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D N
EDICATION B% //

Thank you, Jesus. Thank you, Mary. <

When | was an elementary school
teacher, there was a Prayer Corner in my classroorr
the centre of the Prayer Corner was a picture of Ji
and Mary surrounded by decorations the children
made.

Every week | would choose a quote from the Bil
and print it on coloured paper, and every morning
would begin our day with the quotation. The childr
loved to gesture when reciting from the Bible, her
gesturing became an integral part of our ritual dur
Religion Lessons. With arms stretched upward
heaven, and in solidarity, we would declare: OHe
am, Lord, | have come to do Your Will.O

| hope and pray, Lord, that I, too, have done Yi
Will.

This book is dedicated to:

My parents, Vincenzo and Meluccia losca - Thank y
for instilling values that have shaped me into who | a
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Roberto - Your love and support were instrumente
getting this book completed. Thank you for allow
me to soar on the wings of GodOs Love. | am bless
have you in my life.

Rob and Cristina - May this book symbolize that tf
is always a positive aspect to anything life may th
your way. If you ask God for guidance, you will ne
get lost.

To Rosemarie - To my sister and private nurse, ar
her family, Brent, Sarah and Mark, thanks for all
TLC.

The Reader - There is no end to what God can d
those who love Him. Thank you for sharing in
journey ‘NPink.
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To Bernard - With much appreciation for sharing yc
immense knowledge and talents in the service of oth

To Carmen - They say that one gets to heaven leal
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on the arms of those you have helped here on ¢
There will be many, many arms reaching out to \
Carmen. May God bless you as you continue with
ministry. With much love and gratitudéank you.
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O V
ROLOGUE B% //

When | was diagnosed with bre:
cancer in 1994, | knew that in order <
survive | had to set an attainable, short-

term goal. That goal was realized. OFighting |
Through EducationO provided me with the vehicl
share my experience in the hope that it would help «
women in the fight against this insidious disease kn
as breast cancer. | soon realized that taking a bad
tion and turning it into something positive was helg
to stimulate the healing process for me.

From 1994 to 1999, | was privileged to speal
many groups from the Girl Guide Convention to
Insurance Association, Law Society, churches,
schools. | always ended my presentations with
favourite quote from the Bible: @ave come that you
might live life and live it to the full.O

GodOs gift to us is our life. How we live that lif
our gift back to God.

As further insurance, | set a long-term goal, so
thing toward which | could work. That goal became
1998 and 1999 Breast Cancer Walks, the first pu
wide events and fundraisers for breast cancer in
city.

In 2000, my energies were turned to fundraising
a One-Stop Quick Diagnosis Breast Health Cel
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Those plans had to be put on hold.

In 2001, | had a breast cancer recurrence. -/
sionary with the gift of healing hands was asked to
for me. It was at this point that | became obsessed
the need to document and journal everything that
happening to me.

Keeping a journal was something new for m
had never kept a diary in my life.

Along with all the medical and physical things t
were occurring, my life was also undergoing a spiri
transformation.

Often, | would get up at 3:00 a.m. and work at
computer for hours, making sure the details of ev
were entered with clarity and accuracy. On many-
sions, my husband Roberto would come down to n
sure | was okay.

I knew that somehow this was a story that had t
shared. | realized the story of my journey could |
faith builder.

From that came the conviction that if such a b
were written, it would become an invaluable gift for
children. Not only that, | thought, a successful b
might generate funds that could be given to a wc
cause. | was certainly no stranger to fundraising, ¢
liked the idea of Opaying it forwardO. If my beaky
sold, | wanted the money to be put back into the gl
community and into my own community which €
braced me with open arms on so many occasions .
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my incredible journey.

I would call my bookReflections ‘NPink because
pink is the colour of the Spirit and of GodOs unec
tional love for each of us. Pink is the colour of m
cles.

The quotes from the Bible fill me with serenity ¢
peace. Itis my hope that they will give the reader
ments for pause and reflection.

| would urge the reader to pay attention to the ¢
and time frames in which events were taking pl
The brief, intense periods between one event ani
next made the dates very critical in my decision-ma
process.

The backtracking from 2001 is subsequential.
essence of my story is the spiritual aspect, and as |
this, | trust that God will show me each step | am-:
posed to take. | continue to pray for guidance.

Holy Spirit, open my lips and let my tongue pro-
claim Your praises.

Dear Jesus, | love you. Thank You for my |
Lead me, Lord, and | will follow.
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But...terfly

Cancer has taken my hair...but
Cancer has given me the birth of transformation
and wisdom.

Cancer has taken my eyebrows and eyelashes...but
Cancer has given me clarity of vision
never imagined possible.

Cancer has taken many friends...but
Cancer has given me reaffirmed belief
in the Resurrection.

Cancer has taken my vulnerability...but
Cancer has given me an instilled determination
fo win.
Cancer may take my body...but
Cancer will never claim my spirit
for it belongs to GOD.

Cancer can never take away my ability to LOVE,
the balm of true living.

D
V4

<
Butterfly,



Reflections ONPIrll3

Francesca losca-Pagnin
(2997)



Reflections ONPirlld



Reflections ONPirk

C O
HARTER ONE B@ //

My Journey ‘NPink was launchel {
in March of 1994. That was the yea. .

was given a wake-up call--a jolt and a

second chance to start my life anew. And when yot
given a second chance at life, you shoot for the
and soar on the wings of your dreams.

March 11, 1994, was the day the telephone
came to say that | had breast cancer. That becan
day | donned permanent, yet invisible pink-tinted gl:
es which enabled me to look at life from a different |
spective--my life in the pink, myie en rose, my re
birth, an opportunity to seize life and make it count.

It was a Friday afternoon. | was in the kitchen v
my family. We had had an early supper because R
to, my husband, had to go back to work. He and
two children, Rob and Cristina, were busy cleaning
the dishes. When the telephone rang at 5:15,-
swered.

It was my doctor.

“Francesca,0 she said, Oyour mammogran
come baclkand theyOve found something. WeOre |
sure itOs breast cancer.O

No softening the blow. No leading up to it,
breaking the news gently. Just a blunt, matter-of:
statement.
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| was stunned. My legs felt as if they had turne
jelly. 1 sagged against the counté@Are you sure?0

OYes,O she said calmly, Othere is very little ¢
The mammogram shows what looks like a maligt
tumour. You will have to see a specialist on Monday

My first instinct was to protect my children, R
and Cristina, who were 15 and 13 at the time. | ca
let this affect them, | thought.

My second instinct was to scream.

| hung up the phone, and stood for a mom
struggling desperately to regain my composure be
going back to the kitchen, but my mind was in a
moil.

How could this be? | was a healthy, activeman
with a completely uneventful medical history: no-
pendicitis, no tonsillitis, very few colds. | lived
healthy lifestyle and cooked everything from scratcl
didnOt smoke cigarettes and drank only an occa:
glass of wine with dinner. | walked five kilometr
every day. Even more important, there was no his
of cancer in my family.

True, | had not been in the habit of doing reg
breast examinations, but | hadnOt thought there we
need.

Months earlier, by accident, | had discovered a
sized nodule in my left breast. | was lying on the
with my hand on my breast, and my fingers enec
tered a very hard lump, like a sun-dried pea. It wa
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cated at the two oOclock position and was so clc
my rib cage that | thought it might be a bump on
bone. It certainly didnOt cross my mind that it was
thing serious.

| showed the lump to Roberto and had him fee
OWhat do you think?O | asked.

He agreed with me that it was probably noth
OJust a bump on the chest wall,O he guessed.

| dismissed the lump, mostly because | had
many other demands on my life at that moment to-
ry about it. There were piano, swimming, and de
lessons, soccer practices and school activities, n
mention the fact that | was the primary caregiver for
parents, aged 81 and 66, who were both very ill a
time. | had no time to get sick.

As it happened, it wasnOt the lump in my breas
had prompted me to see my doctor. | had been e»
encing severe cramping in my legs. Since | was alr
there, | asked her to check my left breast.

OYou need a mammogram,O she said.

This telephone call was my doctor informing me
the mammogram results.

Interestingly, the cramps in my legs disappeare
their own. In retrospect, | believe they were GodOs
of getting me to a doctor before the lump in my br
got any bigger.

Now the doctor was telling me the lump was-1
lignant. | had cancer.
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Breast cancer? Me? That hard, pea-sized noc
had found was malignant? | hadnOt thought it was
thing to worry about. If only I had gone to the doc
sooner.

The dishes were finished when | returned to
kitchen, so | sent Rob and Cristina off to their room
do their homework. When they were safely ou
earshot, | told Roberto what the doctor had said.

His reaction was complete disbelief.

Olt canOt be true,0 he said flatly. OYouC
healthiest woman | know. YouOve never been sick
in your life. TheyOve made a mistake. TheyOve |
up your mammogram with some other womanQOs.O

Oh, how | wished it were so.

Roberto co-owns the only Italian-owned restau
in our city, and it was his turn to stay until the last-c
tomer of the evening was gone, which often turns o
be very late.

ODo you want me to stay home with you?O h
quired, giving me a kiss. Ol can call Walter and
look after things at the restaurant tonight.O

| shook my head. OYou go. 10l be okay.O

OAre you sure?0

OI0Om sure.O

| was forcing myself to sound calm and compo:
but inside, | felt like a kettle ready to boil over. 1
words breast cancer had shaken me to the core of
being. 1 was filled with fear and panic. The morr
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Roberto left, | walked into the sound-proof area off
kitchen and freaked out.

| was seized by a sense of utter desperation
before the black, suffocating waves completely
gulfed me, | ran to the phone and called my s
Rosemarie, who lives out of town.

Rosemarie didnOt hesitate for a moment.
leaving right now,O she said. OIOm coming to be
you.O

| hung up, and dialed my good friend Giulian
number. By now | was sobbing uncontrollably. | dc
even remember what | said, but within minutes -(
liana was at the door with three of her children: Re
Dino, and Silvia. At their motherOs suggestion,
took Rob and Cristina out so that Giuliana and | c
be alone.

| donOt know who called whom, but in remark:
short time Giuliana and two other friends, Valerie
Maria, and my sister Rosemarie were gathered ir
family room. We tried bravely to deal with the medi
news that had us all feeling shell-shocked. | re
wishing another friend, Judy, was with us, but she
out of town.

The five of us talked and we cried.

After a while, a strange calm came over me.
seemed as if once | had gotten over the initial bloy
realizing | had breast cancer, | became the strong
My friends were still in a daze.
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Maria was the first to notice my composure. !
told me later: OYou were not distraught; you wer
morbid. | couldnOt believe how calm you were.O N
went on to say, OThis cannot be happening. This is
not be real. | began to talk to you about cabbage
how it is a cancer-fighting food.O She said, OIOm
to make you some cabbage soup.O0 Maria neel
Oquick fixQ, something that would fix the problem n

It was a typical reaction for Maria who is the m.
ager of a cosmetic line. Her business-like pers
wanted to address and rectify the issue immedie
Maria was also my walking buddy. For years,
walked five kilometres in sunshine, snow, sleet
rain. Feisty Maria, who comes from near Rome, It
was not going to take this attack on her friend sit
down.

MariaOs observation was correct. Once | got cc
of myself, my perspective was: This has happened,
| have to deal with it. Thank God, | thought, | hav
strong support system in my family and friends.

| was even able to joke with the girls about the
that | had just bought some pretty new bras. OItC
bad,O | said ruefully. Ol may not need them now.O

I may have seemed composed, but underneatt
raw truth of the diagnosis was only beginning to ¢
in. It hit me full force a couple of days later when \
erie came over with the gift of a terra cotta roaster.
idea was that | should incorporate roasted garlic
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my diet. Garlic is a powerful antioxidant, and Vale
believed it would be good for my health.

It was that afternoon that the full impact of my
agnosis hit. | recall cradling the roaster in my arms
breaking into tears. Ol donOt want to die, Val,O | sc
Ol have so much to live for.O

| knew very little about breast cancer or its tr
ments, although | had heard about mastectomies ©
gical removal of a breast. | was very relieved to ¢
that, in my case, a lumpectomy would be enough-t
move the nodule in my breast.

The surgery was scheduled for March 24, 1!
two weeks after the diagnosis. Originally, it v
scheduled for sometime in April, but | knew I could
wait that long. | phoned my doctor and told her th
had never made any unnecessary impositions ol
health care system, but if they didnOt operate s
than April, they would be dealing with me on more t
one health-related issue! Fortunately, she spok
someone about my urgent circumstances, and my
was pushed ahead.

| had asked for a private room, but when the f
came for me to enter hospital, none was availabl
had to share a room with three other women. Dire
across from me was a woman named Linda.
immediately became friends.

Linda was a courageous, smiling thirty-two-ye
old with a husband and three young sons who
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eagerly awaiting her return home. Linda had canci
the liver. She had been in hospital for a long time
had undergone numerous extensive surgeries.
hardest thing for her was being away from her child
She missed them terribly, and was especially wol
about her youngest two who were twins. | coul
help but admire her spirit. She had been throug
much, yet she was still optimistic about getting well
going home.

Following my lumpectomy surgery, a private ro
came available.

OPlease donOt go,0 Linda begged.

| thanked the nurse and told her | had no inter
of moving. The other three in the room might have
second thoughts about having me stay if they
known the room would soon resemble a mini-ma
with people coming and going with gifts and flowers

After | was released from hospital, Linda an
kept in touch through regular phone calls. | will ne
forget the telephone conversation we had prior to
passing away. She had called to tell me her family
planning a big reunion which was going to take plac
the hospital in Spiritwood, Saskatchewan, where
was staying. Linda was ecstatic as she told me the
sisters had bought a new dress for her to wear, ani
they were going to Odoll her upO for the party. |
desperately fighting back tears because | knew
Linda must have very little time left. That conversa:
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ended with best wishes for a great gathering.

The next time | received a phone call from Sp
wood it was LindaOs husband, Bill, informing me of
death. Linda died a year after we met. | will ne
forget her infectious laughter. Thank you, God, for
bringing Linda into my life.

My sister Rosemarie came to the hospital e
day and always stayed until late at night. For me
older sister, watching Rose take over was a total
reversal. | knew she had loved her work nursing
elderly in a seniorsO residence, but | had never se
in action. She was a natural. Rosemarie was gen
in giving Linda lots of TLC. She was extremely Ki
and caring, giving Linda back massages, rubbing
legs, and washing and curling her hair.

Linda loved my nightshirt, so | asked Rose to
and buy one for her. She was delighted when
opened the gift, a green and blue floral nightshirt.
can be the Bobbsey Twins,O | quipped.

Rosemarie had left her little son Mark, who |
just turned two, and seven-year-old Sarah with hetr
ter-in-law, Lucille, so she could be with me. 1 did
learn until much later how deeply my illness affec
her. When Rosemarie would go for coffee with €
liana and Maria, they would literally have to hold
upright.

My good friends Giuliana and Maria also ca
everyday to visit. Giuliana was so distraught that
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would take refuge in the hospital chapel where
would cry and pray, then put on a brave face to c
and see me. Afterward, she would go back to
chapel. On one occasion, at my motherOs home;
marie walked in on Giuliana and my mother crying
gether. Neither could console the other.

I had no idea all this was happening behind
scenes.

The morning of my surgery, when | met the-¢
geon, | told him that | had prayed for him and <
firmed one more time that he would only be doin
lumpectomy, not taking off the whole breast.

Waking up after surgery, | remember checking
see if my body was still whole. | was grateful to f
my left breast had not been removed. It was some
however, before | had the courage to look at the
stitches that were now a part of my new reality.

| came through the lumpectomy confiden
buoyed by a strong and positive frame of mind.
surgeon was optimistic; given my age and the siz
the tumour, he said, my prognosis was good.

Psychologically, | was doing fine. My sister
marked on it. Olt seems bizarre and surreal,O shi
OYou have all these flowers around, and youO
cheerful, you could be in here having a baby, not b
treated for breast cancer.O

The surgeon came to see me the morning
surgery.
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OYou look as if you should be eating steak, net
lo,0 he quipped. He was referring to the fact that |
dressed in a rose and gold silk nightshirt that | hae
chased specifically for my stay in hospital becaus
refused to wear the drab hospital gowns. My do
had no idea how much effort it had taken me that m
ing to dress in my own nightshirt. It seemed a wa
regaining some control over my life.

The surgeon paid me another visit the mornir
was to be discharged. He wanted to discuss my pe
ogy report. It showed that three of the nine lyn
nodes removed at the time of the lumpectomy sur
were affected. That meant follow-up treatment at
Cancer Clinic would be necessary.

Linda, Rosemarie, and | discussed the patho
report after the surgeon left. It seemed fairly clear
to me: | would have the chemotherapy, | said confid
ly, and | would be fine.

A nurse, who happened to be in the room at
time, overheard the conversation. OWhen itOs gc
the nodes,O she declared gloomily, shaking her |
OitOs not good.O

She may have thought she was being helpful,
she had just pronounced a Doomsday sentence fo
| felt as if | had been kicked in the stomach. For
first time since my ordeal began, | was robbed of ho

| pulled the curtains around my bed like the wi
of a cocoon. It was a sterile cocoon. Roberto had t
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home one cartful of my belongings the night befo
and Rosemarie had loaded everything else onto anc
cart ready for departure. Housekeeping had alre
stripped the bed down to the plastic mattress. | feli
stark and stripped as my surroundings.

| sat there alone, stiff and numb, as the realizat
sank in. My God, | thought, | could die from this.

I had never entertained the thought of dying befc
And why would 1? | was young. | had a family wh
needed me. | had been so confident | would recc
from this. Was | wrong?

My body was paralyzed, my mind blank. 1 felt :
if | were in a coma. | didnOt even hear my sister-R«
marie outside the curtains, rebuking the nurse.

OThat was uncalled for,0 she said.

The nurse shrugged. OYour sister needs to k
the truth about her condition.O

OWho made you her doctor?0 Rosemarie shot k

At that point, the nurse in charge of my care for 1
day came into the room to say good-bye and wish
well. She discovered me behind the curtains, visi
shaken.

| told her what had taken place.

Rosemarie joined us and we all agreed that | shc
talk to my surgeon again before leaving.

As we waited for the doctor to return, | was deej
despondent. Rosemarie tried her best to comfort me

During the wait, the Head Nurse came by to ¢
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how | was doing. Seeing my anguished state, she
suaded me to tell her why | was so upset.

When | was finished, she told Rosemarie to le
the room. Her reason was that the doctor would wa
see me alone. Rosemarie knew it was more likely
cause word had gotten back to the nursing station &
how she had rebuked the nurse, and she was now
ceived as a threat.

Reluctantly, Rosemarie left.

Eventually the doctor came, with the Head Nu
(whom I had not seen until that day) glued to his sid
wish now | had asked her to leave.

The doctor listened carefully to what | had to <
When he learned my reason for wanting to see
again, he became very upset. OThere are many f:
that affect a personOs recovery,O he declared. |
does she [the nurse] know?0

A couple of times the Head Nurse tried to interje
but the doctor ignored her. With treatment, he ass
me, there was no reason why | should not maintain
initial optimism.

| thanked him very much for coming again. | w
grateful to be in his care.

| was also eager to accept his encouraging pro
sis. | wanted so much to regain some control over
life which had, in two short weeks, been turned <«
pletely upside down. | loved my life and wanted eve
thing to be back to normal. | couldnOt wait to get hol
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While | waited for Rosemarie to come back to t
room, | prayed desperately for GodOs Divine interv
tion. Ol need Your help,O | cried. Ol cannot do
without You. | cannot do this on my own. Jesus of [
vine Mercy, fill me with Your love. Jesus of Divin
Mercy, fill me with Your peace.O

| have a great love of Mary and the rosary. T
rosary gives a formal structure to my prayers. Holdi
the rosary gives me a tactile connection to Mary:-
formally | pray/talk to God all the time. At home whe
| think 1 am alone | often talk to God out loud. On tl
odd occasion when my children hear me, they gig
because they know who | am talking to.

| have read that singing praises to God is like Jr:
ing twice. My kitchen is no stranger to the resonati
sounds of church hymns. Whether they are formal
informal, God hears all our prayers.

Alone in the curtained enclosure, | clung to tl
pink rosary that had been given to me when | was in
early twenties by a family friend, a little old Italia
lady, Nonnina Rosa. Never having known my grar
mother, | thought of Nonnina Rosa as my grandmott
She had brought the rosary back from a trip to Ite
One bead was missing, but | didnOt mind. | cheris
the rosary and when | prayed it, whenever | came to
place of the missing bead, | would smile and recall w
affection the endearing little old lady who gave it to ir

A few days earlier, my friend Arlene had come
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visit. At first | was suitably polite, thanking her for t
beautiful flowers she had brought. All the while 1 wc
dered where, in the sheets and blankets, | had los
pink rosary. Finally, out of sheer frustration, | told
lene that | needed to find my rosary in order to er
her visit. With her help, we soon located the preci
pink beads.

My rosary had become my security and my s
guard, but now not even it could relieve my despair
desolation. 1 felt painfully helpless.

Where was Rosemarie? Roberto would be cor
soon to take me home. | was fully dressed, but | di
have any shoes. | needed shoes. Without them,
even more vulnerable.

| walked toward the elevators in search of Rc
marie, hugging myself. The thought kept runn
through my mind: OMy God, | could die from this.O

| tried to shift my thoughts to other things,
couldn®t. My brain seemed stuck on a one-way
that was heading toward complete hopelessness.

Finally 1 saw Rosemarie coming toward me w
the cart filled with my belongings.

ORoberto is here,O she said. OHeOs waiting fc

ODid he bring my shoes?0

He hadnOt. | would have to go home in slipg
As | look back now, | realize why | had so despera
wanted my shoes: when one dies, oneOs mortal re
no longer require shoes.
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In the elevator, | drew a couple of very de
breaths, hoping somehow to dispel the anxiety that
overwhelming me. The breathing didnOt work,
something else was in store that would bolster
courage and spark the embers of hope that had all
burned out.

When the elevator doors opened on the main flc
the first person | saw was Comare Irene, a fan
friend. When she saw me, she smiled. Her efferv
cent, ear-to-ear smile at that precise moment me
more to me than any words she could ever have spo

We embraced, and she assured me in our fam
Italian dialect that she knew | was going to be fine.
donOt remember what | said to her, but | cherished
words of encouragement and hugged them to my he;

| knew very little about cancer, but that was abc
to change. | immediately began reading and resea
ing as much as | could to learn what | didnOt kr
about the disease.

| discovered that all of us have cancer cells, bu
is when there is an irregular growth of these abnori
cells that a person is said to have cancer. In o
words, cancer occurs when body cells go haywire
cannot stop reproducing themselves. They are dan
ous because they rob normal body cells of space
nourishment.

Through my reading, | learned that breast can
calls for either a mastectomy (the surgical removal
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the breast) or a lumpectomy (the surgical remove
the suspicious localized mass or lesion). With |
procedures, the lymph nodes in the immediate are
also removed to determine whether or not the ce
has spread. The function of the lymph system is te
vide fluid to body tissues and to carry waste away f{
the cells. Lymph nodes are the sieves that filter ou
lymphatic system.

The procedure performed on me was a lumpe
my. The hard pea-sized lump had grown to the size
dollar coin and had begun to take on the contours ¢
breast. In the process, it had lost the hard shape
made it suspicious. This placed me at a Stage
breast cancer.

The lump and the lymph nodes were sent |
pathology lab to determine if the cancer had spre:
the lymph nodes. Because it had, chemotherapy-
ment was prescribed.

Radiation therapy and chemotherapy are the
widely used cancer treatments. Radiation therapy
high energy x-rays to zap out or destroy the ca
cells. This treatment lasts a few minutes each day
is most commonly used when the lymph nodes are
affected. The side effects are less severe than
chemotherapy which treats the disease with drugs
are administered intravenously. This cocktail of dr
destroys cancer cells by interfering with their growil
by preventing their further reproduction. The in
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venous process can last a short time or take r
hours.

The side effects of chemotherapy are partia
complete loss of hair, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea,
extreme fatigue. Some recipients become violently

The type of cancer | had warranted chemothel
and one month later, | arrived at the Cancer Clinic
the first of twelve treatmentsThey were given in si
cycles of two weeks per cycle with a rest period of
weeks between cycles.

As Roberto and | walked into the Cancer Clini
was disconcerted by the sound asfildrenOs laughte
Where am |, | asked myself. Am |in a park? Why
there children here?

At that moment, another reality hit me. | reali
this cancer thing had put me in a whole new ball |
where | had never played before. There were chil
here because they had cancer. The thought of my
children fighting this disease hit me like a wash of
water. Thank God itOs me with the cancer, | said
not my children.

Roberto and | met with my oncologist, or can
specialist. We discussed the various chemotherapy
imens and | was offered a choice of chemothera
Since | knew nothing about any of them, | asked bl
ly: OIf this were your pathology/cancer report, whic
the therapies would you choose?0

OlIn your situation,O she replied, Ol would ct
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the more aggressive chemo, adriamycin.O | would
learn that particular chemo treatment was knowi
OThe Red DevilO.

What resonates to this day about my first mee
with the oncologist was the fact that she spent mo
the time talking about and trying to recruit me for a
search study that was being conducted on a drug ¢
tamoxifen. The drug was being tested on wol
whose cancer was estrogen receptor negative, as
was.

| felt | needed to know more about the differ
chemotherapies before | made any decisions, and
some research, | opted for the standard convent
chemotherapy CMF (cyclophosphamide, methotre:
and 5-fluorouracil) because it had been tried and e
sively tested.

A week later, | was seated in a cushy, comforte
LazyBoy-type chair in a room overlooking the beaut
South Saskatchewan River. | took a deep breath ¢
nurse inserted the 1V needle into my arm.

| looked up at Roberto who had come with |
There were tears in his eyes. He turned away to
the window to hide them.

| told the nurse | wished to meditate and asked
no one bother me for the hour and a half it would
for the chemical cocktail to drain into my veins.

No one did.

The memory that lingers most vividly in my mi
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of that chemotherapy lab is the distinctive medic
smell that permeated it. The odour penetrated
nostrils, and | thought it would drive me mad on f
first visit. For every visit afterward, | took along
scented sachet which | held near my nose and ima
that | was in a field of lavender instead of the che
lab.

After my first chemotherapy treatment, | felt diz
displaced, and somewhat nauseous.

When | got home, | was welcomed by two v
frightened-looking children who had the table all sei
dinner. | tried to eat, but during the meal the nause:
so bad, | had to excuse myself and go upstairs. O
way, | grabbed a box of crackers.

| sat next to the toilet and went through a coupl
dry heaves. Then breathing deeply, | began to nibb
the crackers.

| kept thinking about how frightened Rob &
Cristina looked. More than anything, | wanted to
back downstairs to reassure them.

Putting on my headband, | splashed my face
cold water and said: ODamn it, this is not going tc
the best of me. | simply refuse to let this get the be
me.O

| went downstairs and had dinner with my fam
| never had a problem with the chemotherapy 41
ments again.

Fortunately, | had very few side effects outside
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some hair loss, my eyebrows and eyelashes disaf
ing, and bouts of fatigue. All in all, | considered my:
very lucky.

Today, | see it was not luck at all. | had alw
been a spiritual person, but this painful experience
deepening my faith and my dependence on God.
spirituality would become a vital force that would p
a major role in my recovery.

About this time, | began reading a book my fan
doctor gave me. It was entitled@E, MEDICINE,
AND MIRACLES: Lessons Learned About Self-Healing
From a Surgeons Experience With Exceptional Pa-
tients’ by Dr. Bernie Siegel, M.D. In the book, Sie
offered meditation and visualization techniques ¢
means of creating a self-healing environment.

Imagery that comes through meditation is ultim.
ly influenced by past and present experiences w
become a foundation for the imagery one receives
ing meditation.

Following the suggestions in the book, | begal
visualize myself with an Inner Guide, a life-sized wi
rabbit who walked upright and wore a bright blue v
| named him Happy.

