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Three sisters carry the breast cancer gene; two have fought

the disease and lost their breasts, while one chose to have her
healthy breasts removed and reconstructed. Jenny Pitt finds out

how they coped

hen Judy Lawrence, 49,

from Worcester Park,
Surrey first felt a lump in her
right breast five years ago, she
calmly waited a week before
visiting her GP because she
was having her period. A month
and several hospital tests
later, Judy's worst fears were
confirmed when she was told
she had a grade 3 malignant
tumour in her breast. The NHS
consultant recommended that
Judy have a mastectomy to
remove the breast. Although
he was willing to perform
reconstructive breast surgery
after six months, he wanted to
concentrate on removing the
tumour as soon as possible
to ensure that the cancer had
gone.

Judy didn't care about
reconstruction at this stage, it
was the last thing on her mind -
she was terrified that the cancer
might spread. “It was an awful,

Lipo harvesting of fat from the

flanks, thighs and abdomen to

augment breasts, that have lost

their fat volume after lactation, is
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horrible time. | couldn’t plan

anything - | just wanted it gone,”

she explains.

When she woke up after the
surgery, she had one strong
emotion that outweighed every
other, sheer relief. “You have a
clear plastic strip after surgery,
so when | took my top off, |
could see straight away, and it
looked horrible, but | thought,
‘that’s lovely, it's gone'.”

A few months later in July,
Judy suffered another blow.
Her genetic testing indicated

that she was carrying the
breast cancer gene, known as
BRCA-1. Judy was frightened
the cancer would return, so
she decided to have her left
breast removed in a second
mastectomy. The breast wasn't
cancerous and there was no
need to remove any lymph
nodes (21 were removed in her
first op).

Incredibly, Judy actually felt
better when her second breast
was removed, more balanced
and worry-free. I just felt like
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| was flat-chested and | was
happier with no breasts.” An
overwhelming emotion for a
woman who had always been
busty and curvaceous, and who
considered her breasts her best

assets. She adored lacy, sexy
lingerie (she still does) and her
breasts were important to her
sex life. "They played a big part
and | do miss them,” she says.
She goes on to explain, *One

breasts W

breast was diseased and | didn't
want it, and | lost the other

one because | wasn't willing

to take the risk of the cancer
coming back. | felt deformed
with one breast.” The subject of




reconstruction came up with her
consultant but Judy didn't feel
like she wanted to. She accepts
that if she had been younger
and single, then reconstruction
may have been a more important
issue.

Judy's two sisters, Margaret,
44 and Sara, 43, who both
live in St George, Barbados,
carry the breast cancer gene,
too. Youngest sister Sara was
diagnosed with breast cancer in
2002 (a year before Judy) and
had a mastectomy on her right
side.

Three years later, on advice
from her doctor, Sara had
her left breast removed and
reconstructed with a saline
implant in case the cancer
returned. How did she feel

to lose her other breast? “I
accepted that it was done in
the interests of my health," she
says, and goes on to explain
that, like Judy, she just wanted
the cancer gone and that the
surgery was her only option.
“I'had no choice. | wanted life
more than a body part," she
says.

In 20086, to balance out her
shape, Sara decided to have
her right side reconstructed
with muscle and fat from her
stomach, in a free versus
pedicle tram flap procedure,
commonly known as a ‘tummy
flap’ procedure. She is thrilled
with her new breasts and has
come a long way in the last six
years.

Middle sister Margaret, who
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is married to Roger, with two
teenage children, decided to

be tested to see whether she
carried the gene in 2006. She
suspected it was more than
likely as her two sisters carried it
but she wanted to know for sure
so that she could act quickly

to minimise her risk of breast
cancer.

‘I felt a sense of relief knowing
my situation and being able to
act on it. My strong faith and my
family behind me made it a lot
easier," she explains. So after
the positive test result, Margaret
decided to have a bilateral
mastectomy and immediate
reconstruction. She began to
prepare herself for her surgery
and ensure she was as fit and
healthy as possible to minimise
her recovery time.

“Before the surgery | spent
eight weeks preparing my upper
body at the gym - and | think
the fact that my upper body was
strong helped a lot,” she says.

The mastectomy and
reconstruction took place at a
private hospital and Margaret
experienced an emotional
rollercoaster as she began to
accept her new breasts. *After
the surgery | was very insecure
about my body. The shape and
size of my breasts were foreign
to me, they were not ‘mine’. |
think the biggest adjustment
was not having any feeling in
them as the nerve endings had
been destroyed."

What does Judy think of
Margaret's new breasts? *I
saw Margaret six months after
she had the reconstruction —
her breasts were sitting right
where they should be, pointing
in the right direction. They
looked beautiful!” And although
Judy has chosen not to go for
reconstruction, she can quite
Clearly see the benefits that the
procedure would have for a lot

breast
cancer
care

If you have been diagnosed
with breast cancer you can
call Breast Cancer Care on
0808 800 6000. The helpline
is a free and confidential
service, run by specially
trained nurses.

of women, *I would never put
anyone off reconstructing — but
what | would say is deal with
one issue first.”

Two years on from her
mastectomy and Margaret has
no regrets. She is happy with
her new breasts and doesn't
look back. She is relieved
she had the genetic testing,
thrilled with her reconstruction
(she went from a B cup to a
C cup) and wouldn't hesitate
to do it all over again. She
will also consider having her
ovaries removed as she nears
menopausal age, as she has a
high risk of contracting ovarian
cancer. In terms of breast
cancer, she believes taking
preventative action by having
a mastectomy is the right

vay to go. “It beats what my
sisters had to go through and
fortunately for me | could act
before | got cancer - my sisters
did not have that choice," she
says.
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Breast Reconstruction

For Life is an educational
DVD by Charles Nduka.

It follows women through
the process of undergoing
an immediate breast
reconstruction and will be
available in October at www.
breastreconstructionforlife.
com
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