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Dedication

 
In loving memory of my mother Alice and all those who have lost their fight with this disease called “cancer.”

And in honor of my loving husband Dennis, our two amazing daughters Jen and Emily, and our son-in-law Ed, who has a heart of gold.
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Foreword


This book is an inspiring memoir written by my mother, Linda Kopec, about surviving cancer, not once, but twice. It is a story of hope, determination, perseverance and faith. If cancer has touched your life in any way, I believe you will find yourself engaged from the very first paragraph.
 
Mom’s determination through her cancer treatments repeated itself in her determination to write this book, which has been a collaboration in the works for eleven years. It’s not just her perspective, though. It includes contributions written by her doctors, my father Dennis, and my sister Emily.

My mom’s heartfelt down-to-earth stories also include important medical information and reflections on choices that had to be made.

This book is purposely written as short helpful chapters and is presented in chronological order. There are also captions with food for thought on every few pages called “Ringing the Bell” to help you explore the lessons that my mom learned on her own journey with cancer. The chapter titles are clever and witty, leaving you wanting to know more. For example, one chapter is called “The Lap Lady.” What is that about, and who is the lap lady!?

Writing this book was a labor of love. My mom felt led to tell her story so that it might help someone else. Early readers have already expressed how it has helped them, and if you are holding this book, we hope it encourages you too.

My mom is always willing to talk with anyone who has questions or just to listen. When you have been through something like cancer, you become an asset and advocate for others as well. You never know when your life experiences may help someone else.

Chances are, you either know someone who has had cancer or have had it yourself. I don’t know anyone who has not been changed by this disease. It doesn’t even have to be cancer. It can be any medical situation. The principles and feelings are similar. You’re overwhelmed with uncertainty and confusion, wanting answers, feeling scared, and just downright upset. It takes over your life and needs attention. These moments touch places in you and impact your life in ways you would never realize or think of. It is a journey. It really is. Just show up the best you can. Ask questions and take someone with you to be your support.

It is with deep love, gratitude and honor that I write this foreword for my mom Linda. She has been changed by cancer. We all are changed by cancer, and we are continually learning from this. Yet, she has shown such courage, strength and faith as she faced her cancer journey that she touched the lives of those around her. You would never know how hard it was for her. She carries herself with such a positive attitude, always moving forward, moving on to the next thing. She has taught me that life is meant to be lived. So, keep learning from experiences and moving forward.


To all the caregivers out there, make sure to be good to yourself. Eat well, drink water, get rest, and consider joining a support group. Whatever you do, make sure you have support. Cancer is too much for someone to go through on their own. One thing this book gets across is it takes a team effort on every level. Stuff you would never even think of. Be open to the experience. You never know what’s next…

— Jen Kopec
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Introduction
 
 
If you’re picking up this book, you have probably been touched by cancer in some way. Perhaps a diagnosis was recently received by a friend, a family member, or even yourself. No one wants to hear the dreaded C-word. But when you do, it’s natural to want to know what you are in for. More importantly, you are looking for hope. You want someone to tell you it’s going to be alright, that there’s a way through this diagnosis that leads to peace and happiness, if not full restoration to health. 

I’ve been in your shoes, not once, but twice! So I can guess what you’re feeling.

I was quietly living my life, working full-time and contentedly married to my husband, having raised two wonderful daughters together.

Then everything changed. Suddenly, I received my first cancer diagnosis, Stage 4 colon cancer, and my world was turned upside down.

I was scared. Not knowing what to expect. Not knowing if I would survive. Worrying how this would affect my husband and my children.

While I would find my way to being cancer-free again a year later, it wasn’t without its challenges. That feeling of being afraid never quite left me as I navigated my way through the treatment process.

When I was diagnosed with Stage 3a breast cancer ten years later, I couldn’t help but wonder, “Why me? I’ve already been through this before.”

Being a completely different cancer, my treatment regimen was completely different too. While I had chemotherapy and surgery the first time, this time, I had chemo, surgery and radiation.

At first, when I kept wondering why I was going through this again, there was no answer. But over time, I became convinced that this was to serve as an inspiration of sorts.

I had a close-knit family and supportive healthcare team. But what about those cancer patients who don’t have that or who don’t know how to ask for what they need? Or who don’t even know what they might want? And what about those caregivers who wish they knew how to be more helpful and supportive of a loved one facing cancer?

That is what inspired me to write this book. By sharing my story, my goal is that, as you take a ride on my emotional rollercoaster, you will see that there is hope among the fear and beauty among the ashes.

There are people who care about you and who want to see you healthy and well again. With their encouragement and care, you will become a stronger person. This experience will teach you more about yourself than you’ve ever known before. No matter what your particular journey entails, as time passes, there will be beauty in it.

May my story bring you hope as you make your journey and remind you that you are not alone.




A Very Unusual Day


 
It was a cold winter day in February 2005. The alarm clock went off, and it was time to get up for work. I showered, dressed, had a quick bite to eat, and was off to work. Traffic on the highway that day was moving along without any tie-ups or accidents. I was always glad to arrive at work safely and on time.

As I entered the building, I said “Good morning” to Kathy, our receptionist.

She replied, “Payroll checks have been delivered and are on your desk.”

At that time, I worked as a payroll bookkeeper in a nursing home. As I was getting the checks in order for each department, I started having severe pain in my lower abdomen. What was the matter with me? My head was hot with fever. Maybe I was coming down with the flu. There was no way I could stay at work. I needed to go home.

Since I was feeling so poorly, I didn’t feel up to driving myself home. My boss agreed to drive me. Then a friend offered to follow us in my car. It was so good to get home, but the pain was still severe. My husband Dennis was at work, and our daughters were grown and lived out of state. I was all alone and not sure what to do.

As I sat quietly, I began feeling worse. This was not good. I couldn’t just sit there. What if I passed out? No one would know.

I had such an uneasy feeling that I decided the best thing for me to do was to call the doctor. I explained my pain to him, and he told me to come in right away. Since his office wasn’t far from home, I felt confident I could drive myself there. I sure was glad my friend had driven my car home for me.

Still in pain, I arrived at his office. He greeted me as I opened the door. “Linda, come right into the examining room.”

I was so glad I didn’t need to wait. I explained my pain and told him where it hurt.

After the examination was over, he said it was not the flu. “Sounds like an attack of diverticulitis: here is a prescription for you. I want you to go home and rest for a few days, then come back next week to see me again.”

The next week, I went back for my follow-up visit. I was feeling much better. It was such a relief to not have that pain anymore, but unexpectedly he strongly urged me to have a colonoscopy. He gave me the name of a doctor across the hall from his office. I felt better and was putting it off, but then I thought maybe there is something more going on and I just didn’t know. I sure didn’t want the pain to come back.

Finally, I got the courage to call
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