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Preface

I did not begin 2010 with the expectation of going on a life 
journey of such great proportions. But 2010 became a life 
changing year when I was diagnosed with breast cancer just 
one week into the New Year. Nevertheless, it became a year of 
great lessons and blessings as I navigated the strange waters of 
a disease which has become all too common in today’s world. 
Fortunately, I did not have to walk this journey alone. I was 
accompanied by precious women who had walked ahead of 
me on the pink ribbon road. In addition, I was blessed with 
an amazing medical team cobbled together from a variety of 
practices and settings. Furthermore, I was blessed with the care, 
encouragement and prayers of family, friends and strangers 
who made time to hold me in their hearts. I invite you to take a 
look into my world as I recorded my experiences along this way.

However, I do have some warnings for you. Most of the 
materials in this book are journal entries I wrote during 
the treatment process. I tried to stay true to what I was 
experiencing at the moment; therefore, the entries are in no way 
intended to be used as medical advice, nor are my moments 
of frustration an indictment of the wonderful people who 
provided care for me. Sometimes I was frustrated by a situation 
I felt could have been handled better, but sometimes I was the 
one who should actually have been handling things better. I 
have simply recorded my experiences and emotions as honestly 
as I could as they were originally reflected in my thoughts and 
feelings at the moment. In a few cases, I have added a section 
of reflection or updates to clarify something that eventually 
looked to me like a misconception on my part, or lack of 
understanding of how medical care is delivered today. After 
all, I graduated from nursing school in 1980 and left the health 
care profession as an employee about 10 years later. A lot has 
changed in the ensuing years and I experienced the impact of 
those changes.
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I believe I was blessed with some of the best doctors and nurses 
and health care providers in the world. I also occasionally 
ran into some individuals I felt provided less than stellar care. 
It is important to recognize that selecting a medical team is 
a complicated process. Besides getting the most medically 
competent provider, one needs to have good rapport with 
one’s caregivers. That means one needs a good fit between 
the personalities of the caregiver and the patient, as well as a 
good fit with the physical location where care is delivered. My 
city has several excellent cancer treatment centers and many 
very competent and talented physicians, nurses and other 
professionals who practice in all of these locations. The ones 
who cared for me are, in my opinion, some of the best there 
are, but that doesn’t mean that those I didn’t choose are less 
competent. It just means my providers were great fits for me. 
For these reasons, I have chosen not to use the names of those 
doctors providing care for me. The major point of this book is 
not to endorse nor condemn health care providers or places; 
instead, my purpose in publishing this book is to offer hope 
and encouragement to other women who may have to walk this 
route.

This book is also not intended to be a medical guide for making 
difficult decisions about treatment of a complicated disease. It is 
my understanding that breast cancer takes many forms. It also 
impacts one’s perception of self and one’s partner’s perception 
of the one who gets the diagnosis. The treatment I chose was 
right for me but not necessarily right for others. There are many 
hard decisions that must be made relatively quickly when this 
disease presents. I have simply recorded my thought process as 
I made choices and looked for confirmation that I had made the 
right ones for me. But that does not mean that my decisions and 
choices are the best ones for the next woman who will have to 
make hard decisions about her treatment. Please read this book 
as my emotional and spiritual journey shared with the hope it 
will encourage and bless others who may be struggling with the 
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hard facts of breast cancer or some other difficult life challenge. 
My journey became a year of blessings as well as challenges 
with humor sprinkled along the way as a delightful bonus. 

Many times as I wrote, I also prayed. I have recorded my 
conversations with God in italics. These are not the only prayers 
I prayed during those long months, not by a long shot! But they 
are the prayers I prayed as I wrote in my journal. God faithfully 
answered and patiently taught me along the pink ribbon way. I 
am exceedingly grateful for his tender mercies toward me. I am 
also grateful for the sweet friends who walked along side me on 
this journey. In most cases I have used only their first names 
and in some cases I disguised their identity to protect their 
own story. In reality, I would be happy to post their names on 
big billboards because they have been great sources of blessing 
to me. But ultimately, I want my friends to feel safe interacting 
with me without the worry that they might end up in my next 
book! So, dear unnamed friends, thank you for your love and 
support!

Finally, there are some people I do want to thank publicly for 
their help and support in the publishing process. Thank you 
from the bottom of my heart to my sweet husband, Ward, and 
our sons, Andrew and David, for encouraging me all along this 
journey. Thank you for letting me run the risk of embarrassing 
you to tell my story, our family story, of a challenging year. 
Thank you, Sara Allen, for pouring over my manuscript and 
offering many helpful suggestions before it reached the hands of 
my coaching editor. Your willingness to dedicate hours of work 
on my manuscript while writing your own book is amazing 
to me. Thank you, Alane Pearce, author coach extraordinaire, 
for guiding me through the world of self-publishing and book 
promotion. You helped me make this dream come true!  





Chapter One: January
Mammograms and Other Tests

January 5, Tuesday

This Does Not Look Good 
Come Monday, I hope this will all be happily over and I’ll 
be  spreading the word that our God has healed me. Come 
Monday, I hope I will be a woman with a new lease on life, 
plans to make,  dreams to fulfill, an old age to look forward to. I 
hope it will be glad Monday. 

