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DISCLAIMER:


This book details the author’s personal experiences and learnings. The information provided is for general information purposes and should not be construed as medical advice. Please always remember to contact your healthcare provider to discuss any changes you are considering.
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FOREWORD BY SELENE WILKINSON, ND



I am very happy to have worked with Patsy during this challenging time in her life. Patsy’s determination to regain her health was very inspiring to many people. Her story encourages others to recognize how our daily choices affect the state of our health and wellness. Patsy’s commitment to the cancer protocol was 100%. She made a complete change in her choices immediately and continues to live with awareness. This book has lots of valuable information and reference tools. I look forward to continuing to see Patsy inspire others for many years to come.














INTRODUCTION: CANCER, A GIFT?


How could anyone call cancer a gift? It’s such a horrible disease.


Yes, it is. But it truly was a major teacher for me.


After my diagnosis and five years of researching and learning, I realized that I had many “health teachers” in my life. I chose not to listen to them or wasn’t ready to hear them out. Maybe if I did at the time, it could have prevented my final diagnosis.




My own body


In my late twenties I had my gallbladder removed. I was told this was simply hereditary, since several family members have had the same surgery. I went on with life the same way I always did, not realizing this was a crucial opportunity to look at the true health of my body. I now know having a gallbladder removed was not hereditary. It was due to poor nutrition, high stress, and too much alcohol consumption. Yes, I was very successful, “living the good life”, owning a business, a house, and two cars all before the age of thirty. I didn’t realize what “the good life” was doing to my body.







Ina


I had a wonderful client, Ina, who offered me many opportunities to grow. During our long conversations, she shared tips from her experiences with relationships, investing, cooking tips, and spirituality. We even debated politics and news events. She always had the best of intentions when she shared her opinions and tried to encourage different ways of thinking and living. She was a person I could be completely open with, and I never felt judged for how I lived my life.


At the time, Ina was in her fifties, and was very strong and healthy. Her lifestyle was completely different than mine; she ate a vegetarian diet with lots of dark, green, leafy veggies, practiced meditation, went for long walks daily, and later became a yoga teacher. I joined her for a few yoga/meditation classes and was always open to hear about a new healthy food she had discovered. Yet, I always reverted back to my typical life as a young adult in my mid-twenties–a high protein (keeps you lean), eating food-on-the-go (no time for cooking), frequent high- intensity exercise (to look great), work long hours (be successful), and late nights indulging myself with numerous alcoholic beverages (having fun). I looked up to Ina in so many ways, but at the time I just didn’t understand how valuable the information was that she was offering me.


Now, the tips that Ina shared with me are part of my daily routine. I eat healthy, take long walks, exercise and meditate. I regularly practice yoga and hope to become a yoga teacher over the next year!


There were several “teachers” in my life that recognized the signs of my deteriorating health, and tried to suggest changes, but I wasn’t ready. It wasn’t until the next teacher was so great, I didn’t have a choice, but to change.


Cancer was the gift of learning for me.


I share my story with you in hopes of preventing the necessity of a similar teacher appearing in your life. I now understand the importance of self-care and the special people who appear in our lives to show us the way. Material things are just that, things. Our body truly is our temple. Without our health, does anything else matter?
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LIFE BEFORE MY “DETOUR”




2005, the start of an amazing growth period in my life.


I had a very successful accounting business for over 15 years and loved everything and everyone involved with it. Fitness had always been a regular part of my life, but it had changed over the years due to long work hours. Setting up a gym in my home guaranteed my early morning routine to stay fit, but I was missing the fun and human interaction that comes with team sports and working out with others.


As I approached a milestone birthday I wanted a new goal to renew my commitment to exercise and team events. I decided to do something really special just for me. For my 40th birthday, I took on the challenge to run a half marathon in Barbados with the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society of Canada (LLSC). I trained regularly, and raised $6,000 to help those fighting blood cancers. I had never really done any volunteer work before and I wanted to do something special for others. I wanted to give back and celebrate my good fortune and good health at the age of 40.


So, off I went to Barbados! Even though I was a regular runner, I was not prepared for the hot weather, and struggled with a cramp right up to the finish line. But I finished! It was definitely a memorable birthday.


