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  What people are saying about




  Gifts from the Devastation




  For anyone who has struggled, whether with cancer or another trauma, this book is a must read. Celine takes a radically different perspective on dealing with devastation, charting how she believes life happens for us, not to us. In an increasingly hectic world, Gifts from the Devastation is a call to try something different. It is a message worth listening to; a message of hope.




  Sarah McInerney, RTE Broadcaster and Journalist




  This book brings gifts to all of us who need to refresh our lives if we sense we are not living to our full potential. It is also relevant to anyone experiencing a significant life disruption. The writing is clear and the message is simple – Live your own life to the full.




  Dilis Clare, Consulting Medical Herbalist & General Practitioner, MBBCh, DRCOG, BSc (Hons) Herbal Medicine




  I would highly recommend this book to anyone who is struggling to overcome difficult life circumstances and who wants to learn practical ways of overcoming the inevitable challenges that life can throw at us.




  Tony Óg Regan, Holistic Performance Coach and former Galway Hurler
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  One day you finally knew what you had to do, and began....




  From “The Journey” by Mary Oliver




  



  
Preface





  It started with a gentle nudge but soon took on a life of its own. Writing about my experience with breast cancer proved very cathartic. I found a way to express myself and process everything that had happened. This book though is not only about this experience. It is also a reflection on my life and the personal challenges I faced long before cancer. It is about the insights and discoveries that I made along the way. It is about finding a new way of living that has brought me great joy. I hope that by sharing my story it will give you a new perspective on any difficulties you may be facing. Once I started writing it evolved organically, as has my life throughout this writing process. As my story illustrates, there are always warning signs in our life, indicators that are guiding us to make change for our highest good. The topics I cover reflect what I needed to learn so that I could live in a healthier way and I know that the lessons will continue as long as my life unfolds. I can see now that every experience was needed to give my life meaning and help me come into my purpose. Breast cancer was the ultimate manifestation of the many times I had disowned and dishonored myself and kept myself small in the world. I needed to heal my life. I realize that we are all meant to shine as the highest version of ourselves. We are unique in what we came here to express and we should never dim that light just to fit in. I don’t regret any experience in my life. Each one has made me who I am today. If I have one wish, it is that you may come to recognize your own magnificence and find your unique way of expressing it in the world. That is the greatest gift of all.




  May you find the wisdom to listen to your illness,
ask it why it came,
why it chose your friendship,
where it wants to take you,
what it wants you to know,
what quality of space it wants to create in you,
what you need to learn to become more fully yourself, that your
presence may shine in the world.




  Extract – A Blessing for a Friend on the Arrival of Illness by John O’Donohue







  



  
Introduction





  I can still recall that day so clearly, 11th February 2016:






   You have breast cancer with lymph node involvement. You will need chemotherapy, surgery, radiotherapy, all in all probably a year out of your life. We need to start treatment soon.







  I remember hearing the consultant’s words, but it was like an out of body experience. Everything stopped and some sort of autopilot kicked in. Everything changes in that moment, the moment that we get devastating news. We all have stories of personal devastations. They are a normal part of the human condition that none of us escape. They are major disrupters to our lives so it is only natural that in the midst of our pain we question why. I did.




  The Cambridge Dictionary defines disruption as: the action of preventing something, especially a system, process or event, from continuing as usual or as expected.




  Life as we know it will never be the same. We are forced to dig deep and in the depths we uncover who we truly are. We discover coping mechanisms and a strength we never knew we had. We may shut down for a while. We might get stuck and suffer. We can feel bitter about our misfortunes or we can suppress how we feel and push on through. These are all normal responses. Indeed they are how I coped with life for many years! However, there is a different choice we can make, in the long term a healthier choice – to fully experience, learn, grow and ultimately thrive on this journey called life.




  For as long as I can remember I’ve felt a great hunger to understand the deeper mysteries of life and the purpose of my existence. My darkest times were when I could find none. So when cancer knocked on my door I was ready to focus only on the lessons and gifts of the experience; lessons that I believe are universal in nature. I’m not saying it was easy because it wasn’t. There were times I thought I couldn’t go on and I was very angry. However, I knew it had happened for a reason. Even in the midst of feeling vulnerable and lost there was no going back to business as usual. I was done with suffering and fighting with life. I just knew that chapter was over. It took time, but eventually I started to see new possibilities and a different way of being in the world. I now feel more alive than I ever have. It really did take cancer to show me that life as I was living it wasn’t working for me anymore. In fact it was killing me.