But this is Tuesday; the Tuesday after Sad Monday. The 
radiologist called it a mass, and I was not surprised. I saw it 
as the ultrasound technician marked it on her machine–the 
machine they send you to when the second set of digital 
mammogram images confirm the alarms the first ones raised. 
Not that I was taken totally by shock. After all, pain in my left 
breast sent me to visit my gynecologist’s nurse practitioner 
a few days before Christmas. Although she felt no mass, this 
diagnostic mammogram was a precaution. A melanoma 
was removed from my arm last summer. And two aunts had 
recently died from cancer, one of them from breast cancer. I felt 
that I had moved from the category of a woman with no risk 
factors to one with glaring risks–a woman marked by genetics 
and probably too much sun bathing before we knew about 
sunscreens and cancer.
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So I am not surprised, or even very hopeful of a good outcome. 
I’ve already been to the internet and realize that breast cancer 
which presents with pain is not usually the good kind to have. 
I know that there are few treatment options for metastatic 
melanoma, if that’s what is growing there way too fast. The 
radiologist agreed with me when I used the word aggressive. 

“It’s not that it’s so big,” she said. “It’s only 0.6 centimeters. It’s that 
it appeared this large this fast. I went back to your mammogram 
from last year. There was nothing there–not even a shadow, just 
totally clear. It could be just a cyst, and we’ll hope that’s all it is,” 
she suggested. 

But I sensed that she really didn’t think that was the case, and 
neither did I. Come Monday, I hope she and I are both happily 
wrong. But Monday seems a long way off. Today I will count my 
blessings and take comfort in the numbers of people who hold 
me in their prayers. I wrap myself in the prayers of the saints like 
a talisman or warm blanket to stave off the cold fear that nips at 
the edges of my peace. Usually a private person, I have guarded 
carefully my minor scrapes with illness, but this time I keep 
adding myself to prayer chains of friends, Bible study partners 
and any who would be willing to pray for me.

Tracy came to sit with me yesterday afternoon and offer the 
comfortable presence of a niece who loves me. Then she called 
today just to see how I am doing. She has been ill herself with so 
many maladies that I am thankful she has the energy to call. She 
will take me for my biopsy tomorrow and that is fitting. She’s my 
daughter of my heart, the one my sister left me when she left this 
planet too soon herself. Sometimes women need other women 
with them, and tomorrow Tracy will be my companion, my sister 
in the Lord who will walk with me on this piece of my journey.

Last night, Tracy called and passed the telephone to her brother 
Michael Wayne. He said he had wanted to call but didn’t know 
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what to say. Then he thought about texting, but words eluded 
him in that medium as well. He told me for what it is worth 
that he said a prayer for me last night. For what it’s worth! It’s 
more precious than gold. God, the prayers I’ve offered up to 
you for this nephew who struggles against himself, the pull of 
the world, and you. If this is what it takes to call him to prayer, 
thank you.

Janet’s phone call yesterday morning was both a blessing 
and a call to action. “Start writing,” God seemed to speak to 
my heart, “because I’m going to surprise you with what I’m 
about to do.” Her call was another confirmation that God has 
everything under control. And strangely, it was also perhaps 
God’s whisper that this is not going to be an easy year. Come 
Monday, I will probably cry some more. I was supposed to 
teach Janet’s Powhatan Community Bible Study® (CBS) class 
next Wednesday, but she called to say she is ready to resume 
her teaching role–the one I’ve filled for her since September 
while she helped her teenage son do battle with his own 
cancer demon. Janet had no idea that I was wondering what to 
do about next Wednesday. Janet, like nearly everyone I know, 
didn’t even know I’d had a mammogram, much less a biopsy. 
I had been wondering what to do about next Wednesday’s 
class. I didn’t know if I would be able to concentrate enough 
to prepare a lecture, especially if the news is grim, or still 
uncertain. So God put it on her heart to call me and take back 
her rightful place a week early–thus blessing me, while also 
perhaps hinting at the inevitable as well. I also sensed that I’d 
better start writing down events of what was likely to be an 
eventful year.

I couldn’t bring myself to call Ward after the mammogram 
because he had a boatload of his own patients to get through 
on his first day back to work after the holidays. “He deserves 
to get through this first long day without complications,” I 
thought, even if the complication was me. I called Tracy, and 
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she said she would be over in the afternoon, after her own 
doctor’s appointment.

When I walked in the door at home, my son Andrew was 
rushing to get the old spa ready for removal before the 
electrician arrived to prepare for the new one arriving 
Wednesday. Then he and his brother David argued about 
whether Dave would help him outside in the bitter cold 
Virginia January. Next, Andrew’s girlfriend showed up and I 
held my feelings in as long as I could, trying to move about 
normally in a world turned sharply on edge.

Finally, the dyke of pent up fearfulness–no, more accurately, 
sadness, and dread, like a hammer about to fall–began to leak 
around the edges. Andrew walked into the kitchen, saw me 
dressed up and said, “Where have you been today mom?” 

 “For a mammogram,” I replied. He must have read some 
fear in my face.

 “Is everything OK?” he asked.
 “No,” I answered with tears in my voice and eyes, but not 

yet on my cheeks. 
“Come upstairs and talk to me,” he replied. 

