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a	smile	and	the	genuine	question	of	“how	are	 
you?”	She	gave	me	healthy	recipes,	brought	
me	 treats,	 books	 for	 my	 kids,	 and	 religious	
tracts	 she	 thought	would	give	me	hope.	She	
brought	her	joy,	her	laughter,	her	funny	stories	
about	 her	 husband	and	grandkids.	 She	 told	
me to make plans, take vacations, and to 
spend	time	with	people	I	enjoyed.	When	her	
cancer	 returned,	 again,	 she	 brought	 peace	
and	acceptance.	She	had	a	plan	for	her	 life	
and her end of life and she wanted me to 
know that both were necessary, needed, and 
worthy.	Barbara	said	goodbye	to	our	group,	
assured	 us	 that	 she	 remained	 joyful	 and	
happy,	and	that	she	greeted	each	moment	in	
the	assurance	of	her	faith.

My memories of  Barbara have never dimmed 
or	diminished	and	I	can	still	recall	 the	sound	
of	 her	 laughter	but	 not	 her	 voice.	 I	 think	 it’s	
because	 I	 found	 assurance	 in	 her	 laughter,	
that	one	day	I	would	and	could	freely	 laugh	
again.	 One	 day	 I	 would	 be	 happy,	 again.	
One	day	I	would	find	joy.	One	day	all	would	
be	well	and	I	would	be	well.

I	stopped	attending	support	group	when	I	had	
to	be	in	too	many	places	at	once.	Something	
had	 to	 give,	 and	 I	 gave	 it	 up	 for	 boy	 scout	
meetings	 and	 violin	 practices.	 Hey,	 I	 was	 a	
mom!	Still,	everything	I	 found	in	my	support-
sister	 community	 stays	 with	 me,	 guides	 me,	
reminds	me	to	fight,	have	hope,	and	be	joyful.	
And I walk into spaces that don’t look like  
me	 with	 confidence.	 Maybe	 I	 will	 find	
community,	maybe	 I	won’t,	 but	 I’m	 stepping	
into	them	anyway.

together	 so	 they	 had	 something	 tangible	 for	
memories.	 They	wanted	 to	 tell	me	 I	was	 too	
young	to	die,	but	your	sisters	tell	you	the	truth,	
with	love.	I	was	young	and	this	cancer	could	
kill	me,	 they’d	seen	 it	before.	But	 this	was	a	
group	of	survivors,	and	so	was	I.	

We	welcomed	new	members	with	that	tinge	of	
sadness	that	comes	with	a	cancer	diagnosis.	
No	one	WANTS	to	be	in	this	group,	we	didn’t	
want	new	members.	We	wanted	our	support	
group,	like	all	of	the	others,	to	cease	to	exist	
because	it	was	no	longer	needed.	We	wanted	
a	cure,	 for	our	names	 to	be	 footnotes	 in	 the	
history	of	breast	cancer.	The	 last	diagnosed,	
the	longest	living.

And	we	mourned	our	sisters	that	we	lost,	who	
battled,	 fought,	 and	 then	 rested.	 That	 was	
always	 the	 hardest	 part.	 To	 say	goodbye	 to	
these	women	I	had	grown	to	admire,	respect,	
and	 care	 for.	 Their	 death	 was	 a	 reminder	 
that	it	could	have	been	me,	could	still	be	me	
at	 any	 checkup,	 at	 any	 unknown	 moment,	
whenever	 my	 broken	 DNA	 decided	 to	 turn	
itself	back	on.

My chemo brain will not allow me to 
remember the names or faces of most of 
my	 breast	 cancer	 support	 sisters,	 but	 I	 will	
always	 remember	Barbara.	She	and	 I	 could	
not	 have	 been	 more	 opposite.	 Opposite	
ages,	 race,	 religion,	 neighborhoods,	 and	
probably	political	affiliation.	She	had	grands,	
I	 had	 kids.	 She’d	 been	 happily	 married	 for	
decades,	my	wedded	bliss	was	over.	She	had	
curly,	beautiful	brown	hair,	while	 I	 rocked	a	
blonde	Tina	Turner	wig	or	a	 tiny	black	Afro.	
She	 wrote	 poetry	 while	 I	 could	 barely	 sign	
permission	slips.	Barbara	always	met	me	with	

When	I	was	diagnosed	with	breast cancer 
at	age	32,	I	was	certain	no	one	knew	

what	I	was	experiencing.	One	moment	I	was	
fine	 and	 10	 months	 later	 there	 was	 a	 big	
tumor	in	my	breast.	I	had	two	little	babies	and	
didn’t	know	if	 I	would	live	to	see	them	grow	
up.	The	cancer	seemed	to	be	growing	faster	
than	they	were!	I	had	endless	questions:

What	was	I	going	to	do?	

