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By BRIAN GRAVES
Banner Staff Writer

There is hope and help available for
breast cancer patients.

That is the message and mission of
the Mid-South Division of the
American Cancer Society.

“With the American Cancer Society
we offer a great service, which is our
1-800 number. It is open 24/7, and
you can call and talk to them about
anything related to cancer,” said
Chrissy Seals with the ACS Mid-South
Division.

That number is 1-800-227-2345.
“Breast cancer is one of the most

predominant cancers in women,”
Seals said. “Men can get breast cancer
as well, but it is [found] mostly in
women.”

Seals also said breast cancer is more
dominant in the South than in any
other region of the United States.

She said there are steps women can
take to lessen the chances of getting
the disease.

“There are all sorts of things to do
that can be preventative,” Seals said.
“You can eat right and exercise —
that’s a given. You can also go to the
doctor and get preventative exams
which could help in spotting it early.”

She said catching it early means
“they can take care of it right away.”

Seals said having the diagnosis is
not “the end of the world it used to be.

“Technology has advanced so much
over the years, and research has
advanced and doctors are more edu-
cated on specific cancers than they

once were,” she said.
It is always scary to hear the word

“cancer,” but Seals said a diagnosis of
Stage 1 or 2 gives a patient a 9 out of
10 chance of survival.

Seals said the higher stages are
more complicated.

“There still is no cure, and that’s
why we’re working so hard,” she said.

“With Stages 3, 4 and above, we still
have research that is better than it
has been, and there are still Stage 4
cancer survivors out there. That is
more heard of than it was in the past.”

Seals said there are many places to
reach out to if one learns they have
breast cancer.

Specifically, she mentions the ACS

toll-free number and their website at
cancer.org.

“You can find our more about your
cancer and ways you can keep your-
self healthy through the process,” she
said.

She said there are places such as
the Hope Lodge, where cancer patients
can stay for free during treatments.

“We also have other services such as
the Road to Recovery, where people
will drive you to treatments and back,”
Seals said.

She said those services do not make
having cancer any easier, “but it says
we’re here to help you, because we
know it’s not easy.”

Emotional support is also available
to patients.

“Every person that is involved in
these programs, most of them are vol-
unteers and they have been trained to
offer that emotional support and say
the right things,” Seals said.

Caregivers are also an important
part of the process, being there “to do
whatever they need.”

“When they first find out they have
cancer, you probably don’t want to
say, ‘It’s going to be OK.’ That’s the
last thing they want to hear, because
they are terrified,” Seals said. “You
have to find out what they need. Do
they need for you to stay with them or
just to make a couple of meals every
week? Do they need rides to treat-
ments or help finding wigs if they are
losing their hair in treatment?”
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American Cancer Society is ready to help
... ‘Because we know it’s not easy’ to deal with cancer

Banner photo, BRIAN GRAVES

ChRISSy SEAlS of the American Cancer Society’s Mid-South Division said the organiza-

tion stands ready to provide support to cancer patients.

See SEALS, Page 5
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We offer our heartfelt sympathy and 
love to those who have been afflicted 
with this difficult disease. We pray 
that His healing grace descend upon 
you to give you, and your family, 
peace and comfort.

May God Bless you and keep you safe.

The Family and Staff
of Ralph Buckner Funeral Home
and Crematory



By JOYANNA LOVE
Banner Senior Staff Writer

Deborah J. Smith recently celebrat-
ed 21 years as a breast cancer sur-
vivor. Since her recovery Smith has
often shared her story, hoping it will
be an encouragement to others who
have been diagnosed with breast can-
cer.

“They need to hear that it is going to
be OK,” Smith said. 

She was diagnosed on Aug. 24,
1994.

“It’s one of those dates that sticks in
your mind forever,” Smith said. 

Smith, like many women diagnosed
with breast cancer, had thought she
was at low risk for cancer, based on
genetics. 

A doctor’s appointment revealed one
breast was “lumpy,” prompting the
doctor to recommend she get a mam-
mogram.

“I had had a screening mammogram
four years earlier. Out of the blue, my
mother-in-law paid for it because we
didn’t have any health insurance and
she said, ‘I think you need to do this,’”
Smith recounted.

In 1994, the mammogram led to a
biopsy, which revealed breast cancer.

“When the diagnosis came, my hus-

band (Jay) went with me to that meet-
ing with the doctor, because they said
you should bring your husband and
he was like, ‘Oh brother, there is
nothing wrong with you.’ Because I
was 39 years old and I was healthy. I
was doing low fat (dieting),” Smith
said.

She was diagnosed with the early
stages of intraductal carcinoma.

“When you hear that word ‘carcino-
ma,’ you start to shut down. Your
brain is like, ‘What? This isn’t hap-
pening,’” Smith said. “I was shocked,
I thought you were supposed to be old
(to get breast cancer).”

“You think you are going to die
because back … maybe 10 years
before that, it was a death sentence,”
Smith said.

Smith had just finished her associ-
ate’s degree in accounting and had
been planning to start working full
time. She had been working part time
while going to school.

The couple had three children and
was living in Illinois at the time.

They had no health insurance to
cover the cost of treatment. 

“The Lord carried us through it,”
Smith said. 

Smith’s extended family and church
helped cover some of the costs. 
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‘My biggest thankfulness
was that I didn’t have to

have radiation or
chemotherapy, because

they got it all’

“We did finally get it paid off, over
time,” Smith said.

Smith had surgery in September
1994 to remove some lymph nodes. A
second surgery was needed.

After the second surgery, the radi-
ologist who reviewed her case said
there seemed to be “microscopic
cells” of the cancer.