And this time, I dutifully followed him up the steps, like a 
child follows her parent, roles reversed; but eager, actually, 
to tell someone face to face. As we stepped into my room, I 
began to cry, and he came and pulled me tightly to his chest. 
He held me and let me cry. How striking that it is my son who 
wipes my tears, hugs me tight, and longs to make everything 
right, as I did for him so many times when he was young. 

But we’re both adults now, and this threat is serious, not easily 
banished with a kiss on the boo-boo or a cookie or some other 
handy distraction. Still, for whatever time I have left, I will 
cherish that tender moment with my strong son’s arms around 
me. We called David upstairs, and I told him my dreadful 
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news. Both boys offered words of encouragement, and then 
David said, “Can I tell my praying buddies?” 

“Of course you can,” I answered. 

And thus began the wrapping of myself in prayers. There’s 
comfort knowing that I am wrapped in the blankets of prayer 
warriors whom I have never met. I think of the strangers I 
have prayed for because someone knew someone who knew 
me. And now I am some praying one’s stranger and I’m 
thankful that someone knows someone who knows me. I am 
thankful that someone prays for David’s mom, or Ward’s wife, 
or her Community Bible Study® (CBS) sister, or a friend of a 
friend of a friend.

There was another prayer warrior who called me yesterday. 
As I stood in the Ukrops grocery line, where I had popped 
in after the mammogram to grab a few items, Alice Kish 
rang my cell phone to be sure I was still available to sub for 
the CBS home school teens on Thursday. Of the Christians 
I know, Alice was certainly one welcome voice. She has her 
own compelling story of God’s grace and miracles extended to 
her son years ago during a farming accident. By all accounts, 
the accident should have been fatal. But he survived, and not 
only survived but thrives today–a nearly grown teen with no 
handicaps from the tractor, which ran over the little child’s 
chest. I was glad to hear the voice of one who had faced death 
with the grace and power of God.

I cupped my hand around the phone and my mouth to 
speak quietly my dreadful news so strangers could not hear. 
“Don’t cry,” I silently prompted myself. Alice prayed for 
me as I clutched the phone and spoke powerful words of 
encouragement–scripture and blessing poured on a woman in 
shock. Thank you, God that she called and prayed with me as 
I waited in that long line. You always have your people in place 
for the needs of the moment.
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Remembering…
Looking back over this now, I realized I didn’t even have 
a record in my original journal of telling Ward about my 
mammogram. I think at least in part it was because I was so 
stunned and telling Ward was the hardest thing I had ever said 
to the man I love so dearly. I knew it would cut deep into his 
heart and I felt guilty, somehow, to be the cause of so much 
trouble. And perhaps, afraid that saying the words would make 
it more real and more dreadful–I was about to change both of 
our lives forever. So many unanswered questions, like a foggy 
monster, loomed over me. This is how I remember it now:

I couldn’t call Ward while he was working. I know the pace 
he keeps as a dentist in solo practice and I just couldn’t drop 
this bomb on him in the middle of a busy load of patients. 
This news would wait until he got home. Ward walked into the 
kitchen that evening as I hustled to get dinner ready. With the 
boys home from college, there is always extra activity buzzing 
in our household, no time to sit and lick my wounds, and I’m 
not even wired that way anyway. But, I’d held in this scary stuff 
for as long as I could, and I hated that the boys and I knew 
something that would have such a major impact on Ward, and 
he had no clue. 

I turned from the oven to face Ward, who stood across the 
kitchen, still holding his briefcase and the day’s mail. He sat 
them on the counter; I folded my arms across my chest, as 
though trying desperately to hold myself together. “Ward, they 
found a mass on the mammogram,” I said. He folded his arms 
across his chest, mirroring my posture. We stood across from 
each other, maybe five or six feet apart, like two bookends–
statutes for a moment frozen in time, just before plunging into 
uncharted waters. I think each of us willed ourselves to not fall 
apart for the other one. I don’t remember much about what we 
actually said. 
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Like the two medical professionals that we are, I believe 
he asked some questions and I answered them, clinically, 
wooden. At some point, he hugged me, but my enduring 
memory of those first moments of telling was the image of 
each of us holding ourselves separately, tightly together as 
though if we moved, we would start spinning like an out of 
control top and just swirl off the planet in so many pieces. 
Somehow, I finished cooking, we sat down to dinner, and my 
men ate, but I don’t think I actually tasted anything on my 
plate.

Casseroles and Appetite
This past week, I’ve been cooking casseroles, an answer to 
Dave’s request for casseroles while he is home from college on 
winter break. “I’m sick of just plain food,” he had said when 
he got home from Virginia Tech and so I’ve pulled out all my 
old standbys, which I rarely cook because they don’t fit with 
the weight loss plan I have once again committed to for a 
season. But this week, since yesterday, overeating hasn’t been 
a problem. I feel a little nauseous, and even when my stomach 
rumbles for food, nothing is appealing. 

When my crying with the boys was over yesterday, I laughed 
and said, “Well, I guess I’m going to get slim now!” thinking 
about chemo and radiation and how much weight people lose 
when they are dying from cancer. 

