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Introduction 
 
 
When a breast cancer diagnosis enters your life, it can be a very confusing 

time.  There are waves of doctors’ appointments, treatment decisions and a new 

language that you wish you didn’t need to learn. 

   

It is also a time when “you don’t know, what you don’t know”.  Endless hours of 

research can give you some of the answers but all too often you find out about things 

too late in the game, when treatment has started and it’s too late to change your 

mind or go back. 

   

It is this very situation that has given rise to this guide.  There are so many 

considerations when you are first diagnosed and so many decisions to be made, 

decisions that will impact your life far beyond your breast cancer experience.   

 

Your medical professional will put together the best treatment plan to save your 

life.  They develop your treatment plan from years of experience with other cancer 

patients.  This is what they do best. 

 

There are decisions that you may also need to make to give yourself the best quality 

of life years, well into the future.  Generally, you learn more about these kinds of 

decisions after your treatment has started.   

 

It was for these reasons that I gathered together 21 inspirational women, who are all 

cancer survivors mainly, breast cancer.  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 and cancer survivors.   We have been diagnosed with stage 0 to metastatic 

and triple negative breast cancer and lymphoma.  We have been diagnosed once, 

twice or three times with breast cancer.   

 

We came together to share our best insights and “secrets” to help you with the 

considerations you may need to make as a breast cancer or cancer patient and 

throughout your treatment process.  Our hope is to help you feel empowered through 

your diagnosis; manage your life and treatment; and give you strategies for living a 

healthy and vibrant life.  
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I have asked each of the ladies the same simple question. I then asked them to tell 

you their story and to share the tools that they used to manage and thrive - and how 

anyone with a breast cancer diagnosis can implement them. 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 or cancer 

experience.   

 

The question:  

 

“What did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast 

cancer or cancer?”  

 

Much love 

 

 
 

Gai Comans 
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How To Find Rainbows In The Breast Cancer Storm  
Beverly McKee 
 

Gai: Today my guest is Beverly McKee. Beverly is the Breast Cancer Warrior. She’s 

an author, blogger and inspirational speaker. She has combined her clinical skills and 

her personal experience with stage 3 breast cancer to deliver a message of hope, 

education, and inspiration to her worldwide following through social media and public 

speaking engagements. She’s been featured on websites, TV, and radio for her 

unique insight into reframing major life challenges and her advocacy for breast 

cancer survivors. Beverly is a contributing expert for Empowered Doctors and a 

monthly co-host for the worldwide radio program Cure Panel Talk Show. Her book 

about coping with the storms of life is due out later this year. 

 

She’s determined to survive breast cancer, and Beverly already has her 40-year 

celebration for breast cancer survivorship set for October 17, 2052, on the beach of 

Sanibel Island in Florida. Beverly is now cancer-free and enjoys spending time in 

nature, especially on the beach with her husband, Dan, and their two young sons, 

Alex and Jack. Beverly, welcome. It’s so great to have you talk to us today. 

 

Beverly: Thanks, Gai. I’m so excited to be here. 

 

Gai: Thanks again for joining us Bev; it’s fabulous to connect with other women 

who’ve been through the breast cancer experience. I have one very simple question 

for you today, and that is what did you wish you had known when you were first 

diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Beverly: I remember that day very well, as most of us will remember for the rest of 

our lives. I remember standing in my foyer with my phone in my hand, feeling very 

alone in that moment. Even though my husband was with me, I felt very alone, and I 

was afraid. So I started doing some research, and I realised at some point that in 

the U.S. alone, there are 2.9 million breast cancer survivors right now, today, 

and there are many more worldwide. I wish that my doctor had told me that, because 

it would’ve made me feel less alone in that moment. 

 

If I could go back to that day on October 17, 2012, when I heard that news, I wish 

that I could tell myself that while the journey through breast cancer would 
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change my life dramatically, my life would turn in an unexpected, very positive 

direction as a result. Early in my journey, I defined breast cancer as a storm that I 

would have to endure through treatment, and I chose to search for the rainbows 

through that storm.  What I didn’t expect were the positive changes.  Now, there 

were a lot of negative things that happened, including a scarred body, loss of hair, 

fear of the unknown, and difficulty finding a new normal, but the rainbows were 

everywhere during my journey if I searched for them hard enough. 

 

One of the major rainbows that breast cancer has led me to a new course in life.  I’ve 

dedicated my life to creating hope for other women, who have been touched by 

breast cancer through my blog, writing, public speaking engagements, and social 

media, and I have met breast cancer warriors from all over the world, and they have 

touched my life deeply and dramatically.  It all came about because of my breast 

cancer diagnosis. 

 

Something else that has changed for me is that my appreciation for everything 

in life has intensified. I appreciate the big things, such as waking up every morning 

feeling healthy, my family and friends, but I’ve also learned to appreciate the little 

things, like having eyelashes and my hair, or the sun peeking through the trees as 

the day begins. What I’ve learned is that life is much more precious after a breast 

cancer diagnosis. 

 

Learning that I had breast cancer opened my world to a whole new area of 

learning and growth.  I had no idea there were so many different types of breast 

cancer that require different approaches to treatment, and I remember feeling very 

overwhelmed when I received a second opinion that differed from the first one, and it 

meant that I would have to make decisions that would impact the longevity of my life.  

But because of that, I know so much more, and I’m able to help other women find 

their way through all of that very frightening, overwhelming time in life when you’re 

first diagnosed. 

 

Something else that I wish that I had known is that while a breast cancer diagnosis 

is all-consuming at times, there were just as many days where I felt like a 

normal person.  I found a new normal evolved with time, and it continues to evolve.  

So overall, I wish that I hadn’t been diagnosed with breast cancer, but the day that I 

was diagnosed, I wish that I could have been told how many positives and how 

much my life would change for the better. 



 7 

 

Gai: Beverly, I love that you say you were always looking for rainbows, because I 

think so often, breast cancer can be this big, heavy cloud, but you managed to find a 

way to really make that a positive – not necessarily a positive experience, but make 

your life positive.  Also, when you’re talking about finding this new normal, what did 

that look like for you? 

 

Beverly: For me, I had never really done a lot of writing. I’ve done a lot of public 

speaking throughout the years, but my new normal, I meet and talk to breast cancer 

survivors all over the world.  It also means that I take the time to do the things that 

I really care about, and I’ve learned that if something isn’t working well in life, it’s 

better to change it now instead of spending a lot of time trying to figure out if you 

should change it or not later.  Life is too short to waste even a moment. 

 

Gai: Absolutely, and I think when you have this diagnosis, you realise just how short 

life is, and it seems to compress everything into a much smaller space of time as 

well.  I love that you’re looking for cancer survivors who have 25 years plus 

experience, so that you can share their stories.  It’s amazing that this diagnosis has 

changed our lives in so many ways, but it’s, as we’ve spoken about, not necessarily 

all negative. You found a way to really make a positive out of the experience that 

you’ve had. 

 

Beverly: That’s right. When I was first meeting with my oncologist after I was 

diagnosed, she kept talking about five-year survival rates. She wasn’t saying I was 

going to live five years; she was talking about our treatment options and the statistics 

around five-year survival rates, but finally I looked at her and I said, “You know, I 

don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I don’t care about five-year survival rates.  I want 

to know what I can do to beat this disease for 40 years.” We agreed to plan 

aggressively for treatment, and then I went home and I planned that 40-year 

survivor party, which is set for October 17, 2052. It is going to be absolutely the 

party of a lifetime on Sanibel Island, Florida as the sun is setting, and anybody who 

reads this is invited, because it will be a lot of fun. I’ll be really old by then, but it 

doesn’t matter. We’re going to party like there’s no tomorrow. 

 

But in the meantime, what I’ve been able to do is find a way to create hope for other 

women who are struggling with a breast cancer diagnosis.  It doesn’t have to be a 
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death sentence, and life doesn’t have to end because you’ve been diagnosed with 

breast cancer. It just changes.  Change isn’t always negative. 

 

Gai: That’s for sure.  What you were saying before about the rainbows, did you do 

that before you were diagnosed with breast cancer, or was that something that 

became more important to you after you were diagnosed? 

 

Beverly: I have always been a pretty positive person, and I’ve always tried to find the 

bright side, but that was really put to the test when I was diagnosed. I have two 

young children; my boys were 7 and 9 when I was diagnosed.  So there were some 

really hard days going through treatment.  I had a friend who was going through 

treatment at the time, and she said, “Bev, there’s going to be a lot of rainbows, and 

you just have to search for them.” I committed to doing that every day, and no matter 

how awful I felt or how tired I was, I looked every single day to find those 

rainbows. 

 

An example of that is my youngest was going on a field trip with his first grade class, 

and I have never missed a field trip, no matter where I was in my life, or even working 

in the corporate world.  I always took time off work for the field trips, and I was going 

to miss this one because I was in the middle of chemo. So I talked to my husband 

about it, and I was just so devastated, and he said, “I’ll go with him.” It was my 

husband’s first field trip – even though he’s a very involved dad, he’s always worked 

during the day – and he made a lifetime memory with my son that day that my son 

still talks about. “Dad, remember the day you went on my field trip with me?” That 

was a real positive for everybody, which didn’t start out as a positive. But those 

rainbows are out there; we just have to search hard for them and be committed to 

finding them. 

 

Gai: Indeed. Having that experience together sounds like such a gift to your husband 

and your son. 

 

Beverly: Absolutely it was and still is. 

 

Gai: That’s fantastic Bev. I really loved our conversation today, Bev, can you please 

share how we can get in touch with you. I know that you’re looking for 25-year 

survivors as well, so how do people contact you if they’re a 25-year survivor or they 

know one? 
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Beverly: I started a website early in my journey through breast cancer because I 

wanted a safe, positive place where people who were dealing with breast cancer 

could go and find inspiration without all the scary statistics, because the statistics are 

necessary and you can go find them if you want, but there were many times I didn’t 

want to deal with them. I just wanted to be inspired and find a positive resource. So I 

started my website www.breastcancerwarrior.org.  You can go on there and find tips 

for dealing with a diagnosis - and it shares my story as well. 

 

It also talks about my long-term survival project. I’m looking for long-term breast 

cancer survivors, people who have survived breast cancer for more than 25 years. 

It’s a project designed to create hope for anyone who has been touched with breast 

cancer throughout the world. So if you can think about your aunts, your grandmas, 

your neighbours, the people who might’ve been diagnosed more than 25 years ago, 

or if you’re a 25 plus year survivor, you can reach me through my website.  Again, it’s 

www.breastcancerwarrior.org. Or you can email me at bcwarrior40@gmail.com. 

 

Gai: Thank you so much, Bev. I’ve really enjoyed talking to you today, and I hope we 

can talk again soon. 

 

Beverly: Thanks, Gai. Have a great day. 
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Believing It’s Possible - Surviving Cancer 3 Times 

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, it’s my very great pleasure to welcome you here today. Thank you so much 

for joining us. 

 

Pasha: Thanks, Gai. I’m delighted to be able to talk to you today. 

 

Gai: We’ve just shared so much earlier, so I’m just busting to ask you this question 

now. I have one very simple question for you, and that is what did you wish you had 

known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Pasha: I wish I had known that cancer was life calling out to me to slow down, 

to stop, and to listen to the yearnings; the whisperings of my heart and my 

soul, instead of thinking that cancer was something that I had to get around, 

get over as quickly as possible to get back to my life. That was what I thought 

the first time. I thought that cancer was a detour from the course of my life, and 

that was really a deep misunderstanding. And it took me two diagnoses of 

cancer to get that life wasn’t a detour, that cancer wasn’t a detour, that cancer 

was indeed a calling to look deeper inside of myself and to start asking questions 

about how I wanted to live instead of running away from cancer. I wish I were invited 

to go towards it. 
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Gai: That’s an amazing insight, particularly given that you were diagnosed with 

cancer three times within the space of a few years. Did you find it was your 

experience from the first time you were diagnosed, or was that more the experience 

that you had as you were diagnosed for the second and third time? 

 

Pasha: Yes, absolutely it was not my experience the first time. The first time, I was 

26 and living a very corporate life in London, and my reaction that time was to 

run as fast as I could, to get through treatment as fast as I could, to have 

radiation and then hop on the tube to get back to my desk, and not to tell 

people about it. So certainly not at that time, I really was pretending it didn’t happen, 

and I wanted to get back to my life as fast as possible. 

 

The second time, I was 29, living in Dublin in Ireland, in the corporate world, 

and again, Gai, I was a little slow on the pickup with this one. I was bringing 

files into the hospital bed, bringing work home with me, leaving the hospital 

with a huge pile of files in one arm, a small prosthesis in the other, afraid that it 

would jeopardise my chances of success and another rung up the corporate 

ladder. It was only after the second time, about a year after the second time, that I 

started to wonder what it would be like to do work that I enjoyed. I just felt like, 

gosh, I’ve gone through so much with treatment and surgeries, and I really wondered 

what it was all for, because I was engaged in a job that felt quite soulless to me. I 

was reluctant to slow down because I was afraid of what the answers might be. 

 

Really, it took the third time, when I was 31 years old, in 1997, than I knew I had to 

ask those questions, and I knew I had to stop. Because I really felt that there wasn’t 

going to be another warning. So it was the third time, I feel, that really saved 

my life and invited me into a deeper relationship with myself and with life. 

 

Gai: Pasha, as you were speaking, it almost echoed what I went through as well, 

given that I was also a corporate business woman, and we’ve shared our stories 

about being corporate women. I think it’s interesting that it takes us something like a 

cancer experience to step into who we really believe that we needed to be, but that 

career aspect – I think I shared with you, I had some career fear as well when I 

was diagnosed. So how did you take that step out of your corporate life and into the 

life that you feel now that you were always destined to live? 
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Pasha: One quaky step at a time. Really, I started first by taking time out, not 

rushing back to work. I took six months off work, swore I would never go back, and 

ended up going back part-time for about maybe four or five more months until I really 

depressed, Gai, and I just felt like I could not continue living – I wouldn’t say a lie, but 

living out of my truth. Not living authentically. So it was slow. 

 

I was engaged in psychotherapy at that point; actually, the day I got my third 

diagnosis was the day I got accepted to study part-time at the Tivoli Institute in 

Dublin. I was interested in becoming a psychotherapist at that point. So I pursued 

that, the training as well as a lot of personal therapy. I started exploring Reiki and 

energy work. I started learning about meditation and slowing down, using my 

breath, following my breath in yoga, changing my diet, spending time in nature. 

Being scared a lot of the time of not knowing what was coming next, not knowing 

what I was going to do with my life. 

 

So it was a slow process. It took a number of years and trips to India and lots of 

crazy adventures, but really I think that the first step was that decision to say that I 

just had to live being true to myself, and for me, working in the reinsurance 

industry in the risk management department wasn’t. For somebody else, it might be, 

but I was aware just how wildly out of balance my life was. Yeah, it was just 

beginner’s mind, being willing not to know so much about how life was 

supposed to go and really shifting gears into being more curious and not 

knowing so much. 

 

Gai: Interesting that you brought up curiosity, Pasha, because I think curiosity and 

creativity, as you’ve shared, can take us to places that are quite uncomfortable for 

us. How did you deal with being so uncomfortable for most of the time? 

 

Pasha: I think learning not to take myself so seriously was the main factor, 

lightening up a little bit and learning how to laugh at myself a little bit more. And I 

guess really engaging in a spiritual practice was a huge solace and a point of refuge 

for me, and knowing that I wasn’t alone on this journey, and learning how to play a 

little bit again, and getting comfortable with being uncomfortable. Yoga helped 

me enormously; as did walks in nature, getting lost in nature, being with people who 

could laugh with me, and really softening my relationship with myself. I moved to 

a lovely seaside town outside Dublin and spent a lot of time wondering and asking 
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questions. I was also in psychotherapy training at the time, which was all about self-

reflection, so that helped enormously, too. I had support. I had support from some 

likeminded people. That was huge. 

 

Gai: And quite necessary, I think, especially when you’re going through those periods 

of self-reflection, Pasha. I understand and you understand as well, I’m sure, that to 

have the support around you of people that can just help you get through it – 

they don’t need to do anything, but they just need to help you get yourself 

through that period; did you find that was an empowering time for you? 

 

Pasha: It was. It really was. Sometimes it felt lonely, but mostly – I think when you 

get through cancer, Gai, as you know, when you get through treatment, there’s a part 

of you that does feel almost invincible. You’re like, “If I can get through this, I am not 

going to sweat the small stuff. I’m not going to worry so much about what other 

people think.” So that was really empowering, not being so concerned about 

everybody else and really realising that taking care of myself, and that self-care 

wasn’t being selfish. So those were huge shifts in me, and I found that to be 

incredibly empowering. 

 

I found picking up a paintbrush and throwing some paint on a canvas to be 

hugely empowering and playful. Even changing the way I dressed or wearing more 

colours, exploring creativity in those kinds of ways too, picking up new books, 

exploring different writers, learning how to make jewellery, learning how to ride 

horses, just picking up different things that I’ve always longed to do. All of that was 

hugely empowering and just gave me more confidence, I think, to step into that – 

take creative risks. I think when we can take creative risks, we can take risks 

with other decisions in other aspects of our lives too. 

 

Gai: Yeah, I hear you, Pasha. I think also what I’ve come to understand is when you 

do face a risk, and deal with it in a way that you haven’t dealt with it before, your 

confidence can grow quite exponentially because you’ve overcome something that 

you never dreamed that you could, and as you said, that’s just such an empowering 

place to be. 

 

Pasha: Yes, and I think any cancer survivor could relate to that. Because nobody 

thinks they’re going to get cancer, and it definitely changes us. 
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Gai: It definitely does. Pasha, I’ve so enjoyed our conversation this morning. Being a 

corporate woman, as I was, and particularly being a three-time cancer survivor, I’d 

love to hear more about what you’re offering now because I know that you have 

stepped into the truth of the work that you want to do. Can you tell us how we can 

learn more about what you do, learn more about your book, and your website? 

 

Pasha: Sure. My website is my name, which is http://www.pashahogan.com. On the 

website, I have different offerings. I released a book this year called Third Time 

Lucky: A Creative Recovery, and the book is really about learning how to love 

yourself and softening more into life.  I tell my story, but it really could be anybody’s 

story about learning how to live as your true self. So I invite people to enter their own 

stories and participate in the rest of their lives. There’s a lot of information about the 

book on the website and also the different workshops that I offer through Creative 

Discovery. 

 

There is also a yoga DVD and meditation series on there as well to help people bring 

these wonderful tools into their lives.  I know sometimes yoga and meditation can 

seem intimidating to some people. It was very intimidating to me, so I was really 

determined to offer something to people where they could enter wherever they were 

and do something at home and make it their own practice. So there’s information 

about that on the site also, and people are welcome to join the email list or like the 

Facebook page.  

 

Gai: Thank you, Pasha. That’s extraordinarily generous of you, I think, given that you 

have survived breast cancer three times. It will give a lot of women hope that perhaps 

– fear of recurrence, which is a huge fear for breast cancer survivors, but to know 

that you have not beaten it once, but three times, is a hugely inspiring thing for 

women who have just been diagnosed. Thank you so much for sharing your insight; 

thank you so much for sharing what you do for breast cancer survivors and also what 

you do for other survivors as well through your work. It’s been my absolute pleasure 

to talk to you this morning. 

 

Pasha: The pleasure’s mine. Thanks, Gai. 
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Healing By Sharing Your Story Authentically 

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, welcome. I’ve been so looking forward to speaking to you, because what you 

do is so unique. 

 

Susan: Oh, thank you so much. I’m delighted to be here. 

 

Gai: Thank you. That’s fabulous we are pleased to have you join us. I have one very 

simple question for you, and that is, what do you wish you had known when you were 

diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Susan: The one thing I wish I had known, and which I have tried to explore through 

my play and through my book, is that you are allowed to feel whatever you feel. 

There is no right way to feel, there is no right way to respond; you just get to 

feel whatever you feel about the experience, and you get to express whatever 

you need to express, and the people in your life, the people who love you and 

care about you, their job is to listen to you in whatever way you need to 

express yourself. 
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Gai: That’s a really important point, because what I hear from so many people that 

have been diagnosed is that they just don’t know how to talk about it, and it’s hard for 

other people to understand what’s going on for them. How did you express it when 

you were diagnosed? 

 

Susan: The big thing for me during the period of diagnosis and making decisions 

about treatment and then beginning treatment, was that most of the people in my 

life were telling me that I was dealing with it incorrectly. I was constantly being 

told, “Be positive. That’s the way to do it. You want to be positive.” I wasn’t really 

feeling very positive; I was feeling angry and depressed and betrayed, and no 

one wanted to hear that. In fact, I was scolded for that and told that I was 

responding in an incorrect way to the situation. 

