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      This book is dedicated to the late Kelly Considine (March 17, 1965–January 11, 2013), my able assistant and friend. She fearlessly confronted her cancer for seven years. Until her last breath, she used her yoga practice to make sense of and ease her suffering. These words express her wisdom and great courage.

      
        A strong yet gentle practice is how I am surviving. When asked by the doctors how I support my spine, I tell them, “with my core.” If that were weak, my back would break. Aside from the strength, yoga keeps me focused. It allows me to flow and breathe and stretch out all the sadness, the fear, and the anxiety. I see it, I flow with it, and I let it go.
      

      KELLY CONSIDINE

    

  
    
      YOGA FOR CANCER
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      “Yoga for Cancer is a look into Tari’s simple yet groundbreaking work with survivors. Her practical guide helps cancer survivors create a safe and inspiring home yoga practice. Tari’s gentle approach is complemented perfectly by her easy-to-follow guidance, making Yoga for Cancer an instrumental aspect of healing, surviving, and thriving after treatment.

      ELENA BROWER, COAUTHOR OF ART OF ATTENTION

      “As a general oncologist, I wholeheartedly support Yoga for Cancer. Tari has successfully blended the ancient art of yoga with the contemporary art of oncology in a beautifully mindful but scientifically based manner.”

      JULIE J. OLIN, M.D., MEDICAL ONCOLOGY, FLETCHER ALLEN HEALTH CARE, VERMONT

      “Yoga for Cancer is a yoga prescription for those touched by cancer. Tari offers support born of experience and tough love liberally sprinkled with compassion. As a writer and yoga teacher, I can say this book makes an important contribution to our collective knowledge of the healing powers of yoga.”

      LINDA SPARROWE, AUTHOR OF YOGA—A YOGA JOURNAL BOOK AND FORMER MANAGING EDITOR OF YOGA JOURNAL

      “Yoga for Cancer is a must read for all those living with cancer, providing the essential yoga tools with which you can construct your own wellness plan. If you are living with cancer and have tried yoga before or need an invitation to start, please read this book.”

      KATE MCINTYRE CLERE, WRITER, DIRECTOR, FILMMAKER FOR YOGAWOMAN

      “Yoga for Cancer is a wonderful read and full of essential information for those living with breast cancer.”

      LINDA AND BOB CAREY, FOUNDERS OF THE TUTU PROJECT

      “Tari’s empathy and knowledge of how the body works is a tremendous benefit to all who read Yoga for Cancer.”

      MIO FREDLAND, M.D., PSYCHIATRIST, NEW YORK PRESBYTERIAN UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL OF COLUMBIA AND CORNELL

      “A wonderful aid for beginners like me.”

      SUSAN GUBAR, WRITER OF THE LIVING WITH CANCER BLOG FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

      “Tari’s passion to assist cancer survivors is outstanding. Her practice is easy to follow and helps us get over the past and move more powerfully in the future. She provides mind and body empowerment.”

      DONNA WILSON, RN, MSN, RRT, MEMORIAL SLOAN KETTERING CANCER CENTER, INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE CENTER

      “Tari Prinster was my Yoda-in-a-tank-top. I began taking her yoga classes simply to get back the range of motion in my arm and chest muscles, but her class taught me much more. I left stronger, inside and out. She expresses the lessons of her classes now in this book, and I’m thrilled she’ll get to touch so many more people.”

      SHELLEY LEWIS, CANCER SURVIVOR AND AUTHOR OF FIVE LESSONS I DIDN’T LEARN FROM BREAST CANCER (AND ONE BIG ONE I DID)

      “Yoga for Cancer is a fact-based guide to healing. Tari explains in clear language what to do and why to unlock the healing potential of yoga.”

      STEPHANIE M. SHORTER, PH.D., RYT, NEUROSCIENTIST AND FOUNDER OF MIND-BODY COLLECTIVE

      “While I was going through cancer treatments a few years ago, Tari’s classes really helped me focus on something else besides being sick. The techniques and wisdom in Yoga for Cancer are almost as good as having Tari right there with you.”

      JAKE BURTON, FOUNDER AND CHAIRMAN OF BURTON SNOWBOARDS

      “This book is a terrific guide for survivors to do a daily practice. Its goal is to make this method of yoga for cancer a beacon for every survivor in the form of a book. Tari did a wonderful job creating this step-by-step method, and survivors everywhere will benefit.”

      PAULETTE SHERMAN, PSY.D., PSYCHOLOGIST, CANCER SURVIVOR, AND AUTHOR OF THE CANCER PATH

      “As a cancer survivor myself, I found Tari’s information on how to detoxify our body to be invaluable to my recovery. Yoga for Cancer is a useful tool for helping cancer survivors to reclaim their lives.”

      KATHLEEN MCBETH, CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST AND COORDINATOR AT THE CANCER PATIENT SUPPORT PROGRAM

    

  
    
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Throughout this book you will read vignettes written by some of my yoga students, yoga teachers I have trained, and yoga friends who have been touched by or are living with cancer. These brief narratives are written about their personal experience of recovery using yoga. There has been minimal editing of their words to protect personal identity.
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      Veronica, cancer survivor

    

  
    
      Foreword

      Cyndi Lee, founder of OM yoga

      The first time I met Tari Prinster was at OM yoga, my yoga studio in New York City. Along with forty-nine other people, Tari was attending an informational meeting about the upcoming OM yoga teacher training program I was offering. After explaining the nuts and bolts of the program I invited questions, and Tari’s hand went up. “Do you have to be able to do a pose in order to teach it?”

