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SEANA O’NEILL

COTTAGE DREAMS

 

 

 

Cancer. It fractures the lives of families, can bring financial hardship, interrupts work schedules and taxes families emotionally.

Seana O’Neill knows from personal experience these intimate details of loss and distress after watching her mother and two uncles battle cancer. So, as she sat on her Haliburton, Ontario, cottage deck in 2002 an idea came to Seana that would not only change her life, but give hope and healing to hundreds of people living with the disease.

“It’s not fair to just have this place sitting empty when it could be filled with people,” she remembers saying of her cottage at the time.

It was Labor Day weekend and Seana was at a crossroads in her own life, not sure if she wanted to go back to her film career in Toronto. In the end, lifelong cottager Seana decided she would like to share her cottage with those who would not otherwise have the opportunity to get away. She was inspired to invite cancer survivors to her cottage when she wasn’t there—and thought other cottagers might do the same.

She was right. The response to the idea was immediate and sparked the creation of Cottage Dreams. The registered charity connects cancer survivors and their families with donated cottages to help bring families back together, to recover, reconnect and rebuild their lives—all in a soothing natural setting.

In only one short year, Cottage Dreams went from idea to reality and placed its first six families. Today the cottage-lending program has grown to include hundreds of cottages across Ontario and has made hundreds of placements.

“When you start something you really believe in, you do it because something is burning inside you,” she says today. “I thought. ‘I can’t ignore this.’”

Nothing else like it

Though the health care system provides patients with the support they need while in treatment, it stops when they finally walk out the doctor’s door. Cancer survivors have to find a way to rebuild their lives. But it’s not an easy task. A cancer diagnosis often brings financial hardship for patients and their families. Not able to work for lengthy periods, patients often find that a time away to heal and reflect is unaffordable.


This is when Seana and Cottage Dreams take over. The organization provides, at no cost, an opportunity to move on to emotional, spiritual and physical recovery. Whisked away to a natural setting, families are removed from the doctor appointments, hospital visits and other harsh and exhausting realities of their illness.

In other words, to speed healing there’s nothing like listening to the gentle lap of the lake as your kids watch for falling stars.

Making a difference

Of course, Cottage Dreams is all about making wishes come true. And to hear the families tell it, Seana and her team do that and much more.

“Cottage Dreams has been a sense of new beginning for my family and me. After treatment was the perfect time to spend some quality time together and reconnect as a family,” says one happy cottage visitor.

But the visitors are far from the only people to benefit from the program. Cottage owners who donate their properties also report positive benefits.

“To sum up my experience with Cottage Dreams—it made me feel good,” says a donor.

Cottage Dreams makes Seana feel pretty good these days, too, although starting the project meant long hours, and trying to convince a few naysayers.

At the beginning, many of the people she spoke to asked Seana how Cottage Dreams would handle insurance, whether tax receipts would be issued and how Seana would choose the lucky families to stay at the cottages. But Seana wasn’t worried. She soon talked to an insurance company, a cottage-rental agency and a lawyer. The rental agency and insurance company got on board almost right away and found innovative ways to ensure Cottage Dreams would be successful. Her lawyer, however, wasn’t convinced.

“The lawyer said, ‘It’s going to cost you ten grand and I can’t guarantee you anything. It probably won’t fly,’” she says, pausing for a moment before continuing. “So I got another lawyer.”

Her new lawyer sat on Seana’s board as chairman for three years.

Changing and growing

Seana’s passion and commitment galvanize people. From the grassroots support of local families in cottage communities to major corporations, government and cancer research organizations, she’s brought people closer. She says she’s still amazed she was able to pull it together, but at the same time she had faith in her abilities to get the job done.

“I knew from the beginning that coordinating would be my strength. Also being a Virgo helps,” she quips. “My mother would attest to that.”

But running Cottage Dreams has meant changing and growing the organization so it reaches and helps as many people as possible. In the beginning, Cottage Dreams accepted only those in the recovery stage—within nine months of the treatment’s completion.

After talking to other people who could use a week’s respite, however, Cottage Dreams has extended its focus to include people in the middle of treatment and, in one case, a father of three young children who had an inoperable brain tumor. The doctors said if the man were placed within three months, he would still be well enough to enjoy himself.

“So we rush. Those people go to the top of the pile,” Seana says.

Ask Seana what she’s most amazed by, however, and she says she’s been inspired by the inherent goodness in the people Cottage Dreams touches. One woman, a single mother undergoing chemotherapy, once told Seana to go ahead and give her space to someone else. “I’m sure there are more deserving people out there than me,” the woman e-mailed Seana.

These are the lives Cottage Dreams strives to reach—not just in Ontario, but across Canada. Plans to expand nationwide by 2010 are under way.

“We’re getting more families through the program, so we’re getting more feedback. It really shows us we’re making a difference,” Seana says.

And Cottage Dreams is offering hope and respite, one cottage at a time.

For more information visit www.cottagedreams.org or write to Cottage Dreams, 33A Pine Avenue, P.O. Box 1300, Haliburton, Ontario K0M 1S0.
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Susan Wiggs’s life is all about family, friends…and fiction. She lives at the water’s edge on an island in Puget Sound, and she really does commute to her writers’ group with her friend Sheila in a seventeen-foot motorboat.

According to Publishers Weekly, Wiggs writes a “refreshingly honest romance,” and the Salem States-man Journal says that she is “one of our best observers of stories of the heart [and who] knows how to capture emotion on virtually every page of every book.” Booklist characterizes her books as “real and true and unforgettable.”

She is the proud recipient of three RITA® Awards and four starred reviews from Publishers Weekly for her books. Her novels have been translated into more than a dozen languages and have made national bestseller lists, including the USA TODAY and New York Times lists. She’s been featured in the national media and is a popular teacher at writers’ workshops and conferences worldwide.

The author is a former teacher, a Harvard graduate, an avid hiker, a boater out of necessity, an amateur photographer, a good skier and terrible golfer, yet her favorite form of exercise is curling up with a good book. Readers can write to her at P.O. Box 4469, Rollingbay, WA 98061 or visit her on the Web at www.susanwiggs.com.
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CHAPTER ONE

Miranda Sweeney’s white paper gown rustled as she shifted her weight on the exam table and pulled the edges together to cover herself. “Just like that, it’s over?”

