
Bria Rowse, who decided to 
shave her head after her very 
first chemo treatment, recalls a 
man telling her she looked like 
G.I. Jane.  

“I was like, ‘Well, hot darn! I 
don’t, but I appreciate you 
saying that.” 

Spend any time with Bria and 
it quickly becomes clear that 
her likeness to G.I. Jane goes 
far beyond a buzzed head. 
She’s as tough as nails; or more 
exacting, she’s tougher than 
cancer.

In December 2021, Bria couldn’t 
ignore the pain on her right 
breast near her armpit. When 
she touched it, she felt a lump. 

“It was pretty pronounced, and 
it was on the surface,”
she recalls. 

At 39, Bria had only had a 
mammogram once before 
when she discovered a painful 
lump. It was biopsied and 
turned out to be a cyst. She 
also knew that cancerous 
tumors often weren’t painful, 
so she didn’t panic, but she did 
act.

Bria’s primary care doctor 
referred her for a mammogram, 
which led to another biopsy. 
A few days later, at the 
Chatham County Board of 
Assessors where she works, 
Bria received a call from her 
primary care physician’s office, 
following up to see if she had 

made her appointment with 
her breast oncologist, under 
the impression that Bria had 
already received her results. 

“No, but I guess that gives me 
my answer,” she recalls saying. 

Bria broke into tears. She called 
her husband, her best friend 
who is also a cancer survivor, 
and when she got home, she 
pulled herself together and 
told her 13-year-old daughter, 
Payton, who already knew her 
mom was awaiting the results 
from the biopsy.  

“I don’t shield her from much,” 
Bria admits.  

“The world is what it is and 
you have to learn to deal with 
things.” 

Payton took the news in stride, 
perhaps because Bria put on a 
brave face. But she didn’t just 
put on a brave face; turns out 
Bria was up for the fight. 

“We don’t know the strength 
we have until we need it,” she 
says.

A few days later, Dr. Charles 
Usher gave Bria her diagnosis: 
triple negative breast cancer, 
stage IIB – the most aggressive 
and fastest growing form. Her 
tumor had quickly grown to 
more than 4 centimeters. 

“They told me that I should’ve 
started chemo yesterday,” she 
says.

This form of cancer required 
rounds of heavy-duty 
chemotherapy to shrink the 
tumor before surgery. Bria got 
to work, and stayed at work. 
In fact, during her 20 weeks 
of chemotherapy, she never 
missed a single day, though she 
did work remotely during the 
worst of her treatment.  

“I kept busy with work rather 
than sitting there feeling 
miserable for myself,” she says.  

“It helped just to push through.”

And push she did. Bria admits 
to breaking down in private 
every now and then –  

“I had to tell myself it’s okay, 
I’m allowed to cry” – but was 
comforted by the aggressive 
approach her oncologist, Dr. 
Mark Taylor, and Dr. Usher took 
and the fact that she could 
see the tumor shrinking even 
after her first treatment. Bria 
embraced her shaved head 
(even preferring it), elected 
to have a double mastectomy 
over a lumpectomy for peace 
of mind, and never doubted 
for a second that she wouldn’t 
beat cancer. 

Bria rang the bell at the Lewis 
Cancer & Research Pavilion on 
July 5, marking the successful 
end of her treatment. But even 
when recalling what is often 
one of the most significant 
moments in the journey, 
Bria is deeply thankful yet 
characteristically stoic. In fact, 
the only time she reveals a 
tiny crack in her tough exterior 
is when she talks about the 
incredible nurses at the Lewis 
Cancer & Research Pavilion and 
how their spirits always lifted 
hers, and when she recalls 
seeing others ring the bell. 
Bria’s voice cracks, she takes 
a long pause to gather herself 
and then pushes forward. 
She switches gears and talks 
about a song she heard the 
other day that she connected 
with.  

“There was a line that said, 
‘Superman’s got nothing on 
me,’” Bria says. 

Hearing her story, it’s clear why.

The annual Paint the Town Pink campaign encourages local women to get 
mammograms as October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month.

The effort is a partnership between St. Joseph’s/Candler 
and the Savannah Morning News.