      Good question, and a fairly typical one. But Tari was not typical. My Greenwich Village yoga studio was full of strong and hyper-agile dancers in their twenties and thirties. Tari looked to be in her midfifties, a rare demographic for urban yoga studios in 2000, and that fact alone distinguished her as someone curious and confident, maybe even courageous. I wondered what it was she thought she couldn’t do. As I looked at her more closely, I wondered what she would do, because it was clear that she could probably do whatever she wanted. Despite learning of her hip injury, I readily accepted her into the program.

      Flash forward ten years to the Forest studio at OM yoga, where, along with twenty other women, I am wrapped in duct tape. This was one of Tari’s brilliant ideas for helping the participants in our OM yoga Woman Cancer Survivor Teacher Training course understand the physical restrictions that often result from breast cancer treatments and surgeries. We pulled the tape tight around our abdomens to feel what it would be like to have our belly fat removed to make a new breast. We used it to strap down our upper arms, disabling lifting movements as if we’d had lymph nodes removed.

      The duct tape made us laugh at first, but then people became deeply emotional and the tears flowed. Tari understood that emulating cancer’s potential physical restrictions was just a gateway to helping us feel, in our breath, bones, muscles, and heart, the experiences of those whom we were trying to help.

      Through her years of dedication to this work, Tari had found the answer to her original question, with a variation: “Do you have to have cancer to teach yoga to cancer survivors?” No, but it helps if you can somehow embody what it feels like to walk the path of a cancer survivor.

      What happened in the years between her question and her answer is the story of the OM yoga Woman Cancer Survivor program, the development of y4c (yoga4cancer), and how Tari’s “ministry” became a book.

      The OM yoga Woman Cancer Survivor program began when I got a call from the Libby Ross Foundation, looking for a place to hold cancer survivor yoga classes. This was a welcome request, because our mission included a commitment to 1) teach the best yoga possible to as many people as possible and 2) create community. Libby Ross Foundation’s request fit this perfectly. And we embraced the opportunity wholeheartedly.

      One of the best communal aspects of OM yoga was, of course, the women’s dressing room! Great conversations, news, ideas, connections—it all happened there. One day on my way to change, Tari mentioned that she’d heard we needed a new teacher for the Yoga for Cancer class. She was right. The teacher was getting married soon and moving on. Tari politely mentioned that she would really like to teach the class if I thought that would work. I thought about it for maybe two seconds and said, “Yes! That is the perfect solution!” I knew that Tari had had breast cancer and that she would be able to relate to the students. What I didn’t know was that this opportunity was the beginning of Tari’s ministry. I didn’t know that she would take all the structures, guidelines, and philosophies that she had learned at OM and modify them to create a new way of teaching yoga that was precisely designed to help women with cancer.

      The mantra of a good yoga teacher is “How can I be helpful?” Through diligent study and determined practice, a good teacher is well prepared to personally connect with and help anyone who walks into her classroom.

      And that has been Tari’s true gift to women cancer survivors: a way of teaching yoga that helps them reconnect with themselves. With a cancer diagnosis, many women have lost their hair and bone density, the ability to balance life and hold down a job, and maybe even their life partner. The fear and sadness can be overwhelming. It’s not easy to look at one’s body after disfiguring surgery. It’s not easy to face the day with a broken heart.

      Being shown that you can still experience strength, sanity, and your own basic goodness is huge. Being gently guided toward renewing a healthy, positive, and loving relationship with one’s own body—a body that has or once had cancer—is also huge. And Tari brought those offerings to her classes at the OM yoga center for eight years—and continues indefatigably to do so throughout New York City.

      Tari hasn’t stopped her ministry to write this book. She is teaching every day and continuing to help every single person who walks into her classroom. With this book, even more people will reap the benefits of her insights, research, experience, and unfailing generosity. I am honored to have helped Tari find her path and proud of how she’s made it her own. May her generosity, knowledge, and compassion continue to serve the women who need her most.

      CYNDI LEE is the first female Western yoga teacher to fully integrate yoga asana and Tibetan Buddhism into her practice and teaching. Founder of NYC’s influential OM yoga, Cyndi now teaches workshops and teacher trainings worldwide. Author of the yoga classic Yoga Body Buddha Mind, her newest book is May I Be Happy: A Memoir of Love, Yoga and Changing My Mind. 
www.cyndilee.com

    

  
    
      Foreword

      Robyn Frankel-Tiger, M.D.

      As a physician, I spent fifteen years in diagnostic radiology. I was the face that patients saw when they came for their mammograms, ultrasounds, and biopsies. I was the face they saw when they were told they had cancer. I was the face they saw each time they came back for the results of their radiology studies following their biopsies, surgeries, chemotherapy, and radiation, holding on tightly to the hands of loved ones, hoping to receive good news.

      This is what I repeatedly saw: the innumerable faces of women filled with emotional anguish and dampened spirits hopelessly associated with their debilitating physical bodies. I knew that my job as a doctor was not nearly complete. What more could I do? Beyond giving a hug and a smile, I was completely lost as to how to help these women heal.

