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Sweet revenge on cancer treatment
January 09, 2012
By Jeannie MacDonald

I was baptized at Our Lady of Hypochondria Church.
When I get a headache, my mind speeds past simple causes, like "sinus pressure," and goes straight to
"inoperable brain tumor." If my leg tingles, it's multiple sclerosis; if my heart hiccups, it's cardiac
arrest.
Ah, the pointless trysts with Dr. Google, self-diagnosing ailments I didn't have.
That is, until I got DCIS (ductal carcinoma in situ). A routine mammogram detected cancer cells in my
right breast. Luckily for me, the doctors caught it early, but I would need surgery followed by radiation.
Let's see — 61/2 weeks of radiation. That's roughly 1,092 hours of worry time. And if worrying was an
Olympic sport, I'd be on the Wheaties box.
I had to do something to distract myself.
I started baking.
The idea came to me on my third day of treatment, after I casually mentioned making blackberry
cobbler for my family the night before.
"From scratch?" asked one of the techs, as if I was talking about some exotic 19th century practice, like
brewing my own sarsaparilla.
Suddenly it hit me: These people eat hospital food every day. While they saved my breast, I could
rescue their taste buds from the horrors of lime Jell-O with non-dairy topping that packed more
chemicals than antifreeze.
That Monday, I arrived at radiation hauling a three-layer red velvet cake, gussied up with fresh berries.
Or, as my family calls it, "crystal meth with cream cheese frosting."
A few days later, I brought a warm-from-the-oven strawberry-rhubarb pie with crumble topping. It was
empowering to morph from Frightened Cancer Victim into Aunt Bee delivering a picnic basket to Andy
down at the Mayberry sheriff's station.
After that came a torte made from 2 pounds of bittersweet chocolate, six eggs, 9 tablespoons of butter
and freshly whipped cream — a creation so decadent it might qualify as a controlled narcotic.

So it went throughout the summer: humid nights measuring sugar and vanilla, air-conditioned days
lying beneath a linear accelerator as it dispensed 20-second hits of radiation. Rather than dwelling on
my worst fears ("What if they can't get it all?"), I would envision myself at home, watching ribbons of
batter cascade into layer pans.
I got lots of double-takes, sitting in my hospital gown in the waiting room with a cake perched on my
lap. Yet I quickly discovered that baking wasn't an escape for me alone. Because they're associated with
happy occasions, seeing cakes in such an incongruous setting seemed to transport my fellow oncology
patients back in time to childhood kitchens and carefree days before cancer hijacked their lives.
On the last day of treatment, I brought in the dessert that the staff voted its favorite, the one dubbed "a
heart attack on a plate" for its artery-clogging ingredients: the red velvet cake.
Hugs were exchanged. Tears were shed. Diets were destroyed.
Imagine. Cake trumps cancer. Take that, ductal carcinoma.
Somewhere, Marie Antoinette is savoring the sweet taste of vindication.
MacDonald, a writer and former L.A. resident who lives in Portsmouth, N.H., has been cancer-free for
six years. She can be reached at wickedgoodcopy@gmail.com.
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Is There a Romantic Life After 40? Check Your E-Mail.
By Jeannie MacDonald, Special to The Washington Post

So, there I was, still single at 40, feeling about as marketable as flesh-eating bacteria.
Dating at 40 is like having the measles at 40: It's not terminal, just painful and a little embarrassing.
Officially, I was a grown-up. I had an IRA and a mortgage. I didn't need a husband to "complete me,"
but I wanted to share my life with someone. Yet after a while, the thought of yanking on pantyhose for
another pointless McDate held all the allure of passing a kidney stone.
I mean, let's do the math. I'd been on Soul Mate Patrol since the Ford administration. I'd scaled the
Boys-to-Men Food Chain, from high school and college steadies to 20-something flings, to having my
heart sledgehammered in my 30s by the one I thought I'd marry. Next thing I know, I'm turning the Big
4-0, feeling like an adult with a full set of baby teeth, wondering how many more dates I can take
before I roll up my uterus and call it a life.
Ironically, married friends envied my freedom. Others accused me of being "too picky." (Hey, if you're
not picky about love, what should you be picky about? Waxed or unwaxed floss?) Then there were the

