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“No two cancers are exactly alike.”

So begins Fighting Cancer with Knowledge and Hope by Richard C. Frank, MD, the
director of cancer research at Whittingham Cancer Center,  Norwalk Hospital in
Whittingham, Connecticut.  Frank explains that even two individuals with the same
diagnosis will  experience their disease differently as their cancer grows at
different rates and affects their bodies in distinct ways. What’s the same, he
explains, are the similarities in a human cell that allow it  to become cancerous.   

One of Frank’s strengths is his ability to explain complicated concepts in a way
that is easy to visualize. Take, for example, this excerpt from his book on a cell
and why i t  becomes cancerous:

“A cell is like a miniature factory in which every worker (protein) is responsible
for carrying out a specific task for the good of the unit.  Every protein has its role.
When a protein’s structure is  changed by gene mutations,  then the function of the
protein is also changed. Some mutations cause the protein’s capabili ty to be
enhanced, l ike a weight l ifter on steroids,  whereas others cause its role to be lost
entirely."

Throughout the book, which covers not only the basics of how cancer grows and
survives but also treatments and survival,  Franks uses other great  visual
examples.  He explains why a cancer that has metastasized from the original si te is
still  the same cancer in this way: An Italian moves to America but he is still Italian.
Consider this  image when describing the cocktail  of  drugs that  at tack numerous
pathways at  the same t ime:  instead of the “magic bullet,” it’s a “magic shotgun.”

He peppers the book with stories of his patients,  providing us the facts of their
diagnoses as well  as  a glimpse into their personalit ies.  His tone in these settings
is that  of a human being facing another human being who is  fr ightened, often in
pain,  and sometimes misinformed. Frank says to himself  on one such occasion,
when talking with a man who had been given six months to live, “Why am I here?
Who could receive such a penetrating gaze from a fellow human?”

Throughout,  Frank honors the “power of people” to overcome, endure,  and move
on through, with,  and beyond cancer.    






