They talk aboutit, they fightit, they researchit, heck they even run for it.
Follow the lead of these women and men—survivors, doctors, innovators
and communicators—to learn how to hit back. by SUNALINIMATHEW






SHRUTISHARMA AND
NEETILEEKHA

The Helping
Hands

(started Uday, toprovide
emotional supporttoyoung
cancer patients)

Theduo,intheirearly 30s,
didn’tknow each otherbefore
theygotbreastcancer. But
under the guidance of Renuka
Prasad, aseniormember of

the Indian Cancer Society

and abreast cancer survivor
herself, theyhave nowstarted
asupportgroup thatmeets
inDelhi. Anumber ofthe
peoplepreferto call, though.
The servicefillsagap thatthe
twofelt when theywere going
through the treatmentprocess.
“The emotional traumaof
ayoungwomanisdifferent
fromsomeoneolder: thereare
doubts about sex, marriage and
childrenthat women may feel
diffidenttodiscusswithadoctor
thattheycandiscusswithus,”
saysSharma.

Thefocus, theysay, is always
onkeepinglifeasnormal as
possible. Even during theirown
treatment, both would go out
regularly—to the movies, to
partiesorjustforawalkinthe
park. Theyderived strength
fromtheirfamilies, withboth
partners supporting them even
astheyhad amastectomy. “As
youloseyourhairand gethot
flushes (because your periods
stop and soyou show signs of
pre-menopausal women) your
self-esteem plummets,” says
Sharma. “Myhusband never
made me feel thatIlooked any
different frombefore.”

Thetwo alsodo awareness
talks and volunteer work for the
Indian Cancer Society.

TIPSFORFIGHTING:

// Understand the taboos: People
feelradiation may harm them, or
thatthey can ‘catch’ cancer.

// Take care of your diet: “This
hasmade me somuch more
consciousof whattoeatand
whatnotto,andithasaffected
the way the extended family
eatstoo—becausebreast cancer
hasawayofaffectingeveryone
aroundyoutoo,” says Leekha.

// Avoid the sympathetic eye:
“Justtreatafriendwhohas
breast cancernormally;don’t
look atherlike she’sgoingtodie!”
says Sharma. And definitely skip
stories of possible cures.

// Beinvolved as acaregiver: But
notto the extent thatyoufallsick
yourself. Help the personyou’re
looking after build willpower.

// Remember that you are young:
Breastcancerinyoungwomen
(below40) maybe aggressive,
andsoisthetreatment. “But
yourbodycantakeitand
remember, you have your whole
life ahead of you,” says Leekha.
// Open your organisation

up: Whetherit’saschool,

college orworkplace, invite
organisationstodoworkshops
tobuild awareness about early
detection. It can save yourlife.

// Stay positive: Whether you
use pranamayaand meditation
or any otherway, surround
yourselfwith positive thoughts.
// Appreciate thelittle thingsin
life: “Ilove the feel of myhair
flying or raising my eyebrows,
because myhairhasgrownback
now!” says Leekha.

// Liveinthe present: Timeis
precious, whether or notyou
havebreastcancer.

DRRAGHURAM

TheBreast
Investigator

(camebacktoIndiato
setup one of the sub-
continent’s first breast
centres)

When Dr Raghu Ram
wasin England, his
mother, who was over
for a visit, was diagnosed
with breast cancer. “As
the only child, I was
shattered,” herecalls.
Ironically, Ramwas a
breast surgeon himself.
“India had no concept

of breast centres at the
time.” So Ram moved
back to India to establish
abreast health centre,
the KIMS—Ushalakshmi
Centre for Breast
Diseases in Hyderabad,
in 2007, naming it after
his mother. Wanting to
make a differenceinthe
city hewasbornand
raisedin, Ram spread
his work out over both
urbanand rural areas.
Today, intandem with
the Andhra Pradesh
government,herunsa
programme where up to
28,000 underprivileged
women have been
clinically examined and
educated onthe disease.
Ram has also started
the Ushalakshmi Breast
Cancer Foundation
along with his
gynaecologist mother.
The organisation has

events and raises funds
and awareness for the
cause, one of whichis
the Pink Ribbon Walk (in
its fifth year now), where
celebritiesand almost
3,000 peoplecome
outontothe streets of
Hyderabad to walk. City
monuments arelitupin
pink. “The aimis to salute
survivors and spread the
message of hope and
courage,” he says.
Tipsforfighting:

