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I now understand that we go on beyond this life … into the light of home, not the darkness of oblivion.









This book is dedicated to my beautiful sister Jane who had the same cancer as me, in the same place, only at a later stage. My beautiful sister passed away in 2019, six years after her cancer diagnosis. She was, and is, the bravest person I know. I miss her every day and acknowledge with gratitude the love and support she gave me in this life. I know she is in an infinitely more wondrous world, and I know that she can be here with me as I write this. Thank you, Jane.









Introduction


Know thyself, for once we know ourselves, we may learn how to care for ourselves.


Socrates


Sometimes we don’t know where to start when we’re hit with life’s most challenging experiences, especially when we are caught by surprise: a cancer diagnosis, a loved one’s death, a desperately sad event, or circumstance that takes us to the pit of despair. We blunder into it and, if we’re lucky, when we reach the end of it, we find a beginning. We start again — a new pathway forward, equally filled with joy or challenge, and made easier by what has gone before.


There is confusion about our pathway forward at first, but there can also be crystal clarity on the big questions: why we are here, what have we to learn and how are we to live, really live, with purpose. Not only is this my experience of cancer; it’s also my journey to spiritual awakening. As I sit here in the evening light, with the gentle warm glow of a setting sun, and the breeze at my cheek, I recall a friend saying “there is no but, just and.” It’s about learning at the end of any day; and when darkness begins to fall, remembering our earned wisdom so we can face the future without fear — and more than that, face the future with anticipated joy.


The biggest lesson I had from my life and death struggles is knowing that we go on after death; to an afterlife that is infinitely and indescribably more brilliant than our earthly life. Even though there is beauty at our fingertips and wisdom too, and glimpses of heaven on earth, it is nothing in comparison to what awaits us in death/rebirth. As I type these words a gentle orb hovers around my computer, a spirit energy, telling me that I must continue to write this book, and reminding me that I am a conduit between this life and the next. I didn’t plan for this other-worldly existence, far from the corporate world I built my long career within. In fact, I never imagined that I’d be known as Maryann from Revealing Light… spiritual mentor, astrologer and card reader, teacher, and counselor, intuitive, medium, and clairvoyant. This, after 30 years in a fast-paced orthodox career, often at managerial and mentoring level, working for government and business. There are lessons in adversity and in change, and one of the biggest for me has been self-nurturing, boundaries, and the wisdom to say “no,” but that is for later in this book.


These days I am not that manager working across the government and business worlds. I am now known across multiple spiritual social media channels as Maryann from Revealing Light — Tarot, Astrology & Spirituality.


When I began my spiritual counseling, I had no idea that my connection with the spirit realm would be so real as to be visible to my viewers. Orbs and EPVs are common in the many videos I make on my spiritual social media platforms. I am busy running them these days — long gone are the black suits and white business shirts. These days it’s a desk full of crystals, cards, pendulums, astrology charts, dowsing rods and even a crystal ball.


Now, I am variously known on YouTube and other social media platforms, for the many times spirit shows up in the form of an orb, a faery like spirit, or a strange, muffled voice on my video’s audio. Sometimes the orbs are round balls of light, shooting across the screen; other times wisps of vapor drifting around me or a light with visible wings. Often, they will dart out from behind me, from my cards as I draw them for my audience and continue to dance in the light of the balcony door behind me. They seem to know when my audience needs a lift or validation. They seem to know when I need a lift and validation. Like many of my dear viewers, death and tragedy, ill health, and pain, have visited far too often in my life. As I channel, they lend their quiet strength, their playfulness and, most of all, their light. People ask me, “what are the orbs in your video?” I answer to the best of my ability:


“They are spiritual energy from the angelic realm; also, my passed over loved ones visiting and helping me on my way, and, sometimes, faery like energy with wings; just as they are here tonight as I write this spiritual memoir.”


I can feel my late mother’s insistence that I write this book; draw it all together. The cancer journey, the manifestations of spirit in my life, the experiences that we share — you the reader, and I — the channelings and the clairvoyance because these are the gifts that have been present since childhood, not fully understood then and, post-cancer, clearly understood and valued.


