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Director ’s Message

Dear Friends:
2019 is off to a strong start at the 
Maroone Cancer Center!

We proudly hosted our annual 
multidisciplinary regional 
educational Symposia on Breast 
Cancer and Head and Neck 
Cancer, in January and March 
respectively which brought together 
many scholars and leaders in the 
field. We continue to host our 
monthly Cancer Grand Rounds, 
an educational forum where we 
welcome visiting colleagues from 

Cleveland and across the U.S. to share the latest insights on 
cancer innovative therapies and research, and educate the 
next generation of physicians. We are also enrolling patients in 
several practice-changing clinical trials.

We are also hosting a series of local and regional community 
events, including our signature “Celebrating Survivorship” in 
June and “Get Your Pink On” in October, as well as expanding 
our contributions to the community by collaborating on novel 
projects to promote cancer awareness, education, prevention 
and screening.

We continue to receive new national recognitions and 
commendations, validating the highest quality of patient 
care provided by all the physicians and staff. Most recently, 
Cleveland Clinic Florida has been awarded a national 
accreditation by the American College of Radiology for 
Radiation Oncology. This recognition is a testament to the 
exemplary work conducted by our radiation oncology team.

We have developed a new program focusing on blood cancers, 
specifically on the care of patients with acute illness requiring 

Zeina Nahleh, MD
Director, Maroone Cancer Center
Chair, Department of Hematology-Oncology 
Cleveland Clinic Florida

intensive interdisciplinary care in the hospital, and have been 
welcoming patients in our new, state-of-the-art inpatient 
oncology unit. You will be learning all about our amazing 
hematology/blood cancer team in this edition of Cancer Talk.

We are expanding our patient services and have added 
several new support staff to help patients not only physically 
but also mentally and psychologically. They include a new 
esthetician therapist, a music therapist, an acupuncture therapist, 
a new social worker, a nurse practitioner trained in survivorship 
care and another one focused on palliative care and symptom 
management. These services are meeting an important need in 
bridging the gap between medical and surgical cancer care and 
care for the mind and the whole person.

Thanks to the work by our team and the generous support 
from so many, we are able to provide the best compassionate 
and quality care to our patients and integrate education, 
research and innovation in our daily efforts. 

We look forward to another year of advancing care, education 
and research while remaining true to our Cleveland Clinic values 
of caring for our patients, our caregivers and our community. 

I look forward to working with all of you again, and I’m 
inspired for an amazing year ahead!
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Ser vice Spot l ight

Art therapy is engaging in the creation 
of art, in therapeutic relationship with 
an art therapist, to assist in mental, 
physical, emotional and social wellness. 
Cancer patients use the creative process 
to ease stress, relax and improve their 
coping abilities as they deal with their 
cancer and the treatments for it.

“If we’re channeled into the creative 
process, we’re not as fixated on the 
pain we’re experiencing,” Creative Art 

Therapist Rachel Upton-Rice, MPS, 
ATR-BC, LCAT says. “Art therapy is 
an effective means for managing dis-
tress no matter the stage of treatment: 
whether it is pre-treatment, active-
treatment, post-treatment, survivorship 
and/or ongoing managed care.”

Whether you’re a budding Monet or a 
paint-by-numbers Picasso, you and your 
family members can participate in art 
therapy. No art experience is required.

Art Therapist, Rachel Upton-Rice with John Stillman.

Art Therapy: Creative and Effective
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Cancer Care

Cancer is complicated enough. Hematologic malignancies can 
be even more complex, since they encompass leukemia, lym-
phoma, myeloma and a host of other conditions. 

So it takes a wealth of diagnostic expertise coupled with a com-
prehensive and coordinated treatment strategy to optimize out-
comes for patients with cancers of the blood, bone marrow and 
lymph nodes, as well as those with nonmalignant blood disorders. 

It’s the type of approach embraced by experts at the Maroone 
Cancer Center’s Department of Hematology and Blood Disorders.

“When you have a complex problem, you want to deal with it 
in a comprehensive way,” says hematologist-oncologist Chakra 
Chaulagain, MD, FACP. “We’re working as a team. Establish-
ing an accurate diagnosis and developing a treatment plan in 
a collaborative way is at the center of our multidisciplinary 
hematologic malignancy program.”

