Middle School Mayhem
By Nidhi Mahagaokar
“BEEP, BEEP!” The noise startled me and I rolled over, falling out of bed and hitting my knee against the bed rail. Wincing in pain, I hauled myself up and limped towards the mirror. I stared at myself; Long, pale blonde hair, pallid skin (the summer sun had not helped it would seem – or was it the late night reading?), blue eyes with purple circles underneath them and a protuberant nose looked back at me. I sighed. Even though this was the first day of middle school, I was not excited. My mother, anxious that I make at least one friend, dragged me out of the house the day before and insisted on spending two hundred dollars on repugnant frilly skirts and flowery shirts. The shirts I liked, but my mother would have to put me in a straightjacket if she ever wanted to stuff me into a skirt. I hated girly clothing. Although feminine was fine (I am a girl, after all), all I saw was pink, pink, and more pink. “Emma! Come downstairs for breakfast!” my mother called from downstairs. I ignored her, taking my own time to brush my teeth and put the shirt adorned with multi-colored flowers on. I had sulked the whole way after we exited the mall the day before and was glad when we reached home. Home. My house was large, with a huge stained glass door that opened up to a foyer, which led to the spiraling oak staircase. The kitchen was to the left of the staircase, with a little hall in between. With granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, the kitchen was every chef’s dream come true. After the kitchen came the dining room, then the living room, or “den”, and that was pretty much it; And then there were the French doors that led into the huge backyard, my favorite place! There was soccer net, with which I practiced with, and a tire swing, which used to be my favorite – looks like I was growing up! 

My mother hollered again, so I slipped myself into a pair of plain blue jeans and hastily ran a brush through my nest of hair and grabbing my black backpack from the doorknob, I pulled my hair into a ponytail while jogging down the stairs. “Emma! Why aren’t you wearing the skirt I bought you? Don’t you like it?” my mother asked, wearing a hurt expression. “Mom, there are soccer tryouts today after school. You can’t expect me to be taken seriously if I’m strutting around in a magenta skirt”, I said morosely. “Fine!” My mother said icily, and I knew she was angry then. Growing up with two older brothers and being the only girl, I believe my mother wanted me to be like her, always reapplying coats of lipstick and wearing pencil skirts in different colors. I was a disappointment to her. But no matter. I saw a flash of yellow near the mailbox from the kitchen window. “Oh my God, I’m going to be late!” I shouted, and nearly twisted my ankle tripping over the welcome rug near the front door. I thrust the door open and sprinted towards the open doors and stepped inside quickly.

The noise was overwhelming inside the huge tank we called a school bus. Boys were throwing gum, girls were screaming, the bus driver was yelling, and the eighth graders were shooting spitballs at the driver. I thanked my stars that I was the last stop in the morning, which meant that I would be the first stop on the way back. Fifteen minutes passed and we stopped in front of a huge building with a bright blue awning- J. Edgar Middle School. I suddenly felt a twisted knot in my stomach and fought the urge to throw up. I knew I was just nervous, I mean, there was no other way that I could be sick. I was in perfect health. I stepped out into the aisle with the other children, then down the three steps onto the pavement. To get to the entrance, I had to walk across a bend, then straight towards a brown door that said “ENTER” in white letters. Feeling around in my backpack, I found my iPhone and turned it off. However, I really was not looking where I was going and bumped into a pretty blonde girl who was talking to a tall, black-haired boy. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed, feeling flustered. “Relax, its no problem,” the girl said in a bell-chime voice. She was even prettier up close, with curly blonde hair, shiny blue eyes, and a pixie nose and mouth. The boy was good looking as well, with a strong jaw line, blue eyes, and a pixie nose and wide mouth, almost like a masculine form of the girl. The two looked exactly alike, except with different hair colors. I assumed they were related. “I’m Ellie, by the way. And this is Jake. Are you a sixth or seventh grader? You’re so tall!” “No way, I’m a sixie. What about you?” I asked. “Same here. Jake’s my twin brother,” Ellie said seriously. “Ha! I knew it!” I thought to myself. “Hey, Jake”, I said, trying not to be a sociopath. “Hey”, Jake replied, then turned on his heel and stalked away. “Don’t mind him, he’s just had a bad morning. I had to kick him out of his bed”, Ellie told me merrily. “I see”, I said, laughing. Ellie and I heard the bell ring and walked into the school together. 

