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  About Beverly McKee


  
    Prologue


    Survival instinct pulls her from sleep. Danger is lurking in the room... constricting her lungs. Her body screams for oxygen but she is too afraid to breathe. Every muscle stands on alert, ready to bolt from the danger at hand, her brain processing the silence. Cold sweat rolls down her cheeks, eyes wide with fear. What woke her?


    Stark, cold reality sinks into her pores as the source of her fear rears its ugly head. Salty tears mix with perspiration, covering her cheeks. The danger is imminent but there is no escape, nowhere to hide. The four words that set off this chain reaction echoing throughout her brain: “You have breast cancer.” Leaving the comfort of her bed, she longs for the safety of her new friends... forty women who surround her with HOPE and insight into surviving breast cancer for twenty, thirty, forty, even fifty years. She curls up with a blanket and her copy of Celebrating Life Decades after Breast Cancer, absorbing the stories that quiet the fear, calm the anxiety, and offer the priceless gift of HOPE.
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      Beverly during one of eight chemotherapy treatments in 2012

    


    Introduction


    Breast cancer survivors and their loved ones throughout the world can relate to the internal struggle that comes from living with this disease... it is a unique, inescapable dilemma. I know, because I was the woman in that story not so long ago. I heard those words on October 17, 2012, at 4:25 pm.


    “You have breast cancer.”


    Every ounce of my security was shattered... tiny shards of glass falling all around me. I was vulnerable and felt very alone as mortality knocked on my door. Moments after that call, my boys walked in from school with three friends. Their innocent laughter forcing me into autopilot: make dinner, empty the dishwasher, fold the laundry. Welcomed distractions from the new concept dancing in my brain... breast cancer was growing inside of me. It was too much to absorb all at once.


    Nightfall brought darkness and solitude. With sweet dreams well beyond reach, I left my fitfully sleeping husband to check on my innocent boys. My heart ached at the thought of sharing my news with them. By noon the next day, I found myself in the waiting room of my oncologist’s office. Our conversation would be a catalyst for this book, sparked by an idea born in a stark white oncology office.


    A new world of terminology flooded my brain. Invasive lobular carcinoma, bilateral mastectomy, chemotherapy, radiation, recurrence, metastasis. Four words, “You have breast cancer” had set me on this course but now four new words would shape my future: “five-year-survival rates.” Those words echoing throughout the recesses of my brain. “Five-year-survival rates!” I pictured my little boys... they wouldn’t be old enough to drive in five years. I felt compelled to interrupt my oncologist.


    “With all due respect, Dr. O., I don’t care about five-year-survival rates.


    What do I need to do to survive breast cancer for forty years?”


    She stopped, mid-sentence, laughed out loud, and we agreed to take an aggressive approach to treatment. A licensed mental health therapist by training and an optimist at heart, I went home and planned a party. A celebration forty years into the future on the anniversary of my diagnosis... please consider this your official invitation to my “40-Year Survivor Celebration”:
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    Sleepless nights gave me ample time to plan the party details. Candles on white tablecloths, blowing in the salty ocean breeze, surrounded by my family and friends. A new determination replaced anxiety, but I needed true-life examples that would guide me on my journey.


    Preparing for a bilateral mastectomy with reconstruction, I engaged in a desperate quest to find a book about long-term breast cancer survivors. I wanted inspiration and insight from women who had accomplished my new life mission: to survive breast cancer for decades. My fingers tapping the keyboard frantically as every search ended with the same unfathomable result. There were no books like this one. It didn’t make sense to me. I knew the survivors were out there and I needed to hear their stories to get through the dark days. And so began my journey to write this book... for myself, for the five million breast cancer survivors throughout the world, their loved ones and the oncology teams that help us heal on a daily basis.
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    Beverly and surgery nurse Shelly


    As the effects of chemotherapy, multiple surgeries and radiation took their toll on my body, the book took on a life of its own. A worldwide search through my website/blog www.navigating.org, social media, word of mouth, oncology offices, public speaking events and TV/radio appearances brought us together... phenomenal women with stories to share about thriving decades after diagnosis. Forty interviews, one for every year that I plan to survive until my big celebration on the beach.


    These inspiring women opened their hearts and souls, opening old wounds by discussing their day of diagnosis from twenty, thirty, forty, and for some, even fifty years ago. Emotional conversations lasted for hours, discussing that fateful day that unite us in a strong sisterhood. Every story is as unique as the women themselves. They come from all over the world with different types of breast cancer, at every stage including Stage IV, at different points in life.