“Mom! Don’t think like that! You don’t even know the 
outcome of the tests yet–you don’t know if this is really bad!” 
Andrew chastised me. 

“That’s true,” I said. “I don’t know, but deep in my soul, I 
don’t have a good feeling about this. But maybe Monday will 
hold a wonderful surprise for me.”
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January 9, Thursday 

Word of Knowledge
Today was a day of blessing in so many ways. I got to my 
Far West End Community Bible Study® (CBS) class near the 
end of leadership’s pre-class prayer time. Although folks had 
already received my email prayer requests, I was immediately 
surrounded by women who wanted to comfort me and pray. 
They wrapped me in a cocoon of love and prayer and warm 
wishes. They listened to the tears of a mother’s heart who fears 
leaving my boys so soon. 

I have not feared my eternal destination; I know I will be held in 
the warm arms of my Savior. I haven’t even feared the traumas 
of cancer; it is the potential good-byes that weigh so heavily on 
my heart; leaving loved ones with whom I want desperately to 
stay. It is the feeling of being a short-timer on planet earth that 
breaks my heart. And in my grief, I had lost my appetite. I have 
not been able to eat more than a few bites of food in the days 
since the mammography. 

I went through my morning duties as a substitute core leader 
and really had fun filling in for the home school teen class. 
There were only three of them, but I loved ministering to them 
as an anonymous older woman, rather than the grieving mom 
I have become: they had no clue. Then came the lecture and I 
stayed in the sound booth, running the PowerPoint® for our 
teaching director as I normally do. 

When the lecture ended, dear Pat came to me, dressed in her 
red mink coat, which always makes me smile and pet her back. 
But Pat is much more to me than a woman in a red mink coat. 
She has been my mentor and friend since we met my first year 
in CBS, back when Dave and Andrew were just 2 months and 
15 months old, respectively. Last Thursday, Pat climbed into the 
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sound booth, hugged me and said, “Carolyn, I think it’s going to 
be all right. I just have this sense that you are going to be fine–
it’s going to turn out OK.” Lots of ladies had said similar things 
that morning, but their words were prefaced with, “I hope, I 
pray ….” Pat spoke with authority, like she had received a word 
from God. She had conviction in her voice, and for the first 
time that week, I dared to hope, really hope, that God would 
surprise me with good news. I felt calm. I ate lunch with 
leadership, like we do each Thursday afternoon. For the first 
time in days, food tasted delicious.

Pastor Phil called this evening with words of encouragement. I 
had spoken with his wife, Jody, about my new life challenge as 
we sat together at Wednesday night dinner at Gayton Baptist. 
She is a precious friend and she talked with me, and cried, 
and promised to pray–and I know she will. Then she asked 
if she could share with Phil, and of course I said yes. I’m still 
collecting my patchwork of prayers and they warm me deep in 
my spirit. 

I am comforted that others are praying, because I am still 
struggling to know how to pray. Certainly I ask God for 
healing and health and life–more time with my men. And I 
know God is able to do all things, including heal me. I just 
don’t know what he has planned for me. The Psalms say “All 
my days were written for me in God’s book before I was ever 
born.” I think I’m paraphrasing somewhat, but that’s the gist. I 
just don’t know how many days he wrote, and so I don’t know 
if his answers are “yes” or “no” when I ask for more time with 
my family here. 

Shadrack, Meshach and Abednego were threatened with death 
in the fiery furnace of King Nebuchadnezzar if they did not 
bow down to his idol. And their response has been with me all 
week: “Our God is able to deliver us from the fiery furnace, O 
king, but even if he does not, we will not bow our knees to the 
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idol.”1 I know my God is able to deliver me from this threat, I just 
don’t know what he will choose to do. Nevertheless, I trust him.

When Phil talked with me, I shared this verse and my feelings 
about it with him. He told me he had been running, and praying 
for me, and listening to a teaching about suffering. The verse he 
listened to as he prayed for me was this very verse from Daniel! I 
was blown away! You are good, God, you’re really good at this stuff!

January 8, Friday 

D-Day
Today is D-Day–Diagnosis Day, the day I get results from the 
biopsy, three days earlier than the originally projected date of 
Monday. I have wanted this day to come, I need answers. But 
now it is here and for the first time I am filled with dread–
dreading the answers I need, fearing the message the radiologist 
will deliver. Such a spirit of doom hangs over me because I 
expect the worst. And the sadness continues to wrap my heart 
in a dark and heavy blanket. If the news is bad, I’ll cry, I’ll grieve 
for those I love. I wanted more time–who doesn’t? I wanted to 
celebrate my 50th wedding anniversary with Ward, but I’ll hope 
to have the 25th this summer.

I am in a state of prayerfulness, but with no words. Oh my God, 
thank you for the Holy Spirit who knows how to intercede for me. 
My heart is breaking for my three precious men: Ward, love of my 
life; Andrew, my precious first born, so like me in determination, 
and intellect, except so much smarter; and David, my sweet 
second born, the one the doctor called my bonus baby when I 
got pregnant without needing fertility drugs, carefree David who 
makes me laugh. 
1  Daniel 3:18
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I worry for my father–83, I think–that he may lose me, too, 
and be left here alone because Catherine, Mother and I have all 
preceded him in death. How do I tell him the news? And Tracy 
and Michael Wayne, Catherine’s children, the ones I have called 
the children of my heart since she died. Tracy said, “I can’t lose 
another mother!” And I want to say, “God, did you hear her? Is 
this necessary?” But he’s bigger than the both of us, and he sees 
and knows all. I must remind myself of this over and over if I’m 
starting down the road I think lies before me. Perhaps my most 
important role is to show her how to say goodbye. She didn’t 
have that luxury when the auto accident snatched her mother 
away suddenly and far too young.