      What I did know was that the one thing that continually helped me heal from life’s noncancerous physical and emotional challenges was my yoga practice. My scientifically trained mind needed to unwrap the mystifying impact of yoga at a deeper, fact-based level. I originally studied to be a yoga teacher to deepen my own practice and understanding of the human body and mind. It was through my studies that I was introduced to the field of yoga therapy and began studying with the organization Integrative Yoga Therapy. During that training I learned that medical research has proved that yoga lessens the side effects of cancer therapies during and after treatment.

      This newfound knowledge ignited a brightly glowing light in my mind and a passion in my heart. It was imperative that I learn more. As the saying goes, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” When I first met Tari Prinster, I knew I had found the perfect teacher.

      Studying with Tari was life changing. She taught me that true compassion is attained in two ways: first through knowledge, and then through understanding. Her methodology was a combination of her personal experience, knowledge of human physiology, understanding of cancer and its treatments, and her expertise in yoga. As a physician, I respected her foundation in science. It was clear this knowledge is required to work effectively with those affected by cancer.

      I will never forget how she brought me to understand a cancer survivor’s pain and challenges. In the experiential portion of the training, my classmates and I were instructed to create the physical limitations of a cancer survivor with the aid of props to our own bodies. Once padded and restricted, we participated in a full yoga class. Tari is right in saying, “Cancer steals your breath; yoga gives it back.” Toward the beginning of class, while physically restrained and full of emotion, I actually felt that I could not breathe. My body was failing me. Responsively, yoga brought back my breath. This was one of the most moving and humbling experiences of my life. It helped me understand the challenges survivors face.

      Tari’s passion to help other survivors extends outside the yoga studio. In this book, Yoga for Cancer, Tari masterfully describes in detail how to create a safe and effective yoga practice and also provides the reader with the facts on why one should use yoga to improve her or his quality of life. It is well written, informative, and has clear and easy-to-follow instructions. Yoga for Cancer gives clear explanation of the science behind cancer and how yoga can strengthen the immune system. For these reasons it is an excellent resource for my yoga therapy and medical colleagues. Most importantly, Yoga for Cancer is an invaluable tool for allowing survivors to take an active and important role in their own healing process. It should be part of every patient’s recovery program.

      I am forever grateful for Tari as I now have two additional ways to help my patients heal. First, her creative teachings have given me the ability to touch the lives of so many people through yoga therapy. Second, when those emotionally anguished faces stare at me for guidance, I will hand them this book along with a hug and a smile. Thank you, Tari!

      
        Namaste!
      

      ROBYN FRANKEL-TIGER, M.D., founder of Yoga Heals 4 Life, is a physician and yoga therapist in southern New Jersey. Her therapeutic yoga practice integrates traditional Western medicine with the Eastern science of yoga. Her passion for helping those living with cancer grew out of her many years in medical practice witnessing firsthand the need for more complete patient care. Ultimately, her vision is the inclusion of therapeutic yoga for cancer as part of every patient’s treatment plan, giving each patient the opportunity to take an active role in his or her journey to healing.

    

  
    
      Preface
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        Impermanence is our home and loss the law of the world.
      

      PICO IYER

      A cancer diagnosis changes your life in an instant. No matter the diagnosis or prognosis, fear, regret, and bewilderment take over. You feel a complete loss of power and control over your body, emotions, and life. Your cancer team—from family to doctors to supporters—lovingly help you manage your disease, your treatments, your life, and your well-being. Throughout your journey, whether it is short or lifelong, you have procedures done to you, advice provided, and love given.

      All that is great, but if you are like me, you feel like you lose your independence. Surgeries take parts of your body. Treatments take away your clarity of mind and energy. Your medical team makes many decisions for you. Fear threatens to take it all from you. You feel powerless, lost in uncertainty. Your hope is to be “normal” again, to have the physical and emotional strength to do what once came naturally and easily. You want to feel a sense of control, stability, and hope.

      For me yoga became my companion on a long journey, my ally to encourage me to take an active role in my recovery. It empowered me to be healthier and stronger than I ever was before the cancer. Most importantly, it provided me the time and support for self-awareness and self-love. In fact, it enabled me to build, I hope, a better version of myself, a person dedicated to helping others find power, love, and support through yoga.

      I was, and remain, a skeptic about broad promises that often come with yoga or many cancer treatments. I respect Eastern philosophy and ancient traditions, but am not a follower or convert. I am too pragmatic. The development of my yoga practice was driven by curiosity, insight, research, and applied practice with the hundreds of survivors with whom I have personally worked. My approach—y4c (yoga4cancer) methodology—as described in the book, is based on fact-based science and research. My approach is about improving your odds, giving your body the tools to fight harder and more effectively during active treatment or in the years after. I want to share what I have learned.

      Know this: questions and a fighting spirit are more important than the facts, which change as we learn more about how cancer can be managed and about the way yoga supports wellness. Being curious, asking questions, demanding answers, but also learning patience—this approach helps us take back our lives. This is what I care about most.

      I want this book to be useful to everyone touched by and living with cancer, whatever stage and whatever phase of the cancer journey. Caregivers and health care professionals can also benefit from understanding more about yoga and its use in managing cancer and the side effects of treatment.

