These are some of my feelings, thoughts and personal
lessons learned throughout the last two years of
my life, from the time I was diagnosed as having
Breast Cancer at the age of 41, and throughout my
treatment, surgeries, recuperation and my struggles
to put the pieces of my life back into place. It’s the
journey of how I became the person I am today,
stronger and more thankful for the daily things that
my life brings.
I started writing my story to help me clarify what
was going through my head, to help me remember this
time of internal connection and peace with myself, and
how to put closure to one of the most intense periods
of my life. And who knows, it might even be useful
to someone else going through a similar experience.
I share it with you.
For the first time in my life I am writing with
myself in the center of every thought, action, feeling
and learning experience. This is I, Claudia, in my
journey fighting breast cancer.
December 2009
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MY LIFE BEFORE CANCER
Life before my cancer diagnosis was similar to that of many
of the women my age whom I know. I was always running,
constantly juggling between my home and work obligations. I
was trying to do the best possible job I could professionally, as
well as a mother, wife and friend. I never had enough time for
myself, to take care of my own body and soul as I should have.
We had moved to a different country for the second time
not long before, bringing added pressures into our normal,
hectic life. New culture, new schools, new work..... Even more,
we had just bought our first house ever, and had moved just
two days before my diagnosis.
For many years I had been aware of my cancer risk as many
of my family members have been affected by this illness.
My husband always made a joke that I needed an additional
blank page anytime I was asked, “Who in your family has had
cancer?” Moreover, some 10 years ago, my mother was tested
for a gene they had just identified that increased the person
carrying it a very high risk for breast and ovarian cancer. She
had it, and together with the wonderful genes I inherited
from her, I also received the gene BRCA, which significantly
increased my lifetime risk of getting cancer. Somehow I
accepted this risk as part of life. I found a good group of
physicians who created a yearly plan for me, I wrote their
appointments in my calendar, and went to them as a routine
check-up like you visit the dentist. I somehow knew deep in
my head, that I might get cancer, but it never occurred to me
that I would be diagnosed at such an early age.

In June 2010, my life was more crazy and exciting than
usual, as we were closing the deal on our new home, getting
our first mortgage, finding contractors, deciding what needed
to be renovated......truly a hectic time. At that same time I also
had my regular appointments for my MRI and mammography.
As I had done many times previously, I went by myself without
much thought, only to be told a few days later that they had
found three lumps which they wanted to check further. I had
had benign lumps in my left breast various times in the past,
so I just assumed I would have some extra test done and life
would continue as normal. The ultrasound biopsy was not
successful as my breasts were very dense, so I was scheduled
for an MRI biopsy two weeks later.
Tension began to set in and, while having the biopsies,
coming in and out of the MRI, lying face down, very
uncomfortable, unable to move, I started thinking that maybe,
something might be wrong. Would I change anything in
my life if I was told I had cancer? To my surprise, my only
thought was that I should do more exercise. A few days later
I met with my doctor who informed me the biopsies had
been clean. However, the head radiologist at Sunnybrook
Hospital recommended that I redo the biopsies as she was not
convinced the results were correct. Once more I underwent
an MRI biopsy and this time I anxiously awaited the results.
The time dragged by and by the time I received the results
with the cancer diagnosis, it was mid August. I owe my life
to the professionalism of the head radiologist at Sunnybrook
Hospital, whose name I never learned. If she had not insisted
there was something she did not quite like, it would have been
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another year before I would have been accurately diagnosed.
Who knows by then what prognosis I would have received?
When I was told, “You have breast cancer”, I was in shock!
Suddenly, in an instant, everything else in my life stopped,
became irrelevant; having cancer became the center of my
existence. At that moment, I had the feeling my life was a
box containing many small pieces, which had been carefully
arranged into place, and that suddenly, the box containing my
life was taken from me, shaken vigorously, and given back to
me, with all those small pieces chaotically floating inside.
Life, as I knew it before, was gone; I had breast cancer.

DIAGNOSIS
During those first days I felt powerless, scared, alone and
in many ways lost. It is understandable that it is hard to cope
with the cancer diagnosis because, physically, you don’t feel
anything different; you feel exactly the same as you did the day
before. In my mind the thought, “How can I be sick if I feel
normal?” kept on returning.
An event that helped me feel less alone was when I attended
an open group meeting at the survivorship center of Princess
Margaret Hospital, which was offered by Dr. Bukman. This
was a place where anyone coping with a cancer diagnosis
could participate and share their feelings and fears, as well as
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receive advice. For the first time, I found myself surrounded
by people who were also coping with a cancer diagnosis,
and for the first time, I permitted myself to accept what I
was feeling and cry. We were a group of strangers who could
understand each other and cry together, as we slowly learned
to accept what was happening in our lives. The feeling of
wanting to shout, “You are wrong; I feel completely healthy;
you have made a mistake”, was common to all. When I
returned to my office after the talk, which was held during my
lunch break, my coworkers found me not only with red eyes,
the way they become after a good cry, but also with a smile.
During this period my two main concerns were to
understand what steps should be taken with my type of
diagnosis, and to find the group of doctors I felt comfortable
with and to whom I would entrust my health. Both concerns
had my husband and me gathering as much information as
possible from any source or person available. This information
was sometimes very helpful, but many times would just add to
our confusion and uncertainty.
So many questions... Would I die? Would I need aggressive
treatments? How would I feel? How long would our lives be
interrupted? What was the correct choice of treatment? Which
doctors did I want to entrust? And once I found them, would I
be accepted as their patient or be put on a waiting list? Endless
questions and thoughts would cross my mind. All this was
happening together with the normal stresses of work, family
and a new home.

