There are times in my life when that little voice inside speaks to me. Other times, it screams! Such was the case with this year's Revlon Run/Walk for women. I had no idea that this was a special anniversary, or just how BIG the event was. All I knew is that I had been sending volunteers to The Davis Group to help with this event for the past five years, and now I finally had the opportunity to go. And, that voice was screaming "there's a reason for you to go. Do it!"

Well, between sixty and seventy-five thousand people converged upon the Los Angeles Coliseum Saturday May 10, 2003. I arrived the night before and helped schlep boxes, set up, and generally anything they would let me help with. I crawled into my comfy bed, courtesy of the Radisson Hotel, around midnight. At 4 a.m. the following morning, I set out for my adventure. My assigned shift started at 8 a.m. I arrived at 5:30 a.m. to lend further assistance.

The Sponsor's Hospitality tent was my assignment. Throughout the morning there were beverages to manage, directions to give, etc. When that was taken care of, I'd move over to the check-in and pass out goodie bags, hats to survivors, etc. Yup! Just can't sit still! All the while taking photos. Yes. Just as an arm or leg is an appendage, so is my camera. Then it happened. Just when the assignment seemed finished, another opportunity arose. What an opportunity! It didn't dawn on me at the time what an honor and truly awesome experience this would turn into. At least, not until the drive home as I started crying in the car. Now, looking back, I can't help but think "Oh, my God!"

For the tenth anniversary, ten survivors were chosen to state their diagnosis, and time since diagnosis. They were to do this on stage as part of the opening ceremonies. While directing traffic, one of the wranglers approached me. It seems two of the "chosen ones" hadn't arrived. I was alerted where to direct them and asked to see if they had checked in. Spontaneously, I offered more. As a twelve-year survivor, my twelfth "cancer birthday" is June 13, 2003, I offered to take the place of one of the group, if needed. As it turned out, I was needed.

So, there I was in the midst of the most awesome and inspiring group. Sure, Billy Crystal and Deborah Messing were there. They were great too. So were Rhea Pearlman, Wendy-Jo Sperber, David Arquette, and the rest of the gang. More so were those nine women! As a title-holder, I've created the platform "beyond surviving. THRIVING!" as a means to inspire and mentor to others. Not just about cancer. But about really being ALIVE. Even more than that, it means not defining one's self by a circumstance or a diagnosis. Rather, the events merely bring forth the aspects of our character, which truly define who we are.

These women all fit the THRIVING! You see, surviving brings about the image of someone floating helplessly adrift on a life raft in the middle of the ocean. No means of directing life or even direction of course. To thrive is to become empowered with the understanding that our lives are in our own hands. We set the course and direct it in whichever manner we see fit. If we are on that raft, we will find a direction and we will find a way to head toward that goal. The destination isn't the point. The journey is the key.

Several of these incredible role models have chosen to share their journeys. I present them to you now in hopes that you will find inspiration, joy, and share in the blessings that life has to offer. The two most important queries I posed were, "how has cancer changed you," and "how have you changed the face of cancer?"

Patti Taranga
When you see Patti, the first thing you notice is a knock out smile. The next thing you notice is a knock out smile. She seems to smile readily and genuinely. These days, maybe even more so.

In November of 2002, she was diagnosed with stage 2C epithelial ovarian carcinoma. Surgical intervention included a total abdominal hysterectomy, bilateral salpingo-oopherectomy, appendectomy, omentecomy(a tissue in the abdomen), and staging. In addition to that, she underwent six cycles of taxol and carboplatin. This took quite a toll on her, but she has recuperated like a champ!

As of Friday, May 23, 2003, her cat scan showed no metastatic disease in her abdomen or pelvis. For any cancer patient, this is great news. For those diagnosed with ovarian cancer, even better. Ovarian carcinoma is very insidious and obsequious in its presentation. As we learn from Jeanette, its symptoms are common and often misread. It's common among women with this particular diagnosis to feel they are just waiting for another occurrence of the disease. We are all happy for Patti's clean bill of health!

Like many in our group, Patti feels that cancer has given her a gift. "I've been given a precious gift, and I celebrate every day of health I have." Too often we glibly wander through life, not fully appreciating all it has to offer. Though not the most pleasant of reminders, a cancer diagnosis is like a tap on the shoulder reminding us of the shortness and finality we must all eventually face. As with Patti, living with carcinoma doesn't necessarily mean that end will be imminent!

Tracey Windes
Tracey's baseline mammogram was in 1991. She was 36. At that time, the accepted practice was to have a baseline mammogram between the age of 40-45 and then yearly re-checks. Five years passed without a follow-up mamm. In 1996, she felt a lump.