Throughout October, Paint The Town Pink initiatives will 
continue to raise awareness about this deadly form of cancer. 

Early prevention is key to surviving breast cancer. St. Joseph’s/Candler 
recommends annual mammograms for women over the age of 40. 

Mammography has been proven to save lives by catching breast cancer 
early. To schedule a 3D mammogram, call 912-819-PINK.
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When Rochelle Jiminez felt 
a painful lump in her right 
breast in the fall of 2020, she 
tried to ignore it. She hadn’t 
seen a doctor in more than 20 
years because she didn’t have 
medical insurance, and the 
pandemic was running rampant. 
The shooting pains came and 
went over 7 months, then, in 
July, they became constant.

Her sister, who lives with 
Rochelle, finally convinced her 
to go to urgent care. There, 
the physician felt the lump and 
instructed her to go straight to 
the Candler Hospital Emergency 
Department for a diagnostic 
ultrasound. 

“In my heart, I had a feeling it 
was cancer,” Rochelle recalls. 
Breast cancer ran in her family. 
She was in the fifth grade when 
her mother was diagnosed and 
underwent chemotherapy and a 
mastectomy. 

All the same, Rochelle was 
frustrated because the urgent 
care gave her bad information: 
the Candler Hospital ED doesn’t 
typically perform diagnostic 
ultrasounds. (The normal 
process for breast issues is to 
be seen by a specialty center 
with a mammogram first, then 
move on to an ultrasound based 
on the findings of a radiologist.)

It might’ve all ended there, with 
Rochelle throwing her hands 
in the air and going home, but 
the Candler Hospital ED co-
workers put her in touch with 
the St. Joseph’s/Candler’s Good 
Samaritan clinic, a free health 
clinic, and Dr. Charles Usher, 
a surgeon at Telfair Breast 
Surgery.

“Then, people immediately 
started calling me, telling me 
which appointments to go to,” 
says Rochelle. 

After a mammogram and 

biopsy, she was diagnosed with 
invasive ductal carcinoma.

“I was like, okay, so what 
now? Because me crying and 
wallowing wasn’t going to do 
anything,” she recalls. 

Dr. Usher discussed the 
treatment plan with Rochelle: 
four sessions of chemotherapy 
every other week for two 
months, then every week for 
three more months. Surgery 
would follow.

Having seen and heard the 
horror stories of patients 
undergoing chemotherapy and 
knowing that she couldn’t afford 
to take time off from her job as 
a package handler at FedEx 
and still be able to pay her bills, 
Rochelle considered declining 
treatment.

“I would just live life — however 
much God wanted me to have,” 
she remembers thinking. Her 
two grown children living in 
California, saw things differently. 

“But Mom,” they insisted, “we 
still want you around.” 

At their urging, Rochelle began 
chemotherapy at the Nancy 
N. and J.C. Lewis Cancer & 
Research Pavilion on Aug. 27, 
2021, then went to work that 
same night. 

The folks at Good Samaritan 
Clinic helped get Rochelle 
qualified for Medicare, which 
was a big relief. Dr. Mark Taylor, 
her oncologist, suggested 
that she stop working during 
treatment, especially because 
her job was so physical, but 
Rochelle would hear nothing of 
it. 

“I said, ‘If you’re telling me to 
stop working, you might as well 
be telling me I’m going to be 
sitting here waiting to die. If I’m 
able to, I will go. It’s the one 
thing I look forward to.”

Rochelle would also come to 
look forward to her chemo 
treatments, which she 
scheduled for her day off work. 

“I didn’t mind it all. I loved 
going there,” she says with a 
laugh, knowing how ludicrous 
that sounds. “It was a pleasant 
place, and I liked seeing the 

nurses. You really do have to sit 
in a chair for three hours, and 
for me it was like a break.” 

Rochelle realizes she was 
fortunate. The chemo didn’t 
make her sick, and she was 
able to wake every day and go 
to work. 

“I think maybe I was trying to 
follow in my mom’s footsteps,” 
she says. 

Her mom also had a physical 
job during her cancer treatment, 
working in the pineapple fields 
in the family’s home state of 
Hawaii. 