I remember clearly the day I was so stressed that I finally
exploded. My children were having one of their normal
discussions, as all kids do, when I found myself screaming at
them, “Can’t you stop, don’t you understand your mother has
cancer?” I will never forget the silence that followed. That is
the moment I knew I was not able to handle this amount of
stress any longer. The next day at work, I asked to be placed on
sick leave until I could understand what were to be the next
steps in my treatment. To my surprise, my boss and colleagues
had already realized the high level of stress I was under and
had prepared a get well gift.
My sole thought was that I had cancer and needed to get the
best treatment available. This became my full time job. Our
belongings in our new home stayed in boxes on the floor
for the coming months. Many times I had no idea where the
things my kids asked for were. It would be many months until
I would find the strength to put things in place. Having cancer
was all I could breathe, think and talk about.
Slowly I started accepting my new reality. I could, and was,
advocating for myself as much as possible, but many things
were out of my control. It became a time, and continued being
a time, throughout my treatment and recovery, of constantly
weighing inner thoughts and life reflections. I firmly believed
that if I had gotten ill, my destiny would also bring something
positive. I believe in the saying: “From every bad thing
something good can arise.” What this “good” was supposed
to be, would take time and patience to find. I could not force
changes to happen quickly; whatever I would learn would
unfold with time.

TREATMENT
SURGERY
Finally the day of my mastectomy came. Jaime, my husband,
and Perla, my mother, came with me to the hospital. I strongly
remember my thoughts throughout the preparatory stages
before the actual surgery, “Will I survive? Will I be the same
person when I wake up?” I remember turning around to Jaime
and asking him to take good care of our children if something
went wrong, and his deep hug in return. Most of all, I will
never forget the importance of the simple words said to me
by the anesthesia resident after I had been prepared and was
waiting to be rolled in to surgery. The surgeon had come to
ensure all was ready and I asked him, “Will I be okay?” His
answer was dry, “I will do my best”. Of course I understand
this is all I could expect from him, but I was scared and
needed reassurance. Fortunately the anesthesia resident came,
asked me some final questions and, when I asked him, “Will I
be okay?” His answer was: “You are in the best hands possible,
you are with the A team. We will take care of you. Come with
me, think of a happy place you want to go to when I put you
to sleep and when you wake up it will be over.” These words
were the reassurance I so desperately needed. I had no control
over what was happening to me and I needed to have trust
that someone was in control. To the anesthesia resident I say
“Thank you so much for those words, your empathy meant
the world to me at that very scary moment. I will never forget
them.”
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Waking up from the surgery I had a horrible pain in the
upper part of my chest---an excruciating pain, so hard to
describe. With the wonderful care and encouragement from
my mother, whom I thank so much for attending to all my
needs those days after the surgery, I slowly started getting
better. At that time I was taking very strong pain medications
that made me feel like I was in a totally separate world. I could
hear what was going on around me, but it was separate from
me; I was not able to engage with my surroundings. Thus time
does heal; slowly I got stronger.
In addition, having a mastectomy is hard not only physically,
but also mentally. I was scared to look at myself in the mirror.
I had my regular breast on the right, and a very small start of
a breast much higher on my chest on my left side. I looked
completely lopsided. I felt devastated as a woman. I then
remembered having read of a store that specialized in bras for
women undergoing cancer treatment and I sent my mother
to see what she could get for me. She bought me a camisole
which helped keep my breast in place and even had space for
my drain. I had a smile on my face when I looked at myself in
the mirror because with the support of the camisole, I looked
whole again. I would be okay. No woman should ever have
to feel mutilated. Treatment has to include reconstruction of
your breast and all the accessories that exist so that we can feel
whole, so we can feel alive, so we can feel beautiful.
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CHEMOTHERAPY
After my operation I had to wait many weeks until I was
told what treatment, if at all, I would need to receive. With
anticipation, I kept on hoping the mastectomy would be
sufficient treatment but, sadly, that was not the case. The
results of the pathology showed I had had two cancerous
tumors, contrary to only one previously shown in the
biopsies. Luckily, I was described as having stage 1 Breast
Cancer; meaning the two tumors were smaller than 2cm
and my lymph nodes showed to be clean of any cancerous
cells. Nevertheless, it was a level 2-3, which meant it was
an aggressive type of cancer. According to this diagnosis,
the protocol to follow in most women would mean no
chemotherapy was necessary. However, as I would learn
throughout my treatment, being positive to the BRCA
mutation, and younger than most women with my diagnosis,
made the doctors rethink the traditional protocol and present
me with a more aggressive choice of treatment. I was special!!
At this time, one of the most infuriating flaws in our
medical system surfaced. I, the patient, would have to decide
what treatment I would receive. It is clear to me that we, the
patients, are an important member of the health team and that
we have to decide whether to accept or decline the risk and
or benefits presented as our options. Nevertheless, to give me
the choice of deciding if chemotherapy was appropriate or not
seemed outrageous. I felt lost that I, with minimal knowledge,
had to make such a decisive choice. Fortunately for me, I had
Dr. Gerson to guide me. She is one of the top oncologists
in Mexico and a close friend of my family, who was always

willing to answer my questions and give me a strong rationale
for her recommendations. Most importantly, she was not
afraid to say, “Based on my current knowledge this is what
I recommend.” Her words were: “From my experience in
dealing with cancer, one only regrets what you did not do to
prevent the illness, never what you did.” Most importantly, she
told me, “Start your chemotherapy treatment with confidence;
it is the correct thing to do”. At the end, the final decision was
still mine, but I had a clear recommendation upon which to
base this decision. She gave me the confidence I needed to
keep on fighting.

The nurses who work in the Chemo Day Care Department at
Princess Margaret Hospital are true angels. Day in and day out
they receive anxious patients with a smile, showing empathy,
compassion and professional expertise. They make you feel a
little more in control of what is happening to you. After a few
hours of intravenous infusions, feeling weak and scared, you
go home, hoping the days will pass quickly.

