                                      My Story Related to  the Lymphatic System

As a physical therapist, I have been involved in medical concepts and practice.  Breast cancer became of specific interest to me when my mother was diagnosed with the disease in her mid- seventies and later when I was diagnosed with breast cancer in December of 2006 at age 53.  In January of 2007, I had a lumpectomy on the right for atypical hyperplasia ( a precursor to cancer) and one on the left for a one-centimeter invasive cancer.  Two lymph nodes were also removed on the left side to check for cancer.  They were negative.  The surgery was followed by radiation treatments.

Pain developed under my left arm, which I expected to lessen with time.  Instead this pain worsened.  A mammogram that was done six months later showed the underarm area as normal.  Ultrasound revealed 4 fluid filled cysts in the left breast.  

 One year post-surgery, I could palpate six cysts in my left breast, which were also visible on ultrasound.  The pain under my left arm had increased even more, but again the ultrasound showed nothing abnormal under my arm at all.  The mammogram showed tiny calcifications in a new area in my central left breast.  I opted to have a lumpectomy of this questionable area instead of a preliminary biopsy.  The surgeon removed a one millimeter sized cancer.  No further treatment was recommended because this tumor was very small, was completely contained in the duct, and had clear margins.

After this procedure, the pain under my left arm further intensified.  I postulated that the pain was possibly related to lymphatic dysfunction, secondary to the prior lymph node removal.  I began a modified version of manual lymphatic drainage.
. This consisted of massaging lightly in small circles above the clavicle, under it and under the arm then making a V with my fingers together and my thumb out and stroking with it from the elbow up around the breast and to the sternum.  The pain immediately began receding until there was pain only in the daytime, but no longer at night.  Thinking that constriction by bras might also be the source of the daytime pain, I switched to loose camisoles and continued the massage.  (Avoidance of tight clothing for lymphedema prevention is confirmed in the literature.)
  After this additional change, the pain completely resolved.

Less than one month after implementing these two changes, adding massage and going braless, I could no longer feel any of the six cysts. These had been constantly palpable since my last ultrasound.  I have had two menstrual periods since the cysts disappeared and had only a brief return of any cysts during the second one.  I attribute this to the fact that I had not been as diligent in doing the manual lymphatic drainage.  Upon implementing the massage more regularly, the lumps disappeared again.

I did get a return of the cysts on the right side in Feb of 2008. This seemed to corroborate the lymphatic connection hypothesis as I had been much more diligent in doing the MLD on the left side.  (Starting on tamoxifen which blocks the estrogen receptors has definitely been effective in decreasing  the cysts so there is a definite hormonal connection as well as a lymphatic one.)

I became convinced that the connection between the lymphatic function and benign breast disease (also referred to as fibrocystic breast disease), which has been linked to cancer
, is crucial to prevention and care of breast cancer.  To understand the lymphatic system and its connection to breast cancer, I began a search of medical literature related to this subject.
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