 

Because I couldn’t express my feelings to the people in my life, in response, I put 

them on paper, and from paper I put them up on stage, and now I get to express 

them all the time. The most gratifying thing for me is when I do perform my play – the 

title is “Susan’s Undoing,” and the comment I most frequently hear from audience 

members is, “Thank you. Thank you for expressing everything you were feeling, 

because now I know that I’m allowed to express myself too.” 

 

Gai: And that’s so important, isn’t it, and because a lot of what we hear is that when 

you keep your feelings inside, they can actually eat away at you. What you’ve done is 

so amazing, to be able to express your feelings, not only for yourself, but also for 

other women, so they are able to come on this journey with you. 

 

Susan: That’s right. My play has now evolved to the point that when I perform it, I 

often do a lecture or a workshop with the purpose of encouraging other women to 

write about their story. I just believe there is great power and great healing in the 

act of telling your story that ultimately – I mean, it’s funny; looking back on it, the 

real healing for me began with the act of telling my story. I just feel that’s the 

greatest gift I can give to others - to help them to learn how to do that and to have the 

confidence to do that. My way of telling it was with a play. A play that incorporates 

dance and music, because I’ve spent my whole life being a dancer and an actress, 

but for someone else, the way they tell their story may be a poem or they may weave 

something or they may write a song. The important thing is that you tell your story in 

your own way. 
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Gai: I think you’ve touched on a really important point, which is a lot of the time, we 

think we need to verbalise it or we need to write it down. But what you’ve shown us is 

that you can tell your story in a way that’s authentic for you. 

 

Susan: That’s right. My play is very non-traditional. There are segments in which I 

speak, but there are other segments where I dance or just move to music or just do  

abstract movements that mean something to me. A big part of the play is a huge, 

looming ladder, and I spend a great deal of the play climbing the ladder and hanging 

upside down from the ladder, sliding off the ladder. That was a metaphor that meant 

something to me. It’s very personal to me. Cancer was a struggle for me; it was like 

having to climb something - a hill, and this ladder seemed to be the perfect stage 

metaphor for that struggle. So really quite a lot of my play is nonverbal, and that was 

what was comfortable for me. I do a lot of my expressing without words, and that’s a 

great way to express you. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. I think the metaphor of the ladder, as you just said, is fantastic, 

because from a cancer patient’s point of view, it can be like climbing Mount Everest. 

You just put one foot on the next rung, and then your other foot on the next rung, and 

you kind of draw yourself over that hump till you get to the healing stage at some 

point in your journey. I think what you’ve touched on is that it’s different for everyone, 

and the time it takes is different for everyone as well. 

 

I know that you’ve had some really good feedback about your play. How have people 

connected to it? 

 

Susan: I think the main thing that people connect to – is the emotional journey that I 

really allowed myself to explore and express. Many of my feelings were surprising to 

me. I sometimes felt very angry with my doctors. I sometimes felt angry with my 

family. I sometimes felt angry with my own body. That was a really crucial struggle for 

me, and that’s something that I explore in the play. I had been a dancer my entire life, 

and so my identity really was my body. I think that’s true for all of us, especially for 

children. We really live in our bodies. 

 

But somehow I had managed to make a whole life out of that. I always took really 

good care of my body. I’m a really good girl; I do what I’m told, and I ate the right 

things, and I work out every day. It truly shocked and disheartened me that this 
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plague could be visited on me when I was doing everything I was supposed to. So a 

lot of the play is me dealing with that, reconciling myself to the fact that the world is 

just filled with all kinds of forces, that we have very little control of those forces, and 

all we can do is our best with everything that we are given. 

 

Gai: That makes sense to me, Susan. Now, can you tell people how they can get in 

touch with you or find out more about your play? I also know that you’ve written a 

book as well, and that you hold workshops and lead people through the recovery 

journey.  

 

Susan: Everything you just mentioned is on my website. It’s very easy to remember; 

it’s http://www.susanchase.org. There’s information on my play, on my workshops, 

and also on the book that I’ve written, Saving Grace: How Ballet Saved My Life and 

Can Save Yours. 

 

It was really interesting, when all was said and done, I had to get back in touch with 

me, with my identity, and my identity since early childhood has been that of a 

ballerina. To begin my healing journey, I had to get back in touch with my ballet 

and my love of dance, my love of movement and music. I just couldn’t follow 

someone else’s path; I had to find my own, and what’s exciting for me is to inspire 

others to do that, not to suggest to them, “Oh, follow my path,” but to suggest to 

them, “You will find your own path. It’s there, and you will find it, and when you do, 

then you’ll be able to tell your story and become a part of this great, great circle.” I 

just feel very delighted to be speaking to you, because I know I’m part of a great 

chain of people, all of us going through this experience and sharing it with others. 

 

Gai:  Yes, I’ve found it to be a most supportive group as well. I think we have all had 

a breast cancer or cancer experience, but they’ve all gone through it in different 

ways, and we are putting forward what’s authentic for us and what it was about our 

journey that was special, and we’re sharing that with the world now, and I think that’s 

an amazing thing to be able to do for women that have just been diagnosed with 

breast cancer. It can be a time when you feel quite lost and you’re looking for 

answers, and I’m sure that your information will encourage women to tell their story 

and also to find out a way that’s authentic for them so that they can express what 

they’re feeling rather than keeping it all inside.  
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So I do thank you for joining us today. It was amazing to have you with us, and I 

hope that we can connect again soon. Thank you.  

 

Susan: Thank you. It’s been my pleasure. 
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Learning To Feel Can Help You Heal 

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, welcome. I’ve really been looking forward to speaking to you today. I feel like 

you’re a kindred spirit. 

 

Terri: It’s wonderful to connect with you, Gai. I felt the same way. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. I’ve really enjoyed the conversation we shared earlier, but today I just 

have one really simple question for you, and that is what did you wish you had known 

when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Terri: I wish that I’d known that it wasn’t always going to be so terrible. I think 

when I got diagnosed with breast cancer, I was 30, and I felt like a truck had hit me. 

Everything familiar to me felt like it was taken away. I remember feeling like I would 

never feel joy again, I would never feel freedom again, that I wouldn’t know what it 

felt like to be able to live a “normal” life. And in some ways, it did irrevocably change 

my life, but what I used to say to myself a lot when I was going through 

treatment is that, “This is not my permanent reality,” and it helped me. It helped 

me to know that I wouldn’t always feel as sick as I felt that day when I was going to a 

chemo treatment, or I wouldn’t always be bald, or I wouldn’t always feel so alone. I 

wish I’d known that. I don’t think anyone could’ve told me those things, because 

I wouldn’t have believed them, but I wish in my heart that I had known that it 

would get better, and that it wasn’t just lip service when people told me that. 
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Gai: I think that’s really important, because if you can see a future where you’re well 

again, then it starts to give you that view of a future that’s actually bright and shiny 

rather than the reality that you’re living in at the time. Did you use any tools in 

particular to help you get through that period? 

 

Terri: I had a really hard time getting through using the “normal” tools. I had three 

surgeries and four rounds of chemotherapy, and I seemed to pick up all the side 

effects from the chemo, and I was allergic to the narcotics, so I couldn’t take any 

painkillers. So I wish that I could tell you that I did some yoga and meditation and I 

felt better, but for me it was just a question of getting through the day and figuring 

out, “What do I need to do today to get through it?” Maybe that is to watch three 

episodes of my favourite-boxed DVD series or maybe that’s to eat gluten-free toast, 

because unfortunately I’m celiac, but to eat gluten-free bread covered in cheese 

instead of broccoli because I just need to eat something and it’s the only thing that 

seems appetising. So I think the biggest tool that I used was to let myself off the 

hook a little bit and to tell myself that I didn’t have to do the cancer patient bit 

perfectly, and that every day, if I could just focus on getting through the next hour or 

the next few hours, that it would get better. 

 

Gai: I think the point you have touched on is important, that self-care and self-

compassion is something that we quite often miss as breast cancer survivors. 

Because as you said, you think that you have to do it all perfectly, so it’s great to hear 

that you gave yourself some space to just feel what you needed to feel. Do you think 

as a young breast cancer patient that perhaps it was harder for you, as you had so 

much life left to live? 

 

Terri: I think probably – I can only speak from my own experience, but I think 

probably for all of us, breast cancer is a terrible thing to experience, and we probably 

all feel like it’s hitting us at the worst time. The biggest struggle I had was that 

when I was diagnosed, I was 30 and single, and I was watching all my friends 

get married and have children, and I felt really left behind. I felt like, “If only I had 

gotten married already, then maybe I would’ve got support,” or “If only I’d already had 

my kids, then I could’ve breastfed.” But I’ve since met people who were married and 

it didn’t work out or they had kids and they were so exhausted that they couldn’t take 

care of themselves in the same way that I could. So I think no matter when it hits you, 

it’s terrible. 
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I want to go back to your question on tools, because one thing I didn’t mention, which 

was a lifeline for me and that I think is really important is that I had a fantastic 

psychologist. I worked with her once a week or once every two weeks, and she 

really helped me learn how to feel my feelings instead of ignoring them or 

suppressing them or pretending I was fine. She really taught me how to 

experience them so I could make it to the other side of them, and those 

lessons have helped me in all aspects of my life, not just in healing from 

cancer. 

 

Gai: Yes, that’s a really good point. One of the things I’ve learnt through yoga, 

although it didn’t work for you, is that really feeling into your body is a great way to 

stop you thinking about what’s happening, and it’s a great way to bring you into the 

present so you deal with your current reality. Did you find that the work that you did 

with your psychologist helped you with that aspect as well? 

 

Terri: Absolutely. It’s interesting, because I love yoga, and I’ve since started doing a 

lot more yoga since I was sick. But I think I was very resistant to all those things 

that were supposed to make me feel better when I was diagnosed, because I 

just thought, “Well, they’re not going to make the cancer go away. Just because 

I do yoga, isn’t going to mean that I get to keep my breasts.” I was really resistant, 

and so I think that the psychologist really helped me work through some of that 

and helped me realise a lot of it was anger, and I was angry that I was sick. 

 

So she helped me to feel that anger, and then she worked with me to help 

move me out of my mind and into my body.  I used to be someone who 

intellectualised everything. She helped me to be present and to feel it. Exactly what 

you’re talking about through yoga, she helped me work through that in my sessions 

with her, and then I’ve since been able to take that to yoga and to all other aspects of 

my life. 

 

Gai: I’m so pleased that you found a tool that really worked for you through that 

period.  I think no matter what it is, it’s really important to find something that you can 

use to help you move from where you are right now in that patient mindset and in that 

quite painful area or fearful area of your life, and then start to be able to get it in 

perspective and start to look at a brighter future. How often did you work with her? 

Was it consistently over your period of your treatment, or was it when you felt you 

needed it? 
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Terri: I think that she was a pretty good judge of when I needed her, and so I would 

often be in her office and she’d say, “Okay, I’ll see you next week,” or “I’ll see you in 

a month,” or “I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.” I don’t remember exactly, but I would 

say we probably worked together every two weeks when I was going through some 

of the hardest times.  We worked through some of those issues that I had 

around expressing my emotions and managing stress that I’d carried for years 

before I got sick. I was able to take those tools and apply them to my life 

outside of just cancer, which I think has been pivotal to me staying healthy. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. I think what you’re saying about allowing yourself to feel your 

feelings and emotions are important.  A lot of women I’ve spoken to say that they felt 

guilty because they felt unhappy that cancer had changed their life in so many ways 

or they felt guilty because they couldn’t take their kids to school when they were 

having chemo. I think it’s actually really empowering to allow yourself to feel it rather 

than just suppress it.  As you said, that’s the way we perhaps lived before cancer, but 

it’s not going to serve us while we’re in the middle of it. It doesn’t allow you to 

experience that emotion, deal with why it’s happening, and then move forward. 

 

Terri: It doesn’t. I think one of the things that we don’t understand, or at least I didn’t 

understand, about emotions like guilt or anger or sadness is that it’s not a light 

switch. You don’t go to a yoga class or go to see a psychologist and you have one 

session where you fall apart and the next day you wake up and you never feel angry 

again. (laughs) Or you never feel sad again. These lessons keep coming back 

around, but I’ve learned that when I’m starting to feel anxious – and Susan, who was 

the psychologist that I worked with, she used to tell me, “Terri, anxiety is 

suppressed emotion”.  She taught me how to slow down and pay attention to, 

“What is this anxiety trying to tell me? What is this really about?” and to then allow 

myself to feel whatever that feeling was until it passed, and to know that that would 

make me feel lighter. 

 

But it wouldn’t mean that the feeling would never come back. I think that’s an 

important distinction. I think we look for quick fixes in our world, and it’s not 

always the case, but I can tell you, it’s been four years since I was diagnosed, 

and the work that we did in those first two years have been pivotal in every 

aspect of my life. But it is work. 
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Gai: I think that’s a really important distinction, because what you’re saying is so true. 

You can have anger, you go to a psychologist or someone else who helps you deal 

with it, and then you think, “I can just move on now and things will be fine.” But I think 

what you found – what I found also – was consistently working with someone 

to really work through what the cause is, changed my life in a way that I could 

never have imagined, and it was hard work, and I had to make the decision to 

do it. I think what you’re saying is very similar in that you stuck it out and saw it 

through, and it’s given you tools that you can use in your life now as well. 

 

Terri: Absolutely. 

 

Gai: I love your story, and I’d really like you to share what you’re doing in your 

foundation and in your life now, and if you can give us your website so that women 

can have a look at what you do online as well. 

 

Terri: Sure. Thank you. My website is http://www.afreshchapter.com, and really the 

work I do is about helping people start the next chapter in their life. I believe it’s really 

important that cancer isn’t our whole story, and none of us know how long we have 

here, but if we have the opportunity to turn the page and to do something meaningful, 

I think that’s really important. So what I’ve started to do is I take cancer survivors of 

all ages and all types of cancer, and we do international volunteer programs that we 

incorporate volunteering, cultural exchange, and once in a lifetime activities. 

 

Our first program was in India, where everyone volunteered. We had 11 women and 

1 man volunteer for two weeks in projects outside of New Delhi, and then we took 

them to see the Taj Mahal.  So it was this combination of giving back, stepping out of 

their story to do something meaningful, and then building connections with other 

people and experiencing a moment that maybe they’d only ever dreamed of.  So at A 

Fresh Chapter, we do international programs and we’ve just started to do North 

American programs. We piloted a program in Los Angeles in November. For anyone 

who’s interested in experiencing a program or is looking for a way to start fresh, 

again the website is http://www.afreshchapter.com. 

 

Gai: Thank you so much, Terri. I’ve so enjoyed our conversation today.  

 

Terri: It was such a pleasure. Thank you. 
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Easy And Effective Strategies For Healing Emotions  

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 centre, 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. 

 

Barbara: You’re welcome. I was looking forward to it as well. 

 

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

did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Barbara: I thought about that one, because you asked me ahead of time, and I’ve 

had time to think about it. What I realised was I really would’ve liked to have 

understood how much cancer would change my life, what an impact it would 

have. It was alluded to me by my surgeon, who said that I would probably heal from 

the surgery and the treatment fairly quickly, but it might take quite a while to heal 

from the emotional impact of cancer. You know, at the time, I just didn’t get that 

part. I thought the emotional part, yeah, I would take a little while to get over it, but I 

didn’t realise how deep that would run. 

 

It actually did make a huge difference in my life, because at that point, it really was 

2x4 learning. I thought I had been doing everything right, because as a dancer, my 

diet was pretty good and I was exercising. I wasn’t overweight. I thought I was 

managing my stress pretty good. In our family, we had heart problems, and that’s 
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what I thought my risk might be, so to get blindsided by breast cancer was a big 

“aha” moment for me, and a surprise. 

 

But when I stopped and started to really look at my life and think through what I was 

doing, it became very apparent to me that I was going to have to make some 

major changes if I was going to heal from this cancer. It was stage 3, so my 

prognosis wasn’t all that great, but I’m still here, 23 years later. 

 

Gai: Congratulations. 

 

Barbara: Yeah. But I did make huge changes. I had to leave a very unhealthy 

marriage; I had to take my 14-year-old son with me, and I basically started my life all 

over again. I had decided to take the surgery and the chemotherapy and radiation, 

although I’m quite a naturalist; I don’t take a lot of drugs. But I used it to buy me time 

to learn the ways that I would need to heal myself, gather things that were out there. I 

learned how to meditate. I started journaling – I hadn’t really done that before, 

and, that’s where I discovered that I could write, and that’s when poetry started 

to come. I learned about different herbs, I learned about acupressure, acupuncture, 

Ayurveda, traditional Chinese medicine. There was a lot of learning. 

 

I didn’t really change my exercise or my diet that much because that was working, 

but for me it was a lot of digging down into myself and finding those pieces of 

myself that I had given up in the different roles I had taken on in my life, and I 

had actually lost sense of who I was. So it was like reclaiming me. 

 

Gai: That’s really interesting; because I think so much of the diagnosis you think will 

be about the physical impacts that it has on your body and how you’re going to cope 

with those physical changes. But I think the aspect that you’ve highlighted, is so 

important, and I had a similar experience to you as well, is that the emotional impact 

is something that you underestimate.  Also, the need to change things in your life that 

might have been first nature or second nature to you before you were diagnosed with 

cancer. You change as part of that diagnosis, and that’s what you’re highlighting, that 

you had to move things around in your life and just recognise that perhaps it wasn’t 

as emotionally healthy as you had originally thought. 

 

Barbara: Right, and that emotional aspect is really significant, because it affects all 

our cells in our body. It’s the hardest piece when I chat with people in the work that I 
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do, is to help them understand that whatever they do on the outside, whether it’s 

traditional medicine, complementary, their herbs, their diet, their exercise, whatever, 

those really are only tools that help them access the inside person that is actually 

going to do the healing. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. Did you find that the journaling helped you access some of those 

emotions that perhaps you had kept deep down inside you? 

 

Barbara: Absolutely. It all started to show up on the page. It was a little frightening at 

first to see it, because I was starting to see the changes I was going to have to 

make would be monumental and a little scary, but it was where I found myself.  

It’s amazing what shows up, because your subconscious works when you’re 

journaling, and all those answers started to bubble up from inside, the more I did 

meditation and journaling – and at the time, I was doing Tai Chi. I had started it just 

before I was diagnosed, so I did that through that time period, and again, it awakened 

all those emotions and helped it all bubble up and come out. Yes, it was really 

significant. For me, that was the hardest part, the emotional aspects. The other 

aspects I managed quite well, but definitely not that emotional piece. 

 

Gai: I can understand that, what you’ve brought up is that the emotional healing can 

be a much longer process, which we sometimes forget. I think the other piece that 

you’ve brought up, is the importance of what you think. Thoughts run around in your 

head all the time, but when you start journaling and writing them down on paper, they 

become much more real than perhaps they had been when you’d been thinking 

about them. Did you find that? 

 

Barbara: I did, and still do when I’m working through things, because I still journal 

every morning. I do morning pages. Sometimes I see trends, and if I start to see the 

same thing showing up, I go, “Aha! Signal. Fix it.” It’s evolving. 

 

Gai: It is. Sometimes I have things show up three times, and when it’s three times, 

it’s like, “Okay, I think I’m getting a message here. I need to change something.” 

 

Barbara: That’s true. Absolutely. 

 

Gai: I think you’ve brought up a really important point about the emotional journey 

that breast cancer takes you on as well as that physical journey... You also 
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mentioned those wonderful tools that you used such as journaling and 

meditation, tools that people can use every day to start that emotional healing 

process. 

 

Barbara: I have to tell you that gifts sometimes that come to you – most people don’t 

like to acknowledge that cancer can be a gift, but I’ve had one person in my class 

describe it, “It’s a gift wrapped in barbed wire.” I thought that was quite cute. But a 

few years later, I ended up having an opportunity to present a poster at the World 

Conference on Breast Cancer, and it was on this emotional piece of healing. I was 

trying to explain to those that hadn’t been through the journey what it was actually 

like from the inside to go through cancer. It was the poetry on image, and it’s what 

drew my partner to me, and it started off this whole Wellspring Calgary idea. So you 

know what? You never know where life’s going to take you. 

 

Gai: No, you don’t. Not at all. Can you tell us a bit more about how we can get in 

touch with you and a little bit more about the services that you offer as well? 