“When I go to work, I don’t think 
about the cancer, and neither 
did she,” says Rochelle. 

Throughout it all, she has kept 
her sense of humor. She even 
laughs as she remembers how 
she got fed up with her hair 
falling out and took clippers 
to her formerly long locks 
but couldn’t reach the back. 
Rochelle revealed her botched 
buzz to her sister, and they both 
started laughing hysterically. 

“My sister said, ‘What the 
hell did you do?!’” To which 
Rochelle replied, “I know, right? 
I look like Lars [“Sloth”] from 
‘The Goonies!’”

Rochelle laughs even harder 
when she says that her 
driver’s license came up for 
renewal during her treatment, 
memorializing her total 
baldness. 

She underwent a mastectomy 
and in another stroke of luck 
(or force of will), experienced 
no pain. Dr. Usher released 
Rochelle the next day but 
required her to take six weeks 
to recover; she returned to work 
the same day she was cleared. 

Rochelle’s mom didn’t opt for 
reconstructive surgery, and 
she likely won’t as well. “I’m 55 
years old, and I already have a 
boyfriend,” she says. “Take me 
as I am. This is me.”

“Cancer hasn’t changed me,” 
she adds. “I’m still crazy, and I 
laugh at everything. I would tell 
people: I have cancer, cancer 
don’t have me.”

The annual Paint the Town Pink campaign encourages local women to get 
mammograms as October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month.

The effort is a partnership between St. Joseph’s/Candler 
and the Savannah Morning News.

Throughout October, Paint The Town Pink initiatives will 
continue to raise awareness about this deadly form of cancer. 

Early prevention is key to surviving breast cancer. St. Joseph’s/Candler 
recommends annual mammograms for women over the age of 40. 

Mammography has been proven to save lives by catching breast cancer 
early. To schedule a 3D mammogram, call 912-819-PINK.
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In January 2022, Jill Chatterson, 
55, left her small hometown in 
Indiana to come to Savannah, 
looking for a fresh start. She had 
lost her fiancé to heart failure 
the previous year, and both of 
her daughters were in graduate 
school, starting to build lives 
of their own. She enrolled as a 
traveling registered nurse, and 
Georgia’s First City would also 
be her first assignment.

“I wanted to come to Savannah 
because of the beautiful ocean 
and sunshine,” Jill says. “I’d 
never done anything like this, 
but I decided I’d just be brave 
and drive down here.”

Three months later – away 
from her family and at a new 
job in a city she’d never been 
before – Jill was diagnosed with 
left multifocal invasive ductal 
carcinoma, stage IIA.

“I thought, Wow, how much 
more do I have to face?”

Even though Jill knew better, 
she had lapsed on her yearly 
mammogram and monthly 
self-exam. She grew concerned 
when she noticed the skin on 
her left breast looked like the 

texture of an orange peel and 
her nipple appeared wrinkled. 
When she raised her left arm 
above her head, there was a 
visible lump.

The results from Jill’s 
mammogram were sent to her 
internal medicine doctor back in 
Indiana. She called Jill with the 
results.

“She was hesitating to tell me,” 
Jill recalls, “so I tried to make 
it easier on her. I said, ‘I have 
cancer, don’t I?’ And she said, 
‘Yes.’”

Jill didn’t have time to even 
consider whether she would 
stay in Savannah or return 
to Indiana for treatment. Her 
doctor had called her on a 
Friday, and by Monday, Jill 
was sitting in the office of Dr. 
Catherine Ronaghan, a surgical 
oncologist at Telfair Breast 
Surgery at St. Joseph’s/Candler.  

“I thought she was the most 
wonderful, amazing, sweet 
doctor I’d ever met in my life,” 
she says of Dr. Ronaghan.

Straight away, Jill then saw Dr. 
Joe Campbell, a plastic surgeon 

at Georgia Institute for Plastic 
Surgery.

“And he is wonderful,” she says. 
“He and his office – all the staff 
– everyone has been great. They 
make me feel like family.”

“From that very first moment, I 
felt at home,” Jill says. “I knew 
in my heart that this is where I 
had to be, and this was where I 
was going to get my care.”