Let me clarify, to all those who think you can continue your
normal life while receiving chemotherapy, it is my opinion,
that this is an absurd statement. Imagine you are having
poison injected directly into your bloodstream. This poison
is so strong that, throughout the whole time that it is being
injected into your body, you need to have your fingers and
toes in ice; the intention being that blood will not run through
them, so that your nails will not become black and fall off.
The chemo is so strong that during my second chemotherapy
treatment, just when the nurse started to introduce the
chemicals into my blood stream, in a second, I felt I was
fainting. I could not control any part of my body; I was having
a strong allergic reaction. Even though I knew I was being
injected with poison, I would close my eyes and envision it
as a powerful cure, passing through every cell in my body.
I would welcome it, thank it for assuring no cancerous cell
would be left alive in my body, and then asking it to leave my
body as quickly as possible. It was a poison which I hope, in
the long term, will provide me with long lasting health.
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During those months of chemotherapy treatments I
swallowed more pills than I had done in my entire life. If,
until this moment, you were not feeling like a sick person,
you did at this point. I was nauseated; my stomach felt totally
destroyed. I was so tired that walking three blocks was
stressful; and if these normal side effects were not enough,
I had a strong side effect to the Nulasta injection, which was
given to me a day after the chemotherapy session to help my
immune system. Five nights after having the first injection,
I woke up in the middle of the night with horrible pains and
with the feeling that my body had gone crazy! Imagine not
knowing that what I was feeling was a common side effect to
this type of medicine in young women. You wake up suddenly,
with very strong contractions, as if you were about to have a
baby. I have a high threshold for pain (I had had two natural
births in the past), but at that moment all I could do was cry.
I spent the whole night standing, crying, hoping morning
would come, and that somebody would help me alleviate
my pain.
In retrospect the more I think about what happened that
night, the angrier I become with the medical system. Why
was I not informed that Nulasta could cause this side effect?
As with the subsequent injections, I could have been aware
that this might happen and that the moment I started having
strong pains in my lower back, I could take prescribed
painkiller medications and the pain would be controlled. I
sometimes think doctors believe that if they tell patients about
potential side effects, the patients will imagine having them.
In my case, and I do not think I am alone, knowledge gives me
strength and the sense of control, so desperately needed when
you are sick.
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After my second treatment, not only did I have the side effects
of the chemotherapy, but I also caught a bad cold. I visited my
family doctor who asked me how I was feeling. The words that
came out of my mouth were, “They are trying to kill me.” My
medical team had finally made me feel that I was a very sick
person, weak, and with no control of any aspect of my life.
Driving back home in a snow storm after the appointment,
I found myself crying uncontrollably. It was gray and cold
outside and that is exactly how I felt inside.
During the following ten days I was unable to go out of my
home. During these long days I kept on asking myself why was
I feeling so sick and weak, when I had heard that some women
could go right back to work after their treatment. Was it all in
my mind? Was I having all these symptoms because I had time
to think about them? Had I become a person who just wanted
to complain about life? I started doubting my inner self. It
took great strength for me to come to terms with and accept
the way I was feeling: that this was the reaction my body was
having to the chemotherapy and there was nothing I could
do to change it. It did not matter how other women coped
with chemotherapy, I, Claudia, felt weak, alone, tired and with
horrible stomach problems. I was doing my best to survive
each day, getting dressed every morning, looking as radiant as
I could, trying to do some kind of sport and tackling whatever
that day would bring. Only that one day, the present moment,
was my sole concern. These difficult days were very hard
physically and seemed as they would never end. Nevertheless,
somehow, time passed, and not only did it become a thing of
the past, I was able to forget how hard it had been.

During those days any sign of compassion, of comfort, was
much appreciated. In me there was a deep need to be able to
let go of all my previous responsibilities and just concentrate
on surviving, as best I could, each day. An email from a friend,
a phone call, even just a one phrase message like “remember
the sun will come out tomorrow” could make me smile.
There were days when I felt stronger and learned to laugh at
myself and my situation. Something we should all do more
often! I remember one day I was taking a nap in my living
room, without a hat or a wig on my head, when my son’s
baseball coach rang at the door. I stood up and opened the
door without a second thought. I looked at my son, who had
come to the door as well, and who was making all kinds of
crazy signs at me, until I realized that I was standing bald in
front of the coach. I suddenly just laughed and said, “I was not
expecting you and had no time to do my hair.” We all laughed.
Another time, we were traveling to Mexico for a family
celebration when I was asked by the security personnel to
take off my hat. I informed her that I was wearing a hat
because I was sick and had no hair. She screamed back,
“Regulations are that you need to take off the hat!” I looked at
her, laughed and took it off. She was suddenly in shock; I still
laugh remembering her face filled with horror and remorse!!
I looked her in the eyes, my head held high, and continued
walking, without the hat.
During that same period, I went to my children’s school
wearing my wig, when one of the mothers commented, “Your
new hair cut looks fantastic!” I could not believe that she had
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not noticed it was a wig; I answered back, “Thanks. I changed
hairdressers. I now go to my oncologist!” My husband started
laughing. Being bald made me answer in a way I would never
have done before; it was my way of laughing at myself.
It stands to reason that being bald had a major impact on
how people looked at you. At the beginning I told myself that
losing my hair was not a major issue, nothing to worry about.
However, when it actually happened it, was much harder than
I expected. First my scalp became very sensitive and then,
suddenly one day, as I was watching TV with my children, I
touched my hair and my hand come out holding a fistful of
hair. For two days, any time I touched my head or lay down,
hair would be left behind. I had always thought I did not have
much hair and could not believe the actual amount of hair I
had! It was a horrible feeling; I was slowly losing part of my
identity. After two days I went to a friend’s house and asked
her to shave what little was left; we laughed and cried at the
same time. But even those wisps that stayed behind would
stick to my body when taking a shower. It was a traumatic
experience.
Just as important as the day you lose your hair is the day
you get the courage to step out of your home without your wig
or hat for the first time. For me this happened one evening
when we were getting ready to go to an open house at my
son’s school. I was about to put on my wig, when my husband
looked at me, and with a loving voice said, “You look beautiful
with your wee, short hair.” I looked back and asked if he was
sure I did not need the wig. When I arrived at the school
everyone stared at me. If, until that moment, not everyone
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knew I had been sick, they knew then. Emotionally all those
stares made me feel weak, but at the same time, it was a
moment of triumph, as if I was telling the world, “Yes I have
undergone chemotherapy and I have survived! I feel strong
and beautiful for having gone through this hard experience
and be able to stand here today with my diminutive hair!!

