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These words and stories are dedicated to the medical professionals out there doing the darn thang! More specifically, to those who are out there but often get overlooked and undermentioned! Like the surgical first assistants, scrub and surgical techs, all y’all operating room nurses, respiratory therapists, anesthesia techs, and anesthesiologists! All y’all residents, sterile processing technicians, patient care techs, food and nutrition services, oh, and housekeeping. Don’t sleep on housekeeping! I see y’all out there keeping us alive, and I can’t thank you enough.

This book is dedicated to you.

Oh, and also to ALL the Black people. All y’all! Every single last one of us! I see you, family. Keep your head up.

All right, we good? Leggo!
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CHAPTER 1

IT’S ALL HAPPENING

The first thing they told me when I woke up from the anesthesia is that the surgery didn’t go as planned.

That’s never a good thing to hear. You never want to hear a barber, a pilot, or a surgeon say “Uh-oh.”

“Uh-oh” from a British bake-off judge means there was too much powdered sugar on your apple tartlet. “Uh-oh” from a pilot means “Engine four just fell into the ocean.”

That’s a big difference.

And apparently, during the surgery, my metaphorical fourth engine fell into the metaphorical ocean.

It was pretty touch-and-go for a minute, and—real talk—I almost didn’t make it out.

Obviously, I did.

I mean I’m here writing these words. Talking to you.

But there was a catch.

Later, I’d find out that the doctors didn’t get all of it.

Six months—I’d have to come back every six months, they said. They said they’d “do a scan and see where we are.”

See where we are?

See where we are?!?

My doctor said it’s not a matter of if, but when they will need to go back in and attempt another surgery.

Attempt?

Attempt?

That’s the word we’re choosing to use here? Can a brother get something that conveys a little more confidence? I don’t know, a little more urgency. Something a little more stable and reassuring?

“Mr. Merritt. We’re going to go in and make this surgery our bitch.”

Yeah. That’s more like it! Say it with yo chest, Doc!

(Look. I know that’s aggressive. But that’s the kind of reassurance your boy needed in that moment. Don’t judge me, people.)

When the news hit me, I tried to be a good patient. Besides, I am a strong Black man. So it was officially time to go into Strong Black Man Mode.

But the truth is, all I could think was “I almost didn’t make it out of the last surgery, right? God. I can’t go through that again.”

And it was at that moment when I first felt the countdown.

I’d never felt it before. But now, not a moment goes by when I don’t.

Tyler, mark the date on your calendar. That’s when you will find out how much this thing has grown.

And if it’s time for surgery. Time to go back under the knife. Again.

Six months.

180 days.

525,600 minutes… divided by two.

Half a season of love.1

I have never been big on dates and times. I mean, I know my mom’s birthday, of course. I’m not an animal.

All that changed on December 15, 2020.

Now it seems like all I think about are dates and times.

How did I get here?

Well.

Let me explain.

DATE: Monday, November 23, 2020

Like most things in my life, it all started with a biscuit.

It was the Monday before Thanksgiving. My best friend Shannon and I were sitting at a table at Puckett’s, a dope little country-themed restaurant here in Nashville. We were celebrating. Just the day before, I had submitted the final manuscript for my first book, I Take My Coffee Black. Finally, the 108,000 words I’d sweated and poured my life force into were going to go out into the world.

By the way, if you haven’t read my award-winning first book, I Take My Coffee Black, you really should check it out. And by “award-winning” I mean my mom really liked it, and she probably would have printed me out a certificate if I had asked her to.

But back to the biscuits.

So there I was, about to enjoy a buttery biscuit with blackberry jam. Now, I love me some blackberry jam, not just because the berry name has positive racial overtones, but also because of deliciousness.2 But if I’m being honest, it is because BLACKberry jam best seems to understand my people. As if raspberry can possibly understand what we went through. And raspberry is always hanging out with white chocolate. WHITE chocolate. That’s always felt a little suspect to me. What the hell, raspberry?

But I couldn’t concentrate on the deliciousness of the jam nor the light flakiness of the biscuit.

The only thing I could focus on was that I could not seem to swallow it. It felt like it was getting caught midway down my esophagus.

