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From Nana and Tess

To Gideon and Alexander Hyman,
 twin grandsons of Beverlye and cousins of Tess

Our wish for them and future generations is to live in a
 cancer-free—at least a cancer-controlled—world.

And to the scientists and doctors who will help make this possible.
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From Shennen

My heartfelt thanks to Jack Monchik, MD, for making me a cancer survivor.
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CHAPTER 1

“Nana what’s cancer?”

My granddaughter, Tess, and I sat in my kitchen, eating Girl Scout cookies and drinking chamomile tea. She liked the Tagalong cookies—round, chocolate-covered cookies with peanut butter in the middle. They were her favorites!

I could tell Tess had a lot on her mind. I had been having treatment for cancer, and Tess wanted to know more about it. She said she wanted to ask me some questions about cancer*—about the things that bothered her.

“It might help if you write out your questions,” I told her.

She nodded and with a look of great concentration, jotted down the first question: “What is cancer?”

“I think this is the best way to explain it,” I said. “Our bodies are made up of cells that grow, divide, and die. But cancer cells don’t go through this cycle. They continue to grow and divide and form new cells that are abnormal—these cells act differently than normal cells. Cancer starts when the abnormal cells clump together in a person’s body and form a tumor.”
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*For explanation of terms in bold, see page 51.

“But, Nana, what is a tumor?” she asked.

Of course, I thought, she wouldn’t know the meaning of that word, so I said, “From now on, when we don’t know what a word means, let’s look it up.

“A tumor is a swelling or mass of tissue in the body. Tissues are groups of cells that have a specific job to do.

“There are two kinds of tumors: benign and malignant. Benign tumors are not cancer. They may grow larger, but they do not spread to other places in the body. But malignant tumors are cancerous. They contain abnormal cells. That’s because cancer causes cells in the body to change and grow out of control.”

Tess thought for a moment, and then asked, “Those bad cells spread, don’t they?”

“Yes, they can enter the bloodstream and travel to different parts of the body. When the cancer spreads, it can destroy the body’s healthy tissues. Healthy cells usually keep themselves under control, but unhealthy cells multiply.

“Now, it’s time to use your imagination. Do you want to show an example of what we mean and draw a group of tennis balls? And then, imagine those tennis balls as tumors?”

“Yes, that would be easy, Nana! First, I’ll draw the normal ones together, and then the abnormal ones that grow apart and spread.”

“Great,” I said. “That makes it easier to understand.”
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CHAPTER 2

“What causes cancer?”

Later that afternoon, Tess and I decided to go to a movie. On the way to the theater we listened to Louis Armstrong singing “Cheek to Cheek.” I had played that song for her in the car since she was a baby.

Tess was singing along, “Heaven, I’m in heaven.” Then she stopped and said, “Nana, there’s something else I want to ask you.”

“Sure,” I answered. “Ask away.”

“What actually causes cancer?”

“Tess, we don’t always know exactly what causes a person’s cancer, but we do know that cancer occurs because of certain interactions between genetics, environment, and behavior.”

“What do those words mean, and why are they so important? Do they apply to everyone?” Tess asked.

“Yes, they do. Genetics is the study of how parents pass on certain traits to their children—like the color of our eyes and hair, as well as how tall or short we will be when we grow up. Genetics may also tell us if we’ll have any serious health problems and what they might be.”

Tess looked at me and said, “I know what environment means! It’s our surroundings, like the air we breathe and the places we live and play.”

I smiled. “That’s right. Very good! And then there’s behavior, which is what we do, how we act or how we react to things that happen to us—to a new situation or challenge.

“Here’s another way to think about cancer,” I said. “In a book called The Guide to Fighting for Recovery from Cancer, cancer is described as a tiger that’s escaped his cage. Picture him prowling and growling right in front of you.”

“That sounds too scary!”

“It doesn’t have to be scary,” I said, “especially if you know what to do. You may want to run away, but that won’t help the situation. We want to get that tiger back into his cage!”

Tess said, “I get it! You have to try to fight the tiger.”

“Of course! Can you help me think of ways to outwit him?”

“How about eating healthy food, Nana?”

“That’s a good one.” I smiled. “Also, taking care of your body by exercising every day.”

“We are on a roll now!” Tess said.

I laughed. “And don’t forget the right medical care! And you can help, too. Encourage your loved one or your friend with cancer to do everything possible to keep the tiger in the cage. The lesson here is that we can’t always beat the tiger but sometimes we can put it back into its cage and prevent it from harming us.”

Tess’s eyes met mine, and said, “You’re lucky, Nana. You’ve kept your tiger in the cage now for seven years. Do you know what I think helps you a lot? Laughter.”

“You’re right! You and I love to laugh together. It helps me feel better.”

“You mean that if we tell funny jokes or riddles to our loved ones, they’ll get better?”

“Not always, but it will sure make them smile and that’s a good thing.”
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