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CHAPTER 1

KENOSHA

October 21, 2004

MY FACE WAS tilted toward the stream of water from the showerhead. Water spilled from the corners of my closed eyes as my fingers outlined the unfamiliar lump in my right breast. Around and around again, I traced its edges. Try as I might, it wouldn’t go away. How could I have missed something this size when I showered yesterday? Or the day before? Or…but it didn’t matter. I’d found it today, this lump, firm and big on the side of my breast. I kept my eyes closed and finished rinsing my hair.

Until that moment—until the lump—October 21, 2004, was meant to be an ordinary day, if such a thing can exist on a campaign trail two weeks before a presidential election. An 11:00 A.M. town hall meeting at the Kenosha United Auto Workers hall. A rally later that day in Erie, Pennsylvania. Scranton in time for dinner, and Maine by sunrise the next morning. I would speak to at least two thousand people, prepare to tape a segment for Good Morning America, discuss Medicare premiums with senior citizens, talk college tuition with parents, and, if it was a very good day, influence at least a few undecided voters. Just another ordinary day.

But I had learned long ago that it was typically the most ordinary days that the careful pieces of life can break away and shatter. As I climbed out of the shower, I heard the door to my hotel room click shut. I knew instantly who it was, and I was relieved. “Hargrave,” I called out from the bathroom, wrapping myself in a towel, “come feel this.” Hargrave McElroy was my dear friend of twenty-three years, my daughter Cate’s godmother, a teacher at the high school my children had attended, and now my assistant and companion on the road. She had agreed to travel with me after John had been named the Democratic vice presidential nominee. I had previously chased away a couple of well-intentioned young assistants who aroused my desire to parent them instead of letting them take care of me, which was wearing me out. I needed a grown-up, and I asked Hargrave to join me. She had no experience on campaigns, but she was a teacher and what’s more, the mother of three boys. That’s enough experience to handle any job. Choosing Hargrave was one of the best decisions I would make. She instinctively knew when to buy more cough drops, when to hand me a fresh Diet Coke, and, I now hoped, what to do after one discovers a lump in her breast. Hargrave pressed her fingers against the bulge on my right breast, which felt as smooth and firm as a plum. She pressed her lips together and looked at me directly and gently, just like she was listening to a student in one of her classes give the wrong answer. “Hmmm,” she said, calmly meeting my eyes. “When was your last mammogram?”

I hated to admit it, but it had been too long, much too long. For years, I had made all the excuses women make for not taking care of these things—the two young children I was raising, the house I was running. We had moved to Washington four years earlier, and I had never found a doctor there. Life just always seemed to get in the way. All lousy excuses, I knew, for not taking care of myself.

“We better get that checked out as soon as we can,” Hargrave said.

I had a feeling she meant that very morning, but that was not going to be possible. We had less than two weeks before the election. Undoubtedly people had already gathered in the union hall to listen to the speakers scheduled before me, and there were young volunteers setting up for a town hall in Erie, and—as the King of Siam said in the musical—“et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.” My lump would have to wait; the ordinary day would go on as scheduled. Except for one thing. Today, I planned to go shopping.

The previous evening, I had spotted an outlet mall on our way to the hotel. We had spent the night in a Radisson—a fact I discovered that morning when I read the soap in the bathroom. Since I started campaigning, it had been a different hotel in a different city each night. We would arrive late, traveling after it was too late to campaign, and we would enter and exit most hotels through the same back door used to take out the trash. Unless the trash dumpster bore the name of the hotel, I’d figure out where we were only if I remembered to look at the soap in the bathroom.

