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WE DEDICATE THIS BOOK TO:


All those who have faced a major life challenge
and kept moving forward with determination,
because they just have way too much living left to do.


Our husbands,


who provided amazing support throughout our cancer journeys.


Our children,


for whom we wish a healthy, happy and cancer-free life.
May you grow up embracing the power of real food and always love
cooking and dancing in the kitchen.








Foreword



Honestly, I did not want to write another book foreword. As I draft this, I have several book deadlines of my own hanging over my head. I should have said no. I wanted to say no. But I could not resist this book—and neither should you!


The personal story here is enough all on its own: Two women who have been through cancer themselves, have learned all they can about keeping it a fading memory in life’s rear view mirror, and who are committed to paying that knowledge forward. It is moving, compelling, poignant and so very . . . human. It calls out to us with what is common in us all: fear, hope, vulnerability and . . . strength. Resilience, resolve and resourcefulness.


That would probably have done it, frankly (ladies, you had me at “hello”!)—but there is, in fact, much more to this story, and to this book.


We have truly dramatic evidence of the potential power of food as medicine. The word dramatic is, well, dramatic—but nothing less suffices.


In 1993, a paper entitled “Actual Causes of Death in the United States” was published in the Journal of the American Medical Association by Drs. William Foege and J. Michael McGinnis. McGinnis and Foege revealed the obvious we had all over-looked: The diseases we had long listed as the leading causes of death (heart disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes) are not truly causes. Diseases are effects. What we all really want to know is: effects of what?


The answers were readily available. Overwhelmingly, premature death and chronic disease were attributable to just 10 behaviors each of us has the capacity to control, and that list of 10 is, in turn, much dominated by just the top three—tobacco use, dietary pattern and physical activity level.


When Centers for Disease Control and Prevention scientists reassessed this landscape a decade later, again publishing their findings in the Journal of the American Medical Association, in 2004, they found relatively little had changed. Across the span of a decade, injudicious use of feet, forks and fingers remained the dominant determinants of unwelcome fate.


In the summer of 2009, yet another paper was published by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention scientists and their colleagues—in the Archives of Internal Medicine this time—examining lifestyle factors and health. The investigators surveyed over 23,000 German adults about four behaviors: smoking (yes or no); eating well (yes or no); getting regular physical activity (yes or no); and maintaining a recommended weight (yes or no).


Those with all good answers—not smoking, eating well, active and lean—as compared to those with all bad answers had roughly an 80 percent lesser likelihood of experiencing any major chronic disease (cancer included). Flipping the switch from bad to good on any one of the factors was associated with a 50 percent reduced probability of chronic disease. Any drug with a faction of such potential would be a blockbuster. A group of researchers from Norway and England found much the same thing in a study of over 5,000 adults in the United Kingdom, reported in the Archives of Internal Medicine in April 2010; and researchers in the United States identified much the same pattern in a cohort here, reporting their findings in 2011.


The compelling case for feet, forks and fingers as the master levers of medical destiny reaches further still. In fact, it reaches to our very genes.


In a study reported in 2008 in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 30 men with early stage prostate cancer received an intensive lifestyle intervention for 3 months: wholesome, plant-based nutrition; stress management; moderate exercise; and psychosocial support. Standard measures—weight, blood pressure, cholesterol and so on—all improved significantly, as one would expect. But what makes this study unique and groundbreaking is that it measured, using advanced laboratory techniques, the effects of the intervention on genes. Roughly 50 cancer suppressor genes became more active, and nearly 500 cancer promoter genes became less so.


This, and other studies like it, go so far as to indicate that the long-standing debate over the relative power of nature versus nurture is something of a boondoggle, for there is no true dichotomy. We can, in fact, nurture nature.


And it is to that very mission that Kicking Cancer in the Kitchen is devoted. The book dishes out a bounty of sound advice. But most importantly, as the title implies, it goes beyond advice to provide the ingredient-by-ingredient, user-friendly, practical guidance of recipes. This book is serving food, delicious food, as very powerful medicine.


I could not resist the compelling allure of this book. And whether you are recovering from cancer, or simply trying to make sure you never need to be—I suggest you not even try. Food is being served here as the very best of medicine, and I urge you—take it!


—David L. Katz, MD, MPH, FACPM, FACP


Director, Yale University Prevention Research Center


President-Elect, American College of Lifestyle Medicine





Introduction



If you’ve picked up this book chances are that you or someone you know has been affected by cancer. Having been there ourselves, we know what it’s like when the shit hits the fan. Or when the fear of the C-word sends waves of worry throughout your still healthy body. Whether you are joining us after receiving a diagnosis, or are eager to learn all you can to stay disease free, we invite you to take us along on your journey to greater health and wholeness.


We wrote this book because we care about you. And we want to share with you, friend to friend, how to make a difference in your health and your life. Yes, you can do it! And we’re here with a hug and a hand to walk alongside you. We’ll do our best to help you embrace hope, enjoy a few laughs and create some tasty, cancerkicking treats.


Perhaps, most importantly, our intention is to offer motivation, knowledge and a sense of empowerment to you, dear cancer chick, and to you, dear prevention peep, as well as to any determined woman who won’t give up. There’s just way too much living left to do.


