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To Suzy … with love forever.
And to Mommy, Daddy, and Eric.
I dedicate my life’s work to my fine colleagues and friends who’ve made Susan G. Komen for the Cure come alive.
And to Norman.
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

This book captures the spirit of my experiences to the best of my recollection with the help of letters, journals, press clippings, photos, and interviews. To create a readable story of manageable length, it was necessary to condense and combine some events and characters. Suzy’s dialogue is based on her own words in letters to my family. Other dialogue was re-created for dramatic effect, based on interviews, letters, press clippings, and my recollections. Others may remember or interpret certain events and conversations differently. I don’t pretend to remember every exchange verbatim, but I’ve done my best to remain true to the spirit of conversations and events.

Nothing in this book constitutes or is intended as a substitute for medical or legal advice. The opinions expressed are my personal opinions and may not necessarily reflect the opinions of Susan G. Komen for the Cure®, Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure®, Susan G. Komen 3-Day for the Cure®, private donors, corporate sponsors, local affiliates, or associated researchers and other medical professionals, or that of any corporate or nonprofit entity for which I serve, have served, or will serve as a board member now, in the past, or at any time in the future.

There’s no such thing as a “tell all” memoir. Some things have to be omitted to protect the privacy of those involved. The people who’ve contributed time, energy, and rich experience to my life are far too many to mention by name in this book, but I would like to express my deepest thanks to the board of Susan G. Komen for the Cure for their dedication and insight; Alexine Clement Jackson, board chair; the staff at the SGK offices in Dallas and Washington, D.C., for their hard work and good hearts; the leadership at all our local affiliates worldwide for their passion and energy; my fabulous friends in Dallas, especially the founding members of SGK, who were there in the beginning and made this organization what it is; my family and friends in Peoria, the Land of Milk and Honey, and in Palm Beach, where Mommy and I have found a warm circle of laughter and love. I’d also like to thank everyone who helped make this book a reality: my brilliant literary agent, Dorian Karchmar at William Morris; our terrific editors, Lorraine Glennon, Sydny Minor, and Diane Salvatore; our publisher, Tina Constable, and everyone at Crown Archetype; my mother, who provided a wealth of photographs and memories; my son, Eric Brinker, who was a tremendous source of help and information; Barbara Rogoff, who participated in the live read and curates my Hungarian art collection; Jonathan Blum, Emily Callahan, Susan Carter Johns, Katrina McGhee, John Pearson, Pam Stevens, Elizabeth Thompson, Matt Wendel, Mike Williams, Dr. Eric Winer, and all the very special people who shared their stories.

To all those who aren’t mentioned: Please know that I’m deeply grateful for your presence in the full story, which is written in my heart.

Nancy Goodman Brinker
September 2010


NOTE FROM THE COAUTHOR

Thanks to my agent, Wendy Sherman; my project assistant, Jerusha Rodgers; Gary and Malachi Rodgers, who provided help and support; and Colleen Thompson, Barbara Sissel, and Fred Ramey, who offered insightful critique on early versions of the manuscript. Much of this book was written at the Dakota Ramblers Writing Retreat in Montana. Thanks to the staff for their music and hospitality.

Joni Rodgers
September 2010
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Where Will Meets Way

My waking memories of my sister have grown hazy over the years, but Suzy still passes through my dreams as animate and vivid as a migrating butterfly. Her face is fresh and full of energy, her hair windblown but still beautiful. In a freshly ironed skirt and patent leather ballerina flats, she defies gravity, scrambling over a pile of slick rocks, Roman ruins stacked like unclaimed luggage on a hilly roadside in southern Spain.

Suzy, be careful, I call as she climbs higher.

Oh, Nanny, she waves me off, mugging for the boy with the camera. (Boys could never keep their eyes, or cameras, off her.) He tells Suzy to smile. Say queso! But she’s already smiling. In studio and fashion photos, she was always slightly Mona Lisa, never haute couture haughty. Almost every candid photograph I have of Suzy seems to have been snapped just as she’s bubbling up to giggle, that precise moment when you can see the laughter in her eyes and feel the active upturn of her mouth, but the not-quite sound of it is forever suspended in the air, teasing like the un-played eighth note of a full octave. Even in the dream, I ache for the unfinished music of her life.

Back home, Suzy would write something silly on the back of the photo of the Roman ruins—I swear, it was like this when we got here!—while I’d carefully record the date and precise location where the picture was taken. I’m simply not gifted with silliness like Suzy was. I appreciate it as an art form, and I try not to be frustrated by it, but gifted with it? No. I am not.

Suzy wasn’t serious or “bookish” like me, but all her teachers loved her, and I always thought of her as the smart one. In addition to her savant silliness, she was gifted with emotional intelligence, empathy, our mother’s generous heart, an unfairly fabulous sense of style, and a humming, youthful happiness that made her naturally magnetic. She had a shy side, but people loved her to her dying day because she was just so much fun to be around.

I can be a bit of a task to be around, I’m afraid. I have no talent for sitting still. I’m not capable of pretending something is fine and dandy, when in fact it’s not. If something needs to be said, I’m compelled to say it, and I do it as diplomatically as I can. But let’s face it, candor’s less endearing than coquettishness on any playground. My gifts were sturdy construction, a stalwart sense of justice, and the ability to whistle, ride horses bareback, and skip stones over water as well as any boy. I was a natural bridge builder. Even as a little girl, I was the ambassador between my high-spirited sister and our rightly starched father. She was three years older, but when Suzy was grounded, I was the hostage negotiator. When Suzy exceeded her curfew, I was the peace envoy.

When Suzy died, my life’s work was born. Her meaning became my mission.

Born on Halloween, 1943, in Peoria, Illinois, a gentle and generous place that embodies the very soul of Americana, Suzy was three when I came along in December 1946. Mom says she peered at me over the edge of the bassinet and said, “Well! She’s quite a character.”

We were thick as thieves from that moment on. Suzy was always a queen bee in the neighborhood gang, and I was thrilled to be Suzy Goodman’s little sister. I was her entourage, her liege, her cheerful sidekick, ambitiously pedaling my tricycle in the wake of her fleet-footed, inventive escapades. I can’t remember a single instance of her telling me to buzz off or leave her alone or go play with the other kindergarten babies so she could hang out with the big girls who had more sophisticated things to do.

