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    For Mum. I know I seldom use these three big little words … I love you.


    For Michael. For the beautiful life we share and for always giving me the space to be me.


    And for Deryck. I miss you.
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    Some Context


    First things first, there are a few points I feel obliged to make.


    Very importantly, this book should not be viewed as a source of medical advice. It is a simple sharing of one person’s experience with breast cancer, warts and all. I may comment on or refer to medical terms but that is purely based on my own naive understanding and context.


    Secondly, cancer is a very individual thing and every breast cancer patient, or any cancer patient for that matter, will have a unique experience. It could be better or worse than mine in every aspect. I am aware that I was blessed with a relatively easy treatment journey and that my life continued with little interruption, despite the challenges and many side effects.


    But I would hate anyone to think it will be the same for all cancer patients. Patients on exactly the same chemotherapy cocktail react differently, making it completely unpredictable. For some, the so-called ‘red devil’ is the worst; for others it is the paclitaxel. Some spend many days in bed during their treatment protocol; others are fortunate not to have to spend a single day in bed. Some struggle with their white blood cell count; others do not and sail through, having every treatment in the planned week. Some have niggly side effects; others have seriously debilitating ones. Some are able to continue working; others are not. With cancer, there is no benchmarking one versus another ... it simply does not work like that.


    Of course, one common aspect is that all of us who have chemotherapy for breast cancer WILL indeed lose our hair. It is not about ‘if’, but rather ‘when’. But much more about the hair ‘thing’ later.


    You should do cancer YOUR way, to fit with your own needs and personality. We are all different, so we find our groove and what works for us. Some of us, like me, are ‘Googlers’ who want to seek out as much information as possible, whilst others would prefer not to read anything at all, rather putting themselves in the hands of their medical team and leaving it entirely up to them. Some, like me, feel comfortable being ‘public’ about what they are going through, whilst others see their cancer as a very private matter.


    I was happy to submit myself to medical science. I felt comfortable that there was enough science around breast cancer in today’s world to give me a good chance of the best possible outcome. Others may feel differently and prefer a natural route, excluding the likes of chemotherapy and radiotherapy and including specific diets and cannabis oil, for example. While I view natural approaches as being complementary to scientific approaches rather than an alternative, some see natural approaches as the only option for them. There is no harm – in fact there is a lot of good – in sharing experiences, thoughts and tips but, at the end of the day, we need to respect each cancer patient’s own choices.


    Finally, times have changed, and they continue to change. Thanks to the advances of medical science, what people go through today is a far cry from my sister’s experience with breast cancer over twenty years ago. Based on what I had seen when she was ill, when I was diagnosed I anticipated spending all my time in bed or sitting in a chemotherapy suite where there was a bucket placed next to each patient. That could not have been further from the truth.


    Why am I mentioning this? If you are embarking on treatment for cancer do not let what you have seen before influence your anticipated experience. Just know that progress means you have the chance of a much better experience. I also take comfort in the fact that progress in both medical science and natural options means that if I have a cancer recurrence in the future there are sure to be more and better options available.
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    Keeping My Sanity – My Headline Tips


    As I consider the year I went through with breast cancer, several things come to mind that helped me cope with the ordeal. I thought it might be useful to share these with you upfront, even though they may become apparent as you read the rest of this book.


    A sense of ‘normal’


    If I could give only one piece of advice, it would be to ‘find your sense of normal’. Whilst life may not be able to continue one hundred per cent as before, finding a new sense of normal that is respectful of your old normal is a great start. If you are used to working, try to continue working, even if it is to a lesser extent. If you are used to exercising, continue exercising, even if it is in a different way. If you love socialising, do not give it up. You may have to moderate or recalibrate your life, but continuing to do the things that make you ‘tick’ or that you love can make the difference between feeling well and feeling like a sick person.


    I have my own consultancy business in brand marketing strategy. Fortunately, my clients were nothing short of amazing and I was able to take on and plan projects around my treatment protocol. Not knowing what to expect, at first I was worried that I would let my clients down, even thinking that I would have to stop working for the year. That could not have been further from the truth. I loved the happy distraction of work and was surprised that I could go from the chemotherapy chair straight to meetings with clients, rather than straight to bed!


