Introduction
From the very moment I was diagnosed with Breast Cancer at age 34, I felt a drive, almost compulsion, to write about my experiences.  I felt that in some way I had a responsibility to prepare others who might follow in my footsteps or that may have a family member struggling with this disease.  So I set out to lay the framework for this "book".

I read and researched many books on the subject and realized that there is a great deal of material out there on coping with the disease and managing the side effects.  I began to worry that there was no approach that I could take that would provide a fresh perspective.  What could I say that hadn't been said before?  Then through a series of events I began to realize the element that I might be able to provide was humor.  

Laugh?  At such a serious disease? Surely I must not understand the severity of the illness!  On the contrary, I understand quite well.  I understand the fear of losing one's life at a young age and dealing with the fear of the unknown.  I watched my mother struggle with the same disease and fears as well.  But it came to me most distinctly through a phone call from a friend, that using humor to share some valuable lessons about coping could be exactly what many of us need.  And maybe it can teach us the most valuable lesson of all, to laugh at ourselves, to laugh at adversity.  Perhaps then we can become the self-actualized, healthy people we deserve to be.

I feel it prudent to add that I have the fondest memory of a fellow high school chum who was the proud bearer of an “artificial foot”.  For someone of high school age such an encumbrance could be laughable to his peers.  But he used it to his advantage.  Having the gift of a theatrical personality he would hide it in lockers, make allusions to having his “foot in his mouth”, there were numerous games to be played.  Not one of us laughed at him, we did however find that he made us laugh.  And NONE of us were uncomfortable with his physical challenge.  Which really made him less challenged and more special.  So perhaps the humor here can also serve a similar purpose.  Perhaps it can make a difficult subject more approachable, so that we can face our fears.

I also want to state that it isn’t my intention to write “knock your socks off” comedy here.  Rather, I have tried to find humor in challenging situations. You will find a few humorous anecdotes in this book and you might find some real advice and help in preparing for your own struggle.  And if you do, then I have accomplished my goal. There is one additional point I feel it necessary to make.  The suggestion that we find humor in these events that happen to us, is merely that.  Its just a suggestion.  It is also quite normal and necessary to cry.  I don’t pretend that this struggle is easy and I don’t wish to make light of a serious illness.  It is only my desire to make the struggle easier with a little laughter.  All I suggest is that each and every one of you take good care of yourselves and your loved ones in whatever way is comfortable and healthy for YOU.

Chapter One:  Surgery/Diagnosis

Has everyone seen my boob?!
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There is a phenomenon that occurs during diagnosis and in the weeks that follow, when suddenly that which is extremely personal seems to become everyone's business.  Just because of the nature of the illness your breast seems to become community property.  There were family members who wanted to "see", doctors who needed to "see" and people who may not have desired to "see" but got flashed anyway because I suddenly became used to baring my chest to the viewing public.  Alright, it wasn't like I was dancing topless, but I certainly had to get used to the idea that my breast was now a subject of interest for a legitimate reason.  The sooner I was able to accept this as either concern or professional necessity rather than an invasion of privacy the easier it was for me to cope with the situation.

Being comfortable with your body and having a sense of humor will serve you well.  It may seem too soon after the shock of being diagnosed to be able to laugh, but the sooner you can do so, the faster you will be on the road to recovery.  My sense of humor almost took over without my awareness at times and it probably shocked people.  One day early in my diagnosis I found myself chiding my radiation oncologist, who commented that my left breast was the "affected" one while the right breast was "unremarkable".  "Says who?” I asked with wry smile.  Since then we have had a fabulous rapport.  The doctors seem to appreciate a sense of humor in their patients.  They see the healthy attitude and know that they have someone who will work with them.

I do have to mention that my surgeon did such a fabulous job that I am still apt to show any curious parties his exceptional work.  This is after all, the man who is rumored to have done a biopsy on a pool table.  You can’t get any cooler than that.  He is still amazed at his own genius every time I go back for a follow up.  He's entitled to gloat.

 Hey, has everyone seen my boob?!

Coping with Chinese torture...Um

I mean mammograms.

