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Introduction
I don’t believe in accidents.

— Oprah Winfrey

On August 23, 2003, the day I turned fifty years old, I found a 
lump in my breast that turned out to be breast cancer. There was a 
feeling like—my God, how ironic is this?  As a woman, you can’t 
approach the half-century milestone without being a little wistful. 
But I was turning fifty with a vengeance. I was in the throes of 
closing the public speaking business I’d owned for a decade, mov-
ing to a rural community in Hawaii and writing my first novel.

Something much more important was also at stake. My hus-
band and I were in the final stages of adopting a little girl from 
Guatemala.

Any cancer diagnosis is dramatic, but the timing made mine 
more dramatic than most. Suddenly, there was a hellish hole gap-
ing in front of me. Could I hold fast to my dreams in spite of the 
diagnosis? Would I have the energy to drag myself out of bed, 
much less manage being a mother and doing some artistic work as 
well?  Remember that John Lennon quote: How can I go forward 
when I don’t know which way I’m facing?

Close my eyes, six years roll away. I hear the voices of those 
who thought they knew which way I was facing. My breast sur-
geon told me to pull the plug on the adoption process. Another 
advisor insisted something called the “chemo brain” would keep 
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me from completing, much less selling, a first novel. A good friend 
worried that I might expire of loneliness if I gave up my career 
and moved to a rural community. My accountant told me I 
couldn’t afford it.

There is no getting around it—a cancer diagnosis causes a 
thousand hopes to die. Women are told they shouldn’t give birth 
to a child, at least not for a half-decade. They are told they won’t 
have the energy to keep working a full schedule and absolutely 
should not change careers while undergoing treatment. They are 
told they can’t or shouldn’t adopt, that they should stay with a job 
they hate—because they might lose their health insurance. They 
are even told they should stay in a terrible marriage—because 
otherwise who will take care of them?

And to all of that, I say—pshaw.
Women can and do take these risks right after a cancer diagno-

sis. They hold fast to their dreams against the winds of pain, and 
use the fragile strength of hope to sustain themselves. They do it 
because they must. Because, make no mistake—if we listen to the 
prohibitions of the naysayers and ignore what our heart is telling 
us, we are putting our very lives at risk.

I don’t want to scare you, but our world, including most of our 
healthcare professionals, doesn’t “get” cancer. Prevalent in our 
times is the shallow and naïve idea that a breast cancer diagnosis 
is such a calamity the patient must be urged to hang up the phone 
on her hopes and dreams. Every day, using the weight and 
authority of the profession, doctors urge recently diagnosed 
women to put their life on hold, without any idea of what that 
might set in motion. Unknowingly, these doctors sometimes send 
these women along the road to self-destruction. Women who face 
a cancer diagnosis are in for the fight of their lives, and they need 
a future to fight for, not another reason for despair.

Otherwise? They just might give up.
As each decade passes, we have more tools to combat breast 

cancer. But is it me, or do we also seem to have less courage?  Since 
my diagnosis, I have come to believe that the killing of dreams 
and hopes is the real tragedy of breast cancer in our time. Survival 
rates from breast cancer have continued to improve. Most women 
diagnosed with the disease in the next decade will find their 
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health snaps back to normal surprisingly quickly. Yes, there will 
be difficult times during treatment and dark days—plenty of 
them. But in the end, most will ride over the entire crisis like a 
beach ball on water.

But what about those women who are convinced to alter a 
cherished plan because of a perceived calamity? In that case, their 
life will be turned upside-down. Their aspirations, hopes and 
dreams will fall out of their pockets and smash. That is why I be-
lieve those in the “helping professions” who tell patients there 
can’t be anything mysterious and uniquely transforming in being 
extremely ill need to make a noose out of their negativity and 
hang themselves with it.