As our mother ages so gracefully, I can’t help thinking what a couple of grand old ladies Suzy and I would have been together. That was our plan from the time we were little girls. My sister and I expected to age gracefully, set up housekeeping, cultivate a nice cutting garden, and sit in lawn chairs, watching our grandchildren play. We never discussed the fate of our beloved spouses; we just naturally assumed we’d outlive them in some “God’s in his Heaven, all’s right with the world” kind of way. It never crossed our minds that we’d be hip-broken or infirm. Not us. We’d be the spry old dames delivering Meals on Wheels, organizing holiday toy drives, knitting mittens for the underprivileged, quilting lap robes for all the tragic polio children.

The muggy summer of 1952 teemed with mosquitoes and clingy midwestern humidity. The school year ended (I was fresh out of first grade, Suzy liberated from fourth), but instead of that lazy, hazy wide-open summer feeling, we found ourselves in a world of closed doors and shuttered windows. It seemed to Suzy and me as if the city of Peoria had pulled into itself like a turtle, afraid to poke so much as a toe out to do anything. The ice cream parlor and candy store closed up shop. The streets and sidewalks felt muted and unfamiliar. Women hurried through the grocery store, holding the cart handle with a fresh hanky or dishcloth. We’d already been told there would be no movies, no carnivals, no concerts in the park. When Mother told us the municipal pool was closed, Suzy groaned.

“What about the lake?” she asked.

“They’re letting a few people swim there,” said Mother. “Invitation only.”

I raised the possibility of the swimming pool at Uncle Bob and Aunt Helen’s house or the wading pool at the park or even our little plastic pool in the backyard, but Mother shook her head.

“Dr. Moffet says children can get polio from going in the water.”

“Clean water right out of the hose?” I said skeptically. “How would that give a kid polio?”

“I’m not sure,” said Mom. “It’s a virus, and it’s very contagious. Now scientists are saying not to swim. I saw it in the newspaper. You girls should tell the other kids. Help spread the word about that. Even if it looks perfectly clean—and I don’t care how hot it is—you girls don’t go near the pool. Understand?” And knowing us as well as she did, she added, “Nancy, I’m counting on you to obey me.”

Suzy tucked her knees under her chin, wrapping her arms around her legs, and I put my arm across her shoulders. She wasn’t pouting; it made her sad to think about the poor polio children with their wizened limbs and squeaky little wheelchairs, their drawn curtains and dilated eyes longing for outside. It terrified her and broke her heart whenever we heard of another child in our neighborhood tumbling into the bottomless well of his own little bed.

These days we’ve all but forgotten what a scourge it was, but in 1952, there was a global epidemic. “Infantile paralysis” was a malevolent phantom that shadowed every summer day and haunted every cricket-filled night, poised to cripple and kill with one touch to the spine, the most deeply dreaded childhood disease of the twentieth century worldwide.

Mom stroked Suzy’s strong shinbone.

“Right this minute, scientists are working to develop a vaccine,” she said. “We have to do everything we can to help. Like this bake sale.” She set a Tupperware container on the table. Through the milky-opaque plastic, we could just make out mounds of pink-tinted frosting topped with maraschino cherries. “Every little cupcake will do its part to end the epidemic. The money helps the scientists, the scientists help physicians, and if lots more mothers and daughters collect lots more money, and the scientists keep working, someday, they’ll be able to give people a shot and—” She snapped her fingers. “No more polio.”

Of course, in the oppressive heat of that long, sequestered summer, this grand vision sounded as ridiculous to me and Suzy as a cure for breast cancer sounds to all the naysayers presently telling me how impossible that is.

But in that first prosperous decade following World War II, the idea was still fresh in the American mind that we could accomplish anything when we all pulled together for the good of our nation. An entirely new form of media—television—swept the country faster and more infectiously than any virus, creating (or perhaps simply awakening) a scaly but softhearted dragon, the mass audience, provoking awareness that a viable vaccine was agonizingly close. Mothers saw their children standing on knobby pony legs just this side of that tipping point, mothers who’d recently awakened to the idea that the hands of women—women’s voices, women’s work—could build bombs as well as grow roses. In that moment, a singular need met its cultural match. Grassroots philanthropy sprang up, money rushed forth, and before the clock ticked into the sixties, a solution was discovered, a bridge was built between science and society, and the phantom was vanquished.

In the United States alone, 58,000 people were stricken with poliomyelitis in 1952. More than 3,000 died; another 21,000 were left disabled. Jonas Salk’s vaccine was licensed in 1955 and was being widely distributed by 1959. In 1962, there were fewer than 1,000 cases of polio reported. In 1963, there were fewer than 100. These days, polio is a quarter-page sidebar in a history book.

Along the way, of course, skeptics in all their towering intellect persistently pointed out the many reasons the virtual eradication of polio could never be accomplished.

My mother respectfully disagreed, efficient and undeterred in her daily purpose. Suzy and I were bundled into the family station wagon every weekend to accompany Mom on her various missions. It wasn’t up for debate; it’s what we did. I’m in the habit of saying Mom was a “tireless volunteer,” but putting that on paper, I realize it’s ridiculous. Of course, she was tired. She must have been exhausted by all she did, but she did it anyway, and without complaint, which makes her all the more remarkable. In addition to her organized charity work, there were always little personal mercies: a casserole for someone just out of the hospital, a freshly folded laundry basket of diapers, the weeding of a flowerbed, whatever she could do to lighten a neighbor’s load.

That summer she had to be careful. Rather than risk bringing the virus into our home, she’d put together a basket of food and other necessities and leave them on the recipient’s porch with a light tap on the front door. The lady of the house would move the curtain aside and wave, waiting to open the door until Mommy was safely out on the sidewalk.

“Instead of dwelling on all the things you can’t do,” said Mother, “figure out what you can do. What you will do. My mother used to say, ‘If you have to ask what to do, get out of the kitchen.’ I’ll bet you girls could come up with something if you put your heads together.”

We piled into the station wagon and set out on our appointed rounds. Sweltering in the backseat, Suzy and I complained and deviled each other like a couple of spiny pill bugs.

“Girls, that’s enough.”

Mom sent a few ominous warnings over the transom as she negotiated the stop-and-go downtown traffic, but Suzy and I kept at it until the old station wagon swung to the side of the street and lurched to a halt. Suzy and I rarely saw our mother’s patience fail. Every once in a great while, there might be a flare of angry words or a swift slam of the silverware drawer, but even that was as startling and incongruous as a griffin landing on the Sunday dinner table.

Mother didn’t raise her voice, but her tone crackled with aggravation. “Out.”

Suzy and I looked at each other, looked out at the unfamiliar neighborhood. Surely, she didn’t mean—

“I said, out.”