      Also, I hope that this book helps compassionate yoga teachers become more aware of the cancer community and their needs for healing. I often say to my teachers in training that “true compassion flows from understanding and facts.” So another aim of this book is that the research and the rationale behind the choice of poses presented here will help more yoga teachers help more survivors to live longer, healthier, and happier lives.

      Writing a book, especially if one is not a natural writer, is a huge project! Over five years my book changed shape so many times. What you are reading now represents the thinking and countless hours of editing of many people whom I wish to thank. The first thank you goes to my own students, who cannot be acknowledged by name—students in yoga classes, yoga teacher trainings, and yoga retreats—I’ve learned so much from you all. Special thanks to Cyndi Lee for creating OM yoga, my first yoga home, and for her trust, confidence, and early support—without which none of this would have happened. Her words in the foreword have made this book complete.

      I honor my OM yoga teachers Jennifer Brilliant and Dana Strong, who gave me solid yogic principles and taught me to “sit well”; all my colleagues, fellow yoga teachers, and studio staff of OM yoga; and yoga teachers both inside and outside the cancer community.

      I give sincere gratitude to the dedicated y4c teachers who have helped keep the y4c weekly classes going over the past ten years and without which I could not take a vacation.

      I’m thankful for the generosity of founders Stephanie Tang of Sacred Sounds Studio and Elena Brower of Virayoga and their respective staffs who provided the y4c program the comfort of space.

      A huge thanks to Katie McKay for her talent and patience as my illustrator.

      I thank my oncologists, Dr. Julie Olin and the late Dr. Jeanne Petreck, for their good work in keeping me alive.

      Special thanks to Dr. Robyn Frankel-Tiger. The words of her foreword give depth to the purpose this book will have in the lives of future cancer patients and survivors.

      One day I said to myself, “There is a book you need to write.” Little did I know that it would take a village to complete it. My editorial support was extensive, spread over time and distance. I thank the good work of Ani Weinstein, Erin Teufel, Lara Rosenberg, and Neil Gordon for helping me launch this book. I was fortunate to have the gentle and competent editorial support of Meghan MacLean and Jeanie Levitan, from Inner Traditions & Bear and Company, to help get it to print.

      All along the way, I had the constant and loving support of Jackson Kytle, who taught me the difference between a footnote and endnote. He was my captain of sentence smoothing, director of research, and is my life partner. There could never be too many words to thank Josi Kytle, my business partner and daughter. She marshaled her experience, talents, and strong stewardship to navigate the publishing world. She was selfless with her time and energy, protected me from just about everything she could, and gave me the confidence to make our ideas real. Both of their voices were a steady reminder that this book was important.

      I am so grateful for the quiet support of my dear friends—Karen Armstrong; Susan Bloom; Paul Clausing; Jennifer Price; William Masciarelli; Sue Considine; Andi Pepper; Tara O’Reilly; Suzy Stevens; Lindsey Pearson; Mio Fredland; Edward Jones; my sister, Bernadette Prinster; my son, Ethan Kytle; and my daughter-in-law, Blain Roberts—all who would simply ask, “How’s the book coming?”

      Finally, thank you to those who have already gone and left part of their lives with me.
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        “Just as the
caterpillar thought
her world had
come to an end, she
changed into
a butterfly.”
      

      ANONYMOUS
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      Jean, cancer survivor

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      A Wellness Plan for Survival

      I am a cancer survivor and certified yoga teacher, and the book you are holding in your hands will share what I have learned over more than a decade about cancer and yoga. Yoga for Cancer demonstrates why and how to use yoga to cope with cancer and cancer treatments. It describes a unique yoga methodology created to help cancer patients of all ages lessen treatment side effects—and enrich their lives. In the pages ahead, you will find inspiring stories, medical facts, and many practical exercises to help you regain and maintain your health.

      Being diagnosed with cancer is like falling off your swing as a kid, face down into the mud, losing your breath, causing all the other kids to stop and stare in silence, and then having to walk home alone, covered in muck. You feel shocked, dirty, and most of all, alone. That is how I felt years ago when I found a lump and was diagnosed with stage 2 breast cancer. Today, all cleaned up and healthy for more than a decade, I lead a yoga program for cancer survivors.

      Most people know that cancer treatments like chemotherapy can cause baldness and nausea. The treatments and their side effects can be as frightening as the disease itself, which is what my students say. Physical limitations, lifelong side effects, and vulnerabilities imposed by surgeries—all can be underestimated. Or perhaps we cannot really hear about side effects from our doctor when we are scared of dying.

      When the treatments are finished, you go home, alone, to sort out the mess, with many more questions than answers. Doctors do not hand you a prescription for how to live the rest of your life. Western medical models are designed to cure disease and rarely, if ever, include a wellness plan for survival. Yoga for Cancer provides the concepts and yoga tools with which you can construct your own wellness plan.

      Many challenges are discussed in the pages ahead and when I started out, I did not have the ideas I have written about. This book is a record of what I learned and wish I knew when it all began. Early in my own recovery journey, I began to see that yoga was helping my recovery in ways I did not fully understand at the time. Through my first yoga practice, I began to regain control of my life. I also grew spiritually in ways I never anticipated and, years later, I hope I’ve become a more compassionate person and a better human being. Eventually, yoga for cancer—what I call y4c, to refer to the specific methodology—became my calling because promoting yoga with cancer patients and yoga teachers is my daily passion, from dawn to dusk, most days of the week.