In fact, I said to Tracy, “Well, if this is it, at least I get to say 
goodbye.” 

And she said, “But Carolyn, you will have to suffer so. I don’t 
want to see you suffer.” 

Frankly, I’m not anxious to suffer. I’ve often joked that on 
a scale of one to ten, all my pain is a ten. I’m God’s great big 
wimp. I look anxiously for the rapture to rescue me and all 
my loved ones with me when life is hard. But suffering isn’t 
necessarily the worst thing in the world. It can be a time of 
growth and maturity. Oh God, make this journey before me a 
time to grow in your grace! 

It’s Just Breast Cancer!
As D-day progressed, feelings of doom and sadness descended 
more heavily than before as I waited for the 2:30 appointment 
with the radiologist at the women’s imaging center. Not 
knowing is a terrible limbo place to be. A feeling of nausea was 
my constant companion as I waited. This dread and anxiety is a 
more effective weight loss plan than any other I have found, but 
not so healthy, that’s for sure.

Ward came home from work and we sat in the addition while 
I worked a jigsaw puzzle. The hands on the clock seemed to 
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crawl backward as we waited to leave. I was actually anxious to 
get answers, even if they were the worst ones. It made a difference 
what I do next. We drove to the hospital, parked in the spaces 
reserved for the Women’s Imaging Center and the Infusion 
Center and my thoughts drifted back to my years at the VA 
Medical Center where I had once helped the Chief of Oncology 
design and create a new Infusion Suite. Fast forward thirty years 
and I may be occupying just such a space myself.

Finally, the radiologist came into the room looking about the age 
of my sons, although I know he’s actually thirty or thirty-one: 
The radiologist who conducted my biopsy had already prepared 
me for this young doctor to give me the test findings. Trying to 
be as gentle and kind as he could, to ease us into the results he 
was about to deliver, he said, “Well, you do have breast cancer, 
the garden variety kind that about 90% of women who get breast 
cancer have.” 

My response and that of my husband was one of near celebration. 
“Just breast cancer!” I exclaimed, “We can handle that!” or 
something like that. And we smiled at each other and breathed 
great sighs of relief. It was the doctor’s turn to look shocked. 
Then I said, “You are positive it’s not melanoma?” He had already 
explained to us that his delay in giving us the results was that the 
pathology department was still finishing up some tests. They had 
given him a preliminary verbal phone report. When I filled him 
in on the details of my recent cancer history, he telephoned back 
to pathology to confirm that it was not melanoma. I felt like I had 
won the lottery.

“I suppose you don’t often have women happy to have breast 
cancer,” I said, “but this is a much better diagnosis than 
melanoma. I feel like I have a fighting chance.” He agreed with 
me and said this had happened to him once before with a woman 
battling lymphoma. Funny how one’s perspective can alter one’s 
response to what might normally be devastating news. As we 
entered the Woman’s Imaging Suite, I noticed a woman just 



Chapter One: January    Mammograms and Other Tests

23

outside the door, with a look of brokenness on her face. I smiled, 
spoke and saw her chin tremble. I wanted to hug her and tell her 
it would be all right, supposing she had just gotten the news that 
she had breast cancer. Perhaps she wasn’t a nurse like me, and so 
it may have taken her completely by surprise. But as I passed her 
I thought, “If I get the same news you probably just got, I’ll be 
relieved.”

I know I’m in giddy gladness right now. I am realistic enough to 
know the road is still going to be hard, but I’ve just been delivered 
from almost certain death to another chance at life. God gave me 
more time. I don’t know how much, but likely more than I would 
have had with melanoma. With melanoma I would have been 
rushing to complete projects to leave my boys: photo albums, 
DVDs of old home movies, journals to edit. (I must edit–they 
don’t need to know everything! But I do want to leave the life 
lessons God taught me.) I want to sew those slacks for Dad before 
I go to surgery–it could be a while before I can lift that heavy 
new machine I bought last summer. I’ll still get on those projects 
quickly, no one is guaranteed tomorrow, but I’ll be able to do 
them with less tears and sadness. I won’t be saying goodbye with 
each task, but instead making plans to add to the project in the 
future.