Look out for the following:
Any painless lumpinthe
breast, blood-stained
discharge fromthe
nipple, in-drawing of
nipple, puckering of skin
overlying the breast,
eczemaaround the
areola. ltdoesn’t mean
you have the disease.
Visit your docif you find
anything abnormal:

Since breast cancer
isoccurringadecade
earlierin Indian women
thanitis abroad, you
needtobealert.
Beaware:In case of
alump, your doctor
may carry out atriple
assessment:

a) aclinical breast exam
b) breastimaging: an
ultrasoundin women
under 40 and amammo
inwomen over 40

¢) ultrasound-guided
core needle biopsy

of lump (inthe case
ofasolidmass) ora

fine needle aspiration
cytology (FNAC—inthe
case of acyst filled with
liquid, usually benign).
AnMRIlisdoneinvery
specialised cases when
the patientis considered
tobeatavery highrisk
of developing breast
cancetr.

MilindSoman  Milind Soman
The combined his
Campaign passio_nforspo_rts,
Runner especially running,
with the breast
gitr?]:g;ﬁ;ie) cancer cause.

Pinkathonwasborn
last year,asarace
forwomen,ina3,7
and 10 kmformat.
It beganin Mumbai,
with a participation

cities this year,and
finally to 10 cities
inIndia. “lwantto
createacommunity
of women, who,
by taking astep
towards theirown
health, promote
running asaway
toget healthy.” He
currently raises
money for the

86 WOMEN'S HEALTH / OCTOBER 2013

of 2,000 women.
Somanhopesto
extendittofour

Women’s Cancer
Initiative through this
running event.

TIPS FORFIGHTING:
Focusonhealth:
69 per cent of breast
cancer deaths
occurindeveloping
countries, according
tothe WHO.
Rumn:|t’sfree! You
don’t need fancy
equipment.
Talkaboutit:Bea
partofaninitiative
that supports the
cause, soyou can
talkabout it.
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Jaskeerat Bedi
The Evangelist Biker

(cycled forthecauseatthe
MTBHimalayarace)

This 26-year-old’s dad, a supporter
of the breast cancer charity—Forum
for Breast Cancer Protection,
introduced her to oncologists at the
NGO. “They told me how people
oftencame to theminthe final
stages of the disease. | wanted to
change this.” So she cycled for the
cause at the MTB Himalayarace,
distributing pamphlets, showing
videos, speaking to folks about it.
TIPS FORFIGHTING:
Skiptheexcusestoexercise:
Choose alow-impact sport like
cycling—it canalso become ahobby.
Listentosurvivorstories:
Because they offer a clue about
lifestyle changes you can make.

FARIDARIZWAN

The Thought
Leader

(blogs about breast
cancer)

/
1

In her touching blog
(Chaptersfrommylife.
com) about how
shelost herolder
sister (at 32) and

then her mother, to
breast cancer,and
how she dealt with
gettingit herself,
Rizwan takes us
through anemotional
roller-coaster of a
ride. She talks of the
experience from
bothasurvivor’s
andacare-giver’s
perspective. She was
diagnosed with the
disease (inthe third
stage) at 29, just as

Exercise may
cutdown
your chances
of getting
breast
cancer

DEVIEKA BHOJWANI

The Action
Hero

(helpsbuild awarenessand
raisesfundsfortreatment
throughthe Women’s Cancer
Initiative)

+

®

“Sometimes,” says Devieka
Bhojwani, “the universe sends
youamessage. You'vejustgotto
besmartenoughtoreadit.” Ten
years ago, when Bhojwaniwas
diagnosed withbreastcancer,
almostincidentally (she gota
mammographyonawhim),

her sister was fighting
it. “l was careful about
my health,” she says.
Soyoucan’tfind
theanswer to ‘Why
me?’ The only thing
youcandoisgofor
regular check-ups
andscreening tests,”
she says.

