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    “Roswell Park patient and breast cancer survivor, Patty Gelman, invites you to join her in her year-long journey through “Cancer World” – a journey that NO ONE wants to take! From knowing that she was from a family at very high risk for breast cancer to her diagnosis, to treatment, and finally to recovery, Patty shares her innermost fears, frustration, and joys through her e-mails to friends and family. Candidly and often with great humor, Patty recounts the enormous range of emotions that each of us has felt experiencing cancer ourselves or in a beloved family member. This book will help newly diagnosed women as well as spouses, children, and friends of patients.”




    Anne Gioia


    Co-Founder and Chair,


    Roswell Park Alliance




    “This book is a very personal diary of one woman's daily physical and psychological battle against breast cancer. Patty Gelman's perspective is fresh, humorous, and self-deprecating. Her style is tremendously engaging and highly entertaining. As we travel with her along her unwanted journey of diagnosis and treatments, we gain priceless insight into the process, the toll it takes, and the successful result.




    “If conquering breast cancer is at least fifty percent positive attitude, this inspirational work by a beautiful mind is a must-read for anyone facing the disease.”




    Clay Hamlin,Trustee


    National Prostate Cancer Coalition


    Philadelphia, Pa.





    “A positive mind, a plan, and friends are crucial in winning the battle with cancer. Patty Gelman, while meeting the challenges of this disease, discovered a modern day strategy that replaces fear and despair with courage and optimism. Her book is pure inspiration for women coping with breast cancer.”




    Kenneth N. Condrell, Ph.D.


    Assistant Clinical Professor


    Department of Psychiatry, State University


    of New York at Buffalo




    “Rarely does a book come along that you wish would never end. Patty Gelman has created such a treasure. She is a fresh new voice inviting us along on her journey of overcoming breast cancer with humor, courage, and a determination that is awesome. To say this memoir is an inspiration is an understatement: anyone who has faced his or her own personal abyss of tragedy, and felt overwhelmed, must read this book; readers will be empowered by the strength of the human spirit when it says ‘I can.’”




    Laura Ureta Grand, M.D.


    Buffalo Medical Group




    “I thank Patty Gelman for allowing me to read her memoir. It is full of good humor, good sense, and good affection. I read it all within the day she gave it to me and since I know the good outcome, I am twice over pleased.”




    Thomas P. O'Connor, M.D., P.C.


    Radiation Oncology


    Western New York Medical Park





    “This is a delightful chronicle of the author's journey through the morass of detection and treatment of breast cancer. It is liberally interspersed with humor; medical facts; and the important role that family, friends, and advocates played in Patty Gelman's perplexing journey. Throughout this book, the author's ability to be an active participant, along with her physicians, in making the treatment decisions, played a key role in the successful conclusion to this journey.”




    Robert J. Patterson, M.D.


    Clinical Professor Emeritus in the


    Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology


    of the State University of New York at


    Buffalo School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences. Retired Obstetrician and


    Gynecologist, Retired Hospice Physician




    “A husband, three children, a dog, a faulty water heater, a mother who is ill, and a diagnosis of breast cancer. That's life. Addressing it with humor, honesty, and a warm heart…that's living.




    “Patty Gelman's story of her own diagnosis and treatment approaches the serious business of cancer with a hopeful and light heart. Her story is a trail guide for surviving cancer and thriving, using the resources available to each of us – love, faith, family, and friends.”




    Judith Brown Bryan, M.Div., C.S.W.


    Spiritual Director, Candidate for Ministry,


    Presbyterian Church (U.S.A)
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    This book started as a series of emails, updating friends and family about the stages of my journey as I traveled through Cancer World.




    After my diagnosis, messages from friends and family accumulated rapidly on my answering machine and in my computer, and emailing seemed to me the easiest way to respond. I didn't want to see people much of the time that year, nor did I want to feel like a broken record on the phone. But I knew they cared and I appreciated hearing from them. I also discovered how important writing emails became to me. I enjoyed recording my experiences and venting my emotions that way. Friends who had been through this before told me to keep a journal. I wrote about everything in these emails instead.




    Gradually I realized that my emails were doing more than communicating with friends and family, and sustaining and entertaining me. While I was providing way too much information for some people -- my husband Warren complained about this the most -- others told me that they not only looked forward to receiving my emails, but also forwarded them to relatives, to friends, and to friends of friends. I was creating a support group. It occurred to me that others outside my personal network might benefit from reading my story.




