Survivor Spotlight: Jo Anne Gurley

My Four Major Cancer Cures:
Surgery, Chemo, Radiation, and a Divorce!!
Hi – my name is Jo Anne Gurley. I’m 73, and I live in Miranda. This is my cancer journey:
In February, 1999, I finished with the fourth step in my cancer cure: a divorce. Stress causes so
many problems that my friends said if I’d only done #4 first, I wouldn’t have had #s 1,2, or 3.
My story begins February, 1998 with the hospital calling me at work, telling me I had breast
cancer.That was really scary information to deliver while I was at work. When I got home, I
told my husband, Ron. I assumed he would be supportive, but the first thing he said was that
he hoped I would still look the same after surgery. I already didn’t have the same feelings for
him that I had 25 years ago when we married, but I thought he would be a little more
sympathetic and caring. That’s how our 25 year marriage was – he always got what he wanted,
and I always tried my best to make a happy life for him and our two little boys, but by that
time, I was tired of trying to make him happy.Our two little boys were grown and out of the
house, and I knew it would be just him and me in the house, and I also had known for a long
time that I wasn’t ‘in love’ with him anymore. This was the last straw. I knew I wouldn’t make
it through the journey if I was still living with him.
I was surprised by the diagnosis because I had mammograms every year without any sign, I
thought, of cancer. I was wrong.I read Dr. Susan Love’s book about cancer and found out that
cancer cells take about 8 years to fully develop, and during that time it can be seen on a
mammogram if one looks for it. I asked for my mammogram x-rays for the last 8 years, and
was shocked that I could see the progression for myself! If I could see it, why didn’t the
doctors who read them? I was so mad, and upset, but mostly I wanted to let other women
know they can look at their x-rays, and see for themselves, and ask questions! I wrote a letter
to the editor of the local paper in Redway, and they asked for the x-rays, and I was so
surprised when they put in a whole page on it in the paper. If I helped just one other woman,
it would be wonderful, but if I could help lots of other women—that was my goal. Stand up for
yourselves was my message—look at your own x-rays, and if there is a strange thing that
keeps getting bigger each year—do something, say something—it is so important, and could
result in a simple lumpectomy, instead of full-blown cancer!
In our little mountain area of Ettersburg, four of my good friends had also been diagnosed
with breast cancer, and had gone the way of non-traditional methods of cure. All of them died,
so even though I didn’t want to do chemo or radiation, I went ahead with it. I had the best
surgeon—Dr. Hassapis, from Fortuna (who unfortunately has moved on to another hospital)
performed the lumpectomy first, hoping to remove it without having to do a mastectomy, and
they took out 10 cm, but the margins were compromised, so a mastectomy followed. Cure #1.

Chemo followed, and I was so thankful that I had talked to several other women who had
done chemo. Their advice was so helpful: Just be calm, be in a comfortable place, and expect
to be sick about every 20 minutes. Have someone there to help afterwards, and
drink water. Listen to music you like, stay warm because even though your insides feel hot
and miserable, your skin feels cold, and remind yourself: you will get through this;
you will feel good again; and you will be ok. Don’t give yourself time limits, just try your best
to stay calm. And, yes, you will probably lose your hair, so shop now for some cute scarves and
don’t worry about it—it will grow back. Mine grew back curly! People loved my curls when it
came back—so I used to joke about it: ‘Yes, a permanent permanent! Just a little chemo, and
you too can have curls!” Having a sense of humor helped a lot. The doctors had given me an
80 % chance of living 5 years. That doesn’t sound like much, but at the time, I decided to take
it, and now it’s been 24 years! Cure #2.
Next came radiation. With chemo, it was a once every three weeks deal, so I could have
someone drive me home—Ettersburg is a long way from Eureka, and although I felt ok to
drive there, driving home after the infusion was sometimes sketchy. Can I make it without
getting sick? So, have someone drive you. With radiation, however, it is different. You get a
treatment for 4 to 5 days in a row, so driving back and forth was not an option. Thank
goodness for the good people at Evergreen Lodge in Eureka. It is a place you can stay while
doing radiation. I stayed in a one bedroom apartment, with a kitchen, bath, living room and
small patio in the back. It’s a place where you can contemplate, meditate, read, and for me—
be away from Ron. I already knew I was going to leave him, I just wanted to get through this
first. During this time is when you learn who your friends truly are. The ones who will clean
up after you, bring you warm soup if you’re too tired to move, and just listen to you—just be a
good friend. My good friend was a young girl named Crystal, who I loved dearly. She had a
friend named David who was a veteran, and had worked in hospitals in and out of the service.
He was caring, and willing to help by driving me, or shopping with Crystal for me. I thought
he was a special man to want to help me. He lived with his son, and soon I grew to rely on him
for his sense of humor—that always helps when you feel terrible.
I knew I was going to get a divorce, and with my cancer, I felt lost and afraid of the future.
While I had been sick with chemo, I had planned, in my mind, how to fix up a mobile home
that was on our property, but on the other side of the county road. I day dreamed about how I
was going to get water to it; what needed to be done to get the mice out and a wood burning
stove in. I knew it was a big project, but it kept my mind on other things besides my crumbling
marriage, and the devastating cancer. One day I mentioned my plans to David and the fact
that I wasn’t sure how I was going to be able to do all of the things that needed to be done, and
he offered to help. I was so grateful. I knew the three of us would be able to fix up the mobile
home, and Crystal wanted to live there too, so it was a good start. It was a highlight of my life. I
wondered then if it was planned for me to have a really big scare (like cancer) to make me
want to be happy again. Cure #3