Not knowing what to do, Smith
asked the doctor for a recommenda-
tion. He recommended a simple mas-

Deborah J. Smith:

Deborah J. Smith

See SMITH, Page 5



SMITH
from page 4

tectomy. 
“It’s still fresh in my mind, even

though it has been that long, but I
don’t think I would do anything differ-
ently,” Smith said.

She followed the doctor’s advice and
had the surgery, her third in a little
less than a month.

“It was pretty intense having three
children, two of them young and hav-
ing to go through that,” Smith said.

Her husband was self-employed as a
CPA at the time and was able to help
her as she recovered. Smith said she
also tried not to make a big deal about
it.

“We tried to keep things as normal
as possible,” Smith said. “Our church
was an amazing support system.” 

Smith later had reconstructive sur-
gery.

“My biggest thankfulness was that I
didn’t have to have radiation or
chemotherapy, because they got it
all,” Smith said “They had to go far to
get it, but they did get it all.” 

When she first heard doctors had
removed all of the cancer, she felt like
she was going to make it. 

Smith said God also healed the emo-
tional trauma of this journey for her
and her husband. 

When she was able to return to
work, she got a job with the state of
Illinois, which included health insur-
ance.

Every six months when Smith went
for her doctor’s appointment she
would get nervous that they would
find something.

“Yes, I trusted God for my healing
and everything was going well, but
still in the back of your mind (it’s) like
I hope he doesn’t have a plan for me to
go through more of it,” Smith said.
“Having all of those surgeries in that
short amount of time was pretty trau-
matic.”

Throughout the journey and the
recovery, Smith said she found
strength in praising God. 

Five years later she had a cyst that
needed to be drained, but she has not
had a relapse.

She said people were trying to give
her all kinds of advice, from friends
and well-wishers. Smith took the rec-
ommendations of her doctors. 

“I’ve heard of people that are doing
more natural homeopathy, and they
are having success,” Smith said.

She suggested discussing such
options with one’s doctor.

Smith said it is important to have
mammograms. 

Since her battle with cancer, Smith
has been following an even healthier
died than before.

“I try to eat a lot of vegetables and
fruits, whereas before I was (doing)
low-fat trying to stay thin. Now, I real-
ly try to eat healthy,” Smith said.

She has also stopped drinking tap
water in favor of spring water. 

Deborah and Jay moved to
Cleveland when they retired.
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SEALS 
from page 2

“There are so many things a care-
giver can do other than to say, ‘I’m so
sorry,’” Seals said.

She said the ACS “strongly sug-
gests” women go and get their annu-
al checkup, and not wait.

“This is something that can devel-
op between checkups,” she said.

The ACS recommends yearly mam-
mograms starting at age 40 and con-
tinuing for as long as a woman is in
good health; clinical breast exams,
or CBEs, about every three years for
women in their 20s and 30s and
every year for women 40 and over;
and women should know how their
breasts normally look and feel and
report any breast changes to a
health care provider right away.
Breast self-exam, or BSE, is an
option for women starting in their
20s.

Some women — because of their
family history, a genetic tendency, or
certain other factors — should be

screened with MRIs along with mam-
mograms. (The number of women
who fall into this category is small —
less than 2 percent of all women in
the United States.) Talk with a doc-
tor about your history and whether
you should have other tests or start
testing at an earlier age.

The ACS has an office in
Chattanooga at  6221 Shallowford
Road, Suite 102, and can be reached
at 423-499-2606.

“Anyone can come in for emotional
support and find out what services
we offer,” Seals said.

The office also has a “wig room”
where women facing hair loss can get
wigs for free.

Information is also available for
people who would like to volunteer to
work with cancer patients.

Seals also said the Bradley County
Relay for Life is already scheduled
for April 30, 2016.

“We are in the process of register-
ing teams,” she added.

Registration can be done online at
relayforlife.org/bradleytn.

Self-examination or regularly
checking your breasts can be an
important method of finding
breast cancer in its earliest
stages.

It is estimated about 20 per-
cent of the time, breast cancer is
found during routinely self-
exams. Doctors recommend that
the self-exam be combined with
regular physical exams by a
doctor and a mammography.

The more an individual does
examines of their breast, the
more likely they will be able to
tell if something unusual is
occurring. 

Breastcancer.org offers some
tips for self exams. They
include:
n Get in the habit of doing a

breast self-examination once a
month to familiarize yourself
with how your breasts normally

Regular

self-exams

See SELF EXAMS, Page 13



By GWEN SWIGER
Associate Editor

In 2013, Emily Varnell was only 28
when she was diagnosed with breast
cancer. 

Her nurse husband, Brandon, was
in the process of going back to school

to become a nurse practitioner.
“While waiting for his admissions

interview, he began to feel that some-
thing wasn’t right. He began to pray.
He felt God was telling him it was not
the right time to return to school,”
noted Emily.

He felt “we needed to sell the house

(in Soddy-Daisy) and return to
Cleveland.

“I had been thinking about getting
closer to family, too,” she said.

“Sometimes things can look so
good and you may think it is perfect
for you and your family; but God
knows what you really needed. God
knew we really needed to be home
and close to family. He knew the
struggles I was about to go through,”
Emily said.

After they sold the house, the cou-
ple moved into a camper on the in-
laws’ farm. They were looking at con-
tractors to build a house on the farm,
when Emily was diagnosed with
breast cancer.

Breast cancer runs in her mother’s
side of the family.

Emily said she had found a lump
on her right breast in October 2012. 

“The doctor told me that the
chances of someone my age having
breast cancer were so slim that he
hesitated to even take a biopsy,” she
said.  “He decided to go ahead and
biopsy the lump to be thorough.”