Ok ladies, I think we all agree that a man had to have come up with this invention.  I had always heard my mother talk about going for her mammogram.  She and her little group of buddies made all the regular wisecracks about the joys of getting squished.  I was never really afraid to have one, but I knew I was definitely in for an experience when I finally made my way to what I will affectionately call "the machine".

Despite the fear in the air, I struggled to step outside myself and look in on how an event like this must look to the average person.  How would I look to someone else while standing there in a modified toga trying to remain modest and dignified with one boob hanging out?  Marching up to "the machine" and slapping "it" in there, I began to understand how milk cows might feel.  That was the image in my mind anyway.  Then it got worse. I never knew my boob could get that flat.  I wondered if it would eventually fluff back out.  I can also envision a moment when there is a fire alarm and everyone runs out of the office leaving me intimately intertwined with this device.  If I wanted to laugh or scream at that moment my hopes were dashed when the technician said, "Don't breathe".  I was amazed how good she was at telling me that right after all the air in my lungs had expired.  They must have special classes for that.

Oh and I must not forget the toga, or more specifically the lovely modified hospital gowns they provide for you to change into.  A departure from the standard hospital gown, these charming fashion statements can be a challenge as they have three armholes.  Do you know any women with 3 arms?  I certainly don't.  I guess they want to be politically correct and provide proper attire for any visiting 3-armed aliens who need mammograms. (If an alien has three arms, how many boobs does it have?)  A word to the wise, look for the tag.  I managed to get this thing on backwards every time until experience taught me to seek out the tag and make sure it went in the back.  If you can't find the tag, well good luck to you. Just put it on, you won't be in it long anyway. 
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Did I just get shot?!

If the nurse had not prepared me for the sound of the needle when I had my core biopsy, I certainly would have thought I must have arrived in time for target practice!  It is loud, and quite frankly I wondered for a second if a disgruntled ex-employee had wandered into the examining room.  A core biopsy is designed to get a significant crossection of tissue by using a hollow needle that removes tissue from the center of the mass.  I was still not quite used to people sticking needles in my breast.  I would soon learn to get used to it, much to my dismay.  I don’t think I’d ever get used to this noise.  It was a bit of a shock. 

They used a sonogram to locate the tumor and then prepared the needle. It sounded like a BB gun and looked a bit like a Duraflame lighter.  I had very honest medical professionals who explained this procedure fairly thoroughly, and that is invaluable when you have so many questions.  My advice from the start is to read as much as you can.  Arm yourself with knowledge and ask lots of questions so you won't be wondering if someone just nabbed you with a pellet gun.
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Technology may come and go but hospital gowns remain the same.

Why after all these years, after we send a man to the moon and develop the Internet, why can't they fix those darn hospital gowns?  Another word to the wise is prepared for the draft.  I know those things provide easy access to key areas, but there has to be a better way.  Some kind of panel that snaps, much like those in a pair of long johns would work for me.  Not only do we have to be embarrassed for ourselves while wearing these things, we have to be embarrassed for the other patients we inadvertently get to "view".  A gal pal of mine in her 50's found herself face to face with the cutest male nurse in the hospital.  Cancer and her age did not stop her from flirting incessantly with him until she realized she was completely exposed and hanging out the back of her wheelchair.  Suddenly modesty found its way back into her life.  What a shame.

Maybe this is really why they give us Morphine in the hospital.  It isn't for the pain; it’s for the humiliation.  Once I was back from surgery and "high on life" I noticed I didn't care so much anymore.  I think my family protected me from my temporary lack of modesty.  They seemed to keep me covered for visitors and even just for my peace of mind.  I suppose they all realized that when I came to my senses I would be mortified to know that my buns had been as much on display as my boob.

A small footnote to this section, my father recently had some outpatient surgery and was instructed to slip into the hospital gown provided.  I always knew he was the creative sort and due to the fact that he could not reach around to adequately tie the gown in the back, he solved the dilemma by turning it around and tying it in the front.  The hospital staff was quite amused, it seems they had never seen that one done before.  Leave it to my family to come up with the unorthodox solution to this dressing dilemma.  I'm not sure I recommend this procedure to everyone but it’s definitely a thought!
I'm a walking satellite?

