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	Dedication

This book is dedicated to all of you children who have had to say goodbye to a parent way too soon. For those families who have lost one to cancer, this book is for you. To all of the precious children, who have watched a parent fight with strength they didn’t have, to pursue treatments that left them with agonizing side effects in order to make more memories with you.

But even death can’t destroy the ties of love which will be forever bound to those they left behind. Because the same spirit that provided them with the strength and courage to fight their battle, is the same spirit that will never be extinguished from beyond.

A wonderful friend of mine once posted this message:

I thought I knew who my true and cherished friends were. Then I got sick. . . 

I thought I knew what was important in life. Then I got sick. . . 

I thought being a working mom was best for my family because I could then give my children whatever they wanted. Then I got sick. . . 

I thought having faith was going to church and praying to God. Then I got sick. . . 

I thought I would see my kids graduate, get married, and have babies of their own. Then I got sick. . . 

There were things I put off, thinking they could always be done another day; there would be all the time in the world. Then I got sick. . . 

Cancer taught my friend to cherish each and every day. To make memories despite whatever pain or discomfort she was feeling. And with that, she provided a valuable life lesson to those of us who followed her journey and continue to pray for those she left behind.


Chapter 1

August 12, 2004

“It’s time to kiss your mom goodbye, Tori,” my father whispered as I clutched his hand tightly. “She wants to go and live with Jesus now.”

I wasn’t even ten years old yet. I didn’t understand why my father put it that way. I knew Mommy was sick. She had been sick for a long time. Some days she didn’t even look like the mother I’d always known. The one who was full of energy and laughter. The one who sang songs to me, played games, danced to the music we played and put my hair in twisty braids. But now, as I reluctantly gazed over at her, she no longer resembled the mom I’d known for the first nine plus years of my life.

I didn’t understand why she’d rather go live with Jesus rather than stay here with my father and me. Our lives had been perfect from my perspective until the awful disease called cancer claimed her. I’d heard that whispered word many times. Along with other words I’d learned to hate. And then there had been all of the medical stuff - bigger words that were even scarier. I admit I didn’t understand all of the appointments, hospital visits, and treatment she’d endured for more than a year, but I knew one thing for sure: cancer was the enemy. Cancer was the culprit that took my mom’s energy and zapped her strength.

She had fought it for as long as she could. She smiled when even I could tell she was in pain. She still baked cookies with me between her chemo treatments, and she helped me start a scrap book of pictures and important events in my life. She even gave me photographs of herself as a kid, and my grandparents when they were young. But as time went on, these things happened less and less.

Several months ago, she rarely felt like baking cookies with me anymore; or taking me to the park or the petting zoo. She still read to me at night, before bed, something we’d done for as long as I could remember, but the playful lilt was gone from her voice. Dark circles under her eyes eclipsed the sparkle that used to reside there. Her smiles were lined and infrequent. Still, she tried as much as she could to keep things in our home as normal as possible, but still I knew things had irrevocably changed. I knew that they’d never be the way they were before this monster called cancer came into our home.

I turned my face, and buried it in my father’s jacket. “She’s sleeping,” I replied, my voice cracking, afraid to step any closer to the woman I hardly recognized. “She can’t hear me anyway, Daddy. I don’t want to say goodbye,” I sobbed. “I just can’t do it.”

He nudged me gently, his voice now raspy as he fought back his pain. “Go on now.”

The room was silent except for the intermittent beeping coming from the various machines surrounding her hospital bed. Tubes were going into her body, and for whatever reason, their purpose had not been served as far as I could tell.

My mom had just kept getting thinner and sicker and I knew this time she wouldn’t be coming home. It was strange, this moment in time. It was like I loved and hated her all at once, and I knew that wasn’t right. I knew I’d have to confess to Father Richman at end of the month confessions that I’d had these inappropriate thoughts about my mother as she was preparing to go to be with Jesus instead of staying here with me.

But I did as I was told. I leaned into my mother, and brushed a kiss against her cheek, and allowed the tears to roll freely. “Why? Why don’t you want to stay, Mommy?” I sobbed. “Why does Jesus want to take you away? What good were the prayers if you’re leaving anyway?”

I tore myself from her side and ran from the room. My dad hadn’t tried to stop me, and for that, I was grateful. I didn’t understand any of it, and I wouldn’t for many years. All I knew at the moment was that somebody was to blame for this. I just wasn’t quite sure who it was.


Chapter 2

September 24, 2004

“Good morning, Birthday Girl,” my dad chirped, coming into my bedroom to wake me for school. “How does it feel to be ten years old? You’re in double digits now, kid.”

I sat up, wiping the sleep from my eyes to his warm smile that just didn’t quite reach his eyes yet, but I knew he was trying.

