There was a lump. A lump was sticking out on the left side of
my neck. It looked as if a large snail had crawled under my
skin. The lump protruded about half an inch from just under
my ear lobe running down to my Adam’s apple. | felt it. It
was solid. Still dripping from the shower, in the locker room
of my squash club with a towel around my waist, | was
standing in front of a large mirror. 1 moved closer and turned
my head all the way to the right to try to conceal the lump.
What if I had to do a close-up? Would it show? | am an actor.

I was in great shape for a fellow ten days away from
turning fifty-three years of age. Professionally things were
beginning to work again; four commercials, a college lecture,
several guest shots on the CBS soap opera, As The World
Turns and serious "talk" with Proctor & Gamble Productions
and the new executive producer about the return of the
character | had originated in 1980, James Stenbeck. If I had
to do a close-up, I'd just turn my head, make it a profile shot
and conceal the lump. No problem.

I had left New York City in the summer 1992 and
toured theatre in my home state of Mississippi and in South
Africa. | returned in August of '95 very low on money and
depressed. The next twelve months were tough. | lived in a
series of sublets, had a twenty-dollar a day budget for food
and transportation. | went back to therapy with Dr.
MacCavoy, a clinical psychologist who had earned her Ph.D. in
Vienna. | cut down on hard alcohol, played squash five to
seven times a week and got back on my feet emotionally.

If going back on As The World Turns didn't work out
I could finish putting together a new show of poetry and jazz
with my friends "B" Spears and Mickey Raphael of the Willie
Nelson band. | had our first show booked in Jackson,
Tennessee for mid-March. I had a great agent for
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commercials, Cunningham - Escott - Dipene. They kept
sending me out on auditions with meager results for over a
year until July of ‘96 when we had a string of winners: a voice
over account in Canada, Toyota, Mita Copiers, and The New
York Times.

So be it, back on "the show" or a mix of commercials
and touring, either way I’'d be working. January 2nd. there was
a call from London. It was from Gaye Brown, long time friend
and veteran of the English stage. She had just worked with a
young director and had given him a copy of Smoke &
Mirrors, a murder mystery/comedy | had co-authored in
1991. | produced three old-fashioned bus and truck tours of
the play with New York actors in Mississippi and Louisiana. |
took the play to Johannesburg for a five-month run. The
laughs came at all the right places on both continents. The
“young genius” had read it and found it was clever and very
funny. He thought he could get it produced in London, the
West End — our play in the big time.

No matter what . . . 1997 was going to be my year!

*k k k%

Thursday, January 9t | took Basha, my ex-wife, to a
fundraiser hosted by Linda Dano of Another World, also a
Proctor & Gamble Soap. | liked these functions and to chat
with fans. Basha, an exotic Polish beauty, always enjoyed
dressing up in one of her originally composed, antique outfits.
We had a good time.

It was cold that night. | got a cab to drop her off at her
apartment before heading uptown to my latest sublet on 89th
Street. | took her hand and put it on my neck. Her immediate
response was, "Oh, Anthonee you need to see about that.
Don't let that go."”

When | returned to my sublet I phoned Patsy in
Nashville, Tennessee. We had been dating, seeing each other,
involved, on and off since 1993. 1 told her about the lump in
my neck. She reminded me that | had some emergency dental
work done when | returned from Africa in 1995. A full frontal
x-ray, showed a spot in my left jawbone. My dentist couldn’t
determine what it was. Since there was no pain, and no
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obvious complications, we decided to wait to see if it caused
any problems, and it never did. Patsy speculated that the
mysterious space had become infected and that poison was
oozing out and causing the swelling in my throat. Made sense
to me. Normally, I would have had an extra shot of bourbon
and forgotten about the whole situation.

For some reason | didn't. At 8:30 the next morning |
was in my dentist’'s office on the fifty-second floor of the
Empire State Building. A needle, a little pinch, some
Novocain, and he drilled out a filling in my back left molar,
checked-out the tooth. No infection. He replaced the filling.
He wrote out a name and address on Central Park South and
handed it to me. Before | could question him, he said, "Dr.
Beller is an oral surgeon we work with. I want him to find out
if there is an infection in your jaw. Take a cab. I'll call him
and tell him you are on your way."

Dr. Beller’s office was on the ground floor. As I walked
into the waiting area of his office a very pretty girl who
appeared to be in her twenties came in and said, "Mr. Herrera,
I’'m Yolanda, this way please. He'll be right in." | took off my
coat and sweaters. Dr. Beller came in and introduced himself.
I climbed into the chair. He immediately shot some more
Novocain into my left jaw. Then he cut the gum, drilled a hole
in the bone, took out some of whatever the hell was in there,
stitched up my gum and asked me to walit.

I was getting a bit groggy from the drugs and was slow
getting into my sweaters. Yolanda was asking me questions
about As The World Turns; she and her mother had
watched for years. Even with a numb face and difficulty
focusing | enjoyed talking to her. Within ten minutes Dr.
Beller came back in.

"There is no infection in your jaw."

“What do you think it is?”

“l don’t know.”

He handed me a piece of paper with a name and an
address.

"Dr. Gilbert is the Chief of Head and Neck Surgery at
University Hospital. He doesn’'t usually see patients on
Fridays, but I just called him and he's waiting for you."
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Dr. Beller helped me with my coat and walked me to
the door.

"Please go now. He's waiting for you."

The wind was blowing a light snow through the streets
of Manhattan. Taxi drivers drive fast in New York. Even in
heavy traffic | arrived at the University Medical Center in
minutes and found Dr. Seller’s office. He had a crew cut and
was impeccably dressed. He asked me about my medical
history. There was not much to it. Other than the flu, I'd
never had any problems physically.

Fortunately, the left side of my face was still numb
when Dr. Gilbert stuck a needle into the protrusion on the side
of my neck and extracted some fluid. He sprayed my throat
with something | couldn’t taste and with what looked like a
crooked pair of pliers, clipped out two chunks of flesh. He put
these tiny parts of my body into little glass containers, handed
them to an attendant who had magically appeared at the door,
and they were on their way to a lab.

