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Dedication

This book is dedicated to what Michelle Obama would call my

“kitchen table” of female friends. I am so lucky to have so many

vibrant and intelligent women in my life for whom Alice became

a real woman, which made her that much more real for me.

And:

For Dan and my two incandescent boys, always.








Epigraph

There is a time for many words, and there is also a time for sleep.

—Homer, The Odyssey
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Part 1 Les Alpes








1. Alice

It is mid-July and I am sitting on a plastic chair with my notebook, writing it all down. Just across the soft tops of some feathery evergreens is Mont Blanc, whitecapped, even now in high midsummer, even in a heat wave, even with the Pyrenees blazing on the other side of France. It’s evening, and behind the mountain, the sky is persimmon-colored. Not far away someone is playing Johnny Hallyday singing Edith Piaf’s song “Non, je ne regrette rien . . .” in his low, sad, repentant voice. Iris is in the shower in the cabinet just inside the door behind me, and I can hear the splashing gurgle of water and her voice incanting a poem of words with secret French meanings: “Myrtilles. Mirabelle. Mûre. Miroir. Mousse. Moi. Château. Chat. Champignon. Chèvre.” She gets to the end of the list and then starts over, throwing in a new word, “Fromage.” And again, and again. This order has meaning only to her, but it makes me feel like this trip was not a mistake. Not yet.

* * *

To get here we flew N95-masked because we, in particular, still have to be cautious. Mask mandates have only just been lifted. Iris and I have recently been vaccinated. Our flight was nonstop from JFK to Geneva, the closest airport to the French Alps. Even though it was morning when we landed and, conceivably, we could have begun our odyssey immediately, I knew my body couldn’t handle that kind of exhaustion anymore. If Pete were with us, we would have tried. Pete has unending energy for . . . well, everything. When we first met, I saw it as exciting, his zest for life, so to speak. Later, it wore on me.

Without Pete, the girls and I took the airport bus to a hotel, lugged our carefully packed (but very heavy) bags full of a tent, a camping set that included a small one-pot cookstove and stainless-steel dishes, sleeping bags, my notebooks, toiletries, bathing suits, shorts, both Keen hiking sandals and Birkenstocks (only Iris was allowed a third pair of shoes: her brand-new, hot-pink Crocs), light dresses, and T-shirts into the elevator, and arrived in a room I’d booked ahead with windows looking out at the planes coming and going.

We took off our masks, our faces marked with red lines, showered, ate a LUNA bar each, and the girls went, immediately, to sleep. Iris and I shared a bed, and she put the flats of her two feet against the side of my calf, keeping contact, always keeping contact. In her arms was Big Bear; on her arms were five friendship bracelets she’d made on the plane for herself from a kit I gave her for Easter. (“Why not?” I said, “as you must always be your own best friend.”)

Sophie lay across the other bed, her long, smooth legs (did I ever have legs like that?) poking out of the blankets, her arms above her head, the comforter pulled only across her middle, the cold air from the AC blasting us, the hot sun glinting off the tarmac just outside. Lying there, I texted Pete on WhatsApp:


We are here.

Hi! How are you?

Exhausted. Iris wouldn’t sleep on the plane. Kept saying it was too loud, too hot, she missed Ingmar. Cried and cried about “something happening” to him. By the end of the night she was a total mess. So was I. Sophie also didn’t sleep but in her case it wasn’t as annoying.

Ok. Where r u now?

I’m afraid I’ve bitten off more than I can chew, with the girls, myself. I’m already worn out.

I hear u. It will be ok. Go slow. There’s no real time frame. The story is the journey. Are you still at the airport?

We are at the hotel. Both girls asleep now. I am going to sleep, too. Must be early there.

6. I’m up.

Ok.

Glad you’re there.

Ok.

. . .



I could see he was typing more. I saw the “. . .” and suddenly it wore me out. I turned off my phone. I didn’t used to be this way. I used to draw him out, help him find the right thing to say that actually made me feel seen. I used to wait on every word tripping from his tongue. But that was before. Before I knew about his affair and all that happened after. Now I find myself turning away, gulping for air.

* * *

When the girls and I wake up, we’re hungry. We wear masks into the elevator. In the lobby, we see some guests with masks, others without; others have them half on, half off, dangling from their ears. Everyone, everywhere, is dying to get rid of the masks. No one knows what to do. And the stakes are higher for me, of course.

We make our way to a white-tableclothed dining room and eat, in seconds, it seems, two orders of pan-fried perch from Lake Geneva, one tomato salad, a plate of “Swiss cheeses, the heritage of our mountains,” and three orders of a “Symphony of Red Fruits,” which turns out to be a melt-in-your-mouth meringue at the bottom of a bowl piled high with raspberries, blueberries (which aren’t red, just saying), red currants, and whipped cream. Drizzled over all of that is a sour berry sauce.

I almost can’t describe what that dessert was like. I will think of it for the rest of my life, however long that is. I feel I have to say that, the “I have no idea how long I will live” part. Pete tells me not to say it in front of the girls. (Obviously.) But I think we all think about it. Five years is where most of the projections end. Five years is considered success. Five years is five seconds, if you ask me. (No one asked me.)