The day passed like any other- teachers introducing themselves, eighth graders pushing us around, and eating crummy food in the cafeteria. It turned out that Ellie and I had all our morning classes together. She proved to be a very interesting person. Ellie’s dad had left their family when Ellie and Jake were only six years old. Her mom had raised them singlehandedly, and now was the proud parent of two honor roll children. Conversing with Ellie was fun and intriguing; however, I was anxious for soccer tryouts after school. I had just about made it through my ninth period class when the bell rang. I jumped out of my seat, ran to my locker, opened it, put my homework in my backpack, then grabbed my soccer bag and ran towards the locker rooms.

“Ok girls. You guys think you’re the best of this school?” Coach Cameron asked us. Coach was a stocky woman, with a thin torso but legs like tree trunks. “Yes Ma’am”, we all said in unison. We were all on the lush green soccer field, and I was dying to shoot a few goals. Since I was first in line, I would be the first person to try out. “Emma Wakefield, come on over”, Coach said. I grabbed my soccer ball from under my foot and walked towards her. “Score a goal”, she said. I started running, but then I felt weird, like the breath had been knocked out of me. Then the next thing I knew, everything went black.

I woke up in a white room. The smell of ammonia and other cleaning supplies hit me, and I then I knew that I was in a hospital. I despised hospitals- the combination of sick people, medicine, and ultra-clean rooms scared me. I realized that there was something stuck up my nose. I tried to breathe through my nose, but I couldn’t. I reached to pull the offender out, but a warm hand reached out and stopped my impatient fingers. “You don’t want to do that, honey”, my mother said. Wait. My MOTHER was here? Why? I turned my neck and saw her face. Her eyes were bloodshot, as if she hadn’t been sleeping, and there were red circles under her eyes, as if she had been crying. ‘Mom, what’s wrong? Did I rip my shirt or something? Why are you so upset?” I asked. “I think I can answer that question”, a high-pitched female voice said. A doctor entered the room. Actually, she commanded the room instead of entering it. The doctor was Indian, with glossy black hair, a chocolate brown complexion, glasses, and brown eyes. I thought she was the most gorgeous person I have ever seen. “My name is Dr. Delia. I’ll be helping you through your treatment.” “ What treatment? Why am I even in the hospital?” I asked. “The only time I have been here is when I was born,” I added. “I understand that is difficult for you, however you need to listen to me. You have what is known as Leukemia. That would explain why you fainted on the soccer field- you are extremely fatigued”, Dr. Delia said. Leukemia – that would be cancer – my mind started going back to the “Untold Stories of ER” – my favorite TV show – this was turning out to be a nightmare – please wake me up!

But I was having a lucid conversation with the doctor – someone inside me with my voice asked - “Would that also be the cause of the circles under my eyes?” “Yes. Also, you have bruised yourself all the way to the bone very recently. How did this happen?” Dr. Delia asked. “Well, I fell off my bed. But normally it’s no big deal. I bruise all the time.” I said. “Hmm. I understand. However, you must understand that bruising is another symptom of Leukemia”, Dr. Delia said seriously. “Look”, I said. “I got the fact that I have Leukemia. Just tell me how I cure it.” 

On the outside, I was sarcastic and cold, but on the inside, everything was crumbling inside me, like a rock avalanche. “You will have to undergo chemotherapy. You will most likely lose all your hair and you will feel dizzy, hyperactive, or sleepy. Also, there is a possibility that you will be in severe pain”, Dr Delia said. “Well, I can handle losing my hair- and I have you for the pain and other effects, right?” I asked, worried. My mother who had been silent this whole time, said-“ Emma, we are a family. That means you will have me, your father, and your brothers for support as well the medical administration of this hospital. Never underestimate the things our family can do to help you.” “That’s great, Mom”, I said sarcastically, not grasping the relevance of that comment. “Now when do I start my treatment?” “You will start in three weeks”, Dr. Delia said. “Our operating team has already inserted ports in your neck and arm. You are not to pull these out under any circumstances, because these are what we will use to insert the chemo drugs. Also, do not hold anything more than 20 pounds just yet. Maybe after your 3rd treatment, you might be able to.” “Ok,” I said. “What about school though?” “Of course you must attend school and finish your education. However, you will most likely be wearing a wig, and sometimes, you might have to wear a bandana. If this makes you uncomfortable or sad, please talk to the school counselor”, Dr. Delia told me. “No way. I’ll look like a nut. Only freaks go to the counselor”, I said skeptically. “It’s your choice”, Dr. Delia replied. 

