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T he B ad T hings  Lis t

We’re in the office with the big fish again. 

Kids are draped all over the floor and I wonder if they’re trying to blend into the carpet. There’s a building pressed
up against ours 
and we watch through the windows while we wait. 

I see a man with his tie tied too tight. He pulls at it like he can’t breathe. The laptop perched on his knees looks too
small for his body. I know he will cough into that napkin before he actually does. 

The woman above him pours from a plastic water bottle into her Devil’s Ivy. Wilted leaves look like they can’t bear
to crawl any further.
 

*
 

My brother is first. His medical history is longer. They’ve been sewing his face for years now. I know now that a
cleft lip and palate means his body is a construction site. First it was cheekbone and teeth. Tear duct is next. 

When they ask him the dates of his past surgeries, he remembers down to the time of day. When it’s my turn, I 
won’t even remember the last time that I got a flu shot. 

“A month ago,” my brother says. And then he tells me where and what time and how long it took. And I sit there and
nod and smile and ask to hold his hand when they take my blood. 
 

*
 

They separate us for the imaging. 

At thirteen, I’ve never had my chest prodded like this.  It reminds me of a girl in fifth grade who turned to me while
we were waiting for the school bus and said  “I was born with a hole in my heart. Look,” and lifted her shirt. 

At that point, I won’t really have breasts yet. But their hands hurt just the same. 
 

***

Susan Sontag’s essay “Illness as Metaphor” refers to a tumor as this lump [that] is alive, a fetus with its own
will. 
I won’t have cancer but I’ll wish I knew what it was like to have proof that something is there. 
 

***

The doctor calls her instrument a “probe.” I don’t know what she’s looking for. 



It feels like a pregnancy. It feels like a demonic pregnancy. Except it’s my heart. Except they only talk about what’s
missing. 

They choose an echocardiogram because it’s less invasive. The body isn’t actually being entered. But in that sterile
room with my shirt off, I’ve never felt more intruded. 

I am still bare when they hand me a cup of apple juice. “You’ll get your sweater once you’ve had something to eat,”
they say. 
 

*

Afterward, my brother and I are sticky. We wipe the ultrasound gel on each other. Elbows, earlobes, and
collarbones are all fair game. We end up stained.

*
 

On the train ride home I look at a website that says PREVENTION and underneath it tells me not to have
children. 

It won’t be until much later that I see the letter. My grandmother, Normie, didn’t know until it was too late. Neither
did my mother. 

“WHAT THESE RESULTS MEAN FOR NORMIE’S FAMILY. Since Normie tested positive for the COL3A1
mutation, her daughter and other at risk family members like her sisters, nieces, and nephews should be offered
genetic counseling and testing for the COL3A1 mutation. 

I will send Normie a letter to share with her family members.”
 

***

Sontag says, pregnant with his own death (alius tumenti aqualiculo mortem parturit). Even in Latin I will see
myself there one day.
 

***
 

When we go back to the office a week later, the fish looks bigger. 

This time I wear a gown. It wraps around my body again and again because even though we’re in the pediatric
cardiology wing, all they have are adult sizes. 

The hallway gradually gets dimmer the closer I get to the machine. I pretend that I am in a movie or that I am in
someone else or that I am in the airport. My brother already went. I pretend that I am him. 

In the room, a man is next to the machine. It’s twice his height, mouth open and tongue a conveyer belt. He tells me
how to position my body. 
 

***

Sontag says, the X-rays which are the standard diagnostic tool permit one, often for the first time, to see one’s
insides—to become transparent to oneself.
 

***

This whole time I’ve had an IV. I try not to disturb it. 

There was the woman who stuck me and the woman who took blood from me. I liked blood woman. I did not like
the other one. 



Blood woman talked about butterfly needles like they were pretty and laughed and said, “I do this all the time on
newborns.”

The other one talked about my veins like they were pretty and did not laugh and said, “Don’t look. This is so we can
see your veins in the pictures.”

I didn’t say anything. But I wanted to tell her that we didn’t need the pictures. My veins are public domain. Anyone
can see them through my skin.
 

*

My grandmother tells me that insomnia is a side effect of our disease. “Don’t think about it,” she says. “You’ll never
sleep again.” 
 

*

In the room with the man and the machine, the man wants to know if I am cold. 

“You look cold,” he says. “Are you cold? You must be cold. You’re cold? You’re cold. Cold.”

He hums church hymns as he swaddles me with a blanket. 

After he’s done, I wait for a bedtime story. Instead I get, “You’re not claustrophobic, right?” and then whirring.  
 

***

Sontag says, with the patient’s body considered to be under attack (‘invasion’), the only treatment is
counterattack. 
 

***

Once I’ve been pumped with contrast and fed into the machine, the doctor is ready to see me. 

I’m led past examining room after examining room, back the way I came, back past children, past the room with my
brother in it. 

The open door shows my brother on a table. Shoes on the floor. Bare feet. We weren’t allowed to keep our socks
when they asked us to remove our clothes. Now they’re in a plastic bag labeled MEDICAL WASTE. 

“We ran out of the other ones,” they said. 

*

I am surprised when we stop. The door doesn’t look big and important like it should. It’s just a door. 

This time, there is another man behind it. I never learn his name. 

We sit and he tells me not to lift and not to run and not to play contact sports. My mother is there. 

I watch the wall behind him the entire time he talks. Cards and pictures and drawings and letters, a couple of crayon
bodies with the words BECKY LOVES YOU taped onto a piece of construction paper. 

What could Becky possibly know? 

***



Sontag says, It is thought that nearly any damage to the body is justified if it saves the patient’s life. 

***

There’s another letter. 

“Dear family member of Ms. Mary Norman D. Dickerson (This letter applies to Normie’s blood relatives, especially
her daughter, sisters, nieces, and nephews): 

As you may be aware, your family member, Normie, was diagnosed with a serious genetic condition. As Normie’s
blood relative, you are at risk for this disease. 

THE VASCULAR DISEASE. Normie had genetic testing and tested positive for a mutation in the COL3A1 gene,
which causes her to have vascular Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome. 

RECOMMENDATION FOR YOU. As a blood relative of Normie, you should consider undergoing genetic testing
for the gene that causes vascular EDS in her.

Genetic testing is the best way for you to know for certain whether or not you have vascular EDS and could pass it
on to your children. You can read more about this condition at the Ehlers-Danlos National Foundation website:
http://www.ednf.org/vascular-type.”
 

*

I click on the link. 

“PAGE NOT FOUND. 

The page you are looking for does not exist. The page may have moved. 

Please explore our sight and let us know if we can help.” 

*

At school, my mother calls me and says that they need more imaging. 

“Last time with the pediatric doctor,” she says. “In a year, you’ll meet the man you’ll have for the rest of your life.” 
I think of it like a marriage. ’Til death do us part.
 