I’m only one year and change into my five-year odyssey. Still in Polyphemus’s cave, so to speak, if anyone remembers who that is: All you need to know is that the Cyclops is just behind me. I can still feel his rancid breath on the back of my neck.

Thanks to chemo, I have almost no taste anymore. Most things taste like dust or like cardboard. But those tender, tangy berries, the sour coulis sauce on my tongue, well, it all sings, just as the name suggests.

After eating, we pull on our bathing suits and swim in the turquoise-tiled hotel pool until eleven p.m. We order fries in the lobby and then go back to our room unsure if we are ready for bed or awake enough for another adventure, the time playing tricks with us.

The girls want to talk to Pete, so I turn the phone back on, despite the fact that keeping it off makes it easier for me to focus on them, not to feel sucked back into the everything of the last two tumultuous years, the two years I’m currently trying to run away from in France. A text from him, the one I didn’t wait for earlier:


I’m really excited for you guys to have this trip!!! Can you call me later on? Would love to say hi. Love you guys.



Then:


PS: Tell Iris that Ingmar is just fine—purring like a bandit next to me!!



I type out:


Hi. We are back in our room. Just ate. Girls want to FaceTime. You around?

Yes!



His exuberance annoys me.

I give the phone to Sophie, who pushes the buttons, and then I can hear Pete’s voice ricocheting around our hotel room in Geneva, my legs pulled by the undertow of his infectious charm. The girls laugh and smile with their father and hand the phone back and forth. I smile and wave when Iris turns the phone to me. I am a good wife. A good mother.

Iris tells Pete about the flight and the pink sun coming up over the wing of the airplane and how she made those friendship bracelets on the flight and how she ate three orders of fries in the lobby and how the pool has a mosaic of a sun on the bottom, made of hundreds, maybe thousands, of orange or yellow tiles, but that she could not get down there to touch them.

When we finally pull the covers up, our heads on the crisp white hotel pillows, relief floods through me. I think: We’re here, we’ve made it, we’re together. How many times in the last few years have I said just that? Maybe families always feel this—relieved that, despite the spin cycle of life, the ordinary and extraordinary crises that befall us all, on this day no one’s broken an arm or a skull and, for the moment, everyone is still glued together.

The next morning, after breakfast, the concierge tells me he will reserve an Uber to take us to a car rental kiosk in a nearby parking garage. He asks me how long we need. I say an hour or two to eat, swim, and pack. He smiles and says, “Pas de problème.” This translates to “There are no problems,” which, in that moment, feels like the kindest, most thoughtful thing a person could say to me. If only.

Breakfast is a conundrum, one I’ve known was coming. Last night’s meal was a splurge. But am I truly going to eat so lavishly every single day, all day long on this trip? During my recovery, I subsisted on bone broth and a macrobiotic diet of rice, adzuki beans, leafy greens. I drank the broth in the morning; I drank it before bed. I took fistfuls of Chinese herbs. God, the work of illness! The eating or not eating. The conflicting information about fasting or dairy or meat or sugar. The incredible pain of it all, and the pain in the ass of it all. The portal messages, the administrative workers who call, often not having read the entire chart (they are well-meaning but clueless and can make you alarmed that the information they have on you might be all wrong). Then there are the bills, the insurance statements, the hurdles you have to jump over to get a prescription approved and filled. There’s this insidious feeling that no one has got this, got you, got “your one wild and precious life.”

It’s been exactly a year and a half since the initial surgery, the shock of waking up without a breast, the first question on my lips being “Did you get it all?” Since then, I have worried that even a sip of coffee, a beer on a Friday night, two cupcakes at a party, any of these relatively minor splurges could, or would, start the cancer again. Food has scared me. The fact of which scared me, because I love food. I love cooking it. I love tasting it.

My oncologist, a vest-wearing man with red hair and glasses, smiles kindly at me, fondly, like we are now friends, soldiers in arms who fought the Crispin’s Day fight together. “Go to France. You are free,” he said just before we left. “Drink coffee. Have a teaspoon of sugar. Eat some cheese. Live your life. You are a survivor now.” A survivor. Like from an avalanche, a shipwreck, a plane crash, a war, a genocide. I don’t know how to wear that word. How to incorporate it into my full being. Not yet, anyway.

* * *

Halfway around the world, I am stuck. My thinking last night that dinner was my exception, my big night out, seems flawed this morning as I look longingly at the coffee people are drinking. My girls, gobbling croissants as appetizers, eye me suspiciously as I down my usual fistful of Chinese herbs with a glass of room-temperature water. “Mom, eat something,” Sophie pleads. Here is my tender girl, bolting like lettuce in July heat, elongating into a teenage body that stretches while she sleeps, her feet already twice the size of mine. The girl/daughter/peer/woman/friend/child hybrid she is becoming is both disarming and comforting to me. Because she’s my firstborn, my eldest, I often follow what she says. She is my soothsayer.