What’s Kicking Cancer in the Kitchen All About and Who Should Read It?
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KICKING CANCER in the Kitchen provides real-world tools in and out of the kitchen for the woman facing cancer, from diagnosis through treatment and beyond. There are over a hundred of our favorite recipes you can quickly turn to—recipes that are simple, yummy and, most of all, cancer kicking! You’ll be introduced to new, healthy, delicious cancer-fighting foods without feeling overwhelmed. We offer honest advice and tips on traveling the cancer path, all from our first-hand experience.


Kicking Cancer in the Kitchen is also for you if you are one of the millions of individuals who has cancer in her biography but is no longer in active treatment. This book will help you learn how to stay healthy and increase your odds of avoiding another encounter with the disease. And it is also a resource for the millions who live with the fear that one day they will hear those dreaded words, “You have cancer,” and want to do all they can to make sure it never happens. If that is you, this book provides recipes and accessible advice to keep your body healthy. You’ll also gain insight into how to support your sisters and friends who are on the cancer journey.


Our hope is that this book will help save a bit of your sanity as we’ve brought together our collaborative cancer journey knowledge, tools and recipes—while keeping things simple—so you don’t have to spend precious time and energy, as we did, pulling it all together.


Our Dietary Recommendations


[image: ]


ARE WE VEGETARIAN, vegan or what? Well, honestly we don’t like using labels very much. Our walk and talk is more about focusing on real, plant-based food and less about forcing ourselves to fit in a box or be part of a dietary trend. We also don’t believe that shame or guilt about dietary choices, past or present, is conducive to your health. We’re not down with blaming anyone for causing her cancer, nor are we cool with the idea of filling your plate with an ideology instead of health-boosting food that nourishes your body, mind and spirit.


But if you must label our approach in this book, you could call it flexitarian with a focus on plant-based, whole foods. Flexitarianism is, in theory, a mainly vegetarian diet but does allow for some animal protein on occasion. For us the meaning of this approach is broader, and we use it to refer to the practice of becoming aware of your body and its needs at every stage in your life and responding with personally appropriate dietary decisions. We are all unique and have different needs at different times in our lives, especially during cancer treatment. If a little animal protein gives you some needed energy during your cancer fight or otherwise, we aren’t going to scold you. In fact, we’ll even commend you for figuring out what your body needs.


But we do strive toward and encourage the reduction or omission of animal foods. It’s fine to do this step by step, if that is what works best for you and will help make the changes stick. We believe that this is a much more realistic approach to improving your diet anyway, especially if you are currently a big meat-and-potatoes gal—the idea of suddenly becoming vegan can seem very daunting and you may just not make any changes. We’d rather see you slowly reduce and crowd out animal products by focusing on adding in more real, plant-based foods than not make any improvements at all.


In this book, we provide steps to work toward that plant-based, whole foods goal. Yes, some people have drastically changed their diets overnight, but let’s be honest: It ain’t easy! If you want to take on that challenge, please go for it. But if you are someone who needs a more gradual approach with a little more flexibility, your Girlfriends aren’t going to ditch you. In fact we’ll take your hand and support you as you “upgrade” your diet step by step. As long as you are taking strides in the right direction with that real food, mostly plants goal in mind, you’re going to make a huge difference in your health. And no worries—you don’t have to forgo taste or feel deprived. Eating well can taste delicious. We’ll show you how!


Who Are Annette and Kendall?
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WE ARE TWO young cancer survivors who not only survived but learned to thrive throughout our cancer journey—from diagnosis through intense treatment and beyond.


We get it. We know what it is like to be stopped in your tracks by what seems to be a death sentence. And we know what it’s like to awaken from the post-diagnosis, scared-shitless stupor and wonder, “What the heck do I do now?!” However, we didn’t want to just slog our way through cancer: We also wanted to look and feel as good as possible while doing it. And we did.


Between the two of us we have had three cancer diagnoses and countless surgeries and chemotherapy treatments. We’ve felt scared, pissed off and alone (despite being surrounded by caring, loving people) and we’ve also jumped for joy and learned to live expansively. We’ve tested different foods and recipes when we were nauseous from chemotherapy or dealing with day after day of fatigue. We’ve cried when our hair first started falling out, and later we learned to laugh about it (and wear some pretty funky wigs!).


So yeah, we get it, and we aren’t afraid to express a little anger and blunt honesty here and there. Don’t be surprised if we use a few not-so-nice words like “sucks” and “shit” because, let’s face it, cancer isn’t a nice disease, and we just want to keep it real. Beyond our cancer repertoire, we’ve also pursued training and careers in health and nutrition to increase our professional knowledge and understanding of food and our bodies.


But really, health-coaching credentials aside, we’re here as two girlfriends who learned, step by step, that what we put into our bodies has the power to change our lives. That simply getting in the kitchen and enjoying real, whole foods could rock our world. And, let us tell you, if we could do and experience that you can, too!


This is what Kicking Cancer in the Kitchen offers: support, love, field-tested recipes and advice from two chicks who have been there and know a whole lot about learning to love themselves, food and life, even with cancer.