Have I shocked you? I don’t mean to, but what cancer taught 
me is shocking—and it can’t be sugar-coated. There are many ex-
cellent breast cancer survivor guides available these days, but 
Busting Loose comes from a different place. While there are many 
useful books that help women “survive” cancer, Busting Loose is 
designed to help you use an initially frightening diagnosis to lib-
erate yourself. My premise is that breast cancer is not the end of 
the road, it’s the gift of another beginning. A beginning based on 
going after what you really want out of life, and damn the conse-
quences.

I agree with Oprah Winfrey. I don’t think there are any acci-
dents. In my case, breast cancer was a clear thread running 
through everything I’d ever done and been. Because I did not lis-
ten to my doctors and advisors, because I allowed myself to be-
lieve the disease had a purpose—to teach me, finally, to follow my 
heart—the year I received my cancer diagnosis was the greatest 
year of my life.

Don’t get me wrong—it was a ferocious jolt. So ferocious there 
are times when the fear of cancer recurring boomerangs me into 
an emotional black hole. The struggle is ongoing for all of us. 
Some women get off easier than others, but in one way or another, 
no cancer patient entirely escapes the rough waters that lie ahead.

I’m not advocating being reckless—much the opposite. The 
disease requires each of us to take full responsibility for every 
moment of our lives, however things turn out. What I’m advocat-
ing is the recognition that nobody rescues us from the disease; in-
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stead, we must rescue ourselves. The problem with being passive 
in the face of peril is that it cuts us off from our ability to act posi-
tively.

Many women are still being programmed to be what Virginia 
Wolf called the “Angel in the House.” From childhood, societal 
strictures teach females to be “good girls”—to speak in soft, sani-
tized words and display emotionally restrained, decorous behav-
ior. Before cancer, these women didn’t actually know how to fight; 
hence, they are hamstrung in the most important battle they will 
ever face.

What I joyously discovered through my own cancer experi-
ence was a different model for how women can go through a ter-
rible disease. The women whose stories I tell in Busting Loose 
found that the experience of cancer helped them rediscover and 
reclaim the fiery wild woman inside. I’m talking about that 
fiercely alive and ageless “bad girl” who exists in each of us in 
some unknowable combination of thought, feeling, physicality, 
and spirit. Even the most culturally repressed woman has a pow-
erful alter ego inside that the disease gives shape to—like a genie 
released from a bottle.

Somewhere in the midst of surgery or treatment or chemo-
therapy, your own genie is going to claw her way out of your core. 
And there’s no putting her back in the bottle once she’s free. But 
that’s a good thing, even a great thing, because she’s going to help 
you sing your song and live your life for the rest of your days. The 
person you were before cancer?  She suffered from an overload of 
personal anxiety and cultural repression. Frankly, she wasn’t hav-
ing as much fun as she could have had.

But she’s about to do something huge—survive a devastating 
disease. Dealing with cancer is going to take her to a new level, 
where she’s much more frank and able to face things most women 
are too fearful or embarrassed to talk about.

So, brace yourself. Breast cancer is a roller-coaster ride the 
likes of which you’ve never experienced in your life. A trip full of 
tears, aches, pains, but also love and heartfelt laughs. I’m going to 
describe what’s ahead, and I promise to tell it like it is. Sometimes 
I’ll make you laugh and sometimes I’ll scare the bejesus out of 
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you, because I think it’s in your best interest to know the whole 
realm of strange things that might happen.

Bottom line: How do women find within themselves the nec-
essary stamina to conquer their fear? How do they bust loose from 
the physical, spiritual and emotional grip of breast cancer? Here’s 
the answer, and I hope it doesn’t stop your heart. We do it by 
throwing away the repressed “good girl” and all of her hang-ups. 
We do it by releasing our inner selves for battle. All of our inner 
selves—the bitch and the angel, the funny and the sad, the dark 
and the light.

It’s time to steel your nerves and summon your cool and anger 
and faith. Because the wild woman inside is about to bust loose, 
and the moment she does, you will find yourself strong enough 
for any fight. From that moment on, we have not just survived, we 
have triumphed.

