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It is hard to find words for how much I love Terry Sidford’s One Hundred Hearts; not just the stories, but also the process 
it took to create such an insightful book. I believe every woman should have an opportunity to delve into these stories, 
as they are reflections of the lives of all women. Not only is this book an inspiration, it’s also a wonderful guide for men, 
specifically husbands fathers, and sons. The more clearly men understand our voices, the more clearly they will cham-
pion the change needed to honor all woman of the world.

The benefaction of a woman (and their work as mothers, partners, wives, co-workers, etc.) is so incredibly undervalued, 
not only by men, but sadly by other women, as well. The contributions and courage a woman gives is beyond measure. 
The legacy most women leave is arduously giving to everyone, but not to themselves. Pressured to be perfect, to 
please everyone, to nurture everyone, we forget about our needs. It is not until most of us hit our late thirties to forties 
that we truly begin to seek and honor our truths and natural gifts. 

One Hundred Hearts has flawlessly captured these truths we hold within and reminds us that we need to champion 
every woman everyday. Encourage women, invest in them, and most of all encourage them to invest in themselves. 
Remember the stories in One Hundred Hearts and dig deep with those around you…they may be yearning for you to 
hear the stories of their hearts.

— Kristina Plunta Founding partner of PUREfourhundred and author of Queens & Princesses: A Mother and Daughter’s 
Reflections on Relationships, Self-Discovery and Love



introduction
“Courage doesn’t always roar.Sometimes courage is the little voice 

at the end of the day that says,  I ’ll try again tomorrow.”
—Mary Anne Radmacher

Every woman’s life is unique, but every woman’s heart beats with courage. One Hundred Hearts is a collection of 
short stories that tell of the events in real women’s lives, when courage sometimes roars, but other times only whis-
pers the encouragement needed to just get through another day. Some of the stories are so easily identifiable that 
they’ll literally bring you to tears, while others touch your heart in ways you never imagined or expected. In all cases, 
they inspire, uplift, and reflect your own courage, no matter how hard it’s been for you to see courage in yourself.
The seed of my idea for this book took root when I thought back to my own childhood. I had to overcome many chal-
lenges growing up and remember a defining moment when I lost everything material due to a con-artist boyfriend. 
I had no money, home, car, or job. I was sleeping on my friend’s couch. I hit rock-bottom and knew I had a choice to 
survive or not. In that moment something gave me the gift of knowing I had the strength inside to overcome anything. 
No one could take away my spirit. That realization gave me power—power that until then I never knew I had. I picked 
myself up and felt happy that I now knew I could handle anything in life because I would always be able to rely on 
myself. Just to know that is a gift.

In addition to my own story, I saw courage in my mother, sister, grandmother, and other women whom I got to know. 
In my 15 years of life coaching, I have had the tremendous honor of peering into women’s souls and witnessing their 
undeniable courage to never completely give up in the face of hardship, loss, and divorce. Each and every one of 
them has been an inspiration to me. And just when I thought I had witnessed every kind of human courage possible, 
I personally experienced seeing my friend lose her young, talented, loving son. This woman showed the ultimate 
display of courage, grace, and love in the face of any mother’s worst nightmare. I was so moved by her ability to get 
out of bed in the morning, knowing that she had to face yet another day without her son, that I wanted to tell her story. 
I believe it will help other women realize that they too are capable of pressing on even when the unthinkable relent-
lessly stares them in the face. 

I know every woman has her own story of courage, and I wanted to write a book that illustrates a few of those stories 
and then share them with the world. To begin, I created a survey asking questions about heart and courage to see if 
I could coax out a few personal tales. It took me over a year to gather 100 surveys, but every one of them moved me 
deeply. Based on the survey, I crafted a compilation of women’s stories that illustrate a woman’s courage is some-
thing to be honored and celebrated, not hidden or avoided, and help us feel the common bonds that we all share as 
women. Each chapter poses one of the survey questions, followed by a short story that illustrates the essence of the 
responses collectively, and then the actual verbatim answers to all survey questions are listed at the end of this book. 
It’s my way of using characters and situations to transform the data into moving, personal stories that I think we can 
all relate to in one way or another. In any case, you will feel the common bonds that we all share as women when you 
read these experiences.