I believe we underestimate this part of ourselves, this spirituality, and when we become aware of it, we nurture it and seek to understand and connect with it. When we do this, we find a richness that is beyond anything this earth can offer.


As a young girl, the fifth child in a Catholic family of six children — and the fourth girl behind many “spares,” I struggled with my voice. I had so many to speak for me and I wasn’t conscious of who I was, where I came from and where I was to go. Looking back on it now, I can see that I grew up with an identity crisis that lasted decades. Internally, despite my lack of self-awareness, there was a small and rebellious voice that I was part of something infinitely bigger than myself — knowing that God or whatever you want to call Spirit, was real and very close. I remember, plenty of vivid dreams, and feelings that there were “others” not of this world close by. I saw them clairvoyantly, sometimes vivid pictures like a movie roll and, at other times, impressions like a stamp might leave on a piece of paper within my third eye. So near, as though I could reach out and touch them and, at the same time, far, far away as if in another world. As a result of sensing Spirit around me (though I couldn’t explain what I felt or saw then), and being sensitive to other people’s thoughts and moods, I put my focus on animals and nature and it did not, and doesn’t, disappoint. I had the luxury of growing up on a farm, rolling green fields, misty blue horizons in winter and orange sunsets and the smell of stubbled wheat fields in summer. I remember being about 12 years of age and, after mustering sheep, stopping on the side of the hill. I’m not sure what happened but I became conscious of the vastness of the sky and the wind about me. I was given the thought, it was a conviction that struck at my core, “know thyself” followed by two thoughts. In knowing yourself, you will know others; and in knowing yourself you will be able to help others. I took these thoughts, or profound messages, and they became beliefs that I would follow over the years, either through often brutal self-reflection or service to others, and a constant searching and learning about spiritualism. Still, I was without that essential ingredient that may have saved me from sadness and much loss. I had neglected to “help myself” or, at the very worst, been misguided about my own needs.


And there it is.


This unconsciousness that retards true spiritual growth and freedom because it’s only when we recognize that we are here in service to ourselves as much as to others, that we heal and find our true purpose. You cannot be authentic, strong, and powerful if you’ve left half of yourself behind.


Later, when I was much older and had completed many years of study, I know that Socrates said “To know thyself is the beginning of wisdom.” And the Oracle of Delphi also urges us to Know thyself. Socrates in his infinite wisdom takes it further: Know thyself, for once we know ourselves, we may learn how to care for ourselves. If only I had recognized that to help others, I must first learn how to help (and heal) myself. For 52 years, I didn’t fully understand this task and, therefore, failed at real authenticity. I discovered so much post-cancer, including that inner authenticity is not something that others give you; it is the gift, the reward, and the earned wisdom, that you give to yourself.


And, so, where to begin, dear reader. I must start at the beginning of real awareness, and that came at the time of my cancer diagnosis. It was the catalyst to my spiritual growth and, at long last, the real opening up of my spiritual gifts. First, though, I had to learn to care for, and about, myself.









Part I


A Cancer Diagnosis (2015)









Chapter 1


It’s Cancer…


We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.


T.S. Eliot


I don’t know why we notice the little things when the biggest things are happening to us. It’s like we want to be distracted from our reality and be transported away to a safe place of observation. On the day that changed my life, I wanted to stand at a safe distance; to fool myself that it was happening to someone else, not me. Never me.


I remember the paintings in the specialist doctor’s office. There was a huge one of him playing a grand piano with his wife. How odd, I thought, that something so grandiose should be in a room where people are waiting for medical procedures, and so preoccupied with what those tests might reveal.


I sat, silently, in that waiting room with its odd pictures, alongside people I didn’t know. I remember the very thin, young adult who looked like he was sick, and I wondered if he really was, and what was wrong. Did he have cancer? There was also the fashionably but casually dressed lady with a mess of blonde curls who was curled fearfully around her husband, hands intertwined and leaning close for comfort; the overweight and middle-age lady who appeared nervous, the off-duty businessman preoccupied with his phone — all people waiting for a colonoscopy, like me. When their names were called, they disappeared behind swinging doors. I watched and waited. Back then I knew nothing of what was ahead; back then I was an observer, not central to this story.


