Dad. Brain Cancer

It felt cruel

To study the pathways that were changing you.
Astrocytoma, glioblastoma

Underlined them twice.

Drew margins full of synapses

The ones that were failing you in real time.

Meanwhile at home,

Your balance shifted.

Your voice blurred into shapes.
Your personality changed

Lectures didn’t teach that.

It felt like betrayal.

Learning to understand your disease,
While it took you away.

No one taught me how to stay studious while
Grieving.

Studying flashcards of mechanisms,
watching those sequences

take you away.

I passed the exam. I took my boards.

By the time I could tell you that,

You could no longer respond.

Medicine was never a thought exercise. It was a
movie in front of me.

They told me it was aphasia,
that the pathways were gone.
I knew where this was going.
It was in the flashcards.

And I answered without asking.
Nodded when you blinked,

sat with you in the long pauses
waiting for

words that might still arrive.

You were still there.

Even when stripped of language,
You could still respond.

With tears, with smiles.

With a hug that told me you wished you could stay.

And that was the hardest part.
Knowing you hadn't left yet,
only the means to say so.

poetry 07

Anna llyasova
Issue 16, Winter 2025



about | poet

ILYASOVA

Anna “Anya” Ilyasova is a fourth-year medical student at the
University of North Carolina School of Medicine. She received
her bachelor’s degree in public health from the UNC Gillings
School of Global Public Health, with a minor in chemistry. She
has interests in public health, global health, and food allergy
research, and plans to pursue internal medicine residency.

© 2025 Iris: The art and literary journal, UNC School of Medicine

08



	Dad. Brain Cancer | Anna Ilyasova