Dr. Turabian closed the metal-covered chart with a decisive snap. “Well,” he said, “if you want to call twenty-five rounds of radiation, nine months of chemo and two surgeries ‘just like that.’” He took off his glasses and slid them into the pocket of his lab coat. “I couldn’t be happier with your tests. Everything’s where we’d hoped and planned for it to be, right on schedule. Other than taking your immunotoxin every day, there’s nothing more you have to do.”


Miranda blinked, overwhelmed by the news. “I’m…I don’t know what to say.” Was there a rule of etiquette in this situation? Thank you, Doctor? I love you?

“You don’t have to say anything. I think you’ll find getting better is a lot easier than being sick.” He grinned. “Go. Grow your hair. Come back in three months and tell me you feel like a million bucks.”

He left her alone, the heavy door of the exam room closing with a sigh. Miranda went through the motions of getting dressed, all the while mulling over her conversation with the doctor.

You’re done.

I’m done.

Stick a fork in her, she’s done.

After a year of this, Miranda didn’t believe you could ever really be done with cancer. It could be done with you, though, as you lay on the medical examiner’s table like a waxy victim in a crime show.

Snap out of it, she told herself. For once, the doctor’s advice didn’t make her skin crawl—no precautions about nausea meds and gels and post-op limitations. Nothing like that. His advice was so simple it was scary. Get dressed and get on with your life.

She tore off the crinkly paper smock and wadded it up, crunching it into a small, tight ball between the palms of her hands and then making a rim shot to the wastebasket. Take that.

As she reached up to pull her bra off a hook, a familiar, unpleasant twinge shot up her right arm. The post-op sensations never seemed to end, although her doctor and surgeon assured her the tingling and numbness would eventually go away.

Which was—as of a few minutes ago—over.

She told herself she ought to be laughing aloud, singing “I Will Survive” at the top of her lungs, dancing down the corridors of the clinic and kissing everyone she passed. Unfortunately, that was the last thing she felt like doing. Maybe the news hadn’t quite sunk in, because at the moment, she simply felt hollow and exhausted, like a shipwreck victim who’d had to swim ashore. She was alive, but the fight for survival had taken everything from her. It had changed her from the inside out, and this new woman, this gritty survivor, didn’t quite know what to make of herself.

She turned to face the mirror, studying a body that didn’t feel like her own anymore. A year ago, she’d been a reasonably attractive thirty-eight-year-old, comfortable in her size-10 body and—all right, she might as well admit it—downright vain about her long, auburn hair. During the months of treatment, however, she had learned to avoid mirrors. Despite the earnest reassurances of her friends, family, treatment team and support group, she never did learn to love what she saw there.

Some would say she’d lost her right breast and all her hair, but Miranda considered the term lost to be a misnomer. She knew exactly where her hair had gone—all over the bed pillows, down the drain of the shower, in the teeth of her comb, all over the car and the sofa. Shedding hair had followed in her wake wherever she went. Her husband, Jacob, had actually woken up one day with strands of her wavy auburn hair in his mouth. Over the course of a few days, her scalp had started to tingle. Then it stung and all her hair had come out and it wasn’t lost at all. It had simply become detached from her. She collected it in a Nordstrom’s bag and put it in the trash.

As for the other thing she’d “lost”—her breast—well, she knew darn well where that had gone, too. During the surgery, the tissue had been ever so carefully bagged and tagged and sent to the hospital pathology lab for analysis. Her diagnosis was made by someone she’d never met, someone she would never know. Someone who had typed her fate onto a neat form: infiltrating ductal carcinoma, stage one, tumor size 1.5 cm, nodes 15 negative.

She was considered lucky because she was a candidate for TRAM flap breast reconstruction, which took place immediately following her mastectomy. A separate surgical team came in and created a new breast, using tissue from her stomach. She’d struggled to be matter-of-fact about her reconstructed breast, figuring that if she didn’t make a big deal of it, then it wouldn’t be a big deal. Even though her counselor and support group encouraged her to acknowledge that an important, defining part of her was gone, that her body was permanently altered, she had resisted. She claimed she hadn’t been that enamored of her breasts in the first place. They simply…were there. Size 34B. And after surgery, they still were, only the right one had been created with tissues from her stomach, something she didn’t exactly mind losing. And the tattooed-on nipple was something of a novelty. How many women could boast about that?

Miranda knew she should be weeping with relief and gratitude just about now, but she still didn’t like looking at herself in the mirror. The reconstructed breast seemed slightly off-kilter, and although the skin tone and temperature were exactly the same as her other breast, she couldn’t feel a thing there. Nothing, nada. And her belly button was pulled a bit to one side.

According to the members of her support group, she was supposed to look in the mirror and see a survivor. A phenomenal woman whose beauty shone from within. A woman who was glad to be alive.

Miranda leaned forward, looked carefully. Where was that woman?

Still in hiding, she thought. Her gorgeous self didn’t want to come out to play.

After an agony of baldness, she was getting her hair back. Her brows and eyelashes. Unfortunately, the fledgling fuzz of hair on her head was just plain weird. She had a terrible feeling that it was coming in whitish gray. But it was her real actual hair, growing in strangely soft and baby fine, as though she had just hatched from an egg. Her skin was sallow, and new lines fanned outward from the corners of her eyes. The whites of her eyes were yellow. She still hid beneath hats, scarves and wigs. She didn’t like looking like a cancer patient even though that was exactly what she was. Correction, she told herself. Cancer survivor, no longer a patient.

She turned away, grabbed her bra and finished dressing, pulling on her khaki twill pants and a front-button shirt. She disliked the twinges she felt whenever she pulled a shirt over her head. It was as though her body kept wanting to remind her that she’d been nipped, tucked and rearranged, and there wasn’t a darn thing she could do about it. She slung her butter-yellow sweater around her shoulders and loosely tied it by the sleeves, knowing the morning chill would be gone by now. With a deliberate tug, she put on her hat. Today’s accessory was a sun hat made of cotton duck, which she’d chosen for comfort rather than style.

She finished putting herself together—handbag, cell phone, keys—and walked through the now-familiar putty-colored hallway of the clinic. There was soothing Native American–style artwork on the walls and soothing New Age music drifting from speakers in the ceiling. As usual, everyone here was busy, hurrying somewhere with a chart or heading into one of the exam rooms. And as usual, everyone she passed offered a distracted but sincere smile of encouragement.

