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Dedication

For my parents, who taught me that courage is not the absence of fear, but the

willingness to

keep going anyway.

For every patient who shared their story with me.
Your honesty made this book possible.

And for every caregiver, partner, and loved one.

Your love holds the world together.



A Note from the Author

The Unseen Journey was written to accompany people through one of the most difficult

experiences a person and a family can face.
But this book is also part of a larger vision.

For many people, the cancer journey does not end with diagnosis or treatment. The
emotional, psychological, social, and financial consequences can continue long after
the medical appointment is over. Yet psychosocial support remains inaccessible to many

people, particularly in communities where cancer care itself is already difficult to access.
This is one of the reasons I wrote this book.

A long-term vision close to my heart is the establishment of the Elliason Cancer and
NCD Foundation, an initiative intended to support people and families affected by
cancer and other noncommunicable diseases through education, psychosocial support,

awareness, research, advocacy, and community-based initiatives.

The Foundation is a vision for the future, and building it will take time, commitment,

partnerships, and resources.

Your decision to purchase this book can therefore become part of something larger
than the book itself.

A portion of the proceeds from this book will be directed toward supporting the

development of this long-term vision.

If these pages offer you comfort, understanding, or companionship, I hope you will also
take satisfaction in knowing that your purchase can contribute to a future in which
more people facing cancer and other chronic illnesses can find not only medical care,

but also the emotional and psychosocial support they need.
You are not simply purchasing a book.

You are helping build a vision of care.

Thank you for being part of the journey.

Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason
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THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

Preface

Every book has a story behind it. This one began with a quiet but persistent realization.

For years, I studied cancer through research. I read about treatments, survival rates,
genetic markers, clinical trials, risk perception, stigma, and health behavior. I learned
about tumors, therapies, and the systems built to diagnose and treat disease. This
knowledge matters deeply. It saves lives. It gives patients and families more options,

more time, and more hope.
But the more I read, the more I noticed what was often missing.
The person was missing.

Behind every diagnosis is a human being with a name, a history, a family, a body, a
mind, and a future suddenly thrown into uncertainty. Behind every treatment plan is
someone trying to sleep at night, trying to understand medical language, trying to
comfort loved ones while needing comfort themselves. Behind every survivor is a story
of endurance that may not end when treatment ends. Behind every caregiver is a quiet

weight that often goes unseen.

I began listening more closely. I listened to patients describe the shock of diagnosis, the
loneliness of treatment, the fear of recurrence, the changes in the body, the
awkwardness of telling others, the grief for the life they thought they would have, and
the complicated guilt of surviving when others did not. I listened to caregivers who
were exhausted but afraid to say so. I listened to survivors who expected relief but found

themselves feeling anxious, lost, or strangely alone.
These experiences were not secondary to cancer. They were part of cancer.

Yet they were often invisible. Unspoken. Treated as private struggles rather than central

parts of the illness experience.
That gap troubled me.

The Unseen Journey was written in response to that gap. It is not a textbook, and it is
not a medical manual. It is a companion for the emotional and psychological journey

that often runs quietly beside diagnosis, treatment,
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THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

survivorship, caregiving, and recovery. It is written for the patient who is tired of being
told to “stay positive,” the survivor who feels guilty for not feeling grateful, the
caregiver who feels invisible, and the loved one who wants to understand but does not

always know how.

The chapters ahead explore the parts of cancer that are often hardest to name: fear,
grief, loneliness, anger, stigma, body changes, uncertainty, relationships, work,
finances, meaning, and the long emotional shadow of survivorship. They also offer

simple tools for grounding, support-seeking, reflection, and self- compassion.
p g 8, supp g p

Some stories in this book are drawn from research, interviews, and real experiences.
Others are composite narratives shaped from many people’s journeys. Names and
identifying details have been changed to protect privacy. They are included with respect
and care, not to speak for every patient, but to remind readers that many others have

carried similar feelings.

This book is rooted in the field of psycho-oncology, which focuses on the emotional,
psychological, social, and relational dimensions of cancer. Psycho- oncology asks
questions that matter deeply: How does cancer affect identity? What happens to
relationships under the strain of illness? How do patients live with fear of recurrence?
How can caregivers be supported before they are depleted? How can people find

steadiness when life has been interrupted?
These questions are not optional. They are part of whole-person care.

My hope is that this book offers language for what has been hard to say, comfort for
what has felt lonely, and practical support for moments that feel overwhelming. It
cannot remove the fear, pain, or uncertainty of cancer. But it can walk beside the reader

with honesty, tenderness, and respect.

Cancer changes the body, but it also touches the heart, the mind, the family, and the

future.

Those parts of the journey deserve to be seen too.
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Before You Begin: A Letter to You

Dear friend,
If you are holding this book, cancer has touched your life in some way.

Maybe you have just received a diagnosis. Maybe you are in treatment. Maybe treatment
has ended, but your mind and heart are still trying to catch up. Maybe you are caring
for someone you love. Maybe you are reading in the middle of the night because sleep

will not come and your thoughts will not quiet down.
Wherever you are, I want to begin gently.
There is no right way to feel right now.

You do not have to be brave every day. You do not have to be positive all the time. You
do not have to call yourself'a warrior if that language does not fit. You are allowed to
feel afraid, angry, numb, sad, hopeful, exhausted, confused, grateful, resentful, or all of
these things at once. Your emotions are not a sign that you are failing. They are a sign

that you are human.

This book is meant to be used in whatever way helps you most. You do not have to read
it from beginning to end. You may want to begin with the chapter that speaks to your
situation right now. You may skip sections that feel too heavy and return to them later.
You may read only a few pages at a time. There is no schedule, no test, and no correct

way to move through these pages.

Some chapters may bring comfort. Some may bring tears. Some may make you pause
because they name something you have been carrying silently. Take your time. Close

the book when you need to. Come back when you are ready.

You will find stories here from people who have walked through cancer in different
ways. Their details have been changed to protect privacy, but the emotions are real. You
may recognize yourself in some of them. You may not. Every cancer journey is
different, and this book does not pretend otherwise. Its purpose is not to tell you how

you should feel, but to make room for what you already feel.

You will also find reflections and simple practices. These are not meant to fix

everything. They are small places to rest, breathe, think, and gather yourself.
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Sometimes healing begins not with a dramatic breakthrough, but with one honest

sentence, one deep breath, one moment of feeling less alone.

A word about hope: this book will not promise that everything will be okay. That
would not be fair to you. What it can offer is a different kind of hope — the hope that
you can be supported, that your feelings can be honored, that help is available, and that

even in the hardest seasons, you do not have to disappear inside your fear.

If you are a caregiver, partner, family member, or friend, this book is for you too. Your
journey matters. Your exhaustion matters. Your fear matters. You may be trying to stay

strong for someone else while quietly falling apart inside. You deserve care as well.

As you read, I invite you to be honest with yourself. No pretending. No performing. No
forcing yourself into someone else’s idea of strength. Let this be a place where you can

tell the truth, even if only to yourself.

You deserve that kind of space.

You deserve to be heard.

And you do not have to walk this road alone.

With warmth and hope, The Author

13
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Introduction

Cancer is not only a medical diagnosis. It is a life event.

It enters the body, but it also enters the mind, the family, the home, the workplace, the
calendar, the mirror, and the future. It changes ordinary routines. It changes
conversations. It changes how people look at you and how you look at yourself. Even
when treatment is going well, the emotional weight of cancer can be difficult to

explain.
This book is about that part of the journey.

The Unseen Journey was written for patients, survivors, caregivers, partners, family
members, and friends who want language for the emotional side of cancer. It is not a
textbook, and it is not a medical guide. It does not replace your doctors, nurses,
therapists, social workers, or other health professionals. Instead, it is meant to sit beside
the medical journey and give attention to the feelings, questions, fears, losses, and

hopes that often remain unspoken.

Many people with cancer feel pressure to be strong, positive, grateful, or brave. They
may hide their fear because they do not want to worry their loved ones. They may hide
their sadness because they think they should be coping better. They may feel guilty for
not feeling hopeful all the time. Caregivers may carry exhaustion quietly because they
believe the patient’s needs must always come first. Survivors may feel confused when

treatment ends and everyone expects them to move on.

These experiences are common. They are not signs of weakness. They are part of being

human in the middle of something difficult.

This book is organized around the emotional arc of the cancer experience. Part One
begins with the shock of diagnosis: the day everything changes, the emotional
whirlwind that follows, the difficulty of telling others, and the painful question, “Why
me?” Part Two moves into the grind of treatment: the hospital world, loneliness,
mental strain, the pressure to fight, and the changes that happen in the body. Part
Three explores the unseen emotional burdens: fear of recurrence, grief, stigma, and
existential questions. Part Four focuses on the people around you: caregivers, partners,

children, friends, and family.
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Part Five turns toward survivorship, uncertainty, work, finances, meaning, and the
search for a new normal. Part Six offers practical tools for grounding, seeking

professional help, building support, and writing to your future self.

You do not have to read this book from beginning to end. You can begin wherever you
are. If you are newly diagnosed, Part One may feel closest. If you are in treatment, Part
Two may speak to your daily reality. If you are living with fear after treatment, Part
Five may be where you need to begin. If you are overwhelmed and need something

practical, you may want to turn directly to Part Six.
There is no correct way to use this book.

You will find stories throughout these pages. Some are based on real accounts,
interviews, research encounters, and composite narratives. Names and identifying
details have been changed to protect privacy. These stories are not meant to represent
every cancer experience. They are offered as mirrors, reminders, and companions. You
may see yourself in some of them. Others may feel different from your own journey.

Both responses are welcome.

You will also find reflection questions at the end of many chapters. These are
invitations, not assignments. You may answer them in a journal, speak them aloud,
think about them quietly, or skip them entirely. Their purpose is not to pressure you

into insight. Their purpose is to give you a place to pause.

This book also rejects toxic positivity. It will not tell you that everything happens for a
reason. It will not tell you that cancer is a gift. It will not tell you that you must fight in
a particular way or feel grateful on command. Hope matters, but hope should not be
used to silence pain. Strength matters, but strength can include crying, resting, asking

for help, setting boundaries, and admitting fear.

Cancer is also shaped by culture, family, faith, community, and social expectations.
Some people come from families where illness is discussed openly. Others come from
families where cancer is whispered about or hidden. Some people are surrounded by
support. Others feel alone even in crowded rooms. Some carry stigma, shame, financial
strain, or the fear of being treated differently. This book honors those differences.

There is no single emotional map that fits everyone.
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A note of care: This book is not a substitute for medical, psychological, or emergency
care. If you are feeling overwhelmed, depressed, unsafe, or unable to cope, please tell
someone you trust and contact a qualified health professional. If you are in immediate
danger or thinking about harming yourself, contact emergency services now, go to the
nearest emergency department, or call a crisis hotline in your country. You deserve help.

You do not have to wait until things become unbearable.

The pages ahead will not take away all fear or pain. No book can do that. But they can
offer language, validation, reflection, and practical support. They can remind you that
what you are feeling makes sense. They can help you recognize that the emotional

journey of cancer is real and worthy of care.
You are allowed to bring your whole self to these pages.

Your fear. Your anger. Your hope. Your exhaustion. Your questions. Your silence. Your

tenderness. Your grief. Your courage.
All of it belongs here.

Welcome to The Unseen Journey.
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CHAPTER

One
The Day the World Stopped

he phone rings. The doctor’s office appears on your caller ID. You answer,

expecting routine. Instead, your world splits in two.

Before that moment, there was your life. It had its own problems, its own worries, its
own routines. You woke up, made coffee, went to work, argued with your partner,
worried about money, planned for the weekend. Ordinary. Messy. Beautiful in its

ordinariness.
After that moment, nothing is the same.

You hear the words, but they do not make sense. Cancer. The word floats in the air
between you and the voice on the phone. It does not belong to you. It belongs to other
people. People in hospital gowns, people on television, people who are older or sicker or

somehow different from you. Not you. You are just you.

But the word settles into you anyway, like a cold stone dropped into warm water. It does

not float away. It sinks.

This is what I want you to know. There is no right way to feel in this moment. Some
people go completely numb. They hear the word and feel nothing at all, as if their
emotions have been placed in a freezer. Others burst into tears immediately or feel a
rage so hot it frightens them. Some people dissociate and feel like they are watching
themselves from above. Some feel a strange calm, a clarity that surprises them. All of
these responses are normal. None of them mean you are handling it wrong or right.

They are just your brain trying to protect you from something too big to process.

Mary, a breast cancer survivor, told me about her moment. She was in her car in the
hospital parking lot when she got the call. She said, "I sat there for an hour with the
phone still in my hand, staring at the windshield. I could hear the doctor still talking
on the line, but I could not make out the words anymore. Everything went quiet and

far away. I thought, This is not real. This cannot be real.”
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That feeling of unreality is common. Your brain is trying to absorb information that
does not fit into your existing understanding of the world. You had plans. You had a
future. Now there is a rupture. The timeline of your life has a before and an after, and

the before is already receding.

In the days following, you may feel like you are walking through fog. Simple decisions
become overwhelming. What do I do next? Do I call my partner? My children? My boss?
What do I even say? The details blur. You might forget appointments, lose your keys,
find yourself standing in a room with no memory of why you went there. This is not

you losing your mind. This is your brain redirecting all its energy toward survival.

One thing you might notice is how other people react. When you tell them, their faces
change. Some cry. Some become very still and very quiet. Some look away. Some
immediately start telling you about their aunt or their neighbor or their colleague who
had cancer and is fine now. They mean well, but their words can feel hollow. You might
find yourself comforting them, telling them it is okay, when you are the one who just
received the news. This role reversal is exhausting and confusing. You are carrying

something heavy, and somehow you are also managing their feelings.

Here is a truth that is hard to admit. You may feel like running away. You may want to
pretend this is not happening, to go about your life as if nothing has changed, to retreat
into denial because the reality is too much to face. This is not cowardice. It is
self-preservation. Denial is one of the first ways the human mind deals with
overwhelming events. It gives you a little distance, a little breathing room, before you

have to fully confront what is ahead.

I remember a patient I spoke with named James. He was diagnosed with colorectal
cancer. He told me, "For the first two weeks, I just kept going to work. I went to the
gym. I mowed the lawn. Everyone was asking me what I was going to do about the
cancer and I just acted like I had not heard them. I was not ready to accept that my

body had betrayed me."

What James was doing was giving himself time. In his own way, he was protecting
himself from the full weight of the news. Eventually, he moved through it. But he
needed that buffer period. It is okay to need that too.

One of the most isolating feelings in those first days is the sense that no one truly

understands. People around you may try their best, but their lives are still
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ordinary. They still have small problems. They still worry about what to make for
dinner. Meanwhile, your whole existence has been upended. The gap between your

world and theirs can feel vast and lonely.

You may also be dealing with practical chaos. There are appointments to schedule, tests
to undergo, decisions to make. Your calendar fills up with unfamiliar names and
unfamiliar places. Oncology. Surgeon. Radiologist. Genetic counselor. Each new term
adds to the weight. You are learning a new language while grieving your old life. That is

an impossible task, yet you are doing it.

In those early days, many people feel a strange pressure to make the right decision
immediately. Should I have surgery? What about chemotherapy? Should I get a second
opinion? There is an urgency that feels unbearable. I want to tell you something. You
have time. Not forever, but time. You can ask questions. You can get second opinions.
You can bring someone with you to appointments to take notes and ask questions you

might forget. You do not have to solve everything in one day.

There is another feeling that comes for many people in the early days. It is guilt. You
might feel guilty for crying in front of your children. You might feel guilty for feeling
afraid when others have it worse. You might feel guilty that you are not handling this as
well as you think you should. Please hear me. There is no competition in cancer. Your
feelings are not invalid because someone else is suffering more. You are not failing

because you are falling apart. You are human.

The first days are also a time when you might feel very physical symptoms. Your heart
races. Your stomach churns. Your muscles ache. You cannot sleep, or you cannot wake
up. You lose your appetite or you cannot stop eating. These are not signs that something
else is wrong. Your body is responding to stress. It is mobilizing its defenses. You are in a
state of alarm. This is the body’s way of saying, I am paying attention, I am ready, I am

here.

One of the most important things you can do in these early days is find someone to talk
to. This person does not have to have all the answers. They just have to be present. They
have to listen without rushing to fix or reassure. Sometimes the best comfort is a hand

on your shoulder and a quiet voice saying, "I am here. I am not going anywhere.”

19



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

If you do not have that person, find someone. A therapist, a support group, a hotline.
Even if you are not ready to share everything, just being around people who understand
the language of cancer can be deeply grounding. You are not burdening anyone by

asking for support. That is what support is for.

I also want to tell you something about hope. In the first days, hope can feel like a
distant concept. You may not feel hopeful. You may feel hopeless. That is okay. Hope
does not have to be the first thing you find. What comes first is often just the will to get
through the next hour, the next appointment, the next conversation. That is enough.

That is more than enough.

Over time, hope may return. It may look different from before. It may be quieter, more
fragile. It may not be what you expected. But it will find its way to you, often in small
moments. A kind word from a nurse. A sunrise you did not expect to see. A text from a
friend that makes you smile. These are seeds of hope. You are allowed to hold them,

even when you still feel afraid.

This journey is long and hard. I will not pretend otherwise. But you do not have to face
itall at once. You only have to face today. And then tomorrow, you face tomorrow. The
day the world stopped was the day you entered a new world. It is a strange and

unfamiliar place. But you are not alone in it.

One last thing. In the midst of all this chaos, please be gentle with yourself. You are
doing something incredibly difficult. You are navigating the unknown while carrying
the weight of the known. You are showing up, even when you do not want to. You are

still here. That alone is a kind of courage that deserves recognition.

If you are reading this in the early days, I am with you. I am holding space for your fear,
your confusion, your grief. Take a breath. Take another. You are at the beginning of a
journey you never asked for, but you are not walking it alone.

REFLECTION

A cancer diagnosis can divide your life into a before and an after. Even when the
conversation ends, the words may continue to echo in your mind. You may feel numb,

frightened, angry, confused, or simply unable to believe that this is happening to you.

You do not have to understand everything today.
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For now, give yourself permission to pause. You have just been given information that
may change how you see your body, your future, and the life you thought you were
living. There is no need to rush through your emotions or pretend that you are okay

when you are not.
Take a moment to sit with where you are.

0 What is the strongest feeling you are carrying right now, and what do you think
that feeling is trying to tell you?

0 What is one thing about your diagnosis that you still do not understand or need

help understanding?

0 Who is one person you feel safe enough to tell, “I am afraid,” without needing to

explain or pretend?

0 What do you need most today: information, reassurance, company, rest, space, or

simply someone to listen?

0 What is one small thing you can do today to take care of yourself?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to process your entire cancer journey today.

Right now, you only need to take the next step. One question. One conversation. One

breath. One day at a time.
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CHAPTER

Two
The Emotional Whirlwind

magine standing in the middle of a storm. Rain is coming at you from every
direction. Wind is howling. You cannot see more than a few feet ahead. You are
soaking wet, cold, and completely disoriented. Now imagine someone standing

beside you, shouting over the noise, "Just stay positive! Think happy thoughts!"

Ridiculous, right?

This is what it feels like when people tell you to stay positive after a cancer diagnosis.
Your world has just been torn apart. Your emotions are everywhere. You are not a failure

because you cannot manufacture cheerfulness in the middle of chaos. You are human.

The emotional whirlwind that follows diagnosis is real and it is powerful. One moment
you are crying. The next moment you are numb. Then you are angry. Then you are
making jokes. Then you are back to crying. It is exhausting. It can also make you feel

like you are losing your mind.

You are not losing your mind. You are having a completely normal response to

completely abnormal news.

Let us talk about fear first. Deep, bone chilling fear. The kind that wakes you up at
three in the morning and sits on your chest. The kind that makes your heart race when

you think about the future. The kind that whispers, “What if T do not make it?"

This fear is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign that you understand the stakes. Cancer is
serious. Being afraid is appropriate. The trick is not to eliminate fear, because you
probably cannot. The trick is to learn how to live alongside it. To let it be there without

letting it take over your entire life.

Some people find that their fear is worse at certain times. Nighttime is common. When
the distractions of the day fade and it is just you and your thoughts, fear can grow. You
might find yourself googling statistics at two in the morning, which almost always

makes things worse. I want to gently suggest
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that you put the phone away at night. The internet will still be there tomorrow. Your

sleep, your peace, your exhausted mind needs rest tonight.

Anger is another emotion that often surfaces. You might feel angry at your body for
betraying you. Angry at God or fate or the universe. Angry at doctors who speak to you
like a case study. Angry at friends who say the wrong thing. Angry at people who are
healthy and going about their ordinary lives.

Anger can be uncomfortable. It can make you feel like a bad person, especially when
you are angry at people who are trying to help. But anger is not bad. It is energy. It is

your mind saying, "This is not fair and I refuse to pretend it is.”

Many people find that anger gives them a strange kind of motivation. It fuels them to
fight, to advocate for themselves, to push through difficult treatments. This can be a
useful form of anger. Just be careful that it does not consume you. Anger is a tool, not a

permanent dwelling place.

Sadness is perhaps the deepest and most persistent emotion. There is a profound grief
that comes with cancer. You are grieving the life you had planned. The future you
imagined. The person you used to be. This is not just about the possibility of death. It is
about the loss of normalcy, the loss of security, the loss of the ordinary beautiful days

that you took for granted.

This grief'is real. It deserves to be honored. Sometimes people try to push it away. They
think if they stay busy or positive, the sadness will disappear. But grief does not work
that way. It waits. And if you do not acknowledge it, it finds other ways to show up, like

irritability, exhaustion, or physical pain.

A woman named Priya told me about her sadness. She was diagnosed with ovarian
cancer. She said, "I cried every day for three months. Not loud crying. Just quiet tears
running down my face while I did the dishes, while I watched television, while I sat in
the waiting room. I felt like I was leaking grief. I could not stop it. I stopped trying to

stop it. I just let it come.”

What Priya discovered was that letting the grief come was actually freeing. She stopped
fighting it. She stopped judging herself for it. And slowly, over time, the tears came less
often. They did not disappear, but they became more manageable. They became a part

of her rhythm rather than a disruption.

There is also a strange emotion that many people experience. It is numbness. You feel

nothing at all. You go through the motions of appointments and
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conversations and decisions, but there is a distance between you and your life. You are

watching yourself from far away.

Numbness is not a sign that you do not care. It is a sign that your nervous system is
overwhelmed. It is protecting you from the full force of your emotions because it knows
you cannot handle them all at once. Numbness is like a shield. It gives you time. It is

okay to be numb. Your feelings will come back when you are ready.

Then there are the moments of unexpected peace. They catch you off guard. You are in
the middle of a storm and suddenly, for no apparent reason, you feel calm. You watch a
bird outside your window. You laugh at something silly. You feel grateful for the
sunlight on your face. In these moments, you might feel confused. Should I be feeling
this? Should I be sadder?

There is no should. There is only what is. You are allowed to feel peace in the middle of
chaos. You are allowed to laugh and find joy even when everything is falling apart.
These moments are not betrayals of your struggle. They are gifts. They are reminders

that life continues to pulse beneath the fear.

One of the hardest parts of the emotional whirlwind is the judgment you might place
on yourself. You might think, "I should be stronger than this." "I should be handling

"o

this better.” "Other people have it worse.” Let me gently push back on those thoughts.

You are not a machine. You do not have to perform strength. You do not have to
compare your journey to anyone else’s. The person in the bed next to you, the survivor
in the support group, the famous person on social media, none of them are you. Their

stories are theirs. Yours is yours. And your emotions are valid exactly as they are.

Another thing that makes the whirlwind harder is the reactions of others. People mean

"o

well, but they often say things that hurt. They say, "You have to fight." "Stay positive."

" "o

"Everything happens for a reason.” "God only gives you what you can handle.” "My aunt

had cancer and she beat it, so you will too."

These phrases are meant to comfort. But they often feel dismissive. They can make you
feel like your fear or sadness is not welcome. They can make you feel like you have to

perform a certain kind of strength to make others comfortable.

You do not have to do that.
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Here is a powerful permission slip. You are allowed to be honest. You are allowed to say,
"I am really scared right now and I need you to just sit with me without trying to fix it."
You are allowed to say, "I am not ready to talk about that.” You are allowed to set

boundaries.

One survivor I met told me she made a rule. She told everyone in her life, "Do not tell
me to be positive. I will be whatever I need to be. Your job is to listen.” It was a bold
request, but she said it changed everything. Her relationships became more authentic.

She felt less alone because she was no longer hiding her true feelings.

The emotional whirlwind is not a linear process. You do not move from fear to anger to
sadness to acceptance in a tidy line. You bounce around. You might feel acceptance one
day and terror the next. You might feel anger in the morning and peace in the evening.

This is normal. This is how the human heart processes huge events.