    Of course, there were times when I did not sit at my desk for the whole day. I was fortunate that I could work flexibly, starting and finishing my workday as I pleased and working around other activities … like exercising or meeting friends for coffee. I was by no means a martyr; I certainly worked and billed less than previous years. However, I kept myself busy with a constant, steady flow of work.


    Some of my work required air travel for clients outside my hometown. At first, I thought I would not be able to travel as I had heard that flying was dangerous for compromised immune systems. I soon realised, though, that I was one of the lucky ones, so I resumed flying and working in other cities. I was, however, kind to myself, flying outside of peak times and avoiding the early morning and late-night flights that I had become accustomed to.


    I took steps to protect my immune system. I constantly sprayed my throat with an antiseptic throat spray. I sometimes wore a face mask, even though it felt a bit silly. My trick was to put it on and then to close my eyes and rest for the duration of the flight – I felt that others could not see me if I could not see them! I avoided touching surfaces in public places and constantly washed my hands or used anti-bacterial hand cleaner. I started using Bactroban Nasal in my nostrils until I was told that it was not a very smart thing to do as overuse can contribute to antibiotic resistance.


    One may think that it is more difficult to work during chemotherapy than during radiotherapy, but for me the latter proved more difficult. One’s radiotherapy protocol is onerous with sessions every working day at times not always chosen by oneself and times that may change at the drop of a hat. I focused more on desk work during this time than on client-facing work so that I did not let clients down at the last minute and I made use of the extra time to exercise and socialise more.


    I have always enjoyed an active social life and continued to do so as part of my new normal. Sure, I fell asleep halfway through movies now and again. We sometimes went out for dinner earlier than we used to. At weekends we sometimes went to a matinée show instead of an evening show. But, hey, I got out and did stuff. As food and wine lovers, we still went to food and wine pairings even when my sense of taste was distorted. The joy of being out socialising and feeling that I was still leading a normal life trumped the altered sense of taste.


    I also used the opportunity of scaling back a little on work commitments to spend more time socialising with friends during the day. After years of working long hours, happily so I might add, I discovered the joy of meeting friends for coffee and for lunch on what was supposedly a workday. Several friends have even told me they preferred the ‘cancer Ali’ as she was more accessible than the old Ali! I need to constantly remind myself not to lose this new-found joy.


    I found that my sense of normal needed to include a new routine of all the things I loved in my life, with my treatment protocol becoming part of that routine, rather than the treatment defining my routine. I wanted to feel as though I was making space for the treatment, rather than making space in my treatment for living my best possible life.


    Exercise – keep moving!


    There is a saying ‘If you don’t exercise, you go mad’. How true that is for me. My school days saw me participate in, but never excel, at sport. I was the pupil who would be captain of the third hockey team, never a player in the first. As the years went by, exercise became not only part of my routine, but also a key part of my social life. A highlight for me was running ultramarathons, including three Two Oceans 56-kilometre races and three Comrades Marathon 90-kilometre races. But after falling down some stairs and injuring my foot, running those long ones became a thing of the past. Instead, I became a social runner and a gym goer of sorts.


    If I do not exercise for a few days, I start feeling rather grumpy. Contemplating a long cancer treatment protocol without any exercise was just not an option for me. I was amazed that I could continue running well into my chemotherapy treatment. I did parkrun regularly at my home parkrun – North Beach in Durban, the largest one in the world. For quite a long time I was able to run the full five kilometres. Then I did what my friends and I call ‘wunning’ (a combination of walking and running) and eventually, towards the end of my six months of chemotherapy, I needed to walk the distance. I hit my fiftieth parkrun milestone during my treatment. Twenty of those fifty had been ‘fuelled by chemotherapy’. A bunch of my fabulous friends arrived dressed in pink to join me for my fiftieth one and we celebrated afterwards with coffee and breakfast at our favourite spot at the beachfront – the Bike & Bean.