    The struggle with breast cancer is universal but coping mechanisms are unique for everyone, based on life experience, external support systems, and our outlook on the future. You’ll recognize yourself in many of the stories and struggles as each woman shares her intimate journey through diagnosis and treatment. Many were encouraged to get their affairs in order as their prognosis was undeniably grim. Each holiday and family event met with a plethora of mixed emotions: sheer joy for being alive to witness it in contrast to stark fear that it would be their last. They moved past treatment one day, one month, one year at a time, thrilled to watch their children moving into adulthood and spoiling grandchildren they never believed they would meet. Weakened at times with the fear and anxiety that cuts deep into the soul, they leaned heavily on their faith and loved ones. For many, a new passion was born out of the storm of breast cancer. Their lives and careers set in the course of a new direction.


    Each woman shares her insight and reflections into why she has survived for decades after diagnosis, but there is no magic cure hidden among these pages. They share the commonality of facing their own mortality too soon in life. A hard lesson, perhaps, but truth be told, all of us must accept this universal truth at some point.


    No one is disputing that breast cancer has a dark side, but each of these stories helped me heal the hidden wounds of breast cancer. I’m a changed person because of these women and now you are invited to become immersed in this community of like-minded survivors in a land of HOPE and inspiration. It is a great privilege to share their stories with you and the entire world.


    I welcome you to join me on my website, www.navigating.org, to learn how you can meet the inspirational women from this book on my worldwide book tour, join an exclusive online book club and to stay up to date about future book releases.
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    A day of celebration!

  


  
    Section 1

    Breast Cancer as a Catalyst for Change


    The four words, “You have breast cancer,” initiate women into a life-changing club that no one wants to join. Many of the women in this book have used their diagnoses as a catalyst for positive change in their lives, thereby improving the lives of breast cancer survivors throughout the world.


    Stories include changing career paths to become advocates for breast cancer survivors, starting support groups, exercise programs, mastectomy shops, magazines, and resource centers. On a more personal level, some of the women left unhealthy relationships or unsatisfying careers after their diagnoses, enjoying long, happy, healthy lives decades later.


    Their stories may inspire you to make a change in your life!
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      Anne celebrating life decades after breast cancer!

    


    Chapter 1 | Anne Erikson


    Celebrating Life Since She Was Diagnosed in October 1974


    White Creek, TN


    “I never felt like less of a woman because of my mastectomy. What bothered me was the isolation. Breast cancer was so secretive forty-one years ago and support was not visible.”


    Anne was in the midst of the sandwich generation, searching for that delicate balance between being a single mom to two boys, ages twelve and seven, and helping care for her father who was battling cancer. She didn’t have time to focus on her own needs. Preoccupied with her other responsibilities, she wasn’t concerned when she found a small lump in her breast while showering. She mentioned it to her mother, who insisted that she see the doctor.


    Anne’s doctor assured her that the lump was not cancer. She was too young at the age of thirty-one and did not have a family history. Always an advocate for her daughter, her mom pushed for a biopsy.


    “My surgeon was convinced that it was not cancer. I asked for a biopsy only to ease my mom’s mind so that she could focus on my dad’s treatment. It was such a beautiful fall day that I almost drove away from the hospital the morning of the biopsy.”


    Anne’s decision to move forward with that biopsy changed her life. The surgeon delivered the news to her family before Anne came out of the recovery room.


    “As I started to wake up from surgery, I saw a lot of friends and family in my room. I knew something was wrong. Later that afternoon the doctor came in to tell me that I had breast cancer. I remember thinking that I was in a dark hole, all alone. I wasn’t educated about the disease so I was at the mercy of the doctors at that point.”


    Wasting no time, Anne had a radical mastectomy the next day. The doctors removed all of her lymph nodes, none of which contained cancer. It was a difficult surgery, both physically and emotionally. She was inpatient for almost two weeks, which was the standard of care after a mastectomy forty-one years ago.


    “I woke up with bandages everywhere. I had no idea if I had a nipple or any resemblance of a breast. I couldn’t move my arm at all. The day after surgery was the worst for me. I wanted to see the incision but had no idea what to expect. It was hard emotionally.”


    Anne felt fortunate that her breast cancer was caught so early. Chemotherapy was a new treatment option at the time, so her doctor did not recommend it. She was sent home to recover and worked hard to get her range of motion back by playing ball with her boys and doing her exercises with them.