How to Use This Book
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WE HAVE ORGANIZED this book into two main sections: “The Girlfriend’s Guide” (Chapters 1 to 8) and “The Recipes.” Chapters 1 and 2 contain our personal cancer stories as well as lots of support, resources and connection for “Cancer Chicks” and “Prevention Peeps” alike. Chapters 3 and 4 introduce you to cancer-fighting foods you will want to get friendly with, as well as advice on how to find your personal food groove. We’ll take your hand in Chapter 5 and show you how to make healthy changes to your diet and life, one step at a time. Chapter 6 is full of advice around eating—whether during treatment, in the hospital, or on the go. Chapter 7 provides helpful information on eating for support around specific needs and treatment side effects. And yes, it’s okay for cancer chicks to cry and eat chocolate: Chapter 8 is all about taking care of yourself and getting the love and care you need. “The Recipes” section contains ten categories and over a hundred recipes so you can not only read about using real food to help fight cancer, but you can also get right in your kitchen and start with your next beverage, snack or meal.


Kicking Cancer in the Kitchen is a cookbook, a guide, an invaluable resource for navigating the often overwhelming, sometimes scary and occasionally joyous world of cancer, deliciously.
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The Girlfriend’s Guide









CHAPTER 1



It’s a Whole New
(Cancer) World


Receive a cancer diagnosis and there it is, hanging overhead like a dark, foreign cloud. While your mind is trying to wrap itself around the meaning of this uninvited guest, sooner or later a few sparks begin to ignite: anger, love and fear. Anger at this horrible, unfair demon that has suddenly interrupted your life. Love of simply being alive and the overwhelming feeling that you’re not ready to back out now. And fear. Fear is that interesting emotion that summons our fight or flight response. Give this choice to a woman who holds deep value for her own life and the happiness of those she loves most, and you end up with a chick ready for a fight.


There are some moments in life we’ll always remember. Maybe it’s the day you learned to ride a bike. Or received a much desired gift. Maybe it’s the time you took your first jump off a diving board. Or that special someone said “I love you.” Maybe it was the moment you realized there are no guarantees in life. Receiving a cancer diagnosis is undoubtedly one of those moments. Time seems to stand still as we hear the words we either feared or never expected to hear. Even writing about it now, at a distance separated by years, we can still feel that spot in our gut that took the punch and the cascade of emotions that accompanied it. Everything from shock, to silence, to utter sadness and fear, to—for some who may have been dealing with seemingly never ending tests and uncertainty—a feeling of strange relief to finally know what the heck is going on.


Welcome to Cancer World, a place no one willingly signs up to go, and where one thing is for certain: Life will never be the same. So when you wake up and find yourself in this heretofore alien place, it isn’t hard to feel lost, scared and confused.


We know; we’ve been there, too.


Cancer World isn’t a cool, juicy place where you hang out and sip drinks, a world in which everyone deals with the cancer crap like a champ and then lives happily ever after; it’s fraught with decisions and loss and fear and, typically, its share of ugliness. So when you see us occasionally using some not-so-pretty words you’ll know why—cancer isn’t a pretty disease and sometimes we just need to tell it like it is. And so while we are here to empower and encourage you, and to help you get your groove back in cancer and in life, we never want you to think even for a minute that we don’t remember just how rotten a place Cancer World can be. So know that we are always being friendly and never flip. And that we’ve got your back. ‘Cause that’s what girlfriends do!


Kendall’s Story
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WHEN I GOT the “You have cancer” phone call, I did four things in this order: I cried, I laughed, I drank a beer and ordered a pizza. I felt pure disbelief and shock, and my emotions were all over the place. But as I finished my greasy pizza and bottle of Stella Artois, I felt this ball of fortitude begin to form deep in my gut (and it wasn’t just my dinner).


But let me back up to the beginning, at least, what I consider the beginning. I had been working for a few years in sales and marketing in the corporate world. It was the job I always thought I wanted and even though I worked very long hours, I felt like I had a position I could be quite happy with for a while.


Because of those long hours during the week, plus extra time on the weekends, I was overtired, stressed and didn’t see my husband enough. I ate poorly, starting my day with a few cups of coffee, followed by a quick takeout lunch, some sweets for mid-afternoon snacks, and a late dinner that I put together quickly when I got home (or a pizza I had picked up on the way). I had no idea the toll this lifestyle was taking on my body. I paid no attention to the migraines, headaches and constant digestive issues I suffered from almost daily. I wasn’t overweight, and I even fit in a workout a few times a week. And, believe it or not, I kind of liked my high-stress, coffee-and-sweets life.


So often, we measure our health by our weight, thinking that is the sole determining factor. And while, yes, weight is very important, it doesn’t tell the entire story. People always told me I was lucky because I was tall and thin. Oh yeah, I was pretty lucky. I wasn’t fat. Instead, I got cancer.


Things began to gain momentum one morning after I got to my office. I noticed some pain in my chest that hurt more with deeper breaths or if I sneezed or yawned. I had played a little golf early, before work, and thought perhaps I had pulled a muscle in my chest. The pain worsened over the course of the day and overnight it began to radiate down my right arm.


