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Introduction 
 
The end of treatment is a time that so many breast cancer survivors look forward to 

as it signals the end of the fight.   It’s  time  to  breathe  a  sigh  of  relief,  and  to  celebrate  

that you have done the hard work and that the war is over.   

 

While this sounds like a normal progression through the breast cancer experience for 

many women it is not the reality we face.  What confronts us instead is a period of 

loneliness and isolation and a feeling that no one understands what we are going 

through. 

 

Our message to you is that you are not alone or isolated.  You are in fact in very 

good company.  All of the women I have interviewed experience this very thing.  Our 

problem   though   was   that   we   didn’t   know   to   expect   this.    No one had shared that 

finishing treatment could in fact be the worst time for many of us.   

 

It was for this reason that I gathered together 20 inspirational women, who are all 

Breast Cancer or Cancer survivors, and asked them to share their experience.  We 

are ordinary women from all walks of life, single and married, wives, mothers, sisters, 

aunts, grandmothers and daughters. We are mums with bubs and professionals.  We 

represent the community of breast cancer survivors.   We have been diagnozed with 

stage 0 to metastatic and triple negative breast cancer.  We have been diagnozed 

once, twice or three times with breast cancer.   

 

The purpose of this guide is twofold.  Firstly, to alert you to the prospect that finishing 

treatment may not immediately be the party you expect it to be.  Secondly, we share 

tools and strategies that we used to overcome this period so that you have a post 

treatment action plan.   

 

We   came   together   to   share   our   best   “secrets”   and   insights   to   help   you   as   your  

treatment concludes and you enter a new period of your life as a breast cancer 

survivor.  Our hope is to help you gather a powerful posse around you to support 

you; find joy in ordinary moments; and give you strategies for living a vital and 

extraordinary life.  

 

I do not share this information to dampen your spirits, but in fact the reverse.  I share 

this to give you the insight that may help speed up your recovery during your breast 
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cancer experience.  Knowing what to expect may help allay the feeling of shame and 

guilt that I experienced when treatment finished and I entered life as a breast cancer 

survivor. 

 

It may be helpful to share this guide with your family and friends, so that we can help 

you share with them how you may be feeling.   

 

I have asked each of the ladies the same simple question and asked them to tell you 

their story, share the tools they used and how to implement them in your life. The 

idea was to give you easily digestible juicy nuggets of insight and wisdom that you 

could easily understand and use to help yourself during your breast cancer 

experience.   I have asked them to share their best insight by answering one simple 

question: 

 

“What   do   you   wish   you   had known when your treatment for cancer was 
finishing?” 

 

Love  

 

 
 

Gai Comans 
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Finding Support and Healing Through Self-Compassion 
Marie Ennis-O’Connor 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Marie Ennis-O’Connor.  Marie   is   a  nine-year breast cancer 

survivor who since 2006 has worked as a patient advocate with Europa Donna, a 

Pan-European Breast Cancer Coalition. She has written patient information 

publications and is active in research on cancer survivorship. Marie is the creator of 

Journeying Beyond Breast Cancer, an award-winning and widely read blog with a 

global audience of patients, caregivers, health researchers, and healthcare 

professionals. 

 

Hi,  Marie.  Thank  you  for  talking  to  us  today.  It’s  my  pleasure  to  have  you. 

 

Marie:  Hi,  Gai.  It’s  my  pleasure  to  speak  with  you,  too. 

 

Gai: Oh, thank you. Today I just have one very simple question for you, and that is 

what do you wish that you had known when your treatment for breast cancer was 

finished? 

 

Marie: What I wish I had known and what I wish somebody had told me was that the 

day you walk   out   of   hospital,   that   final   day   of   treatment,   your   cancer   story   hasn’t  

ended there. The reality is that in many ways, your story is only just beginning. I wish 

somebody had prepared me a bit more for what I can only describe as a tsunami of 

emotions that I experienced after my treatment had ended. So while a patient can be 

filled alternatively with relief and elation at being I suppose given a second chance, 

an opportunity to get on with their lives, at the same time, we can also experience 

anxiety, fear, and uncertainty in the months and years after treatment ends. 

 

When  we’ve  left  behind  the  security  of  the  hospital  care,  the  doctors  and  nurses  that  

have monitored you so closely for the past few months or however long the treatment 

has taken, we can be  filled  with  this  fear  about  who’s  going  to  keep  such  a  close  eye  

on  you  now?  Who’s  watching   to  make  sure   that   the  cancer   really  has  gone  away?  

What do you do if you feel aches and pains? Does it mean the cancer has returned? 

Are the aches and pains related  to  treatment?  Is  it  just  because  you’re  getting  older?  

Is it a common cold, or maybe is it something more sinister?  
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I know that for myself, I certainly felt a form of separation anxiety as I walked away 

from   those   doctors   and   nurses.   They’d   been   my   lifeline for almost a year of 

treatment, and I suppose – it feels hard to say it; I can say it now, but at the time, I 

did   feel  a  sense  of  abandonment,   like   I’d  been  cut  adrift,  and   I   felt   very  vulnerable  

and very afraid. No one said those words that I wanted   to   hear,   “You’re   cured.”   It  

feels  as  if  I  was  placed  in  some  kind  of  a  limbo,  I  wasn’t  part  of  my  old  life,  and  I  was  

no  longer  part  of  my  cancer  battleground,  but  I  also  wasn’t  sure  of  the  future.  Nobody  

told me that it was okay to have those feelings, that they were quite normal. I wish 

somebody  had  said  that  at  the  time.  It  would’ve  saved  me  a  lot  of  angst  and  a  lot  of  

anxiety. 

 

Gai:   I   think  what  you’re  saying   is  so  relevant   to  a  patient  and  also   to  a  survivor  as  
well. I like what you were saying about just trying to separate that normal anxiety that 

you feel when you get an ache and pain and not blowing it out of proportion so that 

it’s  always  cancer-related. How did you deal with that? 

 

Marie: It took time, and I know that is a cliché to say, but time heals, and with time, 

your anxiety levels do go down. With time, your experience of cancer fades. When it 

fades into the background, then you can get more of a grip on that anxiety. But I 

would also say that if time has passed by and if you are still feeling a degree of 

anxiety  that’s  interfering  with  your  life,  then  please  do  talk  to  your  doctor,  talk  to  your  

healthcare   provider,   talk   to   somebody   and   seek   help   for   that.   Because   if   we   don’t  

deal with the feelings appropriately at the time, they can fester and they can build 

into  something  that  is  more  than  it  needs  to  be.  Maybe  that  is  the  time  when  it’s  okay  

to  ask  for  help.  It’s  okay  to  say,  “I’m  really  struggling”  and  to   look  for  help,  because  

the help is out there, and the help is available. 

 

Gai: What  you’re  saying  is  have  those  conversations.  I  know  when  I  was  in  the  same  

position; I  really  didn’t  want  to  have  those  conversations  with  anyone  because  I  didn’t  

think   I   was   allowed   to.   What   you’re   saying   is   so   true   about really empowering 

yourself by telling someone rather than suffering in silence. 

 

Marie: That is so true, because if we do that, we are almost collaborating in creating 

a code of silence around what the reality of breast cancer and the reality of what 

happens  after  you’ve  had   treatment is.   If  we  don’t  speak  out,   if  we  don’t  share  our  

story,  if  we  don’t  let  others  validate  another  person’s  story,  then  we  are  co-creators in 

this code of silence, and we really want to break that code. 
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Gai: Absolutely. What I hear from so many women is that telling your story is really 

important to those that are just diagnozed or finishing treatment, because they look 

to the survivors before them for some hope that, firstly, they can survive, and then 

secondly,   how   they   survived   as   well,   so   maybe   there’s   some behaviors they can 

model. 

 

Marie:  That’s  absolutely  true.  There  is  a  movement  towards  patient  narrative,  and  I’m  

very much interested in healthcare professionals learning from the patient, learning 

from the patients’ stories.  There  is  a  lot  of  wisdom  in  those,  there’s  a  lot  of  validation,  

and  there’s  a  lot  of  great  things  to  be  gained  from  telling  your  story  and  from  listening  

to another person telling their story. 

 

Actually, also just what you were saying about having hope – I  mean,  that’s  hugely  

important,   to   listen   to  somebody’s  story  and   to  gain  hope,  but  also   to   feel   that  you  

can tell the not-so-nice  parts  of   the  story  as  well.  Sometimes  we   feel   like   there’s  a  

pressure  on  us  to  only  say,  “My  life  is  wonderful  now. I’ve  survived  cancer;;  I’m  going  

to  go  on  and  conquer  the  world,”  and  you  can  maybe  alienate  some  women  who  are  

not  quite  at  that  stage,  they’re  not  quite  feeling  that.  So  it’s  okay  to  say,  “You  know,  

it’s  okay  to  feel  awful  right  now.  You  won’t  always  feel   like  this.”   I’m  very  careful  as  

well for survivors not to feel a pressure to project this image of a wonderfully 

renewed  life  again  until  they’re  ready  for  that.  That  comes  with  time.  Nothing  like  this  

happens overnight.  

 

Gai: Time and work, I think, as well. Did it happen for you organically - suddenly one 

day you felt okay, or you had to do a lot of work to get there as well? 

 

Marie:   I  wouldn’t   say   it  happened  suddenly.   It  gradually  crept  up  on  me   that   I  was  

feeling better, that I was achieving more, that I was getting back to myself. I know we 

keep   talking  about   this,  Gai,  we  keep  saying   time,   but   time   is   so   important.   It’s   so  

important to be compassionate; to be gentle with yourself, and to give yourself time, 

and for those who care for you not to rush the process either, because it is a 

process,  and  it’s  different  for  everybody.  Some  people  bounce  back  within  a  couple  

of months; other  people,   it   takes  a   lot,   lot   longer,  and  however   long   it   takes,   that’s  

fine.  Don’t   rush   it;;  be  kind   to  yourself,  and  make  sure  other  people  understand  that  

it’s  a  process  that  you  need  to  go  through. 
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Gai: I love what you just said about being compassionate with yourself as well, 

because  so  often  we’re  harder  on  ourselves  than  we  are  on  anyone  else.  One  of  the  

things I say to people is just talk to yourself how you talk to your best friend. 

 

Marie:   Yes,  Gai,   I’m   still   learning   that   part   of   it.   I’ve  met   a lot of women who had 

breast   cancer,   and   I   know   I’m   generalizing   here,   but   they’re   perfectionists,   they’re  

driven,   they’re   achievers,   and   it   is   very   hard   for   them   to   be   in   a   position   where  

they’ve  had  to  step  back  and  to  take  a  role  where  they’ve  had  to  ask  for  help.  They’re  

very, very eager to get back to being that woman again, so important that you say, 

“It’s  okay.”   It’s  okay   to   just   sit  back.   It’s  okay   to  be  patient.   It’s  okay   to  have  some  

compassion for yourself, and we need to be reminded of that. We really, really do. 

It’s  taken  me  a  long  time  to  learn  that. 

 

Gai:  Yes,   I   think   it   took  me  a   long   time   to   learn   it   as  well.   I   feel   that   I’m  getting  a  

better grip on that now, which is good. I think everyone gets there in their own time, 

but if you have some tools and resources to help you to get through that period and 

then  to  help  you  on  the  other  end  of  it,  it’s  a  great  investment  of  time  and  money. 

 

Marie:  Absolutely.  You’ve  got  a  wonderful  website,  and  I  will  say  that  it’s  important  to  

find the resources and it's important to find what speaks to you and to use those 

resources,  because  you  yourself  and  myself  and  the  other  women  on  my  blog,  we’ve  

all  been  there.  We’ve  learned  hard  lessons,  and  if  there  was  any  way  that  we  could  

make those lessons a little bit easier for the women that are coming behind us, that 

would make us very happy. 

 

Gai: So true  Marie,  and   that’s   the   reason  why  all   the  women   I’ve  spoken   to   in   this  

arena  have  said   they  do   the  work   that   they  do  because   they  don’t  want  women   to  

have to go through what they went through. If we can help them short-circuit that 

process,  then  that’s  why  we’re  all  here,  to  help  everyone  else  get  through  it  with  as  

much ease as possible. 

 

Marie: Absolutely. 

 

Gai:   I’ve  had  a   look  at  your  site,  and   I’ve  got   to  say I just love it, and it speaks so 

much  to  me  as  a  survivor  as  well.  I  experienced  some  of  the  things  that  you’re  talking  

about in your blog. Can you tell people how they can get in touch with you and the 

work  that  you’re  doing  and  give  us  your  website? 
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Marie: Oh yes, certainly, thank you, Gai. My website is called Journeying Beyond 

Breast Cancer,  and  it’s  www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com. When I started it, I 

started it very much for the reason that you started your own work. I could find quite 

a lot of information about what it was like to go through treatment, how to deal with 

your hair falling out, what to do when you were feeling sick, but I found that it was 

hard to access resources about how I would feel when  I’d  finished  treatment.  So  for  

myself, I decided I would start a personal blog, and to see if I could tell my story, and 

also to see if I could connect with other people who were going through the same 

thing. 

 

The blog just grew; other women started to share their stories as well, and a 

community   really   grew   up,   a   community   of   support.   I   started   in   2009,   so   it’s   been  

going   for   a   few   years   now,   and   it’s   evolved   and   it’s   changed   according   to   what  

people want to read about or write about. One of my favorite quotes is from Rebecca 

Falls, and she says "one of the most valuable things we can do to heal one another 

is  to  listen  to  each  other’s  stories". 

 

So  that’s  very  much  at  the  heart  of  my  blog,  and  it’s  very  much  about women being 

able to tell their story, whatever story that is, whatever story they feel moved to tell. I 

think that in doing so, we validate the experiences of others, and we can uplift and 

inspire each other, and we can comfort and console each other when  that’s  needed,  

too, and we can laugh, we can cry together, and ultimately, we learn to heal what 

needs to be healed. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. Thank you so much for joining us today. I really enjoyed talking to 

you, Marie, and I hope to talk to you again soon. 

 

Marie: Thank you, Gai. It was a pleasure. 

 

   
  

http://www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com/
http://www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com/
http://www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com/
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Survivorship Is Hard Too 
Nancy Stordahl   
 
Gai: My guest today is Nancy Stordahl. Nancy Stordahl is a freelance writer, former 

educator and author of the well-respected blog, Nancy’s   Point, where she shares 

candidly about her personal cancer experience. She writes extensively about her 

cancer diagnosis and treatment, hereditary cancer, grief and loss. In addition, Nancy 

discusses compelling issues regarding many aspects of the under-discussed 

challenges of survivorship. She also shares her concerns about some of the current 

forms of breast cancer awareness and advocacy. She is a staunch advocate for 

those living with metastatic disease and continues to push for more research and 

attention for this too often overlooked segment of the breast cancer community. 

Nancy Stordahl is a featured blogger on Huffington Post and is the author of Getting 

Past the Fear: A Guide to Help You Mentally Prepare for Chemotherapy.        

Nancy welcome.  It’s  wonderful  to  have  you  join  us  today.   

       

Nancy:  Thank  you  so  much   for   inviting  me.   I’m  very happy to be here talking with 

you.   

       

Gai: Thank you. You have some really good messages for breast cancer patients 

and also survivors, so I have one very simple question for you today, and that is what 

do you wish you had known when you finished treatment for breast cancer?   

       

Nancy: In some respects, this question is an easy one for me to answer.  I   don’t  

know  if  it’s  an  answer  that  you  get  a  lot;;  it  very  well  might  be,  but  if  I  were  to  pick  one  

thing that I was not aware of when I finished treatment for my breast cancer, it would 

be   that   survivorship   isn’t   as   easy   as   it’s   often   portrayed   to   be   and   yes,   this   was  

somewhat of a surprise to me at first. I expected that when my treatment was over, 

I’d   be   finished,   I’d  move  on   and  more   or   less   put it behind me. I've since realized 

through blogging and interacting with other breast cancer survivors that many others 

agree;;   survivorship   isn’t   as  easy  as   it’s   portrayed   to  be  and  you  never   really   put   it  

behind you, not completely anyway.    

       

Survivorship is an ongoing phase of your cancer experience and this phase can be 

really   hard,   too,   and   you   don’t   enter   into   it   necessarily   knowing   what   to   do   next.  

You'd think survivorship would be the easy part, but it's not all that easy either. At the 

end of treatment, you are more or less turned loose and expected to figure out your 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B008NDN5PI/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B008NDN5PI&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B008NDN5PI/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B008NDN5PI&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20


 11 

"new normal," which is another phrase I don't really care for because it just confuses 

things further. There is no normal anymore.  

  

One of the best ways to find your way through the maze of survivorship is by finding 

support from others who've been there. Don't do this part alone either. Social media, 

online support groups, that special friend, a face-to-face support group of other 

survivors, all or any of these, can play a vital role in helping you move forward, along 

with your family of course. But don't plan on ever "being done" with cancer. The 

experience is now part of who you are.  

      

Another thing that makes it hard is that there are a lot of cancer survivorship 

expectations out there. For example, you’re   supposed   to  have  had   these epiphany 

moments when you learned important life lessons, which may or may not be true for 

you.  You  are  almost  expected  to  be  a  better  version  of  your  former  self.  You’re  also  

often expected to put the experience behind you, move on and forget about it. Your 

family and friends may want you to move on and expect that you will be ready to do 

so.   

       

But in reality, doing so may not be that easy, or even possible for you to do. Perhaps 

it is harder  when  you’re  dealing  with  a  hereditary  factor;;  cancer   is  part  of  my  family  

history now, but I think it's probably true for all survivors. Many women head into 

survivorship unaware at first just how difficult this part of the cancer experience can 

be at times too.  

       

Each woman's survivorship issues are unique to her and the challenges she faces 

need to be discussed and addressed. Patients need to talk more openly about the 

survivorship challenges they are facing and physicians, nurses, and other health care 

providers need to ask about them more. I'm a big believer in formulating survivorship 

care plans and programs.  

       

This is vital because often times there are lingering side effects from treatment, 

which present ongoing emotional and physical challenges. After numerous surgeries, 

chemotherapy,  reconstruction  and  everything  else   I’ve  been  through,  I’m  a  different  

person physically. It can take a long time to regain your stamina and strength, range 

of motion and the like. Fatigue can linger and you might not be able to do the things 

you used to be able to do before cancer. Healing and adjusting takes time, 

sometimes a lot of time.   
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So  again,  my  message  is  that  survivorship  isn’t  as  easy  as  it’s  often  portrayed  to  be.  

It takes practice, patience and perseverance. By practice, I mean it takes learning 

and adapting to your new altered body, new medications, and new limitations like 

fatigue and chemo-brain and perhaps to your new lifestyle.  It takes patience 

because these changes take a long time to adjust to; therefore, you need to be kind 

to yourself and give yourself that time. It takes perseverance because many of these 

things present tough challenges and you need to stick it out.  For example, you might 

need to persevere at trying to exercise more and making better food choices and 

sometimes you also have to persevere with your medical team as well. You have to 

keep being your own best advocate during survivorship too.  

       

Self-advocating is hard at times, but so necessary post-treatment too. For example, if 

you are now taking Tamoxifen or one of the aromatase inhibitors like Arimidex or 

Femara, these can have very real and very difficult side effects for some women to 

manage. So again, you have to persevere, be your own best advocate and not just 

sit back quietly if you are having side effects. There are many other potential 

lingering side effects from cancer treatment such as neuropathy, pain, fatigue and 

chemo-brain. And sometimes, new issues following treatment arise as well, such as 

depression and lymphedema.  When you go to your follow-up appointments, tell your 

doctors if you're experiencing any; the bottom line is, don't suffer in silence.   

  

It's so important to give yourself time to heal and to adjust; don't rush yourself. This is 

another  reason  it's  important  to  seek  out  that  support  I  talked  about.  It’s  really,  really  

important. You can learn so much from others who understand. Support is out there 

to help you through survivorship too.  

       

Gai: So true Nancy, I found the end of treatment to be the worst time when I was 

diagnozed   or   through   my   cancer   experience,   and   I   didn’t   know   that   that   was  

possible. You blogged during your experience, did you find that was a way for you to 

heal?   

       

Nancy:  Oh,  absolutely.  Of  course,  a  person  doesn’t  have  to  write  her  own  blog.  I’m  a  

big believer in the power of journaling too. Journaling allows you to express how you 

are truly  feeling  and  that's  very  validating,  empowering  and  healing.  I’m  still  adapting,  

I’m   still   learning,   I'm   still   adjusting   to   changes.   I’m working on a lot of things! But 

absolutely, yes; for me, blogging has been a genuine lifesaver. I mean that quite 
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literally.  It’s  been  a  lifeline  for  me.  It’s  hopefully  helping  other  people  too,  at  the  same  

time, but really it's a two-way street, a special give and take endeavor. I respect my 

readers and value their loyalty and insights very much.  

       

And as I said, you  don’t  have  to  write  your  own  blog.  You  can  read  and  interact  on  

blogs. Read mine! (laughs) But of course, there are many others. Read a few, leave 

comments  and  start  to  interact  with  others.  You’d  be  amazed  – well,  you’re  probably  

well  aware,  but  there’s so  much  sharing  and  really  meaningful  support  that’s  offered  

every  single  day  online.  It’s  an  amazing  thing.  I  learn  every  day  from  my  readers  and  

from my interaction with others through the different social media venues. So make 

use of them. The support is  there;;  don’t  do  any  of  this  alone.  There’s  no  need  to  go  

through survivorship by yourself either.   

       

Gai:  What  you’re  saying,  Nancy is that support can come in multiple ways. It could 

be a person, it could be just you writing down your own feelings as well, to get them 

out  so  that  they’re  not  stuck  in  your  head.  Or  you  can  join  the  community.   

       

Nancy: Right. Just find what works for you. Don't try "to do survivorship" alone 

either.  

       

Gai: You mentioned your blogging; can you tell us how we can get in touch with you, 

find  out  more  about  what  you’ve  written  perhaps  on  your  blog?  I  know  you’ve  got  a  

book as well. Can you tell us a little bit more about how we can find you?   

       

Nancy: Sure. The name of my blog is Nancy’s  Point.  It’s  just  www.nancyspoint.com. 

All of my blog posts from late 2010 to the present are there, and you can search 

categories or topics; everything from my diagnosis, bilateral mastectomy, 

reconstruction, chemotherapy, side effects, survivorship, attitudes, advocacy, pink 

ribbon culture, hereditary cancer, grief and loss – I   mean,   it’s   all   there.   I've   been  

pretty candid.  

       

One of the most difficult aspects about treatment for me personally,  and  I  don’t  think  

I’m  alone  in  this  either,  was  facing  chemotherapy;;  it  terrified  me.  I  was  horrified  at  the  

thought of feeling sick, losing my hair and just losing control in general. That fear 

motivated me to write my book, Getting Past the Fear: A Guide to Help You Mentally 
Prepare for Chemotherapy. There is a fair amount of information available about the 

various chemo drugs, what side effects to expect and how to manage them; but there 

http://nancyspoint.com/
http://www.nancyspoint.com/
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isn't much out there on how to get your mind prepared, how to try to get in a better 

place  emotionally  before  you  start.  That’s  what  my  book  is  about,  mentally  preparing  

for chemotherapy.   

       

My book is available on my website Nancy’s  Point and on Amazon in eBook form 

right  now.   It’s  going   to  be   in  print   very  soon,  hopefully   this  month   (April).  So   that’s  

exciting. My book offers some help for others who are facing chemotherapy for the 

first time. I want to help others get past that fear, at least a little bit past it, because 

sometimes even a little turns out to be a lot. And you can find me via my website, 

nancyspoint.com. And of course, Nancy's Point is also on Facebook and Twitter. I'm 

easy to find!  

       

Gai: Fantastic. Thank you so much for joining us today, Nancy. I really enjoyed the 

conversation we had. I think so many people will benefit from just knowing that 

survivorship is perhaps one of the more difficult aspects of the cancer experience, 

and your insights really help people to understand that and in some ways to do heal 

through writing, making some comments, joining the community in some way so that 

you’re  starting  that  healing  process  and  you’ve  got  some  support  to  do  that  as  well.  

So thank you for joining us. I really appreciate your time today.   

       

Nancy: Thanks so much for having me. It was my pleasure.   

       

Gai: Thanks, Nancy.  

  

http://nancyspoint.com/
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How To Create A Healing Space Wherever You Are, Even In 
The Kitchen 
Eileen Fuentes 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Eileen Fuentes, who is a mother of three girls and a 

healthcare administration professional of more than 15 years. In 2008, at just 34 

years of age, she was diagnosed with stage IIA triple negative breast cancer and 

underwent aggressive treatment, which led to many unpleasant complications, 

including a life-threatening blood clot in her heart. She is now a wellness educator 

and an integrative cancer care coach. In 2010, she started her own organisation 

called The SPEACH, which stands for The Self Promotion Empowerment Advocacy 

and Care Haven. They are committed to supporting women dealing with health 

challenges, particularly those in underserved and immigrant communities. She is a 

sought-after speaker who has presented at TEDMed 2013 and was recently featured 

in Latina Magazine.  

 

Eileen: Thank you again, Gai. 

 

Gai:   It’s   amazing   to   have   you   here.   I   love   the   work   that   you’re   doing   in   the  

community, and today I just have one very simple question for you, and that is what 

do you wish you had known when you finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Eileen: When I finished treatment for breast cancer, which spanned the duration of 

ten and a half months, I felt like I had a lot of lingering mental anxiety.  I felt like I was 

let go to fend for myself. I was feeling very vulnerable at that time, and I was very 

broken because I had endured the most horrific experience of my life and I was just 

told,  “Okay,  you’re  cancer-free.  Goodbye.”  I  still  had  a  whole  lot  of  healing  to  do  - not 

the cancer aspect but the entire body. Holistically, I needed something more than 

that. I just felt like I was left alone. 

 

Gai: What did you find that helped you bridge that gap between feeling all alone and 

feeling like you were starting to heal? 

 

Eileen: For me, I had to create my own mechanism. I knew there was a support 

group at the hospital, but when I first walked into it, I could see that I was the 

youngest  person  there  and  I  couldn’t  really  identify  with  anyone.  Everyone  was  really  
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sad, and I remember it was in the basement, it was dark, it was near the garbage, it 

smelled,   and   there   were   women   crying.   For   me,   that   wasn’t   really   conducive   for  

healing. So I had to do was create my own environment where we were laughing and 

dancing and cooking and kids were playing, and that’s  really  what  set  me  off  on  this  

path  to  creating  a  healing  space  that  wasn’t  so  sad.  I  wanted  it  to  be  very  diverse  so  

that there was no one that felt left out. 

 

Gai: I can understand. When I was diagnozed, I was 38, and I think I met one other 

lady that was my age, so I can understand what you mean by the support you 

needed. How did you create this environment for yourself where it was a pleasant 

place to heal? You said there were kids laughing - how did you create that in your 

life? 

 

Eileen: It was by starting a group for people who had had cancer. When I first started 

the group, I collaborated with a yoga instructor who was a 16-year breast cancer 

survivor.  So  having  her   involved,   in   itself  was   just  an   inspiration,   to  see  what  she’d  

done. She would do the yoga class and then I would do the cooking and the nutrition 

and the life-coaching portion. It became more about us talking about those kinds of 

positive things. 

 

Also,  when  you  come  to  the  group  and  you  say  something  like,  “Oh,  poor  me,  I  have 

cancer,”  everyone  else   in   the  room   is   looking  at  you,  saying,   “Well,  so  did  we.  Get  

over  it.  Let’s  keep  dancing.”  It  loses  its  power  because  when there are 45 women in 

the room who have had cancer, and for you to use cancer as an excuse to be down 

is not going to work. It might mean something in your house or in your job when you 

say something like that, but here you will get a reality check. The class became less 

about cancer and more about cooking and dancing and having fun while learning 

about how to reduce your risk for getting it again. 

 

Gai:  I  love  when  you’re  saying  that  it  lost  its  power  in  that  room.  What  did  you  think  

was so special about it that it enabled the women to step above the way they were 

feeling and step into that community that was so empowering? 

 

Eileen: A lot of these women live with very little resources. This is an underserved 

community and most of them are immigrants, and what happens is that cancer 

becomes   their   excuse   for   everyone   to   feel   sorry   for   them.   “Well,   I   had  cancer.” Or 

everyone  knew  this  person  as,  “Oh,  poor  her,  she  had  cancer.”  But  you  can’t  use  that  
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as an excuse when everyone in the room is exactly like you, in that environment they 

have had a cancer diagnosis as well. 

 

Gai:  Yes,  that’s  a  good way to explain it because sometimes  you  can  feel  like  you’re  

all alone, and as you were saying before, that at least in this environment, everyone 

shared something that was common to the group. And then to be able to help each 

other step apart from that, that is a really empowering way for you to bring that group 

together. 

 

Eileen:  Right,  and  I’m  fortunate  that  I  was  able  to  speak  Spanish,  as  I  grew  up  in  that  

community. I was also in a single parent family, and so there were many 

commonalities, between myself and the other women in the group. It was also a safe 

space   for   them   because   it   wasn’t   a   physician   they   were   sharing   with,   it   wasn’t   a  

nurse; it was one of their own peers, a person that could talk to them in a language 

that they could understand. So it made it a safe place for them to say whatever they 

wanted because my life was very similar to their lives, except for the fact that maybe 

I was a little younger. 

 

Gai: You mentioned before that you felt very vulnerable at the time. I can imagine 

that these women would feel very vulnerable in a medical system where perhaps 

they  don’t  speak  the  language.  It’s  not  their  native  tongue.  So  how  did  you  overcome  

your feeling of vulnerability? Was that bringing this group together, or did you use 

other tools? 