      A crisis provokes change. A hidden positive in any life-threatening illness is the chance to make the crisis work for you, to use the threat to life as a gift to transform life. Yes, that sounds idealistic and, true, everyone wants to find his or her own path. You do not have to become a saint. But I have no doubt that using yoga to take control—taking your breath back from the disease—is the key to a high quality of life. We want to use the time we have as fully as possible. Yoga continues to be my personal survival tool.

      Ten years ago I was frustrated by the lack of information about cancer and yoga. I looked everywhere but found little. I began to research and play with insights that led to new yoga teaching principles and discoveries about fundamental anatomical facts. At every stage of my research, students and teaching colleagues helped refine these ideas, and I am grateful for their support and many contributions. I have applied these guiding principles to classic yoga poses, focusing on the biological and psychological benefits to cancer survivors. What I have written is, I hope, an innovative methodology for using the ancient and rich resources of yoga to help you, the survivor, to reduce pain, get back to normal quickly, and feel good about yourself. Actually, I hope you will use the yoga tools I describe to create a “new normal,” maybe even a better one with knowledge, awareness, hope, and joy.

      So, yoga is my prescription for health and well-being. I make no claim that 
it is a cure for cancer, which is a complex biological disease with many, many 
variations. In my experience, the right approach to yoga provides powerful benefits that are described later. As I will discuss, cancer has large elements of chance to it, beginning with the devolution of single cells and the immune system’s attempt to find and kill these deviant cells. As you know, some parts of cancer are difficult to control. But you can control how you respond to the diagnosis, how you feel about your body, and what you can do to try to heal it.

      Yoga can teach you to strengthen the immune system as well as soften the worst effects of illness and treatments. As this book will explain, yoga can cleanse the body of toxins and regulate normal body functions by stimulating internal systems, such as digestion, posture, cardiovascular functions, lymphatic flow, and breathing. Yoga also helps us stabilize and relax the body while enhancing concentration, memory, balance, mental acuity, and tranquility. Is there any medication that can promise all that? Who would not take such a pill, with or without cancer? That is why I think of yoga as a prescription for reclaiming life and as a wellness plan for moving on to long-term health.

      The chapters ahead will discuss common side effects of cancer treatments and how to adapt yoga to new physical limitations, whether short- or long-term. This book will help you find the right class and teacher, become aware of exaggerated claims made about yoga, and avoid risky yoga styles and poses.

      Three phases mark everyone’s cancer journey, starting with the first, diagnosis. When you first hear the word cancer from your doctor, it feels like time stops, even though it is only a second or two. Time just stops! Navigating through treatments is the second phase and here you have choices to consider, but with much less information than many of us want. Again, time seems to stretch out like taffy. The length of the recovery phase will vary with the treatment effects, preexisting physical conditions, and lifestyle. Frustrating as it is, no one can predict how long recovery will take or how you will feel. Survivorship is the third phase, which lasts a long time, we hope. To be precise, it lasts the rest of your life. Personally, I do not like the word survivor, but after diagnosis, that is what you are as long as you live. For each phase I will tell you about many suitable yoga practices that add quality to life. I hope you will use this book to tailor yoga to your personal needs and stage of recovery.

      
        HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANIZED

        This book has one goal: to pass on as much information about yoga and cancer as I have found. Chapter 1 begins with my story, showing how getting diagnosed with breast cancer, having surgery, and receiving Western forms of treatment triggered my curiosity about how to rebuild my life. Like every survivor, suddenly I had to confront deep, frightening questions about what cancer is, how it will change my life, what I can do to avoid a recurrence, and how I can fill my future with health and hope.

        We all want to understand how cancer came into our lives. We ask why, and then seek useful information about its cause and prevention as we move forward to recovery. Chapter 2 looks into the nature and basic facts of cancer with a special focus on yoga. In a way, everyone lives with cancer or cancerous cells on a daily basis especially the older we get. As I will explain, this tenant is fundamental to understand the complexity of the immune system and how yoga can provide the necessary tools and support to prevent what we all know as “cancer.”

        Chapter 3 starts with the story of Sarah, who came to my yoga class hating her body, afraid to move, and skeptical. Slowly, she found the yoga tools she needed to create a wellness plan, one that changed her body image, fears about using her body, and doubts about yoga. Unlike other experiences in life, cancer makes us aware of our bodies. Unfortunately, this awareness means becoming attuned to every little pain or irregularity that before cancer we didn’t notice or think much about. Treatments frighten us; surgery hurts. In the case of breast cancer, physical therapy after surgery is critical, and the survivor’s insurance often only covers two weeks.

        Few survivors get acquainted with a new version of their body in such a short time. We might ignore how surgery has compromised mobility, strength, and general ability to function over the course of many months, much less a lifetime. When treatments are over, oncology nurses, doctors, and insurance agents wish you well and turn to the next patient. The message becomes clear: It is up to you to prescribe the next steps on your journey! You need a wellness plan.

        Chapter 3 shows you how informed, intelligent yoga offers a valuable set of tools for your wellness plan. I will provide you with some research and facts that explain key benefits of yoga such as building strength and mobility, detoxification, weight management, improved sleep, and many others. Ten benefits of yoga are described in detail. Understanding the why is the first step to making yoga part of any survivor’s wellness plan.