Here we go. Hang on tight.
It’s time to bust loose.
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PART I
DIAGNOSIS: BRACE YOURSELF



1. Kill Fear before it Kills You
How does one kill fear, I wonder? How do you 
shoot a specter through the heart,  slash off its 
spectral head, take it by the spectral throat?

  — Joseph Conrad

She had the most intense gray eyes I’d ever seen. Her de-
meanor matched her eyes. A quality of total attention. A stillness. 
The consulting room was deathly quiet.

She looked at my husband, then at me. A small woman, long-
fingered surgeon’s hands, a head too big for her body. She was the 
chief of Breast Surgery at the most respected teaching hospital in 
northern California. I could imagine her lecturing to medical stu-
dents, admonishing arrogant residents to pay attention. Little did 
I know that I was going to come to both love and hate this small 
woman more than anyone I’d ever met in my life.

“You have breast cancer,” she said.
My brain took it in, but I wasn’t tracking properly. I didn’t be-

lieve her.
She pointed to a series of films mounted on light-boards and 

plunged into a medical discussion. My husband got up and fol-
lowed her around, looking carefully at everything and asking for 
more details. His scientific mind was working hard—trying to 
disprove what she’d asserted.

Within seconds, I realized I couldn’t hear them, although they 
were only a few feet away. Reality was starting to penetrate—I 
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have cancer. I have cancer. I have can— A high-pitched scream rose 
inside, like the shriek of an hysterical child.

Maybe I did scream, because another doctor, a surgeon-in-
training, reached out and patted my hand.

“When life hands you lemons, make lemonade,” she said co-
zily.

I wanted to flip her out of that operatory like I was a heroine 
in a Jackie Chan movie. What would she say if her plane suddenly 
lurched, or if she was in a dark alley and a stranger lunged?  Make 
lemonade? Both of these women were going to be involved in my 
treatment, and in some ways I owe my life to each of them. But I 
think at the moment I would have sold my soul to have never met 
either one.

I was about to freak out. Correction: I was freaking out. My 
thoughts reverted to a whitewater raft trip I’d taken in Idaho. The 
T-shirts the guides gave us read “This place sucks. And you’re not 
getting out.” I was being sucked down in a whirlpool, and noth-
ing was going to save me.

I don’t want to scare you, but that’s how it happens. When we 
first learn we have breast cancer, fear is no longer an emotion. It is 
a demon that takes control of our body and confuses our mind.

And here’s the really bad news. You can’t stop the fear…not 
entirely.

There is one thing I wish I had known during that first ap-
pointment. One thing I wish every woman on earth could be told, 
because it would make the early days much easier.

That screaming voice warning of coming darkness?
It’s telling a lie.
You will survive your cancer. Maybe not forever, but then, no 

one lives forever. You will survive it long enough to enjoy many 
good times ahead. You will certainly survive it long enough to 
fully comprehend all your treatment options and get a second 
opinion, so don’t let your doctors rush you. And more likely than 
not, you will also survive it long enough to accomplish all your 
hopes and dreams.

Here’s something else to keep in mind, because it is tremen-
dously helpful.

Nothing will ever terrify you as much as being told you have 
cancer. Nothing that happens afterwards will be as traumatic as 
the moment you hear that initial diagnosis.
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Every women I’ve spoken with—including those who are 
facing their last days with the disease—have confirmed that the 
initial diagnosis is the most frightening and painful time in the 
whole experience. No surgery, no treatment, no physical pain—in 
fact, no other experience except the loss of a loved one—hurts as 
terribly as hearing those three words: “You have cancer.”

But once we’ve survived that, we’re well on the way to becom-
ing an entirely different person. Stronger. Better. More ready for 
life with all its joys and sorrows.

Finding out you have breast cancer is like being thrown in an 
abyss. But there’s a bottom down there somewhere, and once you 
reach it, you’re already past the worst.
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