
Welcome to our inaugural issue of Tahoe Cancer News.  In 
the ten years since we started providing hematology and 
oncology services in this community we have been 
honored to be your doctors. Your trust in us is not taken 
for granted, and we hope to continue to earn that trust 
every day.

The cancer program here is focused on delivering the 
best care you can get and still stay close to home. This 
has been enabled by our close relationship with the UC 
Davis Comprehensive Cancer Center,  
www.ucdmc.ucdavis.edu. Our virtual tumor board 
program has allowed us to discuss complex cases with 
thought leaders in an easy and open forum frequently 
throughout the week.
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WHAT’S INSIDE

Our coordinated patient 
and family services 
programs, available 
to you without charge, are testing the idea that physical 
and emotional stability will result in improved symptoms 
and outcomes for our cancer patients.

Please take your time and review this newsletter. We 
hope to bring you useful information at all times, and 
welcome your comments. We promise to read every one! 
Send comments to info@tfhd.com.

WELCOME FROM OUR DIRECTOR
Laurence J. Heifetz, MD, FACP

G E N E  U P S H A W  M E M O R I A L  T A H O E  F O R E S T  C A N C E R  C E N T E RWhat is Nurse Navigation?
Karen Aaron, RN, BSN, OCN, BNCN
As a Nurse Navigator, my goal is to assist with a 
patient’s overwhelming process of a cancer diagnosis, to 
help coordinate their care and be a point person so they 
can receive the best care possible. Many patients are 
unfamiliar with the healthcare system and don’t know 
what to do next, or who to go to. As a Nurse Navigator, I 
see the whole picture of treatment, and educate the 
patient from the beginning about what to expect. 
Cancer can make patients feel out of control, so 
knowing what’s going to happen can relieve some of 
that stress.

When a patient gets the diagnosis from a primary care 
provider and is referred to the Cancer Center, I contact 
the patient and take a multi-disciplinary approach to 
scheduling all the appointments with the surgeon, 
medical oncologist and radiation oncologist, as needed. 

Additional tests may be required in order to determine 
how best to treat each patient’s specific cancer, so not 

Waking up the Immune 
System to Help Fight Cancer

Melissa Kaime, MD, FACP
The immune system is a wonderfully 
complex system that protects us in 
many ways.  We all know it protects us 
from infection but it also stands guard 
against the beginnings of cancer that 
develop in our bodies.  New cancer 
cells get destroyed by our immune 
system before we ever know it.  But 

cancer cells are smart and the really smart ones have ways to 
avoid recognition and attack from our immune system.  

We've known for years that if we could wake up and harness 
the power of the immune system, we could make advances in 
cancer treatment. That's just what a new class of cancer 
therapeutic drugs does.  These are the PD-L1 (Programmed 
Death-Ligand 1) and the CTLA-4 (Cytotoxic 
T-lymphocyte-associated protein 4) agents. These drugs wake 
up our intrinsic immune system and stimulate it to go after the 
cancer cells.

We first began using these drugs in metastatic melanoma, but 
we are finding they are beneficial for many other cancers.  
Almost every week there is a new clinical trial completed 
showing a benefit for one of these agents in another type of 
cancer.  The most common of these agents are ipilimumab 
(Yervoy), nivolumab (Opdivo) and pembrolizumab (Ketruda) 
which are used to treat melanoma, non-small cell lung cancer, 
kidney cancer, head and neck cancer and Hodgkin lymphoma.

The physicians at the Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest 

all answers may be available at the first appointment. I 
advocate for the patient, making sure he or she gets in as 
early as possible for the tests, help with referral 
consultation appointments, and make recommendations 
for additional help.

A Nurse Navigator’s objective is to identify barriers to care 
and get through them. That may mean enlisting the help 
of others for transportation, providing education about 
the health care system, or seeking financial advice. I draw 
on my past nursing experiences in oncology, medical 
surgery, home health and even 
pediatrics to smooth the patient’s 
path from diagnosis to survivorship.

Karen Aaron, RN, BSN, OCN, BNCN, 
has worked at Tahoe Forest Health 
System for over 30 years. On a 
personal note, she enjoys training her 
young palomino quarter horse, 
Sunshine. She says it’s just like 
oncology—it’s all about the 
relationship.