    Throughout my life, I've been lucky to have been inspired by friends and members of my family who have handled breast cancer and other major challenges in their lives with strength and humor. I saw an opportunity to pass that approach on to others. I saw an opportunity to help people whose fear of the unknown could be managed by learning from my experiences.




    And so the project has grown.




    Some day, with more research, we will improve our detection and even prevention of breast cancer. By offering all the royalties from this book to Roswell Park Cancer Institute in Buffalo, New York, the medical center where I received my care, I can contribute resources needed to achieve this goal. I hope to offer to all readers a story that will entertain and enlighten them. And for those readers who cope with the challenges of the disease, I hope to encourage them and to raise their spirits.
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    If you want to make God laugh, make a plan.




    I had a plan for my breast cancer, and it was simple. I was going to get the disease. I was going to handle it expeditiously. I was going to move on with my life.




    Yes, I was going to get the disease. I had expected to do so since my mother had her first mastectomy twenty-nine years ago. My grandmother had had breast cancer before my mother, as had each of my maternal aunts as well, so it just seemed to be a matter of “when” for me instead of “if.” Even after the onset of menopause moved me from being a “high risk” candidate to a more comfortable spot in the fifty percent risk group, I still figured I would get breast cancer eventually, and thus my grand plan stayed firmly in place. The specifics of the plan? An annual routine mammogram would reveal a lump the size of a pin. Early detection would indicate a double mastectomy and reconstructive surgery at the same time, and before I knew it, I'd come out with my life saved and two perky new breasts!





    Fate had a different plan for me.




    My routine mammogram on September 10, 2001, showed nothing, but a sonogram on the same day revealed a mass from which the doctor could not extract clear fluid. This was a cause of some concern for me, especially since I would have to wait a week for the pathology report. I didn't sleep well the night of the 10th, thinking about that eternally long week ahead of me, but on the morning of September 11th, our world changed forever and my problem became very small. Like everyone else, I spent the week riveted to the TV. Somewhere along the way, I did tell my husband, Warren, though not the rest of my family, about my situation. I told him that I would want him to share news like this with me.




    We were both relieved when the pathology report came back negative. I did have to ask the woman on the phone if being negative was a positive thing. She sort of laughed. “Yes,” she said, “you have no cancer.” She also told me that the doctor wanted to see me in January.




    On December 25, a few months later, I felt a lump. My oldest daughter, Sarah, telephoned and woke me up in bed that morning, and as I propped myself up on my elbows to talk to her, the fingers of one hand felt a lump in my armpit the size of a large grape. Quickly, I felt the other armpit for an identical lump. Finding nothing there, I made myself assume that what I'd discovered was a cyst, and first thing the next morning I called the breast clinic. Come right in, I was told, but how to do this was the question. We were in the midst of what was being called the “Snowstorm of the Century,” offices were closing, and a driving ban in Buffalo had gone into effect. When I talked to my gynecologist to get her advice about what to do, she assured me that waiting until after New Year's Day was not a problem. Even if it were cancer, one week would not make a difference in any outcome.




    She examined me on January 2nd. She couldn't feel the lump in my armpit until I sat up, but when she did, she recommended that I be seen by a breast surgeon and gave me the names of two of them. The first doctor could not see me for two weeks—and here I arrive at another important part of my story. My mother in Naples, Florida, had just been diagnosed with lung cancer, and I was anxious to join my sister, Cathy, from Manhattan and my brother, Harry, from Ann Arbor, who were already there with her. Waiting two weeks for an appointment with breast surgeon #1 simply wasn't going to work, and thus I was relieved when breast surgeon #2 could see me on the 8th. I'd leave for Florida the day after that, still confident that my lump was a cyst.




    My middle daughter, Lisa, was a medical student at the University of Buffalo and helped us navigate all the information that was to come. She went with me to my appointment on January 8th. The surgeon couldn't feel the lump either, until again I sat up. Then, not only did he feel the lump in my armpit, but he also felt a smaller one, about the size of a pea, in my breast.