Jill underwent a bilateral 
mastectomy on April 6 and 
her mother – whom she also 
calls her best friend – came 
from Indiana to stay with her 
during recovery and subsequent 
chemotherapy treatments. 
Upon Jill’s diagnosis, her mom 
had wanted her to come home 
for treatment, but once she 
met the team, she completely 
understood why Jill opted to 
stay. 

“She loved them, too,” Jill says.

When asked about her 
chemotherapy treatments at 
the Nancy N. and J.C. Lewis 
Cancer & Research Pavilion at 
St. Joseph’s/Candler, Jill gives 
an unexpected answer.

“It was a wonderful experience,” 
she says, laughing. “I never 
thought I’d say chemotherapy is 
wonderful, but the nurses were 
so welcoming.”

Under the care of Dr. Mark 
Taylor, an oncologist at the 
Lewis Cancer & Research 
Pavilion, Jill would complete 
four sessions of chemo over 
the course of 12 weeks. She 
brought a bag of books to 
keep her entertained during the 
sessions but never cracked a 
single one. Not once. She was 
too busy chatting it up with the 
nurses and other patients.

A nurse herself, Jill understands 
how stressful the job can be.

 “But they had nothing but 
kindness on their face,” she 
says. “No matter what was 
going on in their life, they 
seemed to focus on me and 
what I was going through.”

There were, of course, difficult 
times. The chemo made Jill 
nauseous and exhausted. 

And as someone who always 
tended to her appearance, she 
struggled with the changes she 
was experiencing.

“One day, I looked in the mirror, 
and when you see your chest 
– and your chest is not there 
anymore – and then you look 
at your shaved head and the 
excess weight, I’d wonder, Who 
is this person I’m looking at?”

These few times Jill broke 
down, her mom would lift her 
up.

“If I needed to cry, she would 
just say a prayer and hug me.”

She admits that the hardest part 
of this experience was having 
to tell her daughters she had 
cancer.

“It’s something no parent should 
ever have to tell their children.”

But Jill is the kind of person who 
finds the silver lining 98 percent 
of the time.

“I’ve been really positive, and 
it’s because of my support,” she 
says.

“I love my treatment team; 
my mom and my family are 
wonderful. I have God … I have 
nothing but support.”

And during her treatment, both 
of her daughters got engaged. 

“That was the best news in the 
world to me, because my girls 
are my life, and I want them to 
be happy no matter what.” 

Today, Jill has returned fulltime 
to Coastal Harbor Treatment 
Center, where she works with 
kids ages 6 -18 to improve their 
mental and behavioral health. 
She’s undergoing radiation 
treatments and will transition 
to taking an oral chemotherapy 
drug for 2-5 years. She’s tired 
from nightshifts and treatments, 
but she’s as optimistic as ever, 
thanks in large part to her 
newfound Savannah family. 

“Sure, I’ve been afraid, but at 
the same time I am at peace 
because of the way everything 
has fallen into place so 
wonderfully with my team and 
their staff,” says Jill.

Survivor Story:
JILL 
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The pandemic prevented a lot 
of people from getting their 
regular health checkups and 
screenings, including Olympia 
Hamilton, 60, who was due 
for her yearly mammogram in 
February 2021. Another year 
went by, and with life and work 
ramping back up, rescheduling 
fell to the wayside. Then, in 
March of 2022, Olympia felt a 
hard lump in her right breast 
while showering.

She called Dr. Andrew Tucker, 
her OB-GYN and part of the 
St. Joseph’s/Candler Physician 
Network, who immediately 
ordered a mammogram 
followed by a biopsy. Dr. 
Tucker called Olympia with her 
results: Stage I breast cancer.

“But he made me feel good,” 
she says. “He was very 
positive that we were going to 
take care of this, so I felt really 
confident.”

Olympia is no stranger to 
cancer. Robert, her husband 
of 37 years, was diagnosed 
with lymphoma in 2010 and 
successfully underwent 
chemotherapy. Olympia 
was his primary caregiver 
throughout, while still holding 
down a job and taking care of 
their two children, ages 17 and 
11, respectively. Four years 
later, the cancer returned, 
and Robert endured another 
difficult round of chemo. 
Today, he’s in remission and 
doing well. 