I must have made a concerned face, because Shannon made a concerned face right back.

“Is it happening again?” she said.

I nodded.

This was the third or fourth time this had happened recently. Whenever I ate, it felt like things weren’t right inside. I thought maybe it was indigestion, but then it started happening even on an empty stomach.

When I got home from my biscuit misadventure, I called my doctor’s office and hounded her enough to get her to send me to a local clinic for some tests.

DATE: Tuesday, November 24, 2020

The doctor sent me to get an ultrasound, and perhaps because the week of Thanksgiving was slow, there was an appointment the very next day.

So there I was, shirtless, lying on my right side on an exam table, and this young lady started spreading cold, translucent gel over my abdomen. I decided to make some jokes because that’s what I do when things get super awkward. And a young lady spreading what feels like cold gravy all over my belly counts—in my book—as, well, awkward.

“Whoa, Beyoncé,” I said. “That’s cold. Warn a brotha. I was not ready for that jelly.”

“Haha!” She laughed because I am hilarious. “I am just doing my job trying to get some good images.”

Now at this point, I need to tell you a little about the ultrasound process. This young lady was the ultrasound technician. She sets up and operates the machine. Then she sends those images to a doctor, who reads the official images and reports back to you what they mean.

But to my understanding—and this is important—the technician isn’t supposed to tell you what the images mean.

Even if there is a clear outline of a black-and-white baby right in the middle of the ultrasound screen, and the baby is doing the Macarena, and spreads its legs and you can clearly see the baby’s… uh… well, Macarena, and you say, “Wait a second! Is my baby a boy?” Even then, the ultrasound technician is not supposed to, under any circumstances, say anything about anything. No signs. No tells.

If, because of that analogy, you now have “Macarena” stuck in your head, that’s on me. My bad. Also, did you know that in 1996, “Macarena” bumped “One Sweet Day” by Mariah Carey and Boyz II Men off the top of the charts? That actually happened, people. Google it.3

But back to the biscuits.

Wait. No.

Back to the ultrasound. Yeah, that’s where we were. The ultrasound.

“I’m just going to take this probe and move it around,” she said.

“Listen, I wasn’t told anything about a probe,” I said, once again making a level-ten hilarious joke. This was some of the best comedy work I had ever done while being shirtless and covered in medicinal Smuckers.

She laughed and moved the wand over the jelly, left and right, up and down. I could hear the wum-wum, wum-wum of the machine.

“You got any peanut butter and white bread over there?” I said. “Because if so, we got lunch all ready to go.”

Another hilarious jelly joke. At this point, I was the LeBron James of jelly jokes.

The tech, though, wasn’t laughing. She had stopped moving the wand and was staring at the screen. She wasn’t smiling anymore.

She abruptly stood up.

“Mr. Merritt, I will be right back.”

And she left.

Suddenly. I was alone in the room.

The wand dangled off the device so that it swayed rhythmically with the hum from the machine.

Wum-wum.

Wum-wum.

Wum-wum.

A few minutes later, the technician returned with an older woman, wiser, with dignified gray hair. She introduced herself as the senior technician. The younger woman pointed to the screen, and the older woman furrowed her brow. She took the wand and moved it over my side, stopping at the same place the younger woman had.

She clicked some buttons. I couldn’t see the screen. She kept looking back and forth, between me and the screen. Then she said it.

“Mr. Merritt,” she said. “Are you feeling okay?”

What?

Am I feeling okay?

What the hell kind of question was that? Was this lady even supposed to be asking me that? Why was she asking me that? Was she seeing something on her black-and-white sonogram screen that would indicate that I should not be feeling well? That I should not be feeling okay? If so, what? What did she see?

Shit. Was I pregnant?

“Well, umm,” I stammered. “I am having some gastro issues.”

The room was quiet, except for the gentle humming of the machine.

Nobody said anything.

And nobody was joking anymore.

DATE: Thursday, December 3, 2020

About a week later, I was in a hospital preparing for a CT scan of my abdomen. This would provide the doctors with more detailed information, they said.

I walked into the hospital. It was cold and sterile, and the tile echoed underneath me. The CT scan tech appeared to be a few years younger than me.