And then it was my turn to disappear behind those swinging doors.


I remember waking after the procedure and thinking someone would come and get me up and sensing with a sinking feeling, that no one wanted to speak to me. So, I took the initiative and called out: “Is it fine for me to get up. Did everything go okay?”


“The specialist would speak to me,” the nurse said, but I could get up and sit in the chair. Someone came to help me into the day chair where everyone else was eating sandwiches and drinking their tea or coffee.


“Only give her water,” the head nurse said. “Would you like me to get your husband?”


“Yes,” I nodded, catching the anesthetist looking at me sideways. Not less than an hour previously we had exchanged banter on the way to the procedure room. Now, he was casting furtive glances when he thought I wasn’t looking. Why was I the only one in the room who couldn’t eat? Why did I feel singled out and alone? What was so terribly wrong that they couldn’t meet my gaze?


A growing alarm was ringing. Panic hovered on the edge of my solar plexus. I was no longer the observer sitting in the waiting room; I was right at the center of what felt like a nightmare. I could do nothing but sip my water because my mouth felt so very dry. I hardly dared swallow.


“We’ll be sending you this afternoon for a CT scan and a chest X-ray, so you can’t eat anything yet,” the nurse said.


“Why are you doing that?” I asked a little bit more urgently, as my husband came in with a worried look on his face. Again, the nurse said the specialist would speak to me. So, I waited and tried not to look at anyone in that room, only giving my husband a look that said, “Something is really wrong.”


After what seemed like an intolerable amount of time, we were taken to a waiting room. Finally, the specialist appeared. “You have a lesion, a villous adenoma, I’ve taken biopsies.”


“Is it cancer?” I asked.


“I can’t tell you, but the odds are 80:20. They’re good odds.”


“But what do you think?” I implored, hard panic setting in now.


“I can’t tell you that, but the odds are very good.”


My eyes must have given away my sheer panic because he stood up and said, “Let me give you a hug.” I stood up and accepted the hug, such an odd thing for a Professor of Gastroenterology — the one in the grand piano picture — to do.


I stumbled out the door, nearly forgetting to sign the discharge form, and so began the next frightful days of traversing the highway some 200km from my rural home, back and forth, for more tests and poking and prodding, and negotiating cancer diagnosis and medical treatment in a big city. The first thing I did while I was waiting for my husband to get the car — parking is so horrendous in Sydney for a couple from the country — was to ring my sister. Almost to the exact timing, give or take a month, the year prior, I had been trying without much success to console her after she had got a diagnosis of colon cancer. All through 2014, I had walked beside her as she battled her cancer, worrying, crying, disbelieving and then, seeing her treatment and surgery, wondering how life could be so cruel. Now she consoled me.


“It’ll be okay. You’ve got good odds — 80:20. When they first discovered mine, they said, ‘It’s cancer.’”


I nodded through the tears which were beginning to flow. “You’re right. I’ll just get these tests done…”


The thing about suspected cancer is that the health system in Australia reacts quickly. This reaction is the same wherever you go, whoever you tell. The word “cancer” sends shock waves through everyone. They imagine what it would be like if it happened to them, and they feel lucky it didn’t. Cancer, even suspected cancer, is the loneliest place to be.


After the tests, and an excruciatingly long period of time while I awaited results, I learned that my odds had run out. I was in the 20 percent of villous adenoma sufferers where malignancy is discovered.


Nights were the worst in the beginning. Fear was palpable, like a current running through every part of my body, but mostly in my chest and solar plexus. I was living with electrifying fear. It was that way every time I got more bad news — a running horror movie whirring away in my mind when I was first diagnosed as suspected cancer and, within 10 long days, a definite diagnosis: “You have cancer.”


The news sent me into a spin which in the beginning, only ever abated and didn’t go away entirely. I had to learn acceptance at that time; accepting that the life I thought I knew with my family, the career I thought I had, and the time that I thought was on my side had all been taken for granted. Of course, in my less fearful and more rational moments, I knew we caught it early, that ongoing symptoms combined with my elder sister’s cancer battle a year earlier, sent me to the specialist for a colonoscopy when I otherwise might not have gone.


