
A Personal Story

By John Lewis

(“Chef John” Lewis is the chef and co-owner of La Maison Gourmet Wine and Tapas Bar in Dunedin. He appears regularly on WFLA-TV Channel 8’s “Daytime” program. Last year he battled a serious form of skin cancer -- successfully, with Moffitt‘s help.)
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It started in the summer of 2006, with itching and severe flaking on my scalp. My scratching irritated it, and after living in denial for awhile, I finally went to a dermatologist in Clearwater last April. At first he thought it was a staph infection, and it took him some time before he actually did a biopsy. It came back as a squamous cell carcinoma of a very serious and aggressive type.


He felt he was not qualified to handle it and referred me to a specialist in Largo, who then referred me to Moffitt Cancer Center. They had the biopsy report, agreed with the diagnosis and believed surgery was required. 


I wanted to get a second opinion and consulted a radiology-oncology specialist in Clearwater. He believed, after looking at the MRI, that the cancer had actually touched my skull, which could involve a resection. He referred me to a neurosurgeon.


I decided to go with Moffitt’s diagnosis. They convinced me that, in their view after having done hundreds of these things, the cancer rarely touches the bone itself. It may well have touched the membrane that covers the skull, but they felt they could solve the problem with surgery and a patch of skin from my thigh to cover it.


My experience at Moffitt was very good. The people there were competent and friendly, and I developed a high degree of confidence in the lead surgeon, Dr. Vernon Sondak [chief of the Division of Cutaneous Oncology and director of Surgical Education], and the other people who were taking care of me.


After the surgery, they believed that follow-up radiation therapy every day for six weeks would increase the probability that the cancer would not recur, up to a 90 percent confidence factor. Without the radiation, they explained that might be at about a 50 or 60 percent level. I like 90 better than 60, so I chose the radiation.


I decided to have radiation at Moffitt, even though they said I could have gotten the treatment in Clearwater. I wanted to stay with the place that had done the surgery because I had such a good experience with it.


That part started a little rocky. They build a mask that’s supposed to fit over your head and hold you in place when they put you into the machine that does the radiation treatment. It turned out that I couldn’t tolerate the mask -- it was too tight, and I’m mildly claustrophobic. The radiation oncologist was very nice about it. He accommodated me and set up a procedure where they put marks on my scalp and positioned me in the machine each time. It took a little longer for them to set me up for each treatment, but at least I wasn’t confined to the mask.


Today, I’m doing fine. They feel that they cut out all of the cancer; I go in for periodic checkups, and there’s been no recurrence.


If I  have a recurrence, Moffitt is where I’ll go. From the time you pull up to the valet parking to the time you leave, it’s a totally comforting experience. The reason you’re there is not pleasant, but they make it as pleasant as possible. I came away from the whole experience with a very high regard for Moffitt.

If you have an inspirational story about Moffitt Cancer Center, please share it with us. Just e-mail to marshadroste@moffittpinellaspartners.com. 