If I could offer you one thing in the middle of this whirlwind, it would be this. Feel
what you feel without apology. Name your emotions if you can. Fear. Anger. Sadness.
Numbness. Peace. Name them. It gives you a little distance from them. It puts you in

the driver’s seat. You are not your fear. You are a person experiencing fear.

You are still you. The emotions are visitors. They come and they go. Even the strong
ones. Even the ones that feel permanent. They pass. Not quickly, not easily, but they

pass.

One practice that helps some people is journaling. Just writing down whatever is on
your mind. No structure. No rules. No one is going to read it. You can tear it up after if
you want. The act of getting the emotions out of your head and onto paper can be

deeply freeing. It externalizes the internal chaos. It makes it a little more manageable.

Another practice is finding small moments of escape. This is not denial. This is survival.
Read a book that has nothing to do with cancer. Watch a funny movie. Listen to music
that lifts your spirit. Step outside and feel the air on your face. Your mind needs breaks

from the heavy stuff. Give it permission to rest.
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There is a paradox in this journey. You have to hold space for the darkness while also
seeking light. You have to acknowledge the fear while also finding moments of peace.

You have to grieve while also living. It is not easy. But it is possible.

Many people who have walked this path before you will tell you something surprising.
They will say that they discovered parts of themselves they never knew existed. Strength
they did not know they had. Love that went deeper than they imagined. Gratitude for

small things. A new appreciation for life itself.

This does not mean cancer is a gift. It is not. It is a terrible thing. But it can crack you
open in ways that allow new light to enter. You do not have to focus on this now, when
everything is raw and fresh. But keep it in the back of your mind. That capacity for

growth exists in you too.

For now, be gentle with yourself. Your emotions are a storm. Storms are powerful. They
can feel overwhelming. But they also pass. The sun eventually finds its way through the

clouds. Not all at once, but in small rays. In moments. Hold onto those moments.

You are in the whirlwind. It is scary and confusing and exhausting. But you are still
here. You are still breathing. You are still you. The real you, the one beneath the
emotions, is still present. That part of you is steady, even when everything else feels
shaky.

Trust that part of yourself. It will carry you through.
REFLECTION

After the initial shock, emotions can arrive without warning. You may cry one
moment and feel strangely calm the next. You may feel angry, frightened, hopeful,

numb, overwhelmed, or even guilty for feeling okay for a while.

There may be days when you want people around you and other days when you want to
be left alone. None of this means you are handling cancer badly. Your emotions do not

have to follow a particular order, and you do not have to justify them.

Instead of asking yourself whether you are feeling the “right” thing, try asking what

you need.
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0 What emotions have been showing up most often since your diagnosis?

0 Is there an emotion you have been trying to hide from other people? What makes it

difficult to express?

0 When your emotions become overwhelming, what helps you feel even slightly

more grounded?

0 Who can you talk to honestly without feeling that you have to protect them from

your feelings?

0 What would you say to yourself if you treated yourself with the same compassion
you would offer someone you love going through cancer?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to be positive all the time.

You can have hope and still be afraid. You can be grateful and still be angry. You can
have a good day without feeling guilty for it, and you can have a difficult day without

believing that you have failed.

Your feelings are not a measure of your strength. They are part of your journey.

27



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Three
The Art of Telling People

ou have just received news that has shattered your world. Now you have to tell
everyone else. The weight of that task can feel almost as heavy as the diagnosis

itself.

Who do you tell first? How do you say the words? What do you do when they cry? What
do you do when they say nothing at all> What do you do when they say exactly the

wrong thing?

There is no perfect script for this. But there are ways to make it a little easier. This
chapter is about the art of sharing your diagnosis with the people in your life. It is about
protecting yourself while also letting others in. It is about finding a balance between

honesty and self-care.
Let us start with the first question. Who do you tell first?

Many people choose their partner or their closest family member. This makes sense.
These are the people who will walk with you through the journey. They need to know.

They need to be part of the decisions. They need to process this news alongside you.

But here is something important. The first person you tell should be someone who can
handle it. Someone who can hold space for you without falling apart. Someone who can
listen without immediately trying to fix everything. Not everyone in your life has that
capacity. That does not make them bad people. It just means they are not the right

person for that first conversation.

You might choose a close friend instead of a family member. A friend who is steady and
calm. A friend who will not make it about themselves. There is no rule that says you

must tell family first. You tell the people who feel safest.

Ravi, a survivor of lymphoma, told me about his experience. "I called my brother first.
He is the calmest person I know. I knew he would not panic. I told him and he just said,
'Okay. What do you need right now?' That was exactly what I needed. He did not cry.
He did not tell me it would be okay. He just asked what I needed. That gave me the

courage to tell everyone else."
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Think about who in your life has that quality. Who can stay steady? Who can be present

without needing to fix or reassure? Tell that person first.

When you are ready to share the news, think about how you want to say it. Some people
prefer to do it in person. Others find it easier to call or even send a text or email. There

is no right way. Whatever feels manageable to you is the right way.

If you choose to call or message, it might feel less personal. But it also gives you some
distance. You can say what you need to say without having to manage the other person's
immediate reaction. You can read their response when you are ready. This is not

cowardly. It is self-protective.

One survivor told me she sent a group message to her close friends. She said, "I knew I
could not handle telling each person individually. I would have broken down. So I sent
a message that said, T have some hard news. I have been diagnosed with cancer. I am
going to be okay, but it is going to be a difficult time. I will let you know what I need as

I figure it out. Please do not call me right now. I need time."”

Her friends respected that. They sent back love and support without overwhelming her.

That message gave her control over the process. She set the terms.

The first time you say the words out loud, it might feel surreal. "I have cancer.” The
words do not feel like they belong to you. They feel like someone else’s lines in someone
else's play. But you say them and the other person's face changes. Their eyes widen. Their
hands go still. You watch them absorb the news and you feel a strange mix of relief and
regret. You are no longer carrying this alone, but you have just handed them a heavy

burden.

The reactions you receive will vary widely. Some people will cry. Some will become very
quiet. Some will immediately start asking questions. Some will hug you. Some will pull

away. Some will say all the wrong things.

It helps to prepare yourself for these reactions. None of them are about you. They are
about the other person's way of processing shock. People do not always respond well to
bad news. They say awkward things because they do not know what else to say. They try

to cheer you up because your fear makes
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them uncomfortable. They share stories about other people with cancer because they

are trying to connect.

One of the most common responses is, "You will beat this. You are strong.” This is
meant to be encouraging. But it can feel like pressure. What if you do not beat it? Does

that mean you were not strong enough?

Another common response is, "Everything happens for a reason.” This is meant to offer
meaning. But it can feel dismissive. It can feel like your pain is being minimized. There

is no good reason for you to be going through this. And you do not have to find one.

Then there is the response that many people dread. The person who immediately starts
talking about themselves. Their aunt who had cancer. Their neighbor who survived.
Their own health problems. This can feel deeply frustrating. You just shared something
incredibly personal and vulnerable and the conversation is suddenly about someone

else.

You are allowed to be annoyed by this. You are allowed to gently redirect. You can say, "I
appreciate you sharing that. Right now, I just need someone to listen.” Most people will

respect that.

Some people will offer practical help. They will say, "Let me bring you dinner." "I can

drive you to appointments.” "I can watch your kids.” This is wonderful. But it can also
feel overwhelming. You might not know what you need yet. You can say, "Thank you. I
will let you know when I figure out what would help.” That is a perfectly acceptable

response.

A few people will surprise you. People you did not expect to show up will show up in
beautiful ways. A distant cousin sends a handwritten note. A coworker quietly leaves a
gift card on your desk. A neighbor offers to walk your dog without being asked. These
gestures can feel like small miracles. They remind you that goodness exists even in hard

times.

And then there are the people who disappear. This is one of the hardest parts of a cancer
diagnosis. You expect the people you love to rally around you. And many of them will.
But some will pull away. They will stop calling. They will avoid visiting. They will fade

from your life.

This hurts. It is not your fault. People disappear for many reasons. Some are afraid of

their own mortality. Some do not know what to say. Some are
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uncomfortable with illness and vulnerability. Some are simply not capable of showing

up in the way you need.

Let yourself grieve these disappearances. They are real losses. But also know that the
people who stay are your true people. They are the ones who will carry you through.

Focus your energy on them.

There is another category of people who are harder to navigate. Children. Telling your
children that you have cancer is one of the most difficult conversations you will ever
have. You want to protect them. You want to shield them from fear. But they also

deserve honesty. They deserve to know what is happening in their family.

The key with children is to keep it simple. Use clear, age appropriate language. Do not
overwhelm them with information they cannot process. Reassure them that they will
be taken care of, no matter what. Let them ask questions and answer honestly, but only

to the level they are asking.

A mother of two young children told me, "I sat them down and said, 'Mommy has a
sickness in her body. The doctors are going to help me get better. I might be very tired
and I might lose my hair. But I'still love you. You did not do anything wrong. Iam

going to be okay, but it might take some time."”

She said they asked a few questions and then went back to playing. Children process in
small doses. They will come back with more questions later. Be ready for that. Let them

know that no question is off limits.

Teenagers are different. They understand more, but they may not want to talk about it.
They might retreat into their rooms, their phones, their friends. This is a normal way
for teens to cope. Let them know you are available when they are ready. Do not force

conversations, but keep the door open.

One thing that helps with family communication is designating a point person.
Someone who can share updates with extended family and friends so you do not have to
tell the same story over and over. This person can send a group message or set up a
caring bridge website. It takes the burden off you. It also prevents misinformation from

spreading.

Telling people is not a one-time event. It is an ongoing process. You will tell your boss.

You will tell your colleagues. You will tell new doctors. You will tell
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strangers who ask about your hair. You will keep telling your story in different ways to

different people.

Each time you tell it, it gets a little easier. Not easy. But easier. The words become more
familiar. You find your own rhythm. You learn which responses to expect. You learn

how to steer the conversation in the direction you need.

In the early days, it is okay to be selective. You do not have to tell everyone. Some people
do not need to know. Some people do not have a place in your inner circle during this

time. That is okay. This is your journey. You get to decide who enters it.

If you are struggling with how to tell people, consider writing a script. Write down
what you want to say. Practice it a few times. It does not have to be perfect. It just has to

be yours.
Here is a sample script you might adapt.

"I have some difficult news. I have been diagnosed with cancer. I am going to start
treatment soon. I do not know exactly what the journey will look like yet. I am
scared but I am also determined. What I need from you right now is your love and
your presence. You do not have to say the perfect thing. You just have to be here. If
you want to help, I will let you know what I need when I know. Please do not google
things about my cancer and send them to me. I trust my doctors. And please do not
tell me everything happens for a reason. I am not ready to hear that. Thank you

for being in my life. I love you."

You can adapt that to your own voice. The important thing is that it says what you need
it to say. It sets boundaries. It asks for what you need. It gives permission for

imperfection.

One final thought about telling people. You might feel like you are burdening others
with your news. You might think, "They have their own problems. Why should I add to
their load?"

This thought is common. It is also not helpful. People who love you want to know.
They want to be there for you. They will feel hurt if they find out later. Letting people

in is not a burden. It is a gift. It allows them to love you in the way they are meant to.
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You are not a burden. You are someone who is going through something incredibly

hard. You deserve support. You deserve to be held. You deserve to be seen.

Telling people is one of the first and most important acts of vulnerability in this
journey. It opens the door to love, to help, to connection. It also opens the door to

disappointment and awkwardness. It is a risk. But it is a risk worth taking.

The people who matter will show up. The people who do not show up will teach you

something about your life and your relationships. Both are valuable.

You have already done the hardest part. You have faced the diagnosis. You are still
standing. Now you are doing the next hard thing. You are letting people in. That takes

courage.

Be proud of yourself. And be gentle with yourself as you navigate this.
REFLECTION

Telling people that you have cancer can be one of the hardest conversations you will
ever have. You may worry about their reaction, their questions, their silence, or the way

they may begin to treat you after they know.

You may not want everyone to know. You may not know what to say. You may need

support from some people while needing distance from others.

You are allowed to decide who knows, when they know, and how much you want to

share.

Take a moment to think about the people around you and the kind of support you

need.
0 Who are the people you most want beside you during this journey?

0 What do you want those people to understand about how you would like to be
supported?

0 Is there someone you have told who responded in a way that hurt or disappointed

you? What boundary might help protect you now?

0 What information about your illness are you comfortable sharing, and what would

you prefer to keep private?
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0 If you could tell your loved ones one thing about what you need from them right
now, what would it be?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not owe everyone your story.

Sharing your diagnosis can invite support, but you are still entitled to privacy,
boundaries, and choice. Tell people when you are ready, in the way that feels right for

you.

And remember: you are more than the news you are carrying.
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CHAPTER

Four
Why Me

he question comes at odd moments. In the shower. In the middle of the night.
While you are sitting in the waiting room, staring at the same magazine you

have seen a hundred times. Why me?

It is a natural question. It is also a painful one. It can circle around and around in your
mind, wearing a groove so deep that you cannot think about anything else. You search
for answers. You look back at your life, trying to find the thing you did wrong, the

moment you made a mistake, the reason this is happening to you.

The truth is more complicated and more uncomfortable. Sometimes there is no answer.
Sometimes bad things happen to good people for no reason at all. That is a hard truth
to hold. It goes against everything we believe about fairness and justice and the way the

world is supposed to work.

Let us start with the easy target. Lifestyle guilt. Many people immediately wonder if
something they did caused their cancer. They think about their diet, their exercise
habits, their smoking history, their alcohol consumption. They replay years of choices

and wonder if they are paying the price.

This guilt can be consuming. It can make you feel like you did this to yourself. It can

make you feel ashamed.

Here is what I want you to know. Cancer is not punishment. It is not karma. It is not
the universe exacting revenge for your bad habits. Yes, lifestyle factors can increase risk.
But risk is not destiny. There are people who smoke for fifty years and never get cancer.
There are people who run marathons and eat kale every day and get diagnosed with
aggressive tumors. The body is complex and mysterious and does not follow simple

rules.

If you have risk factors, if you smoked or drank or ate processed food, let me tell you
something. You did not ask for this. You made choices in a world where those choices
are normalized, encouraged, and marketed to you. You are not to blame. Cancer is a

disease, not a judgment.

Genetics is another place where people look f%rsanswers. If you have a family history, you

might think, "This was inevitable. It was written in my DNA."
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This can bring a strange kind of relief. At least it was not your fault. But it can also
bring a heavy weight of inevitability. You might feel like your body betrayed you at the
deepest level.

For some people, genetic testing provides answers. It identifies a specific mutation that
explains the cancer. This can be helpful for treatment decisions. But it can also bring
new anxieties. Will my children inherit this? Did I pass this on to them? Am I

responsible for their future risk?

These are heavy questions. They deserve time and space and gentle exploration. You do
not have to have answers right away. You do not have to have answers at all. Sometimes

the only answer is, "I do not know, and I am learning to be okay with that.”

Then there is the question of meaning. Many people try to find purpose in their cancer.
They tell themselves that this happened for a reason. Maybe it is a wakeup call. Maybe it

will make them a better person. Maybe it will teach them something important about
life.

This can be a helpful framework for some people. It can give structure to chaos. It can

offer a sense of control in a situation that feels completely out of control.

But for others, this framing feels hollow. It feels like putting a pretty ribbon on a
terrible thing. It dismisses the sheer unfairness of what happened. You do not have to
find meaning in this. You do not have to grow from this. You do not have to become a

better person because of this. You are allowed to simply survive. That is enough.

Anita, a survivor of cervical cancer, told me, "Everyone kept telling me I was chosen for
this because I was strong enough to handle it. I wanted to scream. I did not want to be
chosen. I wanted to be weak and ordinary and cancer free. I finally told people, ‘Do not

tell me this happened for a reason. It did not. It just happened.”

What Anita did was reclaim her narrative. She refused to let others impose meaning on
her suffering. She honored the chaos and the unfairness. In doing so, she found a

different kind of peace. The peace of accepting that she would never fully understand.

36



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

The question of why can also become a spiritual crisis. If you believe in God, you might
wrestle with questions of faith. Why would a loving God allow this? Am I being

punished? Is this a test? Is God even there at all?

These questions are deep and painful. Many people find their faith shaken by cancer.
Others find it deepened. Both responses are valid. There is no right way to navigate the

spiritual dimension of this journey.

If you are struggling with your faith, you are not alone. Many people have walked this
path before you. Some find comfort in their religious community. Others find it in
meditation or nature or quiet reflection. Still others find a new kind of spirituality that

is more personal, less tied to organized religion.

Whatever path you take, know that questioning is not a sign of weak faith. It is a sign

of real faith. Faith that is willing to sit in the hard questions without running away.

One thing that many people find helpful is reframing the question. Instead of "Why
me?" they ask, "What now?" The why may never be answered. But what now is a
question you can answer. What now? How do I move forward from here? What do I

need today? What is the next step?

This shifts the focus from the past to the present. From the unanswerable to the
actionable. It does not erase the pain or the confusion. But it gives you something to

hold onto. Something to do.

You might also find comfort in connecting with others who have been where you are.
Support groups, online forums, and one on one conversations with other survivors can
be deeply grounding. You realize that your questions are not unique. Others have asked

them too. Others have found their own ways of living with the unanswered.

There is a concept in psychology called radical acceptance. It is the practice of accepting
reality as it is, without fighting it. This does not mean you approve of what happened. It
does not mean you are happy about it. It means you stop exhausting yourself by fighting

what cannot be changed.

Radical acceptance is not easy. It takes practice. It takes time. But it can bring a deep
sense of peace. You stop asking why. You start asking how. How do I live with this? How

do I find joy despite this? How do I honor my life even as I face my mortality?
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This is not resignation. This is not giving up. This is a different kind of strength. The
strength to live in the reality of what is, rather than the fantasy of what could have

been.

Let me tell you something that might surprise you. Many people who have walked
through cancer say that they stopped asking why. Not because they found a satisfying
answer, but because the question itself became less important. They were too busy

living. Too busy loving. Too busy being present in the moments they had.

The question of “why’ is a natural part of the journey. It will arise repeatedly. Let it
come. Let it sit with you. But do not let it consume you. You have too much living to

do.

One exercise that some people find helpful is writing a letter to your cancer. In the
letter, you can express all your anger and confusion and grief. You can ask all your
questions. You can say all the things you wish you could say. You do not have to send the
letter. The act of writing it is enough. It externalizes the internal storm. It gives shape

to the chaos.

Another exercise is to write a letter to yourself, from yourself. A letter that offers the
comfort you are seeking. What would you say to a dear friend who was asking why? You
would not blame them. You would not tell them it is their fault. You would wrap them
in love and tell them they did not deserve this. Now try offering that same kindness to

yourself.

You are doing something incredibly hard. You are facing the unknown. You are sitting
with unanswerable questions. You are still getting up each morning and doing what

needs to be done. That is remarkable. That is something to be proud of.

The why may never be answered. And that is okay. You do not need all the answers to
live a full life. You do not need to understand everything to find meaning and joy and

connection. You just need to keep going. One step at a time. One breath at a time.

You are here. You are alive. You are asking the big questions. That is what it means to be

human. And you are handling it with more grace than you know.
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REFLECTION

The question “Why me?” may return again and again. You may search your past for an
explanation, blame yourself for choices you made, wonder about your genes, question

your faith, or simply feel that what has happened is deeply unfair.
You may never find an answer that satisfies you. And perhaps you do not need to.

Sometimes, healing begins not when we find an explanation, but when we stop
demanding one from ourselves. You can acknowledge the unfairness of what has
happened without blaming yourself for it. You can have questions without having

answers. You can be angry, confused, afraid, or uncertain and still move forward.
For a moment, let go of the question “Why me?” and gently ask yourself, “What now?”

0 What part of your cancer journey do you find yourself blaming yourself for, and

what would you say to a dear friend who was carrying that same blame?

0 Is there a question about your illness, your future, your faith, or your life that you
may never be able to answer? How might you begin to live alongside that uncertainty

rather than allowing it to consume you?

0 What does “What now?” mean for you at this moment? What is one small thing

you can do today that helps you move forward?
0 What burden are you carrying that you are ready, even gradually, to put down?

0 What would it look like to offer yourself the same kindness and understanding that
you would offer someone you love?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You did not need to deserve this, cause this, or find a reason for it.
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You may never have a satisfying answer to “Why me?” That does not mean your life has

lost its meaning. Sometimes the next step is not to understand everything, but simply
to ask:

“What do I need now?”

And then take the next step, one breath and one day at a time
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CHAPTER

Five
The Hospital World

ou walk through the doors and everything changes. The air smells different. The
lights are brighter. The sounds are muffled and strange. People move with
purpose. They wear badges and uniforms. They speak in a language that is almost

familiar but not quite. You are in the hospital world now.

It is a world within a world. It has its own rules, its own rhythms, its own culture. You
are a visitor here, but you are also a resident. You will spend more time here than you

ever imagined. It will become as familiar as your own home, even as it remains foreign.

Let us talk about that first feeling. The overwhelm. You walk in and you do not know
where to go. There are signs everywhere but they do not make sense. You are directed to
a desk, then another desk, then a waiting room. You fill out forms. You hand over your

insurance card. You sit and wait.

The waiting is one of the hardest parts. You wait for appointments. You wait for tests.
You wait for results. You wait for the doctor. You wait for the nurse. You wait and wait
and wait while your mind races and your heart pounds. The waiting can feel like its

own form of torture.

A patient named David told me, "I spent more time waiting in hospital waiting rooms
than I spent with my family during those months. I learned to bring snacks and a book
and my phone charger. I learned to expect the unexpected. I learned that waiting is part

of the process.”

David's advice is wise. Prepare for the wait. Bring things that comfort you. A water
bottle. A snack. A book that has nothing to do with cancer. Headphones for music or

podcasts. A small blanket if you get cold. These small things can make a big difference.

Then there is the language. The hospital world speaks a language all its own. Oncology.
Benign. Malignant. Biopsy. Radiation. Chemotherapy. Immunotherapy. Clinical trials.

Palliative. Prognosis. These words are new and strange and often frightening.

You will learn them. Not all at once, but over time. You will learn them because you

have to. You will learn them because they are the keys to understanding
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your own body and your own treatment. Do not be embarrassed if you do not

understand something. Ask. Ask again. Ask until it makes sense.

One of the most important things you can do is find a person on your medical team
who you trust. Someone who explains things clearly. Someone who answers your
questions without rushing. Someone who looks you in the eye and treats you like a
person, not a case. This person might be your oncologist. It might be a nurse navigator.

It might be a social worker. Find that person and hold onto them.

You will meet many people in the hospital world. They will come and go, wearing
different colored scrubs, carrying different clipboards. It can be hard to keep track. Do
not feel bad if you forget names. Do not feel bad if you cannot remember which person

does what. This is normal. You are not expected to be an expert. That is their job.

Your job is different. Your job is to ask questions. To advocate for yourself. To bring
someone with you to appointments who can take notes and remember what you forget.

To be honest about your symptoms and your fears. To be a partner in your own care.

Let us talk about what to ask. Many people freeze when the doctor asks, "Do you have
any questions?” Their mind goes blank. They nod and leave and then think of all the
things they wish they had asked.

To avoid this, bring a list. Write down your questions before the appointment. You can

even email them ahead of time. Here are some questions that might help.
What is the name of my cancer? Where exactly is it What stage is it?

What are my treatment options? What do you recommend and why?

What are the side effects of each treatment? How will they affect my daily life?
How will we know if the treatment is working?

What happens if this treatment does not work? What is the next step?

Are there clinical trials I should consider?

What support services are available to me and my family?
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You do not have to ask all of these at once. Pick the ones that matter most to you. The
important thing is that you ask. You have a right to understand what is happening to

your body.

There is another aspect of the hospital world that is less talked about. The loss of
privacy. You will undress in front of strangers. You will be poked and prodded. You will
discuss bodily functions with people you just met. You will have tests that feel invasive

and embarrassing. This is hard. It can feel dehumanizing.

One survivor told me, "I felt like my body was no longer mine. It belonged to the
doctors. They looked at it, touched it, cut it, scanned it. I had to let go of my modesty

and my privacy. It was one of the hardest things to accept.”

If you feel this way, you are not alone. It is a real loss. It is okay to grieve it. It is also
okay to set boundaries where you can. You can ask for a chaperone during exams. You
can ask for explanations before procedures. You can request a private room if available.

These small acts of agency can help you feel more in control.

The hospital world also has its own rhythms. There is the rhythm of treatment. The
days you go in for chemotherapy. The days you rest and recover. The days you go in for
scans and tests. There is a predictability to it that can be comforting and exhausting at

the same time.

You might find that your life begins to revolve around these rhythms. You plan
everything around treatment days. You learn which days you will feel good and which
days you will not. You become an expert in your own schedule. This is a form of

survival.

