
Elisse Rosen — 13-year survivor
Mystic
In 1996, Rosen was diagnosed with breast can-
cer. In partnership with her doctors, her
approach to treatment was aggressive — sur-
gery, chemotherapy, radiation, Tamoxifen and
Letrozole. Thirteen 1⁄2 years later, she is cancer-
free and leads an active life. She lives with her
husband, Paul, and her shaggy dogs and loves
dancing with the Pink Ribbon Tappers. Her advice to all is “trust
your instincts and be an advocate for your own health care.”

Laura O’Connell — 1-year survivor
Niantic
O’Connell retired from the U.S. Air Force in
2004 and moved with her son and daughter
to Connecticut with a half century worth of
goals. After achieving some of these, includ-
ing becoming a nurse practitioner, getting her
son off to the Army and getting her daughter
into high school, O’Connell was diagnosed
with breast cancer. “That diagnosis changed my life in many
positive ways,” she said. “Thanks to the extraordinary help of
my sisters, daughter, friends, family and workplace, I am a
one-year survivor with one more goal … to find a meaningful
way to help other women.”

Barbara Kokosky — 10-year survivor
Oakdale
Kokosky found a lump in 1999, and her worst
fear was confirmed by mammograms. She
had a modified mastectomy in 2000 to her
left breast; in 2006 she found tumors in her
shoulder and more cancer cells, followed by
weeks of radiation. After being off radiation
for six months, the cancer showed up again.
This time, it had traveled into her bones and liver. She has
been on chemotherapy since June 2008. “It is now a disease
that I will never get rid of. In 2006, I was hoping for a cure.
Now I just want to stay alive.”

Michele Flowers — 12-year survivor
East Lyme
Flowers has been a cancer survivor for 12 years.
Six months after her mastectomy in 1997, she
fulfilled a lifelong dream by visiting Paris and
northern Italy. While working full-time, she
returned to finish college and she completed
her certification as a yoga instructor. She went
on to start her part-time business “Inner
Harmony Yoga.” Flowers said, “Don’t let anything destroy your
spirit.”

Denise Braley —  9-year survivor
Dayville
Fourteen years ago, Braley was diagnosed
with breast cancer. It came as no shock,
because her mom had had a radical mastec-
tomy and her aunt, a modified mastectomy.
She had a lumpectomy followed by five years
of Tamoxifen. Today, she encourages women
to have mammograms because that is how
her cancer was found. Now she has started a doctorate of
education degree in organizational leadership.

Karen Bourque — 4-year survivor
Norwich
Bourque was diagnosed in February 2005
with Stage III breast cancer. Bourque under-
went several surgeries, chemotherapy, radia-
tion therapy, mastectomy and breast recon-
struction all while helping to care for three
family members who were also diagnosed
with cancer. Bourque uses her personal expe-
riences to mentor women on their journey through the
American Cancer Society’s Reach to Recovery Program.

Marci Brensilver — 18-year survivor
Stonington
“Life can be too short. Start with dessert!”
Those are the words Marci Brensilver lives by.
Bilateral mastectomies and chemotherapy
would not keep her down. She now taps,
tutors, walks marathons, knits and swims and
is involved in fundraising for four nonprofit
organizations.

Barbara DeFronzo — 25-year survivor
Niantic
Diagnosed with breast cancer at age 43,
DeFronzo decided to have a mastectomy. She
and her husband, Frank, have been married for
49 years and have two children and two grand-
children. The 25-year breast cancer survivor
said: “I have learned to trust my instincts
regarding my health, don’t sweat the small stuff,
laugh, have some fun, dance, and surround yourself with posi-
tive people.”

Sharon Gideon — 2-year survivor
Norwich
Gideon was diagnosed with Stage III breast
cancer in October 2007. Through the support
of co-workers, family and her boyfriend, who
she eventually married, Gideon took one day
at a time and got through her surgeries
(lumpectomy, node removal, port) and treat-
ments (chemotherapy, radiation and a year of
Herceptin). She receives inspiration from her sister, Carol,
who has been dealing with lung cancer for the past three
years. This month, Gideon celebrates two anniversaries —
her one-year wedding anniversary with husband, Ron, and
two years of being cancer-free.

Florence Barth — 7-year survivor
Norwich
At 85 years old, Barth has survived breast
cancer three times — 1972, 1992 and 2002. A
registered nurse, most of her working years
were spent in the operating room at Lawrence
& Memorial Hospital as head nurse. She has
been called upon many times through the
years to provide support and encouragement
to other women facing breast cancer, including her daughter.
“Enjoy life, hope for peace, and maintain a positive outlook,”
she said.

Evelyn Kennedy — 10-year survivor 
Groton
Kennedy says aging is for “wine and cheese.”
She met Fred Commentucci the same year
she was diagnosed with Stage V breast cancer
(1999). They married in February 2001. She is
owner of Sewtique, a textile studio in its 40th
year in Groton.

Eileen Kaplan — 4-year survivor
Bozrah
Kaplan found a tumor in her right breast in
June 2005. After a right breast partial mas-
tectomy, chemotherapy and radiation thera-
py, she discovered a tumor in her “good” left
breast. Her immediate decision was to have a
bilateral mastectomy. With her medical team,
care from her husband, daughters, family and
friends, she is now 41⁄2 years beyond her diagnosis. Kaplan
has recently written and published her own book, “Laughter
Is The Breast Medicine.”

Barbara Paul — 16-year survivor
New London
Paul refers to herself as a 65-year survivor of
life and a 16-year survivor of breast cancer. “My
family has been there for me through it all, and
my Sisters in Pink have walked every step of
my journey — sometimes carrying me. Thank
you all.”