Our parents didn’t believe in corporal punishment; Mother disciplined by eye contact. We met her withering gaze in the rearview mirror for a tense Don’t test me moment, then Suzy opened her door. We shuffled out onto the curb, and I instinctively reached for Suzy’s hand, knowing she’d take care of me now that we were on our own in the world and would have to get jobs in factories or join the army or find a band of nomads to camp out with.

Mother stood in front of us in the blazing sun, shielding her eyes with her hand.

“People have died for this country,” she said. “People have sacrificed their lives so you could live in peace and freedom, and all that’s asked of you is that you take care of it. Stewardship. That’s all. You care enough about your community to look after those who aren’t as fortunate as you. When you see someone in need, you give. When you see something wrong, you fix it. Because this is your country, it’s your community. You can’t sit around on your duff waiting for someone else to make it better. It’s up to you.”

She shook her finger at us, genuinely angry. Suzy and I stared down at our Mary Janes, waiting for something we hadn’t heard a thousand times.

“If you girls devoted half the energy you use complaining and bickering to actually doing something for somebody else, I think you’d be amazed at what you can accomplish. So can I count on you? Are you willing to be good stewards for your country?” asked Mother. “Because I’ll tell you right now, you’re not getting back in that car until I hear you say it. Both of you.”

“I’ll be a good steward,” Suzy responded immediately.

Mother cut her pointed gaze over to me, but I locked my arms in front of my round little middle, sun prickling at the back of my neck. I’m five, I wanted to tell her. Big enough to know I wasn’t big enough to do anything huge or meaningful or missionary. But there was no use arguing that angle with Ellie Goodman, Standard Bearer, Doer of Good, Righter of Wrongs, Mitzvah Maven.

Suzy jimmied me with her elbow and hissed, “Just say it so we can go.”

“I’ll be a good steward,” I said without budging the square set of my jaw.

Mother opened the car door. Suzy and I climbed in, thoroughly abashed. Returning to the road before her, Mom steered back into the traffic and proceeded with her errands, and we trooped dutifully, if not cheerfully, behind her. That night, as I lay thinking wistfully about cold hose water in a plastic pool, Suzy bounded onto my bed.

“Nanny! I know what we should do to be good stewards.”

“What?” I yawned.

“Variety show.” Suzy hatched her brilliant idea like a magician turning a pigeon out of a top hat. “A song-and-dance variety show and you can sing and dance and I’ll sell tickets. We’ll get everybody to help.”

It was an ambitious undertaking, but I had no doubt Suzy could rally all the neighborhood children into cast and crew and sell tickets to all the adults, because everyone loved Suzy and would pretty much give her whatever she asked for. I could belt out all the words to “The Secretary Song.” (Remember that great old Rosemary Clooney number with the “bibidi boo bot” chorus?) Just in case, I fortified my stage presence with a Donald Duck hat that actually quacked. A bit of the razzle-dazzle, I figured, to compensate for any vocal prowess that might be slightly lacking.

By noon the next day, all twenty-three children who lived in our neighborhood were on board. Suzy and I were like a couple of Broadway impresarios, auditioning talent, casting acts, herding crew. Suzy had most of the roughneck little boys corralled with her irresistible smile, and I strong-armed the stragglers. A grand theater was jury-rigged, employing the side of our garage as a backdrop. Something right out of a Mickey Rooney movie. Suzy went out and sold sixty-four tickets. That evening, friends and neighbors gathered on the lawn with folding chairs and picnic blankets.

I can’t begin to remember what was on the program. Some of the kids were genuinely talented, but there were a few painfully unpracticed performances on school band instruments, I suppose, maybe a mangled magic trick or two, a few fruits of tap and ballet class, some cheerleading and gymnastics, but of course, the whole program was inherently adorable because our appreciative audience was composed of people who adored us. I trotted out for my Rosemary Clooney number and delivered that thing like a wrecking ball.

Understand that I was a chubby little girl—and not endearingly chubby like Darla in The Little Rascals. More of an ungainly chubby. Like Chubby in The Little Rascals. But I’d never been made to feel self-conscious about it, so when the time came, I put myself out there, completely confident, uninhibited, the way consistently loved children naturally are. (How I wish I could go back and bottle a little of that chutzpah for my grown-up self.) Thinking back to that moment, it’s plain to see that the first thing Mom did to prepare me and my sister for a life of service was to nurture in us a sense of self-worth. The very first step toward giving to others is grateful recognition of our own assets.

They say you’re happiest doing what you did as a child, and those were the moments I remember most: when Suzy and I were fully engaged, performing—not in the sense of putting on a show to generate applause—performing in the sense of doing. Performing an act of kindness—or an act of will. Generating a response. I probably could have been a good theater producer.

“If there’s a dog that needs biting,” Daddy used to say, “Nancy’s the one to bite it.”

I’ve always excelled at backstage cat-herding and organization, but I’m a pretty good entertainer, too, and you have to entertain people at least a little if you want them truly on your side. Suzy was the visual artist. She understood the dynamics of drama and spectacle, what it takes to sweep people in and make them fall in love with an idea, a place, or a cause. In retrospect, I understand how moving it must have been for these terrified parents to see their healthy children dance. Our neighborhood variety show was a resounding success. There was no lack of applause for the Clooney number, but my “bibidi boo bot” may have been a little off, because the next day, Suzy tactfully suggested, “Next time, Nanny, it might be better if I sing and you sell tickets.”

Mother drove us to St. Francis Hospital on Glen Oak Avenue. Elated, Suzy and I marched to the administrative desk in the front lobby and presented the receptionist with a crisp white envelope containing $50.14 in pure polio-killing, spine-saving, all-American do-gooding cash. A few days later we got a thank-you note from Sister Walburga, the hospital superintendent, assuring us the money would be “put to very good advantage.”

Nuts and bolts. Dollars and cents. Cause and effect. The lesson wasn’t lost on Suzy or me. This is where the rubber meets the road, I realized. This is where will meets way.

A fundraiser is born.

So began Suzy’s and my charitable life together. It was my earliest inkling of what goes into the chemistry of change: moment meets messenger, information becomes action. Hearts and minds shift to a new paradigm, money happens, and it all comes together.



A Brief History of the Beast

THE EARLIEST documented cases of breast cancer appear in the Edwin Smith Papyrus, one of several existing papyri that detail ancient Egyptian medical practices. The unknown physician who crafted this document described a number of ailments and injuries and how they should be treated with surgery, magic, or medicinal herbs. Warm tumors in the breast were likely the result of an infection. The remedy: cauterization. A shuddering thought, but the patient probably lived to tell about it. In the case of hard, cold tumors deep within the breast, the scroll states simply, “There is no treatment.”