The waiting room was a different story. There, patients seemed almost furtive as they studied magazines or checked the inboxes of their BlackBerries. It was almost as if they didn’t want to make eye contact for fear of seeing something they shouldn’t—hope or despair or some combination of both—in the eyes of another patient.


Miranda realized none of the people in the waiting room could know she was leaving the place for good. She wouldn’t be back for three whole months, and then only for a checkup. Still, she felt an odd flicker of survivor guilt as she passed through the room, past the burbling tabletop fountain, the aspidistra plant that had doubled in size since she’d been coming here, the magazine rack, for the last time.

She stepped out into the dazzling sunshine of an Indian summer afternoon. For a moment it was so bright Miranda felt disoriented, as if she had lost her bearings. Then she blinked, dug out her sunglasses and put them on. The world came into view. Seattle in September was a place of matchless beauty, a time of warm, golden days, incredibly clear skies and crisp nights that held the snap of autumn in the air. Today had been graced with the kind of weather that made normally industrious people sit out on the patios of urban cafés, sipping granitas and tilting their faces up to the sun.

From the hospital on First Hill—also known as Pill Hill, thanks to the abundance of hospitals and medical centers in the area—she could look toward the waterfront and see the bustle of downtown, with its disorganized tangle of freeways and the distinctive spike of the Space Needle rising above Elliott Bay. Farther in the distance lay Seattle’s signature defining view—deep blue Puget Sound lined by evergreen-clad islands and inlets, the horizon edged by mountains that appeared to be topped with blue-white whipped cream. It didn’t matter whether you’d been born here—as Miranda had—or if you were a newcomer, Puget Sound dazzled the eye every time you looked at it.

A car horn blasted, causing her to jump back onto the curb. Whoops. She’d been so busy admiring the scenery that she hadn’t been paying attention to the signals. She dutifully waited for the little green pedestrian man to tell her when it was safe to move forward. It would be incredibly ironic to survive cancer, only to get squashed by a bakery truck.

She hiked half a block to the bus stop and checked the schedule. The ride that would take her home to Queen Anne, the area where she lived, wouldn’t be here for another thirty minutes.

She sat down on a bench and dialed Jacob on her cell phone.

“Hey, gorgeous,” her husband said by way of greeting.

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Only when I hear your special ring, babe.”

“You’re using your driving voice,” she remarked.

“What’s that?”

She smiled a little. “Your driving voice. I can always tell when you’re on the road.”

He laughed. “What’s up?”

“I just came from Dr. Turabian’s.”

“Are you all right?” This, of course, was his knee-jerk reaction these days. Jacob found the whole cancer business terrifying, and to be fair, most guys his age didn’t expect to find themselves helping a young wife through a life-threatening disease. Jacob even seemed afraid of her, scarcely daring to touch her, as if he feared she might break. At first, he had accompanied Miranda to all her appointments—the tests and treatments, the follow-up visits. He was wonderful, trying to mask his near panic, yet Miranda found his efforts so painful to watch that it actually added to her stress. In time, she found it simpler to go on her own or with one of her girlfriends. At first Jacob had fought her—I’m coming with you, and you can’t stop me—but eventually, he accepted her wishes with a sort of shamefaced relief.

“It was my last visit,” she reminded him. “And it went just as we’d hoped. All the counts and markers checked out the way Dr. Turabian wanted them to.” She took a deep breath. The air was so sharp and clean, it hurt her lungs. “I’m done.”

“What do you mean, done?”

“Like, done done.” She laughed briefly, and her own laughter sounded strange, like the rusty hinge to a door that rarely opened. “He doesn’t want to see me again for three months. And it’s unexpectedly weird. I don’t know what to do with myself. It’s as if I’ve forgotten what I used to do before I had cancer.”

“Well.” Jacob sounded as though he was at a loss, too. Afraid to say the wrong thing. “How do you feel?”

She knew what he was really asking: “When can you start back to work?” Her sabbatical from her job had definitely taken a toll on the family finances. Though she felt a pinch of annoyance, she didn’t blame him. Throughout this whole ordeal, he had kept the family afloat, juggling work and extra household responsibilities so she could focus on getting on with her treatment, which touched off an exhaustion so crippling she couldn’t work. His job, in beverage sales to large grocery chains, kept him constantly on the road. He earned a commission only, no base salary, so every sale mattered. And Lord knew, the bank account needed all the help it could get. They had budgeted for their house on the assumption that they’d be a two-income family.

“I feel all right, I think.” Actually she felt as if she had run a marathon and crossed the finish line with no one around to see her do it. The world looked the same. Traffic still flowed up and down the hills, boats and barges still steamed back and forth across the Sound, and pedestrians still strolled past, oblivious to the fact that she’d just completed cancer treatment and had lived to tell the tale.

“Good,” said Jacob. “I’m glad.”

She watched a pigeon stroll along the sidewalk, poking its beak at crumbs. “Me, too. I’d better let you go. See you tonight?”

“I’ll try not to be too late. Love you, babe.”

“Love you.” She put away her phone and pondered their habit of declaring their love, something they now did without thinking. When she’d first been diagnosed, telling her husband and kids “I love you” every time she parted from them or hung up the phone had seemed mandatory. Facing her own mortality made her painfully cognizant of the fact that every “goodbye” could be the last. Even though her prognosis had been good, she’d been careful to make certain everyone in her family heard her say “I love you” every day. As time went on, however, repetition and habit sucked the meaning from the phrase. Nowadays, signing off with “love you” was not that much different from “see you later.”

Rifling through her wallet for her bus pass, she found a note she’d written to herself on a slip of paper. In her support group, other members were big on telling you to write down affirmations and positive thoughts, and keep them tucked in your pockets, your purse, wherever you might come across them. Miranda recognized her handwriting on the note, but she had absolutely no recollection of writing it. The note said, “You can’t have today back. So make sure you spend it in the best possible way.”

A wise sentiment, to be sure, but it didn’t really illuminate what the “best possible way” meant. Did it mean surrounding herself with friends and family? Helping a stranger? Creating an original work of art? She should have been more specific. She folded the note and put it back in her wallet.