If my doctor had not outlined this next procedure in some detail, I would have thought I was in an episode of the "Twilight Zone".  They call it wire localization.  I call it bizarre.  They did numb the area and I must admit I barely felt anything through the entire process, but this procedure involved inserting a thin wire into the breast to locate a small questionable mass.  Using a sonogram, the wire was then inserted into the mass so that the surgeon would not have to search excessively to locate the area.  Sounds reasonable enough, BUT ever sit up with a wire sticking out of your boob?  Again I was in no pain, it’s just the visual image here that seems a bit extreme.  Apparently this is enough to cause women to faint.   They kept asking me if I was ok and had a wheelchair standing by.

Just when I thought life couldn’t get any weirder.  They escort me back to "the machine" for what else?  A mammogram.  Yes, I have a wire sticking straight out of my breast and they want to stick it in "the machine" and smash it flat again.  How did I get to this party?  I did look like a human antennae and I did wonder what kind of reception I could get.  I could have a whole new career.  Some women that have this procedure report being given a Styrofoam cup to cover the end of the wire.  I suppose this is to prevent eye injury to the patient or any unsuspecting passersby.  I was not given a cup.  I think I must have been deprived.  It seems they were still waiting for me to faint as people kept asking me if I needed that wheelchair.  I proudly proclaimed, "Its my boob not my leg!" and went on to the next adventure.          
Morphine, breakfast of champions.
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Ahhh, one of the small joys in life, Morphine in the hospital.  I remember waking up smiling.  I smiled as they rolled me down the hall.  I smiled in the elevator.  I smiled at complete strangers passing me by.  I think I even smiled at the walls.  I felt pretty darn good and enjoyed it while it lasted.  Of course as with all great things in life, joy turns to nausea pretty quick.  For those of us with weak stomachs it happens even quicker.  The nurses tried their best to keep my tummy quiet but it would not cooperate.  Truthfully I think it best to let the stomach speak its mind and get it all out.  Then everyone can get some sleep.  (Unless someone staying with you snores.)

One little side note on this wonder drug, you might want to have access to a back scratcher.  Actually you may just want a "whole body scratcher".  As I began to scratch at the imaginary fleas on my body, a girlfriend of mine explained to me that Morphine makes you itch.  It seems to be a side effect of many pain medications.  Even my palms itched, and how do you scratch your palms really?  Trust me when you try to do that you look a little strange.  Want to guess what this girlfriend of mine gave me for Christmas?  A back scratcher, what else?

We all knew we'd need support hose someday, but we thought we'd be wearing them on our legs.

Lymphedema (swelling) is a real concern for women who have had axillary dissections in addition to either a lumpectomy or a mastectomy.  An axillary dissection involves the removal of lymph nodes under the armpit.  Everyone made sure they told me not to overuse my left arm, I mean everyone.  Quite honestly I couldn't raise it above chest level for a while, but once I could, being the obstinate person that I am I decided to walk the dog.  Brilliant idea, I know.  Of course she decided to wrap her leash around my body causing me to shift control to my left arm.  She is also a Siberian Husky, and a Husky's job and mission in life is to PULL.  So she did.  I am not sure if it was that event specifically or combinations of events much like it that caused me to have some mild swelling in my left arm.  I had been duly warned to report any swelling to my doctor as soon as possible.  Fortunately I at least paid attention to that and let the doctor know quickly.

Though the swelling was extremely mild, my doctor thought it best as a preventative measure to go ahead and get fitted for a compression sleeve.  Basically this looks like support hose for your arm. Well it is support hose for your arm, albeit expensive support hose.  They say it’s made out of a special material and I want to believe that, as much as I paid for it.  I must admit though, it felt nice when I put it on.  The principle is that the pressure assists the proper drainage of the remaining lymph nodes.  Additionally, after surgery there is a "pins and needles" sensation in the back of the arm.  Because of its tight fit the sleeve restricts the movement of this tissue and it can feel like quite a relief to keep that "stuff" from moving around.  (And that "stuff" was getting flabbier by the day.)  I don't wear mine all the time; if I did I would probably get more help moving things around.  Next time I have to carry a heavy bag I'll remember that.
Post-Operative care; the stuffed animal phenomenon.