As soon as we spotted the outlets, Hargrave, Karen Finney—my press secretary—and I started calculating. The stores would open at ten, and it was a ten-minute drive to the UAW hall. That left about forty-five minutes to shop. It wasn’t a lot of time, but for three women who hadn’t been shopping in months, it was a gracious plenty. Despite the lump and everything it might mean, I had no intention of changing our plan. We had all been looking forward to the unprecedented time devoted to something as mindless, frivolous, and selfish as shopping. The clothes I had in my suitcase that day were basically the same ones I had packed when I left Washington in early July, and it was now nearing November in Wisconsin. It was cold, I was sick of my clothes, and, to be honest, I wasn’t particularly concerned about the lump. This had happened before, about ten years earlier. I had found what turned out to be a harmless fibrous cyst. I had it removed, and there were no problems. Granted, this lump was clearly larger than the other, but as I felt its smooth contour, I was convinced this had to be another cyst. I wasn’t going to allow myself to think it could be anything else.

In the backseat of the Suburban, I told Hargrave how to reach Wells Edmundson, my doctor in Raleigh. With the phone pressed to her ear, she asked me for the details. No, the skin on my breast wasn’t puckered. Yes, I had found a small lump before.

At the Dana Buchman outlet, I looked through the blazers as Hargrave stood nearby, still on the phone to Wells. I spotted a terrific red jacket, and I waved to Hargrave for her opinion. “The lump was really pretty big,” she said into the phone while giving me a thumbs-up on the blazer. There we were, two women, surrounded by men with earpieces, whispering about lumps and flipping through the sales rack. The saleswomen huddled, their eyes darting from the Secret Service agents to the few customers in the store. Then they huddled again. Neither of us looked like someone who warranted special protection—certainly not me, flipping through the racks at manic speed, watching the clock tick toward 10:30. Whatever worry I had felt earlier, Hargrave had taken on. She had made the phone calls; she had heard the urgent voices on the other end. She would worry, and she would let me be the naive optimist. And I was grateful for that.

She hung up the phone. “Are you sure you want to keep going?” she asked me, pointing out that our schedule during the remaining eleven days until the election entailed stops in thirty-five cities. “It could be exhausting.” Stopping wasn’t going to make the lump go away, and exhaustion was a word I had long ago banished from my vocabulary.

“I’m fine,” I said. “And I’m getting this red blazer.”

“You’re braver than I am,” she told me. “From now on, I will always think of that blazer as the Courage Jacket.” Within minutes, she was back on the phone with Kathleen McGlynn, our scheduler in D.C., who could make even impossible schedules work, telling her only that we needed some free time the next Friday for a private appointment.

While I bought a suit and that red jacket, Hargrave set up an appointment with Dr. Edmundson for the next week, when we were scheduled to return to Raleigh. Through the phone calls and despite her worry, she still found a pale pink jacket that suited her gentle nature perfectly. All the plans to deal with the lump were made, and the appointments were days away. I wanted to push it all aside, and thanks to Hargrave and the thirty-five cities in my near future, I could. We gathered Karen and headed out for that ordinary day.

The town hall meeting went well—except at one point I reversed the names of George Bush and John Kerry in a line I had delivered a hundred times, a mistake I had never made before and never made after. “While John Kerry protects the bank accounts of pharmaceutical companies by banning the safe reimportation of prescription drugs, George Bush wants to protect your bank account….” I got no further, as the crowd groaned, and one old man in the front good-naturedly shouted out that I’d gotten it backwards. “Oops.” I said it again, right this time, and we had a good laugh. I looked at Hargrave and rolled my eyes. Was this how it would be for the next week? Fortunately, it was not. We flew to an icy Pennsylvania, where the two town halls went well enough, or at least without event. I had my legs again. And then on to Maine for the following day.
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I could tell by the look on the technician’s face that it was bad news. Hargrave and I—and the Secret Service agents—had ridden to Dr. Edmundson’s office as soon as we landed back in Raleigh the following week, just four days before the election. I had told Karen and Ryan Montoya, my trip director on the road, about the lump, and the Secret Service agents knew what was going on because they were always there, though they never mentioned a word about it to me or to anyone else. Ryan had quietly disappeared to my house in Raleigh, and the Secret Service agents respectfully kept a greater distance as Hargrave led me inside. I was lucky because Wells Edmundson was not only my doctor, he was our friend. His daughter Erin had played soccer with our daughter Cate on one of the teams that John coached over the years. His nurse, Cindy, met me at the back door and led me to Wells’ office, dotted with pictures of his children.