The tests came back negative. He
told her to come back in six months.

“I knew something was still wrong
with me,” she said.

During the six months, more

lumps formed and were getting
painful, she said.

In April 2013, she returned for the
followup. An ultrasound and mam-
mogram did not provide any
answers.

“The radiologist said he had not
seen anything like this and would
need to do some research to provide
me with some answers,” Emily said.
“Two weeks later, another lump had
formed under my right arm. I notified
the radiologist. He recommended I
come in for another ultrasound.”

The tests still did not provide
answers to her problem so the radiol-
ogist suggested a biopsy.

“I went in for a biopsy on
Wednesday. Two days later, I was
notified the results were positive.  I
did have cancer,” she said. 

“Five days later on a Wednesday
morning, I went in for a mastectomy
on my right breast. The pathology
revealed I had Stage III Triple
Negative Breast Cancer. It had
spread to 13 out of 15 lymph nodes
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Emily Varnell:
‘You are never too young 

to check and be sure 
you are healthy’

Contributed photos

EMILY VARNELL poses with her family — husband Brandon and children Kaylie and

Jordan — during her first fight with breast cancer, right;  and her family now, left.

Emily Varnell

See VARNELL, Page 7
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from page 6

that were tested.”
In triple-negative breast cancer, a

rare variety,  the most common types
of receptors that fuel breast cancer —
estrogen, progesterone and the
HER2/neu gene — are not there. Only
about 12 percent of breast cancer
patients are diagnosed with tripple-
negative cancer. The most common
treatments using hormone therapy
and drugs are not effective against
this type of cancer; however,
chemotherapy is.

She began 16 weeks of very intense
chemotherapy followed by six weeks of
radiation therapy. 

She also found out she had the
abnormal BRCA2 gene, which means
she is “genetically predisposed to
develop cancer in my other breast and
possibly in my ovaries.”

She said the first chemo treatment
was “awful.” 

“I was so sick that I stayed very pale
and could barely get out of bed ... I
truly thought I was dying. The night
before my second treatment, the
whole family gathered together and
prayed that my experience would not
be as bad. We had faith that things
would get better.

“Sure enough, the rest of my treat-
ments were much easier, with mini-
mal side effects,” she said.

“This was part of God’s plan. He
knew that I would get sick and that we
would need our family. I have a huge
support system. My husband cares for
my every need and makes me feel
beautiful, even though I have lost my
hair and my body has changed so
much. My kids give me hugs and kiss-
es and say the sweetest things,” Emily
noted.

Her kids are Kaylie, 6, and Jordan,

5.
She said, “Our family began to come

together and grow closer than I ever
imagined possible. Together, we trust-
ed that God had a plan and He would
get us through it together.”

When she began to lose her hair,
Emily’s family threw a “head-shaving
party.” 

She said her brothers and other
family members shaved their hair. 

“We had a totem pole picture of all of
us with shaved hair.” 

She said her daughter and mother-
in-law also had their hair cut short as
a sign of support.

“I had so much love and support,”
she said.

“One day, I was feeling great and I
wanted to go out for a Sunday drive.
Me, my brother-in-law and my moth-
er-in-law and my two kids decided to
get in the car and go. We drove a little
while down the road toward Red Clay.
We saw this for sale sign and decided
just to call. I was curious to what it
was all about. I called and it was three
dwellings on this property — 40 acres.
Now we live on a bigger farm. It is
amazing. The land is beautiful out
there. What we have and what God
has provided for us — we all have a
house. It is just amazing,” Emily said.

She had the other mastectomy on
her left breast and a full hysterecto-
my. She had reconstructive surgery
done, also.

“I was good. ... Everything was
amazing. Things were really looking
up. It came back,” she said.

The cancer came back under her
implants in her chest wall. 

“We did more chemo. ... It really
knocked me out. It brought my counts
really low ... I couldn’t really do what I
had before. 

“The last time I had been able to get

onstage at the Cowboy Church with
the children’s programs.

“This time I could not get out the
door, because the slightest cold could
really get me down. I struggled with
that. It was really hard to see my fam-
ily go to church and I couldn’t,”
she said.

She has been doing treatments with
the CyberKnife Radiosurgery System. 

“It is a form of radiation,” she said.
“It is the same machine used in regu-
lar (radiation) treatments, but it is
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Linda Bates is currently undergoing chemotherapy for breast cancer.

Linda Bates:

‘I will persevere, and 
I fully believe God’s 
going to heal me’ 

By CHRISTY ARMSTRONG
Banner Staff Writer

Linda Bates, who currently has breast
cancer, carries with her the determina-
tion to fight through it and to encourage
others to do the same. 

A Cleveland native, Bates is a regis-
tered nurse who has been working with
Hospice of Chattanooga for about 13
years. Before that, the Bradley Central
High School and Cleveland State
Community College graduate worked in
home health care. 

Bates has cared for many patients over
the years, but of late has been more often
finding herself on the receiving end of
health care. 

While she said the cancer diagnosis
was sad news, Bates is no stranger to
tragedy. 

She said she lost her 3-year-old grand-
son in a house fire in 2007. Then, she
lost two of her other young grandsons in
2012 when both died after having been
left in a hot car. Her former daughter-in-
law, Tasha Bates, is currently in prison
after having been found guilty of murder
and child neglect. 

Bates and her husband of 43 years,

Ted, have been raising their now 12-year-
old grandson, Skyler, since he was an
infant due to challenges Tasha and their
son, Jonathan, had in raising him. Skyler
has cerebral palsy and uses a wheelchair. 

While there have been plenty of chal-
lenges, the Bates family has managed to
experience a few bright spots. 

