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A Message of Prevention
“You may have Leukemia” ... words I will never forget hearing.

Just a few months ago, I was directed to the Cancer Center to meet with an oncologist after 
receiving labs that showed my blood levels were of concern. My doctor explained my white blood 
cells, the cells that boost immunity and fight infection/bacteria, were alarmingly low. The normal 
range is 1,000-1,800 and I was sitting at a mere 100!

I have been flagged before for this, and was given a diagnosis at the age of 21 that I had Cyclic 
Neutropenia, meaning my body does not make white blood cells as it should. However, this time 
was a little different, my doctor also saw that my lymphocytes had been spiking over the last two 
months. Their hypothesis was that cancer, possibly Leukemia Lymphoma, had developed.

In meeting with my oncologist, she inquired about my medical history. Have you ever been 
hospitalized? Do you frequently use urgent care? Do you get fevers often? Are you sick often? Are 
you fatigued? Have you had Covid? When I answered “no” to all of these questions, she sat there 
in shock and said, “I really can’t believe that!” She further inquired about my lifestyle...she learned 
I exercise five times a week, I am not a smoker, and strive for clean eating through a whole foods 
plant-based diet. She finished her exam and told me I was in excellent health and all my labs were 
remarkable aside from my white blood cells. In closing our meeting, she informed me my labs would 
be sent to Mayo Clinic to either confirm or deny if I had cancer. She looked at me sternly and said, 
“Listen, you are profoundly immunocompromised... if you get Covid, you must call me right away so 
we can get you started on growth factor injections to stimulate your bone marrow which will 
produce more white blood cells to fight this virus. If you get Covid, I fear you may be on a ventilator 
as I have a patient currently fighting for his life right now who has a white blood cell count of 900.” 
Let me remind you, I was at 100.

As my luck would have it, I got Covid the following week. Due to the information I was given, I 
basically started preparing my will anticipating a near death experience. I decided to decline the 
growth factor treatment as recommended as I have always fought illness holistically, in spite of my 
condition, which meant rest, hydration, and whole foods. I figured, ok this is the real test... I 
experienced symptoms similar to a mild cough, fatigue, and I lost my taste and smell. I recovered 
within a week with no medical attention needed. Once again, my doctor was in disbelief.
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Meanwhile, I continued to wait for my cancer results from Mayo. They arrived 17 days later, and the 
results thankfully showed I did not have Leukemia Lymphoma, but I was again confirmed to have 
Cyclic Neutropenia, which I most likely was born with, and 1 in 1 million people have!

In closing care with my oncologist, she said, “There is really something to be said for exercise and 
eating plant-based, your lifestyle has done wonders for you. Keep doing what you are doing!”

You think cancer won’t happen to you, until it does. I felt untouchable at age 33 and it was terrifying 
waiting those 17 days wondering how my life could change, what pain or discomfort might be ahead 
for me, if I would survive... This scare was a reminder to me that every choice I make, it is preventing 
illness and disease, and preserving my quality of life.

On the days I don’t feel like exercising, I am reminded I GET to exercise, it is a privilege and a way to 
honor and respect my body. On the days I don’t feel like making healthy choices, I am reminded that 
my plant-based lifestyle has protected me from illness, hospitalizations, and has delivered 
“remarkable” lab results. We are in control of our choices, I hope anyone reading this will never need 
to enter the cancer center, but if you do, I hope you have done everything in your control to help you 
stay healthy, fight if you need to, and live your best life.

In memory of Jenn Brutger who passed away last month. She was previously Office Support in TCM 
who fought the good fight to overcome Ovarian Cancer. A life gone much too young.

- Hannah LaDuke
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A Diet of Predominately Processed Food Can Lead To:
• Heart Disease:
 Leading cause of death worldwide. A result of continual eating of processed food according to 
 a recent study by the British Medical Journal.
• Unhealthy Weight Gain: 
 The National Institute of Health conducted a study showing a correlation between a 
 processed food diet and weight gain.
• Increased Risk of Cancer: 
 The correlation between cancer patients and increasingly processed food diets goes up 12% 
 for every 10% of the diet that contains processed food.
• Malnutrition:
 Processing actually strips food of its nutritional value! This creates empty calorie consumption 
 and minimal nutritional value, even if one feels ‘full.’
• Addictive Eating Habits:
 Processed foods can actually make people addicted to food. 

