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Spa Day helps breast cancer patients feel whole again

The halls of the Saul and Joyce Brandman Breast Center – A Project of
Women's Guild at the Samuel Oschin Comprehensive Cancer Institute
bustle with white-coated professionals, but enter an exam room and the
clinical atmosphere vanishes. Candles burn. Music plays. The lighting is
soft and low. Medical equipment is hidden under draped fabric in pastel
colors.

And the professionals? They're massage therapists, makeup artists and
aestheticians – volunteers who have joined the Breast Center's physicians
and nurses to pamper 30 patients during the medical center's first-ever Spa
Day.

"The thing that's the most impressive is
this vision of these patients, many of
whom have gone through difficult
treatments and experiences, things they
can't share with most of the people in
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Massages and drawings were
among the features of Spa Day.
Bottom photo from left: Sherry
Goldman, NP, Breast Center,
Alec Call and  Bryan Johns. Call
and Johns are owners of IS skin
care, sponsors of Spa Day.

their lives, and so they've become shy
and inward," said Sherry Goldman, a
nurse practitioner. "At end of the spa day,
they're taking off their wigs and trading
phone numbers and laughing and crying
and planning to meet for lunch."

Goldman, who joined the staff of Cedars-
Sinai last January, ran a similar program
at UCLA. A cancer survivor herself, she
said once a woman has breast cancer,
friends, family and the patient often feel
isolated.

"Ten years ago, when I went through this,
even though I was already aware, it didn't
matter how many support systems there
were, what you end up with is this feeling
of complete isolation," she said.

The Cedars-Sinai Spa Day, held on Oct. 20, began with breakfast, followed
by a series of brief talks about topics like nutrition for breast cancer patients,
post-surgical body mechanics, acupuncture, and the journey back to feeling
whole again. The patients, selected because indulgences like a facial or a
massage are not part of their regular routines, took notes and asked
questions. After a catered lunch, the women met with the masseuses and
aestheticians and makeup artists, and spent time in a meditation room.

Women with breast cancer often work so hard to keep life normal for their
spouses and children that they forget to focus on themselves, said Farin
Amersi, MD, a surgical oncologist with the Breast Center, who attended the
event with Arash Asher, MD, director of Cancer Survivorship &
Rehabilitation at the Samuel Oschin Comprehensive Cancer Institute.

Helping the Cedars-Sinai patients feel whole again was why an estimated
30 volunteers signed up to help with the Spa Day, some for very personal
reasons.
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"I'm here because my sister is a breast cancer survivor," said Amy Orona,
an aesthetician who has been volunteering for spa days for four years. "I
know what these women are going through, how hard it is, and I want to
help however I can."

For Renata Helfman, who founded Lipstick Angels, an all-volunteer group of
makeup artists, it's all about helping women who are seriously ill to feel
feminine again. Women with cancer are so used to being identified with their
disease that they have shut down emotionally.

"So we go in and unless they talk about their disease, we don't mention it,"
Helfman said. "With us, it's just a girl getting her makeup done, and for that
bit of time, there's no cancer."

And though they enjoyed the massages and facials and makeup, what
mattered most to the patients was the sense of community the event helped
create.

"I was sitting in the talks and when Dr. Asher talked about chronic
loneliness, it put into perspective for the first time the things I was feeling,"
said Teresa, a patient who was diagnosed two years ago.

"To know the doctors think of us as whole people, that they can see we are
not only this disease, it's wonderful," Teresa said.

Pictured at top: Lucy Postolov addresses the group at Spa Day on the
benefits of using acupuncture for health at the first annual Spa Day held at
Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles. Cancer patients and some staff were
pampered with massages, makeup, facials, paraffin waxes and a meditation
room for the day. They were later treated to lunch and gifts.
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