  So too with planet earth. 2020 heralded a new era when our world as we knew it was brought to a standstill. We witnessed one of the greatest disruptions to our existence, and although it brought a lot of pain and heartache, it was surely telling us that business could not continue as usual in our global community. Spiritual teacher Ram Dass says of our breakdowns: The breaking down of systems is a tool for growth. As we heal I hope we support each other and work together to rebuild. I hope we focus only on the lessons and the gifts. I hope we use them as fuel to live fiercely in the pursuit of a better life for every person and for planet earth. And I hope that my story of transformation plays some small part in this chapter of our awakening.







  



  
Part I – Healing





  In the first part of the book I document my experience with breast cancer, the warning signs that were there long before I was diagnosed and the healing it ultimately brought about in my life. Once I stopped and was willing to explore a deeper place in myself, a whole new world started to open up. It was an experience that changed everything and I would go through it all again in a heartbeat, knowing what I know now. In fact, if faced with the choice of going back to relive my life a year prior to cancer or the year of cancer, I would choose the latter, strange as that may sound. It has altered me in ways that I cannot fully express, other than to say that it was something I had to experience.







  

  Chapter 1




  A New Direction






   Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?




  Mary Oliver







  I had been looking for change in my life and I really hoped that 2016 was going to be the year. I was struggling with some of my relationships and I craved a connection with like-minded people. I felt like I had come to the end of the road in my career and I desperately wanted to work in a more holistic field. I longed to be my own boss despite the uncertainty that goes with it. I yearned for freedom, although I didn’t really know what that meant. I just knew that there was a higher calling on my life and I had to find it.




  Growing up in Galway city on the west coast of Ireland, I had no idea of the twists and turns my life would take before leading me back home to where it all began. Galway is a colorful melting pot of residents and despite growing rapidly since I was a child, it still retains the intimacy of a small and connected community. From born and bred Galwegians, to “blow-ins” and buskers, students and tourists, everyone mingles easily. I love that about the place. I was born in Salthill, a seaside resort at the edge of the city with breathtaking views of the Atlantic Ocean. Growing up as a middle child, with an older sister and younger brother, I was shaped like we all are, by my position in the family. At times I felt overlooked and unsure, at others independent and free. I dreamt of being fearless and adventurous like tomboy George, in the Enid Blyton Famous Five books, yet I was sensitive and often felt anxious with no idea why. I was afraid of nothing and everything at the same time. I had so much I wanted to say and yet I was timid and shy. Only now can I see the internal struggles that vied for my attention from an early age. They have been a recurring theme in my life for many years. As is often the case, it took a lengthy absence in my twenties for me to really appreciate home. It definitely made my heart grow even fonder. I feel very fortunate to come from such a vibrant and eclectic place that embraces diversity in all its forms. Just a short drive west, in stark contrast to the bustling city center, is the wild, barren landscape of Connemara. It feels like my own life now echoes these contrasting environments. I love the richness and community of the city, yet I cherish and need my solitude too. Recuperating from cancer treatment in the city of my birth has brought a sense of completion and healing to my life. I have come full circle. When I returned to live in Galway in 2004, I had no idea that it would be the springboard into my new life when the time was right.