    I also met my friends regularly at the beachfront in the early mornings. I would either run with them or I would cycle while they ran and then we would enjoy a coffee and a chat afterwards. I was never a cyclist pre-cancer, but I developed an absolute love for cycling along the beachfront. My gym membership comes with access to bicycles, so I would grab a bike at the gym and hit the beautiful Durban beachfront. I managed to get my heart rate up whilst enjoying the fresh air and beautiful surrounds, often with reggae music blaring in my ears. The Bob Marley song Three Little Birds (‘Everything’s gonna be alright’) became my anthem and I used to love listening to it very loudly while cycling, reassuring myself that everything was indeed going to be all right.


    The evening before my first chemotherapy treatment, I cycled hard, trying to wash all the uncertainty and angst away. It felt so good that I decided to do an extra section of the beachfront to make it an even longer ride. Horror of horrors, when I got to the turning point I found I had a flat tyre. I had to push the bicycle all the way back to the gym. That simply created more time to think and the demons were running wild in my brain at that stage.


    When I was first diagnosed, I contacted my medical aid through which I have my gym membership. I wanted to know how to go about applying for leniency so that I did not lose my gym membership deal through limited use. They sent me the forms. They need not have bothered. I made my exercise target points every week from the day I was diagnosed to the day I finished treatment, except for one single week – the week of my surgery where I just missed it. I am convinced that exercise played a large role in the way I coped with my treatment, from both a physical and an emotional point of view.


    It is interesting to note that research has shown walking for thirty minutes a day can boost your chances of beating cancer by almost half. Australian researchers at the Queensland University of Technology looked at 337 women who had recently undergone surgery for breast cancer. Half of the patients were instructed to do 180 minutes’ moderate activity a week for at least eight months (though many continued beyond that) while the other half continued about their normal lives. Brisk walking was what most did, but some did light cycling or heavy housecleaning or even mowing the lawn. After eight years, the women who had exercised were half as likely to have died than the other women.1


    I should also mention one of the key enablers of my exercising – my perfect exercise ‘hair solution’: a turban and a fake fringe named Holly. Wonderful for chilly mornings and so much easier than exercising with a whole head of normal hair!


    Remember, exercise is about continuing to move as much as you can during your illness. It does not have to be overly vigorous. For some, it can be as simple as taking a gentle walk around the block. For others, it may be doing parkrun. You may do more at some times and less at other times. Just keep moving, no matter how little or how much.


    A gratitude mindset


    In dire times it is easy to curl up and feel sorry for oneself. I recognised this risk and made a conscious decision to develop a daily practice of gratitude. And this was how my gratitude album on Facebook began. It started the day before I had my first chemotherapy treatment and continued to the last treatment, and then continued again for every day of my radiotherapy treatment. Before the stroke of midnight, bar one or two very late nights where I missed my deadline by a few minutes, I would add a collage of photos and/or visual references with a little story expressing my gratitude for the day.


    Honouring something or someone I was grateful for each day helped me to focus on what was good and how blessed I was, despite my illness. It encouraged me to have a positive mindset and to constantly be looking out for the people or moments, big and small, that uplifted me.


    My gratitude diary lives on and I have often referred newly diagnosed cancer patients to it, in the hope it can be some inspiration to them as well.2


    Besides helping me cope with my situation through self-reflection and expression, there were several spin-off benefits of this initiative:


    It gave rise to an enormous amount of support and love from people far and wide. Teenagers often judge their sense of self-worth by the number of likes they get in social media. I must confess that over this time I judged the strength of each gratitude post by the number of likes it got and how many people responded with comments. Whilst it felt a little inappropriate, it challenged me to strive to go beyond the mundane in my daily posts.


    It served as an update, both for those close to me and those who, over the years, were more on the periphery of my life. Even those who felt they could not ask where I was at or how I was doing for fear of seeming nosy were able to satisfy their curiosity or concerns.


    It helped demystify cancer. So many people sent messages and notes thanking me for telling it like it is and for educating them by putting a face and some facts to the cancer experience.


    It became a source for some who followed in my footsteps. After numerous requests to accept Facebook friend requests from friends and acquaintances of my own friends who had been diagnosed, or had a family member who had been diagnosed, I made the album public so that others could access it more freely. For many, it offered comfort to see that you can ‘do’ cancer and other patients benefited from the learnings I expressed along the way. There was, however, one incident of someone’s mother who found it too overwhelming and scary and preferred not to know what she was letting herself in for.