Next, he made several phone calls. No CAT scan
machines were available. He called a private imaging clinic,
and handed me a piece of paper with another address.

“Go now!”

“What do you think is wrong with me?”

“I don’t know. | will have a better idea after | get the
pathology reports and the CT results.”

Another cab -- minutes later -- another doctor. Dr.
Louis, was Cuban and had a warm demeanor. The goop you
have to drink to fill your gut with barium was not pleasant, but
by now I was like an animal stunned by a blow to the head. |
moved wherever | was led.

Everything was strange; the locker in the changing room
wasn’t big enough to hold my coat, sweaters, pants, etc. | left
my coat on a chair and put on a thin robe-like garment and
couldn’t get it tied right but it didn't matter. The room with
the CAT scan machine was cold. An attendant helped me onto
the narrow table that slides into the machine and then stuck a
butterfly needle in the vein in my arm. My butt and shoulders
hung over the side.

A second doctor came in and introduced himself. |
didn’t remember his name. He was young.



“Have you ever had a CAT scan before?”

“No.”

I have claustrophobia. I was afraid of sliding into that
tube. | had seen a television special some years before on this
new technology. I closed my eyes. This was really happening.

I heard the doctor drop something. He mumbled and
then dropped it again. | was scared. | could be up, dressed
and out the door in a couple of minutes. | shut my eyes and
said to myself, “Herrera, you stay on this table.”

I heard the young doctor knock over something else.
Dr. Louis came in and took charge. | looked up for a second as
he hooked up a small bag of fluid to the line in my arm.

“Are you allergic to iodine?”

“No.”

“You may feel a slight burning sensation in your arm
when we start the 1V; it will be just a second. Relax.” Easy for
him to say.

R

My closest friend in show business, Cleavon Little, the
black sheriff in Blazing Saddles and Tony Award winner for
the Broadway musical Purlie, was a kind, gentle man. He was
born in Chickasha, Oklahoma but his parents were from
Mississippi. | was from Mississippi. Our Southern history
enhanced our friendship. Cleavon died of stomach cancer in
1992. | was with him the day before he died.

* Kk Kk Kk *x

I kept my eyes shut as the table began to move. A voice
came through a speaker on the big machine. Everything was
very crisp and clear.

“Take a deep breath. Hold it.”

I shut my eyes and held my arms tight to my side and
said silently, “Cleavon, don’t let me panic. Keep me on
this damn thing.”

Then the speaker: “Okay you can breathe.”

I did. Then, “Take a deep breath. Hold it.”
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This went on for what felt like four days. | never could
relax. Cleavon helped me stay on that table.

I got dressed. Dr. Louis showed me the CT of my head
and neck on the computer. The images looked like a fancy
coloring book. He pointed out a foreign shape in the left side
of my neck. It was 25mm by 45mm in mass, about the size of
a walnut.

As | left his clinic Dr. Louis tried to comfort me. He
shook my hand and looked me in the eye.

“l hope you don’t have to come back. It is my opinion
that the mass in your neck is benign.”



2

It was dark out and funnels of snow were whirling along 1st
Avenue. | found a pharmacy within a couple of blocks. All the
drugs from earlier that day seemed to wear-off as soon as | hit
the night air. The pain from the oral surgery and the biopsy
took over. | had a prescription for painkillers and asked the
pharmacist to fill it right away, but he had trouble with his
computer and my Screen Actors Guild insurance number. |
walked up and down the aisles attempting to read the labels
on various products. The pain in my jaw and throat was
getting worse, fast. The pharmacist couldn’t get his system to
work. After twenty minutes | finally asked,

“How much is it?”

“Thirty-two dollars and fifty cents.” | paid in cash. He
gave me a cup of water.

The Dumpling King was right across the street from my
sublet apartment. For some reason Chinese food sounded
good. I got jumbo shrimp with lobster sauce to go. Next, the
liquor store. | got two bottles of Spanish champagne out of
the cooler and three off the shelf and as | put them on the
counter, Jack, a friend from the squash club, came through
the door.

“Herrera! Hey. What are you doing? Five bottles of
Champagne? Five? Must be party time!”

“Right.”

“Better cool it. Ha! There goes your squash game.”

No one had to tell me my situation was serious. |
phoned a former girlfriend, Laura Sudarsky, a plastic surgeon
and related the events of the day. She told me that a colleague
of hers had just been diagnosed with throat cancer and asked,
“Are you prepared to live your life in a very different manner?”

“Yes.”

I knew what she meant. If I had throat cancer, they
would take out my voice box.

*k kk %



8

I watched the snowstorm, drank champagne and
thought about my life. | was going to be fifty-three years old
in a few days. | once read that fifty-three is the Bermuda
Triangle year for men.

Tom Gries, film director, gave me my first job in show
business as Charlton Heston’s stand-in on the movie
Number One in New Orleans in 1968. For ten weeks I
worked on the set every day for twelve to fourteen hours with
Tom Gries, the cinematographer, Michel Hugo and Moses
himself, Mr. Charlton Heston. When we wrapped | made a
deal to drive one of the picture cars back to Hollywood. |
secured my Lambretta motor scooter on the generator truck
and along with three other picture cars and drivers we
caravanned West — out of the South.

Seven years later Tom hired me for a good role in
Helter Skelter. | had kept in touch with Tom over the years.
He was pleased that | had found Stella Adler, the legendary
acting teacher. “You're doing the right thing; Stella’s the
best.” Tom was a beacon, a hero who became my friend. He
died of a heart attack on a tennis court at the age of fifty-three.
Peter Hammer, another close friend, had edited my
documentary Mississippi Delta Blues. We had worked
hard, drunk hard and our film won five awards. Peter died of
cancer at fifty-three. Cleavon Little died at fifty-three.

*k* k *x %

The shrimp were good. The Darvon and champagne
numbed the physical pain and allowed me to slip into a rather
calm mood. | didn’t even get tipsy.

On one hand | had had an incredible life for a country
boy from Wiggins, Mississippi born in 1944. | had been self-
supporting since the age of fourteen. After high school I went
to “Ole Miss.” In those years if you were poor, came from a
little town and didn’t have a powerful family, to go to “Ole
Miss” was a dream come true.

I graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in Zoology and
English Literature, and | became a member of the Sigma Chi
fraternity.
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When was a child, the Saturday night movie at the
Straub Theatre was the event of the week. In the dark theatre
the conflict between the good guys and the bad guys seemed to
make sense out of life. In the weekly serial, Buster Crabbe
would end up hanging on the edge of a cliff, but in the last
episode, he too would get out of trouble and save the day.

To be an actor was a childhood fantasy that | did not
admit to until 1 was nearly twenty years old. | moved to New
York City when | was twenty-five. | found Stella Adler and
studied the craft of acting with her for three years. She had
taught Marlon Brando, Warren Beatty and Robert DeNiro, to
name a few. | worked as a waiter in Oscar’s Salt of the Sea on
Third Avenue and did off-off Broadway.

I have made a living as an actor since 1974.

*k k* *x %

The wind whipped up thick sheets of snow that flooded
the night. | sat and watched and thought. | had made a lot of
mistakes in my life, failing at marriage the greatest. But at
this moment, | didn’'t feel any regrets or sadness. My
accomplishments and my failures were just a list of facts about
my life.

No matter what Dr. Louis had said about the lump in
my neck, | knew something very serious was wrong with me
and | had a choice. 1 could load up my car with champagne
and head south, stop and drink with the people I cared about,
find my way into the swamps of Louisiana, put the barrel of
my .38 Smith & Wesson revolver to my temple and pull the
trigger. A plan? Maybe.

I got a bit tipsy, but not maudlin or depressed. Instead,
| started to panic. Mentally | caught the fear before it filled
my chest and fought to hold it at bay. Then slowly I was able
to calm down and began to see myself at the bottom of a dark
canyon with a horse, wearing a revolver and carrying a .30-.30
Winchester rifle, getting ready for a dangerous journey.

*k kk %

Monday morning Dr. Gilbert took my call right away.
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“Mr. Herrera, the lab report is positive for lymphoma.
We aren’t sure of the exact diagnosis but it is lymphoma.”

I was surprised that my voice broke as | repeated the
word “lymphoma.”

“Yes. I've made an appointment for you for tomorrow
with an oncologist, Dr. Levine. However, it will be another
week to determine the exact diagnosis.”

Lymphoma is cancer. Cancer sounds mean,
dangerous and deadly. Lymphoma -- | repeated it over in
my mind, and in a soft whisper, as | would wake-up in the
mornings. It is not a harsh sounding word. No matter how
the word sounds, lymphoma is mean, dangerous and
deadly.

* % % k% %

At University Hospital, Dr. Levine’s waiting room was
packed with patients. | just stood there holding my coat. He
came through, young, hurried and reading a large file. |
stepped in his path.

“Dr. Levine, I am Anthony Herrera. Dr. Gilbert sent me
to you.”

“Oh yes. You’'ll have to wait.”

He did not look at me when he shook my hand or when
he spoke to me. As he moved toward his office an elderly man
looked up at him and smiled,

“Good morning, Dr. Levine.”

The doctor passed by him and didn’t acknowledge the
patient’s greeting. | looked at this tall man sitting. He was
neatly groomed, gray-haired in his late seventies. He had a
kind face. He was frightened. He reminded me of Bop, my
grandfather. | didn’t like the way this doctor didn’t look at me
or the way he rushed by this old man.

I studied other people in the room, the fat woman
trying to read a magazine, the black man speaking softly with
his wife, a Puerto Rican child with her parents and others. We
appeared to be handling it fairly well, but we were all scared.

I waited. 1 tried to formulate questions to ask this
doctor, but about what? | had heard the word cancer all of my
life. People got cancer and died. 1| had heard the word
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lymphoma but really didn’t pay much attention to how it was
used or what it meant. Now it meant a cancer that was in my
body.

Finally, I was called in to see Dr. Levine. He nodded at
a chair in front of his desk. | sat. Again he didn’'t make eye
contact.

“There are three general types of lymphoma cells; the
small grade can be maintained with periodic and relatively
mild chemotherapy. The middle grade cell can be killed with a
stronger regimen of chemo. With large grade cell lymphoma,
you can basically forget about survival. Call next Wednesday.
We should have the final diagnosis from the pathology by
then.”

I found a pay phone. This was all really real. | called
Basha.

“l have cancer.”

“Oh, Anthonee, are you sure?”

“Yes, | just met with an oncologist.”

“You must start eating asparagus.”

Basha got very upset and out of nervousness, she went
on about asparagus. | had to eat lots of asparagus.

That night | woke up in the middle of the king size bed
in the new sublet and softly said, “Lymphoma.”

Chemotherapy, large grade, middle grade lymphoma
cells, diagnosis, pathology report, these were no longer just
words. They were now my reality. What the hell had
happened to me?

I heard one of the patients in the waiting room mention
The Cure For Lymphoma Society. The next morning | called
and went to see them at 215 Lexington Avenue. They were
supportive and gave me some pamphlets. | read some of them
but did not learn that much about the new world | had been
hurled into, except that a lot of people suffered from this
disease.

* % k% % %

I met Dr. Bobbie MacGuffie in 1980. | had just moved
back to New York after five years in Malibu and Beverly Hills
and had just begun the role of James on As The World
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Turns. I met her daughter, Martha, in a sushi bar. 1 was
studying my script for the next day and she was reading a play.
She was an opera student and needed part time work and |
needed someone to prompt me on the twenty-five to forty
pages of dialogue that I had to learn daily for work. We
became friends and after a few months | was invited to her
mother’s house in Rockland County. One Sunday, Cleavon
and | drove up for lunch. 1 followed the directions up the
Palisades and off exit ten to South Mountain Road. Martha
had given me no warning as to what we were about to
encounter. As | drove into the driveway some one hundred
yards up on a hill was a castle. Not a huge castle, but a castle.

Over the next few years | found the matriarch Dr.
MacGuffie, one of the most remarkable people | had ever met.
She was the first female plastic surgeon in New York State,
operated at Nyack Hospital five days a week, had a menagerie
of raccoons, ferrets, rabbits and two golden retrievers. She
had a special cage for wounded animals that she would find on
the road or people would leave for her to heal.