“Madame.” A waiter appears with coffee in a silver pot.

“Oui. All right, what the hell? Merci.” I smile at my daughters. And that is that. Amazing how quickly the guardrails you’ve built can come right back down. How surviving becomes, simply, living if you let it.

A cup of plain black coffee never tasted so good! I follow it with a café au lait, because why not? Dairy! I feel full, but I want to keep going: next, a vanilla chia pudding with strawberries. It’s so sweet it makes my teeth hurt. I eat a plate of silken, Gouda-like cheese riddled with holes and then a perfectly orange apricot.

Sophie and Iris are thrilled. We are, all three, together on an eating adventure now! The girls each eat a chia pudding. Sophie follows that with two apricots and both girls open yogurts in small glass jars. Iris sniffs the yogurt and says, “Yuck. It smells funny.”

“Oh my God, Booby! It’s amazing. So creamy,” says an enthusiastic and almost giddy Sophie.

“Smells like cows,” says Iris, frowning and pressing her nose flat to her face with her index finger.

“Can I smell?” I ask, and Iris hands me her little glass of lemon-flavored yogurt. I sniff and say, “I detect cream and grassy fields . . . and maybe a bit o’ cow.” I do my worst English accent.

I look at the girls and laugh. I haven’t felt this light in, maybe, years. Then I taste it and agree with Sophie. “Iris, it’s actually the best yogurt I’ve ever had. But yes, you are not wrong, it is laced with a tiny bit of cow-y funk.” I try to hand it back to her.

“No,” says Iris definitively.

Then both girls go back to the pastry cart making its rounds in the dining room and choose chocolate éclairs, bringing me one, too. And I can taste that, too! Hallelujah! (I can hear Leonard Cohen in my head.) A veil has been lifted, just in time! The soft, velvety smoothness of the crème, the crisp, lacquered outside of the pastry. Bite, sip, bite, sip. I am alive again.

My phone pings in the middle of my last bite. April. My editor and the reason we’re here.


Hey, saw your email! Glad you’re on the ground. Have a great trip. Let me know if you need any support. My assistant, Ashby, can help if you get stuck. As much help as a, whatever the thing after millennial is, knows how to help. I mean she’ll use her Siri and text you one-word answers. LOL.🤣



What time does this woman wake up? Or go to bed? I can’t tell which is the pertinent question to ask right now, given the hour it must be in Denver. One a.m.? From the look of the photos I’ve seen of her, she’s probably run the entire Rocky Mountain range by sunup. Her mother got her name right: April, the month of surging change and, for me, anyway, bad omens.

I text back, all smiles: All good so far!😀

A little later, a man driving a Fiat arrives outside. Our hair is still damp from a quick swim in the pool, and by now my teeth are chattering from the three coffees and the sugar I’ve inhaled. It’s close to eleven a.m., five a.m. back home in New York, three a.m. in the Rocky Mountains.

Our driver has a violet turban on his head and a Keith Richards T-shirt stretched across the hard hump of his belly. He wears a leather jacket, the kind with the little motorcycle neck straps swinging around his Adam’s apple. Before he sees us, he’s singing to the music on his radio. I immediately like him.

Inside his car it smells like coconut oil and mints. His smile is as big as the Cheshire cat’s, and when he sees the girls, he booms, “Salut les filles!” and he reaches to turn down the Rolling Stones singing “Cherry Oh Baby.” “I’m never gonna let you down / Never make you wear no frown!” In the back seat, I put my arm around Iris and smile. “It’s okay,” I say.

Ever since we left Maine in the middle of the Covid shutdown over a year and a half ago, to go home to New York City for my surgery and treatments, Iris has not been the same. New things rattle her. She wants to know where I will be at all times. “Where will you be when I am at school?” “Will you pick me up?” “Can you get there ten minutes early?” She wants physical contact, all the time. She wants to climb onto my lap, her gangly eight-year-old legs twisting around me and her knees jutting into my hips. Sometimes I think she wants to climb back inside the womb. Maybe, since she was early, since the NICU, she has forever wanted that. That is her journey: backward, a boat against the current.

But lately, there is something more jagged for me about Iris’s behavior, something that makes me look back wistfully at our time in Maine, as challenging as it was, that weird year that divided our lives into the beforetimes and aftertimes. In Maine, Iris was blissfully free: her feet dirty, her busy hands making sod houses by the barn, talking to the birds, chasing the waves crashing interminably against the rocks. I would look out the picture windows to the field that slopes down to the stream that winds to the ocean and I’d see her traipsing down there, a bucket and a net in her hand, her Laura Ingalls braids hanging down her back. She thought I didn’t know or didn’t see that she was going to the water, because we had told her she must not, there were deep pockets, even in that stream. But she was too curious, too intent upon learning that landscape like one might learn a friend, that she couldn’t heed our warnings and also hold on to her soul. So I watched her from the windows, my heart bursting with love and fear for this dear girl who was embracing Maine for everything it could give her. Sometimes parenting, I am slowly understanding, is about undoing everything you said before.