    It inspired others to develop their own gratitude practices. An example I loved came from a dear friend Katja, who lives in France. She told me that she and her husband had built daily gratitude into their evening mealtimes. Like others’ daily grace before their meal, they would each take the opportunity to say what they were grateful for from their respective days before enjoying their dinner together. Imagine if every family had a gratitude blackboard in their home that family members could write on!


    It felt good to let important people in my life know how special they are to me. At the time, I did not know whether or not I was going to earn the ‘survivor’ label, so I saw the diary as an opportunity to tell people how much they meant to me while I was still around and able to.


    Even now, when my Facebook memories pop up each day and I see my gratitude posts from that time, I am reminded of just how much I can be grateful for.


    The expression ‘Inhale love, exhale gratitude’ is a precious one and one that I think we all need to remind ourselves of from time to time. If there was a rallying cry from my cancer experience, it would no doubt be exactly this.


    Pleasure in ordinary things


    Finding joy in the ordinary comes rather easily during cancer treatment. This may seem an odd statement to make, but the ordinary gives one a sense of the old ‘normal’ and this feels good and is a pleasant change from being preoccupied with health, treatment, needles, drugs, and the like.


    Ordinary routines during cancer treatment, no matter how simple, can feel much more pleasant than they do in ‘normal’ life. For example, simply spending a day at my desk working as I had usually done felt like a very pleasant gift at this time. I also noticed small, seemingly ordinary things like insects and flowers (and sometimes even weeds) more than ever before and these brought unexpected joy.


    Feeling informed … to Google or not


    For me, the more informed I felt, the more in control I felt. So, I Googled and Googled and Googled. I Googled simple things like ‘cancer treatment and dry skin’ and scary things like ‘survival rates for breast cancer’ along with all my key indicators included in the Google search bar.


    I remember my chemotherapy oncologist saying, ‘I can see you’ve been Googling by the questions you are asking.’ She was really patient about hearing me out and had a wonderful way of adding perspective and realism to whatever was on my mind from the information I had accessed.


    Whilst I was an avid ‘Googler’, I am all too aware this would not be everyone’s approach. In fact, the friend of a friend diagnosed shortly after me, and now a friend of mine, could not bring herself to read anything at all and left the reading and researching to her husband. I passed on to her a stash of Australian Cancer Association books that another friend had kindly sent me, but I know she just could not bring herself to read them.


    I had always considered myself a control freak of sorts, but my cancer experience taught me that you cannot control everything; you need to go with the flow, lean in and let things unfold. Feeling well informed gave me a dash of my much-needed sense of control while I was learning this lesson. This lesson has stood me in good stead for the world we find ourselves in now, in 2020, with COVID-19 making it very difficult for us to plan or be fully in control of our lives.


    A sense of humour


    Cancer is no laughing matter. But to survive it from an emotional point of view, you certainly need a sense of humour. Finding lightness in the dark in whatever way I could helped me get through it intact and, believe it or not, made it not too bad an experience.


    Being consistently prodded and poked, having uninvited poisonous liquids coursing through your veins, exposing your boobs to all and sundry, frying them (literally) and making the not insignificant change from hair to wigs, to mention just a few issues, are a potential recipe for daily, deep, dark despair. But they all present opportunities for a giggle and a laugh that make you feel better and those around you feel a bit more comfortable with what you are going through.


    I vividly remember once returning my hire car to the depot at the end of a business trip to Johannesburg. The Avis attendant was standing by while I leaned into the boot to pull out my bag. Then it happened. My wig caught on the boot lid and rearranged itself across my face. I must have looked like a glook (for those who remember those little furry creatures from their childhood). Now how was I going to handle this? ‘Oh dear,’ I said, peeping through the strands. ‘I think my hair is coming off.’ ‘Sorry about that, m’am,’ said the Avis man. ‘Now was everything okay with the car?’ He didn’t bat an eyelid! I laughed about this for days on end, and so did my friends.


    Chemotherapy days were always light-hearted fun days, contrary to what one might think. We laughed and joked, both patients and their supporters, and you would be forgiven for thinking it was a comedy show if you were a fly on the wall.