 

Barbara: I have my online magazine, which is www.cancerhelphub.com. I’ve been 

publishing a lot of information there. The bits and pieces that are often not brought 

forward in other venues; it’s information I get from the people I work with; it’s some of 

my own experiences. There are guest writers on the site as well. I also have a blog 

site, www.thecancerhelpblog.com. I will continue that. They’re shorter little articles, 

inserts. But the magazine is what I’m moving towards, and my contact details are on 

there. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Thanks so much for sharing your story with us, Barb. I really enjoyed 

listening to it, particularly because you and I both went through our cancer 

experiences before the Internet, so the impetus was on us to find the information that 

we needed through libraries or just through talking to people. I think that inner game 

you brought up is such an important aspect for healing when you’ve been diagnosed 

as well. Thank you for sharing that with us. 

 

Barbara: You’re very welcome. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Barb. I look forward to talking to you again. 

 

Barbara: Absolutely. Thanks, Gai. 
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Focus On Self-Care For An Holistic Outlook On Life  

Rhonda Smith 
 
Gai: Today my guest is Rhonda Smith. Rhonda is the Founder and CEO of Breast 

Cancer Partner, a for-profit organisation 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 reenergise 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 

optimise 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 organisations. 

Rhonda, it’s my pleasure to welcome you here today, so thanks for joining us. 

 

Rhonda: Thank you, Gai, for inviting me to participate. 

 

Gai: I’ve been looking forward to interviewing you because we have a similar 

background in the fact that we’ve both been businesswomen throughout our working 

lives and then had a breast cancer experience. Today I’ve got one really simple 

question for you, and that is what do you wish you had known when you were first 

diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Rhonda: I think probably the biggest thing for me to have known was that I 

would never be the same person again. That I would not be the person I knew 

before my breast cancer diagnosis after treatment ended.  It would’ve been great 

for me to know before starting the whole process. 

 

I was very well equipped, and in the traditional consultant fashion, I did all my 

homework, the analysis and got the information together.  I interviewed other 

survivors who went through a similar treatment process that I was scheduled to go 

through to get personal insight and perspective on what to expect, in addition to the 

research I did online and interacting with medical professionals. So I was pretty well 

prepared for the treatment process and knowing what to expect from that. But the 
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biggest question mark for me, knowing what I know now, was how my life would 

change after going through the whole treatment process and how I would be a 

different kind of person. 

 

Gai: I understand your experience. I think what I’m hearing you say is that the 

analysis and the reality can be two different things at times. 

 

Rhonda: Yes. You always read about things, but how they actually materialise may 

be different. I was very fortunate at the time to engage the help of a nutritionist 

and a doctor of integrative medicine to be part of my complete care team in 

addition to my conventional medical professionals, and so taking a more 

holistic approach I think was definitely the key to my success in going through 

the whole process. Because starting out, I knew that I wanted to do whatever I 

could within my power and control to stay strong and healthy while going through 

treatment, and to not feel so much like a cancer patient. 

 

I truly believe that focusing on proper nutrition and even physical activity while 

you’re going through treatment can definitely help mitigate the impact of the 

treatment and the side effects associated with treatment. So I’m a big believer in 

that. I changed a lot about my life, my lifestyle before I started treatment, and 

exercised pretty much every day while I was going through treatment except the day 

after my chemotherapy. 

 

Gai: Wow, that’s really inspiring to know that you still had fairly normal physical 

activity when we hear so much about how some forms of chemotherapy wipe you 

out, you can think that all chemotherapy does that.  

 

Rhonda: You’re absolutely right, that can definitely happen. For me, what I 

discovered in my own personal experiment, was when I got up in the morning, yes, I 

felt lethargic and just didn’t have a lot of energy to get myself going.  But I soon 

realised that the days that I gave in to feeling tired and not motivated, I didn’t have as 

much energy throughout the day as I did the mornings when I got up and went for my 

walk or did my exercise. I kind of had an “aha” moment that, “Wow, if I really take a 

little bit of extra effort in the morning to get myself ready to go out for my walk,” – and 

I would walk two, three miles a day, versus the day that I didn’t or the few days that I 

didn’t, I really noticed a difference in my energy level and my stamina and my overall 

outlook on things. So it was definitely a big help and a big difference in terms of 
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my overall wellbeing, physical, mental and emotional, as well as my spiritual 

outlook on the situation. 

 

Gai: It’s great that you practiced self-compassion when you needed to, that you took 

the time to relax and regenerate.  And walking two miles a day, that’s a decent walk 

after you’ve just had chemotherapy  – it’s great to know that it gave you a better 

mindset to take into the day. 

 

Rhonda: Oh, yes. At the time I was living in Miami Beach, so it was a great 

environment to recoup from cancer treatment. My morning walk consisted of getting 

up early and going for a walk on the beach to watch the sunrise, and that was such 

an amazing thing to see every day and to be part of. I love being near the ocean and 

seeing amazing sunrises. So it was very therapeutic in addition to getting physical 

activity. 

 

Also what I’ve discovered of late – and I’m sure you’ve probably seen this too – 

there’s been a lot of research published over the last couple years that has 

provided evidence that exercise and proper nutrition while you’re going 

through treatment can be very beneficial. The research has also shown that it also 

helps with recovery once you’re done with treatment. 

 

Gai: Yes Rhonda I have, and have also believed that it helps your recovery. You said 

that you took a holistic approach; was that looking at nutrition and doing exercise? 

 

Rhonda: Yes. The physical part was what I could do in conjunction with my cancer 

treatment to really optimise my health and wellness, and part of that focused on 

nutrition; part of that focused on physical activity. And then there was the emotional 

aspect – because as you know, hearing the words, “You have breast cancer,” or any 

form of cancer or major catastrophic disease can be a shock. So how do you deal 

with that? I do believe in how everything interacts with one another. If you’re not 

physically well, it can affect you emotionally and mentally, even spiritually. If you’re 

not mentally well, it can affect you in other ways, too. 

 

So I do believe in taking care of the whole person and how the mind can affect how 

the body feels and vice versa. What I realised is that focusing on all those elements 

of my wellbeing was important to help me stay mentally strong and healthy as well as 
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physically strong and healthy, to be able to persevere and overcome the challenge 

that was ahead of me. 

 

Gai: I think what you’re saying is when you have a cancer experience; it focuses very 

much on the physical, so being able to incorporate the spiritual and emotional 

aspects is really important for healing as a whole rather than just trying to get your 

physical body back in shape as well. 

 

Rhonda: That is true. As you well know, what we currently practice, at least in 

Western medicine, is more of a disease treatment model, and not truly, in the sense 

of a word, a patient care model. It’s about treating the disease, and then once that’s 

done, you’re kind of left up to your own devices to live your life in a healthy way and 

recover from treatment and seek out resources and solutions on your own. Because 

of the way the current system is structured, it doesn’t really address the rest of your 

wellbeing, the other aspects of your physical wellbeing, your emotional wellbeing, 

and your spiritual. 

 

One of the biggest challenges for me, especially being a consultant, was that I 

suffered from chemo brain, and it took me about six months post-treatment to 

really recover from that. That was one thing I didn’t really expect, and I don’t recall 

any healthcare professionals ever communicating to me that this was a possible 

outcome or aftereffect. As a consultant, the source of my work is from my brain and 

my ability to think and solve problems, and that was a huge challenge for me to 

overcome. But I worked to really get my cognitive thinking skills back in order, at 

least close to what I knew I was capable of. But it was concerning, and fortunately 

the fog was lifted and I was able to resume my normal work activities after a while. 

 

Gai: That’s certainly one of the aspects that I wasn’t even aware of until I was going 

through treatment, and then I just couldn’t get my thoughts straight all the time, and I 

was wondering why until I found out it was a side effect of chemotherapy. 

 

Rhonda: Yes, but it is then true, as you realised too, it was a scary experience to go 

through. 

 

Gai: Especially I think at the time; I was leading a team of 160 people and a business 

that was close to half a billion dollars in turnover a year and I had to be on the ball all 

the time, which meant it was definitely concerning in some respects.  
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I love on your website how you talk about recovery, restore, and reenergising. Can 

you tell us a little bit more about what you offer and how people might be able to get 

in touch with you through your website? 

 

Rhonda: Sure. Generally what I do is create what I call experiences for women 

diagnosed with breast cancer, no matter where they are on their journey. Although 

the primary focus of the website content is for what happens and moving forward in 

your life post-treatment, but I know that women, no matter where they are in their 

journey, can benefit from the information. So I created what I call learning 

experiences for women to help them understand how to optimise their health and 

wellness no matter where they are in their journey. 

 

It really does three basic things: it’s the evidence-based information that is the 

education part; there’s the, “How do we put what we learned into practice?” part; and 

then the third part is how do we really integrate this into our day-to-day lives so that 

there is some sort of shift in behaviour in terms of your health behaviours and 

lifestyle once the experience is over. In some cases, I do follow up and try to hold 

people accountable for what they commit to in that particular experience. 

 

But I try to focus on things that in some sense are non-traditional, that a cancer 

centre may not address. Whether it’s related to your sexual health and wellness or 

your financial health and wellness and how to recover, restore, and get those aspects 

of your life reenergised. Or if it’s just around understanding how to practice proper 

nutrition habits, even when it comes to shopping and what things to either put in your 

cart or not put in your cart. So those are the types of things that I actually address. 

I’m actually scaling up the live events and using technology to reach a broader 

audience to help accomplish the same thing in a virtual environment. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. I think reaching a global audience through an interactive online 

proposition is an amazing way to help people when a face-to-face may not be what 

they are looking for.  

 

Rhonda: My website right now is called http://www.breastcancerpartner.com. I tried 

to create 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 
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treatments and describe how to recover from treatment, and then get reenergised so 

they can live a life full of vitality that’s cancer-free and free of fear. 

 

Gai: That’s amazing. 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. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Rhonda. 

 

Rhonda: Okay, take care. 
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Compassion Helps You Take Control Through Your Diagnosis  
 
Gai Comans 
 
Donna: Gai Comans is a health and wellness advocate who has a passion for 

helping women thrive 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 15 years. When she was diagnosed, being a businesswoman, she dealt with both 

life fear and career fear. 

 

Gai is now focused on giving survivorship a makeover and by holding global 

conversations on the impact and challenges of survivorship and talking about these 

challenges in an open forum, where they are usually held within the cancer 

community, Gai, welcome. It’s great to have you with us today. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Donna. I’ve really been looking forward to talking to you. 

 

Donna: Fabulous. I have one very simple question for you, and that is what did you 

wish you had known when you were diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Gai: Donna, that’s a really good question, and what I wish I had known is that not 

only would breast cancer impact my life, but also it would impact the lives of 

everyone around me. I knew at the time, that when I was going through all of the 

research and the doctor’s appointments that I was the only one who had all the 

information. I was the only one that could make the decisions about how I would 

move forward with my treatment, with my life, and really just how I handled the 

diagnosis.  I guess I wish I’d had known, which I’m starting to get a much clearer 

view of now that I talk to more survivors and their families, their colleagues, their 

children and their husbands, is that not only does the cancer diagnosis affect you 

in a really personal way, but it affects everyone around you. 

 

Now, when I went through the research phase and going to all those doctor’s 

appointments, I did have all the information that I needed to make a decision about 

my treatment and how I’d move forward in life. What that also did was give me a 
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sense of control around what was happening to me. A cancer diagnosis can really 

rock your boat. It can rock your boat very quickly, and it’s sometimes it’s hard just to 

feel like you’ve got your feet on solid ground, so I used all of the information that I 

had to keep me really grounded in the fact that I had a sense of control over the 

decisions I had made and what I did. 

 

But my family, my friends, and my husband at the time ended up feeling like they had 

no control. And when people have no control in a circumstance or a situation, they try 

and get control, and in a lot of cases they try and get control by trying help you make 

decisions or by not supporting what you want to do as far as your treatment and how 

you think about your breast cancer.  I experienced that. I had people around me that 

did not support the decisions I made about my treatment. But now I understand that it 

was really about them.  That it wasn’t really about me, it was about them trying to get 

control in a situation that they felt that they had absolutely no control over. 

 

I think if I understood that then, I would’ve maybe dealt with things a little bit 

differently.  And it’s easy for survivors or for patients when they’re first diagnosed to 

get upset. I’ve had people say to me, “My sister lived three streets away, but I didn’t 

see her for the whole time of my cancer treatment, and that really hurt me.” I think 

what I said to her was, “That wasn’t about you. It was about them and the way they 

felt they needed to deal with it.  That was maybe how they got control, because 

seeing you sick was worse than not seeing you at all.” For me, that was a very strong 

realisation and it took me a long time to get that. 

 

Also, having no control in a situation can be really traumatic for people, and that 

trauma lasts for a long time - I thought perhaps people would get past it when I got 

past it. I talk to husbands and children of survivors, where the cancer diagnosis of 

their mother or their wife might have been 5 or 6 or 10 or 20 years ago, but they’re 

still suffering the impacts of what they went through with their mum or their wife or 

their sister during that period of time as well, and that quite surprised me. 

 

Donna: Right, there’s this whole issue of how people view you, what that means to 

different people, and then really not knowing how to deal with that label of a patient 

or survivor. 

 

Gai: Yeah, absolutely. I think, Donna, what it also does is that it changes your 

relationships as well. The cancer diagnosis is a very personal thing for you; it also 
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impacts on other people, and that will automatically change the relationship that you 

have with those people, and even with yourself. 

 

Donna: Yeah, you have a new view of yourself now. Now they’re dealing with 

somebody different. 

 

Gai: That’s exactly right. You’ve got a new way of thinking, of feeling, you’ve got a 

new way of processing what’s happening to you, and without them having control 

over what you do and how you do it, that automatically changes the relationships that 

you have with your colleagues, with your partner, with your family, with your friends, 

and it’s not a deliberate or a personal change, but it’s just something that happens. 

 

They want you to go back to who you were before you were diagnosed but that just 

won’t happen.  And that’s what a lot of people struggle with both you and those 

around you.  

 

As a cancer patient, I changed. My diagnosis changed me in fundamental ways 

around the way I thought, the way I felt, the way interacted with people and 

interacted with the world. At the time, I was a very private person, but yet I chose to 

work through my diagnosis, so my treatment phase was a very public showing of 

what someone does just to get through life when they’ve had a cancer diagnosis. 

Choosing to work for example, and then going to work every day and interacting with 

people and interacting with the fears of others as well.  I had my own fear, everybody 

else had theirs, and what can happen is people start talking to you about your 

choices, but it’s actually their fear coming up as well. That can be a bit disconcerting 

when you’re a newly diagnosed. You’re trying to find your own feet, and then 

everyone else is telling you what he or she thinks as well. 

 

For example I had people telling me about their negative cancer experiences, “A man 

that I met for the first time, before he told me his name, he told that his wife had died 

of breast cancer.”  I didn’t need to know that but that wasn’t about me that was about 

him and his fears.   

 

Donna: Yeah, exactly. Those are things, as we asked, what do you wish you had 

known, you have no idea any of that is going to come up, the way you have to deal 

with other people’s issues and other people’s fears and the way other people deal 
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with you. There’s no way of knowing what that’s going to be when you’re first 

diagnosed. 

 

Gai: No, not at all. I’m pleased I know that now, and I actually wish that I had had 

tools to help me then, because it may have helped me take people’s reactions not as 

personally as I did at the time.  

 

The other thing that happens as well, which I wish I knew then which I know now, 

is that at some point you have to draw a line in the sand and no longer be that 

cancer patient or no longer be that sick person. Because otherwise the people in 

your life still treat you as the patient or the sick person. They still walk on eggshells 

when you’re around, they don’t talk about certain things. One tool you can use to 

deal with that process is to really have a conversation with people and say, “I’m not 

the sick person anymore. I’m the well person now, so let’s all move on together.” 

 

Donna: That’s where you excel at helping people get to that point and helping them 

to thrive, so that the people around them can start to thrive as well. 

 

Gai: Absolutely, and that’s the work that I put out to the world now as well. 

 

Donna: That’s amazing. So needed. 

 

Gai: Yeah, it is, because what I found at the time was that there really weren’t any 

tools or actions around what I needed to do to get out of this kind of cancer cave I 

was in. I read books and I got a lot of hope from those.  I spoke to people and that 

gave me hope, and it also gave me their perspective as well. But no one gave me 

actions. No one said, “You need to do these three things and your life will change.”  It 

wasn’t until I realised what those three things were or those five things were that my 

life really did change, and that’s what I try to help people with now. 

 

The best tool I have found is to work with someone, one on one, and do it 

consistently.  Work through all of the emotions and fear you have.  Do the work on 

those areas and your life changes, then you will thrive.   

 

Donna: That’s amazing. I think as you’re going through a cancer experience, you get 

into a place of survivorship and thriving. I think a lot of people who are in that 

position, they don’t want to impose their rules on other people, and say “Oh, here’s 
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what you have to do,” but I think as a whole, people going through that, they need 

guidance. Like you’re saying, I wish I had known these five steps that I could’ve 

taken. It would’ve made things so much easier. And now you’re the one stepping up 

to the plate and having the courage to share those steps. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. Even just giving some guidance on how to have those important 

conversations with the people around you because no one taught me how to do that. 

I had to figure that out for myself, and if I can shortcut that process for others and 

give them a formula to use that empowers them and also empower the people in 

their life, it gives them a way to process what other people say and do so that they 

don’t think it’s about them. If I can provide an avenue for people get through that 

phase of being a patient and going through treatment in an easier way than I did, 

then that’s worth doing.  

 

Donna: Wonderful, Gai. That’s amazing. Can you tell people a little bit more – they’re 

going to want to know how to get in touch with you.  And is there anything else that 

you need to share or to offer? 

 

Gai: Sure. My website is http://www.gaicomans.com. What I do is give people action 

steps they can take, because taking action is the only way to really change your life. 

If you’re not feeling empowered, living in fear or if you need some help to just find 

your feet again it’s really about taking action.  

 

Donna: That’s wonderful. 

 

Gai:  What I am really focused on now is giving survivorship a makeover so that it’s 

not this doom and gloom that I experienced in the beginning.  It’s a really challenging 

time in your life.  Starting global conversations about the impact of a cancer 

diagnosis and the breast cancer survivorship experience in the public forum can 

change the way that people view me as a breast cancer survivor or other people as 

breast cancer patients as well.  I have an interview series starting shortly and a 

global summit planned mid year.  

 

Donna: Right, and then you’re not just a patient, but you’re someone who is thriving 

in life as opposed to just a survivor of something. That’s wonderful. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. 
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Donna: Well, thank you so much, Gai. It’s been wonderful to talk with you. 

 

Gai: Thank you, Donna. I’ve really enjoyed having the conversation, so thanks very 

much. 

 

Donna: You’re welcome. 
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Tools To Help You Heal Your Feelings Of Not Belonging 

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: Thank you so much. I’m very, very happy to be here. 

 

Gai: It’s wonderful to have you here.  I have just one very simple question for you 

today, and that is what do you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed 

with breast cancer? 

 

Debbie: I wish I had known a lot of things, because I knew absolutely nothing. So it’s 

a long list. But first among those things is that I belonged.  I was diagnosed in 

February of 2009 with stage 0 DCIS breast cancer, and I did not present with a 

lump. This was discovered through a regular mammogram. In the four and a half 

months that I went through the diagnostic process, every medical professional I 

spoke to told me I was really lucky to be there early, and I was happy about that, 

although I was scared to death. When I finally got the diagnosis and I was told I did 

have cancer and I was told that I was going to need a mastectomy, I was just blown 

away because I had a hard time combining or putting together in my head 

“lucky” and losing a body part. 
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I did come around and realise that it was really lucky not to need chemo and not to 

need radiation, and that it was lucky that it was found early. But on the flipside, not 

knowing or feeling that I didn’t have the same cancer that everyone else had, 

made me feel that I wasn’t really part of the club. I really felt for a long time that 

I wasn’t even sure that I was a cancer patient. Because of that uncertainty, I didn’t 

go out and find the support I needed, so for the first six and a half months of my 

experience, I really felt very outside of the group, and I really had no support other 

than my family and friends. And they were very helpful, and they were there for me, 

but they didn’t offer what other survivors could offer, certainly other patients. It was 

just a very lonely experience. 

 

Gai: It can be, and I really take on board your point that you didn’t really feel part of 

the community, because through talking to different women, you see that everyone 

has such a different experience, and it’s personal for them. But knowing you’ve got 

what they call a sisterhood there to support you when you did find them, how did that 

change your approach to thinking about the cancer diagnosis that you had? 

 

Debbie: Once I found the community, I was still dealing with a lot of survivor’s 

guilt and that feeling that I didn’t go through what everyone else went through. 

I have short hair, and so when people would assume it had grown back because of 

chemo, I was very quick to explain that no it didn’t, I didn’t have that. But still, to have 

that community and have people who you were able to share with – and I always call 

it the power of other people saying, “I know.” When you’re talking about something 

and people just know what you’re talking about, you don’t have to explain it that was 

pivotal to healing. I got that through medical professionals; I did oncology therapy for 

a year. I also got it through relationships that I developed through support groups, 

through one-on-one, and through all the volunteering I do with other survivors. That 

really did change everything. That was when I started healing. 