Every time | prayed, meditated, or went foi
chemotherapy treatment, | would settle back in the
chair, close my eyes, and visualize Happy waiting
me at the bottom of a flight of ten moss-covered;-
crete steps that seemed to be carved out of a mou
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As | descended the steps, | counted backwards.

Happy led me through the autumn woods. Wk
ways walked on the same gravel road until we can
a fork. We would turn right and continue on until
came to a house in a clearing. Inside the hou
climbed a flight of stairs that led to a healing room
the left. There, | would receive healing treatment tc
my body of any further cancer invasion. There wa:
ways a doctor in the room, someone wearing white.

| saw myself stepping out of my skin. | would te
my skin and give it a vigorous shake on the balcor
get rid of the cancer. Then I visualized any cancer
still attached to my body being destroyed, one by
as the wind blew them off. (The derivative for this-|
ticular imagery is the fact that | have a clothesline
our balcony where | often hang out our garments
airing.) | then climbed back into my skin and proce
ed to a beautiful room across the hall.

In this room, | saw myself as a little girl of abc
five years old, playing with two friends. There wa
bed in the room, and at the foot of it, a little table se
tea parties. Lovingly, | embraced the child that was
and memories of a past time filled my mind.

When | left that room, | became an adult again
proceeded down the stairs to the main floor of the h
and out the door. Happy was always waiting for m
the edge of the clearing to lead me back througt
woods. Any questions | had were answered by an |
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\oice.

Happy and | always shared a hug before par
Then | ascended the same ten steps. At the top, I\
turn and look down at Happy, then wave good-bye |
the next time when he would once again be waiting
me at the bottom of the steps.

The format of my visualization never changed.
this day, | cannot see the house | entered, but | ca
scribe the rooms in detalil.

When the chemotherapy was finished, my onc
gist recommended radiation treatment as further 4r
ance against the recurrence of cancer. That took-a
er month.

And then there was the tamoxifen study.

By now, | had researched tamoxifen and found
a number of things. Cancer is diagnosed as OER- |
gen receptor) positiveO or OER negative®. Tan
works best on women whose cancer cells develop i
presence of estrogen (as happens in estrogen-re:
positive breast cancer). For these women, tamo:
acts as a block against the estrogen hormone. Hov
for ER negative patients like me, the benefits were
dubious because the cancer was not caused by l
trogen hormone. There was also a risk of develo
uterine and endometrial cancer with tamoxifen.

The tamoxifen study | had been told about was
cruiting ER negative women across Canada. One ¢
would be given tamoxifen; the remainder would be



Reflections ONPirgd

en a placebo, or sugar pill. No one would know v
they were taking. At the end of the study, results w
be examined to see if the ER-negative group takin
moxifen had derived any significant benefit compe
to the group taking the placebo. In effect, we woul
the guinea pigs.

Was | interested in being part of this study?

| have never been someone who was content
back and just endure. Being a teacher by profes
and an analytical and pro-active sort by nature, |
already embarked on a program of information anc
ucation on the subject of breast cancer. 1 felt | ne
to do something constructive to make sense of wha
happened to me.

| wrote a proposal entitleBighting Back Through
Education and presented it to the Cancer Society,
local Public Health Board, and the Catholic and Pt
Boards of Education in Saskatoon, Saskatche
where | live. With the approval and endorsement ¢
those agencies, | began a schedule of public pres
tions on the subject of breast cancer. The honor:
received were donated to cancer initiatives.

On one occasion, | left the Cancer Clinic afte
treatment and headed directly to Sion High Schoc
make a presentation to its female students. On the
| remember thinking about the research study. If no
is willing to take part in these studies, | thought, we
never going to find out what needs to be known.
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could affect the girls | am going to speak to today
could someday affect my own daughter. | realized
and there, that if | was going to be making these pre
tations on breast cancer, | had better be prepar
walk the walk and talk the talk.

Sidelining my fear regarding the possibility tl
tamoxifen could cause uterine or endometrial canc
ER negative women like me, | contacted my oncolc
to say | would participate in the trials.

And so, when my regimen of chemotherapy
radiation was finished, | began faithfully popping a
moxifen/placebo pill every day for the next five ye
and prayed that | was not harming myself by tal
them.

At the time, | had no idea if | was taking tamoxi
or a placebo. By accident, | found out after the s
was complete that | had, indeed, been on tamoxifen

| had many opportunities to speak to the pu
about breast cancer. By mid-1997, after much netw
ing and partnering with individuals and organizati
within the community, | was ready to bring the fi
public-wide event for breast cancer to Saskatoon.
fundraiser walks of 1998 and 1999 were a huge su
and unprecedented in terms of money raised, spo
acquired, and participants. Some of the funds fron
1998 Walk were used to buy an apheresis machin
the Saskatchewan Stem Cell Program. The aphe
machine allows women to use their own harvested
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cells during treatment. It was a great boon. No lo
did women who needed stem cell transplaave to
travel out of province.

The people of Saskatchewan were outstandir
their support of breast cancer. The walk committee
extremely proud of its accomplishments. We did v
we set out to do: raise breast cancer awareness an
the apheresis machine.

Now my imagination was captured by a big
dream: the idea of raising funds to establish a One-
Quick Diagnosis Breast Health Centre in Saskat
Such centres do in days what most clinics accom
in weeks.

This new goal filled me with fire and enthusias
The cancer had been treated; my life was back te
mal once again, and | had a worthy cause into wh
could pour my energy and my fundraising skills.

On top of that, a new millennium was approach
and to me, it seemed symbolic of renewed hope
optimism, and the new lease on life | had been give
had no idea my life was approaching a critical cr
roads.
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CHAPTER TWO //

As Christmas of 2000 approach <
my focus was on all the fun and festi..
preparations that go with it. Often, during that seas
found myself thinking how good life was. | had a-f
tastic husband, two great children, a stable life, a
strong and colourful heritage of which | was justifia
proud.

| was born in the sunny south of Italy in the sr
village of Pietrapertosa. Pietrapertosa is located i
Basilicata region of Italy, roughly five hours by «
from Rome. | say Oroughly five hoursO because a
who has travelled in Italy knows very well there is
speed limit, at least not a speed limit to which any
adheres. On my initial return visits to my homele
travelling on the roads by car made me feel like |
on some wild ride at the fair.

Pietrapertosa is a charming village of about
thousand people, carved out of the side of a mou
1088 metres (3579 feet) above sea level. The co
stone roads of this picturesque village are so na
that only small cars can navigate safely through
streets with no risk to the vehicle.

In 1999, as our family made plans for a visit
Italy, Roberto arranged to rent a mid-sized car in-!
many. However, when we landed in Munich, the ca
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had reserved was unavailable, so we were given a |
one at no extra cost. The added room was nice
navigating the vehicle through Pietrapertosa was
easy task.

Roberto managed to park the car near the hon
my relatives. Any other manoeuvers proved to
large-scale productions. Just backing it up requiret
assistance of one, and preferably two people actir
guides. It was my job to keep an eye out and see
Roberto did not back the shiny new Opel Vectra intc
massive concrete stairs that led to my cousinOs hor

When Roberto was parking the car on our arriv
was too busy visiting to give the necessary guids
As a result, the back end of the rental car received
than just a kiss from the cement stairway. | was n
asked to navigate again and the incident of the ca
came an ongoing joke at my expense. The only
we moved the car again was the morning of our de
ture.

The day we left was in stark contrast to our joy
fun-filled arrival, and rightly so. The morning we w
to leave, the whole family agreed to meet in Pietra
tosaOs main piazza, on the edge of which stanc
cousin FrancescaOs and her husband RoccoOs
Roberto, accompanied by Rob and Cristina, care
manoeuvered the Vectra to the piazza, while my col
Rinuccia, Giuseppina, Francesca, and | walked arr
arm down a street that was too narrow for any car.
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We walked silently, clutching each otherOs
tightly. | continually turned back to have one last Ic
Through the arched passageway, | glanced down ¢
court where RinucciaOs and GiuseppinaOs homes
How different their lives were from mine, | thought.

When we got to the piazza, all our family ¢
friends were gathered, including Rocco, a kind and
tle soul who took me aside. OWhen you were sm
was engaged to your cousin,O he told me. ODoy
member how when | teased you, you used to sticl
your tongue at me and run?0 We chuckled togetl
the recollection.

Then Rocco led me to the garage and around
space that was partitioned off from the rest of
garage by a wall. Ol have a special gift for you,
said, and added:TOaccompagna con la Madonna--|
will send you off with the Madonna.O

Rocco brought out his violin and tucked it un
his chin. OForgive me if | am a little rusty,O he sait
havenOt played in years.O

He lifted the bow to the violin and soon the m
nificent strains of SchubertOs OAve MariaO filled th
space. The exquisite sound brought everyone fror
piazza to the door of the garage. There were tee
everyoneOs eyes.

We all embraced one more time. No words v
spoken. Each of us was absorbed in the ma
moment we had just shared.
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As we made our way to the autostrada, Rob
Rob, Cristina and | knew this would be a memory
would always treasure.

Visiting family and friends who live so far away
always like a double-edged sword. One is happy-t
rive, but filled with sadness when the time comes tc
‘Arrivederci--OTil we see each other again®. |
come to realize that in life one can only appreciate
understand joy when one has experienced and ki
sadness.

My paternal grandparents were well-off financia
They lived in the village and ran a big farm on the
skirts of Pietrapertosa. Large herds of sheep and
grazed on their land, and there were also olive grc
vineyards, and wheat fields, as well as orchards
apple, pear, cherry, fig, and chestnut trees. A huge
etable garden was my grandmotherOs pride and jo
in the centre of the garden was a fountain fed by ai
derground spring. The fountain was christened
Fontana Del Signore--the Fountain of the Lord.

Walking on the farm, or anywhere in the villa
for that matter, was always an adventure because
volved extreme ascents and descents. On a vi
1971, | remember going to the orchard where | ate
cious ripe cherries right off the tree. The vista from
sloped orchard was breathtaking. The old farm h
was still standing at the time.

My grandmother Francesca and grandfather
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Rocco losca, along with their family of seven childr
farmed and ran the local store which was called Il \
azzino. It was located across the street from wher
grandparents lived.

In the store, one could find cheeses, olive
grapes, wine, and wheat that was purchased and
to the village mill to be ground. The local people g
ered at Il Magazzino to exchange or barter service
goods. The use of currency was virtually non-exis
in Pietrapertosa, so my grandparents became ri
possessions.

Grandmother (Nonna) Francesca was known
her kindness. She never turned anyone away.
wedding some years ago, | had the pleasure of me
Signora Minichina, a lady from the Tuscany regior
Italy who lived in Pietrapertosa at one time. As a yc
woman, she was often at my NonnaOs home. S
counted a time when she was having dinner with
grandmother. A young woman came to the door reg
ing a business matter. My grandmother immedie
whisked her inside and insisted she join them for
ner. Signora Minichina noticed that during the m
the young woman would take a few bites, then |
some of her food discreetly in her apron. Grandmc
must have noticed, too, and guessed the reason, be
she mentioned casually that she had prepared a k
food for the young woman to take home to her chil
was delighted to hear what a gracious and generel
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dividual my grandmother was, and to realize how
foundly and practically she touched the lives of
people in her village.

My father, Vineenzo (Vinny) losca, was from
family of seven children, five boys and two girls. 1
youngest sibling, Michele, died when he was twe
That left my father as the youngest. Nonna Franc
never got over the death of her little son Michele.

When Grandfather passed away, my father we
his thirties and still a bachelor. My father appare
enjoyed being footloose and fancy-free and | have
told he was quite the ladiesO man. | never thoug
my father in this way, though | must admit the few g
tos we have of him as a young man show a very-
some fellow. | have often wished the photographs
in colour so they could show my fatherOs fant
hazel-green eyes.

Following GrandfatherOs death, Grandmo
Francesca brought my fatherOs bachelor life to an ¢
halt. She informed him that she had found him the
fect wife, a girl by the name of Meluccia Santomaur:

Unlike my father, my mother Meluccia came fr
a poor family. Her mother, Vinna Rosa, died when
was four years of ageHer father, Donato, died wh
she was twelve, which left the family of eight, four g
and four boys, obliged to pull together in order to-:
vive on a farm that was located some distance -
Pietrapertosa. My mother was the youngest in the-f
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ly; her brother Ciccilo became the head of the-¢
tomauro household.

A story my mother tells always tugs at my heart
was harvest time on the farm and the older sisters
prepared dinner for the men working in the fields.
neighbours knew of the Santomauro familyOs strt
just to survive, and many had turned out to help
the harvest. My mother was four years old at the
and could not be left in the house by herself.

The fields being harvested were a half hourOs
from the farm, so my Aunt Raffaela, with my mothe
tow, set out with the food for the hungry men. With
right hand, she steadied the cauldron of stew she
carrying on her head; with her left hand, she held
my mother.

Along the way, Mother tripped and fell, cutting |
head. Aunt Raffaela had to make a quick decis
Should she let go of the dinner, or let go of her |
sister?

My mother fondly recalls her older sisterOs dil
ma: OWhat was poor distraught Raffaela to do?
harvest help must be fed. Times were tough. We
eight motherless children trying to do the best we ¢
in spite of the situation in which we found ourselve
Raffaela solved the problem by setting the caul
safely on the ground and then taking care of her
sisterOs bleeding forehead.

I have had the pleasure of getting to know my #
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Raffaela who is still a spirited, fun-loving woman.

My mother learned to cook under the guidance
supervision of her three older sisters. At the ag
twelve, she was baking bread by herself. Rob
Cristina still maintain their grandmotherOs bread ¢
win prizes.

It was as a result of errands to the village that
mother Meluccia met my grandmother, and my fath
fate was forever sealed.

After a year of courtship which included a
month engagement, my mother and father were me
on October 18, 1948. | was born the following yeal
few months after my birth, Nonna Francesca pa
away.

I never met my grandmother, my namesake. |\
| had. Perhaps that is why | absorb every story a
her with great joy and appreciation.

When my cousin Angela, who lives in Rome, \
planning a Christmas trip to Pietrapertosa to visit
aunts and cousins, | asked her to pay a visit to
Rosina and find out everything she could about
grandmother.  Zia RosinaOs husband worked o
grandfatherOs farm, and Zia Rosina spent her days
ing Grandmother run the house and Il Magazzino.
Rosina, her husband, and two children, Angelina
Nicola, shared many dinners in my grandmoth
house, and became dear friends of the family.

In 1999, after hounding relatives for any keeps:
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of my grandmother Francesca, my Mom remembe
she had a pair of baby sheets that Grandmc
Francesca embroidered for my crib. | was overjo
when | saw those little white sheets, even though -
were somewhat discoloured with age. On each co
my grandmother had embroidered a butterfly. [ fo
this a truly amazing coincidence. | have always b
fascinated by the transformation of the ugly caterpi
into a splendid butterfly and have come to cherish
butterfly as a special personal symbol.

In 1950, my father left Italy for America in sear
of a better life. Two brothers and two sisters had
ready immigrated to New York.

My father often described the day he made his
cision to leave. He had been running the farm ane
dling the affairs of the family since his fatherOs de
On this particular day, he was out in the field. He t
the hoe, planted it firmly in the ground, looked to -
heavens and declared: OEnough.0 Then he proc
back to the village where he found his brother Nic
and informed him of his intentions to leave.

My mother had always known of DadOs dream,
it had become even more important to him after |
born. Uncle Nicola was left to run the family busines

Dad did not know it then, but he would soon fi
out that what he had in Pietrapertosa was indeec
good life.

At the time of his application, the Italian Depa
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ment of Immigration told Dad that Canada was acc
ing applicants, and that Saskatoon, Saskatchewe
the middle of the country, needed populating. So tr
where he ended up. Five years later, my mother
joined him in this place with the strange-sounc
name: Saskatoon.

After Grandmother died, Mother and | had con
ued to live in her house until the time was Oright(
my father had made the necessary arrangements
to join him in Canada. For my father, the OrightC
meant when he had saved enough money to b
house.

Unfortunately, my recollections of the first fi
years of my life in Pietrapertosa are limited. | rem:
ber going to kindergarten and seeing a large turtl
the cobblestone road on the way to school. The kit
garten was run by nuns. | have a recollection of ha
to put our heads down on cold desks which were r
of a soft, shiny, silver metal.

Snow was unusual in Pietrapertosa, and when
was a snowfall, | remember the sweet taste of the :
that my cousins Rinuccia, Giuseppina, and Franc
made out of the freshly fallen snow.

My favourite memory is the breakfasts that
mother would prepare. | would have a slice of sof
sata on homemade bread and a bit of wine to we
down. My mother insists to this day that those |
sips of wine were good for my health and did me
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harm.

My mother tells me that since my father was nc
Italy with us, everybody, relatives and friends incluc
felt they needed to spoil me--which they did. TI
called me OLa PrincipessaO.

The day of our final departure from Pietrapert
was one of mixed emotions for my mother. While
was happy we were going to be reunited with my fa
she was also very sad to be leaving all our family
hind. At the farewell gathering, | was propped up ¢
chair to sing a song the nuns had taught méerra
straniera quanta malinconia...O The song was ab
someone who longs for their beloved homeland.
mother tells me that prior to leaving, | often w
around singing the song which never failed to move
Uncle Nicola to tears. According to Mother, 1
farewell was as poignant as it was emotional.

My memory of the plane ride over is vague. H
ever, | do recall clearly that when we landed in M
York, we had to stay overnight in a hotel. Our rc
faced a huge neon light that could be seen flashin
and off, even with the drapes drawn. For a five-y
old child from a quaint mountain village, looking ¢
over the vast metropolis of New York City must hi
been quite a culture shock. My mother wondered
actly where on earth my father had gone and how r
longer it would take for us to reach our destination.

My father had endured many hardships during
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first five years alone in Canada. He often told us |
harsh he found the winters and how he longed fot
warmth of the Italian sun. Dad would recall how
was always hungry, and that no matter how mucl
ate, he never felt satisfied. He missed the cuisine
home. Many times, Dad wondered if he had made
right choice in leaving a comfortable way of life 1
something completely unknown, but pride kept him
termined to stay and carve out a life for himself in -
new country of Canada.

My father was a pioneer, one of the first Ital
immigrants to come to Saskatoon. He worked :
hired hand on several farms before he learned th
and trade of laying terrazzo floors, and he was prot
his work. Many of the floors in Saskatchewan disy
my fatherOs craftsmanship. He especially enj
working on floors that had interesting mosaic patte
in them. There are a number of buildings in Saska
where my fatherOs floors are still being buffed
shined to their original splendour. My many visits
Royal University Hospital were made just a little ea:
knowing | was walking on floors my dad had installe

Dad, thank you for teaching me the meaning of in-
tegrity, honesty, and the dignity of an honest day s work.
Graczie, Papa.

The first obstacle we encountered in Canada
the language. My mother claims the first English wc
| learned were: OShut up®. But before long, | we
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translator for Mom who initially had a very difficul
time learning English.

At school | was eager to assimilate and integr
into my new environment. | vividly remember beggi
my mother to take out the tiny gold earrings | had w«
since birth. In Southern ltaly, it was customary to he
the ears of female children pierced immediately a
birth. In Canada, none of the other girls wore earrir
and | didnOt want to be any different. (Unfortunat
the woman who pierced my ear lobe had poor aim.
a result, | have one ear lobe pierced higher than the
er, so wearing some types of earrings is virtually i
possible.)

Another point of contention with my mother wz
the silk ribbons she made me wear in a huge bow or
of my head. She would say: OFrancesca, one day
will understand...one day you will understand.O

When the teachers pared down my name fr
Francesca to Frances, that was fine by me. In fac
was great. | wanted desperately to blend in. Howe
when it was reduced even further to OFranO by
teacher with whom | would work years later, it was r
so fine. | hated being called Fran. My mother fount
rather amusing because she had felt the same way ¢
my being called Frances Being an immigrant who
didnOt know the language made her feel inadequate
inferior. Who was she, after all, to correct the teache

Another custom of Southern Italy is to name t
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firstborn after the fatherOs side of the family. |
named after my fatherOs mother Francesca, but it v
until 1 entered university and came to my senses t
consciously took back my given name.

1 finally understand, Mom. It took a while, but bet-
ter late than never. I am proud to be Italian-Canadian.
They say one should never forget their origins. I never
have. My roots and heritage have shaped me into the
person I am today and keep me focused on who I want
to become tomorrow.

Because of the way my name is written, | of
have to explain that in the written Italian language tl
is no OchO digraph, although there is in the actue
nunciation. As a result, the verbal form of my ne
takes on many variations. Most of the time it is-|
nounced without the OchO, which gives it Russian
tones. Still, | am definitely happy to have reclaimed
name, no matter how it is pronounced.

At first, my parents and | lived in the basement
Polish/ltalian home. We were given two tempot
rooms: a kitchen and a bedroom. Upon entering
basement area, because there was no door, one
look right into the tiny room that was our kitchen. |
privacy, Mom made a curtain to separate the Kitc
from the bedroom which the three of us shared.

Dad was often apologetic for the accommodati
He should have waited another year or two, he saic
fore having us come. By then he would have
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enough money saved to buy us a house of our
Mother kept reassuring him that it was better that
were all together, and that someday we would have
own home. Secretly, | think, she yearned for the
she had enjoyed while living with my grandmot
Francesca.

One incident | will never forget became the e
lyst, the straw that broke the camelOs back, and pr
tated the move to a place of our own. It happened
ing the summer. My parents were helping the landl
weed the garden. The landlordsO children and |
playing in the yard and | picked up the garden hose
realizing the landlordOs son had gone and turned «
water. As it happened, the hose was pointed direc
his father.

When our landlord got drenched, he was
amused. He took the bunch of dirt-laden weeds he
holding in his hand and hurled them in my face. |
still remember how | screamed.

| can only imagine my fatherOs fury at the w
was treated, but without saying a word, he took
mother and me inside to our two tiny rooms. No ap
gies were ever made by the landlord or his wife. 1c
wondered why my father did not confront that inse
tive man who, from the very beginning, had ne
treated us with kindness or respect. It is only now t
understand what great courage, dignity, and humili
took to walk away from the potentially explosive sit
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tion instead of staying and telling this man what a
he was.

Dad, your actions that day spoke volumes about
who you were. I love you, Papa, and I miss you. [ wish
you were here to read this.

My father passed away in December of 1994,
after | had finished my chemo and radiation therapy

Our first real home in Canada was at 1019 .
Street West. We found it with the help of a dear fri
Steve Penna. The Pennas were among the first It
to make their home in Saskatoon. They ran the
Rose Grocery Store on the corner of 22nd Streetl
Avenue K. Our first home was only one block fr
there, and | made many trips to the store to purc
candy and visit with Signora Angelina Penna. In f
the PennasO store became the general gathering
for all the Italian children of the community who we
eager to spend their money on candy and chocolate

The house on 23rd Street was a decrepit buil
that should have been torn down long before. | ren
ber crying when my father took us to see it becat
did not want to live there, but it was all we could affc
There was no way my father was going to go into «
for a house.

The dwelling was about 875 square feet. Wall
in from the back door, there was a kitchen with a-|
room off to the right. Beyond the kitchen was a dir
room, and to the right of that, another bedroom. F
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the dining room, one entered the living room which"
the largest room of the house. To the right was the
bedroom, and a bathroom which my father creati
separated from view with a planter and shelving w|
my mother kept all her treasures.

Mom was determined to make that little ho
shine, and she did. Every morning she would wasl
floor and clean the shabby house. The kitchen -
had an ugly brown covering of some sort, but by
time Mom got through with it, the floor shone to a h
gloss.

Her embroidered doilies and tablecloths that c
with her from Italy were proudly displayed.

Mom worked tirelessly to keep that house cle
but it was an effort in futility because the wood-burr
furnace constantly sent a fine black soot up througl
ducts. It was evident every morning when we aw
But by noon, when | would come home from school
lunch, the place would be immaculate again and f
with the fantastic aroma of MomOs great cooking.

When my dad had saved enough money, we bc
a new furnace and eventually my parents were ak
renovate the house. We made it our home for n
years.

At one point, my motherOs brother, Pasquale
Pietrapertosa and came to live with us. | was very
py, finally, to have an uncle that | knew. | teased
mercilessly about his pale blue eyes, and he woul
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plain to me: OYour grandfather Donato had blue eye

When my sister Rosemarie was born, | was thri
to have a sister rather than a brother. The reasor
that my father was set on naming a baby boy Rocc
hated the name and prayed for a sister. | still remer
the day she was born. Dad came home exclair
happily that Rosamaria was Oa beautiful little girl wi
head full of black hair.O | could hardly wait to see
sister. Later on, being the older sister, | would do
more babysitting for my sister than | would have like

Now there were three adults and two children
ing in the little house on 23rd Street.

Mom and Dad planted a lush vegetable garden,
Dad built flower boxes which Mom filled with flowet
of every colour. We had wholeheartedly embraced
place called Saskatoon and made it our home.

My dad worked very hard and we lacked nothi
He even managed to save some money, despite th
that my mother did not work outside the home. Gr
ing up, | recall how grateful | was that Mom was
ways home. During my school years, she was alv
there with lunch ready when | came home at noor
would wolf down my food, and then be on my way.

By this time, other Italian families were settling
Saskatoon. My father was always willing to lenc
helping hand to newcomers and even loaned mon
families for the purchase of a home. He was freque
approached for money once it became known tha
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loaned it interest-free. If he had the money to si
Dad was glad to oblige.

Looking back, | see how through their exam,
our parents demonstrated to Rosemarie and me the
essary ingredients for a successful life.

In those days, social services were organized
Roman Catholic nun, Sister OOBrien. On one occ:
Sister OOBrien contacted my father to help a distr
family of three who had just arrived from the forn
Yugoslavia. The husband had been killed tragically
construction site accident just days after arriving
Saskatoon. The wife, Maria, was left with two sn
children, Mario and Alvera. Maria could not spe
English, but because they had lived close to the It
border in the former Yugoslavia, she could speak <
ltalian. Sister OOBrien wondered if my parents ¢
temporarily take in this little family of three.

Without hesitation, without having to talk it ov
my mother and father agreed to help this destitute-f
ly. My parents in their actions demonstrated to me
they truly were Osalt of the earth people.O We ha
Maria and her children and our sympathy went ot
them. | donOt think Sister OOBrien had any idea \
tremendous sacrifice my parents made when they
in the three of them.

Dad installed a door between the dining room
living room to give Maria and her children some pri
cy. The living room, the only bathroom in the hot
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and the third bedroom were on the other side of
door. Mom had to give up the room in which she er
tained her friends. Her treasures were put away
beautiful doilies stored. My Zio Pasquale had to ¢
up his bedroom and sleep on a pull-out cot in the di
room which now served as our living room. Rosem
and | were advised to make bathroom visits sparil
and amazingly, life fell into a kind of orderly routine.

Maria and her children lived with us for nearly t
years. Today, | marvel at how smoothly my par
made life flow during those two years. The fact th
do not recall those days as a time of hardship is
nitely a credit to my father and mother.

And so, the house that made me cry the first ti
saw it became a warm and welcoming haven in
heart of SaskatoonOs Italian community.

In our Little Italy, all the children knew each ott
and friendships were formed effortlessly because o
common denominator--our culture. | have many w
derful memories of those days, especially the lan
summer days when Mr. Lorenzo would drive his dat
ters Rocchina, Eleonora, Carmela, and me to River:
Swimming Pool for an afternoon of fun in the sun
can still feel the wind in my hair as we rode in the t
of SaverioOs bright green pickup truck. At the poc
would spend any spare change we had feeding the
box, dancing to the sounds of ORunawayO and OC
GirlO.
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In 1968, we moved to a new house at 812 Ave
L North. How proud my parents were when the foul
us moved in. By then, my Uncle Pasquale had mal
and had a home of his own.

We kept the house on 23rd Street and rented it «

After my fatherOs death in 1994, the house wa
up for sale. | went there to meet with the realtor,
while | waited for her to arrive, | strolled through t
house. As the bright western sun spilled through
large picture windows Dad had installed, | was floox
with happy memories. | knew without a shadow c
doubt that if | had to, | could easily move back to t
house and once again call it home.