I don’t know what the surgeon will recommend, but my 
inclination at this moment is to have a double mastectomy. I 
don’t think I want to have to worry about a recurring aggressive 
cancer. Ward immediately supported my decision and I know 
I’m blessed to have him for my husband. Some men bail on wives 
with this diagnosis. Instead we joked that it is true, spouses do 
look more and more alike as they grow older. We’ll probably 
both be bald and flat chested before this journey is over. In fact, 
when I said that, Ward protested with mock indignity: “Wait a 
minute–I’m not flat-chested! I work out all the time.” And that’s 
true, he has great pecks. And I may finally get my Dolly Parton’s 
in reconstruction!
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How odd that I’m probably going to lose my breasts. I just made 
peace with them a couple of years ago. From the time I was a 
teen, I was disappointed to be small breasted. So at 28 or 29, I got 
implants. That was back in the early days of breast augmentation 
and women didn’t have much say in what size they got–it was the 
surgeon’s decision–and he made me way too small for my taste. 
For all that pain and money, I barely got one cup size bigger. Fast 
forward to two summers ago when one of the implants deflated, 
causing me to have to have both removed. I had the option to 
get new implants but decided to be happy with the breasts God 
gave me. The surprise was that my smaller breasts did make me 
look slimmer–not a bad trade-off for a woman who has also 
always struggled with weight issues. Now I may actually come 
out on the other side of this adventure slim and busty! God, 
you are so funny! You have such a sense of humor! Remind me to 
keep laughing on the hard days of this journey. And please keep 
whispering your little bits of humor in my ear!

Puzzles
When I was growing up, we used to work jigsaw puzzles in my 
family. Mother would put up a card table in the living room and 
we followed a set process. Dump out all the pieces and turn them 
face up. Separate out the border’s straight edges and work that 
first. Only then would we think about the rest of those puzzle 
pieces. Usually each of us would pick a color or object in the 
puzzle and find the parts that seemed to relate. Years later, when 
Mother struggled with the handicaps of stroke and osteoporosis, 
I began to bring her small jigsaw puzzles to occupy her time. She 
said they saved her life.

I have continued to enjoy jigsaw puzzles but only permit myself 
the luxury of working them when it snows and life slows to a 
crawl, or when I’m at the beach condo. I allow myself the leisure 
to work jigsaw puzzles there, especially now that I avoid big doses 
of sun exposure. 
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So this week, as I waited for tests and results, I worked a jigsaw 
puzzle. It was more challenging than those we worked when I 
was a child–a 1000 piece “world’s smallest”. It kept my hands 
and mind busy, but it also became a framework for prayer and 
planning and grieving. I remember my mother saying that 
she preached her best sermons over the ironing board and I 
suppose the jigsaw puzzle was my ironing board this week. I 
sorted thoughts while I searched for that elusive puzzle piece. 
If my journey takes me down the road of surgery, chemo, 
radiation or all of the above, I’ll probably work a lot of jigsaw 
puzzles in the months to come. One can work a lot of prayer 
into a jigsaw puzzle. Thank goodness the store had several of 
these! Besides, I’m getting the impression that walking down 
this cancer road is sort of like working a jigsaw puzzle, one 
section at a time.

January 11, Monday           

Glad Monday

Thank you, God, for Glad Monday. I wasn’t sure I would have 
one–in fact, I was pretty sure this would be Sad Monday. Thank 
you that you have turned my mourning into joy!

I am amazed at the outpouring of love which rushes in on all 
sides of me. Sunday morning was especially poignant. When 
the Sunday service was over, a number of people practically 
rushed to my side. Some of them are breast cancer survivors 
themselves. Each one was eager to hug me or to squeeze my 
hand, to offer words of encouragement, promises of prayer, and 
practical help. I knew there would be offers of meals, drives to 
the doctor, but some of these women were way ahead of me in 
awareness of my needs. 

“Do you have a regular house cleaner, or do you do your own 
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cleaning?” one woman asked. 
“I do my own,” I replied, and I should have added, “And not 

nearly often enough!”
“I’m really good at cleaning toilets!” she offered, and I could 

hear in her voice that she meant it. 

I was especially blessed by the women who have walked this very 
road, some of them rather reserved by nature. Yet they offered 
all of themselves to me, ready to answer any questions, and they 
emphasized “any”. They were gracious to share their knowledge 
of doctors and treatments and other events on this pathway. I 
was struck by each woman’s willingness, even eagerness, to make 
herself accessible to me in whatever way I needed her. 

I thought back to the previous week and remembered my phone 
conversation with a woman whom I had probably seen only a 
couple of times in the past twenty-five years. We had been in a 
Bible study together many years before, but when a mutual friend 
heard my news, she put Brenda and me in touch right away. 
In one quick phone call, Brenda answered so many questions 
including some very personal ones about reconstruction options. 
She works in women’s health and so she is in a place to have 
quick and current answers. But her most valuable words came 
from her heart and her own personal journey. And as we hung 
up, she offered these words, or something like them: “You are 
starting on an amazing journey, and it will be one of many 
blessings.” Funny, one wouldn’t normally anticipate a trip down 
breast cancer lane as an amazing journey of blessings; in fact, I’ve 
already been showered with blessings and I’m only a week along 
the voyage.

As Jeremiah records God’s words: “…For I know the plans I 
have for you,” says the Lord. “Plans to bless you and not harm 
you, plans to give you hope and a future.”2 I have always had 
hope and a future with God through Jesus Christ, and I will 

2  Jeremiah 28:11
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continue to have both of those, whether here on earth or in 
heaven, but Pat’s words last Thursday, and the prayers of the 
saints surrounding me at the CBS luncheon permitted me to 
dare to hope that my near future will be on earth, watching my 
boys move through young adulthood. I recently heard someone 
say “God is good, all the time.” Yes, you are Lord, yes you are. 