One thing that surprises many people is the kindness they encounter in the hospital
world. The nurse who holds your hand during a difficult procedure. The volunteer who
brings you a warm blanket. The receptionist who remembers your name. These small
acts of humanity can be deeply moving. They remind you that you are not just a patient.

You are a person.

Another surprise is the community you find. Other patients. People in the waiting
room. People in the infusion center. You sit next to each other, hooked up to IVs, and

you talk. You share stories. You share tips. You share fears and
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hopes. There is a bond that forms between people who are walking the same path.

One woman told me, "I met my best friend in the chemo chair. We were sitting next to
each other and she saw me crying and she handed me a tissue and said, It gets easier.’
We have been friends ever since. We check in on each other every week. She

understands me in a way that no one else can."

That kind of connection is precious. It is a gift of this journey. You may find it too. Be
open to it. Let yourself connect with others who are going through the same thing.

They get it. They really get it.

There are also the difficult moments. The moments when the news is bad. The
moments when the treatment is harder than you expected. The moments when you feel
like giving up. These moments are real and they are hard. Do not face them alone. Let
your medical team know. Let your loved ones know. Let someone hold space for you in
the darkness.

The hospital world can feel like a foreign country. But over time, it becomes familiar.
You learn the geography. You know which elevators to take. You know which waiting
room has the most comfortable chairs. You know which nurses always have a kind

word. You become a local in this strange land.

And then, one day, treatment ends. You walk out of the hospital and you do not have to
come back tomorrow. It feels strange. Empty. You have spent so much time in this

world that leaving it feels like leaving home.

That is a later chapter. For now, you are in it. The hospital world is your world. It is
overwhelming and foreign and sometimes frightening. But it is also full of people who
are there to help you. People who have chosen to spend their lives caring for people like

you.

Let them care for you. Let them guide you. Ask questions. Be honest. Show up as you

are. You do not have to be brave. You just have to be present.

And when the hospital world becomes too much, remember this. You are not just a
patient. You are a person. You have a life outside these walls. A life that is waiting for

you. A life that will still be there when treatment ends.

Hold onto that. Hold onto yourself. Even in the hospital world, you are still you.
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REFLECTION

You are navigating a foreign land. There may be unfamiliar words, unfamiliar faces,
new routines, long waits, difficult decisions, and questions you never expected to have
to ask. It can feel overwhelming, especially when you are still trying to understand what

is happening.

But you are navigating it. One appointment, one conversation, one question, and one

day at a time.
Take a moment to pause and think about your experience.

0 Who on your healthcare team do you trust most, and what has helped you feel that

you can trust them?
0 What is one question you still want to ask your doctor or healthcare team?

0 Is there something about your care that you do not fully understand but have been

hesitant to ask about?

0 What small comfort, person, routine, or moment helps you get through the

waiting?

0 What is one thing you need from your healthcare team right now that you have

not yet expressed?
A gentle reminder:

You do not have to know everything or have all the answers. Asking questions is part of
navigating this journey. It is okay to say, “I do not understand,” “I am worried,” or

“Can you explain that again?” You deserve to be heard, understood, and supported.

45



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Six
The Loneliness of Treatment

ou are surrounded by people. Your partner holds your hand. Your children visit.
Your friends send messages. Your medical team checks on you constantly. And

yet, you have never felt more alone.

This is the loneliness of treatment. It is a strange and confusing feeling. How can you be
so surrounded and so isolated at the same time? The answer is simple. No one else is

inside your body. No one else feels what you feel. No one else carries the weight that you

carry.

The loneliness can creep in slowly. At first, you are too busy to notice. There are
appointments and decisions and logistics. There are people to tell and plans to make.
But then the busyness fades and you are left with the quiet. The quiet is where the

loneliness lives.

It is in the middle of the night when you cannot sleep. It is in the waiting room where
you sit alone, staring at the wall. It is in the infusion center where you watch the chemo
drip into your veins. It is in the moments when the door closes and you are left with

your own thoughts.

The loneliness is not just about physical isolation. It is about the gap between your
experience and everyone else’s. They are living their ordinary lives. They are worrying
about work and school and dinner. You are worrying about survival. The gap can feel

vast.

A survivor named Sita told me, "I felt so alone even when my husband was right there.
He was wonderful. He took care of everything. But he could not understand what it felt
like to be the one with cancer. He could not feel the fear in my bones. He could not
hear the voice in my head that whispered, 'What if you die?' I loved him, but I was still

alone.”

What Sita experienced is common. The people around you love you. They want to help.
But they cannot fully enter your experience. They cannot feel your pain or your fear.

This is not their fault. It is just the nature of the journey.

The loneliness can also come from the way peggle treat you. Some people will pull away. They
will stop calling. They will stop visiting. They will act like nothing is happening. This is

painful. It can feel like abandonment.
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People pull away for many reasons. Some are afraid of their own feelings. Some do not
know what to say. Some believe they are giving you space. Some are simply not capable

of showing up. Whatever the reason, their absence hurts.

You may also feel lonely because you are tired of managing other people’s emotions.
You tell someone your news and they cry and you end up comforting them. You reassure
them that everything will be okay, even though you are not sure it will. This role

reversal is exhausting. It leaves you feeling like no one is truly holding space for you.

There is another kind of loneliness that comes from the treatment itself.

Chemotherapy, radiation, surgery. These are isolating experiences. You spend hours in
hospitals and clinics, separated from your normal life. You are poked and prodded. You
feel sick and tired. You do not have the energy for socializing. The isolation becomes a

physical reality.

One patient told me, "I would come home from chemo and just lie on the couch. I
could not talk. I could not watch television. I could not do anything. My family would
tiptoe around me. They did not know what to do. I did not know what to do. I just

existed in this bubble of exhaustion and loneliness.”

If this sounds familiar, you are not alone. The isolation of treatment is real. It is one of

the hardest parts of the journey.

So what can you do about it? How do you cope with loneliness when you are in the

middle of treatment?

The first thing is to name it. Acknowledge that you are feeling lonely. Say it out loud if
you can. "I am feeling really alone right now.” Naming it gives it less power. It stops

being this vague, overwhelming thing and becomes something you can address.

Next, find someone who can sit with you in the loneliness. This person does not have to
have all the answers. They do not have to fix anything. They just have to be present.

They have to be able to say, "I am here. I see you. I am not going anywhere."

This person might be your partner. It might be a friend. It might be a therapist. It
might be someone you meet in a support group. Find that person and let them in. You

do not have to carry the loneliness alone.
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Support groups can be especially helpful. When you meet other people who are going
through the same thing, the loneliness eases. You realize that your feelings are not
strange. You are not broken. Others feel exactly what you feel. There is a profound

comfort in that.

One survivor told me, "My support group saved my life. Not because they had any
answers, but because they understood. They knew the loneliness. They knew the fear.

They knew the exhaustion. I did not have to explain myself. They already knew."

If you cannot find an in person support group, look online. There are countless forums
and communities where people share their experiences. You can connect with others
from your own home. You can share your fears and your hopes. You can find your

people.

Another way to cope with loneliness is to create small connections. Send a text to a
friend. Make a phone call. Write a letter. Even a brief connection can ease the isolation.

It reminds you that you are still part of the world.

You can also connect with yourself. This might sound strange, but loneliness is often a
disconnection from ourselves as much as from others. Take time to sit with yourself.
Journal. Meditate. Walk outside. Reconnect with the person you are beneath the

diagnosis. You are still there. You are still whole.

There is a difference between being alone and being lonely. Being alone is a physical
state. Being lonely is an emotional state. You can be alone and not feel lonely. You can
be surrounded by people and feel deeply lonely. The goal is not to eliminate aloneness.

The goal is to reduce the loneliness.

One way to do this is to find meaning in the solitude. Use the alone time for something
that nourishes you. Read a book that inspires you. Listen to music that moves you.
Write in a journal. Pray or meditate. Let the solitude become a source of strength

rather than a source of pain.

Another way is to set boundaries. You do not have to manage everyone else’s emotions.
You do not have to be the strong one. You do not have to comfort others. You are the
patient. You are the one who needs comfort. It is okay to say, "I cannot take care of your

feelings right now. I need to take care of my own."

This is not selfish. This is survival.
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You might also find that the loneliness comes and goes. There are days when you feel
connected and supported. There are days when you feel completely alone. This is

normal. Do not judge yourself for the lonely days. They are part of the journey.

On the lonely days, be gentle with yourself. Do not expect yourself to be productive or
cheerful. Just get through the day. Take it hour by hour. Minute by minute. You are

doing something incredibly hard. You are allowed to struggle.

And remember this. Even in your loneliest moments, you are not truly alone. There are
millions of people around the world who are walking this same path. They are sitting in
infusion centers and waiting rooms. They are lying awake at night. They are wondering
if anyone understands. They are out there and they are with you, even if you cannot see

them.

You are part of a vast community of people who know what this is like. That does not
erase the loneliness, but it can soften it. It can remind you that you are not strange, not

broken, not alone.

The loneliness of treatment is real. It is painful. But it is also temporary. It will not last
forever. Treatment ends. The isolation fades. The connections return. You will find

your way back to yourself and to others.

For now, just hold on. Reach out when you can. Rest when you cannot. And know that
someone, somewhere, is thinking of you.
REFLECTION

Treatment can surround you with people and still leave you feeling alone. You may be
surrounded by doctors, nurses, family, and friends, yet no one can completely enter the
experience you are living through. There may also be days when you simply do not have

the energy to talk, explain, or reassure anyone else.

Loneliness does not mean that you are unloved. Sometimes it simply means that you are

carrying an experience that others cannot fully understand.
Take a moment to think about the kind of connection you need.

0 When do you feel most alone during your treatment journey?
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0 Who is someone you can be quiet with without feeling that you have to explain

yourself?
0 What kind of support would make you feel less alone right now?

0 Is there someone you have been keeping at a distance because you are afraid of

being a burden?

0 What is one small way you could allow someone you trust to be present with you?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to explain your loneliness before you deserve companionship.

Sometimes the most helpful person is not the one who has answers, but the one who

can simply sit beside you and say, “I am here.”
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CHAPTER

Seven

Your Mind on Treatment

ou walk into a room and forget why you are there. You stare at a familiar face and
cannot remember their name. You try to read a book and the words swim on the

page. You feel slow, foggy, disconnected from your own thoughts.

This is your mind on treatment. It is a strange and unsettling experience. Your body is
fighting cancer and your brain is fighting something else entirely. The confusion, the
forgetfulness, the inability to concentrate. It all has a name. Chemo brain. But it is not
just chemotherapy that does this. Radiation, surgery, medication, exhaustion, stress. All

of them affect your mind.

The medical term for this is cognitive impairment. But that sounds clinical and distant.
What it feels like is something else. It feels like your brain is wrapped in cotton. Like
you are trying to think through thick fog. Like you are watching yourself from far

away, unable to fully participate in your own life.

A survivor named Meera told me, "I used to be sharp. I could multitask. I could
remember everything. After chemo, I could not remember what I had for breakfast. I
would lose my keys every day. I would drive to the store and forget why I went. I felt

like I was losing myself."

Meera's experience is incredibly common. Studies show that up to seventy-five percent
of people experience cognitive changes during cancer treatment. You are not alone. You

are not losing your mind. You are experiencing a known side effect of treatment.

There is a reason this happens. Cancer treatments are powerful. They are designed to
kill cancer cells, but they can also affect healthy cells, including brain cells.
Chemotherapy can cause inflammation in the brain. It can affect the way neurons

communicate. It can slow down processing speed and impair memory.

On top of that, your body is under extreme stress. You are not sleeping well. You are
dealing with pain and nausea. Your hormones are disrupted. Your emotions are all over

the place. All of these things affect your brain. It is no wonder you feel foggy.
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The good news is that for most people, these cognitive changes are temporary. As your
body recovers, your brain recovers too. The fog lifts. Your sharpness returns. It takes

time, but it happens.

In the meantime, there are things you can do to cope. Be kind to yourself. Do not
expect to function at your previous level. Give yourself permission to be slower, to make
mistakes, to forget things. You are healing. Healing takes energy and your brain needs

that energy too.

One practical strategy is to write everything down. Keep a notebook with you at all
times. Write down appointments, to do lists, questions for your doctor, things you need

to remember. Do not rely on your memory. Offload it onto paper.

Another strategy is to simplify your life. Reduce the number of things you are trying to
do at once. Focus on one thing at a time. Do not multitask. Give your brain the space it

needs to process each thing fully.

Use reminders. Set alarms on your phone. Put sticky notes on your mirror. Ask loved
ones to remind you of important things. There is no shame in needing help. You are

not failing. You are adapting.

If you are working, talk to your employer. Be honest about your cognitive challenges.
You may need accommodations. A reduced workload. Flexible hours. More breaks. You

have rights as a cancer patient. Use them.

A patient named Kiran told me, "I told my boss I was having trouble concentrating. I
asked if T could work from home on my bad days. He said yes. It made a huge

difference. I could rest when I needed to. I could work when I had the energy.”

Kiran advocated for herself. You can too. People are often more understanding than

you expect.

Now let us talk about something else. The emotional toll. Depression and anxiety are
incredibly common during treatment. They are not a sign of weakness. They are a

natural response to what you are going through.

Depression during cancer treatment looks different for everyone. Some people feel a

deep, persistent sadness. Others feel numb. Some lose interest in things
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they used to enjoy. Some feel hopeless and helpless. Some have physical symptoms like

fatigue, changes in appetite, and sleep disturbances.

The tricky thing is that many of these symptoms overlap with the side effects of
treatment. It can be hard to tell if you are depressed or just tired. But there is a
difference. Depression is not just about being tired. It is about feeling like you have no

energy, no purpose, no reason to get out of bed.

If you think you might be depressed, talk to your medical team. There are treatments.
Therapy. Medication. Support groups. There is no shame in seeking help. Depression is a

medical condition, not a personal failure.

Anxiety is another common companion. It can show up as constant worry. Racing
thoughts. Physical symptoms like a racing heart, shortness of breath, and sweaty palms.

Panic attacks. Difficulty sleeping because your mind will not stop.

Anxiety during cancer treatment is understandable. You are facing a life- threatening
illness. Of course, you are anxious. But when anxiety becomes overwhelming, it can

interfere with your treatment and your quality of life.

If you are struggling with anxiety, try grounding techniques. When you feel panic
rising, focus on your breathing. Breathe in for four counts, hold for four, breathe out

for four. Do this several times. It slows down your nervous system.

Another technique is the five senses exercise. Look around and name five things you
can see. Four things you can touch. Three things you can hear. Two things you can
smell. One thing you can taste. This brings you into the present moment and away

from the spiral of anxious thoughts.

You can also talk to your doctor about anxiety medication. Many people find it helpful.

It is not a sign of weakness. It is a tool to help you cope.

There is another emotional challenge that is less talked about. Grief for your old self.
You are not the same person you were before cancer. Treatment changes you. You have
been through trauma. You have faced your mortality. You have seen the limits of your

body and the limits of medicine.

This is a profound loss. It is okay to grieve the person you used to be. It is okay to feel
sad about the parts of yourself that have changed. You are not being ungrateful. You are

honoring the journey you have been through.
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One survivor told me, "Tused to be so confident. I was a go getter. After treatment, I felt
fragile and uncertain. I grieved that confident woman. I missed her. But over time, I
realized I had become someone else. Someone deeper. Someone more compassionate.

The grief softened and I made peace with the new me."

That is the hope. The grief softens. The fog lifts. The new you emerges. Different, but

not broken. Scarred, but not defeated.

Until then, be patient with yourself. Your mind is doing the best it can under incredibly
difficult circumstances. It is fighting alongside your body. It is protecting you. It is

getting you through.
Give it time. Give it rest. Give it kindness.

Your mind on treatment is not your mind forever. The fog will clear. The sharpness will
return. The colors of life will become vivid again. You will find your way back to

yourself.

For now, just keep going. One day at a time. One thought at a time. You are still here.
Your mind is still working, even when it feels slow. That is enough.
REFLECTION

Your mind is carrying more than you may realise. Treatment can bring fatigue,
anxiety, difficulty concentrating, forgetfulness, emotional exhaustion, and a sense that

you are not quite yourself.

You may become frustrated when your mind does not work the way it used to. Be

careful not to turn that frustration against yourself.

Your mind is trying to navigate a difficult season too.
0 What changes in your thinking or memory have been most difficult for you?
0 How have these changes affected the way you see yourself?

0 What practical support could make everyday life easier when your mind feels tired

or foggy?

0 What expectation of yourself might you need to loosen during this season?
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0 If you could speak kindly to the part of yourself that feels frustrated or afraid, what
would you say?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You are not failing because your mind needs time, rest, or support.

Be patient with yourself. You are still you, even on the days when you do not feel quite

like yourself.
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CHAPTER

Eight
When You Do Not Want to Fight

"o "o

ou have heard it a hundred times. "You are a fighter.” "Keep fighting." "You can
beat this." "Fight like a warrior.” The language of battle surrounds cancer. It is
everywhere. On t-shirts, on social media, on fundraising campaigns. Cancer is a

war and you are a soldier.

But what if you do not feel like fighting?

What if you are tired? What if you are scared? What if you do not want to be a warrior?

What if you just want to be a person?

This chapter is for you. For the person who is exhausted by the pressure to fight. For the
person who feels guilty for not being positive. For the person who just wants to

surrender, to rest, to let go of the battle narrative.

The language of fighting is everywhere. It comes from a good place. People want to
encourage you. They want to give you strength. They want to believe that if you fight
hard enough, you will win. It gives them hope. It gives them a sense of control in a

situation that feels uncontrollable.

But for the person living with cancer, this language can feel heavy. It can feel like
pressure. It can feel like blame. If you fight and you do not get better, does that mean
you did not fight hard enough? If you are tired and scared, does that mean you are

losing the battle?

A survivor named Arjun told me, "I hated the word fight. I never felt like I was
fighting. I was just trying to survive. I was just trying to get through each day. When
people told me to fight, I felt like I was disappointing them. Like I was not doing

enough.”

Arjun is not alone. Many people feel this way. The fight narrative does not fit everyone.

And that is okay.

Here is a different way to think about it. You are not a soldier. You are a person with an
illness. You are doing the best you can. Some days, your best is fighting. Other days, your best
is resting. Other days, your best is crying. All of it is valid. All of it is enough.
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The pressure to be positive is another layer of this. People tell you to stay positive. They
tell you that your attitude affects your outcome. They tell you that optimism is a choice.

This can feel like yet another thing you are failing at.

Let me be clear about this. Your emotional state does not determine your survival. You
can be scared and sad and angry and still have a good outcome. You can be positive and
still have a poor outcome. Cancer does not care about your attitude. It is a disease, not a

reflection of your character.

Toxic positivity is the belief that you must always be positive, even in the face of real
pain and fear. It dismisses your genuine emotions. It tells you that your sadness is
wrong. It places the burden of positivity on you, as if you are responsible for the feelings

of everyone around you.

You are not responsible for other people’s feelings. You are responsible for your own well
being. And sometimes, well being means allowing yourself to be sad, angry, or afraid.

These emotions are not failures. They are human.

One survivor told me, "I stopped pretending to be positive. I stopped saying everything
was fine when it was not. I started telling people the truth. 'Tam scared.’ Tam angry.''T
am exhausted.’ It was liberating. The people who loved me stayed. The people who could
not handle it fell away. And that was okay."

When you give yourself permission to feel whatever you feel, something shifts. The
pressure lifts. You stop performing and start living. You stop trying to be a warrior and

start being yourself.

Let us talk about surrender. Surrender is a scary word. It sounds like giving up. But
surrender is not giving up. Surrender is letting go. It is accepting what you cannot

control. It is focusing your energy on what you can control.

You cannot control whether your cancer responds to treatment. You cannot control the
outcome. You cannot control the future. But you can control how you treat yourself.
You can control who you let into your life. You can control what you do with the time

you have.

Surrender is not resignation. It is a different kind of strength. The strength to accept
reality without fighting it. The strength to say, "I do not know what will happen, and I

am going to be okay with that uncertainty.”
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This is hard. It takes practice. It takes time. But it can bring a deep sense of peace.

Another way to think about this is to change the metaphor. Instead of fighting a war,
you are navigating a journey. A journey through unfamiliar territory. A journey with

no map. A journey that requires rest as much as movement.

In a journey, you do not have to be strong every moment. You can stop and rest. You
can ask for directions. You can change your route. You can sit in the shade and catch

your breath. All of these are valid parts of the journey.

The journey metaphor also allows for other people. In a war, you are fighting alone. In a
journey, you can travel with others. You can lean on them. You can let them carry your

bag for a while. You can share the load.

If the fight language does not work for you, find a metaphor that does. Maybe you are a
gardener, tending to your body with care. Maybe you are a sailor, navigating choppy
waters. Maybe you are a student, learning the lessons of your illness. Find the image that

feels right to you. Use it.

There is another pressure that comes with the fight narrative. It asks you to perform
strength for others. People want to see you being brave. They want to be inspired. They

want to believe that cancer is a battle that can be won.

But you are not here to inspire anyone. You are here to live your life. You are here to get
through this the best way you can. If your way is not inspirational, that is okay. You do

not owe anyone a performance.

A woman named Priya told me, "I stopped answering the phone when people called to
check on me. I know that sounds terrible. But I could not handle the performance
anymore. I did not want to reassure them. I just wanted to rest. I started texting instead.

Just a quick message. 'Tam okay. I need rest. Love you.' That was all I had to give."

Priya set a boundary. She protected her energy. She stopped performing and started
being honest. That is a form of strength.

There is also a spiritual dimension to this. Many people find comfort in surrender. They
surrender to a higher power. They surrender to the unknown. They surrender to the
flow of life. This can be deeply freeing. It takes the burden off you. You are no longer

responsible for everything.
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If you are struggling with the pressure to fight, try this. Give yourself permission to
stop. Say out loud, "I am not fighting today. I am resting.” Say it to yourself. Say it to

others if you can. See how it feels.

You might feel relief. You might feel guilt. Both are okay. The guilt is conditioned. The

relief is real. Lean into the relief.

Over time, you might find that the fight narrative loses its power. You no longer feel
pressured to be a warrior. You no longer feel guilty for being tired. You just are who you

are. And that is enough.

You are enough. Not because you are fighting. Not because you are positive. But because

you are here. You are showing up. You are doing the best you can.

That is all anyone can ask.
REFLECTION

You may have heard that you must fight, stay strong, remain positive, and never give

up. But there may be days when you are simply tired.

You may not want to be a warrior. You may not want to inspire anyone. You may just

want permission to be a person who is hurting.
There is no shame in that.

0 What does the word “fight” mean to you when you think about your cancer

journey?

0 Have you ever felt pressured to be positive when what you really needed was

permission to be honest?
0 What would resting, rather than fighting, look like for you today?
0 What expectation from yourself or others are you ready to release?

0 What would it mean to accept yourself exactly as you are on a difficult day?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to be a warrior to be courageous.
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Some days courage looks like treatment. Some days it looks like resting. Some days it

looks like crying and saying, “This is hard.”

All of these can be part of your journey.
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CHAPTER

Nine
The Body You Live in Now

ou look in the mirror and you do not recognize the person looking back. Your
hair is gone. Your face is different. Your body has changed in ways you never
expected. You see scars, weight loss, weight gain, ports, marks, changes. You turn

away. The reflection feels like a stranger.

This is one of the hardest parts of the cancer journey. The changes to your body. They
are visible, tangible, undeniable. They are reminders of what you have been through.

They are also reminders of what you have lost.

The loss is not just about appearance. It is about identity. Your body is how you move
through the world. It is how you express yourself. It is how you connect with others.

When your body changes, your sense of self changes too.

A survivor named Leela told me, "I had always had long, beautiful hair. It was part of
who I was. When I lost it, I felt naked. I felt like I had lost a piece of my identity. People

would look at me and see a cancer patient. They did not see me anymore.”

Leela's experience is common. Hair loss is one of the most visible changes. It can feel
like a public announcement of your illness. You cannot hide it. Everyone can see that

you are sick. This can feel deeply vulnerable and exposing.

There are ways to cope with hair loss. Some people choose to wear wigs or scarves or
hats. Others choose to embrace their baldness. There is no right choice. Some people
shave their heads before the hair falls out, taking control of the process. Others wait

and grieve each strand.

A patient named Ravi told me, "I decided to shave my head before chemo started. I
invited my best friends over. We made a ceremony of it. We played music. We laughed.
We cried. I felt like I was choosing it, rather than having it happen to me. It gave me a

sense of control.”
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Ravi's approach is one way. Others choose differently. Whatever you choose, know that

your feelings about hair loss are valid. It is not vain to grieve your hair. It is human.

Then there are the other changes. Surgery scars. Weight changes. Skin changes. Loss of
body parts. These changes can be even more profound. They are permanent reminders

of what you have survived.