In due time, my father became a Canadian cit
which automatically made my mother and me Cana
citizens. But although we were Canadian, my fa
raised Rosemarie and me by very strict Southern It
traditions and standards.

| attended Bedford Road Collegiate and my f
years there were fantastic. | was very much Oir
loopO, even though | was not allowed to attend pe
or hang out until the wee hours of the morning.

For some reason, most of the other students (e
for my closest friends) seemed to think | was da
older, more sophisticated university men. Yah, ri
The truth was my father would not allow me to datt
all. He insisted | must stay focused on school worl
did get to attend the odd dance, musical presente
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and inter-school sports event, but that was abol
Dad and | had many tete " tste debates about
philosophies on life which 1 felt, back then, were v
antiquated.

Within the Italian community it was understo
that anyone interested in taking me out should be
pared to marry me. All the Italian parents thought
same way.

It did not stop the endless phone calls from m
bers of the opposite sex. The more phone calls
ceived, the more determined my father was to impc
strict curfew. | had to accept that, and many were
conversations that were terminated with a polite ex
for not being able to go out on a date.

On one occasion | met Wally, a drummer in a b
that was playing at a wedding. When Wally callec
ask me out, | decided to be truthful and tell him at
my strict Southern lItalian upbringing. He retort
ORemind your father of when he was your age
which | replied: OThatOs precisely why heOs as s
he is.O

We shared a good laugh and after a few more
Wally became resigned to the fact that | would not
my parents and sneak out to be with him.

During the winter of 1967, my father went hunt
with some of his Italian buddies. Their get-togett
afterward always brought the families together foi
evening of dancing and games. On this particular-
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sion, the party was held at the home of DadOs fi
Steve.

Steve called my father to confirm that | was e«
ing to the party. He said a group of young men hac
arrived from Italy and he had invited them to his dir
party. He was also inviting other friends who |
young daughters. Steve said he wanted to make
there were enough young women to dance with t
young men.

| went reluctantly. When the time came, | kn
my parents wanted me to marry an lItalian, but to
point, | had not met anyone who captured my atten
| was under no illusions that this gathering would
any different.

I must admit, though, | was curious to see tt
new men everyone was talking about.

The party was held in SteveOs basement whicl
only partially finished. The staircase was fully expo
to the room in which the party was being held. On:
one, we watched as the newcomers descende
stairs--first the legs, then the rest of the body.

I remember suit pants, grey-flecked-with-bla
slowly descending the stairs. | watched as a hands
dark-haired young man with a boyish grin strolled
sually into the room. | knew immediately this had tc
the Roberto all the Italian girls were abuzz about.

My heart did a flip-flop, and | learned in that #r
ment that there is such a thing as love at first sight.
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That evening, as Roberto and | danced, | remel
being very upset whenever someone else would ci
| wanted to spend the time with him and get to ki
him better. | already knew that, unless we had absc
ly nothing in common, | was going to marry him.

Roberto was from Padova which is in the Ver
region of Northern lItaly, near Venice. He had app
to both the South African and Canadian Departmen
Immigration for a working visa. The Canadian G
ernment accepted his application first, just days be
the South African Government did. He, along with
lifelong friend and eventual business partner, We
had come to Canada just for the sheer adventure.
had every intention of returning to Italy after a yea
SO.

Roberto did not ask me out until August of 19
two years later, because he knew there would be-r
turning to Italy if he fell in love. However, he was-t
able to avoid his collision with destiny, and in 1971
were married.

In Roberto, | had found my soulmate, my lover,
best friend. | have often marvelled at the fact that i
had both stayed in Italy, we would never have met.

Walter married a few months after. He often jo
that he would still be a bachelor if Roberto had not-r
ried. Walter and Roberto have always been like bi
ers, and they have a friendship and a business rel;
ship that is truly unique and enviable.
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Roberto became my focus in life. He is my insj
ration, and his support has always allowed me to ¢
on the wings of my dreams. His gentle, soft-spok
manner balances my high energy and enthusiasm
life.

After my initial breast cancer diagnosis in 1994
remember asking if he had any regrets about marry
me. He replied: Ol would do it the same all over aga

It was all of these things and more that occup
my mind as | made my preparations for Christr
2000. | felt full to overflowing. My cup was truly run
ning over. | had so much to feel optimistic about a
for which to be thankful.

| had endured all the chemotherapy and radiat
treatments. | had even done my part by participating
a breast cancer clinical trial. Through my efforts,
conjunction with the Walk For Breast Cancer Coram
tee, we had raised a considerable amount of mone)
breast cancer projects and had successfully broughi
subject of breast cancer to the attention of hundred.
women, young and old, in our community.

| had done as much as any person could be exf
ed to do for a cause, | thought. Perhaps, after se
years, it was time to give the whole issue of breast ¢
cer a rest. It was time for someone else to pick
where | had left off. It was time to shut the door a
get on with the rest of my life.

That is exactly what | determined to do, but t
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door refused to stay shut.
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CHADTER THREE //

In January of 2001, | came to <
startling realization.

| had missed my annual mammogram.

Neither I, nor my oncologist, nor any one of
three family physicians | had seen in the past eigr
months had noticed the omission.

How could this happen, | wondered. | had mac
a practice to book a complete medical examination
before each New Year. | was well aware thatas a k
cancer survivor, it was even more important for me
for the average woman to have regular mammogr
How many women in the past seven years hi
pestered about going for a yearly mammogram? N
had forgotten my own.

Mentally, | retraced my steps.

| had gone to the same family doctor all my |
but when she retired, finding a doctor to replace het
proven to be a daunting task. Many physicians ref
to take new patients and others seemed to be cont
ly heading off to greener medical pastures.

A referral from a friend took me to Dr. A., |
excellent young doctor who left no stones unturn
She knew | was a breast cancer survivor and in the
year | went to her, she sent me for an additional
mogram. | remembered clearly going for a rou
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check and having a clinical exam just before the |
Year. That visit concluded with having another mi
mogram.

My daughter Cristina went to Dr. A., as well.
both trusted and respected her. Unfortunately, a
later, Dr. A. married and moved to Calgary and we
to go looking again.

We were relieved to be able to book appointm
for complete check-ups with Dr. B., Dr. AQs repl
ment.

Dr. B. was brought up to speed regarding my-
cer history but apparently, it never occurred to he
check my file for the date of my last mammogram.

CristinaOs appointment was right after mine. A
were leaving the office, she mentioned that Dr. B
done the clinical breast examination without ha\
Cristina remove her bra. Hearing that did nothin
foster my confidence in Dr. B.Os competence.

We continued our search.

My sister Rosemarie mentioned a doctor from
community who had moved to Saskatoon. We mac
appointment with Dr. C. who did a clinical breast e»
and even asked about my last mammogram. | told
could not recall the exact date. Fortunately, the #
mogram report was in her file. Olt looks fine,O she
Ol do not think there is anything to be conce
about.O It wasnOt until much later that | realized
had failed to zero in on the exact date of that masn
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gram.

Cristina and | decided we would continue with
C., but when | called a few weeks later to make anc
appointment, | was informed that she had returne
South Africa and that Dr. D. would be assuming her
tients.

After having one family physician all my life, | hi
now seen four general practitioners in the course ¢
months. Every time | saw someone new, | had to re
my entire medical history, along with a more immed
concern which | felt warranted an appointment wit
gynecologist. | was experiencing some vaginal bl
ing and wanted to have a pap smear done.

Needless to say, | was getting very frustrated.
addition to my own needs, | wanted a good doctol
Cristina who | felt required careful monitoring, giv
my own history of breast cancer.

While all of this was going on, my regular visit
the Cancer Clinic came up. The check-up sho
everything was fine, but looking back, | realized 1
the oncologist did not catch the date of my last m
mogram report, either. The Cancer Clinic had
booking my annual mammogram appointments in
past five years, which had made me somewhat cor
cent. |1 had become a creature of habit, feeling sect
this established medical routine.

It was late August, 2000, when | was finally able
meet with Dr. D. to discuss the vaginal bleeding.
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agreed that | should see a gynecologist and mad
necessary appointment. She also did a clinical b
exam, but found nothing out of the ordinary. O
again, the date of my last mammogram was pe
over.

| saw the gynecologist, tests were done, and
fears | had about metastasis were laid to rest. |
Cristina | believed we had finally found a family phy
cian to whom we could entrust our health.

By now it was January, 2001. Ciristina and |
agreed to wait until the holiday season was over to |
our annual medical examinations. It seemed prac
for several reasons. The main one was that goin
check-ups just prior to the New Year seemed to b
the years together, thus blurring the memory of w
relevant tests were performed.

It was after having a complete examination at
D.Os office that | began trying to pinpoint exactly w
| had had my last mammogram. The only way to
out for sure was to call the WomenOs Imaging Cent

OAccording to our records,O they said, Oyou n
your mammogram last year. You really should boo
appointment and have one done.O

Naturally | did, and | booked one for my mothe
the same time.

Nearly eighteen months! It had been eight
months since 10d had a mammogram. For a breas
cer survivor, that borders on irresponsibility. Oh we
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reassured myself, I0d had regular clinical examine
and everything was presumed to be fine.

Soon after, | got a call from the WomenOs Ima
Centre. Dr. D.Os office had faxed a requisition to
to book a mammogram appointment for me. It
something that Dr. D did routinely after every comp
exam. In retrospect, it seems unfortunate to me tha
is not standard practice for all doctors.

Now | had two mammograms booked. Which
would | cancel?

About this time, | began keeping a journal. | fe
was necessary not only to have a place to unloas
tumultuous emotions during this unsettled time in
life, but also as a way of recording the daily events
happenings as they pertained to my medical health
and treatment. | realized | needed to take active ov
ship of my own health care.

To that end | bought a book and began detailin
the doctors visits, tests done, and the results. | pre
ed my daughter with a similar book, a lovely one v
butterflies on the cover, to be her medical diary.

| blamed myself for the missed mammogram.
was learning the hard way that a personOs
important and powerful medical ally is oneOs own
| had always recognized how essential it is to be \
informed. | had allowed myself to be lulled into a se
of false security. | was very angry and upset with
self for relying on the doctors and their files. How
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ten had | told women in my breast cancer presenta
that they should establish partnerships with t
doctors. Sadly, | had not kept up my end of
partnership.

While | was completely frustrated by my ne(
gence, Roberto, in his calm way, pointed out the-g
tives. He reminded me that in the past seven yei
had lived life to the max and not in fear of breast
cer.

In the end, | decided to keep the mammogran
pointment that coincided with the one | had bookec
my mother.

Driving to the appointment on Monday, Febru
19, 2001, Mom and | chatted easily about the lo
weekend we had just shared. Mom spends her -
ends at our house and on Saturdays we go shopp
bake a dessert for Sunday dinner. On Sundays we
church together and after Mass we cook up a st
much to the delight of Roberto, Rob, and Cristina.

At the clinic, we each had our respective mam
gram. Dr. M. invited both of us into his office to lo
at them on the viewing screen.

| listened with some distraction as he confirr
that MomOs x-ray was just fine. | was preoccupied
my own X-ray which seemed to me to show some-ir
ularities.

Before Dr. M. could launch into the discussior
my mammogram, | suggested that my mother go
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get dressed while Dr. M. and | talked.

OMay | sit down?0 | asked. My legs felt o
weak as | prepared myself for the report.

It was as | thought. Dr. M. confirmed there v
need for concern. He said | should see a surge:
soon as possible.

| made my way to the dressing room feeling nt
with shock and disbelief. It was the first time all o
again.

| dressed mechanically and forced myself to fc
on the immediate, which was getting my mother hc
Then, | told myself, | would be able to deal with
whole idea that the breast cancer had recurred.

Before leaving the change room, | said a q
prayer asking that God would give me the grace n
break down in front of my mother.

On the way home, | tried to make conversa
with Mom, but all the while my mind was repeati
like a broken record: OPlease God, help me...I mi
cry...not now, not now...O

| was in a zombie-like state, but somehow | i
aged to get my mother home safely without disclo
my inner turmoil.

It was Monday. Roberto and the children were
at home. What would I tell them? Oh, my God, w
would | tell them?

The thought of recurrence had always been hit
away in the far recesses of my mind. Well, that
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was now, February 19, 2001, and the harsh realiz
was beginning to sink in.

| decided to make a detour to my friend Mar
house. | knew she would be home because she
Mondays off. | told her everything.

Initially, she could not grasp it. Ol was shock
she told me later. Ol felt it couldnOt be happening
Surely it was a bad dream.O

Maria insisted | drink a bit of Grand Marnier
settle my nerves. Both of us were crying.

ORoberto and the children have been throug
much,O | moaned through my tears.

OYou are the one going through all this,O M
said bluntly. ORoberto and the children will be f
Start worrying about yourself.O

| told myself on the drive home that it was time
shift gears and move forward. | had been living my
backwards, blaming myself for the missed mam
gram. What | needed to do now was focus on mo
forward and making a stepping stone out of this si
bling block that had come into my life.

When | finally made it home, the children wt
busy doing laundry and discussing whose turn it we
put in the next load. | found Roberto painting the fi
foyer. | walked straight into his arms and told him
news. Words were unnecessary; our tear-filled
said it all. | told Rob and Cristina over dinner, and v
conviction and assurance | added: OWe have
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through this before, weOll go through this again, an
will be fine.O

Two days later, | met with Dr. G. whom | had
guested for my surgeon. | liked her immediately
felt I was in good hands.

She saw two areas of concern on my mammog
One was a starburst shape on the line of the forme
gical incision; the second was a half moon sf
around the nipple. A clinical exam revealed noth
OIf there is something,0 she said, Oit is pro
pre-cancerous and non-invasive.O

Her diagnosis brought immense relief--followed
a massive headache.

Once again | was in turmoil, but in the midst o
as my journal reveals, | received a wonderful boo:s
encouragement from a most unexpected source.

Thursday, February 22, 2001

After a frustrating beginning to the week,
today brought with it a pleasant and most wel-
come surprise, a photograph of my Grand-
mother Francesca. I have been hunting for
information, keepsakes, anything that would
create links to the grandmother after whom 1
was named, but had never met. The 8” x 10”
photograph could not have come at a better
time. As I unwrapped the package, the joy I
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experienced was overwhelming. [ began to
cry, hugging the picture to me. In the photo,
my grandmother is wearing the earrings she
gave to my mother. Now, the exquisite red-
gold earrings belong to me and I wear them
often. My joy was indescribable.

| began talking to the photograph, telling
grandmother about the bad week | was having, and
| wished she were here with me. 1 told her about al
information | was piecing together about her, and
she was still an admired matriarch of the family an
the community where she had lived.

In 1999, when we went to Italy for a visit, | beg
for any story anyone could tell me about Grandmc
Francesca. One of my favourites was how after
grandfather Vito Rocco passed away, my grandmc
stripped their bed and covered it with a dark bre
bedspread to Oput the bed in mourning®. She nev
in that bed again. My grandparents were in love 1
to the end and their love extended to everyone
knew them.

Seeing my grandmotherOs photograph so
some of the pain and hurt from my mind. It transpo
me, if only for a while, to another time.

The Monday after the photo arrived, | had ano
mammogram done at a different clinic. It confirn
the results of the first one.
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A wire-guided biopsy surgery was performed,-c
ing which Dr. G. removedome of the tissue at th
marked first site but left the second area arounc
nipple intact. She was unable to detect anything \A:
ly, and excising more of the tissue, she said, would
meant cutting out a significant area.

The pathology report confirmed that the tissue
cancerous and invasive. The results came as a st
to Dr. G. who had thought, because it was not palp
the tissue was most likely pre-cancerous and non-
sive.

There was good news, however. The cancer
been detected early. That, alone, reinforced for mi
fact that mammograms do save lives. My mammog
had picked up something that could not yet be felt
ing BSE (Breast Self Examination) or clinical exam.

| had already made the decision to have a ma
tomy. The surgical removal of my left breast v
scheduled for March 7. That was only five days aw:

The decision had not come easily. | remember
ing into the starlit night with tears welling in my eyes
offered my breast to the Lord, and promised Him
void would be a constant reminder of His love for
In doing this, | was taking my despair and suffering
putting it to good use. Wasted suffering made no s
to me.

Was that moment of surrender pivotal in my li
It seems so, though | did not know it at the time.
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Mentally, | began making preparations for a fi
good-bye to my constant companion--my left breast

The next day, March 3, my good friend, Carrr
Shearer, invited me to go to Saturday evening Ma
St. John Bosco Church. Carmela had arranged
woman by the name of Carmen to pray over me
Mass. She had heard from a co-worker about Car
a visionary with the gift of healing hands.

As evening approached, | was feeling nauseou:
dizzy. Roberto noticed how pale | looked and sug¢
ed | stay home, but an Inner Voice urged me to n
the effort.

| took a Gravol and began getting ready.

Sitting in the pew that evening awaiting Carme
arrival, |1 thought about the frigid, minus-35 deg
evening three years before when | had driven tc
John Bosco Church to do a breast cancer present
| recalled thinking: Why am | doing this when | col
be home in front of a warm fire? On my arrival, hAc
ever, | found 25 ladies eager to hear what | had tc
about breast cancer. | knew instantly why | had cc
and as | drove home that night, | felt very hum
Those women had attended by choice, not by apg
ment. They had braved the coldest night of the ye
come and hear me speak about a topic that brings
to the soul of every woman. Recalling that experie
brought back fond memories. Would this night
equally significant, | wondered?
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| found myself searching the congregation for
Carmen, this woman with the gift of healing har
Would she look OdifferentO somehow, | wondered?

When | was introduced to her after Mass, Car
turned out to be very normal-looking. A former nu
of French descent, she had long black hair tied
ponytail and luminous, compassionate eyes that in
diately put me at ease.

Carmen suggested | take off my coat.

OExcuse me?0 | replied. | was not sure | had t
correctly. It was March, the church was cold and | v
comfortable in the warmth of my comfy coat. | thou
the suggestion rather odd at the time.

She escorted me to the altar and invited my fr
Carmela and a woman named Wendy, whom | had
er met before, to join us at the altar. | got the img
sion she thought she might need their help.

| stood before the altar, near the Tabernacle w
the Hosts are kept, with Carmela and Wendy on
right and Carmen on my left.

Carmen asked me to visualize Jesus standin
fore me. | closed my eyes and thought of the pic
that has always adorned our home. It is a portre
Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.

Carmen began to pray, and while she was pra
she blessed me with water from Lourdes. (Lourde
located in southwestern France and is primarily im
tant for its religious history and its healing waters.)
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Without knowing why, | began to sob uncontrc
lably. Carmen continued to pray.

When she finished and | opened my eyes, | disc
ered that everyone else was crying, too, including (
men.

ODid you feel anyieat during the praying?0 Ga
men wanted to know.

Again | said: OExcuse me?0

Carmen repeated: ODid you feel dey: while |
was praying?0

| had not. However, | told Carmen that | was ve
overwhelmed thakie who did not know me from ¢
hole in the ground, had taken time to pray for me.

Ol had a vision while | was praying,O she told
Ol saw Mother Mary with a scoop. It was like an
cream scoop, but smaller. More like a cantalol
scoop. She was scooping out the cancer, first wi
small scoop, then with a bigger scoop, like an ice cre
scoop.O

We left the altar and walked to the back of t
church. | was in a daze. This was more than | cc
absorb. | do remember children running about
Carmen reminding them that this was the House of (
and that they should behave accordingly.

| did not know it then, but on that evening n
journey with breast cancer would transform into an
relenting dance between my logical mind and my he:

At home later that night, | was unusually quiet.
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knew | would eventually tell Roberto all that had tr
spired, but at the moment, | could not. | was on-<
tional and informational overload. | was complet
exhausted and needed time to rest and regroup.

The mastectomy surgery was booked for Wed
day, March 7, 2001. Roberto had to work the eve
before, but he was reassured by the fact that my
friend Giuliana would be with me. The two of us sf
the evening reminiscing, laughing, and weeping tog
er.

| awoke very early that morning feeling unusu
calm. There was no hysteria, no panic.

| kissed Rob and Cristina, who were still sleep
then headed out to the car for the early morning drir
Royal University Hospital. On the way, | thank
Roberto for being the wonderful father and husk
that he is. | told him that at dinner the night bef
while he was at work, | had told Rob and Cristina |
very proud | was of them and how much I loved th
| also assured them, albeit through tears, that every
would be fine and that | would once again turn
lemon of an experience into lemonade. OJust v
me,O | said.

It was 6:30 a.m. when we registered at the hos;
Rosemarie had met us in the Admitting Department
9:00 a.m. a nurse came to escort us to the Opel
Room. We were on the Fifth Floor; O.R. is in
basement of the hospital. Together we began the
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walk to O.R. There we awaited the arrival of my-¢
geon, Dr. G.

Dr. G. seemed rather disturbed when she arri
She informed us that my pre-op blood tests, which
been done two days prior, indicated my liver blc
count was high. The normal range is 30 to 110; n
came out at 123. The elevation, she said, could k
indicator the cancer had metastasized to the bone ¢
liver, and while she remained optimistic that the in
sive tissue was only in my left breast, she could no
nore the blood test results.

What she was saying was that it did not make s
to amputate my breast if the disease had spread fur

| agreed. In fact, during this whole episode, my
tire being seemed to be filled with a strange and-ii
plicable inner calm.

Roberto and Rosemarie were sitting on my ri
Dr. G. was on my left. | looked at them all calmly &
stunned them by announcing: OThereOs nothing \
with me. Any further test results will come back ne
tive.O | had the sense that Something or Someor
not want me to have the surgery that day.

| had a few questions for Dr. G. regarding
mastectomy.

She answered them.

| gave her a hug, and went back to my room to
dressed.

| held my hands crossed over my breasts
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walked with the nurse back to my room. Roberto
Rosemarie followed. The nurse tried to make conve
tion, but no one paid any attention. | was filled w
elation and wonder as the thought repeated itself ir
mind: OMother Mary has already done the surge
Mother Mary has already done the surgery...O

When Rosemarie and | were together inside
curtained enclosure, | told her the surgery had alre
taken place. | said that instead of being filled with 1
and turmoil, | was feeling complete peace and serer

Both Roberto and Rosemarie were very distres
They did not know how to respond, but tried their k
to be helpful and supportive.

Back home later that morning, the first thing | «
was phone Carmen. It took three tries, but finally
answered. | told her what had happened.

Ol was thinking about you this morning,O Car
said, Oand a great number of people were prayin
you.O She had spoken with her husband about my
and his response was: OTell this woman not to go ¢
with the mastectomy until she has had another
mogram.O

Ol can hardly believe this,O Carmen went on. (
the city is praying for your surgery this morning &
here you are at home.O

She suggested | find a quiet place to sit down
she would pray for me.

| did so.
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As Carmen began to pray, her voice chanc
Throughout the prayer, she received visions which
would describe to me as they came, then continu
prayer. She had four visions in all. They were net
sions for her, she explained; they were intended for i

In the first, she saw the face of Mary.

The second was the hand of Jesus opening
parting a balloon.

The third, she said, was rather amusing. She
Mother Mary, Jesus, God the Father and God the t
Spirit playing cards and having a good time. They
seemed very joyful.

In the fourth vision, she saw Jesus saying: Ol
you, Francesca...| love you, Francesca...| love )
Francesca.O

As | listened, | began to sob. Ol love Him, too
said.

| thanked her for her prayer and added: Ol t
never played cards in my life, but anyone who knc
me will tell you that one of my favourite sayings
OItOs not the cards you are given, but how you pla
ones youOve got.00

Later, | asked Carmen to explain exactly what -
meant by visions. She told me this: OA vision is an
age that God places in my mind. My eyes are usL
closed and | am in prayer. The image brings enc
agement, guidance, or explanations to the persor
whom 10m praying. Most of the visions | have
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self-explanatory and pertain to the individualOs <
tion.O

That afternoon | was called back to the hospita
a bone scan. On the way there, | asked my husban
my sister not to disturb me. | wanted to close my €
enjoy the warm sun on my face, relax and meditate.

| reopened my eyes as we were approaching
University Bridge that would take us across the Si
Saskatchewan River and up the hill to the Universit
Saskatchewan Campus where Royal University Hc
tal is located. In the park just below the Bridge
bronze statue of a dear friend, Denny Carr, a long-
Saskatoon radio personality and humanitarian who
died of cancer not long before. Seeing the figur
Denny Carr in running gear, | joked: Ol wonder if £
ny was in on that card game.O

At the hospital, | informed the technician that
bone scan would be a waste of time because | kr
was fine.

He gave me an injection and instructed me to ¢
seven cups of water and return in two hours.

| drank the water. It was a long two hours.

During that time, | tried to focus my thoughts
CarmenOs visions. | had a deep sense of comfo
felt no fear. | even tried sharing some humour with
sister and Roberto, but they were both looking tired
very distraught. It wasnOt surprising. Both Robertc
Rosemarie had been up since 5:00 a.m. that mo
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and the day was not over yet.

Nor was the roller coaster ride.

When the technician finished the bone scan,
said they wanted to do another shot of my left foot
seemed the scan had picked up something.

Suddenly, my calm and confidence flew out
window. | felt my chest tighten with anxiety. 1 cot
sense that the technician felt she had found some
significant.

OPlease sit here and wait,O she said as she
me into another waiting room. OWe need to take :
more pictures.O

WhatOs happening to me? | wondered. | came
today prepared to lose my breast, not my foot.

It was at that point that | fell apart. | was gripj
with the same despair that had consumed me the
time | was told | had breast cancer.

| stepped out of my dressing room and poked
head into the waiting room where Roberto and R
marie were sitting. | called Rosemarie to me and
her what had happened. Overcome with desp:
spoke to her in our Italian dialect:

OOh, my poor children...what will they do with
me? My poor husband...O

| realized what | was doing and forced mysel
breathe deeply. Gradually, | found my centre and «
again began to focus on the visions Carmen ha
ceived on my behalf. A blanket of calmness envelc
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me.

ODear Jesus,O | prayed, Oplease help us n
through this day.O

Two male technicians took some more pictu
When they had finished, they said my doctor wc
phone me with the results in a couple of days.

| began to sob. Ol got up at 5:00 a.m. this mo
and came here prepared to have a mastectomy \
was cancelled,O | exclaimed. | went on to explain
in January my foot had been very sore. | went fc
rays and was told there was evidence of a sprair
that the pain had nothing to do with metastatic dise¢

Ol have been through a grueling morning
moaned. Ol canOt wait for the doctorOs report.O

The technicians looked at me sympathetici
They agreed with what | had been told in January,
what they saw was indeed concurrent with a sp
They also told me that if the disease had gone tc
bone, | would be in a great deal of pain. | thanked t
both for their kindness and compassion.

That evening Dr. G. called to say she had arrai
a liver ultrasound for me. Once again, | was to fas
ter midnight and be at Royal University Hospital
8:00 a.m. Dr. G. said she hoped to have the resu
both the liver ultrasound and the bone scans the
day. (She did, and the results of both tests came
negative.)

| remember having a shower, eating somett
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and then succumbing to exhaustion. It was a d
would vividly remember for the rest of my life.

The only person | wanted to see that evening
Carmela Shearer. She came to our house and we
my bed and relived the incredible events of the past
days.

She told me about a prayer she had read. It in
ed a line about the power of the Blood of Jesus. Ir
own praying, | had never given much thought befor
the significance or power of JesusO blood. This
something new to me, and for some reason, it was |
highlighted for me that evening.

Finally, the day of March 7, 2001, came to an ¢
What a roller coaster ride it had been!
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CHAPTER FOUR //

The following morning, | awoke & <
4:00 a.m. Roberto was sleeping sou...
ly beside me. This was the day of my liver ultrasot
It was booked for 8:00 a.m.