The next morning, I called my primary-care physician and they had me come in right away (apparently chest pain is nothing to laugh about!). After a few tests and my doctor deciding it wasn’t my heart and that it probably was a pulled muscle, he was ready to send me home. As an afterthought, he mentioned having an X-ray taken, which I enthusiastically agreed to do. I just knew something wasn’t right and that this was no pulled muscle.


The X-ray showed some sort of mass in the center of my chest, under my sternum, and my doctor thought it was just that my thymus gland was enlarged or that it could possibly be something with my heart, like an enlarged aorta. He consulted a specialist and based on his recommendation, ordered a CT (computed tomography) scan, which I had a few days later.


My chest CT showed a golf-ball sized mass that I was told was a tumor—Wait! What?!—but whether it was benign or malignant could not be determined at this point. My doctor told me the next step would be to have an abdominal and pelvic CT to find out if there were any other similar masses.


Waiting for the results of that scan was the longest couple of days of my life, and of my husband’s. I kept thinking, okay, one malignant tumor in my chest I can handle. I can beat that. But if my insides were overrun with tumors? That I didn’t know how to deal with. I remember going to a friend’s birthday party with my husband the night after the abdominal scan and just feeling like I was walking around in a gray, ominous cloud. I was sick with fear and overwhelming dread. Everyone at the party seemed so far away, and all I wanted to do was snuggle up in my husband’s arms at home.


A couple days later, we got the phone call that told us there were no other tumors found in the scans. That was the first good news we’d heard so far, and my husband and I both felt enormous relief! At that point, I was referred to a cardiothoracic surgeon to make a decision on what to do about the tumor under my sternum. Because the mass was located so close to my heart, it seemed necessary for it to be removed whether or not it was malignant. Plus performing a biopsy in that location would be very difficult. Once removed, the mass would be biopsied. I was scheduled for major surgery: a full sternotomy. Oh yeah, that meant I was going to have my chest cut right open.


In surgery, they found that that “nasty tumor” (my surgeon’s own words) had attached to the major vessels of my heart and my thymus gland and had wrapped around my right phrenic nerve, which is attached to the diaphragm. My surgeon was very aggressive in removing as much of the tumor as he could as well as my thymus gland. He also cut my right phrenic nerve to remove that part of the tumor, which left the right side of my diaphragm permanently paralyzed.


Recovering from this surgery was tough—the fracture in my sternum from opening up my chest would need eight weeks to heal. I was also trying to adjust to breathing with half a working diaphragm (fortunately the intercostal muscles surrounding that side learn to contract the diaphragm and make up for the phrenic nerve—our bodies are pretty amazing!). It was painful and I was exhausted. My surgeon said that kind of surgery is like being hit by a truck. He wasn’t kidding. I slept a lot.


We waited about a week to receive the results of the biopsy from the tumor. I was feeling optimistic and kept telling myself there was no way it was cancer. When my surgeon called, he spoke with my husband first, and I could see it in his eyes as he listened to the doctor and looked at me. Cancer. Then I was handed the phone and got to hear those dreaded words myself. I scribbled “Hodgkin’s lymphoma” and some other information down on a piece of scrap paper and hung up. That was when I cried, laughed, drank a beer and ordered pizza.


I have to say that no matter what happens with your cancer status, those initial moments stay with you. Writing this and reliving it three years later still brings tears to my eyes and a tightness in my chest. I will never forget the look on my husband’s face, hearing “Hodgkin’s lymphoma” and having no idea what that even was, or if I would be dead in a week. My mom was staying with us at the time to help me during recovery from surgery, and I can still hear her typing away on her laptop, most likely looking up information on Hodgkin’s, while I cried in my husband’s arms.


Then came the laughter, because I couldn’t help but think how surreal this all was. Then I told my husband and mom that I didn’t want to talk to anyone and that they could let the rest of our family know. I went up to our bedroom and sat in stunned silence (the beer and pizza came a little later). I acknowledged how terrified I was, and quickly accepted what this cancer may mean: death. And I was somewhat okay with that, or as okay as I could be. I had lived a wonderful twenty-seven years, and if my time was up, I thought I could come to terms with it.


My husband had different feelings about that. After giving me some time alone, he came to sit with me and told me I needed to fight this and that I couldn’t give up. He made me promise that I would. I promised, although I didn’t feel very confident about it.


What followed my diagnosis was a meeting with my oncologist and some tests, including blood work and a bone biopsy to determine how far along the cancer was. I also had a PET (positron emission tomography) scan. The only location the cancer seemed to be was in my chest area, and much of it had been removed through surgery. I was told I had stage IIa Hodgkin’s lymphoma, nodular sclerosis, which is just the type of Hodgkin’s. After discussing chemotherapy and radiation options, I opted for twelve treatments of ABVD (adriamycin bleomycin vinblastine dacarbazine) chemotherapy, which lasted about seven months. I had a medaport, or catheter, surgically implanted below my right shoulder, which was where my chemo cocktail would be administered. This, I was told, would help save the veins in my arms.