This wasn’t a disease the Egyptian physician saw often. Malignant tumors of all kinds were noted with about the same frequency in most of the same gender and age demographics that apply today. Since he recognized that breast tumors varied in nature, it’s possible this physician may have also observed that those presenting in younger women tended to kill with a swift, unstoppable virulence. But breast cancer is far more prevalent in women over fifty, and most women in ancient Egypt didn’t live past thirty-five, so this patient was rare.

One woman in thousands.

Given what we know about this disease and about ancient Egyptian culture, I imagine One Woman watched with interest as the physician carefully recorded her case. She almost certainly didn’t know how to read or write. There is no treatment, he told her, straightforward but not without compassion, I think. He seems like a “good doctor” sort in his other writings. Perhaps he offered her a tincture made from alcohol and flowers, a prayer, a little stone god, some comfort she could cling to.

One Woman went home to her family and went on with her life. The tumor in her breast grew steadily over the coming months. The breast itself seemed larger, the skin thick and red, spidered with veins and stretch marks, but she felt strong and went about her daily business. Some days were better than others, and she felt a flash of hope. She laid fruit in front of the little stone god, whispered in its ear. Then came another day, and her hope faded.

The cancer metastasized, spreading from breast to breast, then riddling lymph nodes, lungs, spine, and liver. First, she felt a firm bulge under her right arm. Her fingers tingled and burned with neuralgia. She dropped things sometimes. Then there was a stabbing pain in her spine when she bent to lift her small child. Eventually, she had to sit on the floor and let him climb into her lap, holding him over on the side where she could still stand the pain if he leaned against her breast. When she laughed or yawned, there was a stitching pull deep inside her chest. It seemed to form a tight fist in her lung at times. She’d wake up coughing, struggling for breath. It made the baby cry, but when she tried to go to him, she was dizzy and nauseous. She was bent with the effort of getting up in the morning. Her complexion yellowed. The coughing spells settled into a nagging pattern of hoarse, painful barking.

Under her linen dress, her breasts were visibly misshapen and distended now. When she was naked, she could see a shadow rising to the surface. The skin became translucent purple and gradually gave way like a slit in a temple curtain. The lesions wept a thin blackish-bloody fluid. The skin crusted and opened, an unblinking eye with the slick, eel-colored tumor at its center. Her sisters tried to clean and care for her, but on a cellular level, the tumors were dying as rapidly as they multiplied, so the bulging tissue became necrotic, and the smell of death hung in the air, permeating the bedclothes, lingering in her hair. The woman’s strength leaked out of her. Loved ones tried to feed her broth and soft meal cakes, but she was quickly wasting away, barely a thread of herself.

At the end, her sisters sat next to the bed, whispering to each other. Is she breathing? Did you see her eyelids flicker? They were terrified to touch her now. What if this dark disease was contagious? They had to think of their children. Lying in bed at night, they moved their hands over their own breasts, afraid to exhale. Here? Didn’t she say it started here, with a bump like a small pebble?

It would be nice to think someone who loved her held her when she died.

A thousand years went by.

Four centuries before the birth of Jesus—about the time Siddhartha became the Buddha and Malachi the last of the Hebrew prophets—the Greek scientist Hippocrates observed coal-black tumors erupting through the skin of his patients and concluded that the malady was a manifestation of too much black bile or melanchole in a woman overly influenced by the element of earth, an internalization of autumn’s dry cold. Tentacled tumors examined during autopsies spidered into the body, evoking the image of a crab.

Karkinos.

Cancer.

There was no hope of treatment or cure, so it was better, Hippocrates hypothesized, to prolong the life of the afflicted by making her as comfortable as possible in all other respects. He discouraged his students from surgically excising tumors from their patients’ breasts, based on his assumption that pervasive black bile was a systemic problem. Barring intervention by the gods, the disease would invariably return with swiftly killing insistence.

For two thousand years, his conclusions remained the conventional wisdom. There was a glimmer in 200 C.E. when Galen, a devoted follower and biographer of Hippocrates, recorded his observation that not all breast tumors were created equal; some were slow and insidious, others quick and virulent. Not all had the iconic crab legs; some blossomed deep in the bosom and remained isolated from surrounding tissue like a lily floating in a pond. Galen treated patients with opium, licorice, castor oil, and incantations, but ultimately, he confirmed the six-hundred-year-old findings of Hippocrates: Breast cancer was a systemic disease caused by the darkest humor, surgery was contraindicated, sufferers were doomed. This remained the final word on breast cancer for another fifteen centuries.

Roughly around the time of the American Revolution, in an effort to discredit the time-honored ideas of humoral medicine, French physician Jean Astruc placed a slice of a breast cancer tumor in the oven next to a slice of beef, cooked both to a jerkylike consistency, chewed each one thoroughly, and declared that they tasted exactly the same, proving (among other things I can’t even bear to joke about) that the breast cancer tumor contained neither bile nor acid.

Out with the old superstitions; in with empirical state-of-the-art methods. Now the true cause of breast cancer was wide open for speculation.

One school of thought pointed to the high incidence of breast cancer among nuns as evidence that breast cancer was caused by a lack of sex. Because breasts are sexual organs, n’est-ce pas? Without the fulfillment of their bountifully natural purpose, what could they do but atrophy and became cancerous? (I imagine there was no shortage of selfless lads willing to hurl themselves between innocent young women and this dreaded disease.) In women who did voluntarily engage in “relations”—randy wives and scurrilous hookers—tumors were said to arise from a lymphatic blockage caused by an overly vigorous libido. Another popular theory cited constriction of lymphatic vessels due to depression. Others blamed the curdling of unexpressed milk and the coagulation of blood caused by a sedentary lifestyle.

And so, in the enlightened age of Mozart, after three thousand years of observation and experimentation, it was scientifically deduced that if a woman presented with breast cancer, it was due to frigidity, promiscuity, craziness, laziness, or all of the above in some combination with the unknowable will of God.

One Woman after Another passed into ancient history, each less than a grain of sand, and there are places in the world where nothing has changed. Today women in developing countries echo the story of the woman in the papyrus and face their fate as if the last three thousand years never happened. I’ve seen One Woman’s face, and I can’t forget her. Sitting on a wooden stool by an ancient stone wall, wearing clothes right out of a Cecil B. DeMille Bible epic, she looked up at me and asked, “This disease—is it contagious?”

She has to think of her children.

At this writing, according to statistics, breast cancer is the leading cause of cancer death for American women between forty and fifty-five years of age. In One Woman’s corner of the world, there are no statistics, never mind screening or even the possibility of treatment. Breast cancer comes and goes unnoted, misunderstood, taking thousands of lives with it.