As | lay in bed, it occurred to me that given f
events of the previous day, and the reality that | m
have metastatic breast cancer, | might be feeling [
and anxiety. Instead, | had no such emotions. |
completely at ease.

| closed my eyes, thinking | would fall back
sleep, but | could not. My mind was already too ac
and alert.

| lay still so as not to disturb Roberto and let
eyes wander to the beautiful antique burled wa
wardrobe that we had purchased not long befoiead
found it at a florist shop where | go to buy flowers.
smiled, recalling RobertoOs exclamation: OYou ¢
DebbieOs shop to buy flowers, and we end up
flowers and antique furniture.0 When | look at t
lovely old wardrobe, | often wonder about the previ
owners and speculate about who they might have bt

Since | was already awake, | decided to pray
rosary as | normally do each morning when | awake

The rosary is composed of five decades, €
decade consisting of praying one OOur Father,O ter
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MarysO and one OGlory BeO plus additional prayer
duration of each decade is about five or six mint
Praying the entire rosary takes me thirty to thirty-
minutes.

As | prayed, remembering what Carmela She
had said the evening before, | spontaneously adde
phrase to the end of each decadBour out but one
drop of the Blood of Your Son Jesus upon me through
the Holy Spirit and the Immaculate Heart of Mary.”

The phrase was new to me. It was not someth
normally prayed. But as | repeated this phrase, s
thing amazing began to happen. | documented it it
journal.

March 8, 2001

After the first decade, I repeated the
phrase: ‘Pour out but one drop of the blood of
Your Son Jesus upon me through the Holy
Spirit and the Immaculate Heart of Mary.” 1
repeated the phrase several times as though to
attract, affirm and invoke the assistance of
God. I needed to be explicit in my cry for help
You are the Doctor. You are the Medicine.
Help me now, I prayed.

A strange thing began to happen. A heavy
current of electricity started to enfold and en-
velop my body beginning with my toes and
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moving slowly upward.

My eyes were open. [ was fully awake. 1
knew I was not dreaming. This was real, and
not a figment of my imagination.

I began the second decade about five min-
utes later and repeated the same phrase. At
the end of the second decade, no sooner had |
whispered the phrase about Jesus'’s blood than
the slow, pre-meditated, magnetic electrical
surge recurred.

This time I noticed the current was delib-
erate and even warmer. This rolling wave of
incredible energy stopped precisely under my
breasts as if it were programmed to do just
that.

I opened my eyes again to verify if this
was actually happening.

IT WAS.

The same thing happened with the third
decade. By the fourth, I was weeping as [
prayed. At the end of the fourth decade, the
methodical surge of electricity went up, over
my breasts, paused briefly, and then travelled
out through my arms and fingertips. I wanted
to shout: ‘Here I am, Lord. Send me, use me.
1 am here to do Your Will. Have mercy on me,
Lord.”

By the fifth decade, about thirty-five min-
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utes later, I was overwhelmed by bewilderment
and awe and a sense of, ‘My God, what has
just taken place?’

Nothing happened after the fifth decade.

In 2005, while in Italy, | described the above in
tail to my cousin Angela. She declared: ODo you re
that the path of this powerful energy was in the shaj
the cross as it travelled out through your arms and
fingertip?0

Another insightful, glorious piece in the mos
which gives testimony of GodOs marvelous he:
grace.

Intuitively, | knew beyond a shadow of a doubt 1
what had just taken place in those early hours of M
8 was real and it was not of this world. It was a F
Moment. But what did it mean?

| could hardly wait to tell Rosemarie who w
sleeping in the bedroom downstairs. | could not bel
my ears when she told me that at 4:00 a.m., prec
when | had had the life-altering experience, she
also been awakened, but did not know why.

Later that morning, | put together a small pack
of appreciation for Carmen. | was determined to ¢
her out at church. | felt an unquenchable urgency t
her what I had just experienced.

When Carmen had prayed for me at church
days earlier, | was moved emotionally but did not e:
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rience the amazing electrical heat 10d felt this mor
| knew the intense warmth was connected to s
Great Power Sourcée Power infused and shaped by
love.O It was like nothing | had ever experiencec
fore.

The quote from Scripture came to mindu€f you
do not say to Me: ‘Go away’ and you are absent-mind-
ed only because of the worries of life, then I am the
Eternal Watchman, ready to come even before He is
called. And if I wait for you to say a word, as I some-
times do, it is only to hear you call Me.”

That morning, every molecule, every atom, e\
cell of my being called out to God. Had the Etel
Watchman heard my plea?

The technician who conducted the liver ultraso
was very friendly and we struck up a conversat
Toward the end of the procedure, | asked him if he
lieved in Divine Intervention.

OYes,O he said without hesitation.

When the procedure was finished, he told me
ultrasound seemed normal to him, but he said the 1
would, of course, have to be confirmed by the doctc

Rosemarie had come with me. We left the hos
together and went in search of Carmen.

She wasnOt at church, but later, on the teleph
told her in detail everything that had happened
morning while | was praying.

Olt was the Holy Spirit healing you,0 she said
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fidently. ODo you remember the vision | had whi
was praying for you of Jesus putting his hand in a
loon? Well, I need to explain that further. It was n
unusual.

OJesus entered what looked like a balloon. | |
now it was a cell. He parted the cell with His har
Then a strange thing happened. It appeared as tt
Jesus did a front stroke and all of Him entered the ¢
Carmen added: OWherever Jesus is, there is healir

It was only the second time | had spoken to-(
men, yet it seemed as if we had known one anoth
our lives.

| gave her a brief synopsis of my life in the |
year and explained how | felt | was at a crossro
somehow...ready to put being an advocate for b
cancer behind me. The problem was, | said, that
not know what was ahead for me.

OGod has healed you,0 Carmen said without-t
tion, Oand HeOs going to use you.O

OBut IOm not worthy,O | protested.

OYouware worthy,O she replied. OYouOre worthr
cause Jesus died on the cross for you. He she
blood so that all people, so that you, Francesca, ¢
be saved.O

| knew that what Carmen had said about me b
healed was true, but it was more than | could grasp
my God, | thought, as the memories of what had
pened earlier in the day resurfaced, | have been pri
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something truly magnificent and wonderful. | neec
be responsible with what | have experienced. V
does God expect of me now?

All I could do was pray for guidance.

| went to bed early, leaving the task of answe
the telephone to my family. It rang non-st
Countless people had gone to the hospital with flov
baskets, and cards, only to be redirected. It caust
end of confusion for all those who were concer
about my health and whereabouts.

Later, my friend Maria came over. We had a \
pleasant visit. | showed her the colours of paint we
chosen for repainting our house, and we walked ar
with the paint samples, giggling together about this
that. Maria was astounded that | would be interest:
such mundane things as paint colours. The reasor
| felt very safe and protected. Did | dare believe |
been healed? It was difficult to fully grasp the ic
Logic overruled what was in my heart.

The next day was Friday. We were gathered
family around the table, enjoying one anotherOs cc
ny over brunch. 1 told them about Carmen mentiol
that her sister, Madame Hazell, said she knew me
that | probably would not remember her. | shoc
Carmen by recalling a thank you card her sister
sent me. And with that, | jumped up from the table
brought out the collection of thank you cards | hac
ceived over the years. | keep them in a huge floral
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in the basement. It gave everybody a good laugh
cause, as they like to say at our house, if you sit :
long enough, youOll get thrown out.

OWe always have to retrieve the TV Guide from
recycling bin,O Cristina exclaimed. OAnd you coll
cards?0 | told them it was my way of reliving spec
moments.

The exercise of looking through those car
reaffirmed for me the fact that | needed to keep a jc
nal, a detailed account of this journey that | was unc
taking, including a record of my thoughts and reactiol

That evening | unpacked the bag | had ready
waiting just in case the hospital called. It was as
knew | would not be needing it anymore.

As | removed the steri-strips from my breast, | fi
a deep sadness when | saw the new incision that
been made during the biopsy procedure. The lumg
tomy surgery of 1994 had left my left breast abnorme
stiff. The nipple turned slightly at an angle. The bre
was also unusually sensitive to touch. Now this lat
medical intervention had made another assault on
poor companion.

| fell to my knees and blessed myself with wat
from Lourdes that Carmen had given me and as
Mother Mary for continued intercession on my behalf

My journal entry for Saturday, March 10, read lil
this:



Reflections ONPir85

(he phone finally stopped ringing. 1
drove Cristina to work, then went to my moth-
er’s for lunch. Mom still has not been told. 1
have been waiting for the right moment, if
there is such a thing.

We had a tranquil lunch. Sitting there
watching her, I thought about how all my life 1
have been more her mother than her daughter.
It was a case of role reversal which began
when we first came to Canada from Italy and 1
learned the English language before she did. 1
love her very much and I want to protect her.
Besides, I have another mother to lean on:
Mother Mary.

I decided the news about the impending
mastectomy surgery could wait for another
day.

| went to church that evening hoping to see-(
men. | missed her, but she called after | got home.

OYou must be loved by a lot of people,O she
and proceeded to tell me about all the people whc
been praying for me. It seemed her sister had cont
mothers whose children had attended the same F
Immersion elementary school as Rob and Cristina,
asked for their prayers. | was told later that four ma
were celebrated in the city for me on the day of
aborted surgery. As well, the Catholic Chancery,
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Catholic Board of Education, and the teachers a
Catholic schools had been faxed and asked to pre
was completely overwhelmed and so grateful that |
lifted up in prayer by so many people.

Carmen also told me she had fasted all
Wednesday (the day of the cancelled surgery) an
day the Friday before.

Fasting was something new to me. | asked
what she meant by it.

OBoth those days, | had only bread and water,
spent the time praying for you,0 she explai
OFasting and prayer are very powerful.O

| was astonished and grateful, and very hum
that she would do this for me, and | told her so.

OFrancesca,0 she said, Ol have done nothing
has healed you. It is your own faith in Him that
healed you.O

That evening when Roberto came home f
work, we discussed for the millionth time the event
the past few days and whether or not | should hawv
left breast removed.

I had had seven years since the lumpect
surgery of 1994 to come to terms with the idea th
mastectomy could be on my horizon. The cancer
come back in exactly the same spot as before: the
oOclock position, so medically speaking, a mastec
seemed the wisest route to take.

In a spiritual sense, | had already offered my br
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to God as atonement for past sins. Jesus suffered
died for me; | was not about to waste my own sufferii
| would place my suffering, desperation, and pain at
foot of His cross and plead for His mercy.

| began to ponder the very real possibility tha
had been healed through Divine Intervention. Nov
asked the Divine Healer and Physician to help a v
special friend of mine whom earth surgeons could
help. This Special Friend was taking seven pills a ¢
and had been for the past five years, to stabilize a 1
rological condition that doctors felt could only be tre:
ed by a very risky surgery.

The mastectomy decision had been clear-cut be
| met Carmen, but she had thrown a monkey wrel
into my decision-making process. | knew meeting |
was not a coincidence. | donOt believe in coinciden
‘Coincidences are God's way of remaining anonymous’.

| knew that God had led me to Carmen. Itwas [
of a spiritual continuum that had been going on in 1
life since 1994, and it was now leading me towarc
new awareness of GodOs presence.

| prayed fervently for guidance. | wanted desp:
ately to be obedient to GodOs will.

Ol believe | am healed,O | told Roberto.

My husband did not commit himself. Ol can or
deal with the facts right now and nothing more,O
said. OThe way | see it, the tests done thus far sho
spread of the disease. Therefore, having a mastect
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seems like the most logical choice. DonOt you agre

OBefore the first pathology report came in |
prepared to lose this breast,O | told him, Obut r
donOt know if thereOs any need.O

OYou had two mammograms done at two diffe
clinics and both confirmed the same findings,O Rol
reminded me. OA surgeon opened your breast ar
pathology showed invasive cancer tissue, but it wa:
tected early and metastatic disease has been rule
To me, thatOs the miracle. All | can say is, thank
God.O

| wrote in my journal:

Roberto is a good man, one only has to
ask any of his employees, or our children, or
anyone else who knows him. This has been an
extraordinary time for all of us. I am so thank-
ful for Roberto. He is my focus in life.

Memories of early morning, March 8,
resurface and sear my consciousness. I cannot
fully get my head around what has happened.
And so [ store away the memories for
later...not now.  There are decisions to be
made, life to be lived. I can only do ONE thing
at a time.

On the afternoon of March 11, I invited my frie
Carmela Shearer to accompany me to St. Ar
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Church where a Mass was being held for the anoil
of the sick in the parish. The two of us had been g
to this special mass for the past several years.

In church, | began to pray. Deep in prayer, | v
alized my mammogram and proceeded to cut ou
abnormalities--not with a gentle scoop, but with a sl
knife. Having seen the mammogram, | was able to
ture the invasive tissue clearly.

When it was my turn to be anointed, Father B
placed his hands on my head. Instantly, tears welle
that | could not suppress:Pour out but one drop of the
blood of Your Son Jesus upon me through the Holy
Spirit and the Immaculate Heart of Mary,O | felt com
pelled to pray. | had never felt this compulsion bef
except five days earlier when | was praying the ro
on the evening of the cancelled surgery.

In the congregation were some of my seniors f
the Primrose Chateau, a retirement home where | ¢
my Friday afternoons. As lay presider for my paris
assist in bringing the Eucharist to the elderly.

The seniors, too, were caught up in the mor
and when | went back to my seat, | saw tears in the
of some. After the Mass, my seniors gathered ar
me with hugs and kisses, asking if | had receivec
flowers and the card that all 32 of them had signed.

Going to Primrose Chateau every week is alwa
highlight for me; | receive far more than | give. 1
group is composed of seniors at varying levels of €
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bility: some with strokes, some with diabetes, some
ing walkers, others in wheelchairs.

And then there is Maureen, one very special lac

I met Maureen when | started my teaching care
St. Frances School in Saskatoon. Reconnecting
her at Primrose Chateau years later made me very
py. Maureen suffered a stroke which put her i
wheelchair and left her with movement in only one .
and very little speech. Although she has diffict
communicating, her vivid blue eyes always radia
special warmth and inner glow. What a remarki
spirit she possesses.

At the Chateau, | feel like a shepherd gathering
flock. There are those who remember | am coming
greet me when | arrive; and there are those who fi
and have to be called. We have it down to a scie
those who remember remind those who forget.

The Communion service is followed by fellowsl|
and goodies in the dining room. | have been going

the retirement home since 1995 and | would not t
my Friday afternoons for anything.

Monday, March 12, 2001
At the dinner table tonight, I announced

that I am blessed in so many ways--the fact
that so many people came together in prayer
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for me; the fact that I have never felt more
calm and upbeat at the same time; the fact that
a mastectomy is nothing compared to what
could have been, the fact that I am going to
write an inspirational book and call it Reflee
tions ONPInk I have decided that all the pro-
ceeds from the book will go to some breast
cancer initiative/research project.

Once more I will make lemonade. Watch
me. ‘Praise God from whom all good things
come.’

| was feeling so upbeat that | informed Rober
was going to get our wardrobes ready to go to Mexi

He looked stunned.

Roberto had been given an all-expense paid-|
ness trip for two to Mexico from March 21 to 25. 1
trip included accommodation at a five star hotel witr
meals and beverages provided. With all the turmoil
uncertainty surrounding my diagnosis, the trip had |
shoved into the background. Now | told Robert
wanted to go.

OANd | intend to show off my bustline while | <
have it,O | added.

| have always worn conservative necklines. No
was time to show some cleavage. The mastec
surgery could wait until after our holiday.

Mexico, here we come!
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Tuesday, March 13, 2001

The past two weeks have been a real life
thriller for me, my family, and my friends. Two
amazing events are happening, moving full
steam ahead, parallel yet totally opposite to
one other: a runaway medical roller coaster
and a spiritual Ferris wheel spinning at full
tilt. I keep asking myself: is this really hap-
pening or am I dreaming...? It seems like a
drama one might see on television. Except
that it was real life drama, and it was happen-
ing to me!

The trip to Mexico could not have come at a be
time. Quite literally, my brain was drained. | neede
Otime outO, an opportunity to stand back and ass
amazing events of the past month.

The last of my medical tests, a CT scan, took g
the day | made my announcement to Roberto. 1 k
they would not find anything.

Rosemarie came with me. She was very upset
me afterward because | hadnOt tried to find out fror
technician if the scan looked normal. 1 told her I dic
ask because | was not worried. (As | predicted, the
results came back negative.)

| was very, very tired, however, and needed tc
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home to have a shower and relax.

Rosemarie, Cristina, and | enjoyed a quiet even
together. On the way home from the hospital, we |
stopped in at the restaurant to see Roberto, and dec
it was easier to take dinner home than prepare # ¢
selves. What a great evening it turned out to be.

Thursday morning | awoke at 5:00 a.m. with
flashback from 1997, the year | decided to go and st
psychotherapist. Dr. J. was a real gentleman and |
comfortable the instant | met him. We had a few-hy
nosis sessions during which Dr. J. taught me to st
ize the cancer cells and mentally destroy them. At «
session | told him that | wanted to purify these bad c
with holy water and heal them. No, he said, it was
ter to mentally destroy them.

Now as | lay there in bed, | began mentally exc
ing any bad cells that might still be present in my boc

Dr. J. had suggested that | live my life in dynan
serenity. | had never thought of putting those t
words together. At the time, they seemed paradoxi
but | had come to realize they were a powerful cem
nation. | could continue to be busy and producti
which | was, but | could do it with serenity. Wow!

Later that day, Dr. G. my surgeon called with t
preliminary results of my CT scan. It showed cysts
the right and left lobe of the liver. She said she wo
call again when she received a written report, and tf
if there was any doubt about the cysts, a liver bioj



Reflections ONPirtd

would need to be done.

| told Dr. G. we were going to Mexico. S
thought it was a good idea and was pleased that
chosen to do so.

Afterward, | phoned Carmen to bring her up
speed on the test results. She felt another mammc
should be done before | proceeded with a mastecto

| checked with Dr. M. at the WomenOs Ima
Centre. He said he would not recommend anc
mammogram, but if the surgeon or my family physic
gave their approval, he would add me to the list w
we returned from our holiday.

| didnOt sleep very well that night. There were
decisions to be made that would affect my life fore
| was the only one who could make them, but I ne¢
to talk to Dr. G. first.

| was not sure how much of my experienc
should disclose to her. | began by asking:

OIf | were to have another mammogram, \
would it show now that the biopsy has been done?¢

Olt would show the first area where the wire
placed and the biopsy was done,O she said. ONot
cancerous or suspicious tissue in that area wa
moved.O She had not performed a biopsy of the s
area of concern at all, so that would also still be
dent.

OMammograms are the best tool we have,(
went on, Obut there can be cancer cells that do not
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up even on a mammogram. There may be no micr
cifications, yet there could still be residual dise:
Your pathology report showed that cancer cells t
migrated and there is some invasion.O

| decided to tell Dr. G. about my experience. 4
plained how a woman with the gift of healing hands
prayed for me after the biopsy and that there we
number of people, including me, who now believe
had been healed. That is why | was considering he
another mammogram done.

Dr. G. did not discourage me or belittle my requ
She said if | wanted another mammogram, she w
give me a requisition to have one done upon my re
from Mexico.

She remarked that patients who are spiritual ¢
seem to do better than those who are not. She di
out the facts from her point of view, but she did it ki
ly.

There was a possibility, she said, that the comj
sion of the breast by another mammogram might |
the recent incision. That would then require immec
surgery.

We talked more about the mastectomy.

OYou realize,O Dr. G. said, Othere is the poss
that after the mastectomy the pathology findings
show there was no cancer found in the breast.
could be interpreted as having been cured of the di
or that the mastectomy was not necessary at all. -1
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ever,0 she added, Othe pathologist does not comt
inch of the removed breast. There could be a cel
that would escape being identified but could dew
into a tumour years down the road.O

The ball was back in my court. Should | have
mastectomy, or should | not?

| thought back to when | had made the deci:
initially. 1t was right after the mammogram that
vealed the recurrence of breast cancer. Now | pr
that having a mastectomy was the best logical, |
term choice for my life. The past seven years had
fantastic. | wanted more of them.

Saturday, March 17, 2001

[ realize that in life when you are given
lemons, your attitude will determine whether
yvou make lemonade or merely have sour
lemons. Attitude is one of the things I can con-
trol, and how I respond to what happens
around me is entirely up to me. Cancer is a
personal, intimate journey. I know I could nev-
er have faced this journey without my faith and
God's grace in my life. God is all around us if
we only take the time to listen, if we only take
the time to see.

I will go to Mexico, knowing that three
days after I get back, I will have the mastecto-
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my. I will begin now to say farewell to my
constant companion--my left breast. I take
comfort in the knowledge that after I die, my
body will once again be made whole in God's
presence.

As | typed with tears running down my face, | e
ized thatthe journey | began in 1994 had been on
purification. The lumpectomy surgery, followed
chemo and radiation therapy, had not fully initiated
into the sisterhood of breast cancer survivors, bu
mastectomy would.

Monday, March 19, 2001

Exactly a month today, I got the news that
every cancer survivor dreads: there is a recur-
rence. I realize this is the first time I have ac-
tually entered the word in my journal. The
very sound of it instills fear--the fear of some-
how losing control of my life. Thank God the
fear is short-lived. Since 1994, I have learned
to take fear and convert it into positive action.
Action releases new-found strength which will
propel me to heights never imagined.

This morning, as I lay in bed praying the
rosary, I asked Mother Mary to place her man-
tle around me and surround me with her love.
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I recall that up until a few months ago, I had
been praying the rosary at night, and would,
invariably, fall asleep. The next morning [
would be upset for not having completed the
rosary.  Therefore, I have decided to pray first
thing in the morning when I awake, which is at
7:00 a.m.
1 told this to Carmen. She reassured me that

every time I dont finish my rosary, my guardian
angel finishes it for me. A lovely thought.

| felt | needed a little pick-me-up, so | made an
pointment to get my hair done. | figured a new Odc
the upcoming trip to Mexico wouldnOt hurt, either.

| told Jan | wanted something different. | asked
to cut my hair with the right side shorter than the lefi

While Jan worked her magic, we visited. | told
some of what had been happening since | last sav
Jan questioned my reasoning for not going for a i
mammogram when | got home from Mexico. | was
nally able to put into words what | had been grapg
with for days.

| explained to her how several months before, |
seen a television program about a woman in Enc
who had the gift of healing hands. 1 had diligel
checked the Internet for information about when
woman might be coming to North America beca
there is someone very special in my life that | belie
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would benefit from meeting her. It had not occurred
me that | could meet a woman in my own commun
with the same gift.

| told Jan that | didnOt need to know if my bre
was healed; the decision to have a mastectomy
made shortly after the February 19 mammogram |
showed the recurrence. | had already made up my r
to have my breast removed before | met Carmen. W
| prayed for now was healing for my Special Friend.

On the drive home, | had a conversation out Ic
with God. | couldnOt help chuckling. OEach day
past month,0O | said, Ohas been like a big card gan
try to play my cards the best way | know how. No
IOm begging for mercy. If it would make any diffe
ence, | would gladly give up my breast in exchange
the healing of my Special Friend. You are the Divi
Physician and Healer, God. You can do what hun
doctors can0t.0

| laughed again. OYou must think me a n
woman, trying to barter with You. It must be the Itali
in me!O

In the end, | said: OYour Will be done. | love You

At home, | was greeted by Cristina and my go
friend Giovina. They were preparing a tea tray w
goodies Giovina had picked up at the bakery. Giov
had stopped by to wish us bon voyage to Mexico.

Both Cristina and Giovina loved my new asymmi
rical hair-do. | glanced at my image in the hallway-m
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ror, and in a flash, | realized why | had asked Jan t
the right side shorter than the left. After surgery,
left breast, my constant companion, would be g
My hair would help me find my physical balance.

| am a true Libra at heart.
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CHAPTER FIVE //

Tuesday, March 20, 2001 <

We are all packed and ready for some fun
and relaxation in sunny Mexico. Hope we
haven t forgotten anything vital.

This morning when Agnes came, she
asked me about the test results. (Agnes comes
in every Tuesday to help me with the hoeuse
hold chores.)! told Agnes everything was fine,
as expected. She replied: ‘I am not surprised.
Last week you were glowing when you told me
you knew all was well. You looked empowered
and very confident. You were on such a high.’
I gave her a hug. She has made my life after
breast cancer so much easier. I look forward
to her visits.

This will be my last journal entry before
leaving.

Mexico, here we come!

The following morning, | awoke at 5:00 a.m. &
began praying the rosary. ODear Lord,O | said, O
do not be upset with me for playing my trump card
terday, but | believe life is about taking risks. I
better to risk and fail than never to try at all.O Wit
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tense emotion | continued to pray: OLord, please
me to accept my destiny with dignity and persevera
O Lord, hear my prayer.O

Even though | was determined to squeeze e
ounce of enjoyment out of this vacation, the spectr
my surgery was never far from my mind. During & |
over in Toronto, while waiting for our flight to Mexict
Roberto and | discussed the grieving process,
specifically, accepting and preparing for the surgery
the 28th.

Roberto assured me that his perception of
would not change after the mastectomy. He comir
ed on my calmness in dealing with the whole issus
breast cancer again. | was so grateful for his dewc
unwavering love, and for the wonderful marriage
share.

Still, once on board the plane for Mexico, as
prepared for take-off, |1 could not keep my eyes fr
filling with tears for me and for all women who i\
with breast cancer. @asi Cristo solo tu mi puoi
aiutare...only You can help me, Lord Jesus,O | pre
silently.

[0}

We had left Saskatoon in -ZD weather. The
warm temperatures when we arrived in Cancun we
lovely shock to the system.

The customs officer wished us a happy honeym
and pleasant stay in Cancun.
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OHe wasnOt looking at me,O Roberto chuckled

We were booked at the Fiesta Americana Re
Hotel. Our suite had a balcony that overlooked the
landscaped hotel grounds and the breathtakingly
Caribbean Sea. The company hosting the vacatiol
invited all 850 guests from Canada to a buffet dinne
the beach the first evening. From our room, we ¢
see the round tables already spread with immac
white linen cloths. Dozens of staff were busy prepa
for what promised to be a fantastic dinner alongside
sea.

Sitting at our elaborately laid table that evening
did not seem real. | looked up at the star-studdec
and thought: A week from today, | will be lying in t
hospital after mastectomy surgery. Next week at
time, my body--as | know it--will be forever chang
Yet here | was, in this paradise, with the man | lo
most in the world.

QCarpe diem,O | told myself. Seize the day and
moment.

And | did. Roberto and | danced the night awa
the sounds of the Bee Gees, the Village People,
other vintage groups. It was a night to remember.
food was delicious, the view stupendous. We were
a few feet from the waterOs edge. It was a scene s
out of the movies. We were wined and dined to
max, and met some wonderful people from back h
in Saskatchewan. | was so glad we had come.
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March 22, 2001

Pulled back the curtains to a splendid
blue sky with lots of sunshine. It felt great to
be alive. The line of a song rippled through
my mind: ‘Oh, what a night’. [ sang it as |
danced around the suite, reliving the previous
evening. What an incredible bombardment of
the senses it had been. The diehards beach-
danced on the sand until the wee hours of the
morning. We, the honeymooners, retreated to
our room at a respectable hour:

We spent the morning in downtown Cancun,
the afternoon on the beach. Roberto went swimmir
the sea. | managed to get my feet wet.

While | was watching Roberto swim, a gentlem:
later dubbed OHalifax HarveyO, tried to persuade
come into the water and get wet. | explained that
not fare well in the sun, that | burn and freckle and |
to retreat into the shade very quickly. As we chal
another man came by and offered me a piece of
that he had just dug out of the sand.

When Roberto came out of the water, | introdu
him to Harvey. Afterward, Roberto said: Ol left
alone for a few minutes and here you were with not
one man, but two, eager to make your acquaintance

| laughed. OGive me a break,O | said.
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| kept the coral as a memento of Cancun.

Despite the fabulous surroundings, ranc
episodes of the impending surgery would flash thrc
my mind. | pictured my body without my left bre:
and instantly, tears would well in my eyes. Someti
| felt | wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all.

Carpe diem, | told myself fiercely. Carpe diem,
seize the dayCarpe diem, live the moment.

I will, I vowed, and began to breath deeply
pray silently: OO Lord, please do not abandon m
need Your help. Do not abandon me, Lord.O

A flashback of CarmenOs vision for me served
instant sedative. It was the vision of Jesus sayin
love you, Francesca...l love you, Francesca...l love
Francesca.0 Remembering it fortified and strengtt
me for the 28th.