A breast cancer survivor told me, "I had a mastectomy. I looked at my chest and I did
not recognize myself. I felt like I was missing a part of me. I felt less like a woman. It

took me a long time to accept my new body. Even now, there are days when I struggle.”

These feelings are normal. Your body has been through a trauma. It has been cut,
poisoned, burned. It has been invaded and altered. It is natural to feel grief, anger, and

sadness about these changes.

There is also the practical aspect. Your body may not work the way it used to. You may
have fatigue that never fully goes away. You may have neuropathy in your hands and
feet. You may have lymphedema. You may have difficulty with digestion. You may have

pain that lingers long after treatment ends.

These are not just inconveniences. They are daily reminders of your illness. They affect
your quality of life. They affect your ability to work, to socialize, to do the things you

love.

One survivor told me, "I used to be an athlete. I ran marathons. After treatment, I could
barely walk a block without getting winded. I was devastated. I had to completely
redefine my relationship with my body. I had to accept that I was not the same person

physically.”

Redefining your relationship with your body is a process. It takes time. It takes patience.

It takes self-compassion.

Here is something that might help. Your body has been through something incredibly
difficult. It has been fighting for your life. It has been enduring treatments that are
brutal and punishing. And it is still here. It is still carrying you through each day.
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Your body is not your enemy. It is your ally. It is doing the best it can. Even when it

looks different. Even when it feels different. It is still your body. It is still you.

Try to shift your perspective from what your body looks like to what it does for you.
Your body breathes. Your body heals. Your body gives you strength. Your body allows
you to hug the people you love. Your body lets you feel the sun on your face. These are

gifts. They are still there, even when everything else has changed.

One practice that some people find helpful is body gratitude. Every day, thank your
body for something. Thank your heart for beating. Thank your lungs for breathing.
Thank your legs for carrying you. This does not erase the grief, but it adds a layer of

appreciation. It reconnects you to your body as a source of life, not just a source of pain.

Another practice is gentle movement. This does not mean running a marathon. It
means doing what your body can do. A short walk. Some stretching. A few minutes of
yoga. Gentle movement reminds you that your body is still capable. It releases

endorphins. It helps you feel more connected to yourself.

Be gentle with yourself about what you cannot do. Your body has limits now. That is
okay. You are not failing because you cannot do what you used to do. You are adapting.

You are healing. Healing takes time and rest and patience.

There is also the issue of intimacy. Cancer and treatment can affect your sexuality and
your relationships. You might feel unattractive. You might feel disconnected from your
partner. You might have physical pain or discomfort. You might have hormonal

changes that affect your desire.

These are hard things to talk about. But they are important. If you are struggling with
intimacy, talk to your partner. Be honest about your feelings. Let them know what you

are experiencing. You might be surprised by their understanding and support.

You can also talk to your medical team. There are treatments for sexual side effects.
There are counselors who specialize in intimacy and cancer. You do not have to suffer in

silence.

A patient named Anjali told me, "My husband and I had to completely relearn how to

be intimate. My body was different. I felt different. We talked a lot. We
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were patient with each other. We found new ways to connect. It was hard, but it

brought us closer.”

Anjali's experience shows that intimacy can survive cancer. It may look different. It

may take work. But it is possible.

Now let us talk about scars. Scars are visible reminders of what you have survived. They
tell a story. A story of pain and fear. A story of courage and resilience. They are not ugly.

They are not shameful. They are evidence that you are a survivor.

Some people embrace their scars. They wear them proudly. Others hide them. Both are
valid. You get to decide how you feel about your scars. You get to decide how much of

your story you share.

One survivor told me, "I used to hate my mastectomy scar. I covered it up. I never
looked at it. But one day, I decided to look. I looked at it in the mirror and I said, 'You
saved my life.' I started to see it differently. It was not ugly. It was a battle scar. It was

proof that I was still here."

That shift in perspective is powerful. Your scars are not marks of defeat. They are marks

of survival. They are part of your story. And your story is still being written.

The body you live in now is not the body you had before. It has changed. It has been
altered. It has been through war. But it is still your body. It is still home. It is still

worthy of love and care and respect.

Be patient with yourself. The journey to accepting your changed body is long. Some
days you will feel at peace. Other days you will feel grief. Both are okay. Both are part of

the process.

Remember this. You are not your body. You are the person who lives inside it. Your
worth is not determined by your appearance. Your worth is determined by your heart,

your spirit, the love you give and receive.

Your body is a vessel. It carries you through this life. It has carried you through cancer.

It is still carrying you.
Honor it. Thank it. Be kind to it.

You are still here. And that is everything.
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REFLECTION

Your body may look different from the body you knew before cancer. There may be
scars, changes in weight, hair loss, pain, weakness, or other reminders of what you have

been through.
It is understandable if accepting these changes takes time.

Your body has carried you through something difficult. It deserves patience rather than

punishment.
0 What change in your body has been hardest for you to accept?
0 What part of your body are you learning to see with greater kindness?
0 What does your body still allow you to experience, enjoy, or do?

0 Is there something you have been ashamed of that you might begin to see
differently? Can I eat breakfast too MMM we can index OK turn on alarm please he
got up the first thing to think about you don't go to school angry ignore what
happened no perhaps no it's it's not option hey Cortana play you can just go like that

there wasn't call

0 If your body could speak to you about everything it has been through, what do you
think it would say?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Your body has changed, but your worth has not.

You do not have to love every change immediately. Begin with kindness. Your body is

still carrying you, and it deserves to be cared for.
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CHAPTER

Ten
The Fear That Never Leaves

t happens at the most unexpected moments. You feel a twinge in your side and your
heart stops. You have a headache that will not go away and your mind races to the
worst possible conclusion. You have a routine checkup and your palms sweat as you

wait for the results. The fear is always there, just beneath the surface. Waiting.

This is the fear of recurrence. It is one of the most common and most persistent
experiences of cancer survivors. You have finished treatment. You are supposed to be
relieved. You are supposed to be grateful. But instead, you are afraid. Afraid that the

cancer will come back. Afraid that this time, it will not be okay.

A survivor named Vikram told me, "I finished treatment two years ago. My scans are
clear. But every time I get a cold, I think, "This is it. It is back.' I cannot help it. The fear

is just there. I have learned to live with it, but it never fully goes away."

Vikram's experience is incredibly common. Studies show that the fear of recurrence
affects nearly every cancer survivor at some point. It is not a sign of weakness. It is a

natural response to what you have been through.

The fear makes sense. You have experienced something terrifying. You have faced your
mortality. You have been through treatments that were brutal and exhausting. Your
body has been invaded and altered. Of course you are afraid. Your brain is trying to

protect you from going through that again.

The fear often comes in waves. It is not constant. It flares up at certain times. Before a
scan. After a scan. When you hear about someone else's cancer returning. When you
have a new symptom. Anniversaries of your diagnosis. These are triggers. They activate

the fear response.

This is called scanxiety. The anxiety that comes before and during scans. It is a real and
powerful experience. The days leading up to a scan can be filled with dread. You cannot

sleep. You cannot concentrate. You are irritable and on edge. The fear consumes you.
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And then, the results come. They are clear. The relief is immense. But it is often short

lived. Soon, the fear starts to build again. The cycle continues.

A patient named Sunita told me, "I hate scan days. I am a wreck for a week before. My
husband tries to calm me down, but nothing helps. The morning of the scan, I feel sick
to my stomach. I have to remind myself to breathe. And then, when the doctor says

everything looks good, I burst into tears. It is exhausting.”

Sunita's experience is all too familiar. The cycle of fear and relief is draining. It takes a

toll on your emotional and physical energy.

There is another aspect of the fear. The hypervigilance. You become intensely aware of
your body. Every ache, every pain, every strange sensation becomes a potential sign of

recurrence. You cannot stop checking. You cannot stop worrying.

This hypervigilance is exhausting. It keeps you in a state of high alert. Your body is
constantly scanning for threats. It is like living with a smoke alarm that goes off every

time you burn toast. It is not helpful. It is just stressful.

So what can you do about this fear? How do you live with it when it never fully goes

away?

The first step is to acknowledge it. Name it. Say to yourself, "I am feeling afraid of
recurrence right now.” Naming the fear takes away some of its power. It stops being this

vague, overwhelming thing and becomes something you can address.

Next, recognize that the fear is normal. You are not crazy. You are not weak. You are a

survivor. The fear is a sign of what you have been through. It is not a sign of failure.

One strategy that helps many people is to set boundaries around the fear. Give yourself
time to worry, but limit it. For example, you might say, "I am going to worry about this
for fifteen minutes. And then I'am going to do something else.” This prevents the fear

from taking over your entire day.

Another strategy is to focus on what you can control. You cannot control whether the
cancer comes back. But you can control other things. You can eat well. You can exercise.

You can take your medications. You can go to your
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appointments. You can take care of your mental health. Focusing on these things gives

you a sense of agency. It shifts your focus from the unknown to the known.

There is also a practice called cognitive reframing. This means changing the way you
think about the fear. Instead of thinking, "What if the cancer comes back?" you can
think, "What if it does not come back?" This is not about being unrealistic. It is about

balancing the fear with hope.

Another approach is to accept the uncertainty. This is hard. But it is also freeing. When
you accept that you cannot know the future, you stop trying to control it. You stop

living in fear of what might happen. You start living in the present moment.

A survivor told me, "I realized that I was spending all my time worrying about the
cancer coming back. I was not living my life. I was just waiting for the other shoe to
drop. One day, I decided to stop waiting. I decided to live. I could not control the
cancer, but I could control how I spent my time. So I started doing things I loved. I

started spending time with people I loved. And the fear started to shrink.”

That is the key. You do not eliminate the fear. You shrink it. You make it smaller. You

put it in its place. You live your life alongside it.

There are also practical things you can do to manage scanxiety. Bring a friend or family
member to your appointments. Distract yourself before and after. Listen to music. Read
a book. Do something that takes your mind off the waiting. And remember that the

scan results do not define you. You are more than your scans.

If the fear becomes overwhelming, talk to a professional. There are therapists who
specialize in cancer related anxiety. They can help you develop strategies to cope. There
are also support groups where you can connect with others who understand exactly what

you are going through.

Medication can also be helpful for some people. Anti-anxiety medications can take the
edge off the fear. They are not a cure, but they can make it more manageable. Talk to

your doctor about whether this is right for you.

There is a concept called post traumatic growth. It is the idea that people can grow and

find meaning after trauma. Many survivors find that their experience
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with cancer changes them in positive ways. They become more grateful. More present.
More compassionate. This does not erase the fear. But it gives the fear a context. It

becomes part of a larger story.

One survivor told me, "I am still afraid of recurrence. That has not changed. But I have
also changed. I appreciate things more. I do not take my life for granted. The fear is

there, but so is the gratitude. They live side by side.”

That is the goal. Not to eliminate fear, but to live a full life despite it. To hold the fear

in one hand and the joy in the other. To accept that both are part of your experience.

The fear that never leaves is real. It is persistent. It can be exhausting. But it does not
have to define you. You can learn to live with it. You can learn to carry it without

letting it weigh you down.

Give yourself time. The fear does not disappear overnight. It softens. It becomes less
sharp. Over time, you will find your own ways of managing it. You will find your own

peace.

And remember this. The fear is not a sign that something is wrong. It is a sign that you
are human. It is a sign that you have survived something terrible. It is a sign that you

are still here, still fighting, still living.

That is something to be proud of.
REFLECTION

Fear can become a quiet companion after cancer. A scan, a pain, a doctor's

appointment, or even an ordinary physical sensation can bring it back.

You may not be able to remove fear completely. But you can learn to notice when it

arrives without allowing it to take over the whole moment.
0 What situation or thought tends to trigger your fear most strongly?
0 When fear appears, what usually happens in your mind or body?

0 What helps you return to the present when your thoughts begin moving toward the

worst possible outcome?

0 Who can you talk to when fear becomes too heavy to carry alone?

69



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

0 What is one part of today that you can focus on rather than trying to predict
tomorrow?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Fear may travel with you, but it does not have to decide where you go.

You can acknowledge the fear and still make room for the life that is happening around

you.
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CHAPTER

Eleven
The Grief You Carry

here is a grief that comes with cancer that no one talks about. It is not the grief
of losing someone you love, though that may come too. It is the grief of losing
yourself. The grief of losing the life you planned. The grief of losing the future

you imagined. The grief of losing the person you used to be.

This griefis real. It is profound. It deserves to be acknowledged.

When you are diagnosed with cancer, your life splits in two. There is the life you had
before and the life you have now. The before life was ordinary and messy and full of
small worries. The afterlife is different. It is shaped by illness, by fear, by uncertainty.

You cannot go back to the before. That person, that life, is gone.

A survivor named Kamala told me, "I grieved my old life for a long time. I grieved the
woman who did not have to worry about cancer. I grieved the plans I had made. I
grieved the future I had imagined. It felt like a death. Not my death, but the death of
everything I thought my life would be."

Kamala's grief is valid. It is not selfish to grieve your old life. It is human. You have lost
something precious. The sense of security. The assumption that you would grow old.

The belief that your body was reliable. These are real losses.

Grief'is not linear. It does not follow a neat path. You do not move from denial to anger
to bargaining to depression to acceptance in a tidy line. You move back and forth. You
feel anger one day and acceptance the next. You feel denial and then sadness and then

anger again. This is normal. This is how grief works.

Some days, the grief will feel unbearable. You will feel a deep ache in your chest. You
will cry for no apparent reason. You will feel overwhelmed by sadness. On those days, be
gentle with yourself. Let yourself grieve. Do not try to push it away. Grief demands to
be felt.

Other days, the grief will be quieter. It will be a background hum. A subtle sadness that colors
everything. You will feel it in the moments when you realize you cannot do something you
used to do. When you see a photo of yourself from before. When you think about the future

and it feels uncertain. The grief'is there, even when it is not loud.
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There is also the grief of watching others live their lives. You see people going about
their ordinary days. They are worrying about small things. They are making plans.
They are living as if the future is guaranteed. And you feel a pang of loss. You used to be
like them. Now you are different. The gap between their experience and yours can feel

vast.

A patient named Ramesh told me, "I used to get angry when I saw healthy people
complaining about stupid things. I wanted to shake them and say, 'Do you know how
lucky you are? But then I realized that I was the one who had changed. They were just

living their lives. I was the one who could not go back."”

That realization is painful. You cannot go back. You can only go forward. And forward

means carrying the grief with you.

There is another layer to this grief. The grief for the person you used to be. Cancer
changes you. It changes your body. It changes your mind. It changes your perspective.
You are not the same person you were before. You may miss that person. You may grieve

their disappearance.

One survivor told me, "T used to be so carefree. I did not worry about anything. After
cancer, I worry about everything. I used to be spontaneous. Now I plan everything. I

used to be confident. Now I am anxious. I miss the old me. I grieve her.”

Grieving the old you is natural. You have been through a trauma. Trauma changes
people. It is okay to miss who you were. It is also okay to accept who you are becoming.

That acceptance takes time.

There is also the grief of the future. You had plans. Retirement. Travel. Watching your
children grow up. Growing old with your partner. These plans may now feel uncertain.
You do not know if you will be there for all of it. You do not know if your body will

allow it. This uncertainty is a source of profound grief.

A mother of young children told me, "I was diagnosed when my kids were small. My
biggest grief was not knowing if I would see them grow up. I would look at them and
cry. I wanted so badly to be there for their weddings, their children. The uncertainty

was unbearable.”
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That griefis deep and real. It is not about being ungrateful for the time you have. It is
about mourning the time you may not have. It is about the loss of certainty, the loss of

the assumption that you will be there.
So how do you carry this grief? How do you live with it?

The first thing is to give it space. Acknowledge that you are grieving. Do not tell
yourself to get over it. Do not compare your grief to others. Your grief is yours. It is

valid.

Next, find ways to honor what you have lost. Some people write letters to their old
selves. Some create rituals. Some plant a tree or make a photo album. These acts of

honoring can help you process the loss.

You can also find ways to create a new future. The future may not look like what you
imagined. But you can still have a future. You can still make plans. You can still dream.

It just may look different. Let yourself imagine what that different future could be.

A survivor told me, "T had to completely reimagine my future. I could not plan for
thirty years from now. I had to plan for one year. Then two years. I started making
smaller plans. Smaller dreams. And that was okay. It gave me something to look

forward to."

Making smaller plans is a way to cope with uncertainty. It gives you something to hold

onto. It reminds you that life is still happening.

There is also a practice called meaning making. This is finding purpose in what you
have been through. Not everyone finds meaning in cancer. And that is okay. But some
people do. They use their experience to help others. They become advocates. They
volunteer. They share their stories. This can be a way to transform grief into something

positive.

One survivor told me, "I started a support group for other people with my type of
cancer. It gave me purpose. It made my grief feel like it was for something. I was using

my pain to help others. That did not take away the grief, but it gave it a place."

Finding meaning does not erase grief. But it can make it more bearable. It can give the

griefa context. A purpose.
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Another important thing is to connect with others who understand. Join a support
group. Talk to other survivors. They know the grief. They carry it too. Sharing your
grief with others can lighten the load.

You might also find comfort in therapy. A therapist who specializes in grief or cancer
can help you process your feelings. They can give you tools to cope. They can hold space

for your pain.

Meditation and mindfulness can also help. These practices teach you to be present with
your grief without being consumed by it. You learn to observe the grief rather than

become it. You learn to let it come and go like clouds in the sky.

And remember, griefis not a sign that you are broken. It is a sign that you have loved.
You have loved your life. You have loved yourself. You have loved the future you

imagined. That love is real. And grief'is the price of love.

Over time, the grief will soften. It will not disappear. It will become part of you. You
will learn to carry it. You will learn to live alongside it. It will become part of your story,

but it will not be the whole story.

You will still have joy. You will still have love. You will still have moments of peace and

happiness. The grief will be there too. But it will not consume you.

You are allowed to grieve. You are allowed to miss your old life. You are allowed to

mourn the future you imagined. Give yourself that permission.

And then, when you are ready, take a small step forward. Toward your new life. Toward

the person you are becoming. Toward a future that is different but still yours.

You are still here. You are still living. And that is worth honoring.
REFLECTION

Cancer can create losses that other people may not see. You may grieve your former
body, your health, your independence, your routines, your plans, or the future you once

imagined.
You do not have to minimise those losses simply because you are still here.

Grief'and gratitude can exist in the same heart.
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0 What have you lost or had to leave behind because of cancer?
0 Which loss is hardest for you to talk about with other people?
0 What would it mean to give yourself permission to grieve without judging yourself?

0 Is there something from your former life that you would like to carry forward in a

new way?

0 What small hope is still alive within you?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You are allowed to grieve the life you had while still making room for the life ahead.

Your grief does not mean that you are unable to move forward. Sometimes it is simply

evidence of how deeply you cared about the life you were living.
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CHAPTER

Twelve
The Weight of Stigma

ancer comes with a hidden burden. It is not just the illness itself. It is the way
others see you. The way they treat you. The assumptions they make. The whispers

behind your back. The silence when you enter a room. The weight of stigma.

Stigma is the shame and judgment that society places on certain conditions. It is the
belief that you are somehow less than, somehow damaged, somehow different. It can
come from outside, from the way others treat you. It can also come from inside, from

the way you see yourself.

For many people with cancer, stigma is a painful reality. It can take many forms. Some

people are blamed for their illness. "If you had eaten better, this would not have

"o "o

happened.” "If you had not smoked, you would be fine." "If you had been less stressed,

you would be healthy.”

These comments are cruel. They are also wrong. Cancer is not a punishment. It is not a
reflection of your choices. It is a disease, like any other. But the stigma persists. It makes

you feel responsible for something you never chose.

A survivor named Geeta told me, "A family member told me I got cancer because I did
not take care of myself. I was devastated. I had always taken care of myself. I ate well. I

exercised. Cancer did not care. But they blamed me anyway. It made me feel like I had
failed.”

Geeta's experience is not uncommon. Many people with cancer face blame and
judgment. The stigma can be especially strong for certain types of cancer. Lung cancer,
for example, is often associated with smoking. Even people who never smoked face the

assumption that they must have done something wrong.

There is also the stigma of certain body parts. Breast cancer, cervical cancer, prostate
cancer, colorectal cancer. These are intimate parts of the body. Talking about them can
feel embarrassing. The silence around these cancers can make you feel like you are

carrying a secret shame.

A patient with colorectal cancer told me, "I could not tell people what kind of cancer I had. It

felt too personal. Too embarrassing. I would 2y I had cancer,
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but I would not say where. The secrecy was exhausting. It made me feel like I had done

something wrong."

You have not done anything wrong. Your body is not shameful. Your illness is not

shameful. But the stigma around certain cancers can make you feel otherwise.

There is another form of stigma. The fear of being seen as weak. In some cultures,
illness is viewed as a sign of weakness or a lack of character. You are expected to be

strong, to push through, to never complain. Showing vulnerability is seen as a failure.

This stigma can be especially strong for men. Men are often expected to be tough and
stoic. Admitting fear or pain can feel like a violation of that expectation. Many men

with cancer suffer in silence, afraid to show their emotions.

A man named Raj told me, "I could not cry. I could not tell anyone how scared I was. I
had to be strong for my family. But inside, I was falling apart. It was the loneliest

feeling in the world."

Raj's experience is heartbreaking. The stigma of being weak prevented him from
getting the support he needed. He carried his fear alone. He did not have to. But the

stigma made him feel like he could not reach out.

Then there is the stigma of death. In many societies, death is a taboo topic. We do not
talk about it. We pretend it does not happen. When you have cancer, you are a reminder
of death. People do not want to be reminded. They pull away. They avoid you. They do

not know what to say.

This avoidance can feel like rejection. You reach out and they retreat. You want
connection and they give you distance. It hurts. It makes you feel like your presence is

unwelcome. Like you are a reminder of something people want to forget.

One survivor told me, "People treated me like I was already dead. They would not make
plans with me. They would not talk about the future. They spoke to me in hushed

voices. I felt like they were waiting for me to die. It was dehumanizing.”
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That is the sting of stigma. The loss of your humanity. You become your illness. People

no longer see you. They see the cancer. They see the diagnosis. They see the fear.

Stigma does not just come from others. It also comes from within. You may internalize
the shame. You may believe that you deserve this. You may feel that you are a burden.

You may feel that you are no longer valuable or worthy.

This internalized stigma is painful. It can lead to isolation, depression, and a loss of self
worth. It can make you retreat from the people who care about you. It can make you

feel like you are not deserving of love and support.

A patient named Anjali told me, "I felt like I was a burden to my family. I thought they
would be better off without me. I pushed them away. I did not want them to see me
sick. I did not want them to have to take care of me. It took me a long time to realize

that I deserved their love and support. That I was not a burden. That I was still valuable."

Anijali's journey is a reminder that internalized stigma can be overcome. It takes work.

It takes self-compassion. It takes accepting that you are worthy of love, illness and all.
So how do you fight stigma? How do you reclaim your dignity?

The first step is to recognize that the stigma is not your fault. You have done nothing
wrong. You are not being punished. You are not weak. You are not a burden. You are a

person with an illness. That illness does not define you.

Next, find people who see you. Who see beyond the diagnosis. Who treat you with
respect and dignity. These people are your lifelines. Hold onto them. Let them remind

you of your worth.

You may also choose to speak out. To share your story. To educate others. When you
speak openly about your experience, you challenge the stigma. You show others that
cancer is not something to be ashamed of. You become a voice for those who are

silenced.

A survivor named Priya told me, "I started a blog about my cancer journey. I wrote
about everything. The fear. The shame. The stigma. I got messages from people all over
the world thanking me. They said I had given them permission
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to speak about their own experiences. That was powerful. I realized that my voice could

make a difference.”

Priya found meaning in speaking out. You may find meaning too. But you are not
obligated to be a public spokesperson. Your healing is personal. You get to decide how

much you share and with whom.

There is also the power of community. Support groups, online forums, advocacy
organizations. These spaces are free from stigma. Everyone there has been where you
are. They understand. They do not judge. They hold space for you. Seek out these

communities. They can be a lifeline.

Another strategy is to set boundaries. You do not have to tolerate stigma. You do not
have to accept blame or judgment. You can say, "I do not appreciate that comment."
You can say, "My cancer is not a reflection of my choices.” You can walk away from

people who refuse to treat you with dignity.

A survivor told me, "I stopped talking to people who blamed me for my cancer. I did
not need that negativity. I surrounded myself with people who supported me. It made a

huge difference. I felt freer. Lighter. I could breathe.”

Setting boundaries is an act of self-care. It is also an act of self-respect. You deserve to be

treated with dignity. Do not settle for less.

The stigma around cancer is slowly changing. People are speaking more openly. There
is more awareness. More compassion. But there is still work to be done. And you, by

living your truth, are part of that change.

You are not your illness. You are not a burden. You are not weak. You are not shameful.
You are a person who is navigating something incredibly difficult. And you are doing it

with courage.
Hold your head high. You have nothing to be ashamed of.

