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I had been trying to think of a title for the book. When this poem came to me, I knew this 
was it. I like to think of my battle with three different cancers as being like dancing with a 
monster. The similarities are there. It can feel deceptively intimate or estranged. It can be 
connected or a struggle. You have to pay attention all the time. It requires intuition and 
diligence to stay one step ahead of an ever-changing partner or adversary.

Sometimes You Dance The Monster

In the beginning we did 
A slow waltz, nice and easy. 
He was a good dancer. 
Then he said goodnight, 
but not goodbye, 
which made me think 
we’d meet again.

We thought about each other 
over the next 17 years, 
and he must have missed me, because 
all of a sudden he showed up, 
and we started our rendezvous with 
a brisk mambo, followed by 
the cha-cha. Ooh-la-la! 
He was all over the place, and 
I barely had time 
to catch my breath. 
But I showed him I wasn’t a quitter 
even in the paso-doble.

Then, just like that 
he disappeared again, 
probably to look for 
another paramour, 
someone more complacent or compliant. 
Perhaps he didn’t care for my aggressive style, 
often taking the lead. 
A lady shouldn’t do that.

It was a shock to see him 
when I thought he was gone for good. 
His disguise was clever – all silver-haired and gaunt,  
with a hypnotic, evil gaze,  
looking as if the years had not been kind. 
But I did not weaken, and 
matched his frantic pace 
as he led me into 
a unique but deadly version of 
the Danse Macabre.

Sometimes you dance the monster, 
And sometimes the monster dances you.
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Courage is not simply one of the virtues,  
but the form of every virtue at the testing point.

- C. S. Lewis

 After a seventeen-year remission from breast cancer, it returned in May, 2001. I found a 
small lump at the original site, but felt so ill – hardly able to walk without hanging onto 
the walls, and with pain in too many places, I knew there was more going on in my body 
than just that tiny malignancy. I pleaded to no avail for a PET scan (the scan that shows 
cancer in both soft tissue and bone, no matter where it is). Ready to plunk down $2,500 
to find the enemy that I knew existed, I was unexpectedly transferred to the oncologist I 
had wanted all along, but whose practice had initially been full. With no prompting from 
me, she ordered the PET scan that got me started on the road to proper treatment. From 
a May, 2001 diagnosis of Stage IV, terminal breast cancer, with multiple bone metastases 
and a prognosis of up to 2 years, against all odds, Dr. N. K., with her exceptional wisdom 
and skills, led me through the next six years to recovery.

So certain was I that some metastases would be revealed, and wanting to validate those 
suspicions, I wrote this poem the evening before the PET scan and handed a copy to the 
Radiology Department before the scan.

The Evening Before a PET Scan, or 
Just Smile and Say Cheese 
 Cancer, with its voracious appetite, consumes an inordinate amount of sugar, as 
compared to normal cells. After fasting for 12 hours, a patient is injected with radioactive 
sugar. If there is any cancer in the body being scanned, the uptake of sugar at those sites 
will light up on the PET scan.

 

I’ve starved you all morning, 
you hungry little guys, 
So, suck up the sugar, boys – 
5-oxy-glucose is the BEST! 
Take your fill 
the way you always do, 
leaving none for the good guys. 

Momma’s counting on you, 
so your glow-in-the-dark 
fluorescence 
will make a pretty picture 
on the PET scan 
and she can blow your freaking heads off.
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Courage
 
I am alone. 
I don’t know anyone 
Except myself.  
Therefore I am the most courageous person I know. 
Using the same logic, 
I must also be the most cowardly, 
Yet the rage in my courage 
rejects this cowardly notion.

Power
 
I shall mock you and taunt you and rob you of your power, 
You incredibly boring, @%*!&# relentless, 
Consuming and devouring, 
Black and evil thing.

No hero this, ignoble cancer. 
No skydiver’s death! 
No sucked-under-a-monster-wave death! 
Just a creepy, creeping, ugly, sinful waste 
of a good woman.

Yet I defy you and shall be transformed 
if God but forgives my gnashing profanity.

Please, Sir, May I? 
 
