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Some Myths and Common 
Misconceptions about Cancer
I’ve heard that cancer only afflicts people whose 
family members have or have had cancer.  Is cancer 
hereditary?
Breast cancer is not always hereditary.  Most breast cancer 
cases occur in people who have no family history with 
breast cancer cancer.

If the cancer is removed through surgery or a biopsy, 
could it spread to other parts of the body?
Some people worry that cancer surgery or a biopsy makes 
the disease spread.  Neither surgery nor a biopsy will 
cause the cancer to spread.

If I have cancer, I’ll know it because it will hurt.  
That’s why I only have to be tested for cancer if I 
have pain.  Right?
Only in very rare cases does breast cancer cause pain.  
That’s why you need to become familiar with how your 
breasts feel and look.  If you notice any change, you 
should notify your doctor right away.

I bumped my breast, and a few days later I saw 
that it was bruised.  Do bruises on the breast cause 
breast cancer?
No, being hit or bumped on the breast does not cause 
breast cancer.
 
Are there herbs that can cure cancer?
Some cancer patients take herbs (such as cat’s claw, 
chaparral and noni juice) hoping that they’ll help cure the 
cancer.  But current scientific studies have not found any 
herb or combination of herbs that cure cancer.  Patients 
who take herbs, or who are thinking of taking herbs, 
should discuss it with their doctors.  Some herbs could 
cause harm on their own or if combined with common 
cancer treatments, such as chemotherapy.  Furthermore, 
some herbs can keep other treatments or medicines from 
working properly.
 

1 This list is an edited excerpt from the list of myths and common misconceptions about cancer 

from the Spanish web site of the National Cancer Institute.
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Symptoms

Different people have different 
warning signs for breast cancer.  
Some people do not have any 
signs or symptoms at all.  A 
person may find out he or she 
has breast cancer after a routine 
mammogram.

Some warning signs of breast 
cancer are:1 

Keep in mind that some of these 
warning signs can happen with 
other conditions that are not 
cancer.  If you have any signs 
that worry you, be sure to see 
your doctor right away.

1Osteen, R. Breast Cancer. In: Lenhard RE, 
Osteen RT, Gansler R, eds. Clinical Oncology. 
Atlanta, GA: American Cancer Society; 
2001:251–268

Sources:  Division of Cancer Prevention 
and Control, and the National Center for 
Chronic Disease Prevention and Health 
Promotion, of the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

A lump in the breast or  
underarm (armpit).
Thickening or swelling of  
part of the breast.
Irritation or dimpling of  
breast skin.
Redness or flaky skin in  
the nipple area or on the 
breast.
Pulling in of the nipple or  
pain in the nipple area.
Nipple discharge other  
than breast milk,  
including blood.
Any change in the size or  
the shape of the breast.
Pain in any part of the  
breast.
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I’ll never understand men.  Roberto 
insisted I open my own salon, and 
now all he does is complain that 

I work too much.

They can’t make up their 
minds.  That’s why I told my 
ex, “Hasta la vista, baby.”

He even thought 
we wouldn’t 
have a sex life 
anymore.

What’s wrong, 
Silvia?

But what your 
husband did to you 
was unforgivable.

And look what 
he’s missing 
now, right?

I didn’t want to say 
anything, Ivette...but the 
doctor sent me to get a 
mammogram.

I’ve been feeling something strange 
in my left breast.  Like a bump.  
There was something abnormal in 
the mammogram, so the doctor 
did a biopsy.

Don’t worry.  
It’s probably 

nothing.
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I have to go back next week for the 
results.  He told me to bring a family 
member or friend.

I don’t know.  I have a 
bad feeling.  Don’t tell 
anyone.  I don’t want 
Gerardo to know.

When was the last time we had a 
hot meal around here?  You’re so 
busy you barely notice me.

Look, I’m in no mood.  I 
didn’t get a break all day.

Weren’t you the 
one that wanted 
me to have my 
own salon, too?