At the end of my treatments I was both physically and
mentally weak. I had no muscles left in my body; doing
minimal exercise was a challenge. It took more than a year
of intense exercise to start feeling strong again. Mentally, I
could not concentrate. I, a bright woman, could not read a
book, much less sit down for more than a half an hour to do
any kind of work that required thought and concentration.
With the amount of pending paperwork I had continued
to accumulate, it would take many months until I had the
strength to tackle that mountain of papers. As far as the
outside world is concerned when your chemo treatments end
and your hair starts to grow, you have finished this cancer
journey. In reality, you are only partly done as the path to
recovery lies ahead.
The battle that lay ahead in the months after finishing my
chemotherapy, including starting with tamoxifen medication,
as well as having my breast reconstruction and hysterectomy,
were very hard. You would have thought that nothing could
compare to the horrors of chemo, but that period did. Many
times I felt in a dark tunnel that would not end.

HYSTERECTOMY
I would venture to say that probably one of the hardest
moments I went through, although there were a few of these,
was deciding what to do and making peace with my decision
of having this optional surgery, a full hysterectomy. The
thought that, in a way, it is “optional”, highly recommended,
but not part of the treatment and especially that almost no
physician would tell me at what point in time it should be

done, made taking the decision to go ahead a very hard one. It
was for me.
I had to really go through a process of understanding what
train of thought had brought me to make this choice and
decision. Most important was the process of accepting that
losing my ovaries and uterus was a enormous trauma for me.
Not only was it physically, but also because of the risks of early
menopause. However it was also psychological: the feeling
that they would be taking away a part of my youth, a part of
what makes me a woman, a part of my motherhood. I thank
the social worker I was seeing at the moment, for letting me
talk about it and cry about this loss, over and over again. And
for teaching me that you can still be strong and positive, even
though you feel scared and vulnerable; for teaching me that if
you let yourself go through the process of loss, then you can
let go. I saw four different gynecologist until I was convinced
that I should go ahead and do it.
My train of thought was the following: I am 42 years old and
have had cancer. I want to make sure I have done everything
possible to win my fight with cancer. I had always promised
myself, many years back, when a family member of mine
died of breast cancer, that if it was ever my turn, I would
take the aggressive treatments offered to me. That is what I
had done from the beginning of my diagnosis. As a result,
chemotherapy has made me lose my period, and there is only
a 30% chance that it will come back. If it does come back, they
don’t know when this could happen and for how long I would
have a period. As well, before being diagnosed I had already
started to have very irregular periods and have a feeling that
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my body was starting to change. Tamoxifen, which I have
started taking, reduces the chances of regaining my period
even more. I was told that I have a 25% chance of having
ovarian cancer, instead of the 1% for the normal population.
Removing my ovaries also reduces the chance of me getting
a new breast cancer diagnosis or metastasis.
After adding up all these facts, I told myself that I should
take the opportunity given to me to prevent problems with my
health in the future. If I did not do it at this specific moment
while the memory of cancer treatment was fresh in my mind,
later on I would just be even more confused and scared. As my
doctor said, “We doctors all tell you we don’t know when you
should do it and that probably you can wait, but inside us we
cross our fingers and pray nothing will be found before you do
the surgery.” Even more, as the dear friend of our family, Dr.
Gerson, said,” In cancer, you always regret what you didn’t do,
not what you did to prevent and win your battle”.
I had to admit to myself that what was troubling me so
much about the decision was the thought that I would never
be able to have another child. For years I had been playing in
my head with the idea of having a fourth child, to the point
that I had tried to convince Jaime some time ago. After a long
conversation we agreed we would not. I know deep inside me
that I don’t want a fourth child; I don’t have the patience or
strength to give it all it would deserve, but somehow being
able to play with the idea of a large family was comforting.
Moreover, irrationally, you know that if something was to
happen to one of your children in the future, you could start
again. After the operation I would never be able to have more

12

children. The childbearing period of my life would be gone.
I decided to let myself cry with these thoughts in the days
before the surgery, when I was accepting that it was painful for
me, and to embrace my loss and pain. I cried knowing I had
chosen life instead of a “what if ” in the future.
I am so grateful for having learned to recognize why it was
hard for me and to accept the pain. After the surgery I never
once looked back. I was thankful for having had the strength
to go through with the surgery. I had made my internal peace.
Giving myself the time I needed to understand my feelings,
to accept them, and to cry over my loss is one of the greatest
lessons I am taking with me for the future.
I had the privilege of sharing my hospital room with another
woman who had had breast cancer some years ago and now
was back because of a tumor somewhere in the coccyx which
was thought to have started in her ovaries. She looked me in
the eye and said “You are so lucky to have had the opportunity
to prophylactically remove your ovaries for your future health.
I wish I had done it”. It was as if destiny had sent me a “well
done stamp”. We have to learn and accept our feelings and
understand why we are afraid of certain things. Once you
do this, you are in a much stronger position to make vital
decisions.

BREAST RECONSTRUCTION
During my hysterectomy operation I also had surgery to insert
the final implant into my reconstructed breast. This part of the
surgery added uncertainty and stress prior to the operation as
I had to decide the final size of my new breast.
Sounds easy! What an opportunity! You can decide the size of
your breast! Not for me. I had never given much thought to
my breasts; they are a part of my body which I have always felt
comfortable with. For the first time in my life I found myself
staring at the breasts of other women. I notably analyzed the
different sizes of breasts and how they improved, or not, the
physical appearance of the different women!! In those horrible
months prior to the surgery, for some unknown reason, this
became an overwhelming decision. I had the plastic surgeon
inject more water into my breast expander only to come back
a few days later asking for the water to be taken out so my
breast would be reduced in size. The breast expander did not
make the decision easy as it is situated in a higher part of your
chest than where the final silicone implant will be. I had read,
looked at different pictures of reconstructed breasts, talked to
women who had undergone the surgery, and even looked at
their breasts but nothing reassured me. I could not imagine
how I was going to look and how it would feel. In the end I
decided I had to trust the plastic surgeon because, ultimately,
I had trust in him.
Dr. Hofer, the plastic surgeon whom I had the privilege to be
treated by, is a true “Mensh“ He is not only an extraordinary
surgeon but he strongly empathizes with the feelings of his