 

Gai: It’s such an important point, isn’t it, and I think the community aspect that you’re 

talking about is not unique to breast cancer, but it’s such a powerful way to take 

yourself from perhaps a place of fear to a place of belonging. As you said, just 

hearing someone say, “I know what you’re going through,” can be quite a powerful 

experience, because you don’t have to keep explaining yourself to everybody. How 

did you deal with the survivor guilt? 
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Debbie: I think that I’ve dealt with it and I’m still dealing with it. It’s not 100% cured. 

But I’ve come to realise that – the funny thing is, the post I wrote for my website, 

Where We Go Now, is the most popular, commented on, and the most profound in 

the reaction I’ve received, it’s about survivor skills. I wrote it after I had an 

experience, and it just was really powerful to write about it. But what was even more 

powerful is over the two years since I wrote it, to see the reaction when people find it 

and they just say, “Oh my gosh, that’s me too, and I didn’t realise that, and I’m not 

alone.” 

 

So that’s how I’ve dealt with it, I’m not alone. I’ve talked to people who have stage 

3 and stage 4 who have survivor’s guilt because someone else didn’t make it. 

There’s always someone else who’s worse off than you are. So everybody is 

subjected to it, not just me with my stage 0. I started understanding that I had a right, 

I had a legitimate validity to my feelings, and that made all the difference, and that 

was through the therapy and talking to other people, that I had a right to be there. 

That goes back to that belonging. That’s how you deal with it. You believe that you 

belong. 

 

Gai: That is so true Debbie.  I was reading that post last night, and it’s interesting to 

read the comments as well and to see the different aspects of it.  I’ve spoken to 

women who said that, “I felt guilty for bringing this into my family,” “I felt guilty 

because I couldn’t go to my parent-teacher night with my child.” It’s a step to start 

that healing process, and it was interesting for you to say that you don’t think you’re 

quite healed from the guilt side as yet. Did you use any tools in particular to get 

through it? I know you wrote about it; did you do any meditation, or was there 

anything else that you used to help yourself through that period? 

 

Debbie: Yes, I did guided imagery up to my surgery, my mastectomy, which was 

six and a half months after my initial mammogram. That was the only real help I had, 

outside help, and that just got me to the surgery, where I was able to walk in there 

and try to put myself at some ease. I’ve done meditation. I mean, I lapse and don’t do 

it all the time, but I’ve done that. I do yoga, and the writing is very helpful, and 

journaling. 

 

But I just find that – in my first book that I wrote, You Can Thrive After Treatment, the 

tagline of both books is “10 simple secrets to creating inspired healing, wellness, and 
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your choice life after cancer.” The first secret I thought was so important – it’s the 

secret in the first book – which is to show up to be supported.  It’s just that you 

have to start believing that you belong there so that you will show up, you will take 

advantage of those resources, you will go to the support group, show up at the 

exercise class, talk to other people, make a phone call, because you feel you’re 

entitled to it. 

 

Gai: Did you think that you were the only one that had that guilt in the beginning? 

Was it something that you kept private because you didn’t think that everybody else 

had it, or you kind of got from the community that there was an essence of it around? 

 

Debbie: At first I thought it was just me because initially it was just me in a bubble, 

and so I didn’t know anything about what anybody else felt.  It was completely me.  

And then, slowly, as I started to talk to other people – and my therapist was really, 

really helpful in letting me know what was normal, and that I was normal – and 

then you just start realising that you’re not alone, and that’s so powerful too. That’s 

what I get so often on the website, is people just bowled over by finally reading 

something that’s expressing what they’re feeling and knowing that they’re not alone. 

It’s not just them. 

 

Gai: It’s so empowering just knowing that you’re not dealing with this on your own 

terms, which is great. You mentioned two of the books that you’ve written; can you 

share with us how we can get in touch with you, and where we can get hold of your 

books? 

 

Debbie: Yes. The first place you can get in touch with me is on the website, 

http://www.wherewegonow.com. If you sign up at the site, you will get a free gift, 

which is the You Can Thrive 2014 planner. I’m also on Facebook at Where We Go 

Now As Cancer Survivors and on Twitter as @debbiewwgn. The books are on 

Amazon in eBook form, so if you have a Kindle or an E-reader, you can pick them up 

that way, and also in paperback form. If you go to Amazon and you put in my name, 

Debbie Woodbury, those two books will come up. 

 

Gai: Thank you. It’s been such a pleasure to speak with you today, Debbie. Thank 

you so much for joining us. 

 

Debbie: Thank you so much. My pleasure. Take care. 
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How To Understand What Lies Beneath Your Deepest Fear  
 
Beverly 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. 

 
Bev: Thank you very much, and thank you for including me in this project. 

 

Gai: I’m really pleased to have you join us. As you know, we were diagnosed at the 

same age, at 38, and I think being diagnosed at a younger age, it can bring up 

different things when you’re going into treatment and then when you’re finishing. I’ve 

just got one question for you today, Bev, and that is: what did you wish you had 

known when you were diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Bev: There are so many, but the thing that was the biggest shocker for me that I did 

not know about, and that I learned about, was about the power of our mind and 

how to use it to help us heal after a diagnosis of breast cancer, specifically 

tools like guided imagery and visualisation.  I’m not even sure how I learned 

about what guided imagery or visualisation is, but once I found some books on the 

techniques, I could not get enough. 
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I was actually angry that my medical team had not told me about this, and in 

hindsight, I know that I was going to my medical team for my physical needs, so if I’m 

going to go to my priest or pastor, I’m going them for my spiritual needs. So it wasn’t 

exactly the responsibility of my doctor to teach me about visualisation. Those kinds of 

things we can learn on our own. I’ve spent the last 20 years learning as much as I 

can about the mind-body connection and all the fascination with using mind over 

medicine or mind over disease to make a difference in my own healing experience. 

 

It was 21 years ago when I started learning about this.  It’s had a deep impact on 

how I look at healing opportunities and how I look at my own spirituality, how I look at 

myself more as a spiritual person versus a human person – what’s that saying, a 

spiritual being having a human experience.  I’ve learned how powerful guided 

imagery and visualisation can be and how I can use these tools on a daily basis for 

many things in our lives. 

 

That led me to learn more about the difference between praying in faith versus 

praying in fear. When I was first diagnosed, I prayed in fear for so long, and then I 

started learning the difference. It goes back again to the energy of our being. We can 

use guided imagery and visualisation and meditation to get into this quiet, sacred 

place within our being, which I think actually is deeper than just our mind, and start 

making a difference in our healing efforts. So that was huge for me. I wish that was 

the one thing I had known when I was first diagnosed - that someone had said 

to me, “Okay, you’ve been diagnosed with breast cancer; here are some things 

you can immediately do to not feel helpless or hopeless. Here’s how to start 

feeling empowered after a diagnosis.” That would’ve been huge in my healing 

experience. 

 

Gai: I understand what you are saying Bev. I think guided imagery and praying is 

something that anyone can use to overcome fear. What did you find was the most 

significant way for you to overcome fear using those tools? 

 

Bev: Gosh. Fear was the steering mechanism in my life for a long time until I became 

mindful that I was making decisions based in fear versus based in trust. Trust of 

myself, trust of anything. Since I was misdiagnosed so much in the course of that 

year, it was very difficult for me to trust my medical team, and so that was – gosh, it 

ruled my life. So I actually sat down and started writing down all the things that I was 
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afraid of, and I started with death. Then I went back and looked at where I got my 

beliefs about death. And I found out I was really, really afraid of death. 

 

So I researched the different religious beliefs about death, and because I was so 

afraid of it – I read books about people who’d had near-death experiences, and that 

gave me a different insight into the death process, as I thought I knew it. Then I 

found out I was actually as afraid of living as I was of dying, and so I made 

peace with dying so that fear of dying no longer ruled my life, and then I 

started looking at what else in life am I afraid of? It was a lot of things. I was 

afraid of my life purpose, I was afraid that I was going to have to make major 

changes in my life; I was going to have to give up my career. It went on and on and 

on. Journaling and writing about that really made a huge difference. 

 

I did a lot of that by myself because, at that time, I just didn’t know how to reach out 

to what I call the Pink Sisterhood because we didn’t have the Internet. I just didn’t 

know that many people to reach out to. But today, I continue to call the power of the 

Pink Sisterhood one of the strongest forces on earth.  I encourage every woman 

diagnosed with breast cancer to reach out to others and learn how they healed and 

learn what they had to do differently to make a difference. That Pink Sisterhood is 

pretty powerful. And they can help you get over some of the fears, get through the 

fears or face the fears, I should say, because they’ve been through it. They know 

what it feels like. I think that’s a huge factor. Otherwise, we sit in fear and we don’t 

move forward in our journey at all. 

 

Gai: I know what that can be like, I think that’s something that I’ve come to learn 

since 2000, when I was diagnosed, is that the healing doesn’t really begin until 

you deal with the fear. 

 

Bev: Yes. 

 

Gai: One of the things women have told me that they have a lot of fear and anxiety 

about is just even the thought of going to a doctor’s appointment. What tools 

did you use? Did you use guided imagery when you were going to a doctor’s 

appointment? Was that a fearful time for you? 

 

Bev: I was not even aware of it during that time. The fear shut me down so much 

that I could not even make decisions, and I went through that dark night of the 
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soul for a long time, until I got in touch with my fear. I had no tools to deal with 

my fear when I was going through treatment, when I was going through the medical 

maze. I didn’t have anything at that time. 

 

 

Gai: I think that was one of the things that we spoke about that we had in common, 

was we were diagnosed in an era that there was no internet, so a lot of the research 

that we did was either talking to people or people bringing things to us that maybe we 

hadn’t experienced before, and I was really thankful for that. I know that you shared 

that you were as well. 

 

Bev: Absolutely. 

 

Gai: Which is amazing. Bev, it’s been wonderful talking to you today, and I think your 

key message was to be open to different things and that meditation and visual 

imagery are ways that you can deal with fear and they are also tools that you can use 

in your life after cancer as well.  I also know that you have a cancer thriver’s cruise 

that you run. Can you tell us how women can get in contact with you and find out 

more about the Breast Cancer Wellness Magazine and the other services that you 

offer as well? 

 

Bev: The magazine has four editions a year, there is a subscription for the printed 

publication it’s online as well the digital version online is free.  The website is 

http://www.breastcancerwellness.org.  We’re also on Facebook under the Breast 

Cancer Wellness Magazine.  Then the cruise, we actually give away a cruise contest 

ever year, and we have women come from all over the world  – oh gosh, as far as 

Liverpool and Grand Cayman and Afghanistan and Belgium and Ireland and the 

good old U.S. and Canada. 

 

But anyway, we celebrate. We come together we have fun. We have a great time. I 

really look forward to the cruise every year because I get to see friends that I’ve met 

through the years. They keep coming back. Sometimes they can’t make it every year, 

but they come back when their schedules allow, and it’s just an awesome 

experience. We have about 65% repeat cruisers every year. There is something 

about being on that ocean that’s just so special, magical. And then sharing that with 

others is just awesome. 



 49 

 

Gai: That’s wonderful, Bev. It’s a wonderful thing that you offer for women that want 

to come together as a community. When do you offer the cruise? What time of year 

is that run? 

 

Bev: It’s the 8th annual for 2014, it’s April 26th through May 1st, and we’re sailing out 

of Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and I’m in the process of working on where we’re going 

to be going for our 2015 cruise.  

 

Gai: I can understand. Hopefully I can join you one day on your cruise as well. That 

would be awesome. 

 

Bev: I would love that. Would that not be awesome? 

 

Gai: It would be lots of fun. Thank you for joining us today. Your website address, 

again, was www.breastcancerwellness.org. Fabulous. Thanks, Bev. I really enjoy 

talking to you always, and I’m so pleased that you could join us today. 

 

Bev: Thank you. 

 

Gai: PS: I will be attending the 2014 Breast Cancer Thrivers Cruise with Bev and 

ladies. 
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How To Be Your Own Best Advocate  
 

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 organisation 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, thank you so much for joining us. I’m really pleased to talk to you today. 

 

Vicki: Thank you, Gai. Thank you for having me. 

 

Gai: It’s fabulous to talk to you. I have just one really simple question for you today, 

and that is what did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with 

breast cancer?  

 

Vicki: That’s a great question, and I thought of it many times, and I’ve asked my 

members that same question. What I wish I had known was that going into the 

doctor’s office, you have to be your own best advocate, and you have to be 

educated and knowledgeable about what’s going on. I don’t expect to be a 

doctor, but nowadays, with the Internet, we can do our own research. 

 

When I went into my doctor’s, I was expecting them to say, “This is what we’re going 

to do.” I was expecting them to make the decisions for me, given their knowledge and 

experience, and what I didn’t expect was them to say, “These are your options; now 

you need to decide what kind of treatment you’re going to get. These are the 

statistics, these are the options, and now you need to decide.” Had I known that in 

the beginning, I think I would’ve been a little bit more prepared. I was a little 

depressed that the treatment was dragging on, and I didn’t know what was going on. 
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So my answer to that question is really to be your own advocate, to go into our 

appointments with somebody else that can take notes. A second set of ears is 

fantastic to take notes so that you can read their notes, you can get your 

questions in order, so that the next time you see the doctor or if the doctor 

gives you his or her email address, you can email them those questions, just 

so that you are completely knowledgeable about your treatment, your cancer, 

your pathology, and what the options are, and which are the best options for 

you. I think that’s the best thing to do, and I wish I had known that when I was 

diagnosed with breast cancer. 

 

Gai: I think you make a really good point, because one of the things we spoke about 

earlier was that you think you know so much about cancer until you’re diagnosed with 

it, and then you actually understand how little you know.  I think one of the things I’m 

taking from what you’re saying is someone else may have been diagnosed, and their 

doctor may have told them something, but it may be different to your type of cancer 

or breast cancer you have, and your treatment options may be different. So what did 

you find was the most useful thing that you educated yourself on when you were first 

diagnosed? 

 

Vicki: I went online – this was back in 2004; Google was around. There wasn’t a lot 

of social media at the time, so I kind of felt a little bit alone. I went online, I did some 

searching, and I looked at some chat rooms at the time. But the thing that really 

helped me was a girlfriend of mine. I know that some women like to keep 

things private and keep their diagnosis private, but when I told her about it, her 

sister had been diagnosed seven years prior to that. She said, “Maybe it’ll help 

if you talk to my sister.” 

 

At first, I was like, “Okay, I don’t know this woman, but okay, let’s do it.” So I talked 

with her. I ended up having an hour-long conversation with her, and that was really 

great. That set me on my path of, “Okay, I can do this. This is what needs to get 

done. I’m going to be knowledgeable about this,” and it set me on my path. 

 

So if there is anybody in your community that knows of a breast cancer survivor or is 

a breast cancer survivor, I would highly recommend confiding in that person, and I 

think you would get a lot of emotional help out of it and emotional support, as well as 

just learning about different things that are available and certain questions to ask the 

doctors. It’s all about education, and again, to be your own advocate. 
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Gai: Exactly. What I’m hearing you say is to learn from somebody else’s experience. 

I think I shared with you, I acted as a peer-to-peer support for a couple years, and I 

got a lot of questions that people just didn’t want to ask their doctors. Was that 

something that you were talking about with this woman that you found to support 

you? 

 

Vicki: Yes, exactly. I wanted to know which doctor she went to, what kind of surgery 

she had, if she had any chemo, how did that affect her. I wanted to know those 

specifics, but then I also wanted to know how she was doing emotionally, and 

how it affected her in that realm, and did she continue working or did she stop 

working. Just a wide variety of things. But one of the taglines that I use for Pink-Link 

is, “To know the road ahead, ask someone coming back.” That is exactly what 

I’m saying. The most knowledgeable people that you can surround yourself with are 

people that have been there, have been down that road. So I would not hesitate. I 

would tell everybody, don’t hesitate to ask and talk to another breast cancer survivor. 

 

You can also talk to your doctor. Now, I know there’s lots of rules about privacy and 

things like that in the medical community, but if you say to your doctor, “I really would 

like to talk to another survivor; can you give one of your patients my name and 

number?” and you authorise the doctor to give out your name and number to another 

patient, sometimes they will do that. I did that with my oncologist, and I did receive a 

phone call from somebody, which was helpful. So I just think when you’re first 

diagnosed, that initial contact with another survivor, somebody that has been down 

that road, is so important to help you on your journey, to get set up on the right path. 

 

Gai: I understand Vicki that was the experience the cancer council in Sydney had set 

up through the Cancer Connect program. When you are diagnosed with breast 

cancer, you join this sisterhood or community, not by choice, but it’s certainly 

something that the women in the community are more than willing to share, to help 

other survivors or patients, wherever they are in their journey. They’re just gracious 

with their time and trusting you with their stories, which gives you the trust to share 

your story as well. I found that to be an amazing healing tool. 

 

Vicki: That was one of the reasons behind Pink-Link - I thought women inherently 

like to help each other. Pink-Link is not moderated by anybody from the medical 
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community. It’s really just women talking to other women and helping other women 

out, because we inherently enjoy doing that.  

 

Gai:  I love the community aspect that you bring to the breast cancer community with 

the Pink-Link. Can you tell us a little bit more about how we can get in touch with you 

and what you offer on your site? 

 

Vicki: Sure. The website address is http://www.pink-link.org. We are a non-profit 

organisation in the United States. All of the services are free. Everything is privacy-

oriented, so when you first go on the site, you can join the site, you can become a 

member. It’s all free. You choose a username and password, and then you have 

access to the member’s side of the site, which are basically the social network and 

the database connecting with other survivors. 

 

We also have different survivor stories to read; you can also type in our search box. If 

you’re getting ready to have a mastectomy, you can type in our search box 

“mastectomy,” and it’ll pull up not only survivor stories, but it’ll also pull up any news 

items that are posted on there that have to do with having a mastectomy, as well as 

any resources that are out there for mastectomies. It searches the whole site for that. 

So check that out. If you want to get in touch with me personally, there is a “Contact 

Us” page that you can fill out the information. Right now, we’ve been sending out our 

brochures all across the country to different hospitals, oncologists, breast centres, 

nurses, so that they can give them out to their patients so that everybody will know, 

any survivor will know about Pink-Link and can go on there and get the support that 

they need. 

 

Gai: That’s an amazing service, Vicki. Thank you so much for bringing that service to 

the breast cancer community, and thank you so much for talking to us today. I really 

enjoyed our conversation. 

 

Vicki: Thank you, Gai. So have I. Thank you so much. 
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Stay Empowered By Being An Engaged Patient 
 
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 to you today, Susan, so welcome. 

 

Susan: Thank you so much. Thanks for having me. 

 

Gai: It’s wonderful to speak to you. Today I have one very simple question for you 

today, and that is: what do you wish you had known when you were diagnosed with 

breast cancer? 

 

Susan: The first thing that comes to mind is that even though it feels like you’re in 

this whirlwind of being out of control, and you’re put on this treadmill, and 

you’re sent on this journey, that you do still have a lot of control. A lot of us 

don’t think about that. When we go in to the doctor, we just do what the doctor says; 

they tell us when to come back, they tell us what tests to go to. But it’s really 

important for people to become empowered and to make sure that they realise that 

they do have choices. 

 

For example, I did not want to get a port. I don’t know why – maybe it was my nurse 

mentality – sometimes when we know too much, it’s bad, and I was determined that I 

would not get a port. I fought my oncologist on this for several days, and I said, 

“Look, I have a perfectly good arm.” I have very, very good veins. I was blessed with 

wonderful veins, although they could only use the right arm, because my cancer was 
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on the left. I said, “Look, look at my veins. They’re great.” She said, “I don’t know that 

we can do this.” 

 

Finally I broke her down and she said, “Look, I’ll do it in your right arm, but if it comes 

to a point where we can’t, then you’re going to have to get the port.” I thought that 

was a fine compromise. Well, they hated me when I went in there, because I made 

sure that I found the best phlebotomist in there. Being a nurse, I’m like, “No, not you, 

not you, not you – you. You! I want you to do my IV.” (Laughter) 

 

I took control of that situation, and it helped me to just feel like I had a little bit 

of control. It really helped me to go in there with some confidence, and it 

helped me to go in there feeling powerful. So I would strongly suggest you take 

control in those little areas where you can, and there are many areas in which you 

can. You have to be a very engaged patient. 

 

Gai: Absolutely.  It’s great to be led by the doctors, but it’s also great to feel like 

you’ve got that sense of control yourself. 

 

Susan: I was going to say, only we know ourselves. Our doctors don’t know us as 

well as we do. 

