SPECIAL REPORT

A Death by
Suntan at

Age 26

W In April 2005, while working

For years, Glenna Kohl
pursued a tan, both in

the sun and in tanning
beds—which new research
shows are far deadlier
than once thought. By 22,
she was battling the most
lethal form of skin cancer.

family doctor. Puzzled, she

27 outather college gym in Rhode
[sland, 22-year-old Glenna Kohl
detected a h;ml, _L[n“']m”—sim-' ]lllnl)
near her groin. She left the gym and
went home to put ice on what seemed
like a sports injury.

When her roommate, Courtney
Caulfield, now 25, returned to their
apartment that evening, Glenna asked
her to feel the lump. “T told Glenna
she probably pulled a muscle,” recalls
Courtney. “She wasn't overly worried;
slu‘.\;(‘(-nu-d1||m‘vu}:5c-t ;1hnutcutting
short her workout.”

But the lnmp hadn’t gone away by
the time she graduated from Salve
Regina University the next month. So
Glenna, then living at her parents’
home in Massachusetts, visited her

A newly
minted
college

grad, 2005

L 4

referred Glenna to a surgeon,
who scheduled a biopsy.

A few days later, the sur-
geon handed Glenna and her
family a terrifying diagnosis: The

lump was melanoma, the deadliest of

the three forms of skin cancer, When
caught at an earlier stage, mela-

1O

which typically begins as an
irregular-shaped mole or a bump on
the skin—is highly curable. But by
the time it reaches stage 111, as Glen-
na’s had, the cancer has spread
beyond the skin and into the lymph
nodes (that’s why the lump she felt
was in her groin, where there’s a clus-

ter of lymph nodes). Only about half

the people with her level of stage 111

melanoma survive for 10 years.
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The news came as a total shock. “No
one in our family knew what melanoma
was,” recalls Glenna’s mother, Colleen
Kohl. “We did a lot of erying.”

Mystified about how the cancer had
reached stage TTT without Glenna spot-
ting any suspicious moles on her body,
the surgeon eventually pored over her
medical records. He found something
disturbing: In high school, Glenna did
have an irregular mole removed from
her leg. A pathology report identified
it as benign, but the surgeon tested it
again. The lab had made an error: The
mole was an early stage melanoma.

With boyfriend Will
_Robinson in Maine
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FE
UN AbillcunenﬂybeforetheMassam.l-
| setts State Senate aims to ban indoor
19)0.0) @l IN) tanmformosemderlﬁanquwre-
parents to sign a strict consent form
for 16-and 17-year-olds. Before she
died, Glenna urged lawmakers to pass

“We can't know for sure, but her
odds of heating melanomawould have

been greater had it been diagnosed

earlier,” says Donald Lawrence, Glen-

na'’s oncologist and clinical director of

the Center for Melanoma at Massa-
chusetts General Hospital (MGIH)
Cancer Center, in Boston.

The misdiagnosis infuriated Glen-
na’s parents. But she didn’t share
their anger, says her mother. Even
when the Kohls™ lawyer confirmed
they had a case of medical negligence,

(;If‘lllll g lllld not

one to dwell on the what-ils—agreed
to let the lab settle out of court. “She
wasn't resentful: she focused on get-
Bob.
“Back when we all first got the news,

ting better,” says her father,

it wasn't a matter of if but how soon
she’d be cancer-free.”

Glenna with
her mother,

before her
diagnosis

A Deadly Habit

Its hard toimagine a less likely cancer
victim than Glenna. Growing up on
Cape Cod, she’d always been a stickler
for health. A vegetarian, she did yoga,
hiked, jogged, and rowed regularly.
She was just 5-foot-3 and 105 pounds,
yet she was strong enough to work as
a beach lifeguard five summers in a
row. Health interested her so much
that she applied for jobs in nutrition
before graduating from college,
(lc'spitv having majored in finance,

But Glenna did indulge in one
un]u'u]thy practice: tanning. Like
millions of yvoung women, she
believed that a bronzed look made
her more attractive. While lifegnard-
ing, she exposed her naturally pale
skin to the sun’s rays for 40 hours each
week, protected only by sunscreen
with an SPF of 4, says her friend and
fellow lifeguard Jillian Blumberg,
(I)t'rln;ltnlngists say that sunscreen
with an SPF of 15 is the minimum
needed to safeguard skin.)

To maintain that copper glow,
Glenna booked time at tanning salons,
She began at age 16
and continued
through college,
baking under a sun-
lamp as often as
once aweek,

Though she knew
that all that outdoor
sun and indoor-tan-
ning time were bad
for her skin, she
didn’t think there
was a serious risk.
“As health-conscious
as Glennawas, she didn’t connect tan-
ning with skin cancer,” says Colleen.

Yet tanning is connected to skin can-
cer. Studies have shown that exposure
to UV rays can trigger changes to the
DNA in skin cells that may lead to
cancerous growths. The two most
common types of skin cancer, basal
cell carcinoma and squamous cell car-
cinoma, are almost always linked to
UV exposure. And 90 percent of cases
of the less common but more deadly
form, melanoma, also are attributed
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the bill Cosmo joins her efforts.

to UV exposure, says Darrell S, Rigel,
MD, a professor of clinical dermatol-
ogy at New York University.

Sun exposure sans sunscreen is a big
culprit. But indoor-tanning beds also
can result in cancer. A major report
released this past August reclassified
tanning beds as “carcinogenic to
humans.” And a person’s melanoma
riskrises 75 percent if he or she started
using a tanning bed before age 30.