patients and, somehow finds a way to transmit his calm and
secure way of approaching things. The first day I walked into
his office I mentioned that I just wanted to feel whole again,
as a woman. He did not even ask to look at my breast and
said that is what he tries to do for his patients. During my last
appointment before the surgery, when I was totally confused
about what I wanted, he looked me in the eyes, and in a calm
voice reminded me of our first conversation. Thank you Dr.
Hofer, for understanding what I needed and, even more
importantly, for understanding that at that moment in my life
I needed your guidance, reassurance and decision making on
what size of implant to use. I will never forget your human
kindness.
Today I feel and look the same as I did before getting sick. A
whole, beautiful woman!! However, I did not immediately feel
as confident as I am today about my new breast. It is after all
a “fake breast”. Compared to my real breast it feels hard, with
almost no sensitivity. For the first months I had much less
movement and strength in my shoulder and arm. Without a
bra, my two breasts look very different: one firm and high, the
other showing its age and use. With clothes nobody could ever
tell the difference. However, without clothing, there is a very
obvious difference which I had to learn to accept as my new
self. Some things that have helped me in achieving this were:
the unconditional love and support of my husband, who each
day told me how beautiful and sexy I looked! And finding the
right bras and bathing suit! As a celebration, a month after
the surgery I went to a very fancy store, together with my
husband, and modeled bathing suits for him. I felt whole and
beautiful and we laughed together! In addition, I found

13

pyjamas which would permit me to go around the house
feeling and looking comfortable. Of all places I found them as
I was shopping with my cousin for diapers at Target Store. The
top is a very inexpensive camisole which holds both breasts
in place and is very comfortable. I feel so good in it I had my
cousin send me one of each color she could find. I love them
till this day!
Today, a year after that surgery, I am completely comfortable
with the way I feel and look. Nevertheless, I still have to
make the decision of whether I want to go ahead and have a
mastectomy with reconstruction as a prophylactic measure for
my right breast. I am ambivalent about this, and for the time
being, have put this in the back of my mind.

DEPRESSION
I had made so many hard decisions and put my body
through so much, but nothing would compare to what
happened next. I was so unprepared for it, I was now fighting
a new illness, clinical depression. It sounds like nothing much,
however, it is one of the most horrible illnesses you can face. I
had never understood what clinical depression meant, but I do
now. It is horrible. It is lonely.
In my mind, and especially in the mind of my family, this
horrible ordeal of cancer treatment was over. My hair was
starting to grow, the scars from my surgeries were healing.
Nevertheless, I felt like I was drowning. I was going downhill
instead of uphill.

14

Depression is a horrible illness. Imagine that you have a
black, heavy cloud following you. You constantly look back
and tell it, “Go away. I don’t want you with me; I can’t function
with you.” But it doesn’t move. It just gets bigger and bigger.
It was late May, but to me, it seemed winter did not want to
end. It was constantly raining, it seemed always gray, not only
outside, but inside our home as well. I could only keep hoping
that someday the sun would come and light our home once
again.
All my gut instincts left me. I became completely antisocial,
I could not concentrate on anything, I had no patience for
anything or anyone. I lost confidence in my abilities, in myself.
I could not make simple daily decisions. I felt so alone, that
nobody understood what I was feeling. I was ashamed for
feeling this way. When I finally went for my three month
follow-up with the oncologist and was asked how I was
feeling, suddenly, I just started crying. I could not explain why,
but I was miserable. Finally help was offered to me.
In June I started seeing a psychiatrist who specialize in
cancer patients. A new and important member of my health
team. Why was I not told that having depression can be a side
effect of cancer treatment? Why was I not told that I could see
a psychiatrist for help if needed? I feel outraged every time I
remember the hell I was living in. Please, doctors and patients,
convey this information to others. I should have never waited
so long to get help. Please, if you are a patient reading this, and
feel as I did, don’t wait; there is help, there is a way out of this
horrific illness.

Dr. Hales, my psychiatrist, became a light at the end of the
tunnel. She helped me understand that what I was feeling
was real. That it was not because I was a weak person. Poison
had been injected into my body, they had cut and altered me
physically, I was put into surgical menopause, having all my
hormonal balance changed, I was taking medications that
had serious side effects in some women. How was I supposed
to feel strong and like my old self? Hearing her repeat these
words over and over again, slowly made me understand that
I was not making anything up; I was sick and needed help.
Even with her help and guidance I was still feeling miserable.
Finally, I agreed to take antidepressant medication. The road
back to recovery was very slow, it tested my patience with
myself over and over again. It took many months for me to
start feeling better, both physically and mentally. Over and
over again I had to, and sometimes still have to, remind myself
to be patient with myself, with my body, with what I want to
achieve. Once more I had to learn the importance of hearing
what you are feeling, of accepting that something was wrong,
and only then I could start finding a new path.

RECOVERY
ONE SPECIAL MOMENT
During that horrible spring of 2011, one very difficult day,
Jaime, my husband, asked me what could help me and our
family. Within a second, the words, “I want to go to Israel and
be surrounded by friends” came out. That same moment, at
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midnight, we sat together and bought airplane tickets so we
could spend the coming summer as a family in Israel. We had
something we could all hold on to, a small light in the dark
tunnel of our current lives.

For the first time in a year I could think about what would
come next and the things I wanted to do. There was again
more to life than just surviving each day. I could breathe
deeply and my body filled itself with energy and health!!

Summer arrived and the five of us flew to Israel for a five
week vacation. At the beginning I was still nervous about
my health, felt weak and did not know what I would do next.
I was still immersed in “having cancer”. Upon my return,
for the first time in a year I felt somewhat like my old self.
Those glorious weeks of relaxation, of enjoying friendships,
of enjoying being together as a family, with no pressure
whatsoever, were a wonderful present we gave to ourselves.

Nonetheless, the pieces of my life that had been shaken at
the time of my cancer diagnosis a year ago, were still floating,
no longer chaotically, but not resting in their proper place. In
spite of this I had the strength and inner peace to no longer
feel so insecure but knew that my life would take a positive
direction. It would take time to learn where each piece of my
life would rest, but they would come together and I would
have my life back.