    Roll on my first paclitaxel chemotherapy, the first of twelve … I celebrated this new milestone by taking my ‘mermaid tail’ along and wearing it during the infusion. It was a beautiful purple velvet mermaid tail, complete with sparkles, lovingly made and gifted to me by friends and their families in the Eastern Cape. Before you think I had lost it completely, patients do sometimes take blankets along with them. Mine just happened to be the most beautiful mermaid tail in the whole world and one that brought a smile to a bunch of people having a potentially tough day.


    Eyebrows … now there is something for lots of light-hearted amusement. If you have never heard of brow wigs, look them up. Whoever would have thought that two caterpillars glued on your face above your eyes would make you feel more ‘whole’?


    If you are struggling to find light during the dark, little people can help. Spending time with innocent young minds goes a long way to taking your mind off things and even seeing your situation in a new light. They ask questions that others want to ask but are too scared to. Your answers will be expressed in a lighter, more positive way than if you were answering adults, hence they encourage you to see the lighter side. They also marvel in your world of no hair or lashes or brows and your new world of wigs, all presenting opportunities for lots of laughter. Although I lived in Durban I worked in Johannesburg a lot and spent an inordinate amount of time with my two Johannesburg based nieces, Cameron and Amber, who were four and two years old at the time I was diagnosed.


    In the early days of my illness when I thought I needed to be Durban-bound, I really missed spending time with them. Then, when I realised I was fit and strong enough to travel, it was an absolute blessing to spend time with them again. They asked questions and they simply loved the whole wig scene. Amber, the younger, would repeatedly remove and replace my wig. They told me how beautiful my hair was every time I visited and even when I arrived with just a funny bit of dark stubble on my head. They loved feeling my bald head and the regrowth and I often heard how ‘thoft’ my hair was. All of this made me feel good.


    Celebrating milestones


    Boy, oh boy, did I celebrate every milestone of my bout with cancer, no matter how big or small. Giving yourself something to look forward to helps you face the daily challenges. Whether it is something small, like champagne to celebrate having slayed a dragon (like going public with your new wig for the first time), or a trip to a special place, near or far, celebrations make the experience just that more bearable.


    You know you must get through ALL those chemotherapy sessions, so you’d rather get on with it and tick them off the list, one by one, knowing that each tick is a step closer to the end. Do you remember having written an exam and feeling that it was successful? I felt that each time I finished another chemotherapy treatment and regarded it as a cause to celebrate.


    Completing my fiftieth parkrun whilst on chemotherapy was also a cause to celebrate and I was lucky to have a bunch of friends with me which made it feel even more special. Celebrations are most often with family and friends. They can, however, also be your own, a little individual celebration, treat or reward – a favourite food or experience, or even a short lie-in in the morning, before starting your day.


    I was in a fortunate position to be able to join friends and go big on two of my celebrations for major milestones, but I will come to those later. Suffice to say here that friends supporting friends with cancer help them to find opportunities and ways to celebrate, which makes such a big difference to being able to cope with the difficult days of treatment.


    Happy distractions


    If your mind is left to focus solely on your illness, you will be in for a rough ride. It will play tricks on you. It will gnarl and twist your every thought. It will swipe your confidence and constantly rob you of the opportunity to live each day to its fullest potential. Find distractions so your mind can preoccupy itself with other stuff. For some, it may be their family responsibilities; for others, it may be something noble like involvement in some charitable pursuit to whatever extent they are able to.


    For me, my focus on gratitude became a constructive and positive distraction. My being able to continue working was also most welcome. For this reason I will always be grateful to my clients for their ongoing commitment and patience.


    I had another distraction, something more in the creative space – I redecorated our home. After living in a ‘beige & brown’ home for so many years, I decided it was time for the space to reflect more of who I am. Spending more time in Durban than in Johannesburg, unlike previous years, made me realise I needed to get to work. My long-time partner Michael was very obliging, allowing me to get stuck in, despite our somewhat different tastes. A spin-off benefit of having cancer is that your husband or partner will be far readier to say YES to anything!