I live a life of superlatives 
With exclamation points! 
No wimpy commas 
or hermaphrodite semi-colons, 
Just life-affirming 
Eyes wide open 
Zero-to-sixty in 3.6 seconds 
Sensory overload. 
Please, sir, may I have more?



3

The Face of a Breast 

On the initial appearance of breast cancer in 1984, I had a mastectomy with surgical 
restoration. In 2001 I wrote this poem about my reconstructed breast, recalling prior 
physical exams in which my physician had not palpated for the lump on my chest wall, 
the place where the cancer returned.

Poor, sad, lonely thing,  
alienated and estranged, 
You’ve a face that only 
a mother could love, 
Hence doctors neglect you, 
fearful to touch 
unfamiliar terrain.

Is that how it happened 
that clumps of anti-matter, 
ignorant cells, unchecked, 
breeding indiscriminately, 
grew undetected?

As the face of the breast changes, 
a dimple now, in the chin, 
and two (or maybe three) misshapen 
sightless eyes, where none existed … 
Our host regards with awe 
this hostile takeover.

No bids are necessary from 
lobular carcinoma. 
Without formal announcement, 
it arrives quietly, 
to grow, divide, and conquer 
in endless boring repetition, until 
the weary one evicts the uninvited guest.

Righteous Indignation 

After diagnosis, in June 2001, of the return of my 1984 breast cancer to the same breast.

How dare thee 
hang a toxic sign 
on my forehead.

A kind of death sentence, 
now, reluctantly, 
stored in my memory: 
“you’ve only two to three years at best.”

What say thee 
of using the latest therapies, 
some of which 
will be balked at by tradition, 
but which are supported 
by scientific studies 
and clinical research?



4

Cancer (n.)
 
Mal`ignorant cells 
Programmed never to die, 
Endlessly multiplying and dividing 
As if they knew math. 
Nuke them and starve them. 
Throw them an apoptosis cocktail 
Once in a while. 
Then, when all that fails, 
Act like a frog and 
Croak.

Dear Oncologist
 
Please say something 
nice to me. 
Lie, and tell me 
I don’t have cancer.

Reassure me that I can do  
the 3.2 km ocean swim 
in Vanuatu next year.

Ask me to send you photos of 
my grandchildren 
when they are born.

Give me hope. 
Tell me that I’m better, 
and you never want to see me 
in your office, again.

Not Your Average KFC, or I Wonder if 
it Tastes Like Chicken

You’ve already had a breast, 
and then a thigh,  
and now, you greedy pig, 
you want my spine?

This is not Colonel Sanders’, 
you know. 
I don’t have any wings yet, and 
where I’m going to get them 
won’t let you in.  
They will 
Damn you to Hell.
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Don’t You Believe It
 The only thing worse than death is to be forgotten.

 

Someone told us 
that Granny died 
but we don’t believe it. 
We play with her 
every day on a video game called 
‘Plug-n-Play with Granny’ 
that Uncle John and Aunt Iveta sent us.

We know that’s Granny’s voice, all right, 
and we see her on the screen, 
swimming with the Polar Bears 
same as always.

She tells us stories, still, 
the ones she wrote for us,  
like ‘Primo and the Rattlesnake,’ and 
‘Righteous and the Crab.’ 
She teaches us to be kind 
and to love one another.

So please don’t say  
that Granny died – 
We don’t believe it.

Besides, she even visits us 
In our dreams. 
Don’t you see her in yours? 
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Cogito Ergo Sum 
(Latin: ‘I think, therefore I am’)
 
I am ready for my Second Life 
as an avatar,  
the one with the invincible body. 
Is she ready yet?

It’s time to download 
a memory bank 
rich with the stories 
of past generations and unfinished business.

There’s not much left of the old shell – 
just some broken bones 
and a smile. 
So please hurry up 
With my avatar. 
Connect the interface now!

Carpe diem! 
Tempus fugit!

‘I am, therefore I think,’ 
will become 
‘I think, therefore I am.’

 

Iron out Irony
 
I will not say my cancer. 
It’s not mine, 
it ’s another’s, 
some alien creature’s, 
not mine. 
I wouldn’t claim it 
as my own 
even if it were 
the last viable cell 
on earth, 
and I would die 
without it.
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Didn’t You Hear Me?