I won’t lie: Chemo was tough. I went to the first treatment and was surprised that it wasn’t as awful as I thought it would be. I left thinking, I can do this! It’s not so bad! But it got much harder. My treatments lasted about four hours and I swear I could smell the drugs going into my medaport, which made me feel sick the entire time. I felt heavy, weak, exhausted, emotional and nauseous. Unfortunately, I also had a hard time sleeping, even though my body and mind were exhausted.


By my third treatment, I was dreading the drive to the treatment center, my hair was falling out in the shower and on my pillow and I had mouth sores that made eating painful. I had such anxiety, that I couldn’t even say the word “chemo” when talking about my next treatment, and so my husband, a NASCAR fan, kindly referred to my treatments as “pit stops.” After a couple more, I wanted to quit. I didn’t think I could do it anymore.


It was during this time that I truly learned the meaning of “living in the moment” or being “mindful of the present.” Anticipating my next treatment and the recovery time was so difficult and caused me so much anxiety, so I decided to focus on the time when I felt good. During my second week of recovery was when the intense chemo side effects seemed to subside, and I reveled in those moments and days of sweet relief. I didn’t let my impending “pit stop” enter my mind. I got outside and got moving. I laughed with girlfriends. I took in deep breaths of fresh air. I spent the most wonderful moments with my husband. I learned to really appreciate my family, friends and people whom I didn’t know so well, who offered me much needed support. I ran barefoot in the grass. I went skinny-dipping. I danced in my living room and sang at the top of my lungs in my car. And the more I focused on the moment I was in, the easier it became. I even learned to visualize these golden moments during the time I was in another chemotherapy treatment.


Before starting treatment, I had asked one of my cancer-team docs what else I could do to help fight this cancer. Should I eat certain foods? Not eat certain foods? I was told there was really nothing I could do. I didn’t know then what I know now, but what I did know was that this doctor was wrong with a capital “W.”


After a few chemo infusions, I began making some changes in my diet with help from my aunt, who is a health coach. I was eating more leafy greens and whole grains and cutting back on the processed foods and refined sugars. And, lo and behold, my recovery time between treatments shortened. I seemed to get my strength back sooner and wasn’t quite as tired. My food gave me energy and it felt good knowing I was doing something to help my body. I even felt happier and more capable of handling my treatments.


This tremendous change motivated me to enroll in the Institute for Integrative Nutrition in New York City. I had only a few treatments left, but decided it was time to learn all I could about the importance of real, whole food and how it significantly affects our bodies. I wanted to make sure this cancer went away and never ever came back.


After completing the program in New York, I was a board-certified health coach, cancer-free and the healthiest and happiest I had ever been in my life. I knew I had the tools to continue listening to my body and to make the right choices in food and lifestyle, and to coach others in doing the same. I went into Cancer World sick, stressed and completely off balance, and came out of it with a fresh new outlook on food and life. (Not that it’s quite that simple—you don’t find out you’re cancer-free and suddenly move on with your life like nothing happened and everything is all sunshine and rainbows. The time after graduating from active cancer treatment can be filled with its own challenges.) Still, overall, I was rejuvenated, grateful and totally psyched with my new food philosophy.


Annette’s Story
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THERE ARE TIMES in your life when, if you are listening closely enough, your body sends you signals that something isn’t quite right. Maybe you develop aches and pains, can’t sleep at all or sleep too much, or feel tossed and turned emotionally. Often we fail to notice these disturbances or, if we do, dismiss them for lack of time or chalk them up to “just the way life is.” This was me in my early to mid thirties—busy with a young child and home, work and financial responsibilities. I didn’t know I didn’t have to feel that way.


As my body spoke louder and my intuition became stronger, I started looking for answers. A pain in my breast had me worried and I went from physician to chiropractor to talk therapist to try and figure it out. I also had a few friends in my life who had recently been diagnosed with breast cancer and, because of that, I started to really fear cancer and worry I might develop it, even though there was no history of breast cancer in my family.


After the various practitioners I was seeing provided only minimal relief, and were unanimous in their strong opinion that I was way too young to have to worry about breast cancer, I began to think it might just all be in my head. Thankfully my body kept shouting, and I found myself one day in the office of a breast specialist at a large university hospital. Although she too thought it would be unlikely I would have breast cancer, she took me and my concerns seriously and sent me for a mammogram. The test came back clear and I was relieved—although only somewhat, since I was still suffering from the symptoms I had been watching for quite a while now.


The specialist kept tabs on me regularly and all was well, until one evening when I noticed a slight change in my breast, which caught my attention. Trying to follow the advice my therapist had given me to “think horses, not zebras when you hear hoof beats” I thought I should probably just ignore it. Thankfully, something inside of me was wiser, and I saw myself going to the phone and calling for an appointment to run this new development past the breast specialist.


She wanted to see me, but insisted I get a current mammogram before the appointment. I so didn’t want to go through that discomfort again and thought about just bailing on the appointment, figuring I was making a big deal out of a change so minor that even my husband couldn’t quite see what I was noticing. Again thankfully, I found myself headed to the specialist’s office with a pit stop beforehand at the imaging center for a fresh mammogram. The pit stop turned into the beginning of the nightmare I had always feared.


