


‘You have to pay attention to your poop’: Colon cancer survivor pushes for earlier detection

Three days after her 40th birthday in February, Michelle Levine received a diagnosis she never expected: colon cancer. With no family history of the disease and a healthy lifestyle, the Montreal-area Pilates mat and reformer instructor never imagined she would become a statistic in the growing number of younger adults diagnosed with colorectal cancer. Now cancer-free, the Pierrefonds resident wants to help others.
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Three days after her 40th birthday in February, Michelle Levine received a diagnosis she never expected: colon cancer. With no family history of the disease and a healthy lifestyle, the Montreal-area Pilates mat and reformer instructor never imagined she would become a statistic in the growing number of younger adults diagnosed with colorectal cancer. Now cancer-free, the Pierrefonds resident wants to help others.
“You have to pay attention to your poop,” Levine said in an interview with The Suburban. “It’s the only way for you to know there’s something wrong.”
Breaking the taboo
Levine experienced symptoms for months before her diagnosis, initially attributing it to nutrition or stress. Although she was in good shape and her doctor was not concerned, further testing revealed cancer that required chemotherapy, followed by surgery. “Any time you see a significant change for an extended amount of time in your bowel movements, you need to get it checked out,” she said.
Fortunately, Levine sought medical attention before the cancer progressed. “In my situation, because I didn’t wait, they detected it very early, and it was able to be treated and dealt with very quickly, thankfully.”
Her oncologist told her that doctors were seeing more younger patients with colorectal cancer, with environmental factors potentially playing a role. The causes of the increase remain uncertain. Levine believes a lack of public discussion contributes to the problem, particularly among women. “We talk about breast cancer a lot when it comes to women. Get checked. Look into it,” she said. “It’s what I’ve been talked to about my entire life. No one has ever spoken about, truthfully, any other type of cancer.”
She believes screening should begin at a younger age and says patients must advocate for themselves. “It’s about fighting for your rights when it comes to your health, and it’s about really pushing if you feel like something is wrong.”
Routine screening guidelines are not a reason to ignore symptoms. People experiencing persistent changes in bowel habits, blood in their stool or unexplained abdominal discomfort should consult a health-care professional regardless of their age.
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Turning survival into action
Levine has shared her cancer journey openly on social media, explaining her symptoms, diagnosis and treatment in the hope that others will recognize warning signs sooner. “I don’t think hiding this is going to help anyone,” she said. “I think the ability to share the information as vocally and as widespread as possible will give people a little bit more confidence when they’re talking to their doctors or asking for more help.”
That commitment inspired The Tushy Collective, an initiative she created to raise awareness and funds for colorectal cancer awareness, early detection and patient support. “I don’t want to call it fun, but I do want to make it fun again because it encourages more people to talk about it,” Levine said.
The name uses humour to make an uncomfortable subject more approachable, particularly for younger people who may assume cancer is something to worry about later in life.
Before her diagnosis, Levine spent 16 years in the corporate luxury fashion industry while developing her passion for fitness. She continued teaching Pilates reformer throughout chemotherapy, pausing only during her surgical recovery. Today, she teaches at studios in Montreal and Laval and is focused on health and wellness. The experience has also deepened her appreciation for the people around her.
“I’m grateful to be able to have such a strong support system,” she said. “I’m lucky that my friends and my family and my community were here for me, and that’s what helped me get out on the other side.”
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A fundraiser with a purpose
The Tushy Collective’s inaugural event takes place Sunday, Nov. 8 at Nubarre in Laval, featuring three, 45-minute mat Pilates classes at 2, 3, and 4 p.m. The event will include a matcha bar, a customization station and goodie bags. Tickets cost $45, with all ticket-sale proceeds going to the Colorectal Cancer Resource & Action Network (CCRAN), which provides patient support, information and early-detection advocacy. “I’m hoping to raise funds because there’s never enough money to help everyone who needs it,” Levine said.
More information and event details are available at thetushycollective.com.
Levine acknowledges that cancer was not an easy experience, but she believes her determination, positive outlook and community support helped her through it.
“I always knew it would be fine, and that mindset, I think, also helped me get out the other side positively,” she said.
Her message to others is clear: Do not dismiss symptoms, do not assume you’re too young, and do not let embarrassment prevent you from seeking help. “It’s easy for us to do. We live a busy life. Everyone puts their health, unfortunately, to the side in a lot of ways saying, ‘It’s fine. This couldn’t possibly happen to me.’”
For Levine, breaking that silence is key. Because sometimes, paying attention to your poop — and having the courage to talk about it — can save your life.
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