The surveys confirmed what I already knew: women are multifaceted and have an ability to make significant changes 
for the better in this world. However, most of the time they don’t realize it, mainly because they put so much pressure 
on themselves to do it all, and do it perfectly. Most women do not know how incredible they are and how much they 
contribute to everyone around them. Many of the women I surveyed were surprised when they realized how coura-
geous they are in their lives. This survey was like a mirror for their courage that many of them had never looked into 
until they began to write their responses. 



Enjoy reading these stories, and may they inspire you and all the women in your life to live a more courageous, loving, 
authentic life.

With love and gratitude,
Terry Sidford 

P.S. In case you’re wondering how you would respond to these questions, the survey is on my website (www.creat-
eyourlifecoaching.net) for anyone to take. 

 
1. How Do You Define Courage?

Courage is being true to myself and standing by my heart.
—Summary answer from 100 women’s surveys

While reading the responses to this question from 100 women, two themes emerged as the 
overwhelming consensus: 

1) Courage is being true to who you are, no matter what the circumstances are in life.
2) Courage is facing your fears. 

I have observed that people often morph into what society, family, or friends want them to be. As such, standing up 
for who you are is one of the most courageous acts in the world. This is particularly true for women who, over the 
centuries, have been forced to play small in order to hide their true greatness.

Facing fears is not the same thing as not feeling fear. Almost unanimously, the 100 women surveyed for the book 
wrote that the courageous act was moving forward in spite of their fears, all while feeling the emotions associated 
with being afraid. They also said that facing fear gives them the ability to dig deep and connect to their inner strength 
they otherwise may not have known was there. 

Most of the time, we think courage is a big emotion we muster up in times of need, when the clouds descend and life 
collapses around us with loud booming noises. But I have often found just the opposite to be true. Sometimes it is the 
quietest of moments, when I can barely hear my heart speaking to me, that require the most courage. It is in these 
moments of deep reflection that I have been gifted a new, clearer lens through which to see myself. But once I peer 
through it, there is no turning back—marching forward with my courage pressing me on is the only thing possible. 

If  you don’t design your own life plan,  chances are you’ll fall into someone 
else’s plan.  And guess what they have planned for you? Not much. 

—Jim Rohn



Martina’s story 
Martina looked around her, pausing to focus on each item in her all-too-familiar room. It suddenly struck her how 
beige everything was. The color of the comfortable sofa and loveseat had been labeled Golden Fields when she had 
ordered them from the local furniture superstore some five years prior. The paint on the walls was Harvest Warmth, 
trimmed in white. The coffee and end tables were Honey Oak. Even the throw pillows were a crosshatch of browns. 
She smiled to herself when she spotted her daughter’s secret stash of books hidden behind the fireplace tools. The 
daisies she’d bought yesterday shone like neon from the middle of the coffee table. Everything matched. Everything 
was perfect. She glanced at her watch and made note that she’d been sitting in the same place for four hours—her 
spot at one end of the sofa. She moved the cushions around often so her position didn’t become permanently dent-
ed or worn. The TV remote, her laptop, and the latest issue of People magazine were neatly placed on the end table 
near her. Two more hours until Cole and Savannah came home from school. Two more hours that she was free to do 
whatever she wanted, if only she knew what that was. 

This restlessness had been getting to her for almost a year, ever since Max started first grade. Weekdays were the 
worst. The weekends, when everyone was home and she had plenty of things to do, were better. It was the hours 
between cleaning the house after the kids had left in the morning and waiting for them to get home that could pull 
her into the darkness. Martina fidgeted. She picked up the remote and surfed through the afternoon talk shows, but 
nothing caught her interest. She was too distracted by the conversation that seemed to be going on in the back of her 
mind, almost without her. Once again the anxiety spoke to her, telling her to think about things that didn’t need to take 
center stage.

Maybe she should have another baby. Cole was just six, Savannah 10, and she knew of plenty of women who got 
pregnant after 35. Tina Fey, Celine Dion, Brooke Shields: they all had kids after 40, and look at them—they were still 
hot, and their kids were just fine. Not one Down Syndrome in the whole bunch. But oh my God, babies were so much 
work, and the extra pregnancy weight had been really hard to take off after Cole. Besides, another baby felt like put-
ting off the inevitable, like trying to move backward rather than forward. 