 

Eileen: I had another advantage, in the same way that I could identify with the 

women because I came from that community, I could also identify with the healthcare 

community because I had been an employee of a hospital for 9 years at the time. So 

I knew the hospital system and I was a healthcare professional - I would go to lunch 

with  the  doctors  while  they’re  in  training,  and  then  they  would  become  physicians  and  

they’d   still   be  my   friends.   So   I   could   have   that   conversation   with   them   as   a   peer  

versus someone  who  they’re  superior to or someone who is a patient. So I could talk 

to them and simultaneously I had that same relationship with the patient population 

because I grew up in the neighborhood. So I had a double benefit where I could talk 

to both as if they were my peers. 

 

Gai: So you were the bridge then, the bridge between the medical system and the 

care that community needed. 
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Eileen:   Absolutely.   I   sometimes   think   there’s   no   such   thing   as   coincidences,   and  

from   the  very  beginning  when  you’re  diagnozed  with  cancer,   you   think,   “Why  me?”  

Well, five years later, now I understand why it was me because I was this person that 

can bridge that gap, glue them together, and maybe be that missing puzzle piece 

that can help both communities simultaneously. Because the doctors also benefit 

from being able to connect with their patients, which was not something that they 

could do so easily before. 

 

Gai:   It’s   interesting  that  you  were  part  of   that  medical  community,  but  yet  you  were  

saying that you were still very anxious about your diagnosis and you were left to feel 

broken afterwards. Even though you were a part of the medical community, do you 

think   it  would  be   right   to   say   that   you  didn’t   know  what   is  was   like   to  be  a   cancer  

patient until you were actually diagnozed? 

 

Eileen: Yes, and that's because of the role that I held. I oversaw academic affairs 

and human resources for the cardiology division, and so for me, even though I 

worked within the constraints of a hospital, I basically dealt with paper. I made sure 

everything was in order; I made sure everyone was doing what he or she needed to 

do. Unfortunately, I had no patient interaction unless they were lost in the hallway 

and then my job was to direct them to the right place. And so for me, having this 

experience, it made me feel like a healer as well, because now my role is different. 

I’m  a  huge  patient  advocate  now.  I  always  remind  people  that  they’re  here  to  serve  

the  doctors  that  are  serving  our  patients.  That’s  the  goal. 

 

I’ve  been  there  for  almost  14  years,  and  it’s   like  I  work   in a different place because 

it's so different to what I was doing before, because every single piece of paper that 

hits   my   desk,   I’m   thinking   of   the   patient   that’s   on   the   receiving   end.   I’m   also  

reminding  the  doctors,   “You  have  to  do  this  because  you  can’t serve your patient if 

you  don’t  do  this  on  time.”  So  it’s  definitely  changed  the  dynamics  of  how  I  work  and  

how the doctors work and how the patients and doctors have relationships with each 

other – at least the ones that go through my program. We do scripts and we reenact 

what  a  doctor’s  appointment  is  like  so  that  they  know  what  their  rights  are,  because  

we only have a couple minutes with them when we get there. 

 

Gai: Now you do a lot more than directing patients in hallways. 
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Eileen: Oh, absolutely. (laughs) 

 

Gai: Can you tell me a little bit more about how you help people rather than just 

directing them in hallways now? 

 

Eileen: The focus at the very beginning of the six-month program is really cooking, 

and we take it in very small baby steps. So we start at the very beginning, the #1 

missing item on many people's plate is green, leafy vegetables. So we start there, 

and then we start moving on to grains and then dairy and then good fats versus bad 

fats. We also explore the myths about carbohydrates, and then we learn how to cook 

these things using spices that are healing. We learn that in the wintertime we should 

be using warming spices, in the summertime we should eat things like berries that 

are both seasonal and cooling to the body. So we really focus in the very beginning 

on cooking and nutrition. 

 

Then we move on to fitness and we go outdoors to beautiful parks and we use the 

benches   that   are   there   for   exercising.  We’ve   had   all   kinds   of   special   guests   that  

come in, from Reiki masters to traditional Chinese medicine practitioners to chefs. 

We had a woman that came in and talked about her stage 4 diagnosis and how she 

used faith and prayers in her healing practices.   So   its’   very   innovative,   it’s   very  

different  from  anything  that’s  ever  been  done  in  a  hospital,  and  so  we  really  cover  a  

lot in those six months. 

 

And then at the very end, we have a graduation ceremony and everyone gets a 

trophy  and  a  certificate.  Then  their  fear  is,  “Oh  my  gosh,  what  am  I  going  to  do  for  the  

summer   when  we’re   not   having   the   group?”  We   become   family   by   the   end   of   the  

entire program. 

 

Gai: Which hospital is that being offered through? 

 

Eileen: This is at Columbia University Medical Center in New York City. 

 

Gai: You also have a website. Can you tell us a little bit more about what you offer on 

your website as well? 
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Eileen: My website is The SPEACH.com,   and   there’s   always   confusion   because  

“speech”  is  spelled  incorrectly  for  my  website.  It’s  http://www.thespeach.com. As you 

said in the introduction, it stands for The Self Promotion Empowerment Advocacy 

and  Care  Haven,  and  it’s  really  just  a  place  where  you  can  come  in  and  learn  about  

healthy   supportive   cooking,   anything   that’s   really   related   to  promoting  yourself   and  

healing yourself. Like I said, your doctor prescribes your chemotherapy, removes the 

tumor, but this is a place for us to learn how to heal ourselves. So we talk about 

integrative therapies, lifestyle modifications, things related to that. 

 

Gai:  Fantastic,  and  that’s  a great way to help women empower themselves through 

this breast cancer journey as well. 

 

Eileen: Yes. 

 

Gai: Thank you so much for joining us today. I really appreciate you giving us your 

time, your insights, and also your stories about what you wish that you had known 

when you had finished your treatment for breast cancer - and  how  that’s  helped  you  

heal  in  the  years  since  then.  Thank  you  so  much  for  your  time.  I’ve  loved  having  our  

chat today. 

 

Eileen: And thank you, Gai. It was my pleasure. 

 
  

http://www.thespeach.com/
http://www.thespeach.com/
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Use Fear As An Ally To Get The Help You Need  

Leisha Davison-Yasol 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Leisha Davison-Yasol. At the age of 33, Leisha was alarmed 

to find lumps in her left breast. Told they were probably nothing because of her age 

and lack of risk factors, she let them go until eight months later when, after losing her 

health insurance, they could no longer be ignored.  A month after her 34th birthday – 

and on her twin kindergarteners' birthday – she was diagnosed with an aggressive 

form of stage 3C breast cancer.  Last year, after two years of treatments and 

surgeries, and during a harrowing bout of a hospital-acquired infection following a 

hysterectomy, Leisha, a writer by trade, decided to share her story – and her blog, 

CancerInMyThirties, was born. Leisha lives in Upstate New York with her husband, 

twin sons, and their two dogs. 
 

Hi,  Leisha.  It’s  wonderful   to  have  you  join  us  again  today,  so  thank  you  very  much. 

 

Leisha: Thank you, Gai. Thanks for having me. 

 

Gai: Thank you. I can relate to you in some way because we were both diagnozed in 

our  30s,  and   it’s  something  that  you’ve  written  about  a   lot.  But  my  question  for  you  

today   is  we  go   through  so  much  during   this  experience  with  breast   cancer;;  what’s  

one thing that you wish that you had known when you were finishing your treatment 

for cancer? 
 

Leisha: I wish that I had known that what I was feeling was normal. I think so often 

we’re  conditioned  to  feel,  “Oh,  I’m  done  with  treatment,  hurray!” but from what I have 

come  across  with  other  women,  it’s  kind  of  the  deep  dark  secret  that  that’s  not  how  

many  of  us  feel.  I  wish  that  I  had  known  that  it  was  okay  to  not  feel  like,  “Everything’s  

terrific,  I’m  done  with  chemo  and  radiation  so  let’s  get  back  to  life.” 
 

Gai: I experienced something similar Leisha, so I can relate to the experience you 

had at the time as well. Why did you find that you needed to get back to life as 

normal? What happened to the people around you? Were they still there, or did they 

go back to their life? 
 

http://www.cancerinmythirties.com/
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Leisha: Some drifted away, but there are others who are still here to this day. I am 

still going through treatment in some form, just not the active chemo, Herceptin and 

radiation now. But I still have a core group – my  children’s  school  has  been  terrific,  

being supportive for the kids and for me as well.  However, some people think if 

you’re  done  with  active  chemo  and  radiation,   it's   time   to   just  pick  up  and  move  on  

and  get  over  it.  My  husband  is  one  of  those  people  who  I  think  felt  like,  “All  right,  let’s  

get  going.” 
 

Gai: Yes, I experienced something similar  as  well,  and   it’s  sometimes  hard   to  pick  

yourself up again after that because it can be quite a lonely period. Did you find one 

tool or one way of getting yourself through that period of time? 
 

Leisha: No, I wish that I had really tried – I wish that something like this had existed 

and   that   I   had   tapped   into   it   so   that   I  would’ve  known   that  what   I  was   feeling  was  

okay and maybe sought out a support group or something like that. I just held the 

feelings inside and was busy with the kids and busy with  everything  else,  so  I  didn’t  

really give my feelings the respect that they deserved. 
 

I  would  tell  other  women  to  really  be  okay  with  how  you’re  feeling.  You  may  be  elated  

that  you’re  finished,  but  you  may  also  feel  scared  because  you  don’t  have  your  safety 

net anymore. Or, you may be sad or worried about things or just feel like a chapter 

has  closed  and  you’re  not  really  sure  how  you  feel  about  that  because  it’s  been  such  

a  huge  disruption  in  your  life  and  you’ve  just  been  through  such  a  major  ordeal,  and 

then  all  of  a  sudden   it   just  ends.  Then  you’re  expected  by   the  world   to   just  pick  up  

and  head  back  to  your  old  life.  But  you  might  not  feel  like  you’re  ready  for  that  inside. 
 

I know for me, I was diagnozed with Stage 3C. It was very aggressive and inoperable 

to start with, it was so expansive. I still have very frequent medical visits and scans 

and   things   of   that   nature,   which   is   probably   good   for   me,   because   I   feel   I’m   not  

completely   out   of   that   zone.   I   often   wonder   how   it   would   be   if   I   didn’t   have   that 

constant barrage of appointments, lab work and things like that. I think it would be 

harder  to  just  go  cold  turkey  and  hear  an  oncologist  say,  “I’ll  see  you  in  six  months,”  

or something similar. 
 

Gai:   It’s   interesting,  even  though  you  go  for  tests  and  have  mammograms  and  that  

kind  of   thing,   there's  a  sense  that  you’re  still  doing  something   to   fight   it.  But   I   think  

it’s,   as   you   say,   when   you   finish   the   chemo   and   radiation   or   don't   have   those  
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treatments it’s like,   “What   am   I   actually   doing   now?  What   am   I   doing   now   to   fight  

this?”  As  you  said,   it   can  be  a  period  where  you  close  off  and  pretend   that   it’s  not  

actually happening.  Did you find you went through that? 
 

Leisha: Yes, and I think I would say at times I still go through that. It can be a scary 

thing when you have a new pain or a new issue  – I just had a CAT scan this evening 

for   a  new   issue.  At   first   I   always   think,   “Oh,   I’m  sure   it’s   nothing,”   but   then,   I   don’t  

know, as things progress it sinks in,  “Well,  maybe  this  is  a  recurrence  or  metastasis”  

or  something  like  that.  It’s  very  hard  to  strike  a  balance  between  being  overcautious,  

and then being too complacent. You really need to work with yourself and be kind to 

yourself, to find the space to slip into some natural rhythm and start to not be on 

guard all the time and work with your fear so that you can have a more "normal" life. 
 

Gai: Have you found one tool for dealing with fear that has been good for you? 
 

Leisha: That’s   a   great   question.   I’m   not   sure   that   I   have.   I   think   it’s   just   talking  

through my feelings with other people. Usually online, in a cancer support group, or 

even through blogging, people will respond in some way, either by emailing me or by 

commenting on a post and letting me know that  they  understand  what  I’m  feeling.  Or  

sometimes  people  will  just  reach  out  to  me  by  email  and  say,  “This  is  what  I’m  going  

through.   Is   this  normal?”  They  feel   like   they’re   reaching  out   - and it also helps me, 

because  it  is  a  reminder  that  I’m  not  the  only  one,  I’m  not  the  first  one,  and  all  these  

feelings are okay. 
 

Gai: I think what you were saying before about just finding that balance so that you 

take the right action – and  that’s  one  thing  that  fear  does  for  us.  If  you  start  feeling  

pain, some fear is good because it gets you to the doctor, which it did for you. But as 

you said as well, you need to get that balance between every pain being a fear of 

cancer coming back and then just being a part of everyday life, because before you 

and I were diagnozed with cancer, we had pain in our lives.  
 

Leisha: It’s  true,  because  if  you  don’t  find  a  way  to  make  peace  with things and learn 

to know your new body, that fear can be crippling. So you have to take some time to 

get to know what your new normal is. I know for me, I was left with so many lingering 

side effects from all of the treatments and surgeries, and lots of residual pain and 

fatigue, and these things continue for me. But I was referred to palliative care about 

nine months ago now, and they have helped me tremendously in terms of the pain, 
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and then they also deal with everything on the whole to make you feel more 

comfortable. It makes it easier to recognize what things are new or different or what 

symptoms are important so that you can move forward and not feel so encumbered 

by fear. 
 

Gai: Yes, and act on the right things as well. You can use fear as an ally rather than 

as  a  foe  to  get  yourself  moving  when  there’s  something  wrong  and  you  need  to  get  it  

fixed. Some fear in life is a good thing. I think it’s  sometimes  seen  as  an  enemy, but it 

keeps us moving in some respects as well, which is quite positive. 
 

Leisha: Yes. I always say, I had a gut feeling about the cancer in the beginning, but I 

listened  to  my  physician  and  believed  that  I  was  too  young  and  that  I  didn’t  have  any  

risk  factors.  So  I  just  went  on  my  way  thinking  that  I  didn’t  know  what  I  was  feeling, 

but there was a part of me that heard the  words  in  my  head,  “This  will  come  back  to  

haunt  you.”  I  use  that  as  a  reminder  that  if  I  really  feel  like  something’s  going  on,  then  

it’s  my   responsibility   to  bring   it   up  with  my  doctor   and   let   them  decide  whether   it’s  

something to worry about or not. 
 

Gai: Absolutely. You mentioned before also that you get questions from people. Do 

you get those through your blog? 
 

Leisha: Yes, my email address is cancerinmythirties@yahoo.com. Or you can go 

right to my blog, CancerInMyThirties.com, and leave a comment and I’ll   see   the  

comment  at  some  point.  I  don’t  always  get  back  to  everything.  One  of  my  posts  went  

viral a couple of months ago, with something like 500 messages in a two day period, 

so  I  didn’t  get  back  to  everyone  then.  (laughs)  But  normally  on  the  day  to  day, there 

aren’t  that  many,  so  I  will  respond  in  a  timely  manner. 
 

Gai:  That’s  really  good  that  you  get  such  a  great  response from the audience. Thank 

you for joining us today. I think your insight around the fear aspect is really helpful, 

and just for women to know that if they have this dark period after treatment finishes, 

that  that’s  actually  normal,  so  it’s  not  something  to  be  fearful  of.  It’s  something  that  is  

maybe  a  starter  to  having  a  conversation  with  someone  about  how  you’re  feeling. 
 

That’s  a  wonderful  gift  that  you’re  giving  to  women,  to  let  them  know  what  happened  

for you so that perhaps they may take something out of your experience so they 

don’t   go   through   it   themselves,   or   they   get   through   it   a   bit   faster.  That’s  what   this  

mailto:cancerinmythirties@yahoo.com
http://www.cancerinmythirties.com/
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project is about, getting people through that period faster by having some tools from 

this community about what we went through. So thank you for sharing your insight 

into that as well. 
 

Leisha: Thank you so much for letting me be a part of this wonderful project. 
 

Gai: Fabulous.  Thanks,  Leisha.  Thank  you  so  much  for  joining  us.  I’ve  really  enjoyed  

our conversation today. 
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Needing To Armor Down And Feel To Heal 

Gai Comans 

Donna: Gai Comans is a health and wellness advocate who has a passion for 

helping women empower themselves after   their   treatment   for   breast   cancer.   Gai’s  

interest in helping breast cancer survivors was sparked by a life-changing cancer 

diagnosis in the year 2000 at the age of 38. Given a 1 in 10 chance of survival, it was 

time to revisit her choices and the impact of them on her health. At the time of her 

own diagnosis, Gai was working as a senior executive in corporate, where she had 

held leadership roles for over 15 years. When she was diagnosed, being a 

businesswoman, she dealt with both life fear and career fear.  Gai is also focused on 

giving survivorship a bit of a makeover and holding global conversations on the 

impact and challenges of survivorship and talking about these challenges in an open 

forum. 

Gai,  welcome.  I’ve  been  looking  forward  to  talking  with  you. 

 

Gai: Thanks,  Donna.  I’ve  been  looking  forward  to  talking  to  you  today  as  well.   
 

Donna:  You’re  welcome.  Today  I  have  one  very  simple  question  for  you, and that is 

what did you wish you had known when you finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Gai:  Wow,  that’s  a  great  question.  There  are  so  many  things  that  I  wish  I  had  known.  

But  the  one  that  I’ll  focus  on  today  is  what  it  was  like  to  be  a  survivor and what I wish 

I had known as a businesswoman dealing with life after a cancer diagnosis and after 

my treatment had finished. As a businesswoman, I worked all the way through 

treatment. When I was diagnozed, I had a team of 60 people, and I was building a 

business, which ended up being a $2 billion business. At the time, I think it was 

probably turning over a half billion dollars. So my diagnosis didn’t   just  affect  me; it 

affected the family that I had at home and also at work as well. 

 

I expected that life would just go back to normal after I finished treatment and that I 

would feel like the person I was before I was even diagnozed.  And   that   just   didn’t  

happen. I expected this overnight change where suddenly I would be the old me 

would emerge again,  and   that  didn’t  happen  either.  At  work,   I  was  performing  at  a  

very senior level and I was achieving great results; at home, I was performing as a 

wife, the daughter, the sister, the friend, and I was achieving great results there as 
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well. What happened when I got to spend alone? I let it out and cried.  Which was 

generally the drive to and from work.  It  just  shocked  me  because  I  didn’t  expect  that  

to  happen.  I  didn’t  expect  that  it  would  have  this  impact  on  me  that  I  couldn’t  seem to 

shake.  To the outside everything looked great, no one could tell anything was 

wrong.   

 

What I realize now is that in the car was the only downtime I had to process what had 

happened to me, and I think it can a natural reaction that at some point, that 

vulnerability surfaces. At work, I armored up. I had my armor on all the time, I was 

the professional woman, and I was running this big business. At home, I was the 

friend and the family member, and I still had the armor on then as well because that's 

what I thought everyone wanted - to see the old me again. But then this period of 

time where I let the armor go down was when I felt most vulnerable and was when I 

had to feel what was happening. 

 

That shocked me, and I wish I had known that that was going to happen to me, 

because there was one weekend that I spent curled up in bed, just feeling absolutely 

depressed.  And   I’d   never   had   depression   before   and   I’ve   never   had   it   since,   but   I  

really  just  didn’t know what was going on. I expected that I would be feeling fabulous 

after  treatment  had  finished  and  I   just  wasn’t,  and  I  didn’t  have  any  way  to  process  

that,  and  I  didn’t  have  any  tools  to  help  me  process  that  either. Since then I’ve  found  

tools and created tools to help others. But I wish I had known that that was going to 

happen,  because  I  would’ve  been  prepared  and  I  would’ve  already  set  myself  up  with  

tools and a community around me to help me get through that period. 

 

From a community aspect being a professional woman, I worked every day, and I 

didn’t  partake  in the support that was offered at the time. My diagnosis was in 2000, 

so to be honest there  wasn’t  a  lot  on  offer  at  the  time either. The  Look  Good…  Feel  

Better program is a great program,  but  I  just  didn’t  feel  that  it was the right fit for me. 

To be honest I thought I had to cope with it alone,   I  didn’t   find  anyone  that  was  as 

young as I was. I was 38 at the time.   I  didn’t   find  anyone  else   that  was  my  age  or 

who was a professional women, who had career fear as well as life fear. I wish there 

had been a way for me to get the support in way that I really needed. 

 

Donna: Right. I think you hit the nail on the head, you had to get on with life but with 

the impact such a life threatening diagnosis you  didn’t  have  any   tools  to  process   it, 
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then you were alone driving in your car; you fell to pieces, right? You were just trying 

to hold it all together. 

 

Gai: Yes, no tools and no mechanism to process it.  Also I didn't meet any other 

professional women with a breast cancer diagnosis.  As I was working there was no 

time away from everybody else to process what was going on and I had the armor on 

all the time. My car became my let-go place, and I think we all need a place where 

you can just let-go if we need to, “I’m  going  to  feel  this.”  What  I  learned  was  you  don’t  

heal until you feel  what’s  happening  to  you  – and I tried to analyze it and think my 

way out of it, and, that was just not working for me. I really had to sit down and feel 

what was happening, and the moment I did and the moment I started to feel that 

vulnerability and let that vulnerability come up was when I started to heal.  But it 

didn’t  happen over night, it took a long time because I resisted it so much at first.  

 

Donna: Right. So knowing that when you finish your treatment for breast cancer, 

you’re  going  to  have  to  go  through  that  vulnerability  phase.  It’s  a big deal. 

 

Gai: Yes, it is, and in order to heal, we need to do that. In order to heal, we need to 

face our fears and have some tools and strategies to understand the fear and then 

have a place for it in our life, because it has to be there. Fear gets you to take action 

when things go wrong, but fear can also paralyze you as well. 

 

Donna:  That’s   right,   so  knowing  how   to  work   through   that  and  not  succumb   to   the  

paralysis. 

 

Gai:   That’s   exactly   right.   Just   having   an avenue to help you process   what’s  

happening.  One of those avenues is a place just away from everyone, and I highly 

recommend getting in your car and going for a drive (laughs), because it was a 

savior for me, that space where I could feel the vulnerability, let down my armor 

totally, and just feel what was happening. But mind you, I got a lot of funny looks 

from  the  drivers  in  the  other  cars,  but  I  didn’t  care  at  that  point. (laughs) 

 

Donna: Then you have to put your makeup back on when you get to work. (laughs) 

 

Gai:  That’s  right. 
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Donna: Then you ended up having to create your own tools on how to deal with life 

after treatment and how to work through all the vulnerability, the fear, and then I 

would imagine – have you had the opportunity to share those tools with other 

people? Do you have friends that have needed that kind of support? 

 

Gai: I did and I was lucky I had a lot of colleagues I was able to test them out with as 

well plus I volunteered In a Cancer Connection program for 5 years as well.  I have 

now created tools on three levels.  Firstly, to Elevate and lift the spirits of women, at 

diagnosis and after treatment, through guides such  as  this  guide  and  the  “Empower 

Your  Life” guide as well.  I have a couple of others to help with steps to overcome 

fear and survivor loneliness.  There is a lot of focus on taking action on my website 

as well gaicomans.com 

 

Secondly, Empowerment and focusing on life holistically rather then focussing on just 

surviving. To help you step make healthy lifestyle choices, which will empower you.   

Such as through nutrition, connection, skills to get back into the workforce or skills to 

change jobs, overcoming anxiety and making choices from a place of empowerment 

rather than fear.   There is an online event coming up in June, where we will drill 

down on a lot of the concepts raised in these guides about how to stay healthy in an 

empowered way.   

 

Finally, Emerging from survivorship to feel triumphant.  To help women get to a place 

where their life is not defined by a cancer experience.   It is a mindset shift, which 

changes the way you look at life again.  It is freeing experience when you get there.   

 

Donna, the other thing, I realized is that everybody has a survivorship experience. It 

might not be breast cancer, but everybody has their own survivorship experience 

they can draw on  to connect with you. For me, that was such an empowering way to 

help other people who may or may not have had a breast cancer experience, but to 

still help them heal in some way as well. 

 

Donna:  Right.  It’s  amazing  how  we’re  all  connected ,  isn’t  it? 

 

Gai: It is, it is. Even making the connection that your diagnosis impacts your family 

and friends -  there’s  some  processing  that  they  need  to  do  as  well.  I’ve  had  people  

who have supported loved ones through   illnesses,   and   they’ve   been   able   to   use  

these tools and start to create their own healing process from that as well. 

http://gaicomans.com/get-eguide/
http://gaicomans.com/get-eguide/
http://www.gaicomans.com/
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Donna:  That’s  so  useful.  That’s  amazing.  And  then  you’re  healing  a  whole  pathway  

of   the   person   who’s   sick,   the   people   who are the caregivers, all down the line. 

Amazing. 

 

Gai: Yes, because everybody has to process it. I thought my diagnosis was just 

about   me,   but   it   took   years   for   me   to   understand   that   it’s   effects everybody only 

impacted me but  everybody processes your diagnosis in their own way, it’s  personal 

for them in some way as well. My cancer diagnosis at 38 was shocking. I was fit and 

healthy. I was probably the healthiest out of all of my friends so my diagnosis 

shocked everyone. I had a team of 60 people at the time, and I had worked in this 

company for 20 years and I knew just about everyone in the company, and there was 

a shockwave because if it could happen to me, it could happen to them.  

 

Donna:   Exactly.   That’s   a   lot   to   process   when   you’re   the   one   who is finishing 

treatment. 

 

Gai: It is.  Although   you   don’t   take   on   other   peoples’ issues, their fear can be 

confronting sometimes.    

 

Donna:  That’s  crazy. 
 

Gai: Especially when you finish treatment, and you are searching for normality again.  

 

The tools and resources on my website gaicomans.com are focused on taking 

action. For me, the only way I believe you can get change in your life is to take 

action, and I talk consistently about how to take action and reclaim your power. You 

can’t  get  your  old  life  back,  but  that’s  fine,  because  you’ve  been given an opportunity 

to create something different. 

 

Donna:  That’s  so  important. 

 

Gai: It is.  Starting conversations about the challenges of survivorship, I so important 

to changing the perception of cancer survivorship in the community.  

 

http://www.gaicomans.com/
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Breast cancer survivors are mothers, businesswomen, leaders in the community, 

sisters, aunties, and all of these women are a community yet there is little 

understanding on the survivorship challenges we face.  

 

Donna:  That’s  amazing,  Gai.  That’s  a  really  powerful  movement,  and  it’s   just  going  

to grow and grow and grow. I think you should tell everybody your website again.  

 

Gai: Thank you. My website is gaicomans.com. And watch this space, because the 

movement’s  definitely  growing. 

 

Donna: It is.  It’s  wonderful.  Thank  you,  Gai,  so  much.  It’s  been  absolutely  fantastic  

and inspiring to chat with you. 

 

Gai: Thank you, Donna. Thank you so much for your time in doing this for me as well 

I appreciate it.  

 

  

http://gaicomans.com/
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One-On-One Support Can Help You Reclaim Your Life 
Effectively 
 
Debbie Woodbury 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Debbie Woodbury. As Debbie says, Maya Angelou said, 

“There   is   no   greater   agony   than   bearing   an   untold   story   inside   you.”   The   healing  

power of sharing her story compelled Debbie Woodbury to found WhereWeGoNow, 

a community of cancer survivors coming together to create inspired healing, 

wellness, and live out loud joy. Debbie has written two books for survivors: You Can 
Thrive After Treatment and How to Build an Amazing Life After Treatment, which 

offer  simple  ways  to  rebuild  your  life,  support  from  someone  who’s  been  where  you  

are, and hope that you, too, can thrive after cancer. 
 

Debbie is a blogger at the Huffington Post and curetoday.com, an inspirational 

speaker, and support volunteer with the Cancer Hope Network, a board member of 

Carol G. Simon Cancer Centre Oncology Community Advisory Board, a patient 

educator   with   the   Pathways  Women’s Cancer Teaching Project, a mother, a wife, 

and  a  former  stressed  out  lawyer.  Debbie,  it’s  my  absolute  pleasure  to  welcome  you  

here today. 
 

Debbie,  it’s  amazing  to  have  you  join  us  today,  so  thank  you  for  coming. 
 

Debbie: Thank you so much for inviting me. I’m  thrilled  to  be  here. 
 

Gai:  Thanks  Debbie.  It’s  amazing  to  be  part  of  this  community.  I  have  just  one  very  

simple question for you today, and that is what did you wish that you had known 

when you had finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Debbie: I wish I had known that even though I was finished with breast cancer 

treatment, breast cancer was not finished with me. I really thought going into that 

period that it was all over, and it was really not over. It was really just beginning, and 

actually it was the hardest part, because when you are going through diagnostics 

and   treatment,   you   have   a   bunker   mentality.   You’re   in   the   trenches,   and   every  

moment   you’re   just   doing   what   you   have   to   do.   But   when   you’re   finished   with  

http://www.wherewegonow.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/149298714X/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=149298714X&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/149298714X/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=149298714X&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1493619098/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1493619098&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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treatment, you can go into a post-traumatic stress period, and the emotional 

backlash is severe. 

 

There   were   many,   many   issues.   I   was   diagnosed   in   February   of   ’09;;   I   had   my  

mastectomy and TRAM flap reconstruction in April, and then I had a second 

reconstruction in September. During that summer, I dealt with body image issues, 

loneliness and anger, grief - it was very difficult, very hard to sleep, and I felt 

fatigued. I was just overwhelmed with trying to process what I had gone through and 

process it. I was also at a place where all of a sudden, the friends and family who 

had been there for me and were in the bunker with me, they had now gone back to 

their real life, and I couldn't do that. So I felt very alone. It was a very, very rough 

time. 