Look, I can’t 
entertain you right now. 
There’s so much to do 
and so little time 
thanks to you. 
Why don’t you go to sleep 
for another 17 years 
as you did before?

No snowy-haired Rip Van Winkle 
when you awoke – 
more like Jack the Ripper – 
you slashed your way 
through a dozen or so 
of my bones.

Your indecent advances 
leave me exhausted. 
We are so different, you and me, 
Why don’t you find 
someone like yourself to invade?

And while you’re at it, make sure to get a vasectomy 
so you don’t bear any offspring.
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Leftovers

Either warm or cold 
please leave something for me. 
Actually, warm is better – 
we are too soon cold.

It’s okay to subsist on 
leftovers, 
I don’t mind, really. 
You’ve had your fill now 
don’t you think, 
consuming so many bones 
that even the dog 
doesn’t want them?

Just leave enough 
of my skeleton 
to walk on, 
so I can stand and cheer 
my son’s doctoral dissertation. 
And enough for me 
to lift my grandbabies high 
And enough so I can run 
into the frigid ocean for a swim.

Just leave me enough.

 

A Simple Truth 
                                                
Once in a while, 
beyond the pain and struggle 
of making it through another day, 
there comes a nugget better than gold, 
a bit of wisdom, 
a revelation that entices us 
through a new doorway 
to a simple truth: 
‘Happiness is a choice, 
not a consequence.’ 
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This poem is about faith. I knew that some organized religions believed a person was 
‘doomed’ unless instructed in the faith. So I asked a Jesuit priest, a deep-thinking man I 
met 20 years ago, “Do you believe that someone like a Kalahari bushman who has never 
been formally taught about God, is doomed to Hell?” I will never forget his reply, “The 
unnamed God speaks to every man, and it is up to him to choose or deny Him.”

When my breast cancer came back in 2001, it had already spread through a lot of bones. 
Dealing with the pain was a challenge. I tried morphine, but soon refused it after feeling 
like a ‘zombie’, lying in bed, groggy and dopey, as life went on without me. Maybe the worst 
part was that I wasn’t allowed to drive a car. Off the morphine and unable to sleep from the 
pain, I started praying my usual prayers, using too many words, until God taught me a prayer 
with only three words: ‘Lord help me’. “How can this be enough?” I thought. But it was, 
and still is. As I pray throughout the night, I vary the word order a bit, sometimes adding 
‘please,’ so God will know I am concentrating. Eventually, I am carried off to a peaceful place 
that knows no pain.    

More Than ‘Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep’ 
 
I pray to Him – 
the one whom 
the Kalahari bushman, 
in spite of never having been taught, 
believes in, 
after seeing Him 
in a life-sustaining dewdrop 
on a leaf, 
and feeling His presence in the stillness 
after a storm.

I pray to Him 
who taught me how to pray 
on that night full of pain, 
and rain, 
with a fistful of hollers – 
the prayer with only three or four words, 
“Lord, help me,”

And I varied it here and there 
so He would know 
I was paying attention 
during that prayer 
that lasted all night long 
until just before dawn, 
when He flew me to a world 
in a peaceful place 
that knows no words 
or numbers 
and no sounds except for …

What is that sound? 
A gentle hum? 
A soft vibration? 
from the great I Am.
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Spinal Trap 
 
Cancer consumed the entire middle 
of a disc in my spine, 
causing the top and bottom 
to be welded together 
in unholy matrimony.

It has since moved on 
to the next disc in line, 
proving to be a 
serial bigamist.

Sweet little discs 
are lined up 
like a row of chocolates 
for the rapacious one 
who likes soft centers.

Just wait until it tries 
the chemo-flavored 
chocolate mocha creams. 
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When my wise and empathetic oncologist, Dr. K., who had boldly treated me for six years, 
moved out of state, I was taken on, as a patient, by Dr. H. He was warm and friendly but 
knew very little about Sarcoma, except for the bad news. And what he didn’t know made 
him dangerous. No matter how gently or kindly it is delivered, a sucker-punch is still a 
sucker-punch.