The trip was the start of several changes. When I returned home, the Leukemia & Lymphoma Society of Canada (LLSC) told me that they were developing a new “mentor” program to help motivate new runners. This meant running every Saturday morning with the group, answering questions, helping with fundraising, travelling to some events with the participants, and generally motivating them every step of the way.


After mentoring for almost a year, I decided to pursue a personal training certification so I was more prepared to assist the LLSC runners and for my own general interest. Approximately three months after the successful completion of my written and practical exams, the instructor of the course contacted me about a coaching position available for HBC Run for Canada. I accepted the position. It would be three nights a week, coaching employees from three different HBC locations for three months in order for participants to safely and successfully complete a 10km run.


It was such a rewarding experience! There were runners who had never run before and some who had completed the run the year before, who wanted to improve their time. Everyone was successful and I ran to the finish line with almost every participant that day. One girl even improved her time by 10 minutes! I received so many e-mails from the participants, thanking me and sharing their feelings after the race. It was incredible. I knew at that moment, big career changes were on the horizon.


In March of 2006, I had an accounting contract up for renewal. I did not renew it. I took a risk and pursued my passion: a career in fitness. By June 2006 I had 2 job offers. I accepted a position with the best club in Toronto! Yes, I’m a little bias. After two interviews, The Adelaide Club offered me a job with the requirement that I complete a post-rehab certification as a Medical Exercise Specialist. The doctor from California who teaches this course just happened to be running his annual 5-day course in Toronto in just two weeks! Coincidence? I think not. I completed the course, started working at the club, and studying for the exam.


Since I had a business background, there were times when I was surrounded by books and paper sitting on my couch thinking to myself, “Why did I ever think I could do this?”


Anatomy, medical terms, injuries, and hip/knee replacements were all new territory for me compared to my previous studies. After months of studying, I passed the exam, and secured my position. Wow, it was tough.


 




Everything happens for a Reason, Season, or a Lifetime.


UNKNOWN





 


Life was perfect. I was developing my client base at the club, while still maintaining some accounting clients. I was just a little reluctant to give up all the security of my financial world. After all, it was all I’d known for over 15 years.







2009–More Changes ahead


In spring of 2009, I was settled and thrilled to be working in the health and fitness field.… but I wanted it to be full-time. I started looking at options that would allow me to utilize my business and training skills and help me move into a management position within the industry. Although I had successfully received over five certifications by this time, I didn’t have the Kinesiology credentials that most have, so I thought I would go a different route. I heard about a fitness director position on a cruise ship. Although I would sacrifice nine months away from family, friends, and the job I loved, I could gain the experience I thought I needed. Besides, I love to travel.


I applied for the job and set up an interview for Aug 2009. I was excited, curious, nervous, and hopeful. At the same time, I was organizing a boot camp destination retreat for Sept 2009 in Santa Monica, California. This kept my mind occupied and off the “what ifs” of getting the job. The destination retreat was going to be the first one I’ve lead, with 6 ladies and I wanted it to be awesome.


In July 2009, I noticed a little bump on the left cheek of my buttocks. I’m very aware of my body, so I knew that it was something that had not been there before. I kept an eye on it for two weeks, thinking it was probably from running and sweating, since it was summertime. When it didn’t go away, I went to my Doctor to ensure it wasn’t something to worry about. She confirmed that it was a mole, but it did not look suspicious. When I told her about the boot camp I was planning in California, she thought it would be best if we removed it after I got back to prevent any chance of infection from the incision. I felt much better and went on with planning my Santa Monica boot camp.


After a phone interview for the cruise ship position, I completed the official interview on September 1st and I felt it went really well. I would find out in early September if a new job was in my future.


Now I was off to California for a week of exercise and fun with a fabulous group of women. Santa Monica was the perfect place for a boot camp. We stayed right on the beach beside the pier with quick access to the 26-mile bike path. This allowed us to run, bike, and rollerblade along with the daily boot camp workouts. We also spent a day horseback riding through the Santa Monica mountains. It was absolutely beautiful!