Olympia’s younger sister is 
also a breast cancer survivor. 

That’s all to say that Olympia 
was optimistic about beating 
cancer, but she did not want to 
undergo chemotherapy after 
watching her husband suffer 
through it. Neither did Robert. 

“He told the doctors, ‘I don’t 
want her to go through what I 
went through if we don’t have 
to,’” she recalls.

They were both discouraged 
when Olympia’s surgical 
oncologist, Dr. Charles Usher, 
recommended chemotherapy 
to shrink the tumor, followed 
by a mastectomy. 

“My sister was almost Stage 
III, and she had a mastectomy 
and reconstruction,” she says. 
“She told me to just get it 
removed. But our personalities 
are very different, and I did not 
want to lose my breast.”

Robert pushed her to talk 
with Dr. Barry Luskey - his 
oncology specialist and one 
of the team of specialists at 
the Nancy N. and J.C. Lewis 
Cancer & Research Pavilion. 
- before they made any final 
decisions. In Olympia’s head, 
she had already decided that 
she’d undergo chemotherapy 
and surgery if that’s what it 
took.

Knowing she wanted to avoid 
chemo and a mastectomy, the 
team at the LCRP found a way 
to meet her desires.

Dr. Luskey recommended she 
take an Oncotype DX test. 
The test analyzes a small 
sample of the tumor tissue to 
determine the likelihood that 

the cancer would respond well 
to hormone treatment versus 
the likelihood it could return 
without chemotherapy. Dr. 
Usher was on board with the 
testing and Olympia waited 
nearly two agonizing weeks for 
the results, but was relieved 
when she found out that she 
did, in fact, qualify for the 
treatment.

She began the 6-month 
course of hormone treatments 
in June, meeting with her 
doctors each month to 
track her progress. She’s 
experienced some hair loss 
from the treatment, but the 
most difficult part has been 
how exhausted it makes her 
feel. Luckily, Olympia hasn’t 
had to take any days off from 
her job in the front office at 
Savannah Arts Academy, 
where she’s worked for six 
years. 

At her last visit in September, 
Olympia said Dr. Usher was 
amazed by how much that 
the tumor had shrunk. He 
ordered an MRI just to be sure, 
which they will review at her 
upcoming appointment next 
week. 

Olympia is optimistic that 
she won’t have to have 
a mastectomy, but then 
again, she’s managed to be 
pretty optimistic throughout 
this journey, right from the 
beginning.

“I wasn’t scared when they 
told me. I didn’t even cry,” 
she says. “I was not upset at 
all, and I’m still not. I just go 
through. I do what they tell me 
to do. I pray a lot about it, and 
so far, it has worked out.”

The annual Paint the Town Pink campaign encourages local women to get 
mammograms as October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month.

The effort is a partnership between St. Joseph’s/Candler 
and the Savannah Morning News.

Throughout October, Paint The Town Pink initiatives will 
continue to raise awareness about this deadly form of cancer. 

Early prevention is key to surviving breast cancer. St. Joseph’s/Candler 
recommends annual mammograms for women over the age of 40. 

Mammography has been proven to save lives by catching breast cancer 
early. To schedule a 3D mammogram, call 912-819-PINK.
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By Andrea Goto  
 
Ebony Linton is only 39 years 
old, but she had been getting 
annual mammograms for the 
past few years at her doctor’s 
request because she had dense 
breast tissue. But in 2020, life 
got busy, and she skipped her 
yearly appointment. 

In August the following year, 
Ebony got a notice that the 
St. Joseph’s/Candler Mobile 
Mammography Unit would be at 
her workplace, and she signed 
up to get a mammogram. 
Ebony, a truck driver for the 
Georgia Ports Authority, jokes 
that she was just looking for a 
reason to get off the truck for a 
while. 

A few days later she got a call 
asking her to come to the Telfair 
Pavilion at Candler Hospital for 
another mammogram. 

“They were telling me ‘Don’t 
worry about it, it’s okay, you’re 
young, it’s probably nothing,’” 
she recalls.