I too was adopted and was given the Unicorn room on
the second floor of “the castle” whenever | needed to spend
the night. The room was decorated with some twenty unicorn
figurines and carvings. The sheets on the bed had unicorns in
the pattern. The Unicorn protected the castle.

Another daughter, Janey Hudson was an oncologist at
the Veterans Hospital in Syracuse, New York. | phoned Janey
and told her the news and that I did not like Dr. Levine. She
assured me that lymphoma was treatable and that there were
lots of oncologists to choose from in New York City. She
emphasized how important it was for me, or any patient, to
feel like they had a team effort going with their oncologist.
She assured me that she would help set up appointments with
several doctors until we found the right team but I still had to
wait for the final diagnosis.

I had to wait five more days before for the final
pathology report. | didn’t know how to fill the time. Talking
to friends helped a little, but | still had to wait. Going to the
gym, walking the streets of Manhattan, getting drunk, nothing
helped, and for some reason | didn’t want to drink that much.
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I no longer felt like the iron man that could party late and then
be in the studio at 7:00 a.m. for a twelve-hour workday.

* k% k% k* *

Dr. Levine put a folder on his desk and took out the
pathology report. He didn’'t look at me. He started drawing
circles on a blank sheet of paper with lines coming out of
them. They looked like a child’s bad drawings of a bug. His
voice was too loud as he described:

Malignant Lymphoma: Mantle Cell Type.

“Itis very rare and it will kill you.”

“You are going to die.”

“This disease will kill you.”

I remember distinctly these three sentences in the first
twelve minutes in his office.

The phone rang behind him; he pushed his chair back,
picked up the receiver, leaned back and talked. | stared at his
drawings of the circles and their funny looking legs.

“YOU ARE GOING TO DIE.”

Reading the papers upside down, | noticed the name
Kathrine Chatham, M. D.

Dr. Levine finished his phone call and rushed out. A
young woman, a little overweight, who looked to be no more
than eighteen came in and sat in a chair by the door. She
smiled, adjusted her skirt and in a cute little voice said, “I'm a
junior in medical school and this is my first day to observe, if
you don’'t mind.”

“This is my first day to have Mantle Cell Lymphoma
and |1 do mind.”

She got up and left. A nurse came in and put a big stack
of manila folders on his desk.

“Sorry to interrupt, but these are for doctors.” As if that
meant something to me. Dr. Levine came back in.

“I need to take some bone marrow out of your hip bone
to see if there is lymphoma there also.” He motioned with a
movement of his head for me to come with him. We went into
a room across the hall.

“Pull your pants down mid-butt and get on the table.
Face the wall. Count to fifteen. This is going to hurt.”
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He wiped the top of my right buttock with something
cold and proceeded to drill through my skin into my bone. It
was a very long fifteen count and he was correct. It hurt. It
hurt like hell. It was excruciating pain. It hurt more than any
pain |1 had ever felt in my life. If it had lasted another two
seconds, | would have passed out.

I couldn’t believe he didn’t use an anesthetic.

“Could I see what caused so much pain?”

| zipped up my pants. He showed me a little piece of
what looked like some dark rose-colored pencil lead. He
headed for his office. | stood in the hallway.

“Doctor, | have a show booked in Tennessee in March.
Will I be able to do it?”

“Yeah, why not.”

“Can | continue to play squash?”

“Sure, just try not to get hit in the spleen. Your CAT
scan shows your spleen is massively enlarged.”

“Why is my spleen enlarged?”

“Lymphoma is systemic. It's already in your spleen.
We’'re going to try a bone marrow transplant. You need to get
your heart and lungs checked out. Check with my nurse
tomorrow. We’'re going to put you through Hell.”

* k) Kk Kk *x

I left the hospital and went to Tandy Cronyn’s
apartment. Tandy and | had been friends since | first came to
New York in 1969. In 1993, we toured A. R. Gurney’s two-
character play Love Letters in Mississippi and played
eighteen communities, nineteen performances in twenty-one
days, and still remained friends. Her mother had been
diagnosed with ovarian cancer in 1990 and she died in 1994.

I was greeted with a hug. Then, as was her nature,
Tandy started dealing with the practical matters of what I was
facing. She would take care of making sure | had food and the
necessary supplies in my apartment.

“After your second chemo you won't feel like shopping.”

Later that evening | went to Basha’'s apartment on 44th
Street. She was very upset. We called her cousin Magda, an
internist in Miami. Magda’s husband, Roberto, was an
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oncologist. He had “heard” of Mantle Cell Lymphoma, but
that was about it. He commented that New York City had
hundreds of highly qualified doctors and that I was in the best
city possible to find treatment. He would try to learn more
about this disease and get back to us. Basha fought to be
optimistic and her attempts were a bit comforting.

I went back to my sublet on 89t street and went on the
Internet until the wee hours. 1 found a lot of material on
many kinds of lymphoma but nothing about this killer, Mantle
Cell.

* kK k%

One has to qualify physically for a bone marrow
transplant. The hospital has to check your heart, lungs,
kidneys and liver to see if your organs can survive high dose
chemotherapy, the toxins that they have to pour into you to
kill the cancer. A weak organ with a suppressed immune
system is more susceptible to disease, and organ failure due to
high dose chemotherapy is usually fatal.

The next morning | had a series of tests lined up and |
was late. | took a cab, got caught in traffic so | got out and ran
the last few blocks to University Hospital. At the entrance, |
hurried up to the guard.

“Which way is nuclear medicine?”

“You go to the end of this walkway through the double
doors and then at the end of the hall take the elevator to the
3rd floor.”

I took off running. Then suddenly I could see myself in
slow motion. Running through the cold to nuclear
medicine . . . nuclear meant death, dead, when | was a kid.
I hadn’t given nuclear any thought except when | worried
about the Russians and nuclear war. And now | am running
toward something nuclear, something nuclear to do with
my body. Why am | running toward something nuclear?
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Over the next couple of days the various tests were all strange
and uncomfortable. They injected the vein in the crook of my
arm with a nuclear substance called Gallium for one scan. |
was still numb mentally, and didn’t ask what they were trying
to determine about my body with the various machines that
were pressed against me or rolled over me. | just wanted to
make it through each test, and | did.