  It was 1990 when I first left home for the bright lights of Dublin city. I was twenty-two years of age and had just finished university. I was in the privileged position of having two job offers to choose from and I surprised myself by taking the job in Dublin. It was a marketing role with a large bank, and although I was delighted to be one of only two graduates offered a job there that year, I was nervous at the idea of leaving home for a city that was a total stranger to me. I know the move was written in the stars as it proved instrumental in how my life would play out. I met one of my best friends, Rachel, on my first day at work. We were an unlikely pairing on the surface. She was a sophisticated Dubliner who had just returned from a summer working on Nantucket Island, while I was the country cousin who had just arrived in the capital sporting my own knitted creations. I felt like a total fish out of water and her warm welcome put me at ease straight away. She took me under her wing and from that moment on a bond was forged for life. Despite our physical distance, our connection has only deepened with the years. Within two years I had also met my future husband, Brian. We clicked instantly and ended up working side by side for a few years. Fate obviously stepped in as he was just about to hand in his resignation when he got the transfer. I could never have guessed the important role these two people would play in every chapter of my life and I know that will always be the case. As we were some of the first graduates recruited, we got great training on the job and had some amazing experiences. The thirteen years I spent in the bank have stood to me in everything I have done since. A couple of highlights were travelling to India for the production of a TV commercial and getting to see the world premiere of Riverdance in 1995. There were so many more. Living in Dublin caused me to grow up in so many ways. I started a new life there. I learnt to stand on my own two feet. I proved that I could fend for myself. I have retained only happy memories of that time, even though it came to an abrupt end in 2002 when my marriage collapsed. As my world fell apart I was left reeling. Struggling to cope I took a career break and found myself teaching English in Greece. There were many ups and downs along the way, but after a year I eventually made my way back to Galway. I still felt rudderless. Every aspect of the life I knew had just disintegrated before my eyes. As I tried to find my footing, I took up a marketing position in the local university in 2005. It was a life-saver. I was by no means over the trauma of my marriage breakup; still it was a fresh start and gave me a focus. I was grateful for that. I loved the job from day one and the opportunities it gave me to travel the world promoting the university. I spent time in India and after a couple of years I moved to a domestic role where I promoted the university in schools around Ireland. I realized how much I enjoyed educating and supporting young people. I thrived in this environment. It was another great job where I developed many new skills. However, after ten years’ travelling, I felt worn-out. I just knew that something had to give. It was 2016 and it is there that I start this story.




  Although I was desperate for change, I had no idea it was going to be such a life-changing year. Having developed an interest in all things holistic many years before, I was a regular at all types of retreats and workshops. So as a new year dawned, I attended a retreat organized by a very gifted shaman and healer. I loved coming together with groups of like-minded people, reflecting and setting intentions for a new year. I was determined to start 2016 with renewed energy and direction. It was during a private healing session over the weekend that I got a very clear impression that my life was going to alter dramatically and very soon. Somehow I knew that I was ready and would be strong enough to deal with whatever lay ahead. Afterwards as I discussed the experience with the rest of the group it felt like a clear premonition of great change on the way. As the weekend came to a close and I drove the long journey back to Galway, my thoughts drifted to a myriad of possibilities – a new job or relationship, maybe moving home. Nothing could have prepared me for what lay ahead.




  A momentum had already taken hold of my life that I was totally unaware of. A few weeks later as I prepared to travel to the UK to attend a course for work, I had a strange experience. I was on my own in a meeting room trying to make contact with the organizers, but it was like I had entered a communications black hole. There were missed calls, wrong numbers, engaged tones and finally I just sat and waited. As I did, I scrolled through my mobile phone and came across an advertisement for a woman called Carmel Conway who was giving readings in Galway. Without giving it much thought I made an appointment for that coming weekend and went back to work. Although I didn’t know it then, life was stepping in to help me. As I arrived for my appointment the following Saturday, I just knew that some greater force had brought me there. I was being prepared. Carmel talked of a very different life two or three years down the road and I felt a strong connection to her. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, the session would end up sustaining me in what would be a few difficult years ahead. Just before I left, she pointed to my chest and said that she could see heaviness on the right-hand side. I don’t remember any specific words of advice. I just felt hopeful for the first time in a long time. In February 2020, almost four years later to the day, Carmel reappeared in my life. Suffice to say, I now understand the connection between us and the future that she pointed to is starting to take shape.




  At the time, I thought no more about her parting words. It was only a week later that they took on new meaning. I was reading in bed and I felt my arm brush against something hard. It was a lump in the exact position Carmel had pointed to and I felt a worrying sense of déjà vu. I pressed my fingers hesitantly against it, feeling its shape and size. The idea of cancer was far from my mind so I just pushed it to one side and went about my day. I wasn’t ready to consider the possibility that something might be wrong. It hummed away in the back of my mind for a couple of weeks until I mentioned it to a colleague while travelling with work. She suggested that it might just be a cyst, but I wasn’t experiencing any pain. A nagging voice stayed with me until I finally gave in and rang my GP. She gave me an appointment for the following day. I don’t remember being very worried. Detached is the best way I can describe my state of mind as I drove there. Although it might sound strange, I felt like life had been slipping out of my grasp for quite some time and all I could do was just let go. After the examination, the doctor told me she was referring me to the local BreastCheck Clinic for a mammogram. Even then I didn’t feel too worried as there was no history of cancer in my family. In my mind the word cancer and I just didn’t go together in the same sentence. I didn’t mention the appointment to anyone until I told my sister Orla the day before. I also told a friend, only because I had arranged to meet her for lunch on the same day as the mammogram. On some level I knew that once I said it out loud, it would become real and I wasn’t yet ready for that.