“Emma, we should go home now”, Mom said. “Fine, let’s go home”, I answered. However, that was easier said than done. I tried to get off the bed, but I didn’t realize the wire underneath my feet and tripped, almost falling headfirst onto the floor, but my mother caught me just in time. “Careful, Emma. A fall like that could be fatal to you now”, Dr. Delia said. I shot her a dirty look and fought back tears. “Bye Dr. Delia”, my mother said while I attempted to stalk out of the room. “See you in three days”, the doctor replied. Mom and I walked out of the hospital doors and to the new BMW.

As she unlocked the car, I just stood, motionless, like a statue. My eyes stung with tears that I knew would come later, before I slept. I wasn’t really in the mood to make waterworks just yet. Mom opened the passenger door for me, and I stepped in. “Honey, what do you want for dinner?” Mom asked. “Can I have Mac and cheese?” I asked tentatively. My mother never let me eat fatty foods, especially those out of packages. “Fine, whatever you want”, she said, sighing. The ride home was filled with silence and tension. As we entered the garage, I noticed my father’s car was in the driveway. I quickly checked the time on my phone. It was only 5:30 pm. Dad never came home earlier than 7:00 pm. “Dads home”, I said. “Yes, I know. I asked him to come home earlier in case you fainted again. He works better in that kind of situation than I do, unfortunately”, Mom said, faking a shaky laugh. I exited the car, unsmiling, and opened the garage door. 

My dad was on the phone, so instead of talking to him, I just made a right after the hall and went upstairs to my room. I closed my bedroom door and sat on my bed.  The façade I had put on in the hospital was long gone now. I was sick. With cancer. I don’t think being sick would be that bad. I thought feeling sick was my real problem. I went to my bathroom. In the mirror was a girl, with a gaunt face, practically no complexion, and huge under-eye circles. I looked at my hands. Once strong, and callused from playing sports, they just looked like long, spidery fingers. I sighed, and a tear fell down my cheek. No more athletics. No more parties. No more anything. What could I have possibly done in my short lifetime to deserve this? My life was turned upside down because of some stupid disease that belonged to old people. I then took that thought back, feeling ashamed. Of course no one should have Leukemia. I trudged back to my bedroom, flopped on my bed, and fell asleep.

Three days soon turned into three weeks, and so on. Through the weeks that turned into months, I went through periods of severe fatigue and hyperactivity, which were side effects of chemotherapy. Gradually, I began to notice clumps of my hair falling out. Soon, I had just a fine layer of yellow fuzz on the top of my head. Losing my hair didn’t bother me, as much as I thought it would, it was just an inconvenience, because it sent my mother into a tizzy over what wig I should wear. My changing appearance was affecting my non-existent social life – where I did not exist earlier, now I was feeling like a social outcast. Earlier I would walk through the halls and feel invisible-now I felt eyes avoiding me and looking at me after I passed. I could feel the stares of my scrutinizing peers. It was better to be invisible than to be a pariah. 

The only people who accepted me were Ellie and Jake. Unlike other students, and even some of the teachers, Ellie and Jake did not treat me like they would contract the disease just by talking to me. Instead, they treated me with kindness, and I was grateful that at least some people were giving me a chance. On a crisp November day, Ellie brought in her mom’s homemade Pasta Puttanesca for lunch, an Italian dish I had never eaten, but one that looked really good. I took a bite, after being convinced that it was a family recipe-not something bought from the school deli, and the pasta was delectable-the flavors tingled my taste buds and exploded in my throat. I promised myself I would get the recipe, although Ellie said it was top secret. 

