Barb’s Story
“You have cancer.”  These are the three words we all hope we never hear.  But I did hear them in December of 1998. . .and then the doctor turned and left the room.  As I sat there alone I had the classic out of body experience.  I found myself looking down at myself sitting alone in the exam room and thinking:  “He wasn’t talking to me; he must have come into the wrong room.”  But it was true. . .I did have cancer.
To back up just a bit.  My mother died at the age of 58 of cervical cancer.  After going through her battle with cancer, I have diligently sought out testing in order to make sure that I didn’t have to face the same fate that she did.  But when I started having some of the same symptoms that she had, I immediately went to the doctor to find out what was wrong.

Being an active person, I knew my body well and knew that something wasn’t right.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t being heard by the specialist I was referred to who I’m sure just thought I was in menopause.  But I kept going back in spite of this because I didn’t feel well.  So it took almost a year of doctor’s visits and tests to finally be diagnosed with endometrial cancer.  Unfortunately, by the time it was discovered, there was concern about some aggressive cells so I was referred to a specialist at UCSF.  Surgery was prescribed.
And I have to say that waiting six weeks to have surgery was very hard.  During this time, I was scheduled to go on a trip to Peru into the Manu Biosphere and the rainforest.  I have to admit, the further we traveled from civilization, the more concerned I became as I was dealing with severe low back pain.  However, I managed to enjoy a quite adventurous trip because of a very caring and nurturing group.  
After extensive surgery, my prognosis looked pretty good.  And with some follow-up radiation, I was feeling pretty confident that the cancer was gone.  I felt good too so I was up and about quite soon after treatment and back into hiking, backpacking, traveling and feeling like myself again.  
In February of 2000, I spent 3 weeks on a hiking trip on the South Island of New Zealand.  I noticed that when I was active I felt OK but as soon as I stopped, I was exhausted.   I assumed it was the breakneck pace of our trip leader.  But after a trip to Kauai in May to backpack the Kaulalau Trail, I realized that I just wasn’t feeling well.  When I returned, I went back to my doctor and she immediately had me scanned from head to toe.
The scans showed a tumor under my renal vein, and I was sent back to UCSF to my gyn oncologist who decided to be aggressive and remove the tumor in spite of the risks due to the location of the tumor.  When I went in for my pre-op, another tumor had developed in my neck.  It was biopsied that day and was determined to be malignant.  Now I faced Stage IV metastatic endometrial cancer – not a good prognosis.  
At that point, the surgeon indicated that due to the spread of the cancer, the surgery was out of the question and that my only option was to have chemotherapy.  I remember that a friend had gone with me to see the doctor that day and when the doctor delivered the bad news, there was also a resident in the room.  As the oncologist told me the only option was chemo, I was crying as well as my friend and the resident.  I just remember the doctor repeating, “I’m sorry.”  So she sent me back to Santa Rosa to a medical oncologist to start chemo.

I went to chemo every three weeks for five months.  It was an all-day process as the drip lasted 5-6 hours but I was never at a loss for visitors while at the infusion center.  I had to  have a port surgically implanted in my chest to receive the chemo as finding my veins quickly became a problem.

One of the biggest scares for me during this process was that I was diagnosed with a blood clot.  Due to the type of cancer I had, I was more prone to clots.  So in addition to having chemo, I had to give myself shots twice a day for 10 days to break up the clot and had to take blood thinners as well.  

Oh, and I did lose my hair.  Of course, that’s the first question asked when you find out you will be undergoing chemo:  “Will I lose my hair?”  But instead of having my head shaved I decided that I wanted to experience every hair falling out.  There was one stubborn one that hung on but eventually I was bald.  

During my chemotherapy treatment I did not have to work.  At the recommendation of my medical oncologist, I took a six-month leave of absence.  He said that there was enough stress due to the treatment, so if I could, I should take the time off.  I thank him for that because I was able to put all of my energy into the healing process.

Another recommendation that I took from my gyn oncologist was to go to the Commonweal Cancer Help Program.  Commonweal is a week-long retreat that addresses the unmet needs of people with cancer.  It tends to your body, mind and spirit through complementary therapies, providing information on choices in healing and experiencing community with others facing a cancer diagnosis.  The week at Commonweal plus acupressure, massage, Yoga and my support group were so essential to my healing.

After completing chemo, I have continued to be and feel healthy with a bit of a setback.  In December of 2007, I was diagnosed with a melanoma on my face.  It was surgically removed and all looks well. . .but it was definitely a scare.

Much of what I learned through Commonweal continues to help me be well.  And what this experience has taught me is that if you don’t consistently feel well, check it out; and you do have to be your own advocate to make yourself heard.  It has been quite a journey but the journey of life goes on.  

I am so grateful for Barb’s Race so that we can give back and help others through their cancer journey.  And I’m really glad that nine years out from my first diagnosis, the race is in honor of me and not in memoriam.  Each year to I feel so fortunate to meet the wonderful women who participate in Barb’s Race and the best part of the race for me is greeting the racers at the finish line and placing a medal around each of your necks.