The landscaping by the bus stop was uninspired—laurel hedges, asters and mums. The plantings were hardy and dependable, if a bit boring. Miranda adored gardening, but she had become a bit of a snob about it. One of the things she’d promised herself during the treatment was that she was going to get back into gardening.

In the blue distance, the white-and-green ferryboats of Puget Sound glided back and forth between the islands to the west. A tourist was parasailing over Elliott Bay and Miranda felt a smile unfurl on her lips. What a beautiful thing to do, floating high above the blue water, the rainbow-colored chute blooming like a flower in the cloudless sky. From this distance, the tether that bound the rig to the speedboat was invisible, so it really did look as if the person was flying free.

Miranda had never been parasailing. Maybe she should try it one day. She glanced at her watch, and then at the bus schedule. Maybe she should try it now.

Oh, come on, she told herself. You’ll miss your bus.

There’s always another bus. You can’t have today back, a wise woman had once written.

Miranda got up, hoisted the strap of her bag onto her shoulder and started walking. It was an easy walk since it was all downhill. She must have been going at a perfect pace because every single pedestrian light turned green as she approached it. She got the feeling the whole of downtown was urging her on.

As she crossed to the waterfront by way of a pedestrian overpass, she walked through the usual gauntlet of panhandlers. And like the other pedestrians, she averted her gaze, though even without looking, she could picture them perfectly—drowsy castoffs layered in old clothes, all their possessions in a shopping cart or knapsack. Most had battered cups out for change, some with crudely lettered signs that read, Spare Change or simply God Bless.

Miranda kept her eyes trained straight ahead. If you pretend not to see them, they’re not really there. She couldn’t do it, though, and she experienced the guilt anyone would feel for these people. She reminded herself that there were shelters where panhandlers could go for help, and all they had to do was show up. And of course, everyone knew you shouldn’t give them money. They’d only spend it on beer.

Then it struck her. So what if they spent their meager donations on beer? Maybe that was all that stood between them and the urge to walk off the end of a pier and sink to the bottom of the Sound.

She slowed her pace and took out her wallet. There were five panhandlers stationed apart at regular intervals, like sentries sitting guard duty. She didn’t have a lot of cash on her but she gave everything away, every cent, trying to divide it evenly among them. A couple of them whispered a thank-you, while the others merely nodded as though too weary to speak. Miranda didn’t care. She wasn’t doing this for the thanks.

When her wallet was empty of cash, she stuck it in her back pocket and continued to the waterfront. Down on Alaska Way, a busy street that hugged the shoreline and bristled with piers, she encountered another panhandler, this one a woman sitting on an apple crate and holding a sign marked Homeless. Need Help.

Miranda hesitated, then made eye contact with the woman. “I gave all my money to the people up on the Marion Street bridge,” she confessed.

“That’s okay. You have a good day, now.”

Miranda plucked the butter-yellow sweater from her shoulders. “Can you use this?” It was a designer piece from Nordstrom’s, made of fine-gauge Sea Isle cotton. The sweater had been a gift from her mother-in-law, who believed that no problem was so huge it couldn’t be solved by a great sweater from Nordstrom’s.

“Sure, honey, if you don’t mind giving it up.”

“I don’t mind.” She handed over the sweater.

“Oh, that’s soft. Thank you.” The woman’s callused hand trembled as she smoothed it over the fabric.

“You’re welcome.” On impulse, Miranda opened her handbag. She took out the personal items—her cell phone, her keys and a bottle of pills and stuck them in her pockets. What remained were the usual purse things—a pack of Kleenex, a comb and a lipstick, a calculator, a tiny flashlight.

“This might come in handy, too,” she said.

This offer made the woman frown. “That’s a nice bag,” she said, but her voice was dubious.

She had good taste. It was another gift from Miranda’s mother-in-law, a Dooney & Burke that had probably retailed for a few hundred dollars.

“I’ve got another at home.”

“You’re not from the mission, are you?” the panhandler asked. “I already tried the mission, and it don’t work for me.”

“I’m not from the mission. Just someone…passing by.”

The woman still eyed her skeptically.

Miranda heard the blast of a ferry horn, the cry of a seagull. A breeze tickled across the back of her neck and gently wafted beneath the brim of her sun hat. Out of habit, her hand went up to keep it from blowing away. But then, instead of clamping down on the hat, she took hold of the brim.


Deep breath, she told herself, and then she swept the hat off her head. She was naked to the world now. Everyone who looked at her would know she was a cancer patient. Even after all this time, she felt self-conscious. She wanted to proclaim to anyone who would listen that she was more than a patient. She was a wife, a mother, a coworker, a friend. But when all your hair fell out and your fingernails crumbled and you lost your eyelashes, that was all people saw. A cancer patient.

Survivor, she corrected herself, handing over her hat. Cancer survivor, as of today.

The woman took it, then offered Miranda a brief smile and said, “You have a nice day now.”

As Miranda walked away, she felt strangely light, unfettered, as though she were floating already. She hoped like heck the parasailing company took credit cards.

They did, of course. Everybody did. The panhandlers probably did.

Miranda had just given away all her money, but she didn’t stop there. Feeling reckless, she paid for a spin over Elliott Bay. The guy helping her into the harness gave her hasty instructions. “There’s not much to it. Just relax and let the wind do all the work. You don’t even need to change out of your street clothes. You won’t get wet, guaranteed.”

The old Miranda, the Miranda who had never looked her own mortality square in the eye, would have been terrified. Now, though, she was matter-of-fact about danger and risk. She wondered if the harness would bother her bad arm, but decided she didn’t care. She had borne worse than that lately.

“Sounds good to me.” She bit her lip as he passed the straps under her breasts. Would he know that one of them was reconstructed? And why the heck should that matter? Don’t be silly, she told herself.

He and his partner motored out into the bay, their little speedboat dwarfed by ferries and cargo barges. Following instructions, Miranda positioned herself on the platform and waited as the chute billowed with the wind and speed. Then they let her go off the back of the boat. For a second, she dipped downward, her bare feet skimming the water. She took in a sharp breath, bracing herself for the bone-chilling cold of Puget Sound. Then the wind scooped up the chute and she went drifting high and fast, like a giant kite on a string.

