
Chapter 1

Tackling Breast Cancer 
One Step at a Time

In This Chapter
� Getting through the shock of finding out

� Understanding your diagnosis

� Predicting your treatment and outcome

� Preparing for treatment

� Moving on to the rest of your life

Breast cancer. Just hearing those words is enough to send a shiver down
any woman’s spine. Everyone has known at least one friend or family

member with the disease, and tragically, so many people have had a loved
one who fought bravely, but in the end, lost her battle with the disease. You
probably felt deeply for those women and their families, and most likely
helped them in one way or another.

But this time, it’s different. If you picked up this book, you’re likely the one
who felt a lump in the shower the other day or had a mammogram that your
doctor said looked suspicious and now wants you to have more tests. Or
maybe the worst thing you can imagine has happened: Your doctor just told
you that you have breast cancer, and you’re still in shock. Questions are
whirling through your head:

� How bad is it?

� Am I going to die?

� What treatment do I have to go through?

� Who’s going to look after my kids? My job?

� Does my insurance cover this stuff?

� How am I going to manage?
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And when you’re in shock (which is a completely normal reaction under
these circumstances), processing information becomes difficult. You can hear
the doctor’s words, but they seem to fly right over your head. You just can’t
seem to grasp what he or she is saying. You heard “breast cancer” and some-
thing about “surgery” and “prognosis,” and that’s where everything stopped.

If you or someone you love has been diagnosed with breast cancer, you’ve
come to the right place. We’ll guide you through the process of getting better
every step of the way, from diagnosis all the way to the rest of your life.

Staring Right Back at the 
Shocking News

The impact of the news that you have breast cancer may feel overwhelming
at the moment. The key to dealing with this overwhelming news is tackling it
one step at a time; taking it piece-by-piece, in little chunks. You may think
that you need to act immediately, but that seldom is the case, and your
doctor will let you know when it is. Chapter 4 gives you the basics about
breast cancer; that’s a good place to start getting a grip on what’s happening.
And check out Chapter 18, which tells you what to expect in terms of emo-
tions and how you can deal with them.

Searching for Treatment
You have time to read about your treatment options and who will serve as
members of your treatment team. Chapter 9 talks about treatment options
and your team (just call yourself coach). In fact, Part III features chapters that
describe the different treatment options, how effective they are, and what
their side effects are like. You discover more about which route you may
wind up taking: chemotherapy, radiation, or hormone therapy. And what
about surgery? Chapter 10 talks about the different surgical options and
describes who the candidates are for each of those options.

Take the time to think and feel. Give yourself a week or two to find out about
your cancer and what it entails (what kind of cancer it is, what stage it’s in,
whether it’s spread to your lymph nodes or other organs, and so on), con-
sider all your options, and then begin working on your treatment plans.
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Predicting Your Prognosis
You need to realize that part of the reason you’re suffering from uncontrol-
lable fear and anxiety is that you don’t know what you can expect to happen.
Understanding your particular diagnosis can help you feel more empowered.
Chapter 6 helps you read your pathology report, and Chapter 8 helps you
get into the nitty-gritty by answering that nagging question: “What are my
chances?”

The three important factors that you need to recognize when talking about
your predicted outcome or prognosis are that

� No one, not even your own doctor, can tell you for sure what your exact
prognosis is.

� The percentages are just projections, not absolutes. They’re based on
how large numbers of women in similar circumstances have done in the
past. And besides, many other factors can influence your individual
prognosis.

� Prognosis is measured in 5-year, 10-year or 20-year blocks. That doesn’t
mean that you’ll live only 5 (or 10 or 20) years; it’s just a way of measur-
ing outcomes. The survival rate tells you what percentage of women with
breast cancer live at least 5 or 10 years after being diagnosed. But
remember that many of these women live much, much longer.

The full details about the five stages of breast cancer can be found in Chapter 7.
Knowing about the particular stage of your breast cancer points to what your
treatment options are and what your prognosis is likely to be.

Talking with Family and Friends
So you’re a wreck. What about your partner? And the kids? They know that
something’s wrong.

Straight talk is the best policy. Be upfront with your partner and other mem-
bers of your family, talking about your fears. Chapter 19 can help you do just
that. Your partner, family, and friends are all so intent on helping you that you
wonder just how you’re going to be able to help them do that. Sit them down
with Chapter 20, which we’ve written just for them. And what about the kids?
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