"On June 30, 1996, while on a family vacation, I felt a lump on my left breast. It was the beginning of a long and winding road for me. I had a lumpectomy in July, followed by a lymph node dissection in August." Of the 27 lymph nodes that were removed from her left arm, 23 were malignant.

In addition to three rounds of chemotherapy, she endured a stem cell transplant and seven weeks of radiation therapy. Tracey feels that the stem cell transplant may have been avoided if her cancer had been caught earlier.

Yearly mammography and monthly self-exams are keys to early detection. She changes the face of cancer daily by speaking openly about her experience and advocating all women over the age of 30 have an annual mammogram.

You can say that cancer changed her by giving her a full appreciation of life. That includes "a husband who documented and advocated for me every step of the way. An 11 year-old daughter who was very courageous and made me pillows and blankets to comfort me. A 21 year-old daughter who shaved her head when I entered UCLA for my stem cell transplant, as a show of support. Mother, who held my hand and dried my tears every single day, and countless friends who gave blood and love." "I am thankful to be alive and hope I can help other women in their journey to full recovery and a cancer-free life.

Theresa Quilico
Theresa is what I call a "lumpy-bumpy." One of the many women who have fibrocystic breast tissue. In fact, she felt her first lump at age 29. After receiving a clean bill of health, "it was just fibrous," she had routine exams. Last year, at the age of 45, she went from "lumpy-bumpy" to cancer. Mucinous carcinoma to be precise. This is one of the most rare forms of breast cancer.

This was over a year ago. After a double mastectomy, she feels "better than ever." She looks fantastic too! She actually RAN the Revlon event. In fact, she runs six miles every day. Another woman who doesn't "fit" the cancer patient stereo type. She feels this is due to her support network. "Sally Bowman (of the Davis Group) was my true inspiration and one of my biggest supporters along with my incredible husband, family and circle of friends." In fact, her mother came to take care of her during her recuperation period. "She was still dealing with my father's death. He died of pancreatic cancer. But there she was supporting and nurturing me."

"Because of cancer, I have a better outlook on life. I'm not as critical of others. I also feel if I can beat this, I can beat anything." Talking to her, you know this is how she truly feels. She feels she took control of the situation by having the double mastectomy. She further flexed her muscles when she decided not to have chemo. "Two opinions told me that in my situation, chemotherapy would be an option. So, I opted out. I do take Tamoxifen, though." Tamoxifen is credited as being the only proven preventative treatment, and closest to a cure, for women at high risk of breast cancer.

Theresa mentors to others about the control they really have over their diagnosis. She shares her story, the whole story. Included is her decision to have a double mastectomy and restorative surgery. "I was at my kid's school the other day. They stopped me for not having a hall-pass to get out of class!" Obviously a well-done restorative surgery! In teaching others how to take control of their diagnosis, she declines the temptation to make decisions for others. She tells of a recent friend who had a lumpectomy. When asked if she wanted to tell her friend to take her same course, "yes. But I didn't want to tell her to have a mastectomy as I did. It's her personal decision. Her situation is much ore different from my own. I will support her in any way I can and hopefully, I can make a positive difference."

Happy Johnson
Happy's name says it all. She is truly happy with who she is and where her life is going. Her experience with cancer started January of 1997. She found a lump in her breast while doing a self-exam. At the age of 52, she felt her life was just starting. Then, Happy got the word that of the 34 lymph's biopsied, 14 were positive for carcinoma. Her treatment was through the City of Hope. It consisted of high dose chemo and a stem cell transplant. One year later, a reoccurrence in her lymph nodes was discovered. Next came 25 rounds of radiation. Happy has been cancer free since.

Through this, she had the support of her family, church and fellow postal employees. Now a retired postal worker, enjoying life, Happy feels cancer changed her into a better person. Less vain and superficial. "You're not defined by hair, breasts, or skin color. People look beyond and see you for you as a person." This is the lesson learned when she chose to wear her "naked head" during treatment. Choosing not to cover her "chemo baldness" with a wig or hat, she found no one noticed her baldness. They noticed her rich, full, and vibrant spirit.

Like many of our thrivers, she changed the face of cancer by changing her outlook and mentoring the same to others. "I didn't take it as a bad thing. I've met so many wonderful people I never would have met." Before her diagnosis, Happy had never been on a fund-raising walk or even set foot on hospital grounds. Once diagnosed, that all changed. In her opinion, for the better.

"It(the diagnosis) brings out qualities that weren't there before. I think I show more of the good person inside of me. I want to give back what was given to me. I'd love to see a cure." Happy has 2 daughters and several grand daughters. With both her and her mother having been diagnosed with breast cancer, she is fully aware that her female children are at a higher risk.