After her first gasp of wonder, Miranda remained absolutely quiet, just hanging there. She had learned how to be still and stoic during her cancer treatment. She had remained absolutely still while radiologists and oncologists had examined her. Still while the surgeons studied her and made lines on her with a Sharpie marker. Still while she lay on the table of the linear accelerator while a deadly beam of light was aimed at her. Still while the machine burned its invisible rays at her, making her skin blister and crack.

She was good at holding still. And now so ready to leave that behind and let the wind sweep her away.


She saw what the seabirds saw—the dark, mysterious under-water formations, pods of sea lions sunning themselves on navigation buoys, the container ships and sailboats, the blaze of sunlight on the water. She felt the cool rush of wind through her hair—what there was of her hair. The breeze ruffled it like feathers.

She laughed aloud and wished Jacob and the kids could see her now, a human kite tail soaring above the city, with its high-rises and skeletal orange cranes in the shipyards, incongruously set against the backdrop of Mount Rainier in all its glory. Maybe she would buy the ten-dollar photo the guys in the boat had taken of her soaring, because how often did you get a picture of yourself airborne? Yet there was something depressing in the thought of bringing a picture home to Jacob and the kids. She’d done this cool thing alone. She couldn’t remember the last time they had done anything as a family.

She gave the parasailing crew a thumbs-up as they expertly reeled her in to the deck of the boat and motored over to the dock. Once on dry land, one of the guys printed up a photo from his digital camera and handed it to her. She reached into her back pocket for her wallet.

“It’s on me,” he said.

She put her wallet away. “Thank you.”

People were extra nice to cancer patients, she had discovered. They looked at the hair loss, the broken nails, the sallow skin and the swollen bodies, and they got scared. There but for the grace of God go I. Being nice to victims was a form of self-inoculation, perhaps. She used to think that way herself before she became a member of the cancer club. By now, she had learned to accept kindnesses big and small, from friends and strangers.

Miranda thanked the man again. She would keep the picture as something to take out and study at the odd moment—a shot of herself soaring high and free, alone against the clear blue sky.

She needed to find an ATM. She walked up the hill from the waterfront and took the concrete Harbor Steps, and from there, headed toward Pike Place Market. She made slow progress on the stairs, which was yet another frustration of this disease. Only a year ago, she had been a busy, energetic woman with everything going for her—two great kids, a caring husband, a solid—if boring—job, a spring in her step. She used to pride herself on her ability to cram so much into a single day. In under an hour, she could go from company meeting room to soccer field to fixing dinner without missing a beat.

Now she got winded on a stupid flight of stairs.

That, she decided, was going to end right now.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. This was a big day. She needed to make a big deal of it.

At Pike Place Market, teeming with shoppers, tourists, chefs, performers and deliverymen, she bought the makings of a feast—fresh local asparagus and morel mushrooms, yellow potatoes and wild white salmon fresh off the boat, according to the chatty fishmonger in his slick yellow apron. Spot prawns for the appetizer.

She pictured herself sitting down to a beautifully set table with her family. They had cause to celebrate. This was a red-letter day.


As she exited the market with her parcels, she paused at a row of wholesale flower stalls. Big pails of galvanized steel displayed stalks of dahlias, bells of Ireland, roses in every conceivable shade. Each burst of color was like a small celebration.

Miranda’s heart expanded, and she inhaled the green fragrance of the plants. Flowers had long been a passion of hers. She was expert at growing and also arranging flowers. That hobby, like the rest of her life, had fallen by the wayside during her illness. Until she glimpsed the flower stall, she hadn’t realized how much she missed it.

She asked the flower seller for a variety—gerbera daisies and rover mums, fragrant yarrow, purple statice, solidaster, hypericum berries and seeded eucalyptus. This, she decided, would be her victory bouquet—a colorful, elegant affirmation that she had survived her treatment and was ready to move on with her life.

On the way to the bus stop, she juggled her parcels and dialed Jacob’s number again.

“I went parasailing.”

“What?”

He had the driving voice again. Traffic sounds indicated that this was probably not the best time to explain. “I’m making a special dinner tonight,” she told him.

“I was going to offer to take you out,” he said.

“Thanks, but I was feeling creative, and this probably works out better for the kids, anyway. Andrew has soccer practice until four-thirty, and Valerie goes to work at the theater at eight. So…six-thirty?”


He hesitated. She heard a world of doubt in that hesitation. It was getting so that she could read his silences with more accuracy than she could his words.

“You’re going to be late,” she said.

“I can move some things—”

“Good idea.” Normally, she tried to be accommodating of the demands of his job, but today she wanted him with her. “Call me later and let me know what time works for you.”

“I won’t be late,” he promised.

“Just call me. Bye.”

Her husband, she reminded herself, was a wonderful man. He had proven himself over and over again the past year. One of the greatest sacrifices he had made was to increase his work hours when she took her leave of absence from Urban Ice, which supplied bulk ice to commercial operations. Some weeks Jacob put in eighty hours, never complaining, simply doing what had to be done. Despite their health plan, only so many of her medical procedures were covered by insurance, like the mastectomy, but not the reconstruction, which she thought was a cruel irony. Within just hours of diagnosis, they had reached their deductible. Still, health insurance didn’t cover the mortgage; that was what her salary was for. Nor did it cover groceries or utilities or taxes, or school clothes for the kids. And it sure didn’t cover parasailing or the twenty dollars’ worth of flowers she’d just bought.






CHAPTER TWO

Miranda got off the bus at the corner and walked halfway down the block to her house. It was a neighborhood she loved, a place rich with history and an eclectic mix of residents. Queen Anne crowned the highest hill in Seattle and commanded the best views of the city and the Sound. There were modern condo complexes interspersed with historic mansions built by timber and railroad barons long ago. The Sweeneys’ street had a cozy, colorful feel to it. Arts and Crafts–era bungalows were brightened by gardens that bloomed on the smallest patches of earth, rockeries and concrete stairs leading up to friendly-looking front porches.

She and Jacob had loved their house the first time they’d seen it six years before. There was even room for both a garden and greenhouse in the back, something she had always dreamed of. She cringed, thinking of her garden now. It had been among the first things to fall by the wayside when she was diagnosed.