One Woman at a time.




∼ 2 ∼
Founder Effect

Our father, Marvin Goodman, was of robust Russian and Lithuanian ancestry. We suspected a little Irish, though for some reason, no one in his family would talk about it. Daddy and his sister, Ruth, had white hair, greenish eyes, and fair skin. The old family portraits are sharply angled with square jaws and stiff upper lips. Daddy’s father was a deputy sheriff in Colorado, which was an extraordinary thing for a Jewish man to be back then. Daddy’s mother was smart and articulate, but quick and unforgiving as a mousetrap. She ended up with Alzheimer’s, but even as her mind and memories abandoned her, she remained constant about what mattered to her, most notably (it seemed to Suzy and me) the cleanliness, proper behavior, and mandatory silence of children.

Our hardworking father was a driven but principled businessman, and I’m glad to be my father’s daughter in so many ways. In those days, it was hard to find any Jewish family who hadn’t lost someone in the Holocaust, and our family was no exception. Yet Daddy never forfeited one ounce of his soul to hatred. I learned from him the empowering nature of purpose, how our own courage will rise up and surprise us when beckoned in service of family, country, or passion for a cause greater than ourselves. I also saw what his driven nature cost him. The years have outfitted me with that same hard-earned hockey gear.

Suzy, of course, remains forever carefree and barelegged in a summer dress. She has the advantage of never growing older, never knowing bereavement, never making it to a place where unwelcome wisdom interferes with a decent night’s sleep.

I understand now that charity is a form of gratitude, and certainly, Suzy and I had much to be grateful for, but the dynamics of stewardship and volunteerism were central to our upbringing, a family tradition that stayed with us powerfully because we were shown, not told. Our parents were sincere but comfortably reformed Jews, and we attended a scandalously easygoing temple, Anshai Emeth, where people were zealous about service to their country, community, and each other, but fairly wide open when it came to religious dogma and ritual. The fun-loving, affectionate community met in a building that used to be a Baptist church. They had their share of family squabbles, but I think it speaks volumes that in several old photographs of temple events, the son of one of the members is surrounded by friends and beaming broadly, wearing a cocktail dress and full makeup.

Mom was far too busy to ponder the orthodoxy of charity, but she embodied the idea of tzedakah, which isn’t about performing acts of kindness; it’s about the state of being kind. This isn’t something my mother has to think about. It’s simply who she is. Her mother’s daughter.

Mother’s tribe was a boisterous, demonstrative bunch. This branch of the prosperous Silberstein family started over from scratch when Great-Grandpa Moses emigrated from Berlin to the United States in the late 1800s, but he prospered in America as well. Mommy’s mother, Freda Newman—affectionately called “Fritzi”—was a founding member of the local Red Cross chapter in Peoria and dedicated most of her life to serving in hospitals and hospice. During World War I, Fritzi and her family took in soldiers, tended the wounded, comforted the dying. It offended her faith and her sense of justice to think that each of these brave young men had made it through the trenches and mustard gas, only to come home and die in his bed.

One day, Fritzi’s nineteen-year-old sister, Esther, came home from work, disoriented and complaining of a strangely piercing headache. Fritzi and her big sister, Rose, made Esther lie down, and Fritzi ran for a doctor. According to the story that was passed down from Fritzi to Mother and from Mother to Suzy and me, the doctor came, briefly assessed the patient, dashed cold water in her face, and told her frantic family, “She’ll get up.” Ninety minutes later, Esther was dead.

“Aneurysm, maybe. Or an embolism.” Mommy shakes her head when she talks about it now. “Nobody knew back then. Nobody questioned doctor’s orders.”

It’s not likely that they could have done anything to save Esther, but doing something would have saved Fritzi from having to live with the fact that nothing had been done. Fueled by rage over the way her sister had been treated, she started asking questions from that day forward. She demanded answers, staunchly advocated for those who weren’t in a position to stand up for themselves, and brought Mommy up to do the same.

My mother, Eleanor Tressa Newman, was born in 1920, effectively the only child of eight parents. Grandma Fritzi and Grandpa Leo (later affectionately dubbed “Boppie” by Suzy and me) lived in a big apartment with a constantly revolving cast of relatives, neighbors, friends, soldiers, and strangers—basically anyone who needed a place to stay. Growing up during the Great Depression, Mom was accustomed to sleeping in the dining room whenever some displaced drifter needed a bed for the night. When she was a little girl, if one of the uncles or a friend of the family was in the hospital, Fritzi would station her outside the hospital room and say, “Ellie, stay here while I dash home and make dinner for everyone. If anything happens, you run to the nurse’s station and tell them to call me.” Mommy took this responsibility very seriously. I think it brought out the guardian angel in her. Nothing was more important than looking out for each other.

Mom’s flamboyant Aunt Rose came and went between husbands, and the dashing uncles all spoiled and doted on their little Ellie. She loved to travel with them to Atlantic City, the Illinois State Fair, or anywhere else someone would take her. She went to visit Aunt Rose and her husband of the moment in California or New York. Once a year, the whole family traveled south to see relatives still living in Kentucky, where they’d been raising hogs since before the Civil War, and Mommy had her own little billy goats there.

Mom was beautiful and stylish, making the most of everything, even when there was little money to work with. Aunt Rose passed along an evening dress with a beautifully crafted pearl and rhinestone collar. The fancy gown was too big and not something Mother had occasion to wear, but she snipped off the collar and sewed it onto a plain black dress Fritzi had made for her. And when that dress became faded and worn, Mommy snipped the collar off and sewed it onto the next generation. Old photographs show her blossoming into that collar. At first, on a girl of twelve, it seems a bit much, but by the time she was in her late teens, it looks elegant and proud. Instead of the collar glitzing her up, she’s the one making the old hand-me-down look like something special.

When I was sixteen, the brilliant Betty Friedan published the now-legendary feminist classic The Feminine Mystique. Imagine how impressed I was to learn that Mommy and Ms. Friedan were actually classmates back in temple school. In my mind at the time, this was Mommy’s only brush with greatness. They didn’t dislike each other, but they weren’t pals. Mom was one of the It girls who probably left Betty chronically perplexed.

“She was whip-smart and very serious,” Mom says. “She didn’t have much use for girls who were breezy and frivolous and not deep thinkers.”