  In the meantime, I set off to the UK for my course. I got through the first day, but a rising sense of anxiety overwhelmed me and I had to leave early on the second day. I still don’t know what happened except that I was almost paralyzed with fear. I felt like a fish out of water and deep down I knew the course was not for me. It was a world I no longer fit in or had any interest in. I had come to the end of that road, although I didn’t know it at the time, and many miracles were conspiring to redirect the course of my life. As I left to fly home I felt a failure, yet the overwhelming feeling was one of relief. I didn’t get long to dwell on it, as four days later I was sitting in a hospital gown in the BreastCheck Clinic back in Galway. I was shuttled quickly from mammogram to biopsy without time to digest what was happening. I had longed for change, but this wasn’t what I had in mind. After the first biopsy had been taken of the breast tissue, the doctor inserted a second needle under my arm to biopsy the lymph nodes. The reality suddenly hit me that everything was definitely not okay. I felt the tension of the previous weeks bubble up and I started to cry. I will always remember the nurse who grabbed hold of my hand and smiled warmly at me. I wondered how many tears she must witness every day. You have gone well beyond the routine when you are having a biopsy and it takes its toll emotionally. I dried my eyes, got dressed and was called back to the consultation room. I hesitated as I didn’t expect to get any official news. I didn’t want any official news. I felt like I had been through enough for one day and I just wanted to run out the door before the bomb was dropped. As long as it wasn’t verbalized, I could stay in my old world for a little while longer. That wasn’t to be the case. After a few minutes the consultant appeared and quickly broke the news. The words were said in a matter-of-fact way but with great compassion. All I heard was chemotherapy, surgery, radiotherapy. The bomb was dropped. I had breast cancer. There was no going back.




  I was left alone with a cancer support nurse who talked me through what lay ahead. Very little of what she said went in. All I could manage to ask was – Am I going to lose my hair? That to me was almost more devastating than the fact that I had cancer. It was a change that was going to drastically alter my physical appearance and would be impossible to hide. It would be the end of my old life as I knew it. The nurse hugged me as I left and told me to come back for the official biopsy results a week later. Although the consultant had enough experience with breast cancer and could recognize the signs, the biopsy would tell the type of breast cancer and the stage, thus determining the treatment plan. Still, there was no escaping the fact that it was cancer and chemotherapy, surgery and radiotherapy would be required. The message that stayed with me as I left the clinic was the importance of having a good support network. Cancer, (or more accurately, cancer treatment) as I later found out, strips you bare and leaves you feeling very vulnerable and raw. It is a very difficult journey to undertake on your own. I felt lucky that all of my family lived locally and I had good friends. I wondered what it must be like for someone to receive that news and not have any support around them. At the same time, I knew that I had lived a very independent life and there were only a small number of people that I felt comfortable confiding in. I had years of practice surviving on my own and I had always been reluctant to ask for help. As I stumbled out the side door of the clinic, blinded by tears, I was acutely aware of life going on as normal around me, yet I felt removed from it all. Traffic was backed up as it was lunchtime and people were rushing along to their next appointment of the day. As I made my way back to my car, I was glad that I had made plans to meet a good friend. I knew I could be myself with her and just let go. I was being looked after by a much greater power as I started to take in the news. It was going to take time to become accustomed to this new direction my life was taking.




  Gift




  I had longed for change and it was finally happening, although not as I had hoped or imagined. Looking back, I see that it couldn’t have happened any other way. My experience with cancer was closing the door on a chapter of my life. It was also the beginning of a journey of great transformation that continues to this day.







  

  Chapter 2




  The Writing Was On The Wall






   If you’re not excited about it, it’s not the right path.




