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Our world was turned 
upside down
“Dave, you have stage three Squamous Cell 
Carcinoma of the left tonsil and lymph node” 

We were in absolute shock listening to the 
words coming out of the doctor’s mouth and for 
the rest of the day everything went by in surreal 
slow motion.

This can’t be happening. My husband Dave had 
just retired in December and had always led 
a very healthy lifestyle. We had just returned 
from Honduras in April where Dave got food 
poisoning. He thought the lump on his neck 
was from swollen lymph nodes due to being 
sick while away. Fortunately, he had previously 
scheduled a routine physical to make sure he 
was going into retirement without any health 
concerns. Our world was turned upside down 
as he went from this appointment, to an 
ultrasound, to receiving the phone call stating 
the mass looked menacing, to a CAT scan, to a 
cancer diagnosis within one week. 

It seems strange to use the word “gift” and 
“cancer” in the same sentence, but Dave’s 
diagnosis coupled with our referral to the Mark 
Preece house was just that. We didn’t get to 
choose this life-altering battle, but managed to 
find the silver lining in the Mark Preece House.

We live in Paisley near Port Elgin. Dave 
had previously worked for Waterloo Police 
Emergency Response Unit and had recently 
retired from Bruce Power where he was 
a Nuclear Security Officer and Corporate 
Investigator/ Intelligence officer.  

While at our first appointment at the Juravinski 
Cancer Center we were given a referral to the 
Mark Preece House due to the distance we 
would have to travel for the daily treatments 
over an eight-week period.

We decided to go and check out the Mark 
Preece house before we went back home. We 

had managed our emotions all day, until 
we got to the House. We could not see 
ourselves driving more than six hours daily for 
treatment or living in a hotel for that duration. 
How were we going to cook and maintain a 
healthy lifestyle in a hotel room? The Mark 
Preece House was a godsend.

We stayed at the House from June 24 – 
August 17 and only managed to get home for 
one weekend as Dave wasn’t able to travel 
due to the effects of chemo and radiation. I 
worked in the kitchen to feel more normal. 
Visiting and having the ability to talk to 
others going through similar stresses was 
very healing. 

One of the best parts of the House was how 
much it felt like home. We were dealing with 
fear, stress, pressure and coming back to the 
house every day  to volunteers making dinner 
in the shared kitchen, and knowing our new 
friends would understand if we laughed or 
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By Shelly Oates 

When you give 
to Mark Preece 
Family House, 
your tax-
deductible gift 
helps families 
at a very 
difficult time in 
their lives. 

To:  Your Family

From:  Our Family

The perfect 
gift is one 
that can be 
shared by 
others.

Call us at 905-529-0770 
to discuss how you can 

help or go online to  
www.markpreecehouse.ca

Dave and Shelly Oates 
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cried because they were all in the same boat, 
provided more support  and comfort than 
we ever could have imagined. We were all 
fighting the same battles!

On October 24, four months after we 
checked in to the House, Dave went for 
another CAT scan and this time it showed no 
sign of cancer. 

We can’t say enough about our time at the 
House –it gave us security, but more than 

that, it gave us a home away from home 
during a really difficult time on this journey.

It allowed us to come and go during 
treatment and for Dave to be able to 
concentrate on getting better.

I started a group blog on social media to keep 
family and friends updated and that cyber 
connection of support added to our strength 
and feeling of being close to home and not 
homesick. We’re going to visit with people we 
met while they were staying at the House. 

We are filled with gratitude to the Mark 
Preece House for making the worst time 
of our lives “endurable” filled with hope, 
support, certainty,  home-cooked meals, 
amazing staff, friendly smiles at the front door 
and coffee ready to brew in the family room 
and new friends ready every day to fight the 
battle with us. 

One of the most common responses we 
hear from families who have stayed at the 
House is, not only is the House beautiful 
and comfortable, but that the staff and 
volunteers are wonderful. This message 
comes from some of our staff who will  
tell you about their experiences with  
our families.