You work too 
hard, woman.

Oh, God, could I have something 
bad, too?  That’s probably why 

I’m so tired all the time.

You know I can’t quit 
work now.  Gerardo has 
only one more year 
before he graduates 
from high school.

But nobody in our 
family has ever had 
breast cancer.

Who said you have 
to quit your job?

Calm down.  You 
know a lot of people 

survive breast 
cancer today.
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Poor Silvia, she’s already overwhelmed.  And on 
top of everything else, now this.  I can’t start 
thinking the worst.  I’ve got to have faith.

My sister had a mammo-
gram, and they found 
something in her breast, 
so the doctor did a biopsy.  
She has to go back next 
week for the results.

You’re the one 
who’s acting 
strange.

How was your 
day, Belkis?

Leave her alone.  You already have 
plenty of clients.  I don’t know 
why you worry so much.

Then you could 
help me promote 
the salon.

I’m a Patient Navigator.  
Part of my job is to go 
with patients to their 
doctor’s appointments, 
give them support, help 
them with their questions 
for the doctor, and 
translate into Spanish if 
they need it.  Your sister 
needs a lot of support 

right now.

That’s why 
I called 
you.  How 
do they 
call what 
you do?

Jacqueline, I’m sorry to 
bother you so early, but I need 
your advice.  It’s about my 
sister.  Can we get together?

You should go 
with her.  Do 
you want me 

to go, too?

I’m learning so 
much.  I love 
marketing.

What’s the matter   
with you?  You don’t 
support me in 
anything lately.
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All this has gotten me 
so depressed, Ivette.

Doesn’t Roberto 
help out?

And waiting for the 
biopsy results makes 
me so anxious.

What’s wrong with you?  
You look pale, Ivette.

Lately I feel like he 
doesn’t understand 
me.

You’re not alone.  
You have us.

If this turns out 
to be bad, how 
am I going to 
tell my boy?

 I have a friend who can help us.  A 
client.  She’s a breast cancer survivor 
and works for SHARE, an organiza-
tion that gives support to women 
going through this.

Don’t complain.  Roberto 
is a good husband.  You 
don’t know how alone I 
feel right now.

It’s the salon.  There’s so 
much pressure.  I should 
never have taken that loan.

I knew it.  There’s some-
thing wrong with me.  I 
have to find the courage to 
go to the doctor. 

I know.  That’s why I wanted 
you to come and get your 
hair done.  We need to keep 
a stiff upper lip.
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You’re so pretty!  I can’t believe you had 
chemotherapy.  Thank you for coming.  I get 
so nervous speaking to doctors in English.

The doctor says the result of the 
biopsy was positive.  The tumor is 
malignant.  You have cancer.

I’m an example that breast cancer 
doesn’t mean death.  Besides, the 
doctor says it seems like it’s at an 
early stage.

What does 
that mean?

I knew it.  I’m 
going to die.

The doctor gives Silvia the diagnosis.

That’s what we’re here 
for.  To support women 
at times like these.
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You? You’re 
already up 
to your 
neck with 
that loan.

How much work 
will I have to miss?

I’m so confused.  I don’t 
know what to think.

Is it true that the 
cancer could spread 
because of the surgery?

If you’re not sure, you can 
get a second opinion.  A lot 
of women do it.  It’s your 
right and your life.

Don’t worry 
about the 
money, Silvia.  
I’ll help you.

Don’t be afraid.  The doctor says he’ll 
remove the tumor and any tissue 
around it that has cancer cells.  This 
is called a lumpectomy, and it’s 
usually followed by radiation and 
other treatments.  It all depends on 
the pathology report.

No, that’s not true.  But 
if you have any other 
questions, you should ask 
the doctor directly.  
Something that has always 
helped me is to make a list 
of questions before seeing 
the doctor.  We have to 
learn to be in charge of 
our own health.