One technician gave me his theory.

“Charcoal, Bar-B-Q’s, the fat from the meat, steaks,
hamburgers and hotdogs, especially the hotdogs, drips down
and burns and raises back into the meat and the chemicals in
the vapor from the hot coals causes cancer.”

All of my life I had eaten meat cooked over wood.

They sent me to the cashier’s office. | pulled out my
union cards from the Screen Actors Guild and American
Federation of Television and Radio Artists. I'd never had to
use them before but they seemed to do the trick.

I went back to my apartment and called Dr. Braxter
Irby in Mississippi. Braxter and | had been roommates at the
Sigma Chi house at Ole Miss. After losing touch for over
twenty years, we were reunited when | toured Smoke &
Mirrors in 1992. One night in Brookhaven, Mississippi, he
appeared after a performance. 1 learned he had become an
Internist. Even after all the years of not being in touch we
were still fraternity brothers and | just blurted out, “Damn
Braxter, | didn’t know you were that smart -- enough to be a
doctor.”

He grinned. “Neither did | Anthony; neither did 1.”

During the next few years | often stayed at his home
and made it my headquarters while setting-up theatrical tours
in the South. It was great to renew an old friendship and to get
to know Jake, the Irish setter that graciously ran the home
and welcomed my visits. Braxter also inspired me because of
how hard he worked, the hours he put in every day and his
dedication to being a good doctor.

Braxter became frustrated because he searched the
Internet and couldn’t find anything on Mantle Cell
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Lymphoma. There was only the one Xeroxed paragraph from
the British Journal of Hematology about Mantle Cell
Lymphoma that | had taken from Dr. Levine’s office.

1994: “Mantle Cell Lymphoma (MCL) is now
accepted as a distinct form of Non-Hodgkin’s
Lymphoma.”

1996: “MCL prognosis poor, life expectancy 18 to 52
months.”

It was January 20, 1997. | was now fifty-three years old.
I had searched the Internet as had Braxter and nothing else
had been published about this cancer. Dr. Levine had
reinforced what was stated in the journal by his “you will die”
prognosis.

I phoned Janey Hudson in Syracuse and told her the
final diagnosis. She had “heard” of Mantle Cell Lymphoma.
Basha’s cousin, Roberto and now Janey, two practicing
oncologists and they had only “heard” of this disease. | told
her | had an appointment with Dr. Chatham at Sloan-
Kettering. Janey said she would go the medical library at the
Veteran’s Hospital and talk to the Head of her department.
She gave me another number and said to call her there at
10:30 a.m. She reassured me that we could find an oncologist
whose expertise and personality would be suitable.

* Kk k* k%

I made the bed, ate some oatmeal then pushed ten
numbers on the phone exactly at 10:30; Janey answered on
the first ring.

“Doctor Hudson?”

“Yes . .. Hi. | went to the library and I've just come
from a meeting with our chairman. He informed me as best he
could about Mantle Cell Lymphoma.”

“At least he’s heard of it.”

“Yes. Anthony, this is a severe situation. When are you
seeing Dr. Chatham?”

“At 10:00 in the morning.”
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“Good. She’s known as the guru of lymphoma. See if
she will treat you. If she will take you as a patient, get to work
as fast as you can. This is a very severe situation.”

“l get it Janey. This is bad, very bad.”

“Yesitis.”

I was sitting on the edge of the bed. | looked down at
my sock feet and then at my watch, it was 10:32 a.m.

“A severe situation.”

I wrote a letter about myself. | wanted this Dr.
Chatham to know that | was used to difficulty, struggle and
work. | wanted her to know more about me than the fact that
I had a rare cancer.

Tuesday morning was cold and gray. | was early, over
thirty minutes early, unusual for me. I'm usually right on time
or barely right on time. One gets in the habit of cutting it close
after years of 7:00 a.m. calls at the studio. | walked around
and looked at the bricks on the outside of Sloan-Kettering.
They were just bricks, blonde in color, lots of bricks. It's a big
building. ‘I bet she has short hair.’

I went inside Memorial Sloan-Kettering, a cancer
hospital, a famous cancer hospital at 9:54 am and was
directed to the fourth floor. A polite young woman led me into
a sparsely furnished conference room with a table and a
couple of chairs. | sat with my back to the wall and waited. An
attractive, tall woman came in wearing a white coat. She
extended her hand and looked me right in the eye.

“I'm Dr. Chatham.”

“I'm Anthony Herrera. | knew you were going to have
short hair.” She smiled.

We sat at the table across from each other and she
proceeded to tell me as much as | could absorb about Mantle
Cell Lymphoma. She spoke slowly and clearly and kept eye
contact with me. This was very important. Dr. Chatham
explained to me that Mantle Cell Lymphoma was a systemic
disease and a second cousin to leukemia; both are literally
cancers of the blood. She reiterated the information about the
bone marrow transplant or the stem cell transplant that Dr.
Levine had mentioned two weeks earlier, but with more
details and added that a transplant could possibly put me into



19

remission. When she finished, we both stood up. | kept eye
contact with her, “Will you treat me?”

“Yes, | will.”

I took my letter out of my coat pocket and handed it to
her.

“l want my doctor to want to treat me and not just the
disease. | would like for you to read this, before we get
started.”

“Please wait for me in the examining room across the
hall. 1 will read this and be with you in a moment.”

“Doctor, as we say down South, ‘If you can’t ride with
the big boys, don’t saddle up.””

She reached out and shook my hand once again and
looked right into my eyes.

“We are going to work hard and hope for the best.”

*k kk %

I took off my sweater and sat on the examining table.
“We are going to work hard and hope for the best.”

That’s a hell of a long way from, “This will kill you.”
“We’re going to put you through Hell.” *“You’'re
going to die.”

Thank you very much Doctor Harold Levine, | thought
to myself, “what a jackass of a doctor.”