Mom went to college for a year, but there wasn’t money for her to continue, and she’s only a little wistful about that now. She met my father at a B’nai B’rith party when she was not quite twenty. He and his family had made their way to the Midwest. She’d just gotten home from California, where she’d been visiting Aunt Rose, and while she was gone, Fritzi had begun playing cards with Daddy’s sister, Ruth. Daddy waltzed over to Mom, orchestrated a quick exchange of partners, and was immediately smitten, but Mommy was on a date with someone else. By the end of their first dance, it was all settled. She abandoned her other suitor and stayed out with Dad until four in the morning.

He told her right up front that he intended to be the head of his household and provide for his family; he envisioned a wife who’d devote herself to making a pleasant home, raising well-groomed, well-behaved children, and actively participating in community and charity projects. Though Mommy and Betty Friedan had more in common than either of them would have believed back in temple school, this proposal fit perfectly with Mom’s vision for her own life. She understood the difference between service and servitude and wore her traditional role the same way she always wore perfect shoes: she liked feeling comfortable, functional, and beautiful. Mom never questioned or denigrated the different choices made by other women, but this was her choice, and she never regretted it. An unquestionably liberated woman, my mother did exactly what she wanted to do. Her parents loved my father. The uncles, impressed with young Marvin Goodman’s entrepreneurial spirit and cast-iron work ethic, gladly brought him into the family real estate business.

A few months before my parents were married, Grandma Fritzi took ill with a kidney infection. A simple thing, these days: usually little more than an inconvenience. Ten minutes in the physician’s office. Ninety seconds at the pharmacy drive-through. Penicillin, the drug that would have saved her, was discovered quite by accident in 1928 and first tested on human subjects in 1939. In 1940, when Fritzi’s fever drove her to the hospital, that simple but effective remedy was in the pipeline and would be commonly available just a few years later—barely a breath in the scope of history. Meanwhile, sulfa drugs were all the rage, the most potent weapon there was against battlefield infection; soldiers were issued a powdered form in their first aid kits. But because of its low solubility, sulfanilamide tended to crystallize in the kidneys when taken internally. Fritzi’s doctor—drunk, Mother maintains to this day—accidentally gave Fritzi a toxic dose.

Poor Mommy crouched in the corner of the hospital room as her mother, this angel of mercy, died in twisting agony. It left her grief-stricken, infuriated, and radicalized. From that day forward, contrary to the “doctor’s orders” standard of the times, Mom was unfashionably fearless about questioning the judgments of God and doctors who think they’re God’s golf buddies, and she was utterly committed to the temple definition of stewardship Fritzi had instilled in her.

“Don’t let the world fall apart on you, Ellie,” Fritzi said before she died. “Just do those things that need to be done.”

Mother had been Fritzi’s right hand from the time she was little. Now it was her responsibility to clean, cook, and care for Boppie and the bachelor uncles, attempt to keep Rose on the straight and narrow, and tend to whatever strays and strangers needed her help.

She and Daddy got married later that year. Suzy and I came along on the leading edge of the baby boom. The war was over. Patriotism was a fervor. Optimism was a fever. Two weeks after I was born, movie theaters across the country were showing It’s a Wonderful Life, and in Peoria, Illinois, this was most certainly true.

[image: ]

It was Boppie who taught me the gentle art of strong-arming when I was just a little girl. Every year he took me by the hand and escorted me through the buildings he managed, selling Girl Scout cookies. He was a jolly, beneficent landlord, and his tenants were always pleased to see him, but even I could see that my cookies enjoyed a whole different reception when I walked into the room under Boppie’s corporate umbrella.

“Why, Leo!” the tenant would say. “Hello! How are you?”

“Very well, and you? How’s your wife and the new baby? Of course, you remember my granddaughter, Nancy.”

“Oh … is it that time of year already?”

My cue to pitch the Thin Mints, sandwich cookies, and shortbread squares stamped with the Girl Scout emblem along with a brief recitation on the illustrious history of the Girl Scouts of America and a couple of talking points on how the community would be served by a thriving population of healthy young women, all outfitted with skills in life and archery from Camp Tapawingo.

I learned a lot from our cookie sales excursions, and I loved being squired around by Boppie. His laugh was thunderous. His presence was huge. Doors seemed to open magically in front of him. He was no tycoon; Fritzi’s brothers were the driving force behind the family business. But Boppie brought a healthy soul to their endeavors. He fostered good will and intangible assets that are just as bankable as wheels and deals at the end of the day—which is essentially what he did during our shortbread sorties. Boppie didn’t sell any cookies for me; he just got me in the room. But it’s amazing what a motivated person can do when partnered with someone who has the clout to get her in the room. And I was very motivated. Back then, there were no incentives or rewards for selling Girl Scout cookies; our reward was having Girl Scouts, and that meant a lot to us.

After the war, Mom banded together with a small group of friends to start the Girl Scouts chapter in Peoria. Boy Scouts had been going strong for decades, and it rankled Mommy that there was nothing like that for girls, but she heard the same dismissive arguments Girl Scout leaders had been getting since the 1920s. Conventional wisdom said girls didn’t need the self-reliance skills boys needed. No money was going to be invested in that. So the mothers of invention came up with the Girl Scout cookie. Once the Peoria chapter was up and running, Mom ascended the ranks in the Kickapoo Council, participating as a leader at the regional and national levels.

Mommy was deeply offended by racial segregation, which persisted through the 1950s. She made sure we understood how wrong it was when we came upon restrooms and water fountains marked “White” and “Colored.”

“Think how you’d feel if that sign said ‘Jew,’ ” she said. “We don’t spend our money in a place that does that, and it’s our duty to let them know it.”

She didn’t want Suzy and me to participate in racially segregated play groups or summer camps, so she spearheaded the efforts that eventually resulted in the acquisition of 640 wooded acres that became Camp Tapawingo, a culturally inclusive oasis of unabashed Girl Scout power.

“When you see a wrong, right it.”

That’s Mommy.

I lived for Camp Tapawingo every summer. Suzy wasn’t much of a camper, so it gave me an opportunity to take the lead, and it was a powerful incentive as I trudged through each school year.

My first day of kindergarten, the teacher called my mother to report that I’d left the building, climbed a tree in the schoolyard, and refused to come down. Mommy hustled right over, and stood beneath the branch where I’d perched myself.

“Nancy? What on earth is going on?”

“This is stupid,” I told her. “They’re not doing it right.”

“Come down,” said Mom. “Tomorrow will be better.” But it wasn’t. It didn’t take me long to figure out that everyone else saw things differently from the way I did. I realized that I was the one not doing it right and assumed I was the only one for whom learning was such labor. Numbers turned to a tangle of hieroglyphics and barbed wire somewhere between my eyes and the back of my brain. Back then, there was no testing, no diagnostics to identify the way numbers knotted in front of my eyes. Lacking any other terminology, I diagnosed myself as dumb. I knew I’d have to work harder than everyone else in order to compensate for that—and to conceal it.