Once diagnosed, I gravitated towards other colon cancer fighters. When you’re around these survivors you know “they know.” They know about the symptoms, they know about the pain and shock, and they know what it’s like to have long surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation, and be forever changed. Most of all they know what it’s like to confront your own mortality, a thing every human being puts off, cloistering themselves in their comfortable existence where being “depressed” means having a problem with someone from work, or a fight with a boyfriend; and being happy is focusing on where they are going “out to lunch” and what they’ll eat. Those with cancer taste real happiness at every successful treatment milestone; and real despair when milestones mean treatment hasn’t worked.


I looked at these things then and I saw the bizarreness of it, particularly when I saw pictures of a soon to be eaten meal/selfie on social media. Life revolving around restaurants and café visits shared on social media.


During that time, I began to learn to live in a state of grace and gratitude. Now, food is what I consume to be well, and it will never be a substitute for the real things in life that bring happiness, like love and laughter and listening and talking, giving and receiving; and the most important thing about a meal — the chance to sit and communicate with family and/or friends.


I learnt a lot about “receiving” during diagnosis and treatment planning too. I was supported by family and friends and drew on the wisdom on my sister Jane who, 12 months earlier, had been diagnosed with the same cancer, in the same place. I was shocked beyond belief at her diagnosis back then and tried to help as much as I could, but you don’t really know what someone with cancer is going through until it happens to you. And God forbid that it ever happens to anyone else I know and love. I saw her struggle with chemotherapy and radiation, and I was at the Sydney hospital for her surgery. I wondered at the time how anyone could withstand any of this, yet I knew through her inspirational example that it was possible to survive, including the mop-up chemo when your body has had enough of the pain and trauma, and go on because you must; there is no choice, only the hard reality of your diagnosis.


The medicos were shocked to discover two sisters had the same cancer, in the same place. Genetics played such an important part in this familial big picture. I have since found out that while we don’t think our parents had colon cancer — Mum passed from pancreatic cancer and Dad from prostate cancer — our extended family on Dad’s side did. Our great grandmother and two cousins passed from colon cancer; other cousins were lucky enough to catch polyps before they became cancerous. The trouble is that when we were growing up and into adulthood, the risk within our family was not discussed. What a shame. That is so different now. I have informed my children of the risk because the simple truth is that a medical test can spare you from a lot of pain and suffering, and ultimately save your life.


This is one of the profound messages of this book. Trust your intuition and be proactive about your health. As I look back now, I knew something was wrong in my body, long before I was diagnosed.









Chapter 2


Disconnect


The problem with comprehension is it often comes too late.


Rasmenia Massoud, Human Detritus


I felt as though I had done something wrong when I was first diagnosed with cancer, as though I was somehow to blame for getting sick. Perhaps if I had of been more vigilant, focused more on my health and stopped with the “busy-ness,” I might have made time for a check-up or given my immune system the hand up it needed. I felt so weak and vulnerable whenever I had to go out socially because with guilt goes shame and I didn’t know how to handle all the conflicting emotions I was feeling. I felt different from everyone else, singled out and isolated. I was incapable of normal conversation with anyone other than close family and friends.


I was dreading the appointment with my GP of 28 years, as I walked up that concrete path and into the open-plan surgery, I had so often visited for what now were minor complaints in comparison to cancer; chronic fatigue, a thyroid issue, stress overload.


I had been putting off further testing, despite symptoms for almost a year. However, when my sister was diagnosed in 2014, my GP said I could no longer put it off. And so, I didn’t.


I wasn’t expecting to be told I had cancer, but who is?


When I was diagnosed, I spiraled down through a combination of depression and fear. I thought back over my life and shook my head at all the times I had stayed back at work too late or let myself be overworked and overloaded. I thought about my constant sacrificing of self for my family, and most of all, for my employers, and wondered why on earth had I not looked after myself. Why, in the ladder of importance, did I put myself on the bottom rung? How could I get it so wrong that I put everyone and everything before my health? What motivated me to dissect petty office politics and extended family squabbles, or carry around someone else’s negative energy and unresolved dysfunction?