Our driver turns from the wheel to smile at me. “You ’ave beeooteeful girls,” he says.

“Oh, thank you,” I say.

He booms his big laugh and I feel Iris shudder again. Scared, even, of exuberant kindness, of love. He keeps talking, unaware that my daughter’s anxiety is flooding the back seat. “There is an Arab saying, he says: ‘For every mother, a scarab beetle is a gazelle.’”

“What’s a sssssk-Arab beetle?” Iris pipes up. Her teeth sound like they might be chattering from anxiety as much as my own are rattling from the caffeine.

“It’s scarab beetle, dummy. And stop worrying, it’s annoying,” says Sophie.

Our guide interrupts my children: “In ancient Egypt, the scarab was the beetle that represented the eternal cycle of life. The sun died and was reborn each day as a beetle.”

“Oh, weird,” says Iris, her face opening a crack, her interest starting to overcome her anxiety. There you go, I think.

Sophie is googling “scarab beetle” surreptitiously on my phone, which she has slid out of my hand. “It’s like a June bug or a Japanese beetle, Booby.”

“Don’t call me Booby. Mommy, Sophie keeps calling me that. I hate it.”

“Sophie—we have discussed this. It’s an unkind word.”

“Elvis’s mother called him that.”

“Sophie Anne, you know exactly why you call your sister that word! I can’t stand it.”

“Really? Tell me? You think Iris is a booby, too?”

“Sophie, stop. For one, she’s going to think you are calling her a breast. And that leads to body shaming. Stop it.”

“Alice, it has nothing to do with boobies. It has to do with being special. Like Booby.”

“My God, Sophie—”

“There are twelve million words in Arabic,” our professor interrupts gaily, as if my daughters’ fighting is a fun divertissement for all. “Twelve million! We have words for everything. English only has about two hundred thousand words and French even less! In Arabic we have twenty-three words for love! Just for love!” His tone is an infectious mixture of ecstatic and incredulous.

“Mommy, Sophie is rolling her eyes at me.”

“Sophie, stop it. This is not good behavior. Come on. We have a long day ahead of us.”

Our prof adds to the cacophony: “Something else we say in Arab culture. ‘Celui qui n’a pas de fils ne connaît pas l’affection.’ ”

“Yes, perfect for right now,” I say, though I’m not sure I totally understand. I am trying to stay engaged with our chauffeur while dealing with the ping-pong balls getting lobbed at me by my girls.

“What did he say?” asks Sophie suspiciously. Even though I made the girls do some very basic French exercise books and watch French cartoons after school during all of May and into June, understanding actual French is going to be hard for them. Well, it’s going to be hard for me: I am reaching back twenty years, more, to college and my one year abroad in France. All spring I used Fluenz and listened to French music and watched French rom-coms. But on the ground in real time? I’m not sure I’m going to be able to make this very seamless. It all sounds really, really fast.

“Girls, popcorn in a pan,” I say. “I can’t think.”

“But . . . what did he say?” insists Sophie.

“I think it’s this: If you haven’t had children—well, sons, but you get the idea—you don’t understand affection.”

“Geez, too bad you didn’t have boys,” Sophie sneers.

“What, Mama?” It’s Iris now.

“It’s just a saying. It’s a girls’ world now. Don’t worry. You are in charge, I promise.”

“We are ’ere,” our driver intones. Outside the car windows I see the cool darkness of the garage.

“Thank you so much, sir,” I say, and hand him an extra ten euros.

“Why do you always do that? So embarrassing,” Sophie grumbles at me while grabbing her backpack and getting out in a huff.

“What did I do?” I ask her after our driver disappears around the corner.

“Just. Everything.” She sighs as though this fact makes her unbearably fatiguée.

The truth is that neither girl wanted to come with me. They wanted to go back to Maine for the summer. They wanted to see the grass turn from aspiring to lush as June rolled into July. They wanted the cold Atlantic Ocean.

When we left Maine, it was the dead of winter. We got home to New York City and were greeted by an ice storm and a full calendar for me of doctors’ appointments, treatments, surgery, and then more treatments. Eventually, the girls went back to school in New York. But it was a long, dismal spring, and then a summer of confinement. The girls had hoped—well, we all hoped—we’d make it back to our house that summer, but it was too much. For me, for Pete to go without me. I felt that I was what kept us from Maine.

Instead of Maine, Pete and I let them watch pretty much anything and everything on screens. As if that were any comfort. They were caged, restless. It was an interminable year with me weakened and exhausted. And them masked, a lot of the time, even in my bedroom. How I longed to see their cheeks, their perfect lips! It was torture.

This summer Pete is working, and my daughters are a part of this story of mine, as kids often are, helplessly brought along on our currents. Luckily, this time it’s a story I am writing, not more cancer. The story I was assigned. I feel so important when I say that: “I was assigned an article by Get Out! Magazine.” And then, if someone asks, I say, “So glad you asked, actually. It’s a piece about camping in France with girls—daughters. A woman/girl story. Best campgrounds in a few locales, part memoir/travel/adventure. I haven’t written something in so long. An assignment!” I am twittering. Spilling over.