For me.

But it had only been a little over a month since my mom had left us. And the past few weeks since the funeral had been spent in a busy fog. Relatives visiting; neighbors sending over casseroles and rich desserts that we only picked at during meal times that were spent in quiet reflection. But it didn’t make things any better as far as I felt. My dad had tried to be strong.

He had gone through my mom’s closet only a week ago, gathering up her dresses, jeans, sweaters and shoes to donate to Goodwill and Saint Vincent DePaul. He said it was what she’d instructed him to do. As if he’d been in on the secret all along. It had made me feel betrayed in an odd way. Why hadn’t she considered that maybe I needed her things around me to make sure I never forgot all that she’d meant to me? I’d pointed that out to him, but all I got from him was a terse, “It was what she wanted, Tori. I have my orders.”

“Do I have to go to school today?” I asked as I pulled the covers back and stretched my arms. I didn’t want to go - not just because it was my birthday, but because I just felt sad my mom wasn’t here for this birthday. She’d never missed one before.

“Well sure you do, honey. Birthdays aren’t an excuse to skip school. I thought you liked being in the fifth grade?”

“It’s okay,” I grumbled. “Miss Gibbons gives us a ton of homework though.”

“Well, there’s a reason for that, Tori. Get used to it because each year there’ll be more, I promise.”

Oh great.

“Get dressed now. Breakfast in ten.”

Nothing was ever going to be the same again. From this point on I would endure a future filled with firsts: first birthday without my mother; first Halloween without my mother; first Thanksgiving without her, and then Christmas and on and on and on.

I dreaded getting up in the mornings sometimes. Today was an especially difficult one for me. What did it matter if I’d turned ten? Big deal. But I did as I was instructed and got dressed for school.

Over breakfast, Daddy told me we’d have a special dinner to celebrate. He promised he’d be home from work early so that I didn’t have to endure Mrs. Crowley for more than an hour after the bus dropped me off from school.

Mrs. Crowley had taken over as a part-time housekeeper once my mom had gotten too weak to do the stuff she used to do around the house. And now she was here daily during the week so I didn’t come home to an empty house after school. She started dinner, did laundry and cleaned the house until my dad got home from work. The thing about Mrs. Crowley was although she wasn’t mean or anything, she sure as heck wasn’t overly warm or friendly either. She had gray hair, thick ankles, and did a lot of “tsking” while doing the housework, sometimes shaking her head like she was irritated, other times mumbling stuff under her breath.

“You know, Daddy, now that I’m ten, do you really think I need Mrs. Crowley to babysit me?” I asked as I poured milk on my Cheerios. “Don’t you think I’m old enough to stay alone?”

He gazed over at me from behind his newspaper, a frown creased his forehead. “Not quite yet. Besides, do you really want to take on everything she does around here, Button?”

It was the first time he’d called me by my nickname for what seemed like forever. I cracked a smile and shook my head. “Well, it might just be worth it,” I replied, “She’s kinda creepy, you know?”

He chuckled and returned to his paper. “No lie there,” he retorted, “But for now, she’s all we’ve got so hang in there.”

Easier said than done.
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As promised, Daddy was home by five o’clock. I’d requested pizza for my birthday dinner and just as Mrs. Crowley pulled away from the curb, the pizza delivery guy was pulling up with my pepperoni and sausage pizza he’d ordered before he left his office.

Did I tell you he was a lawyer? A good one, too! He handled criminal cases for people who couldn’t afford their own lawyer. I thought that was really charitable of him. His brother, my Uncle Dirk, was always telling him that he missed the boat by not being in private practice where he could make loads more money. Daddy always told him that it wasn’t always about the money. Sometimes it was about helping those who needed defending, but I don’t think he convinced Uncle Dirk of that.

My uncle asked how he could defend somebody who might be guilty of the crimes they’d been charged with. Daddy always replied that in this country, everyone was innocent until proven guilty. It was the law of the land. Or least it was supposed to be.

I was proud of my father for taking that stance. Besides that, we had enough money as far as I could tell.

Once we’d finished our pizza, Daddy brought out some wrapped gifts, and two cards placing them on the table in front of me. “We’ll have some cake after you open your gifts, Tori,” he said. “There’s something really special for you here. Open this one first. I have my orders.” He pushed one of the envelopes on the table so it was closer to me. I recognized my mother’s neat handwriting.

Immediately I felt a lump form in my throat. For a moment, I thought I might be ready to upchuck the pizza slices I’d just devoured. I took a deep breath and picked it up to open.

“It’s fine, Button. She wanted to be a part of this birthday. Go ahead.”