Cancer is a huge learning curve and the ultimate game changer. You never live your life in the same way. You try and avoid stress and you are choosy about who you allow into your life, and by how much. I will never let myself get overworked again, ever. My children are adults now and it’s time for me to live my life in my best interests; to take a bigger slice of life for myself. A lot changed after my diagnosis — for the better and for the worse — and I’ll get to that.


Those early tests to confirm diagnosis were overwhelming. I remember being entombed in the MRI machine, the ultimate diagnostic test, the surgeon ordered not long after the results of the biopsy were known, listening to the click of the magnets and fighting off claustrophobia. I pondered hindsight. It could have been so different but as my dearly loved sister Jane always reminded me, how many people say, “Could have, should have, would have?” I supposed she was right; what is past is past. What matters is the now and the journey, the gratitude we learn to make part of our life and, ironically, the cruelest lessons cancer deals us. I now give myself permission to put myself first.


***


The period between diagnosis, while they run the multitude of tests, when they are still deciding the degree of the bad news they will give you, is the worst part at the beginning. It’s the not knowing that’s excruciatingly frightening for you and for your family. I remember the thoughts going through my mind, that if there is a way out of this, I would take it. Was there a bargain I could make and, if so, with whom? Perhaps this was happening to someone else, maybe they were mistaken? I’ve dodged bullets before; how could I wriggle out of this one? It was, as you can see, the reactions of a desperate person, slowly sinking into the quicksand of inevitability. To say that this process is a test of strength is perhaps an understatement. Rather, it is brutal, confronting, and extreme. It is a slap in the face with reality that can’t be idealized away or wrapped up in some Pollyanna-like positivity. Though, to develop a positive mindset is the goal of the process. Not only must you find the strength you need to survive the treatment, but more than that, the strength to beat cancer. It is a fight for your life and sometimes, for some people, against the odds.


I believe that our strength can be found in the sum of experiences we’ve had. In those early weeks, friends often said, “But you’re a strong person. I know you’ll get through this.” Somehow those were words I couldn’t comprehend because I did not know then that I had the strength to withstand whatever cancer threw at me. How do you know how you’ll react today after a day of nausea, to the unexpected impact and setback of treatment, to the trauma of complex surgery and the aftermath of treatment? I drew on my sister’s example, that she withstood what was thrown at her and fought so very valiantly. I hoped that I had even half of her strength.


In those early days after diagnosis, each day was a learning experience about who I was, and a test of strength and discipline — disciplining fears and anxieties, disciplining my mind to stay positive and my emotions to stay strong.


Curling up in a ball and bemoaning “why me?” is a downward spiral. There are many mental and emotional routes you can take when you get a diagnosis of cancer. I certainly don’t have all the answers, but I do know that you must choose to remain positive. It’s the only way to approach it.


I found it easier after the initial fear subsided — not that I lulled myself into a false sense of security — no, cancer sufferers and survivors never have that luxury. It is always present and accounted for, never too far away from the periphery of thought. I suppose my biggest strength remained, as it always was and will be, and that is my faith in something more — God, the creator, an infinite wisdom, and divine presence. This is the same faith that has seen me through the most difficult terrain of my life so far; a quiet but sure knowledge that I’ll be okay in the end. But faith must be worked at; it has to be trusted. It’s the parachute you have when you take that leap off a cliff and the invisible net you hope and pray will be there before you hit the ground. It’s the quiet confidence in a new day and in yourself to sustain, endure and complete the journey you know you’re meant to make. Hindsight tells me that like everything else in my life, the people, and situations I’ve encountered, the work I’ve been led to do, the lessons I’ve learned and the person I’ve become, that cancer led me in directions I hadn’t contemplated before. Something so profound and life changing was not without meaning.









Chapter 3


Digging Deep


Never be bullied into silence. Never allow yourself to be made a victim. Accept no one’s definition of your life but define yourself.


Harvey Fierstein


I wasn’t always the girl with cancer, and I’m still not “the girl who battled cancer and, so far, survived.” Very soon after diagnosis, I decided I would remain true to who I was. For me, cancer doesn’t tell my entire story, and it never will. I am the sum of the experiences I’ve had throughout my life, including cancer, not because of cancer.