This isn’t exactly running away. Not in the way a man might run away when he has a midlife crisis. A man might buy a sports car, have an affair, start a Ponzi scheme, lie. This is an “Oh my God, I am still alive” running away. This is “I have a new shot at something, anything” running away. This is “I need some time with just my daughters” running away. And it is also a gift from the universe. When all you have is time, and the clock is ticking, you start to see things differently.

When the lump I felt that December day was revealed to be stage 2B breast cancer (yes, that B really belongs there; there’s an A, a B, even a C; the numbers can go from 1 to 4; very rarely, and only with certain cancers, a 5 is used), I was rushed into a course of chemo, then a mastectomy, then some targeted radiation, then a short run of more (different) chemo, then hormone-suppressing drugs. That entire time is a dark hole, and I prefer not to think too much about it. The grief I feel about my breast. About losing it. When I found out that it was going to be too hard to get my largish tumor out and also keep my breast, I wept. Even though it’s gone now, my mind still goes back, over and over that time, and I still wonder: Was there a way to save it? What if I’d seen someone else? Ack. “We just don’t have enough room,” the surgeon we had employed said, “to get the tumor and a handful of lymph nodes, and also keep your breast.” This is what they tell me, what they told me.

My oncologist also told me that one in eight women gets cancer in the US. One in eight. And even that, he said, is old data. It’s much higher now, he guesses, like one in four or five. “You’re not alone,” he told me. “You have so many people out there, all around you, who get what you are going through.” I want that community of sisters and I don’t. Will we scare each other once we find each other?

So, okay, a memory: Before I lost my breast, when I was still doing the first chemo, I was in that alternate universe of the cancer treatment, a universe I went to alone. Even if, like in the beginning, Pete was sitting right there with me, I felt so alone. It’s almost unbearable to be that alone. It’s different than being lonely. This is something I learned with cancer. When Pete was with me, I introduced him to the nurses and told him where to get a coffee out of a Keurig and asked him if he were comfortable, as I always, always have this problem of worrying about everyone else, all the time. And then, in the silence of the poison entering my veins, the freezing cold helmet on my head designed to save my hair, I would go to this other country, or planet, or universe. It felt that far away, and it scared me. While the nausea and exhaustion took over, I was yearning to reach out to Pete, and I wanted him to grab my hand and keep me in his world. Or, at least, I wanted my two worlds to come together, to make sense in the same room. But with the drugs mainlining, I was sliding, shifting into the other world, and I couldn’t take him with me.

It’s funny because sometimes I wonder now if I felt this responsibility for him, more than me even, to find a way to sew together the two places I was inhabiting in my mind, in my heart, in my body. When it was happening, I couldn’t even describe it to Pete. So then I started going alone because it scared me less. I was more alone and also lonelier than ever, but at least I didn’t feel his eyes on me while I slipped down an impossibly cold and fast river, too fast to reach back and grab for his hand.

Anyway, that’s all “rly extra,” as Sophie would write in a text. (I’ve had to look up what that “extra” means in this context; it means TMI, FYI.) And she is right. But to keep going with yet more extra, this is the other thing that started to happen once I was in the cancer-verse: When the drugs went into my veins and made me tired and the room was starting to spin and I knew I would soon vomit, I’d drift off and be back in the NICU with baby Iris. It was the beeps and scuff/squeak of nurses’ shoes on the floor. Every time, I woke up, scared, looking for my baby.

But it wasn’t the NICU, and I was the patient and I’m not a baby, though I felt sometimes like a small, frightened child. Here I could see only eyes above masks, and eyebrows and hats and scarves on bald heads and sometimes wigs or even bare, baby-chicken-feathered skulls. There were nurses whose job it was to be cheery and firm with their eyes and voices in the face of an interminable workday of abject losses of hope or faith or both.

One day, I was sitting there with my eyes closed and trying to breathe in a “4 square,” trying to squelch that unbearable alone loneliness when I remembered France. This was a place I could go in my mind! It was an epiphany, a lifesaver. So I thought about Lyon, where I went for a year, and the two big French rivers that come rushing together like a miracle in that city, and the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lyon with the Picassos and the room full of Louis Janmot paintings called Poem of the Soul, which tell a story about faith and love and death and an afterlife. I walked down streets in my mind and went food shopping at Les Halles. I thought of Paris, where I went on weekends from Lyon, and the countryside out the train windows, dotted with sheep and cows. I thought about everywhere in France I’d never been, like the cliffs of Étretat and Saint-Malo. I thought about wine and cheese and fruit and hot sun and fields of sunflowers. And I decided: If I get out of this alive, I will go to France.