Martina let her thoughts float. Maybe a job would give her direction, grounding. She hadn’t worked since Savannah 
had been born. Maybe she could get something part time, but where? She mentally made a quick list of the possi-
bilities. Given that she had been out of the workforce for so long, she knew she’d descended to employment footing 
equal to that of high school graduates. She felt she couldn’t bear the gossip that would ensue if she took a job at 
Starbucks or Whole Foods. She knew exactly what women would be saying behind her back. Do you think Max has 
lost his job? She can’t be making more than minimum wage there. What’s she thinking? I thought she said she had a 
college degree. Why would she be spending her days doing that if she really has a degree? 

Martina’s bachelor’s degree in Italian had meant something in the working world when she’d graduated. Because of 
it, she had landed a job with American Express, answering calls from their Italian-speaking clientele. That’s how she’d 
met Max; he’d worked in the same department. Both of them had left the company three years after they’d married. 
Max went on to work for Wells Fargo’s credit card division, and she’d taken a part-time job with a small magazine 
publisher, doing office work. 

Two years later, when Savannah was born, both Martina and Max thought it would be best if Martina focused on their 
family while Max concentrated on his career and provided income. To her surprise, Martina found she loved being 
home with her daughter and was fully prepared for her son, Cole, when he was born four years later. Her full sched-
ule of childcare, play dates, PTO, Sunday school, and superficial friendships with women in the same situation filled 
Martina’s life with so much activity she didn’t notice that Max wasn’t home much. When Cole started first grade the 
previous September, Martina thought the extra time in her day would be snapped up with finally getting the house 
really clean and organized, grocery shopping, and making fancy dinners. Oh, and maybe even getting a run in before 
the kids came home. 



Presently the house was clean. The laundry was done. Dinner was in the Crock-Pot. It was raining outside, so a run 
was deleted from her to-do list. No, Marina finally admitted to herself. Her problem was that it was raining inside.
Life seemed to be trying to turn pages Martina wasn’t ready for. She often felt lonely, like she had lost herself some-
where along the way and was left without a compass. She loved her kids madly, but knew they could not always be 
the center of her life. They would grow up and move away. Max and she had a stable, pleasant relationship, although 
somewhere between breast-feeding and control-top panties, Martina’s fire for her husband had begun sputtering. 
Max seemed to be fulfilled with his career in banking and never gave any indication that he would ever want anything 
more than what they had. He was content, probably even happy. Max was a good guy; he wasn’t the problem. The 
problem was the cloud front that moved into Martina’s soul during those long, quiet afternoons she spent planted on 
the couch.

This was something fundamental, something bone-deep. It scared her to listen to the conversation inside her head: 
What are you doing with your life? Whatever happened to the young woman who was going to travel Europe, drink 
wine, and experience men? You’ve become the one thing you never thought you would—average, typical, unseen, 
and unheard. 

Martina was certain her sad opinion of herself was useless. It wasn’t any more significant than any of her other dead-
end opinions.

Martina looked around her beige living room again. There was no getting around it. She was beige. She blended into 
a life she’d crafted with her own hands—an existence that had ended up being merely the backdrop for her children’s 
and husband’s lives. Step by step, moment by moment, she had created a life that was expressed through others. 
She lived vicariously through her children, but rarely personally reveled in her own existence. Everything matched. 
Everything was perfect. Everything was safe. Nothing about it was meaningful. None of it was an expression of Mar-
tina, a woman whose dreams and hopes and joys and sorrows had been set aside while she checked off her to-do 
list. Her life was the Denny’s menu, replete with photos of how beautiful it all appeared, but she never got to relish the 
full, real flavor of the meal. 

She still had an hour before the kids had to be picked up at school. She needed to do something, anything, that 
would tell her if there was a shred of the pre-family Martina left. The idea that there was just enough time to go buy 
something red or lime or purple flew into her head. She jumped from her spot, and uncertain fingers picked up her 
purse. She paused. Between her fingers, she thought she could feel the very end of the string that was tied to her be-
ing. For the first time ever, she courageously interrupted the conversation in the back of her mind. She would be her 
own superhero. Don’t worry. I’ve got you, and I’m not letting go. 