A few months ago, a guest came back to 
the room just as I had finished cleaning the 
bathroom. She was extremely upset and 
agitated and in one breath I heard that her 
husband was unconscious and may not 
live and she couldn’t remember what she 
done with her hearing aid. I managed to get 
her to sit down. I wanted her to stay calm 
and try to relax while I searched the whole 
room. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find the 
hearing aid. I listened as she spoke about 
her husband and how their anniversary was 
approaching. Her tears fell fast. I told her to 
go to the hospital, hold his hand and talk 
of her love and the different things they 
did together – he would hear this. When I 
left the room, she hugged me and thanked 
me for being there to comfort her when 
she so needed it. Later I was told that she 
had found her hearing aid in her bag and 
she wanted me to know. I don’t know the 
outcome but I hope it was a happy ending 
for both of them and I’m glad that we all at 
Mark Preece House helped her at this time 
of stress. - Sandra Dunston

I remember when I first started doing the 
weekend shifts with overnights. I received 
a call from the hospital at about 3 am for 
a family whose son/brother was seriously 
ill and they needed a place to stay. When 
they arrived, I welcomed them in, and spent 
a long time talking to them as what had 
happened was quite a freak incident. It was 
a mother and daughter and over the days, 
other family members came and stayed. It 
was so obvious the love they had for their 
son and brother. There were good moments 
when he rallied and there was actually hope 
he would recover, but unfortunately, he 
did not. The family referred to me as “their 
angel in pajamas” which has always stuck 
with me. I was doing my job but it obviously 
meant a great deal to them. Since their stay 
here, this family has continued to support 
the House to this day. - Lyn Kinnaird

One evening a man arrived at the House to 
be with his father who was flying in from 
another city for heart bypass surgery. While 
filling in the paperwork, he told me that he 
had not spoken with his father in 12 years. 
We all know people who find themselves 
estranged from loved ones – for a variety 
of reasons. His had his reasons, yet here he 
was. He dropped everything, hopped on a 
plane and flew thousands of miles to be 
with his Dad in his hour of need. People are 
here because they love someone. They drop 
everything and show up because someone 

needs them. All of our guests do this. Every. 
Single. One. Even when it means sharing a 
room with a man you are estranged from. 
This is the heart of the Mark Preece Family 
House. When we greet new guests, one 
of the most common responses we hear 
from them is how beautiful this place is. 
They are right, it’s an wonderfully pretty 
place. But our guests, with all their love and 
compassion, are the true beauty and it is 
such an honour to work here and be a small 
part of their story. - Virginia Cummings

Having had the privilege of working at the 
Mark Preece Family House for many years, I 
am often struck by the gratitude shown by 
our families for the simple things we offer. 
I am also struck by the diversity of families 
we see be they refugees, new immigrants 
and migrant workers; students studying in 
Canada or families simply on a vacation. 
The gratitude we experience when we offer 
a comforting, home-like environment is 
HUGE! I will never forget the broad grin 
and look of delight offered by a young lad 
when he came to the front desk looking 
for a “tooth machine”. When I whipped 
out a toothbrush and handed it to him, I 
could have been offering the world. That’s 
what it’s about for me, being in a position 
to offer the simple necessities in a caring, 
compassionate environment to any and 
all who may need our services. - Elaine 
Jongsma

Thank you to our staff, our many 
volunteers, donors and friends who make 
it possible for us to positively effect the 
lives of so many people. Have a safe and 
wonderful holiday season.

Pearl Wolfe 
Executive Director

I’m glad that we all  
helped her at this  
time of stress
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Makes a great  
gift for the holidays!  

Call us at 905-529-0770 
and tell us how many we 

can put aside for you!

a tasty cookbook for supporters of 

the Mark Preece Family House 

Donor Profile  

Adopt-A-Day is a wonderful 
way to help people get 
through a stressful and 
challenging time in 
their lives by supporting 
the operations of this 
wonderful House.

You will receive recognition 
and a charitable receipt. Best 
of all, you’ll know you have 
helped to make someone’s 
day just a little brighter. 

Adopt-A-Day and 
make a difference

This holiday season, consider a really meaningful 
gift for your clients or family and friends.

For your $500 donation,  
there are many ways you  
can participate:

- In lieu of gifts to your clients

- Donate as a family, instead 
of exchanging gifts

- As part of your work group’s 
holiday celebration

- A project for your faith 
group or service club

A Taste of 
Home

Now available for $20Judith King-Siganski has been 
making gifts to the Mark Preece 
House since the Nightingale 
Tournament started many years 
ago. The tournament began with 
a group of nurses but now brings 
together ladies who enjoy golfing 
no matter what their careers.