I’ll never abandon you.  
Besides, Jacqueline is going to 
give me a list of organizations 
and programs that can help us.  
And she told me that the 
recovery from a lumpectomy is 
pretty fast.  In most cases, 
women go home the same day.
 

We’ll remove the tumor and any tissue 
around it that may have cancer cells.  
This is called a lumpectomy.  The 
surgery and the pathology report will 
determine the treatment to follow, but 
a lumpectomy is usually followed by 
radiation and other treatments.  It all 
depends on the pathology report.
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I can’t believe 
my sister has…

I can’t even say the word.  It 
terrifies me.  And now I’m feeling 
some strange things in my own 
breasts when I touch them.

It only takes a few minutes.  Mammogra-
phy is the best technology available, and 
the one used most to detect breast 
cancer, even if you haven’t felt anything 
yourself.  It’s worth it for your health and 
peace of mind.

Not necessarily.  Many women 
diagnosed with breast cancer don’t have 
any family history.  If you’re scared, 
that’s all the more reason to see a doctor 
so he can do a clinical breast exam.  
Don’t worry about money.  If you need a 
mammogram, there are programs that 
offer them free or at a very low cost.  If 
you want, I’ll go with you.
 

What if he sends me for a 
mammogram?  I’ve heard it 
really hurts.  They squeeze 
them with that machine.

The important thing is that she went to the doctor 
when she noticed something different about her 
breast.  The doctor was able to do a clinical breast 
exam right away, and then order a mammogram.  
That’s why if you feel or notice any change in your 

breasts you should go to the doctor right away.

Breast cancer.

It’s not going to be 
easy but, like any 
mother, she’ll find a 
way to tell her son.

What if I have the 
same thing as my 
sister?  I could 
have it, too.

I would have liked to stay 
with Silvia, but she didn’t 
want me to.
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At Ivette’s house. Why didn’t you 
tell me?

Todo muy 
bueno, Silvia. We have to 

wait for the 
pathology 
report.

You’d never 
keep anything 
like that from 
me, right?   
That’s what 
I’m here for.

Todo muy bien, 
not bueno, Doctor.

He says they were able to 
remove all of the cancerous 
tumor.

The doctor says that we have to wait for the 
pathology report.  You have to stay positive.  
That’ll help you recover faster.

Is she going to need 
chemotherapy?

She begged me 
not to tell anyone.

Gerardo told me 
everything.  That’s why 
you’ve been acting so 
strange lately.

Am I going to 
lose my hair?

Mom, I’m going to stay 
positive, too.  I want 
you to get better soon.

And if you ever 
need a wig, I’ll take 
care of it.  You’ll be 
as beautiful as ever.

We have to be there 
for your Aunt Silvia and 
your cousin Gerardo.
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You’re still so depressed.  We have to be 
thankful that Silvia’s surgery went well.  
Are you that worried about the loan?  
You’re hiding something from me.  I know 
you.  Are you late on the payments?

It’s just that I never touch my breasts.  
But now with Silvia…when I touch 
them I feel strange things, and I can’t 

help thinking the worst.

No.  It has 
nothing to do 
with the loan.

Are you afraid 
there’s some-
thing wrong 
with you, too?

How could you 
doubt me like that?  
I know you wouldn’t 
leave me either at a 
time like this.

You?  You’re the bravest 
person I’ve ever met in my 
life.  You’ve never been 
afraid of anything.  Besides, 
I’ll be there for you.I panic when I think 

of what the doctor 
might say.

I’m not afraid, I’m 
terrified.  Would 
you love me the 
same if I had 
breast cancer?

What is it then?  
Tell me.

But when it 
comes to 
breast 
cancer, I do 
get scared.
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Try not to move.  
Just one more 
minute.  Are you 
uncomfortable?

Yes, a little.  
Sorry.  I’m 
so nervous.

In the mammogram exam room. Don’t worry. 
We’re almost 
done.