Slowly, deliberately, | was preparing my spirit, |
mind and my body, insulating myself against the st
cal attack that would take place so close to my hear

Back in our suite, we prepared for a lavish Mt
can buffet dinner that would take place on the
around the swimming pools that evening. The
below our balcony was hurried and festive as
transformed the poolside with round tables cowt
with bright pink linens, exotic flower arrangements, .
balloons galore. Observing all this splendour and
ety made me feel like a walking paradox.

The elaborate buffet featured a variety of spicy



Reflections ONPirl06

lights. A live mariachi band played beautiful musie
der the starlit sky: @wantanamera, guajira, guan-
tanamera. Guantanamera, guajira guantanameraf
The soft breeze blew gently, and the sound of
rolling sea was hypnotic as | faded in and out of
private thoughts.

| lay awake long into the night and prayed that
transition to being one-breasted would be as painle
possible. Hear me, O Lord. Please hear me.

The next day we took a bus ride to Chichen
and found it a wonderful way to see the countryside

The ancient Mayan site of Chichen Itza was
magnificent as we had expected. The Mayans lai
foundation for the Aztec empire which appeared at
beginning of the 14th century. Our guide went to g
lengths to explain that the Aztecs became an er
through conquest. The Mayans, on the other +
were not warriors, but a culture. To them, blood
symbolic of life and fertility which is why they mau
human sacrifices to their gods.

The main pyramid at Chichen Itza has ninety-
steps on each side. Roberto made it to the top. 1«
to remain in the shade. It was very hot and | hac
ready climbed a steep 68 steps inside the pyr:
which housed a throne and a statue of a Black Jg
As | watched Roberto climb this incredible structur
couldn®t help thinking how minuscule we are in
scheme of things. The fact that these pyramids -
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built before the wheel was invented was mind-bogglir
Thoughts of breast cancer pushed their way to
forefront of my mind on the quiet bus ride back to Ce
cun.
We were one day closer to the 28th. ODear Mot
Mary,O | whispered, Oenfold me with your mantle. G
me inner peace, and strength.O

March 24, 2001

Exactly seven years ago today, I had
lumpectomy surgery.

As I prayed the rosary, I wept for myself
and all the women who have gone through this
experience.

For most of this holiday, I have been my
carefree, happy self, and the pensive, reflective
moments have been kept to a minimum. The
past seven years have been fulfilling, with
many accomplishments, but there were disap-
pointments, too. With God's help, they became
the springboard for vaulting me to unimagin-
able heights, gathering experiences, and
learning valuable lessons.

One has to live life forward, looking back
only to ground or anchor oneself for future life
lessons. The past seven years have been a gift
that was relished to the full. I want more of
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them.

We spent a glorious morning on the beach and
the opportunity to explore some of the other ho
Later, Roberto wandered over to the tennis court
search of a game. | swam in the pools and relaxed.

Though | was sure | hadnOt been in the su
more than ten minutes, | ended up with a good sun|
With a sinking heart, | realized that no matter wh
wore to the farewell gala that evening, it was goin
clash with my bright red skin.

Before we went downstairs, | dressed in a pe
chemise that revealed a generous amount of cles
and Roberto took some impromptu farewell breast
tures on the balcony of our suite. OWe should
planned these photographs more carefully,O | tolc
photo-snapping husband. OWith this sunburn, |
like the siren on a fire truck.O

But underneath the humour there was a deep
ness. OGood-bye, constant companion,O | whisj
OSomeday my body will be made whole again, but
we meet again, dear companion, good-bye.O

No regrets. | was glad | had postponed the sut
and come to Mexico.

The gala ball was something else. It took plac
the banquet hall into which Roberto and | had pet
prior to dinner. We were amazed at the sight. Th
bles were all covered with crisp white linen, and €
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chair had a swathe of floral silk fabric tied in a gel
ous bow. Each bow was a different vivid shade:
ange, green, purple, pink, yellow - every colour ur
the sun. The table-centres were arrangements -
quisite tropical flowers that perfumed the entire roor

We dressed formally for the dinner. My grey-b
silk and chiffon outfit contrasted sharply with t
colour of my skin, but the evening went off withou
hitch.

Now our vacation was over. It was time to fi
reality.

On the plane home, | could not keep from think
about the surgery that would take place in three day

Dear Lord, You died so that we might live. You suf-
fered so that we could be saved. Please help me to ac-
cept my fate on March 28 with resolve, courage and
dignity.

We arrived home in Saskatoon on Monday, Mz
26. My reality check came that same afternoon wt
went to the office of my family doctor, Dr. D., for t
pre-op tests. We had a good visit.

OIOm not the oncologist,0 she said, Obut lool
the pathology report, there are indicators that su¢
chemotherapy might be a good follow-up treatmer
the mastectomy.O

| was not prepared for that. Her words struck
in my heart.

Ol am spiritual...O | began.
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OSo am 1,0 she said.

| took a deep breath. OIOm prepared for mas
my surgery, but not for more chemotherapy treatm:
| believe God will look after the chemo part of it.
can direct my energy into better things than b
hooked up to a chemical cocktail.O

| told her that | intended to let go and let God I
after that aspect of my treatment.

I pray the mastectomy will be all the treatment [
need... Besides, I haven't heard from the oncologist, so
1 will remain optimistic. Lord, hear my prayer. Not
chemo again...please God, not chemo again....

March 27, 2001

I am very hopeful and optimistic. I'm
glad the surgery of March 7 was cancelled be-
cause it allowed me to go to Mexico. I feel my
soul has been fortified.

Tomorrow draws near. I am serene, and
resigned to my fate. No looking back. Instead,
I’'m getting on with the rest of my life.

Went for groceries. At the supermarket, 1
met a lady named Emma. We have talked
twice before. She told me she had just had her
first mammogram, thanks to me. She thanked
me for the information I had given her and she
said that she was now going to have a yearly
mammogram. I walked away thinking: how
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ironic. Tomorrow I go for a mastectomy. [
believe I am walking proof that mammograms
save lives.

I will continue to be an advocate for
breast cancer awareness. Here [ am, Lord,
show me, use me to do Your Will.

Tonight I will clutch my constant compan-
ion, my left breast for the last time. I am filled
with emotion. My left breast will always re-
main my companion, my dear companion that
I will miss terribly. I will be forever left with
the scar of nature gone malevolently, mali-
ciously, and malignantly wrong.

Let the tears of farewell flow as I prepare
to meet the challenge head on, looking for-
ward to the rest of my life without my left
breast.

I pray: ‘Almighty and most merciful Fa-
ther, Creator and Preserver of Mankind, look
down with pity upon my troubles. Strengthen
my mind. Compose my bewilderment. Calm
my inquietude, and relieve my doubts, so that
if it please Thee, I may run the race that is set
before me with peace, patience, constancy, and
confidence.’

March 28, 2001, the day of reckoning was here.
The alarm was set for 5:30 a.m. so that we coul



Reflections ONPirlkl2

at the hospital by 6:30. Roberto and Rosemarie wc
accompany me.

| walked into the rooms of my sleeping childre
and kissed them good-bye, thinking sadly that ol
again they were being taken on a medical roller coa
ride. Cancer had become a word they learned far
soon in their lives.

The drive to the hospital was serene. We pas
Denny CarrOs statue, and as had become my ha
spoke to him, much to the amusement of Roberto
Rosemarie.

At the hospital, we went through the procedur:
had come to know all too well. Then we waited for t
nurse who would escort us to the operating room.

On the long walk to the O.R., | tried to block o
the events of March 7 when the surgery had to [
cancelledPlease make my mind a clean slate, | prayed.

Then, unlike the last time, and without warning,
we turned to head into the O.R. Waiting Room, | be
to sob uncontrollably. OFor all the women who h:
gone before me, and for all the women who will col
after me, | will not be silenced,O | vowed through
sobs. Ol will not be silenced.O The people in the \
ing room watched quietly, sympathetically. No apo
gies were necessary.

Roberto and Rosemarie looked on helplessly ¢
struggled to regain my composure.

A nurse wrapped a warm blanket around me
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walked me into the cold operating room. | lay dowr
a very narrow table. She stroked my hair and | fi
my gaze on her kind and reassuring blue eyes.

| began to breathe deeply as four attempts
made to hook me up to the anesthetic. At that p
someone told me | could swear if | wanted to. Ano
person remarked: Ol donOt think she is the typ
swears.O

Oh yeah? | thought. | have my moments
everyone else...

Chaotic thoughts chased each other through
mind. Will this surgery be aborted, too? Oh God, t
| made the right decision?

Dear Jesus, take pity on me. In Your Pity, guide
the hands of my surgeons today. I raise up my inten-
tions on behalf of a Special Friend who cannot be
helped by surgery. Lord, in Your Mercy, hear my
prayer. Oh, my God, I trust in You. Your Will be done.

My angel/nurse continued to stroke my hair, of
ing ideas for visualization. | told her | was picturi
Mother Mary wrapping her mantle around me. The
thing | remember was signing myself with the cross.

“I am also the Father who comforts you in all your
troubles,” 2 Corinthians 1:3-4.

My next cognizant action was to reach out
touch the empty spot where my dear companion !
lay. The deed was done.

As | slipped in and out of consciousness, | rec
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nized Roberto, Rosemarie, Maria, Irene, Giovina,
Giuliana. Everything else was pretty much a blur.

mother, who had now been told about the mastect
would come to the hospital later with Cristina.

Once again, | had my own private nurse, my s
Rosemarie, who had come to be with me.

During my stay in hospital, Rosemarie surpri
me with the developed photographs from Mexico.
quickly scanned them for the ones that needed t
stored in a private place. Having been brought up
strict Italian Catholic home, we chuckled at the thot
of what Dad would have said about such photograp

The snapshots of Mexico brought back a flooc
wonderful memories, which | relived later when F
came to visit.

March 30, 2001

Had a rough night with lots of nausea.
Still not ready to look under the bandages. 1
am comfortable remembering my left breast at
which I nursed both my children for a year af-
ter they were born. My constant companion
served us well. I must now focus on life.

Please, God, help me to look under the
bandages. This is my Lent, my Passion, my
Easter vigil. Let me be infused with a fresh
love for life and move forward.
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A comforting Bible passage comes to
mind: ‘I will love you with an everlasting love.
I shall always love you...’

My hospital room was once again transformed
a flower shop, and the bouquets and gifts helped tc
pel the melancholy of why | was there. | was eve
grateful for the many acts of kindness that were dil
ed my way.

Rob came by to visit the next day on his way
Chemistry Lab. He happened to walk in just as
nurse was taking the drainage tube out of the inci:
What fun! When she was finished, the nurse pt
back the curtain. RobOs face said it all. He lo
frightened and deeply concerned. His warm br
eyes filled with tears. As he hugged me, he ¢
OMom, you are one tough cookie.O

I hugged him back and assured him that ¢
again, | would be making lemonade. OJust watch n

April 1, 2001

While having breakfast, I noticed that the
rail on my bed was covered top and bottom
with cards that had been taped there. One was
from my seniors. Two names on it had been
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printed with great difficulty. One was a stroke
victim; the other, a diabetic. The fact that they
had signed my card despite all their own prob-
lems was both a source of comfort and an in-
spiration. It gave me the determination to live
my life forward. [ realize it is a privilege to be
able to take Communion to the seniors at
Primrose Chateau.

I am blessed to have so many good people
in my life.

I hope I can make it to chapel today and
receive the Eucharist.

Many visitors came that day. | was chatting v
Roberto and a friend, Nancy, when Carmen walke:
| was so elated to see her. | left my company and
over to embrace her. My hospital room had a
against the wall, so | ushered her to the sofa to gi\
some privacy. Roberto continued visiting with Nanc

Carmen wondered if the pathology report \
back, and what | had done about having another—
mogram before the surgery. In whispered tones, |
her the story.

Nancy, sensing | was engrossed in a confide
conversation, was kind enough to excuse herself
go.

After exchanging a few words with Carme
Roberto also left.
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Carmen and | moved to my bed and pulled the
tain around us. She showed me the rosary that sh
been praying on for me since the beginning of
month. Originally, the links of the rosary were silv
now many of them were gold. The beads were
when the rosary was purchased; now they were vi
darkening. The rosary was now a combination of s
and gold links and blue and black beads. Without
tion, it was going through a metamorphosis.

Carmen explained that she prays devoutly to
Madonna of Medjugorje and that rosaries chan
colour is a phenomenon of Medjugorije.

Medjugorje is a village located in Bosnia n
Bijakovici. The name means Oplace among
mounts.O There, in 1981, Mother Mary appeared
children and began giving them messages. The vi
aries testify that she continues to appear regularly-i
ing pilgrims to peace, faith, conversion, fasting,
prayer. Mary, Queen of Peace, told the visionaries
the reason rosaries and medals change colour is to
that prayer can change human hearts, human en
ours, and human circumstance. She said, OOnly
must reign between man and God, and between me

Carmen told me she believed this rosary chan
colour was a sign that Mother Mary was listening to
prayers. | was overwhelmed.

OMay | pray for you?O she asked.

| nodded.
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Carmen clasped my hands and began praying
as she did, she had a vision of Mother Mary crac
me in her arms like a baby, her mantle swaddling m

Carmen prayed for my Special Friend, as well
had told her that since the decision to have a masit
my was made before | met her, | had asked God to
my Special Friend instead, if it was His Will. Carn
asked God, in his Almighty Power, to hear my pl
and let the physical healing take place for this Sp
Friend of mine--if that was His Will.

As Carmen prayed quietly through tears, she
another vision. She saw God the Father placi
crown of little white roses on the head of my Spe
Friend.

| did not want the moment to end, but by n
more visitors had arrived, so Carmen ended the p
and once again blessed me with water from Loul
We embraced with a promise to see one another .
very soon.

That afternoon, | had many visitors who brou
get well wishes, tempting goodies to eat, and r
flowers. Room 5319 literally rocked with love a
laughter.

One young woman named Eva brought com
nion. When she arrived, she looked at my nametag
said: Ol donOt think there are too many Frances
Saskatoon. You must be the woman | have been -
ing for since early March.O
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Later that evening, when | was finally alone,
full impact of the day began to settle on me. 1 trie
read a book Carmen had brought for me, but | wa
tally exhausted--in a good way. | decided to putit a
for another day.

Carmen had also given me a medal of Our Lac
Graces. | clasped it to me and began to pray the rc
| asked God to protect Carmen and give her strel
These visions she was receiving on my behalf \
surely energy-depleting. | prayed for her husband
her two young sons, as well.

April 2, 2001

We often get so busy with our lives that we
do not stop to see and hear God in our midst.
The refrain from a song has been ringing in my
ears today: ‘God is alive, Alleluia’.

Dear Lord, make me worthy of Your love.
Show me how I can be of service. Easter this
yvear has a stirring dimension for me. Make
me worthy.

| finished the book that Carmen gave me. One
sage, in particular, was a special blessing. It gavi
the confidence to know I could look at what was
neath my bandages.

| was being discharged, and before | left, the n
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came in and took off the dressing. Roberto had cor
take me home, but it would take more than one tri
get all my gifts and belongings down to the car.
were in no hurry; we had all day.

Finally, it came time for me to take off my gown
knew there would be no more bandages hiding
chest.

The gown dropped. | looked down and bega
weep silently.

Roberto put his arms around me.

| blurted: OJesus was crucified. He humbled-
self and became a man in order to lead us to His F:
In the blink of an eye, He could have set the re:
straight, yet He chose to die so that we could live.O

I glanced down again and made the conscious
sion that whenever | was in pain or distressed abot
way | look, | would remember GodOs love for me
for all humanity and | would pray: OLet me do m
and love better.O

| forced myself to take a closer look, and hac
agree with everyone else who had seen the work ¢
earthly surgeon, that Dr. G. had done a great job.

Now homeward bound, | was tranquil and abls
enjoy the drive and the glorious spring day.

Roberto helped me get into the shower. He ref
to leave the bedroom until I had finished, and spen
time on the sofa, reading a magazine. Meanwhil
the shower, | was singing loudly: OHe will raise yol
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on eaglesO wings.O At one point, | paused to wor
Roberto thought 10d lost my marbles.

Cristina helped me with my hair. When she
finished, | showed her some new dance steps |
learned in Mexico and told her about the night on
beach when all 850 Canadians were doing the actic
the song OYMCAQ. | tried to coax her to join me.

Her response was to look at me with affection
say: OMom, you are such a dork.O

| felt intoxicatingly happy to the point of feelir
weak. | closed the bedroom door and lay down or
bed where | meditated, prayed, read, and dozec
Then | began the process all over again. It
wonderful to be home.

April 11, 2001

Went to see my surgeon, Dr. G., for my
two week check-up. Dr. G. began by saying
she had good news or bad, depending on how I
wanted to look at it. The pathology report of
my left breast found there was no further evi-
dence of cancer.

As far as she is concerned, this should be
the end of the cancer.

| did not know whether to laugh or cry. Viv
memories of March 8 resurfaced. Had | had the-i
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tectomy for nothing? My breast was gone. Nothir
could ever change that.

I consoled myself with the knowledge that my
cision was made long ago. By GodOs grace, | v
now move forward the best way | knew how

| wanted to live, to see my children graduate fi
college. | wanted to be there when they marriec
wanted to grow old with my Roberto. | had so muc
live for.
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CHAPTER QX //

Wednesday, May 9, 2001 <

I thought I had finished my journal, but it
would appear there are more entries to be
made. Today I saw my oncologist for the first
time since the mastectomy surgery. 1 had to
wait for two hours before seeing her, but I felt
no alarm. After all, it is now 41 days since my
surgery and I feel secure in the fact that if
there were any recommendations for follow-up
treatment, they would already have been start-
ed.

My pathology reports would have gone to
the oncologist in March.

| smiled as | recalled how Roberto and our frie
were all baffled by the pathology report which found
further evidence of cancer. It was a thorough pathc
consisting of 24 slides of the removed breast. It
been read by two pathologists. If the cancerous
Dr. G. said she left behind at the time of the bio
were still there, they would surely have been evic
Nothing was found.

At last the oncologist came into the room and
chatted for a few minutes. Then she said: OLetOs
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with business.O

She proceeded to tell me that | should have r
chemotherapy. She recommended a more aggre
chemo regimen than what | had had the last time.

| was shocked. | assumed the mastectomy we
the treatment | needed. Worse, she said | had a
over a week to decide whether or not to have
chemo.

She explained why | had not been notified soc
It seemed the format for reporting pathology had
cently been changed. Formerly, the tumour size
listed from thelargest to thesmallest. Now, the report
ing format had been reversed and when the oncol
glanced at my pathology report back in March,
looked at the first number. Thinking it to be the larg
tumour dimension (when, in fact, it was the smalle
she breathed a sigh of relief because no further cl
was warranted. However, upon rereading the repc
preparation for this visit, and noting/ the measure
ments, she now realized the largest dimension o
tumour was slightly over the norm. Hence, she
recommending chemotherapy.

| left the office trying to make sense of this lal
development. Needless to say, | was not impre:
The pathology that prompted this recommendatior
chemotherapy treatment had been sent out on Mat
this was more than two months later.

Back home, | phoned Carmen and we rehashe
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pathology reports. She asked if she could say a pr
for me. | found a comfortable spot and began to re
When Carmen had finished, she told me of the vis
she had had while praying.

She saw Jesus extending his right hand, clas
my left hand, leading me down a path with many be
tiful flowers. The path was smooth and easy to w
on. Just hearing about it filled me with an inner pe
and serenity.

The next day, Thursday, May 10, my sister Rac
marie came with me to see Dr. D., my family physici
We reviewed all the extensive data, both medical
spiritual. Once again, Dr. D. was extremely comp
sionate as she addressed each and every conce!
had.

| still felt the need to investigate further. | askec
| could get a second opinion. Would she fax
records to Dr. N. in British Columbia? Dr. N. used
work in Saskatoon and was considered one of the |
ing oncologists in North America.

We agreed to do more investigation and cor
again. Rosemarie remained adamant that | should
ceed with the chemotherapy as further insurance ag
another recurrence. She expressed deep concern
my reluctance, however, she was pleased that | he
least asked for another opinion.

That evening, | went to hear CarmenOs present
following Mass. She is an outstanding speaker al
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can see why she has been given this special gift.
were the last ones to leave the church. | gave |
copy of the pathology reports on the breast that
been removed. Being a former nurse, she was gl
receive them. | introduced Carmen to my family
she blessed each one with water from Lourdes.

said she wanted to give me a blessing, too, and
sprinkling me with water. | remember teasing her
it was more like a shower than a sprinkling.

I closed my eyes and Carmen placed her hanc
my shoulders and began to pray. Afterward,
hugged me and whispered: Ol saw Mother Mary
told me: Ol have already showered Francesca wi
my holy water.00

| came away from church that evening with a n
found confidence that | did not need any more che
therapy. | would not have any more chemotherapy.

Dr. D. called the next day. She had heard fromnr
N. who, after carefully reviewing my case file, recc
mended more chemotherapy.

| had also asked my surgeon, Dr. G., to seek a
ond opinion on my behalf. She faxed a copy of my
port to the Edmonton Cancer Clinic, and the specie
there concurred that, as extra insurance against-i
rence, | should definitely proceed with adriamy
based chemotherapy.

After another lengthy back-and-forth discuss
with Dr. D., | reiterated what | had said two months
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lier, that 1 would let go and let God look after tr
chemo end of it.

The final decision was mine and mine alone
make.

| need to stress again that cancer is a very persc
intimate experience that is not the same for any t
people. In 1994, | willingly accepted, and was grate
for, the medicines and chemotherapy treatments |
ceived. Chemotherapy and radiation therapy afforc
me seven more wonderful years of being cancer-ft
Now, as | weighed the pros and cons, | decided that
me, at this time, | would not have further chemothera

| felt very secure in the gut-wrenching decision
had made. It was based on several things: the
pathology reports, all the negative test results followi
the aborted surgery, and an extensive search on the
ternet. In my mind, the benefits of the recommenc
chemotherapy treatment did not outweigh the risks. |
primary reason, however, was the underlying belief ¢
confidence that | had been healed.

Once my decision was made, Roberto, Rob, ¢
Cristina supported me wholeheartedly.

Dear Jesus, I give thanks for access to all the med-
ical expertise I have received thus far. Thank you for
our health care system. Dear Lord, you alone know
how I have struggled to make this decision.
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I will let go, and let God, | wrote in my
journal. Life without risk would be dull. I will
squeeze every last drop out of life. I will live
my life to the full. It is in our deepest despair
and sorrow that we experience the strongest
spiritual growth.  Divine Physician, Divine
Healer, I implore You, be with me now. I must
follow my heart this time.

In Saskatchewan, May is the month for plant
As | visited the greenhouses the following Monc
CarmenOs vision of me walking with Jesus amon
flowers filled my mind. With my outstretched rig
hand mentally clasping His left hand, | enjoyed
many beautiful flowers around me. The scent of tl
and their vivid colours deluged my senses. | dri
happily from one greenhouse to another thinking
refrain from a hymn:'A banquet is prepared and my
cup runneth over, my head is anointed with oil...’

On Tuesday, | took my Special Friend to cht
and asked Carmen to pray over her. After M&ss;
men led us and two women who often pray the ro
with her to the altar.

Carmen placed her hands on the head of my
cial Friend and began to pray. After praying, she ir
ed us to stay for the rosary.

My Special Friend and | remained kneeling at
altar while Carmen and the other two women went |
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to their seats.

We completed the rosary and Carmen adde
Chaplet of Mercy for my Special Friend.

The Chaplet of Prayer has its origins in the e
1930s, when Sister Faustina Kowalska, a humble P
nun, was given an urgent message of mercy from
Lord and His Mother to be spread throughout the wt
In a vision, Jesus revealed His Loving Heart as
source of mercy.

Jesus taught Faustina how to pray this speciat
erful prayer to God the Father, offering Our LordOs
sion in atonement for our sins:

Eternal Father, I offer you the Body and Blood,
Soul and Divinity, of Your dearly beloved Son, Our
Lord Jesus Christ, in atonement for our sins and those
of the whole world; for the sake of His sorrowful pas-
sion, have mercy on us (Or insert the name of a pers
being prayed forjind on the whole world...Holy God,
Holy Mighty One, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on
us and on the whole world.

When Carmen was finished praying, she cam
talk to us. She asked my Special Friend if she hau
perienced any heat.

OYes,O she replied. Ol felt very, very hot.
sweating right now.O

Heat, Carmen told her, was a sign of healing.
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asked us to note that the church was very cool, ar
deed it was. | was wearing a warm wool blazer.

Carmen went on to say that she had felt the he:
moment she placed her hands on my FriendOs h
the altar, but the heat she experienced while prayin
Chaplet from the pew was even more intense.

My Friend, who was looking fatigued and tee
eyed by this time, toldhow every time her name w
mentioned in the Chaplet, she had felt very, very
Olt felt like a 30 degrees plus kind of day,0 she
Obut even warmer.O

Carmen said she believed a healing had t
place. Whether it was for my Special Friend or for
of her family members, she did not know. All she
certain of was that a spiritual, emotional, or phys
healing of some kind had taken place.

Oln my experience since the beginning of my-|
istry, every time there is heat associated with pra
there is healing. The heat can be very intense,
burning hot coals or mild warmth permeating thro
my body. There are times when my hands feel like
are going to explode. The person | am praying
sometimes experiences heat, but not always.O

She also described the vision she had had \
praying. It was the same vision she received wh
first spoke to her about my Special Friend: she saw
the Father, with Mother Mary near, placing a crowt
little white roses on my FriendOs head.
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Friday, May 18, 2001

Walked to church and spoke candidly to
Karen, who works in pastoral services at St.
Anne’s Church, about the events of the past
few months. The doctors here, along with a
second and third medical opinion, now concur
that because there was no metastasis at this
time, having systemic treatment would provide
further insurance against recurrence and get
rid of the problem once and for all.  The
chemotherapy they are recommending is nick-
named ‘The Red Devil.” The therapy would
take place once every three weeks for six

months.
I have been on a marathon of exhaustive
research and collaboration. My head is

swimming with information.

There is no Mass on Fridays, so we
prayed in the Chapel. After prayers, I outlined
my course of treatment to Karen.

My mind is made up. I told her that in-
stead of going for chemotherapy once every
three weeks for six months, 1 would go for
prayer therapy treatment. I would ask Carmen
to pray with me, over me, and for me, and let
the Big Boss worry about any little cells that
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might have escaped into my bloodstream.

On the way home, | decided that | would fast
the day, eating only bread and drinking water. |
been open to the idea of fasting for some time,
didnOt know when to start. | was reminded of C
Friday, when Jesus died so that we could have
OLet the fasting remind me of His great love for ea
us,O | prayed, Oand let it be a small offering as a
of my appreciation’

| recalled reading once that fasting allows
individual to become a channel through which God |
work. It purifies the mind that is in a condition of mu
tal confusion. Well, that certainly described how |
been feeling since my visit to the oncologist nine ¢
ago.

| was amazed how energized | felt when | aw
the next day. The fasting made me feel great, so |
for an early morning walk to a point on a scenic ri
above the South Saskatchewan River.

There | met an elderly gentleman by the nam
Walter. No sooner did | sit down on a bench tha
began to tell me that his father never loved him.

What is it about me that makes people want tc
me their life story, | wondered.

Walter went on to tell me that his mother diec
the Sanitorium, his son was a policeman, and he v
rehabilitated alcoholic. He told me that he now wor
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with Alcoholics Anonymous and was an exempl
member of the community. He had been given OC
of the YearO and countless other awards, and &
while no one knew of his private battle with alcohol.

Walter asked what | did for a living. | told hin
was a homemaker and a former teacher. He obs
that teaching was one of the most important pkc
sions.

| listened as he rambled on, but at one point, |
pressed to interrupt. OJust a minute,O | said. OW
you mean, nobody loves you. God loves you. He
always loved you.O

Walter nodded sadly. Ol realize that now, k
didnOt as a child. | know there is a Great Force
there. | work with teens who are addicted to drugs
| have seen some pretty amazing turnarounds.O

My encounter with Walter left a strong imprint
my heart. | realized there were many, many chilc
who grow up without love. My own father never s
the words: Ol love you,0 but he showed me all th
that he did.