Judith was a nurse who went on 
to teach nursing at St. Joseph’s, 
the Hamilton General and eventually the 
Mohawk College MOH MAC Program 
where she wrote the nursing program 
curriculum for year one with two 
colleagues. She had students on neuro 
and the burn unit where they encountered 
out-of-town families for whom the distance 
was an added emotional strain on top of 
concern about their loved one’s condition. 

She saw first hand the need for 
accommodation for families who were 
distraught, had little money, and who didn’t 

know where they were going to 
sleep. 

“What better cause could there 
be to give to?” she asks.

Judith knows her contributions 
help the House to keep the room 
rental reasonable for families. 
She wants to do anything 
she can to offset the expense 
families face when they are 

going through these difficult times. Judith 
also participates in the House Golf4Life 
tournament every June. 

Judith says she is fortunate enough to have 
the opportunity to be in a position to give 
and to pay it forward.

“It gives you a happy heart,” she says.

Judith encourages people to give according 
to their ability or to volunteer their time. It’s 
a wonderful way to pay it forward, she says.

It gives you a happy heart

Charno Birk

Bruce & Shelley Catoen

Brent & Molly Court

Sandy & Jane Craik

Mike & Becky Halden

Alison Hall

Leigh Ann Kirby

Kevin Magee

David & Erica Miller

A.J. Preece

Rita Preece

Willem & Elly Smeda

Devin Smith

Jacques & Lisa Tittley

Many thanks to the most  
recent donors to the  

Adopt-A-Day program:
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Another amazing event for a wonderful cause!
We had another beautiful fall evening and the room 
was full to bursting with good will, great beer and 
amazing food.

Fall for Beer, a wonderful success in its sixth year, 
was held Oct. 18 at the Leander Boat Club in 
Hamilton. It netted more than $23,000 in support 
of House operations. Because the House is funded 
entirely by room rentals and fundraising and 
donations, support from the community is essential. 

Collective Arts

WellingtonBeau’s

Arterra WinesNickel Brook
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We are so grateful for the support 
of Nickel Brook, Wellington, Beau’s 
and Collective Arts breweries and 
Arterra Wines Canada. Wonderful 
food was provided by Nellie James, 
Charred and Cause & Effect. We 
also greatly appreciated the many 
donors who provided raffle, auction 
and door prize items. 

Special thanks to committee: 
Tracey Schockaert, Jan Milne, 
Jan Boomgaardt and  
Natalie Mancini. 

Photos by Donna Waxman
Fall for Beer workers: Jan Milne, Donna Marck, Tracey Schockaert, 
Pearl Wolfe, Natalie Mancini and Laura Buchner.

Cause & Effect

Charred

Nellie James
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Maggie Keaveney

imagine what those families are 
going through.”

She says the staff and volunteers 
make her feel so worthwhile and 
appreciated – like you are truly 
making a difference. 

“I’m so happy that you invite me to 
be a part of your story, to allow me 
to document the great work that 
you all do,” she says in her typically 
modest style. 

As Donna wraps up her day job, 
she is becoming even busier with 
her photography business. 

Donna is such an important part of 
the work that we do at the Mark 
Preece House and it is so gratifying 
to work with such a talented and 
generous individual. 

Volunteer Profile  

Thank you to Maggie! 
Around here, we refer to time stretching back to when the 
House opened as ‘the beginning of time’. 

This is a special shout out to Maggie Keaveney – a volunteer 
who has been writing stories for this newsletter since the 
beginning of time. Maggie will have interviewed many of 
the families and volunteers who have been profiled in this 
newsletter over the years. Maggie is moving on to take care 
of other aspects of her life and we want to acknowledge just 
how much she has meant to the communications efforts at the 
House. Thanks, Maggie!

If you have ever attended a  
Mark Preece House event, you  
will have seen her buzzing around, 
taking photographs and charming 
attendees with every click of  
the shutter. 

That’s Donna Waxman, the House 
‘official photographer’. Donna is 
as much a fixture at our events as 
volunteers and participants. 