Marie Joly — 11-year survivor
Lisbon
Since being diagnosed with breast cancer
twice in the past 11 years, Joly has joined a
bicycle club, climbed to the tallest waterfall in
North America and traveled to England, Italy,
Alaska and Hawaii. Joly is celebrating 11 years
as a breast cancer survivor this month. She
was diagnosed in October 1998 and had a
mastectomy and tram flap reconstruction followed by med-
ication. In 2002, she had radiation treatment and is taking
medication after a recurrence. She credits early detection
and excellent care for her being able to watch her children
grow into adulthood and witness her son’s wedding this
month.

Barbara Chiangi — 18-year survivor
Norwich
Fourteen years after her original diagnosis,
Chiangi had a recurrence of breast cancer,
which she self-detected. Four years later, she
is now involved in many fundraising and
awareness-raising projects with the Backus
Foundation and other community organiza-
tions. She continues to enjoy life with family,
friends and her hero models. She especially loves dancing
with the Pink Ribbon Tappers.
“Attitude is everything,” she said, “Live, love, laugh and enjoy
every day — and always share your smile — it goes a long
way.”

Denise Samaha — 3-year survivor
Lebanon
Samaha kept busy when she was diagnosed
with breast cancer in the fall of 2006. It hap-
pened while taking care of her husband, who
was going through extensive treatments for
colon cancer, running a self-owned business,
taking care of four children (one was a foster
child), among other responsibilities. Her
aggressive treatments included a lumpectomy, lymph node
removal, chemotherapy and radiation. She is now cancer-
free. “I keep regular checkups. My youngest son is 9 years old
and I want to be here for him.”

Kathie Rothaupt — 17-year survivor
East Lyme
At age 39, after moving her family to Hawaii,
being diagnosed with breast cancer was not in
Rothaupt’s plan. After having a lumpectomy,
chemotherapy, radiation and Tamoxifen,
Rothaupt is a 17-year survivor who counts her
blessings every day. She is also proud to be a
Reach to Recovery volunteer with the American
Cancer Society.

Barbara Souder — 11-year survivor
Gales Ferry
Souder was diagnosed with breast cancer at
age 49. After undergoing a lumpectomy and
lymph node dissection, along with radiation
treatment and five years of Tamoxifen, she is
now 60 and cancer-free. After retiring from
Computer Sciences Corporation in July 2004
she has adapted to retired life. Souder has been
tap dancing for the last five years with the Pink Ribbon Tappers
and is a One-to-One breast cancer mentor with the ECHO
Cancer Foundation.

Susan McIvor — 2-year survivor
Bozrah
McIvor is a 2-year breast cancer survivor who
was diagnosed at the age of 38 because of
early detection by a mammogram. McIvor
continued working at OB-GYN Services dur-
ing her chemotherapy and radiation treat-
ments thanks to the understanding of her co-
workers. Her grandmother, Helen Muench,
lost her battle with breast cancer in 1973. Susan says her
grandmother’s memory lives on with the arrival of her new
niece, Helen Muench.

Lynn Sobotta — 3-year survivor
Norwich
Sobotta was diagnosed with aggressive cancer
in the left breast in January 2006. She had a
modified radical mastectomy, chemotherapy,
oophorectomy and another mastectomy of the
right breast with bilateral reconstruction in
March 2007. Sobotta lives in the moment and
said she cherishes each gift as a gift from God
to be enjoyed to the fullest.

Heather-Jo Purcell — 8-year survivor
Niantic
Fifty-four years ago, Purcell competed in the
Miss America pageant as Miss New York. She
won the grand talent award for classical
singing. In 2001, she became a cancer sur-
vivor. She discovered a lump in her breast
and underwent a lumpectomy, lymph node
removal, chemotherapy and radiation. Purcell
is an active One-to-One Mentor for Eastern Connecticut
Hematology Oncology. She lives by her favorite saying,
“Yesterday is a memory, tomorrow is a mystery, today is a
gift — that’s why it’s called the present.”

Ruth “Ann” McCloud — 4-year survivor
Mystic
McCloud was diagnosed with Stage II breast
cancer on Feb. 14, 2005. She and her hus-
band, Les, built their dream home in Groton in
July 2008. McCloud is a nurse at Mystic
Manor Nursing and Rehabilitation Center.

Catherine Scacciaferro — 4-year survivor
Waterford
In May 2005, Scacciaferro discovered a lump
in her breast and had a mammogram that
showed nothing. She waited until her daughter
got married that June to call the doctor. “After
the surgeries, with the help of my family and
friends, my physical and mental health got a
great deal better.”

Donna Palumbo — 12-year survivor
Niantic
Palumbo’s breast cancer was discovered during
her first routine mammogram at 40 years old.
Her comfort during this trying time came from
her positive mental attitude, a sense of humor
and a strong support system — especially her
husband, Michael. She married Michael one
week before her last chemotherapy treatment in
July 1997. This year, they are celebrating 12 years of marriage and
12 years cancer-free.

Lori Yourell — 10-year survivor
East Lyme
In 1989, Yourell was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s
lymphoma and had intensive radiation therapy.
In 1999, she was diagnosed with cancer in the
right breast. She had a mastectomy with no fol-
low-up treatment. In 2003, she once again was
diagnosed with cancer in the left breast and had
another mastectomy, followed by reconstruc-
tion in 2005. “Cancer has taught me to live for and appreciate
the little moments.”

Sandy Wayne — 14-year survivor
Norwich
Sandy was diagnosed with breast cancer in
1995. She feels the wonderful support of family
and friends helped her maintain a positive out-
look during surgery and treatments and that,
along with regular check-ups, has contributed
to her 14-year survival. “Keep busy, stay
involved, and love life,” she said.

Profiles in courage: 
Models plan to show there’s life after cancer
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