As | walked back home, | prayed for all the Wall
of the world who grow up without love.

| also prayed for my own dilemma. | needed-c
firmation and assurance that | was doing the right t
in choosing prayer therapy over chemotherapy. It ¢
in a rather unusual way.

On Monday morning, my mother called at an
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usually early hour. OWhy are you calling?0 | as
OEveryone is still sleeping.O

Ol have something very urgent to share with y
Mom said. OThis morning | was awakened. | op
my eyes, and saw your father standing in the room
to the mirror armoire. He called out to me: OMelu
Meluccia!® Then Mom began to give a very det
description of what he was wearing. OYour father
with urgency in his voice: OFrancesca is o
Francesca is okay.0 Then he disappeared.O |
mom if she was dreaming? She replied with certa
ONO, it was not a dream. Your father was there i
bedroom with me.O

When | was diagnosed with breast cancer,
werenOt sure how much, if any, my father unders
about what was going on. One day, Mom recounts
went to my father who was sitting in his LazyBoy ct
and said: OVincenzo, Francesca has breast cance
you understand? Pray for Francesca. Vincenzo,
for our daughter.O A tear rolled down my fatherOs
and Mom knew that, yes, he had understood.

My father died of AlzheimerOs in Decembel
1994. Following his death, our family experienced
presence on several occasions.

The morning of his funeral, my mother and Rc
marie were preparing to go to the church when the
tire house was filled with a scent they could not acc
for. The next day when my sister and | were goin
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the bank for our mother, the car was filled with
same unusual scent. | opened the window, but it w
coming from outside; we ruled out mechanical pi
lems. Then, suddenly, | began to cry.

OltOs Dad,O | said, Oletting us know that he
where he is. What weOre smelling is the scent-
cense that they use at church for funerals. ThatO:s
it is, Rosemarie.O

The episode with the incense happened a few
times. One evening, my mother was going up the €
lar staircase in my home to the second floor. The-¢
case is in a large foyer that is open to both the mair
second floors.

Suddenly, | heard my mother call: OFrance
come quickly.O

| rushed to the foyer to find the whole space fi
with the scent of incense. My mother said it had
lowed her up the stairs.

Cristina was quite upset that Grandpa hadnOt
ed to reveal his presence until she was around, bt
turn came two months later on a very cold winter m
ing as | was driving her to school.

OYuk,0O she exclaimed suddenly. OWhatC
smell?0

Once again, the car was filled with the scent e
cense, this time, very profusely.

| laughed. OCristina honey, thatOs your Gre
letting us and you, in particular, know that he is v
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us.O | have since learned that the smell of incer
symbolic of the presence of Jesus.

Now, when | repeated my motherOs story to €
na, she said: OWell, Mom, how many more signs dc
need?0

Thursday, May 24, 2001

Yesterday I tried to call the Cancer Clinic
to inform them of my decision not to have fur-
ther chemotherapy treatment, but after playing
telephone tag for most of the morning, I gave
up. I knew I would be going to Royal Univer-
sity Hospital today, and could slip over to the
clinic when I was done.

While visiting with Nancy at the clinic, my
oncology nurse, Charlene, came in.

I thanked them both for everything the
great staff at the Clinic had done for me, and
reassured them of my continued support for the
Clinic now and in the future. Then I  pro-
ceeded to tell Charlene that I had decided to
forego the chemotherapy because, in my heart,
1 knew no further medical intervention was
necessary. [ said I intended to let go, and let
God take care of me.

Nancy and Charlene assured me that the C



Reflections ONPIrl38

would always be there for me if I needed their helg
left, feeling at peace.

My plan of action would encompass my spirit,
body, and my mind. The spiritual part was progres:
and | had taken care of the body part by having
mastectomy. | was also channelling my physical en
into redesigning my garden and creating a special |
for a statue of Mother Mary.

Now, | had to proceed with the mental part,
mind.

Years before, when Roberto and | were enga
we went to see Reveen, a well-known hypnotist
showman. During the show, Reveen challenged th
tire audience to a hypnosis exercise. It was a test (
power of the mind, he said.

He explained that only persons who wishec
should participate and added that only those who
very focused and open to his suggestions could be
notized. He cautioned that those who became hy
tized would have to come on stage to be released
the hypnosis. | recall thinking that | would try it, bt
did not believe it would work.

The lights in the auditorium went down. Rew
asked us to close our eyes, lock our hands togethe
focus exclusively on his train of thought.

| was aware when the lights came back on. |1 c
also sense that Roberto and the people around us
no longer participating. | kept my eyes shut and
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lowed ReveenOs suggestions.

When it was over, Reveen asked those of us
still had our eyes closed to open them. He ther
structed us to try to pull our hands apart. If they did
come apart easily, he said, we should proceed t
stage area and he would release them.

| opened my eyes, but | could not pull my ha
apart.

Roberto was amused. So were the people ar
me, but | was scared. | told Roberto | wasnOt kiddil
could not get my hands apart.

At that point, he tried to unlock them, but
couldn®t. | didnOt want to go on stage, so Robert
harder. It took incredible force using both his ha
before he could pry mine apart.

The people around us were intrigued and ame
but Roberto was clearly shaken. It was as thougt
hands were cemented together. The experience I
both baffled.

Little did |1 know that many years later, this exp:
ence in focus and concentration would play a valu
role in my battle against cancer.

| began to use the techniques | had used since
when | was first diagnosed with breast cancer. He
my Inner Guide, became my ally once again.

| began the meditation and visualization proc
The format was the same, but something had chal
As Happy and | walked through the autumn woods
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stead of turning right to a house, we turned left tc
chapel. | could not visualize the outside of the chag
but the inside was very distinct.

The interior is simple--white plaster walls an
arched stained glass windows on both sides of
chapel, with a free standing crucifix in front of the alte
There at the crucifix, | would bind myself to the foot «
the cross and ask for GodOs mercy. Then | woulc
down close to the crucifix and Happy would hook n
up to an IV filled with holy water. The holy water wa
the systemic treatment for which | had opted. It wot
act like acid on any renegade cells, fizzing and disir
grating them, never to return. Happy was always th
with his hand on my left shoulder as | prayed the rosz

Tuesday May 29, 2001

Prayer Therapy Treatment #1.

Went to church. After Mass, stayed be-
hind with Carmen and four other people to
pray the rosary. While praying, I began my
visualization process. Around the fourth
decade, I began to sob.

Happy, my Inner Guide, who has been a
white Easter bunny wearing a bright blue vest,
takes off his head. For the first time I realize
that there has always been someone under-
neath the costume. Now I discover that Jesus
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is under the costume. Jesus has been my Inner
Guide all along.

While praying the rosary yesterday, [
could semse in my visualization that Happy
was trying to change or transform. I opened
my eyes to prevent it happening. After all,
Happy the bunny has been my Inner Voice and
my guide in times of trouble for the past seven
yvears. I was reluctant to allow my mind to
change direction.

Today in church, I realized there is no
change to be made because Jesus was under
the costume right from the start. I had simply
allowed my mind to be obedient to what I was
seeing. The past seven years have led me to
where I am today. 1 feel so humbled.

The systemic imagery treatment was non-intru
and peaceful. | had a sense of contentment and
that was beyond description.

Friday, June 1, 2001

After a three month absence, I returned to
Primrose Chateau to do the Communion Ser-
vice for the elderly. I have never felt more ap-
preciated. The seniors are delighted to have
me back.
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I thanked everyone for their prayers and
the flowers.

Together, we celebrated the Eucharist.

Cristina came along and did the Prayer
Petitions. The seniors are all so happy to have
her come.

About that time, preparations were being mad
celebrate RobertoOs and my 30th wedding annive
at the lake with my sister and her family. We he
wonderful time together.

Monday, June 4, 2001

Went to church. After Mass, five of us
prayed the rosary with Carmen. She gave me
a very special gift, the rosary that had changed
colour while she was praying for me. This was
the rosary whose silver links had turned to
gold, and whose beads had gone from pale
blue to black. She asked me to take it. She
said it was meant for me, and today confirmed
it.

After the rosary was completed, Carmen expla
that when we were praying the Sorrowful Myster
during the second mystery, she had a vision. She
obviously shaken. With tears streaming down her 1
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she told me about it.

Ol was praising God for what He had done
Francesca and her family. | hardly knew this woman |
| was in awe of what God had done for her. | was g
ing thanks for this beautiful miracle. As | prayed tt
second decade of the Sorrowful Mystery, | had a visic

Ol saw Jesus at the Scourging. A soldier hit F
hard and | saw a large wound appear on his Body. -
wound was deep and wide. It was bleeding and lool
very painful. The vision was so graphic, | was shock
at how real this all looked. Then | saw Mother Ma
standing beside Jesus. She had a substance in he
hand, something whitish-grey that looked a little lit
salve or ointment. The Lord gave me the knowlec
that this substance was FrancescaOs breast tissue.
the Blessed Mother take this substance with her ri
hand and use it to fill the wound of Christ. St
smoothed it over very carefully, very lovingly. | sa
instant relief on JesusO face.

Ol was overwhelmed by this vision. | was emetic
al and crying, and had a hard time finishing my pray
Afterward, | made my way to where Francesca was
ting. Crying, | told her in detail about the vision. St
was speechless and left the church without say
much. She, too, was overwhelmed by what | had se¢
Later that afternoon, she sent me an email saying: C
| known that giving up my left breast would reliev
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JesusO pain, | would be more than willing to give u
right breast, t00.0

Ol have told of this experience many time
my travels and at conferences. It has the same ir
on the people who hear it as it has on me. Praise
God!O

She looked deep into my eyes. OFrancesca,
what you are going through is your purification. |
taking place slowly, thank God. He is going to use
after you are purified and as you are becoming so.
story is a faith builder and God knows just how to u
to bring people to Him.

ODo not concern yourself about how this will
come about,O she told me. OGod will guide you ¢
through it all. Doors will open, and it will be appar
that you must walk through them. You will find yo!
self in unusuakituations, situations that only the Hc
Spirit could arrange. Go with the flow, because you
being led by God Himself. Trust him. He will not
you down.O

How do you respond to a pronouncement like t
All I could do was offer myself completely to God to
used as He chose.

| was not sure what to make of it all, but | kne
wasnOt afraid. | felt very, very safe and full of joy a
realization that God had become a personal, int
part of our daily lives.
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CHAPTER QEVEN //

Tuesday, June 12, 2001 <

Something strange has started to happen.
I have noticed that since I began praying the
Chaplet of Mercy, I have been receiving inter-
ference whenever I begin my rosary. Three
times today, a strange force sabotaged my
praying the rosary.

It is too late to catch the nine o’clock
Mass at St. Mary’s Church, but I will go to
noon Mass at St. Paul’s. [ feel this urgency to
get myself'to church.

| set out early for church to make a fourth atte
at praying the rosary. | parked my car, then reali
that the meter behind me had over an hourOs wo
parking, | decided to back up to that spot. When I\
to restart the engine, the key would not turn in the-i
tion. After four or five tries, the car finally started, |
by this time, someone else had taken the parking sy

| was ticked, but | knew that in order to pray
rosary and meditate before Mass, | needed to go
church in a tranquil frame of mind. | did some d
breathing, made light of what had just happel
plugged the meter, and went inside. To my great re
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| was able to pray the rosary and begin my medite
and prayer.

Afterward, | acknowledged what | had not wan
to face earlier. | fervently believed in God, and | kr
there was a force out there opposite to God, but
not like to even give it a name. | confronted it ¢
drove back home, speaking aloud, as | often do v
IOm alone in my car.

Ol am very, very strong willed,O | declared, O
will not be defocused. So go fly a kite and leave
alone!O

Satan s biggest triumph is getting people to believe
he does not exist - Father Slavko.

When | got home, | noticed that Carmen had [
trying to call me. | phoned and relayed my concern:

OAm | out of it?0 | wondered aloud.

OOn the contrary,0 she replied. OYou are
much with it.O

Carmen said she would pray for my protection
suggested that every day when | wake up, the first 1
| should do is ask God to protect me from all spiri
and physical dangers.

At the end of our conversation, Carmen invited
to a prayer cenacle (a group of people who comu
gether to pray the rosary) which takes place at her |
every Tuesday. | agreed to go, and said | would ir
Cristina to come as well.
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Wednesday, June 13, 2001

The cenacle was a wonderful experience
for both Cristina and me. Thirty-one people
were there. I was inspired by the reverence and
fervency with which everyone prayed, and was
pleasantly surprised to see so many young peo-
ple in attendance. That filled me with hope.

Cristina and I both agreed the prayer ce-
nacle at Carmen’s house should become a reg-
ular part of our lives.

Carmen called later in the week to ask if | wo
go with her to the hospital on Saturday to pray f
man named Marc. He had been my childrenOs te
and was one of the best teachers they ever had.
was very ill and had agreed to have Carmen and mu
it.

| had to leave a wedding service early to get tc
hospital on time. | was not sure what to expect; |
not seen Marc since he taught my children ten c
years earlier. The moment | entered the room, | ins
ly felt at ease and was glad | had come.

Carmen told Marc a little about herself and said
would like to pray over him. She asked me to place
hands on him while she was praying. | was standi
the foot of his bed and placed my hands lightly on
of the sheets and blankets covering his feet.
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Throughout the prayer, | experienced very di
emotion, and felt an intense power suggethrough my
body.

After the prayer, Marc said: Ol feel as if somett
has been lifted out of me.O

ODid you experience any heat?O Carmen want
know.

Marc had not, but he did feel somewhat light-he
ed, he said.

Both Carmen and | left our telephone numbers v
Marc and promised we would continue to pray for hil

Thursday, June 21, 2001

Prayer Therapy Treatment #2

Today would have been my second chemo-
therapy treatment. I went to church instead.
After Mass, five of us prayed the rosary. Car-
men then ushered Louisa, Jeanette, and me to
the altar. I knelt down. Carmen, Louisa and
Jeanette placed their hands on my shoulders
and Carmen began to pray: “Jesus, infuse her
with your Precious Blood and let it flow
throughout her body. Let it be the chemo-
therapy that continues to heal her.”

She had a vision in which she saw me
kneeling at the foot of a crucifix. Drops of
blood were falling off Jesus’ body and being
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absorbed into my skin. Carmen prayed for my
restoration to health.

She told me afterward she had discussed
the vision of my left breast tissue being used to
ease Jesus's pain with her spiritual advisor
who said it was very similar to the imagery in
Isaiah 53, and suggested I read the chapter for
myself.

Louisa, a lady I would love to adopt for
my grandmother, told me how precious I was.
I thanked the women for their prayers. We
hugged and parted.

1 left the church feeling very much in tune
with my inner self. I am grateful for the
prayers, and I thank God for bringing these
people into my life.

Sunday, July 1, 2001

Roberto's niece, Elisa, from Padova, Italy,
arrived today from Sacramento, California,
where she has been working in laboratories
for the last five months. Elisa is working on a
PhD in molecular biology. We are all pleased
she came to Saskatoon before going back
home.

In the evening, Elisa and [ were left alone
and 1 brought her up to speed on what has
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been happening to me in the past few months.
Her eyes kept filling with tears as she listened.
I was curious to hear her response. She
is, after all, a scientist.
She said: “Zia (aunt), you talk about Je-
sus like He is your amico (friend)”.

Elisa went on to say that it was obvious to her
this was happening to me. Yo mobilized an entir
city in support of breast cancer. Think what you cal
Now.

ODo not question, Zia. Accept it for what it
Your serenity and peace are apparent. Most pe
would be frightened and confused.O

Tuesday, July 3, 2001

Prayer Therapy Treatment #3

Elisa went with Cristina and me to the
prayer cenacle at Carmen's house. The gath-
ering was much smaller than usual. Only
about 19 women were present. Most of them
were familiar with my story and had been
praying for me since late February.

Carmen started out by asking the Lord to
protect me and to hide me in His wounds. She
continued with the prayer, and when she was
finished, she began to cry.
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Carmen shared with the group the vision
she had had previously of Mother Mary using
my breast tissue as a salve for Jesus s wounds.

OThis evening, as | was praying for you,O she
me, Ol saw Jesus with open wounds. In those wo
there was a greyish substance. It was your breas
sueO.

OThe Holy Spirit will show you what He wants
to do,O she went on. Olt will be your choice whi
you want to be an obedient servant.

Olt is useless to try and figure out such things,
find answers to all your questions. Just go with
flow. You will know what to do because the Holy Sp
will be using you as a tool for His work.O

Tuesday July 24, 2001

Prayer Therapy Treatment #4

This would have been my fourth week of
chemotherapy.  As agreed, Carmen prayed
over me.

While she prayed today, she had two vi-
sions. In the first, she saw Mother Mary show-
ing me many veils. Moving the veils aside one
by one, Mother Mary showed me what was
behind each one.

She also saw many rose petals.
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The second vision was of me sitting in a
chair with a teacup in my lap. The Holy Spirit
was pouring tea for me. The cup was over-
flowing. Tea went into the saucer and onto my
lap, and all the while, the Holy Spirit kept on
pouring. Carmen said the Holy Spirit was go-
ing to use me for His work here on earth.

By this time, waves of heat were washing
over me and I was weeping quietly.

The next day, while | prayed the rosary, | rem:
bered CarmenOs words: OYou will know what t
when the time comes. It is like having a built-in
light or green light. You will know. Just trust Him.O

My first green light came much earlier than
pected. Later that same day, while | was visiting
mother in the afternoon, my sister Rosemarie c:
from the lake where she was staying at her fam
cabin, and asked to speak to me.

She explained that a friend of hers, Jean, was ¢
through a crisis situation. OWould you please pra
Jean and her family?0 Rosemarie inquired.

How odd, | thought. My sister had been somev
skeptical about all the events that were taking plac
my life. Now here she was hunting me down to as}
prayer.

Before | could respond, Rosemarie put Jean ol
phone.
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| listened politely as Jean gave a brief synopsi:
what had been happening. The conversation el
with me telling her | would pray for her and her fami
We agreed to keep in touch.

My sister said thank you and signed off.

Mom and | often pray together in the afternoon,
| suggested we pray for Jean and seek guidance for

| began to pray the Chaplet of Mercy. Carmen
said the Holy Spirit would be my guide, and that wh.
needed to do was have faith and trust in Jesus. A
moment, praying the Chaplet of Mercy seemed the r
thing to do.

| was not at all prepared for the tremendous |
that began to move over my body. It was the same
| had experienced on previous occasions. Now At
veloped my entire being.

| continued to pray the Chaplet.

When we had finished praying, Mother dial
RosemarieOs number. | grabbed the phone and sai

ORosemarie, put Jean on.O

| explained to Jean about the special prayer,
Chaplet of Mercy. We discussed the fact that sh
Lutheran, not Catholic, and was therefore unfami
with the rosary.

OBut | am a Christian,O she said, Oand | often
in the form of talking to God.O

| told her it did not matter what religion she was.
we believe in Jesus, we are all headed down the ¢
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road. We are all GodOs children.

OWhat will happen?0 Jean asked.

| told her that, together, we could ask for Goc
mercy and intervention in her life and her family
OThe choice is yours to make,O | said.

Jean said she would like to have me pray.

This is something totally new for me and | wi
caught off guard. | thought back to the first time -Ci
men had prayed for me, and suggested that Jean fi
quiet corner. | asked her to visualize Jesus. When
was ready, | began to pray.

As | prayed and used her name in the prayer; |
gan to feel the now-familiar heat. So did Jean. 1|
just barely started when Jean exclaimed: Ol donOt |
whatOs happening, but something is happening. |
fuzzy and very warm all over.O

| told her | felt the same way.

| continued to pray.

Jean interrupted: OWhatOs going on? | have
felt like this before.O

| asked her to refrain from commenting because
interruptions were making me lose my focus.

When the prayer was over, Jean thanked me. (
not sure what happened,O she said, Obut | feel at pe

No words could describe how | was feeling.
say | was perplexed by what had just taken place i
understatement. On the way home that afternoo
stopped at the cemetery to visit my fatherOs grave
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asked him to watch over me and to pray for me.

What a totally incredible, unexpected experienc
had been. | was astounded, fascinated, and mesm
by the power of prayer.

Prayer is a necessity, not an option, for daily main-
tenance.

Some months later, Jean wrote me a note des
ing the experience from her perspective:

“Francesca, when I spoke to you on the
phone from Rose's cabin, your gentle and kind
voice gave me a very warm feeling. I knew all
the wrong would become right. I knew I was
going to feel better. As we spoke and you
prayed to Jesus to have mercy on our souls, 1
felt like the weight of the world was being lift-
ed from my shoulders.

That day, you and I envisioned Jesus and
recited the Lord’s Prayer together. During
that time, I experienced a feeling that I have
never felt before in my life. While standing, 1
experienced an inner heat that passed through
my body like a current of electricity travelling
in slow motion. From the soles of my feet, this
heat travelled upwards throughout my entire
body. At the time, I was left with a feeling of
calm and inner peace, and to this day, when
life gets hectic and stressful, I think back to the
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day we spoke, and that calm, peaceful feeling
returns. Often, over the past two months, the
exact vision of Jesus I had that day will come
to me.”

My response to Jean was this: God transcend:
religious boundaries. Jesus came to earth for
mankind regardless of creed, colour or race. There
no denominations in Heaven. God is universal. Pre
is universal. We all have equal access to God; we
have equal access to prayer. It does not matter wh
are or what position we hold in life, God waits patien
to be invited into our lives.

On that particular day, Jean, through me, exten
an invitation to God to intervene in her life, and He di

God and only God can heal. We are mere ins
ments in allowing ourselves to be used for whateve
is what He wills. OThy will be done,O not ours.

Tuesday, August 14, 2001

Prayer Therapy Treatment #5

After the cenacle was over, eight women
remained. We sat in a circle. Carmen in-
formed the others that I was having Prayer
Therapy #5, and gave a brief summary of my
story.

With her hand on my shoulder, Carmen
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began to pray. As she was praying, she had
another vision.  This time she saw Mother
Mary enter the circle. A bright light emanated
from her.

Mother Mary touched me and I became
enveloped in the light. She then took my left
hand and led me down a path.

On the way home, a fond recollection came
mind of an incident that had taken place more th.
year before. For a period of a few weeks, my r
wrist was always very sore when | awoke in the m
ing. | could not think of anything | had done that wo
make it sore, and being a cancer patient, | was thir
| should go and see the doctor.

Before going to sleep one night, | prayed spe
cally for help and wisdom in regard to my hand.
next morning, as | was getting out of bed, it was
though a voice said to me clearly: OYou fall as
clutching the rosary. Those muscles in your right f
have been working all night long.O

Of course, | thought with a smile and happily
formed my husband: OMy sore wrist is due to ro
tendonitis.O Since then, | have made a conscious
to place my rosary under my pillow or in the pocke
my nightgown.

Tuesday, September 4, 2001
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Prayer Therapy Treatment #6

Today would have been my final treatment
with chemotherapy. [ was unsure whether to
have prayer therapy at church or at the cena-
cle. There were twenty-four people at the ce-
nacle. It was a wonderful evening of prayer.

At the end, Carmen asked if I wanted my
last prayer session that evening. I told her
wasn t sure and asked what days she would be
at church that week. It turned out that only six
women remained for additional prayer, so [
opted to stay.

We all sat in a circle. Carmen was on my left
placed her left hand on my shoulder. Marie C
placed her right hand on my shoulder. Everyone
joined hands. No sooner had Carmen begun to
than | felt the intense heat. It was as though | was
plugged into an electrical generator.

I knew intuitively that | was safe and that this v
a good thing. Unspeakable joy washed over me.

With eyes closed, | acknowledged aloud
tremendous heat | was feeling.

Suddenly, Carmen began to weep.

OMother Mary is present,O she told me. Ol si
giving you a hug. SheOs saying: Ol love you, my
Mother Mary is giving you a bouquet of white roses.
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OWhat an overwhelming experience of GodOs
ence this has been,O Carmen remarked as we 4
pared to go home.

This is the end of my prayer therapy, Lord. [ don't
know what the future holds, but whatever it is, I will
never stop trusting You.
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CHAPTER ElGHT //

Saturday, September 8, 2001 <

The summer has been fantastic. My fami-
ly from Italy was here for four weeks. Many
memories of sunny, laughter-filled days linger.
But when all the company left on August 23,
there seemed to be a nostalgic melancholy in
our home. I have found it increasingly difficult
to get back into a routine.

This morning I made myself resume the 5
km walk that was part of my routine. Reluc-
tantly, I prepared to go out. It is a great day
for a walk, and it is also the feast of the birth
of Mary. Happy Birthday, dear Mother.

Connie, a good friend, gave me a digital
rosary. I put it on my finger and began to pray
for my family as I walked.

What a glorious day. Why did it take me
so long, two weeks, to get back into the swing
of things?

My friends have been hounding me about
when I am going to end my journal. They are
anxious to read what I have written. They
have been given bits and pieces since early
March and are becoming impatient. I keep
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telling them that I will know when to wrap up
my documenting.

Well, today is that day. This will be the
end of my journal. What a perfect day...the
birthday of Mary.

Arriving home after my walk, | phoned Cristina
work to invite her to go with me to MaryOs Birth
Mass at 5:30 p.m. and to go out to dinner afterwarc
was a day to celebrate.

On a physical level, it seemed that my breast
cer journey had reached an uneventful plateau and
was nothing more to document. But some invis
umbilical cord kept drawing me back to my journal.

Wednesday , October 4, 2001

Went to visit Irene in the hospital. Sadly,
my long-time friend has become another
breast cancer statistic.

While making inquiries about her in Re-
covery, I was pleasantly surprised to see the
nurse whose face is still etched in my mind.
Seeing her transported me back to March,
1994, when I awoke after lumpectomy surgery
and saw the face of one of the kindest human
beings you could ever want to meet: this nurse.

1 remember the day like it was yesterday.
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I had just awakened from the anesthetic and
the surgeon told me it was breast cancer, and
that he had taken out the suspicious area, but
left my breast intact. I recall telling the nurse
that I had two young children who still needed
their mother. I began to cry. This woman,
who had been comforting me by wiping my
face and stroking my hair, listened with gen-
uine concern. She said: ‘It’s a good day to cry,
dear. It’s a good day to cry.’

She wheeled me out of Recovery and down
to my room. I remember her, as she said good-
bye, taking my left hand and kissing it.

All these years, every time I went to St.
Paul’s Hospital, 1 instinctively searched for
her. Today, there she was, sitting in Recovery
talking with her colleagues. I wanted to thank
her and tell her how much I appreciated all
that she had done for me back in 1994, but 1
didn't know whether to tell her in front of her
colleagues, or take her off to the side.

1 opted for the latter.
Her name is Iris. She was stunned that [
remembered her.

I'm glad I had the opportunity to thank
Iris and to find out her name. Too many times,
people who impact our lives are never told.
They deserve our attention and care, even if all
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we do is smile and say hello and thank you.

Something else was drawing me back to my-j
nal. For the past two weeks | had been experier
severe pain in my chest and rib cage area whene
breathed deeply.

Since April (seven months before), | had been
ing a plastic surgeon regarding a tissue expander.
mastectomy surgery, this expander was immedi
placed under the skin where my left breast had be
had been going to the plastic surgeon on a weekl
weekly basis to have the expander filled with a s¢
solution. The idea was to gradually stretch the skir
til it was at the point where the expander could be
moved and a breast implant inserted in its place.

The choices for a woman following mastecto
surgery are threefold: leave a space where your k
once was; have an expander put in at the tim
surgery in preparation for a permanent implant; or |
lengthy reconstruction surgery that involves remoy
skin from the abdomen and building it into a breast-
mass. For me this last choice was never an option.

After much deliberation, | opted for the impla
My surgeon, Dr. G., was adamant that all her pati
with implants were very happy with them. Given
age, she strongly urged me to go the implant route.