Before and after my surgery I became the proud recipient of an entire menagerie of stuffed animals.  I am not sure how to explain this phenomenon; I only know that it exists.  People like to give them to you so let them.  I found that I actually enjoyed their comfort and sleeping with one in a strategic location under my arm actually provided some pain/pressure relief.  I liken this strange occurrence to the same force that propels people to buy you towels or dishes when you get married.  It simply is the best choice for the event.  No matter how many you have, you can always have more.  I tried to rotate them each night so that none of them felt left out.  I suppose its frightening to see a grown woman sleeping with a stuffed unicorn or bunny and its even more frightening that she worries about its feelings, but at least I could tell the person who gave it to me that I did indeed have use for it.
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Right before Christmas my husband came home with an early gift for me.  He walked in with a giant stuffed Siberian Husky bearing an uncanny resemblance to our "real" dog.  This stuffed toy was so realistic that it has on occasion shocked people into wondering what the dog was doing in the house on the bed.  This particular Husky doesn't pull anyone's arms out of their sockets either, a big plus!  I carried it around for weeks forsaking all other stuffed animals.  I know, I know. For shame, for shame!  It evened out in the end.  Now what I'm going to do with all of these critters I have absolutely no idea.  Actually I think I'm going to go get that dog right now.  I miss her.  How old a woman am I again?
Oh the joy of Christmas...?!

I think everyone felt very concerned that I would have to spend my Christmas holiday recuperating from surgery.  On the contrary, if I had to do it, I'm glad that I was able to do so at such a special time of year.  It was a joy to look out my hospital window to the oversized lighted Christmas tree below.  If you have a choice, I highly recommend scheduling surgery near the holiday.  Nurses are less grumpy, doctors are more benevolent and people have time to come and visit you.  Lets not forget about holiday fashions either!  How many times a year do you get to see nurses sporting smiling Santa's on their frocks?  Not to mention receptionists with blinking earrings.  Even the doctor's get into the spirit.  My surgeon drew a smiling snowman on one of my bandages.  It really is the small things that make a difference.

I also racked up in the fleece wardrobe department.  Everyone bought me comfort clothes for Christmas.  Now I'm a sassy kind of girl myself and usually like to sport more form fitting, sophisticated attire, but at this particular time I was happy for the warm fuzzies I kept getting in all the boxes.  Never mind that I did on occasion look like an upright sheep.  I was warm and soft, just like the stuffed animal collection I had accumulated.  And my husband liked to touch me too, well more like pet me like the dog but who's complaining?
Look out for Jerry Springer!  He will suck you in...

Ok, here is the worst problem I faced during my recuperation period.  Yes, it was my addiction to Jerry Springer.  It wasn't the soap operas I found compelling. I slept during the day.  But as I began to channel surf on the television on those sleepless nights, Jerry called to me.  I honestly believe that it was the whole concept that I could watch people who have more problems than me.  Oh what a terrible thought process, I should be taken out and flogged.  Nonetheless I found myself riveted.  I was drawn to watch the woman who had to stop her daughter from marrying her former stepfather.  I was engulfed in the "Baby, I'm really a man" episodes.  I even began to chant Steve's name when the audience would call for him.  But my absolute favorite involved the girl who found her guy cheating with another man while he was wearing a leopard print bra and panties.  I know it's not PBS.  Some people have drug problems, some people alcohol.  I had Jerry Springer.
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What's worse it that it didn't stop with Jerry Springer.  Like a naive person drawn into the world of drugs, I started out on Springer and moved to Court TV.  I tried them all; Judge Judy, Curtis Court, Judge Mills Lane.  I was addicted to ignorance.  I simply had to see whose dog bit whom and which roommate got the boot.  I am slowly and gradually weaning myself off of these shows.  Nonetheless it is an uphill battle.  Once drawn in it is difficult to escape this world.  My husband can't understand and I don't expect him to.  I am moving in the right direction and soon I will be free of this compulsion.  Its like they always say; "...one day at a time."

