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me. Only a few risks with the surgery: 
damage to my parathyroid glands, my voice 
might change, my saliva glands might lose 
functionality – but that was very rare. It’s 
hard to explain, but I didn’t allow myself 
to worry about those things. That month I 
participated in my first 5K race, Run for the 
Cure. I was running to honour my mom’s 
battle, but deep down I was running for 
my life.

Mom and my husband came with me 
for the surgery. I was very nervous. The 
area they were working in is very delicate, 
and the surgery was going to be three hours 
long. I was also a little surprised when the 
OR nurse told me I would have to purchase 

a pair of Lycra tights to wear during surgery 
as a blood clot could form because I would 
be under so long. You can’t really say no 
at that point, can you? I was also outfitted 
with amazing leg massage wraps to assist 
with the blood circulation. I’d love these 
after a 5K run! 

The surgery went well, and next 
morning I was ready to go home. Less than 
a week later I was back at work. I knew 
there would be follow-up treatment if in fact 
it was cancer, so I called the surgeon’s office 
to find out the “next steps.”

I brought my mom with me to that 
appointment. The surgeon examined my 
incision and felt around my neck. He had 

done a great job on my surgery – my scar 

was now less than 5cm wide. Then we sat 

down at his desk to talk. He told me he was 

recommending the full radioactive iodine 

treatment because the tumour, although 

“well-differentiated,” had been 4.3cm 

(extremely large,) and this was the best 

course of action. 

Wow! I must have looked a little 

shocked. He was no longer calling it a 

“growth,” and he was confirming everything 

that I had read about “high risk” cases. He 

did say treatment would be up to my 

specialist. My endrocrinologist decided to 

follow the recommended treatment. 

Cassie and Breanna, Rhonda’s daughters, hold her heart.
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The Power of the Butterfly, cont'd
I turned to the survivors Thyca and 

Thry’vors websites and discussion boards 
for support and information. One of my key 
supporters was a manager at my workplace 
who had gone through thyroid cancer two 
years earlier. She loaned me couple of Sara 
Rothensal’s books and shared with me her 
first-hand experience of the low-iodine diet 
(LID,) hypothyroidism and RAI treatments. 
The websites and my manager provided 
me with more information than any of my 
doctors. I was now feeling a little more 
comfortable with what was going on with 
my life. 

On February 2005, I headed into my 
hypothyroidism or, as I now refer to it, my 
“cocoon state.” Remember, I am an active, 
vibrant and social person. Keeping up my 
fitness regime was now  impossible, so I 
focused on yoga. I can only describe this 
experience of “hypo-
hell” as my month 
of “weeping and 
sleeping.” 

I thought I was 
prepared for the 
RAI treatment, but 
that experience was 
almost worse than 
the hypo-hell. The 
treatment part was 
fine, but the isolation 
because of my 
being radioactive 
was horrible. The 
food was shaved 
roast beef and green beans, both cold, served 
at every meal except breakfast. I had brought 
a lot of my own food, but anything I didn’t 
eat – orange peels, banana peels, that horrible 
hospital food – had to remain in the room 
with me. Once I was released, it would be 

dealt with as “hazardous 
waste.” After two days 
it started to smell. On 
the third day I couldn’t 
get out of that room fast 
enough. 

My scan a week 
later was routine. My 
specialist told me to 
wait six to 12 months 
before checking back in 
with her. Following the 
Thyroid Cancer Update 
event in Hamilton, I left 
the seminar with a lot of 
questions, so I contacted my specialist. She 
ordered a blood test that revealed my TSH 
levels were too high. She also indicated my 
earlier scan showed significant uptake, which 
could mean there were still thyroid cancer 
cells present, so she scheduled a second RAI 

treatment. She told me 
I could wait until after 
Christmas to begin, but I 
wanted to get this whole 
experience behind me. 

This time Thyrogen 
was prescribed to avoid 
the whole hypo-hell and 
the LID would only be 
for three weeks. Luckily, 
I had purchased the LID 
cookbook at the seminar 
in Hamilton, so the food 
I ate during that time was 
actually good. My benefits 

plan covered the cost of the Thyrogen, and 
the outpatient RAI dose was much better 
than having to stay in the hospital. 

On December 22nd, my specialist 
called to tell me my scan was CLEAR! 
What a great Christmas present, and an 

even better way to start the new year. The 
courage to carry out what was necessary 
to emerge from this experience has made 
me stronger and healthier and given me 
a belief that I can have an impact that 
goes beyond my immediate, everyday life. I 
now volunteer and participate in fundraising 
events, especially those related to research 
and survivorship – because cancer is cancer. 
This past year I participated as a proud 
survivor in the Relay for Life, Run for the 
Cure, the Terry Fox Run and the 60K walk 
for Princess Margaret Hospital. If we work 
together, we can change the odds for those 
facing cancer. 

One year later my metamorphosis 
is complete. To honour my survivorship 
and heritage, I now have a Celtic butterfly 
tattoo.

Rhonda McMahon Habart is an avid 
walker and a novice runner, with a passion 
for life that she shares with her family and 
friends in Guelph, Ontario. She is currently 
pursuing a new career as a personal life 
coach and a yoga teacher. 

Relay for Life Survivor Walk

Rhonda and friend Jenn crossing the finish line at a 5K race in December 
2005.