 

Gai: I could not agree more. What other ways did you find that you wanted to 

empower yourself? How did you take that control in other circumstances? 

 

Susan: Well, I immediately started looking at ways to improve my health, because I 

thought, if I got sick like this, I need to get myself in the best shape that I can in 

order to get through this and go on with my life afterwards. So I really wanted to find 

ways that I could regain my health. I started diving into all kinds of books, Internet 

articles and websites, to find ways that I could get myself healthier simply. Not 

making a drastic change, but “Hey, here’s something I can include.” I found 

mushrooms, certain types of mushrooms reduce the risk of breast cancer recurrence. 

I had no idea of this, so researched it, and now I always include mushrooms in my 

diet. I also take mushroom capsules. That’s now part of my daily regimen. 

 

So just in those little ways, in really everything I did, I related it to, “Is this going to 

make me healthy?” Every single thing that I put in my mouth, all of my workouts, my 

yoga sessions, all of that, I thought, “Is this going to get me to my optimal health?” I 



 56 

started living my life that way, and I’m really glad I did. And then I started sharing that 

with everybody, and that was very therapeutic as well. 

 

Gai: Susan, it sounds like you put your health at the centre of everything you did. 

 

Susan: Absolutely. 

 

Gai: And then you found easy ways to be able to integrate that into your life, so it 

wasn’t like it was a struggle for you to find little things that you could do. Like eating 

mushrooms, as you said, that’s a really simple thing that you can do, and it gives you 

some empowerment. That’s a really simple example. What did you do around 

exercise? Because you also mentioned that exercise was a really important part of 

regaining your health.  

 

Susan: Yes, absolutely. I’ve always been active. I was working in cardiac 

rehabilitation as a nurse for 10 years, so I knew the importance of exercise for 

heart health. But it wasn’t until I got cancer that I realised the importance of exercise 

to reduce my risk of recurrence. During my treatments, I made sure that I was doing 

my walking. Now, I really wasn’t able to do anything strenuous – I loved to run, but I 

couldn’t really do strenuous exercise during my chemo treatments, but I always made 

sure that I walked. 

 

I would challenge myself I’d push myself. I have a very large mountain near my 

home, so I would walk up and down that mountain. I would try to do it every day. 

There were some days that I just couldn’t. But I found that if I pushed myself just a 

little bit – not to the point where I’m exhausted, but just “Hey, I’m going to go a little 

bit further today. I’m going to maybe do one more minute than I did yesterday,” that it 

really helped to keep my energy up. It helped to keep my muscles fit and strong and 

it just helped me keep going. It really feels good. Exercise has a very positive impact 

on mental health and wellbeing. 

 

After I finished treatment, I did quite a bit of research, and I found that the more 

strenuous exercise you do, the lower your risk of recurrence. So I went back to 

running, and I now include yoga and some other stretching exercises as well. I do 

some cross training. I just pushed it a little bit. You push it a little bit beyond, and it 

does a lot for your body and your mind. 
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Gai: It does, and I love that you climbed the mountain, because you were probably 

climbing the mountain figuratively at the time as well. I think just being out in nature 

does wonderful things for your self-esteem and for your mindset, so I think 

that’s a really important point that you made. 

 

Susan: Yes, absolutely. In fact, several studies have shown that people who spend 

time in nature can have better health, and even if you can just see nature -  just 

by looking out a window – it actually improves your health. 

 

Gai: Thank you so much for your inspirational words today Susan. I’m not surprised 

that you were featured in the Story Exchange as Inspirational Women of 2012.  Can you 

tell us how we can get in touch with you and find out more about what you have on 

offer on your website or in your book? 

 

Susan: Sure. The book is 100 Perks of Having Cancer plus 100 Health Tips for Surviving 

It!.  You can access my blog, The Savvy Sister, and also my co-author Florence 

Strang’s blog, The Perks of Cancer. You can see all of our media, the interviews that 

we’ve done, and our contact details as well. We’d love to hear from people. 

 

Gai: Fantastic Susan.   What a wonderful name for a book. 

 

Susan: (Laughter) We think so. 

 

Gai: Excellent. Thank you so much again, Susan. I really appreciate you spending 

this time with us today. 
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Empowerment Through Connection With Others  
 
Tami Boehmer 
 

Gai: Today my guest is Tami Boemher.  After being diagnosed with metastatic breast 

cancer recurrence at age 45, Tami began interviewing survivors nationwide who had 

survived and thrived beyond what medical science predicted. Tami compiled these 

inspirational stories into her book, From Incurable to Incredible: Cancer Survivors 

Who Beat the Odds. You can learn more about her book, as well as valuable 

information on healing the body, the mind, and the spirit, on her website and blog, 

Miracle Survivors.  

 

Hi, Tami. It’s an incredible honour to be speaking to you today, so welcome. 

 

Tami: Thank you. 

 

Gai: Tami, today I just have one question for you, and that is: what do you wish that 

you had known when you were diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Tami: I think that would be a two-part question, because since I’ve been diagnosed 

twice. 

 

Gai: Ah, yes, true. 

 

Tami: When I was first diagnosed in 2002 with early stage breast cancer, I think the 

one thing that I wish I would’ve known was to be more proactive and to also be 

more on top of my doctors and just making sure that I was more aggressive 

with bringing concerns to them. When I was first diagnosed, I pretty much just 

went to one doctor, one oncologist, did what he said, and went in for my check-ups, 

but I don’t think I was very proactive. When I was about, four and a half years out, I 

started noticing some swelling in my armpit. It would go up and down, and I would 

ask about it, and they would say there was nothing wrong. 

 

Then it got really bad where it was causing me extreme pain shooting up and down 

my arm, and then I called my breast surgeon and she said it was probably hormonal, 

and that since it was going down, it was probably nothing, that I could come in if I 

wanted to, but she didn’t really think it was anything. I just pretty much listened to her 
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and said, “Oh, okay, good, there’s nothing wrong,” until it got really bad, and then I 

went in. By the time I did, the lump was nine centimetres, nine lymph nodes, and it 

had spread to my liver and some distant lymph nodes and it was considered 

metastatic stage 4. So I really wish that I had been more proactive and a little more 

aggressive when I knew that something was wrong and not just listen to my doctors. 

 

Then I think once I was diagnosed with metastatic, I wish I would’ve known that 

it didn’t have to be a death sentence and that they’re coming up with new 

things every day, and not to listen to doctors who give death sentences and tell you 

how long you have to live, because nobody knows that except for maybe a higher 

power above. But they are not gods. I wish I would’ve known back then not to really 

listen and to be hopeful, because I did go through a period where I really didn’t have 

much hope, and I don’t think that changed until I started looking into things and 

started writing my book and doing my blog and connecting with other survivors in the 

same situation. 

 

Gai: I think that’s a really important point that you’ve brought up around the death 

sentence as well. I was given a 1 in 10 chance, so that was some kind of hope, I 

guess, but similar to you, the doctors were basically “Look, there’s nothing wrong 

with you. Just go home and have a nice life.” Then later, it escalates, and suddenly 

there’s a whole lot of urgency around doctors taking control and trying to I think pull 

back that time that was lost. But I think the important thing about what you’re saying 

is one, that you do have some control, no matter what your circumstances, and then 

also to go and find the information. What you’ve done is really gone out and found 

people who had done what you wanted to do, and that’s such an empowering way to 

approach the information that you were given. 

 

Tami: Thank you. It has been just so amazing to interview and meet all these people 

and see how they have beaten the odds, and that anything is possible, and just to 

kind of see – I see a common thread. Everybody that I’ve spoken to who have 

beaten the odds of a terminal cancer, so-called terminal cancer, have been 

very, very determined and would not accept the death sentences and would 

not give up. I think that’s a common thread through everyone I talk to, is they just 

said, “It’s not my time to go. I’m not going to accept this, and I’m going to do 

whatever I can to prolong my life and to live a good life.” 

 

Gai: Absolutely, and I think it takes back that power to yourself, because so much of 
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the breast cancer, or any type of cancer or illness, you can feel like you’ve got no 

power at all, and you’re kind of giving that power back to the doctors. To really step 

into a mindset that you feel empowered to make your own decisions and you feel 

empowered to find the information that proves them wrong, in a sense, is a really key 

message for people, because it can be so disempowering that people get kind of 

stuck in a hole, or particularly women get stuck in a hole of “How do I actually get 

through this? How do I find my way or fight my way forward rather than just staying 

where I am?” 

 

Tami: Right. We’re falling backwards into feeling, like you said, helpless and 

disempowered. My goal is to try to encourage people to not give up and to, like 

you say, bring back that power and not hand it over to somebody in a white coat. 

Really nobody has more of a motivation to save your life than yourself, and I 

just learned that. I pretty much weigh all the options, I bring information to my 

doctors, I do everything I can to keep myself healthy, body, mind, and spirit, and I’m 

not just leaving it in their hands. I speak to a lot of different survivors, a lot of different 

physicians, a lot of holistic practitioners, so I gather information from all kinds of 

sources and have often – a couple times have made decisions on my own that I’ve 

been discouraged from the doctors I was going to do, and it actually made a 

difference and got rid of some of my cancer. Yeah, I’m just trying to get more faith in 

my abilities. Just because I’m not a medical professional, I do know my body, and I 

can research like anybody else. (Laughter) 

 

Gai: You become a really good researcher when you’ve been diagnosed with an 

illness, and it’s great that there’s so much information that can help us now. That 

piece that you were saying around being more proactive is so important, because 

what I found was I was the only person that had all the information. You end up 

seeing three or four doctors, and although they share information, you’re actually the 

only one that’s part of all those conversations, so your point about being more 

proactive was really valid because you have all the information, or you can find more 

and then you can share that with the doctors, where I think sometimes we can stand 

back and wait for them to give us direction. I think that point that you brought up 

about taking information to your doctors its really important. 

 

Tami: Yes, and if it’s a doctor that isn’t one that wants to do that, maybe it’s time to 

find another doctor. But I’m finding that more doctors are listening to patients and not 

saying, “You’re just the patient. I’m the one who knows it all.” So I think more and 
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more, doctors have seen more that patients are more proactive and are doing 

research, things on the internet and different sources, and I think most of them 

respect that. 

 

Gai: I was really lucky; my surgeon held classes on meditation, and that was 2000, 

so that was a long time ago now, but I think he was very forward thinking for that era, 

as well as being a remarkable surgeon. I find it’s an incredible honour when people 

trust you with their stories, I think you’ve got an amazing story to tell for yourself and 

also through your book. Can you tell us a little bit more about how we can find out 

more about your book and more about the services that you offer for cancer survivors 

as well? 

 

Tami: I think you did mention my blog address. Its www.miraclesurvivors.com, and 

that’s also my website, and I do have a link to my book. It’s also on Amazon.com. 

The name of the book is called From Incurable to Incredible: Cancer Survivors Who 

Beat the Odds.  But that is a good place to reach me. I also have a Facebook fan 

page, which is From Incurable to Incredible, and Author Tami Boemher, that I invite 

anyone to like and share things on that as well. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. No one else I’m interviewing who has had the recurrence of 

metastatic breast cancer, so thank you so much for sharing your story with us today, 

and I hope people go out and buy your book. I think it’s an incredible way to share 

knowledge amongst a community of people who are at a time in their life where 

probably they need some hope and some advice from people who have trod those 

boards before them. So thank you so much. I really appreciate you joining us today. 

 

Tami: Thank you, Gai. Thank you for having me. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Tami it’s my pleasure.  
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Don’t Compare, But Do Share! 

 
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. 

 

Hi, Nancy. Welcome. I’m so pleased that you could join us here today. 

 

Nancy: I’m pleased that I could be here. Thank you for inviting me. 

 

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

do you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Nancy: My case is a little bit unique, because when I was diagnosed, I already knew 

quite a bit about breast cancer, as my mother was diagnosed in 2004, almost 10 

years ago now. In some ways this was a good thing and bad thing as well, but that 

was my reality. So I did have a lot of knowledge going into my diagnosis. For 

example, I had experience advocating, keeping track of appointments, medications, 

test results and terminology. I perhaps had too much knowledge, because my mother 

had a recurrence in 2007 and died from metastatic breast cancer in 2008. 

 

But to directly answer your question, what I would have liked to have known at the 

time of my diagnosis is that it’s really important to not compare your situation 

to anybody else’s. I wish I had internalised that a little bit better, because it’s 

difficult, especially when breast cancer is hereditary, as in my case, not to compare 

your diagnosis to anyone else’s. It’s really important for women to know and 
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understand that. My message is, “Don’t compare, but do share.” This is a little 

phrase I came up with. It’s important to realise that your experience is yours 

alone. Your tumour biology is unique to your body as is your diagnosis, your 

treatment plan, your outcomes, your side effects, your physical reactions, your 

emotional reactions; they belong to you and you alone. Still it’s hard not to compare 

yourself to others. 

 

The way breast cancer is often portrayed by society doesn’t help.  With all the 

pink and pink ribbons, walks and races, simplified messages out there and lack of 

equal attention for all stages, it sometimes seems there’s a certain way you are 

supposed to walk this path, that there’s a certain way to do things.  Be diagnosed, be 

treated, be strong, be brave, and be done.  It’s not quite that simple and all the 

unrealistic expectations out there just make the whole ordeal even more stressful and 

harder to get through.  So again, don’t compare.  There is no right way to do 

breast cancer.  There’s only your way.  I wish I had internalised this a bit better 

before my own diagnosis.   Does that make sense?  

 

Gai: Yes, it does, especially with a family history as well. You would’ve already had a 

sense of what your mother had been through, when you were first diagnosed. 

 

Nancy: Exactly.  And even in our case, my situation was very different from hers. I 

was much younger when diagnosed. Her tumour appeared in her right breast; mine 

was in the left. Her pathology was not the same as mine. I had a bilateral 

mastectomy; my mother had a lumpectomy. So everything was different, but it was 

still difficult not to compare. When I say, “Don’t compare, but do share,” what I mean 

is that it’s also so important to find support, so do share about your experience 

with others.  I had no idea at the time of my diagnosis how important support 

would be. I didn’t really discover that until months later. 

 

That’s why I say don’t compare yourself to others but do share. Find some support, 

other than your spouse or family. I feel, you need at least one other avenue of 

support.  And there’s so much support available online now, it’s a wonderful 

resource, a face-to-face support group, or that special friend can also help.  Having 

support helps to take a little pressure off everybody. It’s hard to be the caregiver 

24/7, and it gives you an opportunity where you don’t have to wear your mother hat.  

You don’t have to wear your wife hat; you don’t have to be the good patient. It’s 

helpful to have someone outside your family, who you can turn to, some place in your 
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community or even some place online where you can truly be yourself, vent, share, 

learn and be supported.   

 

That’s the piece of information I wish I had known at the time of my diagnosis. Those 

are my two little tips – don’t compare, but do share. 

 

Gai: Did you find that you were able to find someone in your community that you 

could use as support? How did you find the support that you needed? 

 

Nancy: I stumbled upon it. It was after I started my blog, when I accidentally made 

some wonderful online friends. I didn’t really have anyone in my community, and I still 

don’t.   I have been to two face-to-face support groups.  It seems I am not the best fit 

with the support groups that are in my area, (laughs). I don’t know, I tend to be a little 

too opinionated I guess. I try to stay quiet during meetings, but that doesn’t really 

work for me.  I find I can be more myself and better engage with people via my blog 

and elsewhere online. If you can find some place in your community, that’s fabulous, 

or you have really good friends, that’s fantastic.  I do have a couple of friends that I 

talk to, of course, and I also have two sisters and a brother. However, I find my 

greatest support is online, other than my family, of course. 

 

Gai: Wonderful.  You share a lot of information on your blog. Can you tell us a little 

bit more about what you share online and how we can get in touch with you as well? 
 

Nancy: The blog is called Nancy’s Point, and it’s at http://www.nancyspoint.com. I 

started it when I was halfway through chemotherapy, so I’ve been blogging now for 

over three years. I share a lot about my personal experience with my diagnosis, my 

bilateral mastectomy, reconstruction, chemotherapy, side effects of treatment, being 

BRCA2 positive and various survivor-ship issues. I also share about my mother’s 

breast cancer experience, her death, and dealing with grief and loss. And, of course, 

I write about other things too. 
 

Somewhere along the line, I also turned into an advocate, something I never really 

expected to be, and so that was kind of a surprise.  This has been a real growth 

experience for me.  I am now a staunch supporter for the metastatic breast 

cancer community. Advocating for this too often over-looked group is now a 

passion of mine. Again, you can find me at http://www.nancyspoint.com.   I write 

about nearly every aspect of my cancer experience.  I’m pretty open and candid.  



 65 

Sometimes I’m surprised myself at what I share! (laughs).  I do it because I find it to 

be healing for myself, and of course I hope I’m helping others feel less alone. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. I think that’s one of the things that I think we share in common, is to 

bring some of the discussions that we have within our breast cancer community, to 

bring them out in public, to have a better understanding of what it’s actually like to be 

a breast cancer patient or survivor or to have that experience in your life, so that 

there’s more healing and understanding throughout the community as well. 

 

Nancy: Right, absolutely. 

 

Gai: That’s wonderful. Thank you very much for joining us today, Nancy. I love your 

message around don’t compare, but share. Everyone’s experience is different. No 

matter what you’ve heard about what other people have been through, you’re an 

individual. Thank you so much for joining us today. I really appreciate you being here. 

 

Nancy: You’re very welcome. Thanks again for having me. 
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Finding Support For Your Children Can Help Relieve The 
Pressure During Treatment 
 
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. 

 

Hi, Angela. I really want to give you a welcome here today. It’s amazing to have you 

join us. 

 

Angela: Thank you. I appreciate you having me as part of this. I feel it’s quite an 

honour. Thank you. 

 

Gai: That’s wonderful. Today I just have one very simple question for you, and that is 

what did you wish you had known when you were diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Angela: I wish I had a simple answer, but I don’t because I had so many questions 

when I was diagnosed with breast cancer. I was 35 years old, and at that time I knew 

no one who had even gone through cancer. I really didn’t know who to turn to, to find 

out about the little things that I had questions about. I had a great medical team, who 

had the answers to all of my medical questions, but I really wanted to be an active 

participant in my healing journey, and I just didn’t know how to do that. 

 

One of the questions that I had was on nutrition. What do I eat? How can I build 

my immune system? What foods would help me build my immune system? What 

could I take to help alleviate symptoms that I had? I didn’t know that I could do that. 

Of course, now I know more, but I would’ve liked to have known what were some of 

the things that would boost my energy and just make me feel better overall. I 
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think my medical team was just more focused on keeping me at a good weight so 

that I would be good for treatment, but my goal was to make sure that my counts 

were up and I was ready to get my next treatment. Our goals were similar, but I 

wanted to do more, and I know now that nutrition is a big part of it. 

 

I wish I had more tools to deal with the anxiety that I was dealing with, the 

stress and the thoughts that would come into my mind. I really didn’t know how 

to cope with it. I tried to block it out, and I would watch funny movies and try and 

cope with things that way, but now I wish I had known about meditation and 

techniques to help me to relax and sleep better and ways to visualise the 

healthy me and how I was going to be after treatment. Because so much of my 

time was spent observing myself getting sicker through treatment, and that would just 

send me into a depressing place mentally. I think having some of those techniques 

would’ve helped me deal with a lot of that anxiety and stress. 

 

I would’ve liked to have known where to go to for support. I had wonderful family 

and friends surrounding me that offered support the best way they knew how, but 

there were times even in the midst of everyone being around that I felt very much 

alone because no one could really relate to what I was going through. Like I said, I 

didn’t know anyone who was going through cancer, and then even when I met other 

cancer patients, as a young survivor with two young children, I felt like I didn’t have 

anyone that knew what I was going through – community.  So I would’ve really 

liked to have known someone or had a way to connect to someone who was 

more like me, more of a peer of my experience. 

 

Like I said, I was mother of two young kids; I would’ve liked to have had the tools 

to be able to talk with my children. I wasn’t quite sure how much information to 

give them. My son was 5 and my daughter was 2 at the time, and we were just 

gambling. We were trying to gauge what we thought they could handle. And both of 

them were at the age of storybooks, and I wasn’t aware of any at the time, and I think 

that would’ve been a good tool. Or actually just some sort of instructions from 

somebody who had been through it to give us some ideas would’ve been 

helpful. 

 

I had no idea where to go to in my town, in my community, to get a wig, or how to tie 

a scarf. I had no idea how to do all of that. And then tips about dental care, a lot of 

these things that I just didn’t think of and that my medical team really didn’t share 
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with me. There was just so much information that I needed and I had no idea where 

to turn to for help, whether it was cancer coaches or breast health navigators, which 

are more accessible today. But it would’ve been really nice to have a resource to 

help me with that. 