“I don’t have the equipment here to tell you anything for certain,” Wells said after examining the lump. Ever the optimist, he agreed that the smooth contour I felt could be a cyst, and ever the cautious doctor, he ordered an immediate mammogram. His attitude seemed so very positive, I was more buoyed than worried. As Hargrave and I rode to a nearby radiology lab for the test, I felt fine. One thing I had learned over the years: hope is precious, and there’s no reason to give it up until you absolutely have to.

This is where the story changes, of course. The ultrasound, which followed the mammogram that day, looked terrible. The bump may have felt smooth to my touch, but on the other side—on the inside—it had grown tentacles, now glowing a slippery green on the computer screen. The technician called in the radiologist. Time moved like molasses as I lay in the cold examining room. I grew more worried, and then came the words that by this point seemed inevitable: “This is very serious.” The radiologist’s face was a portrait of gloom.

I dressed and walked back out as I had walked in, through a darkened staff lounge toward a back door where the Secret Service car and Hargrave waited for me. I was alone in the dark, and I felt frightened and vulnerable. This was the darkest moment, the moment it really hit me. I had cancer. As the weight of it sank in, I slowed my step and the tears pushed against my eyes. I pushed back. Not now. Now I had to walk back into that sunlight, that beautiful Carolina day, to the Secret Service and to Hargrave, who would be watching my face for clues just as I had watched the image on the ultrasound monitor.

“It’s bad,” was all I could manage to Hargrave.

As the Secret Service backed out onto the road for home, Hargrave rubbed my shoulder and silent tears snuck across my cheeks. I had to call John, and I couldn’t do that until I could speak without crying. The thing I wanted to do most was talk to him, and the thing I wanted to do least was tell him this news.

I had mentioned nothing to John earlier, although I spoke to him several times a day during the campaign, as we had for our entire marriage. I couldn’t let him worry when he was so far away. And I had hoped there would be nothing to tell him. Certainly not this. I had promised myself he would never have to hear bad news again. He—and Cate, our older daughter—had suffered too much already. Our son Wade had been killed in an auto accident eight years earlier, and we had all been through the worst life could deal us. I never wanted to see either of them experience one more moment of sadness. And, after almost thirty years of marriage, I knew exactly how John would respond. As soon as he heard, he would insist that we drop everything and take care of the problem.

Sitting in the car, I dialed John’s number. Lexi Bar, who had been with us for years and was like family, answered. I skipped our usual banter and asked to speak to John. He had just landed in Raleigh—we had both come home to vote and to attend a large rally where the rock star Jon Bon Jovi was scheduled to perform.

He got on the phone, and I started slowly. “Sweetie,” I began. It’s how I always began. And then came the difference: I couldn’t speak. Tears were there, panic was there, need was there, but not words. He knew, of course, when I couldn’t speak that something was wrong.

“Just tell me what’s wrong,” he insisted.

I explained that I had found the lump, had it checked out by Wells, and now needed to have a needle biopsy. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I assured him and told him that I wanted to wait until after the election to have the biopsy. He said he’d come right home, and I went there to wait for him.

Hargrave and I got there first. I opened my back door to the smell of clean laundry. As much as I truly enjoyed traveling the country campaigning, there’s nothing like walking into your own house warm with fresh laundry. Ryan appeared in the kitchen, clean socks in his hands. It was often impossible to do laundry on the road, and everyone knew that our house in Raleigh was there for their use whenever they needed it. When he saw Hargrave’s face, Ryan simply gave me a hug. I sent them all home—Ryan to his hotel, Hargrave to her house around the corner—and I sat in the study looking out at the basketball goal where I had watched Wade play so often, and in my perfectly still house I waited for John.