The mammogram was fine, 
Roberto.  I’m so happy, I feel 
like a new woman.

Silvia is 
recovering so 
well from the 
surgery!

You have to stay positive.  Some women 
don’t need chemotherapy.  Besides, if I 
beat it, she can too.  These days there are 
a lot of medications to help counteract 
the side effects of chemotherapy.

But she gets depressed 
sometimes.  The thought 
of having chemotherapy 

scares her.

It’s really not as 
bad as I’d heard.
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You’re lucky to 
have Roberto.

I didn’t call you because 
Roberto offered to go with me.  
I didn’t even have to ask him.

I know that now.  
Roberto said he’ll 
be in charge of 
reminding me.

I remember they 
even offered support 
to your ex-husband.

I don’t know how 
you got through it 
all without your 
ex-husband.

I wish there were more people like you.  We are so 
grateful to you and the organization you work for.  
And I have good news for you.  I went to the 
doctor.  She did a breast exam, and sent me for a 
mammogram.  It was scary…but everything 
turned out fine.  I’m so relieved.  I should have 
done it sooner.

But by the time he decided to come 
back, I had already become a different 
woman.  Cancer taught me to value 
each moment, and gave new meaning 
to my life with my new husband.  And 
look at me now.  I’m about to 
celebrate fifteen years of survival.

You should establish a 
relationship with your 
doctor, and discuss 
how often you need to 
see him and get a 
mammogram.

Thanks to my friends, 
people like you and 
most of all SHARE, 
who supported me and 
my family during such 
a difficult time.
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Yes, Mom, because we’re 
all in this together.

I love it.  Even at your age, you 
should learn to listen to your 
body.  It’s time for you to go see 
a doctor and get a physical.

You’re right.  
Better safe 
than sorry.

Don’t worry about me.  
At my age nothing is 
going to happen.

Mom, I have an idea.  After all we’ve gone 
through with Aunt Silvia, what  if we use the 
salon to promote the idea of breast care as an 
essential part of a woman’s beauty?

Never be afraid to go and 
talk to a doctor if you 
have any concerns about a 
medical condition.  We 
have to inform ourselves, 
and not believe 
everything people say.

It’s time for us Latinas to be 
responsible and take charge of 

our health.  By taking care of 
ourselves, we’re taking care of 
our people.  Because it’s your 
life, my life, and the life of 
every woman around us.

Any woman can get breast cancer.  Even 
though it’s more common in older women, 
at your age you should get to know your 
breasts.  And if you suspect anything, you 
should see a doctor right away.



D ea r  L a t i na  s i s te r :

I  w a nt  t o  l e t  y o u  kn ow  th a t  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  g oo d  r e la t i o n s h i p  w i th  y o ur  d o c t o r  i s 

v e r y  i m p or t a nt  f o r  th e  h ea l th  o f  y o ur  b r ea s t s  a n d  y o ur  w h o le  bo d y .   A  s u c ce s s f u l 

d o c t o r - p a t i ent  r e la t i o n s h i p  de p en ds  o n  c l ea r  c o m m u ni c a t i o n  a n d  c o l la bo ra t i o n .  

To  m a ke  th i s  h a p p en ,  w e  nee d  t o  r ea l i ze  th a t  i n  m a n y  c a se s  o ur  l a n g u a g e  a n d  o ur 

c u l t ure  mi g ht  be  d i f f e r ent  f r o m  o ur  d o c t o r ’ s .