Dr. Chatham came in and handed me back my letter.
“I'm glad to have read that.” As she examined me she said she
needed to review all my tests, scans and lab results. She told
me about a new protocol for Mantle Cell that Sloan-Kettering
doctors had developed with a hospital in Paris. She said that if
all of the reports were clear to her and the diagnosis was
correct, we would start chemotherapy either Tuesday or
Thursday of next week.

“1 will hand deliver everything to you in the morning.”

“Good. [I'll be in clinic. You can meet with the
lymphoma nurse and we’ll get started.”

“Can | continue to play squash and go to the gym?”

Without hesitation Dr. Chatham replied in a direct and
calm manner. “No. | don’t want you to get a hematoma — a
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bruise if you were hit. Your white blood cell count is going to
drop with chemo and it will be harder for you to heal. I don’t
want to take the chance of infection. You can swim and walk
as long as you feel up to it; in fact, | recommend it.”

The next morning there were patches of snow on the
streets and sidewalks. | started walking to the University
Hospital but it was cold, about 32 degrees, so | caught a cab.
At first | asked politely and then | had to demand my lab
reports, scan film, and stained and unstained slides of the cells
found in the tumor. | simply said over and over, “These
materials belong to me. | have paid for them and | am going
to stay here until you hand them to me.”

An hour and a half later I was in a taxi weaving through
traffic. | felt disconnected from the world, as if | were in a
silent bubble floating up First Avenue.

The clinic at Sloan-Kettering was crowded when |
found Dr. Chatham and handed over the large brown envelope
with all of my deadly data. She nodded, “Good. Now go meet
with your nurse practitioner.”

Nancy Cody-Lyons was an intense person with black
hair and dark brown eyes and an all-business demeanor. Her
number of questions seemed endless; age, profession, marital
status, medical history, alcohol abuse, drug abuse, smoker,
HIV, and psychiatric history? 1 told her | had been a heavy
drinker at one time but felt that it was under control. Her
comment was that the lab results from NYU showed that my
liver was fine. | told her that NYU had done an HIV test; it
was standard procedure.

“Have you ever used 1V drugs?”

“Never.”

She said that the HIV results were not included in my
lab reports and that I could either sign a release form or they
could repeat the test. | explained that it had been less than
two weeks since all of these tests were done and | would get
those results to her in the next two days.

“Fine. Mr. Herrera, do you smoke?”

“Not really.”

“What does that mean?”

“l used to be what I would call a social smoker, four or
five cigarettes a day over the last twenty years.”
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“Okay. We’ll do a chest X-ray.”

“Pot?”

“Never liked it.”

“Cocaine?”

“It was never a habit; never a problem. Too expensive."

“Okay. You'll need to meet with the business office.
You have insurance?”

“Yes, fortunately. SAG & AFTRA.”

“Good. Right. You are an actor. Let's get your
calendar.”

“Can | go to England before we start? | need to go to
London.”

“Why now?”

“l co-authored a play some years ago. There is interest
in a production there.”

Nancy gave me a curious look.

“It won’'t happen right away but if | can lay the ground
work -- maybe next year. | have to have something to think
about besides cancer.”

“Why don’t you call Dr. Chatham right now.”

I did and she agreed to the trip. 1 had to be back
Monday morning for an endoscopy. She didn’t want me on an
airplane after we started chemo because my immune system
would be compromised.

Nancy Cody-Lyons gave a look of approval when 1 told
her Dr. Chatham had okayed my trip.

“See you next week.”

I stepped out of her office and turned back to watch her
as she made more notes. We had discussed very personal
issues; drugs, sex and disease. Even as a Southerner brought
up in a puritanical era, at this moment her questions did not
disturb or upset me. This was New York City and we were
discussing life and death. My life. My death.
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After several calls to England, | was set. Gaye arranged a
meeting with Joe Harmston and | would stay with Ann and
Demitre Comnas. They lived in Knightsbridge. They are dear
friends from years back in Manhattan and | trusted them
emotionally.

Ann and Demitre, always the great host and hostess,
were extraordinarily supportive. We had some drinks, told
stories, jokes. | needed to talk about having cancer and did.
They listened and | didn’t feel so alone.

On Sunday, I had lunch with Gaye and her son Charlie.
She was jolly, strong and encouraging. Early that evening |
met with Joe Harmston at his flat in Holland Park. He was a
perfect English gentleman. He introduced me to his new
bride, Polly, and after a pleasant “hello” she left us. Joe
poured us vodka, got out a ledger, a fountain pen and sat
poised ready to take notes about the play. | talked. He wrote
and continued to pour polite vodkas. | talked on for three and
a half hours about Smoke & Mirrors.

I enjoyed Joe’s company. | didn't mention my
condition. | rode back to Knightsbridge through the foggy
streets of London in the back seat of a big, black clickedy-click
British Leyland taxi. | imagined the eras of Oliver Twist,
Sherlock Holmes, right up to the glamorous times of James
Bond. A lovely romantic escape for a moment but after a
couple hours of sleep I would be on a jet plane flying across
the Atlantic Ocean back to New York City and Sloan-Kettering.

* % k% % %

Dr. Chatham listened to my lungs, heart and checked out
my throat. | developed a sore throat on the plane.

“I'm concerned about a thickened spot in the wall of
your stomach. That’s the reason | want an endoscopy.”

A nurse escorted me to a little room with a video
monitor. | was in another one of those blue robes I couldn’t
get tied. | watched a video on the endoscopy procedure. It
was simple and straightforward.
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1. They inserted a flexible metal tube down your
throat and into your stomach.

2. The doctor would need your help by swallowing to
get the tube down the esophagus.

3. The patient would receive “conscious sedation.”
This will make you groggy and relaxed but still able
to hear and follow instructions.

4. You would be able to get the doctors’ or nurses’
attention during the procedure in case you gagged
or had trouble breathing.

5. Once the end of the instrument is in your stomach
the doctor would be able to photograph the interior
wall and get little bites of tissue, if needed for a
biopsy.

6. The procedure is uncomfortable and the patient
may have a sore throat and feel sleepy afterwards.

7. Serious complications were rare, but there was a
one percent chance the procedure could be fatal.

This whole shooting match could end with an
endoscopy. There was such a small chance that it would
happen. It probably doesn’t happen to someone in good
physical shape. I'm in good shape, well, except for having
lymphoma, cancer. But my body is strong. If it never
happened they wouldn’t put it on the damn video, and it was
right there as the final statement.