On the way home that day, I listened to Beethoven: the Moonlight Sonata. It was in my earphones and only I could hear it, but the entire city felt like it was moving to that beautiful, ethereal music. I walked as many blocks as my legs would carry me, until I was tired, my legs were too weak, and I got a cab. I was crying. Crying for Beethoven being deaf. Crying for my legs, my body, this fight. Crying because I was too tired, sometimes, for a fight. And, anyway, was this a fight? More like a submission. (Fighting, like a war, which always ends in certain death for someone, is the oddest metaphor to give a person who is terrified: You get so weak, it’s not fighting, really; it’s clinging to our most animal instinct to survive. Those sisters who did not make it still fought the good fight. Some tyrants can’t be toppled in one lifetime. I know that now.) But even with that sadness and the music and how weak I was, I now had France and I held on to it in my mind. It was mine and I could go there anytime I wanted, no matter where I was. And, one day, I might actually go back in person, I told myself.

So that fall, after the worst was over, I’d lost a breast and four lymph nodes (“lost,” as if I’d misplaced them, dropped the breast and nodes somewhere along the road or on my floor, like Toad losing a button in Frog and Toad Are Friends), I realized I was going to live. I had five years to be sure that I’d go another five years or another ten years or twenty. But inside I knew that, for now, I could, and had to, seize whatever living was left, and there was some left.

By then, I’d done radiation, which fried my skin and made it peel and blister and bleed under my arm. I’d done some more chemo, bought a wig, then traded it for a scarf because my hair never truly fell out, it just sort of thinned. I’d started Tamoxifen, which is like a Red Bull and a whiskey at once—jerks you up, sends you down. After all that, I’d been plunged into the hot flashes, the skin-crawling feeling of “formication” (which sounds like “fornication” but is nothing so pleasant; this means, literally, “skin crawling with ants” and is an apt description if you imagine that the little feet of the ants feel like razors rasping your skin), and the mood swings of chemically hastened perimenopause, along with the insult of chin hairs—which, all of a sudden, just as the hair on my head was thinning, had decided to poke out with uncanny regularity, spiny.

But as I said, despite all that misery, when that horrible and bloody part of my “fight” was over, I realized, like cold water being splashed on my face, that I was done hovering in the no-man’s-land of “fight.” It almost hurt to feel it. My doctors and Pete and the girls were so joyful we’d won. We’d done battle together and the foe had been vanquished! I saw them all feel this victory, like it was something we’d all done together (we had, we had!). Of course, for me, there was the regret—mine, not theirs—that my breast couldn’t be saved, but these were just details—to them, not to me. And there was my fear, which would become my constant companion, even when I allowed myself to feel a tiny bit of hope again.

When that hope came back, as it miraculously did, even despite the ants and the fear and the bleeding skin, it was rosy-fingered and cool to the touch. So, I started a newsletter. So many people had been posting notes on my Facebook and Instagram pages in response to little things I put up. Like: An image of a nurse with her mask down and a smile, under which I wrote, “Doing this alone and never seeing a smile. Until today.” Or a hand-painted aphorism on a piece of driftwood hanging in a bathroom of the treatment center: “Cancer is an opportunity for gratitude.” These photos weren’t very profound; in many ways, I found any false cheeriness infuriating. Like when a nurse handed me a cloth bag of cancer swag at some point in the early weeks: a little pillow, a binder, ice packs. I didn’t want her little bag. I didn’t want the support group’s handout, much less the actual group. Sometimes I was sharing images for my friends with few or no words under them, and definitely with a dose of irony, even fury. I let everyone else decide how they felt. The responses, which were prolific, surprised me. People’s words and support made me want to share more of my journey. This surprised me. I’d no idea I’d want to do that. Slowly, oh so slowly, I started writing sentences for the newsletter. I named it “After Cancer: France.” I didn’t ever think I’d really go to France. What I was writing about was the dream of it, the halcyon fields of somewhere else. France seemed better than, say, Iceland, where it might be cold, and I’d have to hike.

This was when April Betancourt, a friend of a friend from college who was apparently (thrillingly) reading my newsletter, wrote to me and said,


Hey, I’m the editor of Get Out! Magazine. And I like what you’re writing. I’m wondering if you’d like an assignment to actually go to France with your daughters and travel to campgrounds—maybe 5—and write about them for me? We’ve got a sponsorship package in the works for a whole initiative on women and girls adventuring into the great outdoors. I mean, Get Out!, let’s face it, has been pretty male. But we want more women readers. We’d need you to take photos, too. I can pay for the plane tickets and the campgrounds and a food stipend. Then, assuming the piece goes to publication, I can pay an even $5,000. This would be a big cover feature for us. I’d want some of the frank openness about your health and life in there, the stuff you put in your newsletter about what you endured: the bone broth, staring out the window—that stuff. Surviving! But also good assessments of France, the land, the food, what camping is like—we’d need you to go east to west, north to south. Your girls and you doing it alone without your husband.😀 What do you think?



The first thing I did was this: I sat down and went online to find all the photos I could of April Betancourt. I learned her father was French and her mother English. And that she’d gotten a graduate degree in wildlife conservation from the University of Arizona, Tucson. In all the pictures, she was wearing tank tops made of the silky nylon material that athletes wear. Her arms were muscular and she had a year-round tan, posing for pictures camping, skiing in Aspen, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore red lipstick, even on the slopes. To me, at that low point in my own life, she looked like the picture of health and strength. If I could have just crawled into her sleeping bag and reemerged, like a butterfly coming out of its chrysalis, as her, I would have been eternally happy. So I said yes. Yes! I had no idea what I was saying yes to, really—it was almost a year away. And I was still so weak!

