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Sheila
McGlown

SHE'S MORE THAN A BREAST
 CANCER SURVIVOR, SHE'S A LIFE CHANGER

“My life is never about me anymore, it’s all about who I can
help.” Sheila McGlown is more than a breast cancer survivor,
she is a force that has dedicated her life to empowering other
women to live a life that is not defined by their struggles, but
by the lives they impact. McGlown was diagnosed with breast
cancer in 2009 and has spent her years as a 10 year survivor 
educating, and serving as an advocate for metastatic breast
cancer.

CEOMOM Magazine spoke with this former Air Force Senior
Master Sergeant, wife and mother about her diagnosis and her
fight to save lives.

Who is Sheila McGlown?
Sheila McGlown is a mother, daughter, friend, wife, veteran
and survivor of breast cancer.  I never want the title breast
cancer survivor to define my life because I am more than that.  
Actually, I don’t want to be remembered as a breast cancer
survivor.  Remember me as someone who wanted to make the
world better than she left it.  I am a conqueror of breast
cancer.  Cancer was one specific portion of my life that I have
chosen to talk about to raise awareness in hopes I can continue
to help save lives.  She is also a strong and resilient spirit that
whatever she puts her mind to, she seeks out guidance and
obedience from God.

Tell us the story of your breast cancer diagnosis? What
prompted your initial doctor’s visit?  What type and stage of
breast cancer do you have?
My breast cancer diagnosis began with a sneeze.  I was sitting
at my desk one day and I sneezed. After my sneeze I felt this
burning sensation.  I thought, “Well that’s weird.” A week went
by and I sneezed again and felt the same burning. I thought,
that must be my breast, because it felt like it was coming from
my breast.  I went to my doctor and she ordered a
mammogram for me.  The mammogram showed that I had
breast cancer and the burning sensation I was feeling was the
cancer pushing up on my ribs.  Cancer had already spread to
my liver and ribs.  I was diagnosed with HER2+ ER/PR+ breast
cancer in December 2009 and have been on some type of
treatment since then.  Metastatic breast cancer is treatable,
but not curable.  I will be on some type of treatment for the
rest of my life. I have had seven surgeries (bilateral
mastectomy and reconstruction) and because of my estrogen
status I’ve had my ovaries removed which sent me into instant
menopause.  Many people don’t know but metastatic means
the same thing as Stage IV.  I didn’t know that when I was
diagnosed so I had a great deal to learn about my own
diagnosis.
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Walk us through the heart of your fight. What were your
immediate feelings, thoughts, fears, etc? Where are you now
emotionally, mentally and spiritually?  
My mom died of breast cancer in 2004, she was diagnosed in
2001.  My immediate feelings went straight to death and how
much time I had left on this earth.  At my initial doctor's visit I
felt empty inside and confused, especially when they told me
life expectancy for Stage IV is three to five years.  My first
thought was, “Why me, God?” But my mom always told me to
never question God.  My whole life flashed before me from
childbirth until the day I was diagnosed.  I was  active duty
military as well as in the United States Air Force so that meant
retirement.  

Emotionally, mentally and spiritually, I am in a good space. I
have accepted my diagnosis and have chosen to live life to the
fullest.

Describe the impact on your family, specifically your
daughter. How have they helped you fight? 

I have one daughter and she has been my right hand.  I remember
telling her about my diagnosis while she was attending the
University of Toledo in 2009, and she wanted to quit college and
come home to take care of me. One thing I didn’t want is for cancer
to stop her from living her dreams.  I told her, “NO, you will finish
college and Mom will be okay.”  That’s when I had to dig deep into
the strength I had and remind myself that I would give this fight
everything I had.  She finished college, received her bachelor’s and
master’s and is now a  social worker.  She cooks and makes sure I’m
okay.  She calls frequently and she’s always making me something
creative.  I call her the Mother Hen because she really encourages
me to do better and be my best.  She gives me strength when I think
I’m empty and just have nothing  else left inside.

How has this fight changed your life?  
I think now I’m more experimental and fun.  I love doing adventurous
things and taking trips. I will say it’s an emotional toll, but it has
made me a stronger woman.  Resiliency is what comes to mind when
I think of the past 10 years.  I’m on my fourth progression and each
time, I’ve had to pull strength from a different part of my soul.  I’ve
learned that it’s okay to cry.  It’s okay to have down days where I just
want to have my pity parties, but I don’t stay there.  I have chosen
not to let cancer continually try and deprive me of the joys of life.
Cancer already tried to take my body, but I will not let it take my
happiness.

How are you helping spread awareness?  
One in eight women will get breast cancer.  Black women die at a
much higher rate than our white counterparts from breast cancer.
Thirty percent of breast cancer will reoccur.

I share my personal story because God has given me this platform to
use it for his purpose.  Someone needs to hear my story because the
first thought of Stage IV breast cancer is death.  But I’m still here 10
years after my diagnosis.  

I advocate for many different causes.  My current advocacy is
focused on recruiting Black women for clinical trials.  Currently, I am
on a clinical trial because of a fourth progression on my 4th rib in
July 2018.  I have been on it for two years and I’ve had no
progression and the medicine has been working.  That’s why I
encourage patients to have the open conversation with their
doctors about clinical trials.  Five to six percent of Black women
enroll in clinical trials; this is not enough.  As a community, we need
more participation and we need for researchers to include Black
women in clinical trial recruitment.
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I will say it’s an emotional toll,
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What words of wisdom and encouragement would
you give to someone who has been  newly diagnosed?  
It’s okay to have your moments to cry.  Getting a
diagnosis of breast cancer is frightening and uncertain. 
 Don’t always try to be strong, and have and appreciate
your vulnerable moments.  
Vulnerability makes us who we are.  Know that your
world as you know it will completely change and your
normal will now become a new normal.  Don’t be scared
of your new normal and trust the process.  If you are
receiving chemo, your first day is going to be
frightening, but you will make it through.  Get a doctor
who has your best interest at all times and if you feel
the need to get a second opinion, please do.  Be your
own advocate and take someone with you to your
doctor’s appointments.  Make sure you understand
what type of breast cancer you are 
diagnosed with i.e. HER +, Inflammatory or Triple
Negative, and please make sure you know what type of
chemotherapy you will be on.  This way you can ask
about the side effects and know what lies ahead.  Not
all will need chemo/surgery/radiation but know
everything about your treatment plan.  Keep a journal
of your doctor visits, your feelings, and reach out for
support if needed.  There are many breast cancer
support groups so find one in your area.   Do not fight
this alone because you are not alone.
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