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Symptoms

Peter Johnson, medical director of
gynecologic oncology at Aurora
Women's Pavilion in West Allis, said
that if women experience the
following symptoms daily or almost
daily for two to three weeks, it may
be a sign that they have ovarian
cancer:

bloating
pelvic or abdominal pain

 Health and Fitness

Ovarian cancer tales warn of delayed diagnosis
Patients open up to medical students
By Mark Johnson of the Journal Sentinel

Posted: Sept. 20, 2009 | (0) COMMENTS

The tale the three women told scared the young medical students.

The women spoke of a stealth disease that stalked them while doctors missed it.
The women knew something was wrong. Yet no one found the disease until it had
reached an advanced stage, until some women had so much abdominal swelling
that it looked as if they were pregnant.

Some had been reassured that nothing appeared wrong, which made the
eventual diagnosis all the more terrible.

"You have cancer, ovarian cancer. You're having surgery at 12 o'clock today," a
doctor told Gayle Kremer in 2005. Kremer was 49 and had first approached
doctors a full year earlier with symptoms, including abnormal bleeding between
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pelvic or abdominal pain
difficulty eating or feeling full
quickly
urinary symptoms (urgency or
frequency)

When women notice these
symptoms, Johnson said, they
should:

Go to the doctor.
Insist on having a pelvic
ultrasound.

If women are diagnosed with ovarian
cancer younger than age 50,
Johnson said they should be tested
to see if they have the gene that
causes breast and ovarian cancer.
This is important because it may
help family members catch the
disease earlier and may help
doctors keep an aggressive watch
for recurrence of the cancer.

periods.

"Do you want me to pray with you?" the doctor asked. So they prayed.

In a conference room recently at Aurora Sinai Medical Center in Milwaukee, a
handful of third-year medical students from the University of Wisconsin School of
Medicine and Public Health received a one-hour lesson in ovarian cancer, one
they would not soon forget.

They heard tales of puzzling symptoms and missed opportunities. Such stories
are common among ovarian cancer patients.

"If these women could be diagnosed at Stage 1, they would have more of a
chance to live," said Kelli Zembruski, president of the Wisconsin Ovarian Cancer
Alliance. Cancer's progression is ranked in stages, with 1 being the earliest and 4
the latest. Zembruski's sister, Joan Sagan, an oncology nurse herself, was
diagnosed with Stage 3 ovarian cancer at the age of 49 and died at 53.

Hard to catch early

National statistics show that 1 in 72 women at some point in life will be diagnosed
with ovarian cancer. About 20,000 American women are diagnosed with the
disease each year; more than half will die within five years. That translates to
15,000 deaths each year in the United States.

Yet the disease has been long overshadowed by breast cancer.

Far more women are diagnosed with breast cancer each year, but the disease is easier to detect. Women can perform
self-exams and catch it early. Ovarian cancer is far more difficult to detect early on.

When Kremer received her diagnosis, doctors operated and told her cancer was in both ovaries and her uterus. She went
through six rounds of chemotherapy.

That was 4½ years ago. Today, Kremer told the medical students, an important measure used to detect cancer appears to
have returned to normal.

It took doctors more than a year to find out what was causing Sally Heuer's spotting, or light vaginal bleeding. She had
completed menopause, so the bleeding was troubling.

Twice over the next year, physicians told her not to worry: "You don't have cancer." But her symptoms persisted.

Then, late in 2007, a gynecologist phoned to tell her she had endometrial cancer, which appears in the lining of the
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uterus. Women who have endometrial cancer run a 15% risk of also having ovarian cancer, and when doctors removed
her ovaries in a hysterectomy, they found cancer in both.

"I was very angry," she recalled. A year and a half has passed since her diagnosis and treatment.

Message hits home

For Pam Wilhelmsen, the first sign of trouble was acid indigestion. The pain never went away, no matter what medicine
she took. Soon she noticed bloating. She could not fit into her clothes. At a walk-in clinic, the doctor could find nothing
wrong but gave her the option of further testing.

"It really was me that said, 'Something's wrong. Let's pursue it,' " said Wilhelmsen. Further tests revealed that she had a
large mass in her abdomen - ovarian cancer, Stage 3C. She went through six cycles of chemotherapy, but the cancer
returned. In August, she started treatment again.

"Basically, we'll probably be in remission and recurrence the rest of my life until we find a cure," Wilhelmsen told the
medical students. "I'm ready to fight that battle. I'm excited to talk to you folks. Maybe someday some woman's talking to
you and you'll remember one of our stories . . .  because it's just real subtle. And maybe one of you will become a
researcher and look for screening and a cure."

Students said the message had hit home.

"It's frightening to me as a med student to look and go, 'Oh, my gosh, if I miss something.' You look at what the outcome
can be. I think it's good to be always on the edge of that comfort zone," said Kelly Lavin, one of the students.

"It's so nice to put a face and name to a disease we've been hearing about in textbooks," said another, April Zehm. "You
hear it now from these women, and it will stick with you forever."
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