    “I made a decision in the hospital to be honest with my boys. I wanted to let them know I was okay and going to be okay in the long run. It took me about six weeks to bounce back and then I was back to watching the boys play ball year round and coaching girls’ softball. My boys grew up thinking it was not that big of a deal that their mom was a breast cancer survivor and I’m glad that I took that approach with them.”


    Anne wanted to help other women with their journey so she volunteered with Reach to Recovery, offered by the American Cancer Society.


    “I never felt like less of a woman because of my mastectomy. What bothered me was the isolation. Breast cancer was so secretive forty-one years ago and support was not visible. I was the youngest Reach to Recovery volunteer in the area so I traveled all over various counties. I offered support, information, and exercises to women in the hospital. Most importantly, I assured them that they would be okay and offered them hope. They had no idea that they were giving me hope and purpose, which helped me recover.”


    Anne also began speaking to surgeons and many groups about her experience with breast cancer. Once her youngest son left for college in 1985, she was offered a unique opportunity to work with a company that makes breast prostheses.


    “I started with a group of people who are still with the company today. We are all so dedicated to the company and the cause. The CEO is from Germany and was the first person to introduce a silicone breast form to the United States. My journey with this company has been unbelievable.”


    Life often takes us on unexpected twists and turns, which was true for Anne, as well. After many years of marriage, Anne and her husband divorced. Being single with only one breast was quite an experience.


    “I never let the fact that I’d had a mastectomy slow me down. I was always very open once the relationship deepened and if it became an issue, then I knew that person wasn’t right for me anyway.”


    She had no idea that her true love in life was someone that she had known since her early teens. Fate reunited the old friends.


    “In 1996, I became reacquainted with a man that I knew from high school. Eric had recently moved back to town so we all got together to reminisce about old times. One thing led to another and we started dating. I was nervous to tell him about my surgery because I felt like he was ‘the one.’ It turns out, he already knew and it was not a problem for him. We’ve been married for nineteen wonderful years. He supports my work and has never made me feel like less of a woman.”


    Anne’s little boys are all grown up now and she is a stepmother to three boys from Eric’s first marriage. She loves spoiling her three grandchildren and the family remains very close. Last year, one of her sons gave her the surprise of a lifetime.


    “I had always loved The Price is Right. My son heard about a show where the studio audience would be filled with breast cancer survivors. He managed to get us tickets to go on the show. It was so much fun!”


    Anne’s worldwide travels include visits to China, Italy, and France. She was honored to be asked to join a group of oncologists to South America where they worked with breast cancer survivors in one of the worst areas in Columbia.


    “I was afraid to go because it was so dangerous but it was one of the most amazing adventures of my life. I spent five days helping women with prostheses. Their faces were so sad but they were transformed with mastectomy bras, prostheses, and wigs. They were literally transformed before my eyes. It was the highlight of my recovery years!”


    Anne recently retired after more than thirty years in the breast care industry. But she is still very involved with her mastectomy company.


    “Being open about my diagnosis helped me recover. I will always be involved in some way. I can’t close the door on helping other women.”


    Her most recent adventure was a Breast Cancer Thriver’s Cruise to Belize and Mexico with two hundred breast cancer survivors and their caretakers.


    “Eric gave me the cruise for our anniversary. He really wanted me to go and I was so excited to room with my friend and fellow survivor, Eunice. We’ve been friends for many years and we had the best time together.”


    Anne has celebrated the anniversary of her diagnosis every year for the last forty-one years with special dinners and cards. She looks forward to many more of those celebrations in the future.


    Reflecting back on her life, she believes that she has survived breast cancer for more than four decades for many reasons.


    “I had radical surgery and all of my lymph nodes removed. I was healthy and stayed active and very busy with my family and work. I believe that a good attitude helps with recovery. I try to keep stress to a minimum and remember that I can’t control everything. We have to let go and focus on the moment. I am grateful for every day and I can’t ask for more than that. I thank God every day for giving me the time I’ve had and blessing me with so much.”


    Looking to the future, Anne looks forward to spending more time with her three grandchildren and traveling with her husband now that they are both retired.


    “My husband wanted to take me sky diving for my seventieth birthday but I said ‘no thanks.’ I look forward to seeing new places and maybe spending winters in Florida where it’s warm. Mostly, I just want to enjoy every day.”
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      Nancy celebrating life after breast cancer with a yoga pose in Holland!

    


    Chapter 2 | Nancy Bruning


    Celebrating Life Since She Was Diagnosed in October 1980


    Manhattan, NY


    “I encourage women to get a second opinion, listen to everyone’s advice, and then do everything you can to make the right choice for you.”