How	would	I	get	through	chemotherapy?	

Would	I	lose	my	hair?

Would	it	hurt?

Would	 I	opt	 for	 reconstruction?	What	would	
THAT	look	like?

Would	my	kids	remember	me?

Was	I	too	young	to	die?

There	 were	 no	 local	 support	 groups	 for	
Black	 moms	 like	 me,	 or	 Black	 women.	 We	
have	 a	 convoluted	 and	 rightly	 untrusting	
relationship with medical care in the United 
States.	 Historically,	 “first	 do	 no	 harm”	 has	
not	 been	 applied	 equally	 to	 Black	 people.	
We	have	 usually	 been	on	 the	 receiving	 end	
of	 questionable	 care,	 lack	of	 treatment,	 and	
medical	 experimentation.	 My	 oncologist	
suggested	 I	 join	 a	 support	 group,	 so	 I	
searched for information from the American 
Cancer Society.	That	led	me	to	the	Susan G. 
Komen Breast Cancer Foundation, and the 
breast	 cancer	 support	 group	 at	 Brookwood	
Hospital	Birmingham	in	Alabama.

At	a	glance,	the	support	group	looked	pretty	
homogenous	 and	 WASPy.	 Yet,	 we	 came	
from	different	neighborhoods,	different	cities,	
and	 different	 decades.	 Some	 of	 us	 worked	
outside	 of	 the	 home,	 a	 few	 were	 retired,	

This breast  cancer support group was my 
therapy, helped me heal and gave me hope.

and	 others	 were	 making	 decisions	 about	
their	next	steps.	We	were	at	different	stages,	
some	 newly	 diagnosed	 and	 others,	 finished	 
with	treatments.	

I	was	usually	one	of	the	few	women	of	color	
attending	 and	 I	 expected	 to	 feel	 like	 an	
outsider.	I	anticipated	being	ignored	and	my	
feelings	 and	 questions	 going	 unheeded	 and	
unanswered.	 I	wouldn't	have	been	surprised	
at	any	of	 those	 things	as	 that	was	my	usual	
“minority”	experience	in	Alabama.	

But	 that’s	not	what	happened	 in	 this	 support	
group.	We	were	 together,	a	 team	of	women	
offering	 advice,	 asking	 questions,	 receiving	
guidance	 and	 wisdom.	 I	 was	 welcomed,	
acknowledged,	 heard,	 and	 cared	 for.	 I	was	
affirmed	 and	 loved,	 and	 brought	 into	 the	
circle	 of	 intimacy.	 I	was	 never	made	 to	 feel	
like	an	“other”	and	as	my	marriage	ended,	I	
was	given	shoulders	 to	cry	on	and	excellent	
legal	 advice.	 This	 breast	 cancer	 support	
group	was	my	 therapy,	helped	me	heal	and	
gave	 me	 hope.	 They	 became	 my	 support-
sisters	and	answered	as	many	of	my	questions	
as	they	could.

My	 support-sisters	 told	 me	 I	 was	 going	 to	
fight,	 that’s	what	 I	was	going	 to	do!	Chemo	
would	be	tough,	but	there	were	drugs	to	make	
it	more	tolerable	and	help	with	the	nausea.	I	
would	probably	lose	my	hair	but	I	could	get	a	
free	wig	and	a	makeover	from	the	Look Good, 
Feel Better program.	There	would	be	pain,	but	
there were excellent narcotics to temper that 
pain.	I’d	opted	to	have	reconstruction	during	
my	 mastectomy,	 but	 I	 wondered	 if	 it	 was	
the	 right	 decision.	 They	 showed	 me	 which	
options	 they	 chose,	 let	me	 touch	 their	 scars,	
and described the pros and cons of silicone 
versus	 saline	 implants.They	 knew	 my	 kids	
were	young	and	told	me	to	document	our	time	

One day I would be happy, again.  
One day I would find joy. One day all would  

be well and I would be well.