Donna’s day job has been as a lab 
coordinator in the Psychology, 
Neuroscience & Behaviour lab at 
McMaster University. The PNB lab 
studies vision and the aging process. 
Donna has been at McMaster for 
more than 20 years and will retire 
at the end of this year. 

Donna became involved with 
MPFH through her late father-in-
law Chester Waxman who knew 
Dr. Christine Bradley through his 
governance work with Hamilton 
General Hospital. Dr. Bradley, of 

course, was a dear friend of Mark 
Preece and was pivotal in getting 
the Mark Preece House started.

Donna attended a Golf4Life 
tournament one year and became 
interested in what was going on. 
The next year, she took her camera 
with her. And the rest is history. 

Donna began taking photography 
courses at the Dundas Valley School 
of Art and Mohawk College. One 
year, she took a portrait course and 
found herself ‘smitten’. The student 
is now the teacher as she will be 
teaching an event photography 
course at Mohawk this fall.

Why the Mark Preece House? It’s 
just the people and the cause is 
so great, she says. “I just can’t 

Donna Waxman,  
the House ‘official 
photographer’

Donna always makes 
sure she has a photo 
with our honorary 
Golf4Life chair,  
Walter Gretzky. 
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Bayshore Health Care in Niagara on the Lake made a large donation of wish list items 
in memory of Steve Cummings. Rosalie Young and Emily Kwade present the donation to 

Virginia Cummings.

The Tonic Rotary Club prepared a wonderful Thanksgiving dinner 
for our families.

We are so grateful for regular contributions from our 
local Costco. Volunteer Dan Forrest picks up a buggy 

of donations from our contact Mary.

Friends from St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Secondary School in 
Oakville came to make dinner for our families. 

Here’s our pal Henry in his pumpkin Halloween 
costume!

Students in the Public Relations Program at Mohawk College are doing a PR project 
for the House this year.
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Denis and Julie Morin make the draw for the Cottage 
Stay raffle prize with the help of Elaine Jongsma. The 
raffle was part of the Jason P. Morin Memorial Walk in 
support of the Mark Preece House in May. 

Our friends from the World Vision Club at McMaster did a Halloween for Hunger food drive in 
support of the House. They say it was a rewarding and enjoyable experience and they are honoured 
to partner with the House.

Call 905-529-0770  or info@markpreecehouse.ca to register!

Tuesday, June 4, 2019  
Flamborough Hills Golf Club 
71 Highway 52 North, Hamilton ON L0R 1J0

Mark your calendar 
for Golf4Life 2019!

We’re Social!
Keep up on the latest 

happenings at the House. 

Check us out:

Twitter:  
@markpreecehouse

Instagram:  
@markpreecefamilyhouse

Facebook:  
Mark Preece Family House

We also have facebook pages 
for Fall for Beer and Golf4Life.

Our website is  
www.markpreecehouse.ca Our Mission

The Mark Preece Family House is a not for 
profit organization that provides temporary, 

affordable, accessible accommodation in 
a supportive environment for families of 
acute care in-patients being treated in a 

Hamilton area hospital.

You Can Make A Difference 
Your organization and special events:  

We would be delighted to hear if you  
have a community event and would  

be interested in supporting the  
House through your efforts.

In-Kind Donations:   
Do you have resources or donations that 

could help House operations? 

Cheques may be made  payable to:  
Mark Preece Family House.  

General donations as well as special 
tributes and memorial  donations will all 

help sustain House operations.

To donate online go to:  
www.markpreecehouse.ca

Hospital Family Houses of Ontario  
Charitable registration  
# 86700 9615 RR0001

Mark Preece Family House
191 Barton Street East, Hamilton  

Ontario, L8L 2W7 
P: 905-529-0770  •  F: 905-529-9955

info@markpreecehouse.ca
www.markpreecehouse.ca

Mark Preece Family House 
Board of Directors  

Jim Murray, Chair
Vince Brown, Vice-Chair
Chris Holtved, Treasurer

Tom Cochren
Tim Craik

Meaghan Drury
Leslie Gauthier
Michelle Hutton
Cheryl Stepan

Andy Vanin
Michael Veri