Just as | had done before choosing chemothe
regimens, | researched all | could about implg
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downloading information from a number of sources.

From material |1 got from Health Canada, | fel
knew what to expect in terms of the risks and ben
of implants. | felt | could trust their informatic
enough to base my decision regarding an implant ol

| spoke to women who had had implants and v
happy with them. | also talked with women who |
had mastectomies. Many now wished they had opt
have implants put in at the time of the mastect
surgery because it would have spared them anothe
gical procedure.

My surgeon sent me to a plastic surgeon and
again all the risks were discussed.

All things considered, | felt | was making an
formed decision. For me, the bottom line was tha
implant would offer me the flexibility of being able
wear my clothes as if | still had two full breasts, and
no other reason. And so, for eight months now, |
had this foreign object in my chest. It was hard
rock and after each expansion of 25 to 50 ml of s¢
solution, my chest felt tight as a drum. It was so tig
even restricted the movement of my left arm.

| endured the pain by reminding myself of Jes
unconditional love each time | touched the hard, un
ural lump. | was determined to be patient and pe
vere. | would be persistent in prayer. | would b
messenger of hope...

The plastic surgeon knew about the discomi
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On my last visit, he removed two visits worth of fl
and | instantly felt better. He said the hardness wa:
to the fact that | was an over-healer and had formec
tissue that needed to be cut in order for the skin e»
sion to continue. This severing of the scar tissue v
minor day surgery that would quickly get me back
track, he said, and relieve me of the pain | was ex
encing.

| found the news very discouraging. After ei
months of trying, without success, to expand the tis
| was now facing another surgery and | had no alte
tive but to go.

The surgery was booked for December 4.

Saturday, December 1, 2001

Three days before surgery.

Went to Mass at St. Marys. In the ser-
mon, the question was posed: ‘Where do you
want to be at the end of your life’s journey?’
After giving it some thought, my answer was:
‘At the end of my life journey, I want to be em-
braced by God's love which makes loving here
on earth a vehicle to achieving that end.’

“It is in giving to all men that we

1

receive.’

Tuesday, December 4, dawned bitterly cold. -
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paring for surgery had become all too familiar.

At the hospital, the plastic surgeon did some dr
ing below the site of the expander. His intention,
said, was to relocate it lower down.

As | drifted back to consciousness after
surgery, | instinctively reached for my left breast are:
check for the familiar mound made by the expander.
my astonishment, there was nothing there.

At first | thought | was still groggy from th
anesthetic, but a few minutes later the plastic sur¢
came by and confirmed to me and Roberto what
now suspected.

The bone density of my ribs was very weak,
said. In fact, my rib cage was so weak that he refus¢
put the expander back in. He went on to say the +¢
tion therapy | had received in 1994 had diminished
bone density. Ol would like you to see a chest spe
ist,0 he concluded.

| was filled with consternation. For eight mont
IOd had this rock strapped to my chest for no goed
son? Worse, now that | was aware of it, | could f
right through the bandages that there was a huge
pression in my chest.

| was living the mastectomy all over again, ol
this time, |1 would be faced daily with these visible-r:
ages.

The plastic surgeon said he, too, was disappoini

Great, | thought.
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A zillion questions assailed me, but | put th
aside for the moment. | needed to get away. | ne
to go home.

Roberto looked dazed, as if someone had hit
over the head.

| asked for toast, telling Roberto the sooner |
something to eat, the sooner | could get up an
home.

The nurse was surprised to hear | was ready t
She asked if | wanted a strong pain killer before | le

| told her | was in no pain, and that | actually fe
lot better now that the expander was gone.

| didnOt care. All | wanted to do was get home
go to sleep, which | did immediately after dinner.
slept for three hours.

When | awoke, | checked my e-mails and m
some journal notes.

It was later that night, as | lay in bed fully awa
that the impact and implications of the day hit me \
full force. Unlike the mastectomy surgery, this tir
wanted to see what was under the bandages.

| looked, and for the first time | became fully aw
of the disfigurement that the implant-gone-wrong
left. | had a hole in my chest into which my closed
fit nicely.

| began to cry. Quietly, at first. Then in uncomn
lable sobs. My tears ran down my face and wel
bedsheets.
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Roberto reached for me. There were no worc
describe how each of us was feeling.

Later, as Roberto slept, | prayed. My nightgc
had a pocket over top of where my left breast use
be. When I finished praying, | put my rosary in
pocket. The new concave made a Christmas crad
the rosary, | reflected, and the thought made me ci
over again.

I pray for God's mercy in my life. Jesus, I am sorry
You had to die so that we might be saved. I love You,
Lord Jesus.

| drifted off to sleep for a few hours with the wol
of Isaiah 40:11 resonating in my mintts a shepherd
carries a lamb, I have carried you close to my heart.’

At 3:15 a.m. | got up to use the washroom, t
went back to bed. Now it was MozartOs OSerenad.
that played over and over in my head. | knew | migt
well get up.

| headed for the computer to e-mail my family
Italy who were awaiting news about the surgery.
typed a very heart-rending letter in the quiet hour
that early morning, | wished they were nearer.

I look disfigured and deformed, but I am
ALIVE, and that is what counts...

In the morning, | had an appointment with the p
tic surgeon. Roberto and Cristina really wantec
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come with me, but | insisted they go to work. | v
bursting with questions that needed answers, so | ¢
my good friend Connie to accompany me.

It was the first time | had ever requested some
to go with me to the doctorOs office. | felt | nee
Connie, who had Obeen there; done thatO. She t
mastectomy surgery and nothing further done.

The meeting with the plastic surgeon did not-|
vide any new information other than taking off my b
dages and glancing at the disfigurement beneath.
still struggling to make sense of everything that
happened.

Physically, there was relief to have the inte
pressure off my chest, but | was now having diffict
breathing deeply because my rib cage was so depr
it was pressing on my heart and lungs. It was a fe
| would have to get used to. It occurred to me that ii
process of expansion had continued, it would event
have fractured my ribs.

Connie was shocked when she saw what the
pander had done to me. Once we were alone in th
amination room, she put her arms around me. Thu
pression on her face was one of shock and disbelie

| dressed quickly and we left for a quiet pl:
where we could talk.

Connie admitted that when 1 first told her of |
decision to have an implant, she wanted to persuac
against it, but refrained because of our age differel



Reflections ONPirk70

She thought because | was younger, the implant
important to me for psychological reasons as well as
physical appearance. She did not realize | only wal
the implant for the flexibility it would afford me it
wearing my clothes.

She said, at one point prior to my mastectomy,
was tempted to call me over for a show-and-tell. N
of course, she wished she had followed her gut instii

After a pensive morning together, we went ¢
separate ways: Connie to a luncheon, me to St. P
Church to catch the noon Mass.

During Mass, | was overcome with the most am
ing sense of closeness to God and a deep love for
It was dramatically different from the sad and mel
choly emotions that had assailed me earlier.

Arriving home, | found Cristina had baked a ce
and was making her famous chocolate chip cookies
the background, some of her favourite classical m
was playing. The fire in the fireplace added a ci
warmth. How good it was to be home. | felt ve
blessed.

| grabbed a couple of cookies and headed for
computer to document the dayOs events in my journ

As it turned out, journaling was impossible beca
the phone kept ringing. Cristina said she had been
ing calls for me all morning.

One of the calls was from Loretta, my sister-in-I;
in Italy. She seemed surprised that | was soundin
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much at peace despite all that had taken place. Sh
she needed to hear my voice; my e-mail would nct
fice.

OYou can tell me the truth,O she said. OYou
have to be brave.O

| reassured her that | wasnOt putting anything
and that for the time being, all was well.

She asked how Rob and Cristina were dealing
my situation; again | declared that all was runr
smoothly.

No sooner had we said our good-byes than
walked in from school.

OHi, Mom,O he said. OHow did your visit witt
plastic surgeon go? You wonOt be needing any
surgery, will you, Mom?0 | could hear f
apprehension in his voice.

| assured him that | would not, and suggested F
and sample some of CristinaOs delectable baking.

| overheard him in the kitchen telling his sister 1
he had been dubbed the Paleontology King becau
got a 94% in his paleontology exam.

OHey,O | protested, Oyou should have told m
news right away.O

| realized that breast cancer had done it ag
Concern for me had robbed my children of savou
their moments of achievement. How | wish | co
have protected them from a breast cancer diagnosi
it was not to be.
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| still remember the day of the cancelled surg
when we came home and Roberto told the chilc
OThey would not operate on your mother becaus
liver enzyme count was elevated.O

Cristina did not say anything, but Rob remark
OThat means the disease might have spread, right

| heard Roberto reply: OYes, that is correct.O

In that moment, my heart was filled with angu
for my children and my husband. All my life | had tr
to protect them, but this was beyond my control.

Dear Jesus, help us make it through this stretch of
the journey.

Saturday, December 8, 2001

The last of the bandages came off while
bathing. For eight months, I have had the
expander covering my heart and I could not
feel the pulsating rhythm of life within me.
The deep concave in my chest has bared my
heart. In placing my fist in the hole, it feels as
though I have my heart in my hand.

Looking at myself in the mirror for the first tin
without any bandages, | began to cry. The neat inc
from the mastectomy surgery was now a bunch of1
ed skin that would need time to heal, and poss
some touch-up surgery. All | could do in the meant
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was unite all my concerns and anxieties at the foc
JesusOs cross.

My mother suggested that | do a salt water batl
the surgical area. | agreed it would be a good we
keep the wound infection-free. | proceeded with
saline bath, but as | focused fully on my lopsided k
and traced the folded skin with my fingers, | bega
sob. | pressed down, trying to feel the rib cage an
tually became nauseous when | realized how far |
to press down before | could find my concaved ribs.

Monday, December 10, 2001
12:28 in the morning

Getting used to the new me is going to
take some effort. More questions are begin-
ning to surface, and with each question comes
new realizations about how this could have
happened. I am trying to make logical sense
of the concaved area that used to be my left
breast. I cannot fathom why this large hole
also includes the chest area directly above the
removed breast.

I am notorious for delayed reactions. It is
now six days since the surgery and I can 't help
thinking the plastic surgeon was irresponsible
in ignoring the effects of radiation on the
bones in my chest. What should I do?
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From the very beginning | had noticed that the
pander was placed very high on my left side. Too h
it seemed to me. On the day of the surgery, | renr
bered the nurse telling me the plastic surgeon intel
to do a relocation.

OA what?0 | asked.

OThe expander is going to be repositioned,C
said.

OBut IOve come here to have the scar tissue-c
cause it is impeding the expansion,O | protested.

The nurse rolled her eyes, shrugged her shoul
and said: OYouOll have to discuss it with your surge

When the plastic surgeon arrived, he did sc
drawings on my chest well below where the former
pander had been and in line with my right breast.

Ol thought the expander was too high,0 | said,
you guys are supposed to know what youOre d
right?0

He did not answer, nor did his expression chanc

Now, as | felt the cavernous hole that lined
higher than my arm pit, | wanted to scream: OThis ¢
area should be flat.0 | had seen other women wh
had mastectomy surgery and no further treatment
they have is a neat incision on a flat chest area.
didnOt look deformed.

| became so upset, | couldnOt stop crying. | ne
to find out why this had happened to me. | wante:
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get the word out to other survivors. Most importar
wanted to deal with the issue decisively so it would
dominate my life.

| felt betrayed by the doctor | had trusted.
eight months, he had repeated the same thing tc
that | was a scar former and that expansion would
longer for me. Did it never occur to him, as a doc
that an expander needs a strong base from whi
push? Had he ever wondered what was going on;
cially after the time when he removed two visits wc
of fluid from the expander?

He knew my medical history. He knew 10d
both chemo and radiation treatments in 1994. N
once did he say that given my past history, an imy
might be a risky proposition. In fact, prior to the A
tectomy, in discussing all the risk factors surrounc
implants, he apparently found nothing that would-|
der me from having an implant.

What hurt most was that | only wanted the imp
so | could wear my clothes. What a laugh! | wc
have been much further ahead just having the me
tomy surgery and forgetting about the rest. No
would have to pay very close attention to my neckl
for the rest of my life.

And another thing, why on earth had | agree:
have the surgery during the holiday season? Som
| would have to put all this turmoil behind me until -
festive season was over. | refused to let it spoil
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familyOs Christmas.

As | wrote in my journal long into the night,
prayed for guidance and patience, but those early
ing hours were some of the worst | had endured ¢
the cancer journey began in 1994. Unfortunately,
son Rob came down in the middle of it and discowv:
me pounding away on the computer. How | wishe:
could have been spared that; he had enough on his
preparing for the midterm he was writing the follow
day.

| felt somewhat better the next day, but the tra
and shock of my new shape was a reality | coulc
longer escape.

The day brought aice surprise, however. Befc
my day surgery, | had taken two pictures, OJesus 4l
vine Mercy® and OOur Lady of GuadalupeO,
framers. Since it was the holiday season, the fra
could not promise the pictures would be ready
Christmas. What a wonderful surprise it was when
called to say my pictures were ready. It was even |
special that the day | picked them up was Decembe
the feast day of the Madonna of Guadalupe. It se¢
a joyous coincidence.

Mother Mary is very present in our home. | hi
the Madonna of Medjugorje, the Madonna
Guadalupe, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Our Lad
Graces, RaffaeloOs Madonna, and BotticelliOs Mac
While in Italy in the summer of 2001, | came acros
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60 x 100 print of Mary. | wanted to buy it, but v
Roberto and | estimated the cost of framing it, we
cided against the purchase. OBesides,0 Robel
claimed, Owhere would you put it? Our house is sl
turning into a church with your collection.O

The joy | receive from my Mary collection brin
me great comfort. | was born Catholic and my ex
ences are within that framework. Mary is the Quee
Peace. For me, she represents the Energy of Pear
Energy of Love and the Energy of Compassion. Ma
GodOs Perfect, Pure and Holy Feminine Energy thi
which He showers the world with His blessings.

| do not believe Mary is exclusive to Cathol
only. Mary is beyond religion. Her role is to bring
into the realm of GodOs mercy.

Mary has appeared in places such as Lourdes
tima, Medjugorje and Guadalupe. At each of tF
places she presented herself relevant to the situatio
its circumstances. But regardless of shape or f
Mary is always the same single entity who chan
GodOs graces to us.

Artists throughout time have painted countless
terpretations of Our Lady. My search for the perfeet
piction of Mary came to a halt in 2005. While in F
rence, Italy, | saw Filippo LippiOs Madonna. | knew
my search for the perfect Mary had been satisfied.
| purchased another print for my Mary collection.

Wednesday, December 12, 2001
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Roberto and I met with the plastic surgeon
today. He had an intern with him. We were
introduced.

When asked how I was doing, I replied:
Given the circumstances, not very well. I pro-
ceeded to pull out a sheet of questions to
which Roberto and I wanted answers or some
explanations. Before we could even begin, the
surgeon, in the presence of his intern, said:
‘Don 't ask me any questions. I don't have the
answers.’

Roberto and 1 were caught totally off
guard.

The surgical area was checked, the doctor
asked me to make another appointment to see
him. We left, not making any appointment. [
know I will never see him again.

In our home, we often remind one another
where thereOs a will, thereOs a way. Despit
predicament, | was confident there was a way to re\
the damage to my body.

This was my situation: my ribs were caved in
putting pressure on my heart and lungs. Somehov
bones needed to be pushed outward. One way
that was through breathing exercises, and | knew |
the lungs for it.
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| remembered a time when | was teaching a
Frances Elementary School and our staff attended ¢
service workshop with two other schools. One of
activities that day was to test each individualOs lun
pacity. | donOt recall how that corresponded to 4
ing, but I do remember taking the test. It invol
blowing into a tube which lifted a little ball in a cc
tainer. The individualOs lung capacity was measur:
how high the little ball rose.

It was near the end of the afternoon when
school was invited to take the test. Standing in
waiting for my turn, | zeroed in on the ball and qui¢
commenced to find my centre. The six husky mel
our staff were amused thedtite moi would even wan
to try, especially since they had all failed to bring
ball to the top of the container. Naturally, that made
dig in my heels even more.

| continued to focus on my breathing and the be

When my turn came, | let my long hair fall arot
my face to give me some privacy as | drew a very (
breath. | blew the ball right up to the top of the <
tainer!

| still recall the amazement of the gentleman-c
ducting the test. | was the only person who acc
plished it. My male colleagues were baffled and w
dered what | did in the way of exercising. The o
females in the room were delighted.

From that experience, | knew | had strong lu
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and that with hard work, they might be able to pusk
ribs, if not back into place, at least a little bit forwe
In time, the pressure on my ribs did decrease ant
arm movement became less impeded.

Sunday, December 16, 2001

Father Pauls sermon at Mass was timely
and thought provoking. He told us we need to
cultivate being patient. We need to realize that
we can only build in God’s time. The rest
symbol in music is just as important as the
notes. Both are essential to the totality of the
musical piece.

This was particularly relevant for me to-
day. Dear Lord, I prayed, help me find re-
prieve, help me to refocus and settle my fears.
I need to rest and heal physically before any
decisions are made or acted upon. Let me
concentrate on Christmas festivities.

We celebrated the Christmas season joyfully,
the hole in my chest was a constant reminder of
happy thoughts and emotions just beneath the surfe

Thursday, February 7, 2002

Harbouring resentment and anger only
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hurts the one carrying it. I know I must come

to terms with the dangling emotions with

which I am left. I must also come to terms

with a course of action that I may or may not
wish to take.

With that in mind, | made an appointment with-¢
ter Mariette to have relaxation therapy. | felt | nee
my mind to be focused and my thinking clear.

Before proceeding with the session, Sister Mar
and | had a chat. 1 told her what had happened t
and how | felt it was important for me to forgive f
plastic surgeon for the hole in my chest so that | ¢
move forward with my life.

Sister Mariette made me comfortable and €
menced with relaxation techniques.

She placed her hands on me and without warni
began to cry. My mind replayed a visit 10d had witt
plastic surgeon in the spring of 2001. | was fee
very distraught because | had just learned that | ha
tle over a week to decide whether or not to have chi
therapy again. When the plastic surgeon asked me
| was, | began to explain my dilemma. He cut me
abruptly.

Ol donOt need to know any of this,O he said -
Olt does not concern me.O

How ironic, | thought. At our first meeting, he tc
me he was the doctor | would be seeing the most.
my situation was of no concern to him?
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Lying on the table brought the recollection of h
desperately | had held back the tears that day
prayed for a quick conclusion to the visit.

Now it all came back in a flood and | could 1
suppress my tears. | asked God to take away the ¢
frustration, and hurt that | felt. In my prayer, | asl
that | might find it in my heart to forgive the plas
surgeon. | prayed that this would never happen tc
other female patient of his.

Why had | not asked to be seen by another pl
surgeon? Why hadnOt | followed my gut instinct?

OLet it go,O Mariette whispered, Olet it all out...

And | did.

Eventually, the sobs subsided. My body relaxe
felt in perfect equilibrium.

| began to pray the Chaplet of Mercy and s
deeper and deeper into a calm, relaxed state. For\
| had seen no imagery when | prayed, but as | con
ed the Chaplet and began to pray the rosary, usin
fingers as counting beads, | was mentally transport
my safe place where | was greeted by my Inner Gi
| was afraid my mind would wander and prevent
imagery, but a strong sensation of well-being was
over me.

| was transported down the ten concrete steps
the bottom, Happy quickly transformed into Je:
Mary was with Him. They beckoned to me to cc
forward. | gave my left hand to Jesus and my r
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hand to Mary and the three of us walked together ¢
the familiar gravel road.

At the fork, we turned left.

In the chapel, Jesus and Mary led me to a
winding staircase behind the free-standing cross. |
seen the staircase before in my imagery, but had al
been reluctant to climb the stairs. Instead, | would ¢
my eyes and come out of my meditative state. Tod
climbed the long staircase with Mary. Jesus rems
at the bottom.

When we reached the top, | saw glimpses of f
of family members who had died. The first face | ¢
was my fatherOs. He was smiling and looking very
tent. It struck me as odd that all these people wel
my left. |1 saw nothing on my right.

Suddenly, | felt a strong Presence, a Light. All
people moved behind the Light and | was left stan
alone in the presence of the Light, but | was not afre

| turned to find Mary waiting for me. Together,
walked down the stairs and back into the chapel w
we met Jesus, and the three of us proceeded ot
We walked through the forest and back to the €
point where | left them and climbed the ten steps o
the meditation.

| opened my eyes to hear Sister Mariette telling
| could get up whenever | wanted. | was feeling sc
laxed and light-headed after the therapy that she h
caution me to be careful driving home.
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March 14, 2002

Finally!  Better late than never! ['ve

found the information I’ve been looking for. In
the National Library of Medicine (NLM) it
states that women who have previously had
radiation therapy are poor candidates for
breast implants because of a weakened chest
wall.  ‘Reconstruction failure is significantly
associated with the use of radiotherapy.’

If only | had discovered it sooner. Why was 1
not included in Health CanadaOs information outli
the risk of expander/implants for women? It would-(
initely have deterred me from going ahead with
procedure.

The information | accessed through Health G
dals OItOs Your HealthO was extremely critical an
ential in my decision-making process. | believed t
report was up-to-date and non-biased.

Once more, in the midst of my frustration, | ke
ized | was being given an opportunity to make lefr
ade out of the sour fruit | had been handed. 1 d
mined that | would indeed take positive action to
sure my anguish was not in vain. No other wol
should have to go through what | had.

| started with Health Canada. After a numbe
calls, | managed to speak with someone who knev
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person in charge of the information that is printed
circulated in regard to implant surgery. | gave him
relevant Internet address which he accessed while
ing to me on the phone.

He agreed with me that if a female relative of
were in this position, he would want this important
formation to be available to her. He said Health €
dals information is constantly being updated an
vised, and that after hearing my story, he would cer
ly relay the facts to the right people. | was told te
pect a call from the person at Health Canada resp
ble for information regarding the benefits and the r
of implants.

No one called, so finally | tracked the person dc
She told me that a companion, or mirror piece, to
Your HealthO was being written. | requested that
clude, preferably at the top of the risk list, a line sta
that women who have had radiation treatments are
candidates for implants. 1 also suggested that sh
the National Library of Medicine (NLM) website as
further information source.

The woman agreed to bring my concerns forv
and said she would be happy to send me a draft ¢
companion piece to scrutinize and return.

| have not heard from her since.

In the middle of all this, it occurred to me that
had access to this information, so did my plastic
geon. ShouldnOt he have known about this rese
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Was it not his business to know? Was it not his-k
ness to be up-to-date and well-informed?

And my oncologist. She knew | had decidec
have an implant. Should she not have known the
related to the radiation therapy I10d had?

In each case, one vital bit of information from
National Library of Medicine had been overlooked
forgotten: women who have previously had radia
therapy are poor candidates for breast implants be:
their chest walls may be weakened.

Armed with the NLM information, | made an-¢
pointment to see the Education Director of the Ca
Clinic. She promised to meet with the radiology
partment in the hope of making the information rea
available to all female patients. Copies were also r
for the oncologists on staff.

| put some copies in an envelope for my own
geon, Dr. G., and asked her to share them with hel
leagues.

And last, but certainly not least, | prepared an
velope full of information, along with a personal nc
and delivered them to the plastic surgeon.

When 1 left his office that sunny April afterno
five months later, | knew | had let my resentment gc
had not happened overnight. Learning to forgive
difficult task.

From time to time, when | think of the plastic s
geon, | whisper a prayer for him.
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CHAPTER NiNE //

In November of 2001, we begi <
making plans to go home to Pado...,
ltaly, for a visit. We decided the visit would be frc
May 2 to June 2, 2002. RobertoOs mother was noi
and when we heard she had suffered a stroke, we
glad our tickets were already booked and prepara
were underway.

Our son Rob would be staying behind to take CGa
lus at Intercession and Summer School, but Cristina
coming with us. For the past year, she and | had
praying to the Madonna of Medjugorje, so both of
wanted to go and visit the shrine there.

More than twenty million pilgrims have visite
Medjugorje in the past twenty years, making it a mi
world centre of prayer. Cristina and | wanted to pre:
our own special intentions at the shrine of Mother Ma

Friday, May 3, 2002

Arriving in lItaly, the familiar sights and
smells titillate my senses. Italy is an emotion.

The view from our bedroom is lush and
verdant. Palm trees sway gently in the rain. 1
am embraced by intense satisfaction. It is
good to be home.
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We are happy to find Roberto’s mother in
a care home where she is well looked after.
She had a tranquil look about her. At times,
we are sure, if only briefly, she recognizes us.

On Sunday, after Mass, we were surprised to
the whole family gathered for a reunion. Every
wanted to be brought up to speed. We spent a ple
day doing that.

The following week we toured around Padova
did some travelling with my sister-in-law Marisa ¢
her husband Carlo.

Before we left Saskatoon, | had purchased a
rosary. It was identical to the one that had chai
colour when Carmen prayed for me. | bought it :
could show people the obvious and dramatic differe
between the two.

On a day trip to Teolo with Marisa and Cal
while we were visiting an 11th Century chapel, | |
the impulse to show Marisa the two rosaries whi
carried with me. 1 pulled them out of my purse. |t
one rosary in each hand and began telling her how
both started out exactly the same, and how one
changed colour after a woman prayed for me wh
was sick.

Marisa was astounded. She picked up the ros
and examined them both. It was an opportunity tc
her about the events of the past year and some «
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amazing things that had taken place.

We were so engrossed in conversation that (
had to come and tell us that we were holding up the
of the gang who were ready to embark on a hike
the forest.

Marisa showed the rosaries to Carlo.

OBoth of them started out being like this one,(
told him, Oblue and silver linked.O

OWhat do you mean they were both the same
responded. OOne is definitely black and gold. The
er is silver and blue.O

| smiled at Carlo and confirmed that what his v
was telling him was true.

He led the way down the trail muttering to hims
Von ¢ possibile. No way!O

During that week, Marisa and | had many oc
sions to speak. Her home is directly above my mo
in-lawOs, where we were staying. She soon came
derstand how anxious | was to go to Medjugorje,
why.

On one occasion, she exclaimed: OIf all you |
told me is true, how must we rearrange our lives?0

Saturday, May 11, 2002
Got up bright and early to pack for our

trip to Medjugorje. Roberto’s brother Nino
and his wife Loretta will be travelling with us.
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The four of us and Cristina will go in Nino's
Land Rover. We have been bugging him about
having this huge vehicle in Italy; the fourteen-
hour journey will be ample time for Nino to
demonstrate its worthiness.

We decided, prior to leaving Padova, that we w
travel through the interior of the former Yugoslavia
most of the trip. Our route enabled us to witness-1
hand the ravages of the recent war. Everywhere,
were partially or totally demolished derelict houses
buildings. The desolation of this war-torn country \
apparent and appalling at the same time. There
little evidence of life as we made our way to Medju(
je.

The last part of the journey was along the beat
Adriatic Sea. The Adriatic coast was breathtaking,
the hustle and bustle of city life was in sharp contra
the countryside.

We stopped in Split and found a hotel. After
hours of driving, we were all ready for a rest. Ton
row we would arrive in Medjugorje. After mal
months of anticipation, | could hardly wait for tom
row to come.

“I want to show you great and marvelous things.”
Jeremiah 33:3

Sunday, May 12, 2002
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I was pleased that we arrived in
Medjugorje on Sunday. The sky was pellucid.
The sun was shining. What a great day!

Thank you, Jesus, for bringing us here.
Thank You, Jesus, for all the good things in my
life. I love You and I am sorry You had to die
for us.

Our hotel was recommended by a priest
Loretta knows. It was obvious why this hotel
is frequented by cardinals, archbishops, bish-
ops, and priests from all over the world. It
was like a monastery on the inside, a place
where one would go for a retreat.

Off the foyer was a chapel/grotto with
three chairs facing a lovely altar. There were
statues everywhere. The hotel exudes a peace
and serenity conducive to spiritual renewal
and prayer.