I will not forget the specific moment when I realized I
would be fine---that life would continue and I would have the
emotional and physical strength to live the present and the
future!!! This strong realization happened in Israel as I was
standing by myself in the corner of a cemetery, overlooking a
beautiful valley. I had gone alone to participate in a ceremony
for the deceased father of one of my dear cousins. They live
in a Moshav, an agricultural community, which has always
blessed me with inner peace when I visit. There, as I was
waiting for my cousin’s family, I stood in a corner admiring
the view, feeling the cold wind on my face, and suddenly, a
deep sensation of peace engulfed me. For the first time since
my diagnosis I truly felt I would be okay. I could breathe easily
knowing I would survive. I still shiver every time I think of
that incredible moment.

SOME OF THE THOUGHTS AND
ACTIVITIES THAT HELPED ME
THROUGHOUT THIS JOURNEY
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When we are diagnosed with an illness one of the things
many of us do is look for information that can be helpful in
the internet, in books and in support groups. One of the books
I read (Crazy Sexy Cancer Tips by Kris Carr), suggested the
use of a “Platinum Club Cancer Card” . This card gives you
permission to get out of things you don’t want to do. Carr
describes the card’s rules of use as: (1) membership begins
the day you are diagnosed. (2) The card is nontransferable.
(3) You may swipe your card freely, but you are urged to use
some discretion. (4) The card can sometimes be declined. I
laughed at the idea when I read it, but I have to say I did use
it sometimes and found it helpful. We are after all entitled to

some privileges if we are suffering so much. It is a time to give
ourselves permission to be more considerate of ourselves than
of anyone else.
Another suggestion that I read was to list the 10 things
you would like to accomplish in your life. They did not have
to be in order of importance or in a time frame, just things
you wanted to do. I sat down and wrote whatever came to my
mind: learning yoga, trying meditation, returning to dance,
exercising constantly five days a week, learning to cook and
enjoy spending time in the kitchen, finding a fulfilling job,
having my home full of friends and family, having a strong
sense of belonging to my place of residence, traveling!
I also realized, after some time, that the support and help I
needed came in many different shapes and forms, and from
diverse individuals ---on occasions from the people I least
expected. The thing was, I had to first understand what I

needed, and then learn to ask for it. People surrounding me
wanted to help, but many didn’t know what to do. Help, most
times, was not something big or complicated, it could be a
simple e-mail of encouragement, some company, dropping
off something to eat, coming with me to an appointment or
whatever that person could give.
I found true friendships with people, both close by and far
away, which I will cherish in my heart. Having a friend by
your side when you are feeling down, when you can’t give back
to them but only receive, is true friendship. In comparison,
there were those friends who I thought were close but found
out were unable to help me in my time of need. At first I was
hurt and angry with them, but then I learned to accept that
this was all they could offer me, either because that is how
they understand giving support, or because they didn’t know
how to deal with their own fears of an illness. Today, I know I
have wonderful friends around the globe, friendships that will
last all my life and other friends whose company I can enjoy
when I want, and that is all.
When you are diagnosed with cancer you suddenly realize
there are various organizations offering support to cancer
patients; that is the case in Canada. At the beginning I did not
want to take part in any of these activities, as I did not want
to feel surrounded by sick people. However, as time went by I
found myself participating in various activities from yoga, to
meditation, to nutrition counseling. I found them useful.
For example, the first time I walked into Princess Margaret
Hospital (PMH) for an appointment, all I could think of was,
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please, take me out of this place. I don’t belong with all this
sick people. In comparison, today, when I walk into PMH, I
feel comfortable and thankful for having such medical services
available to me. I am part of the “cancer survivors team.”
One of the activities I participated in was a support group.
I found this group of women who, although much older
than I, understood my fears and could relate to my physical
symptoms. These women with very different backgrounds and
values, had similar challenges and anxieties. They surrounded
me with understanding and encouragement when I needed it.
It gave me comfort to know I was not alone. I have continued
meeting once every couple of months with some of these
women. I call it having coffee with my “old lady friends”, as they
are all 25 to 35 years older than I! I learn from their perspective
and life experience. I recommend becoming part of a support
group.
I also learned to be my best advocate. You have to learn to
ask and put forward your needs and concerns. Don’t take the
first negative answer you get as the final one, if you believe you
need something, insist, explain, try again. As an important
saying goes:
“If I am not for myself, who will be.
If I am only for myself, who am I.
And if not now, when”
Hillel
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RETURNING TO LIFE’S
NORMAL DAILY ACTIVITIES
WHEN IS IT THE RIGHT TIME TO GO
BACK TO WORK?
During my cancer journey there were many times I asked
myself if I was ready to go back to work---as if going back
to work would be the magic solution which would enable
me to stop feeling sick and start feeling as an active member
of society once more. I remember clearly one day, as I was
traveling by subway during the morning rush hour, that I
found myself constantly staring at the wave of people who,
looking worried and in a hurry, were all running in and out of
the subway. It was a feeling like watching a movie go by and
thinking: how am I supposed to become part of this working
wave again? I felt physically and emotionally overwhelmed
by just watching. The feeling was so strong that I doubted if I
would ever be ready to work again!!
Why could the thought of going back to work almost a year
after my diagnosis terrify me? I had worked all my adult life
in a high paced environment and, for the most part, enjoyed
it. Suddenly, the stresses of work, together with the juggling
act of work and family responsibilities, was something I did
not want in my life. I started asking myself if I could have a
meaningful life that did not involve a professional career?

After the very difficult months following my last operation, I
consciously decided that I needed a few months to concentrate
on regaining my physical and mental health. I would do, and
did, only what I felt was good for me at that moment. It was
the best decision I could have made for myself. I slowly started
regaining my strength and ability to concentrate. For the first
time in many months, my path was going in the right direction.

able to live fully in the present moment, of being able to enjoy
the small things in every day, it would not be enough to just
return to the life I had before. I suddenly need to find new
meaning in my future.

