
Breast cancer: Caring for yourself, Caring for others 
 
 Let me begin by saying that I am not an oncologist. I am not even a medical doctor. I 
am a clinical psychologist, mother of two, and former breast cancer patient. This 
should in no way substitute proper medical advice.  
 
As many of us know, breast cancer is a big deal for women. It is a bigger deal here in 
Marin.  Some quick stats: 
·Marin County has the highest rates of breast cancer in the United States [1] 
·The rates are 15% higher than all other California Counties [2] 
·More than 39,000 women will die from breast cancer in the US this year [3] 
 
Ok, now that I have sufficiently scared you, I will let you know this is not a piece about 
why Marin’s rates are so high or what causes breast cancer. I urge you to look at the 
following sites if you want to know more. 

• marinwomensstudy.org 
• zerobreastcancer.org 

One in eight of us will get breast cancer during the course of our lives; you may already 
know several women who are part of this unfortunate and ever growing club. I have been 
both a patient and a caregiver to friends and family.  It is a time that is terrifying and 
leaves everyone feeling very helpless, and often feeling like you can do something, 
whether you are the patient or the support person, can be helpful in gaining some control 
at a time that lacks it greatly. 
 
If you’re the patient…  
 
If you are newly diagnosed, get used to being called a patient. (I will refer to the person 
with breast cancer as “the patient” here for ease of reading. I do not intend to minimize or 
diminish who you are as a person)  
You have cancer. When you hear those words, your reaction may be one of sadness, 
denial, anger, hysteria. All normal.  Then all the seemingly crazy thoughts will begin. 
Will I die? Who will take care of my kids? My husband? My mother-in-law?  How did 
this happen? Why me? I’m too young to die! Once again, all normal.  
 
 The diagnosis part is the worst and scariest part, primarily because you don’t know what 
you’re facing. As tempting as it is, I would stay off the Internet as much as you can 
unless you are searching for doctors. Lots of women die from breast cancer, young 
women, women with little kids, women who haven’t even had a chance to have kids. You 
will work yourself into frenzy and frighten yourself unnecessarily. While breast cancer is 
a serious and potentially deadly disease, it is also highly treatable if it is caught early and 
has not spread to other parts of the body. 
 
The first few weeks after the initial diagnosis will feel like you have been hurled into a 
vortex of doctor’s appointments, tests, needles, and endless poking and prodding. It will 
feel like your every waking moment will be thinking about, talking about, worrying about 
breast cancer.  



Then comes sharing your news with others. Beyond those closest to you, you will decide 
who to tell and when. If telling everyone in your world gives you comfort, go ahead. But 
don’t feel the need to tell your story to everyone you speak to out of obligation or guilt.  
Many people find it tiring to tell the same story countless times and then have to manage 
everyone else’s reactions to the information. This is the time you need support!  
 
Learn to accept help. This is easier for some than others. People around you… friends, 
family, neighbors, people you barely even know… want to help. Take it. Don’t feel bad 
or guilty. You may not think you will need help but you will. When people ask what they 
can do, here are some things that you might find helpful: 

• Meals. If not for you, then for your kids and partner. 
• Driving kids to and from school. If your kids’ classmates live nearby, they 

can just swing by and get them or drop them off at the end of the day 
• Play dates. This will give you a chance to rest or go to your own 

appointments. 
• Accompanying you to your appointments. When your partner cannot make it, 

it is wonderful to have a friend to have an extra set of ears, take notes so you 
can listen, hug you when that unexpected burst of emotion overwhelms you. 

• Keeping you company. You may feel like the whole world is out having fun 
and you are dealing with cancer. It is nice to have a friend come by for a cup 
of tea, to go see a movie, to have some girl talk.  

• Going for walks. You may be able to make it to the gym but you may not. A 
brisk walk or easy hike with a friend gets you exercise and a chance to talk 
about something else.  

These are simple things that those around you are thrilled to do if you allow them.  
 
Share your feelings. This is about as hard of a time as life can dish out to you; don’t keep 
it all bottled in. Your partner, your family and friends can be good sources for talking, 
crying, sharing fears. However, sometimes family members are not the right choice; 
maybe they need to convince themselves that “you’ll be fine” (you may hear this a lot) 
for their own sake. There are many support groups that are helpful; Bay Area Young 
Survivors (BAYS) is a great one with both monthly meetings as well as an email group 
that is incredibly helpful.  You may also find it useful to seek out a therapist or clergy 
person at this time.  
 
Telling the kids is often something I get asked about. One great source is Betsy Brown 
Braun’s book, Just Tell Me What to Say. It is geared toward children ages 2-6 but can be 
helpful for any age. The younger the child the less detail is a good rule of thumb. I often 
suggest using the analogy of the game “Operation” when you say “Mommy has 
something inside that doesn’t belong there and the doctors are going to take it out, just 
like in Operation.” They have a visual that they can relate to then. Be open to questions, 
if not immediately then later once they have absorbed then information.  
 

If you know someone with breast cancer…. 
 



Initially you will be shocked that your wonderful, beautiful, young friend, sister, neighbor 
has cancer. Breast cancer used to be a disease for older women…no younger than 60. 
Unfortunately, things have changed and it is now all too common to hear of 20, 30 and 
certainly 40 year olds with breast cancer.  
We don’t think of ourselves as ready to face our mortality; and we shouldn’t have to. We 
have little kids, which often makes us feel as if we have entered a new, young phase of 
our lives. The thought of death, or even the mere possibility of it, even for someone other 
than ourselves, is a frightening and rude awakening that none of us really know how 
much time we have.  

• Follow their lead….ask if they want to talk about it. If they do, fine. However, not 
everyone is an open book of emotions. Some patients feel like no one talks to 
them about anything other than cancer once they are diagnosed.  Sometimes a 
patinet just needs to laugh and feel normal for a little while.  

 
• Don’t tell them they’ll be fine….unless you know that for certain somehow. 

Particularly in the early, diagnosis part, one truly doesn’t know what the road 
ahead may involve.  If it is reassurance that the patient needs, let them ask you for 
it. This is not a time to have your friend make you feel better.  

 
• Helping out with meals. It is a relief to know that you don’t have to think about 

what your kids will eat that evening when you are going through chemotherapy or 
radiation. There are many sites that make this easy for one person to coordinate 
(foodtidings.com, lotsahelpinghands.com). My oncologist used to call it “the 
lasagna brigade”. If you do set up a meal plan, ask the patient what their likes and 
dislikes are. Most sites have a spot for volunteers to include what they will be 
bringing so the family doesn’t get three roast chickens in one week, for example. 
Also, while any meals are appreciated, be mindful that breast cancer 
chemotherapy patients are not the rail-thin ones you may think of when cancer 
comes to mind. To add insult to injury, breast cancer chemotherapy often puts on 
weight, so healthy options are also a good choice.  

  
• Driving kids to and from school or activities. While many women want to still be 

involved and an active part of their kid’s life during treatment, the fatigue, 
medication side effects, or surgical pain can make it difficult to do so on a regular 
basis. Again, it is so comforting to know that your child is in your friends’ 
capable hands while you are in treatment or recovering.  

 
• When in doubt, ask. There are many other ways to help. Everyone has different 

needs. Some patients don’t feel comfortable asking for help and just need the 
offer in front of them to say yes. 

 
Remember, whether you are a patient or know a patient, one of the best things you can do 
to get through breast cancer is have a good support system of friends, family and loved 
ones.  
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