She was looking forward to returning to a normal life, getting her house in order, her garden planted, her finances under control. This house was at the absolute top end of what they could afford, and when she’d taken leave from work, she’d told Jacob they should sell the place and live somewhere cheaper. He wouldn’t hear of it. She suspected that in his mind, giving up the house was an admission that she wouldn’t get better, that she wouldn’t be going back to work. There was no way he would concede that.

She’d been grateful for his stubborn insistence on keeping the house she loved, but beginning next year, their mortgage rate would adjust, and the payments were going to balloon. She shuddered, thinking about the size of the check they’d have to write each month.

Not today, she cautioned herself. Today she was not going to worry. As she let herself in, she looked around the house and for some reason saw it with new eyes. Nothing had changed, yet she felt like a stranger here. The silence was marred only by the rhythmic ticking of the hall clock: 4:00 p.m. She had plenty of time to get dinner on the table.

She had learned to keep things simple this past year. When she bothered to fix dinner at all—which was rare—she tended to avoid complicated dishes.

“What did I used to do with myself?” she asked aloud.


Then she grabbed the flowers she’d bought, found a few vases and bowls and grabbed her stem snippers and went to work. She’d almost forgotten how soothing and satisfying it was to arrange flowers, something she’d learned from her grandmother.

In her support group, everyone stressed how important it was to keep doing the things you enjoyed throughout treatment. For Miranda, the problem was that she had a hard time enjoying anything when she was curled into a ball of nausea from chemo, or jumping out of her skin from the discomfort of radiation burns. Some days, it was all she could do to make it from one side of a single moment to the other.

It’s over, she reminded herself. You’re done.

“Mom?”

Miranda nearly dropped the bowl she was carrying. “Andrew. I didn’t hear you come in.”

Her eleven-year-old son slung his backpack onto the bench at the back door. “I tried to be quiet.”

“You’re good at it. A regular superspy.”

He sat down and unlaced his soccer cleats. She watched him, experiencing a moment of both helpless love and keen regret. Not so very long ago, he used to come slamming into the house, announcing loudly, “I’m home. And I’m starved.”

One of the drugs she’d been given caused headaches and made her hypersensitive to loud noises, and she had to ask him to tiptoe and whisper. It seemed as if the entire family had been tiptoeing and whispering for a year.


“How are you, buddy?” she asked him, using a step stool to take down a salad bowl. Another limitation—postsurgery, she couldn’t lift her arm higher than her shoulder. That was months ago, but there was still discomfort. She’d learned to use a stool, ask for help or skip the chore altogether.

“Okay.” He set aside his grass-caked cleats and sent her a quick smile as he stood up.

Her heart constricted with love. How tall he’d grown in the past year. How handsome. When she studied his face, she could still see her little boy there. His skin was baby soft, with a dusting of freckles saddling his nose. There was just a hint of roundness in his cheeks but that would be gone soon, as he continued to grow, his face to elongate with maturity.

Come back, she wanted to say to that little boy. I’m not ready to let you go. She hated that she’d missed out on so much while she was sick. She hated missing soccer games and school meetings, just going to the park or weekend rounds of miniature golf or paintball drills.

She wiped her hands on a tea towel and went around the counter, pulling him into a hug. He felt stiff and hesitant in her arms, this boy who used to hurl himself at her in an abandoned tangle of affection. They had taken his mother away one day, and the woman who returned was a bald, puffy-faced stranger with drains sprouting from her chest. She was tender and sore and fragile as an old woman, reeking of Radiacare gel, and for a very long time, that was the end of bear hugs.

She kissed the top of his head. He smelled…golden. Like Indian-summer sunshine, fresh-cut grass and the curiously innocent scent of boyish sweat. “You’ll be taller than me soon,” she remarked, letting him go. “Next week, probably.”

“Uh-huh.” He went to the sink for a glass of water.

She saw him looking around the kitchen, everywhere except at her. This was another habit that had developed, and not just in Andrew. Both of her children had stopped looking at her. She didn’t blame them. It was alarming to see their mother so ill. She had not been one of those movie-of-the-week cancer patients who grew more delicate and beautiful as the disease progressed. She’d simply turned blotchy and swollen, with circles under her eyes. When her hair fell out, it revealed that her scalp was weirdly ridged rather than smooth. Andrew was barely ten years old at the time of her diagnosis. Seeing her so radically altered had frightened him, and he had learned to avert his eyes.

“We’re having dinner together tonight,” she said. “All four of us.”

“Okay,” he said.

“I have good news.”

That perked him up. He was apparently so used to bad news that this came as a surprise. His sister, Valerie, had quit asking altogether. “Today, Dr. Turabian told me I’m done. No more treatments.”

“Hey, that’s good, Mom. You’re cured.”

She smiled at him. The word cured was a dicey term. Her doctors and treatment team tended to say “cancer free” or to cite counts and markers and measures in the lab reports. She wasn’t going to split hairs with Andrew, though.

“So guess what I did today,” she said.

“What?”

“I went parasailing over Elliott Bay.”

Finally he looked at her. Really looked. And his expression seemed to ask if she’d lost her mind. “Uh-uh.”

“Uh-huh. It was awesome. You should have seen me. It was like being the tail of a kite.” She took out the digital print and showed him.

“Jeez, that’s you?” he said, studying the little dangling figure in the photo. “Crazy.”

He didn’t seem thrilled. Impressed, but not thrilled. Miranda was reminded that her son preferred things to be predictable. Traditional. It didn’t matter that this was the twenty-first century. Despite all the social advances in the world, boys wanted their moms to be conventional and conservative. They wanted them in the kitchen baking cookies, wearing high heels and a ruffled apron. Where on earth did they get these ideas? she wondered. Andrew had never had a fifties-style stay-at-home mom. She didn’t even own an apron. On what planet did women like that exist?

She tousled his hair. “Don’t worry, I’m not losing it. After my appointment, I decided to celebrate, and I felt like doing something different.”

“Okay.”

He headed for the study, and she could hear the sound of the computer booting up. Andrew’s new obsession was a very sophisticated simulation game called Adventure Island. His devotion to the game had developed over the past year. Miranda didn’t comprehend all the details, but as far as she could tell, the game allowed him to create his own world on the computer and populate it with people of his own imagination.