    Newly in love, Nancy was enjoying a successful writing career in New York. Breast cancer was never on her radar, especially at the age of thirty-one, so she wasn’t overly concerned when she discovered a lump in her breast while showering. Her gynecologist was unable to detect the lump, so she told her to wait a couple of months. The lump began to grow quickly in addition to swelling in her underarm, so her gynecologist referred her to a breast surgeon.


    “He tried to aspirate the lump unsuccessfully but there was no real concern. I was young and did not have a family history. He did a biopsy and then later told me that I had ‘a little bit of cancer.’ Everyone was shocked.”


    Nancy’s doctor informed her that she needed a mastectomy and asked her to sign a form. Still in shock, she initially refused to sign the form. After reconsidering her options, she conceded and had a unilateral mastectomy the next day.


    “I woke up after the mastectomy and had a view of the sunrise. I was deep in thought and began to cry at the beauty of that sunrise. I knew that I didn’t want to die. I loved my life, my man, my career. Life was too good to leave.”


    Nancy spent five days in the hospital recovering from the mastectomy. Anticipating a positive pathology report, everyone was stunned with more difficult news.


    “They removed seventeen lymph nodes and four of them had breast cancer cells. It wasn’t a ‘little bit of cancer’ as they had first predicted. The tumor was 4.5 centimeters which meant that I was Stage III. I think I was in denial at the time. No one really talked about breast cancer back then and I was so young.”


    Nancy started a nine-month regimen of chemotherapy. The nausea was minimal and she decided against taking an anti-emetic because she felt she was taking enough drugs already. She found that she was able to minimize the nausea by eating little snacks throughout the day in addition to swimming.


    “I was a freelance writer, so I was flexible with my schedule. I found a great oncologist who was holistic, so we found nutritional supplements that helped with fatigue. I stayed active throughout my chemotherapy and did hypnosis to help with anxiety.”


    Losing her hair was difficult at first but her mom was with her to offer support and encouragement.


    “It was Thanksgiving and my hair started falling out on the way back from the beach. I tried combing it but half of it fell out in the shower. It was devastating at the time, but once it all fell out, I found a curly Shirley Temple wig. I got to be someone that I never would have been able to be with that wig. I encourage other women to have fun with their wigs. It’s so much easier to get ready in the morning without hair.”


    After chemotherapy, Nancy had reconstruction and her journey through treatment was complete. She found it very difficult to be alone after having been monitored so closely for nearly a year.


    “I was so used to chemotherapy appointments and seeing my doctor. He shook my hand and said see you in three months. I kept thinking, now what?”


    Ready to move on with life, Nancy delved into a new career path. She had been incredibly frustrated throughout her journey by the lack of research available about chemotherapy. So, she decided to remedy the problem for both herself and her fellow patients.


    “I wrote a book called Coping with Chemotherapy based on interviews with patients and professionals. I was very driven to write the book but it was hard doing those interviews because I had to relive my chemotherapy experiences. It was worth it, because I knew I would be helping others which made the whole experience meaningful for me.”


    Once her book about chemotherapy was written, Nancy began writing about science and health. Her career path had taken an amazing twist but this was not the only area of her life that was impacted by breast cancer.


    “I found a new appreciation for every moment in life. I made the decision to minimize the things I didn’t like and find more pleasure in my life.”


    Nancy’s husband-to-be was there every step of the way through treatment. They got married and worked hard to move past her diagnosis. Her mom was very supportive but Nancy found herself yearning to meet her dad’s side of the family.


    “I had never known anything about my dad’s side of the family and I was very motivated to meet them. I applied to a radio show in Holland to look for my family. I found my half-sister in England on the radio show live. I was stunned to learn that my other half-sister had passed away from breast cancer.”


    Now a survivor for more than three decades, Nancy shares her advice for women who are facing a breast cancer diagnosis.


    “I encourage women to get a second opinion, listen to everyone’s advice, and then do everything you can to make the right choice for you. Find an oncologist that you like, because you will have a long relationship through the years. Find someone you click with because there will be ups and downs in your journey.”


    Reflecting on her thoughts as to why she survived Stage III breast cancer for thirty-five years and counting, Nancy admits that initially, she did not believe she would be a long-term survivor.


    “I just did my best. I put one foot in front of the other and kept on going. I try to treat myself well and do something kind every day, which has been good for me. I eat a healthy diet, exercise, and take supplements, all of which keep me healthy.”


    Nancy is still writing, but she also gets paid to teach exercise classes in the park.