        The next section of the book—part 2—takes all the research and theory and puts it into action. It will provide you with the formula for making yoga a part of your normal routine and explain how to put these tools together as a practice. A practice is a set of actions routinely done daily, or almost daily, with the goal of self-improvement and growth. It’s a word that has special meaning in the yoga world. Unlike a doctor who practices medicine, or a baseball player who practices with her team, a yoga practice is more like hygiene for the body and the mind. Just like you would not think of starting your day without brushing your teeth, a yogini would not end her day without finding a time and place for her personal yoga practice.

        I will outline a formula to construct a yoga practice using ten basic elements or modules. The yogic goal of each module is different, and each is part of the overall goal of balancing all the body’s systems. Together they create a complete practice based on your needs. Although precise and sequential, the elements are flexible and modular, taking into account the individual person, cancer, and other special conditions that we all have precancer. Each module is illustrated with examples.

        Chapter 4 presents the y4c theory and chapter 5 describes how to begin a practice, focusing on practical issues such as creating the right time and space to conduct your home practice if you are not attending a yoga class. This section also introduces my recommendation for the basic building blocks from which your practice will be gradually developed, including key elements such as breathing and meditation. I also want you to understand how to vary your practice in order to motivate yourself and respect how your body is feeling on a given day.

        Chapter 6 is the heart of the book because it is packed with illustrations of fifty-three yoga poses along with practical instructions for each pose or sequence. Survivors will want to tailor their practice to their physical needs, and this chapter tells you the poses to avoid or use only with caution. When you arrive at this chapter you will have all the elements with which to develop your own yoga practice.

        Students who are new to yoga, especially those I meet on yoga retreats, ask for a guide to continue yoga on their own. Chapter 7 includes practice sequences for different levels and time lengths. The goal is to help you build your practice if you cannot find the right yoga class or there isn’t a studio close by. All yogins*1 learn to build their practice around the practical constraints in daily life, which means you seldom have the perfect class, time, or place to practice. We do the best we can if only for five minutes a day or while walking to the subway or riding in the car.

        Chapter 8 offers poses that address common physical and emotional side effects that cancer patients and survivors face, including lymphedema, bone loss, weight gain, anxiety, and insomnia. These categorized poses can provide the necessary tools for survivors to lead their own recovery as and when needed. They are also valuable tools for yoga teachers. Most yoga teachers are trained to teach a diverse and general population, but lack the specific knowledge to teach cancer survivors with their unique needs, concerns, and fears.

        Survivors need resources. Given the isolating aspects of surviving cancer and the roller coaster of emotions experienced, connecting with other people helps the survivor heal both emotionally and physically. While readers 2,000 miles from New York City won’t be able to chat with other survivors after my class, they will be able to take advantage of the online resources, foundations, hospitals, clinics, and retreats described in the Resources for Survivors section. This section also includes my comprehensive website, 
www.y4c.com.

        Yoga has changed my life, and I want to help others rebuild their lives. No one path exists through cancer to recovery. No perfect method can be recommended for building a personal yoga practice, much less a whole new life. Please use the ideas you read about in my book in any way that is useful for you. You are in charge, and that is the most important idea I have to share.

        
          Namaste.
          
          
            *2
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        PART 1

        Understanding Cancer and the Benefits of Yoga

        
          Hope is not a plan.
        

        TARI PRINSTER

        Every chapter in my book carries forward a conversation among three voices: first, my personal experience as a patient, survivor, and teacher; second, all that I have learned from my students and other yoga teachers about teaching survivors; and third, scientific principles from physics, biology, and psychology that have to guide our choices. We will draw on the best insights from Eastern traditions like Buddhism and yoga, but also the best current thinking in Western science. This book’s careful integration of many traditions of living well and healing sets it apart from other approaches.

        Sometimes the narrative will be personal, and at other times, our focus will shift to yoga—its great traditions and powerful tools. Throughout I return to the concept that you, the survivor, need to control your own cancer and recovery journey. That path, like your life, will be unique because the changes ahead and new life challenges are impossible to predict. That is why I believe basic insights and new tools for learning are so important. As much as possible I invite you to be your own doctor on the treatment team rather than a passive patient waiting for something to happen.

        Like any serious challenge in life, cancer leads many people to think in new ways and to make better choices, like improving their diet or getting more exercise. Cancer propels us toward better health!
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          Cancer steals your breath, yoga gives it back.
        

        TARI PRINSTER
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        Tari, cancer survivor

      

    

  
    
      1

      My Story

      When the sun drifted behind the foothills near my childhood home in western Colorado, shadows from the cottonwood trees cooled the galvanized pipes my father had used to construct a set of climbing bars attached to our garage. The date would have been 1954 or earlier. Entertainment in those days was simple, like spending school vacation days hiking with my brothers or after-school hours irrigating the peach orchard. TV had not reached us yet and the only media entertainment was an occasional movie (I remember being terrified by Bambi) or listening on the radio to Bobby Benson and the B Bar B Riders. I was a skinny, wiggly kid who liked to hang by her knees on the monkey bars.

