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Chapter 1 The Diagnosis – When Time Stood Still
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I remember the exact moment the word “cancer” left my doctor’s mouth. The sterile room, the quick scribble of notes, and then that silence... I felt like the world had stopped spinning just for me. 

“You have breast cancer.”

Three words. Just three words—but they detonated like a grenade in the middle of my life.

I was sitting in an exam room that smelled faintly of antiseptic and anxiety, wearing a thin pink gown that tied in the front. It was cold. Not hospital-cold, but life-changing cold. The kind that creeps into your skin and settles behind your ribs. Dr. Levin, my breast specialist, sat across from me, his hands folded carefully in his lap. His mouth moved before I was ready to hear anything.

“I’m afraid the biopsy confirmed what we suspected. It’s invasive ductal carcinoma.”

I remember blinking. Not crying. Not screaming. Just blinking like if I did it enough times, I’d open my eyes to a different reality. My husband, Leo, who had taken off work to come with me, grabbed my hand so tightly that it hurt. I didn’t pull away. I needed the pain. It reminded me that this was real.

I was 39. A mom. A marketing director. A planner. I had annual physicals, ate organic, and did yoga twice a week. Breast cancer didn’t fit into my schedule—or my identity. But cancer doesn’t ask for permission. It just shows up and starts taking things from you.

I left the office with a blue folder filled with pathology reports, treatment flowcharts, and pamphlets titled “Understanding Your Diagnosis.” I shoved it into my purse like it was homework I didn’t want to do. My head was pounding. My world had split open, and yet the cars outside were still driving by, and the coffee shop on the corner was still pouring lattes.

Nothing had changed. And yet everything had.

Medical Insight: Understanding Your Diagnosis

DR. RACHEL TORRES, MD – Medical Oncologist

“A diagnosis of breast cancer can feel overwhelming, but understanding the basics can help you take back some control.

Invasive ductal carcinoma (IDC) is the most common type of breast cancer. It starts in the milk ducts and invades nearby breast tissue. The good news is that many cases of IDC, especially when caught early, are highly treatable.

You’ll likely hear terms like hormone receptor-positive, HER2 status, and grade. These details help your medical team recommend the best course of treatment—whether that’s surgery, chemotherapy, hormone therapy, or a combination.

Remember: this is the beginning of a journey. You don’t have to figure it all out in one day. Take it step by step. Ask questions. Write them down. Bring someone with you to appointments. You are not alone.”

When we got home, I did something I hadn’t done in years. I sat on the floor of my closet and cried. The ugly kind of crying—snotty, broken, chest-heaving sobs. Leo knelt beside me, his face crumpling. He whispered, “We’ll get through this,” but I didn’t answer.

I was grieving the woman I was just a few hours ago. The woman who had clear skin, a strong body, and no scars. The woman who didn’t yet know what it meant to lose her breasts—or what she might find in the process.

But if I’ve learned anything since that day, it’s this: the moment your life breaks wide open is also the moment you begin to rebuild it. And sometimes, in that rebuilding, you become someone braver than you ever imagined.
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Chapter 2: Why I Chose a Double Mastectomy
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I sat at the kitchen table with a cup of chamomile tea that had long gone cold. Across from me, Leo scrolled through his phone silently, probably reading every article he could find on breast cancer survival rates and treatment options. We were both shell-shocked, but it was my body—and my decision—that loomed largest in the air between us.

Dr. Levin had given me three main options:

	A lumpectomy with radiation.

	A single mastectomy.

	A double mastectomy.


Each came with risks. None felt simple. And all of them meant losing something.

When you hear you have breast cancer, you don’t immediately think in surgical terms. You think, “Will I die?” But very quickly, the decisions become deeply, painfully practical. I had Stage 1B invasive ductal carcinoma, hormone receptor-positive, HER2-negative. That meant it was early and potentially curable—but also that I had options. Too many, if I’m honest.

I could have chosen to “just remove the lump.” That was the least invasive option. But I couldn't stop thinking about the possibility of recurrence. I had dense breast tissue, a family history on my mother’s side, and an irrational (or maybe rational) fear of living under constant surveillance—annual MRIs, mammograms, and the never-ending cloud of “what if it comes back?”

I needed to feel safe. Or at least like I had taken back some control.

So I chose the double mastectomy.

Not because I hated my breasts.

Not because I wanted to be brave.

But because, in that moment, peace of mind was more important than symmetry. More important than keeping what made me feel “feminine.” I wanted to be here for my son’s high school graduation. I wanted to grow old with Leo, even if that meant trading my breasts for my future.

Medical Insight: Mastectomy vs. Lumpectomy

Dr. Naomi Edwards, Breast Surgeon

“One of the most common questions women face after a breast cancer diagnosis is: Do I need to remove my whole breast—or both?

The good news is that survival rates are virtually the same for early-stage breast cancer whether you choose a lumpectomy (also called breast-conserving surgery) with radiation, or a mastectomy. This gives patients the option to choose what feels right for them.

A lumpectomy removes only the tumor and a margin of healthy tissue. It’s less invasive and usually preserves the natural shape of the breast, but it is typically followed by radiation.

A single mastectomy removes one breast. A double mastectomy, or bilateral mastectomy, removes both. It’s often chosen by women with high risk factors (genetic mutations like BRCA1 or BRCA2, strong family history, dense breast tissue, or significant anxiety about recurrence).

Choosing a double mastectomy is deeply personal. It may not always be medically necessary, but for many women, it offers psychological relief and a greater sense of control.

It's essential to speak with your surgeon and oncologist, understand your pathology report, and make the decision that aligns with both your clinical needs and your emotional well-being.”

I remember telling Dr. Levin my decision. He nodded with a soft, understanding smile.

“This is a courageous and informed choice, Myia.”

That was the first time someone had said my name like it belonged to someone strong.

Myia.

I hadn’t heard it that way since before the diagnosis. I let the weight of it settle into me.

This was my body. My fight. My future.

I was choosing to live—not just biologically, but boldly. I was choosing a future where cancer didn’t get to hover over me like a ghost.

So I signed the consent forms. And I scheduled the surgery.

Because sometimes surviving means letting go of what you never thought you could live without.
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Chapter 3: Preparing for Surgery
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I didn’t know how to prepare to lose a part of myself.

There’s no manual for what to pack when you’re heading into battle with your own body. And yet, that’s what it felt like—war. A quiet, clinical war with hospital gowns, IV drips, and surgical steel. I had a date on the calendar now: September 12th. My double mastectomy was scheduled, and every day closer felt like walking toward a cliff.

People started treating me differently—tilting their heads in sympathy, offering soft encouragements:

“You’re so brave.”
“You’ll be fine.”
“At least it’s early.”
They meant well, but none of those words helped me at night, lying awake in bed, staring at the ceiling and touching my chest, trying to memorize the shape of it. My breasts weren’t perfect. But they were mine.

I cried in the shower. I made jokes about getting a “two-for-one boob job.” I ordered front-closing pajamas and a mastectomy pillow from Amazon. And I let Leo see me cry, which somehow made him stronger, not weaker.

We told our 10-year-old son, George, that I was going to have surgery to take out something in my body that didn’t belong. He asked if it would hurt. I told him yes—but not forever.

That week, I made playlists. I cleaned out drawers. I filled the freezer with meals I might not want. I packed a hospital bag with things that made me feel human:

	My favorite lip balm

	A journal

	Slippers with soft soles

	A photo of my family


And
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