Since losing his brothers in 2012,
Skyler has been working to turn a nega-
tive into a positive by raising awareness
of the dangers of methamphetamine. 

His mother originally faced charges
that were related to manufacturing meth
until the Tennessee Court of Criminal
Appeals ruled earlier this year the meth
charges should have been separate from
the others. The role the drug may have
played in the deaths of his brothers
prompted the Lake Forest Middle School
student to start an online page that
shares anti-meth information titled,
“Skyler’s Anti-Meth Fight.” 

Bates said her grandson has also told
her he someday wants to travel around
the country speaking about the dangers
of meth. 

That mission caught the attention of a
TV station and the McMahan Law Firm in
Chattanooga. The family had been trying

to raise money for a handicapped-acces-
sible van, and Skyler was surprised with
one, a vehicle that would allow him to
more easily travel. 

Around the time Bates was busy work-
ing with those planning the surprise, she
found an irregularity in her breast. 

“Lying there one night, I realized it was
something that I needed to get checked
out,” Bates said. 

Though she felt uneasy, she decided to
wait to go to the doctor until after Skyler
got his happy surprise; she wanted that

to be in the forefront of his mind in case
there was bad news.

With the special event having already
taken place, she finally went to the doc-
tor. 

It turned out the news was exactly
what she had feared; it was cancer. 

That was in June, and Bates is now in
the process of wrapping up her first 12-
week round of chemotherapy, having
received treatments for nearly three

See BATES, Page 10
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 IImmppoorrttaanntt FFaaccttss

 YYoouurr HHiissttoorryy aanndd HHaabbiittss

 SSyymmppttoommss,, AAbbnnoorrmmaalliittiieess aanndd CChhaannggeess

 YYoouurr BBrreeaasstt HHeeaalltthh

 BBrreeaasstt AAwwaarreenneessss aanndd SSeellff EExxaammiinnaattiioonn ((BBSSEE))

 CClliinniiccaall BBrreeaasstt EExxaamm ((CCBBEE))

 MMaammmmooggrraamm

 IImmppoorrttaanntt FFaaccttss Important Facts
 • Approximately 212,600 people in the U.S. will be diagnosed with breast cancer this year – includin g 1,300 men – and 40,200 will die from the disease.
 • One person is diagnosed every 3 minutes, and one person dies of breast cancer every 14 minutes.
 • People over the age of 50 account for 77% of breast cancer cases.
 • Breast cancer is the most commonly diagnosed cancer among Hispanic women and is the leading cause  of cancer deaths.
 • Breast cancer is the most common cancer among African-American’s, but ranks second to lung cancer  in cause of cancer deaths.
 • White, non-Hispanic women are more likely to develop breast cancer, but African-American women are  more likely to die from it.

 YYoouurr HHiissttoorryy aanndd HHaabbiittss Your History and Habits
 • All are at risk for getting breast cancer. Below are some factors that  increase  your risk:
 • Aging – only about 5% of breast cancer diagnoses are under age 40 and approximately 18% are in the ir 40’s, while more than three quarters of new cases are

 diagnosed after age 50.
 • Menstruation and reproductive history – onset of menstruation before age 12, menopause after 50, f irst child after 30 or no children.
 • Alcohol – drinking 2 or more alcoholic beverages per day.
 • Family history of breast cancer – especially if close relatives are diagnosed before age 50. A fir st-degree relative (mother, sister, daughter) with breast cancer 

 approximately doubles the risk of breast cancer.
 • Personal history or prior breast cancer.

 SSyymmppttoommss,, AAbbnnoorrmmaalliittiieess aanndd CChhaannggeess Symptoms, Abnormalities and Changes
 Early breast cancer usually does not cause pain. In fact, when breast cancer first develops, there m ay be no symptoms at all. If you have any concerns or find even a small 
 change, call your doctor. Some symptoms that may indicate breast cancer include, but are not limited  to: • Nipple discharge or tenderness. • Lumps in breast/underarm area.
 Visual changes including:
 • Size of breast, including swelling • Inverted nipple (which looks as though it was caved in) • Pit ting (the skin look like the skin of an orange) or scaling of the breast skin.

 YYoouurr BBrreeaasstt HHeeaalltthh Your Breast Health
 • Early detection can help save lives. There is a 97% five-year survival rate when breast cancer is  caught before it spreads to other parts of the body.
 • Follow the guidelines at right to aid in early detection of breast cancer. If there is a history o f breast cancer in your family, consult your doctor and start earlier than noted.

 BBrreeaasstt AAwwaarreenneessss aanndd SSeellff EExxaammiinnaattiioonn ((BBSSEE)) Breast Awareness and Self Examination (BSE)
 • BSE is a method of checking one’s own breasts for lumps or suspicious changes.
 • Starting at age 20, women should discuss BSE with their doctors. The goal is to immediately report  any new breast change to a health professional. Women who choose

 to do BSE should have their BSE technique reviewed during their clinical exam by a health profession al.
 • If you choose to de BSE, the following provides a step-by-step systematic approach for the exam.
 • Lie down and place one arm behind your head. Use the pads of your 3 middle fingers and press firml y across the breast in overlapping, dime-sized circular motions. Use 3 

 different levels of pressure: light pressure to feel the tissue closest to the skin, medium pressure  to feel deeper, and firm pressure to feel the tissue closest to the chest and ribs.
 • Move across the breast in an up and down pattern, starting from the he underarm and moving across  the breast to the middle of the chest bone, repeating the pressure.
 • Standing in front of a mirror with your hands pressing down on your hips, look at your breast for  any changes in size, shape, contour or dimpling. Repeat with arms slightly 

 raised, making sure to check under each breast.