There was a soft knock and the door opened. A pleasant
looking nurse said, “Mr. Herrera, would you come with me
please?”

“Yes, of course.”

I held the robe shut. She led me to a waiting room just
down the hall and pointed to some empty chairs.

“Please wait here. Someone will be with you in a
moment.” She disappeared.

What was this going to be like? 1 didn’t like the
prospects of this at all. Help them get the tube down my
throat by swallowing. My throat was hurting. One percent
chance the procedure could be fatal.

A door opened across the hall. The nurse stepped out.

“Mr. Herrera, would you come in please?.”
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Just as | got to the door and started in another nurse
came from down the hall. “Mr. Herrera, wait. Dr. Chatham
has changed her mind. No endoscopy. She needs you to go to
the third floor as soon as possible and see Dr. Williams. She
wants you to hurry. You’ll need to change back into your
clothes. See me on your way out and I'll give you directions.”

Dr. Williams saw me right away. He was gracious. “Dr.
Chatham is concerned that your throat is swollen and she
didn’t want you to choke during the procedure. I'm going to
take a look.”

He pulled over a stainless steel instrument attached to
a larger stainless steel gizmo and showed me a small flexible
tube with a little clear bulb on the end, no bigger than the lead
of a number two pencil.

“I'm going to slide this right up through your nostril
and into your throat and take a look.”

It was not painful but it felt a bit strange. As the doctor
manipulated the tube in my throat he watched his progress on
a TV monitor and then there was his “Uh huh, Uh huh.”

He then gently pulled the thing out of my nose.

“Well, Mr. Herrera, this is your lucky day. | have some
good news for you.”

Immediately | thought that this has all been a mistake:
the lump, the biopsies, the CAT scans have all been wrong! |
don’t have cancer!

“The swelling is due to a sinus infection, not growth of
the tumor. I'll call Dr. Chatham and report what I've found.
She’s waiting to see you.”

Minutes later Dr. Chatham said, “Your tumor hasn’t
enlarged very much since your last scan. And our pathology
reports show that there is no lymphoma in your bone marrow.
This is some good news.”

Dr. Chatham referred to a calendar of 1997 on her desk,
“Six treatments of CHOP every two weeks followed by three
treatments of ICE, one a week. You’'ll have to stay in the hospital
for twenty-four hours when we administer the ICE, then a harvest
of your stem cells and radiation to your neck on an outpatient
basis. Dr. Yahalom will determine that schedule. Then
somewhere in here, late May or early June, you'll go into the
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hospital for the transplant and stay for seven or eight weeks. That
will be the dangerous period.”

“Dangerous, in that I could die?”

“Yes. Your immune system will be taken to zero with
the chemotherapy and radiation, and you will be in isolation
for most of the time. It’ll be a rough time.”

“By taken to zero, you mean . . .?

“We’ll burn out your immune system with chemo. You
won’t have an immune system at all. You’ll be quarantined.
Before anyone comes into your room they’ll have to put on
gloves, a special gown and a mask. We’ll have to keep your
environment sterile. In the state you'll be in, any minor
infection could be fatal.”

“Are you saying I'll be quarantined for two months?”

“No. Once we re-infuse your stem cells we’re hoping
your immune system will re-establish itself right away.”

“What if you don’t kill every last lymphoma cell?”

“We’ll be counting on your immune system to handle
any cancer cells that might be left. You have your first
chemotherapy at 1:00 tomorrow.”

* k) Kk k%

On the streets of Manhattan people were still out there;
walking fast, hailing cabs, jumping on buses. Street after street
the same . . . What would it be like? Death? | would stop and
suddenly close my eyes and put my hands over my ears to shut
out the sound. Perhaps that would be it, darkness, silence.
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I had a message from my youngest brother. “Anthony, this is
your little brother John in Texas. Mother heard from some
people in Wiggins that you had cancer and it was bad. Since
then she and the old man have been bugging the hell out of
me. They keep asking me what should we do? I'll be in later
tonight.”

I had told my closest friend in Wiggins, Lucas Wilson.
Even though I had left over thirty years ago, cancer is big news
in a little town.

I went to Basha’'s apartment. We had soup. Basha
makes very good soup. As Basha prepared dinner she would
just stop and stare for a moment and then recover. It wasn’t
like her to stop moving or talking. She was very upset but
tried not to let me see. | wasn’t that hungry but I ate anyway.
We watched a PBS documentary about lions. | missed the
Karroo Desert, Capetown and the beauty of South Africa. After
a big hug, I left. The weather was mild and | decided to walk
the fifty blocks to my apartment.

Basha lives between Sixth and Seventh Avenues on 44th
Street. | walked over to Fifth and started uptown. | stopped
in front of the Plaza Hotel and sat by the fountain and thought
about the call from my brother. | hadn’t heard from any of my
family in years.

My parent’s marriage was one of the lesser-known
tragedies of the Second World War.

In Wiggins our place was named Palm Hill. |
remember that on Christmas mornings | would get up and see
what Santa Claus had left on that magic eve. We had some
money. | got lots of presents.

Then my mother and | would drive across town to the
house where she grew up, to her parents home, John and
Lucille Blackburn, Bop and Gam to me. Santa had left lots of
presents for me there too.

The first five years of my life were pretty much like that
of any kid in a small southern town. There were two
exceptions: my last name, Herrera, was unheard of in
Mississippi, and my father was a bootlegger.
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Crip was the black man who lived on our place. He and
my father made illegal whiskey in the little house in the back
of our five-acre yard. They sold it in another part of the state
where Crip grew up.

I helped them and would carry cans of syrup on my
tricycle to “Sammy’s” house. That's where the still was. My
father had a statue of Uncle Sam watching over the still as a
mock tribute to the government and the IRS. Work was fun,
but it was scary when he would send me into the field at night
with a flashlight to look for lawmen that might be coming to
raid us and take him away to prison. Once we did find some
big holes dug in the cornfield; could have been the sheriff
looking for our moonshine. The law never came.