The morning I told Pete, he looked at me like I was absolutely fucking nuts. “You know,” I said, “a lot of decisions have been made for me, or not by me, I should say: Your affair. Covid. Cancer. This is a decision I can make. And I’ve made it. Please don’t make this about you.”

“Okay,” he said as I was adding a quick little chaser: “For once.”

He paused. Took a “patient” breath, then said, “It’s a ways away, anyway. Do you need anything before I leave for work?”

“Ice water. And send in the girls. I want to say goodbye.” I cracked him a smile to soften my bossy tone.

“Okay.” He paused. “I love you?” He gave me one of those tender looks where he’s soft and lovely and relieved that I have smiled but he’s also unsure of where we are in the morass of our marriage. I could see above his smile his dark circles from a year of worry, and that some of his stubble was coming in silver. Even now, his handsomeness killed me. Even when I was walled off, it got inside, clamped onto my heart valves like some kind of jumper cable, and gave them a jolt.

“Thank you. I really need this.”

“I know you do.” And if love could be described as being as expansive as the Atlantic Ocean, stretching all the way from Manhattan to the cliffs of Étretat, then that was what we had pounding between us like waves.






2. Alice

At the car rental, after we’ve said goodbye to our driver and heaved all our gear onto the concrete floor of the parking garage, we are given a hybrid/plug-in Peugeot the color of the shiny green tiger beetles we have back in Minnesota and about as big as a beetle, too. As we start to pile our bags into the trunk, a man in a dark coat with a name tag that reads “Amir” helps, saying “Allons-y” to me, which, if my college French holds, means “Let’s go!” And then he says “Hop” each time he lifts a bag into the car. The girls clamber in, their carry-ons too disorganized now to zip closed. Sophie is in front with me; Iris and the contents of her bag are already spilled all over the shiny black pleather seats in the back. I can see Iris sorting her items thoughtfully and mashing with her foot both Sophie’s bag and my purse into the small space behind Sophie’s seat.

“Sophie, I think you should sit in the back.”

“Alice, I’m not sitting in the back with Iris.”

I glance behind me. Iris has Big Bear buckled into the seat next to her; her coloring books, bracelet-making kit, sketch pads, and a pencil bag are now arranged on the center console. Behind Sophie’s seat, Iris has smoothed out the chaos of Sophie’s and my bags with a sweatshirt draped on top, and on top of that she’s made a little table with a Garfield book. There, she has placed an unopened LEGO set Pete gave her for the trip. Iris looks content, her jean shorts exposing her tender knees; her green T-shirt, with the words “Maine, Vacationland” scrawled across it in vinyl ink as blue as the Atlantic Ocean. Her hair is snarled but still soft.

“I’m not sure of myself here. Of driving. It would be safer, Sophs.” I look at her pleadingly, thinking, Please don’t fight with me. But part of me, if I am honest, needs her eyes and body next to me, and I am fairly sure she can see that, too. I am still so fragile. Amir taps the back of the car, as if it were a horse, and says, “Ça va? Ees you o-kay?” I nod. But after a beat, when I don’t seem to move the car while I look for my glasses, I hear him say, more loudly, “Mah . . . Vas-y.” The car is on, an enormous screen lighted up in front of me in the dark garage.

“Oh my God, okay—which one is drive?” I push some buttons, and the wipers and headlights go on, as well as the car, which lurches forward like a frog. I slam on the brakes. The car shrieks at me in French—a woman’s computer voice saying something alarmist. The dashboard is flashing red at me.

“Oh my God, Alice. You. Are. The. Worst. Driver.” Sophie looks away like, if she could, she would certainly transport herself “rn” to Greenland.

I put the window down and say, feebly, “Pardon.” To which Amir smiles and says a jumble of words in French that are likely car parts. I look at him blankly. And then he says, “SOS?” but in an American accent. Is he teasing me?

“Sophie, is he offering to help?”

“No. I don’t know. Just drive, Alice.”

“Sophs, I have no idea how to drive this car. Everything is in the wrong place, and there are lots of buttons I don’t understand.” I try to inch forward, and the car woman yells at me again: “Attention!” Red lights are flashing on the dash.

“Mom! At least turn the wipers off. My God, this so embarrassing.”

More harshly than I should, I say, “You could help me, you know.”

Gamely, Sophie starts pushing buttons on the screen. Suddenly the heat is pounding at us full blast and French rap is blaring into our ears. Our buddy Amir comes next to the car again. He taps on the window. He has the look of someone watching an SNL sketch in a language he does not understand; he can tell it is amusing, but he just isn’t sure he totally gets it.

“Ça va?”

“Oui. Ça va. Fatiguée,” I shout over the music. Yes. I am tired and fine.

“Ouais.” Something about the way that oui drawls out to “yeah” makes it seem like he’s in a Western, maybe Shane. It does not make me think he believes I am okay.