 

Gai: You’ve touched on so many things, and I think the overwhelming piece for me is 

that you’re the patient, but it actually affects everyone in your life. Cancer is not 

something that you can keep separate to everything else in your life. What did you 

find to be the best tool for dealing with your children? 

 

Angela: Well, I think that I really didn’t have anything at that time. I just used my 

instincts, really, and just would gauge them and hope that I was giving them the right 

amount of information, being honest with them but not – trying not to scare them with 

any kind of possibilities. But it was difficult. Maybe not as difficult – I think as a lot of 

my friends who had older kids, maybe they had an even a harder time because their 

kids were more aware and maybe heard stories, so I was kind of thankful that I didn’t 

have to deal with that. That was one of the perks of having little kids. But they were 

very high energy, and I was very fortunate that I had a lot of help that would come in 

and help me  – my friends would come in or they would take the kids for an afternoon 

and have play dates with them and give me time to rest and recoup. 

 

Gai: So having some support really helped you with managing the expectations of 

the kids as well. 

 

Angela: Yes, yes. One of the funny stories that I tell is when we went in to tell my 

son, “Mummy is sick, but the doctors are going to help her get better. They’re going 

to give her this medicine, this treatment, and it’s going to make her not feel well, and 

she might be feeling sick sometimes, and it’s going to make her hair fall out, but 

she’s going to get better,” – this is what we’re explaining to him, and he’s just quiet 

the entire time. All of a sudden, he looks up to us and he says, “Am I still going to get 

to go to karate?” (laughs) We realised, in his 5-year-old mind, it’s about him and 

how is this going to affect him. 

 

So we knew at that point, the best way to serve them was to try and keep their 

world as normal as possible. A lot of my decisions around that time were just 

keeping things as normal as possible, which was kind of a great distraction for me 

and what I was going through, because I had kids to take to school and lunches to 
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make and doctor’s appointments for them as well. It was hard because of not having 

enough energy, but in some ways it was a great distraction. 

 

Gai: I can understand the lack of energy. I was interviewed a few years ago about my 

experience, and I said, look, relatively, I did it easy, because I had a girlfriend at the 

time who had three kids that she had to get up every morning, get to school, get their 

lunches made, get their clothes ironed, and make sure that their lives didn’t change. I 

had so much admiration for her, going through her cancer experience but also still 

maintaining that family life as well. 

 

Angela: Yes. But I guess we don’t know any different. And like I said, there are some 

blessings in there. It’s a great distraction. You don’t have as much time to be 

consumed in your thoughts, which is a blessing. But we know our own experience, 

and that’s what we know. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. It’s been wonderful to talk to you this morning. Are you able to share 

with us a little bit more information about your website?  

 

Angela: Sure. My website is called Breast Investigators. It is a website with a mission 

to take the mystery out of breast cancer by pulling together information. A lot of what 

I talked about today, we pull that information together so that people can easily find 

access to care, assistance, and support. Our members are made up of survivors, 

proactive individuals, health professionals, and non-profit organisations, and they all 

come together to share this information through our blogs, events calendar, and 

directory. You can find us at http://www.breastinvestigators.com. 

 

Gai: Do you have a Facebook page as well? 

 

Angela: Yes, it’s called Breast Investigators. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. Thank you, Angela. I’ve really enjoyed our conversation this morning, 

and thank you so much for the insights that you shared, particularly around how to 

manage your children through a breast cancer experience. Thank you for sharing the 

information from your website as well. 

 

Angela: Thank you. 
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How To Set Up A Supportive Network For Yourself And Family  
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 great to welcome you today. 

 

Leisha: Thank you so much for having me. 

 

Gai: It’s my pleasure. Today I have just one really simple question for you, and that is 

what did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Leisha: I think that’s a terrific question. There are actually quite a few things. I would 

say first off that there is usually time to consider your options if you happen to be 

presented with options. When you’re first diagnosed, you often feel desperate to get 

the cancer out of your body. I know that’s how I felt. There really was a sense of 

desperation. I just wanted to get started with treatment and to feel like I was doing 

something.  But what I learned as time went on, I guess, is that there’s usually a 

little bit of time to weigh up your options if you have options presented to you, 

and even if you don’t, to just feel comfortable with what you are going to be 

doing. 

 

There’s also time to get a second opinion, usually, which brings me to my second 

point. I would encourage everyone to get a second opinion. You’ve been given a 

major diagnosis; maybe even a life-threatening one, and you need to feel 

comfortable, or as comfortable as possible, with your decisions and with your 

caregiver.  You’re going to have an intimate and extended relationship with your 
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oncologist; you trust him or her to save your life, so I think it’s important to choose 

someone who meets your needs and with whom you feel comfortable. 

 

A perfect example of this situation was my own experience, I loved my first 

oncologist, but I didn’t feel comfortable at that particular hospital for that phase of my 

treatment. It was in an esteemed teaching hospital in our area, but I had nearly died 

there a few years earlier due to physician error and care that was left in the hands of 

residents and fellows at the time, so I was really weary of trusting life or death 

decisions to a team of physicians and residents at that hospital again.  So when my 

surgeon referred me to a cancer centre for a second opinion, I was really open-

minded. But I’ve always been a loyal person, especially to physicians, so I didn’t 

really have any intention of changing. 

 

But I went in there and met with an oncologist at the cancer centre, and he sat in the 

room with me for three hours, reviewing everything for my case and formulating a 

treatment plan. The plan itself was identical to the one created by my hospital 

oncologist, which was actually reassuring for me.  But what really set him apart was 

that he said that if I ever had a problem, regardless of what time of day or night it 

was, or if there was a concern on the weekend, or if I was hospitalised, and even just 

when I would come in for my follow-up visits, he would always be the one I would see 

or speak to. He would handle all of my visits, so all of the decisions about my case 

would never fall into the hands of someone who didn’t know my case intimately. 

 

Gai: That must have been really reassuring for you. That he spent so much time with 

you as well. 

 

Leisha: Yes, it was extremely reassuring for me, because I had just been seeing the 

other one for about a week and was all set to start chemo, and when I met him, it 

really made me feel a lot more comfortable with going forward and just made me feel 

like I was in good hands. The cancer centre itself I decided was the right place for 

me. I know that isn’t necessarily what everyone would choose, but for me at that 

particular time, that was the best choice. I’ve since gone back to that other hospital 

for some phases of treatment, and I also go to another hospital in the area, too, for 

oncology. Each one meets a particular need for me, and each one is also very 

different, so I think that it’s important to explore what your needs are – and they may 

change from time to time, but I really think it’s a wonderful thing to feel comfortable 
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with your provider and with the location where you’re getting your treatment or 

services. 

 

Gai: You’ve got young children as well; did you find some support for your 

family while you were going through your treatment? 

 

Leisha: Yes. I wasn’t really terribly open to that support initially. I kind of keep to 

myself and it’s not easy for me to accept or ask for help. 

 

Gai: I can relate to that. 

 

Leisha: Initially, especially my children’s school they just embraced me right 

off, took it upon themselves – or their teacher – to set up support for the boys 

at school, and also reached out to the community to set some supports in 

place for us, which turned out to be a wonderful thing.  It really taught me to 

open up and see what the joy of accepting help was, because people do want 

to help oftentimes. I think it makes people feel good to be able to do something 

to help. 

 

But through that, I also opened up to accepting help from the cancer centre and the 

hospital. There are quite a few resources in the community geared toward helping 

families who have a parent with cancer or a grandparent with cancer. There’s a 

group called Camp Good Days & Special Times here that reached out to us and 

provided weekly sessions where we could go and meet with other families who had 

young children and just give the kids an opportunity to discuss what it was like to deal 

with a parent’s diagnosis at that age. It also gave my husband and I an 

opportunity to talk with other parents and deal with the unique challenges that 

we were facing. It was great because we had found that there weren’t any other 

families in our district and these were families that were coming together from a few 

different counties to meet once a week and talk about our situations and just get 

some support. 

 

Gai: Did that really help you, to have support from people that knew what you were 

going through, because they’d had a cancer experience and they had children as 

well? 
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Leisha: It really did, because so much of this, I think, when you’re thrust into it, 

you’re not expecting it. And even if you kind of have an inkling as to what’s going on 

with you medically, which I kind of did, but I really wasn’t expecting all of the other 

pieces of the puzzle – I really didn’t know how to deal with talking to the kids 

about what was going to be happening, and I didn’t know how to help my 

husband cope. I didn’t know how to provide the special kind of support that my 

family needed during that time. So that was a great thing for me; it really was 

wonderful to feel like I wasn’t the only one, and like there were people who 

could understand what I was going through. 

 

Gai: Yeah, that’s such a special time when you find people who just get it without you 

having to go over and explain it again, and they understand your unique needs 

because they’re in a similar situation themselves. I’ve actually seen some photos of 

your kids on your blog as well. You write to help other women get through this cancer 

experience; can you tell us a little bit more about how we can find you online? 

 

Leisha: Yes, my blog is located at cancerinmythirties.com, and I can be reached via 

email at mailto:cancerinmythirties@yahoo.com. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. What do you write about? Do you write about your experience? 

 

Leisha: Yep, about my experience, primarily about what it’s like to have kids 

and go through this experience, and just about different elements of the treatment 

process and the feelings that you grapple with throughout this experience, especially 

being a young woman dealing with all of these emotions. I know there have been 

different periods where I’ve struggled with not being able to have more kids because 

I had to have an emergency hysterectomy because of all the cancer stuff, and just 

things like that, and what it’s like to go through palliative care at this age. Just the 

whole gamut of the experience. 

 

Gai: It’s a lot, isn’t it? 

 

Leisha: Yes, yes. As you understand. (laughs) 

 

Gai: I do, yes, absolutely.  Thank you so much for joining us and sharing your insight 

with us today, Leisha. It’s been an absolute pleasure to speak to you, and I love your 
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blog, it’s a wonderful gift that you’re giving to other women going through a cancer 

experience, so thank you so much for spending some time with us today. 

 

Leisha: Yes, and thank you so much for having me and also for doing this. I think it’s 

a terrific thing that you’re doing to help lots of women of all ages, I’m sure. 

 

Gai: I hope so as well. Excellent. Thanks, Leisha. 
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Coping With Anxiety - Tools To Better Manage Stress 

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 

realised, is characterised 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 creating a sustainable anti-cancer lifestyle one step 

at a time. Pat, I’m really looking forward to speaking to you today, so thank you so 

much for joining us. 

 

Pat: Thank you for inviting me. This is wonderful. 

 

Gai: I think so many of the things that we experience across different cancers are 

actually in common, so even though you weren’t diagnosed with breast cancer, I’m 

really pleased that you’re able to share with us your insight into what you wish you 

had known. That’s my very simple question to you today, is what do you wish you 

had known when you were diagnosed with cancer? 

 

Pat: You say it’s a simple question, but actually it’s an incredible question. I want to 

talk about two facets of that, if I could. The first is I would’ve loved to have some sort 

of an overview of what I was going to go through. Cancer is very experiential, and 

unfortunately there are some things you just will not learn any other way other than 

going through them. But I wish I had had a sense of my emotional reaction to 

treatment, and that is at the beginning you’re both hopeful and terrified. Halfway 

through, you’re nervous, because you don’t know what’s going to happen for the 

remainder of the treatment, you don’t know what the outcome’s going to be. You’re 

halfway through; has it done enough yet? It’s a place of terrible uncertainty. And then 
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at the end, it’s over, but what do you do now? It’s as if you’ve fallen off a cliff. You 

just have no idea of what to do next. I wish somebody had helped me with that 

process, and that’s part of what we try to address through the Anti-Cancer Club. 

 

I think the other piece that I’d like to put out there is I would very much have liked 

to have had better stress management tools going through this. I’ve been through 

three rounds of chemo in four years now; I’m getting pretty good at this, and actually, 

I had great results from the last treatment. But I think having the tools to manage 

your stress and to be still and calm and to be more present-moment would 

have been invaluable in going through the process, and I wish I’d had them 

earlier. 

 

Gai: I think the points that you touch on are so common across a lot of cancers. 

Everyone reacts a little bit differently, and there’s a lot of fear that comes up and a lot 

of uncertainty about not knowing what your life’s going to look like. 

 

The other point you touch on as well, better stress management techniques, is 

really important because I think so many people have said that when they’re 

going to doctor’s appointments, the stress level as they’re driving, as they’re 

sitting there in the doctor’s office, can just become so overwhelming. So what 

do you think were the key factors that helped you deal with that fear and uncertainty 

after your diagnosis? 

 

Pat: Actually, I would say it was when I looked at my own behaviour, and let me tell 

you why.  I did a round of monoclonal antibodies, which I had every terrible reaction 

to known to mankind and then some. Then I did a round of R-CVP, which is a pretty 

standard indolent lymphoma treatment.  After that was over, and I had pretty good 

results from it, I was under an enormous amount of stress. As a result the cancer 

came raging back, and now we had the concern that not only did the indolent 

lymphoma come back, but it had transformed into a more aggressive lymphoma, 

which meant that I would have two types of cancer to deal with. Thankfully, it had not 

transformed. 

 

But in going through that experience, I realised I had to start looking at how I 

responded to things and how I managed stress, and that is really what got me 

focused on how incredibly important stress management is.  I’m a control-oriented 
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person. Cancer really strips any sense of control from your life, and I had to start 

learning how to both let go and take control at the same time, if that makes sense. 

 

Gai: It does, absolutely, and I can relate to that, because I was quite a control freak 

when I was diagnosed as well. What did you think was the best tool that you came 

across for managing your stress? 

 

Pat: For me, it has been Transcendental Meditation (TM). I took a meditation 

class at the local museum with a gentleman who studied with the Maharishi. It 

was just a sampler class, and I had flirted with a little bit of meditation on my own, 

and I enjoyed the class and went to his presentation about TM and decided to do it. I 

made a commitment to meditating twice a day, for about 20 minutes each time, and 

just simply made it happen. It has been absolutely transformative for me. 

 

How do I explain what a regular meditation practice does? It allows you to access a 

place of stillness and calm, not only during meditation, but at any point during 

the day, and any time when things get upsetting, you have those tools to go 

back and quiet your mind so your mind’s not constantly running. In quieting 

your mind, studies have shown you actually quiet your biology as well. So the 

impact, both in that instant and over time, really can be quite substantial. 

 

Gai: I agree, and I actually found meditation when I was diagnosed as well, so it’s a 

tool I still use today, 13 years later. Meditation is an amazing tool for finding that 

stillness and calm at periods of time when you’re a little bit anxious, like waiting to get 

results back from the doctor or just getting through daily life and wondering what your 

life’s going to be like with the uncertainty that cancer brings up. 

 

Pat: The other thing that I played with recently along these lines that I’ll put out there 

for people to think about is when I worked with a woman who helped me put together 

some very personalised visualisations, one of which was for energy because I 

was feeling tired. These were incredibly profound also. The ability to drop into this 

mental world I created which is very positive and supportive has been really 

phenomenal. I would just put that out there to make people aware of the fact there is 

everything from guided meditations to Transcendental Meditation to visualisations 

that can really help you at every stage of the way through this cancer journey. 
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Gai: I have found that as well Pat, and I think they also can help you when you’re 

experiencing different things as well, and I certainly used one in the morning where I 

created my day so I looked healthy and renewed, and I know that it really helped me 

to get through the day.  I used a different one when I was sitting in the doctor’s, 

waiting for the results to come back. It can, as you said, put you in a “happy place” or 

a place that’s calming and a place where you can have the energy that you need to 

get through that period of time in your life. So yes, I think it’s really important that 

people find tools they can use, and that it’s important to explore the depths of it, and 

to understand that there are different tools they can use at different times, or if one 

doesn’t work, try another one. 

 

You also mentioned that you wanted an overview. Is that something that you offer 

through your site and through the work that you’re doing? 

 

Pat: An overview of the cancer process? 

 

Gai: An overview of the process or just the things that you need to do to stay healthy 

while you’re going through that process. 

 

Pat: We really focus on four key areas. We focus on nutrition and the role of exercise 

– which is just critical. I don’t think people realise how important it is to stay as active 

as you possibly can throughout this process, and as a lifestyle choice. We look at 

stress management and life balance issues, and we look at the need for connection 

with others, because cancer tends to be a fairly lonely journey, and you may find that 

some of your original friends just don’t know what to do or say or how to behave, and 

they tend to fall away. You’ll be surprised to see that other people step up. But it’s 

critical to stay connected and it’s very easy to get isolated. So those are the four key 

things that we really focus on, and we try to provide ideas and stimulation and tools, 

and mostly actionable ideas to help people integrate better health into their life. 

 

The Nutritional Boot Camp is a really good example. Changing your lifestyle is not a 

slam-dunk. It takes continued effort, it takes continued education on your part; and 

information will change. You still have to live your life and your normal routine, so 

how do you go about doing that? What we do is introduce one new idea every week, 

a food flavour or idea, and what we suggest is gradual sustainable change. Just try 

one new thing. It might be in the nutrition arena, it might be in the stress 

management arena, it might be in the exercise arena, but just try one new thing, and 
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if you like what you try this week, keep it. If you don’t like it, get rid of it. But in six 

months, that’s 26 new ideas. If you only adapt six, you’re on a path to incredible 

lifestyle change, and it’s sustainable because you’re choosing it with knowledge and 

you’re choosing it out of your own personal preference. 

 

Gai: What a great way to take control. Can you tell people where they can get hold of 

you and where they can find out more about what you offer? 

 

Pat: We put out a free newsletter; it comes out on Sundays. You can sign up at our 

website, www.anticancerclub.com.  You can join in on the forums.  We’re going to be 

introducing some new things in the near future to help increase connectivity between 

people and their networks, so stay tuned. We’re probably about six or eight months 

out from that. But right now, we’re offering very specific actionable things you can do 

now and today to start crafting a very personalised anti-cancer plan just for yourself. 

 

Gai: That’s great Pat. I’m so pleased to have had you join us today, and it’s great to 

hear more about the Anti-Cancer Club and what you’re doing to help people who are 

currently going through cancer. Thank you for joining us. I really enjoyed talking to 

you. 

 

Pat: Thank you very much. 
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Looking For Beauty Daily Can Leave You Feeling Sexy After 
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, specialising 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, Counsellors, 

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, I am so pleased to 

have you join us today. 

 

Barbara: Oh, thanks, Gai. I’m happy to be having this conversation with you. 

 

Gai: I think sexuality is such an important issue for women, so I have one really 

simple question for you this morning, which is what do you wish you had known when 

you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Barbara: Oh my gosh, so much. It was a long time ago, and I was young and single, 

and the reason that I’m doing the work I’m doing now is because nobody mentioned 

how deeply impacted my sense of femininity, desirability and sexuality would 

be by cancer and treatment. Even though I was really lucky – I had a very early 

stage cancer – the treatments nonetheless were pretty intense. I was completely 

unprepared for how my breasts would change, how my sense of my own beauty 

would change, and how attractive I would feel, and how it would be to start dating 

and to be on that whole journey when I felt like damaged goods. 
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Gai: I think the aspect for me around your journey is that you were so young at the 

time, and you hadn’t had your family yet. That’s a piece that’s so relevant to women 

and so much in the forefront of your thinking when you’re young; it can be all about 

the future and having children, so that’s something that you had to go through. How 

did you find was the best tool to help you get in touch with your femininity in a 

positive way, given that treatments can really damage you both physically and 

emotionally. 

 

Barbara: Right. Back then, 25 years ago, there weren’t any resources for this, and so 

I really had to do lots of looking around and modify and adapt the resources that I did 

find to include my own experience with breast cancer. 

 

I’ll tell you, one of the things that I did was I found my way to some really powerful 

personal growth workshops that happened to be clothing optional, which meant 

that people had the option to take their clothes off if they wanted to. The first 

weekend workshop that I went to was so traumatic for me - I realised about halfway 

through that it was going to be a big challenge and a big part of my personal healing. 

 

Halfway through I decided to take my top off, and I felt like everyone in the room was 

going to be staring at me because I was so misshapen and one breast was so much 

smaller than the other and so on. At one point I stood up in front of the group and 

talked about how deformed I felt, and people were looking at me with these really 

surprised looks on their faces and saying things like, “What are you talking about?” I 

said, “I have this big scar on my breast and one of my breasts is practically gone, and 

I feel so unattractive.” And they all said, “You’re beautiful. We hardly even noticed the 

scar.” This was people who were sitting quite close to me. That was really a 

transformational moment for me, because it reframed my whole experience of myself 

when I saw the reflection of how I was perceived by other people. So that was hugely 

healing for me to be able to do that. 