TIPS FORFIGHTING:
Beawarethat
thecare-giver’s
positionismore
difficult: “My sister
refused treatment
and though I knew
medicine could
save her,lhadtolet
her take her own
decision,” she says.

Reachoutto your
sisters: If you know
someone who has
hadthe disease, help
themgetintouch
with survivors. “I feel
close to women who
have gone through
it. Noone else will
ever know what it
feelslike, whether
itistreatmentor
losingabreasttoa
mastectomy.”

shewas admittedly “blown™:
there wasfearand there were
“many, many downdays”. But
herwill tofightit, her family’s
support (“theynevertreated
measunwell”) andherdoctor’s
guidance helped her through.
Infact,in2003,itwasher
radiologistand thendirector

of TataMemorial Hospital, the
late Dr Ketayun ‘Katie’ Dinshaw,
who encouraged Bhojwanionto
startwhatisnowthe Women’s
CancerInitiative,under the aegis
ofthe Tata Memorial Hospital,
Mumbai. Bhojwanihonedinon
herskillsof raising funds and
organisingevents. Theinitiative
hasafive-pointmandate: to
create awareness, toraise funds
forunderprivileged people (they
currently support 500 women
annually), tonetwork with
NGOsworkinginthefield, to
supportresearch and technology
transferand tocommunicate
withthe media (thefirst
survivor’s conference was widely
publicised).

TIPSFORFIGHTING

// Be breast aware: You possibly
notice the tiniest zitonyour
face,buthave no clue abouthow
yourbreasts are changing. Ask
yourdoctoshowyouhowtodoa
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self-exam. “Theideaisnottolookfora
lump, buttounderstand the anatomy
of your normalbreasts, so thatevenif
there’sasmall change,youcanhaveit
checked out,” says Bhojwani.

// Speak aboutitopenly: When
Bhojwani wrote of her experienceina
magazine, “hundreds of women wrote
back tothank me forbeing their voice.”
// Understand, no oneis to blame: If
you, or someone close toyou gets
thedisease,knowthatit’snotdivine
retribution. “We’re still looking for
reasons whybreast cancer happens,”
says Bhojwani.

// Choose adoctoryou cantalk to:
Bhojwani founded theinitiative with
supportfromherradiologist.

// Never lose your sense of humour:
Whenshewas ingradiation,
“People would tell me, ‘Oh Devieka,
you’relookingradiant.’ ’d haveloved
tohave told them why!” she quips.

You
Never

Know \
WhatLlies
Beneath,

So Start

A Breast
Self-Exam
Today

LEENA BEKAL
The;Writer
Striker

(wroteabookcalled
ABitOf Pink)

— L

Six years ago, when
Leena Bekal’s mother was
diagnosed with breast
cancer, sherealised that
itisaneasily treatable
disease if detected early.

But, she says, “women
tend not to prioritise
their health”. As she took
care of her mother, she
realised that there were
many books out there
that were heart-warming
andtouching, but they
seemedtoo ‘heavy’ to
digest, oftenleaving them
sitting onthe shelves. So
she wrote afictionalised
bookinalighter vein, so
women would pick itup.
The bookis abouttwo
sisters, the older of whom
is diagnosed with the
disease. Itis written from
the perspective of the
care-giver, Leenabeing
one herself. “I thought it
would be easier toread,

andthe disease would be
less frightening,” she says.
It was encouraging when
women told her they
went foramammo after
reading her book.
Tipsforfighting:
Dealwithit: It’s a reality:
Whether it happens
toyouortosomeone
close to you, you could
be affected. “It’s like an
accident—you don’t want
to talk aboutit untilit
happens to you, but you
should,” says Bekal.
Readaboutit: There’sa
great deal of material

out there. Don't avoid it
because you're scared or
you feel it can’'t happen
toyou.

awareness)

Whenhe worked at Tata
Memorial Hospital,

Dr Sumeet Shah, a surgical
oncologist,came across
many cases that had gone
wrong, because patients
were wrongly diagnosed.
He started the website
Breastcancerindia.net

to “armpeople with the
knowledge to detectand
fightthe disease,” he says.
He derivesinspiration from
his patients. “Their positive
attitudeand courageis
truly amazing.”