I have always loved my house. John and I had bought the lot more than twenty years earlier, when Wade was a baby and I was pregnant with Cate. It had taken every penny we had at the time to build it, but it had always been worth it. We designed it to be built in stages. It started as a simple house for a young couple with two infants and had since grown to be so much more. It had been a home brimming with teenage enthusiasm, a cradle for a family in grief, and a playroom for babies nearly twenty years apart.

It was where we had raised our two oldest children, watching them grow to young adults. There was the big kitchen, its barstools accustomed to the weight of teenage boys. There was the playroom above it that the children had decorated as a fifties diner, with old metal advertising signs on the walls. What was once the garage had been transformed into a small bedroom for our youngest children, Emma Claire, then six, and Jack, who was four. Upstairs was Cate’s room, for her visits home from college, and Wade’s room, unchanged, his book bag beside his bureau, still filled with his papers and eleventh-grade textbooks.

I heard John’s Secret Service caravan pull into the driveway, and I went to the door. He got out alone. He walked through the gate as I came through the door. His eyes, narrow and focused, filled with tears when he looked up at me, and his face, which had been set with purpose, softened. We didn’t say anything. We just held each other. The Secret Service didn’t exist; the neighbors, the house, the beautiful day all melted away. We held on and made the pact we wish we could have made to save Wade. “Nothing can happen to you,” he whispered in my ear. “Nothing is going to happen to you.”

“It will be fine. I will be fine.”

John had called Wells on the way to the house, and he didn’t think it would be fine. Wells had told him what he hadn’t told me, that it was likely breast cancer. When John asked if we should stop campaigning and take care of this right away, Wells had responded, “I don’t think that will help.” John was stricken. His good friend had just told him that nothing could help, that the cancer was too advanced to save me. Though John didn’t know it at the time, it wasn’t what Wells had meant at all. He simply meant that a few more days didn’t matter. John had to talk to another doctor—Cliff Hudis, a specialist at Memorial Sloan-Kettering in New York who had been recommended by Peter Scher, his chief of staff—before he could be convinced that he had misunderstood. As he waited to speak to the specialist, he told me that he wanted to stop campaigning and immediately do whatever was needed to make me well. “I’ll cancel my schedule,” he said to me.

We couldn’t let that happen. Without talking to a doctor, I believed it would do no harm if I chose to wait the four days until the election to do the biopsy and begin treatment—whatever that was going to mean. I had already waited more than a week.

But there was another reason.

During the months I spent campaigning, I had gotten to know so many people around the county, and I don’t mean “know” them like I spent twenty minutes talking to them from a stage. I mean that they shared their deepest fears with me. A day didn’t pass that someone didn’t cry in my arms: their son was getting ready to leave for Iraq and they were trying to buy him body armor from the Internet, their company was moving to Korea and the place they had worked for thirty years was closing, their health insurance company had increased their premiums so much that insurance was now out of reach, Medicare premiums, gas prices, college costs, all going up when their wages were going down, and the list went on and on. I couldn’t even think about stopping or letting John stop. Those faces—the parents in Manchester, the wife in Sandusky, the father in Detroit—were with me, and they were why John and I got up each morning, week after week, month after month. We couldn’t stop. Lump or no lump, cancer or not, I had to continue to talk to as many people as possible, debate whatever issue needed debating, and do what I could for those people, and more importantly, John had to do the same. The rest we’d take care of after the election.

We could do it. It was only four more days. We had to do it. We only had four more days.

But first, there were people to tell. Cate was coming home for the concert, but before she got there, John called John Kerry, who, like my husband, was terrific. Whatever you need to do, he said. He said it to John, then he said it to me. We told him that we’d decided to keep going. John Kerry can be a great cheerleader, arm around your shoulder, flattering you and urging you on, and that is what he was that day, a sincere and compassionate cheerleader. We won’t ever forget it.