I loved how proud it made my father when I did well in school; that alone was worth the struggle. I was willing to work as hard as I had to, but ultimately the effect of all that was a restless feeling that my nose would be forever pressed to the glass, that I’d always be double-tasking and still never quite measuring up.

It also trained me to think outside the box.

Daddy used to tell (with great amusement) the story of that particular Halloween. Mom had gone to Chicago for a national Girl Scout leadership conference. Dad had some important matter rumbling in his office, and Suzy and I were too small to go trick-or-treating on our own, so it was decided that she and I would stay home, staffing the front door and handing out candy to all the lucky little children with nice parents—children whose world had not collapsed into a wretched coal hod of inequity, as ours clearly had.

When the house was built, our resourceful dad had installed an intercom system at the front door, and equally resourceful, I hatched a brilliant plan just as a merrily costumed pair of trick-or-treaters skipped up to the door and rang the bell. Before they could shout the customary threat of extortion, I cranked up the intercom and mustered my deepest, most ferocious voice.

“This is God,” I intoned. “Drop your candy and run.”

Suzy’s eyes went as big as saucers. There was a shriek and hasty scuffling out on the front stoop. After a moment, I opened the door a crack and—victory!—the spoils were mine. I quickly gathered the scattered candy into the abandoned bags and clapped the door shut as my next victims rounded the corner at the end of the block. I repeated my brilliant trick, gathering bag after bag of ill-gotten treats until—

Ding-dong.

“This is God! Drop your candy and—”

“Nancy.”

There was a heavy hand on my shoulder. My almighty father. He’d come out of his office to check on us. When Mother came home in the morning, she was surprised to find a row of candy bags banked against the wainscoting in the dining room and me, waiting in shame on a side chair. Needless to say, she was appalled to hear what had happened, and after a resounding lecture on the moral consequences of envy, fear-mongering, and too much sugar, she sent me off on an all-day walkathon, schlepping those bags of candy all over the neighborhood until I’d returned every single one to its rightful owner.

Beyond reinforcement of the single overarching theme of my upbringing—“Do the right thing”—I’m not sure I learned any great lessons from this experience, but I try not to mess with divinity. I’ve met such a wealth of good people in my time—sincere, faithful, salt-of-the-earth people from every corner of the world, every conceivable religious tradition—that it’s not possible for me to see any one cut-and-dried dogma that encompasses the human spirit. I have faith and doubt in equal parts most of the time. Having walked beside two popes and the Dalai Lama, I would never presume to question someone else’s vision of God, and I’m immediately skeptical when I hear a voice saying the big-world equivalent of “This is God. Drop your candy and run.”

For one thing, the Jewish faith doesn’t include any threat of eternal damnation. To my mind, Hell is a place where people don’t care about one another. Hell is the squandering of one’s life on Earth without any good purpose. I don’t believe cancer in general or Suzy’s death in particular are part of God’s plan. That puppet-master brand of theology removes responsibility from human hands, even as science persistently whispers that many cancers are caused by environmental and behavioral factors largely within our ability to control. I think God’s plan (or at least His or Her desperate hope) is that we, the great and industrious anthill that is humanity, will love each other enough to apply ourselves to the scientific effort and figure out how to solve this problem.

Likewise, I’m skeptical when any scientific voice—be it physician, researcher, or school of thought—makes any sweeping declarations of what is true or untrue, absolutely right or absolutely wrong, in the arena of cancer research or cancer care. I’ve witnessed the lifesaving value of both chemotherapy and prayer, mastectomy and lumpectomy, allopathic medicine and complementary therapies. The only singular truth about breast cancer is this: There is no singular truth about breast cancer. Our best strategy is to respect and listen to one another, share what we learn, reach across the aisle, and make women’s lives a higher priority than political agenda. Because I guess there actually is one absolute truth about breast cancer: There shouldn’t be any.

Fear is a powerful weapon, and the rationalization that it’s being wielded in the service of some imagined greater good doesn’t make it any less immoral. Waiting in shame for my mother to come home, I suppose I sat there rationalizing that too much candy was terribly unhealthy for those little children, so in reality, I’d done them a healthy good service taking it away from them. Similarly, there are those who assert that routine mammograms are “uncomfortable” and cancer awareness is “depressing.” There are still a few old-fashioned physicians out there who discourage women from seeking second—or third or fourth—opinions. In many cases, women would seek a second opinion but don’t have access to it because of restrictions in their insurance policy, dictated by someone who isn’t even a physician.

When Suzy and I were growing up, there were very few women physicians, and that undoubtedly contributed to the unwritten but unquestionable authority of male physicians over women patients. When a woman tried to assert some right of proprietorship over her own body, she was usually cowed with some variation of “I am God. Drop your candy and run.”

Mom was wonderful about teaching Suzy and me to respect and care for our bodies. When my weight topped a hundred pounds during second grade, she gently intervened. Enlisting the guidance of our dear Dr. Moffet, the kindly family physician who’d expertly cared for us since we were born into his hands, she educated herself on the matter, and without making me feel ugly or obtuse, firmly guided me in the healthiest possible direction. In addition to a balanced diet, she encouraged my interest in competitive swimming, horseback riding, and other activities that nurtured my sporty side.

As Suzy and I grew, Mom encouraged our independence. We were active in Girl Scouts and B’nai B’rith, various charities, and temple activities. I begged for riding lessons, and once I discovered what it felt like to fly along at a full gallop, there was no stopping me. Suzy rode too, but she rode like a duchess in a parade, while I turned into an unbridled cowboy.

One day when I was nine and Suzy was twelve, we arrived at the barn just as they were preparing to geld a beautiful yearling. As they eased the tranquilized pony to the ground, Suzy and I hung back by the fence, but when the veterinarian drew his tools from a leather bag and got down to the business at hand, Suzy got horribly upset and ran away screaming. My initial reaction was “How silly!” but I realized later this wasn’t about Suzy being a wimp or wanting attention. My sister was excruciatingly tenderhearted, empathetic, and easily upset by any thought of violence or mutilation.

I, on the other hand, scrambled up a tree for a better view, fascinated by the entire procedure, and when it was over I peppered the vet with a thousand questions. Why do they do that? What’s that thing? Will he be able to run as fast? Can I look in the bucket? I tried to share what I learned with Suzy so she’d know it wasn’t just some random atrocity.

“It helps him, Suzy. He’ll be healthier and easier to ride and won’t hurt himself scrapping with other horses.”