 CClliinniiccaall BBrreeaasstt EExxaamm ((CCBBEE)) Clinical Breast Exam (CBE)
 • CBE is an examination of the breast by a healthcare professional.
 • Women in their 20s and 30s should  have a clinical breast exam by a health professional at least e very 3 years, and women 40 and older should have an exam every year.
 • The examiner will first inspect your breast for changes in size and shape.
 • Using the pads of her/his fingers, t he examiner will c heck for lumps in the breast and under the  arms and will also note texture and shape.
 • During the CBE, a woman should ask her health professional to teach breast self-examination or rev iew her technique.

 MMaammmmooggrraamm Mammogram
 • Mammogram is a specialized X ray of the breast to help detect breast cancers which cannot be felt  by a health care professional.
 • At age 40, begin getting annual mammograms by a licensed technologist.
 • A mammogram will take approximately 20 minutes total, but each compression lasts a few seconds.
 • Avoid wearing deodorant, powder or creams under your arms – it may interfere with the quality of t he mammogram image.
 • You may feel discomfort, but it should not be painful. To reduce the amount of discomfort, schedul e your mammogram when your breasts will be less tender,

 such as the week before your period.
 • Facilities are required to send results within 30 days. You should be contacted within 5 business  days if there are any concerns with the mammogram.
 • It is important that mammograms are compared year to year  so be sure to know where your mammogram  film is held – by your doctor of a mammogram facility.

 You may request that your film be sent to a medical professional.
 • All information taken from the American Cancer Society and the National Cancer Institute.
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brothers dying
and both his

parents get-
ting arrest-
ed. 

But Bates
said she has

decided to
remain strong for

those still with her. For
Skyler. For her four children, even
Skyler’s dad. 

As a hospice nurse, Bates has also
had to help others deal with their
health-related fears while making
sure they stay as comfortable as pos-
sible. 

Even the strongest people need
someone to lean on, and Bates said
she has found solace in her
Christian faith, in God. 

“I will persevere, and I fully believe
God’s going to heal me,” Bates said. 

She said He has helped her stay
strong through all she has experi-
enced so far, and she is choosing to
hope for the future rather be fearful
of the unknown. 

While some may question why God
would want to put one person
through so much, Bates said she
believes it is “for a reason” and that
she will hopefully learn why one day. 

“When people look at me, I want
them to know my faith’s keeping a
smile on my face,” Bates said.
“That’s what’s going to get me
through this.” 

Because she ended up being able
to feel that something was wrong
with her breast, Bates recommends
all women be alert and on the look-
out for any lumps or other unusual
signs. 

For breast self-examination, the
American Cancer Society suggests
women lie on their backs to feel their
breasts because that is when the tis-

sue is the most thinly spread. 
Using the three middle fingers of

one hand, women are told to apply
pressure in circular motions to
check for any bumps or lumps on
their breasts and in their armpits.
They are also instructed to look at
themselves standing in front of a
mirror to see if there are any visible
changes from month to month.  

Even if a woman is not sure
whether what she finds is a sign of
cancer, Bates said they should dis-
cuss their findings with a doctor. 

“Just go anyway,” Bates advised.
“It’s better to go and not need it than
to need it and not go.” 

In the event one’s findings do turn
out to be bad, she urges people to
not lose hope. It is easy to stress over
all of life’s challenges, but she said
one should focus on getting better —
and keeping the faith in the process.

“Take one day at a time,” Bates
said. “When dealing with something
like this … a lot of things end up
coming out in the wash. You learn
not to stress out over small things.” 

EMILY VARNELL

from page 7

more localized. This is more pinpoint-
ed. There are three gold pieces around
your chemo area. The machine knows
where to direct the radiation.”

She is doing well with the treat-
ments. “I am a little sore,” she said.

Cancer sounds “scary. ... During
the hard times while we were waiting
for answers, I really prayed a lot. I
believe that God is going to use me.
Maybe I can help at least one other
person. Show them you are not too
young to be tested and know some-
thing is wrong with your body. You
need to fight for it.”

Life is too “precious,” she said. “You
are never too young to check and be
sure you are healthy.

“I have an opportunity to help oth-
ers by telling my story. I hope it helps
to lift up their spirits and get them
through their battle with this awful
disease.

“I can honestly say that it’s great to
be me. I love my life. Life may not
always happen the way you want it to
or think it should go. No matter
what, you have to stay positive, smile
often and take it one day at a time.
Most of all, give it all to God and take
a look at all the good around you,”
she said.
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from page 8

months straight. 
She now wears a hat to cover her

head since losing her hair to the
medication, and she said nausea
and fatigue have also made the expe-
rience difficult. 

After she has finished with this
first round of chemo, she is expected
to get another scan before she and
her doctors decide what to do next. 

Bates said she could be facing sur-
gery and radiation, but she’s not
sure. It’s also possible she may need
more chemo, but she doesn’t know
yet. 

There are a lot of uncertainties
right now.

Sitting in a room at her doctor’s
office getting her weekly dose of
chemo, she smiled, with tears at the
same time threatening to cloud her
vision. 

“We’ve been through so much in

our family; this has not
seemed like much,”
Bates said. 

She recounted
how her oncolo-
gist, Dr. Sylvia
Krueger, reacted
when Bates told her
some of her family’s
struggles. The doctor quipped
cancer would likely be easy to con-
quer after some of those challenges. 

“Cancer has really had the sting
taken out of it,” Bates said. 

After all, she pointed out she’s
been through worse. Grandmothers
love their grandchildren, and she
said the pain of losing even one was
an “indescribable” feeling. A few
years later, “two more little angels
went to heaven.” 