Cate was the hard one. I had called my parents and told my mother—my father had a stroke in 1990 and doesn’t talk on the phone much—that I had found a lump but that I wasn’t worried and neither should she be. I tried the same nonchalance on Cate, but—unbeknownst to me—John later told her that it was more serious than I was letting on, which was as hard for her to hear as I had feared. I didn’t know he’d done that or I wouldn’t have let her leave my side for the rest of the campaign. But she did leave. By the next morning we were in West Virginia, about to scatter across the country for the last push.

A day or two later, I was in Cincinnati. We ate a terrific breakfast at a restaurant called the Inn on Coventry. It was a wonderful local favorite, crafted of oak and chrome and vinyl and filled with customers who knew the waitresses by name. We ate and shook hands, spoke to the crew in the kitchen, and worked our way to the bright outdoors. The Secret Service detail always attracted a crowd long before people knew whom to expect, and there was the usual crowd outside the Inn. Most stood back and waved or shouted good luck, but two women came over to say hello. One had short, sparse hair growing in patches on her head; the other wore a wide scarf. They handed me a pink ribbon pin, symbolizing the fight against breast cancer. “Are you a survivor?” one of them asked me. I was caught off guard. I had done a good job of pushing thoughts of my ultrasound aside for the last few days, and now I found I didn’t know how to respond. So I just hugged each of them tightly and thanked them. For exactly what, I wasn’t yet sure.
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I held it together until Election Day. That morning—November 2, 2004—I woke up alone in my hotel room in Des Moines, Iowa, and discovered blood in my urine. Nothing like that had ever happened before, and with that discovery came all of the thoughts that I had been pushing aside the four days since seeing the technician’s face. I was pretty certain I had cancer, but there was still so much I didn’t know. Like how long the lump had been there—it could have been years—or what it was doing to me on the inside. Had it metastasized? Did the blood mean it had spread? I hadn’t allowed myself to visit that possibility before, but I knew that my chances of survival were much less if the cancer had spread. Stop thinking about this, I told myself. Get through this day. John and Cate and the children are at the end of this day. But what if…My mind played out the debate back and forth as I dressed.

The knock on the door and Hargrave’s happy “Ready?” interrupted the debate. We hurried to meet Christie Vilsack, the Governor’s wife. We stopped at a local bakery and bought dozens of bagels to deliver to volunteers working get-out-the-vote drives. There was a slow cold rain as we stood on a downtown street corner thanking voters and handing out bagels. Then it was Des Moines and the Governor and a few dozen people who were once important supporters but were now even more—we had become friends during the two years I had been visiting Iowa. It seemed like the perfect way to close the campaigning—in the company of friends. By the time we got back in the car, my hair had gotten wet in the rain. I looked rough.

Of course, I was headed to a television studio to do remote television interviews. I would sit in a room with an earpiece hidden in my ear and talk to the voice in the earpiece while looking at the camera in front of me in the darkened room, and I would be on television in Reno and Las Cruces and St. Louis, wherever. It was like talking on the telephone with a camera on you, so you couldn’t scratch your nose or fool with your hair or squirm because you were tired of the same chair.

My rain-wet hair looked terrible. Typically, I did my own hair and makeup, but today, the campaign had found a young local woman to do my hair. As she worked, I tried to think of nothing—not of cancer or metastasis or what I would find out the next day at the doctor’s office in Boston. I asked her about herself, and as she talked, I watched her small pretty face. What I didn’t watch was what she was doing to my hair. By the time I did notice, it was too late. I looked awful. It would have been a darling hairdo on someone young and tiny, like she was. On me, it was dreadful. And so, bless this woman’s heart, I started to cry. Little tears at first, as I tried to say what was wrong with the style, then sobbing that stopped me from speaking at all.

“Oh my God,” was all she could say, the hairbrush frozen in midair as she looked at me, stricken.

I tried to respond but couldn’t speak through the tears. She put the brush down and struggled to speak herself. “Mrs. Edwards,” she said, tears filling her own eyes, “I’m so sorry. You don’t like it?”