Glenna's diagnosis was, sadly, part of
atrend: Melanomais the second most
frequently reported cancer in women
in their 20s, and it’s third only to breast
and thyroid cancers forwomen in their
30s, reports the National Cancer Insti-
tute, "Melanoma is one of the few
forms of cancer that’s on the rise,” says
Dr. Rigel. The tan look so desired by
young women may explain why 20- and
30somethings are diagnosed with the

disease at alarming rates, he adds.

Focused to Fight

At first, Glenna didn't reflect on what
might have caused her cancer, She was
determined to beat the disease and
then get on with her life,

In August 2005, treatment began.
MGH oncologists removed 13 lymph
nodes from Glenna's groin, including
the one with the golf ball-size lump.
Then she began six weeks of radiation
and six months of injections of inter-
feron alfa-2b, a drug believed to help
the immune system fight melanoma.

Itwas agrueling summer for Glenna,
who endured extreme side effects, like
fatigne and flu symptoms. But she told
her parents, “Whatever I have to doto

fight cancer, I'll do,” recalls Bob.
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Glenna also tried to maintain a nor-
mal life, leaning on friends Courtney
and Jillian for support and attending
Red Sox games with her new boy-
friend, Will Robinson, now 28,

As the effects of the treatments took
their toll, Glenna’s long blond hair
thinned out, and she started wearing
awig. Her strong facade was begin-
ning to show cracks, especially after a
night out with Will, during which an
acquaintance told Glenna about a
friend who was dying of melanoma.

“Up until then, Glenna had never
accepted that she might not get well,”
says Colleen. “Hearing about this
other person blew her out of the water.
She came home that night, crawled
into bed with s, and sobbed.”

Scary News
By spring, Glenna faced fresh set-
backs. Will, a sergeant in the Army
Reserve, got orders to go to Iraq for
18 months. Glenna wrote him daily.
and l]ll_'_\-" chatted online often.

Then more devastating news
arrived: In May 2006, Glenma
detected a pea-size lump on
her abdomen. A biopsy con-
firmed the melanoma had
returned—now at stage IV, the
worst possible stage. But
instead of pitying herself,
Glenna announced she was
going to fight harder.

To battle the tumors that
were spreading throughout
her body, doctors put her on a
different treatment to try to
boost her immune system and
gave her another round of
radiation when they found
that the cancer had spread to
her brain, Glenna did what
she could at home: She drew
strength by reading memoirs
h_\_' cancer patients and books
on holistic treatments.

Glenna also began to speak
out publicly about the dangers
of sun exposure and indoor

tanning. She’d come to realize that
even though the misdiagnosis by the
lab let the cancer develop unchecked.
it was her tanming habit—which she
gave up the day she was diagnosed—
that likely triggered her melanoma
in the first place.

One Last Chance
Despite the treatments, Glenna’s con-
dition worsened in 2007, But Glenna,
ever hopeful, decided to sign up for
clinical trials at the National Institutes
of Health (NTH), in Maryland.

Glenna lived on the NIH campus
for weeks at a time, enduring harsh
side effects like crippling nausea and
a 20-pound weight gain. During one
stay, she dropped her brave front
and opened up to Courtney online.
“I asked how she was [eeling, and
she wrote, "So sick. I can't stop cry-
ing."” recalls Courtney.

When Will returned home from
Iraq, the two agreed to just be friends.
“Glerma said she didn’t want to drag
me through her illness,” says Will.

Adds Courtney: “She was upset, but
she didn’t have time to mope. She was
fighting for her life.”

A Legacy of Hope

In ]:ll]ll&l.l-'}’ 2008, doctors announced
that some ol Glenna’s tumors were
shrinking. But three months later
came news that the tumors were Zrow-
ing again. There was nothing doctors
could do to stabilize or cure her.

Back home, Glenna’s condition went
downhill. Lesions in her brain trig-
gered by the cancer shured her speech,
and she wasted away to about 80
pounds. In November, Glenna hit her
head in the shower, resulting in brain
trauma. A month later, she died of
melanoma at home. She was 26,

Her devastated parents launched
the Glenna Kohl Fund for Hope,
which raises awareness about mela-
noma and the importance of cancer
screenings and UV protection. “Glen-
na’s not here to inform people of the
dangers,” says Colleen, “sowe're going
to continue her work for her” n

What Does Melanoma

Look Like?

Test yourself by guessing which moles
are normal and which might be danger-
ous. Of course, if you notice a mole on
your skin that looks odd or has changed
in any way, see a dermatologist.

SOURCE: ALBERT M. LEFKOVITS, MD, ASSOCIATE CLINICAL PROFESSOR OF DERMATOLOGY AT MOUNT SINAI SCHOOL OF MEDICINE, NYC

EY MELANOMA. Onve tip-off is the mole's
dark, almost black, color. Another is its
uneven border. And though you can't

tell from this photo, it's more than a
quarter-inch in diameter. Any mark

larger than that should be checked out.

[ SLIGHTLY SUSPICIOUS MOLE. This
flesh-colored, raised bump is most likely
a benign mole called an intradermal
nevus. But the somewhat uneven border
could raise a concern, so it should be

xamined by a dermatoloqgist.

[E BENIGN MOLE. The color i light tan all

over rather than partly or completely dark

imetrical top to bottom, and thouagh

the mole is raised off the skin, it's less than

a quarter-inch in diameter,

B MELANOMA. The very jagaed edges
of this mole are a bad sign. And like
example A, it has varied pigments, in this

case red with a bluish-black center
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