A biopsy on her right breast 
proved otherwise. Dr. Charles 
Usher, a surgical oncologist 
at St. Joseph’s/Candler Telfair 
Breast Surgery, called Ebony 
to tell her the test came back 
positive for noninvasive ductal 
carcinoma.

“I was just about to get back in 
my truck when I got the call,” 
she says. “When they told me, 
I just dropped to my knees and 
started crying out of fear.”

Dr. Usher recommended a 
mastectomy, and Ebony asked 
him to remove both breasts. 

“I don’t want to have it in the 
back of my mind every day, 
worrying if I have cancer or not,” 
she says. “I don’t want to live 

my life in fear.”

Initially, Ebony’s doctors didn’t 
think that she would need to 
undergo chemotherapy or 
radiation after surgery. But Dr. 
Usher was concerned about 
two other spots on the same 
breast, and a second biopsy 
confirmed that these were not 
only cancerous, but invasive 
and stage III, and that there 
was a high-risk for recurrence. 
Ebony would have to undergo 
chemotherapy and radiation, 
and these treatments would be 
followed by a hysterectomy.

Facing challenges is nothing 
new to Ebony. She grew up 
in the foster-care system and 
didn’t know most of her family. 
The family she did have—her 
twin brother—passed away 
from a cancerous brain tumor in 
2016. 

But recently, life was going 
really well. Ebony had started 
working for the ports and had 
gotten married just five months 
prior. She and her wife were 
getting ready to start a family. 
“I was going to work, living life, 
happy – then boom,” she says.

And while no cancer treatment 
is easy, Ebony’s would prove 
to be particularly challenging. 
She was in excruciating pain for 
the first three weeks after her 
mastectomy, unable to stand up 
straight, lie down comfortably or 
even wash herself. 

“Life as I knew it at that point 
was pretty much gone for me. 
That’s how I felt, because I 
couldn’t do the normal things I 
usually do,” she said. 

A week after Christmas, Ebony 
had her first chemotherapy 
treatment, which landed her 
in the hospital for three days. 
Her white blood cell count was 
nearly three times higher than 
normal, and she had a fever 
of 105 degrees. A severely 

compromised immune system 
meant that Ebony would have to 
quarantine for seven days after 
each of her treatments. 

Ebony lost 30 pounds because 
she wasn’t eating. 

“Everything tasted like dirt,” she 
recalls.

Ebony continued to work the 
weeks she wasn’t undergoing 
chemotherapy, because without 
any short-term disability, 
she had used up most of her 
savings while recovering from 
surgery. 

“When you’re used to providing 
for your family and suddenly 
you have more money going out 
than coming in, that’s hard to 
deal with on top of everything 
else,” she says. “I was 
scared we were going to lose 
everything we have.” 

“It was a struggle,” she recalls. 
“I was weak; I could barely 
walk. My coworkers had to help 
leverage me into my truck, but 
my pride would not let me fail.”

With the help of her wife and 
doctors, Ebony stayed as 
positive as she could throughout 
the process. 

“I love my doctors. I told my 
wife from the start that I wasn’t 
going to give any of them a hard 
time,” she says. “If I want to 
be here with my wife, then I’ll 
do what they tell me. And they 
took care of me – made me feel 
comfortable. I take my hat off to 
them.”

Ebony will undergo a 
hysterectomy next month, then 
she and her wife can finally 
start planning for the future 
again. Next year they are going 
to look into having a baby, she 
says. “We’re looking forward to 
focusing on that process and 
we’ll no longer have to focus on 
me.”

The annual Paint the Town Pink campaign encourages local women to get 
mammograms as October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month.

The effort is a partnership between St. Joseph’s/Candler 
and the Savannah Morning News.

Throughout October, Paint The Town Pink initiatives will 
continue to raise awareness about this deadly form of cancer. 

Early prevention is key to surviving breast cancer. St. Joseph’s/Candler 
recommends annual mammograms for women over the age of 40. 

Mammography has been proven to save lives by catching breast cancer 
early. To schedule a 3D mammogram, call 912-819-PINK.
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