 

Gai: Did you have any tools that you used to help you through it? Because I hear 

what  you’re  saying;;  I  went  through  exactly  the  same  thing,  and  what  I  hear  is  100%  

of breast cancer survivors actually go through it. So what did you use to get out of 

that period of intense loneliness and the guilt and fear and start to reclaim your 

power again? 
 

Debbie:  Ironically,  before  that,  I  didn’t  have  a  lot  of  outside  support,  and  when  I  was  
going through this, I had a lot of outside support. I had support groups that I could go 

to, I had an oncology therapist. My cancer center was just fabulous. There were all 

kinds of resources. Through those resources, I got through it, but it was extremely 

painful  and  extremely  difficult.  I  had  to  do  that  work.  I  look  back  and  I  don’t  know  how  

I  would’ve  gotten   through   it  without those resources, because even with having all 

treatment, it was brutal. 
 

For  someone  who’s  trying  to  go  through  that  alone,  I  cannot  imagine  what  that  must  

feel like. Ironically, like I said, not having those resources before was easier, going 

through diagnostic and treatment, than having the resources and going through the 

post-traumatic stress. So it really was so brutal compared to – you think surgery is 

brutal, but then trying to recoup from that surgery and everything it entails and 

looking at your  body  every  day  and  how  it’s  been  damaged,  it  just  takes  a  lot  of  work  

and time to march through that. You really need to do it with help. 
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Gai: Absolutely Debbie, support is critical. Did you find that there was one particular 

or two particular resources that you leant on that helped you the most through that 

period? 
 

Debbie: Oh, absolutely. The #1 resource was the one-on-one therapeutic support. 

When I was in the hospital bed after the surgery, a breast nurse navigator came into 

my room and she told me and she was the one that opened the door to all these 

services.  She  said,   “We  have  an  oncology   therapist  on  staff,”  and  I  said,   “Can  she  

come  up  here  right  now,  because  I   really  need  this.”  She  said  no,  but  as  soon  as  I  

was able I went back once a week. Regardless, I was always there, because I 

needed it, and I knew I needed it. It was a blessing to have it there. I know not 

everybody has that resource. It was a major blessing to have that. 
 

Gai: Yes, I think working with someone really helps– and it sounded like you were 

really committed to it as well, so making that commitment to work with someone that 

you’re   comfortable   with   one-on-one is a fantastic way to start to get a different 

perspective on where you are. It's also fabulous that someone gave you some tools 

that  they’ve  used  to  help  you  through  that  period  as  well. 
 

Debbie: Right. The whole reason I started the website was because after I came out 

of that period, I was so grateful for all the support that I had received that had helped 

me through to the other side. There are always side effects and   there’s   always  

lasting effects of having been through this, but I was functioning, I was doing much 

better, I was much healthier and had healed quite a bit, and I was so grateful for all of 

that. I wanted to  continue  that  conversation.  I  wasn’t  going  to  the  cancer  center  one  

to three times a week anymore, so I wanted to continue that conversation over the 

Internet with other survivors, and give back. Because that was a tremendous healing 

that I had, I wanted to give back in gratitude for all that support that I had received. 
 

And then from the website came the books, because it was all about what I learned 

and how to create a thriving survivorship by going out and doing what I had to do, 

getting the support, which is my #1 secret, and learning to do meditation and learning 

to be   mindful.   There   are   20   simple   secrets.   It’s   about   empowering   yourself   and  

getting  back  into  life  as  best  you  can,  day  by  day,  because  it’s  a  really  hard  process.   
 

Gai: Absolutely. I wish I had been prepared when I walked into that period as well, 

because I  experienced  what  you  experienced,  I  just  didn’t  know  where  to  turn.  I  was  
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diagnozed at a time when there was no Internet, so trying to get those resources was 

a  bit  harder.  I  like  what  you’re  saying  about  the  one-on-one  support.  I’ve  had  women  

say to me,  “I  just  thought  I  had  to  do  it  all  on  my  own,”  and  what  you’re  saying  is  that  

you  don’t  have  to  do  it  on  your  own.  There are resources; there are people you can 

talk to, get one-on-one  support  so  that  it’s  a  plan  for  you,  not  a  plan  for  everybody.  It  

helps  you  with  what  you’re  battling  with  at  that  time  as  well. 
 

Debbie:  And  it’s  this  word  that  we  use,  community.  I  have  this  community  of  survivor  

sisters that I never had before. I have friends that I never had before; I  didn’t  know  

these  people  before.  So   there’s   this  membership   that  you  walk   into,  and   it’s  a   real  

blessing  and  a  real  significant  part  of  your  life,  and  it’s  a  real  shame  that  people  think 

that   they   should   do   it   alone,   because   they’re  missing   out,   and   for  me,   it   would’ve  

been  impossible.  I  don’t  want  to  make  a  general  statement  about  anyone  else,  but  for  

me  it  would’ve  been  impossible.  I  just  know  that.  I  would  not  be  where  I  am  today;;   I 

would not have the sense of having healed to some degree – to a great degree – 

without that community and support that I got, both from professionals and from other 

survivors. 
 

Gai:   And   you   may   have   gotten   there   on   your   own,   but   it   might’ve   taken   an  

extraordinary amount of energy and time to get there doing it on your own.  When 

really you didn't have to.  
 

Debbie: Absolutely. As women, we talk a lot, to get support. We need to talk to other 

women, and just to be able to talk to someone and have that person  understand.  It’s  

like when you talk about being a mother, you talk about being a wife - whenever you 

have something in common with someone else, it just makes it so much more 

validating,  and  you  need  that  when  you’re  going  through  something  like  this. 
 

Gai: Absolutely.   I   think   what   you’re   saying   as   well   is   the   community   can   pull   you  

forward when you need to be pulled forward. Even now, we all have days where we 

struggle  a  little  bit,  and  it’s  nice  to  know  that  there’s  a  community  of  women  who  are  

really empowering  themselves  so  they  can  help  you  when  you’re  having  a  bad  day,  

and we all have bad days. 
 

Debbie: Right.  And  on  the  flip  side,  when  you  can  do  that  for  someone  else,  it’s  very  

empowering. I remember the first time I did that for someone, when I gave her that 

support, which was the first moment when I felt that this whole experience was worth 
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something that it  wasn’t   for  nothing.   It’s  all significant,  and   it’s  a  shame  that  people  

who   are   doing   it   alone   are   struggling   that   way,   because   I’m   really   hopeful that 

everyone can find those types of resources. 
 

Gai: What  you’re  saying  as  well  is  just  to  know  that  they’re  not  alone,  that  there’s  so  

much   help   that   they   can   tap   into.   I   think   the   two   books   that   you’ve  written  will   be  

really helpful for survivors, so can you tell people a little bit more about how they can 

get a hold of your books and where they can find you? 
 

Debbie: Yes. You can find me at WhereWeGoNow.com.  That’s  my  website,  where  I  

blog - I’m  offering  a  free  gift  to  anyone  who  signs  up   - they will receive the first five 

chapters of my book, You Can Thrive After Treatment, for free. You can also find me 

on Facebook at Where We Go Now As Cancer Survivors and on Twitter 

@DebbieWWGN. The books are You Can Thrive After Treatment and How to Build 
an Amazing Life After Treatment, and both of the books are available on 

Amazon.com, so if you just put in my name, Debbie Woodbury, they will both come 

up and be available. 
 

Gai: Fantastic, Debbie. Thank you so much for joining us today. Your insight into the 

post-treatment space has been really valuable for me and also for the audience as 

well. 
 

Debbie: Thank you so much. It was my pleasure. 
 

Gai: Thanks, Deb. Bye for now. 

 

 
  

http://www.wherewegonow.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/149298714X/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=149298714X&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1493619098/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1493619098&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1493619098/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1493619098&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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Strategies For A Survivorship Plan After Treatment 
Vicki Tashman 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Vicki Tashman. After completing treatment for breast cancer 

in 2004, Vicki Tashman founded Pink-Link, a non-profit organization dedicated to 

supporting survivors during their treatment. Launched in 2006, the website hosts a 

5,000+ membership database, making connecting with another survivors as easy as 

clicking a button. The newly designed website is a true social network where 

members can upload photos and videos. They can create member groups and post 

status updates to start a real and honest conversation about treatment and its side 

effects. Pink-Link members live in all 50 states of the U.S. as well as 48 countries 

internationally. 
 

Vicki,  welcome.  It’s  my  pleasure  to  have  you  join  us  today. 

 

Vicki: Thank you, Gai. Thank you for having me. I really appreciate it. 

 

Gai:  Oh,  it’s  my  pleasure.  Today,  Vicki,  I  just  have one really simple question for you, 

and that is what did you wish you had known when you were finishing treatment for 

breast cancer. 

 

Vicki:   That’s   a   great   question,   and   I   love   answering   this   question,   because   my  

answer is I wish I had known about the need for having a survivorship plan. I felt like 

I was active in combating my cancer and getting rid of the cancer but then one day I 

stopped  treatment,  and  I’m  thinking,  “Wait  a  minute.  What  if  there  are  still  some  little  

cells  left?”  I  still  wanted  to  be  active  in  doing  something,  and  all  of  a  sudden  I  wasn’t  

active.   The   words   “survivorship   plan”   were   developed   a   couple   years   after   I   had  

finished, and I liked those words, because emotionally, it makes you feel like you are 

still active in combating whatever cancer cells you may have left in your body. 

 

A survivorship plan could be very simple. It could be taking Tamofixen for 5 years or 

10  years.   It   could  be  being  on  an  aromatase   inhibitor   for  however  many  years.   It’s  

something that you are doing actively to make you feel like you are still in charge of 

your body. My survivorship plan includes seeing my oncologist – but  now  that  I’m  a  

10 year survivor, I see her maybe once or twice a year, but when I was done with my 

treatment, I was seeing her every other month, and then it was once a quarter. That 
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was part of the plan. That was something that made me feel like I was still active in 

being in control of my body and keeping my body cancer-free. It also included having 

an MRI every other year, starting colonoscopies, a mammogram every six months on 

my affected side and every year on both sides. 

 

The  term  “survivorship  plan”  is  something  that  any  survivor  can  develop  after  they’re  

done  with  their  treatment.  They  can  go  to  their  oncologist  and  say,  “I’d  like  to  set up a 

survivorship plan to help me know that I am staying cancer-free.”   So   I   think   a  

survivorship plan is a great thing for anybody to ask her doctor about. 

 

Gai: A couple of things that you said I really like. One is just staying active – so you 

feel like  you’re  taking  action,  which  is  a  great  thing.  The  other  thing  you  were  saying  

is it gives you that sense of control, and what I hear from so many women is that you 

can just feel that you lose   control   totally  when   you’ve   been   diagnozed  with   breast  

cancer. I think particularly for women that have been through chemotherapy – and 

I’ve   talked   to  other  women  about   this  chemo   fog   that  you  get   stuck   in,  and  having  

something   that’s  written   down,  with   all   your   doctor’s   information,   is   a  great  way   to  

remember what’s  coming  up  and  a  great  way  to  always  look  forward  as  well. 

 

Vicki: I love writing down thing. I think that everybody should have a copy in their file 

at  home,  a  copy  of  their  pathology  report  and  their  survivorship  plan.  I  think  that’s  so  

important. 

 

Gai: Did you have anything in your plan for your emotional aspects as well? 

 

Vicki:  That’s  a  great  question  also.  When   I  was   first   diagnozed,   I   started  seeing  a  

therapist. I had heard that so many women get depressed, and depression leads to 

so many other conditions – not exercising and not having the drive and passion for 

anything – and  I  certainly  was  in  that  mode.  I’m  a  scrap booker, and I was diagnozed 

in February of 2004, and for four months, I could not even pick up my camera, or 

look at any of my scrapbooking things. And this was something that I was very 

passionate about before. 

 

It  took  me  until  June  to  finally  realize,  “You  know  what?  Okay,  I’m  going  to  make  this  

a  part  of  my  life  journey.  It’s  not  something  that  I  want  to  forget  about.”  So  I  took  my  

camera to my chemo appointments and I was taking pictures of the nurses there. I 

would take a picture of a girlfriend that would be bringing me dinner that night. I just 
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documented my treatment, because that was my passion; it really propelled me 

through my treatment. I think that therapy is great, there are a lot of times when the 

depression is really bad and you need to go  on  medication;;  that’s  fine.  Anything  that  

gets you through the treatment, anything that will help you is great. 

 

Gai: Did you find that there was something else in particular that helped you during 

that period? 

 

Vicki: Besides the therapy - it would have to be the support of my family and friends. 

I  had  one  girlfriend  who  said,   “I’m  going   to  put   together  a  dinner   tree   for you. Just 

give  me  names  and  email  addresses  and   I  will   take  care  of   it,”  and   that  was  huge 

help. That was a really big support for me. I had two pre-teens at the time and  I  didn’t  

have to worry about where the dinner was going to come from. My husband was 

worried  about  me,  and  he  didn’t   have   to   think  about  where   the  meal  was  going   to  

come from. We had meals for a couple days after my chemo. So that was really very, 

very helpful, having the support from my friends and family.  

 

Gai: You can develop a community of friends that can support you both during 

treatment   and   afterwards   as   well,   and   I’m   really   pleased   to   hear   that   you   had   a  

strong  community  of   people  around  you,  because   it’s  something   that   not   everyone  

experiences - and it's a really positive thing. I love that on your site, you bring that 

community aspect in. I love that people can upload photos and videos, which I 

haven’t  seen  on  another  site   for  breast  cancer  survivors.  Can  you   tell  us  a   little  bit  

more about what you offer online for your community and how people can get in 

touch with you and look at your website? 

 

Vicki: Sure. The website address is Pink-Link.org, and it is a true social network for 

breast cancer survivors. Everything is free. We are a nonprofit organization 

registered with the Internal Revenue Service of the United States. I wanted all these 

services to be free. You have to join, you have to become a member just for the 

privacy, but any status updates that you post are for Pink-Link members only, unless 

you choose otherwise – there’s  an  option  that  you  can  choose  to  make  it  public.  But  

most of the updates are private, so any other Pink-Link member that logs in can see 

your status update and like it and comment on it. You can friend people too. 

 

And then of course, the powerful thing about the website is the ability to search and 

connect with other survivors. I think we currently have about 5200 survivors 

http://www.pink-link.org/
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registered members, and you can search based on zip code if you want to connect 

with somebody in your area. You can also do a search based on any part of your 

treatment. You can search on different chemotherapies, you can search on 

surgeries, and you can  search   on   age.  Anything   that   you’re   interested   in,   if   you’re  

getting ready to have a mastectomy and want to talk to somebody about 

reconstruction, you can search on that and connect with people that have had those 

type  of  surgeries.  So  it’s  very,  very  powerful. 

 

And, of course, being a social network, you can upload your favorite photos, your 

favorite  videos.  It’s  nice  to  share  those  things  with  other  survivors. 

 

Gai: I love that. It really does bring that community aspect to breast cancer, which is 

something unique to your site - I  haven’t  seen  it  before.  I  like  that,  and  it  gives  it  that  

community   feel   of   normality   as   well.   You’re   talking   to   people   about   your   breast  

cancer  experience,  but  you’ve  also  got  that,  “I’m  a  person  who   likes  to   take  photos  

and  shoot  videos,”  which  is  a  great  nice  aspect  to  women  in  your  community. 

 

Vicki:  I’m  very  into  Facebook.  I’m  on  Facebook  all  the  time.  We  have  a  Pink-Link fan 

page  on  Facebook  as  well.  But  one  thing  about  Facebook  is  it’s  very  on  the  surface.  

You  would  never  post  on  Facebook  that,  “I’m  feeling  depressed  and  I  don’t  want  to  

get   out   of   bed   and   I’m   throwing   up.”  Whereas   with   Pink-Link, you can post that. 

Somebody  who  is  out  there  and  reading  it  can  comment,  “You’re  going  to  get  through  

it,”  and  really  pushes  you  and  builds  you  up.  That’s  the  difference  between  a  social  

network like Facebook and Pink-Link. 

 

Gai:  It’s  not  moderated  by  the  medical  community,  which  I  think  is a positive for this 

community because you can just get in touch with other survivors who have had 

similar experiences who can give you their insight and advice as to how they got 

through that period. 

 

Vicki: Yes, exactly. 

 

Gai: Vicki,  thank  you  so  much  for  joining  us  today.  I’ve  really  enjoyed  talking  to  you.  

I’ve   really   enjoyed   finding   out  more   about  www.Pink-Link.org, about you and your 

advice  to  breast  cancer  survivors  as  well.  Thank  you  so  much  for  joining  us.  It’s  been  

a pleasure to talk to you. 

 

http://www.pink-link.org/
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Vicki: Thank you, Gai, and I love your divine feminine power. I love that. 

 

Gai: Thank you. 

 

Vicki: You just bring that out there. 

 

Gai: Thanks very much. 
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A Peer Can Support You In Those Moments When You Feel 
Most Alone 

Angela Long 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Angela Long. Since her breast cancer diagnosis in 2004, 

Angela Long has been drawn to helping others through what she has learned along 

the way and enjoys meeting others who share that passion. She is the founder of 

Breast Investigators, an online comprehensive breast cancer resource network to 

help others find the information, care, and support resources they are in search of. 

She is also the host of Girl Talk on Health, a monthly meet up in Sarasota, Florida 

where she invites expert guest speakers to freely share their knowledge to help 

women improve their health. She strongly believes in the power of sharing 

information to help empower all women to have better conversations with their 

doctors so they can make informed decisions. 

 

Angela,  it’s  my  pleasure  to  welcome  you  here  today. 
 

Angela: Thank  you.  It’s  a  pleasure  to  be  here.  Thanks  for  having  me. 
 

Gai: Fantastic. I just have one really simple question for you today, and that is what 

did you wish you had known when your treatment for breast cancer was finished? 

 

Angela:   There   are   so   many   things   that   I   wish   I   would’ve   known,   because   after  

treatment was the hardest time for me. That period after the cloud passed and 

treatment was over and all my wonderful support team went back to their own lives, it 

was  what  I  had  been  striving  for  all  during  treatment.  I  remember  thinking,  “Oh,  once  

I get through treatment,  once  I  get  here,  then  I  can  get  back  to  my  normal  life.”  Well,  I  

painfully discovered that after treatment was over, there was no going back. I had to 

start figuring a lot of things out. I had to learn how to be my own advocate, because I 

really  didn’t  know who to turn to, to get the answers as to the changes that I needed 

to make. It was a process. 
 

One of the first things that I started to do was learn about nutrition - nutrition for 

getting my body and energy back to where it was before, and also trying to build my 
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immune by eating the foods that would hopefully defend against recurrence. I did a 

lot of research on that, and I still do a lot of research on that. 
 

One of the hardest things for me was dealing with anxiety. It was a constant struggle 

to keep myself from worrying about my cancer returning. It was just constant, and I 

really had to learn how to get control over my thoughts. I learned about meditation 

and visualization and breathing and yoga and all these tools that help with that. 

 

But probably   one   of   the   most   important   things   that   I   wish   I   would’ve   known   was  

finding peer support, someone who I could talk to about my journey and to help 

process it. I was fortunate that I had connected with another survivor – around the 

time my cancer was ending and she was just starting, and so we kind of kept in 

touch. But when I realized that I seriously needed someone to talk to, it was several 

months  after  my  treatment  was  over,  and  that's  when  we  connected.  I’ll  never  forget  

the first time – we took a walk, and we talked, and to be able to talk to someone who 

had kids, was a young mother and was the same age as me was just wonderful, we 

could share similar experiences. I knew that she was feeling a lot of the same things 

that I was feeling, and to be able to get that out and be validated by someone else 

that is when I think my healing journey really began. 

 

Gai:   That’s   such   an   important   point,   and   so   many   women   have   shared   that   the  

period after treatment finished was a much worse period of time than during 

diagnosis and treatment. It's because your support system goes back to their lives, 

and  people  expect  you  to  go  back  to  who  you  were  beforehand,  and  that  just  doesn’t  

happen. It was good that you found support in someone who had a similar 

experience to you, but was also the same age and also had children as well. What 

do you think the impact of that was  – you were very young when you were 

diagnozed at 35? Do you think your age may have heightened the impact? 
 

Angela: I  think  so.  I  only  know  my  own  experience,  but  I  do  know  for  a  fact  that  it’s  a  

different  experience.  First  of  all,  when  you’re  young,  you  think  you  have  your  whole  

life ahead of you, and all of a sudden there is this question mark. But I think as a 

mother, my concern was okay, how was this affecting my future, but more 

importantly,  how  was  my  future  affecting  my  children’s   future?  So  now   I’m  not  only  

worried  about  myself;;  I’m  worried  about  them  and  how  this  was  going  to  affect  them,  

and that just added to the worry and the concern and the anxieties. 
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Gai: Which is really understandable, because kids look to you for their support, and if 

you’re  struggling  to  support  yourself,  then  you  wonder  how  you  can  support  the  little  

ones  while  they’re  going  through  it as well. 
 

Angela: I  think  it  also  added  to  my  vulnerability,  because  you’re  in  a  very  vulnerable  

state  when  your  life  is  in  jeopardy  you’re  being told what to do by the doctors, you've 

been betrayed by your health. But now not only are you having to be taken care of, 

your job as a mother is now being taken over by others who have to step in and help 

you out. They was some of the worst times – I remember one of my treatments was 

on  my  son’s  birthday,  and  I  had  just  finished  treatment,  and  I  couldn’t  get  out of bed. I 

mean, I physically was in bed the whole day, and the guilt – I still well up thinking 

about   that   day  because   I   couldn’t   be  with  him.   I  was  so   fortunate   to  have  had  my  

husband  there,  and  he  made  it  a  great  day  for  him,  but  you  just  don’t  anticipate that 

these moments could happen. 
 

Gai:  No,  and  I’ve  had  quite  a  few  mothers  share  as  well  that  they  went  through  a  lot  

of  guilt  during  their  treatment  and  afterwards  for  the  same  reasons  that  you’re  talking  

about  today,  because  they  couldn’t  be  there  for  their  children’s  holiday  parties  or  their  

birthdays or things that were important to them. What did you find was the best tool 

to get you through that guilt that you experienced? 
 

Angela: Oh, that is a good question. I think just time and self-talk and knowing that 

we  can  only  do  the  best  that  we  can  do.  I  think  that’s  one  of  the  things  that  all  women  

deal with, but I think cancer survivors definitely have a certain level of survivor guilt 

that we have to cope with. So many people stepped up for us and helped us out; how 

do  we  ever   repay  that?  How  do  we  make  up  for   the  times  and  the  moments  we’ve  

missed? We just have to forgive ourselves. We have to forgive the situation. We just 

have to learn how to forgive and move beyond it. 
 

Gai: What   I’m  hearing   you  say   is   that   self-compassion for yourself is so important 

during   that   period   of   time,   so   that   you’re   telling   yourself   what   you’d   tell   your   best  

friend. Because often we can be quite hard on ourselves. 

 

Angela: I agree, I agree. And that’s  one  of   the best gifts that I learned - to take it 

easier on myself and to be more compassionate towards myself. There were a lot of 

lessons learned along the way. 
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Gai: There  are,  aren’t  there? 
 

Angela: Yes, there are. If our eyes are open to them. 
 

Gai: Did you find that you were able to develop a supportive relationship with the 

lady you made friends with - both being young mothers? 
 

Angela:   Yes.   In   fact,   living   in   Florida,   we   have   a   lot   of   retirees;;   it’s   an   older  
population, so we became the poster children for young survivors in our area. 

Anytime anyone young was diagnozed, one of us would be connected with them. As 

our kids were at different schools, and we went to different churches we had different 

circles. But we ended up combining our contacts. We would start gathering these 

women and we would meet and have lunch, and then we would go out to dinner. 
 

We ended up starting a young survivors support group in the area. After a year or so, 

one of the survivors came in and was telling us about some of the resources online, 

and one of those was a Young Survivors Coalition, which is a national organization 

with a mission to support young women affected by breast cancer, and they have a 

conference   every   year.   I   thought,   “Gosh,   that   would’ve   been   nice to have known 

about  that  awhile  back.” 
 

So these are some of the resources that you find out about. Unfortunately, for me, it 

was after the fact. But it’s  part  of  my  passion  today   - to try and get this information 

out  to  people,  to  know  that  if  they’re  dealing  with  something  specific,  there  probably  

is an organization or a resource out there to support you, especially when it comes to 

breast cancer and cancer survivorship. 
 

Gai: Absolutely. Your journey led you to put some resources online as well; can you 

tell us a little bit more about what you offer through your website and how women 

can find you? 
 

Angela: Yes.   I   learned  about   so  many   things   that   I   would’ve   liked   to   have   known 

about after I finished treatment, so my goal was to pull that information together 

through a  breast  cancer  resource  network.   It’s  called  Breast Investigators.com, and 

it’s  a  mission  to  take  the  mystery  out  of  breast  cancer.  Our  members  are  made  up  of  

survivors, proactive individuals, health professionals, non-profit organizations, and 

http://www.breastinvestigators.com/
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advocates, all online to gain and share information through our blogs, events 

calendar, and our directory. You can find us at BreastInvestigators.com. 
 

Gai: Fantastic,   Angela.   I’ve   been   looking   through   your   site,   and   I   know   you   offer  
some excellent information to help women, so thank you so much for sharing that. 

Thank  you  from  the  women  that  you’ve  helped  in  your  local  area  as  well,  especially  

with   the   lunches  and  dinners   that  you’ve  held.      I’m  sure   that’s  helped  your  healing,  

and helped their healing as well. 
 

Angela: Great. Thank you so much. 
 

Gai: Thanks, Angela. 
 
 

 

  

http://www.breastinvestigators.com/
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Integrating Connection Through A Personalized Game Plan 
For A Healthy Life 

Patricia Wetzel 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Pat Wetzel - the founder of the Anti-Cancer Club. In 2009, 

Pat was diagnosed with a rare lymphoma. She closed down the investment fund in 

which she was a partner and focused on dealing with her cancer. Cancer, she 

realized, is characterized by a loss of control, as medical tests, treatments and 

protocols   take  over  one’s   life.  How  do  you   take  control   of   your  health,   even   in   the  

face of cancer? What are the factors of health in the context of cancer? I found help 

in critical research by Dean Ornish, M.D., David Servan-Schreiber, M.D., Janine 

Wallace, Ph.D., CNC, and others.  They all point to four key factors over which you 

do have control: nutrition, exercise, stress management, and connection with other 

people.  This is where Pat focused.   
 

Pat created the Anti-Cancer Club to shorten the learning curve for others and provide 

quality, actionable information for crafting a sustainable anti-cancer lifestyle one step 

at  a  time.  Pat,  I’m  really  pleased  that  you’ve  joined  us  today. 

 

Pat: Thank you  very  much  for  inviting  me.  I’m  happy  to  be  here. 

 

Gai:  I  know  that,  Pat,  you  haven’t  had  breast  cancer,  but  so  many  of  the  aspects  are 

common across  cancer  survivors.  I’ve  spoken to so many people with many different 

cancer diagnoses, and they went through a similar process. So today, what I wanted 

to ask you is: what do you wish you had known when your treatment for cancer was 

finishing? 

 

Pat:  More  than  anything,  I  wish  I’d  had  a  game  plan  for  health.  I  found  going  through  

the cancer treatments, it’s   almost   as   if   you’re   in   suspended   animation.   You   go  

through a variety of emotional experiences in treatment, but at the end, for me, it was 

as  if  I  fell  off  a  cliff.  What  do  I  do  now?  Just  live  your  life?  But  you  don’t  just  live  your  

life after cancer. Everything is changed. And for me, because my cancer is 

supposedly incurable, it becomes really important to decide what were the factors 

that created an anti-cancer   health,   and   to   integrate   them   into   your   life,   and   that’s  
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what really led me to the Anti-Cancer Club, because changing your lifestyle is not 

easy, and yet you have to create a very personalized plan for health. 

 

As Dean Ornish showed, your lifestyle choices impact your genetic expression. If 

that’s   the   case,   that   means   that   by   adopting   a   healthy lifestyle, you impact your 

chances of recurrence as well as just your current day-to-day health. So it becomes 

incredibly important to create a plan for health across nutrition, exercise, stress 

management, and that social connection with others, and that’s  what  we  try  to  help  

people to do by providing specific, actionable ideas every week on how to craft a 

plan that suits you and your lifestyle. 

 

Gai:   I   think   you’ve   raised   so  many   interesting   points,   and   I   think   the   first   one  was  

around when people are diagnosed with cancer, they feel like  they’re  climbing  up  that 

hill, and they expect  when  they    get  to  the  top  of  it  that  they’ll    have  time  to  look  out  

over the scenery and enjoy life,  and  so  many  people  find  that  that’s  the  worst  period  

of time for them.  I’m  really  pleased  that  you  phrased  it so that people understand just 

because  cancer   finishes,  your   journey  with  cancer  doesn’t   finish,  and  also   the   fight  

with  cancer  doesn’t  finish  as  well.  I  think  that’s  a  really  important  point. 

 

I   think   the  other   thing   that   you   touched  on,  which   I’m   really  pleased   to   talk   further  

about,  is  having  a  game  plan  for  your  health  that’s  personalized.  What that brings up 

is that everybody has a different view on what they need for themselves, so what 

works for someone else might not work for you, and that aspect of recurrence. I think 

the other aspect is around this connection, and so much of what people do is to 

really draw into themself so   that   they   think   that   it’s   just   them   that’s   having a hard 

time. What are the things that you did to really maintain that connection with other 

people after you finished your treatment for the cancer? 