You are hereby served with a 90-Day Notice To Quit.

Patient: Beatrice Smart

Diagnosis: Sarcoma of the Spine

Treatment:

 1) Chemotherapy: There is no chemotherapy for Sarcoma.
 2) Surgery: Surgery is not an option. You can not cut out part of the spine.
 3) Radiation: N/A. You have had your lifetime limit.
 
Comments: Three strikes and you are out!
  You will be ‘out’ (gone, deceased, at room temperature)
  within 3 months. Sorry, but there is no treatment for you.

Signed: Dr. A. Pessimisto

Date:  April 25, 2008

Postscript: Unwilling to accept Dr. Pessimisto’s ‘3 strikes and you are out!’ 
  proclamation, I tore up the 90-Day Notice and threw it away. 
  Then I went to the computer and typed in my own ‘3 strikes’:

                                      www.ucla.edu

90-DAY NOTICE TO QUIT
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Not one to sit at home knitting scarves for 90 days while waiting for the grim reaper 
to appear, I left him a farewell note. After falling to the floor, howling from the pain, 
I was admitted through the Emergency Room to UCLA Hospital in Santa Monica. The 
chemotherapy drug Ifosfamide (eye-FOSS-fuh-mide) was administered. It killed 70% of 
my sarcoma. The tumor was then reduced to a size that could be completely and safely 
removed with surgery.

Whose ‘Cide Are You On? 
 
Herbicide kills herbs in the ’burbs, 
Insecticide kills bugs under rugs. 
But what kind of ’cide 
gives Sarcoma a ride?

Why, it ’s Ifosfamide! 
On the inside, 
Of your veins. 
No more pains. (It’s true.)

And no more ’cide.

Sui- _ _ _ _ ? 
Phooey! 
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2007 was a year of celebration with my remission from Breast Cancer and Melanoma. 
Imagine the shock, in April, 2008, of facing a third and rare cancer, Sarcoma (only 
10,000 cases per year in the U.S.), in an unusual location, the spine. The Sarcoma team 
at UCLA – a brilliant array of gifted, empathetic doctors – offered me hope and a chance 
for survival.

As in a game of chess, the players (doctors), each with his own strategy (specialty) 
moved to protect, defend and rescue their patient, the humble ‘queen’ (so undeserving, 
yet impossibly hopeful and very grateful). After a difficult, lengthy and complicated 
surgery involving the resection of two vertebrae and excision of the tumor, the cancer is 
gone. ‘Long live the queen!’

Good Manners

No one gave him the key 
but he came in anyway, 
the masked stranger, 
intent on stealing anything he can, 
swallowing my energy 
as I struggle to remain upright 
while trying to remember, 
“Is this how we walk, 
putting one foot in front of the other?”

Craving silence 
he robs me of my voice 
until I can only whisper, 
“Why are you here?”

He wanders aimlessly 
through the house 
turning out the lights so I won’t find him, 
shutting down the furnace, 
trying to freeze me out, 
satiating his appetite 
on my fragile bones.

Trying not to offend, I ask, 
“Would you like some Hot Sauce with that?” 
hoping to distract him 
so he won’t notice 
I am laying a really big trap.
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Same Old Guest, New Attire 
A three-time unwanted visitor tries to disguise himself

First Visit
(1984, and again in 2001)

Hi there, my name is breast cancer. 
I am your new and most devoted friend. 
We will be together until we die.

I shall take you to places you’ve never seen before. 
No, not Vanuatu, except maybe in your dreams. 
I’m thinking of places where they have 
lots of new technology, really fascinating stuff 
like the PET scanner, 
and state-of-the-art radiation equipment 
where you will get a few tattoos, 
fairly basic ones, though, not butterflies or hearts. 
We’ll also visit an operating room or two.

I can’t believe you’re complaining! 
You always said you’d try anything once, if it ’s legal.

Second Visit
(2005 - a mole turns malignant) 
(Cue up music for Sing-along)

Melanoma, Melanoma, 
Fee-fi-foe-foma … 
Melanoma – a – a.

