I explain how the world as I once knew it was gone.
—like how my mother had never worked and doesn’t have any skills.
—like how she was late on all of the bills.
—like how we eventually lost our one remaining car.
—like how we lost the house, too, and we had to move into a shelter.
I explain what life is like living in a shelter.
—like how we never get to know anyone.
—like how ashamed my mom feels for taking us there.
—like how she promises us we will not be there much longer.
I explain how life can be like a roller coaster.
—like how one minute you can be having the time of your life.
—like how the next minute you can be stuck on the tracks.
—like how we’ve been stuck on this roller coaster for almost a year.
The man listens intently, and I can tell he is moved.
The man’s eyes are filled with tears.
The man listens, as though he truly cares.

By Shannon Cartwright

Penny for Your Thoughts

This selection contains mature subject matter. In the following essay,
inspired by his autobiographical one-man show, Ball, author Brian
Lobel takes us on an emotional journey, as he traverses through the
medical system after being diagnosed with testicular cancer at the
tender young age of twenty. This selection must be performed by a
male and may be entered in either Prose Interpretation or Dramatic
Interpretation. While this story possesses a dramatic theme, there is
also abundant humor and sarcasm found within this text; however,
don’t push the humor. Let the humor be a natural extension of the
literature. Play the moments with complete honesty; after all, this
is a true story. Ultimately, it is Lobel’s determination, courage and
strength that make him not only a cancer survivor, but one of life’s
most inspirational champions. If used in Prose Interpretation, the
drama mask icons are simply visible to show the performer when to
turn the pages in his manuscript. This is a tour-de-force for the mature
performer!

NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR
It feels weird to have someone else performing from this excerpt of
BALL. After all, it is my body that is being written about, my scars,
my ball. And yet, it isn’t. The Brian Lobel who wrote BALL at age
20 is very different from the Brian Lobel at age 30, with different
opinions, different politics, and even a different body. Sure, it shares
the same scars, but they have different meanings now. When I
perform BALL (which I still do, on occasion), I now feel the need to
channel 20-year-old Brian who wrote these words. This is all a way
of saying that perhaps it isn’t so weird to have someone else perform
the text. If even I have to interpret it, why can’t someone else? Enjoy
performing the text, and be sure to perform self-examinations regularly
for cancer—we don’t want anyone copying the script too closely.

Cancer, what a loaded word. Those two little syllables make me see
sickness, bald-headedness, and death. I was one month past my 20th
birthday. And I had cancer.
“Well, I can’t say for sure, but I think that they are going to have to
perform an Orchiectomy and remove that right testicle.”

Ball

The man listens intently, and I can see he understands.
The man’s eyes are filled with moisture.
The man listens, as though he truly cares.

NOTES

By Brian Lobel

I recall other things from my childhood.
—like my parents fighting until late into the dark nights, their voices
rescinding and the slamming of bathroom and front doors, which shook
the walls of our house so violently that my sisters and I would pull the
covers over our heads in hopes of silencing their harsh words.
—like my dad leaving us one day and never coming back, promising
us he would return after a day or two, only to watch the seasons change as
days turned into weeks and weeks turned into months.
—like my mom crying about how she didn’t know what we would
do, watching her juggle our finances on the kitchen table late into the
evenings, never smiling, until it was time to tuck us into bed, reminding us
nightly, as if she were a record skipping on a record player, that everything
was going to be all right.

People think that the greatest possible achievement for a testicular cancer
survivor is to win the Tour de France like Lance Armstrong did. In reality,
however, the greatest possible achievement is to be fruitful and multiply.
Which brings me to the sperm bank. Now, you’re saying to yourself, “Ah,
sperm bank—now it’s getting good.” See, Lance Armstrong was able to
have his two miracle children by banking sperm before his chemotherapy.
People always think that when it’s their turn to go to the sperm bank,
they’ll be really funny about it. You know, cracking jokes, loudly
moaning. It’s not like that. All you want to do once you get there is leave.
After a brief welcome, I was taken down the hall to get an HIV test.
“I don’t have HIV.”
“Well, one can never be sure, and—we have to know—”
“I don’t have AIDS.”
“One can never be sure.”
They know you’re a virgin, Brian. They’re laughing at you. Virgin!
Virgin!
“Besides, it’s protocol.”
She said “besides” as if she knew I was a big virgin just from looking at
me.
I was taken upstairs to a room that had no official name other than…Room
A. I felt like I had been transported into some low budget homemade
movie. Soft, musty lighting. Piles of magazines with the pages ripped
out, and one huge, sexy leather chair. So, I’m sitting in the sexy chair—
fondling the leather—until I realized that hundreds of grown men had sat
in that very same chair!
You never think about your fertility at 20 unless you get a girl pregnant
or unless you find out that one day it’s no longer there. My sperm’s
prognosis: Abnormal. Infrequent.

The man listens intently, and I can tell he is touched.
The man’s face is filled with empathy and tenderness.
The man listens, as though he truly cares.

I recall some of my favorite times spent with my grandparents.
—like picking pecans with my grandmother and sisters and spending
the better part of a day filling two paper lunch sacks with paper shell
pecans, and then selling those two bags to the orchard’s owner for fortyfive cents.
—like working in my grandparents’ orchard, tilling the ground and
harvesting the peaches at the peak of summer, and then watching my
grandmother create sinfully delicious cobblers and fried pies from the
fruits of our labor.
—like our grandfather buying us a horse. because we begged him for a
horse, only to learn later that we were terrified of the mare and refused to
ride her, forcing my grandfather to return her to its original owner.
I recall my most cherished memories of time spent with my parents.
—like Dad taking all of us to the drive-in movies on Saturday nights,
letting us choose which movies we wanted to see, and then watching all of
us fall asleep in the back seat of our olive-green station wagon long before
the intermission even began at the drive-in’s double-feature.
—like Mom taking us during the summer months to the community
pool each and every day it was sunny, because it was the only way to stay
cool as the scorching Texas heat bore down upon us, turning our skin from
varying shades of pink to the earth toned colors of tan and brown, until our
skin resembled that of bronze statues.
—like Dad driving our family down country roads after church on
Sundays, stopping midway at some country store, letting us pick out
the soda and candy bar of our choice, and then drinking our ice-cold
beverages and licking the melted chocolate from our hands, and then
eventually throwing the empty bottles and candy wrappers out the
windows and watching them fly across the road until they landed along
barbed wire fences.

By Brian Lobel

Ball
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And just like that, I was One Ball Lobel.

I tell him how I didn’t know my life could change so quickly—until it did.
—how I now only had my immediate family.
—how I now only had my parents and my two sisters.
—how quickly life, as I knew it, changed in the blink of an eye.

By Shannon Cartwright

That right testicle. That silly, pesky little testicle.