You are worthy. You are whole. You are enough.
REFLECTION

Sometimes the hardest burden is not the illness itself but what other people make it
mean. Blame, assumptions, whispers, unwanted advice, embarrassment, or the feeling

that you must hide part of yourself can make cancer even heavier.
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But another person's judgment does not define your worth.
0 Have you ever felt blamed, judged, pitied, or treated differently because of cancer?

0 What message about cancer or about yourself have you carried that you now know

is unfair?
0 Is there something about your illness you feel you must hide? Why?

0 What boundary could protect you from comments or attitudes that are harmful to

you?

0 What would you like people to understand about you beyond your diagnosis?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Cancer is something you are experiencing. It is not who you are.

You do not have to carry someone else’s shame, assumptions, or judgment as though

they belong to you.
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CHAPTER

Thirteen

The Existential Questions

here comes a moment in the cancer journey when the practical questions fade
and the deeper questions emerge. Not just “What treatment do I need?” but "Why
am I here?" Not just "What are my chances?” but "What is the meaning of my

life?" Not just "Will I survive?” but "What does it mean to live?"

These are the existential questions. They are big and heavy and often unanswerable.
They are also deeply human. They have been asked by every person who has ever faced

their mortality. You are not alone in asking them.

Cancer brings you face to face with your own finitude. You cannot avoid it. The
awareness that you will die, that we all will die, becomes immediate and personal. It is
no longer a distant thought. It is a present reality. This is frightening. It is also

transformative.

A survivor named Suresh told me, "Before cancer, I never thought about death. It was
something that happened to other people. After cancer, I thought about it every day. It
was terrifying at first. But over time, it became something else. It became a motivation.

A reminder to live fully.”

Suresh's experience is common. The confrontation with mortality can be a catalyst. It
can push you to examine your life, your choices, your priorities. It can strip away the

superficial and reveal what truly matters.

The question of meaning is central to this existential journey. Why am I here? What is
the purpose of my life? What do I want to leave behind? These questions can feel
overwhelming. But they can also be liberating. They can help you clarify what is

important. They can help you live with intention.

For some people, the search for meaning leads to faith. They turn to God or a higher
power. They find comfort in prayer and spiritual community. They trust that there is a

plan, even if they cannot see it. This faith can be a source of profound peace.
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A woman named Fatima told me, "My faith got me through cancer. I prayed every day.
I believed that God was with me. Even in the darkest moments, I felt a presence. I felt

like I was not alone. That belief gave me strength."

For others, the experience of cancer shakes their faith. They question a God who would
allow such suffering. They feel abandoned, angry, betrayed. This spiritual crisis is

painful. It can feel like losing a foundation.

A man named David told me, "I grew up believing in a loving God. When I was
diagnosed, I prayed and prayed. But nothing changed. I felt like God had abandoned
me. I was angry for a long time. Eventually, I had to find a new way of understanding

the divine. A way that did not require everything to make sense."

David's journey is a reminder that faith can evolve. It can change. It can be rebuilt in
new forms. There is no right way to navigate the spiritual dimension of this journey.

Only your way.

For others, meaning is found not in religion but in connection. Family, friends,
community. The love you give and receive. The impact you have on others. The legacy
you leave behind. These are forms of meaning that do not require a higher power. They

are grounded in the human experience.

A survivor told me, "I found meaning in my grandchildren. I wanted to be there for
them. I wanted to watch them grow. That gave me a reason to fight, a reason to live.

They were my meaning."

There is also the search for meaning in the suffering itself. Some people ask, "Why did
this happen to me?" and try to find a purpose. They tell themselves that this is a wakeup
call, a lesson, a chance to grow. This can be helpful for some. It can give structure to the

chaos.

But not everyone finds meaning in their suffering. And that is okay. Some people
simply suffer. They do not find a silver lining. They do not become a better person.

They just survive. This is not a failure. It is an honest response to an unfair situation.

A woman named Leela told me, "Everyone kept telling me that cancer was a gift. That I
would grow from it. I did not grow. I just got through it. I felt guilty for not being
transformed. But then I realized that survival was enough. I did not have to be better. I

just had to be here."
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Leela's honesty is a reminder that you do not have to find meaning in your pain. You do
not have to become a saint. You just have to keep going. Sometimes that is meaning

enough.

The existential questions also touch on legacy. What will you leave behind? How will
you be remembered? This can be a source of both comfort and anxiety. It can motivate

you to live in a way that aligns with your values.

One survivor told me, "I started writing letters to my children. I wanted them to know
who I was. I wanted them to know my values, my hopes for them. It gave me peace to

know that even if T was not there, a part of me would be.”

Writing letters, recording memories, creating something of lasting value. These are

ways to address the question of legacy. They are acts of love and meaning.

There is also the question of the afterlife. What happens after we die? This question is
unanswerable. But many people find comfort in their beliefs. Heaven, reincarnation,
reunion with loved ones, eternal peace. Whatever you believe, or do not believe, it isa

deeply personal question.

A man named Vikram told me, "I do not know what happens after death. No one does.
But I believe in something. I believe that my energy, my love, my essence will continue

in some form. That gives me peace."”

You do not have to have all the answers. You do not have to resolve every question. It is
okay to live with uncertainty. It is okay to say, "I do not know." That is a form of

honesty. And honesty can be deeply freeing.

One practice that many people find helpful is mindfulness. Being present in the
moment. Not worrying about the past or the future. Just being here, now. This is a way
to counter the existential anxiety. It grounds you in the present. It reminds you that

this moment is all you have. And this moment is enough.

Another practice is gratitude. Even in the midst of pain, there are things to be grateful
for. A beautiful sunset. A kind word. A moment of laughter. Gratitude shifts your focus
from what you have lost to what you still have. It does not erase the pain. But it adds a

layer of light.

The existential questions are not easy. They may never be fully answered. But asking
them is part of being human. It is part of facing your mortality with courage and

honesty.
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You are not alone in these questions. Every person who has faced serious illness has
asked them. Every person who has stared into the abyss has wondered about meaning.

You are part of a long line of humans grappling with the biggest questions of existence.

There is a beauty in that. In the shared search for meaning. In the courage to ask hard

questions. In the willingness to sit with uncertainty.

You are doing that. You are asking. You are searching. You are living with the questions.

That takes courage.

And it is enough. You are enough, even without all the answers.
REFLECTION

Cancer can make you ask questions that have no easy answers.

What matters now? What gives life meaning? What will I leave behind? What do I

believe? What happens next?

You may not resolve these questions. You may change your answers over time. That is

okay.

0 What question about life, meaning, faith, or mortality has been on your mind

most recently?

0 What helps you feel grounded when you think about things you cannot control or

understand?
0 What gives your life meaning at this moment?
0 Who or what reminds you that your life is larger than your illness?

0 If you were to live more intentionally from this point forward, what might you do
differently?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not need to have all the answers to live meaningfully.

Sometimes the courage is simply in asking the questions and continuing to live while

the answers unfold.
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CHAPTER

Fourteen

The Caregiver's Unseen Burden

here is a person standing beside you. They hold your hand in the waiting room.
They drive you to appointments. They sit with you during chemotherapy. They
bring you food when you cannot eat. They hold you when you cry. They are your

caregiver.

They are also invisible.

The caregiver is the unseen patient. They carry a burden that is often overlooked. They
are exhausted, anxious, and overwhelmed. They are grieving too. They are afraid too.
But they do not always have permission to show it. They are supposed to be strong for

you.

A caregiver named Meera told me, "I was so focused on taking care of my husband that
I forgot to take care of myself. I did not sleep. I did not eat properly. I was constantly
worried. I felt like I was falling apart. But I could not show it. I had to be strong for
him."

Meera's experience is common. Caregivers often put their own needs aside. They pour
all their energy into the person they love. They neglect themselves. This is not

sustainable. It leads to burnout, depression, and physical illness.

The burden of caregiving is real. It is heavy. It includes the practical tasks. Managing
medications. Coordinating appointments. Communicating with doctors. Handling
insurance and finances. Household chores. Childcare. All of this on top of emotional

support.

It also includes the emotional burden. The fear of losing the person you love. The grief
of watching them suffer. The anxiety about the future. The loneliness of carrying this

weight alone. The guilt of feeling resentful or exhausted.

A caregiver named Raj told me, "I felt guilty all the time. Guilty for being tired. Guilty

for feeling angry. Guilty for wanting my life back. I loved my wife more
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than anything, but I also missed my old life. I missed the person she used to be. I missed

the person I used to be."

Raj's guilt is common. Caregivers often feel resentment or frustration. They are
human. They are doing something incredibly difficult. These feelings do not mean
they do not love the person they are caring for. They mean they are exhausted and

overwhelmed.

The caregiver's burden is often invisible. People ask about the patient. They ask, "How is
she doing?" They do not ask, "How are you doing?" The caregiver fades into the

background. Their needs are forgotten.

A survivor named Anjali told me, "My husband was my rock. He took care of
everything. But I did not realize how much he was suffering until after treatment
ended. He had lost weight. He was depressed. He had not told me because he did not
want to burden me. I felt so guilty. I had been so focused on myself that I did not see
him."

Anjali's experience is a reminder that caregivers need care too. They need support. They

need rest. They need to be seen.

So what can you do as a patient? How can you support your caregiver while you are the

one going through treatment?

The first thing is to acknowledge their burden. Say thank you. Say, "I know this is hard
for you too." Let them know that you see them. That you appreciate them. That you

understand they are also suffering.

A survivor told me, "I made a point of thanking my wife every day. I told her she was
my hero. It was a small thing, but it meant everything to her. She felt seen. She felt
appreciated. It gave her strength."

Next, give them permission to take care of themselves. Tell them it is okay to rest. It is

okay to take a break. It is okay to ask for help. They do not have to do everything alone.

You can also help them find support. Encourage them to talk to a therapist. Suggest a
caregiver support group. Connect them with other caregivers who understand. They

need people who get it. People who can hold space for their feelings.
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Caregivers also need boundaries. They need to know that it is okay to say no. It is okay
to set limits. They cannot pour from an empty cup. Taking care of themselves is not

selfish. It is essential.

A caregiver told me, "I learned to say no. I stopped trying to do everything. I asked for
help. I took time for myself. It was hard at first. I felt guilty. But I realized that I could
not take care of my husband if I was falling apart. Taking care of myself was taking care

of him."

That is the truth. The caregiver's well being is directly connected to the patient’s well
being. A caregiver who is burnt out cannot provide good care. A caregiver who is

exhausted cannot be present. A caregiver who is depressed cannot hold space.

So caregivers, this is for you. You matter. Your feelings matter. Your needs matter. You

are not invisible. You are essential.

Allow yourself to feel whatever you feel. Fear, anger, exhaustion, guilt, love, grief. All of

it is valid. None of it makes you a bad person.

Find someone to talk to. A friend, a therapist, a support group. Do not carry this alone.
You need a space where you can be honest about your struggles. A space where you do

not have to be strong.

Take breaks. Even small ones. A walk around the block. A cup of tea in silence. A phone

call with a friend. These moments of rest are not optional. They are necessary.

Ask for help. You do not have to do everything alone. Other people want to help. Let
them. Let them bring meals. Let them sit with the patient so you can rest. Let them

run errands. Accepting help is a form of self care.

And remember, you are not a superhero. You are human. You have limits. It is okay to

reach those limits. It is okay to ask for support.

One caregiver told me, "I stopped trying to be perfect. I stopped trying to do everything.
I started doing what I could and letting go of the rest. It was freeing. I was still

exhausted, but I was less stressed. I was more present.”

That is the goal. Not to eliminate the burden, but to make it more manageable. To find
moments of peace in the chaos. To remember that you are still a person with your own

needs and desires.
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If you are a caregiver reading this, I want you to know something. You are amazing.
What you are doing is heroic. It is also incredibly hard. You deserve recognition. You

deserve support. You deserve care.

Please take care of yourself. Your loved one needs you. But more importantly, you need
you. You are worthy of care and compassion.
REFLECTION

If you are caring for someone with cancer, it can be easy to forget that you are also a

person with needs, fears, limits, and emotions.

You may have become so focused on helping someone else that you no longer notice

what is happening inside you.
You matter too.
0 What has been hardest for you about caring for someone you love?

0 What feeling have you been afraid to express because you think you should remain

strong?
0 Who can you turn to when you need someone to listen to you?
0 What is one responsibility you could share with someone else?

0 What would taking care of yourself look like this week?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Caring for someone else should not require you to disappear.

Rest is not selfish. Asking for help is not selfish. You cannot give endlessly without also

receiving care yourself.
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CHAPTER

Fifteen

Your Partner, Your Relationship

ancer does not just affect you. It affects your relationship. The person who stands
beside you, who holds your hand, who wipes your tears, who lies awake at night
worrying, they are on this journey too. But their experience is different from

yours. And that difference can create distance.

Before cancer, your relationship had its own rhythms. Its own patterns. Its own small
joys and frustrations. You argued about silly things. You laughed together. You made
plans. You took each other for granted in the comfortable way that long term partners
do.

Then cancer entered. And everything shifted.

The roles changed. The person who was once your equal became your caregiver. The
person who was once your lover became your nurse. The person who once shared your

burdens now carried them alone. The intimacy shifted. The dynamic changed.

A woman named Priya told me, "My husband became my caretaker. He did everything
for me. He was wonderful. But somewhere along the way, we stopped being lovers. We
stopped being friends. We became patient and caregiver. I missed my husband. I missed

us.

Priya's experience is common. The caregiver role can overshadow the partner role. The
focus shifts to survival, to treatment, to getting through the day. The romance, the

playfulness, the ordinary connection, all of it can fade.

There is also the physical aspect. Cancer and treatment can affect your body in ways
that impact intimacy. Pain, fatigue, changes in appearance, loss of desire. These are real

and valid. They can make physical closeness feel difficult or even impossible.

A survivor named Raj told me, "I did not want to be touched. My body felt like it was
not mine anymore. I was in pain. I was exhausted. I felt unattractive. My wife tried to be
close to me and I pushed her away. I did not mean to hurt her. I just could not handle

it.
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Raj's experience is honest. Many people feel this way. The body has been through

trauma. It needs time to heal. It needs time to feel safe again.

But the partner also has needs. They need connection. They need reassurance. They
need to feel that the relationship is still there, even if it looks different. When the

patient pulls away, the partner can feel rejected, hurt, and lonely.

A caregiver named Sunita told me, "I understood that my husband was going through
something terrible. I did not blame him. But I was lonely. I missed him. I missed being
held. I missed feeling like a woman, not just a nurse. I did not know how to express that

without making him feel guilty.”

Sunita's feelings are valid. Caregivers have emotional and physical needs too. They are

not selfish for wanting connection. They are human.

So how do you navigate this? How do you keep your relationship alive when everything

is falling apart?

The first thing is to talk. Really talk. Not just about appointments and treatments, but
about feelings. How are you both doing? What are you both afraid of? What do you
both need?

A survivor told me, "We started having regular check ins. Every Sunday evening, we
would sit down and talk about how we were really feeling. No judgment. No fixing. Just
listening. It was hard at first. But it brought us closer. We understood each other

better.”

Talking is hard. It requires vulnerability. It requires honesty. But it is essential. Without

it, the distance grows. The misunderstandings multiply. The loneliness deepens.

Next, find ways to connect that are not about cancer. Watch a movie together. Take a
short walk. Cook a meal together if you have the energy. Sit outside and watch the
sunset. These small moments of normalcy are precious. They remind you that you are

still a couple, still a team.

A patient named Anjali told me, "We started having date nights at home. We would
order takeout and eat by candlelight. It was simple. It was not like our old dates. But it
was something. It reminded us that we still loved each other, even in the middle of all
this."

Those small rituals can be lifelines. They keep the connection alive.
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Physical intimacy may need to be redefined. It may not look like it used to. And that is
okay. Intimacy is not just about sex. It is about touch, presence, closeness. Holding
hands. Cuddling on the couch. A gentle Kiss on the forehead. These small gestures of

affection matter.

A survivor told me, "We could not have sex for a long time. My body was too tired. But
we found other ways to be close. He would rub my feet. I would hold his hand. We
would lie next to each other and just be. It was not the same, but it was still intimacy. It

was still love.”

Redefining intimacy takes communication. Talk about what feels good. What does

not. What you need. What your partner needs. Be honest. Be patient. Be kind.

There is also the issue of the emotional burden. You are both carrying heavy emotions.
Fear, grief, anger, exhaustion. You may not always be able to support each other in the
way you used to. You may need outside support. Friends, family, therapists, support

groups. These are not a sign of failure. They are a sign of wisdom.

A caregiver told me, "We both started seeing therapists separately. It was the best thing
we did. We could unload our fears and frustrations in a safe space. When we came back
to each other, we were lighter. We could be present for each other without the weight

of everything we were carrying."

Therapy can be a gift to your relationship. It gives you both a space to process. It helps

you communicate better. It helps you heal.

There is also the importance of gratitude. In the midst of all the difficulty, find things
to be grateful for. In your partner. In your relationship. In the small moments of

connection. Gratitude shifts the focus from what is lost to what remains.

A survivor told me, "Every night, we tell each other three things we are grateful for.
Some nights it is hard. Some nights we struggle to find one. But we do it anyway. It

reminds us that there is still good. There is still love. There is still us."

That practice of gratitude can sustain you through the darkest times.
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And remember, your relationship has been through a fire. It has been tested in ways
you never imagined. That fire can destroy. But it can also purify. It can burn away the

superficial and leave behind what is real.

Many couples emerge from cancer with a deeper connection. They have seen each other
at their worst. They have held each other in their darkest moments. They have survived

together. That creates a bond that is hard to break.

A survivor told me, "We are closer now than we ever were before. We do not take each
other for granted anymore. We fight less about stupid things. We appreciate each other
more. Cancer was terrible, but it gave us a gift. It gave us each other, really, fully,

deeply.”

That is the hope. That even in the midst of the pain, your relationship can grow. That

you can find each other again, in a new way, in a deeper way.

Be patient with each other. Be gentle. Be honest. Be present. You are in this together.
And together, you can get through it.
REFLECTION

Cancer can change a relationship in ways neither person expected. Roles may change.
Communication may become harder. Intimacy may feel different. Both partners may

be frightened, even when neither knows how to say it.

The relationship may need to be rediscovered rather than simply returned to the way it

was.
0 What has cancer changed about your relationship?
0 What is something you wish your partner understood about your experience?

0 Is there something you have been afraid to talk about because you do not want to

make things harder?
0 What helps the two of you feel connected, even during difficult days?

0 What is one small thing you could do together that is not about cancer?
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A GENTLE REMINDER
You do not have to return to exactly who you were before cancer.

Relationships can change and still remain deeply loving. Sometimes connection begins

with simply being honest about what has changed.

93



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Sixteen
Children and Cancer

he hardest conversation you will ever have is with your child. You look at their
face, so young, so innocent. You know you are about to change their world. You

take a breath. You begin.

Cancer is scary for adults. For children, it can be terrifying. They do not have the life
experience to process it. They do not have the words to express their feelings. They sense
your fear. They feel the shift in the family. They know something is wrong, even if they

do not understand what.

Telling your children about your diagnosis is one of the most difficult things you will
ever do. You want to protect them. You do not want to burden them. You wish you
could shield them from this entirely. But you cannot. They will find out. And it is

better if they hear it from you.

A mother named Kavita told me, "I did not want to tell my children. They were so
young. I wanted to protect them. But my doctor said, "They already know something is
wrong. They are watching you. They are scared. You need to tell them.' I realized she

was right. They knew. They just did not know what.”

Kavita's experience is common. Children are observant. They notice the changes. The
tears. The hushed conversations. The new routine. The absence. They may not
understand cancer, but they understand that something has shifted. And their

imaginations can be worse than reality.
So how do you tell them?

The first thing is to be honest. Use clear, simple language. Do not use euphemisms. Do
not say, "Mommy is sick,” because they will think of a cold or the flu. They will expect

you to get better soon. And when you do not, they will be confused and scared.

Say, "I have a disease called cancer. It is a serious disease. The doctors are going to give
me medicine to make me better. The medicine might make me tired and sick for a

while. But we are going to get through this together."
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Use language that is appropriate for their age. For younger children, keep it simple. For
older children, you can share more details. Let them guide the conversation with their

questions.

A father named Ravi told me, "I told my seven-year-old son that I had cancer. He
asked, 'Are you going to die? It broke my heart. But I did not lie to him. I said, "The
doctors are doing everything they can to help me. I am going to fight hard. But I do
not know what will happen. What I do know is that I love you and I will always be with

you, no matter what.”

Ravi's honesty was brave. It is okay to say, "I do not know." Children appreciate honesty.

They can handle more than we give them credit for.

Reassure them. This is the most important part. Children need to know that they are
safe. That they will be taken care of. That they are not the cause of this. That they are

loved.

Say, "This is not your fault. You did not do anything to cause this. There is nothing you
could have done to prevent it. And no matter what happens, we will always love you.

You will always be taken care of."

Children often feel guilty. They think they did something wrong. They think they are
being punished. They think if they had been better, this would not have happened.

These are common thoughts. Address them directly. Reassure them.

A mother told me, "My daughter asked, 'Did I make you sick?' I almost cried. I held her
and said, 'No, sweetheart. You did not do anything. This is not your fault. You are not
responsible for my illness. I love you and I am so grateful for you.' She needed to hear

that. She needed to know she was not the cause.”

Another important thing is to maintain routines as much as possible. Children find
comfort in routine. It gives them a sense of normalcy. Keep school, activities, meals,
and bedtimes as consistent as you can. It helps them feel that not everything has

changed.

Involve them in small ways. Let them help you if they want to. Bring you a glass of
water. Sit with you during treatment. Draw you a picture. These small acts give them a

sense of agency. They feel like they are helping.
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But also give them space. They may not want to talk about it. They may want to retreat
into their own world. They may act like nothing is happening. This is normal. Let

them process in their own way. Let them know you are available when they are ready.

A survivor told me, "My teenage son did not want to talk about my cancer. He would
come home from school and go straight to his room. I was hurt at first. I thought he
did not care. But my therapist said, 'He is protecting himself. He is scared. Give him
space.’ So I did. And eventually, he came to me. He said, 'T was just so scared, Mom. I did

not know what to say."”

Teenagers are a special case. They understand more, but they also have their own
struggles. They are dealing with school, friends, identity, and the pressure to be
independent. Cancer adds another layer. They may not want to burden you with their

feelings. They may act out. They may withdraw.

Be patient with them. Let them know you are there. Let them know it is okay to be

scared, angry, or confused. Let them know you see them and you love them.

A father told me, "My daughter became angry when I was diagnosed. She lashed out at
me. She lashed out at her mother. She was acting out at school. I was frustrated. But
then I realized that she was scared. She was terrified of losing me. The anger was just a
mask. So I sat her down and said, T know you are scared. I am scared too. But we are a
team. We are going to get through this together.’ She broke down and cried. She
needed to hear that.”

There are also resources for children. Books about cancer for children. Support groups
for kids with sick parents. Counselors who specialize in childhood trauma. Use these

resources. They can help your child feel less alone.

One survivor told me, "I found a book about a child whose parent had cancer. It
explained everything in simple language. We read it together. It gave my daughter

words for what she was feeling. It helped her understand that she was not alone.”

Your children are resilient. They adapt. They find ways to cope. They may surprise you
with their strength and compassion. But they need your guidance. They need your

honesty. They need your love.
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And remember, you are doing the best you can. There is no perfect way to navigate this.
You will make mistakes. You will say the wrong thing. You will sometimes be too tired
to be present. That is okay. Your children do not need perfection. They need you. Real,

imperfect, loving you.

A mother told me, "I was so worried about my children during my treatment. I
thought I was failing them. But they told me, 'Mom, you are the strongest person we
know. You are fighting so hard.’ They saw my struggle. They saw my love. And that was

enough.”

So take a breath. Talk to your children. Be honest. Be gentle. Be present. Let them know
they are not alone. Let them know you are still their parent, their protector, their

home.

They will get through this. And so will you.
REFLECTION

Children experience cancer too, even when they are not the ones receiving the
diagnosis. They may not always have the words to explain what they are feeling. Fear

may appear as anger, silence, withdrawal, questions, or changes in behaviour.

They do not need a perfect parent. They need honesty, reassurance, presence, and love.

The chapter itself emphasises this need for honest and gentle communication.
0 What do you think your child understands about what is happening?
0 What emotion might your child be carrying but finding difficult to express?
0 What would you like your child to know about your love for them?

0 Is there something you could do together that gives your child a sense of normality

or connection?

0 What pressure are you placing on yourself as a parent that you might need to

release?
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A GENTLE REMINDER
Your children do not need you to be perfect. They need you to be present.