After taking the initial pictures, the technician called me back for additional images (these were the days before I turned every diagnostic test into a psych-out-the-tech game, looking for any possible overt or subtle sign as to whether to expect good news or the worst) and then, after what seemed like an eternity, a discussion with my doctor who, while encouraging me to keep hope and not freak out, said the images warranted a biopsy due to a suspicious potential malignancy. I was thirty-six years old.


As anyone who has been in this space knows, the days of waiting for tests and then for results are the longest days of your life. A radiologist performed the needle core biopsy in a dark room a week later, with my husband holding my hand and my heart beating through my chest. I asked her what her sense was and she told me that,  while she had been wrong a handful of times in her career, she felt pretty certain this was cancer. Her phone call a few days later confirmed the suspicion and sent me through a wormhole and into a world out of which I would emerge forever changed.


Suddenly life stood still and, between bouts of silence and sobbing, apathy and anger, I resolved to do all I could to kick this disease and hopefully see my daughter grow up. I spent the following weeks discovering and exploring any option that came my way for fighting cancer. I looked at everything from off-the-wall alternative to completely conventional approaches, leaving my head spinning and my spirit pleading for wisdom and guidance.


Although I felt the pressure to move forward and make a decision, I allowed myself the time necessary to feel at peace with whatever decision I was going to make. Acknowledging my nature and my need to feel I was fleshing out all my options was important to me. This was the beginning of my journey into what would become an integrative approach to my cancer treatment—I just wasn’t aware of that yet.


I decided there was wisdom in physically removing the tumor from my body, and scheduled a lumpectomy with my breast surgeon. The day of the surgery was probably one of the most traumatic in my whole life. I survived by feeling the love and support of all of those around me being sent strongly my way. Luckily the tumor was still relatively small and the nurse told me I would be up and out and on my way once it was removed. How wrong she would be.


It turned out my breast cancer had a nasty pathology and so I was sent to see an oncologist following the surgery. I had thought this would be a step I could avoid and was completely and utterly devastated. Luckily for me, I landed in the hands of not only an amazing breast oncologist but also a top researcher on genetics and cancer. Due to my young age, along with my pathology, she encouraged me to consider genetic testing. Although there had been no breast cancer in my family—which had led doctors before my diagnosis to conclude my risk for cancer was close to null—I did have a maternal aunt who had died of ovarian cancer, a possible sign of a genetic connection. It was clear to me that the more information I had the better, and I went ahead and took the simple blood test. It came back confirming my oncologist’s hunch that I was positive for a mutation of the BRCA1 gene, one of the so-called “breast cancer genes.”


It was recommended that I receive an aggressive course of chemotherapy along with an additional year of another intravenous chemotherapy drug specific to my type of cancer. From that point on visits to the chemo treatment center became a regular event for me for the following fifteen months.


At that point I began building my holistic cancer-kicking toolbox. I became immersed in conventional cancer treatment as well as nutrition—using food as medicine—and other healing modalities including everything from massage to meditation. I moved my body nearly every day, spent time in silence, accepted the support of friends, and filled my plate with cancer-kicking foods. And to my own amazement and the amazement of everyone around me, I started feeling better, looking brighter and enjoying life more than I ever had before—while in Cancer World!


I went for treatments. My hair fell out. I experienced pain and sadness. I had moments of joy and lightness. Life went on. Only it wasn’t life as I had known it. It wasn’t just a change, it was a metamorphosis. Physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually I am a different person than I was B.C. (before cancer).


I mention this because at first, when we are hit with the cancer card, we naturally resist and want to hold on tightly to both the inside and outside manifestations of our lives. While it can be important to retain elements of your identity and life that you feel are essential or do not wish to part with, the ride in Cancer World can become less of a struggle when we practice the often challenging art of letting go. Letting go can happen more easily when it is not something we try to force but is rather something we cease to have a reason to resist.


Faced with my genetic status and the high likelihood my cancer could return, I made the very difficult decision following breast cancer treatment to have prophylactic bilateral mastectomies in the hope I could cease to be a patient forever and get on with the rest of my life. Cancer, however, had other plans for me.


After a long year and a half of breast cancer treatments and surgery, I gave myself the summer off. But not before, having just turned thirty-eight, I scheduled the prophylactic oophorectomy my oncologist had recommended, again due to the genetic mutation I carry. Little did I realize that, after just leaving Cancer World, I was about to be thrown back into it again.


My physicians were incredulous but were forced to bring me the news that malignancies had been found in my ovaries and fallopian tubes. As I listened to the surgeon’s words on the telephone, I fell into a deep state of shock and disbelief. As my husband looked on, I began shaking my head No, uncontrollably. I couldn’t do this again. I wouldn’t do this again. Then my ten-year-old daughter walked over to me, had me make a tough, fighter face and pump up a muscle with my arm. She reminded me that I am strong and would fight this cancer just like I did the first one.


The bad thing about getting cancer twice is getting cancer twice. The good thing about it is you have been there before and, as much as it stinks, you know the ropes and have systems in place that make it all a teeny-tiny bit easier. I continued to build and tweak my integrative cancer-kicking toolbox. More surgery and chemotherapy (yes, I lost my hair again) came while I kept improving my diet, working on personal growth issues and moving my body when I could. I spent the long winter months of treatment curled up on my red couch for hours each day, often feeling lonely and weak but also experiencing peace and wondering what other lessons this journey had in store.