And today, I celebrate Glad Monday. I’m not naive. I know that 
breast cancer is a battle against a formidable enemy. I know my 
God holds my life in his hands; he wrote my days in his book. 
But today I dare to hope he has left a lot of days for me still to 
live with my earthly family. Thy will be done, Heavenly Father, 
thy will be done.

Good Friends in High Places
I didn’t expect my radiologist to become a good friend in a few 
minutes. But that is what happened. Turns out we have a lot in 
common: she remembers my son David from the high school 
basketball team. We share mutual friends and acquaintances. 
The radiologist has a daughter a year younger than David and 
a child at the university from which Andrew will graduate in 
the spring. We are at about the same life stage and both miss 
those school years when Ward and I followed basketball and 
she and her husband followed the chorus events that framed 
her daughter’s high school life. I’m an RN and we both know 
many of the same people in the health care community. We 
even share a mutual friend who didn’t beat breast cancer. And 
so, after the biopsy, she gave me her card with her home and cell 
phone numbers on it. “Call me any time you want to,” she said. 

I called her Sunday night and she talked with me for a long 
time, answering questions, helping me think out loud, offering 
her perspective on some of my thoughts. She helped me 
anticipate options which may be presented on Wednesday when 
I see the surgeon–and she gave me her stamp of approval when 
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I mentioned mastectomy. Furthermore, she gave me the names 
of several good plastic surgeons should I need reconstruction. 
I wonder if she knows what a blessing she is in my life. I don’t 
know if I’ll call her again, but I’m blessed to know that I can if I 
want to, and I’m confident that she will help me think clearly in 
the midst of a situation that can leave one a little addled! Thank 
you, God, for putting your people in my life and navigating me to 
them in your perfect timing.

January 13, Wednesday         

Off to See the Wizard
I see the surgeon at 4:00 PM. The last several days have been 
such days of relief, but today the nausea returned, the anxious 
knots in my stomach dance–or struggle against one another, and 
my appetite has left me again. Ice cream might be palatable–it 
would slide down my throat and fill in the little crevices around 
the knots, but I’m not really in the mood for ice cream. 

Tracy says I am amazing, and strong, and positive; and that’s 
true, I am those things because that’s how God made me. But 
I am also human, not quite fearful, but tense. Anxious to have 
answers, and yet holding back a bit of my emotional self in case 
the answers aren’t the pleasant ones I want. Peace, people keep 
praying for me to have peace, and sending words to encourage 
me to rest in God’s peace. I do have his peace, but I am also 
living Jesus’ words “In this world, you will have trouble. But be 
of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”3 I am an overcomer 
because of what Christ has done for me, but I am walking in a 
land of trouble right now.

I feel like Dorothy–I’m off to see the wizard. Like her, I am 
eager to see him (the surgeon) and yet filled with dread as well. 
3  John 16:33
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But I don’t want anyone to pull back the curtain and let me 
see his humanity. I want him to be bright, talented, intelligent, 
incredibly skilled, even gifted–a miracle worker in the hands 
of my living God. I want God to whisper to him: “I’m going to 
use you to heal Carolyn.” Or even better, I dream of magical 
solutions “Mrs. Mustian, I just don’t know how to explain it: the 
mass is completely gone.” I’m praying for a very treatable mass, 
the good kind of bad cells, all neatly packaged in their little 
place. 

Already I have women asking me questions–nodule or duct 
involvement–what stage? And I don’t know the answers. One 
is better than the other, duct is good, I think. I suppose I feel 
I should know this, as an RN, but I spent my career at the 
veterans’ hospital. Never saw a breast cancer case back then! 
I only treated two women in my years as an RN and we were 
challenged to meet their needs; one had MS and the other was 
a patient on the Substance Abuse Unit where I was head nurse. 
Today, when one walks through that veteran’s medical center, 
there’s a big sign that says “Women’s Health”; an entire clinic 
dedicated to the care of women who have served in our branches 
of military. How far we have come! I hope it’s true that we have 
come a long way in the treatment of breast cancer as well, and I 
hope I’m on the good end of the cancer scale.

This afternoon, I read the books the RN handed me last Friday 
when I got the biopsy results. I tucked them neatly into my purse 
and left them there, nearly forgotten until this afternoon when I 
sat down to fill out the paperwork to take to the breast surgeon’s 
office. Then I sped read through the booklets, feeling no need 
to spend much time there. I don’t have enough information yet 
to care which chemo treatments are described. I think I already 
know the surgery I want, but I must go with an open mind 
to listen to the wisdom of the doctor who specializes in the 
treatment of breast cancer. 



Come Monday

30

One of the booklets said that one’s survival rate is exactly the 
same for those who have a lumpectomy and those who have 
a mastectomy. But I’m not concerned with general survival 
rates; they deal in percentages. For those who succumbed to 
the disease, it was a 100% death rate, regardless of the surgery 
she had. I keep thinking of a relative who had prostate cancer. It 
spread. He died, way too young in my opinion at only 70 years 
old, I think. I remember his wife saying to me, “We chose not to 
have the surgery and now we don’t know if we made the right 
choice. He might have made it if we’d had the surgery when this 
first started.” I don’t want to wonder if I would have made it had 
I not tried to hang on to my breasts.