The situation with CT techs is pretty much the exact same as the ultrasound folks. They don’t comment on what’s in the image.

This time, I wasn’t shirtless being covered with goo, but I was in a blue hospital gown. Again, a little awkward. Again, I broke out the jokes.

“Is this radiation going to turn me into a mutant or something?” I asked the dude. “Because if I could come out of this with superpowers, that’d be great.”

“Haha!” the tech said. “What powers would you want?”

“Maybe transporting myself from place to place, like poof,” I said. “Easier to rob banks.”

The tech laughed.

“Bank robbing, eh?” the tech said.

“How else am I going to pay for this medical bill?” I said, “So if you could dial up some teleportation back there, that’d be great.”

“Just lie right here on your side,” the CT tech said to me, pointing to the table. I made another joke. Something about adjusting my Sleep Number because I was a side sleeper. The tech laughed again, because—and I hesitate to have to say this to you again—I am unbelievably funny.

I had to lie still for a few minutes while the machine whirred and clicked. Finally, it stopped.

“So what’s the process now?” I said as I slid my legs off the table.

I turned toward the CT tech. He was out from behind his bunker and was in the exam room with me. His face was blanched white. He wasn’t smiling anymore.

“Uh, Mr. Merritt,” he said slowly.

And then he said it.

“Are you feeling okay?”

There it was again.

That question.

What were these ultrasound and CT techs seeing on my scans?

These technicians look at dozens of images every day. They have some sense of what’s going on.

What were they seeing?

And more important, what was it they were seeing that they couldn’t tell me?

I took a deep breath.

I held it.

LATER THAT DAY: Thursday, December 3, 2020

Now at this point, I’m going to introduce you to a few names.


• Sara

• Janet Kuhn

• Janet’s husband, Jed Kuhn (actual name John E. Kuhn, MD)

• Dr. Marcus Tan


I want you to remember these names, because in the span of about four hours, these four people saved my life. At lunch, I told Sara about my appointments, and how weird they’d been. She called Janet, who talked to Jed. Together, they worked to get me in front of a specialist (Dr. Tan) at Vanderbilt University Medical Center, easily the most prestigious and well-respected research hospital in the region (and one of the most respected in the world).4

I’ll tell you that whole story later. It’s a doozy, involving the NHL, one of Nashville’s most famous residents, a binding legal document, a grizzly bear, and forty pounds of cocaine. Okay, I made that last part up. But how cool would it be if there was a cocaine bear in this story? You find me one single story that would not be better with a cocaine bear. Go ahead. I’ll wait.5

Regardless, because of the efforts of these four people, twelve days later, on December 15, 2020, I had an appointment with Dr. Marcus Tan at Vanderbilt University Medical Center.

DATE: Tuesday, December 15, 2020

That Tuesday morning, I drove to the address given to me by Dr. Tan’s office. I asked Shannon to come with me. I was worried, and I didn’t want to do this alone. Shannon was not only the closest thing I had to family here in Nashville, but she was also literally the closest. She lives right around the block from me.

Honestly, I know I am a grown man, but this is one of those times in my life when I was starting to feel like I just needed my mom. I love my mother more than my own life, and just the sound of her voice is like cocoa butter to the skin of my soul. But she lives in Las Vegas, so that wasn’t feasible.

Shannon and I drove to downtown Nashville, past the famous Music Row, as Google Maps directed us through the maze of buildings at the Vanderbilt University Medical Center. We looped past the ER. Past the Children’s Hospital. We arrived at the parking lot at the address. Shannon read the sign as I drove by.


The Vanderbilt-Ingram Cancer Center.



“Cancer center?” she said to me. “You didn’t tell me this is where we were going.”

“I didn’t know this was where we were going,” I said. “This is the address I was given.”

Earlier that year, in April, Shannon had buried her beloved father (and one of my favorite former professors) because of cancer. I knew the wounds were still fresh.

“Were you keeping this from me?” she said.

I tried to find a parking spot.

“Shannon, I’m finding this out at the exact same time you are.”

Suddenly, it was getting weird.

We went into reception, and I was ushered into Dr. Tan’s office. I nervously bounced my leg up and down as I waited for him.