Fast forward to the present and you’ll find a healthy young woman who survived cancer not once but twice and feels stronger and more vibrant in all aspects of her life than she ever felt before. The time when you leave Cancer World has its own challenges (and, we’d say, that’s a whole other book . . .!) but I have emerged, ironically, more whole a person than I was when I went in, even though so much of “me” was lost to cancer.


I am convinced that the integrative approach I took both times to my cancer experience was the reason I was able to move through the grueling surgery, treatments and emotional havoc of the disease without any permanently devastating side effects, and with a strength and radiance which completely astonished and inspired those around me. It also led me to pursue further studies in nutrition and wellness coaching at the Institute for Integrative Nutrition in New York City. I am now a certified holistic health coach and work with those working on cancer prevention and recovery to help them learn that the kitchen is just as important as the pharmacy.


Cancer Is a Full-Time Job
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•Making and going to doctor appointments.


•Dealing with insurance claims.


•Pleading to have pathology results forwarded—today!


•Managing the effects of treatment.


•Living with your cell phone constantly by your side, ready to grab at any moment of the day or night.


WHO KNEW HAVING cancer would turn out to be a full-time job? Oh, yeah, and then there’s the rest of life, too: families, friends, work and other responsibilities. How to manage it all? It is definitely a challenging time when you first get hit with the cancer card: testing and waiting, sorting through and understanding the diagnosis, dealing with insurance companies and trying to find the proper physicians to consult with. Sometimes the “busy-ness” of the postdiagnosis period is a weird kind of blessing (it keeps you so busy you don’t have much time to freak) and a curse (it is easy to feel like the rest of your life is determined by what happens in these days). Initially, it may be difficult to get in to see surgeons and other docs. But don’t give up. Keep calling (be the squeaky wheel—a persistent but polite squeaky wheel!) and also get friendly with the scheduling staff and nurses. They often hold the key to getting you in faster for an appointment.




Finding Your Voice


A major source of personal growth for us during our time in Cancer World was being forced to find the strength of our voice and stand up and speak out on our own behalf. Sure we were modern women, successful in our school, work and personal worlds. Nonetheless, when faced with the emotions surrounding a potentially life-threatening illness, when dealing with strangers in white lab coats, and when feeling what seemed to be the weight of our world on our every decision, it was challenging to always muster the strength and confidence we needed to be our own best health advocate. While it can feel like a huge amount of pressure to decide how to approach cancer prevention, treatment or follow-up, it is not the time to stick your head in the sand (unless it means taking a trip to the beach to relax, in which case we’d suggest sticking your feet in the sand and not your head!). This is not the end of the road—there are options. Strengthen your voice and don’t be afraid to use it. Seek out the support you need and look inside to find the wisdom that’s in you to create the approach that is right for you.





And remember, once you do get in to see Dr. Amazing, if you don’t feel comfortable, keep looking. And even if you do feel great, sometimes getting a second opinion is a good idea. If for no other reason than to make you even more sure that opinion number one is really right for you. While it may feel like you need to take what you can get, remember that, in the end, doctors are working for you and should take the time to explain your diagnosis, your treatment options and, ideally, express openness to working with you and any other members of your Cancer Team (see below).






Annette:


I can still see myself immediately post-diagnosis, plopped on my bed—now transformed into strategic Cancer Headquarters—with papers spread all around, my laptop, land-line phone and cell phone all surrounding my tense, anxiety-ridden body like in some war-zone central operations base, with me trying to manage it all and figure things out. Calling friends, friends of friends who had had my same cancer, getting names of surgeons, trying to make appointments . . .








Prioritizing your efforts is the key here. It is easy to get overwhelmed when looking at the big picture. You are getting a lot of stuff thrown at you and it can seem like too much to process at times. Figure out what needs to be done first, and put your efforts into that. Once that is accomplished, move on to the next small step. And while some decisions do need to be made fairly swiftly, often there is time to weigh options and consider alternatives. Don’t allow yourself to feel pressured unnecessarily, either by yourself or others.


And as challenging as it is, do take time each day to do some non-cancer stuff. Take a walk, call a friend and tell her you want to chat about anything except the C-word, try out the breathing exercise we have for you here in this chapter. This is your full-time job right now, but don’t forget to take a water-cooler break every now and then.


This is also the time to ask for help. We repeat: Ask for help. We know how uncomfortable it can feel to request a helping hand. Our automatic reaction to the interrogative “Let me know if I can help” that rolls so often off the lips of our family and friends is usually to just say “Okay, I will,” with no intention of ever taking up the offer. And that’s that. Then we try to manage Cancer Headquarters, get to our appointments and get some food on the table then wonder why we are feeling so bad and sad.


Find a friend who can help you through the insurance maze. Grab some peeps who will put together a meal-delivery service for treatment days. Take up the offer of your aunt or cousin or neighbor to drive you to your appointment or pick up your child from school so you can nap. Accept your boss’s offer to work from home when you need to. You get the picture. And you know what the secret is? These people really want to help you. Think of how you have felt when you’ve heard of someone else’s crappy news. Doing something for that person is actually a way we help ourselves feel better. So let them do it to help you, and help themselves in the process.