I enjoyed myself as time went by and the date I had thought
would be the time to return to work arrived. I still did not
feel ready and was concerned, as I still am today, of how I am
supposed to take care of my health at the same time that I
attempt to succeed both at work and at home. Wouldn’t that
level of daily stress make me forget all I have learned and bring
unhealthy behaviors back into my life. Would that jeopardize
my well-being again?
You don’t want to rock the boat because you’ve started feeling
strong mentally and physically. Those pieces that compose
your life’s ongoing structure do fall into place; they are not yet
firmly fixed but they permit you to stand tall and ready. Then,
suddenly, it is time to get out of the small, warm place you have
created for yourself. You open the door to the outside world
and it seems terrifying. It is like trying to walk on the street you
need with thousands of cars rushing by. It seems a lonely place
in a crowded place. I get paralyzed and want to shout: “Help! I
don’t want that. I can’t handle that. What do I do now?”
Do other people that have gone through a serious illness feel
the same way? When I was undergoing treatment I longed to
return to my past life. Once I had arrived at the stage of being

TODAY, THE STRONGER, IMPROVED
VERSION ON MY OLD SELF.
My dear friend Rotem, who is a cancer survivor, talked to
me about the importance of letting go, that at some point in
the journey I would have to stop using my “cancer card”. More
than anyone else, and before anyone else I would have to have
the strength to put “having cancer” in the past. Cancer has
become such a strong part of my identity, of my daily thoughts
and activities that it becomes hard to see and plan
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for whatever comes next. Now, almost two years after my
diagnosis I can finally start talking about having had cancer.
Throughout these two years of my life I learned some
important lessons that I would like to remind myself of in the
present and future. Some inner thoughts that I find put life in
perspective and are useful. I will try to list some of them:

I AM A LUCKY PERSON! As in a saying I once read: luck
is being prepared for when opportunity arrives. I truly feel
blessed with my life. Funny you would think, she is talking
about being lucky when she writes about her cancer journey!
Can’t be! But it is, because from all life’s struggles you can
learn and I am truly blessed with the family and friends that
surround me.

HEALTH ALWAYS COMES FIRST!! It is not something
to be taken for granted. No excuse is valid for not doing
the necessary activities to take care of one’s own health, be
it daily exercise, healthy diet, good rest.......Nothing can be
more important than your health. If you lose your health then
nothing else in life can be achieved.

I LEARNED TO BE AT PEACE WITH MYSELF! I found
my own identity once again, as Claudia, separate from being
the mother of.... For the past 15 years being a good mother
had been the central part of my life; it was to this that I mainly
had dedicated my time and efforts. Today it is still a vital
part of who I am, a part of my life which I value immensely.
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But I have found again other parts of myself which I also
need to take care of, and which identify who Claudia is today
and wants to be in the future. We must always take care of
ourselves, just as much as we take care of our loved ones.

CHANGE IS THE ONLY CONSTANT THING IN LiFE !!!
Maybe that is what makes life so interesting and worthwhile!
I need not to have fear of what the future will bring, as it is
not always dependent on what you do or don’t do. I need to
live every day with the notion that things will change, and
confident that somehow I will know how to overcome whatever
the challenges will be, as change is the only sure thing in life.

I AM A STRONG PERSON! I am much stronger than I
used to give myself credit for. When necessary, I know how to
make hard decisions and keep on going. This should help me to
feel secure about the future as I know I will find the strength to
overcome what will be needed.

I ENJOY MY OWN COMPANY! I learned that I do not
need to feel lonely when I am by myself. I can be my own
company and can enjoy time spent by myself.
YES, TO MY INTERNAL INSTINCTS! My gut feeling is
usually right; I do know what is good for me and what is the
correct thing for me to do. I have to continue learning to hear
my inner self and follow my first instinct without agonizing
over the decision endless times.

PATIENCE IS A GOOD VIRTUE TO HAVE! Why does
modern culture believe that a person is only successful in their
life, if you are always on the go, always busy, always doing
something. I learned the virtue of slowing down, of waiting
patiently, of enjoying doing nothing at all. Being by myself,
laughing with my kids, cooking lunch, walking in nature, all
important things to do.

FEELINGS EXIST FOR A REASON! It is important to
acknowledge what I feel, and it is alright to sometimes be
scared or sad. It took practice until I could cry and not feel
guilty about it. Crying did not mean I was weak or not putting
my best effort forward to overcome the challenge; it just meant
that, at that specific moment, I felt overwhelmed and needed
to express my frustration. I realized that the more I accepted
how I felt, the easier I could overcome the problem.

somehow find a way to put it in the back of my mind. I will
use this uncertainty as a reminder that I have no control of
the future, with its possibilities and challenges, but I do have
control of today. Will I grow old and become a grandmother as
in my dreams? Maybe I will, but maybe I won’t. The difficulty
is to remember to put this in perspective because once you are
immersed in life’s daily routine, with all its daily activities and
problems, it is easy to forget
to enjoy all the little things
that compose each day. I
have to be sure to remind
myself constantly of the
importance of today.

YES, I DESERVE TO PAMPER MYSELF!
My grandmother was correct when, before she died, she said:
“ I would like to give you some advice and that is to make
sure that everyday you find a few minutes to do something for
yourself, something that gives you pleasure, be it watching the
sunset, hearing a bird sing, enjoying a warm shower, reading...
It does not matter what it is, as long as it is to remind you to
take care of yourself.” Grandma you are right!!

WILL I GET SICK AGAIN? THAT I CAN’T ANSWER!
Will my cancer metastasize? Will a new tumor appear? I
will have to learn to live with this uncertainty every day and

21

LETS NOT FORGET ...
Lets not forget that cancer affects not only the person that is
sick, but all the people that surround her.
I suffered this past two years, but so did my family. My life
was shaken into pieces but, so was theirs. Suddenly, without
any notice, the mother and wife they had had, was not there to
help, share and support them. Even further, she needed their
patience and support.
I have three wonderful children and each one was affected
in a very different way. Each had to cope as best they could.
Depending on their age and personality, they each reacted
differently to the stress felt at home. They unquestionably
suffered throughout my illness.
My husband was affected most of all. He continuously had
to be at my side with patience, understanding and support. He
had to undertake all of my responsibilities at home, and for
a few months, act both as mother and father to our children.
He also had to cope with his own fears of my illness and of
our future. How he ever managed to do all this, with such
remarkable integrity, is amazing. I am lucky to have him as my
best friend. Our relationship today is stronger than ever, as we
both know we can count on each other in the good and bad
times.
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I could not have survived what I went through without the love
and support of my parents, siblings, family and friends. Their
unconditional support, love and understanding is my gift. I am
eternally grateful for what they did for me.