 
We  m u s t  t a ke  i nto  c o n s i dera t i o n  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  d o c t o r  s ee s  m a n y  p a t i ent s  a  d ay , 

s o  w h en  y o u  a r r i v e  a t  th e  o f f i c e  i t  i s  a  g oo d  i dea  t o  a s k  f o r  th e  h e l p  o f  a  t ra n s la t o r , 

i f  y o u  nee d  o ne .   Th a t  w ay ,  y o u  a n d  th e  d o c t o r  w i l l  be  h e l p i n g  ea c h  o th er .   A s  a 

g r o u p ,  w e  a r e  t i mi d ,  e s p ec i a l l y  w h en  i t  c o m es  t o  th e  e x a mi na t i o n  o f  o ur  b r ea s t s  o r 

o th er  p r i v a te  p a r t s  o f  o ur  bo d i e s .   Te l l  th e  d o c t o r  i f  y o u  f ee l  e m ba r ra s s e d  o r  a n xi o u s 

s o  th a t  h e  o r  s h e  u n der s t a n ds  y o u  be t te r  a n d  c a n  p r ov i de  y o u  be t te r  c a r e .

 
D o c t o r s  a r e  bu s y  p r o f e s s i o na l s  w h o  v a l u e  th e  t i m e  th e y  s p en d  w i th  y o u  d ur i n g  y o ur 

a p p o i nt m ent .   B u t  th e y  nee d  y o ur  c oo p era t i o n .   M a ke  a  l i s t  o f  y o ur  q u e s t i o n s  f o r 

th e  d o c t o r  s o  y o u  c a n  u se  y o ur  t i m e  t o g e th er  i n  th e  be s t  p o s s i b l e  w ay .

 
M y  d o c t o r  t o l d  m e  th a t  I  s h o u l d  s ee  h er  o n ce  a  y ea r ,  a n d  g e t  th e  te s t s  th a t  s h e 

th i nk s  I  nee d .   I ’ m  g o i n g  t o  d o  w h a t  s h e  s a y s .   Yo u  s h o u l d ,  t oo — f or  y o ur s e l f  a n d  f o r 

y o ur  l ov e d  o ne s .

 
Th e  d o c t o r   i s  y o ur  be s t  a l l y  f o r  g oo d  h ea l th .   Re m e m ber  t o  a dd re s s  a l l  y o ur  h ea l th 

q u e s t i o n s ,  e s p ec i a l l y  a bo u t  y o ur  b r ea s t s ,  t o  y o ur  d o c t o r .   D o n ’ t  be l i ev e  ev e r y th i n g 

p eo p l e  s a y .
 
S i s ter,  I  hope  th i s  adv ice  he lp s  y ou  as  much  as  i t  he lped  me .   Today ,  I  have  such  a 

good  re la t ion sh ip  w ith  my  doc tor  that  I ’ v e  even  go t ten  over  my  f ear  o f  b reas t  exams .

       - Iv e t te  
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For Information and Support
SHARE: (Self-Help for Women with Breast or Ovarian Cancer) 
www.sharecancersupport.org/espanol  (866) 891-2392
SHARE is an organization of breast and ovarian cancer survivors offering support, information, and re-
sources to people affected by these diseases. SHARE was founded in 1976, and our services include telephone 
support, support groups, educational forums, advocacy activities and public health initiatives in both English 
and Spanish. All of SHARE’s programs are free of charge.  

National Cancer Institute 
www.cancer.gov/espanol  (800) 422-6237
This agency of the federal government conducts and supports research, training, health information 
dissemination, and other programs with respect to the cause, diagnosis, prevention, and treatment of cancer, 
rehabilitation from cancer, and the continuing care of cancer patients and the families of cancer patients.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
www.cdc.gov/spanish  (800) 232-4636
The source for credible health information on the Internet.  The Centers promote good health and quality of 
life through the prevention and control of disease, injury and disability. 

American Cancer Society
www.cancer.org/espanol   (800) 227-2345 
An organization of volunteers, the American Cancer Society offers services to cancer patients and their 
families.  It sponsors research and education programs and support services, including printed materials.

311 
311 is New York City’s online website and phone number for government information. Get information about 
women’s health and mammogram programs.

You have the power, spread the word
I want to hear from you and know what you’ve learned from our novela.  Write to me at my 
e-mail address, Ivette@sharecancersupport.org.  You can also help our community, join us and 
be part of this group of brave women.