There may be difficult conversations and difficult days. What matters is that your child

knows they are loved, seen, and not alone.
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CHAPTER

Seventeen
Friends, Family, and the Awkwardness

ou have cancer. You tell your friends and family. Some of them show up
beautifully. They bring meals. They send messages. They hold your hand. They

make you laugh. They are there, steady and present.

Others disappear.

They do not call. They do not visit. They send a text and then go silent. They avoid you
at gatherings. They act like nothing is happening. They fade from your life when you

need them most.

This hurts. It is a deep and painful wound. You expected them to be there. You thought

they would rally around you. But they did not. And you are left wondering why.

The reasons are complicated. People disappear for many reasons. Some are afraid. They
do not know what to say. They are scared of death, of illness, of vulnerability. Your

cancer reminds them of their own mortality. It is too much for them. So they run.

Some are uncomfortable. They do not know how to act around you. They are afraid of
saying the wrong thing. So they say nothing. They keep their distance. They wait until

you are better so they can pretend this never happened.

Some are overwhelmed. They have their own problems. They do not have the
emotional capacity to hold yours. They are not bad people. They are just limited. They

cannot give what they do not have.

Some are simply not capable of showing up. They lack the emotional maturity or the

self awareness. They have always been this way. Cancer just made it more obvious.

A survivor named Maya told me, "My best friend of twenty years stopped calling. She
sent me a message saying, 'Tam here if you need me.' But when I needed her, she was not
there. She was always busy. Always unavailable. I felt abandoned. I grieved that

friendship as much as I grieved my health.”
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Maya's pain is real. The loss of a friendship during cancer is a significant grief. It is not
just about the person. It is about the illusion of safety. You thought you knew who your

people were. Cancer showed you otherwise.

But there is another side to this. There are the people who surprise you. The ones you did
not expect to show up. The distant cousin who sends a weekly card. The colleague who
organizes a meal train. The neighbor who mows your lawn without being asked. The

friend you had lost touch with who calls every day.

These people are gifts. They show up in ways that humble you. They remind you that

love exists in unexpected places.

A survivor told me, "My sister did not come to the hospital once. But my neighbor, who
I barely knew, brought me soup every day. She sat with me and held my hand. She
listened to me cry. She was a stranger and she became my angel. I learned that blood is

not always thicker than kindness."

So what do you do with the people who leave? And what do you do with the ones who

stay?

The first thing is to let yourself feel the hurt. Do not suppress it. Do not make excuses
for them. You have been abandoned. You have been disappointed. Those feelings are

valid. Let them be there.

A survivor told me, "I was so angry at my friends who disappeared. I wanted to confront
them. I wanted to tell them how much they had hurt me. But I was too tired. I did not
have the energy. So I let them go. I focused on the people who were there. And

eventually, the anger faded. I did not forgive them. I just stopped caring.”

Letting go is a form of self protection. You cannot afford to spend your limited energy
on people who do not deserve it. You have enough to carry. Do not carry their absence

too.

Set boundaries with the people who stay. Boundaries are not walls. They are gates. They
let the right people in and keep the wrong people out. You decide who gets access to

your life and your energy.
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You do not have to be available to everyone. You do not have to answer every call. You
do not have to attend every gathering. You can say, "I am not up for that right now. I

need rest.” That is not selfish. That is survival.

Be honest with the people who want to help. They often ask, "What can I do?” You may
not know. That is okay. But if you do know, tell them. Be specific. "Could you bring
dinner on Tuesday?" "Could you drive me to my appointment?" "Could you pick up my

kids from school?” People want to help. Give them the chance.

A survivor told me, "I learned to accept help. It was hard at first. I was so independent.
But I realized that accepting help was a gift to the people who loved me. It let them feel

useful. It let them be part of my journey. It brought us closer.”

There are also the awkward moments. The things people say that are well intentioned

"o "o

but hurtful. "Stay positive.” "Everything happens for a reason.” "You are so brave.” "My
aunt had cancer and she beat it.” These comments can feel dismissive. They can make

you feel unseen.

You do not have to accept them. You can gently correct. You can say, "I know you mean
well, but that is not helpful right now." You can say, "I need you to just listen, not give

advice.” You can say, "I am not feeling brave. I am just getting through."

The people who truly care will respect your boundaries. They will adjust. They will learn

how to support you in the way you need.

And then there are the people who do not. The ones who keep offering advice. The ones
who keep telling you to be positive. The ones who keep making it about themselves.

These people are exhausting. You may need to limit your time with them.

A survivor told me, "I had a friend who kept telling me about her own health problem:s.
Every time I tried to talk about my cancer, she would bring up her back pain or her
high blood pressure. I finally told her, T need you to just listen to me right now. I need
support, not competition.’ She was offended. But I did not care. I needed to protect my

energy."
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Protecting your energy is essential. You are going through something incredibly
difficult. You do not have the capacity for drama, unsolicited advice, or emotional

labor. You are allowed to say no. You are allowed to walk away.

There is also the question of how to maintain your friendships. The friends who stay
need you too. They need to know you are okay. They need to feel connected to you.

They need to know that you still value them.

You can maintain friendships in small ways. A text message. A phone call. A short visit.

You do not have to be your old self. You just have to be present in whatever way you can.

A survivor told me, "I made a pact with my closest friends. I told them, T may not have
the energy to reach out. But please keep reaching out to me. I will respond when I can.
Do not take it personally if T am not available. I love you. I just need you to be patient

with me."”

That is a beautiful way to communicate. It sets expectations. It gives permission. It

keeps the door open.

And finally, let yourself be surprised. By the strangers who become friends. By the
acquaintances who become family. By the unexpected kindness that shows up in the

most unlikely places.

Cancer strips away the superficial. It reveals what is real. It shows you who truly matters.

That is a painful gift. But it is a gift nonetheless.

A survivor told me, "I lost some friends. I grieved them. But I also gained a new family.
The people who showed up for me during cancer became my tribe. They are the ones I
turn to now. They are the ones who know me, really know me. And I would not trade

them for anything."

Your village may look different than you imagined. But it is still there. It is still real. It
is still full of love.

Hold onto the people who show up. Let go of the ones who do not. And trust that you

are surrounded by more love than you know.
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REFLECTION

Cancer can reveal something unexpected about relationships. Some people show up in
ways you never expected. Others disappear. Some mean well but say things that hurt.

Others simply do not know what to say.

You cannot control how everyone responds. But you can decide who you allow close to

you and how you communicate what you need.
0 Who has shown up for you in a way that you will never forget?
0 Who has disappointed you, and what have you learned from that experience?
0 What kind of support do you need but find difficult to ask for?
0 Where do you need to set a boundary to protect your energy?

0 What is one relationship you would like to nurture during this season of your life?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to carry the absence of people who chose not to show up.

Hold close the people who offer genuine care. And remember that support can
sometimes come from places and people you never expected. The chapter itself
recognises both the pain of people leaving and the unexpected kindness of those who

stay.
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CHAPTER

Eighteen

Welcome to Survivorship

reatment ends. You walk out of the hospital. You do not have to come back

tomorrow. You are done. You survived.

And you feel nothing.

Or you feel everything. Relief. Fear. Confusion. Grief. Joy. Anxiety. Emptiness. All of it,
all at once. You expected to feel happy. You expected to feel free. Instead, you feel lost.

This is the paradox of survivorship. You have reached the finish line. You have done
what you set out to do. You beat cancer. But now you are standing at the edge of
something new and uncertain. You are no longer a patient. But you are not yet sure who

you are.

A survivor named Ramesh told me, "When my treatment ended, everyone celebrated.
They said, "You did it! You are free!' But I did not feel free. I felt empty. I had spent so
long fighting, so long focusing on getting through each day, that I did not know what
to do with myself. I had no plan. I had no purpose. I felt like I had fallen off a cliff.”

Ramesh's experience is common. The end of treatment is often an anticlimax. You have
been in survival mode for months, maybe years. Your life has revolved around
appointments, treatments, and recovery. Now that structure is gone. You are left with a

void.

There is also the strange grief of leaving the hospital. The hospital was a cocoon. It was
exhausting and frightening, but it was also safe. You had a team. You had a routine. You

had a purpose. Now you are on your own. The safety net is gone.

A survivor told me, "I missed my nurses. I missed the infusion center. I missed the
routine. It sounds crazy, but the hospital had become my home. Leaving it felt like

being pushed out of the nest before I was ready.”
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That feeling is real. You have been through a trauma. You have been held by a system
designed to care for you. Now you are expected to return to normal life. But normal life

does not exist anymore.

You have changed. Cancer changes you. You cannot go back to the person you were
before. That person is gone. You have to find the new person you are becoming. That

takes time.

The first thing to know about survivorship is that there is no right way to do it. There is
no roadmap. There is no timeline. You get to define what survivorship means for you.

You get to move at your own pace.

Some people want to jump back into life immediately. They want to work, travel,
socialize. They want to prove that cancer has not defeated them. This is valid. This is

one way of coping.

Other people need to rest. They need to recover. They need to process what they have
been through. They need to grieve and heal. This is also valid. This is also a way of

coping.
There is no competition. There is no right or wrong. There is only your journey.

A survivor named Sunita told me, "I was so hard on myself. I thought I should be back
to normal in a few weeks. But my body and mind had other plans. I was exhausted. I was
depressed. I could not function. I felt like a failure. But my therapist told me, 'You are

not a failure. You are healing. Healing takes time.' I needed to hear that.”
Healing takes time. Give yourself that time.

One of the hardest parts of survivorship is the fear. The fear of recurrence does not
disappear with the end of treatment. It lingers. It waits. It shows up at unexpected

moments. A twinge in your side. A headache. A routine checkup. The fear rushes back.

This is normal. It is part of the survivor's experience. You have been through something
terrifying. Your brain is trying to protect you. The fear is a reminder of what you have

survived. It is also a reminder that you are still here.
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Learning to live with the fear is part of survivorship. It does not go away, but it can

become manageable. You can learn to carry it without it weighing you down.

There is also the question of identity. You have been a patient for so long. Your identity
has been defined by your illness. Now that the treatment is over, who are you? What do

you do with yourself? What is your purpose?

This is a profound question. It takes time to answer. You may need to experiment. Try
new things. Rediscover old passions. Find new meaning. Be patient with yourself as you

figure it out.

A survivor told me, "I had been a cancer patient for two years. I did not know who I was
without cancer. I had to rebuild myself from scratch. I started small. I took a painting
class. I volunteered at a shelter. I started writing in a journal. Slowly, I found pieces of

myself. It took time. But I got there.”
You will get there too.

Another challenge of survivorship is the expectations of others. People expect you to be
happy. They expect you to be grateful. They expect you to put it behind you and move
on. They do not understand that you are still processing. They do not understand that

the journey is not over.

You do not have to meet their expectations. You do not have to pretend to be happy.
You do not have to perform gratitude. You can be honest about your struggle. You can
say, "I am glad treatment is over, but I am still figuring things out. I am not the same

person I was before. I need time."

The people who truly care will understand. They will give you space. They will support

you in whatever way you need.

There is also the physical reality of survivorship. Your body is not the same. You may
have lingering side effects. Fatigue. Pain. Neuropathy. Lymphedema. Cognitive issues.
These are not just inconveniences. They are daily reminders of what you have been

through.

You may need to adapt. You may need to learn new ways of doing things. You may need

to accept limitations. This is hard. It is also part of the journey.

A survivor told me, "I had to accept that I could not do everything I used to do. I could

not run marathons. I could not work long hours. I could not stay

106



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

up late. I had to learn to pace myself. I had to learn to rest. It was frustrating. But it was

also a gift. It taught me to slow down. To appreciate small things. To be present.”

That is the hope of survivorship. Not that you go back to who you were, but that you
become who you are meant to be. Different. Deeper. More present. More grateful. More

alive.

Welcome to survivorship. It is not what you expected. It is not easy. But it is yours. And

you have earned it.

You survived. You are here. Now the real journey begins.
REFLECTION

Treatment may end, but the journey does not necessarily feel finished. You may have
expected relief'and instead find uncertainty, emptiness, anxiety, or a strange feeling of

being between two worlds.

You are no longer where you were, but you may not yet know where you are going.
0 What did you expect to feel when treatment ended, and what did you actually feel?
0 What part of survivorship has surprised you most?

0 What part of your former life would you like to reclaim, and what are you ready to

leave behind?
0 What does being a survivor mean to you personally?

0 What would moving forward at your own pace look like?
A GENTLE REMINDER

There is no single way to be a survivor.

You do not have to rush back into the life you had before. You are allowed to find your
way into what comes next, in your own time. The manuscript explicitly recognises that

survivorship has no single roadmap or timeline.
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CHAPTER

Nineteen
The New Normal

veryone talks about the new normal. They say, "You will find your new normal.”
They say it like it is something to look forward to. Like it is a destination you will
eventually reach. Like one day, you will wake up and everything will feel settled

and okay.

But the new normal is not a destination. It is not a place you arrive at. It is a process. It is
the ongoing, sometimes frustrating, sometimes beautiful, always evolving way you

learn to live after cancer.

The new normal is not the old normal. That is the first thing to understand. You will
not go back to the way things were before. That life is gone. That person is gone. You
have been through something that has fundamentally changed you. You cannot undo

that.

A survivor named Anjali told me, "I kept waiting to feel like my old self. I thought that
after treatment, I would slowly return to who I was. But it did not happen. I was
different. My body was different. My mind was different. My priorities were different. I

had to accept that my old self was not coming back. I had to build a new self.”

Building a new self takes time. It takes patience. It takes trial and error. You may try
things and find they do not fit. You may try new roles and find they feel wrong. That is
okay. That is part of the process.

The new normal is about adaptation. You learn to live with your new body. You learn to
live with your new limitations. You learn to live with the fear. You learn to live with the

uncertainty. You adapt.

A survivor told me, "I used to be able to work twelve hour days. Now I can barely work
four. I had to accept that. I had to change my job. I had to change my expectations. I

had to learn to rest. It was hard. But I adapted. I found a new rhythm."
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Adaptation is not surrender. It is wisdom. It is knowing that you cannot do everything
you used to do, and finding a way to do what you can. It is setting realistic expectations.

It is being kind to yourself.

The new normal also involves your relationships. People treat you differently now. They
may be more careful with you. They may be more distant. They may expect you to be

the same person you were before. You are not.

You have to communicate your needs. You have to tell people what has changed. You

have to ask for what you need. This can feel uncomfortable. But it is essential.

A survivor named Kiran told me, "I had to teach my family how to treat me. I had to
say, Tam not the same person I was. I need you to be patient with me. I need you to
understand that I cannot do everything I used to do. I need you to see me as I am now,

not as I was before."”

Teaching people how to treat you is an act of self-care. It is also an act of love. It gives

them the chance to show up for you in the way you need.

The new normal also involves your relationship with your body. Your body is different
now. It has been through war. It has been cut, poisoned, and burned. It has scars. It has

limitations. It may not look or feel the way it used to.

Learning to live in your new body is a journey. It takes time. It takes compassion. You
have to learn to appreciate what your body can do, rather than focusing on what it

cannot. You have to learn to see your scars as marks of survival, not marks of damage.

A survivor told me, "I used to hate my scars. I covered them up. I avoided looking at
them. But one day, I decided to look. I looked at my scars in the mirror and I said, 'You
saved my life. You are proof that I survived.’ Something shifted. I started to see them

differently. They were not ugly. They were beautiful in their own way."
That shift in perspective is powerful. It is not easy. It takes practice. But it is possible.

The new normal also involves your emotions. You may find that your feelings are

different now. You may cry more easily. You may laugh more deeply. You
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may get angry more quickly. You may feel more sensitive to the world around you. Your

emotions are closer to the surface.

This is not a weakness. It is a sign that you are more alive. You have faced your
mortality. You have stared into the abyss. You are more connected to your feelings

because you know how fragile life is.

A survivor told me, "I cry at everything now. Commercials. Songs. Sunsets. It is
embarrassing sometimes. But it is also a gift. I feel everything more deeply. I am more

present. I am more alive. I would not trade that for anything."

The new normal is not about returning to who you were. It is about becoming who you

are now. It is about accepting the changes and finding a way to live fully within them.

One of the hardest parts of the new normal is the loss of certainty. Before cancer, you
assumed you would live a long life. You assumed you would be healthy. You assumed

your body would not betray you. Now those assumptions are gone.

Living with uncertainty is part of the new normal. You do not know what the future
holds. You do not know if the cancer will return. You do not know if your body will

hold up. You have to learn to live with the unknown.

This is hard. It is uncomfortable. But it is also liberating. When you accept that you
cannot control the future, you become more present. You focus on what you have right

now. You appreciate the small moments. You do not take anything for granted.

A survivor told me, "T used to worry about the future constantly. I could not stop
thinking about what might happen. But then I realized that worrying did not change
anything. It just made me miserable. I decided to focus on today. On right now. On this

moment. It was not easy. But it helped.”

Living in the present is a practice. It takes effort. It takes mindfulness. But it is one of
the greatest gifts of the new normal. You learn to appreciate what you have, because you

know how quickly it can be taken away.

The new normal is not the same for everyone. Your new normal may look very
different from someone else’s. That is okay. There is no right way to do this. There is

only your way.
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Some people dive back into work and social life. Others need more time to rest and
heal. Some people find new passions and purposes. Others rediscover old ones. Some

people become advocates and activists. Others quietly rebuild their lives in private.

All of these paths are valid. You are not doing it wrong if your new normal looks

different from what you expected. You are doing what you need to do.

Be patient with yourself. The new normal is not a destination. It is a journey. It will
continue to evolve. You will continue to grow. There will be good days and bad days.

There will be moments of peace and moments of fear. This is normal. This is life.

A survivor told me, "I thought that once I found my new normal, everything would be
easy. But it is not easy. It is still hard. There are still hard days. The difference is that I
have learned to accept the hard days. I do not fight them anymore. I let them come and

Ilet them go. I trust that they will pass.”

That is the wisdom of the new normal. Not that everything is perfect, but that you have
learned to weather the storms. You have learned that you can handle hard things. You

have learned that you are stronger than you knew.

Welcome to your new normal. It is not what you expected. It may not be what you
wanted. But it is yours. And you are finding your way through it.
REFLECTION

The phrase “new normal” can sound simple, but finding it may take time. Your
priorities may have changed. Your energy may be different. Your relationships, work,

routines, and understanding of yourself may have shifted.
You are not required to recreate the old life exactly.
0 What has changed most about your everyday life?
0 What part of your new life are you beginning to accept?
0 What do you miss most about the life you had before cancer?
0 What have you discovered that you now value more deeply?

0 What is one part of your new normal that you would like to nurture?
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A GENTLE REMINDER
Your new normal does not have to look like anyone else’s.

You are finding your way. Give yourself permission to change, adapt, and grow at your
own pace. The book makes this point directly: there is no single right version of

survivorship or a new normal.
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CHAPTER

Twenty
Work, Finances, and the Practical Weight

ancer does not just affect your body and your mind. It affects your wallet. Your
bank account. Your ability to work. Your financial security. The practical weight

of cancer is heavy and it is often overlooked.

You are worried about survival. You are worried about treatment. You are worried about
your family. And on top of all of that, you are worried about money. How will you pay
for this? How will you support yourself? How will you keep your job? What happens if

you cannot work?

These are not small concerns. They are real and they are urgent. The financial burden
of cancer can be overwhelming. It can add stress to an already stressful situation. It can

make you feel like you are drowning.

A survivor named Vikram told me, "I was so focused on my treatment that I did not
think about the cost. When the bills started coming, I was devastated. I had good
insurance, but it was not enough. I had to dip into my savings. I had to borrow money. I

had to make decisions I never thought I would have to make."

Vikram's experience is common. Cancer treatment is expensive. Even with insurance,
there are copays, deductibles, and out of pocket costs. Medications, scans, hospital stays,

surgeries. All of it adds up. The financial burden can last long after treatment ends.

One of the hardest parts is the loss of income. Many people have to take time off work.
Some have to quit their jobs entirely. The illness and treatment are exhausting. You
may not have the energy to work. You may not be able to perform your job. The loss of

income can be devastating.

A patient named Priya told me, "I had to stop working. I was a teacher. I loved my job.
But I could not do it anymore. The fatigue was overwhelming. The chemo brain made
it impossible to concentrate. I had to go on disability. It was a huge adjustment. I felt

like I had lost not just my health, but my identity and my independence.”
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Priya'’s story is all too familiar. The loss of work is not just a financial loss. It is an
emotional loss. Work gives you purpose. It gives you identity. It gives you a sense of

contribution. Losing that can be deeply painful.

If you are working, you may have to navigate difficult conversations. You may need to
talk to your employer about your diagnosis. You may need to request accommodations.
This can be scary. You do not know how they will react. You fear being treated

differently. You fear losing your job.

But it is important to communicate. You have rights. In many places, there are laws that
protect you. The Americans with Disabilities Act, the Family and Medical Leave Act,
and similar laws in other countries. You have the right to take leave. You have the right

to reasonable accommodations.

Talk to your human resources department. Explain your situation. Ask about your
options. You may be eligible for paid leave, unpaid leave, disability benefits, or other

forms of support. Do not be afraid to ask. The worst they can say is no.

A survivor told me, "I was terrified to tell my boss. I thought he would fire me. But
when I finally told him, he was incredibly supportive. He said, "Take all the time you
need. Your job will be here when you get back.’ I was so relieved. I had built it up in my

head and it turned out okay."

Not everyone has that experience. Some employers are not supportive. Some will make
your life difficult. Some will try to push you out. If that happens, know your rights.

Consult a lawyer if necessary. Do not let them take advantage of you.

If you cannot work, look into disability benefits. Social Security Disability Insurance in
the United States, and similar programs in other countries. The application process can

be long and complicated. But it is worth it. It can provide a safety net.

There are also organizations that provide financial assistance to cancer patients. The
American Cancer Society. CancerCare. The Patient Advocate Foundation. These
organizations can help with copays, transportation, and other expenses. Do not be

afraid to reach out. They are there to help.

A survivor told me, "I was so proud. I did not want to ask for help. I thought I could

handle it on my own. But I could not. I finally swallowed my pride and
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reached out to a cancer support organization. They helped me with my copays. They
helped me find resources. It made a huge difference. I realized that asking for help was

not a sign of weakness. It was a sign of strength.”

Asking for help is hard. But it is necessary. You do not have to do this alone. There are

resources available. Use them.

Another financial challenge is managing everyday expenses. Rent, mortgage, utilities,
groceries. These do not stop when you have cancer. You still have to pay your bills. This

can be a source of immense stress.

Create a budget. Look at your income and expenses. See where you can cut back.
Identify your essential expenses and prioritize them. Ask for help from family or

friends if you need it. There is no shame in asking.

Some utility companies offer assistance programs for people with medical conditions.
Some landlords will work with you on rent. Some mortgage companies offer
forbearance. Do not be afraid to call and explain your situation. People are often more

understanding than you expect.

A survivor told me, "I called my mortgage company and explained that I had cancer
and could not work. They offered me a temporary reduction in my payments. It was a

huge relief. I would not have known if I had not asked."

So ask. Ask for help. Ask for flexibility. Ask for what you need. The worst they can say is

no.

There is also the emotional weight of financial stress. It can keep you up at night. It can
strain your relationships. It can make you feel hopeless. This is a real burden. It deserves

to be acknowledged.

If you are struggling, talk to someone. A therapist. A financial counselor. A trusted

friend. Do not carry this alone. The practical weight of cancer is heavy. Share it.

A survivor told me, "The financial stress was almost as hard as the treatment. I felt like I
was failing my family. I could not provide for them. I could not be the person I used to
be. It took a long time to accept that I was doing the best I could. That I was not a

failure. That I was surviving."

You are surviving. The practical weight of cancer is real. It is heavy. But you are carrying

it. You are doing the best you can. That is enough.
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The financial burden does not last forever. You will find your way through it. You will

rebuild. You will recover. It takes time. It takes patience. But you will get there.

For now, take it one day at a time. One bill at a time. One conversation at a time. You
are stronger than you know.
REFLECTION

Cancer can place a practical weight on your life that is difficult to talk about. There
may be treatment costs, lost income, changes at work, responsibilities at home, or

worries about the future.

These concerns are not separate from your wellbeing. They are part of what you are

carrying.
0 What practical concern is weighing most heavily on you right now?
0 Which part of that concern is within your control, even if only partly?
0 Who could help you think through the practical decisions you are facing?

0 Is there a conversation about work, finances, or support that you have been

avoiding?

0 What is one practical step that could make tomorrow a little easier?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Asking for practical help is not a sign that you have failed.

You are dealing with circumstances that can be heavy. You do not have to solve

everything at once. One conversation, one decision, and one step at a time is enough.
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CHAPTER

Twenty-One

Finding Meaning and Post Traumatic Growth

here is a concept in psychology called post traumatic growth. It is the idea that
people can grow, change, and find meaning after trauma. Not despite the

trauma, but because of it. The trauma becomes a catalyst for transformation.