ONE LAST THOUGHT

make sure I sing in my life. I probably will continue looking
for some of them throughout my life. But I am excited about
having the opportunity to find out!

After months of writing, at the beginning just disorganized
thoughts, and then trying to put them together, it is time to end
this journey and start looking forward to whatever comes next!

For those that read these pages, I hope you found them
interesting and useful. For me, they will be a reminder of what
I have experienced and of the lessons it taught me.

Today, two years after my diagnosis, I sit down for the last
time to write about my experiences and thoughts of my cancer
diagnosis, treatment and my journey to recovery. I feel strong,
healthy and filled with excitement for what the unknown future
will bring.

Maybe a new and exciting journey is about to begin!!!

A part of my identity will always be a “cancer survivor”. I will
always be thankful for having overcome this illness and hopeful
that I will not get sick again.
At the beginning of this essay I talked about my belief that
something positive can come out of every struggle. Initially,
I would ask myself what these changes should be, but I then
realized that positive changes can be small and can come in
different stages. Some of the pieces in my life that were shaken
loose two years ago with my cancer diagnosis have found their
place, others have not, but I now embrace this uncertainty and
look forward to how these areas of my life will be defined.
David Schreiber in his book AntiCancer wrote: “What is
the music of life I want to dance to? What is the song- unique,
personal- I want to make sure I have sung at least once in my
life?” Now I am in the process of finding those songs I want to
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My journey through
my mom’s cancer
I remember coming home from camp one sunny day and
seeing my parents crying. I knew something had happened. I
tried guessing in my head what had caused this sadness in our
family. I had never seen my parents this sad about something.
After my parents calmed down, I was told the news. At that
time, when I heard the word “cancer” I thought of my greatgrandmother that had cancer and passed away. I also thought
of my grandmother, who also had cancer. I thought my mom
was going to die! I didn’t want to tell my parents my thoughts
so I kept it inside me for many weeks. I grew more and more
depressed, every day, until my mom decided to take me to a
councilor. That’s when I knew I had to share my thoughts. My
mom’s reaction was gentle, she told me that cancer was a very
vague word and that it really meant different types of diseases.
We had many talks and she told me that the type of cancer she
had was not the same that caused by great-grandmother to pass
away. Those thoughts that I kept inside me, caused me to suffer.
We suffered together those two years.
The summer passed and the fall came. A few days after the
start of school, my mom had her surgery. I couldn’t bare to see
her suffer so much. She had many rough days and the whole
family had some sleepless nights. The night of her surgery, Ilan
and I couldn’t fall asleep. We were both crying and praying
that everything would be okay. At around 11:00 pm, my
grandmother came home and told us that everything went well
and that my mom would be back home in a few days. I felt so

relieved. My grandmother stayed with us for a few weeks and she
always told my mom “no pain no gain”. I really believed that.
Months later, we flew to Mexico for the winter break. My
parents had to leave Mexico before us for my mom’s chemio.
When we came back home my mom had started to lose her hair.
This was an awful experience for all of us and especially for my
mom. Soon, the hair was falling so much that she had to shave it
off. Her beautiful hair was gone and instead of it was a bald head.
I hated to see her bald. I always made her wear a wig or hats.
There was one night when I remember sitting on my bed with
my dad. We were both crying. All that time, we tried to hold back
our tears for the sake of my mom. But at that moment we just
could not take it anymore. We cried and cried. We cried about my
mom and about our family. We told ourselves that by mothers’ day
everything would be fine.
Unfortunately, my mom couldn’t schedule her second surgery
earlier then mothers’ day. The second surgery was not as bad as
the first and when summer rolled by my mom was back to herself
This past September, my mom, dad, and
grandparents did a 30K “Walk To End Women’s
Cancer”. My brothers Jonathan, Ilan and I
joined for part of it as well. That walk proved
many things to me. It proved that my mom is
always the same no matter what and that we all
grew stronger. Most of all it proved to me that
with no pain, there is no gain.

by Dana
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My journey through
Claudia’s cancer
I will never forget that morning in August 2010 when
Claudia called me and very clearly said: “The doctor called, its
cancer”. I was not prepared to receive this news or even less,
to know the right words to use at that precise moment. I could
only answer: “I am on my way home”. When I arrived home, I
hugged Claudia silently for a long time.
At that moment I realized that from this day, we as a couple,
and us as a family, were about to start a new episode in our
lives. The development of this new chapter was unknown and
its ending uncertain. I also felt that in order to be able to cope
through this challenge, it would depend more than ever, on the
support from our family and friends, and more importantly on
our own capacity to love and help each other.

Claudia wrote in her journey that having cancer is like
having all the pieces of her life put into a box and then shaken
vigorously. I have no doubt that she went through very difficult
moments affecting her body, her mind and her soul. Looking
back, Claudia has been able to put back all those pieces of her
life in a better way, in a more conscious order. She got more
from Cancer than what cancer took from her.
She became the happy, grateful and proud person she is
today. Proud for who she is, of what she has achieved and for
the strong and loving family she has formed.
By Jaime

During Claudia’s journey through cancer, she was remarkable
example for all of us who surrounded her during those months.
As a first step she set a very clear goal: to do whatever it’s
needed to defeat cancer. She used one of her most valuable
weapons to overcome difficult times: she was in full control
of every single detail and piece of information. She wanted to
understand every single word doctors said so she can be able
to make the right decision. She never acted as the victim or felt
pity for herself. This attitude helped her to fight the fears and
insecurities and gave her the courage to keep on fighting.
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