Your mole looks so pretty now 
doesn’t it? Beautiful colors I chose – 
pink, brown and black – don’t you think? 
It looks so cute we could add a bow 
if it had hair. 
It’s very cool-looking with your leopard-print purse.

After surgery, you should wear your skirt with the ruffle edge 
that matches your scar. 
And while I’m here, just to keep you guessing, 
I shall pay a visit to your lymph nodes. 
“Will it spread?” you ask. 
Good question. 
Anticipation is better than realization.
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Third Visit
(2008 - Sarcoma)

Sarcoma. 
Don’t be afraid, say it louder. 
SARCOMA!

Sarcoma is difficult to find 
because he wears no clothes at all, 
and might as well be invisible. 
He’s a real trickster.

An indiscriminate eating machine, 
sarcoma blends in with his surroundings. 
You can’t imagine how upset he was when 
Dr. Garris, while performing a Vertebroplasty, 
found him hiding in the spine 
and cut out a little piece 
for pathology.

Anyone else might have said, 
“No, don’t bother – it ’s probably just 
the same old cancer from the breast 
that already ate the vertebra above.” 
But the sarcoma was so-o busted 
when they exposed him, that 
he hid in a closet and cried for a week.

Just wait until he finds out 
the Sarcoma-Busters at UCLA 
are already planning his demise. 
I almost feel sorry for him. 
Almost.
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This poem is in response to my friend’s asking why I don’t take morphine, around the 
clock, as my doctors suggest. I tried that in 2001 and ended up lying in the bed like a 
zombie while life goes on without me. Besides, I am not allowed to drive a car. You call 
this living?

Intolerance of Morphine (and why I hate it), 
or 
Don’t Come Back Until Hospice is Pounding 
on the Door 
            
Zombies, lying in bed, 
their brains on 
an extended leave of absence, 
floating in a 
pain-free, psychedelic, psycho-delicatessen, 
hallucinatory reverie, 
each day bleeding into the next.

Puffy-faced, vacant-eyed 
splendor in three dimensions.

No 3-D glasses required 
for this exhilarating, downhill ride 
on a 120-mph roller coaster. 
Destination: Point of No Return, 
and when you reach it, 
be ready to give up your ticket, 
the one stamped, “I regret …” 
’cause there’s no way out of 
this black hole 
except through the door 
marked simply, 
and forever, 
“Amen.”
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Cancer sneaks up like a thief in the night. His attacks can drive me to yelp a bit, 
making me wish I could tape my mouth shut, so as not to disturb the neighbors and 
cause them to dial ‘911.’  The reference to the little ‘bee’ (a homonym for my name, Bea), 
concerns something affectionate I have said to my kids. This poem is a valentine to all 
my ‘children.’ You know who you are.

To Bees, or Not to Bees
 
Burgle the burglar, 
the thief in the night! 
Submerge the submersible 
scourge without cour’ge.

Banished, not vanished. 

Morbidly ailing, 
I lie flailing, wailing, 
unleashed and furied, 
noise quietly buried. 
From lips taped closed.

(No sound arose.)

But look for me 
the little bee 
sitting, eternal, 
on your shoulder,

Bolder,

Cheering you on, 
whisp’ring in your ear 
as only a Mom 
does best 
with endless I-love-you’s, and a

“You can do it!”



18

For many years I have swum in the ocean 
year-round at Cabrillo Beach, where the 
water temperature ranges from an icy, 
invigorating 50’s to a cool, refreshing 60’s. 
I became a member of the Cabrillo Beach 
Polar Bear Club, a group of others who 
have done this since the 1950’s. 

Swimming out to the quarter mile buoy, I 
developed a habit of ‘singing’ as I exhaled 
each breath underwater. This has attracted 
an assortment of dolphins, sea otters, and 
seals over the years. One animal, my ‘pet’ 
seal, became especially close. Most days, by 
the time I reached the buoy, my pet would 
be waiting, close by. He would follow me 
back to shore, crisscrossing beneath me, 
making eye contact as I swam free style. 