As a child | followed Crip around our place like a little
puppy. He was very strong and he could lift a one hundred
pound sack of feed and walk with it on his shoulders. I helped
him with his cotton patch and when he sold the cotton he
bought me a double-barreled pirate cap pistol and a box of
caps. Crip was kind to me. Crip was my hero.

Once Dr. MacGuffie's daughter Martha saw a
photograph of Crip and me taken when | was about four years
old, she remarked, “Anthony | always thought you got your
stance from watching John Wayne, but look!” In the photo,
Crip and | holding shovels and were both leaning to one side,
long before I'd ever seen the Duke.

As an adult I learned the reasons the Stone County
Sheriff never busted my father: Daddy never sold any
moonshine locally and out of consideration for my maternal
grandparents, the Blackburns, merchants, upstanding citizens
in this town of 1,500 for over forty years and members of the
First Baptist Church.

Several years later my father did get busted. He had
financed a bootleg operation run by some real backwoods
types in the county to the north, Forest County. | had gone
with him that Sunday afternoon but he had sent me home
with a man in a blue Ford. My father and four other men had
gone way into the woods to inspect some four hundred gallons
of moonshine ready for shipment, when ten Federal Revenue
men came out of the surrounding woods with pistols and
shotguns.
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I was in the third grade and the next day at school
everyone knew but no one said a word, except for Olan Ray
Bond. His family was so crude, country and poor that he only
had shoes to wear in the winter months. The rest of the year
he came to school barefooted. Right before the first bell rang
he blurted out, “Your daddy was arrested last night.” The
shame was unbearable. I didn’t cry. | just wanted to run away.

My father spent one night in jail, and except for a fine,
that was it. Even with the Yankee attitude and the strange last
name, he was white, had a substantial sum of cash for a lawyer
and, in turn, for the judge.

As a little boy my life at home did not seem bad until
after he was arrested. Then the fights started. Daddy drank
and yelled. My mother cried. It seemed as if the fights never
stopped. One time they fought for seventy-two hours straight.
I would go to bed and they would be fighting through the
night. | could hear them, but I went to school, and when I
came home they were still fighting.

One day | came home and found my mother in the back
yard by the clothesline. She was crying and turned away when
she saw me, but I saw that she had a black eye and her lip was
swollen. | ran to her. She started pinning up sheets on the
line.

“Your Daddy just got mad. It won’'t happen again,
honey, | promise.”

Daddy was now out of the moonshine business and had
a used car business forty miles south in Biloxi on the Gulf
Coast.

One summer night when | was eight years old, |1 had
been left to watch his used car lot in Biloxi. He’d driven back
to Wiggins to get my mother and to continue the fight they’'d
started the night before. When they drove up she was in the
back seat. Her hair was messed up, and | could see her crying
and her face swollen. The car was a four-door Chevrolet and
Mother had on a red and white striped dress. | got in the front
seat. Mother was holding a Bible, splattered with blood. As
my father drove the side roads to Wiggins, he would stop and
continue to beat my Mother with his fist. She kept quoting
from the Bible. He tore pieces off of her dress and threw them
out the window. | remember the muscle in my left arm getting
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tired as | held my hand up on the top of the front seat in a
gesture to keep my mother quiet. As long as she didn’t talk he
wouldn’t hit her. When | would put my hand down, she would
start quoting from the Bible or talking through her sobbing.
This would aggravate his rage and he would stop, lean over
into the back seat and beat her. We had a big yard with a
circular driveway in the front and another driveway that led to
the back of our big white house. He parked the car under a
cedar tree in the back and dragged her into the house. He
took off her wedding ring and put it on a little nail in the wall
where he’d knocked off a picture the night before. It stayed
there for the next three days. Just before dawn, when the
beating became too horrid to bear, my mother ran a quarter of
a mile to our nearest neighbors.

The next morning the entire town knew, and my
grandparents, Bob and Gam, drove up in their gray Buick. My
father ran down the hill into the woods. | found him and he
asked me to bring him two of his homemade beers. | went
back to the house and brought them back to him. Some of the
men in Wiggins who'd grown up with my mother were
threatening to beat up Johnny Herrera. My father came back
to the house. Somehow in the chaos, his .32 automatic pistol
had disappeared. Gam claimed that she didn’t know what had
happened, so my father went to the little shed were the water
tanks were and came out holding his German Luger. He stood
in the living room and said, “I’ll shoot the first two . . . and let
the third one talk.”

My grandmother slipped into my parents’ bedroom,
called the sheriff and begged him to stop the men. “These
children have to grow up in this town.”

Bop was a very gentle and quiet person by nature. He
was sitting at the steering wheel of the Buick with a nine shot
.22 pistol on the front seat. Gam came out of the house and
badgered him again and again, “John, if you are a man you
will go in and confront Johnny.“

Bop left his pistol in the Buick and went in the house.
In the kitchen he yelled, “You kicked my daughter!” Then he
attacked my father who ducked down. As Bop hit him on the
back of his neck and head, Johnny said, “Take it easy, Mr.
Blackburn.”
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Bop hit Daddy about six times, then turned and walked
out of our house. It was over.

My father attempted to excuse his brutality by saying,
“l was wearing sneakers with rubber soles when | kicked her.
It wasn’t that bad.”

Over the years that followed, Rafael “Johnny” Herrera
ridiculed my Grandmother. He forgot that Gam prevented a
lot of very angry men from coming out to Palm Hill, tying him
to a tree and beating him. They probably would have killed
him. And if they had, in those days the law would not have
interfered. Justice would have been done.

EE I I

The next year they had another child, my brother
Ralph. There were now four of us. I was the oldest by five
years; then Gloria, Carmen and Ralph.

As far as | knew he never hit her again but after a few
months, the fighting continued. Yelling and crying. Finally my
mother divorced him. He left the state and Mother went back
to work at Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, where she had
been a secretary during the war. That’s where she had met the
dashing, Johnny Herrera.

After two years of financial chaos, he came back to
Mississippi and they remarried and moved to Texas. My
father was physically very powerful and had incredible energy.
Most of that energy went into anger and persecution. It was
my fault, a twelve-yea