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Laura Pica traces her mother's fondness for writing notes back to the polio she contracted as a toddler, a disease that kept her legs in braces and stopped her from roller-skating around the neighborhood like the other kids. 

To help occupy her time, her mother wrote to a pen pal. They would exchange letters religiously, an Italian girl from Medford sharing stories with a girl from England her same age.

Some 60 years later, Pica is now friends with the pen pal's daughter and granddaughter. They have visited her Beverly home. She also keeps in touch with the son of her mother's first boss and the ex-wife of a cousin who got divorced 15 years ago. 

The longevity of all these relationships is a credit to her mother, a woman who never lost touch with anyone. She was forever dropping little notes in the mail for no reason other than to let the person know she was thinking of them.

"Once you entered her life," Pica says, "you were there for keeps."

On April 2, 2008, Pica lost her mother, Diane Covino FitzGerald, to cancer. She was 69 years old. She was first diagnosed with breast cancer 15 years earlier and put up a brave fight to the very end. She underwent surgeries, multiple rounds of chemotherapy and radiation and volunteered for clinical trials. Through it all, she kept writing notes of encouragement to others, even from her hospital bed.

But the cancer, as Pica says, kept outsmarting everything they did.

After her mother died, a sort of panic took over Pica, an only child who spoke to her mother every day. She could not let her mother's life be forgotten. She couldn't let cancer keep winning.

"I felt like she couldn't go through everything she did and have nothing come from it," Pica says. 

Her mother loved wearing Mel's Bracelets, a charity launched by South Shore women to raise money for cancer research. Almost immediately Pica came up with the idea of a special pen adorned with beads as a way to honor her mother's simple tradition of sending notes.

Two months after her mother's death, Pica was in Milwaukee at a bead-and-button trade show with 3,000 square feet of vendors.

The end creation — a pretty pen with sparkling pink, green and white beads — are assembled by Pica, her daughter, aunt and cousins. Her husband does quality control. The stepson of a cousin created the Web site, and another cousin sketched the design on the note cards that accompany the pens.

She formed "Diane's Pen Pals — Write-off Cancer" and will devote all net profits to cancer research and patient care. She sold the first pen in November, and now six stores are carrying the sets, which retail for $25.

Already, Pica has sent $3,000 to Dana Farber Cancer Institute. Her goal is $1 million. But besides raising money, what she really hopes, on this day before Mother's Day, is that people will use the pen to send a note to someone they care about. A text or e-mail simply cannot compete with the unexpected thrill of receiving a handwritten note in the mail.

Just last month, around the anniversary of their grandmother's death, Pica's children, ages 7 and 10, decided their MeMe should get a note of her own. They addressed it to "heaven" with a return address "down here." 

They told her everyone in the family missed her so much, even the fish Louie, and especially their mother. Then the brother and his little sister tied the note to the end of a pink and yellow balloon and let them go in the air. 
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To learn more about Laura Pica's efforts to honor her mother, check out www.dianespenpals.com.

Staff writer Susan Flynn can be reached at sflynn@salemnews.com or at 978-338-2658. 
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