 

Pat:  That’s  a  very  interesting  question,  and  maybe  I’ll  try  to  answer  that  in  the  context  

of some of the stages that I went through. Certainly there was that sense of falling off 

the cliff after cancer treatment, but then there was also a recovery period. I was 

absolutely exhausted. The fatigue that goes with some of these cancer treatments 

can really be astounding,  and  if  you  don’t  attack  that  fatigue,  you  may  indeed  have  it  

linger  for  years.  I’m  a  fairly  active  person,  so  one  of  the  things  that  I  looked  towards  

was getting active and getting very fit again. I had exercised and played tennis very 

poorly through treatment, and afterwards I was focused on getting well, and part of 

that was being as physically active as I could. 
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I  realize  we’re  talking  about  connection,  but  this  goes  to  the  connection  piece.  All  of  a  

sudden, the people I surrounded myself with were people who were super active, 

people who were athletic, people who wanted to go out and go kayaking on Lake 

Tahoe, who wanted to play tennis, who wanted to go hiking. It was just imperative for 

me; I just felt that for me, that activity piece was a key piece of the equation. So 

really, that helped to guide who I connected with. 

 

Gai: One of the things that I found was that I were friends with people who had the 

energy that I wanted, and I think the piece that you touched on is great, which is you 

can be so tired and so listless after you finish treatment, but you know where you 

want to get to, and finding people that are doing that really helps you to lift yourself 

through.  So  that’s  a  really   important  aspect that people can do for themselves, that 

they can take control over. 

 

I think the other piece as well that you mentioned, which is around just getting active 

and  getting  out  there,  so  many  people  say,  “I’ve  got  no  control,”  but  you  do.  As  you  

say,  you’ve  got  control  over  what  you  eat; you’ve  got  control  over the exercises that 

you  take  on.  Connection  doesn’t  always  have  to  be  sitting  down with someone and 

having  a  cup  of  coffee,  and  what  you’ve  shown  is  that  you  can  have  connection  in  a  

way  that’s  really  authentic  to  you.  I  think  that’s  really  important. 

 

Pat: Yes, I agree. You can integrate connection with nature and things like that. We 

all respond to different things. I certainly love being outdoors. I live near Lake Tahoe; 

it’s  a  spectacular  place  to  live,  and  the  outdoors  is  part  of  that  connection  for  me,  in  

addition to people. You need the people part of the equation as well. But again, we 

all find these elements in different areas, and nobody can give you the answer for 

your life. Be open, experiment, be kind as your body recovers, and decide what 

works for you at a point in time. And that may change. 

 

Gai: Yes. You’ve   mentioned   another really important point, which is around that 

connection back to nature. One of the things that I try to do every day is to go and sit 

on  the  grass  for  an  hour,  and  it’s  amazing  how  I  feel  afterwards,  and  it’s  something  

really simple, it gives me that connection back to just sitting still for awhile, and also 

just  appreciating   life   in   those  very,  very  still  moments.  Yes,   they’re   really   important  

aspects,   which   you   can   sometimes   overlook   or   think   that   you   can’t   do   anything  
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about, but in actuality, just  sit  on  the  grass  or  go  hug  a  tree  and  it’s  that  connection  

that  perhaps  you’re  looking  for  that  you  haven’t  found  as  yet. 

 

Pat:  I  love  the  idea  of  sitting  on  the  grass  for  an  hour.  That’s  terrific. 
 

Gai:   It   is.  There’s  a  process  called  earthing  now, which says that we should all go 

and sit on the grass for an hour a day, and I do that whenever I can. I take my lunch 

down and sit on the grass, and I just feel so refreshed from not doing anything. Yes, 

it’s  an  amazing  thing  that  we  can  do.  It  doesn’t  cost  anything,  it  doesn’t  take  a  lot  of  

time,  and  just  decide  to  get  out  there  and  do  it,  which  is  great.  And  you’ve  got  control  

over that. 

 

Pat: I think the act of taking control is so important, because it focuses your energy in 

a really positive way; it engages your mind in a positive, take-charge attitude, and I 

think  that’s  critical.  Cancer  has  totally  turned  your  life  upside  down.  It’s  changed  your  

relationships. You have to take charge of this. I think you have a very binary decision 

to make: you either take   charge   or   you   don’t.   Not   taking   charge   is   not   an   option  

because people who take charge tend to have better outcomes. You want to be the 

person in that outlier in the statistical curve who just is an extraordinary survivor and 

patient. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. One of the things you mentioned is a game plan for your health after 

you finish treatment. Is that something that you offer through your website and your 

services? 

 

Pat: What we do is we take an incremental approach to change and we recognize 

that everybody is unique. Every week, we put out one idea across those four 

categories I had mentioned: nutrition, exercise, and stress management, connection. 

The Nutritional Boot Camp is a good example. We take one food flavor or idea every 

week, and your mission is just to integrate that concept into your diet that week and 

be  aware  of  it.  So  you  have  the  rationale  for  change,  and  you’re  starting  to  introduce  

incremental,  sustainable  change  into  your  life.  If  you  don’t  like  that  week’s  idea,  don’t  

use it, but over a six-month period,   that’s   26   ideas.   If   you   implement   six   of   those  

ideas, just six, you will be really starting to look at a fundamentally different life. 

 

And then, as you start instituting change say in nutrition, it will spill over into the 

exercise piece of the equation, it will spill over into that mind-body connection, into 
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stress management. All these things are iterative and cumulative, and I think if you 

just start with one step – I love the old saying that a journey of a thousand miles 

starts  with  a  single  step.  And   it’s  so   true.  You  will  not  go   from   the  beginning   to   the  

end  in  a  day.  It’s  just  not  going  to  happen.  But  if  every  day,  you  take  that  one step, 

you will be astonished at the changes you see over a six-month or a twelve-month 

period  of  time.  It’s  just  amazing. 

 

I  think  cancer’s  just  terrifying,  and  it  opens  a  window  for  lifestyle  changes  that  most  of  

us might otherwise never have entertained. I hope that if we can touch people during 

that window, if we can touch just one person in the family, we can potentially touch 

the entire family in terms of better lifestyle choices. That speaks not just to cancer, 

but to obesity and diabetes and  so  many  of   the  ailments  we’re   facing.  So  many  of  

these things are lifestyle-oriented, and if one could use cancer to create a legacy of 

health  for  your  family,  I  can’t  think  of  a  better  gift  that  you  could  give  people  you  care  

about. 

 

Gai: Yes, and I think   it’s   important  because  cancer   is  something  you  go  through  on  

your own, though it touches all the people around you, so you have the opportunity, 

when you finish treatment, to deal with what you need to deal with and to show 

people that you can live a full   life  when   treatment’s   finished.  When   you   first   finish  

treatment, that can be a very hard thing to see, but I love your idea to set one 

intention a day, one  thing  at  a  time.  Don’t  try  and  do  too  much.  Don’t  try  and  cure  all  

of your problems at once, but just focus on one thing, get that sorted, then move on 

to  the  next.   If  something  works  for  you,  great,  explore   it;;   if   it  doesn’t,   try  something  

different.  But  don’t  give  up,  and  that’s  the  message  that  I’m  getting  from  you,  is  just  

don’t  give  up.  You  have so many things at your disposal that you can use to step 

back into wellness again, so find them and use them. 

 

Pat:   Yes.   I   don’t   know   about   you,   but   I   never   ate   kale   or   Swiss   chard   before  my  

diagnosis. 

 

Gai: Oh, no. 

 

Pat: Now, I grow beautiful rainbow chard in my organic garden. I love it. I walk out 

the  back  door  to  pick  part  of  my  dinner  during  the  summer,  and  it’s  just  fabulous.  But  

that was not a change that turned on a dime or magically appeared; it happened over 
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time, and it happened because I was willing to experiment a little bit. Then I ended up 

with all this chard, and I had to do something with it. 

 

Gai:  I’m  the  same.  I  am  a  kale  and  green  juice  smoothie  convert.  I  just  love  it.   

 

Pat:  It’s  interesting;;  at  one  point,  I  went  cold  turkey  vegan,  and all I could think of was 

what  I  couldn’t  have,  and  I  decided  life  without  cheese  was  not  worth  living.  To  me,  at  

that point in time, that was obviously not the right decision. You should not be 

miserable. But I learned some really important things in doing that. I learned that I ate 

a   lot  more  dairy   than   I   thought,   and   I   felt  great  when   I  wasn’t   eating   the  dairy.  So  

obviously, I had to find a healthier balance in terms of my dairy choices, and that led 

to a whole iteration of changes for me. 

 

Now, I will  consciously  go  vegan  for  a  few  days  because  I   feel  so  good,  but  I  don’t  

have  that  sense  of,  “I  can  never  have  another  piece  of  cheese,”  because  for  me,  that  

just  didn’t  work.  I  think  that  going  through  that  experience  – I went from one extreme 

to the other, but I eventually found a healthy balance that worked for me. 

 

Gai:  Yes,  and  I  think  what  you’re  saying  is  so  true.  Just  finding  balance.  Don’t  try  and  
do it hard-core, all at once. That can happen over time, but just finding that balance 

and the place where  you  feel  settled  with  the  decisions  that  you’re  making  and  that  

you   are   doing   things   to   progress   your   life   in   a   positive   way.   For  me,   it’s   all   about  

action, and the more action you take, the more action you want to take and the more 

your life changes.  I  think  that’s  an  amazing  gift  to  yourself  after  what  can  be  a  quite  

harrowing period of time. 

 

Thank  you  so  much  for  your  time  today,  Pat.  I’ve  loved  talking  to  you.  Can  you  give  

us just a little bit more of an idea on where people can find your information?  

 

Pat: We put out a free newsletter every week. It comes out Sunday morning, and you 

can find it at Anti-Cancer Club.   That’s   one   word:   www.anticancerclub.com. We 

welcome feedback from you and your thoughts and your ideas, and what works and 

what  doesn’t,  and  we  welcome  you  to  become  part  of   the  community.  I   think  we  all  

have a lot to share with each other, and in sharing; we shorten the learning curve for 

everybody following us and for ourselves as well. 

 

http://www.anticancerclub.com/
http://www.anticancerclub.com/
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Gai: The connectedness you were talking about before, and you offer that through 

your  site,  so  that’s  an  amazing  gift  for  people  as  well.  Thank  you  so  much  for  joining  

us.  I’ve  loved  talking  to  you,  and  I  look forward to reconnecting with you again. 

 

Pat: Thank you so much. It was just a pleasure to talk with you today. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Pat. 
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Finding Support Through Creative Expression 

Susan Chase 

 
Gai: Today I have with me Susan Chase. Susan is a lifelong dancer. She began 

performing with the Boston Ballet Company at the tender age of 13. She went on to 

share her expertise with children and adults as a teacher, a personal trainer, an 

expressive therapist, and then a playwright for hundreds of theatre productions. But 

when breast cancer stepped into her life, everything came to a screeching halt. 

Susan  began  questioning  her   identity  and  her  purpose.   If   she  couldn’t  dance,   then  

what? Cancer had changed the way  she  viewed  her  body  as  her  life’s  work. 

 

In response, she created a solo play in 2008 about her cancer journey entitled, 

“Susan’s   Undoing”.   It   was   born   out   of   a   life-and-death struggle that forced her to 

examine her life and seek greater authenticity and meaning. The play continues to 

receive  national   recognition  as  a   journey  of  healing.   It’s  been  hailed  as  a  powerful,  

hopeful and inspirational dose of medicine for the mind and body that goes way 

beyond the scope of cancer. Susan is now determined to help others in recovery 

from injury and illness. 

 

Susan,  thank  you  for  joining  me  today.  I’m  so,  so  pleased  to  have  you  with  us. 

 

Susan:  Thank  you,  Gai.  It’s  my  pleasure. 

 

Gai: Today I just have one very simple question for you, and that is, what do you 

wish you’d  known  when  your  treatments  for  cancer  were  finished? 

 

Susan: That is really such a great question, because for me, it was when my 

treatment  was  completed  that  the  struggle  really  began.  During  treatment,  you’re  so  

busy. You have appointments to keep, you have test results to learn about and you 

have  to  get  the  results  from  one  doctor  or  another,  and  you’re  surrounded  by  a  team  

of  doctors  and  nurses  and  technicians,  and  you’re  overwhelmed  by  it  all,  but  you’re  

also distracted by it all. 

 

Then you complete your treatment, and I felt like someone came and stamped me 

with  a  big  “C”  for   “cured”  and  just  basically  kicked  me  out  the  door.  Then,   that  was  
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when   I   really   felt   alone   and   lost.   Suddenly   I   wasn’t   so   busy,   I   wasn’t   sure   what   I  

should be doing, and all of my teammates, all of my doctors and nurses, were gone. 

It was just me. I really felt quite lost, and that is really when the demons crept in on 

me. 

 

Gai:  Yes,   I’ve  heard   it  explained  to  me  as  feeling   like  a  warrior,  but  now  you  didn’t  

know whom the war was with. You had held yourself up as that warrior to get 

yourself   through  treatment,  and  then  when   treatment’s   finished,  everyone  expected  

that,  as  you  said,  you  were  stamped  with  a  “cure”  button,  and  you  were  supposed  to  

be okay. So what happened for you after treatment? 

 

Susan: What happened for me was a very intense – just a complete explosion of 

anxiety. It turns out; I think I always had had a low-level anxiety disorder. I think that 

that was hereditary, but it just broke loose at this point, and I lost the ability to sleep, I 

lost the ability to concentrate. I lost the ability to experience joy. I truly did. And I did 

seek psychiatric help. It was clear to me that this is diagnosable anxiety, so I did 

seek psychiatric help. I went through a battery of the latest anti-anxiety medications, 

and oddly enough, these medications did nothing for me. Absolutely nothing. 

 

After a couple years of trying that, I couldn’t   take   it   anymore,   and   that   is   when   I  

began writing my play. I always say I began writing the play out of desperation. I 

needed a project. The treatment is a project. It keeps you busy, and writing the play 

was my new project, but it turns out that that was when true healing began for me. 

 

Gai: Do you think that was because you had something to channel your energy into 

that was a positive rather than a negative? Why do you think it actually helped you so 

much? 

 

Susan:  Well,  I  am  certainly  someone  who  needs  to  feel  busy.  That’s  how  I’m  wired,  

that  I’m  not  someone  who  can  sit  back  and  relax.  So  it’s  certainly  true  that  having  a  

project to work on was ideal. It was just wonderful that the project I chose to do was 

to document the very experience I was going through, and that just does so many 

good  things  for  you.  You’re  both  in  the  process  but  also  stepping  away  and  looking  at  

yourself, so you start using both sides of the brain. There are all kinds of evidence 

that that in itself is very helpful, the use of both sides of your brain is really good for 

you. 
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So the process of creating a play is about going back and forth from an intuitive, 

creative explosion of feeling to then stepping back and editing and analyzing what 

you have created. I think it was just a wonderful way to keep myself busy, active, 

engaged, creative and moving forward. I think that was essential at that point. 

 

Gai: Did you find that expressing yourself through dance and through your play was 

helpful?   You were saying that you were seeking more authenticity in your life.  As a 

young ballerina, did you find that the play was a very authentic way for you to 

express what you were feeling at the time? 

 

Susan: It  was.   I’m  a   little  confused  now  when  I   try   to  remember  the  order   in  which  

everything happened, but one thing that did happen - was I felt betrayed.   Because 

the diagnosis was so overpowering to me - I felt that my body that I had worked so 

hard to care for, I felt it had betrayed me – and for a good two years, I stopped – not 

only stopped dancing, but stopped caring for my body. I consciously turned away 

from  my  body.  I  don’t  know,  I  felt   like  I  needed  to  punish  myself  or  punish  my  body  

for what had happened,  and  I  didn’t  move  for  two  years.      I’d  like  to  tell  you  this  little  

story. 

 

Gai:  I’d  love  to  hear  it. 
 

Susan: I had been teaching – in  addition  to  performing,  I’ve  always  been  a  teacher  of  

both theater and dance, and I had to quit my job at a theater school during the actual 

treatment. It was just too exhausting and too time-consuming, so I quit this job. About 

six  months  later,  the  director  of  the  school  called  me  and  said,  “One  of  my  teachers  

has moved away; would you be able to step into her place and start teaching dance 

again?”  Well,  I  was  just  thrilled,  just  thrilled  to  be  asked  to  be  using  that  part  of  myself  

again, so I immediately said yes, and a week later I was squeezing my body into a 

leotard again. I had not been in a leotard in two years. I had been in many hospital 

gowns, and I had just worn loose-fitting clothing in my own life. I had not put on a 

leotard; I had not been a dancer, in two years. 

 

As I squeezed into that leotard, I was still in some pain from the radiation to my 

chest; I didn't have all my flexibility back. It was physically challenging to get into the 

leotard, and when I did, I went and stood in front of the mirror – of course, a ballerina 

spends her life looking at herself in a mirror. I had not done that in two years. And I 

stood   there   and   looked   at   myself,   and   wasn’t   sure   if   I   was   allowed   to   do   this  
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anymore. Was this really my authentic identity anymore, or was this a huge charade 

that  my  students  would  see   right   through?  That   I’d  walk   in   the  classroom  and   they  

would just   instantly  know,  “She’s  not  a  dancer.  She’s  a   lady  who  has  cancer.  She’s  

an  invalid.”  So  I  had  this  moment  of  complete  terror  and  wondering,  “Am  I  allowed  to  

reconnect  with  this  part  of  my  identity?” 

 

But I had said yes. I had said I would teach this class, so I had to put on that leotard 

and walk in and teach a dance class, and teach it confidently, and just try very hard 

not to let it show when certain moves still hurt me. I got through the class, and I got 

through it the next week and the week after that, and I would say within six months to 

a year, I started to feel like I belonged in a leotard again, and that I was allowed to 

feel   like   a   dancer   and   to   be   a   dancer   again.  That’s  why   I   named  my  book  Saving 
Grace: How Ballet Saved My Life and Can Save Yours. It really did that for me. It 

took putting that leotard back on for me to re-embrace my identity and my life. 

 

Gai:  That’s  an  amazing  story.  Thank  you  so  much  for  sharing  your  story  with  us.  As  

you were talking, I was feeling your need to move, if that makes sense. I recently 

listened to a TED Talk by Ken Robertson, and what he was saying is he interviewed 

a  lady  who  was  a  ballerina,  and  she  said,  “I  have  to  move  to  think.  I  have  to  move  to  

express,  and  I  have  to  move  just  to  tell  people  who  I  am,”  and I could feel that from 

you as you were talking, so thank you for sharing that with us. That was really quite 

special. 

 

Susan:  Thank  you.  I  very  definitely  have  to  move.  I  think  we  all  do,  and  that’s  what’s  

interesting, is for me, the cancer experience scared me off that. I felt like maybe this 

was  some  sort  of  cosmic  message  telling  me,  “Don’t  be  so   invested   in  your  body.”  

That was the wrong path. I was really scared and just immobile for a good two years, 

and   I’m   happy   to   say   that   I   really   reclaimed   my   body. The thing I want to share 

through my performances and my book and through this interview is that the body is 

amazingly resilient, and it loves recovery. I just know from my own experience and 

from working with others that once you start moving, your body starts working with 

you,   and   it   becomes   your   collaborator   in   the   healing   process.   I   can’t   say   enough  

about  that.  That’s  right,  I  was  keeping  myself  sick  by  keeping  myself  still,  and  moving  

helped me to move towards healing. 

 

Gai:  That’s  really   important,   isn’t   it?  Because  I   think  sometimes  we  get  a  bit  scared  

and a bit paralyzed by that fear, and that keeps us tied in one place, where what you 
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did was open your whole body up and express everything that you were feeling by 

moving,  and   that’s  such  a  wonderful   thing.   I   think   I  shared  with  you  earlier   that   I’m  

not a very good dancer, but I went back to dance class when I was 25 because I 

knew that I needed more creativity in my life, and I was so pleased that I did because 

it helped me through my healing process as well. I think the dance community is an 

amazing community as well. 

 

Susan:  I’m  also  a  dance  therapist,  and  this  has  always  been  an  amazing  thing  to  me;;  

some of my clients have said amazing things, that just moving, just responding to 

music, to rhythm,  is  healing.  It’s  what  we  were  meant  to  do.  It’s  what  our  bodies  were  

meant to do. The last thing we were meant to do is sit in chairs all day. (laughs) 

 

Gai: At computers?! 

 

Susan: It is interesting. I can honestly say I feel better today than I did before I went 

through the cancer experience because I really embraced my physicality in a way 

that  I  hadn’t  before,  that  I  took  for  granted  before  this  experience. 

 

Gai: Yes, I think so much of our life before a cancer experience, you can take for 

granted, and   it’s  nice   to  step  back   into  who  you  are   in  such  an  authentic  way  after  

this experience as well. Thank you for joining us. Can you tell people a little bit more 

about how they can see your work and what other work you do? Because I know you 

hold workshops to help people who have an injury or illness. Can you tell us a little 

bit more about that and also give us your website as well? 

 

Susan: I perform the show that documents my struggle and my ups and downs and 

my journey towards authenticity and rediscovering meaning and joy and laughter in 

my   life.   The   name   of   that   show   is   “Susan’s   Undoing.”   At   first,   that   was   a   big  

achievement, just to write the show and get up in front of an audience and perform it, 

but now it has evolved to the point where in addition to the performance, I often give 

lectures and workshops in which I help the members of the audience learn to tell 

their own stories, because for me, the really empowering, a really healing piece of 

this puzzle was that I needed to embrace my story and share it with others. 

 

I now go around the country doing workshops, in which I teach others how to do that, 

and some of it is silly, but I love the story that you tell, that you took dance lessons in 

your 20s. Sometimes you have to step outside your comfort zone to open things up, 
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and so I encourage people – perhaps,  you’re  not  going  to  write  a  play  like  I  wrote,  but  

you might write a different kind of play, or you might make jewelry or you might 

weave a tapestry, but somehow you will find your own way to authentically tell your 

story,  and  that’s  what  I  try  to  do  through  my  workshops. 

 

And then I also have my book, Saving Grace, in which I show some specific 

exercises that I really believe in. I must tell you, I cannot say this strongly enough: I 

just think ballet is the healthiest, most wonderful thing a person can give to their 

body.   It’s  been  a  gift   to  me.   It’s  something   that  has  always  been  with  me  and   that  

definitely got me through the crisis of cancer, and if I can share that with others, I 

think it can do the same thing for them. You not only move your body and do good 

things   for   your   body  when   you   do   ballet,   but   you   feel   beautiful   when   you’re   doing  

them. 

 

I  don’t   think  we’ve  quite   touched  on  this  yet,  but   that’s  a  piece  of   the  puzzle,   too.   I  

think that there is something healing in surrounding yourself in beauty, and that can 

mean music and ballet and architecture and art, and when you do ballet and you put 

Tchaikovsky  or  Chopin  on,  and  you’re  moving   to   that,   you  experience  beauty.  You  

feel like you are a  part  of  beauty,  and  I  think  that’s  a  real  healing  process  also. 

 

Gai: I agree with you.  Can you give everyone your website as well, please? 

 

Susan:  Yes,  it’s  Susan-Chase.org.  That’s  my  name,  with  no  space  in  between  it.  It’s  

just S-u-s-a-n hyphen C-h-a-s-e. All of the various workshops and performances and 

my book and other things that I do are on there, including the fact that I am a 

personal trainer. I can work with people who are still in treatment or are dealing with 

an illness or injury, and I help them to recover their abilities. I also do work with 

people with disabilities and help them to reach their fullest, their maximal abilities. So 

I’d  be  delighted  to  have  people  visit  the  website.  There’s  just  many  ways  that  I  have  

of  trying  to  help  others,  and  that’s  what  I  want  to  do  at  this  point  in  my  life. 

 

Gai:  That’s  a  very  authentic  thing  to  do,  especially  after  you’ve  had  a breast cancer 

experience as well. 

 

Susan: Absolutely. 

 

http://susan-chase.org/wordpress/
http://susan-chase.org/wordpress/
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Gai:   Thank   you   so  much   for   your   time.   It’s   been   a   pleasure   to   have   you  with  me  

today. Thank you, and I hope that we can connect again very soon. 

 

Susan:  Thank  you,  Gai.  It’s  just  been  such  a  pleasure. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Susan. 
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How To Find Joy By Replacing Fear With Positive Emotions 

Susan Gonzalez 

 
Gai: Today   I’m   talking   with   Susan  Gonzalez.   Susan   is   a   registered   nurse,   cancer  

survivor, award-winning blogger and owner of MOON Organics, which is a natural 

skincare product company. Susan is also co-author of a popular new book, 100 Perks 

of Having Cancer plus 100 Health Tips for Surviving It! Having been both a patient and 

a caregiver offers Susan a unique perspective on the health issues affecting cancer 

patients. She personally discovered the power of the mind-body relationship during 

her own journey to reach optimal health after treatment for stage 3 breast cancer. 

Blogging as The Savvy Sister, she is a strong believer that we must take full 

responsibility for our own health and wellness in all areas of our life, which includes 

diet, exercise, spirituality, self-worth and social health. Susan provides readers with 

simple ways to achieve that goal. 

 

It’s  truly  a  pleasure  for  me  to  speak  with  you  today,  Susan,  so  welcome. 

 

Susan: Thanks, Gai. Thanks so much for having me. I appreciate it. 

 

Gai: Yes, I love having you here. Today I have one very simple question for you, and 

that   is:   what   do   you   wish   you’d   known   when   you   finished treatment for breast 

cancer? 

 

Susan: When I was finished with that last chemo treatment and I walked out of the 

doctor’s  office,   I  wish  someone  had  handed  me  a  manual  that  said, “Here’s  how  to  

stay  healthy.  Here’s  what  to  do.  Here  are  all   the  things  that  we  know  right  now  that  

you can do to help prevent a recurrence.”   That   is   my   wish,   and   really   that   is   the  

reason that Florence and I – Florence Strang is my co-author – wrote the book, is to 

give   people   that  manual,   to   say   it’s   not   just   about what   you   eat;;   it’s   not   just   your  

exercise. It is how you perceive things. It is how you deal with things like your past. 

It’s  how  you  can   learn   to   forgive.   It’s  how  you  can   learn to be grateful, how to find 

pleasure in things, how to live in the moment, how to meditate. These are all things 

that impact your risk of recurrence of cancer. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591203562/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1591203562&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591203562/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1591203562&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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So  I  wish  someone  had  handed  me  that  manual  with  everything  in  it,  and  now  I’m  so  

happy that I can offer this to other people.  The 100 Perks of Having Cancer plus 100 
Health Tips for Surviving It! is  that  manual.  We’ve  tried  to  include  everything that we 

think  people  need  to  know  after  they’ve  had  a  cancer  diagnosis. 

 

Gai: That's a great tool, because when I finished, I found that was a worse period of 

time than when I was diagnozed. What was the thing that you struggled the most 

with when you were finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Susan:  When  I  finished,  it  was  a  lot  of  fear,  and  fear  is  a  horrible  thing.  You  can’t  get  

rid  of  it  easily;;  you  can’t  shake  it.  You  have  to  really  work  on  it,  every  day,  and  that’s  

what I found myself doing. I found myself waking up saying,  “Is  this  the  day  I’m  going  

to   find   something?   Is   this   the   day   something   bad   is   going   to   happen?”   Because  

cancer   diagnosis   is   such   a   brick   in   the   head.  No   one   expects   it,   so   you’re   almost  

waiting for the other shoe to drop, and I really had to work very hard on getting rid of 

that fear. 

 

Fear elicits a physical response in our body. Fear increases certain chemicals in our 

body that prevent healing and prevent true health. So in order to get rid of that fear, I 

had to really go deep inside myself. I had to do exercises, meditation exercises. 

Yoga helped me tremendously to open my heart chakra, for those yogis out there. 

 

Gai: Like me, I am a yogi 

 

Susan: I know, I saw your picture. So I was able to replace the fear with love and 

with appreciation of life and with other emotions, and it edged the fear out. It did not 

happen  overnight,  obviously.   It’s   taken  me  years   to  work  on   this.  But   I   feel   like   the  

fear is still lurking in a few corners,  maybe,  but  I  don’t   look  at   it  as  often.  It  doesn’t  

control my life as much as it did. 

 

Gai: Yes, you made a really good point where you were talking about opening your 

heart. I heard once that fear seen through the eyes of compassion takes you towards 

love, and that’s  a  really  important  point  that  you  made, that you used both meditation 

yoga tools as to be self-compassionate and bring that fear up and then treat it with 

love.    But  as  you  said,  it’s  a  long  process.     
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Susan:  That’s  a  beautiful  way  to  put  it.  That’s  perfect.  I  also  had  some  things  to  deal  

with  in  my  past,  and  maybe  we  don’t  realize  the  things  that  we’ve  gone  through,  how  

that touch us emotionally. I found myself going back and dealing with those things, 

and getting them dealt with and swept away so that I can move forward with the joy 

of life. 

 

Gai: Were you able to do that on your own, Susan, or did you have help to do that? 

 

Susan: I had help in the form of self-help. I love reading. I love reading books, I love 

going  online  and  listening  to  interviews.  There’s  a  particular  doctor,  Gabor  Maté  is  his 

name;;  he’s  a  Hungarian  scientist,  and  he’s  done  a  lot  with  past  emotions  and  how  it  

relates  to   illness.  I  got  a   lot  of  flak  for  this,  because  I’m  not  saying  that   it’s  people’s  

fault that they get ill – we  don’t  know  why  people  get  ill  – but there does seem to be a 

link to certain emotions and certain feelings and the prevention of wellness or the 

prevention of healing. 

 

I do adopt the notion that emotions do cause physical changes in our body, and so I 

was able to go back and read those books and really think hard about my past and 

come  to  terms  with  a  lot  of  things,  and  I’m  really  glad  that  I  did.  Like  I  said,  it  took  a  

long  time.  I  mean,  I’m  eight  years  out,  so  it’s  taken  me  – it took at least five years to 

even get to that point. 

 

Gai: Did you think that you could put the fear in the back of your mind that it would go 

away on its own? 