I just shook my head and got out of the chair. I walked into the hall, where I knew Hargrave was waiting. When she saw the state I was in, she came over and hugged me.

“Is this not the worst hair you’ve ever seen in your life?” I asked her, pulling away.

“Oh, Elizabeth,” she said, “it’s just a little flat. We just need to pouf it up a bit.”

I started to cry harder and sank into Hargrave’s arms. “This is not about your hair,” she said, stating what I already knew. “But listen to me. You are going to be fine.”

The young woman came out into the hall and saw us both crying. Then her own tears started, as hard as ours. “I am so sorry,” she said again, her words breaking apart between the sobs. “I can’t tell you what today meant for me, Mrs. Edwards. It was such an honor to be asked to do your hair, and you’re probably about to become the wife of the vice president of the United States, and all week I couldn’t wait to meet you, and I can’t believe how much you hate your hair.”

That just made me feel worse. “I’m not upset,” I tried to say, too upset to say it. She cried harder, and I noticed others looking with embarrassment at the scene we had created in the hall. I grabbed the young woman’s hand, led her to the bathroom, and locked the door behind us.

“I’m going to tell you something,” I said to her, her hands in mine, “but it’s a secret.” I could have made up something, kept my secret from this stranger, and I thought about it, but I knew I couldn’t be convincing. And so I told this young woman the news that most people in my family still did not know. “I have breast cancer. And I am afraid, because for all I know right now, it could be even worse.” I could see both her grief and her relief that she hadn’t caused this breakdown. We cried some more and hugged each other. When our eyes finally dried, my face streaked with fresh mascara, we went back to the chair, and—with Hargrave’s instructions—she fixed my hair. Ryan came in and asked me if I needed anything. Typically I would ask for a Diet Coke and some sliced green peppers—it was nearly impossible not to gain weight on a campaign, and I was doing what I could to watch what I ate—but that worry had lost its importance. I described the mint meringue cookies they sell in large plastic tubs at Target. “See if you can find those,” I asked him. Within an hour, the entire staff and all the makeup people were full on green cookies.
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When we left Iowa in the late afternoon, we thought we had won the election. Throughout the afternoon, the campaign staff was jubilant. Exit polls were showing heavily in our favor, and many pollsters were declaring Kerry-Edwards the winners. Ryan and Karen were glued to their BlackBerrys, checking their e-mail and communicating with campaign workers across the country and at the headquarters in Washington, D.C. John was spending most of the day in Florida, and we had planned to meet Cate, Emma Claire, and Jack in Boston around 8 P.M. that night. As we flew to Boston, thinking the election was won, we were celebrating the end of the campaign, mourning the impending breakup of our traveling family, which included Brett Karpy, a young pilot who had stayed on past his scheduled vacation to see this to the end, and anticipating the ventures and challenges the electoral victory would bring. Someone opened a bottle of champagne, and we all talked of foolish things and laughed and enjoyed each other in those last naive hours. Ryan was explaining that thousands of Kerry-Edwards supporters were waiting in Boston’s Copley Square, but the people I most wanted to see would be waiting in the quiet of my hotel room. I needed to hug John and Cate and sit with Emma Claire and Jack before we went out to celebrate.

But as soon as our plane touched down at a small airstrip in Boston, I could see that the mood had changed. Someone was there to meet us with a car, and they instructed us to leave our luggage and hurry. I was driven immediately to the hotel, where more satellite interviews had been scheduled. I would do mine and some that John Kerry—who had already spent hours in the remote chair—had been scheduled to do. Ted Koppel, the ABC news anchor, was leaving the makeshift studio in the hotel when I walked in, and we talked a minute while they readied the hookup for the first interview. I was told the first one would be with a station in Hawaii.

“Hawaii?” I asked, incredulous, but not too much so, since Ted Koppel was still within earshot. Hawaii was supposed to be a comfortable win.

