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     But the pain enclosed in my torso 
is like the intrusion of a sapling in-
side of me, roots in the lower guts, 
twigs in my throat – something to 
keep me awake at nights.
     The chemotherapy has been some-
what bumpier.  My blood counts have 
dropped too often too low.  Two 
times now the diminishing of white 
cells has made any therapy too dan-
gerous – and if it should go any lower, 
we’ll have to suspend the radiation 
treatments.  For now the oncologist 
has ordered for me the biweekly 
injection of another sort of chemi-
cal, this to increase the production 
of white cells in the marrow of my 
larger bones.  It seems to be work-
ing.  That’s good.  But those larger 
bones have set up an unhappy com-
plaining.  They ache.  The new 
chemical has whacked them, caus-
ing in me the sensation of a deep, 
deep bruising – and still my plate-
lets are too low.  Soon I’ll receive 
the chemo treatments at half dosage 
every other week and see what hap-
pens.  This will extend the weeks 
of these therapies.
     Your letters, my friends, your 
expressions of support and compan-
ionship have been for me a blessed 
conversation.  And the varieties of 
your thoughts have made of the 
conversation a community of fine 
complexity.  I mean: it has been for 
me – without my moving from my 
home – a dear pleasure.
     The pole-light outside the house 
is making a cone of snowfall in the 
darkness.  It’s getting colder outside.  
The flakes are tighter, smaller.  Tick-
ing sounds like fingernails drumming 
the window glass.
     How good to have good friends!  
Goodnight.

Walt

Editor’s Note:  Walter Wangerin Jr. is a 
National Book Award winning author who 
writes on the issues of faith and spiritu-
ality.  His books include Book of the 
Dun Cow, The Book of God, and Paul: 
A Novel.  Walter lives in Valparaiso, IN, 
where he is writer-in-residence at Val-
paraiso University. n
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     If we can face life’s challenges 
feeling good about ourselves, we can 
often meet those challenges with more 
clarity, more determination, and more 
understanding.  At no time is such love 
of self more important than when fight-
ing cancer.  Yet many women find their 
love of self becomes compromised by 
the emotions stirred when they find a 
bald, “sick-looking” person staring back 
at them in the mirror.  Even women who 
rise above self-deflating thoughts must 
guard against the public stares, looks of 
pity, and unsolicited comments that re-
mind them that they visually represent 
cancer, simply because they lack hair.  
     As our awareness of the relation-
ship between emotional well-being and 

physical healing grows, cancer care is 
gradually expanding to include emotional 
and appearance support.  Nonetheless, 
there is still very little real understand-
ing of the emotional impact of medical 
hair loss.  Without hair, many women 
feel stripped of their identity and femi-
ninity, making it even more difficult to 
maintain the sense of positive optimism 
that is so important for healing.  Those 
women need to know that hiding is nei-
ther the only option nor the best option.  
Women who lose their hair during chemo 
want to continue living, not just coping. 
     Among those women who lose their 
hair due to chemotherapy, some consider 
it the least of their worries, insignifi-
cant, or even liberating.  Women’s 
responses are as diverse as the women 
themselves.  Some women find it to be 
one of the most (or even the most) dif-
ficult aspect of cancer.  Those women 
find little or no resources to assist them 
in dealing with the emotions triggered 
by hair loss, and they have little time 
and energy to seek out those resources 
or support.  

     

Well-meaning friends and family 
may minimize or dismiss their feelings, 
wrongly assuming that it is a somehow 
separate and less traumatic issue than 
the cancer itself.  As a result, women 
may suffer in isolation and be made to 
feel vain, guilty, or out of touch with 
what matters most, if they express their 
emotions or show their true grief.  Before 
a woman loses her hair to chemotherapy, 
she will often put much of her energy 
into maintaining a sense of normalcy 

for the benefit of loved ones, especially 
children.  Many women find it is their 
hair loss that pushes their parents, part-
ners, and children over the edge with fear.  
     Rather than face the emotional side of 
chemo-induced hair loss alone, women 
need more understanding, more re-
sources, and more options for coping 
with the drastic assault on their self-
esteem that often accompanies hair loss.  
Because there is no “one size fits all” 
means of addressing women’s emotions, 
the first step is to acknowledge the fact 
that hair loss can be of deep emotional 
significance to women.  When women 
find comprehensive emotional under-
standing and support for coping with 
cancer-related hair loss, the healing jour-
ney will be that much easier. 

Editor’s Note: Susan Beausang, president of 
4women.com, is a “previvor,” having had a 
prophylactic double mastectomy and ovaries 
removed after learning she was a BRCA2 
gene carrier and had a lifetime 85 percent 
chance of developing breast cancer.  She 
also has Alopecia universalis, an autoim-
mune disease that causes complete scalp 
and bodily hair loss. n

Without hair, many women feel stripped of their 
identity and femininity.
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