She said Skyler is “a little scared
because he’s had a lot of loss in his
life.” Though he is only in middle
school, the young man has already
had to deal with all three of his

“When people look at
me, I want them to know my

faith’s keeping a 
smile on my face.”

— Linda Bates



By GWEN SWIGER
Associate Editor

For 33 years, Melissa Denton and
Angie Burnette have been the best of
friends. 

They met in school. They live 10 min-
utes from each other in Ten Mile. They
shared childbirth experiences. And
now cancer.

“I am thankful, I had her,” noted
Angie. 

Both Melissa and Angie agree sup-
port is important for someone diag-
nosed with cancer. They were fortunate
to have supportive families and each
other.

In 2007, Angie was diagnosed with
Stage IIIB metastatic ductal carcinoma
breast cancer in her left breast.

She said her grandmother had been
diagnosed with breast cancer in April
2007. Her grandmother was 78. Her
grandmother had her breast removed,
but because the cancer was localized,
they got it all. 

“She did not have to take any treat-
ments,” Angie said. “I think it was the
Lord preparing me.”

Angie said her husband had been
urging her to get a mammogram.  

“In July of 2007, I had a mammo-
gram,” she said. “Nothing showed up.”

She said, “My nipples on my breast
were inverted. I did not know that was
a sign of breast cancer.”

She mentioned it to a friend who had
cancer at about  her age — 38. “The
minute I told her that, she said I need-
ed to make an appointment right now.

“I made an appointment that day.
Within a week, I was in to see the doc-
tor. That day, I had a mammogram,
ultrasound and a needle biopsy. They
said it would be the following Monday
before I knew for sure,” she said.

In September of 2007, the cancer
had progressed to stage III. 

“I had eight rounds of chemo and 32
radiation treatments the first time. I
had so many lymph nodes involved,”

Angie said.
Her left breast was removed. 
About six months after the surgery,

she had trans-flap reconstruction.
“It was kind of new at the time,” she

said. 
In a trans-flap reconstruction, the

doctors take skin, fat and muscle from
the stomach area and move it to the
chest.

She was having to visit the doctor
about every three months for followup
exams and treatment.

“In December of 2011, they found
cancer in my right breast. I had 12
chemos and 35 radiations,” she said.

“I had already been through that,”
she said. “I felt like if I had had the
other breast removed I would not have
had to go through cancer again.”

“One of the hardest things about the
treatments was losing my hair,” she
said.

In 2013, she finished the treatments
and had reconstructive surgery.

In the middle of this cancer crisis,
Angie said she received a letter from
her doctor. He was leaving the practice.
She had to find a new doctor.

Her father-in-law was undergoing
treatments at Vanderbilt Hospital in
Nashville. 

“I chose to go to Vanderbilt, because
they spoke highly of the doctors and
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how good their treatment had been.”
She got an appointment with Dr.

Ingrid Mayer. Dr. Mayer  at the
Vanderbilt-Ingram Cancer Center. 

“She is the very best doctor,” Angie
said. “She is also in research so she is
up on all the procedures.”

Angie had decided on a partial hys-
terectomy. When the doctor got in
there, “he said it was like someone
had sprinkled powdered sugar — that
was May of 2013. I found out it (can-
cer) had metastasized to my stomach
area and vertebrae. There were a cou-
ple of suspicious places on my lungs.

“Dr. Mayer believes it had metasta-
sized earlier and should have been
treated,” Angie said.

“I am on a new pill that was
approved in April. It is Ibrance. I take
it for 21 days, then I stop for seven
days and then I start again,” she said. 

It has many side effects. She said it
makes her blood counts low and
drains her strength. 

She explained Ibrance is a cyclin-
dependent kinase (CDK) inhibitor. In
other words, it stops the growth of
cancer cells. She will be taking it
indefinitely, she said.

Angie said Dr. Mayer told her they
were working on a cure. 

“I asked her if they would find a
cure in my lifetime. She said ‘I hope
so.’”

She noted she not only had
Melissa’s support, but her family’s
and church’s support “was awesome.”

Melissa was diagnosed with Stage I
ductal carcinoma in situ (non-inva-
sive breast cancer) in 2013.

She had gone in for her regular
mammogram when the Mary Ellen
Locher mobile unit was at the Piggly
Wiggly.

“I had been using them for three

years,” she said.
“I got a call saying they had found a

little spot that was suspicious and to
come down to the center for an ultra-
sound and a biopsy,” Melissa said.

“She did not tell anybody ... She did
not tell me or her family,” Angie said.

Melissa explained, the “odds were 80
to 20 percent that it wasn’t cancer.”

It was cancer. The plan was to have a
lymphotomy and radiation treatments. 

Melissa said, the report showed the
cancer was more extensive than at first
thought. 

“I had a double mastectomy. I knew
what she (Angie) had been through. In
October 2013, I had reconstruction
and had a complete hysterectomy
because my estrogen was positive.

“I did not have to have chemo or radi-
ation,” she said.  

“That mammogram saved my life. It
caused me to not have to have chemo
or radiation because the cancer was
caught so early,” she said.

“It was rough,” she said. “I made 52
trips to Chattanooga from September
2013 through March 2014.

A positive attitude is important,
Melissa said.

“You have to fight it,” according to
Angie. 

She said she was an emotional wreck
the first time.

“We knew what we had to do. I was
prepared. I knew what was expected,
but  it is a phone call you never want
to hear — you have cancer,” Angie said.

They both agreed you have to believe
— faith in God was important to their
treatments. 