I got back in the satellite chair at the hotel and put in my best effort until finally, at about 9:45 P.M., I was asked to do an interview with a local station in New Mexico. “When do the polls close there?” I asked.

“In fifteen minutes,” someone answered.

“What in the world do you want me to say? Wherever you are, run as quickly as possible to the polls and hope you get there before they lock the door.” It was the only time I didn’t do what I was asked to do. Instead, I took out my earpiece and went downstairs to my room. Cate and Emma Claire and Jack were there with my brother, Jay, my sister, Nancy, and their families, who had come to Boston to be with us for election night. The children talked excitedly about their trip to the New England Aquarium that day and laid out the souvenirs they had collected. After they left to get ready for bed, I told Cate, and then my brother and my sister, what I suspected would be confirmed by needle biopsy the next day. We sat together quietly for a while, overlooking the crowd in Copley Square, the television pundits calling states behind us.

Finally, around 10:00 P.M., John called. He had spent a long day in Florida and had just gotten to Boston. “It doesn’t look good,” I told him as he headed to our hotel. He’d had the same experience I had. When he left Florida, it appeared that their ticket had won, so he joked with the staff and the traveling press corps on the plane and slept lightly but easily, preparing for the night’s celebrations. When he got to Boston, it was another story.

John arrived at the hotel, and we had only a minute to ourselves before his staff—mostly people who had been with us for years—gathered in our suite. With a backdrop of music from Copley Square, John sat down with the pollster he respected and was told that it was going to come down to Ohio, and though we were down now, there was still a long shot. We wouldn’t know anything tonight. John called John Kerry, and I left him to talk while I got ready for bed. Although I was exhausted, I couldn’t sleep. John came in around 1 A.M. and told me the campaign had heard that George Bush was preparing to declare victory. They wanted John to go out and speak to the crowd in Copley Square—and the television audience—before Bush went on the air.

“Just you?” I asked.

“Just me,” he said. Senator Kerry was at his Boston home. He had also spent the day thinking he had won, and the night had been hard on him. John agreed to do it. Hundreds, maybe thousands of supporters still stood outside in Copley Square, where it was cold and raining, and they deserved to hear from the ticket.

Finally, around 2 A.M. Peter Scher and John’s other closest advisors came to our room with the speech someone in the campaign had written and the invisible “they” in some other room wanted John to deliver. I heard them in the next room. He couldn’t give that speech, John said. It was too close to a concession, making it easier, not harder, for George Bush to declare victory while there were votes yet to be counted in Ohio. I listened from my bed as they tried to rearrange the existing words into something accurate and strong. Finally, unencumbered by the suggested speech they were trying to edit, I yelled out from the bedroom: “We’ve waited this long. We can wait a little bit longer.”

John scribbled a note to himself, pulled up his tie, and headed out. I heard the roar from Copley Square as he came onstage ten floors below me. “We’ve waited this long,” he told the somber crowd. “We can wait a little bit longer.”

I woke up early the next morning. John and Cate and I had a few minutes alone to talk about all that had happened the night before and what would happen later that day, when we would all meet the Boston doctor who would later be my surgeon. I went to dress as John’s staff and other members of my family started trickling in. I showered, and as I put on pants and a sweater I listened to John in the other room, arguing into a speakerphone that we could not concede until the votes were counted. “We promised,” he said. “We told these people that if they stood in line and fought for their right to vote, we would fight to have them counted. We promised.”

He was giving no room, but I could see that he was losing this argument to unnamed voices on the other end of the line. Someone would recite the latest numbers from Ohio, and John would counter. But he was alone, and the fight was lost. John’s staff sat silently, glumly, at the table around him. Jay and Cate were eating breakfast, watching the muted television and listening to the phone conversation behind them. I kissed Cate, then John, and I wandered out into the hall, still barefoot. I checked on the children, who were happily eating breakfast in their room and watching cartoons on television, then I headed back to the hallway.

