People are getting sick.  In walks Charles, diagnosis in hand.  He has a heart condition.  His doctor has told him he will die if he doesn’t change his diet.  He will die anyway, sometime, sooner, or later.  I don’t mention that to him.  I only bring that up when it can actually relieve someone of their fear rather than give them a reason to focus on it.  Charles looks like he would rather choose death than have to eat tofu.  Sasha on the other hand, would gladly eat tofu or dirt even, if it would save her breasts.  She doesn’t want to lose a breast and she doesn’t want replacement parts.  Her doctor has told her replacement parts are better than the real thing and they will be more perky.  I picture a skeleton in a coffin with the perfect perky breasts still attached to it.  They’re silicon so I suspect they do not decompose.  I guess being green doesn’t pertain to body parts since they end up in a coffin that isn’t going anywhere anyway.  Then I wonder what happens if someone chooses cremation?  Now I view the possibility of toxic fumes being emitted from so many plastic body parts.  Then the image of a New Yorker cartoon springs to my mind.  The grieving couple in the cartoon is given the ashes of their father, along with a large metal hinge.  When the couple asks what the hinge is for, the undertaker shows them the form they filled out, and he tells them they had not checked the box for recycling the Uncle’s hip replacement.

Charles isn’t interested in anything green. “How do you make it taste good?” He asks me as I attempt to explain the benefits of alkalinity.  I am tempted to say, “Use your teeth,” but I doubt he would find that amusing or constructive.  I seriously doubt Charles will utilize much of what I suggest.  He likes meat, beer and sugar and that is just about it.  His vegetable of choice is a potato – deep fried in grease.  Exercise is how far he has to walk to his car.

Sasha though does yoga.  She is fit and supple and stupefied as to how she could have gotten cancer.  Compared to Charles she eats fantastically healthy even if many of her salads do come from MacDonald’s or Trader Joes.  She loves her red wine and her fat free everything.  Fat free cream cheese on her fat free sprouted bagel in the morning or fat free milk on fat free, wheat free, taste free cereal.  I realize Sasha and her lump have been lured to believe marketing over truth as she claims to eat only natural and healthy alternatives.  Just the word alternatives, seems to lend an eerie Frankensteinish taint to what food originally was.  Fuel for our incredibly adaptable bodies and pleasure too.  Now pleasure has outweighed reality and the foodstuff that is not always organic or natural can coagulate into lumps, bumps and abnormalities.  She looks at me like a deer about to be shot.  Hopeful but frightened.  She tries to listen as I explain that foods that grow, are naturally low in fat.  She shouldn’t worry; being thin is going to be simple from now on.  It can be quite challenging for some to keep weight on when embarking on a whole foods based diet.  For those who are fighting cancer, it’s almost impossible as the body goes into shedding mode.  I plan to calm her fears if emaciation starts to happen, rather than plant any more ideas into her already fully worried head.  She listens with new vigor as I explain how a seed that can grow into a plant like a grain of brown rice will give her power over that lump where the bread with its label of whole grain goodness is really fibbing, and should be more supplemental than supreme on her plate.  Sasha nods and is trying her best to take it all in.  “How do I cook that?” she asks me.  “Can you boil water?” I respond, trying not to sound condescending or irritated.  She giggles and explains that no one ever cooked in her home growing up.  They microwaved.  The freezer had boxes for her brother, boxes for her mother and boxes for her.  They all shared some boxes like ice cream sandwiches or boxes and bags in the cupboard like chips, cookies and the occasional soda.  The cans were in a box. They mostly drank milk.  Of course they did boil water for hot chocolate or instant soups.  A big night of cooking might be pasta with sauce from a can.  I try to keep my face from giving away any expression.  As I listen, I wonder if this counts as a form of child abuse?  I feel for her then young mother, with little to no cooking skill, and even less time and inclination.  I have to believe she was doing the best that she could back then.  I get up and gently show Sasha how to sort, rinse and cook up some grain.  We go back to talking as it boils on the stove.  

When I try to do a similar demonstration with Charles, he scoffs.  “You expect me to do that?” he asks.  I don’t cook.  I can heat.  “Okay.” I say, sounding as cheery as I can muster.  I’d kind of like to fire Charles as a client.  I look at him and say, “Sure, yes, there are some instant brown rice dishes.  Even rice and beans that come in a can.  Or you could hire a chef or eat in restaurants that serve healthier fare.”  

“Charles,” I ask him.  There is such a long pause he says “Yes?” “Do you care about your heart and your life, really?”  He looks at me like I’ve just said the stupidest thing ever.  “What kind of question is that?” He scoffs.    “This food stuff really works if you let it.” I try to explain.  “The more you are willing to put into it, the more you will get out of it.”  He is slightly shaking his head in a no direction.  He doesn’t want to hear me, or change.  I suggest he get some rye flakes for a quick breakfast since they will help clear up some of his arterial plaque.  “Toss in some fruit and maybe a drizzle of Agave or maple syrup.”  I offer.  I figure anything is almost better than his eggs and toast daily.  Charles leaves, after that first session, without scheduling another.  He says he will see how it goes and let me know when he is ready for more.  I seriously doubt there will be more.  I doubt Charles will do much at all to rectify his gloomy situation.  Maybe that is okay.  Maybe if he is living just how he wants to live, then going out that way is absolutely okay.  Still I am saddened that I feel like I helped him so little.