    From browns and beiges and lots of dark wood to a riot of colour – different tones of greens, splashes of orange, monkeys up the walls in the most colourful of wallpapers – I had such fun. Being full of ideas, but not having that kind of talent myself, I enrolled the services of Marian, a decorator who I loved working with and who rapidly became a friend. It all started with the monkey wallpaper. That was her brief, along with the sentence ‘I am prepared to be brave.’


    Brave was part of my heartbeat at that time and it infiltrated everything I tackled. The creative distraction of colours and textures, paints and wallpapers and shapes and angles kept me busy and inspired and it was a beautiful experience to see the transformation of our home. The project continued with the outbuildings that are used mainly as my office, but also as a guest cottage. During the transformation of my office, I wrote the bulk of this book which meant I wrote at a tiny little table perched in the corner of the lounge, rather than at my desk.


    After looking at my Instagram photos I remember Marian saying, ‘I can’t believe you live in a beige and brown house when your life is so colourful.’ Thanks to her, our home is now as colourful as our life. And I got a much-needed happy distraction during a tough time.


    I guess the message here is to consciously find your happy distractions, whatever they may be. They will keep your mind focused on the right thoughts and help you keep your sanity.


    Patience, dear patient!


    For Type A personalities like me, the cancer roller coaster ride can surely test your patience. In the early stages, my friend Sheila taught me the expression ‘patience, dear patient’ and that became a common mantra for me.


    You feel as though you are doing the tango. You take two steps forward and then … you take four steps back. You get a snippet of information about your condition only to find it raises more questions than it answered. You think you will get closure at a scheduled appointment, only to find out that the box has been reopened and you are nowhere near closure. You think you are done with tests only to find out you need more. You wait for results. And you wait some more. The uncertainty is a killer. But you learn to deal with it and to busy yourself with daily life instead of agonising about what may or may not be. You get enough practice in learning patience and you will certainly come out the other end with a new-found skill, if you did not have it before!
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    Life Before Breast Cancer


    After a diagnosis, the basic assembly of one’s life changes forever. From that day forward there will always be life BC and life AC – before cancer and after cancer.


    My life BC was not without exposure to cancer. It lurked in the shadows, always the bogeyman waiting to pounce. My paternal grandfather died of lung cancer and my great-grandmother had a colostomy bag which I assume meant she had cancer. Those were the days when people rarely used the word ‘cancer’, rather referring to it as ‘the Big C’ and even that was whispered.


    Closer to home, my sister Michelle, five years older than me, had endured the dreaded cancer. Not once, but twice. In her early twenties she had a cancerous hydatidiform mole in her uterus and underwent chemotherapy. This after being airlifted to Cape Town from the farm she lived on in those days in a Red Cross air ambulance whilst nearly bleeding to death. My most vivid memory over this period was of her lying on the couch, emaciated, yellow skin tone, with cracked fingernails and lips, sores covering the inside of her mouth, and fine tufts of fluffy hair here and there on her head, hardly enough to cover a mouse. Next to the couch was a bucket, a standard accessory never far from her side. I distinctly remember her saying that if she ever had a recurrence, she would sooner die than have chemotherapy again.


    Against the odds, Michelle went on to have two more sons after surviving her bout with cancer. But it reared its ugly head again and in her mid-thirties, around twenty-five years ago, she was diagnosed with breast cancer. Did she have chemotherapy again? Yes, she did. When staring your own mortality in the face, no matter how tough the previous treatment was, I guess you dig deep and do what you must do. I cannot remember much about her during her cancer treatment the second time around as I lived in a different province, but I have vague memories of it being more manageable than her previous experience, perhaps thanks to scientific advances, despite her having to undergo a mastectomy as well as chemotherapy. She recalls no details about the specifics of her breast cancer to compare versus the specifics of mine. Did they even acknowledge different types of breast cancer and the variable treatments for different types in those days? We simply do not know.


    Michelle earned the new label of a ‘twice survivor’ of cancer. The shadow of her second bout took up its position, hanging over the other women in the family. Because of this, I started having annual mammograms from the age of thirty. My large, brown envelope with past mammograms in it (before the digital age) got fatter and fatter and I got used to the routine. The radiographer would do the mammogram while I endured the few seconds of ‘involuntary face lift’ that it is. The top to bottom squash. The side to side squash. The left breast. The right breast.


