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EAST WINDSOR — In December 2006, a then-35-year-old
Margaret Vardakis did as she was supposed to. However unpleasant
it may have been, she went in for her mammogram, and to her relief
it found nothing wrong.

But just five months later, she found a lump in her breast. It was
stage-two breast cancer.

Today, the Robbinsville resident and mother of two is recover-
ing from that battle. And as difficult as it may be, she has not been
without her resources.

One of them is the locally based Christina S. Walsh Breast Can-
cer Foundation, named for an East Windsor mother who lost her
battle with cancer in 2004 at age 32. :

The foundation assists those living with breast cancer and their
families in a number of ways. It supports treatment for the unin-
sured and provides funding for things like wigs that are not always
covered by insurance. The foundation also gives aid for other finan-
cial burdens, including more human needs like meals, hotel stays
and hospital parking fees.

Through her experience with breast cancer, Ms. Vardakis has
made connections with the community. She is now one of the com-
mittee members for the Christina S. Walsh Breast Cancer Founda-
tion’s second annual Family Fun Day and One-Mile Walk, which
she has volunteered to work on for the second time. The event will
take place Sunday, May 4, at Hightstown High School.

All activities other than the walk are scheduled to be indoors. In
the event of rain, the walk will move indoors as well.

Ms. Vardakis’ story is not unheard of. According to the National
Cancer Institute’s Web site, mammograms miss up to 20 percent of
breast cancers present during the screening. In the case of Ms. Var-
dakis, her unusually dense tissue obscured the abnormality during
the exam.

“(The doctors) sent me a letter saying everything was fine,” she
said. “T wish they had sent me a letter saying ‘You have very dense
tissue; you should have a digital mammogram,’ but I didn’t know. I
had no reason not to believe it.” ‘

Women with dense breasts may benefit more from a digital
mammogram than a traditional one, according to the NCI Web site.

Ms. Vardakis had the lump removed, and was told it was can-
cerous. After a mastectomy, she underwent four months of che-
motherapy.

“It was awful, it really was,” she said of the treatment. “It was
so unreal and I kind of was just doing what the doctors were telling
me to do, and just sort of being strong for my kids. I never let them
see I was afraid.” _ | .

.. She said her daughter, now 7 years old, and: son, now 10; “took
their cues” from her behavior. 3

“I let them know ‘that the chemo was my medicine that I had to
take, and it was very strong and it was going to make my hair fall
out, but that I was fine, and that’s how I would know the medicine
was working,” she said.

Her children’s acceptance of the course she took helped her as
well.

“It’s not that I didn’t want them to know I was frightened; I
didn’t want them to be afraid at all. Because I never ever enter-
tained, the thought that everything wouldn’t work out OK. I just
couldn’t think of that,” she said.

She described her husband as another pillar of support.

“He was my ears,” she said, “because he listened, he knew ev-
ery single appointment I had. He knew what I had to do before ev-
ery single appointment, he made sure I took all the medicine. He
was wonderful. He never ever showed if he was afraid, he never
showed it, and I know he was.”

Ms. Vardakis’ is recovering now, but her struggle is not yet fin-
ished.

“There’s still little things that I have to do,” she said. “I’m in the
process of having reconstruction and I need to have the other side
done — I'm going to have another mastectomy — but ... these are
little things in terms of the whole.”

She said that while she has a medical appointment scheduled for
late April, she hopes to be able to make the Fun Day, as her children
and Christina’s 6-year-old daughter are scheduled to cut the ribbon

to begin the one-mile walk, which will begin at 10 a.m.

Students in the East Windsor Regional elementary schools and
local preschools can help their school raise money by registering for
the walk and getting pledges. Ten percent of what each student
raises will go to their school, and the class that raises the most mon-
ey will get a party.

There will be a number of family activities, including a “make
your own sundaes” event at 1:30 sponsored by the East Windsor
Dairy Queen.

Ms. Vardakis and her husband own and run the store, which she
said has been in her husband’s family for decades.

Other highlights will include face-painting, kids crafts and
games with prizes, and a moon bounce and slide from 9 to 11:30
a.m.

“I’m just really really glad to be a part of it, I really am,” Ms.
Vardakis said. “It’s such an important thing for people who don’t
have the insurance, or don’t have the care they need to get little
things that are so important. Sometimes insurance doesn’t cover
wigs, and I know that was a huge thing for me when I lost my hair.”

Registration for the walk is $20 per person, $50 per family of
four, or $150 for a team of 10. Entry to all of the other events is $5
per person, or included with walk registration. For more informa-
tion about the Christina S. Walsh Breast Cancer Foundation and
the Family Fun Day and One-Mile Fun Walk, visit www.christinas-
walshbcf.org.
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