The Team Approach

At the Maroone Cancer Center, patients receive world-class 
care from a team of board-certified hematologist-oncologists, 
dedicated hematopathologists and hematology-trained nurses 
and nurse practitioners. They also benefit from the expertise 
and support of chemotherapy-specialist pharmacists, nutrition-
ists, and experts in art and music therapy. 

This comprehensive team approach drives the Maroone Can-
cer Center’s new inpatient hematology unit, a unique area for 
patients with complex blood cancers who require complicated 
chemotherapy regimens. “It is unusual in community hospitals 

Advanced Multidisciplinary  
Hematologic Care

Maroone Cancer Center experts provide comprehensive, 

compassionate care for patients across the spectrum  

of hematologic disorders. 

to have a dedicated inpatient hematologic oncology unit,” says 
hematologist-oncologist Chieh-Lin Fu, MD. “That’s something 
that sets us apart.”

The hematology specialists further exemplify the team 
approach by collaborating on complex cases with fellow 
experts at Cleveland Clinic’s Taussig Cancer, in Ohio. They also 
work regularly with colleagues in radiation and surgical oncol-
ogy, as well as other disciplines, to manage all facets of cancer 
care in a compassionate manner.

“Many of our patients are extremely sick, so they need highly 
specialized subspecialties,” says Wesam Ahmed, MD, PhD, Sec-
tion Head of Leukemia and Bone Marrow Transplantation at the 
Maroone Cancer Center. “What separates us from other institu-
tions is the patients-first approach that we follow. Our patients are 
treated as if they are our family members. We treat the patients 
and their families the way we would want to be treated.”

Cutting-Edge Treatments

The Maroone Cancer Center’s experts employ the latest treat-
ments to provide world-class care for patients with cancerous 
and nonmalignant hematological diseases. 

For instance, with the help of next-generation genetic sequenc-
ing, our specialists can offer new targeted therapies and 
immunotherapy treatments that augment or replace standard 
chemotherapy while improving patients’ quality of life. 

“Many of our patients are on these targeted therapy drugs,” 
Dr. Ahmed explains. “In some cases, these drugs show a good 
response even when chemotherapy has failed. So, it’s great for us 
to be able to offer that treatment here at Cleveland Clinic Florida.”

Our physician researchers also are leading clinical trials of 
new therapies that should continue to reshape the treatment 
landscape and expand the options available to patients with 
hematological disorders.

“These aggressive blood cancers, like acute leukemia, are in 
older patients, and they cannot tolerate chemotherapy,” Dr. Fu 
adds. “Therefore, these new agents, which are more tolerable, 
can be effective and really offer an alternative to what may not 
have been a good option at all.”

Wesam Ahmed, MD (center) and hematology inpatient unit staff meeting 
with a patient during rounds.

Hematology Multidisciplinary Team 



3 | ClevelandClinicFlorida.org /CancerTalk

Cancer Innovat ions

Chakra Chaulagain, MD (left) and Rawaa Bahamonde, RN (right) 
administering rituximab hyaluronidase injection to a patient.

Cancer cells are clever. They’re able to evade your immune sys-
tem’s defenders and continue their deadly spread. If you have 
hematologic cancers, your immune system needs a guidance 
system of sorts to identify cancer cells and eradicate them. 

Enter Immunotherapy

At the Maroone Cancer Center, the future of hematologic can-
cer treatment is now, as our specialists are offering patients 
cutting-edge therapies that help the immune system target 
blood cancers. And, they’re employing new chemotherapy 
approaches that offer more convenience to certain patients.

“It’s an exciting time because we have a number of new 
agents that are very effective,” says hematologist-oncologist 
Chakra Chaulagain, MD, FACP. “We are bringing a lot of newly 
approved therapies to the Maroone Cancer Center because we 
have the skill and the ability to deliver these medications.”

Chemotherapy with Convenience

Rituximab is a commonly used chemotherapy drug for patients 
with B-cell leukemia and lymphoma. The initial intravenous 
infusion of the drug takes about four to six hours to administer, 
with subsequent infusions requiring 90 minutes to two hours, 
Dr. Chaulagain says.

The Maroone Cancer Center is now offering rituximab hyal-
uronidase, a subcutaneous injection that can be given in a 
fraction of the time, less than 10 minutes. Before receiving the 
injection though, patients must first tolerate at least two doses 
of intravenous rituximab, Dr. Chaulagain advises.

“It’s a very simple procedure,” he adds. “The efficacy is the 
same as intravenous rituximab, and it offers a lot of conve-
nience for the patient.”