  Abraham Hicks







  In saying The writing was on the wall, I mean there were many signs that my life was out of balance long before my diagnosis. I can honestly say that in the years leading up to it I was struggling. Although I had been passionate about my job for many years, I knew with every fiber of my being that it was time for change. Added to this, I had some questionable personal relationships in my life that were not serving me at all and only added to my distress. I continued to work very hard in an effort to shake off these feelings but to no avail. I found myself living with a constant low-level anxiety and sometimes all-out panic as I tried to maintain the façade of being okay. I was lost and I didn’t know what to do. I felt like an actor in my own life. I was playing many roles but none of them were me.




  In early November 2014 I had been involved in a car accident. Luckily, although no one was seriously injured, I was left feeling shattered. I was literally brought to a standstill and was on sick leave for a month. It felt like someone had tripped a switch in my brain. I realized that my body was telling me enough was enough. I was burnt out. I needed to change how I was living as it wasn’t working for me anymore. I didn’t listen, or in truth I didn’t know what to do. On the day of the accident, I was feeling particularly stressed. I had always loved being out on the road meeting students and teachers. I felt like I was really making a difference, but something had changed. The financial crash of 2008 had put enormous pressure on everyone and in the public sector where I worked it was no different. Year on year it intensified and everyone was feeling stretched. Yet instinctively I also knew that it was time to broaden my horizons; to develop other skills and be of service in the world in a new way. I say this at the risk of sounding sorry for myself, but what I really want to illustrate is that the warning signs are always there. I had felt them creeping up on me for quite some time. Knowing what I now know, I won’t do that again. Hindsight is a great teacher and I don’t regret any of it. I had to recognize my limits in all aspects of my life and learn about boundaries. I needed to take my power back.




  Returning to the car accident, it was a surreal experience. I was almost at the doorstep of the school that I was visiting when it happened. I drove straight into the back of a car at a pedestrian crossing. I can remember the seconds before it happened so well. I knew I was in the red zone in terms of stress. I was very agitated and couldn’t concentrate. The last thing I remember was my attention straying to a woman pushing a buggy on the footpath nearby. I thought she looked so happy and relaxed and I envied her. In that moment I would have given anything to be in her shoes although I knew nothing of her life. I took my eyes and attention off the road. Then bang! Everything stopped. I don’t remember the details except that it all seemed to be over within a matter of minutes. I gave my details to the Guards and then everyone dispersed. I was down in County Kerry, far from home, and my car was a write-off. As I started to panic I heard a knock on the window and I turned to see an elderly man with kind eyes looking in at me. He had witnessed the accident and invited me to his home to recover. I gladly accepted the offer. In their cozy kitchen that I still remember vividly, his wife made me a strong cup of sweet tea. As the sugar hit my system I managed to pull myself together. They helped me arrange the practical details of hiring a car and as it was going to take a few hours, they made plates of sandwiches and many pots of tea were consumed. As the afternoon passed, I found myself alone with the man’s wife and we chatted easily. On entering the house I had noticed many photographs of a young boy who looked to be in his late teens. I asked her about him. With tears in her eyes, she proceeded to tell me that he was her son and he had been killed in a car accident a few years before. I could sense her grief was still very raw. She talked about him, his plans, his girlfriend and the life he had great hopes for. Then he was gone. Something happened during our conversation and it has stayed with me to this day. As we left for the car hire office we bumped into a neighbor. Hearing about the accident she quietly said to me that they were very special people. I couldn’t have agreed with her more. I’m not sure what I would have done if they hadn’t looked after me so well.




  On the drive we talked more. She pointed to the graveyard where her son was buried. She told me that she hadn’t been able to talk about him until today. We hugged as I left the car and I thanked her. I know that something very important happened between us in those few hours. She got the opportunity to open up to a stranger and hopefully got some relief. I felt huge gratitude that my accident hadn’t been any worse and nobody had been seriously injured. You couldn’t plan that situation. I have no doubt that the universe intervened. Here I was just after a car accident and the people who come to my rescue happened to have lost their own son in a car accident. I was acutely reminded of how precious life is and how it can all change in an instant. I left for home feeling privileged that she had been comfortable enough to share something so personal with me.