TJ Maxx was its usual madhouse of women in search of that perfect bargain, whatever that was. Martina pulled down 
on her blazer to straighten it and clutched her purse tighter under her arm. She was on a mission. There was an item 
somewhere in here just waiting for her, something important that she needed, for sure. Not like all the other women 
in the store looking for something they thought they needed; there was some Thing the Universe had placed in here 
specifically for Martina, specifically for this moment. 

Taking a deep breath and hoping she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew, Martina marched into the racks of clothes. 
As she thumbed through the size medium tops, there was nothing that didn’t remind her of beige. Certain that slacks 
of any kind could not be the Thing, she moved to the dresses. Long, short, backless, lace, skimpy, blah, blah, blah. She 
looked at each and every one, but none was the Thing. 

She moved on to the lingerie, the shoes, the scarves, the purses, the jewelry—nothing. Glancing at her watch, she 
began to doubt her previous decision about not needing a doctor: the kids expected her to be waiting for them in the 
pick-up line in only 15 minutes, and she was rummaging through a discount store looking for some Thing her angels 
had left for her. Maybe she was crazy after all.

Deflated, Martina decided to make one last-ditch effort in the household items aisles. There was a shiny silver paper-
weight—a heavy heart, perhaps? The plates with birds in flight? Yuck. So cliché. She headed to the nobody-else-in-
the-world-wants-this-stuff markdown aisle. Notecards? No. Scented candle? They give her headaches. Ironing board 
cover? Do they really still make those? Miniature globe …? Oh my God, stop! A globe the size of softball was sitting 



behind boxes of shot glasses. Martina had to stand tiptoe on the bottom shelf in order to reach it. It was cheap, almost 
weightless in the palm of her hand. It had not been updated since 2000. Martina knew this because the Panama Ca-
nal was labeled as U.S. territory. How she knew this, she wasn’t sure, but she gave herself a pat on the back for being 
such a geography buff. She rotated it, thinking of the child in Asia who had glued this map onto a cardboard ball so 
long ago. Holding it in her palm, she imagined the journey it had needed to travel to end up on this steel shelf, waiting 
for her. 

Suddenly, Italy was staring her in the face. Italy (with Rome and Naples and Venice and Florence) was asking why 
she’d never come. Long ago she had pledged her love to Italy and all she believed it to be, but had never gone to 
see it for herself. Martina had found the Thing. She’d figure out later exactly what the Universe was trying to tell her 
through this globe, and she zoomed toward the front of the store.

Her heart sank when she got to the checkout line. What had she expected? There were at least 15 people in front of 
her, only three cashiers, and she had a mere 10 minutes to get to the school. She started to leave the globe on one 
of the shelves that corralled the line of waiting people, but she could not bring herself to do it. She felt as though that 
globe was the necessary anchor affixed to the string that tethered her being to this world. Without it the clouds would 
sweep her away, and it would rain in her soul forever. She then did something that would have never occurred to her 
before: she allowed herself to be important. Clutching at her purse and the globe, she turned and marched up to a 
manager-looking sort of person who was observing the cashiers. 

“Excuse me. I need to go pick up my kids at school in 10 minutes, so I need to pay for this right now. Can you help 
me?” Martina heard the words march out her mouth and straight into the manager’s ears. She felt as though she’d 
just made the most ridiculously self-centered demand she’d ever heard in her life. The voice in her head rattled off 
the possible answers: You should have planned your time better. What makes you think everyone in that line doesn’t 
have someplace they need to be? You want to buy a two-dollar item, and you think I’m going to make an exception 
for you?

Martina waited the eternity it seemed to take for the manager to respond.

“Sure,” the manager said as he turned and motioned for Martina to follow him to the end register. Martina’s sense of 
gratitude was enormous. She loved the angels that had whispered in the manager’s ear. She loved the manager. She 
loved all the people standing in line who looked like they could not care less that she had cut in front of them all. She 
loved her globe.

On time and with a smile that refused to leave her face, Martina spotted Cole and Savannah waiting for her on the 
corner. The other cars seemed to part just for her, and she swerved her now sleek and elegant minivan up to the 
curb, hitting the button that opened the side door. 