TIPS FORFIGHTING:
Pickyourdoctorwith
care: Choose someone
whoiis sensitive to your
specific needs.
Gettherightspecialist:
Ifyour gynae detectsa
lump, she should put you
ontoasurgical oncologist,
not continue treatment
herself orsendyoutoa
general surgeon.

DR RAMESH SARIN AND
wa [ TheKindPh
DrSumeet Sha e Kin ysicians
TWHI_IIE_II_‘I’IEDIUM (started the Forum for Breast
MESSAGE e )
(started awebsitefor
basicbreastcancer

Waybackin 2001, beforebreast cancer
became atopicofdiscussion, agroup of
doctors,alarmed at the growingnumber
of women who came to themin the final
stages of the disease, got together tomake
achange. A change to create awareness
aboutbreast cancer, tomake people aware
ofthedisease soearlydetectionispossible.
Theyalso hoped tohelp people understand
the treatment modalities, so they could
participatein theirownrecovery. “Even
today, about 65 per cent of cases comein
atstage 3,” says Dr Ramesh Sarin, senior
consultant surgical oncology, Indraprastha
Apollo Hospitals, who, along with Dr (Col)
CSPant, consultantradiologist, Col. Pant’s
Imaging Centre, New Delhi, founded

the forum, in tandem with other doctors
whoworkinthearea. “Mothers whohave
breast cancer come with concern that their
daughters maynotgethusbands—the stigma
runssodeep,”’ she says.

Inthepast, the forumhasboth supported
and organised events—carrallies, screening
camps and workshopsinschoolsand
colleges. They have alsoraised money for
education and tohelp theless privileged.
Theywill soonbereleasing their third film
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onthebreastcancergene. “Itwill
tackle what women who mayhave the
BRCA1and 2geneneed todo: whether
theyneed to get tested, whether their
daughtersdo,and of course, if theydo,
what next,” says Sarin.
Previousfilmshave focussedon
basicquestions aboutbreast cancer
andonhowtodoaself-exam. And while
thedoctorsaskwomentocallincase
of anydoubt, “Women should take
mspondbllityﬁ:rﬂ;emselm.We can
withawareness
andedl.mﬁnn.butﬂnally itisuptoyou
tocome forward and get themselves
checked,” says Sarin.
TIPSFORFIGHTING:
// Do abreast self-exam: This should
happen once amonth, ideallyafterthe
ageof20.
// Do aclinical exam: Make sure you visit
your gynaeorabreastsurgeononcea
year afterthe age of 30.
// Getamammogram: Whenyou hit40
dothisonceintwoyears.Amammo
picksupupto 80 per centof diseases.
After50,have oneeveryyear.
// Know the tools: Whileamammo
canbebothascreeningtool (apartof
routine examination) and adiagnostic
technique (atestdone when something
issuspected),anultrasoundisan
adjuncttodiagnosis (itisasupporting
testtowhat the doctor suspects).

RituBiyani

The Breast
Cancer Crusader
(linksadventure
sportswithacancer
awarenessmission
acrossthecountry)

She’sbeeninthearmy,a
dental surgeon, anavid
travellerand she’sbeenin
the Limca Book of Records
for driving 177 days over
30,220 km covering the
length and breadth of

the country with her then
14-year-old daughter...
And she’sabreast cancer
survivor. In fact, the reason
shedid the drivein2006
was to do workshops
onbreast cancer. She
conducted 700 of them.
Today, her NGO, High

Ways Infinite focusses
ontakingawarenessand
fundsto regions where
othersdon’treach.

TIPS FORFIGHTING:
Filteryourinfo: Alot of it
onlineisonly for the West.
Pick what you and your
doc feel works for you.
Don’tmakeyour
counselloryourdoctor:
Separate the two.
Fuseyourpassionand
mission: | can’t separate
the two, and neither should
you,” says Biyani. m
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