Suzy wanted none of that. She covered her ears as if she could still hear the yearling’s frightened whinnies.

“Nan, don’t you know what that is? It means he can’t—you know.” She blushed pink, trying to think of a way to say it. “He can never have children. Don’t you think that’s sad?”

I was stumped. I’d been so fascinated with the basic mechanics of it that this aspect hadn’t even occurred to me. Daddy and the wranglers were eager to point out all the good reasons for doing it, but this had never been brought up in their explanation of the procedure. It was all efficacy, no emotion. (Balancing the two continues to be one of the greatest challenges in cancer care.)

While the event didn’t deter her from riding, Suzy was never quite as eager as I was to get to the barn. For me, riding was synonymous with joy, freedom, feeling alive. I learned everything I could about the history and science of horses, and knowing all that made it feel even more wonderful. It frustrated me that Suzy didn’t see it that way, and I worried a little that what it really meant was that Suzy was just plain sweeter than me.

“We have to go to horse camp,” I told Suzy when school ended the following summer. “It’ll be tons of fun. Please, Mom, can we?”

“We’ll see,” said Mom, “but Aunt Rose would like you girls to visit. I think it would be a wonderful adventure for you.”

“Just the two of us?” Suzy’s fork poised halfway between her plate and her astonished expression. “We’d go to New York City all by ourselves?”

“Dad and I would put you on the plane in Peoria, and Aunt Rose would be right there to meet you when you land at LaGuardia. She wants you to stay a whole week.”

Our father hushed Suzy’s and my joyful trilling at that, but not very sternly. Suzy was immediately buzzing with packing strategy and general enthusiasm, while I interrogated Mom about agenda and logistics. We couldn’t stop chattering about our plans as we cleared the table and did the dishes, imagining New York City as nothing less than the Emerald City, the only possible habitat for Aunt Rose, the most outrageously fabulous woman we’d ever encountered.

Suzy worshiped Aunt Rose because she was the epitome of fashion and femininity, stirring clouds of chiffon and perfume as she made her dramatic entrances and exits, filling the rooms between with flirtatious laughter and witty Hepburn banter. Men flocked and fell all over themselves in an effort to please and impress her, and she generally had her way when it came to everything from dinner reservations to travel destinations. I worshiped Aunt Rose because she was always in motion. Grand gestures illustrated her hilarious tales of passenger ships and love interests and African safaris. She was audacious, outspoken, and fiercely self-determined. She could do anything and feared nothing. Aunt Rose was barely middle aged and had already been married four times. (Daddy used to say, “Her husbands didn’t die, they escaped!”) She adored Suzy and me and brought us wonderful presents from wherever she happened to be. One summer she returned from Hawaii with hula gear and ukuleles for us, showed us a few island moves, and took pictures of us giggling in our grass skirts and coconut bras. Bottom line: Aunt Rose was fun.

At bedtime, Mom came to our room and said, “Before you go to New York, I need to remind you that Aunt Rose was very sick last year. She had breast cancer, and they did a mastectomy, which means …”

“We know what it means,” Suzy said brusquely. “We don’t need the details.”

In fact, I didn’t know and was intensely interested in the details, but Suzy obviously didn’t want the conversation to go that way. This meant one of three things: Either Suzy had heard something earlier and hadn’t had a chance to clue me in, or Suzy had heard something and didn’t think I should be told, or Suzy had heard nothing and didn’t want to hear it now.

“Do you have any questions, Nancy?” asked Mom.

I shook my head. I had only a vague idea of what mastectomy entailed, but judging from Suzy’s response, I suspected it was something irredeemably brutal.

As our plane cruised over the water into LaGuardia, I nervously wondered if Aunt Rose would have the strength to make it to the gate to meet us. If she did manage that, would we still recognize her? I breathed a deep sigh of relief when we saw her standing at the end of the Jetway, slender and stylish and still very much Aunt Rose. She was as glamorous and animated as ever, madly in love with the man who’d recently become her fourth husband, and her husband clearly was crazy about her. We rushed to throw our arms around her, and she felt whole and warm. I felt sheepish and silly for thinking she’d ever be otherwise. If anything, she felt sturdier than ever, built up and tightly buttressed by the staunch whalebone corset that provided a functional prosthetic structure to her torso. At the time, I had no inkling of how unforgiving and painful that corset must have been; all I knew or cared about was Aunt Rose, standing tall, laughing out loud, and extending a strong hand to each of her nieces.

The first few days of our adventure were filled with shopping and lunching, striding down busy streets, strolling through quiet art galleries, the quintessential New York experiences. We were starstruck when we learned that Aunt Rose lived next door to Greer Garson in a co-op at Hampshire House on Central Park South. My Fair Lady had just opened on Broadway, and Suzy and I were very much the flower girls transformed into a couple of grand ladies. Every hour was thrilling in some oh-so-metropolitan way, but by the third night of our Big Apple adventure, Suzy and I were plain tuckered, and even Aunt Rose was showing signs of fatigue. She retired to her room that evening, after tucking Suzy and me into the guest room, where we fell into one of those typical sister-on-sister did not, did so squabbles. I don’t remember what it was about any more than I remember other bones of contention we used to clash over, but eventually, Suzy decided to bust out the big guns and tattle to Aunt Rose. She stalked down the hall, and I sat seething on the bed, waiting for the sound of Aunt Rose’s high-heeled pumps in the hallway. Instead there was the scuttle of Suzy’s bare feet on the wooden floor, like the beating of a hummingbird’s wings, as she dashed back to the guest room.

“Oh, Nanny … oh, Nanny,” she breathed with her back to the doorframe.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” The squabble forgotten, I was instantly up with my arms around her.

“She was … her … it’s awful,” Suzy whispered, blinking back tears. “I don’t know how anyone could live through a thing like that.”

Peering down the hall toward Aunt Rose’s room, I could hear her singing. Her husband said something and they laughed languid, romantic laughter together. I tiptoed toward the light that slanted from her open doorway and held my breath as I peeked around the edge of the jamb.

Propped on pillows in a sea of ruffled bedclothes, Aunt Rose had one elegant hand in her lap, the other on an open book at her side. Her silk robe had fallen open a little, exposing the startling remnant of her chest. Concave and burned bluish-purple by high-voltage cobalt treatments, her bosom looked hollowed out and fragile. I would have sworn I could see the chambers of her heart pumping through skin as thin and discolored as onion paper.

She glanced up and smiled inquisitively. “Why, hello there.”

I swallowed hard and said, “Goodnight, Aunt Rose.”
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