“Ciao, miei bei bambini!” leapt out of Martina’s mouth on the wings of joy. Cole and Savannah’s jaws dropped, and they 
stood motionless for a full two counts before tumbling into the back seat.

“You speak another language? What is it?” Savannah exclaimed.

“Where’d you learn it?” Cole chimed in.

“Oh, miei bambini! The things you don’t know about me. I am so much cooler than you could possibly imagine.” 
Martina smiled as she pulled out into traffic and down familiar streets seen with new eyes.

 



2. Have You Had the Opportunity to Demonstrate Courage?

For the first time, I stood up for myself.
—Summary answer from 100 women’s surveys

There wasn’t one survey that did not have an incredibly moving answer to this question. Everyone spoke from the 
heart. Whether it was family, career, or health, each and every respondent had experienced having to dig deep to 
keep moving ahead. Most of time they would continue to take care of their loved ones even while they battled some 
of the most difficult challenges in their lives. One of the common themes was surviving a serious health issue such as 
breast cancer. I think learning that you have a life-threatening illness and being forced to face the very real possibil-
ity that you may not survive is the ultimate challenge to one’s courage. Many women in the survey have faced this in 
their lives but found the courage to survive the process of recovery. All I can say is that I am in awe. 

“Learn from yesterday,  l ive for today,  hope for tomorrow.”

—Albert Einstein

jeanine’s story 
“Jeanine? Jeanine! Try to stay with me here. I know this is hard, but you need to listen to what I’m telling you. There will 
be plenty of time for reflection later.”

Jeanine gazed right at Dr. Parsons, but he knew she was looking through him. Jeanine glanced at her husband, John. 
He was staring wide-eyed at her and reached out to touch her elbow. 

“Come on, honey. You can do this,” John murmured, as though he was encouraging her to run a marathon. “Let’s 
finish up here, and then we can talk as long as you need to.” They both turned back to Dr. Parsons sitting behind his 
massive mahogany desk. A bookshelf covered the entire wall behind him and was filled with hundreds of medical 
volumes. Jeanine’s eyes wandered across the titles when she suddenly felt John’s hand on her elbow again, directing 
her back to the doctor she had met just two days ago.

“As I was saying, the biopsy confirms stage two breast cancer. Although breast cancer is never good news, stage 
two is. Today the survival rate for stage two is very high.” Dr. Parsons paused and gave a practiced smile to John and 
Jeanine. She suspected that this was a highly choreographed script he delivered several times a week. 
“How many stages are there?” Jeanine cautiously asked.

“There are four, each one determined by the size of the tumor,” he patiently replied, never dropping that smile. “Your 
tumor is a Stage 2B invasive globular, three centimeters in size. When I perform your surgery, if I find cancer cells 
larger than 0.2 millimeters, but not larger than 2 millimeters, in one to three axillary lymph nodes or to the lymph 
nodes near the breastbone, I’ll need to advance your diagnosis to Stage 3A. I think we caught this very early, so I don’t 
think that will be the case.”

“So two should be pretty easy to treat, right?” asked John. Jeanine bristled at his question. This was her cancer, and he 
was already diminishing the seriousness of it. 



Dr. Parson’s shot John a you’re-going-to-pay-for-that one-buddy look. He continued. “I’ve scheduled you for surgery 
a week from tomorrow. Following that you will have chemo over a three-month period, followed by five weeks of 
radiation. Before you leave today, my staff will give you a file of information that addresses each of these procedures 
in detail. Any questions?”

From the way his voice had lilted upward at the end of the word questions, Jeanine knew some kind of response from 
her was expected, but Jeanine could not seem to think of any. She had just been told that she had cancer, that she 
would be losing both of her breasts in eight days, and that the next five months were going to be hell. Surely there 
was something Jeanine was unclear about, but her brain felt like it had turned to oatmeal, and she could not produce 
a coherent thought. Finally, John leaned forward.

“Why do you have to remove both breasts if there’s only cancer in one?”

This time, Jeanine could not hold her tongue. “Seriously? You’re worried about your squeezebox when my life is on 
the line?”