    “I get to go outside and be in nature. I want others to go out in nature and move their bodies, living life to the fullest. I challenge people with the question, ‘You moved your body, but did you move your soul?’ It’s important to know the difference.”


    Looking to the future, Nancy plans to enjoy life with her family and friends. Her bucket list is diverse and has changed since her experience with breast cancer.


    “I fulfilled one of my bucket list items during chemotherapy. I had always wanted to learn to play a musical instrument, so I took lessons, learning to play the recorder and read musical notes. Now, I have a big desire to help others. My goal is to create groups all over the country that offer exercise outside in the park.”


    You can learn more about Nancy’s exercise groups by visiting www.nancercize.net.
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      Barbara celebrating life after breast cancer with her grandchildren, Wesley and Kira!

    


    Chapter 3 | Barbara Cunnings-Versaevel


    Celebrating Life Since She Was Diagnosed in Fall 1990


    Calgary, Alberta Canada


    “Breast cancer gave me back myself.”


    A former professional dancer, Barbara had an active lifestyle and stayed busy with her husband and fourteen-year-old son. Her days of traveling extensively with her dancing career were behind her, but she still enjoyed walking, jogging, and Tai Chi. One random day, she was doing pushups when she felt a tightness at the top of her breast. Further investigation led her to discover a small lump the size of a pea. She called her doctor immediately.


    “The lump did not show up on the mammogram but I could feel it. My doctor told me to come back in six months. I went back six months later and the lump had grown to 2.5 centimeters. I could tell from the doctor’s face during the biopsy that it was cancer.”


    Barbara’s suspicions were confirmed. She had breast cancer. She underwent a lumpectomy and lymph node dissection. The pathology report indicated that fourteen out of twenty-two lymph nodes were involved. She was diagnosed with Stage III triple-negative breast cancer. Minimal research supported her doctor’s frightening information about the aggressiveness of triple-negative breast cancer.


    “I drew into myself a bit when I was diagnosed. I did a lot of walking, researching, and journaling to get through the initial fear. I started researching long-term breast cancer survivors and felt that I


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    About Beverly McKee


    [image: ]Beverly McKee, MSW, LCSW, is a licensed mental health therapist by training, writer at heart, and has an unbridled passion for empowering others to celebrate life, even in the midst of crisis. A dynamic, results-driven social service executive with more than two decades of leadership and public-speaking experience, she has guided countless others through personal and professional challenges.


    One random Wednesday afternoon, her life was boldly interrupted with news that would forever alter the landscape of her existence: Stage III breast cancer.


    Determined to use her diagnosis as a catalyst for positive change, Beverly founded “Navigating the Storms,” which leveraged her clinical skills, history of guiding others through crisis, and personal experience as a cancer survivor into that of an author, blogger, keynote speaker, and cancer advocate. Based on interviews with forty long-term breast cancer survivors, Beverly’s new book, Celebrating Life Decades After Breast Cancer, offers hope and inspiration to her followers throughout the world. Beverly’s worldwide book tour kicks off in the fall of 2015, offering readers the opportunity to meet the inspiring survivors featured in the book, all of whom have survived breast cancer between twenty and fifty years.


    Beverly’s writing has appeared in publications throughout the world, including The New York Times, Post Dispatch, Cancer Today, Faces of Inspiration, The Islander, Survivor Secrets, Breast Cancer Wellness Magazine, and Cancer Treatment, earning her the 2014 Top Cancer Blog and Best in #Social Work awards. Named a “Portrait of Hope” by the American Cancer Society and a “Torchlighter” by the United Way, Beverly connects with her audiences on an emotional level, eliciting laughter, tears, and inspiration.


    Cancer free today, Beverly’s enthusiasm and appreciation for life are contagious. When not working, you may find her rescuing baby sea turtles, enjoying long walks through nature, or zip lining through the jungles of Belize (an adventure she embarked upon less than one year after radiation).


    In an effort not to be outnumbered, Beverly and her husband, Dan, limit everything in their household to pairs: two amazing sons, Jack and Alex, two dogs, and two reptiles. The family splits their time beneath a canopy of trees in Missouri and the shell-covered beaches of Sanibel Island, Florida, where Beverly will host a party set far in the future. Mark your calendars for October 17, 2052, forty years to the day after her breast cancer diagnosis. You are officially invited to Beverly’s “Forty-Year Survivor Celebration”!


    Learn how you can meet Beverly on her worldwide book tour, join an exclusive online book club, and connect with her on social media by visiting www.navigating.org.
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