 

And sure enough, there were several other women in that same course who had 

breast cancer and who came up to me afterwards and said that I had spoken 

for them and done some work that was deeply meaningful for them. The next 

day in the workshop, the group of us women with breast cancer all stood in front of 

the room naked, and there were people who’d had mastectomies and double 
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mastectomies and so on as well. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, because our 

courage and our beauty and how amazing that was astonished people. 

 

So that was a really big piece of it for me, and shortly after that I became a facilitator 

of those workshops, and I travelled all over the world, including to Australia, for 15 

years, facilitating the workshops. There were always women there with breast 

cancer, and so that was always a big healing piece for them. 

 

Gai: Yeah, I think the piece that you’ve touched on there is really interesting, around 

seeing yourself through somebody else’s eyes, because normally when we 

look at ourselves, all we see are the flaws. But when you see yourself through 

someone else’s eyes, all they see is the beauty, and I think that’s an amazing gift 

that you’ve been able to give, not only to yourself, but also to the other people in that 

room. You encouraged the other ladies to stand up with you, which I think is such an 

important part of what you do. It’s not always comfortable for people. The sexuality 

discussions and just talking about the physical impacts of breast cancer aren’t 

comfortable for people. I applaud you for that because I think it’s an amazing gift and 

something I wish I had when I went through my journey as well. 

 

Barbara: Yeah. You know, the other thing that was really important about that is that 

I really felt like I was just the vehicle for bringing the cancer to the medical people to 

treat. There wasn’t this feeling that they were interested in me as a person and what 

the impact of this was going to be on the quality of my life. I don’t see that it has 

changed a huge amount in all these years. I mean, there are some places where it 

has, but often it hasn’t. So to be able to recognise beauty and being attractive and 

being desirable in the face of that is a very important part of the healing. 

 

Gai: Absolutely, and I think the other piece you raised about feeling damaged, and 

then as a single woman, you really need to find a way to deal with that if you want to 

have the life that you dreamed of before you had cancer. And for you; that was 

having children. 

 

Barbara: Yeah. Interestingly enough, something that happened for me was I met the 

man who I later had a child with during my cancer treatments, and we fell in love, and 

actually while I was in my treatments, we had a condom that broke and a pregnancy. 

The doctors all went crazy and said, “We can’t do this because of what would happen 

with your hormones and so on,” so I had to have a therapeutic abortion, which was 
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very traumatic. I did what I had to do, feeling like that was going to be the best thing 

for me and the foetus, but then a couple of years after that, when this partner and I 

married and decided to have a baby, wow, it was such a life-affirming experience. 

And it was controversial, but it was really important to me, and I decided that it was 

worth whatever risk I might be taking to have that. 

 

Gai: That must be such a special relationship to have with your daughter, knowing 

how important it was to you to have her.  It’s interesting, because I’ve spoken to a 

few women who met their partners during their breast cancer journey as well, and I 

think that what they said was they had such respect for this man because he helped 

them heal. 

 

Barbara: Right, love is very healing. 

 

Gai: It is, absolutely. I think it’s amazing. I just love your book, Meeting Your Inner 

Aphrodite on the Breast Cancer Journey. Can you tell us how we can find out more 

about the services that you offer and more about how we might get hold of your book 

as well? 

 

Barbara: Sure. I have a website, which is www.sexyaftercancer.com, very easy to 

find, and I have a lot of resources available there. I have videos, I have articles I’ve 

written, I have resources I offer, and there is a page on there about the book and a 

link where you can purchase the book. It’s available on Amazon. 

 

Gai: I have read your book Barbara and just loved it and the book is… 

 

Barbara: The book is called Sexy After Cancer: Meeting Your Inner Aphrodite on the 

Breast Cancer Journey. I’m telling you, I just got an email the other day from a 

woman who I haven’t met yet, but she and I are friends on Facebook, and she said, 

“Your book has definitely improved my sex life.” (laughs) I was so happy to hear that 

because so many women experience sexual challenges as a result of their diagnosis 

and their treatments, especially if they’ve had chemo or hormonal therapies, and they 

have become suddenly menopausal.  There are a lot of things that can be done 

about that, but women don’t know about it because their healthcare providers don’t 

have the information to give them or they may not feel comfortable talking about it 

themselves. So I’m really all about giving lots of practical information, having fun with 

it, and having a great intimate and sexual life if that’s what you want. 
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Gai: Absolutely, I think that’s a good thing for everyone - to really embrace it. 

Barbara, thank you so much for spending some time with us this morning, and your 

site, Sexy After Cancer, I just love, because it’s something that I wish was available 

when I was diagnosed with cancer. So thank you, and I’m sure a lot of women will 

get a lot out of what you offer. 

 

Barbara: Oh, thank you, Gai. And it’s never too late.  

 

Gai: Thanks, Barbara. 

 

Barbara: Okay, thank you. 
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Giving Yourself Choice - Exploring Fertility Options Before 
Starting Treatment 

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. 

 

Marie, I’m really looking forward to speaking to you today, so thank you for joining us. 

 

Marie: Thank you, Gai, for this opportunity. 

 

Gai: I just have one very simple question for you today, Marie, and that is what do 

you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Marie: Gai, I wish I’d known at that time that the healthcare team often 

inadequately addresses the topic of fertility preservation for younger women 

with cancer, and this is the situation I found myself in when I was diagnosed with 

breast cancer at 34. At the time, when I brought up the topic with my oncologist, I 

was presented with a stark choice between having life-saving treatment or the 

chance of becoming a mother, and the decision to initiate fertility preservation. 

I now know, it needs to be made before your cancer treatment begins. 

 

So the sense of urgency, the stress of the cancer diagnosis, and insufficient 

supporting information meant that I didn’t feel I had time to explore my fertility options 

before treatment began, and this ultimately had a negative effect on my emotional 

and psychological healing from cancer. To answer your question, I wish I had 

known that in fact I did have options and I had a brief window of opportunity in 

which to preserve my fertility prior to undergoing cancer treatment, and I hope 

that if somebody is reading this and they find themselves in the same position, that 

they know they can ask and that they’re entitled to information and entitled to support 

around fertility when they are diagnosed with cancer. 
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Gai: I absolutely agree. I know that you were 34; I was 38 when I was diagnosed as 

well, and faced with the same problem. It’s an interesting question to pose to your 

oncologist, but I think it’s one that is so valid, especially as a young woman who 

wanted to have a family. 

 

Marie: Today, wonderfully, more women are surviving breast cancer, but then are we 

going to talk about these women having to confront the long-term effects of treatment 

on their fertility? I understand that at the time of diagnosis, the focus is, 

understandably, on having your life saved, but this means that sometimes issues 

such as fertility often can get overlooked. So it’s important that you know you have a 

right to get your questions answered, and this may mean you may need to advocate 

for yourself and for your reproductive future. For many young women, preserving 

their fertility before starting treatment represents not just surviving the disease, but 

going on to live a fulfilling life, and it’s a key survivorship issue which must be 

adequately addressed. 

 

Gai: That’s so true Marie. I think it can really have a big impact on your emotional 

health if you have always been looking forward to having a family and then suddenly 

that option is taken away, really without any understanding of why. I think it can also 

impact on you when you’re finishing treatment and you’re looking forward to your life 

again. It’s certainly a different life to what you first expected. 

 

Marie: Very much so. And of course, it’s important to say that not everybody ends up 

with infertility after treatment, but it is a factor; it is something to be aware of, that the 

treatment is very toxic to a woman’s reproductive system. And again, we don’t want 

to scare anybody; lots of women have gone on to have babies after cancer 

treatment, and please also read those stories, look for those stories. They will give 

you hope. So it’s not impossible to have a child after cancer, but you do need to be 

aware of what may happen to your body. You may need to change your treatment a 

little bit. It’s a very individual decision, but just be aware that it’s something that you 

need to look at before your treatment starts. 

 

Gai: I think the timing is really important, as you just said. Once treatment starts, it 

can be a difficult conversation to have, and you may not get the answer you’re 

looking for, but if you have the conversation beforehand, you can get the facts and 

then you can weigh it up for yourself. 
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Marie: And you may still not get the answer that you want, and it’s a very difficult 

decision to make, but at least you know that you’ve empowered yourself by 

exploring your options and that you’ve come to make that decision yourself, 

with adequate information.  I’d also love to see more work being done around 

counselling and supporting women to make this decision at the time of treatment. So 

we need to have a more integrated system where your oncologist and reproductive 

embryologist come together and help a woman make this decision. 

 

Gai: That would be a huge step forward Marie. I’d also like to reiterate again, don’t be 

scared to have those conversations with your oncologist or anyone, really, that’s in 

your healthcare provider space, because it’s something that you need to get out. If 

it’s something you’re concerned about, it’s certainly something that you need to talk 

about and talk about in detail before you start your treatment. 

 

Marie: Yes, and I’d also like to reiterate that this may not even occur to you, because 

your head is so full of breast cancer, getting started with the treatment, what may 

happen, is that thinking about having children maybe something that you think, “I can 

think about that further down the line,” but again, just to reiterate what we’re both 

saying, Gai, you just have a brief window of opportunity. If at all possible, don’t 

let that window close before you’ve explored your options. 

 

Gai: Yes, in my case I did have that conversation with my oncologist because I’d only 

been married for six months, and in my case, because it had taken three months to 

have the cancer diagnosed, it was too late for me, but so many other women that I 

know have had that conversation and have preserved their eggs; even if they haven’t 

used them later, at least they’ve had the option to be able to do that. So what that did 

for them was actually allow them to have some choice. 

 

Marie: And it’s so important, because with cancer, as we know, with the diagnosis of 

cancer, so much of your choice and so much of your power is taken away. Wherever 

you are on the cancer journey, if you can try and wrestle a bit of empowerment back 

for yourself, it’s hugely beneficial further down the line to your psychological healing. 

 

Gai: Yes, and I think when you start to lose control of everything, in my belief, it can 

impact your healing. So if you take some control back, in this case, control of your 

fertility or your reproductive choices, at least you’ve made some decisions for 



 88 

yourself and as you said, you can step forward empowered, knowing that you’ve 

done everything you can. 

 

Marie: I agree, absolutely. 

 

Gai: I love these conversations because this is not something someone suggested to 

me. I was lucky to be working with a hospital at the time of my diagnosis, and I knew 

the professor who looked after fertility. Are there any resources that you’ve come 

across that women could tap into, or do you just suggest just writing out your 

questions and having them answered by your oncologist? 

 

Marie: Yes. Actually, I found fertilehope.org to be a very useful website dealing 

exclusively with fertility and cancer. I found that very, very useful. Unfortunately, I 

didn’t find it until I was halfway through my treatment. You’d mentioned the word 

“luck” there, “you were lucky to be”– I’ve heard this so many times from different 

women: “I was lucky to be here,” or “I was unlucky that I didn’t hear about it.” I would 

love if we reached a time in our healthcare where luck didn’t play a part, but we had a 

standardised care for all women. I feel very passionately about that. 

 

The other thing is that I’ve actually produced a booklet on breast cancer, 

younger women, and fertility, and it’s the questions that you should ask or you 

need to ask before your treatment starts. It also has information about the 

impact of different cancer treatments on your body. That’s available on my 

website, www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com. If you just do a search on fertility 

or younger women and fertility, it should come up. And if you can’t find it, my email is 

on the website, and please, email me. I can send anybody who needs it a PDF copy. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. That’s such a wonderful resource. How did that come about? Was it 

questions that women were asking you, or was it that gap that you had when you 

were diagnosed? 

 

Marie: Oh, this happened long before I started blogging. It was my first step into 

patient advocacy. When I was going through treatment, I made a promise that if 

at all possible, I would do something so that no other women like myself would 

not have that information readily available, would not know the questions to 

ask.  I’m really happy to say that the booklet is actually given out – where I come 

from in Ireland, it’s given out to younger women in the breast care clinics, and that 
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information is there from the start. That was something that I did long before I got into 

a social media space. 

 

Back in 2006, I joined a patient advocacy group, Europa Donna Ireland. I came to 

them with this issue; I was on a soapbox about this, I jumped up on it, and they 

helped me put together a team, an embryologist, an oncologist, a breast care nurse 

specialist, and together we published the booklet and got it out to the breast cancer 

centres and the clinics. So that was a huge part of my healing, to be able to do that, 

because I felt a huge amount of frustration about not having had the opportunity to 

explore my options before I started treatment. 

 

Gai: I think, as you said, the fertility issue is something that’s often in the background, 

because everyone’s trying to save your life first, and then you deal with the aftermath 

of that when you finish treatment. But this is something that is so personal to women, 

although men can get it as well, it attacks your feminine organs; just having that 

choice when you’re finished, is empowering, to at least know that you’ve done what 

you can. 

 

Marie: It’s so important. It’s so important, and the thing is you don’t necessarily 

realise the importance of being able to empower yourself at the time, but afterwards, 

you will understand how important it is. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. Marie, can you just give us your website address please 

 

Marie: Oh yes, thank you. It’s www.journeyingbeyondbreastcancer.com. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. It’s been my absolute pleasure to have you with us today, so thank 

you very much, and I hope we touch base again in the future. 

 

Marie: Thank you, Gai. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Marie. 
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Strategies For Preparing Your Body For Surgery And 
Treatment, To Aid Recovery  

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, so thank you for 

taking the time out to speak to us today. 

 

Judy: I’ve been looking forward to it as well, Gai. Thank you so much for having me. 

 

Gai: Fabulous, thank you Judy. I’ve just got one really simple question for you today, 

Judy, and that is what did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed 

with breast cancer? 

 

Judy: I wish I had known that I should’ve been a little bit more proactive. I had 

always had fibrocystic breast disease, and I had known that; I’d had mammograms 

that had shown that, and I’d had several other tests as well to follow up on that. I 

wish I had followed it more closely, because apparently my breast cancer had been 

developing for 10 years and could’ve been found a little bit earlier. I was quite lucky, 

though; I had no lymph node involvement. But it was an invasive cancer. 

 

I was always very careful about my diet. I thought I was eating a healthy diet and had 

a pretty healthy lifestyle, but I wish I had known back then that there were things 

about my diet that I could’ve easily adapted. There’s not very much information about 
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prevention of breast cancer, possibly because it hasn’t really been studied that much 

in detail. But there are a lot of resources for women that will help them live healthier 

lives and perhaps avoid the diagnosis that everyone faces when they find out they 

have this disease. 

 

Gai: A healthy lifestyle and good nutrition is such an important aspect of good health.  

What tools did you find or use that were of value to you when you were diagnosed? 

 

Judy: Thank goodness, the Internet was extremely helpful. As soon as I received my 

diagnosis, I basically took a very proactive tact in my treatment, and that’s one thing 

that I encourage all women to do.  It’s not something that necessarily is encouraged 

by the medical community, but I asked a lot of questions, I did my own research, and 

I looked at my specific type of cancer and what the best treatment options were. I 

actually went on a supplement program. 

 

Before I had my surgeries, I wish now that I had paid a little bit more attention. 

When you’re diagnosed with breast cancer, your whole world as you know it is 

thrown into complete turmoil, and the only thought that comes to mind is that you 

want to get the surgery over with; you want this cancer out of your body. But there 

really are lots of ways that women who are in our situation could prepare their 

bodies better for surgery, by using nutritional supplementation for example. 

This information is not really given to you when your medical team. Their job is to 

treat you and save your life. Their job is not really to get you in the best possible 

physical condition for surgery. 

 

I had a great resource. My son and daughter-in-law did a lot of nutritional 

research and they started cooking meals for me, and I had a very good 

recovery, comparative to other women.  I just feel like I wish I had known or received 

that information from the medical team. 

 

Also, I had done a lot of research, and I very foolishly thought that immediate 

reconstruction meant you walk out of the operating room and you’re good again. I 

didn’t realise it was going to be a process that took a whole year. My advice would be 

the more you view your doctor as a partner instead of an authority, the better you 

may feel about the outcome. You know your body better than anyone. I just feel that 

taking a proactive role is definitely helpful for everyone. Does that make a bit of 

sense? 
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Gai: Yes it does Judy. You talked about the immediate reconstruction taking a long 

period of time; what was it about that process that seemed to extend it out? Did you 

think that you’d walk out and everything would be fine, or did you discover there were 

other follow-ups that you needed to do on that path as well? 

 

Judy: Actually, it wasn’t until after my surgery that I really become active on chat 

rooms on the Internet – and again, I would encourage women to do that, because I 

learned from my fellow patients and survivors. I mean, all I knew from my doctor 

was that, “Okay, we’re going to put these expanders in and we’re going to gradually 

expand them over time, and then we’re going to exchange them and you’re going to 

be fine.” Well, in my case, it took six months of expanding the implants to get the 

proper size, because they can only expand them so much at a time. Then you’ve got 

to allow for the muscles to heal, and then you’re a candidate for the permanent 

implants. 

 

I wish we had more guidance when choosing implants. My plastic surgeon was 

fabulous, but no one really can prepare you for it. You’ve got these choices on a 

table and you’re trying to pick which ones are going to be yours, and a lot of women 

have anxiety about, “What if I make the wrong decision?” These are just little things 

that – you’re so worried about the big picture, you want the cancer out, and that’s a 

very important thing, but a lot of these little details, the medical profession does not 

really take the time to explain these things to you. For better or worse, I have known 

some women who have had really serious difficulties with their implants. 

 

I had to let them heal and I had to have shoulder therapy, which is something that 

was never, discussed with me.  I ended up with a frozen shoulder on the side that 

was invasive.  When I went for physical therapy, my therapist’s response was, “Gosh, 

I see more women that have had mastectomies, and they should tell you to come in 

right away. You should come in six weeks after surgery and have physical therapy, 

because when you have lymph node removal and you also have muscles that are 

being manipulated, this happens quite often.” 

 

I just think there’s a lot of information that women can learn from each other that the 

medical team is not really focused on.  My shoulder issues didn’t occur after the 

mastectomy; they happened after the exchange surgery. There’s a lot of things you 

learn as you go, but they’re honestly not things that you’re told before you have the 
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mastectomy. I think it’d be very helpful for women to know that these are things that 

are quite normal, that when you’re going through them, you’re not thinking that 

something is horribly wrong, and that it’s going to take you a year to get your body 

back. It’s a process that shouldn’t be rushed.  

 

But I wish I had known that. I could’ve mentally prepared myself, thinking, “Okay, 

even though I’m having the mastectomy, even though my lymph nodes are negative, 

I’m not going to have chemo – I’m very fortunate – it’s going to take me a year to get 

through this.” And I think it would’ve mentally been a little bit easier to navigate, I 

guess.  

 

Gai: Yes, and I think just having the expectation that you’re not going to walk out of 

surgery and you’re going to be fine and rosy again straight away is a good one to 

have so that you manage your expectations around your own healing process, which 

is what I’m hearing you say. 

 

Judy: Right, exactly. After the mastectomy, they were very helpful and explained the 

procedure to me, but when I came home from the hospital, I wish I had known to 

get a nursing pillow.  I thought of this because when you have a baby and you’re 

nursing it’s really helpful.  You can’t move your arms very much because you have 

these drains, and the drains can be painful if you have a lot of movement. I slept with 

two pillows under my arms for six months. 

 

I wish I had known that, only because every week I would say, “Oh, something must 

be wrong,” and I’d call the doctors and they’d say, “You’re fine.” But it’s not really the 

picture they paint in advance. You know you’re having major surgery, but 

families need to be prepared for the fact that things will not the same for quite 

some time. I couldn’t run a vacuum; I couldn’t lift anything more over five 

pounds. These would be all very helpful things to know, and to know that it’s 

quite normal, but you will get through it, and now I can do anything. … But I 

know those first six months were really hard. 

 

Gai: Yes. I think it’s very helpful if you’re prepared for the fact that you might not be 

able to do all the normal day-to-day things around the house, or perhaps with the 

kids, that you had been used to.  As you also mentioned, it’s important to prepare the 

family so that they can help you with those things that you’re might struggle to do for 

a while. 
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Judy: Yes. I think making a plan is a great idea – I didn’t really do that. My mum 

came and lived with us for two weeks, and she was fabulous, and my husband was 

fabulous.  My sons lived far away at the time and they wanted to come home, and I 

just said, “I don’t know how long this is going to be; I’d rather see you when I’m 

feeling better.”  People were fabulous; they would call and ask, “Can I bring food?”   

This was really hard for me, because I was trying to be on a really healthy diet, and 

this is something maybe I could offer as a suggestion, that people are wonderful to 

want to help out by preparing meals, but it’s really important when you’ve had 

breast cancer surgery that you eat a healthy diet. It’s important to the recovery 

as well. 