    Then I was told to wait in the little dressing cubicle and I would know what was coming next. An ultrasound. And a lecture about how fibrous and dense my breast tissue was and what a risk that presented, et cetera, et cetera. Thankfully, technology has advanced, meaning you no longer need to remember where you left that big, fat folder of scans from previous years. The ‘ama-squishy-squishy’ is also much more bearable and you no longer get the free, momentary facelift! It is something that many women avoid for fear of a moment of discomfort and yet these days it is hardly uncomfortable.


    Over the years, I had two what I would describe as lucky escapes. I should recall the details but, quite honestly, I don’t. They are just vague memories which I think I have banished to the depths of my mind for fear they would turn into something more sinister if I gave them any headspace. One was a cyst of sorts. The surgeon aspirated it in his rooms and gave me the all clear. All I remember from that experience was the surgeon, a dashing grey-haired man with a soothing voice and a lovely manner.


    Another required a surgical biopsy. They made a very neat incision around my left nipple, removed the lump and stitched my nipple back on. I do remember feeling very anxious while waiting for the results; anxiety that I calmed by driving to Swaziland with a bunch of friends to attend a Joan Armatrading concert on 22 July 1989. Had it not been for that happy distraction, I doubt I would even remember in what year I had that surgery. Fortunately, the results finally came back negative and if my memory serves me correct, it was labelled as a fibroadenoma. My only reminder of that surgery was when they used to apply something to the scar to mark it during my annual mammograms.


    The breast demons gave me a long period of peace before really getting their clutches on me, nearly thirty years later.


    Despite my acknowledged risk of a cancer diagnosis, I do not think I ever really contemplated finding myself labelled ‘cancer patient’. That was something that happened to other people, certainly not to me. I was fit and healthy. I hardly missed a day of school (maybe just to have my tonsils out as a child) or a day of work. Simply put, I just never got sick. I rarely had the common cold. I can only remember ever having one bout of flu. I did not need vitamins or pills. My immune system seemed as strong as an ox’s. When I went to my GP for an insurance medical at some point, he looked in my file and told me I had not been to see him for twelve years. I exercised regularly. It has always been part of my routine and is a big part of my life, including my social life. Whilst not necessarily being as fit as I would have been when I was running ultramarathons in the early to mid-2000s, I have always been reasonably active and fit and took pride in my status as a healthy person.


    I love wine, but I am a moderate drinker. My weakness is food. I love it. I eat too much. I read recipe books like novels, albeit I am no domestic goddess in the kitchen! I am more savoury than sweet and would generally rather have a starter and a main than a main and a sweet dessert. I always hoped that my level of activity would compensate for my love of food.


    I have often heard people expressing utter disbelief when someone seemingly fit and healthy is diagnosed with a serious illness, even muttering about why it is not worth all the effort. On the other hand, though, perhaps all the energy you have invested in staying fit and healthy was to prepare you to face the illness in the best possible way, with the possibility of the best outcome. Perhaps the question is: ‘Can you afford not to live a healthy life and invest in your fitness so that you are prepared for anything life throws your way?’
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    Oh Dear!


    In August 2016 I was back at my favourite destination, Koh Samui in Thailand, on yet another girls’ trip. There were seven of us from three continents with girls arriving and leaving on different days. Chantal was one of the seven. A South African by birth, she had lived in Sydney for many years. I had met her previously through our mutual friend Roslyn, who also lives in Sydney and is another Samui regular. Chantal was joining us to celebrate the end of her innings with breast cancer. I was fascinated by her story and asked many questions, not realising that this encounter would shortly mean much more to me than it seemed at the time.


    Was it September, or was it October, or was it early November? I cannot say for certain. I just have vague recollections of feeling what I can only describe as a mass on the outer side of my right breast. At first, I did not think it was anything to worry about. I knew I had fibrous, dense breasts and was all too aware that my breasts were rather lumpy and that the lumps and bumps could change with my menstrual cycles. It would surely disappear just as quickly as it had appeared.


