SHE IS ONE OF MY HEROES

It was back in April of 2005.  She noticed a little change in the nipple on one breast.  It wasn’t much, but it was different.  The change nagged at her.  After all, she is a registered nurse and she knows the warning signs of cancer.  Could this be…?

But, she was only 35 at the time.  Her mom had never had breast cancer.  This couldn’t be anything, could it?  She came in to see her nurse practitioner (RNP) who suggested the next step.  It was time to do a mammogram and maybe an ultrasound.  The RNP felt a little area, it was only pea-sized, but it was different.  The mammogram was inconclusive.  A fellow nurse had checked her breast and told her that it was probably only a cyst; maybe she should give it time to resolve.  A biopsy appointment did get delayed for 2 months, but the changes didn’t go away.  

Her mind kept going over this: She was 35, this couldn’t be cancer!  Nobody in her mom’s family had breast cancer; she couldn’t be the first could she?  She knew lots of women get breast cysts; that had to be what this was, even her friend said so.  There was that family history on her dad’s side, though.  Two of his sisters had died in their 40’s from breast cancer.  Could that be passed down through a man?   

One thing she couldn’t ignore, there was an unexplained change in her breast and she did know the warnings signs of cancer.  She knew what she had to do.  She went ahead with the biopsy.  The impossible, the unimaginable, the unfathomable was true.  She had BREAST CANCER!  Her world had just changed.  It changed for her, but it also changed for her husband, her kids, her parents, her friends, her colleagues, and even for me.  

So much has happened in these last five years!  It would take a book to detail it all and another book to detail her reactions.  Maybe one day, she’ll give us that.  For now she has shared with us inspiration along the way.  

First there was the deluge of information and options.  She immediately became well-versed in oncology, the specialty of cancer treatment.  Eventually she would find out that she had a genetically increased risk for cancer of the other breast, the ovaries, and even the fallopian tubes.  She is a warrior in the true sense of the word.  She has now had both breasts removed and reconstructed.  She has had her uterus, her ovaries, and her tubes removed.  She has gone through extensive chemotherapy.  She has gone to surgeons, medical oncologists, surgical oncologists, radiation oncologists, gynecologists, and no doubt others she can’t even remember now.  All the time, she has been a wife, a mother, a nurse, and a friend.  

Yes, she is my hero!  She has been a bright and shining spirit who has met an extraordinary challenge.  She is now five years out.  She is always Tracy with a smile.  She is not her disease or her medical history.  She is just Tracy, a wonderful and special lady.  She has taught us all so much.  

Don’t ignore the warnings signs of cancer.  The enemy is real and will just keep attacking unless you become a warrior like Tracy!  A change in your breast, a change in stooling, a cough that won’t go away, a skin lesion that won’t heal, or a mole that is changing are just some of the signs.  Pay attention to your family history on both sides.  Just because a cancer is associated with one sex or the other, doesn’t mean that you can’t inherit an increased risk from either your mother or father.  See to your checkups and follow those recommendations; get your tests done!  Most of all, don’t delay! 

Importantly, for those who have fought, or are fighting, remember you are much more than your cancer.  You are special, each in your own way.  Don’t let the cancer take that away from you.  

Then there is the lesson we have learned from Tracy and Darrell, her husband; the lesson of dedication, commitment, and adoring love.  Thank you, Tracy Cox, RN.  You are my hero!  