The hotel was strangely silent. “Do you know where my staff has gathered?” I asked the Secret Service agent guarding our room. He pointed to the room of Lori Denham, my chief of staff. Inside, Ryan, Hargrave, Kathleen, and all the others who formed our little family were gathered. The campaign had originally budgeted the vice presidential candidate’s spouse for no staff whatsoever, and I had always considered them the miracle staff. The team had been pulled together on a moment’s notice, staffed with people who’d thought they would sit this one out or wouldn’t be tapped for the campaign. Like many an accidental family, we had lashed ourselves to one another so we couldn’t and wouldn’t be torn apart. These women—except for Ryan, they were all women—had had more contact with me in the last months than I did with my own family, and now here they sat, spread out on the beds and floor of Lori’s room, around the telephone. Mary Beth Cahill, the Kerry-Edwards campaign manager, was already on the speakerphone. She had organized a conference call to tell everyone that the election was over and we were conceding.

Mary Beth’s voice broke as she trailed to a close, and Kathleen reached over and hung up the phone. There were tears, but no one said a word. I broke the silence.

I told them that they had my admiration, my appreciation, and my affection. No one had a staff smarter, or more dedicated, or harder-working than I did. They had given up their lives and jobs and families at the drop of a hat to join this staff, but they were more than that—they had become like family. “And, like family, I want to tell you something first that I will talk about publicly later.” I explained that I had found the lump in Kenosha, that it was almost certainly breast cancer, and that immediately following Kerry’s speech at Faneuil Hall I was going to the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute in Boston to meet with a surgeon for a biopsy and, if it was positive, as I suspected it would be, to decide on a strategy for treatment.

The room immediately dissolved once more, and although I had managed to hold it together since Des Moines, I could feel my eyes fill up again. I didn’t know how much these young people knew before I talked to them, but for the last four months they had fed me and briefed me and planned for me and awakened with me and slept only after I slept, and I felt terrible for them. This time yesterday, we’d been winning the election and I’d been healthy. Today, we had lost and I had breast cancer. Someone had yanked a giant brake somewhere, and their lives had come to a jolting stop. I couldn’t diminish the importance of the loss; I had no way to make it better, so I simply went to each of them and hugged each one tightly. And though these women were all a group and in some sense I was at the center of it, I was also the absent center. They had functioned together without the physical me among them for months, and I knew that without me now they would still be a complete cloth because of their bonds with one another, whatever happened to me. So after a little bit I left them to be together and went back to my room.

As I walked to my room, I wiped away my tears. There would be plenty of times in the days and months to come when I would need John; now it was his time to need me, and I couldn’t be in tears.

Even though I was afraid of what breast cancer would mean to my family, and even though I didn’t want my parents or my children to have to hear that I had cancer, I really was at peace about the disease. I have sometimes talked about the strange gift that comes with the awful tragedy of losing a child. I had already been through the worst, I believed; we all had, and I had the gift of knowing that nothing will ever be as bad as that. The worst day of my life had already come. And I knew too that I had a chance to beat this, a chance my son never had, a chance we never had to save him. Wade was dead by the time an EMT came to the side of his car to help him just seconds after his accident, and there was nothing I could have done in that moment to save him, no matter how many nights I had spent begging God for the opportunity to go back and give us the chance to try. But this was different. I had a chance. I was resolved, not defeated.

And I sensed that I had a few people who would be pulling for me, maybe speaking to God for me. Those women I had just left, who had stood with me in the last months, I thought they would be there—and they were. The people I had met as I campaigned, people who had told me they counted on me, I thought I could count on them, too—and it turned out I could. Those two spirited women in Cincinnati who asked if I was a survivor. I knew I wasn’t walking alone.

I went back to my room. John and Cate were waiting to meet me, to tackle all that still lay ahead of us that day. I pulled on what Hargrave called my Courage Jacket, and we went out to Faneuil Hall.
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