When he opened the door and walked in, I stood up to greet him and almost laughed.

First of all, Dr. Tan was maybe five feet tall.

And I am about six feet two inches.

It was like Chewbacca standing next to Prince.

“Hello there, Mr. Merritt,” Dr. Tan said.

Now I really almost laughed.

Here was this tiny Asian man speaking with a thick Australian accent.

It was as if ChatGPT had been given the assignment to create a person who destroyed all racial and national stereotypes. Have you ever met an Asian man with a thick Australian accent? I had not.

“Mr. Merritt, have you seen your scans yet?” Dr. Tan said.

“Do I need to see them?” I said, again defusing the awkward with my jokes. “I mean, I know my sexiness is more than skin de—”

“No, Dr. Tan, we haven’t,” Shannon said, interrupting.

“Well, then, let me show you,” he said.

He turned his computer screen around and showed me a large scan. It was blue and black. I saw my name in the upper left-hand corner.


MERRITT, TYLER (MILTON)

M

44 years.



I realized I was staring at a top-down image, as though Superman were hovering directly above me and staring down at me with his X-ray vision. There was a thick half circle, like an upside-down “U.” That was my skin and a layer of insulating fat that formed the barrier of my abdomen. Honestly, that barrier was probably a little thicker than it needed to be, because, well, biscuits.

I could see the oblong shape of my stomach. I could see a cone-shaped organ, just to the side of that. That was my liver. Also, in blazing white on the screen were what looked like thick, bubbled ropes. I realized those were my intestines. They were off to the edge, strangely, as though they were being pushed off to the side by something.

And there, taking up most of the picture was… darkness.

I couldn’t figure out what I was looking at.

It was just black and empty.

Oh, man, there’s a Candace Owens joke in there somewhere, but like her integrity and intellectual honesty, I just can’t seem to find it.

Sorry.

Not a time for jokes.

Honestly, the picture reminded me of a time when I flew into Chicago at night. You could follow the contours of the city, the bright yellow lights outlining the skyline and the streets and the hustle and bustle of this massive, sprawling city. But as you looked down, the lights suddenly stopped, and there was only blackness on one whole side because of Lake Michigan.

The darkness of the lake contrasted against the brightness of the city.

My CT scan was like that.

There was a giant black, empty spot in my abdomen. What was that?

“And if you look here,” Dr. Tan said, circling the dark lake with his finger, “this is your mass.”

“His mass?” Shannon asked.

“Yes, and here you can see how it’s pushed aside all his organs.”

“It looks large. Is it?” Shannon asked.

“Well, we don’t really know for sure, but I’ve done some measurements.” Dr. Tan clicked some buttons, and some faint orange lines appeared on the screen, bisecting the mass in the photo. “It’s at least twenty-seven centimeters by thirty centimeters, and I estimate it’s twelve point zero three kilograms.”

I cursed myself, wishing I’d paid closer attention in third grade when we first covered the centimeter-to-inch conversion scale. I was frustrated, like when I read my Bible and it says that something is 300 cubits high. Seriously, Bible? Cubits? Really? I’m gonna need that in feet. Or years. Or whatever the hell a cubit is.

“Sorry, Doc, I know you’re from Australia, where I assume they have the metric system,” I said quickly, “but can you translate those numbers for me?”

“Sure,” he said. “So this mass is about ten inches by about twelve inches. And it’s about twenty-seven pounds, give or take.”

I couldn’t breathe.

I heard Shannon exhale, almost involuntarily.

“Twenty-seven pounds?” she managed, for the both of us.

“Yes. And the growth is wrapped around your right kidney, nearly entirely, and probably has encroached on some of your intestines,” Dr. Tan said. “The good news is we can go inside and take it out.”

“Like a surgery?” I said. “I have to have surgery?”

“We like to operate as soon as we can to remove this kind of cancer,” Dr. Tan said.

Whoa. Did I hear him right? Did he just say cancer?

“Cancer?” I said. “I have cancer?”

“Oh, Mr. Merritt,” Dr. Tan said. “You’re chock-full of the cancer.”

Okay, that’s not what he said. I’m sure he said something more doctor-y. But in that moment, that’s what I heard.

Damn. Cancer.