Smiles  Ashley Connor, Receptionist
Ashley Connor is one of the first smiles you see when you walk 
into our Cancer Center. Here, she shares a few thoughts about 
why she loves her job as receptionist.

What motivates you to come to 
work each day?
No one plans for cancer. I come in 
every day and want to make what 
could be a difficult experience more 
tolerable for patients and their 
caregivers. 

How do you create a positive 
experience for patients at the 
Cancer Center?
I greet everyone with a smile, and I learn their names. I hope 
to turn their insecurities into a more positive experience. 
Sometimes I bring bouquets of flowers to the reception desk 
just so people will have a reason to smile.

What’s the best part about your job?
It's interesting. I've met all sorts of different personalities and I 
just love all the relationships I've made. I'm a hugger. I hug 
everyone. A hug can change anyone's bad day. And when 
patients are at the end of their treatments, I celebrate with 
them. They have become my friends.
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Cancer Center are using each of these drugs in many 
different cancers. Although every medicine has some 
potential side effects, we find that these new agents are very 
well tolerated. Clinical trials are ongoing to evaluate their 
benefit in more cancers. 
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EAT WELL: Fiber Facts
Heather Lutz, MS, RD, CSO
Medical Nutritional Therapist
When cancer touches our lives, eating a healthy diet 
becomes more of a priority. As a cancer center dietitian, I 
help people eat to fuel the fight and help them determine 
how eating well translates to food choices and meal plans 
that fit into a busy life. I am enthusiastic about eating and 
cooking, believing all foods can fit into a healthy diet.  It is 
about balance and moderation. Creating a pattern that 
includes all the good fruits, vegetables, whole grains, lean 
proteins, and healthy fats while moderating the amount of 
chocolate, baked goods, alcohol and other foods we like to 
indulge in.

Patients often get focused on small components of the diet 
that look promising. I try to gear them towards whole foods 
and meals.  As I study the diet and cancer relationship, I see 
that working towards the daily goal for dietary fiber can 
improve the diet significantly while reducing risk and 
complications of many diseases. So let’s talk fiber.

What is Fiber?  
The carbohydrate in plant foods that our body does not 
digest, commonly called roughage or bulk. There are two 
types of fiber: water soluble and insoluble. Soluble fiber 
absorbs water in the gut, helping lower cholesterol. Mostly 
found in oats, apples, peas, bananas and beans. Insoluble 
fiber works like a broom cleaning out the colon, found in 
nuts and seeds, whole wheat and leafy green vegetables.

Reasons to Add Fiber to Your Diet

KEEP MOVING: Exercise 
for Energy - One on One
Michelle Larson, MPT,
CLT-LANA,CET-ACSM
Physical Therapy
I'm super excited to bring personal one-on-one 
consultations to our cancer patients. I will meet you 
where you are, whether in the infusion chair or 
elsewhere at the Cancer Center, whether you are just 
beginning treatment or finishing care. You don’t have 
to go to another building or schedule an additional 
appointment—I’ll come to you.

I'll also meet you where you are in terms of your level 
of function and personal objectives. As a cancer 
patient, you may be beaten down with surgery, chemo, 
and radiation. Together, we’ll look at your strength, 
abilities and goals of what you want to get back to in 
life. Whether it is to safely get in and out of a bathtub 
or to avoid lymphedema while running, your personal 
exercise program will get you back in charge of this 
part of your life.

We have many programs to meet your individual 
needs. For example, if anxiety or pain is a barrier to 
your recovery, you might want to try biofeedback or 
yoga. If you have psychological distress due to physical 
symptoms you may benefit from a consultation with a 
physical therapist or our acupuncturist. For fatigue, an 
Exercise for Energy class may help.

I’m particularly happy to meet people when they’re 
done with treatment. There may be a huge void in your 
life as you move from the Cancer Center family to 
feeling you’re on your own. Survivorship activities and 
programs can help you get to your new normal and I 
will develop a plan specific to your needs. Exercise may 
help to reduce possible risk of recurrence or other 
cancers—who wouldn’t want to get a consultation on 
how to best avoid recurrence?