Engaging Immunity

With their new inpatient hematology unit and a wealth of 
expertise, Maroone Cancer Center hematology specialists 
are well equipped to offer newly approved and experimental 
immunotherapy and targeted treatments for hematologic can-
cers and other blood disorders.

Among these treatments is inotuzumab ozogamicin, an immu-
notherapy drug that attaches to cancer cells expressing a 
certain protein and allowing them to be targeted while healthy 
cells are spared. The treatment is approved for patients with 
relapsed or refractory B-cell acute lymphoblastic leukemia, 

More Tools in the Fight  
Against Hematologic Diseases

Maroone Cancer Center specialists have a new arsenal  

to treat patients with blood disorders more safely,  

effectively and conveniently. 

who have few treatment options available.

Researchers also are making inroads against systemic amyloid 
light-chain (AL) amyloidosis, a disease characterized by an 
accumulation of amyloid proteins that damages various tissues 
and organs. A specialist in AL amyloidosis, Dr. Chaulagain has 
several patients with the disease who have responded well to 
daratumumab, a newer drug approved for treating multiple 
myeloma. “AL amyloidosis is a rare disease,” he explains. “To 
find a doctor who specializes in it is difficult.”

A new immunotherapy drug, isatuximab, is under study for use 
in AL amyloidosis patients who have failed other treatments. Dr. 
Chaulagain says he and his colleagues plan to offer this investi-
gational drug as part of a clinical trial sometime in 2019.

Additionally, the Maroone Cancer Center will be the only center 
in South Florida taking part in a Phase III clinical trial of another 
investigational immunotherapy drug, sutimlimab, for primary 
cold agglutinin disease, a rare disorder in which the immune 
system destroys healthy red blood cells. This disease has no 
specific treatment, aside from corticosteroids and chemotherapy. 

“Studies in rare diseases like this where there is an unmet need 
are very important,” Dr. Chaulagain says. “When we choose a 
clinical trial, we look for something that is going to be novel, 
something that will work for our patients, will likely be approved 
and become the new standard of care in hematology.”

A Look to the Future

As researchers continue to refine targeted therapy and immu-
notherapy treatments, Dr. Chaulagain envisions a day when 
chemotherapy—and its toxic side effects—is no longer the 
norm for treating blood cancers. And, he says, the Maroone 
Cancer Center will continue to be at the forefront of hemato-
logic cancer care.

“We are likely moving into a future where hematologic malig-
nancies are treated with immunotherapy alone or in combina-
tion with targeted therapies,” he explains. “Once we limit the 
role of chemotherapy and maximize the role of immunotherapy 
and targeted therapies, the serious side effects will go away 
and the treatment of blood cancers will be much improved.”



4 | ClevelandClinicFlorida.org /CancerTalk

Caregiver Corner

Alexandra Wagner, CNP, APRN, joined the Maroone Cancer Center Department of Hematology 
and Blood Disorders in February 2019. A certified nurse practitioner, she provides care primarily 
for patients in the department’s new inpatient hematology unit.

She chose a career in hematology-oncology to connect with patients and make a difference in their 
lives and the lives of their families.

“It can be as simple as smiling to someone one day, or it can be something more major, like 
changing their medications and making them feel better physically and emotionally,” she says. 
“You build a nice rapport with patients.”

Previously, Wagner worked at Holy Cross Hospital in Fort Lauderdale, following employment at 
Nicklaus Children’s Hospital in Miami, and Broward Health in Fort Lauderdale.

A New Jersey native, she earned her master’s degree from the family nurse practitioner program at the University of Miami and a 
BSN in nursing from Nova Southeastern University.

Rachel Upton-Rice, MPS, ATR-BC, LCAT, is a creative arts therapist who provides an array of 
creative and therapeutic services to patients at the Maroone Cancer Center. Before coming to 
Cleveland Clinic Florida in October 2018, she worked in the Behavioral Health Services  Depart-
ment at University of Miami Hospital and as a creative arts therapist for the Palm Beach Music 
Therapy Institute.
 
Ms. Upton-Rice schedules individual, couples and family art therapy sessions Monday through 
Friday,  from 9 a.m. to  4 p.m., holds art therapy open studio sessions Tuesdays and Thursdays, 
from 11 a.m. to noon, and offers monthly theme-based art therapy groups and workshops. She 
also runs a daily “Art Cart” to bring art-making materials and the creative process to patients 
undergoing various treatments  in  the  infusion  suites.
 