John’s jaw dropped. Dr. Parson’s intervened, knowing this argument could take place later without him. He was a 
doctor after all, not a marriage counselor. “It’s a fair question, Jeanine, regardless of the reason it’s asked. We’ve found 
that when cancer is in one breast, it’s almost certainly a ticking time bomb in the other. We take both to make sure 
you never have to go through this again.”

John’s eyes filled with tears. “Honey, honestly, I didn’t ask because I was worried about me …”
Jeanine moved on without so much as looking at John. “Exactly what is the survival rate for stage two?” she asked, her 
voice quivering.

“The national statistics for the five-year survival rate are included in your information packet, but it’s over 90 percent if 
we act quickly,” Dr. Parsons replied in a tone that implied this number should assuage Jeanine’s fears. Jeanine imme-
diately wondered how many died in the sixth year. 

“I know you’ll think of questions later,” Dr. Parsons continued. “Please feel free to send me an e-mail through our clinic 
website. We’ll get back to you within 24 hours.” With that the good doctor stood and came around the desk. “I under-
stand that it’s hard not to worry, but your prognosis is very, very good,” he said has he extended his hand to Jeanine. 
She stared at it, unsure of what the gesture meant. Was he congratulating her for something? Was he wishing her 
well? Had they just concluded a negotiation of some kind? John reached over Jeanine and shook the doctor’s hand. 
“Thank you, Dr. Parsons. Thank you very much,” said John in his business voice. 

Dr. Parsons left the office. John and Jeanine sat in silence looking at their hands folded in their laps. Jeanine’s whole 
body shivered like it was 15 below zero, but her hands and underarms were sweating profusely. She kept thinking, I 
have cancer. I could die, over and over, as if repeating it would make it believable to her. John was silently crying, lost 
in his own dreadful imaginings of how he could not raise their children without her. Within 15 seconds a nurse came 
through the door with a folder. On the cover was a photographic collage of smiling women. 

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Christianson. My name is Shirley, and I’m Dr. Parson’s patient care manager. We’ve put together this 
file of information that you’ll find very helpful. Please read through it thoroughly before you come back next week. If 
you have any questions, just give us a call at the number right there or send us an e-mail through the clinic’s website, 
www.womensoncologycenter.com.” She rattled off the website name like she was filming a commercial. “Now, don’t 
you worry. Dr. Parsons is the best oncologist in the whole city. We’ll take very good care of you and have you back to 
your normal life just as quickly as possible.”

Jeanine took the folder from Shirley’s hand and gazed into the faces of the women on its cover. “Did all these women 
have breast cancer?” Jeanine knew it was a stupid question, but it was out her mouth and hanging heavily in the air for 
the two beats of silence that followed.

“Uh, you know, I’m really not sure. These folders are given to us by our Temoxifen sales rep as promo items.” Again 
two beats of silence—which seemed like an eternity.



Jeanine looked down at the pictures again. “Oh. Okay,” was all she could muster up. She turned to leave, and John 
told Shirley thank you. John took her hand and held it as they silently wound their way through the serpentine cor-
ridors of the hospital to the parking garage. Once they were in the car, they again sat in silence. When John finally 
turned so he could look at Jeanine, there were tears in his eyes, which unleashed the torrents that had been building 
up in hers. Ten minutes passed as they held each other and wept.

Finally, John sat up and took Jeanine’s face in his hands. “Look at me. We are going to beat this together.” Ah, the pro-
verbial coach had entered the car. “We’ve been through some really tough things, and this is just one more. I’ll be with 
you every step of the way and will do whatever you need. Okay?”

John’s tenderness always moved her, always reminded her of why she loved him so much. Even when they were 
dating 20 years prior, he had been far more kind, far more sensitive than she. 

“Okay,” Jeanine agreed. “And I’ll try really hard to not let this consume me.” John had found her hypersensitive mood 
swings through menstrual cycles, pregnancy, and perimenopause to be almost unbearable, so he knew what Jeanine 
was referring to. “I know everything is going to be fine. The next six months will be rocky, but then we can get back to 
normal. Let’s go get ice cream. And a vodka tonic.” John let out a sigh of relief, smiled, and turned the car key in the 
ignition.

