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Structuration Theory: The C Word 

I drove two and a half hours with my toddler son in the backseat of my car. It was a long 

drive on a cold winter day. I pulled into the driveway of my childhood home to pick up my 

mother for her appointment.  She was nervous. She had two mammograms in the preceding 

weeks and was hearing the results today. I was apprehensive enough to take off from work and 

drive the long distance to go with her.  With the timing of the appointment, I knew I could not 

utilize my babysitter, so I brought along my two-year-old son.  

We walked into the Women’s Center of St. John’s. I remember old-fashioned looking 

stained glass framed the entrance. I frowned and then realized old ladies probably came here. 

Maybe they liked it. As Mom checked in at the front desk, I peered closely at the receptionist’s 

expression as she asked Mom to sign some paperwork. She was cold and unprofessional, acting 

as if Mom had interrupted something very important she had been working on. I noticed how she 

spoke to Mom and thought, “Surely everything is fine. If Mom has cancer, she wouldn’t treat her 

that way. She would be attentive and warm.” We settled in to wait for Mom’s to be called. My 

son was restless, as all toddlers often are. I tried to keep him distracted and occupied. My mom 

said, “I should bring some of my old magazines from home. They don’t have any women’s 

magazines here.” (Deer, G., 2010).  “Don’t be ridiculous, Mom,” I thought. I looked around the 

room and thought surely there was a mistake. I saw only St. John’s propaganda and a men’s 

magazine. One magazine? One MEN’S magazine? In a women’s office? The word woman was 

even in the name of the office. How could they not have a single women’s magazine in the 

waiting room? I shrugged it off and my attention went back to my son. 

Finally a nurse called my mother’s name and held open the door to the patient rooms. I 

picked up my son and carried him back through the doorway. Mom followed. As we walked 
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down the hallway, I saw an open room and glanced inside. It appeared to be a conference room. 

It had nice chairs and a large table. We kept walking. She brought us to a large, open room. I 

looked around and saw equipment pushed off to the side, a mammography machine in one corner 

and a single padded chair with outdated fabric that oddly matched that stained glass in the lobby. 

The chair looked like it was out of place. In fact, everything looked out of place. This looked like 

a giant storage closet; a hodgepodge of mismatched items shoved together because they were no 

longer needed or wanted. I saw a doctor waiting in the room. She hurriedly said to my mom, 

“Hello, Miss Deer.” She appeared rushed and distracted. I immediately deduced that this surely 

was a good sign. “I mean, come on,” I thought. “This isn’t the room that they put people in to tell 

them bad news.” I held onto my son thinking this would only take a few minutes. My arms 

surely would not fall off in three minutes. My mom was so nervous she cut to the chase, “Do you 

have the results?” she asked. 

The doctor grabbed the chart from the nurse and quickly said, “Miss Deer, your test came 

back positive. You have cancer.” There it was, the dreaded C word.  She had said it; she blurted 

it right out and there was no taking it back. It was like a knife stab--cold and calculated (Spencer, 

2010). 

I watched my mom’s face freeze in a look of unbelief and horror and saw her fall 

backward into the chair. Her legs were stiff and when she hit the chair, they sprang straight out in 

front of her like a cartoon character frozen in shock. My breath was gone. I felt weakness and 

sorrow wash over me. As I started to lose strength in my body, I felt my son in my arms. I 

squeezed him tight and stood up straight. I realized that while he did not know what was 

happening, he was watching closely. “Wait a minute,” I thought, “I have my child with me. Why 

would they not put us in a different room when they saw us walk in?! There’s not even anywhere 
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for us to sit down?” And I realized my mother would be influenced by my response also (Beebe 

& Masterson 2012). I said, “Mom, it’s going to be okay. We’ll get through this.” I exhaled 

heavily and quickly. She cried in shock. 

Anger sobered me quickly. “What the hell?” I thought. There are rules about this kind of 

thing (Beebe & Masterson 2012). You can’t just cram someone into a makeshift storage room 

and tell her she has cancer. And you especially can’t do it with a child in the room. And you 

can’t do it with rude staff members and outdated décor. 

The next few minutes were a blur. The doctor said she was referring Mom to an 

oncologist who would go over treatment options. We left the storage room and walked by the 

front desk. The receptionist showed no sign of empathy as she asked Mom to sign paperwork. 

We made our way back out through the waiting room. There was a woman waiting. She was 

dressed in business casual attire. I remember thinking she must be getting a mammogram on her 

lunch break. Or perhaps she too might be hearing the C word today—and she just thinks she’s on 

her lunch break! She actually thinks she will be going to back to work. We left the office and 

stepped into the corridor. Mom said, “I think I need to use the restroom.” As soon as she closed 

the door, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and frantically dialed my brother’s number.  He 

had to work that day and could not easily take off to go with us. He answered and I let go of all 

the emotion I was holding in. I wept as I told him. He was in shock also. He said, “I’m sorry I’m 

not there with you. Do you want me to come over now?” I told him I just wanted to get Mom out 

of there. 

My son was starving. His fidgeting had been magnified by hunger. Earlier in the day I 

had promised him Chic-Fil-A. We drove in silence. We sat in silence.  We ate in silence. I ate 

only to encourage my mother to eat, as if to show her it would be okay. I drove her home and my 
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brother met us there (Deer, J., 2010). I waited in the driveway for him. He stepped out of his 

truck with tears welling up in his eyes. He wrapped his arms around me and together we sobbed. 

After what seemed like 20 minutes, we each dried our tears and walked inside to see our mom to 

collectively comfort her (Beebe & Masterson 2012). 

Her full diagnosis came quickly. The cancer was at stage two. Her treatment included a 

single mastectomy and chemotherapy. She recovered slowly from the surgery, and the chemo 

was rough. When I realized she would lose her hair during the process, I was riddled with guilt 

every time I looked in the mirror at my long locks. I called the cancer support office at St. John’s 

and asked if a wig could be made for my mother with my hair. After getting about the same level 

of customer service from them as the Women’s Center provided, I surrendered to the reality that 

this would be almost impossible, I decided to donate my hair to someone, somewhere (Locks of 

Love, 2007). 

Three years after hearing the C word, Mom remains in remission. In June, 2013, 

however, she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. She continues to rapidly decline mentally 

and physically. She has emotional outbursts and irrational behavior that pushes family and 

friends away. It’s gut-wrenching to see and painful to experience as her daughter. As awful as 

cancer was to hear, it was treatable. It was acceptable as a disease in society. It has it’s own cute 

handbags and high heels (Freeman, 2013). Alzheimer’s on the other hand is a “… terminal, 

progressive brain disorder [that] has no known cause or cure. It slowly steals the minds of its 

victims, leading to memory loss, confusion, impaired judgment, personality changes, 

disorientation and the inability to communicate.” (BrightFocus, 2013). It’s uncomfortable, 

embarrassing, awkward and ugly. And it’s victims will never get better. The brevity of life is so 
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fleeting, but after seeing the onset of both cancer and Alzheimer’s, I’d chose the C word any day 

(Spencer, 2013). That’s sickening, isn’t it? 
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