A Diet Consisting of Minimally Processed, Whole 
Foods Can Lead To:
• Healthy Weight Loss + Gut Health:
 A whole food plant-based diet is high in fiber, which helps the body with excess weight, and 
 better digestion.
• Lower Risk of Type 2 Diabetes:
 Plant based eaters are at an almost 50% decreased risk of diabetes over those on a non-plant 
 based diet.
• A Lower Risk of Heart Disease:
 A balanced whole food plant-based diet significantly lowers the risk of heart disease.
• Lower Risk of Cancer:
 A study by the US National Library of Medicine showed a 43% reduced risk of cancer in those 
 sticking to a plant-based diet.
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Vegan Stuffed Jumbo Shells With Spinach
Servings: 8 Servings
Prep Time: 10 Minutes
Cook Time: 35 Minutes
Total Time: 45 Minutes

Author: Nora Taylor

These Vegan Stuffed Jumbo Shells are filled with the most amazing 
spinach ricotta, covered with marinara sauce, and baked to 
perfection! Comfort food that is perfect for feeding a crowd.

Ingredients:

• (1) 12-ounce package jumbo shells
• (1) 26-ounce jar marinara sauce (about 3 cups)

Spinach Ricotta:
• 2 cups raw cashews
• (1) 14-ounce firm tofu, drained from the package
• 1/2 cup nutritional yeast
• 1/4 cup fresh lemon juice (about 1 large lemon)
• 1/4 cup water
• 1 1/2 teaspoons salt
• 2 teaspoons dried basil
• 2 teaspoons dried oregano
• 1 teaspoon garlic powder
• (1) 10-ounce package chopped frozen spinach, 
thawed, or 2-3 cups fresh

Instructions:
1. Preheat oven to 365 degrees F.
2. Boil the Shells: Bring a large pot of water to boil and add the jumbo shells. Cook for 8-10 minutes, until 
 done. Drain and rinse with cold water. Set aside. Some will likely break, but you will only need about 
 3/4 of the package so that is okay.
3. Make the Spinach Ricotta: Add the cashews to a food processor, and process until fine and crumbly. Now 
 add the rest of the ricotta ingredients EXCEPT the spinach. Process until smooth and cream, scraping 
 the sides as needed. Now add the spinach, squeezing out excess water before adding. Pulse to 
 combine.
4. In a large casserole dish, evenly spread about 1 cup of the marinara sauce in the bottom.
5. Stuff the shells: Scoop about 2 tablespoons of the spinach ricotta into each shell and place open side up into 
 the baking dish. Repeat until all the filling is used up. I love using a piping bag and large tip for this, it  
 makes filling a breeze!
6. Spoon remaining marinara sauce on top of the stuffed shells, and place in the oven. Cook, uncovered for 25 
 minutes. Serve immediately and enjoy!

Notes:
1. Leftover stuffed shells will keep for 3-4 days in the refrigerator. Simply reheat in the microwave or oven until 
warm. They can also be frozen.
2. Nut Free Option: For nut free, use two blocks of tofu instead of one and omit the cashews. You may not 
need to add as much water, so start slowly. Or substitute sunflower seeds for the cashews.
3. If desired, cover the shells with a bag of non-dairy cheese shreds before baking.
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Upcoming Central MN Races

Minnesota is your place to be for upcoming runs, check it out!

While experiencing a runner's high is one of the best ways to feel happy and relaxed, running and other 
forms of vigorous exercise actually provide a number of mental health benefits:
 • Stress management. 
 • The sunshine vitamin. 
 • Prevention of cognitive decline. 
 • A calmer state of mind. 
 • Brainpower boost. 
 • A faster track to dreamland. 
 • Increased productivity. 
While busy schedules can make it tough to squeeze in a gym session in the middle of the day, some experts 
believe that midday is the ideal time for a workout due to the body's circadian rhythms.
Greater creativity. A heart-pumping run can boost creativity for up to two hours afterwards. Rather than 
staring at the blank page waiting for an exceptional idea to fall from the sky, get those legs moving and re-
fresh your body and brain at the same time.

(https://www.cigna.com/individuals-families/health-wellness/mental-health-benefits-of-running)
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CMMHC’s Wellness Committee Mission Statement

It is the mission of the CMMHC Wellness Committee to promote the health and 
wellness of staff through education and initatives that:

• Encourage habits of wellness
• Increase awareness of factors and resources contributing to well-being
• Inspire and empower individuals to take responsibility for their own health
• Support a sense of community

Central Minnesota Mental Health Center Wellness Committee
• Brie Frantesl

• Hannah LaDuke

• Kelsie Cotton

• Steven Loos

• Leah Holzem

• Sheri Layne-Laramie

• Rebecca Anderson

• Christine Morris

• Ellie Hayden

• Kendra Lieser

• Alyssa Toratti

• Brittany Liberty
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