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Retail with a cause: Experiences with cancer inspire local businesses 

By Jake Batsell
Seattle Times business reporter
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Paige Fortner packages bras cups that stick to clothing from her line PKFashions, which she runs from her home in Everett. 
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A handful of local entrepreneurs are giving new meaning to the term "retail therapy." 

Several Seattle-area business owners have introduced products — including bottled water, cookies and bra cups — inspired by their experiences with cancer. 

Some created their products after surviving cancer themselves. Others, like Molly Bolanos, president of Kent-based Mostly Muffins, had a loved one diagnosed with the disease. 

"It's such a coping mechanism because you feel so helpless," said Bolanos, whose company added Auntie Sarah's cookies to its lineup after her sister, Sarah Bradlee, was diagnosed with breast cancer two years ago. "The only thing you can do is go out there and build awareness and try to raise money." 

Sales of the Danish shortbread cookies have raised about $15,000, which Bolanos said has been used to help offset her sister's medical bills and for donations to cancer charities. Her sister's cancer is now in remission. 

Paige Fortner, of Mill Creek, who was diagnosed with spinal cancer in 1992, was nudged into retailing by a nagging irritation: Her 13-inch surgery scar made wearing conventional bras uncomfortable. So Fortner decided to design her own. 

"I just got sick and tired of it and said, 'What can I do about this?' " Fortner said. 

The experience led Fortner to form PKFashions, which she runs from her home, selling bra cups that stick to clothing. The cups, sold at specialty stores and over the Internet, are designed to accompany formal gowns, prom dresses, swimsuits and other women's clothes. Fortner says she's fielded orders from as far as South Korea, Australia and England. 
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Adhere-a-Cup is a product of PKFashions that is sold on the Internet and in specialty stores.
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A rookie to the apparel business, Fortner said she's been learning on the fly. 

"(At first) I had no idea what I was doing — calling people who sold fabric and made patterns, seamstresses who could make some sort of prototype for me," Fortner said. 

Precisely how many retail ventures have been hatched out of struggles with cancer is too tough to quantify, said Coleen Pedack, Puget Sound operations director for the American Cancer Society. While cancer can prompt those it strikes to take on new challenges, survivors often keep their motivations to themselves. 

"It's such a personal experience, people often don't offer it in discussion," Pedack said. 

But a number of cancer-survivors-turned-retailers are making their personal stories part of their pitch. Last month, Trish May — a former Microsoft marketing executive and a breast-cancer survivor — announced the launch of a brand of bottled water called Athena, from which all profits will go toward women's cancer research in the Northwest. 

"Ever since my diagnosis, I've been observing the emotional connection people have with products that are tied to a cause," said May, whose mother died of ovarian cancer. 

May's model for Athena was actor Paul Newman's food company, Newman's Own, which sells food products and donates after-tax profits to charities. 

The water, bottled by a private labeler in Bellevue, will hit shelves later this month at more than 100 Safeway stores, as well as at hospitals and restaurants. Athena could raise $1 million a year for cancer research if the company can capture 5 percent of the bottled-water market in the Northwest, May said. 

Fortner, a former University of Washington research assistant, said her foray into retailing has helped her build something positive out of her battle with cancer. 

"I think about that sometimes," Fortner said. "Maybe my good karma's coming around." 

Jake Batsell: 206-464-2718 or jbatsell@seattletimes.com 
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