For the next week Jeanine poured over the information in the folder, and then on the Internet. She found support 
groups and blogs and medical websites that talked about nothing but breast cancer. Even among her friends, unbe-
knownst to her, several of them had battled cancer, and therefore called to offer their encouragement. It seemed to 
her that breast cancer had touched everyone’s life in one way or another; however, she wasn’t brave enough to post 
her condition on her Facebook page. It was too personal for people who barely knew her to know she was losing her 
breasts. And Jeanine was still not able to articulate it in a way that didn’t seem like she was talking about someone 
else. She spent hours in introspection, but her emotional defenses kept the possibility of death, or worse, painful 
illness, at arm’s length.

The toughest part was telling their kids. Their daughter, Stephanie, was 18 and their son, Marcus, was 15. Each of them 
had friends who had lost their mothers to breast cancer, and it took a long time to convince them that stage two had 
very good recovery rate. During that heart-wrenching evening, Stephanie gave Jeanine a dose of reality.
“Mom, what’s with all these percentages? Twenty percent, 40 percent, 90 percent—they don’t mean crap, because if 
it happens to you, it’s 100 percent, and that sucks.”

She was right. None of the statistics Jeanine found during her research promised that she would be okay. One in eight 
women is diagnosed with breast cancer at some time in their lives, and it did not comfort her in the least that she was 
taking the hit for seven other women. Jeanine had done everything right, but was still getting screwed. She had got-
ten her check-up every year. She bought organic. She did yoga. She took vitamins by the handful. She never smoked 
and drank only red wine occasionally. Her reward for all that effort was that she was at the mercy of her body’s whims, 
and it had betrayed her. This was not fair. 

For the first time that week, anger reared its ugly head. Jeanine suddenly felt compelled to yell, to break things, to 
fling obscenities and blame. Her family knew that look on her face all too well and waited, dreading what was about 
to come. Looking in their eyes, their fear of her temper slapped her across the face. Jeanine realized her tornado-like 
outbursts were something they had been forced to put up with all these years, and just like her illness, it wasn’t fair. 
Instead of flying into a rage, Jeanine crumpled into tears, soon joined by the other three people in her family.
A week later, Jeanine woke up in a recovery room to the loving faces of her kids and husband. Her chest was numb 
and limbs weak. She had faded in and out of sleep throughout the night, only waking when nurses came in to change 
her IV or empty her drainage bags. It seemed Jeanine had tubes coming out of her in every direction. The next morn-
ing, Dr. Parsons came in and stood at the foot of her bed to talk to John and her about how the procedure went.
“I think we got all of it, but the chemo and radiation will destroy anything that may have been left. Nothing has spread 
to your lymph nodes, which is the most important thing. We’ll give you a month for your incisions to heal before we 
start chemo. Any questions?”



John and Jeanine glanced at each other and smiled. A matter-of-factly delivered “any questions?” had become their 
inside joke. They had been prepared by all the advice they received from survivors that cancer treatment was a giant, 
multi-trillion dollar business with hundreds of thousands of customers every year. It would be entirely up to them to 
make it personal. 

“When can I go home?” was Jeanine’s only concern.

“We want to monitor you for another day or two. If everything goes well, I’ll give you the green light by this weekend,” 
smiled Dr. Parsons.

The next morning Jeanine felt much better. She still had not looked at her chest in a mirror. She decided to wait until 
she was in the privacy of her own bathroom at home. She had two roommates in the hospital who, like her, had not 
felt sociable enough to draw their curtains back. There were three beds in the room. Jeanine’s was the last one, so 
she hadn’t seen anyone who had come in to visit the other patients. When the nurse came in to check on her that 
morning, Jeanine asked her about the other two women. “Maybe they’d like to visit for a while?”

“Let me ask them and see how they feel,” the nurse said as she poked her head through the curtain next to Jeanine. 
“Diane, how are you feeling? Think you’d like some company?”

“That’s a great idea,” said Diane. “Can you help me sit up?”

“Sure. There you go,” said the nurse.

The nurse went down the row to the last bed. “Betty, you want to join the party?” Silence. “That’s okay. Maybe later.”
The nurse drew back the curtain, and Jeanine was stunned. Diane couldn’t have been more than 25 years old. From 
what Jeanine had read, Diane had drawn the short straw from among 250 other women. Diane had a wild mop of 
curly blonde hair that she pulled back into a loose ponytail. Her eyes were such a deep brown that they were almost 
black, and her features so delicate she almost looked like a child. Jeanine wondered if she had ever been that pretty 
in her youth. Then her eyes did what Jeanine dreaded everyone’s eyes would do to her—they fell to Diane’s chest, 
where the hospital gown hung completely flat.