Although doing well today, she is now taking care of her mother, who at the age of 90 has just been diagnosed with breast cancer. Due to her advanced age and degree of metastasis, she is undergoing radiation only. "She has a good spirit and a great quality of life. That's what's important." Like many with a personal diagnosis, reoccurrence is in the back of her mind. She is now more aware of her body and conscious of its changes. By being so aware, she feels in total control and not paralyzed by fear.

Carolyn Tapp
"Cancer changed me a lot. What I've learned is that life is short and precious.

I've learned things I hadn't noticed before." One of those lessons is how prevalent breast cancer is. Before her diagnosis in 1993, she didn't know anyone with cancer. That is no one told her they had cancer. "It's a sensitive thing, especially in the Black community. It's not talked about. It's kept secret. We were brought up to believe you're gonna' die if they open you up."

Once she started talking openly about cancer, she found out she wasn't the only one. In fact, her aunt had died of breast cancer. No one in the family really wanted to talk about it. Unfortunately, first-degree female relatives (mothers, aunts, sibs, etc.) are an indicator of a higher risk of being diagnosed with breast cancer.

Carolyn now works in a community outreach program called "each one teach one." Started in 1992 by TJ Vivian Sells, it's goal is to empower the underserved communities. This organization teaches breast health, and has provided mammograms and exams. Carolyn has served in this powerful organization since 1993. "We are empowering with knowledge. It's a pleasure for me to know I've helped someone." I'd say that's a pretty impressive way of changing the face of cancer!

Effie Horning
Cervical cancer is one of the easiest to detect. If treated early and aggressively, the 5-year survival rate is near 100%. If left untreated or not diagnosed until it reaches the invasive level, the rate drops to 88 % with local disease, 52% with regional disease, and 14% with distant metastasis. These figures are borrowed from Mosby's Guide to Oncology Nursing. Cervical cancer is slow growing until it reaches the metastatic stage, where it then grows rapidly. My cancer was in-situ, but had begun the migration into mets as evidenced by the abnormality of cells throughout full-thickness of samples and the inclusion of the cellular, or basement, membrane of the cervix.

Having already undergone more conventional and conservative methods, (medications, culposcopy, laser and cryo surgery) I chose to take an aggressive curative approach. At the tender age of 26, I had to go through two surgeons before finding one who would do a hysterectomy.

The problem was discrimination based upon my age and sex. There is a fundamental fallacy that a woman will not feel whole or like a woman if she doesn't bear children. In fact, I was told "this is the slowest growing form of cancer. Try having a child first, then we'll do the hysterectomy." Not being ready for parenthood at the time, I declined. To me, being alive to care for my child, regardless of his or her genetic history, was more important than all the morning sickness in the world! Plus, from the time I was twelve years old, I had planned on adopting. Considering that during surgery the surgeon found I had been congenitally sterile (both fallopian tubes were blocked), I could have died trying to conceive "naturally."

During this period, my new husband walked out on me. We eventually divorced. In the interim, I met my current husband. When they say you just know when you meet the right one, it's true! I knew the minute I saw Mark.

That was twelve years ago. Because of cancer, I've become a better, happier person. If it weren't for cancer, I wouldn't have the best husband or greatest kids anyone would want. I'd love to say I'm totally Maslow and have achieved self-actualization. That would be only partially true. Fortunately self-actualization is a fluid process of ebb and flow. My tenth cancer birthday was certainly ebb!

I don't know why this didn't happen on the third, fifth, or seventh cancer birthday. All the control I had gained in my life, all the positive found in the cancer and events derived from it, went down the toilet! I became a wreck. All I could think about was "does this mean no question of reoccurrence, or does it mean the cancer's waiting to bite me in the butt?" Now that I've worked through it, I can say, if it does bite me, I'll bite back!

There is one thing I've learned and truly feel with all my being. Life is terminal, and we will all leave this place the same way. What matters is finding one's own meaning and walking one's own path. For me, that meaning includes mentoring to others and helping to find their paths. I strongly feel that by talking about cancer and other illnesses, we become more empowered by knowledge and weaken the fear of the unknown. I thank God for giving that strong voice inside me that directed my feet so many times when others tried to convince me otherwise in this process. It didn't speak to me. It YELLED. Because I listened, I can now speak with others. Because I heard what it had to say, I can thrive. Because I accepted that I have the strength to make decisions based fully upon knowledge, not a stereotype based upon age or sex, I have a wonderful family and have personal achievements I wouldn't be alive to appreciate.