I nodded and opened the envelope, removing the card, and reading the greeting out loud:

To my wonderful daughter,

From the day you came into this world, we were as proud as we could be.

Blessed with such a daughter for everyone to see.

So, every year we celebrate

This very special day

To mark another milestone

As your life moves on its way.

I opened the card, and read the words my mother had handwritten inside:

My beautiful Tori. If I could be there with you as you move along through the years, I would share all the life’s lessons I could with you, but still encourage you to harvest some of your own. It’s how we reach our full potential, my darling. None of us attain perfection, no matter how hard we may strive, but never be afraid to make mistakes, because those are what make us grow and develop into the best we can hope to be. So, for your 10th birthday, I have a wonderful surprise in store for you! Open the box wrapped in pink paper first. And then open the box wrapped in blue paper after that. I have messages for you in both!

Love,

Mom

I laid the card down and picked up the box wrapped in bright pink paper. “She said to open this one first, Daddy.”

I tore the paper off and opened the box. I pushed aside the tissue paper and saw that it was a diary. I opened the leather cover and saw a folded piece of paper inside. It was Mommy’s handwriting.

Tori,

I kept a diary when I was a young girl. I’m glad I did. It sometimes helps to put your feelings in writing, sort things out in times of confusion. I hope this is something you’ll start doing. - Love, Mom

“A diary,” I said showing my father. “I don’t know what I’d even write in it. It’s not like anything in my life is exciting.”

“It’ll come to you, Button. Just give it some time. Open the other one now. It might just be subject matter for that diary,” he replied with a smile.

I lifted the lid on the blue box which was extremely light. Inside there was a printed certificate. I felt my jaw drop as I read it.

[image: Baby Girl Feet.jpg]

“Surprised?” my father asked. “He’ll be here tomorrow. Your mother made the arrangements a couple of months ago with the breeder. Now you’ll have your very own pet. Your mom and I thought how nice this would be for you–”

I didn’t wait for him to finish. I jumped up from my chair, dropping the announcement to the floor. “A dog? A dog is supposed to replace my mother? I don’t want it!” I screamed. “How can some mutt ever replace my mother?”

My father was at my side immediately, wrapping his arms around me but I didn’t want his consolation right now. I just wanted my mother.

No diary.

No dog.

Just. My. Mother.


Chapter 3

One month later. . .

There it was again. That formidable scratching against my bedroom door. I waited. . . 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1.

Whine.

“Go away!” I hollered, not getting up from my desk. “I’m doing my homework, Percy!” But he continued scratching and whining, just like he did every day since the breeder had delivered him weeks ago.

I knew I could wait him out. I always did.

Finally, he left but five minutes later, Mrs. Crowley barged in my room, without knocking, with Percy in her arms. “Victoria, your puppy left a mess on the living room rug. Now I’m not paid enough to have to clean up after a dog. I believe that’s your responsibility, don’t you?”

“He’s not my puppy,” I ground out getting up and walking over to where she wanted to hand him off to me. I could see that she wasn’t going to budge.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “I’ll get his leash.”

She followed on my heels behind me down the stairs to the hall closet where his leash resided. I could hear her ‘tsking’ the whole way there. I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t allowed to sass her; my dad had made that perfectly clear, but boy I wanted to!

Once I got Percy outside, his curly tail started wagging, and his tongue immediately hung outside of his mouth. He put his nose to the ground, pulling me along behind him, sniffing everything his mug came into contact with.

“You’re a total pain, Percy, you do get that, right?” He totally ignored my words, cocking a leg and marking a telephone pole with pee!

We walked a block when I looked up ahead and saw Marla Vincent, the most popular girl in the 5th grade, walking my way from the other direction. She was flanked on either side from two of the cutest boys in our class: twins. Dustin and Justin Moore.

Great.

Just what I need.

I was tempted to cross the street to avoid her. She was a mean girl. No doubt about that. The only time she’d ever been halfway sweet to me was after Mom died. That hadn’t lasted long though.

Percy saw the trio nearing and pulled at the leash, dragging me along behind him.

“Oh my God!” Marla squealed, stopping dead in her tracks to point at Percy. “What is that?”

Percy lifted his mug and growled.

“Umm. . . a dog,” I said, bristling at her tone.

“I know that, silly,” she said laughing, “But what happened to his face? It’s all smashed in.”

Percy snorted at the last remark. As if he knew he was being disparaged.

“He’s a registered Chinese Pug, Marla. A pure breed as a matter of fact,” I retorted, tugging at his leash so we could move on. But he was planted there. Tongue hanging out, looking up at his audience.

“Hey, I actually think he’s kind of cool,” Justin said, bending down to rub Percy’s head.
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