“Yup, they took ‘em both,” she said with disappointment while rolling her eyes. 

Jeanine blushed. She was so ashamed that she was even curious, let alone making it so obvious that it was the first 
thing she wanted to know.

“I’m so sorry. They took both of mine too. How are you feeling?” Jeanine said weakly.

“Well, better than I thought I would. This all happened so fast that I really haven’t had time to process it,” Diane said 
chattily. “They told me that I have stage four metastasized breast cancer just two days ago, and now here I am with 
no tits. Believe me, one week ago when I went in for my checkup at the student health center, this is the last thing I 
thought would be happening.” 

Jeanine’s jaw dropped. “Stage four? Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” Jeanine apologized again, the second time in as many 
sentences. She was grateful that Diane seemed willing to lead the conversation.

“I know, right? Who thinks about getting breast cancer with they’re young? This was the first time I’d ever gone to the 
doctor for a female exam, and I only went because my friend was going, and it was free. My mom died of breast can-
cer, but she was, like 40 or something. I think one of my aunts died of it too, but I never knew her. I’m totally dreading 
my dad getting here. He’s going to be a total mess.” 

Jeanine now knew what she must have sounded like the past week, talking about this awful disease like it had hap-
pened to someone else. Her own daughter was only two years younger than Diane, but Jeanine had made sure she 
had annual exams since she started menstruation at 13. When Jeanine heard about Diane’s mother, she felt an anxi-
ety-filled urgency to have Stephanie checked again right away.



“When do you start chemo?” Jeanine asked.

“They haven’t told me exactly when yet, but they did say I’d be here for like a month or something. So I guess they’ll 
start that pretty soon. It’s going to totally mess up my semester, but my roommate is telling all my professors. 
Hopefully they’ll understand and let me catch up when I get back.” Jeanine’s heart was sobbing, thinking about how 
much of her life had laid ahead of her at Diane’s age. Would Diane ever finish school? Have her first job? A husband or 
family? 

“I’m feeling so good, it’s hard for me to get that anything is really wrong. Maybe it’s really the chemo that makes 
people feel crappy. I guess I’ll just have to find out. But I, like, somehow know that this is going to turn out fine. I really 
do think everything happens for a reason and teaches me something about myself that I’d never be able to learn any 
other way.” Her silver-lining attitude was starting to make Jeanine uncomfortable. She was berating herself for be-
ing so morbid. Diane’s diagnosis was so much worse than hers, but her thoughts so much brighter. “I’m only worried 
about my dad. He never really got over losing my mom, and I’m his only child. I’ve got great friends though. They’ll 
help me take care of him. So … how are you feeling?”

Thankfully, John and the kids came in just at that moment. Jeanine introduced them to Diane, and then the nurse 
came in and drew the curtain again, telling Diane that she’d better get some rest. Jeanine’s family stayed until she fell 
back to sleep, which wasn’t long. When Jeanine woke up, she laid still for a long time, thinking deeply. 

So much of life is out of our control, so much of it a game of chance, she thought. Jeanine had lived her life chasing 
control, trying desperately to be the captain of her ship. When events occurred unexpectedly, or people didn’t do 
what she thought they should, Jeanine was judgmental, angry that things weren’t going according to her plan. She 
had been lucky enough to marry a man who wanted to be a good husband and a father. She had never had to deal 
with familial problems like alcohol or drugs or unemployment. Her kids were responsible, kind people. Jeanine had 
lived a full life that included a good education, loyal friends, and more good times than bad. 

Diane had lived none of that. 

It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair, and there was nothing to be done about it. Jeanine realized that if she continued resenting 
her cancer, feeling cheated or victimized, an emotional cancer would grow in her heart that would also afflict every-
one in her life. What an amazing thing that this awful disease brought me a girl half my age, who, in less than fifteen 
minutes, taught me to love life for simply what it is, she thought, smiling to herself.