Once, when I was close to shore where the 
surf swells and breaks, he began to leap and 
somersault, inducing me to stay and play, 
which I did. As I came out 
of the water, a lifeguard 
ran up to me “How did you 
do that? I’ve never seen a 
seal do that before!” “I’m 
not sure,” I replied, “Maybe 
it’s because I sing songs 
as I exhale underwater?” 
“That’s it!” exclaimed 
the guard, “Seals are very 
curious creatures. He didn’t 
want you to go.”

On another journey, my 
pet seal also brought his 
girlfriend (a smaller seal) 
but kept her a safe distance 
away from me. I can just 
imagine what he told her, 
but you probably won’t 
believe me.

In 2005, my son John and 
I did the two-and-a-half 
mile Lifeguard Swim at 
Cabrillo Beach. I had two 
young lifeguards swimming 
at my side for the last mile 
(I’m sure they thought I 
wouldn’t make it).

For my courage, the senior lifeguard Luca 
Giordano awarded me the coveted Cabrillo 
Beach Lifeguards t-shirt. Wearing it 
around San Pedro later, I’ve had a number 
of knowing looks from the locals. Once a 
triathlete stopped me on the way out of the 
supermarket and asked: “Who did you have 
to kill to get that shirt?”

In 2004, the Polar Bear Club graciously 
elected me Queen (a King and Queen are 
anointed every year by club tradition). 
Here is a picture of me celebrating with my 
scepter at the 2004 New Year’s Day swim, 
where about 1,000 Angelenos brave the 
frigid waters for a quick dip. A few of these 
join us polar bears for a half-mile swim to 
the buoy and back, a glorious way to kick 
off their new year.

Care to join us next year? Maybe I’ll be 
swimming along side you (you never know).

Cabrillo Beach Polar Bear Club
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Sisu

I have a Finnish heritage from my father Karl. His surname was Wouhela, 
changed to Williams when he crossed the Atlantic to Canada. 

The Finns have a word, sisu, that they use sparingly, as a high compliment. 
See the definition on Wikipedia. Sisu means many things:

Persistence

Stubbornness

Determination

Perseverance

Spirit

Courage

Guts

Resolve

Steadfastness

Tenacity

Mettle

My family used this word to describe me so often, I changed my email prefix 
to ‘sisugirl’. I believe anyone can claim sisu for themselves. It may be hard to 
do so at first, but it gets easier every day.

Got sisu?

A Victory

Every day is a victory 
(for all of us). 
Every day that I am above ground 
is a celebration.

d
The path 
that leads to 
happiness 
is so narrow 
that two cannot 
walk on it 
unless they become 
one.

 - Anonymous

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sisu
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Sometimes You Dance The Monster
(Repeat)

In the beginning we did 
A slow waltz, nice and easy. 
He was a good dancer. 
Then he said goodnight, 
but not goodbye, 
which made me think 
we’d meet again.

We thought about each other 
over the next 17 years, 
and he must have missed me, because 
all of a sudden he showed up, 
and we started our rendezvous with 
a brisk mambo, followed by 
the cha-cha. Ooh-la-la! 
He was all over the place, and 
I barely had time 
to catch my breath. 
But I showed him I wasn’t a quitter 
even in the paso-doble.

Then, just like that 
he disappeared again, 
probably to look for 
another paramour, 
someone more complacent or compliant. 
Perhaps he didn’t care for my aggressive style, 
often taking the lead. 
A lady shouldn’t do that.

It was a shock to see him 
when I thought he was gone for good. 
His disguise was clever – all silver-haired and gaunt,  
with a hypnotic, evil gaze,  
looking as if the years had not been kind. 
But I did not weaken, and 
matched his frantic pace 
as he led me into 
a unique but deadly version of 
the Danse Macabre.

Sometimes you dance the monster, 
And sometimes the monster dances you.



We’ve all had to face a monster 
at some point in out lives. Our 
monster can be anything visible 
or invisible that attacks our 
mind, naked emotion, body 
or spirit. It is whatever stops 
us from being the beautiful 
person we are destined to be. 
Cancer or an addiction are two 
examples. When you personify 
your monster and talk to it 
like the lively adversary that 
it is, you will feel empowered. 
What’s YOUR monster?

Beatrice Smart
October 24, 1938 - May 3, 2009