My Aunt Lois’ cancer moved from breast to breast bone, 
then lungs, and thus was her slow march to death. I think she 
survived nine years, and I will be grateful for nine years–much 
better than the months or year or so I might have had with 
melanoma. But I wonder if she had a lumpectomy first? I think 
I remember that they “got it all”, but then it came back…so, 
I think I want these breasts gone. Less chance to harbor my 
potential killer.

Well, Ward just called. He’s leaving work now. We’re off to see 
the wizard. Please, God, good news would be wonderful. But if 
that’s not your plan for me, at least pour out your grace upon me, 
your amazing grace. And a big dose of courage would be nice as 
well. 

Wednesday Night   

You Want Courage?
After the appointment with the surgeon, Ward and I went 
straight to church for Wednesday night supper and Bible study. 
When I got home, I went to the computer to check my email, 



Chapter One: January    Mammograms and Other Tests

31

and this is one of the messages I found there, presented here 
exactly as Alice had emailed me:

Hi Carolyn,

Just a note to let you know I was thinking of you 
and praying for you today. I pray God will give you 
COURAGE, may His Word encourage you.

“Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not 
be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with You 
wherever You go.” Joshua 1:9

“In the day when I cried out, You answered me, and 
made me bold with strength in my soul.” Psalm 138:3

“For I can do everything with the help of Christ who 
gives me the strength I need.” Phil. 4:13

“Because the Sovereign Lord helps me, I will not be 
disgraced.” Isaiah 50:7

Love in Christ,

Alice Kish

I am blown away by the words Alice has prayed for me, 
especially the word “courage” typed in big capital letters! Thank 
you, God, for prayer warriors. Courage was exactly what I needed 
for this day. But you knew that already.

I’m also thankful for the radiologist who makes herself so 
available to me. She is encouraging and eager to help. She 
offered to call Mark, a colleague of hers, to ask him about 
a particular doctor who had been recommended to me for 
reconstruction. They work in the same medical center. I gave 
her permission to tell Mark that I’m the patient. I first met 
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Mark when Ward and I moved into our first house in a new 
subdivision when we had only been married a year. Mark 
was just the eighth-grade whiz kid next door. Now he’s a 
radiologist, head of the department at his hospital, I believe. 
At any rate, I am comforted that Mark will be able to answer 
my questions. It is a small world after all!

January 14, Thursday            

The Gal with Cancer
Today has not been a very good day. I have felt like the girl 
with cancer. Yesterday I met with the surgeon. All the options 
were laid out for me surgically, and I basically needed to state 
my choice–double mastectomy is what I had planned on all 
along. I have had peace about my decision. And yet, when 
I had to speak the words out loud to the person who would 
actually make that happen, a bit of doubt crept in. 

I called my radiology friend last night and thought I heard 
surprise in her voice when I told her my plans. She had readily 
agreed the previous week when I said mastectomy. She had 
said that would be her own choice. I think it was the “double” 
which took her by surprise. “Why are you considering a 
double?” she asked. I explained my thought process, and 
yet, I began to doubt myself. There are such momentous 
decisions to be made in such a short time–decisions which 
are irreversible and life changing. I need to get it right the first 
time, because there’s no redo button on this merry-go-round.

Following the surgeon’s office visit yesterday, Ward and I went 
straight to church for Wednesday night fellowship and there 
stood Alyse, as though God had placed her in just that spot 
for me to see her as I entered the fellowship hall for dinner. 
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Alyse is a three-year survivor. She sat with me through dinner 
and permitted me to pelt her with questions: practical ones 
about the surgery, recovery, and reconstruction. When I 
wondered what the scars would look like, she offered to let me 
see her scars if I wanted to. Sweet Alyse. I’ve always thought 
of her as quiet, a bit reserved, and yet she offered herself to me 
with candor, grace, and patient timing. She didn’t overwhelm 
me with information for which I didn’t ask. She just calmly 
spoke to my specific inquiries. I must remember to be an 
Alyse to the women God will put in my lane along this road. 
Thank you, God, for sending Alyse to light my journey and pour 
peace along my pathway.

She understood and validated my thought process. I watch 
her carefully now and see a woman who is living life fully. She 
sings in the choir, comes to church on Wednesday nights, too, 
and does all those things that a mother of a middle-school 
son does. She also offered this promise: “God will change you 
through all this, and it will be for the good. Not that you need 
changing,” she was quick to add, perhaps fearing that she had 
implied there was something wrong with me. “I’m sure you 
are fine with God. But he changed me for the better through 
this.” 

“Oh, God still has plenty of work to do on me, Alyse,” I 
laughingly assured her, “or I wouldn’t still be here today.” I 
believe that God doesn’t leave us here on Earth when he has 
nothing else to accomplish in or through our lives. I know 
that God will use this experience to grow me in his spirit, and 
I pray that I will also be a blessing to others. Dear God, please 
help me keep a teachable spirit through this process. Alyse is the 
second woman to promise that God will bring good things out 
of this illness and recovery. Here I am, God, make me useful in 
your kingdom.
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