When breaking the news to my friends, who were shocked and disbelieving, I included a caveat: “Be discreet with this,” I said. “It’s not a secret, but I don’t want strangers and acquaintances who have zero understanding of my cancer to lay their reactions to cancer on my shoulders.” As a highly sensitive person to others’ moods and thoughts, I didn’t want their fear or their pity or even worse, “thank God it’s not me,” though I knew when they were told, that was the hidden thought at the back of their mind.


The other aspect of colon cancer is the lack of education and awareness. I have found there is a degree of stigma when it comes to discussing it. I figured I had enough to deal with, without having to navigate social stigmas too. You might wonder how I can predict other people’s reactions to colon cancer? I can because that was the way I reacted before my sister was diagnosed. If it’s not something you have to think about because you don’t want to contemplate it, then you don’t think about it. And that’s my point. Everyone needs to get acquainted with digestive cancers, the signs and symptoms, the risks and prevention because colon cancer is on the rise, particularly amongst younger people. Modern-day diets, stress, and the pace of life means we do take our gut health for granted. The message of this book is to be aware, look after your health and never take it for granted.


I began writing this book in real time during cancer treatment to raise awareness and to tell my story of an altered life and spiritual life. It’s like me to be an advocate for change even when it’s happening to me. Silly perhaps — it’s not an easy path — but I believe every experience is meaningful and can lead to change for the better. I’ve been doing it all my life. As an investigative journalist and later editor, as a public servant with a nose for research and policy options, and as a writer and communications manager working with Indigenous people to raise social and emotional well-being and self-esteem. And now as a spiritual counselor, championing hope for the future, channelings, astrology, and something deeper and very satisfying — validation that life goes on after we die.


I was a good campaigner as a journalist and, later, as an editor of a regional newspaper I won several state awards for leadership and community involvement. One of these successful campaigns was to retain an obstetrician for our local hospital. Without an obstetrician, mums-to-be were transferred to a neighboring town, an hour down the highway, to have their babies. I remember being eight months’ pregnant and posing for a front-page photo with other mums-to-be in front of the hospital’s maternity section. We hammered the state government so hard that in the end they seconded an obstetrician from the city to our country hospital, at great cost. That obstetrician ensured the hospital was not downgraded and retained a fully functioning maternity ward into the future. To this day, the hospital has an obstetrician, and all mothers can give birth locally.


My second son was born at the local hospital, though my first baby, caught in the politics of rural health funding, was born away from home.


I began my labor at my local hospital but because the obstetrician hadn’t been appointed yet, I was transported via a courtesy car to the neighboring hospital. I remember my waters breaking and just wanting to stay at home. This is what it’s like for country patients when it comes to health services. It was a similar situation with cancer treatment. There is no radiological unit in my hometown and certainly no colon surgeons. Like millions of other country patients with life-threatening disease, we travel long distances to access health services, and I found myself traversing the highway to Sydney, about a 6-hour round trip daily for radiotherapy over almost 7 weeks.


It evoked memories a year earlier of driving my sister to her radiology and chemotherapy appointments from her local town to a larger regional center, a two-hour, one-way trip — or four hours’ driving, each day.


During the daily drive to Sydney, I had my laptop, and I wrote. It’s what I knew and it’s how I had channeled my voice for decades. I’d been a professional writer most of my mainstream career and writing about my cancer “journey” helped put me in an observer’s role, allowing me to step outside my painful reality at the time.


I like to think I’ve been lucky in this life. I’ve mostly always been able to be in the right place at the right time. I’ve pushed my career ambitions while being a mum to three sons, and a wife and partner. I’ve worked in a big city and nationally in a variety of roles from journalism to research and policy, and communications management. I’ve worked at the forefront of Aboriginal affairs in Australia and have never once lost my passion for good journalism, and good writing. I’ve prided myself on my learning and being able to acquire new skills and seek out new professional and personal horizons. And I’ve always found a haven in my family, nature and in spiritualism.