This… changes…

You know, both of my parents are still alive. I don’t know what it’s like to lose one of your parents. I don’t know what it’s like to stand over the grave of your mother or sit next to the bed as your father takes his last breath. But I have friends who do.

With that, I don’t know if you’ve ever sat across from your doctor and heard the word “cancer” come out of their mouth. I don’t know if you know what that’s like. I know some of you reading this right now have had that moment. And I’m so sorry. I’m just so sorry. This feeling is unexplainable. It’s an unhappy fraternity that nobody wants to belong to. It’s awful.

It was as though my life was suddenly delineated, like history, between two epochs.


Before I knew I had cancer…

And…

After I knew I had cancer.



I also don’t presume to know how everyone who has gone through this has experienced it. And I’m certainly not going to pretend to know everything about every form of cancer.

But what I do know is my own story.

And I’d be honored if you let me share that with you. Who am I kidding? You already bought the book. So, if you think about it, you’re kinda stuck with me. Eh. Whatevs. Here’s my promise to you, though. If you trust me enough to walk with me through these next few chapters, I promise to be as real, honest, and transparent as I possibly can. And look, I don’t know what’s going to happen here. But my hope is that when you close this book, you and I will be a little bit closer. I believe that having proximity to someone that maybe you don’t even know is the key to bringing the world together. Because I also bet that as I share my story, you will relate to more of it than you can imagine. Even if you’re not a six-foot-two, super-sexy Black man who is arguably sexier than Denzel. A fact that’s well documented.6

So back to my story. If I had to choose one word to describe my personal emotional state when I heard the news, I know which one I’d choose. I know what I felt, because I had never felt it like this before.

Fear.

Fear descended on me, almost like an incredible panic, as though there were a bomb inside me, threatening to go off. It had to be defused. Someone had to defuse it before it took me out.

Look, I know I joke a lot. Some might even say too much.

But I joke because I’m afraid.

As a Black man in America, I think about death a lot. I am forced to. I can’t help but see every step and course of my life through the lens of Blackness, because that’s who I am and it’s how God made me. The idea of death and the fear of death is not something new to me. So many times, being a Black man in America, it feels almost inevitable that my life is going to end sooner than it should.

The bleak history of my people is that not every Black man gets to grow old.

This isn’t always just a Black thing. It’s also a human thing.

And there was something else.

Dr. Tan told me that they’d have to operate, but that there was a catch. With this form of cancer, there was no way that they could possibly get all of it. There was just too much inside my body. Who knows where else it might be hiding.

And, to complicate matters, this particular form of cancer just so happened to be immune to radiation and chemotherapy treatments.

It just… sits there.

And grows. Like some sort of sleeping Godzilla deep in my bones.

After breaking the news to me, Dr. Tan told me I needed emergency surgery before the cancerous mass wrapped itself around more of my vital organs.

“Is your office going to call me tomorrow, or something?” I said weakly.

“No,” Dr. Tan said. “We need to get this on the books today.”

“Today,” he said. “Today.”

And that, my friends? That is how we got here.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

<Exhale>

This changes everything.

Footnotes

1. If you didn’t come here for musical theater references, you’re going to be very disappointed in this book. Eighty-six percent of my thoughts are in musical theater lyrics. I’m nonstop. The heat is on in Saigon. 24601. So anything else that you get that’s not that, consider yourself lucky. Man, I love Rent, though.

2. I have this standing joke whenever I see a jar of blackberry preserves. I grab it, hold it up, and say to whoever is in earshot, “What? No way. This is my jam!” Haha. Get it?

3. This was the second biggest travesty of 1996, the first being that the Cleveland Cavaliers drafted Vitaly Potapenko from Wright State University (!) with future NBA Hall of Famers Steve Nash and Kobe Bryant still available.

4. Did you know that Vanderbilt University ranked thirteenth overall out of 1,800 US colleges in US News and World Report’s Best Colleges rankings? Thirteenth. In the nation. Tied with Brown. That’s Ivy League level, people.

5. Okay, so Schindler’s List is iffy, but tell me a cocaine bear ripping up Nazis wouldn’t be epic.

6. Go ahead. Google that. I’ll wait.
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