TALK ABOUT IT
Kirk Ditterich, PsyD
Clinical Psychologist
When I first meet with a patient 
or caregiver, I often just say, “I’m 
here if you’re in a tough 
spot—someone to talk to.” When 
people can safely talk about their 
fears, they become less 
frightened and feel a sense of relief. Even with a good 
prognosis, frightening thoughts may come up and talking 
about them gives patients and their caregivers an 
opportunity to look at those fears in a different way. 

Life issues may become more intense because of 
treatment and talking about your relationships, family, or 
work situations can offer some relief. Talking provides an 
opportunity to look at those difficult thoughts and 
feelings and accept that they are part of the human 
experience when going through cancer. 

Part of my role is to encourage people to believe in their 
own sentiments. Trying to convince yourself that you are 
“doing great” when you are in treatment can be stressful. 
It is tough to acknowledge that you are vulnerable, but 
that vulnerability opens the door for others to open up to 
you. It also gives others an opportunity to show they care. 

Some people cope with their diagnoses really well, and I 
just work with them on recognizing their resilience. 
Others may look at their poor prognosis as an 
opportunity to focus on the renewed sense of love and 
connection with their family. For these patients, it is good 
to be able to validate their positive stories. 

We look at each patient’s level of stress when they are 
diagnosed with cancer and continue to meet with them 
throughout their journey. Stress and distress are shown 
to drop after meeting with the psychology team and there 
are distinct improvements in quality of life during and 
after treatment for both the patient and the caregiver. 
That’s our goal—to improve your quality of life.

How Much Fiber?

It is important to gradually increase the amount of fiber 
in your diet over 3 weeks and drink plenty of water. 

When it comes to getting enough fiber in our diets, most 
of us fall short. But it's easier than you think to eat the 
recommended daily intake. Best sources of dietary fiber 
include tasty foods such as nuts, seeds, beans, wheat 
bran, fruits and vegetables. I challenge you to count fiber 
grams and meet the goal.

Tips for fitting in more fiber

•  Reduce your risk of cancer, specifically cancer of the 
mouth, pharynx, larynx, esophagus, colon, rectum 
and stomach.

•  Lower your blood cholesterol by including foods rich 
in soluble fiber, which bind fats in the blood stream 
and digestive system.

•  Lower your blood sugar and the risk of developing 
diabetes. 

•  Reduce constipation and harmful substances in the 
colon. 

•  Help maintain a healthy weight by slowing digestion, 
so you feel fuller longer.

•  Strengthen your immune system, the digestion of 
fiber feeds the good bacteria in the colon.

•  Reduce your risk of a heart attack or stroke by 
reducing inflammation.

•  Include a high fiber cereal in the morning or as a 
snack. Include fresh berries or dried fruit.

•  Add seeds to your diet, such as ground flax meal or 
chia seeds. Easily added to yogurt, smoothies and 
baked goods.

•  Snack on nuts, specifically almonds, pecans or 
walnuts.

•  Eat a large salad with multiple raw vegetables. Mix up 
the salad greens and seasonal vegetables.

•  Use beans as a side dish, quickly sauté onions and 
peppers, stir in beans and seasonings. Try adding 
beans and lentils to salads, soups and stews.

•  Include 5 or more fruits and vegetables per day, eat 
the skins.

50 or younger

Women

25 gm/day 38 gm/day

Men

21 gm/day 31 gm/day51 or older

Source: Institute of Medicine
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This Sample Menu Provides 35 Grams of Fiber
BREAKFAST: A bowl of bran cereal (5g fiber), half cup 
blueberries (2g fiber) and skim milk.

MORNING SNACK: 24 almonds (3g fiber)

LUNCH: Turkey sandwich on whole wheat bread, lettuce, 
tomato (5g fiber), fresh orange (3g fiber)

DINNER: Grilled fish or chicken, half cup cooked broccoli 
(2.5 g fiber) and half cup black beans (8g fiber) and a green 
salad with shredded carrots (2.5g fiber)

EVENING SNACK: Fresh pear with skin (4g fiber)

Menu

CONTACT US

(530) 582-6450
info@tfhd.com
10121 Pine Avenue
Truckee, CA 96161

tahoecancercenter.com

Receive this newsletter electronically! 
Subscribe at www.tahoecancercenter.com
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