Horrifically, I got into another argument with my mother. It all began with best intentions. I decided I would try to wear the skirt that Mom bought me before school started. I thought I would wear the skirt before it got too cold. My dark mind saying that it could well be the last warm day I might see. Gulp! Ever! I went downstairs on the morning of the my third treatment, and she said, “Emma, you can wear jeans, you know.” “I know, Mom. I want to wear the skirt”, I had said convincingly. “Just go wear jeans. I don’t have time for this,” Mom said, her voice rising. “MOM! I WANT TO WEAR THIS SKIRT!” I had yelled. Mom responded with a “SHUT UP, EMMA!” I glared at her and stomped to the car. That ride to the hospital was filled with anger and silence and despair. I understood that my Mom wanted to do something I liked, and I wanted to do something she liked but each of us was trying so hard that we forgot what the intent was. 

The side effects of the third chemo treatment were worse than usual. I ran a high fever, and was constantly vomiting. My mother panicked, and called Dr. Delia, who was number one on her speed dial by now. Dr. Delia replied that she would make a house call since my mom sounded so distraught. The doctor had promptly appeared with her medical bag and stethoscope in hand. After she gave me a routine checkup (as much as was possible when I was lying on a couch, anyway), Dr. Delia asked my mother if I had eaten dinner. Mom, of course, replied no, so Dr. Delia asked for permission to make me a surprise dish. Watching her in contrast to my mother in the kitchen was comical. Dr. Delia whirled around, grabbing ingredients from the shelves, and started cooking. After about forty-five minutes, she walked over to the couch with a plate covered in tin foil. Dr. Delia whipped the foil off with a flourish. Underneath were two slices of chicken, both were a deep crimson color with charred edges. They smelled amazing- the blend of red chilies, pepper, yogurt, and a hint of garlic made my mouth water. I slowly picked up a piece with my fingers and gnawed off a tiny piece- BOOM! It was like an explosion of flavors in my mouth. I hungrily inhaled every last scrap of chicken that was left. After that, I saw Dr. Delia in a different light. Although she was the same person who gave me drugs that made me vomit, faint, and feel dizzy, she was a compassionate person, and I admired her. 

Fall turned to winter and through the Christmas season, the darkness of my mind reminded me that this could be last Christmas I could ever have. The treatment and the side effects continued – some days were better and some were worse. Hope was slowly springing back into me as I saw the snow melt and the buds of grass shooting up from the ground – maybe weeds as well, but both were green nevertheless, and they gave me buoyancy and suppressed the darkness and pessimism in my restless mind. At school, things were up and down – with early spring upon us, Coach Cameron had invited me to watch the first school soccer match. I accepted the invitation, feeling that it would be fun to go out of the house. But, when I went to the game, all I saw was the star forward- Angela Simmons, a snobby girl who treated me like a contagious piece of filth. All I could think about was how I should be in her place. Soccer was MY game, and she had taken that away from me. I felt a tingling in my palms, a sign that I was getting really agitated. I stepped off the bleachers and walked home. Even the disappointment of the game could no take away from the beauty of the season around me. The path home was through a cemetery, which was both depressing and elevating; almost like the highs and the lows of the medicine. Passing the familiar graveyards, I saw the bright verdant shots of grass sprouting from the gravestones. It was like death coming back to life or was it the other way around? 

Tomorrow was the fourth appointment - the do or die- quite literally in my case. Dr. Delia had explained to me that if I wasn’t halfway or three quarters cleared of Leukemia yet, it had probably turned terminal. I awaited the treatment with anxiety illuminated by optimistic rays of hope, not unlike the rays of dawn that I could see through my window as I woke up at the crack of dawn, or perhaps truthfully being wide awake through the night.

