
The weather that late March day started out somewhat typical for this part of New England. It was chilly and blustery, but it became gradually warmer as the day wore on. The town’s coastal location usually brought overcast skies and damp, saturated air, but not this day. The clouds melted away and the high ceiling seemed to produce an updraft of warm air. Perfect kite-flying conditions. By the time we arrived at the beach with the kite, it was all I could do to keep it from setting off on its own.
I strode haltingly along the sandy shoreline to allow Ginny to keep pace. My wife, a retired administrative assistant with the Tewksbury Police Department, had always been active, but in recent years she had been suffering from autosomal dominant polycystic kidney disease (ADPKD). This genetic disorder, which amounted to chronic kidney failure for which a transplant would eventually be required, caused cysts to form on the internal organs where they frequently rupture. ADPKD also affected her liver, but my wife made the forty-five-minute car trip with me to the Cape and never complained. It was not easy for her, physically or emotionally, but she battled the pain and fatigue because she wanted to be there. We walked side by side in silence and in no particular hurry, looking for the ideal place to set the kite aloft.
Scusset Beach in Plymouth, Massachusetts, was not open for the season yet, and the shore was completely deserted. The tide was out and the coastline extended far and wide in both directions, the vastness of the Atlantic disappearing beyond the eastern horizon. We had the whole beach to ourselves.
Accompanied only by the sound of breaking waves and the occasional shriek of a seagull, I allowed myself to be distracted momentarily by the peace and tranquility of the scene in anticipation of the crushing swell of emotions that the launch of Lauren’s memorial kite would evoke. It was the first birthday our daughter was not there with us. 
It was hard to believe that it had been almost a year since we lost our precious Lauren to lung cancer. The grief was still there, every part of it--especially the anger. I was mad at everyone. I was mad at the world. Ginny would tell me that I needed to talk to someone about it, but I didn’t think I needed anyone else telling me that I had to move on. Besides, I had moved on. 
The day that caused me to suddenly question my faith and changed my outlook on life forever was September 4, 2004. It was Labor Day weekend. Ginny had recently begun to experience swelling and often severe pain in her abdomen and the doctors were still trying to determine exactly what was causing these symptoms. She had been seeing a surgeon, a liver and kidney specialist at Tufts Medical Center in Boston, Dr. Richard Rohrer, with whom Lauren had been in frequent contact to try to find out what was going on with her mom. Lauren had grown comfortable enough with him from their many conversations to confide in him that she had recently been diagnosed with lung cancer. Before she ever told her mother and me, she asked Dr. Rohrer if he had any suggestions as to the best way to break the news to us. She was concerned for us, not knowing how to explain it to us without worrying us to death. He suggested KISS: Keep It Simple, Stupid.
Lauren called us during the week and said she was coming home for the weekend. We always looked forward to her visits. Lauren drove up from New York and arrived in the early evening. We were attending the fortieth wedding anniversary party for our good friends Larry and Patty Giangregorio, and we were not home yet, so Lauren let herself in with her key and waited for us. When we arrived, I gave her a hug and a kiss--and I instantly got the feeling that something was wrong. She just didn’t seem like her usual jaunty self. She seemed nervous, and she looked uncomfortable. But I think what really stuck out for me was that she had not greeted me with her usual, “Hi, Oompa.” It was a salutation she had begun using in jest because I had gained some weight in recent years, especially around the midsection. She always worried about my health and eating habits, so she would tell me that I looked like an Oompa Loompa from the movie Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory as a way of reminding me to take better care of myself. I always laughed when she said it because it reminded me of how much she used to love that movie. When she was young, I would sit with her and we would watch it together every time it was on TV.
But that day, instead she walked her mother and me into the living room and asked us to sit down. She sat first, dropping down hard onto the love seat, almost as if she could not hold herself up any longer. We sat directly across from her on the matching couch: it was part of the living room set Lauren had given us when we first moved into this fixer-up in Hull, Massachusetts, three years before.
Lauren looked from me to her mother several times, peering at us in deep concentration. Like me, Lauren usually got straight to the point, but this time she paused interminably. At least it felt that way. I can’t help but think now that she was trying to hold in memory this image of us before we were fundamentally changed by the news she was about to deliver.
“What’s wrong?” I demanded to know.
She leaned forward and reached across the small rectangular coffee table that was between us and touched one of our each of hands with her own. Her skin was warm and damp. “Everything is going to be okay,” she began. Her words were measured and her tone was even and calm. She meant to reassure us, but it had the opposite effect. Both Ginny and I began to panic immediately.
I jumped to my feet. “Did somebody do something to you?” I flushed with anger at the thought of someone trying to harm my daughter. I knew she could take care of herself, so for her to come to us with anything could only mean it was beyond something she could handle herself.