“Sophie, turn that off. The music. It’s too loud. It’s embarrassing. And I can’t fucking breathe, it’s so hot in here.” Sweat is running down my forehead, pooling in my bra. A hot flash. Perfect.

“I am trying. Could you just drive the car?” Sophie’s sneer is as thick and sour as that berry symphony of fucking coulis.

From the back seat, Iris starts to complain, her timing always impeccable. “It’s too hot in here. I need the windows open. Take off the child safety lock! I need to unlock the windows.” She is kicking the back of my seat, like she is back in the womb and she needs to tell me something important.

“Iris. Stop. Kicking. Me.” I am thinking that this idea of France and me alone with these two is just about the worst nightmare of my life. Cancer can’t hold a candle to this, I think angrily. My rage is molten all of a sudden. Iris stops kicking and is silent.

Lurching forward, I get the car from one end of the garage to the other, our breath fogging all the windows. Someone in a car behind us beeps; they know how to drive and want to get out of here. I pull into a handicapped spot by the entrance, bright summer sun pours into the front seat. In the light, I’m able to figure out how to put the windows down, and we all breathe a fetid combination of car exhaust and stifling concrete-garage-in-summer smell. The man who beeped roars by, swiveling his neck to glare at me. I want to give him the finger. Instead I just wave.

But I am not calm. I turn back to my children. “Guys, I need my fucking glasses. And I need to get the map part of the screen up.” I am crying now. Everything is out of control. Ever since my avalanche of perimenopausal symptoms, my eyes don’t work anymore, my body is on fire, I pee my pants regularly, and sometimes I have tantrums. Like actual door-slamming tantrums. My one remaining nipple hurts as badly as it did when Iris chewed on it as a baby. But because of the cancer, my doctor has told me I will have to white-knuckle through the ups and downs of hormone insanity. Use alternative therapies, like acupressure, which, I’m sorry, does not fucking work. The bottom line is: No hormones for you, lady. No help. Try meditation. Fuck you.

At home in New York, my bedside table is now covered with turmeric and lemon balm capsules, reishi mushroom powder, Chinese herbs from my acupuncturist, CBD gummies that leave an acrid taste in my mouth, CBD cream for my sore nipple, arnica for my joints, and Tamoxifen, Advil, Tylenol, Lexapro, and Klonopin. Also: tweezers and a small mirror for those long black spiky hairs that keep appearing on my chin. (Truth: I love to pull them out, that valedictory deep-down tug giving me such satisfaction.)

The mean joke of defeating cancer only to be hurled into peri-or-full-on-who-really-knows-which-is-which menopause while my daughter blossoms into puberty is not lost on me. As she goes up and down emotionally, I do the same, but we’re never in sync. How has evolution not fixed this problem? I mean, how is this even okay to do to us? Can’t someone fix this? No. There’s no one to fix anything anymore in our broken world.

Sophie pushes a bunch of buttons, and a map miraculously comes up on the enormous screen. I pull my email up on my phone. “Okay.” I am trying so hard not to sound screechy. I am trying to sound like the mother. But instead I’ve got John-Cleese-in-Fawlty-Towers-clenched teeth. I say to Sophie slowly, I’m sure condescendingly, “What you need to put in is this . . .” I point to the words “Camping le Grand Champ.” Sophie pushes some buttons. Then the female voice starts to tell us again what to do in French—but she is calmer now and sounds more like she is a traffic cop in Paris, suffering an American fool. Of course, none of us understands. “Sophie, goddammit! Is there English?”

Sophie grimaces and growls like a young female lion. “I thought you learned French in college, Alice.”

“Yeah, I can’t remember shit. Don’t tell the lady who assigned me this piece, though.”

“Wow, somebody is swearing a lot,” pipes up Iris acidly from the back seat. She hands me my glasses. Finally.

“Thank you, Iris. For the glasses.” I slide them onto my sticky face.

Sophie pushes more buttons. A French singer is singing in English a song I’ve heard emanating from her Snapchat on my iPad: “Ooh-ee. Makeba. Makes my body dance for you.”

Iris starts singing along and bouncing in the back, making the whole car jive. She thinks this is fun. My God, it’s not! We haven’t even left the garage.

“Iris, stop it. Sophie. Anne. Use the fucking phone and get this in English. Plug it in or whatever.”

“Jesus, ADHD much? You never said that, Alice.”

“Well, I did. Say that. I said, ‘Use the phone.’”

“Not out loud. I hate you, Alice.”

“Can you please just put it on the phone. And we need to find a cord somewhere—Iris, can you find a cord in Mommy’s bag?”

Iris isn’t moving.

“Iris! What are you doing?”

When I turn back, Iris is crying. “Are we ever going to see Daddy again?”

“Oh my God, Iris. Not right now,” I say.

“I’m worried about Daddy,” screeches Iris. “And Ingmar.”

“Your worry is annoying, Iris. Shut. Up.” This was Sophie, not me. But did I agree? Yes. But I am busy trying to retrieve any wits I can possibly find. Someone
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