 

 And I think it would be really helpful to set up a calendar before the surgery 

and say, “These are the things that I normally do; who can help me so that I 

don’t have to ask?” This is especially true if you are a mother with children. 

 

Gai: That’s a great point Judy.  Then you start to direct the help you need rather than 

people having to make their decisions about what you need, I guess, because they 

don’t know any better, so they’ll give you what they would like, perhaps. 

 

Judy: Right. I mean, people are wonderful, and you appreciate everything that they 

do, but after the surgery, you really don’t even feel like making decisions. You know 

what I mean? I couldn’t even think of things that I possibly needed or wanted. And 

don’t be afraid to just call and say, “How are you?” That sort of thing. But I hope that 

I’ve answered the question a little bit. 

 

Gai: Yes, that’s good. Can you tell people how they can get in touch with you and a 

little bit more about what you offer? 

 

Judy: Since I finished my treatment, I have been very proactive in trying to focus on 

prevention of breast cancer. Up until now, prevention has really only meant education 

and mammography, but on my website I talk a lot about diet and lifestyle and things 

that women can do to reduce their chances of breast cancer, and the website is 

sisters4prevention.com. There are a lot of recipes and things like that. I also have a 

book called A Teacher’s Journey… What Breast Cancer Taught Me, and it talks 

about my journey with breast cancer and my 10 commandments. Value your own life, 
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take time for yourself, and eat well. I think women; we do so much for others, and I 

think that we need to start taking a little bit more time for ourselves. 

 

I also am a member of the Champions of the Pink Vaccine, which is supporting Dr. 

Vincent Tuohy’s breast cancer vaccine, which has now received funding for clinical 

trials, which will hopefully begin in 2014. 

 

Gai: Fabulous. Thank you so much for joining us today, Judy. It’s been great to hear 

your insights. 

 

Judy: Thank you so much, Gai. It was really a pleasure. 

 

Gai: Thanks, Judy. Bye for now. 

 

Judy: Bye for now. 
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Simple Ways To Make Easy Gradual Lifestyle Changes 

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, 

visualisation, 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: Thank you, Gai. It’s very nice to talk to you. 

 

Gai: Yes, it is. I just have one very simple question for you, and that is: what did you 

wish that you had known when you were diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Florence: Okay, first of all, I was diagnosed with stage 3 breast cancer in April of 

2011, and of course, when you hear the word “cancer,” you think “Oh no, I’m going to 

die.” You just feel so helpless, and I was wondering, “If these treatments don’t work, 

what will become of me? What will happen? Is there anything I can do?” I wish I had 

known back then that there’s a lot of things that I can do for myself beyond 

conventional treatments that would increase my chances of surviving cancer 

and reduce my risk of a recurrence. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. What was the main tool that you used to get yourself through that 

period? 
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Florence: After I educated myself and learned about the many things I could do as 

a cancer survivor to be healthy; I think one of the biggest changes I made was 

to my diet. I thought I was eating a healthy-ish diet before. You know, I’d have the 

occasional green salad and skinless chicken breast and so on. But I’ve since learned 

that I really need to eat a lot more fruits and vegetables and eat mainly a plant-

based diet, so that’s one of the lifestyle changes I’ve made. I now know that can 

increase my chances of surviving and reduce the risk of a recurrence by as much as 

30%. 

 

Gai: That’s incredible. 

 

Florence: It’s amazing. Exercise is another key component, and even exercising 

five times a week for 30 minutes can reduce my risk of recurrence by up to 40%, 

according to recent studies. We also know that there’s a link between stress and the 

immune system, so I can assist my immune system by meditating. 

 

Actually, Gai, I am co-author of the book 100 Perks of Having Cancer plus 100 Health 

Tips for Surviving It, and one of my perks was that I really brushed up on my math 

skills. I was constantly on the Internet trying to find out all these rates, survival rates, 

recurrence rates, prognosis, and five-year survival, and trying to decipher all those 

numbers and understand them. So when I sat down to do the math, I knew that the 

five-year survival rate for stage 3 breast cancer is just over 50%, which is pretty 

daunting. But then, as a perk, I found, well, but I get another 40% for exercising and 

another 30% for my diet, and I added it all up. So in the end, I figured that my odds of 

surviving cancer were about 123%. (laughs) From making those lifestyle changes. 

 

Gai: Oh, I love that, because it’s something that you can do for yourself, which is 

empowering. It wasn’t dependent on what the doctors were doing for you; it was 

really something that you took charge of and did for yourself. 

 

Florence: Absolutely, and that is one thing that I didn’t know when I was first 

diagnosed. I didn’t know that there was such a direct link between lifestyle 

choice and cancer. I think most people don’t know that. One thing that cancer 

patients often hear is that “If these treatments don’t work, there’s not much more we 

can do for you.” Unlike if you, for example, had heart disease or someone had a 

heart attack, high blood pressure, diabetes, the medical community really rallies 

around you and teaches you about lifestyle changes. If you had a heart attack, you 
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need to lose weight, you need to eat this kind of food, you need to avoid this type of 

food, you should do this type of exercise, and there’s even cardiac rehab that trains 

people how to live their life after a heart attack. Unfortunately, as cancer survivors, 

we often, at least in Canada, we don’t have access to that kind of help. You’ve had 

your treatment; now you’re out on your own. Good luck. 

 

Gai: You were talking before about the healthy diet that you adopted. How did you 

switch to a more plant-based diet? 

 

Florence: First of all, I never imagined that I would switch over to mainly a plant-

based diet. I couldn’t even get my head around the idea of being a vegetarian. 

That was too far away from how I was living my life. I met Susan Gonzalez, of 

course, the co-author of my book, through her blog, and she was blogging Simple 

Changes for Healthy Living. She talked a lot about eating a plant-based diet. She 

issued me a challenge, the “Meatless Monday” challenge. One day a week, on 

Mondays only, you don’t eat any meat or any animal-based products, so no cheese, 

no eggs, and you just focus on plants. 

 

Of course, when I first heard “plant-based,” I thought lettuce and carrots. No way am 

I doing that. (laughs) Then I realised I could still eat foods that I really loved – things 

like whole-wheat pasta and a lot of grains and nuts and bread. l could also still eat 

some of my favourites with just a few easy adjustments. For example, I love Mexican 

food - tacos and enchiladas and fajitas and all those foods, but instead of using 

chicken or ground beef, I now use black beans or some other form of bean, and I still 

get that delicious spicy Mexican flavour. I can still have the wrap and the guacamole 

and the salsa. Once I got used to it – I never made the decision to say “I’m not eating 

meat anymore”; once I started just experimenting with that, I just loved the food so 

much that my body made the decision. 

 

Gai: It’s wonderful when your body makes the decision for you and keeps telling you 

what it needs, and it’s important to listen to the feedback, as we can be much 

healthier much more quickly. 

 

Florence: Absolutely. I still listen to my body, and there are times when I really feel 

like I need some fish. I think where you live and where you grow up is very much part 

of that, and Newfoundland is very much connected to the fishing industry, so we 

grew up eating a lot of fish. I don’t think fish is really bad. It depends if you’re eating a 
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lot of tuna; that’s not a good thing, with the mercury. If I feel like I need to have some 

fish, I will have some fish. So I listen to my body. Sometimes my body tells me, 

“Florence, you need French fries.” (laughs) And I do that. 

 

Gai: My body tells me that almost daily. (Laughs) It’s interesting because I have been 

vegetarian since I was 18, though I still ate chicken. However, I cut chicken out and 

cheese and eggs in January of this year. Yeah, my body just feels fantastic for it as 

well, I feel light and healthy, which is great. 

 

Florence: I know for myself, for years – I’d say maybe 15 years – I suffered from 

irritable bowel syndrome, and here’s a funny story: after I finished treatment, all of a 

sudden this was cured. I didn’t have it anymore. I was telling my friends, I said, 

“Chemotherapy actually cured my irritable bowel syndrome,” and people were 

saying, “No, that’s crazy. Chemo can’t cure that.” But then when I thought about it, I 

think it was actually giving up dairy. (laughs) 

 

Gai I: And that’s a perk. 

 

Florence: Yeah, for sure. 

 

Gai: You mentioned that you’d written a book, 100 Perks of Having Cancer. Can you tell 

us how they can get a hold of your book and learn more about where you blog and 

what you talk about on your blog as well? 

 

Florence: The book can be found at Barnes and Noble, in big bookstores online, as 

well as Amazon. I think Amazon is universal, because we have Amazon.ca in Canada, 

but it’s .com in a lot of places. So it can be found there. To locate the book and my 

blog as well as Susan, my co-author’s, blog, you can go to 

www.100perksofhavingcancer.com. 

 

Gai: Fantastic. I just love that you found 100 perks of having cancer. It’s at a time 

when people can feel quite lost and alone, so I think it’s something that a lot of 

women will get a lot of use out of and certainly bring them to the point that they can 

find a positive in a negative, and I’m sure they’ll find their own perks as well. Thank 

you so much.  

 

Florence: Thank you. 
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How Good Food Can Empower You Towards A Healthy And 
Vibrant Life 
 
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, welcome. Thank you for joining us. I’m so pleased to have you here. 

 

Eileen: Thank you for having me. 

 

Gai: It’s my pleasure. Today I just have one really simple question for you, and that is 

what did you wish you had known when you were first diagnosed with breast cancer? 

 

Eileen: When I reflect back on that period, I remember feeling very isolated because 

I was only 34 and a mother of three young daughters, and for me, I felt like I was 

the only person in the entire world who was that age dealing with such a 

serious diagnosis. So for me, I remember waking up the next morning and going to 

a conference that just so happened to be taking place, and it was a room filled with 

women with breast cancer. The only reason I went was because my husband forced 

me to go. 

 

I just felt even there, in a room full of women that I was still all alone because I 

was so young, and it felt like I knew nothing about it.  The only thing that I 

associated with cancer was dying. So for me, I didn’t know that there was all this 

support out there, but it was very fragmented, and it was hard for me to get to it. 

Even though I eventually found out that it was out there, at that moment I just felt 
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completely alone because of my age, the fact that I was a mother, and even the fact 

that I was a woman of colour. It just felt like that message wasn’t out there for me. 

 

Gai: What did you find to be the most useful way to get the information that you 

needed to make decisions about your care? 

 

Eileen: I did so much research that I think I wore myself out, but I was fortunate 

enough to be an employee of a hospital, and it’s one of the world’s best hospitals. 

I’ve worked at Columbia University Medical Center for almost 14 years, and so as a 

person, who works for healthcare professionals, I didn’t even have to look for it; there 

was a team that was designed to help me get through it. I had the best breast 

surgeon, and the most sought-after oncologist.  So I was able to relax, as I knew that 

I was in really good hands. I didn’t have to do a lot of the work that most people did. I 

was treated with respect. 

 

But what I found in my research was what led me to the work that I’m doing today, 

because there were so many gaps in the treatment in terms of what do I do 

when I come home? I mean, the doctor can prescribe chemo and they can perform 

the surgery, but I felt like the food that I was getting at the hospital was really low 

quality, and in some cases it was something that could even cause cancer. There 

were chemicals in there that were actually proven to cause cancer. 

 

So that’s where I started feeling the disconnect. I felt like I was so anxious, and I had 

no way of enabling myself to be less anxious, so I had to find resources – the 

spiritual community, different exercises, and different things. I did qigong and I 

learned cooking, but I had to do all of this on my own because the hospital wasn’t 

equipped to deal with that part of it. So I felt like I had to go out and find that 

information on my own. 

 

Gai: It’s interesting that you were also working in the administration of the hospital 

system when you were diagnosed, and even with that support, you still found it very 

fragmented. 

 

Eileen: Oh yeah, absolutely. Like I said, they’re there to take the tumour out, to treat 

the body as a whole in terms of making sure they do the chemotherapy in case 

there’s any cells lingering, and then when you’re done, it’s like, “Okay, goodbye. 

You’re done, you’re cured.” Then there is the part that they actually don’t treat at all, 
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and as you know  – cancer doesn’t ever go away from us, I think, mentally. We’re 

always scarred, and there’s so much more healing that we need. Even when I 

looked at my family, they used to be so scared. I mean, my husband, my 

mother, my mother-in-law, my children, everybody was so scared, and 

collectively we need to heal, but the hospital’s not equipped to do that, no matter 

how great the physicians are. 

 

Gai: Absolutely. You mentioned before that you were getting some low quality food in 

hospital. What have you learnt about food? 

 

Eileen: Maybe the better question is what haven’t I learnt about food. (laughs) I’ve 

learnt so much about food, and it’s really, at the core, that’s where I was drawn 

to work immediately. Immediately I started looking at the things that I was eating 

because I was of the mindset eating healthy is eating to lose weight. So for me, it 

was highly processed foods, as long as they were low calorie. They weren’t 

necessarily homemade; they were frozen in a box. For me, I used to think eating 

healthy was eating low calorie. But those foods are really, really processed and 

really, really full of chemicals that can actually cause cancer. 

 

And so for me, I had to go and learn more about my heritage and about my ancestors 

and the things that they ate, because they lived to be 100 years old, 90 years old, 

and there was no middleman in between taking it out of the ground and putting it on 

your plate. There were so many healing things about the way that they ate and 

even the way that they ate together as a family. I mean, everyone sitting 

together, and even going back a step further, growing the food together. This is 

something that we are doing together at home.  I have a small area, it’s just a small 

deck, and that’s where we are growing all of our vegetables. My kids, they’re 7 years 

old, 9 years old, and 14 years old, and now we’re growing our own food, and so we 

learnt about that and the nurturing process that it takes to care for something for 

months before it hits your plate. I mean it’s huge. It’s almost a spiritual act to eat 

the food when you finally do eat it. 

 

So for me, it was learning about what my ancestors did. I’m a little obsessed with 

very old people because I find there are all these scientists and all these doctors, but 

the answer lies in the people that are actually living the longest without diseases. So 

now I’ve done a lot of work learning about what they do and how they got up to the 

point where they are in their 90s and 100s and they are still dancing.  
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Gai: Yes, I think that’s amazing, and I think it’s really empowering for your children as 

well, to see that food does come from the ground and not from a supermarket. 

 

Eileen: Yes. It was funny because it was my 9 year old – I had her in a gardening 

class, and that’s where it started.  She came home with a head of lettuce that she 

had grown, and then I said, “Why don’t we just do that?” She’s like, “Yeah, it’s very 

easy. All you have to do is…” So she showed me, and then I took it to the next level 

where I started growing all this other food. But I learned from my 9 year old. 

 

Gai: I think that’s wonderful that we can learn from our ancestors, we can also learn 

from our kids as well. 

 

Eileen: Yeah. The first assignment I set for the women I work with is to go and find 

the oldest person that you know and just talk to them. At that age, they love to talk, 

and all you do is actively listen and write notes, because that’s where the answer lies 

to your healing. 

 

Gai: I love that. That’s a really nice action that people can take, isn’t it? Can you tell 

us a little bit more about what you offer? Because I know that you do some wonderful 

work in the community, and I’d love you to share that with us if you could. 

 

Eileen: I teach a program. It’s a six-month program, and it’s based out of the hospital 

where I was treated. It’s an ongoing weekly program that primarily focuses on 

self-care, holistic nutrition, and physical activity. The lifestyle component deals 

with relationships, spirituality, careers, self-empowerment, and then we bring in 

special guests in different fields, and they’re invited to present, to allow for additional 

learning activities. Our goal is to educate our participants to work with their 

physicians while advocating for themselves and to learn techniques to reduce the 

side effects of treatment, improve their quality of life, and ideally improve outcomes in 

general. And then we have this other aspect where we work to eliminate disparities in 

cancer care and help to bridge that gap. 

 

Gai: Amazing. What successes have you seen through your program? 

 

Eileen: Oh, it’s mind-blowing; because we open up our program not only to patients, 

but also to their caregivers, and in many cases when the women are single mothers, 
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we invite their children as well. So the children in particular, they love the yoga; they 

can turn themselves into little pretzels without as much work as it takes the women. 

There is one lady in particular who has had five strokes, three open-heart 

surgeries, and breast cancer twice, and she has been my star student. I mean, 

this woman has lost close to 50 pounds, she no longer needs half the 

medication she was using, and even her caregiver, what we call a home 

attendant, lost 20 pounds herself. 

 

So it’s definitely going beyond just the patient, but these people are able to move 

better, and now they’re even joining forces to go to appointments together so that 

one can just be the patient and the other one is sitting there either translating in the 

cases where they don’t speak the language – many of them only speak Spanish, so 

the one that speaks English will translate everything – or will take notes so that the 

patient can just focus on being a patient. So they learn how to pair up and go to 

these appointments together, and even more importantly, their kids are also learning 

how to cook foods that are not processed. We’re not using canned beans; we’re 

using all this equipment, pressure cookers, slow cookers, so that they learn to do 

things with minimal processing. 

 

Gai: That’s amazing. I love that the family is all involved in the process as well, so it’s 

not just a healing for the patient, it’s a healing for the whole family. 

 

Eileen: Oh yeah, that’s a beautiful thing to watch too. I love seeing these kids turn 

into vegetable lovers. (laughs) My website is http://www.thespeach.com 

 

Gai: Yeah, absolutely, and learn more about what healthy food is actually all about, 

which is fantastic. Thank you for joining us today. I really enjoyed our chat, and I love 

the work that you’re doing in the community.  
 
Eileen: Thank you so much, Gai. I really, really appreciate this so much. Thanks 
again.    
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Conclusion 

 
So, what do you think? Did I achieve my mission?  Did you learn something that you 

didn’t know before? Do you have actions to help you empower yourself through your 

diagnosis and managing your life though treatment?  Do you have strategies for 

living a healthy and vibrant life? 

 

Share what you learned from Empower Your Life just click here  

http://gaicomans.com/share-what-you-learned-from-empower-your-life/ 

 

I will also let you in on a secret.  I learnt a lot of things that I didn’t know while I was 

interviewing these inspirational women.  Each had a different insight, an individual 

experience and a personal way of dealing with life as a breast cancer patient and 

survivor.  

 

We had a lot fun bringing this guide to you as we shared stories, insights, 

commonalities and our experiences as breast cancer patients.  In some cases it was 

remarkable, just how similar our stories were.  While researching for the book, I 

would read each ladies website and shake my head many times reading and saying, 

“I said that exact same thing!”  

 

We are here because each one of us would have benefited by knowing just one 

additional juicy nugget of wisdom that may have saved us some anguish. Some 

insights may have even impacted our lives years into the future after our treatment.  

 

I know that as I interviewed these women I made lifelong friendships.   My thanks go 

to all of them 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 other cancers 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, 
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daughter, 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:  

 

www.gaicomans.com/empower 

 

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 a vibrant 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 Guide:  

www.gaicomans.com/empower 

 

Finally, I would welcome your comments on this book as well as any 

recommendations of people that you would like to see interviewed in the future.  You 

can send your comments and recommendations to me at 

http://gaicomans.com/contact/ 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this Guide. And I wish you the best of success 

with your extraordinary life as a survivor!  

 

 

Love  

 

 
 

Gai Comans 

 
 
 



 107 

About GaiComans.com 
 

Thank you for taking part in this conversation by reading the “Empower Your Life” 

Guide, the conversation is continuing at http://gaicomans.com.  If you haven’t 

already signed up to this site go here and do it now 

http://gaicomans.com/empower.   

 

Survivor Secrets continues - I have had so many people ask me to share their 

story, so I will continue the Survivor Secrets series.  The interviews will continue 

and share stories from the family, friends, colleagues and survivors.  You can 

reach me http://gaicomans.com/contact/  

 

Conversations with Gai - This is a new series of webinars, which will 

commence in April 2014.  Each month I will invite guests, whose work touches 

cancer survivors and aim to improve their lives in some way.  Even though they 

may not be cancer survivors, for most of them their journey with the work they are 

doing started with their own survivor experience.  I will let you know more about 

this through our email conversations.   You can stay in touch by registering at 

http://www.gaicomans.com 

 

World Summit 2014 – It’s important to continue the healing conversation in a 

way that I haven’t seen as yet.  To start conversations and raise the challenges 

and give tools to overcome them.  Challenges like survivor guilt, shame, the 

search for authenticity, the need for self-compassion and self-care and how 

mindfulness can help you get through fear.   You can stay in touch by registering 

at http://www.gaicomans.com 

 

 

Stay Connected On 

Facebook - http://www.facebook.com/pages/Gai-Comans/154340841388379                 

Twitter -      https://twitter.com/GaiComans  

Google+     https://plus.google.com/u/0/109208993881924683626/posts                

LinkedIn      http://au.linkedin.com/in/gaicomans?trk=pub-pbmap           
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Pinterest     http://www.pinterest.com/gaicomans1/ 

 

 

Love Gai 

 

 

 
 
 