 

Susan:  We  all  like  to  be  “Queens  of  Denial.”  (laughs) 

 

Gai: I love that. 

 

Susan: We think that if we just ignore it, that it will go away, but my feeling is, and 

the  way   it  worked  for  me,   is  I  could  not   ignore  it  because  it  would  not  go  away.  It’s  

standing right in front of you. You have to deal with it in order for it to go away. And I 

do   it   every   day.   It’s   not   something   that, “Oh,   okay,  my   fear is gone; now I can go 

forward.”  This  is  something  that  I  work  on  every  day  with,   like  I  said,  the  meditation  

and   really   connecting   my   mind   and   body   and   recognizing   that   that’s   there   and  

making an effort to squash it. 
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Gai: It’s  something   that  becomes  a  practice   for  you,  doesn’t   it?   It’s   something   that  

you need to practice every day for it to integrate into your life, not just give it a try 

once,  if   it  doesn’t  work  you  figure  that  you’re  going  to  need  to  go  and  do  something  

else.  It’s  something  that  you  just  keep  going  back  to  and  take  small  steps  daily  to  get  

to where you want to get to in life. 

 

Susan: Yes, I agree. Flo and I are big believers in affirmations, and affirmations are 

wonderful for fear. Affirmations are just statements of belief, so you would say these 

statements as many times as you could throughout the day. You could just say them 

to yourself or say  them  out  loud,  but  you  can  say  things  like,  “I  accept  my  feelings  of  

fear   and   I   push   them   to   the   side   so   that   I   can   enjoy   the   joy   of   life.”   I’m  making   a  

conscious effort that, as I say these things, these things are happening in my mind. 

 

Gai:  You not only say it, but you actually feel it as well. 

 

Susan: Yes, absolutely. 

 

Gai: You mentioned your book, 100 Perks of Having Cancer plus100 Health Tips For 

Surviving It. How can people hear a little bit more about your book and the work you 

do on your website? 

 

Susan: Sure. They can go to 100PerksOfCancer.com.   That’s   “1-0-0”	  

perksofcancer.com, all one word. From there, they can see an interview with Flo and 

I, how we met and how the book came to be. You can read a little sample of the 

book,  and  there’s  a  link  there to my blog, The Savvy Sister, where I give health tips 

for   people   specifically   who   have   had   cancer,   and   a   link   to   Flo’s   blog,   Perks   of  

Cancer. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Thank you so much for your time. I think that your insights will help 

women.   I   also   noticed   that   you   were   featured   as   one   of   the   Story   Exchange’s  

Inspirational Women of 2012, so what a great honor that is as well. Thank you so 

much. Susan, thank you so much for your time today. I really appreciate you being 

with us, and I really appreciate you sharing your knowledge so that other women can 

benefit,  so  that  they  don’t  have  to  go  through  what  perhaps  you  and  I  went  through  

when we finished treatment for breast cancer, and that they have some tools and tips 

from you to help them on their passage or their journey through the treatment phase 

and into the rest of their life. 

http://www.100perksofcancer.com/
http://www.100perksofcancer.com/
http://www.100perksofcancer.com/


 65 

 

Susan:   Thanks   so   much.   It’s   really   been   a   pleasure   speaking   to   you,   and   I   look  

forward  to  hearing  everything  else  that  you’re  doing. 

 

Gai: Excellent. Thank you, Susan. Thank you so much. 
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Living Mindfully Helps You Let Go Of Who You Were, So That 
You Can Embrace Who You Are 
Rhonda Smith 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Rhonda Smith. Rhonda is the Founder and CEO of Breast 

Cancer Partner, a for-profit organization that focuses on breast cancer recovery 

through health and wellness. Breast Cancer Partner provides tools, resources, and 

information to help breast cancer survivors recover, restore, and reenergize after 

treatment. Breast Cancer Partner also functions as a partner to breast cancer 

survivors and their caregivers throughout the journey to help them understand how to 

optimize their health and wellness, improve outcomes, and enhance long-term 

survival. 
 

Rhonda has more than 20 years experience in sales, marketing, learning and 

development and business management. For the past 15 years, Rhonda has 

enjoyed a successful track record as an independent consultant in the areas of 

marketing, strategic planning, learning and development and not-for-profit 

organizations.  Rhonda,  thank  you  so  much  for  joining  us  today.  It’s  my  pleasure  to  

talk to you. 

 

Rhonda: Thank  you,  Gai.  It’s  a  pleasure  to  be  here. 
 

Gai:  I just have one really simple question for you today, and that is what do you 

wish you had known when your treatment for breast cancer was finishing? 

 

 

Rhonda: I think the biggest thing for me was to understand how to recover from the 

aftereffects of treatment. I think we touched on this before in the previous 

conversation. I personally struggled much more after treatment than I did while I was 

going through treatment. This was mainly because I was fully prepared to deal with 

the   side   effects   of   treatment   while   I   was   going   through   it,   but   what   I   wasn’t   really  

prepared for was the aftereffects of treatment and how that could really impact on me 

physically, mentally, emotionally, and even spiritually. So that was a big gap for me in 

terms of what I wish I had known after I finished treatment. 
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Gai:  It’s  always  tough  to  imagine  what  life  will  be  like,  and  you  imagine  that  life  will  

go back to being normal, but how did  you  find  a   that  again  new  normal  after  you’d  

finished treatment? 

 

 

Rhonda: That’s   a   very   interesting   question.   I   think   I’m   still   searching   for   that   new  

normal. I think for me, the first thing that I had to do was go through a process of 

acknowledgment and acceptance, so that I could embrace what had happened. My 

life prior to breast cancer was a very busy, active life - I worked as a professional and 

a consultant and I was traveling all the time for work. I was accustomed to working 

10, 12-hour days and then having events in the evenings and activities in the 

morning before work started. I was pretty active, literally 7 days a week. 

 

After  treatment,  I  tried  to  resume  that  kind  of  lifestyle,  but  I  realized  that  I  couldn’t  do  

it   anymore   because   I   didn’t   have the physical capacity, which is good because I 

realized it was not a very healthy way to live anyway. I live my life in a much more 

mindful   way  with   a   different   level   of   intention   about  my   daily   routine   and  what   I’m  

doing each and every moment of the day.  At  least,  I  try  to.  That’s  what  I  strive  to  do. 

 

I think that focusing more on my health and wellness and how to live a healthier 

lifestyle  is  what’s  really  important  now,  as  well  as  letting  go  of  the  person  I  used  to  be  

and being okay with that. It's important to accept even now what my limitations are 

from a physical standpoint. For some people, it takes awhile to recover from the 

impact  of  treatment,  some  longer  than  others,  but  for  me  it's  an  ongoing  process.  I’m  

still discovering new ways to adjust to this new normal and live this new lifestyle, as I 

continue to stay cancer-free. 

 

Gai:  We’ve  shared  before,  being  corporate  women,  or  being  professional  women,  it  

felt tough in a way because we had a lot of pressure on us, our business pressures 

as well as our life pressure and just wanting to survive that as well. Did you find that 

you felt more pressure from being a businesswoman while you were going through 

your period after treatment and trying to find your new normal? 

 

Rhonda: More pressure from being a businesswoman? Oh, jeez. For me, the timing 

wasn’t  great  on  any  level,  from  a  personal or a professional standpoint. When I was 

diagnozed, it was in the middle of 2008. It took six months for me to go through the 

whole treatment process, and coming out of that, it was the end of 2008 and the 
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beginning of 2009. In the U.S., the economy was not in great shape, and so trying to 

get back to my consulting practice and finding work was next to impossible. 

 

So there was the good and the bad that came out of that. The bad was that there 

were few work opportunities but it also forced me to really take a step back and 

reevaluate my life and figure out what I wanted to do from a work and personal 

standpoint going forward.  

 

I needed to evaluate how I wanted to construct that for myself in the best way 

possible so that my focus was more on my health and wellness versus work and 

everything else coming after that, and do a better job of taking care of me. So I 

completely reinvented my consulting work and my practice and my life to really focus 

more on health and wellness and helping to educate other breast cancer survivors on 

how to live a healthier lifestyle, both during and after treatment. 

 

In   retrospect,   would   I   have   asked   for   this   for  myself?  No,   but   I’ve   learned   a   lot   of  

lessons  from  my  cancer  experience,  and  I  think  on  the  other  side  of  it,  I’ve  emerged a 

newer, better person. I try to be a bolder person, or at least with a different mindset 

and  consciousness  about  my  life  and  how  I’m  living  it. 

 

Gai: The mindset and consciousness changes can be quite profound and the 

changes to your life on the other side of treatment can be both empowering and 

unsettling.  Can you please let us a little more about the work you offer and how to 

get in touch with you.   

  

Rhonda: My website right now is called BreastCancerPartner.com. I have created an 

online sanctuary for women to go to, to really get the information they need and 

understand all about their breast cancer diagnosis.  We unpack the treatments and 

describe how to recover from treatment, and then get reenergized so they can live a 

life  full  of  vitality  that’s  cancer-free and free of fear. 

  

Gai:  That’s  amazing Rhonda. Thank you so much for joining us today, Rhonda, and 

thank  you  so  much  for  sharing  the  information  that  you  do  on  your  website.  I’ve  really 

enjoyed  talking  to  you,  and  I’m  sure  we’ll  talk  again  soon. 

  

Rhonda: Thank you so much for having me. I really enjoyed talking to you. 

  

http://www.breastcancerpartner.com/
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Gai: Thanks, Rhonda. 
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How Finding A Purpose Can Be Your Purpose 
Bev Vote 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Beverly Vote. Beverly is the publisher of the Breast Cancer 

Wellness Magazine, which has been in print since 2005.  She is the author of How 
We Became Breast Cancer Thrivers, and the soon-to-be released book, How Does 
Cancer Think? Beverly was also co-author of What Breast Cancer Experts Want You 
to Know. Beverly was a contributing writer for Chicken Soup for the Breast Cancer 
Survivor’s   Soul, The Pink Prayer Book, and Dancing with Fear. After being 

misdiagnosed by her medical team over a period of 12 months, her prognosis was 

deemed to be advanced Stage 3 breast cancer. It was 1992, and she was only 38. 

Her prognosis was rather bleak, and her doctors advised her that clinical trials would 

hopefully be available in the future. 

 

But it was what she learned on her own, before the Internet and during a time that 

breast cancer was barely discussed that saved her life. Her life is now dedicated to 

changing the culture and consciousness about breast cancer. Beverly lives in 

Lebanon,  Missouri.  She’s  been  married  to  her  husband,  David,  for  42  years.  She  has  

two  children  and  five  wonderful  grandchildren.  Bev,  welcome.  It’s  fantastic  to  talk  to  

you again. 

 

Hi,  Bev.  Once  again,  it’s  amazing  to  have  you  join  us  today,  so  thank  you. 

 

Bev: Thank you. This is a fun project, and I am very grateful to be involved in it. 

 

Gai: We’re  so  pleased  that  you  are involved in this project  as  well.   It’s  great,  and  I  

think   it’ll   add   a   lot   of   value   for  women who are going through that breast cancer 

journey,  as  we’ve  been.  I’ve  got  just  one  question  for  you  today,  and  that  question  is:  

what did you wish that you had known when you were finishing treatment for breast 

cancer? 

 

Bev: I wish that I had tools to help me create a new type of normal that was best 

suited for me. Because I was such a different person after the diagnosis and after I 

went through the medical treatments, and I started moving into wondering about, 

“Why  did   this  happen   to  me?  What   can   I   do   to  make  a  difference?”.  The things I 

have learned on a spiritual level and everything else that had changed, I was just so 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B005ODGADE/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B005ODGADE&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B005ODGADE/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B005ODGADE&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1623610494/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1623610494&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1623610494/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1623610494&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0041OSCHE/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B0041OSCHE&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1896106056/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1896106056&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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different on the inside. I no longer looked at myself the same way marketing looks at 

women, that our value is based on how big our breasts are, how perky they are. 

 

That sort of thing, even though at age 38, I really do think I had a beautiful set of 

breasts, and I know that my husband thought so too – his joke was that they entered 

the room before I did – but on a physical level, I think he was in love with me – at that 

time,  it  was  beautiful  red  hair,  and  my  breasts,  and  I  really  thought  that’s  who  I  was  at  

the  time.  That’s  who  I   thought  I  was.  Breast  cancer  did  help  me  strip  down  that – it 

wasn’t  a  healthy  image  of  myself,  because  I  really  do  believe  I  am  a  deeper  person  

than just my breasts. 

 

I went through a long period of wondering how I could make a difference for other 

women, and I was very deeply interested in my life purpose and getting in touch with 

my  passions  for  life.  I  wish  I  would’ve  had  more  tools  for  that,  because  when  we  get  

in  touch  with  our  passion,  our  passion  helps  override  our  fears.  Passion,  when  we’re  

in that place of passion, of our own personal passion for what we enjoy doing, 

passion  for  life,  passion  for  all  the  magic  of  life,  it’s  like  I  quit  feeling  dead  inside  my  

body and dead inside my life and quit being a robot worrying about living what I 

thought I had created, the American dream, which, I was learning after the diagnosis 

of breast cancer, I had set myself up into my own trap, thinking, “Okay,  this  is  what  

society  says,  how  you’re  supposed  to  live  a  happy  life.”  Well,  I  was  doing  all  the  right  

things to have the great career, beautiful home; my kids were in sports, they were 

academic achievers. All of those things that I thought were images of success that 

the diagnosis of breast cancer helped me see those things are important to a degree, 

but it changed me on a spiritual level. 

 

This  new  me  that  was  trying  to  emerge  and  create  a  new  normal  for  myself,  I  didn’t  

have any tools for.  I cannot tell you how many workshops and studies I’ve   done  

across the country to learn what my life purpose is.  My  joke  to  myself  was,  “What’s  

my  life  purpose?  What’s  my  life  purpose?”  I  was  chasing  my  tail,  trying  to  understand  

what my life purpose was and what my gifts were. I was making it very, very difficult 

for  myself. So life purpose and passion, getting in touch with those two aspects of 

ourselves, I think is very powerful for a woman to understand and to give herself 

permission  that  she  can  have  a  new  life  after  breast  cancer.  Not  only  can  she,  it’s  the  

greatest gift that the disease does not rule us. 
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Gai:  Many women have said to me  how  do  you  tell  people  that  you’re  not  the  same  

person that you were, and I think one  of  the  things  that  you’ve  raised  which  is  really  

important is that your purpose changes. You have a different filter for how you see 

the outside world, and what you were saying is that before breast cancer, you can 

get wrapped up in what you think you should be and what you think you should have 

and what you think you   should   be   doing,   but   after   breast   cancer,   as   you   said,   it’s  

really  about  getting  in  touch  with  who  you  really  are.  And  it’s  hard  once  you  come  out  

of   the   breast   cancer   cycle   and   you   know   that   you   can’t   go   back   to  who   you  were  

before. What tool did you find most useful for finding your passion ad purpose? 

 

Bev: I broke it down to a very simple little process. After a long time and about 

$20,000  of  trying  to  find  my  life’s  purpose,  I  broke  it  down  to  a  very  simple  process:  

what do you want to do today? I asked myself that. What do you want to do today? 

What  would  bring  you  joy  today?  And  I  would  do  just  that  one  thing.  It  might’ve  been,  

for   the   day,   planting   a   flower,   thinking   about   laying   out   a   garden.   I’m   not   a   big  

gardener, but I do enjoy that too to some degree. I just broke it down that way. What 

do I want to do today? That gave me a little bit of courage to see there was 

something inside that was stirring in me, and that led me to entertain the idea of 

starting   the  magazine.   It’s   like,  what do you want to do today? Like I said, I would 

follow that. 

 

So  my   husband’s   association   in   the   field   of   agriculture   needed a publication, and 

somehow I got volunteered and I agreed to it, and I found out I loved publishing and 

interviewing. That skill is what helped me to have some confidence to start the 

magazine. So again, to this day, I still ask myself about what joyful thing do I want to 

do today. What do I want to do  today?  And  I  still  do  that.  My  husband  says  I’m  a  very  

independent woman, but I think all women should ask themselves that. What do you 

want to do today? And honor that. 

 

Gai: I think the point of that, honoring it, is really important, because so often change 

can be a difficult process for people. But if you open up and just allow things to be 

different,   I   think   that’s   what   you   were   saying in the conversation,  you had never 

been a publisher before, but yet that became what you really wanted to do, and it 

was very different to what you had done before. I think just allowing something to be 

different to what it was like previously is a really powerful tool. 
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Also, often, we can cling to the past and want things to be the same because we felt 

safe  there,  but  you  really  stepped  out  of  your  comfort  zone,  and  now  you’re  offering  

an opportunity for women, both with the magazine and the other things that you offer 

women as well. Can you tell us a little bit more about how people can get in touch 

with you and what you offer in your magazine and any other service that you have? 

 

Bev: Absolutely. The magazine, we offer it both in a printed version, and the 

subscription is $15 a year, but we also have a free digital online copy of the 

magazine.   It’s   something   you can easily open, and read. The website for that is 

BreastCancerWellness.org.   Then   we’re   also   on   Facebook,   the   Breast   Cancer  

Wellness   Magazine   on   Facebook,   and   then   it’s   just   that   simple   to   reach   for   the  

magazine. 

 

The other project that  we’re   involved   in    this next year is helping to create a new 

vision for living without breast cancer, and what that looks like on an individual basis 

and on a medical basis.  When we have less people having cancer, and what might 

look and feel like on a global basis so that we can all start aligning ourselves to this 

possibility and opening ourselves up to that vision, because having a vision to move 

toward  is  very  important.  For  as  long  as  I’ve  been  in  this  breast  cancer  environment,  

we've talked about  ending  breast  cancer,  but   I’ve  yet to see a vision without it. So 

that’s  on  our  scope  for  2014. 

 

Gai: What a wonderful world it would be to live in without breast cancer or cancer. 

 

Bev:  I’m  one  of  those  people  that  believe  that’s  possible,  and  to  step  into  that  field  of  

possibility, we have to change how we think and how we look at both the disease, 

but  also  how  we  look  and  think  about  ourselves  and  what’s  possible. 

 

Gai: Bev,   it’s   been   a   real   pleasure   talking   to   you   again.   I   always   love   our  
conversations. We have a lot in common, from the age we were diagnozed to what 

we were doing before we were diagnozed with breast cancer, so thank you for joining 

us.  It’s  been  a  true pleasure. 

 

Bev: Thank you. 
 

 

 

http://www.breastcancerwellness.org/
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Finding Joy In Ordinary Moments  
Beverly McKee 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Beverly McKee. Beverly is the Breast Cancer Warrior, a 

dynamic, results-driven social service executive with 20 plus years of leadership, 

public speaking, and business development experience. Beverly has dedicated her 

life   to   creating   hope   for   those   who’ve   been   touched   by   breast   cancer.   A   trained,  

licensed therapist, Beverly connects with her followers and audience on an emotional 

level, keeping them engaged and inspired to live their best life regardless of the 

challenges they face. 

 

Beverly is looking for 25-year breast cancer survivors for a worldwide project 

designed to create hope for anyone who has been touched by breast cancer. 

Beverly,  it’s  fantastic  to  have  you  join  us  today,  so  thank  you. 

 

Beverly: Thanks, Gai, for having me. I appreciate it. 

 

Gai: Yes, it’s  great.  I  love  your  project.  My  question  for  you  today  is  really  simple.  It’s  

just what did you wish you had known when you had finished treatment for breast 

cancer? 

 

Beverly:   You   know,   it’s   interesting,   because   I   had   some   friends   who   had   gone  

through breast cancer before me, and they had warned me that when breast cancer 

treatment ends, a lot of women have challenges with their emotions. I had a friend 

who went through a serious depression after her treatment ended. So I was prepared 

for that, but what I   wasn’t   prepared   for   is   how   long   it   would   take   for   my   body   to  

bounce back and for me to regain my strength, both physically and emotionally. 

 

I think that women need to understand that there is a lot of emotional work to do after 

treatment ends. I know for   myself,   and   for   many   other   women   that   I’ve   talked   to  

throughout   the   world,   if   you   go   through   treatment,   you’re   so   focused   on   getting  

through the day and surviving the physical aspects of treatment that you often 

overlook the emotional side of it. Some of us are really good at expressing those 

emotions, but some of us really just stuff those emotions away to get through the 

day. So when treatment ends, those emotions are still there. We really need to 

process them. 
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I   think   it’s  really   important  for  women to  realize  that   it’s  okay  if  you  have  a  bad  day  

after treatment. We live in a really fast-paced society, so our treatment ends, our 

glow and our skin comes back and our hair starts growing very slowly – for me, at 

least – and we have these expectations that we should bounce back and be okay. 

But in reality, our lives have changed forever, and it takes awhile to find our new 

normal.   It’s   important   to   remember   that   surgery,   chemo,   radiation,   and   hormone  

therapy zap our energy and it makes us feel tired and overwhelmed, sometimes with 

the most basic life expectations, even after treatment. It takes a lot of time to recover 

from that, which can be very frustrating. 

 

I know for me, I emerged from breast cancer treatment with 12 new scars that have 

healed, but they’re   not   forgotten.   I   really   embrace   my   scars   as   an   evidence   of   a  

battle   that   I   fought   and   I   won,   but   my   body   won’t   be   the   same.   But   even   more  

troublesome  are   the  hidden  scars  of  breast  cancer,  and   it’s  something   that   is  often  

unexplored. But for me, I think the worst hidden scar of breast cancer was the loss of 

innocence about everything. My innocence that I will live forever and that I really 

don’t  have  to  worry  about  anything,  was  stolen  the  day  that  I  was  diagnozed,  and  my  

life  won’t  be  the  same  in  that regard. 

 

There  was   also   a   fear   of   recurrence,   and   that’s   ever-present in most women who 

have been diagnozed - but not only with breast cancer, with any life-threatening 

disease. That fear of recurrence is always there, and I know they say it gets better 

with  time,  and  it  has  gotten  better  for  me  in  the  last  year,  but  there’s  not  a  day  that  

goes  by  that  I  don’t  have  at  least  a  fleeting  thought  of  recurrence. 

 

Then   when   we   talk   about   chemo   brain,   we   think   about   chemo   brain   while   we’re  

getting chemo. A lot of  people   don’t   realize   that   there   are   long-lasting side effects 

from chemo, and that same forgetfulness and foggy brain can be brought on by 

some of the long-term hormone therapies such as tamoxifen and aromatase 

inhibitors, and that can be a big challenge. There are things you can do, but you 

need to be prepared that that lasts for a long time. 

 

I think about the financial repercussions. Breast cancer treatment, for many of us, it's 

expensive,  and  there’s  not  a  whole  lot   to  say  about  that,  other  than  it  doesn’t  really  

seem   fair   that   at   the   time  when  we’re  most   vulnerable   physically,  we  also   have   to  

cope with an enormous financial burden, even if we are insured. I think that 
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sometimes   that   is   really   a   little   bit   of   a   shock   to   women   as   they’re   coming   out   of 

treatment. 

 

Now, all of that being said, I would say that for me, the positives of having breast 

cancer have at least balanced the negatives. Given the choice, I would opt to have 

never   heard   the   words,   “You   have   breast   cancer,”   but   now   that   I’m   through   that 

storm,  I  can’t  imagine  life  without  the  many  rainbows  that  I  found  as  a  result. 

 

I think that there are some things that we can do. I think that women, when they 

finish   treatment,   need   to   understand   that   it’s   not   easy   to   bounce   back,   and   that’s  

okay. You’ve   got   to   be   patient   with   yourself,   and   if   you’re   having   a   hard   time  

bouncing  back  and  it’s  really  impacting  your  life,   it’s  okay  to  ask  for  help,  even  after  

the fact. You might need to get support from family or friends or maybe a support 

group that you  can  go  to  through  your  oncology  office.  There’s  a  lot  of  websites  out  

there that are positive. You can visit me through my website, 

BreastCancerWarrior.org. 

 

Just  realize  that  it’s  not  going  to  be  over  with the flick of a switch. The moment that 

treatment  ends,  you  don’t  go  back  to  the  norm  that  you’ve  always  been  used  to.  It’s  

like  going  away  to  college.  They  say  you  go  away  from  home,  whether  it’s  to  college  

or  you  just  move  out  of  your  parents’  home,  your childhood home, and you can never 

go   back   again.   I   really   believe   that’s   the   same   with   breast   cancer,   but   we’re   not  

prepared for that fact, which makes it very difficult. 

 

Gai: Absolutely right. I think what you were saying about finding this new normal – I 

found it was impossible to go back to who I was because so much of my life had 

changed. How did you take those steps forward into your new life? 

 

Beverly: I decided to embrace what was really important to me, and I made some 

career changes, and now I have dedicated my life to creating hope for others who 

have  been  touched  by  breast  cancer  through  my  blogs,  and  I’m  working  on  a  book.  

I’m  working  on  a  project  with   long-term breast cancer survivors who have survived 

breast cancer for more than 25 years, and I also do public speaking engagements. 

 

I  am  on  the  other  side  of  breast  cancer  treatment,  but  it’s  still  a  part  of  my  everyday  

life,   but   now   it’s   in   a   positive   way.   So   this   is   my   new   normal,   and   it’s   interesting  

http://www.breastcancerwarrior.org/
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sometimes when I think back to who I was before my diagnosis and where I am now. 

I  was  a  good  person  before,  but  I  think  I’m  a  better  person  now. 

 

Gai: Do  you  think  you’re  a  more  appreciative  person  now  of  the  small  things in life? 

 

Beverly: I am appreciative of everything, and I always appreciated life, but now it is 

absolutely amazing. When I hug one of my young sons – they’re   8   and   10   now   – 

when I give my boys a hug, I appreciate that hug so much more than I ever have 

before.  It’s  the  big  things  like  waking  up  and  feeling  healthy  and  knowing  that  I  don’t  

have   cancer   or   that   I   don’t   need   to   go   in   for   any   kind   of   treatment,   I’m   done  with  

chemo.  But  it’s  also  the  little  things,  like  watching  the  sunrise  or  sunset,  or  right now 

– I  live  in  Missouri  in  the  U.S.,  and  we  have  snow  everywhere,  and  I  just  can’t  take  in  

the   beauty   of   the   snow   enough,   with   the   sun   bouncing   off   the   snow.   It’s   just  

absolutely  gorgeous.   I   take  those  moments  and  truly  appreciate  my   life.      I   think   it’s 

hard to slow down in your normal life to do that. 

 

Gai:   One   of   the   things   we’ve   talked   about   is   it   gives   you   that   perspective   on   just  
slowing life down and really appreciating those little things. I used to sit and watch 

the clouds for hours, just float by.   It’s   something   I   certainly   never   took   time   to   do  

before  either.   It’s   just   enjoying   those  moments,   and  as   you  said,   like  hugging  your  

kids in a whole new way to what perhaps you did before, and appreciating their lives 

as well. 

 

Beverly: Absolutely. Appreciating birthdays. I look forward to every single birthday, 

and I look forward to growing older now. So many people resent the changes that 

come with aging, and I have to tell you that I celebrate every wrinkle as I age. It 

means that I am getting closer to celebrating my 40-year survivor celebration that I 

planned for October 17, 2052, when I will have survived breast cancer for 40 years, 

so I embrace those changes. If I have to roll myself out in a wheelchair to enjoy my 

40 year survival  party,  I’ll  do  that,  because  that  means  I’m  alive.  It  certainly  does  give  

a new perspective to life. 

 

Gai:      I’m   a   little   bit   older   than   you,   so   I’ll   be   very   old   at   your   40-year celebration. 

 

Beverly:  That’s  all  right.  We’ll  roll  you  out  in  a  wheelchair,  whatever we need to do. 

You’ve  got  to  come  and  plan  it  now.  October  17,  2052. 
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Gai:  I’ll  do  more  yoga  so  that  I’m  fit  and  healthy  in  40  years. 

 

Beverly:  It’ll  be  fun. 
 

Gai:  Yes,  it  will.  I’d  love  it   if  you  would  give  us more information about your website 

and also how people can get in touch with you. They may know a 25-year survivor or 

they may be a 25-year survivor.  

 

Beverly:   You   can   visit   my   website,   and   I’ve   designed   it   so   that   it   shares   a   lot   of  

helpful tips and a lot of positive, safe information without the scary statistics, which 

are  necessary,  but  you  don’t  always  want  to  be  faced  with  those  facts.  So  I  offer  a  lot  

of information   to   anyone   who’s   been   touched   by   breast   cancer   with   lots   of  

information that can help them through their journey, and that website is 

BreastCancerWarrior.org. You can contact me through my website. 

 

You can learn more about my long-term   survivor   project;;   I’m   looking   for   long-term 

breast cancer survivors, people who have survived breast cancer for more than 25 

years, for a project designed to create hope throughout the world. You can either 

reach me through the website I mentioned, BreastCancerWarrior.org, or you can 

email me directly at bcwarrior40@gmail.com. 

 

Gai: Excellent. Thank you so much for your time today, Bev. We really appreciate it, 

and I hope to be in contact with you again soon as well. 

 

Beverly: Thanks, Gai. I appreciate it so much. 

 

A little extra note: Beverly and I will be cabin mates on the upcoming Breast Cancer 

Wellness Thriver's Cruise in April.  We are eagerly looking forward to meeting face to 

face.     

http://www.breastcancerwarrior.org/
http://www.breastcancerwarrior.org/
mailto:bcwarrior40@gmail.com
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You Are In Charge Of Change and Healing In Your Life 

Florence Strang 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Florence Strang. Florence is a registered psychologist, a 

single mum to three great children, an autism mum, an avid gardener, and also a 

cancer survivor. Florence attributes her recovery from stage 3 breast cancer to a 

holistic approach to healing. Not only did Florence embrace traditional medical 

interventions such as surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation therapy, she also 

addressed healing at the level of the mind and spirit.  Daily meditation, prayer, 

visualization, and forgiveness exercises all played a key role in her survival plan. 