      Alone in the backyard I would play on the monkey bars on summer evenings when I was nine or ten. I fell often and the thump to the ground knocked the breath out of me. I remember the second of panic and fear, struggling to breathe, but fully conscious that my legs and arms could carry me to the kitchen door, speechless and gasping, so that I could bury my head in my mother’s skirt. I remember too that she would say, “It’s going to be okay . . . Just breathe deeply.” That same feeling of having the wind knocked out of me occurred again at age fifty-three when I heard these words: “You have cancer—invasive ductal carcinoma.” That took my breath away! In a flash, the idea came to me: my life is threatened! The threat was real and in my face.

      Those three little words—invasive ductal carcinoma—were only the beginning of many breathless moments. The parade of treatment options, decisions, side effects, medications, expenses, insurance forms, phone calls, and empty hours waiting for test results—all floated past like debris on a sea of uncertainty and anxiety. Perhaps you have already had this experience. No matter what kind or at what stage, cancer steals the breath, clouds the brain, and weakens the body. That same thump of hitting the ground, having lost my grip on the monkey bars while enjoying life as a kid, started me thinking I could never breathe again. Something was stuck, not working, and very wrong. Life could stop.

      The word cancer pried loose my hold on life, and time just seemed to stop. At least it stopped until I took the next breath as a cancer survivor. Since then nothing has been the same.

      Today, I wear a T-shirt with the words Breathe Deeply: Appreciate the Moment. But fifty years ago my mother had no idea her words would become part of popular culture. She was not a yogini. Certainly, back in those days the idea of yoga was not a term associated with healing or health. Perhaps there was a vague association with philosophy or religion. She had no idea. Today, our twenty-first-century Western concept of yoga is that it’s a way to get a good stretch and acquire flexibility, or it’s a meditation technique to let go of stress. While these are benefits of yoga, more subtle and less understood is the yoga principle of learning how to breathe. Sounds simple, right? Structured and careful breathing is the harness that unites the body and mind—and has the potential to heal. We’ll learn more about breathing and health shortly.

      What I learned from my mom, ever so simple and powerful, has become my lifelong tool for survival. Her words are a guiding principle for me and this book. Perhaps I would not have made the connection of my mother’s wisdom to the teachings of yoga had I not been diagnosed ten years ago with breast cancer. Finding my breath, taking back my breath, was the beginning of the rest of my life.

      I have shared parts of my personal experience because learning you have cancer is an intensely personal moment, raising so many deep feelings and fears. Shock, embarrassment, and anxiety can overwhelm. Relating parts of my experience, good and bad, may help my readers understand the path ahead, although everyone’s journey will be unique, and every path will have smooth passages, sharp bumps, and sudden detours.

      
        HARNESSING A HEALING BREATH

        When I found out that I had serious breast cancer, I got angry. Cancer is a bag of surprises! The word cancer conjours up threatening images, like seeing the eyes of a hungry tiger as you open the door. We have not lost the biological connection to our ancestors who felt there are only two choices: run or get eaten! But where do you run in a New York apartment?

        I have read how the hormone adrenaline, released at moments of shock, injury, or trauma, has an anesthetizing effect on the nervous system. This protective reaction allows us to do extraordinary things. It gives us the ability to not feel pain in the split second after an accident, to get up and walk away. Or it protects you from feeling fear when you risk your life to pull a child from the path of a speeding car.

        Cancer is a cold new reality. No matter the type or stage of your cancer, you will survive the initial shock only to find yourself enrolled in Cancer Boot Camp. Medical terms, weird theories, and frightening statistics everywhere. No time to sort out personal emotions when you are dealing with life-and-death decisions.
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          Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. Just keep going. No feeling is final.
        

        RAINER MARIA RILKE

        When you do find some time you may find yourself flooded with unaccountable, sometimes uncontrollable, emotions like anxiety or depression. Where did that come from, you wonder? Still, the emotions are not all negative. Quiet, reflective moments may surprise you when, if you listen carefully, the protective numbing gives way to contemplative, peaceful feelings. For me, however, the strongest emotion was anger. Why me? Why now? I don’t have time for this. . . .

        What made me mad was the timing. My kids were nearly out of the house and my professional life was taking off. I was not ready to stop, much less to think about the end game, or dying. Then, for an entire year, I fell into that dehumanizing process of being a “patient.” I found myself treated differently by family and friends, who looked at me like I was sick even before my hair fell out. I just wanted to get back to “normal” as quickly as possible and not to have to stop and think about the meaning of life. I was living life and enjoying the progress I had earned among the challenges normally encountered as a woman of fifty-three. Not this, not now, why me? I was mad.

        Anger is not unique to my situation. I hear my students get angry with their bodies or blame their willpower, as if to say, “My body betrayed me in spite of my being so good to it all these years.” But I was not angry at my body. Yes, I had done all the right things: eaten all the veggies, jogged those miles, kept my weight below average, avoided dark feelings with a positive attitude, never took hormone replacement therapy . . . on and on. I had been a good girl. Thinking about the body this way, as something separate from us, perhaps like a bad friend who let us down, is understandable but not helpful. Rather, we need to think about cancer, treatment, and recovery in new ways, powerful ways that build resilience and improve quality of life.