“No, Dad. There’s something I need to tell you both. Please, just have a seat.”
	I sat back down beside Ginny on the couch. I had no idea what the news could be, but I knew it had to be serious. We knew that Lauren had been experiencing some unusual swelling in her right arm and was planning to make an appointment with her doctor, but at this point we did not know if she had done so. To be honest, it never entered my mind that the news she was about to deliver would have anything to do with her health.
“It’s going to be okay,” she repeated, and I thought I detected something in her voice that made me wonder if she was trying to convince herself at the same time. She paused momentarily. Then, as if she could no longer hold it in, she blurted, “I have lung cancer.”
I felt like I’d been hit with a baseball bat. Time seemed to stop. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought. I looked at Ginny to confirm if she had heard the same thing I just did. The frightful look on my wife’s face told me that she had. Her complexion had paled and she was shaking her head almost involuntarily.
I turned to Lauren. “You don’t smoke,” were the first words out of my mouth, wanting to invalidate the doctor’s diagnosis right then and there. I knew there had been a period several years ago when Lauren would have a cigarette on occasion, but that was it. She told her mother recently that she hadn’t bought a pack since just after 9-11, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her smoke. My mind was racing, and I just couldn’t catch up. It just did not make sense to me that someone who rarely smoked would develop lung cancer, particularly at such a young age. I knew plenty of people who were much older, who had smoked their entire lives, and they didn’t have lung cancer. I understood, as my wife did, what this diagnosis meant; I’d quit smoking myself in 1990 when my friend and neighbor developed lung cancer and died soon afterward. I knew what this disease did to people.
“Oh, Lauren!” Ginny screeched.  She sidestepped the coffee table, practically leaping over it to get to Lauren, who tried to stand before her mother reached her. She was too slow, however, and they both fell back onto the chair in an embrace. I saw tears flowing freely from both their eyes and that started me sobbing. 
I reached for some tissues on the coffee table, offering the box to Ginny, but she didn’t want to let go of Lauren. I dabbed my eyes and walked over to them. I put a hand on Lauren’s shoulder.
“What did the doctor say?” I asked after a moment, the shock still lingering. “What does he think should be done?”
“Are they sure that’s what it is?” Ginny asked as she pulled back slightly, but still holding onto Lauren. “Did you get a second opinion?”
Lauren nodded. “I wanted to be sure before I told you. When I went in to have the swelling in my arm looked at, they did a CT scan that revealed a mass on the right side of my chest against my lung, and a smaller one inside the lining. I met with a chest specialist, Dr. Raja Flores, a thoracic surgeon at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in New York. He confirmed it.”
Ginny moaned loudly as she continued to sob, pulling Lauren closer to her again.
“I need you both to be strong for me,” Lauren said. “I’m going to be fine. Dr. Flores is the best there is. He thinks he can get it all with chemotherapy and radiation. And he will remove the lung if he has to.”
“How soon before they begin?” I asked, gathering myself.
“They want to start the treatment right away. First chemotherapy, to try to shrink the tumors.”
Up until then, Lauren had maintained her composure, but her voice had begun to tremble and her eyes welled with tears. “I was making plans for your fortieth wedding anniversary in November.” Her breathing became shallow and rapid and she started sobbing heavily. Her mother held her tighter. She struggled to continue speaking. “It was supposed to be a surprise. I’m not going to be able to do it now because I’m going to be in the hospital.”
I wrapped my arms around the two women I loved more than anything in the world.  “Don’t worry about some silly party,” I consoled Lauren, who seemed more concerned about how her diagnosis would affect us than about herself. “You’re all that matters. We’ll be with you every step of the way; don’t worry about anything.”
“Yes,” Ginny said. “We love you more than anything.”
“I know,” Lauren said with a smile. “I love you both. I feel good. We’re going to get through this.”
She acted remarkably brave, but I knew she was scared. I tried to be strong for her, at that moment and all through her illness. 
Watching my daughter suffer through the rigors of cancer treatment over the course of the next two and half years gave me a true comprehension of just how much I loved her. Along with my wife, she was always the most precious thing in my life, but the fear of losing her gripped me tightly and would not let go. In my darkest moments, I wondered if I would succumb from the sway of this profound dread even while she was fighting for her life. It tested my strength continually.
There were times when I would look at Lauren while she was asleep or resting after a treatment, or other times when she was feeling better and talking with her mom, and suddenly my mind would become besieged with memories, reminding me of things I thought I had forgotten long ago. 
The reality was that I could not even be sure they were my memories. I worked a lot when Lauren was young, putting in long hours, so I would rely on Ginny to tell me how they spent the day and she would fill me in on all the details.
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