Sasha on the other hand was eager for more help.  She signed up for more sessions and did her best to beam at me with all she was learning.  I wanted Charles to have that sort of enthusiastic beginning.  His situation seemed to me, far easier to clear than Sasha’s.  She ought to be getting some great results, I thought, from sheer will.  She had put off operations and chemo before, and searched for someone like me to teach her about food.  She had seen “The Secret” and talked to her lump everyday.  She had tapes from Louise Hay and was contemplating documenting her journey into a film short.  ‘Life with lumps’ was her working title so far.   She asked if she could film us cooking together, and I agreed.  

Sasha cooked and chewed and looked somewhat renewed the next time we got together.  She set up her video camera on a tripod and aimed at me, and my stove.  “Today we are making a creamy stovetop casserole,” I say looking directly into the camera.  Sasha seems happy as we create our concoction.  I feel more like two witches at the cauldron trying to make a spell that would speedily dissolve the lump in Sasha’s breast.  She poses for the camera just that way, taking a forkful of food out of the pot, blowing on it to make it cooler and then “ummming” and cooing over what we had made.  I am happy she is happy.  

Less happy, two weeks later when she came in looking grey.  “What’s up?” I offered.  “So there has been a change.”  She stated.  “Okay,” I said.  “Do you want the good news first?” she asked.  “Sure.”  I replied.  I had a brief thought of wondering if this was what it was like to be a mother.  “I am fitting into my size 2 skinny jeans just like I wanted to for the last two years!”  “Congratulations,” I smiled. “And the doctor has found more spots on my lungs and liver so he wants to operate and do chemo.”  “Oh my.” comes out of my mouth.  “I’ve been chewing like a fiend,” she informs me.  “Yeah, well, it’s only been a month now.  It can take time.”  “I don’t know if I have time.”  She responds quickly.  I don’t know exactly what to say.  I know this isn’t good at all.  Food cures do take time and she is right.  Her cancer seems quicker than we are, but I try to stay positive.  “Maybe all of that was just there before we got started, and now it will start to retreat.”  “Do you think I ought to wait on the chemo then?”  She asks.  “No.” I say.  She tries to be light hearted.  “ I can bring a stash of rice balls with me to the hospital, “ she tells me.  “Sure!” I say.  “Are you opting for implants?” I ask her.  Sasha nods.  “Yes and we’re going to make it a matched set.  My doctor thinks it’s best that way.  She thinks we’ll get the spots since they seem small and instead of putting me under twice, just in case there could be other lumps in the breasts, she wants to just do the whole rack at once.”  I stand there motionless.  It sounds to me like far too much cutting for an already weakened body.  Who am I to say though.  It’s probably best to just keep Sasha positive and let her make her own decisions.  We cook and laugh and I tell her to keep in touch with me.  I want to see her bald head back here very soon.  “I might not lose my hair you know,”  she tells me.  “Not everyone loses their hair right?”  “I don’t know,”  I say.  “I bet you’ll look fantastic no matter what Sasha!”  And I meant it.  

Six months later I am wondering about Sasha and why I never heard from her again.  Then my phone rings.  A woman who clearly is making an appointment for her boss arranges a time for Charles. I look up his full name to confirm it is the Charles who had come to see me with a heart condition.  Yep.  It’s him.  I’m surprised and curious.  He comes in the next week looking fit and dapper and I can hardly believe it is the same man.  “Heya coach,” he greets me.  “Wow!” I say.  “Look at you!”  Charles is now beaming.  He’s pretty proud of himself.  “You were right.”  He tells me.  I went home after seeing you and really evaluated what I wanted to do.  I could continue eating shit and feeling like shit, or I could do something about it.  It was my choice.  I thought I’d give your stuff a try.”  “Is that what you did?” I asked.  “Well, yeah, can’t you tell?” He shot back.  “Oh, well, you might have done any number of things.  It looks like you really took in everything we talked about.  I’m impressed.”  “Yeah, that’s why I’m here,” he continues.  “I just thought I’d get a little more.  My cholesterol is now fine and so is my heart.  I’m a little bored and need a few pointers.”  “Great!” I exclaim.  We finish the session and I’m exhilarated that I had gotten through to this man.  It’s a great feeling.  He isn’t going to be lying in a coffin for a very long time and he gets to find that life is sweeter than ice cream. 

I never heard from Sasha again.  Only an email from her cousin arrives in my inbox. It’s a mass email to everyone in her address book.  I think of her then and the skeleton with the perfect perky breasts attached, lying underground with a great big grin.