Miranda clearly saw the motivation behind the act. Andrew had fabricated a world in which he was in total control. His virtual world was an idyllic place where every boy had a pet, where dads came home from work early to play catch in the backyard and where moms didn’t sleep all day or puke or cry or get rushed to the emergency room, spiking a fever. In Andrew’s perfect world, the moms strapped on colorful aprons over their Barbie-doll figures, sang songs, helped with homework and baked cookies.

Dream on, kiddo, she thought as she turned on the radio to her favorite oldies station. “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” was playing and she joined in, singing loudly and tossing the salad while swaying to the beat. In the past, Andrew might have joined her. He liked oldies, too, and could carry a tune.

Unfortunately, it was too late to draw Andrew away from his virtual utopia, and Miranda felt a squeeze of regret, even as she warbled along with the radio. Prior to discovering the game, her son had spent a lot more time with her, with his friends and especially with his best friend in the world, Gretel, the family dog.

The big, affectionate Bernese mountain dog had been born the same year as Andrew, and they’d been raised together. On Andrew’s first day of kindergarten, Gretel had slunk under his bed and refused to move until he got home. When they were together, they played endlessly—chase and fetch and, Gretel’s favorite, rescue. Andrew would pretend to be lost and injured, and she would drag and nudge him to safety. It was one of life’s most perfect friendships—a little boy and his loyal dog.

In a twist of stunning cruelty, Gretel had died a few months ago. Of cancer.

Miranda and Jacob had tried to tell Andrew that it was just a painful coincidence, that at age ten, Gretel was old for a Berner, and that having cancer didn’t mean you had to die. Andrew said he understood, but sometimes Miranda thought he only agreed with her and Jacob just to get them to stop talking about it. She had said they could get a new puppy, but that had only made Andrew furious.

“Why would I want to get another dog, just so it’ll die on me?”

“Think of all the love Gretel brought into your life,” Miranda had said.

“All I can think about is how much I miss her.”

Miranda hadn’t pressed the issue. Truth be told, she believed getting a puppy would consume more time and energy than she could afford. She told herself she’d bring it up with Andrew again once she was feeling better. Soon, she thought. Soon, they needed to have a family meeting about the issue.

Before her diagnosis, what did they used to do? It was so hard to remember. It seemed as though that life had belonged to a different woman, a woman who had rushed in a hyped-up blur from family to work, from one overplanned, overscheduled day to the next.

Never again, Miranda thought, seasoning the salmon and popping it in the oven on a cedar roasting plank. She had lost a lot to cancer, but she’d gained at least one thing. Wisdom enough to realize that, sick or healthy, a woman needed to slow down and pay attention to the things that matter most—her family and friends. Her passions and her dreams. Provided she hadn’t forgotten what those were.

An hour later, dinner was ready, but her family was not. The phone rang, and it was Jacob. “I am so sorry,” he said. “I got stuck in a sales meeting with West Sound Grocery’s company V.P. He kept upping his order, so I couldn’t very well duck out of the meeting.” Jacob could not keep the smile from his voice as he added, “I made about four times the usual commission thanks to this guy. Turns out he’s a fly fisherman, too.”

She couldn’t remember the last time Jacob had gone fishing. “Well…congrats. Try to get home before dinner gets too cold.” What else was she going to say?

She hung up feeling torn. On the one hand, he was coming home late, and she had a right to be irritated with him. On the other, he was late because he was providing for his family while Miranda dealt with being sick.

The sound of the back door slamming caught her attention. “Hello, you,” she said to her daughter. “I hope you’re hungry.”


Valerie, who was fifteen, sullen and gorgeous, shrugged out of her black denim jacket. “Gotta go to work,” she said curtly. “I promised I’d go in early tonight.”

Miranda’s heart sank. “How early?”

“Like, in half an hour.”

“Valerie. Give your family a little time.”

Her daughter’s eyes, which were a lovely blue and almost totally obscured by a deep crust of coal-black makeup, flicked around the room. “I don’t see any family.”

“Sit down,” Miranda said resolutely. “I’ll get Andrew.”

She found her son frozen like a statue, his rapt face bathed in the blue-gray glow of the computer screen. He appeared not to move at all except for his hand on the mouse, busily manipulating images on the screen.

“Supper, buddy,” she said.

No response.

“Your sister’s home, supper is on the table and it’s time to eat,” she said.

“’Kay.” He offered a distracted grunt. “Give me a minute.”

“Sorry, no can do. Put that all on standby or whatever you have to do, and go wash your hands.”

“But if I stop now I’ll lose this whole—”

“Andrew. If you don’t stop now, I’ll lose something and it won’t be data.”

He heaved a long-suffering sigh, saved his work and headed off to wash his hands.

Miranda manufactured a cheerful mood as she sat down to the dinner table. “Check it out,” she said. “A home-cooked meal. When was the last time we had that?”

“Thanks,” Valerie said, digging in. She glanced at the clock above the stove.

“I know this past year has been rough on you guys,” Miranda said. “I’m hoping we’re about to hit a smooth patch, Val. The doctor gave me my walking papers today. No more treatments.”

Valerie’s chewing slowed. Then she swallowed and took a gulp from her water glass. “So that’s good, right?”

“It’s very good. I’ll be taking something to prevent a recurrence of the cancer, and I have to get rechecked every three months, and then every six, and so on. Other than that, I’m a free woman.”

“Well. I’m glad.” Valerie resumed eating.

Miranda watched her thoughtfully. Valerie’s reaction to her mother getting breast cancer had been complicated, a combination of abject horror, betrayal, rage and resentment. And finally, ambivalence. She was old enough to comprehend the stark reality of her mother’s mortality, and smart enough to realize how much that put herself at risk for the same disease.

While Andrew had retreated into his virtual world, Valerie had struck out in search of a life apart from her family. Each child was looking for some kind of separation, and Miranda didn’t blame them, although it hurt. Valerie found escape and diversion at the Ruby Shoebox, a vintage art-house movie theater in the funky Capital Hill district of Seattle. It was her first real job. She’d started as an usher and then advanced to cashier. Working there every Friday and Saturday night made her supremely happy.

