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Is it hereditary?

Genetic counseling about cancer can
inform and guide future decisions

By Kimberly Ballard
B n 1999, Leslie Vallely was diagnosed with lobular
breast cancer. Fully aware of the hereditary nature of

! her ailment, her immediate fear was for her three
daunghters and two nicces. Could she have passed on the
dreaded breast cancer gene? Under the care of board cerri-
fied gynecologic oncologist Dr. F, Joseph Kelly ar Hunts-
ville’s Clearview Cancer Institute, Vallely underwent ge-
neric counseling and testing at CCI ro find out whether she
carried either the BRCAL or BRCA2 genes.

The presence of the BRCA markers does not make can-
cer a certainty, but increases the propensity for hereditary
cancers. The existence of the BRCAL gene is relared to
breast and ovarian cancer, as well as urering, pancreatic,
and colon cancer. The presence of a harmbul mutation of
the BRCA2 gene heightens the risk of pancreatic, stomach
and gallbladder cancers, as well as melanoma.

As the instrucrion books thar allow our bodies to func-
rion, genes mutate in martched 5‘.ur\ but due to the com-
pleln af the process mismatched genes will sometimes
pair off. “The beauty of the human genome is thar rthe
I}nd}.' has a bwle-in mechanism o correct or repair mis-
martched genes when they are working properly,” Mason
says. “But when thar mechanism ceases ro make the cor-
rection, the mutation of mismatched genes becomes domi-
nant.™ This harmful murtation causes cancer. “We all have
good genes, bur some good genes just go bad. Why that
happens is still the long term goal of cancer rescarch.”

A HUGE ROLE
Genetic counseling for cerrain rypes of prevalent genes,
followed by generic resting or screening, has played a huge
role in helping patients or potential panients take preventa-
tive measures against different forms of cancer. Parients
are also advised on the best oprions for their familics.
“We can start with a simple relephone inrerview o
gather as much information about your family medical
history as possible,” says Carla Mason, a licensed and cer-
rified generic counsclor specializing in hereditary cancers,
“This preliminary information leads us ro the need for a
deeper investigation.” For the average family, going back
farther than the grandparents can be problemaric. Most
people have no idea what ills their great- !_rmdpﬂr;nr-. suf-
fered. Prior to the mid-20th century, the fact someone died
of a stomach ailment or pains in thL chest does nor tell us
what unknown and undiagnosed causes they suffered. “If
you believe that your ;;r;1|1;|111||:|1|,'r and pg'rh,lp-: a great
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Genetic counselor Carla Mason, left, and Leslie
Vallely look over some notes at the Clearview
Cancer Institute.

aunt died of cancer, we will want you 1o try and find out
as much as you can abour thar,” Mason says. “It may re-
quire doing some homework.”™

The next step is scheduling a consulrarion. “It rakes
about an hour, and we request you bring your homework
- any more detailed informartion you uncovered, ro that
meeting,” Mason says, “With your: family medical history,
we start putting together a puzzle.”

I;()rl'l l:lt my ],‘lrﬁ NEs were GJIIl\ \.l'l'll.il.l'l. w11, S0 rhl. Icihl\ ”‘!
hmtl) medical history was a |1rul'~]1.|mm picce of the puz-
zle,™ Vallel Ihu; was no history of brease cancer in
my family ar back as I could trace, bur there was 1.|~.[r
not enough r.arml'. history to paint a very clear picture.”
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Vallely opted for genetic testing,

“In this consultation, we educare
the patient,” says Mason. *We do not
push them to make any decisions, but
if there is a level of risk duc to genctic
markers, we make sure they under-
stand their options,”

The first aption involves non-invasive
testing, With breast cancer, a blood test
will show whether the patient has the ge-
netic markers. Ulrasounds can detect
some forms of cancers, and there is for-
micdable resting for colon and proseate.
Cervical cancer, which is not hereditary
but caused i'.\j.' ‘ii.‘)il]:l”}' rransmitted dis-
cases, is casily preventable with annual
pap smears, There are no reliable pre-
screening techniques for many forms of
cancer like brain and lung cancer, endo-
metrial, ovarian, and utering cancer. In
some cases, by the time the symproms
appear, the cancer has already spread, as
in the case of liver cancer.

“Being at risk does not mean you
will get cancer, but we do offer a sec-
r|-|1|.|ur:.' pr{'\'unT‘.lrl'\'r.' option for pa-
rients with a familial cancer history.
()I’ﬂl |,'I'|('”'|UT|1\'r'¢'|pl\' !'I'_l!\ l'!'U\"I'l Nh(!'\\'"
1o lower the risks of some cancers by
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up to S0 percent,” Mason explains,
“We have also had very high success
with the birth control pill, which has
hl.,'L'Il kn(!‘v\'n to rﬂ,'ljlll_'lv' (J\'Hrl.ﬂﬂ cancer
by up to 80 percent.” Going onto
medications, p:]rlicu];!r]}' aral chemo-
therapy, for purely preventative rea-
sons is a big decision for a parient to
make, according to Mason. “Again,
we educare the parient on their op-
tions, and the final decisions are com-
pletely up to them.”

Preventative measures are just one
of the genenie counselor’s tools. “Pa-
tieits wha are in the high-risk carego-
ry have some more exrreme options.
For women with multiple generations
of breast cancer, a radical mastectomy
to remove the breasts is an alrerna-
tive.” This surgical procedure includes
the remaoval of the chest muscle, lymph
nodes and underarm pit.

“In families where two or more
generations of women have suffered
from breast cancer, this far-reaching
solution is not unheard of, but even a
full mastecromy is nor a guarantee,”
Mason “The breast wraps
around to the back, under the arm,

says,

and deep into the chest. If porential
cancer cells are lefr behind, women
are stll ar nisk.”

The same s true of an tau]\hcmrw-
tomy in which both ovaries arc re-
maoved, “The success rare is high,
about 90 o 96 percent,” Mason says,
“bur the ovarian cells also line the ab-
domen and leaving those behind can
be a long-term concern.”

Lestic Vallely’s story has a success-
ful conclusion. Her mastectomy and
& months of chematherapy and radia-
tion treatments have given her a clean
bill of health. Furthermore, through
generic counseling and resting she,
her daughrers and her nicces have
some peace of mind.

“A blood test showed I did nor
hawve the BRCA gene. It was a relicf to
know I had nor passed ir along to my
daughters, but that does not mean we
are not diligent to keep a watch on
it,” Vallely says. “Secreening is so im-
portant! | cannot stress enough the
importance of annual check-ups like
mammograms and pap smears — and
for men, tests for prostate cancer and
colonoscopies. Do not delay!™ B
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