    But it did not. It lingered and felt different to anything I had felt before. My previous lumps, which had been aspirated and biopsied, had felt like contained cysts that moved around when you pushed them with your fingertips. This, though, felt like a dense mass that was stubbornly stationary. I had no dimpling, no discharge, nothing else to report; just this mass of tissue that felt rather unusual.


    When it did not disappear, I felt a rising sense of mild panic. I pointed it out to Michael who suggested that I have it looked at. Given my routine of having my mammograms in December as work quietened down for the festive season, it was time to make my annual appointment in any case. I phoned in the latter part of November to make an appointment. I did not report my suspicions or say I was worried about anything – I just made my annual appointment. The earliest appointment they could give me was just before Christmas, 22 December.


    With the appointment made, I could put it out of my mind and focus my energy on client deadlines as I chased the end of the working year. I cannot say that I never thought about it, but every time I felt it, I would praise myself for having made the appointment. I had acted on it and that was all that mattered.


    Thursday, 22 December, arrived and, amidst all the Christmas chaos, off I went to the Just For Women Digital Mammography Centre. I felt calm in the knowledge that I would at least now know where I stood after all the uncertainty. The mammogram itself was uneventful and pretty much as I was used to. I pointed out the area I was concerned about and I am sure the radiographer must have placed extra focus on it. In her highly professional manner, she gave no indication of what she saw or thought.


    Next up was the ultrasound scan, the chilly, jelly part of my standard routine. The radiographer spent some time on the suspicious area and I distinctly remember her saying: ‘It looks like there are just shadows.’ She really made me feel as though there was nothing to fear and the sense of dread started lifting. But it was short-lived. The radiologist was called and within no more than about three swipes of the scanner in that area of my breast, she said, ‘We need to organise you a biopsy.’ I could see she knew her stuff, and in that very moment I knew. I just knew.


    At the time, I did not know that I was lucky on my unlucky day. The radiologist who happened to be on duty that day was an awesome woman and she was also an acknowledged and very well-regarded breast specialist.


    That was Thursday. Christmas was on Sunday and I was due to leave for Thailand on holiday two sleeps later, on the Tuesday. (I always count my days to Thai holidays in sleeps, a throwback to my childhood when all good things were measured by the number of sleeps.) When I told the radiologist about my timing predicament she swung into action and instructed her staff to squeeze my biopsy in for first thing the next morning. I was so grateful to her for this, not only because I did not have time on my hands before leaving, but also because I simply wanted to do what was needed without any further delay.


    Early the next morning I dutifully and somewhat enthusiastically presented myself for the next step. ‘Enthusiastic’ in the sense that I was keen to get it over and done with and to get an answer. The same lovely radiologist was to do what was called an ultrasound assisted core biopsy. As I understood it, this meant inserting a thick needle into different areas of the mass and extracting three cores of tissue. The ultrasound was, I assume, to help guide where to extract the tissue and to ensure coverage of the mass. It was not painful at all and at first we chatted about things that had pretty much nothing to do with my breast. It was while she had this needle in me and we were talking about my occupation that we discovered by chance that her husband was one of my clients. That explained things. I admired and respected him a great deal. Besides his sharp business acumen, he was simply a great human being. Here was his other half and she seemed just as great! Luck had smiled upon me.


    With the procedure nearing an end, our chatter turned back to my breasts and why I was there, the results, next steps, et cetera. I was concerned about not knowing the results before my holiday and, given the public holidays, it seemed unlikely that they would be available before I left for Thailand. After checking the sincerity of my request repeatedly with me, she reluctantly agreed, with my permission, to email me the results once they were available.


    Call it female intuition, call it the insight skills honed after years in my profession, I could feel that she already knew what the result was going to be. She and I never spoke about ‘if’. We spoke about ‘when I get the results, what the next step will be’. It was adult to adult, matter of fact. Nothing unprofessional on her part. In fact, to the contrary, she maintained the utmost level of professionalism and had read me and my needs to a ‘t’. She was not there to reassure me or tell me her prediction or to trivialise the situation; she was simply there to ensure I was as informed as I wanted to be. It was I who read between the lines and analysed both her and my choice of words. This added further confirmation to what I already felt instinctively deep down.
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