 

Florence’s   story   of   battling   cancer   with   an   unwavering   faith   and   an   unbeatable  

positive  attitude  is  told  in  Women’s  World  Magazine  and  Chicken Soup for the Soul: 

The Power of Positive.  Florence is an award-winning blogger for the Perks Of Cancer 

and the author of a newly released book, 100 Perks of Having Cancer plus 100 Health 

Tips for Surviving It. Florence lives in the very scenic Newfoundland in Canada.  

Florence  welcome.  It’s  so  nice  to  have  you  join  us. 

 

Florence,  thanks  so  much  for  joining  us  today.  It’s  really a pleasure to speak to you. 

 

Florence:  Thank  you,  Gai.  It’s  a  pleasure  for  me  to  talk  to  you,  too. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. I just have one really simple question for you today, and that is what 

do you wish you had known when you were finishing your treatment for breast 

cancer? 

 

Florence: First of all, I was diagnozed with breast cancer on April 7th of 2011, and I 

finished my treatments on March 30th of 2012. So I was receiving treatment for 

almost a year, and during that time, I went through all the conventional treatments 

available. I had surgery, a radical mastectomy; I did four months of chemotherapy; 

and I had 25 radiation treatments. So to answer your question, when all of that was 

done, I remember walking out of the cancer center on that last day, on March 30th, 

feeling lost and   thinking,   “Okay,   so   what   do   I   do   now?   There are no more 

treatments.”   It   felt   like   I   was   looking   for   something,   I needed something that was 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1611599032/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1611599032&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1611599032/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1611599032&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591203562/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1591203562&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591203562/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1591203562&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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going to help me to stay well and to help me avoid  a   recurrence,  but   I  didn’t  know  

what that was. 

 

I’m  a  psychologist  but I didn’t  have  much knowledge about the medical side of it, and 

so I started to really search on the Internet and see what I could find out. It was 

daunting  as  well  because  the  problem  is  not  that  there’s  not  enough   information; the 

issue   is   that   there’s   just  so much information,  and  some  of   it   is  conflicting,  and   it’s  

just overwhelming. 

 

But I finally stumbled upon a very reliable website, The Savvy Sister: Simple 

Changes for Healthy Living. This breast cancer blogger, Susan Gonzalez, who later 

became my very good friend and co-author of my book, 100 Perks of Having Cancer 
plus 100 Health Tips for Surviving It, she became a mentor to me, and I learned a lot 

of things about lifestyle changes and healthy living and how I could change my 

lifestyle to really increase my chances of surviving cancer and reduce my risk of a 

recurrence. 

 

So I wish that on March 30th, 2012, when I was walking out of those hospital doors 

feeling so lost and abandoned by the medical system, that someone had been there 

to  say,  “You  know  what,  Flo?  You  can  do  a  whole  lot  of  stuff  for  yourself.  It’s  not  over  

yet. You can work at being healthy and you can really empower yourself through 

healthy  lifestyle  changes.” 

 

Gai: Yes, I understand, because one of the things that I hear consistently from 

women is that they felt so lost, and I know that I had that experience as well. The 

other point that you made is really valid, in  that  there  is  so  much  information,  it’s  like  

who do I believe and how do I find information  that’s  right  for  me?  How  did  you  find  

Susan’s  website? 

 

Florence: Well, I began my blog when I was going through treatments for 

chemotherapy. I was feeling really down, as you can imagine.  I was thinking, "what's 

going to happen?" What will happen to my life? Will I survive this?” I was feeling very 

negative. One day I had a life-transforming thought, which was, “I’m  not  going  to  help  

myself  get  well  by  focusing  on  the  negatives.”  So  I  issued  myself  a  challenge  to  find  

100 good things, or 100 perks of having cancer, 100 good things that happened to 

me, and I decided to blog about those things. Blogging became like a therapy for me, 

and it connected me to so many fabulous people, and to answer your question, it 
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was how I connected to Susan. She was a health living blogger.  Actually,  today,  I’m  

a blogger for the Huffington Post. Are you familiar with Huffington Post? 

 

Gai: Yes, I am. 

 

Florence:   There’s   an   article   that   I   wrote   on   there called, “Blogging:   The   New  

Therapy,” where I talk about how blogging was really therapeutic, it was very 

cathartic for me to share my thoughts, and it also connected me to a very powerful 

support network of other breast cancer bloggers, which is amazing. You and I spoke 

about this before the interview, that you would mention a name and I knew exactly 

who you were talking about because we had met in the blogosphere. I certainly 

encourage  people,  if  they’re  looking  for  information,  that  blogs  are  a  great  source  of  

information and a great way to support each other. 

 

Gai: That’s  something  that  I  hadn’t  really  thought  of.  When  I  was  diagnozed, it was 

2000  and  we  didn’t  have  the  internet or the access to information that we have now, 

but   I   think  what   you’re   saying is -  it’s   really   about finding a way to empower and 

share with the community that helps everyone.  It's important to find the right 

information to share, because so often you hear all the bad news from people when 

you’ve  been  diagnozed  and  then  when  you’re   finished treatment as well. So I think 

it’s  a  way  to  help  yourself,  and  to help other people at the same time. 

 

Florence: Absolutely, it is wonderful to be a part of that community. And you know, I 

don’t  believe  that  you  should  just  put  on  a  happy  face,  put  on  your  Pollyanna  smile  

and   pretend   everything’s   okay.   I   think   in   life   we   have   a   choice.   I  mean,   cancer   is  

horrible, and if I take time to just focus on the harsh, ugly realities of cancer, I 

wouldn’t  feel  very  good.  But  if  I  can  say,  “through  this,  I  met  my  soul  mate,”  which  is  

true,  “through  my  cancer  experience,  I  became  a  published  author,”  which  has  been  

a  dream  of  mine,  “because  of  cancer,   I  reconnected with a lot of old friends,” or, "I 

saw a new side to my children, especially my little boy who has autism; I saw him in 

a   completely   different   way.”   So   I   chose   to   look   at   the   good   things   that   were  

happening in my life, and I think that made a big difference to my recovery. 

 

Gai: Yes Flo, You’re  empowering yourself by doing as much as you physically can in 

conjunction with as much as the doctors can. It's a way to take control, not only 

through treatment, but then afterwards as well. 

 



 82 

Florence: Definitely. 

 

Gai: Can you tell us a little bit more about how we can find your blog and also how 

we can get hold of your book 100 Perks of Cancer.   It’s   a way for people to find 

something positive on a daily basis in what can be such a negative experience. 

 

Florence: The website is, 100PerksOfHavingCancer.com. That website has a link to 

where you can buy the book, as well as how you can find my blog and  Susan’s  blogs 

as well. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Can I ask you what your favorite perk of having cancer was? 

 

Florence:   It’s  hard   to  choose,  but   I   think   it’s  pretty  amazing   that   I  met  a  wonderful  

man.  I  joke  about  it;;  I  say,  “I  found  my  soul  mate,  and  five  days  later,  I  found a lump 

in  my  breast.”  So  those  things  happened  at  the  exact  time - when I was diagnozed. I 

hadn’t  met him in person; we had been introduced online through a mutual friend, 

and we had been talking and planning to meet so we could get to know each other. I 

called   him   up   and   said,   “This   will   never   work.   I   was   just   diagnozed with breast 

cancer.  There’s  no  point   in  us  meeting.”  And  he  said,   “Well,   if  you’re   trying  to  ditch  

me,  it’s  not  going  to  work.”  (laughs) 

 

Gai: What a beautiful man. 

 

Florence: Yes - I always know our anniversary because it was the exact same time, 

almost, that I was diagnozed   with   breast   cancer.   I   think   that’s   a   wonderful   perk, 

developing a relationship and to know right away that this is a good guy. 

 

Gai: What a beautiful story. Thank you for sharing it.  I shared with Florence before, 

my  perk  was  that  it  took  me  a  long  time  to  do  my  hair  because  I’ve  got  very  fine  hair  

and  I  didn’t  have  a  lot  of  it,  and  my  perk  was  that  I  could  do  my  wig  the  night  before  

and only take 15 minutes to get ready in the morning. It was certainly a positive from 

my perspective.  Although I was never fond of the wig or being bald, I tried to look at 

the positive side of it.  

 

Florence: And your husband didn’t  have  to  wait  for  you. (laughs) 

  

 

http://www.100perksofhavingcancer.com/
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Gai:  He  used  to  get  very  bored  from  waiting  a  lot.  It’s  really  been  a  pleasure  for  me  to  

speak to you today, Florence. Thank you so much for giving your time and also 

sharing your story with so many women who are looking for a way to empower 

themself and hear the good rather than the negative after their treatment for cancer 

is finished.  

 

Florence: Thank you, Gai.  I  think  what  you’re  doing  is  absolutely  wonderful,  so  keep  

up the good work. 

 

Gai: I’ve  really  enjoyed  being  here  today.  Thanks,  Florence. 
 

Florence: Take care. Bye bye. 

 

Gai: Bye. 
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Vitality Comes From Your Lifestyle Choices, Choose Wisely 
Judy Fitzgerald 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Judy Fitzgerald. Judy Fitzgerald is a retired teacher who 

began her breast cancer journey in 2009 when she was diagnosed with bilateral 

breast cancer. Throughout her year of treatment, she kept a journal and became 

dedicated to researching long-term survival strategies. She noted that long term 

survivors followed remarkably similar programs for diet and lifestyle choices that 

were not readily discussed by oncologists. It was then that the idea for her book, A 
Teacher’s  Journey…  What  Breast  Cancer  Taught  Me was  born.  Judy’s  book  includes  
a chapter entitled, 31 Days of Prevention which is available on her website blog. She 

also  is  a  guest  blogger  on  a  site  for  breast  cancer  survivors,  The  Pink  Paper.  Judy’s  

web site, Sisters4Prevention, promotes healthy living and breast cancer prevention 

and supports the work of Dr. Vincent Touhy’s  first  preventive  breast  cancer  vaccine  

awaiting clinical trials at the Cleveland Clinic. 
 

Judy,   welcome.   I’ve   really   been   looking   forward   to   talking   to   you   as   part   of   the  

Survivor Secrets series. 

 

Judy:  Thank  you,  Gai.   I’ve  been   looking   forward   to   talking  with you as well. Thank 

you so much for having me. 

 

Gai::  Fabulous.  It’s  great  to  share  the  knowledge  of   survivors that have gone before, 

the women that are going through the cancer experience now. I have one very 

simple question for you today, Judy, and that is what do you wish that you had 

known when you had finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Judy: When I finished  I started reading  every survivor book that I could find to 

collect strategies to prevent a recurrence. That became my focus. What I wish I had 

known, was  that  there’s  very  little  information on that, and so I started doing my own 

research, looking at why it was important to exercise, why it was important to have 

high amounts of Vitamin D, why it was important to eat certain fruits and vegetables. 

My cancer was highly hormone positive, both Estrogen and Progesterone, and I 

didn’t  realize  how  important  it  was  to  look  at  the  meat  that  I  was  eating because the 

animals were being fed hormones that were Estrogenic-like. I guess that was Part 1, 

that I wish I knew how I could prevent my cancer from returning. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1450043550/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1450043550&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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The second part was that I  didn’t  expect   that  when  you’re  going   through  a  year  of  

treatment, which in my case was reconstruction – that’s  your  total focus,  that’s your 

energy,   and   that’s   your  adrenaline.  Then  when   that’s  done  and  your  medical   team  

says, “Okay,  come  back  in  six  months,”    it’s  almost   like  they’re  pulling  the  umbilical  

cord  on  you,  and  you  don’t  expect   the  feeling  of, “Gee,  you’ve  been   leading  me  all  

this  time;;  now  what  do  I  do?”  A  lot  of  women  I’ve  spoken  with  have  felt  that  way that 

once treatment is over, you  think,  “Now  what?” 

 

Of course, that little recurrence is always in the back of your mind. I found through 

my own  research that women who find something positive to focus on or something 

to turn their experience into a positive, like being proactive in the breast cancer 

community, volunteering, starting a new hobby, or learning to relax  – it seemed like 

those survivors have an easier transition from the treatment period to survivor period. 

 

Because technically,  as  soon  as  you  have  the  surgery,  you’re  considered  a  survivor,  

but   you   really   don’t   feel   like   one  until   you’re   done  with   the   treatment.   I  wish   I   had  

known  at  that  point  that  psychologically,  you’re  not  prepared  for  being  let  out  on  your  

own. It’s  like  the  guidance  of  your  medical  team,  yes,  they’re  there,  and  you’re  going  

to see them in six months, but you really need to prepare yourself, to get a program 

for yourself of, “How   am   I   going   to   proactively   make   my   lifestyle   a   non-cancer 

environment?  How  am  I  going  to  make  myself  healthier?”   

 

Gai:  I   love  what  you’re  saying  about  finding a healthier you. What healthy lifestyle 

tools did you find after your cancer experience? 

 

Judy: When I started research on prevention and diet, I found that of all of the 

money available for research, only 3% was going to prevention, which was based on 

educating young women on how to do self-exams and how to be proactive about 

their   own   health,   or   prevention   through   mammograms.   Well,   mammograms   don’t  

prevent breast cancer. Yes, they diagnose breast cancer, and hopefully prevent 

death,  but   they  don’t  prevent breast cancer. So I became passionate about raising 

money for prevention, and so I wrote the book with the idea that the money would go 

to educating women on prevention or providing money for research on why so many 

more women are getting breast cancer than 20, 30 years ago, and what can we do to 

stop it. 

 



 86 

I was a 5th grade teacher and I would look at my students with concern; so I said to 

them,   “You’ve  got   to  pay  attention   to  what  you’re  eating.”   I   just   felt   like  with all the 

research money being poured into breast cancer, why is no one looking at what is 

the cause of it, why are the numbers growing, and what are we doing about it? Then 

I looked back on my own life to examine what I could have been doing to get it. I was 

a chemistry major.  I  was  exposed  to  a  lot  of  chemicals.  I  didn’t  eat  organic  meat  and  

produce either. 

 

So I became passionate about prevention. I would think, “Okay,   now   I’ve   been  

through it, and I made it, hopefully – thank goodness – but how can I help others not 

go   through  my   journey?”   As   a   teacher   with   young   students,   I   was   very   close   and  

attached   to  my  students,  and   I   thought,   “My  goodness,   if   it’s  1   in  8  now,  when  my  

poor 5th graders get to their 20s, it may be 1 in   4   or   1   in   2.”   So   it   became   my 

passion. Since I was a teacher, I focused on trying to educate people, so I started a 

website and a blog to let people know what they could do to help prevent  it. 

 

Gai:  It’s   interesting,  you  were  saying   that you looked at your class and wondered 

how many of the young girls might have breast cancer come into their lives. When I 

was diagnozed, I had a team of 60 people at the time, and I think 80% of them were 

women, and I did the same calculation. Within their lifetime, there was going to be 

quite a large segment of the women who might go through this experience as well.  

So the more we can do to  educate people around prevention and then to put some 

research into actually the disease, as well as early detection, then the more people 

we can save from having  the  experience  that  we’ve  had. 

 

Judy:  Exactly.   I   just  thought  I  don’t  want  my  students  to  go  through  this.  And  there  

are statistics to prove it. The problem is that, again, there is no money going into  this 

particular kind of research. I had no intention of writing a book when I was 

diagnozed, but I kept a journal, so when I finished treatment and I looked at the 

journal I   said,   “Gee,   I   just   wish   that   I   could   share   this   with   people   that   are   going  

through  it,  to  maybe  help  them,”  and  then  I  came  up  with  the  idea  of  donating  all  the  

proceeds for prevention research. Then  I  found  Dr.  Vincent  Tuohy,  and  so  I’ve  been  

supporting his project. 

 

But  it’s  mind-boggling that  we’ve  come  so  far  in  breast  cancer  research,  but  that all of 

the research has been on new drugs and treatments, which of course is so important 

to women who have the disease or unfortunately face metastatic disease. But I think 
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we have to look ahead to the future of our children and say something is wrong here. 

When  I  was  growing  up  in  the  ’50s  and  ’60s,   if you heard that someone’s  mom had 

breast  cancer,  you   just  couldn’t  believe   it  because   it  was  so  unusual.   It  wasn’t  until  

they started adding things to our food that the breast cancer rates started to 

increase. 

 

When I started looking into it, I was amazed at the things that are allowed in the food 

here in the United States. In particular, I was shocked that growth hormones are 

used on dairy cattle – but they are outlawed  in the UK, Australia and in Canada, , 

but these growth hormones are banned in many countries.  And  we’re  feeding  them  

to our children in the USA. 

 

Anyway, I came out of treatment looking for something positive to focus on and being 

able to relate my new found passion to my teaching career and my students  – it 

became a blessing for me. And that's because  when   you’re   involved   in   a   positive  

venue,   putting   positive   energy   into   something   that   didn’t   start   out   that   way,   it  

becomes a blessing.  I’ve  met  so  many  wonderful  women  through  networking.  I  think  

that  psychologically,  it’s  really  important  to  get  something  positive  to  focus  on.  Maybe  

a hobby so this has become my hobby, but whatever it is - it needs to be something 

that you are passionate about. 

 

Gai::  What  I’m  hearing  from  you,  Judy,   is that it helps to  commit  to  something  that’s  

maybe  bigger  than  you.  You’ve  done  that  through  your  website  and  also  through  the  

money  you   raise   for   the  prevention   vaccine.   I’d   love   to hear a little bit more about 

your  book,  and  then  how  people  can  get  in  touch  with  you  to  see  what  you’re  sharing  

about breast cancer and your journey? 

 

Judy: My book is called A  Teacher’s  Journey…  What  Breast  Cancer  Taught  Me, and 

it chronologically describes my process from diagnosis through treatment and 

recovery. The reason that I had started keeping a journal was because I found it  

therapeutic. One of my nurse practitioners had suggested that I keep a journal, and I 

would  recommend  it  to  anyone  who’s  going  through  it,  because  you  forget,  as  you’re  

going  through  it,  how  far  you’ve  come.  I  actually  could  go  back  and  reread  it  on  days  

I was feeling a bit down and say, “Gosh,  look where I was then and look where I am 

now.  I’m  just  so  much  better.”  And  then  I  thought  about sharing that information. 

 



 88 

I also put in the book, at the back of the book,  website resources that I found helpful, 

and also my diet and lifestyle tips, which I gathered from other successful survivors. 

Also, I was asked to do a presentation for the American Cancer Society, and so I did 

a PowerPoint called 31 Days of Prevention, and I also was asked to do it for 

www.Patch.com.   I   don’t   know   if   you   have   that   in   Australia,   but   it’s   a   free   online  

neighborhood newspaper, and they asked me to do 31 Days of Prevention for Breast 

Cancer Awareness Month. It starts off really easy with Strategy #1, which is drink, 

more water and add lemons to it, because lemons are an internal cleanser, and then 

it goes  to  diet  and  lifestyle  and  supplements.  That’s  also  in  the  book  and  that’s  also  

on my website. 

 

The book is available on Amazon.com or on my website. If it's ordered from my 

website, more money goes to the prevention vaccine fund than if it's ordered through 

Amazon. If it's ordered through   the  website,   it’s  a  direct  order.   It’s  $14.95,  and  I’ve  

gotten some pretty good feedback on it. My only wish is that it will be helpful to 

someone. 

 

I   just   found   that   when   I   was   going   through   treatment   and   reading   other   survivors’  

stories, they became my friends on my bookshelf. If I felt lousy one day – I would 

say,   “Oh,   Geralyn   went   through   this,”   so   I’d   pull   her   book   down.   I   actually   met  

Geralyn Lucas at a survivor convention last year for the first time. She wrote Why I 
Wore Lipstick to My Mastectomy, and it just made me laugh, and in my book, I tried 

very hard to bring in humor,   there’s   some   Bible   passages   in   there,   just   for   some  

inspiration, but I also tried to make it funny, because that’s  what   helped  boost  my  

morale  when  I  was  going  through  things.  I  just  hope  it’s  helpful  to  someone  else. 

 

Gai::  Fantastic.  What’s  your  website  address? 

 

Judy: The web address is Sisters4Prevention.com,  and  there’s  the  latest  information  

on the vaccine. I just returned from the international symposium in San Antonio with 

Toni Turchi, who was a dear friend, and another Champion of the Pink Vaccine and 

Dr. Tuohy, and it was a fabulous experience. I met so many wonderful women 

survivors. Thank goodness, September 17th of this year, we had a private investor 

come  forward  to  fund  Phase  1  clinical  trials.  Very  exciting.  I  can’t  wait  for  that  to  start. 

 

Gai:: Fantastic. Judy, thank you so much for sharing your insights with us today. I 

think your message around finding something positive to focus on post  treatment is 

http://www.sisters4prevention.com/
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an amazing way for women to take  control  of their life, as you did. That it's 

important to find  something  that’s  bigger  than  you,  something  that  you  can  contribute  

to so that you continue that healing process as you go through, rather than getting 

stuck   in   that   fear   phase   that’s   so   prevalent   when   you   finish   the   treatment   and  

wondering whether the recurrence is going to happen. Thank you so much - I really 

appreciate you spending your time with us today. 

 

Judy: One thing that I mention in my book is that when you get breast cancer, you 

feel a loss of control, and one way of getting control back was to take control of my 

diet and lifestyle and say, “This   is  how   I  can  control  what’s  going   to  happen.”  That  

was really a big help to me. 

 

Gai:: It is, absolutely. The more that you can feed your body  and nourish your body 

in a healthy way, the better you can come out of your treatment and also the better 

that you can then go on to live your life as well, in as healthy a way as possible. 

That’s   great   advice.  Judy, once again, thank you so much for your time. I really 

enjoyed our conversation today. 
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Looking For Inspiration And Meaning in Life, Can Help You 
Start A Fresh Chapter 
Terri Wingham 
 
Gai: My guest today is Terri Wingham. Terri is the founder of A Fresh Chapter and 

the Fresh Chapter Alliance Foundation.  She has used her experience with breast 

cancer as a catalyst to change her life. Terri has moved from a career as a 

professional recruiter, to a global volunteer, world traveller, hope revolutionary, and 

storyteller.  Although Vancouver, Canada used to be her home, she became a 

nomad in late 2011 and has lived her life out of a suitcase ever since.  She is a 

daughter, sister, friend, wine lover, photographer, and writer who feels lucky to have 

found her calling in helping others believe in fresh dreams and experiencing 

meaningful adventures.  

 

Terri,  it’s  my  great  pleasure  to  welcome  you  to  speak  to  us  today.  Thank  you. 

 

Terri:  Thank  you.  It’s  my  pleasure  to  be  here. 

 

Gai: Terri, today I just have one really simple question for you – or maybe not so 

simple. But that is, what did you wish you had known when you were finishing 

treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Terri: I wish I had known how hard it would be, quite frankly, to pick up the pieces of 

my life after I had finished treatment. From the day that I was diagnozed, I had this 

perception that when treatment ended, my life would go back to normal. When I was 

diagnozed I was 30 and single  and  working  in  a  corporate  job,  and  I  couldn’t  wait  to  

just get back to dating. I just wanted to hurry up and meet my husband and get 

married and move on with my life. 

 

So I was shocked that when I was coming out of treatment, I didn’t   feel   excited.   I  

didn’t  feel  like  celebrating.  I  actually felt very lost, and in some respects I felt a little 

bit ungrateful, because I had all these wonderful friends who supported me through 

treatment, but then I felt frustrated that they were pushing me to go back to the old 

Terri. I   felt   like   they  didn’t   understand  or  weren’t   trying   to  understand   the   isolation, 

the loneliness, the depression or the feeling of being really lost that I experienced 

post-cancer. So I wish  somebody  had  told  me  to  expect  that  and  that  I  wasn’t  crazy  if  
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I felt that, and that there were ways that I could walk over that bridge and into the 

next chapter of my life. 

 

Gai: Yes Terri,   I   think   that’s   a   really   important   point. From   the   research   that   I’ve  

done, 100% of women respondents in different surveys have said that they went 

through a period of survivor loneliness - a period where they felt so alone that no one 

understood.  So  I  think  it’s  so  empowering  that  you’re  sharing  your  story  to  say  that, 

“you’re  not  the  only  one  that  goes  through  this,”  and  it’s   just an expectation that you 

can come out of treatment and have a wonderful, meaningful life afterwards. What 

have you found that can help bridge that gap from feeling lonely to the life that you 

have now? 

 

Terri: When I was coming out of treatment in early 2011, I was coming up to my final 

surgery,  and  I  was  starting  the  year  feeling  really  lost.  I’d  read  an  article  about  New  

Year’s   resolutions   that   suggested   that   instead   of   thinking   about   what   I   wanted   to  

achieve in 2011, I should think about how I wanted to feel. One of the words that I 

chose for how I wanted to feel was inspired, and I felt like if I could feel inspired 

about my life again, maybe then I could find a path forward. Maybe then I would 

know what that bridge would look like that would help lead me into the next chapter 

of my story. 

 

So when I started thinking about what might inspire me, I had this crazy idea that I 

wanted to volunteer in Africa. I had never been someone who wanted to travel to the 

developing world. Quite frankly, it scared me. But it was this idea that maybe my life 

could be meaningful, and maybe I could have an epic adventure that would be so out 

there  and  so  different  than  anything  I’d  ever  done  and  so far out of my comfort zone, 

that cancer would stop being the leading story in my life. So that when I saw people, 

they  wouldn’t  ask  me  how  I  was  and  they  wouldn’t  ask  me   if   the  cancer  was  gone;;  

they would ask me, “How  was  Africa?”  or, “I  heard  you’re  going  to  Africa.” 

 

So this crazy idea that started as just this little seed in the back of my mind started to 

keep me up at night, and in the weeks leading up to my final surgery, I would wake 

up at 2am in the morning and be researching volunteer opportunities in Africa. A 

week after my final surgery, I had a conversation with an enrollment person at Cross 

Cultural Solutions, which is an international volunteer provider in New York, and we 

talked about their programs in Africa. I decided in that moment I was going to go to 

Cape  Town.  She  asked  me  when   I  wanted   to  go,   and   I   said,   “What’s   the   soonest  
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date  that  I  can  go  and  still  fundraise?”  We  came  up  with  the  date  of  April  16th,  which  

was less than three months after my final surgery, but I just wanted to go. I just 

wanted to move forward, and I wanted to do it in a big way. 

 

The reason that that experience became such a bridge for me was because for the 

first time, I felt hopeful and excited. I think when we go through treatment, we stop 

looking   to   the   future,   because   when   we   look   to   the   future,   either   we’re   afraid   we  

might  not  be  here,  or  we  don’t  want  to  think  about  all  of  the  treatments  or  surgeries  in  

front of us. And so for the first time I was looking to the future, and it felt good, 

because it was something exciting. And then I had a chance to fundraise, and I felt 

so   loved   by   my   community,   who   I   had   thought   didn’t   support   me   anymore,   didn’t  

understand me anymore. All of a sudden all these people were donating to help me 

make this dream come true and telling me how much they wanted me to be okay. 

 

Then I got to travel thousands of miles away from my doctors, which meant I didn't 

have to deal with the memories of driving past the chemo hospital. I got to meet 

people who had no expectations of me, other than for me to be who I was in that 

moment. I got to volunteer with beautiful one- to three-year-olds in an underfunded 

daycare center that fell in love with me and I fell in love with them, and they healed 

me. And I got a dose of perspective. I got to see that life is difficult for all of us in 

different  ways,  and  that  I  wasn’t  alone  in  my  struggle,  and  that  there  were  people  in  

the world that would trade places with me in a second, and that I was lucky that I was 

alive  and   that   I   had  all   this  opportunity   simply  because   I’d  been  born   in  Canada.   I  

came back really rejuvenated and really inspired to be able to create opportunities for 

other people and to build bridges so that they could find their own ways to start fresh 

in their lives. 

 

Gai: I love what you were saying about just wanting your life to be about something 

different other than cancer,  so often when you have a cancer experience, it 

becomes – no  matter  what  you’ve  done  before  in  your  life  and  no  matter  what  you’ve  

done since – it becomes the prominent experience that people talk about and the ask 

you about. So I love  that  you’ve  created   your life to be different and to meet people 

who  don’t  know  you  as  a  cancer  survivor,  but  actually  know  you  as  a  person  that’s  

there to help them in their community. That is such a wonderful way to  heal yourself, 

and  also to heal them in some way as well. 
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Terri: Absolutely. One of the other pieces that was really important about my time in 

Africa that has been really important in laying the groundwork for the foundation that 

I’ve  started,  is that it's really important to bring the conversation about cancer to the 

developing world. When I was in Africa, I had an opportunity to talk about cancer. In 

South Africa for example, there was more awareness about cancer than there is in 

other  countries  I’ve  traveled  to. But to  be  able  to  say  I’ve  had  cancer  to  people  who  

live in other places in the world, and to not be ashamed of it, and to not have it 

associated with stigma  or  secrecy,  you’re  acting as a cancer ambassador. When you 

go overseas and you volunteer and you’re  helping  in  a  community  project,  by talking 

about   it,   you’re   raising   a   level   of   awareness   that  might   not   be   there   if   you   hadn’t  

gone.  So  I  think  that  there’s  mutual  benefit  to  it. 

 

Gai:  That’s  very true.  I  hadn’t  thought  of  it  that  way  before,  but  it’s  really  true  that  you  

start to have that conversation on a global platform and with people who maybe 

haven’t   had   anyone   to   talk   to   them   about   cancer   before.   Being   in   a   lower  

socioeconomic area  or  region,  it’s  conversations that we need to have, and  perhaps 

they’re  not  getting  the  information  that  they  need  either.  So  that’s  a  really  good  point. 