  For the next few days I was wired and found it hard to sleep. Adrenaline was still coursing through my system. It was only when the effects wore off that I plummeted and found it hard to function. I didn’t understand what was happening to me and broke down when I visited my GP. She told me it was shock and that the accident had shaken me up on many levels. Looking back I can see that it was a breakdown of sorts. When I returned to work, I applied for different jobs in my desperation to make change. Deep down I knew it wasn’t the solution. I just wasn’t sure what else to do. I wasn’t successful in my applications and I wasn’t the least bit surprised. I was actually quite relieved. I ended up filling in a maternity leave cover, but this role didn’t solve any of my problems. Things were rapidly going downhill. Although I had a good employer, I was finding it harder to reconcile my love of working with young people with my increasing desire to work more holistically and take on new challenges. I had embraced a holistic approach to my own life for many years before this. My efforts had only intensified after the breakup of my marriage as I tried to process all the pain. I explored different therapies, read self-help books and attended yoga and meditation retreats. I loved every minute of this aspect of my life. It felt very natural to me, yet I struggled to see where it would take me. I eventually trained as a sound healing therapist, undertook training in craniosacral therapy and completed a foundation course in counseling and psychotherapy. All the same, I always felt like I was dancing around making a life for myself using these skills. My life was split in two and the effort to keep both lives going was becoming more and more of a strain. I struggled to know what steps to take and fear was also holding me back. If I’m honest, I was afraid of what people might think; that they might judge or dismiss me for my interests. It is only in recent years that I have been able to own who I am and let go of the need for external validation. So as I left work for the Christmas holidays at the end of 2015, I vowed to myself that next year would be the year for change. I started the process by enquiring about training as a Bio-Energy therapist, but more training was not to be the answer. I had planned to start the course in April, but life had other plans for me.




  
Gift




  The encounter after my car accident has stayed with me to this day. It was clearly a wake-up call, reminding me that life is precious. I should cherish it and trust my inner voice. The struggle I had been feeling for quite some time was a sign that something needed to change. I didn’t know it at the time but I was going to get another even bigger wake-up call.







  

  Chapter 3




  Digesting The News






   With everything that has happened to you, you can either feel sorry for yourself or treat what has happened as a gift. Everything is either an opportunity to grow or an obstacle to keep you from growing. You get to choose.




  Wayne Dyer







  Coming to terms with the fact that I had cancer didn’t take much time. Aside from the initial shock, some part of me felt an overwhelming sense of relief that I could finally stop. Nothing was expected of me anymore. I could just give myself fully to whatever lay ahead, knowing that I was in good hands with the medical team. I was due back to the clinic a week later to get the official test results, so I had a bit of time to absorb the news and think of any questions about the proposed treatment plan. When I met with the consultant again, he confirmed that it was stage two breast cancer (estrogen receptor positive) and that it had spread to some of my lymph nodes. I was relieved to hear that it was the common garden variety as he put it and very treatable. He reassured me that I would be well looked after and had nothing to worry about. First up on the proposed treatment plan was eight weeks of chemotherapy with a month to recover. This would be followed by surgery and then about eight weeks later I would undergo twenty-five daily sessions of radiotherapy. He advised that I commence treatment within the next few weeks which gave me some time to prepare for what lay ahead.




  I broke the news to family and a small number of friends. I felt a huge outpouring of support, but it still felt surreal. It was like talking about somebody else. Although I was relieved at the prospect of putting my life on pause for a while, I still experienced the full gamut of emotions that accompany a diagnosis like cancer. I seesawed between fear and acceptance on any given day. I could burst into tears one moment and a few minutes later be laughing out loud as I watched something funny on TV. There were times when I sank into the knowledge that I had cancer in my body and I was okay with it. There were other times when the reality became all too much. Then I would busy myself with anything that might distract from how I was feeling. I imagine this is quite a common reaction. Difficult life-changing news cannot be processed all at once. We digest it in bite-sized chunks and that is what I did. As I swung between denial and acceptance, the pockets of acceptance gradually filled up until eventually they became my predominant state. In saying that, there are still moments to this day when I have to remind myself that I had cancer. It is not because of denial anymore. Now almost five years on, it really feels like I have moved past my health challenge and all it had to teach me. My experience is that when we learn the lessons from anything that enters our life, it literally dissolves into thin air. So although I am passionate about sharing my story in the hope of helping others, cancer is not something which is now in my consciousness on a daily basis. Yet at the time I had to live through it and cope as best I could.