For more information or to schedule an appointment, call Rachel Upton-Rice at 954.487.2367 
or through our appointment line at 954.659.5840.

Introducing New Staff

We are pleased to welcome the newest members of our growing cancer care team. 

CONTACT OUR EXPERTS

To contact our experts, call 954.659.5840.

Wednesday, October 16th 
GET YOUR PINK ON!

Grab a girlfriend and GET YOUR PINK ON! 
Join us for an exciting women’s event, with 
fun activities and wellness information. Enjoy 
food and drinks, shopping and an informative 
program featuring health talks from Cleveland  
Clinic Florida’s Maroone Cancer Center 
specialists in the field of breast cancer. Breast 
cancer risk assessments available.

S A V E  T H E  D A T E
Egil and Pauline Braathen Center 
2950 Cleveland Clinic Boulevard 
Weston, FL 33331
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Clinical Trials
Maroone Cancer Center is participating in the PANTHER trial, 
a multicenter, international Phase 3 study examining the com-
bination of pevonedistat and azacitidine for patients with acute 
myelogenous leukemia (AML), higher-risk myelodysplastic 
syndromes (MDS) or chronic myelomonocytic leukemia.

Pevonedistat binds to and inhibits an enzyme, NAE, and in 
doing so may help inhibit the proliferation and survival of 
tumor cells. Azacitidine is a chemotherapy drug already used 
in MDS treatment.

The study will enroll approximately 450 participants (includ-
ing five to six at Maroone Cancer Center), who will be randomly 
assigned to receive the combination therapy or azacitidine alone.

“Pevonedistat is the first in this class of drugs to be developed. 
It is an area of unmet need, and these two drugs together have 
shown a very good treatment response,” says trial principal 
investigator Wesam Ahmed, MD, PhD, Section Head of Leukemia 
and Bone Marrow Transplantation at the Maroone Cancer Center. 
“These newer drugs are showing very promising results, suggest-
ing they can work even better than chemotherapy.”

DrConnect® (for physicians)
Our practice-tested DrConnect® service elevates the team 
approach to a new level by giving you and your staff an 
instantaneous, comprehensive and secure online view of your 
patients’ treatment progress while at Cleveland Clinic. With 
DrConnect®, our specialty care becomes a seamless part of 
your practice, providing you with added confidence when 
making decisions regarding the next step in your patients’ care.

To get more information or to sign-up online, please visit 
clevelandclinic.org/drconnect or call our DrConnect® help desk 
at 877.224.7367. 

Request for Medical Records

To request medical records, please contact Health Information 
Management at 954.659.5000.

For more information, visit our Patient Resource and Education 
Center on the 1st Floor of the Braathen Center, or call 
954.659.5840. Additional resources are available on the  
web at clevelandclinicflorida.org/supportservices.

Cancer Resources

“Many patients diagnosed with AML or higher-risk MDS are 
older than 70,” Dr. Ahmed continues. “Many of them have 
other co-morbidities and are not able to tolerate aggressive 
chemotherapy, so we don’t have good treatment options for 
them. This opens a new era of options for these patients.”

Anyone interested in participating in the trial should contact 
Sharon Lew, Cancer Research Program Supervisor at the 
Maroone Cancer Center, at 954.487.2258. More information 
on this trial can be found at clevelandclinicflorida.org/ 
cancerresearch.

Clinical Trials at Your Fingertips 
Our free Cancer Clinical Trials app—  
available for iPhone®, iPad®, Android™ 
phone and tablet—can keep you  
and your patients up-to-date on  
Cleveland Clinic’s more than 100  
active cancer trials. 

This app is available for download at  
myclevelandclinic.org/cancer or the App Store on iTunes.

Patient Appointment Center
To schedule an appointment with one of our specialists, 
patients may call 877.463.2010.

Support Services
• Art Therapy and Counseling Services – 954.487.2367
• Caring Touch Services – 954.659.5840

• Dietary Services and Nutritional Counseling – 
954.487.2253

• Life Coach and Holistic Psychotherapy Services – 
954.659.5838

• Social Work Services – 954.659.5604
• Support Groups – 954.487.2237
• Wig Boutique and Wellness Store

- Reiki
- Reflexology
- Chair Yoga

- Gentle Yoga
- Craniosacral 

Therapy

- Gentle 
Therapeutic 
Massage
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Follow us on Twitter @Cancer_CCFla