 

Terri: I did six weeks of volunteering in Cape Town, which was so transformational 

for me – and then I took some money out of my retirement savings and I did three 

weeks of travel through Namibia, Botswana and Zambia. On my last day in Africa, I 

got to stand in front of Victoria Falls, which had been a lifelong dream of mine. So I 

had this opportunity to give back and to do something meaningful - I had the chance 

to experience a dream come true moment, when a year before,  I  couldn’t  even  walk  

to the corner store. And here I was, on the other side of the world, seeing something 

that I thought I’d  never  have   the   chance   to   see.  That   combination  of  meaning  and  

adventure inspired me to figure out a way to create a foundation to help other people 

have that same experience. 

 

So I gave up my home in Vancouver and I started with a six-month volunteer trip 

around the world, and one of the countries that I went to on that trip was Rwanda, 

because I wanted to see if there was a correlation between surviving genocide and 

surviving cancer. I wanted to see if there was something that we would be able to 

teach each other about resilience and I was absolutely devastated by experiencing 

what   it   must’ve   felt   like   to   go   through   the   genocide.   It   humbled   me   and   put   my  

struggle into perspective in a way I never could’ve  imagined. 
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But it was also shocking to me that I met people who had never met somebody 

who’d   survived   cancer,   and   that  women   there  would   rather  get  AIDS   than   cancer,  

because  with  AIDS  you  get  treatment  and  with  cancer  you  die.  To  me,  that’s  just  so 

wrong. I   can’t   solve   the   global   cancer   challenge;;   I   can’t   bring   treatment   and  

screening to everybody in the world, but if I can have a conversation and I can say, “I  

had  cancer,  and   I  didn’t  die.  Cancer   isn’t  something   to  be  ashamed  of,  and   it’s  not  

something  you  need  to  keep  a  secret,  and  it’s  not  your  fault,”  then  maybe  I’ve  made  

a small impact on one person in one town in Rwanda. I think that that kind of 

connection is powerfully healing. 

 

Gai: Yes, when  I  tell  people  about  the  work  that  I’m  doing  now  and the experiences 

that   I’ve   had,   people   tell   me   their   survivorship   experience,   and   there’s   such   a  

correlation between the process that I went through as a cancer survivor and their 

process as well. Did you find that when you were in Rwanda? 

 

Terri: Yes, it was really interesting. I went to the genocide memorial, and it touched 

me   in   a  way   that   I   can’t   put   into  words.   I still cry when I think about it. But I was 

speaking to a young gentleman who had lost his family in the genocide, and it was 

interesting because I told him that I was a cancer survivor and was thinking about 

bringing other cancer survivors to Rwanda, and he really got it in a way that 

surprised me. Because he said, “We  all  struggle,  and  your  struggle  is  different,  but  it  

doesn’t  make  either  of  our  struggles  worse  or  better.  Struggle  is  universal.” 

 

At this point, I would love to take people to Rwanda, but one of the things that I look 

at with the foundation is do we have access to appropriate infrastructure and 

hospitals, because we are working with people that have had cancer and need to 

know   that   if   something   happens   and   if   they   get   sick,   that   they’ll   get   great medical 

care.  So  I  haven’t  been  to  Rwanda  again, but we piloted our program in New Delhi, 

India  because  it  has  the  best  of  both  worlds  in  that  there’s  these  wonderful  volunteer  

projects,   there’s   an   opportunity   to   talk   about   cancer   publicly,   and   there are great 

hospitals if anybody gets sick and needs support. 

 

I want people to feel pushed out of their comfort zone,  but   for  me  to  know   that   I’m  

going to keep them 1000% safe. So they might be really terrified of the fact that 

they’re   going   to   India   and   they’re   going   to   spend   two   weeks   volunteering   and  

experience the Taj Mahal and having this adventure, and they might think, “Oh  no,  

what  if  something  bad  happens  to  me?” but  I’ve  done  the  program  myself,  I know the 
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hospitals,  I  know  they’re  going  to  be  totally  safe. So when they get there, they realize 

how much they can accomplish and they feel such a sense of pride that they did it, 

that they signed up for an adventure to travel to the other side of the world, and that if 

they  can  do  that,  they  can  do  anything  and  cancer  doesn’t  own  them  and  cancer  isn’t  

their  only  story  and  cancer  doesn’t  get  to  win. 

 

Gai: Excellent. And you manage the risk by doing it so that they can feel comfortable 

while  they’re  there  as  well. 

 

Terri: Absolutely. I always scout program sites before; I always look at the 

sustainability of the volunteer projects, the access to infrastructure, the kinds of 

cultural activities that are available. I think about what would a bucket list or a once in 

a lifetime type of experience feel like, like what I had at Victoria Falls. I look at what 

can we give to people, so that they are definitely stepping outside of their comfort 

zone. We took our first group of 12 last February and I have another group coming in 

March,  and  they’re  terrified.  But  I  know  that  when  they  get  there,  they’re  going  to  be  

totally fine. 

 

Gai:  One  of  the  things  that  I’ve  experienced  as  I’ve  traveled  the  last  few  years  is that 

it’s   not   about   just   seeing  sites;;   it’s   about   really   having   that   experience  of   traveling,  

and it changes you – or  it’s  changed  me  in  ways  that  I  could  never  have  imagined.  It  

gives you a totally different perspective on life, and it really does put your life in 

perspective and your struggles in perspective when you meet people who are 

struggling just to find their food for the day or maybe struggling with an illness that 

might be really easy in the Western world, but in those type of cultures,   it’s  

devastating. It can be deadly to get something simple. 

 

Can  you  tell  us  a  little  bit  more  about  your  website?  Because  I’m  just  thrilled  to  have  

met you and to have the opportunity to have a conversation with you about what you 

do,  and  I’m  sure  other people are as well. 

 

Terri: Absolutely. My website is called A Fresh Chapter,   and   it’s   at  

www.afreshchapter.com. It really started as my blog after breast cancer, where I 

started writing about what comes next and how do I move forward. I love to write and 

I love to take photographs, so one of my favorite things to do is to be on the road and 

to be able to share that experience with people so they can live through it vicariously. 

But we also have information there on the Fresh Chapter Alliance Foundation, so 

http://www.afreshchapter.com/
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that if patients or survivors want to find out about future trips or to sign up for our 

mailing list and learn about trips as soon as they get posted, they can do that at 

AFreshChapter.com. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Thank you so much for sharing your insights into how travel has 

helped you heal and how visiting and experiencing other countries around the world 

has been part of your healing journey. I’ve   really   enjoyed  our   conversation.   I can’t  

wait to catch up with you again. 

 

Terri: Me too. It was such a pleasure. Thank you. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Terri. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.afreshchapter.com/
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Answering The Call To Adventure After Breast Cancer 
Pasha Hogan 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Pasha Hogan. Pasha is the author of Third Time Lucky: A 
Creative Recovery and the founder of Creative Discovery, a program that activates 

the creative and healing process. Drawing on and building from her experience as a 

psychotherapist, a yoga instructor, Reiki master, and three times breast cancer 

survivor, Creative Discovery empowers  participants   to   live  beyond   life’s   challenges  

and to grow into the unknown depths of their hearts and souls. Through her healing 

work and creative exercises, Pasha encourages people to stop believing in 

everything they think they know about how life is supposed to be, and instead start 

living from a place of wonder and curiosity, transforming fears into unknown 

possibilities. Her mission and greatest thrill is turning people on to the beauty and 

infinite shining light within their hearts. A daughter of Ireland, she now lives – and 

hikes – in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

 

Pasha, a very warm welcome to you this morning, thank you very much for being 

here with us. 

 

Pasha: Thanks for having me, Gai. 

 

Gai:  It’s  amazing  to  have  you.  I  feel  like  we’re   sisters in our journeys through breast 

cancer. 

 

Pasha: Me too. 

 

Gai: Today I have one very simple question for you, and that is what did you wish 

that you had known when you had finished treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Pasha: I wish I had known that my journey was just beginning, and that life would 

never be the same again. But that that was something to actually be really excited 

about and to get curious about, and not to be so afraid of recurrence and not to be so 

afraid of not knowing what was going to come next. So really, the biggest thing is that 

this is just the beginning. In all mythic journeys – Joseph Campbell talked about it so 

beautifully in his book, Hero with a Thousand Faces.  We   start   off,   there’s   a   call.  

There’s  a  call  to  adventure. 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0988551101/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0988551101&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0988551101/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0988551101&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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A lot of the time, that call, for many women, can be breast cancer. Do we accept that 

call? If we do accept the call, the next part is the separation, and that really is the 

part when breast cancer treatment finished. We really have a choice - do we want to 

race back to normal and pick up life where we left off or do we really want to 

separate and make some  difficult  decisions  about  what’s  next? What follows is the 

initiation and I  think  that’s  the  part  that  a  lot  of  us  – well, certainly I was a little afraid 

of.  We  wonder  what’s  going  to  be  required  of  us,  what  do  we  have  to  put  down,  what  

do we have to leave behind. 

 

There’s  the  promise,  though, that once we answer the call of our soul, that there is a 

return.  That  you’re  going  to  return  to  the  world but changed and altered in some way. 

For most women that I know who have accepted the invitation of the call, their life 

has been changed and altered in a really beautiful, authentic  way.  It’s  not  for  the  faint  

hearted though. It  really  isn’t.  Birthing  something  – any women who have given birth 

know that it can be painful and messy, but incredibly  rewarding,  and  that  it’s  worth  it.  

It’s  worth  feeling  uncomfortable  for  part  of  the  journey.  The  rewards  are  huge. 

 

Gai: Yes,  I  have  to  say  that  I’ve  had  experiences, which echo your words, and I love 

the  analogy  with  Joseph  Campbell’s  work  as  well.   I  guess  my  question  now  is  you 

finished treatment not once, not twice, but three times. Each time you finished 

treatment, did you have a different feeling, or did the feeling just get deeper to the 

point that you could no longer refuse the call to action? 

 

Pasha:  That’s  a  great  question.  Yes,   the  first   time  when  I   finished  treatment,   I  was  

not interested in the separation or the initiation part at all. I was interested in getting 

right back to my life and picking it up where I left off. I was 26, living a very corporate 

life, and I was told, “All  right,  everything’s  over  now.  Go  back   to  normal.”   I   followed  

that  advice  to  a  “T,”  and  my  motto  at  that  time  was  really, “work  hard,  play  hard,”  and  

that’s  what  I  did.  Or  I  joked  that  that  was  my  mantra  at  the  time  – and  I  didn’t  know  

what a mantra was,  but  that’s  what  I  did.  So  it  was  very  different.  The  second  time,  I  

didn’t  have  treatment;;  I  just  had  surgery,  a  partial  mastectomy. And again, I refused 

the call and I went right back into a business trip a couple weeks out of hospital. 

 

So it was the third time, Gai, when I was 31, and still working in the corporate world, 

that I decided to accept the invitation that life was offering, and to stop – well, slow 

down at first, and then come to a full stop and take a different road. So each time 



 99 

was different. After the second time, I started to ask questions. I started to wonder, 

what  would  life  be  like  if  I  didn’t  go  back  to  that old normal? What would life be like if 

there was a new normal? That was very helpful, and it prepared me more for news of 

the third diagnosis. 

 

When treatment finished the third time, I knew there was no going back. I knew there 

was nothing back there for me, having been through what I had been through. So 

that’s  when  I  really  embarked  upon  the  adventure  that  has  led  me  to  living  a  healthy, 

passionate life that I love right now. 

 

Gai:   I   love   that   a   couple   of   times   you’ve   actually  mentioned   the   need   to   be   really  

authentic  with  what  you  were  doing  now.  From  the  research  I’ve  done,  that’s  a very 

common trait between corporate women and also breast cancer survivors. Did you 

find that there was any particular way that enabled you to step into the most 

authentic version of yourself, after those cancer diagnoses had kept happening in 

your life? 

 

Pasha: Well, I asked myself a question, which I took very seriously, and the question 

was what do I love? What do I love to do? What makes my heart sing? What brings 

joy?  What’s  beautiful  to  me?  What  makes  me  want  to  get  out  of  bed  in  the  morning?  

And instead of just thinking they were silly questions and not really worth a lot of 

time, I took them very seriously. 

 

When I started to get curious about what the answers were, it was clear to me that I 

really could not go back to living half of a life. I knew I needed to integrate all of those 

aspects.   And   it   didn’t   mean   I   completely   put   down skills that I had learned and 

acquired   over   the   years,   but   it   also   meant   that   I   couldn’t   ignore   a   softer   side of 

myself. So yoga was helpful, spending time in nature, reading, learning to meditate, 

changing my lifestyle. It was really changing my life and making sure that I was 

surrounded with people and in an environment that could help me answer those 

questions.  And  it  took  some  time.  It  didn’t  happen  overnight. 

 

Gai: Yes, it does take time, and I keep hearing from you that patience is important. 

Just letting it happen in its own time, not rushing the process, and that self-care 

aspect is important - you really need to look after yourself. Doing things like taking a 

walk in nature is an  amazing  way   to   look  after  yourself  while  you’re   in   the  midst  of  

changing your life. I think that curiosity piece can really be a very good tool to start 
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stepping out of that autopilot life that we so often fall back into. Being on autopilot is 

one of the ways we can live our life especially as corporate women as well. 

 

I have one more question. One of the things I hear from cancer survivors is that their 

biggest fear is of recurrence. You’ve  dealt with that fear of recurrence twice now. So 

I’m   just   wondering   what   tools   did you use to transform that fear into unknown or 

unlimited possibilities. 

 

Pasha: It’s  very  real,  the  fear  of  recurrence  for  people,  so  I  don’t  want  to  pretend  that  

it  doesn’t  exist  or  that  I  still  don’t  wonder.  But  the  fear  doesn’t  take  over  anymore. I 

realized  that  I’m  bigger  than  the  fear. I also found it very helpful, to make sure that I 

went for my checkups. At first it was every three months, then it was every six 

months, then it was every year. But I had a boundary around that so that I knew that 

it  wasn’t  only  on  my  own  shoulders.  I  had  a  team  of  people  that  were  involved. 

 

So once there was a strong boundary around that, there was a huge amount of 

freedom.   I   thought,   “Okay,   I’m  not  going   to   freak  out.   I   can   freak  out  maybe  a   few  

days before  my  checkup,  but  in  the  meantime,  I’m  going  to  give  myself  permission  to  

play,  to  live,  to  explore.”  So  that  was  really  helpful,  having  a  boundary.  I  think  when  

we do have boundaries; there  can  be  incredible  freedom.  I  don’t  know  if  that  helps to 

answer the question. 

 

Gai: Yes, it does, because I think that fear aspect can be – women have said to me, 

and  I’ve  experienced  myself  at  times  as  well,  can  be  just  absolutely  paralyzing.  One  

of the things I say to people is to live mindfully – and  there’s  some  exercises  that  I  

give people to do to really start to feel more and think less, and the more we can feel, 

the less we can think, and the less presence fear has  in  our  life.  I  think  you’ve  shared  

through   this   interview,   it   takes  work;;   it’s   not   just   a   thing  you  do  once  and   then   the  

fear’s  gone.   It’s  a  daily  practice of   taking  action   to   take   fear  out  of   your   life.  That’s  

what I’m  hearing  you  say,   it’s  those  boundaries.  You  set  them  every  day.  You  don’t  

just   set   them  one  day   and   then   they’re   there   forever.  You   need   to   consciously   do  

that, day by day. 

 

Pasha: Yes. I love what you talked about, the thoughts and our minds, and to let go 

of   the  fear,   it’s   really   letting  go  or  noticing  the  thoughts,  noticing  that, “Oh,   this   is  a  

thought. This is a fear-based  thought.”  And  once  we  notice  it  and  name  it  as  that,  we  

can   interrupt   it.  And  you’re   right, we can interrupt it with different practices, like the 
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breath, by becoming aware of what kind of an attitude we are holding - do we have a 

fear-based attitude? When we change our thoughts, we can change our life, and 

energy follows thought.  Whatever  we  think  about   is  going  to  get  bigger.  So   if  we’re  

thinking about recurrence or fear, it tends to take over. 

 

And  that’s  what  I  meant  about  realizing, “I’m  bigger  than  the  fear.”  And also bringing 

the fear in, and not ignoring it. I have a meditation practice on this that I share with 

people - it’s   called   Getting   Intimate   with   Fear. Instead of pushing the fear away 

where it can get bigger, you bring the fear in close, and ask questions about it: What 

is this? Who are you? Is this reasonable? Do I believe this? Is this a habit? It can 

sound   like   it’s   the  absolute opposite of what somebody wants to do, to get intimate 

with their fear. But what I have found is the more we bring the fear closer and sit 

down with it – it’s   like  the  boogie  man  when  you’re  a  kid;;  but when you bring it into 

the light, it can lose a lot of its power. 

 

Gai:  What  you’re  saying  is  so  true,  because  so  many  people  will  also  say  to  me,  “We  

just  pretend   it’s  not   there.”  With   fear,   there’s  no  pretending.  Pretending  or  being   in  

denial is not going to send your fear packing. The only way that you can get rid of 

fear is to take action, get up close and understand it, and when you understand it a 

little bit better, you can then find ways to get rid of it or at least put it in its place and 

put some boundaries around it rather than just saying, “Here   I   am;;   come   and  get  

me.”   Because   our   fear   is   really   the   thoughts   that   we’re   creating.   So   what   you’re  

saying is really interrupt that pattern of thought, and have some tools like 

mindfulness meditation, breathing, and yoga, have those tools at your disposal so 

when it starts to come in, you can expand your own being and lessen the impact of 

fear, or at least give it some boundaries. 

 

Pasha:  Beautiful.  You  said  that  absolutely  beautifully.  That’s  what  I  meant.  (laughs) 

 

Gai:   I   love   that.   And   I   love   the   correlation   that   you’ve  made   between   authenticity  

being the path to a new normal as well. I think that really speaks to people because 

what  you’re  saying  is  that  there  is  no  going  back,  and  you  were  really  clear  that  there  

was no going back, particularly the third time that you were diagnozed. Being true to 

who you needed to be was really that path to discovering and living your truth. 

 

Pasha,   I   think   I’ve   shared  with  you, I find you just the most inspirational person to 

have lived through three cancer diagnoses, lived through three bouts of treatment, 
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and to have such a beautiful soul and to be inspiring women all over the world with 

the  work  that  you’re  doing.  Also just your presence around being proof that  you’ve  

actually experienced it three times and you are living a wonderful life in Santa Fe 

now. I’d   love   it   if   you   could   just   share   a   little   bit   around  what   work   you   do   in   the  

community and how people can perhaps get in touch with you and find out a little bit 

more about what you do – and your book as well. I love your book. 

 

Pasha: Sure, thank you. I have a website, which is my name, PashaHogan.com. The 

book that was released actually last year, 2013, is called Third Time Lucky: A 
Creative Recovery,  and  it’s  available  there  also  and  also  on  Amazon. 

 

The work that I do - well 10 years ago, I founded a series of workshops and retreats 

that I called Creative  Recovery.   It’s   really  about  activating  the  creative  process.  I’m  

talking  about  kindergarten  here,  thinking  you’re  five  years  old,  playing,  getting  out  of  

your own way.  Everyone  I  meet,  including  myself,  has  said  to  me,  “I’m  not  creative,”  

just like in yoga, people, say, “I’m   not   flexible.”   Creative   Recovery is really an 

invitation to play and to find the answers to those questions: what makes your heart 

sing? What brings you joy? What do you love? What would you do if there was no 

way you could possibly fail? Really help people get a little closer to that. So I 

integrate myth, storytelling, bring in different traditions from different cultures, yoga, 

mindfulness and creative exercises, because I believe all of these things bring us 

closer to who we truly are. 

 

The next installment to the book will be Creative Discovery, which is all about walking 

in the beauty of your true nature. I bring people out onto the land to help them get 

into relationship with nature. So a lot of my work is involved with Creative Discovery 

workshops, and I also work at the Life Healing Center, which is a residential trauma 

and addiction center here based in Santa Fe. 

 

So I work not just with people who have been diagnozed with cancer, but people who 

are at a crossroads in their life,   at   a   transition  point,  whatever   that   is,  whether   it’s  

divorce, addiction, all kinds of eating disorders, or just some call from the soul to say, 

“What’s   next?   What’s   the   opportunity   here   for   healing?” I enter there and meet 

people  wherever   they’re   at.  So   that’s  what   I   do.   I   teach   yoga  and  offer  meditation  

classes also. I just go where people ask me to go, all around the country. (laughs) I 

do public speaking as well. I just love it. I just love it so much. 

http://www.pashahogan.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0988551101/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0988551101&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0988551101/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0988551101&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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Gai:  I  love  your  energy  as  well.  It’s  been  amazing  to  meet  you.  We’ve  spent  quite  a  

lot of time talking today. 

 

Pasha:  I’m  delighted.  Yes, me too.  My website again is PashaHogan.com 

 

Gai: Thank you for creating that space. I know that your experience and your words 

will be inspiring to women who live with that fear of recurrence. It’s  just amazing that 

you’re   such  a   role  model   for   people   to   say   you’ve  experienced  cancer   three   times  

now  and  you’re  just  living  true  to  who  you  really  are.  I  think  sometimes  that’s  the  best  

way to demonstrate what you can do after a cancer experience. Just living a great 

life is a wonderful way for women to get hope that if it happens to them, that they can 

thrive as   well.   So   thank   you   so   much   for   your   time   and   energy   today.   It’s   been  

amazing  speaking  to  you.  I’ve  just  loved  it. 

 

Pasha:  Thank  you.  Me  too.  The  last  thing  I  wanted  to  say  is  that  I’m  not  this  special  

person; if I can do this, absolutely anybody on the planet can. But you just have to 

want to. 

 

Gai: And when the call for adventure comes, you say yes. 

 

Pasha: Yes. (laughs) Thank you, Gai, - thanks for offering this and just opening it up 

for so  many  women.  You’re  doing  amazing  work  yourself.  You’re  an  inspiration. 

 

Gai: Thank you, Pasha. Yes,  I’m  so  glad  that  we’ve  connected  and  I  know  we’ll  talk  

again soon. 

 

Pasha: Great. 

 

Gai: Thank you. 

 

Pasha: All right, Gai. That was really fun. 

  

http://www.pashahogan.com/
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Strategies For Renewed Intimacy After Breast Cancer 

Barbara Musser 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Barbara Musser. Barbara is a respected intimacy and 

sexuality speaker, educator and coach, facilitator and author. Barbara was 

diagnosed with breast cancer in 1989 as a young single woman. She married and 

had a child after treatment. She has worked with thousands of women, couples, and 

healthcare professionals, specializing in creating programs to help heal the trauma of 

cancer treatments to femininity, intimacy, sexuality, and relationships. 

 

Barbara is Founder and CEO of Sexy After Cancer. Barbara is also the author of 

Sexy After Cancer: Meeting Your Inner Aphrodite on the Breast Cancer Journey. 

Barbara is a member of the American Association of Sex Educators, Counselors, 

and Therapists and the International Society for the Study   of   Women’s   Sexual  

Health. Barbara teaches classes for women and couples about cancer and the 

sexuality issues around cancer in the Bay Area around San Francisco, and she also 

regularly writes for sites such as The Pink Fund, Breast Cancer Answers, The Plum, 

Breast Cancer Wellness Magazine, and The Pink Paper. 

 

Barbara,  thank  you  so  much  for  joining  me.  I’ve  really  been  looking  forward  to  talking  

to you today. 

 

Barbara:  Thanks,  Gai.  I’m  really  happy  to  be  talking  with  you  too. 

 

Gai: The   sexuality   aspect   can   be   so   confusing   for   women   when   they’ve   been  

through a breast cancer experience, so my question for you today is what do you 

wish you had known when you were finishing treatment for breast cancer? You were 

a young single woman at the time, so what was one of the things that you wish that 

you had known? 

 

Barbara:   There   were   a   couple   of   things.   One   is   I   wish   I’d   known   that   I   might  

experience   some   late   onset   side   effects   which   didn’t   show   up   until   more   than   10  

years  after  I’d  finished  my treatment. Some of those were side effects that had to do 

with intimacy and my sexuality. Nobody talked about any of that. I mean, the truth is, 

back then, the physicians were only interested in you if you were going to survive for 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1467516600/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1467516600&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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5   years.   They   didn’t   really have the statistics to go beyond that, so nobody really 

knew about all of that. 

 

But  there’s  some  things  that  have  happened  since  then  – for example, the breast that 

I had the surgeries and radiation on has continued to shrink and shrivel, so now I’m  

really   lopsided,   and   I   didn’t   have   reconstruction.   I   wasn’t   offered   reconstruction.   I  

didn’t  have  a  full  mastectomy,  but  a  partial  mastectomy.  So  that  would’ve  been  really  

useful to know about, that that might happen later on. 

 

 

And then the other thing is the impact of feeling so misshapen this late in the game. 

Even   though   I’ve   done   lots   of   personal   growth   work   and   self-acceptance and 

forgiveness work, when I look at myself in the mirror sometimes and see how I look, I 

feel unattractive, and when I feel  unattractive,   I  don’t   feel   lovable,  and  when  I  don’t  

feel  lovable,  then  I  don’t  feel  as  able  to  relax  as  easily  to  be  sexual  with  my  partner.  

So you couple that with the menopausal symptoms that come as a result of 

treatments, and that means that sometimes intercourse, insertion of toys, other 

devices,  fingers  or  a  penis   is  painful.  Then  when  I’m  afraid   it’s  going  to  hurt,   I  can’t  

relax,  and  when  I  don’t  feel  attractive  I  can’t  relax. 

 

So there are some times when I just have to take intercourse out of the equation 

because   it’s   not   going   to   happen   in   a   way   that’s   going   to   feel   good   to  me   or   my  

partner,   because   he   doesn’t   want   to   hurt  me.   So   there’s   an   added   sensitivity   that  

nobody talked with me about, and even now, when I talk with healthcare 

professionals,  they  don’t  know  anything  about  it.  They  don’t  know  what  to  do,  or  what  

to  say  about   it.  So  I’ve  really  had  to  research  and  find  some  resources,  and  I  have  

found   some   great   resources,   I’m   very   happy   to   say.   But   it’s   surprising   to  me   that  

even though this is my profession and I have so many resources, that it can still be a 

problem. 

 

Gai::   I’m   really   surprised,   because   I’m   in   the   same  boat  as   you.   I   didn’t   know   that  

your  breast  tissue  could  continue  to  shrink,  and  I  didn’t  know  that  you  can  still  have  

those intimacy issues so long after your breast cancer diagnosis and treatment had 

finished.  

 

Barbara: Yes. The good news is that there are things that I can do, and I do them, 

but it also means that the days of the spontaneous sex date are pretty much a thing 
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of   the  past.  There’s  a   lot  of  planning  and  preparation   that  needs  to  happen  – all of 

which  is  really  fun,  but  it’s  different. 

 

Gai: I think one of the things that people talk about, under the veil of secrecy, is how 

do you have a conversation with a partner where you tell them what you need from 

them.    What  you’re  saying  is  to  be  able  to  have  those  conversations  openly  with  your  

partner  so  you  don’t  suffer  through  intercourse,  so  that’s pleasant for both of you. 

 

Barbara:  Right,  exactly.  There’s  a  couple  of  points.  One  is  that  communication  is  the  

best   lubrication.   I   think   it’s   very   important   anyway   for   anyone   in   their   intimate   and  

sexual  life,  but  when  you  have  a  physical  or  a  medical  limitation  that  affects  that,  it’s  

even  more  important  to  communicate.  So  that’s  one  of  the  things  that  I  do  with  a  lot  

of my clients - how to communicate, because the truth is that a lot of us feel very 

awkward about it because we live in a culture that shames us for our sexuality, and 

so   we   don’t   really   know   how   to   talk   about   it,   and   we   don’t   necessarily   have   the  

language  for  it.  So  there’s  that  aspect. 

 

Then the other aspect is that most of us think that sexuality is intercourse, so as 

women  we  try  to  force  ourselves  to  have  intercourse,  even  if  it’s  painful,  because  we  

think   that’s  what  our  partners  want.  But   there’s  a  whole  other  world  of  possibilities  

that have to do with intimacy and sexuality that don’t  necessarily  involve  insertion  or  

penetrative sex, and people are eager to know about that once they know that things 

like that are possible. 

 

I just finished teaching a couple of classes. It was a six-week class, and there was 

one couple in there who’d  been  married  for  45  years,  and  the  first  night  of  the  class,  I  

was doing some exercises with them so that they could experience different types of 

intimacy, and the husband was shedding some tears. After the class, I checked in 

with him to see how he was doing and to share a hug with him, and he was quite 

moved.  The  next  day,  his  wife  sent  me  an  email  and  said,   “In  45  years,   I’ve  never  

seen  my  husband  shed  a   tear.  We’ve  never  had   that  kind  of  closeness  or   intimacy  

before.” 

 

Gai: That's very powerful, Barbara. 

 

Barbara:  Yes.  People  just  don’t  know.  So  to  be  able  to  learn  about  that  and  open  up  
to other possibilities is hugely healing for them. 
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Gai: The point you touched on around language is so important, because a lot of the 

time   people   don’t   have   conversations   because   they   don’t   want   to   hurt   someone.  

They   don’t   want   to   hurt   you   emotionally,   but   they   also don’t   want   to   hurt   you  

physically either, so for you to have the strength and the words to have that 

conversation like you had with this couple really lifts your intimacy level with your 

partner to a whole new level. 