smug, married-by-25 women who viewed me with pity, convinced I'd die one of those horrible spinster
deaths: surrounded by cats, identified by dental records.
I'd been as proactive in searching for Mr. Right as one can be without tripping a restraining order. Wellmeaning pals fixed me up with anyone who had a pulse and a prostate. I joined a gym. Tried a dating
service. I went out with men of all ages, heights and hairlines. Some would swear they were smitten,
then vanish, as if they'd entered the federal witness protection program. Others I liked, but they didn't
like me. Help! I'm trapped in a middle-school flashback.
By 40, I also hit the baby-shower wall. It got to the point where it just wasn't worth two days of
Haagen-Dazs self-medication to recover from them. Yep, nothing says "rock-bottom remainder" like
being the only singleton in a room filled with women bonding over Diaper Genies.
Then, one September morning, after taking the summer off from a run of dates culminating with an
engineer who spoke fluent Klingon, I received an e-mail from a stranger. The subject line ("We both
know Teddy Teller") was the only thing that stopped me from pressing "delete." Teddy was my first
boss after I graduated from Boston College. If they were friends, it seemed safe to read on.
John introduced himself as a single dad who worked with Teddy in Seattle. He suggested we
correspond. Instantly, my default mode -- hardened by two decades of dates-from-hell scar tissue -kicked in. He sounded sweet, so there must be something wrong with him. Cyclops, I decided.
After calling Teddy to confirm John wasn't a serial killer, I thought, why not? He lived three time zones
away. Nothing could possibly come of this.
I wrote back. We fell into a rhythm, like longtime tennis partners. Ping (he talked about his 9-year-old
daughter, Ann). Pong (I told him about my dog, Spencer). Ping (he described the pain of divorce). Pong
(I shared my dreams and regrets).
We wrote daily, conducting a 19th-century-style courtship, getting to know each other from the inside
out. No in-person pheromones to distract us. No phone calls, either -- the spell would be broken if he
sounded like Elmer Fudd.
By late October, we'd grown too close to stay apart. John sent flowers for my birthday, and wrote, "This
is ridiculous. I've got to meet you." Taking a deep breath, theme from "Rocky" buzzing in my head, I
typed, "You're right," and clicked "Send."
The first hug felt like coming home. Within two days, we were talking marriage. Imagine that. My last
serious relationship lasted three years and ended in a draw over commitment. Now, 36 hours after
meeting, John and I were ready to take the leap, and it didn't feel rash. It felt right.
That July, we married. Teddy was John's best man. Ann was my bridesmaid. That was eight years ago,
and I'm here to testify, if you're 40 and single, check your spam catcher. Somewhere among those
Viagra ads and Nigerian bank scams, you just might find what you've been looking for.
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WE BELONG AT THE GOLDEN EGG
By Jeannie MacDonald
Special to The Portsmouth Herald
Rick and Ilsa had Paris. Cliff and Norm had Cheers. Our family has The Golden Egg.
OK, so it's not famous like Spago. The New York Times hasn't reviewed it, and the Zagat Guide has yet
to praise its "quaint location" and "heaping portions." But here on the New Hampshire Seacoast, the
Golden Egg serves more than food. It serves a purpose. And that purpose, whether the staff realizes it
or not, is nourishing souls.
My husband, John, daughter, Ann, and I have spent countless Sunday mornings at the Golden Egg,
savoring fresh cinnamon rolls drizzled with icing and cranberry pancakes the size of bath mats. Who
couldn't love a place where your coffee cup runneth over, where the lobster in your omelet was
probably caught by a local fisherman?
The waitresses (New England accents, free with purchase!) are always upbeat, despite shifts that start
at Oh-Dark-30. They're the sort of unflappable, multi-taskers you'd want on your side if a flaming
meteor was hurtling toward Earth. They greet you warmly when you walk in. They nag you to clean
your plate. They notice when you haven't been there for a while. They're like your mom. Without the
side of guilt.
Typical of history's great hangouts, the Golden Egg can only serve about 40 people at a time. In fact,
while squeezing between tables to reach your seat, it's not uncommon to experience birth-canal
flashbacks. And unless you're there when the doors open at 6 a.m. on weekends, you'll probably have to
wait. (That's why God invented newspapers. Bring one with you. Share the Sports section.)
The seating system is utterly democratic. You get in line, put your name on the list, and pray they don't
run out of whatever dish you're craving until you've ordered it. You don't get in any faster if you know
the mayor — or even if you are the mayor. The size of your W-2 doesn't count, either. You'll see a local
VIP passing the ketchup to the guy next to him who scrapes up roadkill for the city, who's across from
the retired math teacher and his wife who had their grandchildren over for a slumber party last night.
When I was single and working out of my apartment, the Golden Egg was my satellite office — a fun
site to commiserate with fellow writers, a safe haven for coffee with blind dates. The weekend I met
my husband, John, I had to take him there. Hey, next to meeting my parents, sharing the Golden Egg
with him represented a serious commitment for me.

After John and I returned from our honeymoon, wide awake at sunrise due to the time difference, our
first stop was our second home. Having spent 12 days mangling our high school French and German in
European cafes, we yearned to order something in English — to be understood, to taste comfort food
again.
Yep, no more café au lait or fussy Swiss pastries for us. We wanted a good, old-fashioned, arteryclogging, cholesterol-crammed Amurrican breakfast with steaming cups of joe. That summer morning,
sitting at the counter, we grinned like fools as the cook sunny-side-upped our eggs and slid crunchy
home fries onto our plates.
Why does a place like the Golden Egg matter? I found out for sure the weekend after Sept. 11, 2001.
Shaken by the events of that day, I needed to see for myself that everything we'd known hadn't been
destroyed. We live in the city that was home to Tom McGuinness, the co-pilot on the first plane into the
Twin Towers. Although we never met him, our community felt his loss keenly. Yet somehow, seeing
that life went on at the Golden Egg gave me hope that life would eventually return to something
resembling "normal" as well.
It also matters to us that Ann grows up with memories of a restaurant that's not part of a 200-chain
franchise run by a global corporation obsessed with "branding" its "product." There's only one Golden
Egg and she gets to go to it. It's owned by real people — not a food service conglomerate that measures
its worth on a spreadsheet, or revamps its menu based on focus group testing. It's authentic.
Unpretentious. The anti-Starbucks.
The daily specials are written on a board. The lumpy strawberry-rhubarb pies look like your
grandmother baked them. The muffins come from an oven instead of a shrink-wrapped box. Birds nest
contentedly under the front awning. The sounds of whistling and laughter waft from the kitchen along
with the scent of maple bacon and oatmeal toast.
We could spend less for breakfast at a drive-up window, but we'd pay a steeper price. Because national
chains can't give us what the Golden Egg gives us, which is the feeling of belonging to the place where
we live. Yes, the Belgian waffles are delicious, but it's our craving for a different kind of sustenance
that brings us back time after time.
Contact Jeannie MacDonald at features@seacoastonline.com.