Half way through the trip I received the job offer for the cruise ship position. I was thrilled to accept the position and ready to start preparing for this new adventure, but I have to admit I was also a little scared. There had already been a major career shift in the past few years that I was now feeling like I didn’t know where I belonged. I never shared this with anyone since they were always excited and envious of my life. Yet, as fun as my life appeared, there was always a deeper connection missing. I didn’t recognize this at the time as a potential for disease, but looking back I see the need for constant change as a longing for something more meaningful. I became really good at hiding my emotions after the end of a long-term relationship several years before. Although always very driven, I think my career was also a way of not dealing with those deeper feelings. When emotions get buried they eventually find another way of expressing the feelings…… like disease.


Everything happened so fast after I returned home from the trip. The cruise company booked me on a flight in late October to London, England to start my official training. I was ready for the next phase of life.


On Sept 17, 2009 I had my previously scheduled doctor’s appointment to remove the mole from my left buttocks. I told my doctor about my new job and she was very excited for me.


One week later I received a call from the Doctor’s office that she needed to see me. I was very surprised and I knew it had to be that silly little, “non-suspicious” looking mole. I arrived at her office two hours later to find out that I had Malignant Melanoma, the deadliest form of skin cancer.


I’m a pretty calm, non-emotional, factual kind of person so my immediate reaction was “Okay, so what are the next steps?”


My doctor was clearly in shock that this had happened to me, as I had very few “identified” health issues (except the Gallbladder) during my life and was very fit. She had me scheduled in to see a specialist the following week to start the ball rolling with a plan.


My life came to a screeching halt. I called my sister Sandra, who is my rock, on my way home. I remember saying to her “I’m not sure how I feel about this”, I guess I was in a bit of shock. She just listened (like she always does) and let me start to process. She never reacted in a negative way. She just simply let me talk.


Sandra is such a strong woman in so many ways, and has always been there for me. We’ve shared many of life’s ups and downs together. I’ve cried on her shoulder, talked for hours, shared thoughts and feelings that no other person knows about me. We can laugh for hours. She’s the strong silent type. Just the type of person you need in a situation like this.


After processing this information overnight and researching melanoma on the computer, I was beginning to get concerned, but was still unemotional, until I was at work the next morning and went out to get a coffee.


I ran into our company Naturopath, Dr. Selene Wilkinson, the most amazing naturopath in Toronto. She said, “Hi, how are you?”


I cracked right there and then. I started to cry and said, “Selene, I’m not well. I have cancer.” Her immediate response was incredible, she said, “Patsy you are strong, there is so much we can do.”


I will never forget those words because right there, in that moment, she gave me back my power. It had momentarily been taken away by the word, Cancer. It’s a word that can shatter your life and Selene is the person that helped me look at it very differently. She brought this gift of learning to my attention. I saw her later that day and she gave me a cancer food protocol to follow. I have to admit, I had no idea what some of the healthy food items were. Burdock Root? Never heard of it before.…


I recruited my friend Tanya (who loves to cook) to go shopping with me the next day to show me where to find all the ingredients for the special soup I needed to make. I followed that protocol for the next year without fail. If it was not on my sheet, it did not enter my mouth.


I never looked at cancer as a death sentence for me. With Selene’s help, I stayed present and didn’t get caught up with “what if.” My strong focus and determination had always been an asset in my career and was a great strength in my quest to regain my health. My health became my new “career.” This started me on a journey of self-awareness, learning about toxins in our food, and chemicals in our world.


I had been training one of the girls who participated in the California boot camp for her very first half-marathon and despite what was going on in my life, I was not going to let her down. So three days after diagnosis, I ran 21.5km with her and she did amazing! We celebrated her accomplishment with lunch joined by some of the other California Boot Camp girls. At the end of our lunch, I shared the news.


These ladies were a huge source of support during the coming months. Our friendship grew out of my boot camp classes two nights a week. They would all arrive at my condo to drop off their backpacks, pickup a skipping rope/resistance band and off we’d go to the park to workout.