‘Prayer is a powerful weapon, a key
which opens the heart of God. --Padre Pio

The hotel owner turned out to be a Italian-Cane
an from Toronto. What a small world. We were gre
ed and asked which pasta he should make us for dir

While unpacking the vehicle and savouring our
rival, LorettaOs cellular phone rang. It was her dal
ters, Elisa and Michela, calling to wish her a haf
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MotherOs Day. On vacation, itOs hard to keep tr:
what day of the week it is, never mind special d
Cristina and | looked at one another and exchanc
hug and a smile. What a total, unexpected, unplar
wonderful gift. How utterly serendipitous to arrive
Medjugorje on MotherOs Day. | raised my arms tc
heavens and toasted Our Mother: OHappy Mot
Day, dear Mary.O

Loretta could not understand why we were t
overcome with joy, but Cristina and | were revellinc
the moment. We knew from here on, MotherOs
would have a new meaning for both of us.

Dinner was slated for 1:30 p.m. so we had
hours to freshen up and begin our tour of Medjugor;j

The church was a short distance from the h
We arrived for the last ten minutes of the Mass wl
was being said in English. It was filled to capacity.

The architectural style of the church inside and
was one of simple elegance. Aside from the sea-<
lievers inside the building, what struck me most was
marvellous acoustics. The walls seemed to resc
with each musical note that was played or sung.
waves of sound encompassed my being as | knelt i
door.

“Thank you, dear Mother, for all your graces, es-
pecially for leading me closer to your son, Jesus.”

After dinner we headed for the hill where the
parition of Mary appears. The weather was now
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cast, and it was raining lightly. Umbrellas were-1
tributed.

We split up, agreeing to meet at the top of the h

The path leading through the fields to Apparit
Hill was a deep terracotta colour. Roberto, Crist
and | made our way slowly to the foot of the hill. Th
werenOt many people about at that time of day.

The climb was a challenging one. The hill isc
ered with an abundance of rocks in all shapes and
making it more like an obstacle course.

We made our way carefully with me hanging o
Roberto. Cristina had ventured off on her own.

We encountered three women who were saying
Hail Mary in Italian. After we introduced ourselves,
asked if we could join them in praying. Franca,
lady leading the prayer, was from Calabria, Italy,
neck of the woods. Franca was very personable
we soon got acquainted. | had my blue rosary in |
and CarmenOs rosary in my pocket, and for sora
son, | felt I wanted to show the three women
rosaries. | explained that both had once been the
colour.

They all thanked me sincerely for sharing this v
them. Franca remarkedLdMadonna é grande e fa
tanti miracoli--The Madonna is great and grants m
miracles.O

We continued to climb and pray, with Franca
sisting her two older friends. The rain became pe
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tent, but it did not deter the pilgrims. The rocks w
hard to negotiate and the rain made it even harder
pecially for the elderly. Soon we needed another bre

While we rested, Franca began to tell us why
was a devout believer. She directed her comment
Roberto. | thought to myself: YouOve picked the ri
person. Roberto has been listening patiently and de
ing issues with me for the past year. Maybe Fran
comments will help give credibility to my own convic
tions. | knew Roberto was impressed by her obvir
intelligence.

FrancaOs story was an amazing one. She i
head of a surgery unit in a Calabria hospital and
scribed how she herself was in hospital with a he
brain injury. The doctors could not help her, so
turned to the Madonna of Medjugorje for help and ¢
was healed. Franca is now in excellent health. 1
was her third visit to Medjugorje. She comes to g
thanks for the healing she received.

We began climbing again. Near the top of Apps
tion Hill, with the shrine in sight, we said our goo
byes and parted ways, each of us continuing in indi
ual prayer. Cristina reached the shrine before we di
could see her standing in the rain, praying on
turquoise rosary her Aunt Marisa had given her priol
leaving for Medjugorje. Cristina had noticed the iride
cent rosary hanging in her grandmotherOs bedroo
Padova and asked if she could take it to Medjugc
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Aunt Marisa gave it gladly, declaring that Grandmor
Luigia would be happy to know that someone was
praying on the rosary she loved so well.

I watched as Nino walked over to Cristina
sheltered her with his umbrella. It was raining g
heavily, but Cristina seemed oblivious, unaware eve
her uncleOs presence as she continued to pray.

The sight of my daughter in her black windbree
with the hood pulled over her head, the turquoise rc
draped in front of her as she prayed on the beau
beads, brought a lump to my throat.

At the shrine, an old lady who had climbed the
with the aid of a long walking staff, put a rosary on
end of the staff which she lifted in order to place
rosary around the hand of the statue. Another wc
had climbed the rocky hill barefoot.

At the top, | marvelled at the beauty of the-¢
rounding countryside. | also spoke the intentions of
heart to Mother Mary and prayed for her interces
on behalf of my Special Friend.

On the way down, we encountered many grc
led by guides making their way to the shrine. The
side was now dotted with umbrellas as people pi
their way over the treacherously wet rocks. (
woman fell. | might have, too, had | not been han
onto Roberto for dear life.

We met up with Franca again and stopped to «
Franca said she was convinced the Madonna want
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to meet. She gave me three medals and said that
were planning to attend Evening Mass, we shoul
early in order to get a seat.

Roberto was captivated by this ebullient strar
who exuded such unwavering faith.

Franca left us with these wordsPreparati per i
miracoli possono succedere in qualsiasi momento--Be
prepared for miracles. They can happen any time.C

It was the last we saw of her.

Roberto and | continued to make our way carel
down the hill. Cristina did not seem to be botherel
the wet boulders. She was hopping confidently f
rock to rock. Normally, | would have been calling
her to be careful, but somehow, on this occasic
knew she was protected.

We found her at the foot of the hill, waiting patie
ly.

The rain had left a wonderful freshness in the
and we all enjoyed our walk back to the hotel.

Since arriving in Medjugorje, I have been
praying on my new blue/silver-linked rosary.
Frequently, I find myself checking it for any
change in colour. I must be looking for a
physical sign that the Madonna is listening to
my prayers. 1 feel like a child awaiting a very
special gift.

I know if my rosary changes colour, it will
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be an indication to me that Mother Mary has
heard my prayers for my Special Friend.

That evening, Cristina and | went to church an t
early to find seats for all of us. On the way, my dat
ter confided: OYou know, out there on the hill, wh
was jumping from rock to rock? | had no fear of-f
ing. | knew | would not fall.O

The church was already full. All we could find w
a place to stand behind the last pew. An elderly
motioned for me to come and made room for me t
next to her.

We chatted briefly; she was from England. 1 as
her if she knew in what language the Mass woul
celebrated. She said she didnOt know, but was ho
would be either in English or German. As it turned
the Mass was in Croatian with segments of the liti
in English, German, Italian, and French. The langt
did not seem to matter. The acoustical sound of it f
my senses.

How utterly terrific it was to be here on Mothe
Day.

Following Mass, we went to Nino and Lorett
room for a snack. We were the only five guests in
hotel. Roberto, Cristina, and | were on the third flc
Nino and Loretta were on the second.

The five of us reviewed the highlights of the ¢
and in so doing, engaged in a lengthy dialogue a
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miracles versus modern science. Roberto seemed
to share what he had heard from Franca. Loretta-1
ed it was important for me not to abandon modern
ence. | assured her | would continue to use wha
modern science had to offer.

| told her that it had become vital for me to hat
nize and blend both the medical and spiritual aspec
healing. | had come to understand that God hee
many different ways. It may be through surgical p#c
dures, through medications and treatments, thr
specific therapies, through prayer, or through any-c
bination of the above.

| had also come to realize that the healing
comes through prayer is not always physical. It ma
spiritual or emotional healing, or take the form of in
peace, acceptance of circumstances, or blessing
graces received. Prayer yields many fruits regardle
whether there has been a physical healing or not.

Monday, May 13, 2002

In the early hours of the morning, while
Roberto and Cristina packed, I made my way
down to the chapel. There were no elevators.
As I walked past Nino and Loretta’s room, [
could hear that they were also getting ready to
leave.

On the first floor, to the right of the stairs,
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there is a most haunting depiction of Christ
crowned with thorns. I have been unable to
walk by without stopping to stare at the image.
1t is black and white on some sort of cloth.
Even now, I only have to close my eyes to re-
capture the haunting gaze.

Inside the chapel, | marvelled at the beau
plants around the altar. There was a statue of Ma
front of a window that overlooks Apparition Hill. £
the sun filtered through the glass, | brought all
prayer petitions of friends from Saskatoon to |
Mother.

| dug into my purse for CarmenOs rosary, think
might have a better line to Our Mother on that rosal
pulled out the new blue one instead and laid it on
chair next to some other items. For the first time s
coming to Medjugorije, | did not check it for any chal
in color. Finding CarmenOs rosary, | began to pray.

The memory of the Medjugorjexperience woul
continue to replenish my well of faith.

Ol love you, Dear Mother. Let me be worthy.
love be my compass and guide in all that | do. Helg
to make my life one of impact for God,O | pray
OHelp me to make my life a marker for God. Let it
Hip-Hip-Hooray for God!O

The Land Rover was loaded; we went for one
walk through Medjugorje. We revisited the chu
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which was now empty, and said a final prayer
thanksgiving for the time spent in this quaint par
Bosnia. Then we were off.

It was a lovely sunny day. Loretta and Nino w
in the front of the Land Rover; | was sitting in the b
seat on the right-hand side. Cristina was in the mi
seat with Roberto on her left.

Just prior to reaching the outskirts, | opened
purse and began fumbling around for something
donOt remember what. In the process, | accide
pulled out my blue rosary which was entangled \
some other objects.

When it came into my line of vision, my bre:
caught. | could not believe my eyes. Some of the s
links had started to change to gold.

| untangled the rosary and held it closer to the-
dow. Was | mistaken? No, the beads, which had b
distinct blue shade, were now deeper blue in colour

My heart began to race.

| gave the rosary to Cristina. She knew insta
what had happened. A satisfied smile curved her lig

She handed the rosary to Roberto. He, too, k
what it had looked like. He was speechless.

| told Cristina | needed to show the rosary to N
and Loretta, especially in view of the debate/discus
weOd had the previous evening about miracles
modern science. She was uncomfortable with the
but | said: OWe are all on the same faith journey, jt
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different stages, but we are nonetheless on the
path. ThatOs why it is imperative for us to share ot
periences.O

| could hardly wait until the Land Rover stopg
for some traffic lights. | handed the rosary to Nino.

Perplexed, he said: OThis rosary is chan
colour.O

He gave it to Loretta. She did not comment.

| clasped the rosary tightly in my hands and
Mother Mary to forgive any doubts 10d had. Earlie
the chapel, | had not bothered to check or to pray o
blue rosary. 10d given up hope of it changing colou

As we drove out of Medjugorje, | was infused w
such an acute joy that | prayed the Chaplet of Merc
anyone back home in Saskatoon who came to mind

| kept the rosary in the palm of my hand for
entire trip to our next destination, Krk, and continue
be amazed by the string of beads that glittered ir
sun. Surely this is how | must have felt when | ope
my first Christmas gift, | thought.

Tuesday, May 14, 2002

Krk is a beautiful harbour city. Our stay
was most enjoyable.

The first thing I did when I awoke was to
look at my rosary which was tucked under my
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pillow. I went out onto the balcony and exam-
ined the rosary in the bright sunlight. Yes, it
was definitely undergoing a visible metamor-
phosis. My elation was indescribable.

We arrived at Pula that evening. | sat at a pati
ble adding to my journal while the blue-green Adri
Sea serenaded me. The rosary was on the tab
picked it up and once again was mesmerized by
transformation that was clearly taking place. Yes.
deed. All the Hail Mary links were more yellow nc
Only the three links before and after the Our Fa
bead were still silver with no visible change.

Thank you, dear Mother, for being the key that
leads us to Jesus. Thank you, Jesus. I am humbled,
grateful, and very content.

Wednesday, May 15, 2002

Roberto draws the drapes. Another glori-
ous day. 1 feel like a child with a treasure. My
rosary. My treasure.

From the window, I can see a fishing boat
being bombarded by seagulls looking for
scraps to eat. Qutside our patio, there is a
planter filled with aromatic plants. I run my
hands over lavender and rosemary. It’s great
to be alive.
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Our last stop before reaching Italy was Postc
There, we visited the magnificent caves and saw
wondrous sculptings of Mother Nature. The caves
spectacular beyond words. Throughout the trip, F
tinually wished Rob was with us, but that day | wis
it more than ever. Mineralogy is his field of study.
book and some fossils would have to suffice unti
could come and experience the caves for himself.

We were now on the last leg of our journey bac
Italy. Croatia, Slovenia, and Bosnia had made las
impressions on all of us, but for me, realizing my dre
of visiting Medjugorje had far exceeded my fondest
pectations.

Our last two weeks in Italy were spent sightse:
in parts of central Italy. We spent the final seven (
in Padova with family and friends.

The crown jewel of Padova is the Basilica of
Anthony. There, | abandoned myself in thanksgiv
for a vacation that had played out like no other.

The first thing | did when we got home to Sas
toon was go and purchase another rosary identic
the one | took to Medjugorje. The one from M
jugorje continued to transform; the beads are nov
black and the links, a rich shiny gold. The new ¢
which | bought solely for comparison purposes, is
the way the other used to be, blue beads with <
links. At every opportunity, | share my Mary expe
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ence.

That same year, on December 8th, the feast d
the Immaculate Conception, | took the rosary to
John Bosco Church where praying of the entire ro:
all four mysteries (twenty decades), was taking pl
Carmen was to lead us in prayer.

| had made arrangements with Carmen to pra
proxy for the loved one of my friend Lucia. | sugges
to Lucia that she join me for the afternoon rosary.

Afterward, | introduced Lucia to Carmen, and
all prayed for LuciaOs brother.

On the way home, | felt an overwhelming nee«
make sure my rosary was in my purse. It was as th
| had a premonition | was going to lose it. | asked
cia to retrieve the purse from the back seat and loc
side for the rosary.

OYes,O she remarked, Oyou wouldnOt want -
that special rosary you took to Medjugorje, wo
you?0

It was in my purse. | was greatly relieved.

That evening | attended the 8:00 p.m. Mass a
PaulOs Cathedral with another friend, Giovina.
wanted to talk to me, so after Mass we went to a re
rant for coffee.

Whenever possible, | like to pray the Chaple
Mercy at 3:00 p.m. because that is when Jesus
Asking for His mercy at that exact time has bect
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poignantly symbolic for me.

However, when | went to get my rosary out of
purse at 3:00 p.m. the next day, it was missing.

| recalled taking it out of my purse at Mass
night before. | remembered looking at it during M:
fondling it, caressing the beads, marvelling at this
cial treasure, and being thankful. | also rememb
placing the rosary in the pocket of my blazer &
Mass.

| ran to the closet and checked my blazer. It
not there.

Feeling a rush of panic, | called to Rob and Cris
who were both home at the time. We all began se:
ing the house.

| soon realized it was an exercise in futility bece
| distinctly remembered placing the rosary in the po
of my blazer.

By now, | was very distressed and upset. Rob
to say something to console me, but his sister sne
back: OYou donOt understand how much that r
means to Mom.O

Fighting for composure, | telephoned the Ca
dral. The secretary said the janitor had already -v
umed and that if he had found the rosary, he would
brought it to the office. She could hear the desper:
in my voice and offered to go and look for it in 1
church herself. | explained that | always sit directl
front of the statue of Mother Mary whenever | att
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Mass at St. PaulOs. She said she would call me ba

In the meantime, | phoned the restaurant w
Giovina and | had had coffee. The hostess obligi
searched the OLost and FoundO box, but no rose
been turned in. She said she would also check wit
night shift when they arrived.

Roberto arrived home from work to find a very-c
traught wife trying to prepare an early dinner so
could go to his Monday Night tennis game which
been part of his routine for many years. Seekin
comfort me, he observed: OMaybe the person
found the rosary needs it more than you.O

We sat down to dinner. | was not a happy camg

During dinner, the secretary from the chu
phoned. She had found nothing. Even though it
not generally done, she offered to put a notice in
church bulletin. OThis rosary is obviously very imj
tant to you,O she said.

| thanked her for her kindness, but my heart
heavy.

After dinner, alone in the laundry room, |-t
moaned my loss aloud to God. OFine,O | told Him
unhappy tears in my eyes, Oif someone needs
rosary more than | do, so be it. But, boy, will | cry-r
self to sleep tonight!O

No sooner had | uttered those sentiments thai
of a sudden, | was infused with a heat that rushed
my toes to my head. At the same instant, the telep
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rang. | knew even before | answered that the resta
was calling to say they had found my rosary.

| was right. The rosary had been found. The r
before, the waitress, sensing it was something pre
to someone, had stored it in a different place.

My joy was unconstrained. | quickly wrote a the
you note, wrapped up a box of chocolates for
restaurant staff, and rushed over to get my rosary.
treasured rosary from Medjugorje has since taken
life of its own. It has become a travelling mission
rosary shared by those who are in need of Mz
peace, love and compassion.

My life was at another crossroad. | had sji
months recording my remarkable experiences in
journal. 1 had thoughts of putting everything into bt
form, but now | was struggling with other questions:
| want to make myself vulnerable and expose my
mate story? Should I put it into a book? Would any
want to read of my experiences? And even more
portant, would anyone benefit from reading suc
book?

Ultimately, the decision was taken out of
hands.

In February of 2003, just before ValentineOs
Judy, my friend of many years, came to visit. We
not seen each other for several weeks.

| was looking forward to JudyOs visit. She alv
manages to put a new spin on any given situation.
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the years, when tackling different issues, | have con
rely on her quiet, calm, but strong demeanour.

We visited happily for a while, then she said:

OSo when are you going to publish your book?«

OltOs a long story,O | responded and redirect
conversation.

A half hour passed. Judy asked again. OWha
with the book?0

| dug out the pages of the manuscript | had pri
off, opened it randomly, and gave a page to Juc
read. When she finished it, | noticed there were tea
her eyes. Curiosity beckoned. | took the sheet 1
Judy and began to read aloud. It was the first time
held and read from my hard copy. | could hardly
lieve what | heard myself reading. Out of the hunc
typewritten sheets, the page | picked out of the ¢
was the one describing the events of March 8, 2001

| had just repeated that same story earlier to fri
at my motherOs home.

Q.a Madonna mi mando lo Spirito Santo quel mat-
tino--Mother Mary sent the Holy Spirit to me tf
morning,O | told them. | had never expressed this |
and emotion in my Italian dialect before. Someh
when | did, all that had happened to me took on an
deeper meaning.

To relive the most important element of my st
twice in one day? This could not be a coincidence.

When | finished reading aloud, JudyOs blue
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glistened. Ol am a person who is not easily moved,
said. Ol just realized you have the ability to touch
ple through the written word. It is the same abilif
know you possess when you address people thr
your public speaking presentations. There is no ct
to be made. You have to put this in a book. Do it. |
away.O

My impetus to move forward with the project v
further reinforced a couple of days later through a-
phone conversation with Carmen. The e-mail Car
sent after our heart-to-heart on the phone describe
last vision she gave me:

“Francesca phoned me on February 15,
2003, shortly after lunch. She was very tired
and anxious about publishing this book. Her
mind was full of runaway thoughts as to how
to do this. She hadn't slept and I could hear
the fatigue in her voice. As I prayed for peace
in her heart, I experienced a few visions...

#1 [ saw Jesus and Francesca walking on
a path, Jesus was leading the way, being very
patient with her, waiting for her to catch up.

#2 I saw Francesca wrapped in a baby
blanket. Mary was holding her.

#3 [ saw her book, also wrapped in a blue
blanket, in the arms of Mary.

#4 I saw blue dominos, one falling into
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the other. The dominos changed into books. (I
was under the impression that this book cover
was going to be pink. I was so surprised to see
blue books.) There were many books. Each
person who read her book experienced an in-
crease in faith, having been inspired by the
Holy Spirit.

I also felt that the vulnerability she feels
about opening up her very personal feelings
and sharing them with everyone would be
turned to peace of mind and heart...Thanks Be
To God!!!”

In sending me this e-mail, Carmen confirmed w
| already knew: that this was not my story. It v
MaryQOs story--a story that leads us to Her son, .
And it was a story that had to be shared.

| told Carmen that my intention from the very-|
ginning was to have a blue cover for my book, if tf
was to be one.

Initially, the whole concept of being healed was
great for me to fathom, comprehend, or internalize.
| placed the memory of March 8 in a box and store
away for another day--yet another day--and yet ant
day. When | was finally able to look inside the box,
stark truth and realization of what had taken plact
that March morning was completely overwhelming
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could no longer ignore the truth that was exploc
from inside the box. On March 7, 2001, the con
together of many people in prayer lifted me up to C
On that day, a sparkling, love-pulsating, red flag
raised to the heavens on my behalf. | believe that
lectively, everyoneQOs prayers resulted in Oprayers
answered.O

| want to shout from the highest mountain that
March 8, 2001, at 4:00 a.m., Mother Mary brought
Spirit of her Son Jesus to me. The power of GodOs
Spirit touched my body and with His Boundless Lc
bathed it with aHeat and Divine Energy that heals
every molecule, every atom, every cell of my being.

My heart is bursting with responsibility, yet full
joy because | have now released the beautiful mil
that defies what we humans call logic. The dance
tween my heart and mind has ended, leaving me
only sweet refrains. My logical mind no longer ov
powers my heart. | have learned to think more with
heart, and in doing so, gut instinct has become w
fondly call God instinct.

If we look with our physical eyes, we see only the
surface. But if we look with our spiritual eyes, we see
so much more.

My dance with breast cancer has led me to ur
stand that where science and technology end, an
Power/Divine Energy takes over.

My life ‘NPink has been enriched by JesusOs u
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ing presence. | can never repay Him.

Without doubt or reservation, March 8, 2001
left an indelible mark of GodOs handiwork at play ir
life.

“Not by power, not by might, but by My Spirit, says
the Lord.” Zechariah 4:6.

| have come to realize with great sadness that |
probably never again experience that all-consun
blissful, electrifying, deliberate surge of warmth | 1
on that morning, but the grandeur and rapture of
day is never far from my mind and spirit.

From time to time, | still receive the occasio
Orush of heatO. | believe the uncharacteristic war
God tapping me on the shoulder, reminding me of
constant presence and love.

| often wondered why, on March 8, | experien
the incredible, specific heat after praying the first 1
decades, but not after the fifth. It was only rece
while praying and meditating, that the answer came
was like a voice speaking clearly in my head: OTh
was done. You were healed.O

When we are a witness to any event firsthan
choice must be made: to report with a truthful, o
heart what was witnessed, or to do a Ohit and ru
now feel | have done my part--to be a truthful witni
In CarmenOs words: OThank you, Francesca, fc
running away with GodOs miracle.O
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Jesus challenges us to pay our dues and spe:
with truth and conviction, even at the risk of be
ridiculed. Each of us is challenged to be a witnes:
Christ.

Fear is our greatest obstacle. Fear is how the
(I can now finally write the word without any fear) ec
trols us. The only fear | now have is the fear of offe
ing God. | will not be debilitated by fear. My spi
will not be dulled by fear.

Dante, in the Divine Comedy, states it best.
hottest places in hell are reserved for those of us
insist on remaining neutral in times when we are<
lenged to speak out. Well, I am speaking out. |
stepping out in faith and acknowledging that two w
drous, stupendous miracles have been witnessed.
by me alone on the morning of March 8, 2001, the ¢
on May 13 of 2002 as the five of us were leaving N
jugorje.

Love is the engine that should drive humar
Love is the food of life. In love and without reser
tion, | have reported what | have witnessed.

“What God has opened, no one can close. What
God has closed, no one can open.” Rev 3:7
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FinaL RerLeCTIONS ‘NOINK Q
4

My journey ‘NPink which began ir <
1994 has made me realize the imme...c

power of the human spirit that dwells in each one o
| have no regrets. This cancer journey has takel
physically, emotionally, and mentally to places | cc
never have imagined. Breast cancer has allowed 1
look at my life through pink-tinted glasses; the rad
glow enables me to embrace with gratitude the life
has given me.

| have been on a continuum of spiritual evol
ment.

I know without any doubt that the events of
past months have challenged me to rethink whai
relationship to God should be. In a world gone teel
logically mad, | have found the umbilical cord that ¢
nects with our Creator. It is easy to miss the hu
element in the rush of everyday living. We need to
come more human-full. We need to become more |
full.

My journey ®Pink has led me to many wonder
people. | am especially blessed to have met Car
She is a holy woman and visionary with unsurpa:
faith. | am awed and inspired by her faith and steas
commitment to God.

People often ask: OIf you could go back, would
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change anything?O My response is a heartfelt: No.
cancer journey awakened in me the reality of what |
always known to be true. We have the power to t
and choose. That gives us control over how we res
to life. As a result, my cup will continue to be fu
Cancer can never take away my ability to love whic
the balm of true living.

Psalm 90 sums up where | am todai @u, O
God, my refuge I take, I will not be afraid.”

In a perfect world, it would be super-fantastic
doctors and patients prayed together or for each
prior to surgery, for instance. Total healing can ¢
take place when there is a blending of the spirit,
mind, and the body.

Many studies have been conducted using [
laws of science which prove over and over again
the healing power of prayer and of religion/spiritua
is undeniable. Harmonizing and harnessing sci
with the healing power of God, through the vehicle
prayer, could become a revolutionary pinnacle
achievement for humanity. Wow!

When | visit my fatherOs grave, | often war
among the gravestones, reading the names and
The dates of birth and death are always linked wi
dash. For me, the dash is all-important. It repres
our life.

God gently watches as we struggle to make
dash count, to make it stand for something which, ir
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end, may help us to justify our existence.

My quest now is to justify my existence--my da
my life--here on earth in GodOs time.

Together we can create a contagious moveme
love within our communities to become beacons, li
epiphanies of ChristOs Love.

Together“l (we) can do all things through
Christ who strengthens me (us)” Philippians 4:13.

This book is dedicated to all people, especi
those who live with adversity. May they soar on
wings of faith, hope, and GodOs infinite love.

Butterfly,
Francesca losca-Pagnin.

P.S. | have also witnessed the on-going healing o

Special Friend. Through baseline medication comb

with cranio-sacro and visceral manipulation ther:

my Special Friend has made an amazing recovery.
Thank you, Jesus.
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Dravive THE ROSARY @ //

For more than nine hundred yee B/@
the rosary has been a religious tool <
prayer. By the 12th Century, it was ai
ready common practice to use beads to count ce
repeated prayers. Christian monks ran beads or kr
string through their fingers as they chanted their
required Psalms.

Each of the constituent prayers of the rosary,
ApostlesO Creed, the LordOs Prayer, the Hail Mar

]—low to Pray the Rosary

1 Make the Sign of the Cross and
pray the Apostles’ Creed.

Pray the Our Father.
Pray three Hail Marys.
Pray the Glory Be.

Announce the mystery for reflection
and pray the Our Father.

Pray 10 Hail Marys.
Finish the decade with the Glory Be.

Repeat this process (5,6,7) for each
decade.

G WN

O N O

the Glory Be, is rooted directly or indirectly in t
Gospels.

It was Pope Pius V who instituted the familiar fc
of the rosary and recommended Catholics pray on
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beads while reflecting on the life of Christ. He enec
aged praying 150 Hail Marys (from Luke 1:28 & 42)
decades separated by an OOur FatherO (univ
known as The LordOs Prayer).

Pope John Paulll stated in 2006 the following
regards to Medjugorje:
\ Medjugorje is the fullment and continuation of
Fatima.
Authorize everything that concerns Medjugorije
TodayOs world has lost its sense of the super-
natural, but many are searching for it- and fin
in Medjugorje, through prayer, penance, and
fasting.
Medjugorje, Medjugorge, itOs the spiritual he:
of the world.
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| derived great comfort and encouragement from-:
tacting the Upper Room Living Prayer Centre. It
be reached at 1-800-251-2468 any time of the de
night.

For more information on craniosacral and visceral
nipulation therapy, contact the Upledger Institute
Florida at 1-800-233-5880 or http://www.iahp.com.

The National Library of Medicine website:
http://mwww.nIm.nih.gov.

Please visit my website:
http://www.reflectionsinpink.com.