  As I tried to prepare myself for whatever lay ahead, my interest in all things holistic led me to read many books on the topic. The first was The Journey by Brandon Bays. An American author and healer, she was diagnosed with a large tumor in her uterus in 1992. She decided to explore alternative means of healing before resorting to surgery and drugs. In her book she describes the extraordinary soul-searching, and ultimately freeing, journey of healing she went on. Just six and a half weeks after her diagnosis, she was pronounced perfectly healthy. Without the need for drugs or surgery, the tumor had disappeared. Her book and accompanying tapes take you on this journey, which as I understand it are intended to free you from the emotional and mental blocks that have led the body to become dis-eased. I also got to meet an amazing woman called Anita Moorjani. I was friends with the shaman who had run the retreat I attended at the beginning of the year and he introduced me to her. She had made a miraculous recovery from end-stage cancer and wrote a book about her experience called Dying to Be Me. As it happened she was hosting an event in Dublin in the coming days so I jumped at the opportunity to attend. It was a life-changing evening for me. I started listening to the audiobook in advance and I was so moved by it that I had finished it by the time I got to see her. I have no doubt that reading her book and meeting her in Dublin totally changed how I viewed my cancer diagnosis. She bravely shared her story, holding nothing back. In 2006, she had fallen into a coma as her four-year struggle with cancer was coming to an end. She had a near-death experience (NDE), and when she regained consciousness she was totally free of cancer within weeks. To give you a sense of how sick she was, she told us about tumors the size of lemons throughout her lymphatic system. Her organs had shut down and her brain was filled with fluid, as were her lungs. Her skin had developed lesions that were weeping toxins. The doctors told her husband that she would not make it through the night. When she did come out of the coma and made a complete recovery, her medical team was confounded by the fact that there was no trace of cancer or illness in her body. She showed us copies of the medical reports. She explained what she had experienced during the NDE and I have included a very short extract here in her own words (I would recommend reading this book, particularly if you are dealing with a cancer diagnosis):






   I also understood that the cancer was not some punishment for anything I’d done wrong, nor was I experiencing negative karma as a result of any of my actions, as I’d previously believed. It was as though every moment held infinite possibilities, and where I was at that point in time was the culmination of every decision, every choice, and every thought of my entire life. Many fears and my great power had manifested this disease.







  Both of these books communicate a really empowering message about the interconnectedness of our mind, body and spirit. Reading them left me in no doubt that our bodies are just a reflection of our inner state and are communicating with us all the time in an effort to bring us to a state of harmony and balance. We are all familiar with the knots in our stomach that accompany feeling anxious or the fatigue that comes from being burnt out by the demands of our daily lives. What if we live in this state for long periods of time? Surely it has to have some effect on our biology and health. Listening to Anita Moorjani, I had no doubt that my life choices and feelings about myself had brought me to this point. This was a profound realization which I found very liberating. If this was the case, I could make change and go on to live a very different type of life. There was a long road ahead and first I had to deal with the fact that I had cancer in my body. We left the hotel where the talk was on, and for the first time since my diagnosis I felt truly calm. I just knew that everything was going to be okay. Whatever lay ahead, I would get through it.




  When I returned to Galway I was glad to have time on my own. I needed to absorb everything that had happened over the previous few weeks. I was living alone and looked forward to being able to close the front door behind me and have no interruptions. I hadn’t always felt that way. I had moved into the house in 2006 and it had never felt like a home. It had only served as a reminder of how happy I had been when purchasing an apartment in Dublin after getting married. Anyone who has moved into a new home with a partner can identify with the excitement of making it your own and the fun of doing it together. You feel grown-up and full of hope for your life ahead, especially when you are in your twenties. I was feeling none of those things when I bought a three-bedroom house in Galway. That might sound ungrateful, but all the money in the world couldn’t have compensated for how miserable I felt at the time. I had no enthusiasm for decorating it or creating a home. I was just going through the motions. Ten years later it took on a whole new meaning in my life that I could never have foreseen. The house that I had little interest in was soon to become my cherished sanctuary.
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