 

Barbara:   That’s   right.   And   at   the   same   time,   if   you   do   want   to   continue   with  

intercourse or penetrative sex, there are things that you can do, that you need to do 

on a regular basis, because one of the things that happens for women is all of our 

pelvic and genital tissue changes as a result of the treatments that are designed to 

suppress hormone production. So the tissue is much more delicate and it can tear 

easily,  and  that’s  partly  why  intercourse can be painful. But there are things that you 

can do to rehydrate that tissue, to moisturize the tissue, to get the flexibility back, to 

make it more flexible and stretchy, and those are things that you can do on a regular 

basis so that if you do decide to have some sort of insertion or penetration, you can 

do that without as much pain. 

 

Gai:  That’s  amazing,  because  then  there’s  an  answer  for  people  where  they  probably  

didn’t  think  there  was  any  other  choice. 

 

Barbara:  That’s  what   I  meant  a   few  minutes ago by saying that the spontaneity is 

really  gone.  There’s  a  program  that  I  have  come  across  and  adapted  and  I  teach  to  

people that is called the Vaginal Renewal program. If they do that regularly, 

depending on the condition of their tissue when they start – it could take a month, it 

could take six weeks, it could take a little longer – but if they do the steps in this 

program on a regular basis, they do get the moisture and flexibility back in their 

tissues, and they are able to have insertion without so much pain, and sometimes 

without any pain at all. So to me, that is really worth talking about and really worth 

practicing, and oh my gosh, who knew you had to have a little pleasure every day? 

(laughs) I could think of things that are much worse than that, right? 

 

Gai: I  think  so.  I  love  that,  and  I  love  everything  you  do.  I  think  it’s  just  a  conversation  
that sometimes people are scared to have. I shared with you before that I worked as 

a buddy in a Cancer Connect program with people when they were going through 

treatment and when they finished, and I always used to get the questions that they 
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didn’t  want  to  ask  their  doctors,  which  was  about  condoms  and  sex  and  all  this  kind  

of  stuff.  I  didn’t  feel  really  equipped  to  answer,  so  I  just  gave  my  own  view. 

 

But   it’s   amazing   that   you’ve   created   this   resource   so   that   people   can   get   those  

answers, and get them quite readily. Can you tell us a bit more about where we can 

get in touch with your services and give us your website name as well? Because I 

think there’s  a  lot  of  women  that  would  love  to  see  more  about  what  you  do. 

 

Barbara: Sure. My website is SexyAfterCancer.com,  and  there’s  lots  of  resources  on  

my website, including how people can work with me individually if they want to. I 

have   clients   all   over   the   world,   by   the   way,   as   I’m   sure   you   do.   It’s   so   easy   with  

Skype   to  work  with  people.  And   I’ve  written  a  book,  as  you mentioned, called Sexy 

After Cancer: Meeting Your Inner Aphrodite on the Breast Cancer Journey.  There’s  a  

link on my website that will take you right to Amazon.com so you can order the book 

as well. 

 

I feel so grateful to be able to be doing this work and helping people, because up to 

90% of women experience sexual difficulties as a result of their cancer treatments, 

and  50%  still  have  difficulties  20  years  after  treatment.  Well,  it  doesn’t  have  to  be  that  

way, so I aim to change those statistics. 

 

Gai: Absolutely, and I applaud the work, and I think Sexy After Cancer is certainly 

what all women would want to be after a breast cancer journey. Thank you so much, 

both for sharing this information with the world and for sharing your thoughts with me 

today.  I’ve  really  enjoyed  our  conversation. 

 

Barbara: Me too, Gai.   More   to   come,   I’m   sure. We have lots to talk about. 

 

Gai: We do, absolutely. Thanks, Barbara. 

  

http://www.sexyaftercancer.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1467516600/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1467516600&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1467516600/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1467516600&linkCode=as2&tag=galligai-20
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Strategies For Managing Lymphedema To Maintain A Healthy 
Life 

Barbara Cunnings-Versaevel 

 
Gai: Today my guest is Barbara Cunnings-Versaevel. Barbara is an avid student of 

life who is challenged to walk her talk. She learned balance and perspective on 

what’s   important   in   life   during   her   personal   journey   with   breast   cancer   in   1990.  

Barbara is a poet, a writer, a former professional dancer, and now a dance instructor 

of the Healthy Steps. Barbara is also a co-founder of Wellspring Calgary, a 

community-based cancer support center, which provides a safe place to heal from 

cancer. Barbara is a facilitator of the Healthy Journey Program by Dr. Alistair 

Cunningham. 

 

Following up on her commitment to make the cancer journey easier for others, Barb 

started the Cancer Help Hub and the Cancer Help Blog. The Cancer Help Hub is an 

online magazine.  Barbara resides in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, with her husband 

and  her  dog,  Bear.  Barbara,  I’ve  been really looking forward to talking to you today, 

so thanks for joining us. 

 

Hi,  Barb.  Thanks  for  joining  us  today.  It’s  really  nice  to  speak  to  you  again. 

 

Barbara:  Really  nice.  I’m  enjoying  this.  Thanks,  Gai. 

 

Gai: Yes, so am I. I just have one really simple – maybe not so simple – question for 

you today, and that is, what did you wish you had known when you were finishing 

treatment for breast cancer? 

 

Barbara: That question is actually really easy  for  me  to  answer,  and   it’s  one  of  my  

pet peeves. I wished I had known more about the risk of lymphedema from breast 

cancer, and the risk of lymphedema from any of the cancer surgeries that are 

anywhere near the lymph nodes. In my classes, the Healthy Steps program and the 

work that I do through Wellspring, I see many people that have this condition, and 

I’ve  been  with  someone  when   they   found  out   that   they  had   it,  and   they  were  more  

devastated to learn they had lymphedema than they were when they were diagnozed 

with their cancer. They broke down and cried. 
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It’s   a   constant   reminder;;   it   needs   daily   management;;   it’s   a   visual   reminder   to  

everybody  else  as  well,  because  you  need  sleeves;;  and  it’s  an  expense.  And  with  the  

arm,  it’s  very,  very  inconvenient.  Then if you factor in a hot summer day, being in a 

lymphedema  sleeve  when  it’s  hot?  Not  fun.  But  the  other  issue  is  when  survivors  get  

lymphedema  in  their  leg,  and  then  it’s  an  issue  of  how  do  they  manage  and  how  do  

they get around. It can be difficult. 

 

What bothers me the most is if information was given in the beginning about ways 

that people could reduce their risk of getting lymphedema, there would be fewer 

people  getting  it.  And  it’s  just  not  happening. 

 

Gai: Yes, I had a girlfriend who was a breast cancer survivor, and her arm blew up to 

two or three times its normal size. It was seven or eight years after she had been 

diagnozed and had surgery, like you, I was just shocked that it could be so severe so 

far into her survivor journey, as I had never seen it before. I am at risk of it, because I 

had lymph nodal involvement as well, but to see someone whose arm is three times 

its normal size, and then the process to manage it, I found that quite surprising. So I 

agree  with  what   you’re  saying.   It’s   a   reminder  of  what   can  happen  years  after   you  

think your cancer experience is over. 

 

Barbara:  That’s  true,  and  people  forget  that  their   lymph  nodes  aren’t  going  to  grow  

back. So the problem is always there, the risk is always there, no matter when you 

had your surgery. I remember going in for blood work, and because one arm was 

kind of toast, the veins were toast from chemotherapy, they wanted to use my 

surgery  arm.  I  said,  “No,  I’m  sorry,  you  can’t  use  that  arm.”  They  said,  “How  long  has  

it  been  since  your  surgery?”  I  said,  “It  doesn’t  matter.  You  can’t  use  that  arm.” 

 

Gai:  Which is right. I slipped over in the street and broke my wrist a couple years 

ago and had to have a long discussion with the surgeon about the risk of 

lymphedema,  and  I  said  to  him,  “Look,  you  just  can’t  put  a  tourniquet  on  it.  You  need  

to find another way  to  do  it.”  It  was  technically  a  more  difficult  surgery for him, but I 

said,  “Look,  you  need  to  do  it  so  I  don’t  have  risk  of   lymphedema,”  which  is  exactly  

what  you’re  saying.  You  always  need  to  be  vigilant  and  be  the  carer  of  your  arms  and  

your legs to   make   sure   that   you   don’t   suffer   those   consequences. 
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Barbara: Absolutely.  I’m  so  peeved  about  it,  actually.  On  my  website,  there  is  a  free  

report  all  about  lymphedema  that’s  there  when  people  sign  up  for  my  newsletter. 

 

Gai:   Fantastic.   That’s   a   great   resource for people, because you can become 

complacent after a long time, as I have – you can become a bit complacent about the 

lymphedema  risk,  so  I  think  that’s  a  great  resource  that  you  offer  on  your  site. 

 

Barbara: A  lot  of  doctors  don’t  know  about  it, even now. We just had a lymphedema 

symposium here in Calgary in July, and it was just amazing that the doctors and the 

people there – they  didn’t  know.  They  had  no  idea  about  the  severity  of  it,  they  had  

no idea that you could actually do some prevention work. I was just blown away, and 

I’m  thinking,  “This   is  23  years  since  I  had  my  surgery.  Why,  23  years   later,   is  more  

not  being  done  in  this  regard?”  We  got  a  huge  grant  here  in  Calgary  from  a  lady  who  

has a foundation, and they put in $5 million for research on lymphedema. She was 

not made aware of the risk; she had lower surgery done, and she got lymphedema in 

her legs. 

 

So I tend to get a bit on my high horse about it, because I see what the results are, 

and  it  really  bothers  me  that  people  don’t  know.  I didn’t  find  out  a  lot  about  this  until  I  

went for my training as a certified instructor of the Healthy Steps program, when they 

brought in doctors and they brought in a lady from the LymphNet organization in the 

States, which is the lymphedema association there. I remember sitting there with my 

partner,  and  we  both  went,  “You’ve  got  to  be  kidding.  Nobody  ever  told  us  this.” 

 

Gai: Wow. 

 

Barbara: Yes,  it’s  huge  - it's  a  big  piece  because  it’s  a  lifestyle  change.  It  never  goes  
away.  There’s  no  cure  for  it. 

 

Gai: Yes when my friend had her incidence, she had to go to the hospital every day 

and have lymphatic drainage massage. She had to do that for a number of months, 

so there was no quick fix for it. One of the things I did was always carry a little bottle 

of tea tree oil or a little bottle of antiseptic in my handbag, so if I ever cut myself or 

noticed   that   I   had   anything   on   that   arm,   I’d   just   put   a   little   bit   on   to   act   as   a  

disinfectant  so  that  it  didn’t  get  infected  and  didn’t  develop  into  a  lymphedema  later. 
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Barbara: A  lot  of  people  don’t  realize  that  even  simple  things  like  going  to  get  your  

nails  done,  if  they  don’t  use  sterilized  equipment,  you’re  at  risk. 

 

Gai:   I  hadn’t   thought  of   that  either.   I   think  the  message  you’re  giving   is   to  be  really  

vigilant   about   it   all   the   time,   don’t   become   complacent,   and   to   have some tools 

available.  Could give us your website address so that ladies can get information 

about how to keep lymphedema out of their life.  

 

Barbara: My website is, CancerHelpHub.com. If you look in the top right hand corner 

of   the  home  page,   there’s  an  opt-in box for signing up for the newsletter, and you 

also get  that  report.  I’ve  got  all  the  strategies  in  there  for  risk  reduction,  what  to  do  if  

you  get   it,  all  your   resources,  and   I’ve  had   it  vetted  by   the  president  of   the  Alberta  

Lymphedema  Association,  so  it’s  been  vetted  by  people  that  have  had  lymphedema  

and who work in the field. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Can you tell us a bit more about how people can get in touch with 

some of your other services as well? 

 

Barbara: If you go onto the contact page on my site, you can get in touch with me by 

email. A lot of the other things that I do in terms of teaching dance classes are local 

here in Calgary, but I have developed my own dance program, which I will eventually 

put online. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. I love your creative side of being a writer and a poet and a dancer. 

You really understand how creativity can bring so much joy and relief from some of 

the more emotional aspects of cancer as well, which is great. 

 

Barbara: Absolutely. You have to know, people in my class, we laugh - it's a lot of 

fun. 

 

Gai: People in my class laughed at how bad my dancing was. (laughs) But it was fun, 

and one of the things I took on a number of years ago to help increase my creativity, 

because I knew it was such an amazing tool to have in your life. I was very left-

brained and very analytical, so I just loved it even though I was never very good at it. 

 

Barbara: You   know   what,   it’s   not   how   good   you   are;;   it’s   that   you’re   moving   and  

you’re  enjoying  it  and  it’s  fun. 

http://www.cancerhelphub.com/
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Gai:  Absolutely.    Barb,  thank  you  so  much  for  joining  us.  I’ve  really  enjoyed  our  chat  

today, and I think you raised such an important aspect around lymphedema and just 

being always aware that if your lymph nodes have been part of your surgery, if 

they’ve  been  removed  as  part  of  your  surgery,  to  always  be  vigilant  so  that  you  can  

keep lymphedema out of your life. The resource   that  you’re  offering   is  a wonderful 

way for women to really understand what lymphedema is, to understand the causes, 

and  then  do  things  every  day  so  that  they  actually  don’t  get  it.   

 

Barbara: Absolutely. Thank you for inviting me, Gai. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Barb. I really appreciate you spending your time with us today. 
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Conclusion 
So, what do you think? Did I achieve my mission?  Do you feel like you have the 

support of a powerful posse of breast cancer survivors? Do you have some ways to 

find joy in the ordinary moments of life?  Do you have strategies for living a vital and 

extraordinary life? 

 

I will let you in on a secret.  I learned so much during this process of interviewing 

these extraordinary women.  Each had a different experience, an individual insight 

and a very personal way of dealing with life as a breast cancer survivor.  

 

We had a lot fun and some giggles bringing this guide to life.  We shared our stories, 

our insights, tears and fears and our experiences as breast cancer survivors.  There 

were heartfelt moments that touched me deep within my soul.  In some cases it was 

remarkable, just how similar our stories were and the common thread that binds us to 

the sisterhood of survivors around the world.   

 

While researching for the book I was touched by the openness and candid ways that 

we each share our experience with breast cancer.  We share the good, the bad and 

in some cases the  ugly.    We  don’t  do  this  to  scare  you  but  rather  - to inform you so 

that you may heal faster having access to information that we wished we had known.   

 

We are here because each of us would have benefited by knowing just one 

additional juicy nugget of wisdom and insight that may have saved us some anguish, 

and lessened the impact on our life years into the future.   

 

I know that as I have interviewed these ladies I have made lifelong friendships.   My 

thanks to the ladies for trusting me with their stories and secrets, in the hope that you 

would benefit in some way now that breast cancer has touched your life in a very 

personal way.   

 

What comes next..... 
 

These interviews are part of an ongoing series, I will continue to interview women 

impacted by breast cancer and also those who are working to improve the lives of 

breast cancer survivors.  I would also like to interview those who have supported us 

through this experience.  If you have a wife, sister, mother, aunt, daughter, 
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grandmother, friend or colleague who is a breast cancer survivor and whose 

experience has touched you in a personal way, please reach out.    

 

If you didn't register, but would like to, you can register by going to:  

Register as a Survivor or Supporter 

 

My mission is to talk publicly about things that we usually only talk about within our 

community and to get this very powerful collection of honest information and 

strategies for living an extraordinary life into the hands of as many people as 

possible. And I need your help to do this. So please help me out by letting others 

know that they can register and get a free download of this eBook:  

Get Emerge From The Fire 

 

Finally, I would welcome your comments on this guide as well as recommendations 

for people you would like to see interviewed in the future.  You can register your 

comments here 

                                                                                                          

Thank you for taking the time to read this guide. And I wish you the best of success 

with your extraordinary life!  

 

Love  

 

 
 

Gai Comans 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

http://gaicomans.com/supporter-and-survivors/
http://gaicomans.com/get-eguide2/
http://gaicomans.com/events/elevate-your-spirit/
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What’s  happening  at  GaiComans.com 
 
Thank  you  for  taking  part  in  this  conversation  by  reading  the  “Emerge  From The  Fire”  

guide, the conversation is continuing at Gai Comans.com.  If   you   haven’t   already  

signed up to this site go there and do it now just gaicomans.com.   

 

Elevate Your Spirit  
I have had so many people ask me to share their story, so I will continue the Survivor 

Secrets series.  The interviews will continue as we provide a platform to  share 

stories from the family, friends and colleagues of survivors.  The information at 

gaicomans.com is designed to give you the actions you need to move past fear.  

 

Empower Your Lifestyle 
Guided Conversations will provide a platform for us to delve deeper into the 

concepts, which enable cancer survivors to holistically gain empowerment in their 

life. Most of the guest experts for this series began their work due to their own 

survivor experience.  I will let you know more about this through our email 

conversations. Look out for the new series in June.    

 

Emerge To Triumph 
It’s important to continue the conversation  in  a  way  that  I  haven’t  seen  as  yet, and to  

continue it with conversations and give you the actions to address the challenges you 

are facing.  Generally this is only shared within the community but needs to be 

shared more broadly.  These conversations raise the challenges of stepping out of 

survivorship.  Look out for this via our email conversations as well.   

                       

 
 

 

 

Love Gai 
 

 

http://www.gaicomans.com/
http://www.gaicomans.com/
http://www.gaicomans.com/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Gai-Comans-Empower-Emerge-Elevate/154340841388379
https://twitter.com/GaiComans
https://plus.google.com/u/1/109208993881924683626/posts
http://www.pinterest.com/gaicomans1/

	Gai: Thanks, Nancy.
	Gai: Today my guest is Eileen Fuentes, who is a mother of three girls and a healthcare administration professional of more than 15 years. In 2008, at just 34 years of age, she was diagnosed with stage IIA triple negative breast cancer and underwent ag...
	Leisha Davison-Yasol
	Gai: Today my guest is Leisha Davison-Yasol. At the age of 33, Leisha was alarmed to find lumps in her left breast. Told they were probably nothing because of her age and lack of risk factors, she let them go until eight months later when, after losin...
	Gai: Thank you. I can relate to you in some way because we were both diagnozed in our 30s, and it’s something that you’ve written about a lot. But my question for you today is we go through so much during this experience with breast cancer; what’s one...
	Leisha: I wish that I had known that what I was feeling was normal. I think so often we’re conditioned to feel, “Oh, I’m done with treatment, hurray!” but from what I have come across with other women, it’s kind of the deep dark secret that that’s not...
	Gai: I experienced something similar Leisha, so I can relate to the experience you had at the time as well. Why did you find that you needed to get back to life as normal? What happened to the people around you? Were they still there, or did they go b...
	Leisha: Some drifted away, but there are others who are still here to this day. I am still going through treatment in some form, just not the active chemo, Herceptin and radiation now. But I still have a core group – my children’s school has been terr...
	Gai: Yes, I experienced something similar as well, and it’s sometimes hard to pick yourself up again after that because it can be quite a lonely period. Did you find one tool or one way of getting yourself through that period of time?
	Leisha: No, I wish that I had really tried – I wish that something like this had existed and that I had tapped into it so that I would’ve known that what I was feeling was okay and maybe sought out a support group or something like that. I just held t...
	I would tell other women to really be okay with how you’re feeling. You may be elated that you’re finished, but you may also feel scared because you don’t have your safety net anymore. Or, you may be sad or worried about things or just feel like a cha...
	I know for me, I was diagnozed with Stage 3C. It was very aggressive and inoperable to start with, it was so expansive. I still have very frequent medical visits and scans and things of that nature, which is probably good for me, because I feel I’m no...
	Gai: It’s interesting, even though you go for tests and have mammograms and that kind of thing, there's a sense that you’re still doing something to fight it. But I think it’s, as you say, when you finish the chemo and radiation or don't have those tr...
	Leisha: Yes, and I think I would say at times I still go through that. It can be a scary thing when you have a new pain or a new issue  – I just had a CAT scan this evening for a new issue. At first I always think, “Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing,” but the...
	Gai: Have you found one tool for dealing with fear that has been good for you?
	Leisha: That’s a great question. I’m not sure that I have. I think it’s just talking through my feelings with other people. Usually online, in a cancer support group, or even through blogging, people will respond in some way, either by emailing me or ...
	Gai: I think what you were saying before about just finding that balance so that you take the right action – and that’s one thing that fear does for us. If you start feeling pain, some fear is good because it gets you to the doctor, which it did for y...
	Leisha: It’s true, because if you don’t find a way to make peace with things and learn to know your new body, that fear can be crippling. So you have to take some time to get to know what your new normal is. I know for me, I was left with so many ling...
	Gai: Yes, and act on the right things as well. You can use fear as an ally rather than as a foe to get yourself moving when there’s something wrong and you need to get it fixed. Some fear in life is a good thing. I think it’s sometimes seen as an enem...
	Leisha: Yes. I always say, I had a gut feeling about the cancer in the beginning, but I listened to my physician and believed that I was too young and that I didn’t have any risk factors. So I just went on my way thinking that I didn’t know what I was...
	Gai: Absolutely. You mentioned before also that you get questions from people. Do you get those through your blog?
	Leisha: Yes, my email address is cancerinmythirties@yahoo.com. Or you can go right to my blog, CancerInMyThirties.com, and leave a comment and I’ll see the comment at some point. I don’t always get back to everything. One of my posts went viral a coup...
	Gai: That’s really good that you get such a great response from the audience. Thank you for joining us today. I think your insight around the fear aspect is really helpful, and just for women to know that if they have this dark period after treatment ...
	That’s a wonderful gift that you’re giving to women, to let them know what happened for you so that perhaps they may take something out of your experience so they don’t go through it themselves, or they get through it a bit faster. That’s what this pr...
	Leisha: Thank you so much for letting me be a part of this wonderful project.
	Gai: Fabulous. Thanks, Leisha. Thank you so much for joining us. I’ve really enjoyed our conversation today.
	Gai: Today my guest is Debbie Woodbury. As Debbie says, Maya Angelou said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.” The healing power of sharing her story compelled Debbie Woodbury to found WhereWeGoNow, a community of canc...
	Debbie is a blogger at the Huffington Post and curetoday.com, an inspirational speaker, and support volunteer with the Cancer Hope Network, a board member of Carol G. Simon Cancer Centre Oncology Community Advisory Board, a patient educator with the P...
	Debbie, it’s amazing to have you join us today, so thank you for coming.
	Debbie: Thank you so much for inviting me. I’m thrilled to be here.
	Gai: Did you have any tools that you used to help you through it? Because I hear what you’re saying; I went through exactly the same thing, and what I hear is 100% of breast cancer survivors actually go through it. So what did you use to get out of th...
	Debbie: Ironically, before that, I didn’t have a lot of outside support, and when I was going through this, I had a lot of outside support. I had support groups that I could go to, I had an oncology therapist. My cancer center was just fabulous. There...
	For someone who’s trying to go through that alone, I cannot imagine what that must feel like. Ironically, like I said, not having those resources before was easier, going through diagnostic and treatment, than having the resources and going through th...
	Gai: Absolutely Debbie, support is critical. Did you find that there was one particular or two particular resources that you leant on that helped you the most through that period?
	Debbie: Oh, absolutely. The #1 resource was the one-on-one therapeutic support. When I was in the hospital bed after the surgery, a breast nurse navigator came into my room and she told me and she was the one that opened the door to all these services...
	Gai: Yes, I think working with someone really helps– and it sounded like you were really committed to it as well, so making that commitment to work with someone that you’re comfortable with one-on-one is a fantastic way to start to get a different per...
	Debbie: Right. The whole reason I started the website was because after I came out of that period, I was so grateful for all the support that I had received that had helped me through to the other side. There are always side effects and there’s always...
	And then from the website came the books, because it was all about what I learned and how to create a thriving survivorship by going out and doing what I had to do, getting the support, which is my #1 secret, and learning to do meditation and learning...
	Gai: Absolutely. I wish I had been prepared when I walked into that period as well, because I experienced what you experienced, I just didn’t know where to turn. I was diagnozed at a time when there was no Internet, so trying to get those resources wa...
	Debbie: And it’s this word that we use, community. I have this community of survivor sisters that I never had before. I have friends that I never had before; I didn’t know these people before. So there’s this membership that you walk into, and it’s a ...
	Gai: And you may have gotten there on your own, but it might’ve taken an extraordinary amount of energy and time to get there doing it on your own.  When really you didn't have to.
	Debbie: Absolutely. As women, we talk a lot, to get support. We need to talk to other women, and just to be able to talk to someone and have that person understand. It’s like when you talk about being a mother, you talk about being a wife - whenever y...
	Gai: Absolutely. I think what you’re saying as well is the community can pull you forward when you need to be pulled forward. Even now, we all have days where we struggle a little bit, and it’s nice to know that there’s a community of women who are re...
	Debbie: Right. And on the flip side, when you can do that for someone else, it’s very empowering. I remember the first time I did that for someone, when I gave her that support, which was the first moment when I felt that this whole experience was wor...
	Gai: What you’re saying as well is just to know that they’re not alone, that there’s so much help that they can tap into. I think the two books that you’ve written will be really helpful for survivors, so can you tell people a little bit more about ho...
	Debbie: Yes. You can find me at WhereWeGoNow.com. That’s my website, where I blog - I’m offering a free gift to anyone who signs up - they will receive the first five chapters of my book, You Can Thrive After Treatment, for free. You can also find me ...
	Gai: Fantastic, Debbie. Thank you so much for joining us today. Your insight into the post-treatment space has been really valuable for me and also for the audience as well.
	Debbie: Thank you so much. It was my pleasure.
	Gai: Thanks, Deb. Bye for now.
	Gai: Today my guest is Vicki Tashman. After completing treatment for breast cancer in 2004, Vicki Tashman founded Pink-Link, a non-profit organization dedicated to supporting survivors during their treatment. Launched in 2006, the website hosts a 5,00...
	Angela Long
	Gai: Today my guest is Angela Long. Since her breast cancer diagnosis in 2004, Angela Long has been drawn to helping others through what she has learned along the way and enjoys meeting others who share that passion. She is the founder of Breast Inves...
	Angela, it’s my pleasure to welcome you here today.
	Angela: Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here. Thanks for having me.
	Angela: There are so many things that I wish I would’ve known, because after treatment was the hardest time for me. That period after the cloud passed and treatment was over and all my wonderful support team went back to their own lives, it was what I...
	One of the first things that I started to do was learn about nutrition - nutrition for getting my body and energy back to where it was before, and also trying to build my immune by eating the foods that would hopefully defend against recurrence. I did...
	Gai: That’s such an important point, and so many women have shared that the period after treatment finished was a much worse period of time than during diagnosis and treatment. It's because your support system goes back to their lives, and people expe...
	Angela: I think so. I only know my own experience, but I do know for a fact that it’s a different experience. First of all, when you’re young, you think you have your whole life ahead of you, and all of a sudden there is this question mark. But I thin...
	Gai: Which is really understandable, because kids look to you for their support, and if you’re struggling to support yourself, then you wonder how you can support the little ones while they’re going through it as well.
	Angela: I think it also added to my vulnerability, because you’re in a very vulnerable state when your life is in jeopardy you’re being told what to do by the doctors, you've been betrayed by your health. But now not only are you having to be taken ca...
	Gai: No, and I’ve had quite a few mothers share as well that they went through a lot of guilt during their treatment and afterwards for the same reasons that you’re talking about today, because they couldn’t be there for their children’s holiday parti...
	Angela: Oh, that is a good question. I think just time and self-talk and knowing that we can only do the best that we can do. I think that’s one of the things that all women deal with, but I think cancer survivors definitely have a certain level of su...
	Angela: I agree, I agree. And that’s one of the best gifts that I learned - to take it easier on myself and to be more compassionate towards myself. There were a lot of lessons learned along the way.
	Gai: There are, aren’t there?
	Angela: Yes, there are. If our eyes are open to them.
	Gai: Did  you find that you were able to develop a supportive relationship with the lady you made friends with - both being young mothers?
	Angela: Yes. In fact, living in Florida, we have a lot of retirees; it’s an older population, so we became the poster children for young survivors in our area. Anytime anyone young was diagnozed, one of us would be connected with them. As our kids wer...
	We ended up starting a young survivors support group in the area. After a year or so, one of the survivors came in and was telling us about some of the resources online, and one of those was a Young Survivors Coalition, which is a national organizatio...
	So these are some of the resources that you find out about. Unfortunately, for me, it was after the fact. But it’s part of my passion today - to try and get this information out to people, to know that if they’re dealing with something specific, there...
	Gai: Absolutely. Your journey led you to put some resources online as well; can you tell us a little bit more about what you offer through your website and how women can find you?
	Angela: Yes. I learned about so many things that I would’ve liked to have known about after I finished treatment, so my goal was to pull that information together through a breast cancer resource network. It’s called Breast Investigators.com, and it’s...
	Gai: Fantastic, Angela. I’ve been looking through your site, and I know you offer some excellent information to help women, so thank you so much for sharing that. Thank you from the women that you’ve helped in your local area as well, especially with ...
	Angela: Great. Thank you so much.
	Gai: Thanks, Angela.
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	Gai: Today my guest is Rhonda Smith. Rhonda is the Founder and CEO of Breast Cancer Partner, a for-profit organization that focuses on breast cancer recovery through health and wellness. Breast Cancer Partner provides tools, resources, and information...
	You Are In Charge Of Change and Healing In Your Life

	Florence Strang
	Gai: Today my guest is Judy Fitzgerald. Judy Fitzgerald is a retired teacher who began her breast cancer journey in 2009 when she was diagnosed with bilateral breast cancer. Throughout her year of treatment, she kept a journal and became dedicated to ...
	Looking For Inspiration And Meaning in Life, Can Help You Start A Fresh Chapter

	Gai: My guest today is Terri Wingham. Terri is the founder of A Fresh Chapter and the Fresh Chapter Alliance Foundation.  She has used her experience with breast cancer as a catalyst to change her life. Terri has moved from a career as a professional ...