This is a controversial idea. Some people love it. It gives them hope. It gives them a

framework for understanding their suffering. It helps them find purpose in their pain.

Other people hate it. They feel pressured to grow. They feel like they are failing if they
do not find meaning. They feel like their pain is being minimized. They feel like they

are being told that cancer is a gift.

Both responses are valid. You do not have to find meaning in your cancer. You do not
have to grow from it. You do not have to become a better person. You are allowed to

simply survive. You are allowed to just get through it.

A survivor named Leela told me, "Everyone kept telling me that cancer was a gift. That
I would grow from it. That I would become a better person. I did not grow. I did not
become better. I just survived. I felt guilty for not being transformed. But then I

realized that survival was enough. I did not have to be better. I just had to be here."

Leela's honesty is important. Post traumatic growth is not mandatory. It is not a
requirement. It is not a measure of your worth or your strength. It is just one possible

outcome.

But for some people, growth happens. They find that cancer changes them in profound
ways. They become more grateful. They become more present. They become more

compassionate. They find new meaning and purpose.

A survivor named Ravi told me, "Cancer changed me. I used to be so focused on work. I
was always striving for the next thing. After cancer, I realized that none of that
mattered. What mattered was my family. My health. My time. I started living
differently. I started appreciating the small things. I started being more present. I am

not the same person I was before. I am better."
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Ravi's experience is a form of post traumatic growth. He did not seek it. It happened
organically. It was not about forcing himself to be positive. It was about allowing the

experience to change him.

Growth can take many forms. It can be a shift in priorities. You realize what truly
matters and you let go of the rest. You stop sweating the small stuff. You focus on love,

connection, and meaning.

A survivor told me, "T used to care so much about what people thought of me. I wanted
to be liked. I wanted to be successful. After cancer, I stopped caring. I realized that life
was too short to worry about other people’s opinions. I started living for myself. It was

liberating."

Growth can also be a deepening of relationships. You become closer to the people who
matter. You let go of the people who do not. You communicate more honestly. You love

more openly.

Another survivor told me, "My relationships changed after cancer. I became closer to
my family. I told them I loved them more often. I stopped holding grudges. I forgave

people. I did not want to carry anger and resentment. Life was too short.”

Growth can be a new sense of purpose. You may feel called to help others. You may
become an advocate. You may volunteer. You may share your story. You may find

meaning in supporting others who are going through what you went through.

A survivor named Priya told me, "After my treatment, I started volunteering at the
hospital. I sat with other patients. I held their hands. I listened to their fears. It gave me
purpose. It made me feel like my suffering had meaning. Like I could use it to help

others.”

Finding meaning in helping others is a powerful form of growth. It transforms your
pain into something positive. It connects you to others. It reminds you that you are not

alone.

Growth can also be a new appreciation for life. You become more grateful. You notice

the beauty in small things. You savor moments. You live more fully.
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A survivor told me, "I appreciate everything now. The sunrise. The laughter of my
children. The taste of good food. I used to take these things for granted. Now I cherish
them. Cancer taught me that life is precious. That every day is a gift.”

This appreciation is not about toxic positivity. It is not about pretending everything is
perfect. It is about finding joy in the midst of difficulty. It is about holding both the
pain and the gratitude.

Post traumatic growth is not a linear process. It does not happen overnight. It takes

time. It takes reflection. It takes being open to change.

If you are experiencing growth, welcome it. Let it shape you. Let it guide you. If you are
not experiencing growth, do not force it. Do not judge yourself. Everyone's journey is

different.

A survivor told me, "T am still figuring out what this all means. I am still processing. I

do not have a neat story of transformation. I am just living. Day by day. That is okay."
That is more than okay. That is honest. That is real.

The search for meaning is a personal journey. No one can tell you what your meaning
is. You have to find it for yourself. It may be in your relationships. It may be in your
work. It may be in your faith. It may be in helping others. It may be in simply living

your life with intention.

One practice that can help is journaling. Write about your experience. Write about
what you have learned. Write about what you want to carry forward. Writing can help

you process and find clarity.

Another practice is talking to others. Share your story. Listen to their stories. You may
find meaning in the connections you make. You may find purpose in being a witness to

others' journeys.

There is also the practice of gratitude. Even in the midst of pain, find things to be
grateful for. A kind word. A beautiful sunset. A moment of peace. Gratitude shifts your

focus from what you have lost to what you still have.

A survivor told me, "I started a gratitude journal. Every night, I wrote down three

things I was grateful for. Some nights it was hard. Some nights I could
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only write one. But it helped. It reminded me that there was still good. Still joy. Still
life."

Post traumatic growth is not about denying the pain. It is about holding the pain and
the growth together. It is about acknowledging that both can exist. That suffering and

meaning can coexist.

You are not broken. You are not damaged. You are not less than. You are a person who
has been through something incredibly difficult. And you are still here. That is

something.

Whether you experience growth or not, you are still worthy. You are still enough. You

are still whole.

A survivor told me, "I do not know if T have grown from cancer. But I know I have

survived. I know I am still here. I know I am still living. And that is enough for me."

That is enough. You are enough.
REFLECTION

Some people find that cancer changes them in meaningful ways. They become more
present, more compassionate, more aware of what matters, or more willing to live

differently.
But you do not have to find a lesson in your suffering.
Growth is not an obligation. Survival is enough.

0 Has cancer changed what matters most to you?

0 Is there something you understand about yourself now that you did not understand

before?
0 What, if anything, has this experience made you appreciate more deeply?

0 Is there a change you want to make in your life, not because you must, but because

you now want to?

0 If you have not found meaning in what happened, what would it mean to give

yourself permission not to?
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A GENTLE REMINDER
You do not have to turn your pain into a lesson for it to matter.

If growth comes, welcome it. If it does not, that is okay too. You are allowed to simply

live.

This is especially important because the chapter itself acknowledges that post-
traumatic growth can feel hopeful to some people but pressuring or invalidating to

others.
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CHAPTER

Twenty-Two

Living with Uncertainty

ou want to know. You want to be sure. You want a guarantee. You want someone
to tell you that everything will be okay. That the cancer will not come back. That

you have years ahead of you. That you can relax.

But no one can tell you that. No one can promise you anything. The uncertainty is the
hardest part. It is the weight you carry every day. It is the question that never fully goes

away.

Before cancer, you lived with the illusion of certainty. You assumed you would grow old.
You assumed you would be healthy. You assumed your life would follow a predictable
path. Now those assumptions are gone. You know the truth. The truth is that nothing is

certain. Life is fragile. Everything can change in an instant.

A survivor named Suresh told me, "I used to think I had control over my life. I made
plans. I'set goals. I believed that if T worked hard enough, things would work out.
Cancer shattered that illusion. I realized that I am not in control. None of us are. It was

terrifying. But it was also freeing."

Suresh's experience is a common one. The loss of control is frightening. But it can also
be liberating. When you accept that you cannot control everything, you stop trying.

You let go. You focus on what you can control.

So what can you control? You can control how you treat your body. You can control
how you spend your time. You can control who you let into your life. You can control
your attitude. You can control your response to uncertainty. These are not small things.

They are everything.

A survivor told me, "I stopped worrying about the future. I could not control it anyway.
I started focusing on today. On right now. I asked myself, "'What can I do today to take
care of myself? What can I do today to bring joy into my life? That was enough. It gave

me a sense of purpose and agency.”
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Living with uncertainty is a practice. It takes effort. It takes mindfulness. It takes

accepting that you do not know what will happen and being okay with that.

One of the hardest parts of uncertainty is the waiting. You wait for scans. You wait for
results. You wait for appointments. The waiting is torture. Your mind races. You

imagine the worst. You feel like you are falling apart.

A patient named Anjali told me, "The waiting was the worst part. I could handle
treatment. I could handle the side effects. But the waiting was unbearable. I would lie
awake at night, imagining all the terrible things that could happen. I could not eat. I

could not concentrate. I was a wreck.”

Anijali's experience is all too familiar. The waiting is a form of suffering. It is the

anticipation of pain, which can be worse than the pain itself.
So how do you get through the waiting? How do you manage the uncertainty?

The first thing is to stay present. When your mind starts racing to the future, bring it
back to the present. Focus on your breath. Focus on your body. Focus on what is

happening right now. The future has not happened yet. You are safe in this moment.

A survivor told me, "I learned to do grounding exercises before my scans. I would sit in
the waiting room and name five things I could see, four things I could touch, three
things I could hear, two things I could smell, one thing I could taste. It brought me

back to the present. It calmed my racing mind."

Another strategy is to limit the time you spend worrying. Give yourself permission to
worry for a set amount of time. Then move on. Do something else. Distract yourself.

You cannot worry all day. It is exhausting.

A patient told me, "I gave myself fifteen minutes a day to worry. I would sit with my
anxiety and let it be there. When the fifteen minutes were up, I would say, 'Okay, that is
enough for now. I will worry again tomorrow if I need to.’ It sounds strange, but it

worked. It kept the worry from taking over my whole day."

You can also talk to others. Share your fears. Let people hold space for you. You do not

have to carry the uncertainty alone.
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Another important thing is to accept that uncertainty is a part of life. It is not just
cancer. Everything is uncertain. Every day is uncertain. We just do not usually think

about it. Cancer forces us to confront it.

A survivor told me, "I realized that uncertainty is the human condition. We are all
uncertain. We are all going to die. We just do not know when. Cancer did not create

the uncertainty. It just made me aware of it. And once I accepted that, I felt freer."

Acceptance is not resignation. It is not giving up. It is acknowledging reality. It is

saying, "This is how it is. I cannot change it. So I will find a way to live with it."

Living with uncertainty also means finding joy in the present. You cannot wait for
certainty to be happy. You have to find happiness now. In the small moments. In the

connections. In the beauty of everyday life.

A survivor told me, "I stopped waiting for the future to be happy. I decided to be happy
now. I started doing things I loved. I spent time with people I loved. I did not wait for

perfect circumstances. I created joy in the midst of uncertainty."”

That is the key. Creating joy. Choosing to live fully, even when you do not know what

tomorrow holds.

There is a concept called radical acceptance. It is the practice of accepting reality
without fighting it. It is saying, "This is what is happening. I do not like it. But I accept

it." Acceptance brings peace. It reduces the suffering caused by resistance.

A survivor told me, "I stopped fighting the uncertainty. I stopped trying to control
what I could not control. I just accepted it. It was hard at first. But it brought me peace.

I stopped wasting energy on worry. I started using that energy to live."

Living with uncertainty is not easy. It is a daily practice. Some days you will do better
than others. Some days the fear will overwhelm you. That is okay. That is part of the

journey.
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Be gentle with yourself. You are doing something incredibly hard. You are facing the
unknown with courage. You are finding a way to live with uncertainty. That takes

strength.

And remember this. Uncertainty is not just about the possibility of bad things. It is also
about the possibility of good things. You do not know what the future holds. There
could be beautiful surprises ahead. Joy you have not yet experienced. Love you have not

yet found. Moments you have not yet imagined.

A survivor told me, "T used to only think about the bad things that could happen. Now I
try to think about the good things too. Maybe I will see my grandchild born. Maybe I
will travel somewhere beautiful. Maybe I will have years of happiness. I do not know.

But I can hope."

That is the balance. Acknowledging the fear and holding onto hope. Living with

uncertainty means holding both.

You can do this. You are doing it. Every day, you are living with uncertainty. Every day,

you are finding a way forward. That is remarkable.

Keep going. One day at a time. One moment at a time. You are not alone.
REFLECTION

One of the hardest parts of cancer is not knowing exactly what comes next. You may
want certainty about your health, your future, your family, your work, or the possibility

of recurrence.
But certainty may not always be available.

What you can sometimes find is a way to live meaningfully even when some questions

remain unanswered.
0 What uncertainty is hardest for you to live with right now?
0 What happens inside you when you try to predict what might happen next?

0 What is within your control today?
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0 What is one small plan you can make without needing to know what the future
holds?

0 What helps you return your attention to the life you are living today?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not need certainty to live today.

The future may remain unclear. But this moment is still yours. Take the next step you

can see, and allow the rest to unfold in its own time.

126



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Twenty-Three
The Art of Grounding

our mind is racing. Your heart is pounding. You cannot breathe. You feel like you
are falling apart. The fear is overwhelming. The anxiety is suffocating. You need

something to hold onto. You need to come back to yourself.

This is where grounding comes in. Grounding is a set of simple practices that bring you
back to the present moment. They anchor you when you feel like you are floating away.
They calm your nervous system. They remind you that you are safe, right here, right

now.

Think of grounding like an anchor. When a boat is tossed around by waves, the anchor
holds it steady. Your mind is the boat. The waves are fear, anxiety, and uncertainty.

Grounding is the anchor that keeps you from drifting into the storm.

A survivor named Meera told me, "I used to have panic attacks in the middle of the
night. I would wake up gasping, my heart racing, convinced that something terrible
was happening. I did not know how to stop it. Then my therapist taught me grounding.
It changed everything. I learned to bring myself back to the present. I learned that I

was safe.”

Meera's experience is common. The body does not know the difference between a real
threat and a remembered threat. When you are afraid, your body goes into fight or
flight mode. Your heart races. Your breath quickens. You feel like you are in danger.
Grounding tells your body, "You are safe. You are here. Nothing is happening right

"

now.

There are many grounding techniques. You can try them all and see which ones work
for you. You can use them in any order. You can use them anytime you feel

overwhelmed.

The first technique is the breath. Your breath is always with you. It is a tool you can use
anywhere, anytime. When you feel anxious, focus on your breath. Breathe in slowly

through your nose. Count to four. Hold for four. Breathe
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out slowly through your mouth. Count to four. Do this several times. Feel your body

calm down.

A survivor told me, "I did not believe that breathing could help. It seemed too simple.
But when I tried it, it worked. My heart slowed down. My mind stopped racing. I felt

more in control. I started doing it every day. It became my anchor.”

Another technique is the five senses exercise. This brings you into the present moment
by engaging all your senses. Look around and name five things you can see. A chair. A
window. A plant. A book. A cup of tea. Then name four things you can touch. Your
skin. Your clothes. The armrest. The floor. Then name three things you can hear. The
hum of the refrigerator. The sound of your breath. The distant traffic. Then name two
things you can smell. The air. Your own skin. Then name one thing you can taste. The

last thing you ate or drank.

This exercise forces your mind to focus on the present. It pulls you out of your racing
thoughts and into your body. It reminds you that you are here, in this moment, and

you are safe.

A patient told me, "I use the five senses exercise before every scan. I'sit in the waiting
room and I do it. It calms me down. It stops me from spiraling. It brings me back to

myself."

Another grounding technique is physical grounding. This involves using your body to
anchor yourself. Press your feet firmly into the floor. Feel the ground beneath you.
Clench and unclench your fists. Rub your hands together. Feel the sensation. These
physical actions bring you into your body. They remind you that you are real and

pr esent.

A survivor told me, "When I feel a panic attack coming on, I press my feet into the
floor. I feel the ground holding me. I remind myself that I am not floating away. Iam

here. I am solid. I am safe.”

Another technique is the body scan. This involves paying attention to each part of your
body, from your toes to your head. Notice any tension. Breathe into it. Release it. The
body scan helps you reconnect with your physical self. It helps you notice where you are

holding stress and release it.
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A patient told me, "I do a body scan before bed. It helps me relax. I notice the tension in
my shoulders and I breathe into it. I notice the tightness in my jaw and I let it go. By

the time I am done, I feel more peaceful. I sleep better.”

There is also the technique of visualization. Close your eyes and imagine a safe place. A
beach. A forest. A garden. Anywhere that brings you peace. Imagine the sights, the
sounds, the smells. Let yourself be there. Let yourself feel safe.

A survivor told me, "I imagine myself on a beach. I can feel the sun on my skin. I can
hear the waves. I can smell the salt. It calms me down instantly. I go there when I feel

overwhelmed. It is my escape.”

These grounding techniques are simple. They do not require any special equipment. You
can do them anywhere. In the waiting room. In the hospital bed. In the middle of the

night. They are tools you can use whenever you need them.

But grounding is not just for moments of crisis. It can also be a daily practice. You can
start your day with grounding. You can end your day with grounding. You can do it

throughout the day to maintain a sense of calm.

A survivor told me, "I start every morning with five minutes of grounding. I sit in my
chair and focus on my breath. I do a body scan. It sets the tone for the day. I feel more

centered and calm.”

You can also create a grounding routine. A series of practices that you do every day.
Maybe you start with breath. Then a body scan. Then a visualization. You can make it

your own. The important thing is to do it regularly.

Another thing that helps is creating a grounding object. Something you can hold and
touch that brings you comfort. A stone. A piece of jewelry. A photograph. A soft fabric.
When you feel overwhelmed, hold your grounding object. Feel its texture. Focus on it.

It will bring you back to yourself.

A patient told me, "I have a small smooth stone that my daughter gave me. I carry it in
my pocket. When I feel anxious, I hold it. I feel its smoothness. It reminds me of my

daughter. It calms me down."

Grounding is a skill. Like any skill, it takes practice. The more you practice, the better
you get. The more automatic it becomes. Eventually, it becomes a habit. A tool you

reach for without thinking.
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A survivor told me, "At first, I had to remind myself to ground. But after a while, it
became automatic. When I started to feel anxious, my body would just do it. It was like

a reflex. It was so helpful. It made me feel like I had some control over my anxiety."

You deserve that. You deserve to feel calm. You deserve to feel safe. You deserve to have

tools to manage your fear.

Grounding will not eliminate all your anxiety. It will not make the fear disappear
completely. But it will help. It will give you a way to cope. It will remind you that you

are strong, capable, and resilient.

You are not at the mercy of your emotions. You have tools. You have resources. You have

the power to bring yourself back to the present.
Use these tools. Practice them. Make them yours.

You are worth the effort.
REFLECTION

When fear pulls you into the future or painful memories pull you into the past,

grounding can help you return to where you are now.

You do not need to make the fear disappear. You only need to give yourself a way back

to the present.
0 What usually tells you that you are becoming overwhelmed?
0 Which grounding practice feels most natural or comforting to you?
0 What can you see, hear, touch, smell, or taste around you right now?
0 Where do you feel most safe and settled?

0 What grounding practice could you make part of your everyday routine?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You have tools that can help you come back to yourself.
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Grounding will not remove everything that is difficult, but it can help you find your
footing when the moment feels overwhelming. The chapter presents grounding as a

skill that becomes more familiar with practice.
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CHAPTER

Twenty-Four
When to Seek Professional Help

ou have been trying to manage on your own. You have been reading, talking to
friends, practicing grounding techniques, resting when you can, and doing your
best to keep going. But something still feels wrong. The sadness will not lift. The
fear will not quiet. The exhaustion feels deeper than ordinary tiredness. You are

struggling, and you are no longer sure how to find your way through it.

This is when it may be time to seek professional help.

Asking for help is not a failure of strength. It is a form of care. Some pain needs more
than willpower, more than distraction, and more than the comfort of people who love
you. Friends and family may care deeply, but they may not have the training to help
you carry depression, anxiety, trauma, panic, or the emotional weight of cancer. A
professional can offer a different kind of support: steady, skilled, confidential, and

focused on your well-being.

A survivor named Anjali told me, “I thought I could handle it on my own. I did not
want to worry anyone. I did not want to admit how much I was struggling. But I was
depressed. I could not get out of bed. I could not stop crying. Finally, my husband

encouraged me to see a therapist. It was the first time I felt like I could tell the truth

without protecting anyone else.”

Anjali’s experience is common. Many people delay seeking help because they think they
should be able to cope alone. They tell themselves that cancer is supposed to be hard, so
their suffering must simply be part of the process. They compare themselves to others.
They minimize their own distress. They wait until they are barely functioning before

reaching out.

You do not have to wait that long.

132



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

There are signs that professional support may be needed. If you have felt sad, hopeless,
empty, or emotionally numb for more than two weeks, pay attention. If you have lost
interest in things that once mattered to you, that matters. If you cannot sleep, cannot
stop sleeping, cannot eat, cannot stop eating, cannot concentrate, or feel constantly
overwhelmed, those are signs that your mind and body are asking for support. If panic,

dread, intrusive thoughts, or fear are interfering with daily life, you deserve help.

And if you are having thoughts of harming yourself, ending your life, or not wanting
to be alive, please seek help immediately. Tell someone you trust right now. Contact
your doctor, go to the nearest emergency department, or call emergency services in
your country. If you are in the United States or Canada, you can call or text 988 for
immediate crisis support. If you are elsewhere, contact your local crisis line or
emergency number. You deserve urgent care in moments like this. Do not try to carry

that danger privately.

Depression, anxiety, panic, trauma, and severe distress are real health concerns. They
are not character flaws. They are not signs that you are ungrateful or weak. They are not
something you can simply “snap out of.” They deserve the same seriousness and

compassion as physical symptoms.

One survivor described it this way: “I did not realize I was depressed. I thought I was just
tired. I thought this was my new normal. But the tiredness did not go away. The sadness
did not go away. Finally, my doctor asked me some questions and said, “This sounds like
depression. Let us get you help.’ I felt relieved. There was a name for it. And there was

treatment.”

Treatment can include therapy, medication, support groups, or a combination of
approaches. There is no single path that fits everyone. The right support depends on
your symptoms, your history, your preferences, your culture, your resources, and what

feels safe to you.

Therapy can be a powerful place to begin. A therapist is trained to help you process
feelings, understand patterns, develop coping strategies, and make sense of what has
happened to you. Therapy gives you a space where you do not have to comfort anyone

else, perform strength, or make your
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story easier for others to hear. You can bring your fear, anger, grief, resentment, guilt,

confusion, and exhaustion into the room.

There are many types of therapy. Cognitive behavioral therapy can help you notice and
work with painful thought patterns. Acceptance and commitment therapy can help you
make space for difficult emotions while moving toward what matters to you.
Meaning-centered therapy can help you explore purpose, identity, and values in the face
of serious illness. Trauma-informed therapy can help when cancer, treatment, or
medical procedures have left you feeling unsafe in your body. A good therapist can help

you find an approach that fits.

One survivor told me, “I was nervous before my first therapy session. I thought I would
have to explain everything perfectly. But I did not. My therapist helped me slow down.
She listened. She gave me tools. She helped me understand that my reactions made

sense. Those sessions became one of the few places where I could breathe.”

Finding the right therapist matters. You may need to speak with more than one person
before you find the right fit. That does not mean therapy has failed. It means the
relationship matters. You deserve someone who listens well, respects your experience,
understands the emotional impact of cancer, and makes you feel safe enough to be

honest.

Medication may also be helpful for some people. Antidepressants, anti- anxiety
medications, or sleep medications can reduce symptoms enough to help you function,
rest, and participate in therapy. Taking medication does not mean you have failed. It
means you are using a tool that may support your recovery. Just as pain medication can
help the body endure treatment, mental health medication can help the mind and

nervous system stabilize.

A survivor once said, “I resisted medication for months. I thought I should be able to
manage without it. Then my doctor explained that depression is a medical condition.
She said, ‘You would not refuse treatment for high blood pressure because you thought
you should be stronger.” That helped me. I started medication, and slowly, I felt more

like myself.”
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Medication is not right for everyone, and it should be discussed with a qualified
healthcare professional. Your doctor can explain benefits, risks, side effects, and

options. The important thing is to have the conversation.

Support groups can also be deeply healing. They connect you with people who
understand parts of the journey that others may not. In a support group, you do not
have to explain every emotion from the beginning. Often, people simply know. They
understand scan anxiety, treatment fatigue, fear of recurrence, body changes,

loneliness, and the strange emotional landscape of survivorship.

One survivor told me, “My support group gave me language for things I had not been
able to say. I heard someone else describe my exact fear, and I thought, Oh. It is not just

me. That changed something inside me.”

Support groups may be in person or online. Some are general cancer support groups.
Others are specific to a type of cancer, age group, treatment stage, caregiver role, or
survivorship experience. The right group should feel respectful, safe, and supportive. If

one group does not feel right, it is okay to try another.

Caregivers may also need professional support. In fact, many caregivers need it long
before they allow themselves to ask. Caregiving can bring exhaustion, fear, resentment,
guilt, grief, financial strain, and loneliness. You may be focused so completely on the

patient that your own needs disappear from view. That is not sustainable.

A caregiver told me, “I was so focused on my husband that I stopped noticing myself. I
was exhausted and angry and ashamed of feeling angry. Joining a caregiver support
group was the first time I admitted how hard it was. No one judged me. They

understood.”

Caregivers deserve care too. Your distress matters even if you are not the one receiving
treatment. Your emotional health affects you, your relationship, and your ability to

continue showing up.

There is also a field called psycho-oncology. Psycho-oncology focuses on the
emotional, psychological, social, and relational needs of people affected by cancer.
Psycho-oncologists and psychosocial oncology professionals understand the specific

fears and challenges that can come
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with diagnosis, treatment, recurrence, survivorship, advanced illness, and caregiving.