Decisions, Decisions
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IF THERE IS one feeling we remember from the beginning of our time in Cancer World it is the feeling of wanting to know what we should do. We’re talking exactly what we should do. “If you do A, B and C in this order and for this duration then you will successfully fight cancer and live happily ever after . . .” That’s really not too much to ask, is it?


And initially we were willing to consider anything! Did someone read about a person who traveled to the Amazon, did handstands every day for a month and drank a special berry juice, and their tumor disappeared? Get us on the next flight! Do our doctors suggest we take the most aggressive form of treatment and then we will have a whatever-percent chance of never encountering the Big C again? Get us to the hospital!




Just Breathe


If cancer is detected in our body, the news itself can raise our anxiety level tremendously. Then, typically in quick succession, we prepare to undergo surgery and are given a debilitating course of chemotherapy and/or radiation. What could be more frightening? How are we to relax in the midst of the most stressful thing that has ever happened to us? How can we bypass the anxiety and despair that cause us to tighten up and turn away from life, and learn to recognize and pursue more positive possibilities?


Most of us are so used to being tense that we are not even conscious of our tightness. We tend to often unknowingly hold our breath or breathe very shallow. So start by just breathing! To focus more on your breathing try this exercise, called the Alternate Nostril Breath: Press the thumb of your right hand gently on the right side of your nose, plugging the nostril as you inhale slowly through the left nostril. Then place the ring finger of your right hand on the left side of your nose, plugging that nostril while releasing the thumb and the right nostril. Exhale through the right nostril. Then inhale through the right nostril, releasing your ring finger and left nostril as you plug your right nostril once again with your thumb. Exhale through the left nostril. Then inhale through the left, and continue to repeat this cycle for a total of 5 to10 cycles.





Take the traditional or an alternative approach, employ Eastern or Western medicine, pop pills or plead with prayer . . . we sometimes felt like we would literally burst if someone couldn’t or didn’t tell us the magic secret about what we needed to do to get through cancer and get on with our lives. Well, sometimes that wasn’t a problem—opinions and advice about what to do abound. And sometimes we feel so much pressure to take a certain path that we don’t even fully allow ourselves to realize that there are other approaches.


But what we wanted was a fail-proof, 100 percent guaranteed-to-kick-cancer’s-ugly-ass plan. And besides, our minds were so busy with all the angst surrounding the diagnosis, where were we supposed to get the brain power to not only consider but find all of our options?! And then the whole matter of having to take responsibility for our decisions? Crap! Can someone else take over that part?! Will I regret not doing A? Should I do B and then A? My girlfriend did C and it didn’t go well. But so-and-so did D and she has been cancer-free for ten years.


Talk about feeling overwhelmed and scared and anxious and angry and impatient. It’s the worst! The upside to all this is the fact that, in most cases, this isn’t the end of the road. There are almost always options. Embracing your inner core of strength and motivation will help you put the pieces of your personal Kicking Cancer Plan together, bit by bit.


It’s important to remember that cancer is not personal—the disease is not out to get just you—and that anyone can get hit with a diagnosis at any time. But cancer treatment is personal—it will be unique to you and your cancer. This means that there’s no need to compare yourself to others, or to some “standard” for what decisions you are making and how you are doing and feeling. There is no one-size-fits-all in life, and that includes cancer prevention and treatment.


Beyond treatment-related decisions, there are a host of other ones related to managing the rest of your life while in Cancer World. One we want to mention is the decision about with whom to share your cancer status and how much of your story you want to share. There is no one right answer (big surprise!) to this question. The important thing here is to go with what makes you feel comfortable. If you feel better only letting a few close people in your life know, that’s fine. And if it helps you to chat about what’s going on with everyone in your family and social circle, that’s okay, too. Don’t feel pressured either way to share less or more than what feels right to you and be sure that those around you respect your decision.


If you do want to keep anywhere from a few to a slew of people up to date on your journey through cancer, a couple of helpful resources are Care Pages (www.carepages.com) and Caring Bridge (www.caringbridge.com). At these web sites you can set up an account and post news which gets sent out to anyone who has signed up to receive your updates. This saves writing a bunch of individual messages and lets everyone you want to keep in the loop know how you are doing.


Decisions also abound when you have completed active cancer treatment as well as when you are placing a priority on prevention. How much testing is the right amount? Should you put your trust in drugs or diet (or both)? Where do you place the focus in your life now?


That being said, we can’t say enough about the importance of stepping up to the plate, making the best decision possible with the knowledge and insight you have at the moment, and then not second-guessing yourself or looking back. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other and move forward. Look inside and you will likely find strength you didn’t know you had, and the resolve to take this shitty disease and kick it as hard as you can.


What Else Can I Do? Integrate!
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WE’RE BOTH INCREDIBLY thankful for modern medicine and for our MDs and nurses who helped us on our journey through cancer. The diagnostic tools they use and the cancer treatment options they gave us fall under the category of “conventional medicine,” which is the kind of medicine one encounters in most hospitals and doctors’ offices today.
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