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ASPEN UNTUCKEDFROM ASPEN, WITH LOVE by BARBARA PLATTS

MY DAD PASSED AWAY on  
Oct. 27, 2013. I remember the day 
vividly. My siblings and I sat quietly 
around his bed in a hospice center 
in Pratt, Kansas, waiting for the 

inevitable. He had been 
fighting melanoma for 
almost four years. Even 
at the end he still had a 
fighting stance, with his 
fists clenched up, ready 
to take on whatever was 
coming next.

Not a day goes 
by that I don’t think 
about my dad — his 
unshakable resolve, his 

optimistic charm and his talent to 
make friends with anyone in a matter 
of minutes. I think about him often, 
but this time of year, he consumes 
almost all of my thoughts, to the 
point where they’ve spilled out into 
my column. I’ve now gone a year of 
life without him, but I know I have 
many more to go. 

Anyone who has lost a loved one 
knows that the process of grieving 
never ends. It simply progresses. 
I’m still drenched in grief. In many 
ways, it has and will define my life. 
But, perhaps the strangest and most 
unexpected thing is, I wouldn’t have 
it any other way. Without the pain 
of his absence I could not properly 
remember the joy of his presence. 

Loss often feels like a double-
edged sword. It makes me nostalgic, 
yet grateful for the years I had. And 
it makes me absolutely furious, 
because it’s not fair and I just have to 
learn to deal with that.

Many good things can grow out 
of loss. A great deal of love has 

stemmed from my father’s death. 
Because of it, my siblings and I have 
become even closer. We make more 
of an effort to see each other and 
appreciate one another for who we 
are in the present moment. 

Strength grows out of loss, if you 
can let it. Often, awareness and 
motivation grow from loss as well. 
My friend Duncan Clauss lost his 
mother from brain cancer at roughly 
the same time last year. Since then, 
he’s been working with B Cured, an 
organization that’s main goal is to 
find a cure for brain cancer through 
research grants. This Sunday, Clauss 
is running the NYC marathon again 
as part of the B Cured team. This 
year’s race will get B Cured to a total 
of one million dollars raised since the 
organization was started in 2008. 

Clauss is a person who has taken 
the awful loss that he’s had and is 
actively trying to prevent others from 
going through the same thing. Find 
out more about his admirable efforts 
at crowdrise.com/duncanclauss and 
bcured.org. 

Death from a disease can be a 
catalyst for people to make things 
change in this world. But far too 
many deaths have occurred from 
cancer in this country. In the last 
30 years, more Americans have had 
skin cancer than all other cancers 
combined, according to the Skin 
Cancer Foundation. In 2014, there 
were an estimated 76,100 new cases 
and about 9,710 deaths. 

If we expand the scope to 
encompass all types of cancer, the 
National Cancer Institute states 
that there were 1,655,540 new cases 
this year and an estimated 585,720 

deaths. These numbers aren’t just 
large, they’re astronomically obscene. 
Everybody is affected by cancer in 
some way. Even the staff at this  
paper has dealt with loss from it 
when our publisher, Gunilla Asher, 
died last June. 

At this point, the most popular 
cancer treatments — like 
chemotherapy and radiation — are 
archaic. My dad lost most of his 
ability to make saliva when he had 
radiation done on his throat nearly 
five years ago, making it difficult 
for him to eat much of anything. 
And that’s a minor consequence 
compared to what some people suffer 
under those types of treatments. 
Success has come from them, but we 
need something more promising.

Many new immune system 
boosting drugs have entered the 
medical scene in experimental 
stages. Instead of weakening your 
immune system, these drugs help 
to strengthen it, giving your body a 
better chance to fight off the cancer. 

In the last year of my dad’s fight  
he was getting care from one of the 
best hospitals in the country, the 
Mayo Clinic. They had several ideas 
for trial drugs they wanted to give 
him, but he was too unhealthy to 
meet the testing requirements. The 
cancer kept spreading so they did 
not find him an adequate candidate 
for the studies. So the system works 
in such a way that the sickest people 
have no opportunity to get a hold 
of the newest kinds of experimental 
drugs? There’s something wrong 
with this picture.

The Food and Drug 
Administration finally approved the 

first of this type of drug, sold under 
the name Keytruda, to help fight 
off melanoma. They released it in 
September of this year — roughly 11 
months after my father’s last breath.

I can’t take out all of the 
frustrations from my dad’s death on 
the medical system. There are plenty 
of dedicated and passionate doctors 
out there who are tirelessly working 
to make the fight against cancer 
end with more successes. But, it’s 
important for me, and everyone, to be 
aware of the health care terrain in this 
country and to support and donate to 
the right types of foundations that put 
research as the top priority.  

One of the last days my dad was 
still lucid, a nurse came in and asked 
him some of the typical end-of-life 
questions. One was if they could 
use parts of his body for cancer 
research once he was gone. Without 
hesitation, my dad gave his answer.

“Of course,” he said. “Use all of it. 
Use any of it. I want to do whatever I 
can to make sure other people never 
have to go through this hell.”

Thanks Dad. For all you were and 
all you made me to be. You, and 
millions of others, will be missed 
endlessly. I appreciate you putting up 
such a long and admirable fight.

To learn more about the research 
being done for cancer, and to help 
join the fight for a cure, check out  
the Mayo Clinic Cancer Center at  
mayo.edu and bcured.org.

Patrick Platts was a rancher, 
beloved father and, frankly, a bon-
afide bad ass. Reach his daughter at 
bplatts.000@gmail.com or follow 
her on Twitter @BarbaraPlatts.  
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Not even cancer can kill  
the bond between father  
and daughter.