In fact, I’ve devoted a good many years to researching spiritual knowledge and have been innately drawn to subjects as diverse as the healing power of nature, intuition and psychic ability, alternative medicines and modalities, energy work and life after death. I suppose in all my querying I was seeking to understand the mortality of my loved ones after experiencing the passing of my parents, and my own mortality. To understand death, though, you have to understand life.


However, I didn’t think for one minute — not one — that I would be confronted with cancer. Cancer treatment is not for the faint hearted. All pretense of modesty falls away as you realize you simply have no choice in the indignity you will likely have to endure in treatment, surgery and examinations. You are rarely in control of events.


There is nothing redeeming about cancer that I could see then. And now? It was the spiritual awakening I’d always signed up for. It was a complete and utter 360 that led me to realize spiritual gifts, particularly clairvoyance, that had been dormant since childhood.


Back then, though, it was testing times. Uncertain times.


As I waited for my treatment to start that took around two and a half years to complete, I again fell back on faith. Of course, it would be okay. Of course, I would come through this and move onto a better, richer, more meaningful life, understanding as I must that there are no guarantees and if you fail to listen, then the lesson will meet you, blocking your path until you understand.









Chapter 4


No Good Choices


It’s hard to fight when the fight ain’t fair.


Taylor Swift


There’s nothing fair, or kind for that matter, about cancer. In my experience, it’s an absolute bitch. I remember seeing my sister suffer through chemo/radiation and confronting invasive surgery. She then backed up for five more months of chemotherapy without complaint. She did it to survive because she wasn’t ready to leave her children and husband. She did it because, as she often said, “you’ve got no choice.”


She fought for six years, until she couldn’t fight anymore — until there was no choice left but to let herself slip away, having been told there were no more treatment options left.


I understood her fight logic back then. Cancer doesn’t play fair at all. It lays before you a grueling and painful regime and once completed, it’s never really finished with. There is the nerve-wracking three-month CT scan to make sure the cancer is gone at the end of treatment, or worse still, hasn’t spread, and then there are the three-monthly blood tests and six-monthly CT scans, and yearly scopes. You are only considered cured beyond five years because this is the terminology the medicos talk in. They marry staging up with five-year survival rates. One thing I would suggest to anyone diagnosed with cancer is to stay away from looking up the five-year survival rates. It will do you no good and just create fear for the future.


I chose instead to interact with my Facebook group and to take note of the many survivors who were into their sixth year or more being cancer free. They were the veterans of the war against cancer and in each one you will find nerves of steel and, most of all, a strong positive attitude and love of life. The commonality is they go on living their life without cancer being front and center all the time. They work, they play, and they exercise and look after themselves nutritionally, and in every other way possible.


Everyone battling cancer knows you need resilience to get through the treatments and surgery.


“It changes you,” my sister said to me when I told her I would not be putting up with patronizing attitudes from anyone involved in my treatment. “You become quite strong, and you don’t hold things in anymore. You say what you need to say and that’s a good thing. I bet that by the time you’re finished you will be very strong and not take any nonsense from anyone. And that’ll be a good thing because you have been too soft on people who don’t deserve it in the past.”


I thought about that. “I don’t know. I hope I get a bit stronger…”


“You will. I know you,” she said.


And you must be strong because dealing with cancer makes you hypersensitive to anyone who doubts what you’ve pinned your hopes on, and that is, you are hoping for the best possible outcome. My first experience of how hope can be shot down was from my radiologist. A practical man of science, he began our first consult by expressing his doubt that I could have the difficult operation I wanted, rather than an alternative surgery which would have been even more radical.


By this stage, I was getting a little impatient. He was, after all, not my bloody surgeon.


“Look my surgeon is confident he can do the operation.”


The radiologist clasped his fingers together in front of him. “So, my job is to shrink this tumor,” he said.


“Well, that’s why I’m here,” I fired back.


This simple exchange sent me spinning back into the fear response and depression that characterized my initial shock on diagnosis. He doubted it could be done! I would wake up in the morning on the verge of shaking with what felt like an electric current of fear running through my body. I had nightmares of giant cranes crashing onto nearby buildings while I was running for my life to escape the debris. In all my dreams, I was far removed from anything or anyone I knew, alone in an alien landscape.
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