If you have access to a psycho-oncologist, oncology social worker, cancer counselor,
psychologist, psychiatrist, nurse navigator, or palliative care support team, consider
reaching out. These professionals are familiar with the terrain of cancer. You do not
have to educate them from the beginning. They already know that the emotional

journey can be as demanding as the physical one.

Seeking help can feel frightening. It may bring up shame, pride, fear, or uncertainty.
But reaching out is often the first moment when the weight begins to shift. You do not

need to know exactly what to ask for. You can begin with one honest sentence:
“I am not coping well, and I think I need help.”

That is enough.

From there, someone can help you find the next step.

You deserve support without having to prove that your pain is serious enough. You
deserve care before you reach the point of collapse. You deserve a place where your fear,

sadness, anger, and exhaustion can be met with skill and compassion.

Take the first step. Tell someone. Ask your doctor. Call a therapist. Join a group. Reach

toward support.

You do not have to carry this perfectly.
REFLECTION

There may come a time when trying to manage alone is no longer enough. Seeking

professional help does not mean that you are weak, ungrateful, or failing to cope.

Sometimes caring for yourself means recognising when you need someone with the

training and space to help you carry what has become too heavy.

0 What have you been trying to manage on your own?
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0 How has your emotional wellbeing been affecting your sleep, relationships, daily

life, or ability to function?
0 Is there something you have been afraid to tell anyone about how you are feeling?
0 Who would be the safest person to speak with about getting support?

0 What is one step you could take toward professional support if you need it?
A GENTLE REMINDER

Asking for help is an act of care, not a confession of failure.

You do not have to wait until you are completely overwhelmed before reaching out.
The book itself emphasises that professional support can provide a safe and skilled space

for fear, grief, anxiety, trauma, and other forms of distress.

137



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Twenty-Five
Finding Your Village

ancer is heavy. It asks too much of one person.

You may be the one receiving treatment, but you should not have to carry every
appointment, every fear, every decision, every meal, every bill, every sleepless night, and
every hard conversation by yourself. Human beings are not built for that kind of

isolation. We are built for connection, even when asking for it feels uncomfortable.
This chapter is about finding your village.

Your village may include family, friends, neighbors, coworkers, medical professionals,
therapists, support groups, faith communities, online communities, peer mentors, or
people you barely knew before cancer entered your life. It may be large and visible, or
small and quiet. It may look different from what you expected. Sometimes the people

you thought would show up do not. Sometimes help comes from surprising places.

A survivor named Kavita told me, “Before cancer, I thought I had a small circle. After
cancer, I realized support could come from unexpected places. A neighbor I barely knew
brought soup. An old friend started texting every Tuesday. My support group became
like family. I had to let myself receive it.”

That last sentence matters.
I had to let myself receive it.

For many people, receiving help is harder than offering it. You may be used to being
independent. You may be the person others rely on. You may worry that asking for help
makes you difficult, needy, or weak. You may think everyone else already has enough to

manage. So you say, “I'm fine,” even when you are not.

But support is not something you must earn by collapsing first. It is part of care.
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Letting people in means being honest about what you need, even if your voice shakes. It

” &« » &«

may mean saying, “I need a ride.” “I need help with groceries.” “I need someone to sit

with me.” “I need a break.” “I do not need advice right now; I just need you to listen.”

One survivor told me, “I was proud. I did not want to ask for anything. But I was
drowning. Finally, I let people bring meals and drive me to appointments. At first it felt
uncomfortable. Then it felt like relief. I realized people had been waiting for a way to
help.”

People often want to help but do not know how. They may say vague things like, “Let
me know if you need anything.” That can be frustrating because you may not have the
energy to figure out what they should do. One practical approach is to give specific
tasks. Instead of saying, “I need help,” try saying, “Could you pick up my prescription
on Thursday?” or “Could you take my child to school next week?” or “Could you sit

with me during chemo?”
Specific requests make it easier for people to show up.

Your village should include people who can listen without rushing to fix. This is
important. Some people are excellent with practical help but uncomfortable with
emotion. Others may not know how to cook, drive, or organize appointments, but

they can sit beside you and let you cry. Both kinds of support matter.

Look for the people who make you feel less guarded. The ones who do not require you
to perform optimism. The ones who can hear, “I am scared,” without immediately
covering it with advice. The ones who remember that you are still you, even while

cancer is changing so much.

Support groups can be an important part of your village. They connect you with others
who know the language of cancer from the inside. They understand treatment fatigue,
scan anxiety, body changes, awkward comments, survivorship confusion, and the
strange loneliness of being surrounded by people who care but still do not fully

understand.

A survivor told me, “My support group became a place where I did not have to explain
everything. Someone would say one sentence and everyone would nod. That kind of

understanding was medicine for me.”
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Support groups are not for everyone, and that is okay. Some people find them
comforting. Others find them overwhelming. You may prefer one-on-one peer
support, online forums, a therapist, a faith leader, or a trusted friend. The goal is not to

build the perfect village. The goal is to find support that feels steady and safe.

Online communities can also help, especially if you are isolated, immunocompromised,
rural, exhausted, or unable to attend in-person meetings. They can offer connection at
odd hours, when fear often feels loudest. But choose carefully. Some online spaces can
be frightening, full of misinformation, or emotionally overwhelming. Look for
moderated groups, reputable cancer organizations, and communities that leave you

feeling supported rather than more anxious.

Cancer organizations may offer peer matching, counseling, transportation assistance,
financial guidance, educational resources, helplines, or caregiver support. Sometimes
your medical team can connect you with these services. Ask your nurse, social worker,

navigator, or doctor what is available.

Your village can include professionals too. Your oncologist, nurses, social worker,
therapist, dietitian, palliative care team, rehabilitation specialist, genetic counselor, or
spiritual care provider may all become part of the support surrounding you. Professional
support does not replace personal support, but it can carry parts of the burden that loved

ones cannot.

Family and friends may need guidance. They may say awkward things. They may try to
cheer you up when you need honesty. They may ask too many questions or avoid asking
any at all. They may love you deeply and still get it wrong. When you have the energy,
teach them what helps.

You might say:

“Please do not tell me to stay positive.” “Please ask before giving advice.” “Please
keep inviting me, even if I say no.” “Please text instead of calling.” “Please do not
g Ly 8.
disappear because you are afraid of saying the wrong thing.” “Please just sit with
¥ ying g 1ning. J

me.”

Clear requests can protect your energy and improve the support you receive.
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There may also be people who do not show up. This can hurt deeply. Illness sometimes
reveals the limits of certain relationships. Some people cannot face vulnerability. Some
are frightened by mortality. Some do not know what to say, so they say nothing. Some

step back when you need them most.
Let yourself grieve that. It is a real loss.

But try not to spend all your energy chasing the people who cannot come close. Notice
the ones who are present. Notice the friend who sends a message every week. The
neighbor who leaves food at the door. The nurse who remembers your child’s name.
The cousin who drives across town for an appointment. The stranger in a support group

who understands with one look.
Your village may be smaller than you hoped, but it can still be strong.

There is also healing in giving back, but only when you are ready. You do not have to

turn your pain into service immediately. You do not have to become an inspiration. You
do not have to mentor others while you are still trying to breathe. But one day, you may
feel a pull to offer what you can: a message to someone newly diagnosed, a hand held in

a waiting room, a donation, a story, a small act of kindness.

A survivor told me, “I started volunteering much later, not because I felt obligated, but
because I wanted to. Sitting with other patients gave me a sense of purpose. It reminded

me that my experience could become a bridge.”

Giving back can be meaningful, but receiving is meaningful too. During this season,

your task may simply be to let care reach you.

Finding your village is an ongoing process. It changes over time. Some people will be
there for diagnosis but not survivorship. Some will arrive late and become essential.
Some will help practically. Some will help emotionally. Some will simply remind you

that the world still contains tenderness.

Strength is not the same as isolation. Strength can look like opening the door.
Answering the text. Saying yes to a meal. Asking for a ride. Joining a group. Letting

someone sit beside you when you are too tired to talk.
You do not have to carry this alone.

Let the right people come close.
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REFLECTION

No one should have to deal with cancer completely alone. Your village may not be the
group of people you expected. Some people may leave. Others may step forward

unexpectedly.

What matters is not how many people surround you, but whether the people around

you offer genuine care, respect, and presence.
0 Who are the people you can truly rely on?
0 Who has surprised you with kindness or support?
0 What kind of help is hardest for you to ask for?
0 Where do you need stronger boundaries to protect your energy?

0 What could you do to strengthen one relationship that matters to you?
A GENTLE REMINDER

You do not have to carry everything alone.

Let the people who love you help where they can. Accepting help does not make you less

independent. Sometimes allowing others to care for you is itself an act of trust.

142



THE UNSEEN JOURNEY

CHAPTER

Twenty-Six
A Letter to Your Future Self Dear You,

am writing to you from a place of hope.

I do not know exactly where you are as you read this. Maybe you are in treatment,
exhausted and afraid. Maybe treatment has ended and you are trying to understand who
you are now. Maybe you are years beyond cancer, living a life that once felt impossible

to imagine. Maybe you still carry fear in the background, even on good days.
Wherever you are, pause for a moment.
You have come through so much.

You have lived through days that asked more of you than you thought you could give.
You have faced appointments, waiting rooms, scans, procedures, conversations, side
effects, uncertainty, and nights when your thoughts would not let you rest. You have
carried fear, grief, anger, hope, exhaustion, and questions that did not have easy

answers.
And still, here you are.

Remember the beginning. Remember the day the world changed. Remember the
shock, the disbelief, the way ordinary life suddenly felt far away. Remember how
strange it was to hear words that did not seem to belong to you. Remember how much
you had to learn before you were ready. That beginning was real. The fear was real. The

confusion was real. And the person who lived through it deserves tenderness.

You may not be the same person you were before cancer. That is not a failure. Some
experiences reshape us. They leave visible and invisible marks. They change how we
understand time, relationships, priorities, and the body. You may carry scars, losses,
memories, and sensitivities that others cannot see. These are not proof that you are less

whole. They are part of the story your body and heart have survived.
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Remember the people who showed up. The ones who held your hand. The ones who sat
in waiting rooms. The ones who brought food, sent messages, watched children, drove
you to appointments, made you laugh, or listened without rushing to fix you. Let their
care remain with you. Let it remind you that love often appears in practical, ordinary

ways.

Remember, too, the people who could not show up. The ones who disappeared, said the
wrong thing, or did not know how to stand near suffering. Their absence may have
hurt. It may still hurt. But you do not have to keep carrying what they could not offer.

Their limitations are not a measure of your worth.
Remember your courage, but define it gently.

Courage was not only bravery. It was getting out of bed when you wanted to stay
hidden. It was attending the appointment. It was asking the question. It was crying and
continuing. It was resting when your body demanded rest. It was telling the truth. It
was admitting fear. It was accepting help. It was living through another day when the

future felt uncertain.
That counts.

Remember the moments of light. They may have been small, but they mattered. A
kind nurse. A warm blanket. A message from a friend. A laugh that surprised you. A
sunrise. A song. A meal that tasted good again. A day with less pain. A moment when
your body felt like yours, even briefly. These moments did not erase the suffering, but

they reminded you that life could still reach you.

Remember what you learned, but do not force meaning where it does not belong.
Cancer did not have to be a gift. It did not have to happen for a reason. You did not
need suffering in order to become worthy or wise. Still, you may have discovered truths
along the way: what matters, who matters, what drains you, what sustains you, what
you no longer want to postpone. Let those truths guide you without asking them to

justify what you endured.

Remember that fear may still visit. It may arrive before scans, during anniversaries,
when you feel a new symptom, or when someone else receives bad news. This does not
mean you have gone backward. Fear of recurrence and uncertainty can live quietly in

the background for a long time. The goal is
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not always to erase fear. Sometimes the goal is to recognize it, breathe with it, and keep

choosing life beside it.
Remember to live.

Not perfectly. Not always boldly. Not according to anyone else’s timeline. Live in a way
that feels honest. Say yes to what matters. Say no when you need to. Rest without guilt
when you can. Let joy return in its own time. Let your body be more than a site of

treatment. Let your life be more than a record of survival.

You do not have to become someone extraordinary to prove that you deserved to

survive.
You only have to be here, as you are, building a life that belongs to you.

I hope you are gentle with the person you used to be: the frightened one, the angry one,
the exhausted one, the hopeful one, the one who did not know what would happen

next. That version of you carried you here.
Be proud of them.

Be kind to yourself now.

And keep going, one honest step at a time.

With love and hope, The person you used to be
REFLECTION

You have travelled through difficult territory. Perhaps you are still in the middle of it.

Perhaps you are beginning to see beyond it.

Before you close this chapter, imagine meeting yourself somewhere in the future. What

would you want that future self to remember about the person you are today?
You do not have to write a perfect letter. Just be honest.
0 What do you hope your future self remembers about what you have survived?

0 What do you hope will matter less to you in the future?
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0 What do you hope you will continue to value, protect, or cherish?
0 What is one promise you would like to make to yourself?

0 If your future self could answer you today, what do you hope they would say?

A GENTLE REMINDER
Your story is still being written.

You may not know what the next chapter will look like. But you have already travelled
further than you once thought possible. Carry what you have learned, leave behind

what no longer serves you, and keep making room for life.
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Afterword

To the Loved Ones Walking This Journey

If you are holding this book and you are not the person with cancer, but someone who

loves them, thank you.

Thank you for wanting to understand. Thank you for reading. And thank you for
caring enough to look beyond the diagnosis and treatment and into the person you

love.
You may be carrying a great deal too.

You may be managing appointments, medications, meals, phone calls, paperwork,
children, finances, work, and countless decisions while trying to hold yourself together.
You may be trying to remain calm while your own heart is breaking. You may feel that
you have to be strong for everyone else and wonder when, or whether, you are allowed

to fall apart.
Your feelings matter too.

You do not have to be perfect. You do not have to know the right thing to say every

time. You do not have to fix what cannot be fixed.
Sometimes the most loving thing you can offer is simply your presence.

Sit quietly. Hold a hand. Listen without immediately trying to solve the problem. Let
your loved one cry without feeling that you have to stop the tears. Stay when the

conversation becomes uncomfortable.

There may be days when your loved one wants you close and other days when they need
space. They may become irritable, withdrawn, frightened, or unusually quiet. They may

push you away while still needing to know that you are nearby.
Try not to take every reaction personally.

Cancer can make even simple communication difficult. Fear, pain, exhaustion,

uncertainty, and loss of control can affect the way people speak
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and respond. Sometimes what looks like anger is fear. What looks like withdrawal may

be exhaustion. What looks like rejection may simply be an attempt to cope.

But understanding your loved one's experience does not mean that your own experience

disappears.

Your needs do not become less important because someone you love is ill.

You are allowed to feel afraid.

You are allowed to feel angry, exhausted, helpless, frustrated, sad, or even resentful.
You are allowed to need a break.

You are allowed to say, “This is hard for me too.”

Please take care of yourself.

Eat when you can. Rest when you can. Step outside. Take a walk. Call someone who can
listen without asking you to be strong. Ask another person to take over for an hour.
Speak with a counsellor, therapist, faith leader, support group, or trusted friend when

you need to.
Caregiving should not require you to disappear.

If you have read this book because you wanted to understand what your loved one may
be experiencing, you have already taken an important step. You are trying to see beyond
appointments, medications, test results, and treatment schedules. You are trying to

understand the emotional world that cancer can create.
That effort matters.
You will not always get it right. No one does.

There will be moments when you say the wrong thing, misunderstand what your loved
one needs, become impatient, or simply run out of strength. That does not make you a

bad caregiver or a bad loved one.

You are human too.
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What matters is your willingness to keep showing up with patience, humility,

compassion, and love.
Sometimes you will have answers.
Sometimes you will have nothing to say.

Sometimes all you can do is sit beside someone and remind them that they do not have

to walk this road alone.

That is not a small thing.

It may be one of the greatest gifts you can give.
With deep gratitude,

Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason Author, The Unseen Journey
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A Reflection on Your Journey

You have reached the end of this book.
Before you close it, take a moment to pause.

Perhaps these pages gave words to feelings you had never been able to explain. Perhaps
they brought comfort. Perhaps they stirred difficult memories. Perhaps some parts
spoke directly to you while others did not. Whatever your experience has been, you do

not need to judge it or make sense of it all at once.
Your journey is your own.

Cancer does not follow a straight path, and neither does the emotional experience of
living with it. There may be days when you feel hopeful and days when you feel afraid.
There may be moments when you feel strong and others when simply getting through

the day feels like enough.

There may be gratitude alongside grief, laughter alongside sadness, and hope alongside

uncertainty.
You do not have to choose one feeling over another.

Perhaps you have learned things you never wanted to learn. Perhaps you have discovered
strength you did not know you had. Perhaps you have changed in ways you are still

trying to understand. Or perhaps you are simply trying to find your footing.
All of these experiences belong to the journey.

And somewhere among the difficult days, there may also have been moments worth
holding onto. A conversation that brought comfort. A hand held at the right moment.
A laugh you did not expect. A quiet morning. A beautiful sunset. A meal shared with

someone you love. A moment when, even briefly, you felt like yourself again.
Those moments matter.

They do not erase the difficult ones. They simply remind us that difficulty and beauty

can exist in the same life.
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As you close this book, you do not need to have everything figured out. You do not need

a perfect plan for what comes next.
Perhaps all you need is the next step.

The next conversation. The next appointment. The next morning. The next moment

of rest. The next reason to smile.

Whatever comes next, try to meet yourself with the same compassion you would offer

someone you love.

You have been through something difficult.

You deserve patience.

You deserve care.

You deserve moments of peace.

And you deserve to continue living a life that contains more than your illness.
A Gentle Invitation

Before you close this book, sit quietly for a moment. You do not have to answer these
questions perfectly. You can write your answers, speak them aloud, or simply let them

remain with you.
0 What is one thing from these pages that you want to carry with you?
0 What is one fear, expectation, or burden you would like to loosen your hold on?
0 What do you need most as you move into the next part of your journey?
0 What is one small step you can take toward that need?
0 What is one person, moment, or simple thing you are grateful for today?

0 What would you like to remind yourself on the difficult days ahead?
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A final reminder

You do not have to know the whole road ahead.
You only need to find your next step.

And when that step feels difficult, pause.
Breathe.

Look around you.

Reach for someone.

Then, when you are ready, take the next step.

Your journey continues.
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A Space for Your Words

If you would like, stay here for a while.

You may want to write about something these pages brought to the surface. You may
want to record a fear, a memory, a question, a hope, or something you have never been

able to say aloud.
There is no right way to use this space.

You do not have to write beautifully. You do not have to make sense of everything. You

do not have to share what you write with anyone.
Write what you need to write.

Write what you cannot say.

Write what you are afraid of.

Write what you are beginning to hope for.

Or simply sit quietly with the page.

This space belongs to you.
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The Truth That Holds

As you close this book, I want to leave you with something simple.
Not a lesson.

Not a command.

Not another thing you have to do.

Just a few truths to carry with you.

You are not broken.

You may feel shattered. You may feel changed in ways you never expected. You may look
at your body, your life, or your future and wonder where the person you were before has

gone.
You may be changed.

You may be tired.

You may be carrying scars that others cannot see.

But you are not broken.

There is still wholeness in you, even if that wholeness looks different now.
You are not a burden.

Your needs are not too much.

Your fear is not too much.

Your grief'is not too much.

Your questions are not too much.

You are a person moving through something difficult. You deserve care, patience,

dignity, and love without having to apologise for needing them.
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And if'you are caring for someone else, remember this too:
Your needs matter.

You are allowed to rest. You are allowed to ask for help. You are allowed to have difficult

feelings.
You are not alone.

There may be moments when you feel completely alone, even when other people are

nearby.
There may be things about this journey that are difficult to explain.

But there are others who have walked this road before you. There are others walking it
now. There are people who understand parts of what you are experiencing, even if their

stories are not exactly the same as yours.

And there are people who are willing to walk beside you.
Sometimes you simply have to let them know that you need them.
What Comes Next

The book ends here.

But your journey does not.

There may still be questions. There may still be appointments, scans, memories,
uncertainty, difficult conversations, and days when you wonder whether you have the

strength for what comes next.

There may also be mornings that feel lighter.
There may be laughter you did not expect.

A conversation that brings comfort.

A hand held at the right moment.

A meal shared with someone you love.

A quiet evening.

A beautiful sunset.
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An ordinary moment that suddenly feels precious.
Do not overlook these moments.

They do not have to cancel out the difficult ones. They simply remind you that life can

hold more than one thing at a time.

You do not have to become fearless.

You do not have to become inspirational.

You do not have to turn your suffering into a perfect story.
You do not have to prove anything to anyone.

You only have to keep finding your way.

Take what has helped you from these pages. Leave what does not fit. Return to the

words that speak to you when you need them.

Ask for help when you need it.

Rest when you are tired.

Speak when you need to be heard.

Be gentle with yourself when the journey becomes difficult.
And when you cannot see the whole road ahead, do not worry.
You only need to see the next step.

May you find rest when you are tired.

May you find support when the road feels heavy.

May you find courage in small, ordinary forms.

May you find moments of beauty, even here.

May you continue to discover parts of yourself that cancer did not take away.
And may you remember, even on the difficult days:

Your life is still yours.

With warmth and hope,
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Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason
The journey continues.

And you do not have to walk it alone.
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Beyond the Book

The Unseen Journey is more than a book about cancer. It is part of a larger vision.

I'am working toward the establishment of the Elliason Cancer and NCD Foundation,
with a long-term goal of supporting people and families affected by cancer and other
noncommunicable diseases through psychosocial care, education, awareness, research,

advocacy, and community support.

The journey toward that vision begins with small steps.

Your purchase of this book is one of those steps.

A portion of the proceeds will contribute toward building this long-term initiative.

If you have found something of value in these pages, thank you for helping make it
possible for this work to reach beyond the pages of a book and into the lives of people

and communities who need support.
One book. One reader. One contribution toward a larger vision.
With gratitude,

Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason
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About the Author

Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason

Dr Eric Kwasi Elliason is a public health professional, counselling psychologist,
researcher, educator, author, and advocate for mental and psychosocial wellbeing. His
work brings together public health, psychology, counselling, education, research, and
human development, with a particular interest in the experiences of people and families

navigating difficult health challenges.

Dr Elliason holds a PhD in Public Health and a PhD in Guidance and Counselling
Psychology, alongside a Professional Master’s in Psycho- Oncology, a Master’s in
Guidance and Counselling, an MSc in Public Health, and an Executive MBA in
Hospital and Healthcare Administration. His academic and professional journey has
given him experience across public health, counselling psychology, psychosocial care,

healthcare administration, research, education, and community development.

His interest in psycho-oncology reflects a broader commitment to understanding the
person behind the diagnosis. He is particularly interested in the emotional,
psychological, social, and relational dimensions of illness and in how individuals and

families make sense of experiences that can profoundly change their lives.

Through his work as a researcher and educator, Dr Elliason has engaged with students,
professionals, researchers, and communities across Africa and Asia. His areas of interest
include mental and psychosocial wellbeing, behavioural health, cancer care,

counselling psychology, research capacity development, interdisciplinary research, and

human development.

He is the Founder and President of the African Alliance for Research, Advocacy and
Innovation (AARAI), the Founder and President of the African Institute of Research
and Professional Studies (AIRPS), and the Founder and President of the Global
Movement of Cancer Psychosocial Care. Through these initiatives, he continues to
promote research, education, professional development, innovation, mentorship,

cancer psychosocial care, and human wellbeing.
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The Unseen Journey grew from his recognition that cancer is experienced as more than
a medical condition. Diagnosis, treatment, survivorship, recurrence fears, changes in
identity, relationships, work, family life, and uncertainty can create an emotional
journey that is often less visible than the physical aspects of illness. The book
deliberately brings these experiences into view, offering space for patients, survivors,
caregivers, partners, families, and loved ones to recognise and understand what they

may be experiencing.

Dr Elliason approaches this work from a deeply human perspective. He believes that
people living with cancer should not be reduced to their diagnosis, treatment, or
medical records. They remain individuals with hopes, fears, relationships,
responsibilities, identities, and dreams. He also recognises that caregivers and loved
ones carry their own emotional burdens, even when their struggles receive less

attention.

His aim in writing The Unseen Journey is not to replace medical care or provide clinical
treatment, but to offer companionship, reflection, understanding, and encouragement
alongside professional care. The book's structure follows the different stages and
experiences that may accompany cancer, from the shock of diagnosis and the demands
of treatment to survivorship, relationships, uncertainty, and finding practical and

emotional support.

Above all, Dr Elliason believes that compassionate care begins when we are willing to

see the whole person.

The diagnosis may be visible. The journey is often unseen. And every person deserves to

have that journey understood.
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