“It made us have a better relation-
ship with God. I was ready to meet
God, but I was not ready to die. There
were things I wanted to do,” Angie said.

They encourage women to know their
bodies and get regular mammograms.

“Cancer does not know an age,”
Angie said.  It is up to the individual to
do self-exam. 

Both Angie and Melissa have been
involved in the Meigs County Relay for
Life since 2011. 

“We think we are here to help people
... encourage and raise the money for
those in the county suffering from can-

cer,” they agreed.
They want to raise the funds so oth-

ers in the community can have the
support needed. 

“We want to raise money in Meigs
County to help pay for the expenses of
cancer patients — gas card, co-pays
and medicine,” said Melissa. “And
caregivers need support, too.”

“We want to raise money for
research, but we also want to help
those who are fighting cancer,” Angie
said. 

“I am thankful I had her (Melissa).
My husband had to work and handle
other things,”  Angie said.

Melissa noted, “We have good sup-
port. We are willing to help others in
this area who are going through this.”

She also has great support from her
husband Chris and children Zach and
Kayley.

Angie has her husband Jamie and
son, Noah, 16, in her corner.

Angie said after she was diagnosed
the second time, her son Noah told her,
“You did it once. You can do it again.”

“We are all fighters,” the two said. 
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ordeal.
The study was sponsored by the

National Cancer Institute. Results
were published online Monday by the
New England Journal of Medicine and
discussed at the European Cancer
Congress in Vienna.

The study involved the most com-
mon type of breast cancer — early
stage, without spread to lymph nodes;
hormone-positive, meaning the
tumor’s growth is fueled by estrogen
or progesterone; and not the type that
the drug Herceptin targets. Each year,
more than 100,000 women in the
United States alone are diagnosed
with this.

The usual treatment is surgery fol-
lowed by years of a hormone-blocking
drug. But many women also are urged
to have chemo, to help kill any stray
cancer cells that may have spread
beyond the breast and could seed a
new cancer later. Doctors know that
most of these women don’t need
chemo but there are no great ways to
tell who can safely skip it.

A California company, Genomic
Health Inc., has sold a test called

Oncotype DX since 2004 to help
gauge this risk. The test measures the
activity of genes that control cell
growth, and others that indicate a
likely response to hormone therapy
treatment.

Past studies have looked at how
women classified as low, intermediate
or high risk by the test have fared.
The new study is the first to assign
women treatments based on their
scores and track recurrence rates.
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from page 5

look and feel. 
Examine yourself several days after

your period ends, when your breasts
are least likely to be swollen or tender. 

If you are no longer having periods,
choose a day that is easy to remember
— the first or last day of the month.

n If you feel a lump, don’t panic.
Most women have some lumpy area in
their breast all the time. Only 20 per-
cent of the women wo have suspicious
lump biopsied have breast cancer.

n Breasts tend to have different
“neighborhoods.” The upper, outer
area — near the armpit — tends to
have the most prominent lumps and
bumps. The lower half can feel like a
sandy or pebbly beach. The area
under the nipple can feel like a collec-
tion of large grains. Another part
might feel like a lumpy bowl of oat-
meal.

n It is important that you know the
look and feel of your own breasts’ var-
ious area. Has anything changed
since the last month?

Breastcancer.org suggests starting
a journal to record your findings so
you can remember from month to
month. The website says that only
changes that last beyond one full
cycle, or seem to get bigger or more
prominent in some way, need to be
brought to your doctor’s attention.

fIVe STePS Of BReaST 
Self-exam

1. Begin by looking at  your breast
in a mirror with your shoulders

straight and your arms at your hips.
Breasts should be their usual size,

shape and color. 
They should be evenly shaped with-

out visible signs of distortion or
swelling.

Call a doctor if you see dimpling,
puckering or bulging of the skin, a
nipple that has changed position or
an inverted nipple; or redness, sore-
ness, rash or swelling.

2. Raise your arms and look for the
same changes.

3. While you are at the mirror, look
for nay signs of fluid coming out of
one or both nipples (this could be a
watery, milky or yellow fluid or blood).

4. Feel your breast while lying
down. Use your right hand to feel your
left breast and then your left hand to
feel your right breast. 

Use a firm, smooth touch with the
first few finger pads of your hand,
keeping the fingers flat and together.
Use a circular motion, about the size
of a quarter.

Cover the breast from top to bottom,
side to side from your collarbone to
the top of your abdomen and from
your armpit to your cleavage.

Follow the pattern to be sure that
the whole breast is covered. You can
begin at the nipple, moving in larger
and larger circles until the outer edge
of the breast is reached. 

5. You should also feel your breast
while you are standing or sitting.
Many women find the easiest way to
feel their breast is when their skin is
wet and slippery, so they like to do
this step in the shower. Cover the
entire breast, using the same hand
movements described in step 4.

By Marilynn Marchione
AP Chief Medical Writer 

Many women with early-stage
breast cancer can skip chemotherapy
without hurting their odds of beating
the disease — good news from a major
study that shows the value of a gene-
activity test to gauge each patient’s
risk.

The test accurately identified a
group of women whose cancers are so
likely to respond to hormone-blocking
drugs that adding chemo would do lit-
tle if any good while exposing them to
side effects and other health risks. In
the study, women who skipped chemo

based on the test had less than a 1
percent chance of cancer recurring far
away, such as the liver or lungs, with-
in the next five years.

“You can’t do better than that,” said
the study leader, Dr. Joseph Sparano
of Montefiore Medical Center in New
York.

An independent expert, Dr. Clifford
Hudis of New York’s Memorial Sloan
Kettering Cancer Center, agreed.