As nearly as Miranda could tell, Valerie had found a whole new set of friends there, too—older kids who smoked cigarettes and wore berets and Doc Martens. In a matter of months, Miranda had watched her sunny, funny daughter transform into a virtual stranger. She’d turned her back on her two best friends, Megan and Lyssa, and completely ignored Pete, the boy next door, whom she’d had a crush on since sixth grade. The old Valerie was inside her somewhere, but Miranda had no idea how to bring her back. She wished she knew how to remind Valerie of the things they used to love to do together, traditions that had once been cherished but were now somehow lost in the shuffle.

For far too long, Miranda had been at a loss, too weakened by the disease to do anything about her kids. Oh, she was angry about that. She resented the disease because it had turned her into a lazy mother.

“I have something else to say,” she announced, and her tone captured their attention. “We need to come together as a family. Now that my treatments are over, that’s what I want to work on.”

“Yeah, tell that to Dad,” Valerie said.

“I intend to.” Miranda turned her attention to the delicate white salmon, the fresh salad. Finally, finally, food was going to taste good to her again rather than carry that weird metallic tinge caused by her medication. “I was looking at the school calendar,” she said, lightening her tone. “Homecoming is just a few weeks away.”


Homecoming and all it entailed was a big deal for Valerie’s school, and for the Sweeneys in particular. The game was only one component of an entire weekend of celebration, bringing in high-school alumni from all over, wearing their well-preserved letterman jackets and waving pennants proclaiming them state champions more times than any other school in Washington State. Valerie and Andrew had grown up nurtured on stories of how Jacob and Miranda had met at the high school’s Homecoming dance back in 1986, when they were both seniors. And the rest, as the story went, was history.

“So I hear.” Valerie stabbed at a potato with her fork. “I don’t plan on going, so don’t get all excited about it.”

“What do you mean, you’re not going? Everyone goes to Homecoming.”

“Not me.” She met Miranda’s eyes, held her gaze an extra beat.

That was all it took to remind Miranda of last year’s Homecoming disaster. As a high-school freshman, it had been Valerie’s first time. She’d been soaring with excitement, having been asked by the perfect boy—Pete. She’d picked out the perfect dress and shoes, and was looking forward to the perfect evening. Then she learned Miranda’s mastectomy was scheduled for the day of the dance.

Miranda had urged her to go, but Valerie had refused. “How could I?” she asked, and had spent Homecoming weekend at the hospital, sitting with her father throughout the surgery and during the terrible wait afterward. While her friends were all out celebrating, Valerie was watching her mother being transformed from her mom into some sickly stranger. Things had not gone smoothly. There were complications. And for Valerie, there was a horrible association in her mind between Homecoming and illness and worry.

All in all, it had probably been one of the worst weekends of Valerie’s life. Here she was a year later, a different person, a dark rebel who rarely smiled, who was secretive and watchful, who held herself aloof from things most girls her age enjoyed—school and sports, hanging out with her friends and looking forward to things like Homecoming season.

“I hope you’ll reconsider,” Miranda said. “I promise you there won’t be any crisis this year.”

“Just not into it,” Valerie said. “No big deal.”

And of course, it was a huge deal, and Miranda knew it, and so did Valerie. Somewhere trapped inside the cynical stranger was a girl who wanted to be on the decorating committee, who wanted Pete to ask her to the dance. She would deny all this, but Miranda knew it was true. Sometimes she wanted to grab this pale-skinned, black-haired stranger, shake her and demand, What have you done with my daughter?

She suspected there were moments when Valerie wanted to do the same to her. Because Miranda—the mom she knew—had gone away, too. There were many times this past year when Miranda had looked in the mirror and seen a woman she didn’t know. If she didn’t recognize herself, how could her kids know her?


“Why do they call it Homecoming?” Andrew asked. “It’s tradition. A long time ago, schools wanted all their alumni to come home for a game against their biggest rival.”

A car horn sounded. “That’s my ride,” Valerie said. “I have to go. I’ll be back by eleven.” She jumped up, carried her plate to the sink, grabbed her backpack. “I have my cell, I did my homework in study hall and I’ve got a ride home.” She rattled off answers before Miranda could even ask the questions. “Don’t wait up.”

She was gone in a swirl of black denim and fishnet stockings, leaving a void of silence. Miranda used to be the kind of mom who was proactive, who ran her kids’ lives and stayed on top of things. She was determined to regain the strength and stamina to reclaim that role. She only hoped she wasn’t too late.

Jacob called again to say he was stuck in traffic on the 520 bridge, a floating bridge that spanned Lake Washington. Miranda set aside his dinner to warm later in the microwave. Andrew loaded the dishwasher without being asked. One of the few aspects of her illness that she welcomed was that her little boy had taken to doing his chores without nagging. There were moments when she almost wished he would need a little nagging, just as a reminder that he needed her.

“Thanks, good buddy,” she said as he turned on the dishwasher.

“’Welcome. I’ll be in the study.”

That was code for, “I’ll be on my computer in a virtual world where I’m in control.”

The medical family therapist they had been seeing talked with her at length about the many ways the family dynamic changed over the course of a serious illness. It was a natural process that progressed through known stages. There were things Miranda had to let go of in order to focus on getting well. Much of her hands-on mothering had to go. She had not surrendered it overnight. It had been a gradual process of renegotiation. She would not regain it overnight; she realized that. And when she finally did, she knew the whole landscape of her family would be different.

As she was straightening the kitchen, she came across a packet of information the therapist had given her. There were many components to post-treatment: support groups, Web site chat rooms and bulletin boards, opportunities to connect with women who, like Miranda, were facing the sometimes daunting chore of returning to normal life.

The hardest by far was getting to know her family again. Miranda could not imagine where to begin. With Jacob, who sought absolution by doubling his workload? With Valerie, who had morphed into an angry, distant teen? Or with Andrew, who barely had the vocabulary for expressing his deepest fears?

She turned on the radio in time to hear the final chorus of “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” and the tune lifted her spirits, just a little. She kept telling herself she had cause to celebrate, and not to expect too much too soon.

Oh, but she did. She wanted it all. She wanted her life back. She wanted her daughter to go to Homecoming, her son to race around the block on his bike and practice armpit-farting in the bathtub. She wanted her husband to look at her with more than desperate love in his eyes; she wanted him to look at her with passion. Or, heck, she thought. Right now, she’d just settle for him getting home in time for dinner.
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