My treatment was at 8:00 in the morning. I passed the hours by reading my favorite book, Jane Eyre, over and over again until I memorized the first 5 chapters. Would my life be resurrected from the ruins much like the life of Jane’s was after the fire at the Rochester House? I thought of Dr. Delia, who said she was excited for my fourth treatment, because she hoped I would be cancer free. I then pushed that thought from my mind- I didn’t want to get my hopes up. Just then, my mother woke up and came into my room to check if I was awake. Finding that I was up, she said “ Emma, come on. It takes us half and hour to get to the hospital.” “Fine, Mom. I’m already changed. Let’s go”, I replied. Together we tiptoed downstairs, as to not wake up my father and brothers-all had had late nights. Kyle had finals in college, Eric had job interviews almost every day, and Dad had been on a call till three in the morning. Mom and I were at the bottom of the spiraling oak staircase. We then walked into the kitchen, I slipped on my flip-flops, and mom handed me a granola bar. I went into the garage, unlocked the car, sat in the passenger seat, and waited for my mother to put her black Jimmy Choo pumps on. She finally entered the car and turned the ignition on. With that, we were on our way.

The hospital was the same (does it ever change?) as usual- people bustling in and out, and doctors roaming the hallways. I walked to the chemo room, my stomach in knots. Dr. Delia was waiting for me, as usual. “Hello, Emma,” she said pleasantly. “Hi.” I replied nervously. “Could you hold out your arm, please”, Dr. Delia asked. I silently obeyed. The doctor took a syringe as big as my index finger and stuck it into the bluish-green vein in my arm, drawing out blood. Within a minute, she had the syringe out and a band-aid on my arm. “Ok. Just wait here for five minutes, Emma. The blood test won’t take that long”, Dr. Delia told me. “Um…Ok”, I said, as she walked out of the room. True to her word, the doctor came back within 5 minutes. “Oh my goodness”, the doctor exclaimed to me. “What?” I nearly shouted, fearing that my leukemia had worsened. “You are completely, and utterly cancer free”, the doctor said. By then, my mother had walked into the room, holding a hot coffee from Starbucks, which she then proceeded to drop all over the white linoleum floor. I jumped of the chair ran over to my mom, and hugged her tightly. My mother responded, as only a mother can, and hugged me tightly almost willing me back to her womb. I then shook Dr. Delia’s hand, gave her a hug full of gratitude, and ran out of the hospital jumping for joy.

That night, my family threw a party to celebrate my victory over cancer. Everyone attended-my cousins, grandparents, and of course, Ellie, Jake, and Dr. Delia. Coach Cameron attended as well. My mom had made lots of food-I had helped her prepare Hawaiian Slaw, her favorite salad, the specialty of her preparation was the freshness of the ingredients whilst the crown jewel was the zing of the freshly ground Wasabi root that was added by my mom. My friends and the other guests had brought some dishes as well. Ellie and Jake had brought Pasta Puttanesca (along with the recipe), Coach Cameron had brought Banana Bread along with some good news-Angela Simmons had been kicked off the soccer team, and Coach wanted me to replace her. The evening got even better because Dr. Delia showed up with my new favorite dish-Tandoori chicken. The feast consisted of a jumble of eclectic pieces, which were all different, but worked harmoniously together, just like the people who had helped me through the illness. The fusion of dishes was like the varied threads in a tapestry, all unique, yet they worked together to form a beautiful piece of art that everyone could enjoy. For my tapestry, Ellie and Jake were long strands of orange thread-their personalities were rambunctious, spontaneous, and appealing, just like their pasta. Dr. Delia was a medium length piece of scarlet gossamer ribbon-her food was red-hot, and her personality was likewise-her passion to help others, and the drive to succeed overpowered anyone else she competed with.  Coach Cameron, to me, would be a short, chocolate brown colored piece of yarn. The color was unusual, but the soccer coach was warm on the inside, although she had a tougher exterior, just like banana bread. Lastly, my mother was the longest piece of daffodil colored, yellow silk ribbon. Her optimism, encouragement, and perseverance was a mix of sour and sweet; it could be annoying at times, but for the most, it was heart warming- just like her salad, which was a blend of different flavors, but mostly sweet. All of these tied bound together forming the perfect union. For the party, I wore the magenta frilly skirt my mother bought me right before school started, thinking it would be nice, for a change. And when I saw her face light up, I knew it was worth the effort!

