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 MCCHORD AIR FORCE BASE, Wash. (AFPN) -- There was something extraordinary about Sarah Marston, the 6-year-old daughter of Staff Sgt. Michael and Vicki Marston ... uncommon compassion and understanding ... a desire to help whenever and wherever she could ... an intellect beyond her years. 

Look no further than the book she wrote as proof, the book designed to help young cancer patients through the trials and tribulations of the disease. Look no further than the lives she touched, and the difference she made in those lives. 

Sarah died Nov. 29, one month short of her seventh birthday, and two weeks after completing the book, "Sarah, A Six Year Old Unafraid of Cancer," which details her yearlong bout with the disease. Now, for the first time since her passing, the Marstons have spoken openly of Sarah, and of the exceptional courage she displayed in the face of a killer. 

Michael, an Air Force weather forecaster, talked of the special relationship they had as father and daughter. 

"Just to know her, I think, was a privilege, but to have been her dad was precious," Michael said. "Sarah was a very loving little girl. She had unconditional love for everyone she met. I think that is the best way to sum up her personality -- unconditional love." 

Sarah, added her mother, got a special satisfaction from putting smiles on the faces of people she met. 

"She found beauty in everyday life," said Vicki. "She always wanted to make other people happy -- she enjoyed making other people happy. She had a ‘Mother Teresa kind of love.’" 

While Sarah's story is one of love and happiness, it's also about energy and enthusiasm, of trust and determination. It's a testament to the human spirit, and to the special bonds within a family. It's a story that will tug at your heart, and not let go. 

It began with a nine-day period in mid-1998 during which Sarah experienced a series of debilitating headaches, accompanied by considerable weight loss. After initial tests at the clinic here failed to determine the cause, Sarah and her mother were referred to Madigan Army Medical Center at Fort Lewis, Washington, where, Sept. 4, 1998, doctors confirmed the presence of a brain tumor. 

It's the kind of news that, deep down, every parent hopes to never hear. "There is nothing anybody can say to prepare you for that," said Michael. "That's pretty much on a par with the worst day of my life." 

A team of specialists performed the critical surgery the next morning, and, despite the confirmation of the malignancy of the tumor, all indications were positive. Doctors believed they had removed the entire mass, and that the disease had not spread. 

The morning of the surgery marked the first time Sarah would defy the medical experts at Madigan. Moments after being told that it would be some time before she would be able to speak, Michael was greeted with the words every father holds near and dear. "She said, 'I love you daddy,'" Michael said. "I'll always remember that moment."

Weeks of radiation treatments and chemotherapy followed to ensure the disease was gone for good. Along the way, the idea for the book surfaced between Sarah and her mother. 

"Some of the tests require the patient to be perfectly still for long periods of time, so most children have to be sedated," said Vicki. "Sarah was the first child under 8 years old who did not need sedation for the tests. When she asked why other children would need 'sleepy medicine,' which was what we called sedation, I told her that the tests were very frightening for some children. That's when Sarah came up with the idea to write a book to help other children understand that there's no reason to be afraid." 

The book also details the hair loss that comes with chemotherapy, an experience that can be particularly traumatic for a young child. After talking with her mother and father about it, Sarah made a choice her father calls courageous. 

"We told her that she would lose her hair," he father said. "We gave her a choice of keeping it long until it fell out, or getting it cut short so that it would be easier to clean up after it fell out. She made the decision to get it cut short, which I think shows just how courageous a young lady she was. 

"Sarah made a conscious decision not to let the treatments break her," Michael added. "There were times when I know she was in pain, but she chose not to complain." 

Sarah's tenacity eventually paid off in the spring of 1999 when, after 31 radiation and 11 chemotherapy treatments, doctors found no traces of cancer in her body. Months later, with that clean bill of health in mind, Michael deployed to Korea with members of his unit. 

He vividly remembers the early November afternoon when he was awakened by a co-worker with news that Sarah was sick once again. 

Vicki had noticed the same symptoms that were present when Sarah first became ill, and had taken her to Madigan, where tests were being run. 

"My first reaction was that it couldn't be happening," he said. "Then I had to spend the entire flight back across the Pacific fearing the worst." 

Those fears were realized when doctors confirmed the presence of cancer cells in Sarah's spinal fluid. It was a devastating blow to the family, considering the options left available for treatment. This time, tests showed the cancer had spread throughout her brain and was no longer conducive to radiation and chemo treatments. 

"We had basically given it our best shot, and it had come back stronger than ever," he said. "Things couldn't have been much worse." 

Less than a week after the discovery, however, things did get worse. As a result of the spreading cancer within her body, Sarah suffered a stroke while at home with her father, leaving her paralyzed on the left side of her body and in grave condition.

Doctors gave the Marstons virtually no hope for a recovery. Sarah would have to re-learn how to speak, and for the third time in her short life, including following the brain surgery, she'd have to re-learn how to walk. 

In the weeks leading up to Thanksgiving, she did both, once again defying both the doctors and their medical reasoning. Sarah was released from the hospital to spend the holiday at home with her family, a five-day stretch that both Michael and Vicki said was a blessing. 

"Those five days were very special," Michael said. "I firmly believe they were a gift from Sarah." 

With the cancer now raging inside her, Sarah suffered an attack Nov. 29 similar to the stroke earlier in the month. This time it proved to be too much for the child. With doctors and nurses, along with religious and social workers in the room, Sarah died in the arms of her father, with her mother and brother, Tony, at her side. 

Despite losing a child, the Marstons are quick to acknowledge the superb care they received at Madigan. If they had to go through the entire ordeal again, they would make the same decisions as before. 

"From day one, everyone at Madigan was great," Vicki said. "They were there when we needed them, not just to support Sarah, but us as well. 

"I know, in my heart, that they loved Sarah and that they would do anything they could do to help her. Anyone who loses a child will tell you that it is the most painful thing -- too deep for words. But I can only imagine how much more painful it would be if I had to second-guess my doctors' choices, or if I thought that the nurses didn't treat her as nice as they treated the other children or didn't give us the time that they gave other people. The day that Sarah died, they knew she was dying, and her room was continuously filled -- people rotating in and out, doctors and nurses and social workers -- the entire staff, to say goodbye to Sarah. They were just weeping, openly weeping." 

At the time of her passing, Michael said, he experienced a calm, peaceful tranquility that is hard to put into words. He compared the experience to "playing a game of tag with God." 

"I was there to cut the umbilical cord when she was born, and when she died, she died in my arms," he said. "So in a sense, it was like God handed her off to me, and I was handing her back to God. 

"I'm just thankful for the time we had her, and I feel proud to have been her father." 

Sarah's unwavering faith in God, her father said, provides a great deal of comfort for both parents, and a firm belief that they will all meet again. 

"She had a very personal relationship with God, and that is very comforting," he said. "I'll see her again, I know without a shadow of a doubt that I will. That's my greatest comfort, just knowing that we will be together again."