“There is really no chance that
chemotherapy could make that num-
ber better,” he said. Using the gene
test “lets us focus our chemotherapy
more on the higher risk patients who
do benefit” and spare others the

Gene test finds which breast cancer patients can skip chemo
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Debbie Moore: 
‘If I had waited ... to get my mammogram, it would have been too late.’

By ALLEN MINCEY
Banner Staff Writer

Even after a clean bill of health
months before, Debbie Moore remem-
bers a situation that led to her seek-
ing medical attention for what was to
become a cancerous tumor in her
breast.

Moore said there were no signs of
any problems in her mammogram in
April 2014, and at her annual doctor’s
visit in September, there were also no
concerns.

“Cancer was never on my radar,”
she said.

But, around a month after that
checkup, she and her husband of 36
years, Ron, were preparing for vaca-
tion when she was carrying items to
the car “and, by chance, ran into the
door facing and something hit my
breast and I thought, ‘That shouldn’t
hurt that badly.’”

She said she started noticing soon
afterward that her breast was a bit
sore, and though she thought it was
just due to hitting the door facing, her
husband said she should go and get it
checked.

“I thought, nah, I am alright. I was
just at the doctor and it’s no big deal,”
she remembered.

However, as her doctor checked her
breast, the doctor took her hand and
pulled it away quickly, as she could
feel the rough edges there. 

Moore said a considerable sized
tumor was found, and the rough
edges on it meant it had already bro-

ken out of the tubes and was already
in the fatty tissues of her breast.

“So I think I am a real candidate for
a person who says you need to pay
attention to your body, do your breast
self-exams and not ignore any odd
pains,” she said. “And, go to the doc-
tor when you think there might be
something there.”

Having cancer appear was some-
thing, Moore had never prepared. In
fact, she said she had never been in
the emergency room before then.

“My doctor checked me one day,
and I was at the surgeon the next day
to have a biopsy,” she said. “On
Monday, the surgeon comes in and
says it’s cancer, and here are what
your options are.”

The options included removal of the
lump in her breast or removal of the
entire breast. She opted for removal of
the lump, which now includes not
only chemotherapy but also radiation
treatments.

“This was completely new to me. I
felt like I was in a spin cycle or some-
thing,” she said. “It’s really over-
whelming.”

But, what she remembers most is
the support of her husband, Ron.

“I think I hated that day (when told
it was cancer) more for Ron than
myself,” she said. “He has been with
me all the way, and my decisions have
always been made with his blessing.”

Even going through the surgery,
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ing her husband, has helped her get through many treatments.
See MOORE, Page 15



MOORE
from page 14

chemo and radiation treatments, Moore
has tried to maintain a positive outlook
on life, and if her sense of humor is any
indication, she has done so.

“I had people tell me that radiation
was a walk in the park ... yeah,
Jurassic Park,” she jokes.

She also said she lost her hair in the
chemo treatments, but it is now grow-
ing back out.

“I now have enough hair to finally
have a bad hair day,” Moore said.

And, she said, there have been some
good times mixed in with the process of
going through cancer treatment.

“During this time, we had two grand-
babies born,” she smiled. Yet, she said
she felt sorry for them having to see her
go through the treatments.

“It should have been such a joyous
time,” Moore said. She persevered
though, and finally returning to Black
Fox Elementary School, where she
presently teaches English language
learners classes to youngsters, got her
back to mentoring children, something
she has enjoyed for over 35 years.

She and her husband have a radio
show, “Old Town Cleveland,” on WOOP-
FM 99.9 on Saturdays.  

She said through all of the cancer
treatments, she only missed two shows,
though she admitted to laying down
prior to, during and after shows to get
her strength back where she wanted it.

“I just needed to keep normal in my
life,” she said. “I just needed to keep
going.”

Moore credits the doctors in
Cleveland for getting her through her
surgery and treatments with as little
discomfort as possible.

“We have unbelievable doctors here,”
she said. “I had the best care.”

Like many cancer patients, Moore
felt worse about how what she was
going through for her family than for
herself.

“It’s hard on your family. It’s hard on
your friends, because they can’t do
anything except be supportive,” she
said.

Her husband, who had seen two fam-
ily members die of leukemia, said if he
could, he would take the treatment for
her.

“When it hits right inside your house
... well, you don’t know that pain until
it hits,” Ron Moore said. “She did an
amazing job going through this like she
did.”

He said if those who are diagnosed

are aggressive about wanting treatment
done, “it’s amazing what they are doing
with cancer now. The survival rate is
tremendous, but you can’t wait ... so
men or women, if you feel something
may be cancer, you need to go to your
doctor and just find out.” 

And try to live as normal a life as pos-
sible.

“I’ve cried one whole day. It was the
day they told me I would have to take
more radiation,” Moore said. When she
completes her radiation at the end of
the year, she will have had 30 such
treatments.

Focus on what you have ahead of
you, and strive for that through all of
the procedures you have to endure.

“I just had to keep the faith,” she
said. “I have had a wonderful life, but I
sure would like to stick around for
those grandbabies.”

Both of the Moores said that early
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detection is important, as is early treat-
ment. Though more rare, men can also
get breast cancer, so anything suspi-
cious should be checked in a timely
manner.

“If I had waited until the following

April, to get my mammogram, it would
have been too late,” she said, “so
please, do your self-exams and see your
doctor if you have any concerns. There
are many out there who want you
around.”
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DEBBIE

MOORE CON-

TINUES to teach

at Black Fox

Elementary

School throughout

her breast cancer

treatments. The

37-year veteran

educator teaches

English language

learners classes

at the school.

With her are stu-

dents Maxim

Zazgarskiy, left,

and Alex Dillard.
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