    I have been grateful not only for his finding what turned out to be the primary source, but also for his request that both Lisa and I feel it as well. Doing so gave Lisa practical experience and it gave me the conviction that I would not have found it myself! Self-exams were never my forte, so I am sure pangs of guilt would have been overwhelming if he had pointed out something obvious. I would have been asking myself, How could I have missed that?




    Knowing how eager I was to fly to Florida to be with my mother, he was able to schedule a surgical biopsy to remove both lumps the very next morning.




    There was a downside to the arrangement. The only place available on such short notice for my little operation was an ambulatory surgery center which did not have its own pathology lab. My tissues would have to be sent to a hospital lab, and the pathology report would be delayed. The doctor would have to call Warren with the results, instead of me, since the day after the procedure, I'd be off to Florida. That was still fine with me, distracted as I was with my need to be with my mother. We had been telling her that I couldn't leave Buffalo earlier because I had a “very important meeting.” Luckily she hadn't asked what sort of meeting that could possibly be, distracted as she was with her situation.




    On January 9th my surgery was quick and easy. And then, on January 10th, when my bag was packed and I was ready to go (do you hear echoes of Peter, Paul and Mary?), my sister and brother called from Florida. They had decided to fly my mother to Buffalo. Good decision for everyone involved!




    On January 11th I tried not to think about my pathology report while I readied the house for my mother's arrival.




    Warren called. “Hi,” he said. “What are you doing?”




    “Just waiting here to find out if I have cancer!” I said.




    His response: “Well, you do.” A boot went into my stomach as he continued. “The doctor is glad you're still in town and wants to meet with us in his office in one hour to discuss this. He said your cancer didn't show up on the mammogram or sonogram, which concerns him. I'm on my way home to pick you up.”




    I hung up and burst into tears. That line about something concerning the doctor scared me. All I could think of was the lump in Debra Winger's armpit in Terms of Endearment. The phone rang again. I composed myself.




    “Are you all right?” Warren asked.




    “No,” I said, “but you're on your way home, right? So come home.”




    I hung up fast and burst into tears again.




    As I've played that scene over and over in my mind, I am convinced that there is no good way to deliver bad news. You may as well just get it out and deal with it! As we drove to the doctor's office, I was already rationalizing. I had had a good life, I said to Warren, and many people had problems bigger than mine. This was a conversation he and I had had before, and I convinced both of us that I was prepared for what lay ahead.




    The doctor's opinion, based on my age, family history, and attitude, was to do a bilateral mastectomy with reconstruction at the same time. We were all for it. This was, after all, my grand plan! He set up scans and tests, and also appointments for the coming week with the plastic surgeon and the oncologist who would be working with him. He also told me during my visit that ten percent of all breast cancers do not show up on mammograms. Here was information I had not known in devising that grand plan.




    I was composed and tried to sound upbeat as I called each of my daughters—Sarah, 27; Lisa, 26; and Susan, 21. It was not until I said, “I've had a good life,” that the tears began to flow. Both Sarah and Susan were angry, each with the same reaction: I was the healthiest person they knew, had the healthiest lifestyle, did everything I was supposed to, so what was the point and what good did it do me? I knew immediately just what to say in response: none of this was my fault. With the panoply of emotions whirling around me, I could at least find some relief and comfort in this conviction.




    I called my brother, Harry, with my news as he was en route with my mother to Buffalo (my sister, Cathy, had left them to return to New York), and we strategized about how to tell her about me. I suggested that he bring up the subject of her mastectomies, getting her to talk about the positive attitude she'd had at the time of each and reminiscing about how neither meant a death sentence. Harry did just this, so by the time she arrived and we told her my news, all I had to say was, “Well, it's my turn now!”




    The next week was spent getting scans, x-rays, and tests and meeting with doctors. The oncologist was to be my mother's doctor as well as mine, and after he finished her examination, he talked to us about my case. Here suddenly was another curve ball thrown at my plan. Because the cancer had spread to at least one lymph node, he recommended radiation after chemotherapy, and this would preclude reconstruction at the same time as the bilateral mastectomy. Later that day we met the plastic surgeon, and she concurred with what the oncologist had told us. I would have to wait until after the radiation was finished to go back into surgery for those two perky new breasts. She did assure me, however, that eventually I'd never have to wear a bra again. I told her that that had been my plan—the plan, I added, that seemed now to be unraveling, at least in regard to the timeline I had concocted for its various parts.
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