list of those waiting by the phone, wanting to hear a snippet of something resembling good news.
I would spend too much time away from him, I know. I didn’t mean to. I meant to get right back in, to roll right back into the foxhole, to hustle back into the game. I just couldn’t. I needed a break from the intensity. That’s what I told myself. It was okay to sip a coffee, to pick at a rubbery blueberry muffin, to make calls. I deserved a break, didn’t I?
No, actually, I didn’t.
Andrew never got a break, never took a breather. You don’t get a break from cancer. Cancer doesn’t give you any time off.
Walking back through City of Hope that Saturday, stung by the silence, the lack of activity, the eerie hallways, vacant and noiseless except for my footsteps echoing off the walls, the emptiness of these corridors casting some kind of pall, feeling brutally alone and missing Andrew, missing him terribly, I think of a lesson I learned. It’s not the obvious one, that cancer doesn’t give you a break. The lessons Andrew taught me were always surprising. In this case, the lesson is that you can’t give 100 percent all the time. That’s impossible. Expecting perfection often leads to defeat. The lesson is Do what you can. It’s okay if you can’t do more. Just don’t do less.
         
I climb behind the wheel of my rented SUV and stare at City of Hope, today a ghost city, and I take in the lush green grounds that front the buildings, twin care centers, and I think what a perfectly descriptive name this place has. This is truly a city of hope, and a city of wishes and memory and loss and love. Yes, cancer never takes time off, but cancer doctors and caregivers do. They must.
*  *  *

Andrew Ashwood—my boss, my mentor, my role model, my conscience, my dear friend, my brother—passed away on November 13, 2008.
         
He was fifty-one years old.
His obituary flooded the media and the Internet. Condolences packed my in-box and filled up my voice mail. Fox NFL Sunday, the number-one-rated pregame show, hosted by Curt Menefee with Terry Bradshaw, Howie Long, Michael Strahan, and Jimmy Johnson, led off that week’s broadcast with a tribute to Andrew. Menefee opened by saying he had sad news to report and then told of Andrew’s passing. He called Andrew a “valued colleague and mentor” and added: “He was truly—and I mean truly—a wonderful guy. Andrew Ashwood will sorely be missed.”
         
A week or so later, Andrew’s wife, Sandra, and a few of us put together a memorial service at Forest Lawn cemetery. Many people spoke. I spoke toward the end. I felt nervous and inadequate. I knew that nothing I said would do Andrew justice. I did the best I could. I read a section of Theodore Roosevelt’s famous Courage speech and related it to Andrew’s battle with cancer. I spoke of Andrew’s inner strength, of how hard he fought, how he refused to give in to his disease, and how he believed that winning was his only option. I spoke with passion and with love and from my heart. The whole time I stood in front of the crowd at that memorial service I felt my pulse thumping. When I finished, I bolted back to my seat, fighting back tears. I didn’t want to fall apart in front of everyone.
At the reception later, people came up to me and told me how much my words had moved them. Many thanked me for what I did for Andrew during the last months of his life. I shook my head and said that, in all honesty, I didn’t do anything special for him. I was just being his friend.
Four years ago, when Andrew died, it didn’t occur to me to write this story, the story of my life, the story of my life with Andrew and the lessons he taught me. I never took notes, wrote in a journal, or spoke into a tape recorder. I kept all these stories, all those feelings, inside. But now, slowly, I begin to process everything and starting with my story, humbly, I remember…
I let it all out and allow it to breathe.
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