My radiation ended October 31, 1998, and I returned to my house in Ettersburg with Crystal.
She stayed a few days and then Ron and I were alone. In my mind I knew I was going to get
away from him by moving to the other side of the property, I just didn’t know how to
approach the subject. So, now I’m home and not feeling good, mentally, at all. Our 25th
wedding anniversary came and was anything but filled with love and good memories. The
next morning I called Crystal and told her she needed to help me get out of the house. She
came, we packed, and I left Ron a note telling him I was gone and that it shouldn’t be a big
surprise that I wanted a divorce, and that we would talk later. Cure #4
Moving into the mobile home was everything I expected it to be, and wanted it to be at the
same time. It was quiet – trees all around, except where an old garden was. I slept all night
that night, for the first time in many years. I just thank God for the plan, and how it all worked
out. Little did I know, it wasn’t the end of the plan, and the rest is the best ending there could
ever be:
In 2001, I got married to that sweet, caring, and loving man, David. I didn’t think I’d ever get
married again, but that was before I fell in love with David. While he and Crystal were helping
me get my new life started, David and I were getting to know each other and it was such a good
feeling. He loved life, and was such a positive person, but he had a disease too. He was an
alcoholic. He had been for a long time. I had told him I loved him, but wouldn’t marry him as
long as he was drinking. He quit with the help of going to meetings, and having the flu for
three weeks, and a mis-hap where he saw I wasn’t joking about the ‘no alcohol’ thing when I
started packing to leave. After that he quit smoking cigarettes with the help of the patch. I was
so proud of him. We had both grown so much, and life with him was everything I had always
wanted. He was free from his alcohol and cigarettes, and I was free from my cancer and
previous marriage. I knew I had to be happy to get well.
Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any better: It was our anniversary, May 20, 2005, we
got a phone call from Dawn Elsbree of the Breast Health Project in Arcata!
David had bought a vacation raffle ticket from Nancy Noll. He was always a sucker for a good
project or charity so when Nancy asked him if he wanted to buy a ticket, he asked what it was
for. She told him about the Breast Health Project and since I was by that time
an eight year survivor, he said, “Yes!”. We didn’t really think we would win, with so many
people buying tickets, but David said we would because Nancy had sold the winning ticket for
the last three years! And we won! I had never won a vacation before--and top choice was
Greece! I couldn’t believe it. I had always wanted to go to Greece! We were so excited, and so
thrilled to be able to go. Everything was so nice, the island we went to was Aegina
(pronounced egg-n-a). It was just off the coast of Athens and was so beautiful we could not
stop staring at the coast, and the white plaster houses and the big beautiful churches. A
vacation of a life-time! We learned some Greek before we left so we could ask questions and
understand directions—David learned it quite quickly. The motel that was furnished was so
pretty without being of modern style. It had an aroma of lemon and eucalyptus in the air. All
the homes or buildings there are made of white plaster over cement or blocks. There is no
wood used, except for the churches.

The people were so friendly and glad to have us at a time when it wasn’t very busy. We chose
May when it was between their winter and tourist seasons. David had a special reason to visit
Greece. He was a bird watcher and had been in contact with an organization that was based on
the island we were on, called the Hellenic Wildlife Hospital.So, naturally we had to go find it,
and I’m so glad we did. It’s a big help for the injured animals and birds that rehabilitate there.
Looking back, I can now see the whole plan—David was there to save my life, and I was there to
save his.We had 15 wonderful years together before he died of liver cancer, but I’ll always be
thankful for the time we had.Those 15 years made realize how nice it is to be able to live a life
with love.
That’s the end of my cancer journey. 24 years cancer free! Yippie!If I can do it, so can you. Be
well, use the benefits of the Breast & GYN Health Project—I didn’t learn about the Breast
Health Project until that raffle drawing for Greece, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t helped
me.They have given me the opportunity to spread the word about the help they can offer.
Again, another reason to buy the Vacation Raffle Tickets! You never know, you could win that
same kind of fantastic vacation—I’d even like to win one where you can--not drive far, take a
short hike, sit on comfortable chair, read a book, and look at great scenery!

UPCOMING EVENTS

Join us for the Vacation Raffle Drawing Day on
June 25th from 6-8pm in the BGHP Backyard!
Masks required.

UPCOMING EVENTS

P A GE 6

VOLUNTEER & EMPLOYMENT
OPPORTUNITIES

If you can help with any of the activities below, please
email volunteer@hcbhp.org or call us at 707-825-8345!

P A GE 10

Enjoy 7 Nights + Airfare for 2!

LAKE TAHOE

Choose from a one bedroom unit at Thunderbird Resorts
in Sparks, NV or North Lake Lodges in Incline, NV. Units
sleep 4 and come equipped with a full kitchen, dining
area, sleeper sofa and access to resort amenities.
LEARN MORE ABOUT THE LODGING
OPTIONS AT QMRESORTS.COM

Donated by Karen Mann, Ming Tree Realtors

VERMONT

SUNRIVER, OR

BODEGA BAY

PRINT AND MAIL THE FORM BELOW OR CALL 707-825-8345 TO
PURCHASE YOUR TICKETS TODAY!

Cancer Support Groups
BGHP Support Groups

All Groups meet via Zoom and are available through teleconferencing and/or phone.
For registration and questions, call BGHP at 707-825-8345.

Community Support Groups
Redbird Survivors
Southern Humboldt Breast Cancer Support Group
Call September at 707-223-1325

Cancer Support Group For All Cancers
For more information call Peggy Annis 707-443-9522

Hospice of Humboldt Grief Support Groups
For more information call 707-269-9801

We honor the memory of the Warriors we have lost
Gone from our sight, but never from our hearts.