Even when I decided not to continue, as I wanted to infuse my body with nutrients and do my own specific workouts, they still all met at my condo and did boot camp at the park together. They were so encouraging every time I saw them. I was still able to hear all the funny life stories that we would usually share while at the park. It was so amazing to see this group of ladies, who met because of my boot camps, develop such a strong friendship and love of exercise. This confirmed why I do what I do!


My first meeting with the specialist was a dose of reality. His first comment to me was “So, you use a tanning bed.” This was not a question. It was a statement. I told him I had used a tanning bed, but not on a regular basis. However, the last time I had used one I had experienced a terrible burn on my butt. I had not used a bed in several years, and did not realize how strong they had become over that period of time. The burn was bad.


His response was, yes that would do it. Wow, one bad burn from a tanning bed and now my life was about to change forever.


While all this was going on, I was still working and the only people who knew were Sandra, Selene, a couple of close friends, the boot camp girls, some clients and my bosses Dean and Blair. They had all been very supportive and understanding of what changes the coming months might mean for me both work and personally. I didn’t share the news with everyone as I wanted to go on with my life as normal as possible and not have people constantly asking me how I was or looking at me with concern. My thought was, “It is what it is and I will deal with each day as it comes.”


Not having to talk about it regularly allowed me to not think about it during my busy days. I did my processing at night.


I wanted to be able to tell my family members in person, so I decided to wait until Thanksgiving. The word cancer can instill such fear in people and I wanted them to see I was doing great and would move past this.


When I arrived, everyone was there, my parents, siblings, nieces, and nephews who were all excited to hear about my plans to move and start my training for the cruise ship in London, England. Did I have everything organized with my condo? When was my flight? Did I know what ship I would be on? My response was, “I’m actually not going to London right now as I have a little medical issue to deal with.”


I just refused to get caught up in negativity and self-pity. Thanks to Selene’s powerful words. When asked what the medical issue was, I simply said “It’s not a big deal, so don’t get all worried, but I have a little bit of cancer.”


All said with a smile on my face and looking the picture of health. Of course, there was shock and concern, but I think my delivery and positive attitude kept everyone from thinking the worst. It’s not something any family member wants to hear, especially parents, and I was determined to help them process the news, just as Selene had helped me.


My first consultation with the surgeons at Princess Margaret Hospital was an interesting day. I had a doctor from Israel and a doctor from Asia meet with me. Princess Margaret attracts the best, so I felt I was in good hands. They checked everything out and both felt that I was a low risk for the possibility of metastases (spreading to other areas). Having said that, they still needed to take a big chunk out of my left buttock (about the size of an apple). Hey, what woman wouldn’t love a little butt reduction? I joked with the doctors and said “Can you take a chunk out of the right butt cheek too? I want to keep them even,” and I laughed.


One of the doctors didn’t find me amusing. He said, “Melanoma is a very serious disease.”


I gave a little chuckle and said “Don’t worry, I know that. I’m just trying to stay positive and not get pulled into the negativity.”


Positivity and laughter was obviously my coping mechanism, but deep down I really did know the seriousness of this diagnosis. I had done a lot of research. I had always been a “strong woman”, easily dismissing feelings that could be viewed as weak, so it was difficult for me show my real feelings to others.


The doctors told me I had to have a procedure called Sentinel Lymph-node removal. On the morning of the surgery, they would inject the cancer site with radioactive material that would follow the body’s fluid to the first lymph-node. They would remove it and test to see if the cancer had spread to any other lymph-nodes that would need to be removed. In my case, the Sentinel lymph-node was in the groin area. Little did I know that this would be one of the most painful procedures I would ever experience. Deep breathing would be required for each of the four injections around the cancer site. After the injection, I would be able to watch the screen on the machine as a blue light, identifying the radioactive fluid as it started to move to show where the fluid was travelling and the location of the Sentinel lymph-node. The attendant would mark that area on my skin so the surgeon would know where to cut. Technology is quite amazing.


Before I left their office they gave me instructions and the date of surgery, November 9, 2009. In a few weeks it would all be over. One thing I was acutely aware of each time I went to Princess Margaret was how many people pass through there each day to receive chemotherapy treatments. It really makes you realize how important your health is and how prevalent cancer is in our world.
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