        A cancer diagnosis gives rise to strong emotions, for sure. Feelings of anger, guilt, and betrayal come without invitation. Put aside these emotions momentarily to focus on the cancer. Whether it is the inconvenience, as in my case, or the lack of discipline that makes you angry, we all want to find answers to the questions: What went wrong? Why do I have cancer? And we are soon frustrated to learn that there are still few answers to what really causes cancer, and how to cure it. You try to avoid it and, even though you follow health guidelines, you get it. Can it be that cancer is just random, a matter of chance? Yes, much of the time, is the sobering answer. Chapter 2 will cover the basics of cancer as a disease.

        Cancer is sneaky. In so many ways, you feel defenseless. Not only do you lose your breath, you lose control: control of how you look and feel, how others respond to you, what your plans for the future will be, and even what you wear to the hospital. The way back from feeling powerless is to take charge in any way you can, as the following examples show.

        Surgeries came first for me, three in total. The initial lumpectomy was not successful because a small-town surgeon hadn’t gotten “clear margins,” meaning that cancer cells could have been left behind, so that meant another surgery. I got mad again when I could not lift my arm after the sentinel node biopsy, another procedure I had in order to check if any cells had ended up in the nearest lymph node that then could spread to other parts of the body.

        Cancer treatments make you think about the smallest details of daily life. I had worn a long-sleeved T-shirt to the hospital for that prodedure, but had to use a surgical scissor to cut it open because I could not raise my arm over my head to get it on. No one told me to wear a button-up front shirt! My reaction sounds like—and is—a small thing, but it conveys my feelings. I was mad that no one told me how to dress for cancer surgery.

        One thing I was told that could happen after this particular procedure was the possibility of lymphedema, an uncomfortable, disfiguring, and physically limiting condition in which lymph fluid builds up in tissues, causing swelling. Some women respond to this possibility with fear stronger than that of dying, which suggests the strong emotions being felt. Once again I got mad and even more determined. I thought, no way was I going to develop lymphedema or live my life without my sport activities. To get my life back I needed to strike a bargain with my treatments.

        So, two weeks after my last surgery and with my doctor’s okay, I started back to yoga. Slow and gentle, of course, but with a different focus. What interested me was not what I could not do, but what I could do. Attention to other parts of my body that were healthy surprised me, like my legs, which seemed eager, ready to move and stretch. Of course, I wanted to get back to normal, but I began to notice a subtle shift in my thinking.

        Activity was good for me and important in small doses, even at first. Soon I noticed how doing something as simple as lying on my back with my eyes closed and listening to soft music could change my mood (in yoga we call it active resting). Along the way I discovered things that I would have missed before getting cancer.

        I learned to appreciate the ability to breathe. Now it felt so good to follow the movement of air through my throat and out my nose. I could not take a really deep breath that would expand the ribs, stretching the incisions around the surgical staples. But I was breathing mindfully, enjoying it—and I was doing my yoga. The idea of active, intentional rest was new to me, an opportunity to stop trying to be so athletic and to appreciate simple relaxation.
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          It has been said that life has treated me harshly; and sometimes I have complained in my heart because many pleasures of human experience have been withheld from me . . . if much has been denied me, much, very much, has been given me . . .
        

        HELEN KELLER

        Another idea slowly formed. I found myself motivated to detoxify my body of all chemicals that I had put into my body, so I could better tolerate chemo drugs. I used the time before starting chemotherapy like preparation for a marathon. Yes, I was scared, but I was going to be ready to fight. Partly, this is my personality, but this fight approach to cancer is also common. Perhaps it is easier for us to think of cancer as the enemy on a battlefield rather than feel powerless as a passive patient waiting to be cured. Imagining myself a warrior, I was masking my fears and all the uncertainty because I was not ready to show my family and friends all that I was feeling. Mask or not, the image of becoming a warrior gave me hope.

        Rewards are a great motivation to get us through difficult tasks. Often I hear how my students use a reward strategy when going through cancer treatments: a special vacation to the beach, a cup of chocolate ice cream, perhaps tickets to a ball game with a grandchild. Before each chemotherapy treatment, I gave myself a gift of a yoga session with Tara, my yoga teacher and friend. Then I took my bottle of homemade ginger water, a sweater, and thick socks (the chemotherapy lounge was so cold!), and was off to my chemotherapy session.

        It was simple to control what I did to comfort the body. But my mind was not so easily calmed. For example, my insight into the great potential of using mindful breathing started happening on my way to that first chemotherapy treatment. I began to experience my feelings of anger turn toward anxiety and vulnerability.

        Fear of the unknown was another loss of control. I was so afraid of surrendering my body to the effects of the drugs even though, at the same time, I was just as convinced they would give me life. When my nurse began that first drip into my left arm, my heart began to pound, partly in response to the preload of antihistamines before the chemo is infused. Acute anxiety was a totally new feeling for me, another breathless moment.

        Fear is not pleasant, and feeling vulnerable is hard for me. Anxiety causes muscles to tighten, palms to sweat, and your mouth gets dry as blood pressure and respiration rates elevate. I could feel this happening. My heart rate was out of control! Was I breathing? No! Gone again, that critical supply of life-giving oxygen, just by thinking about something like chemotherapy that is designed to save lives.

        I needed to take charge. Anxious or not about chemo, I was not going to withdraw from treatment, but all the emotional side effects were not part of the deal. Finding a way to manage them was going to have to come from deep inside. Looking back, like so many others I had found the will to fight when challenged. I learned that human beings are resilient and this resilience was pivotal to my recovery.
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