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Over the past 20 years, we've envisioned a world where no one faces cancer alone.  
 
We’ve been a champion of those touched by cancer--kids and adults-- standing by them as they 
celebrate their lives, share their stories, connect with others with similar experiences and grieve the 
loss of loved ones. We’ve partnered with local organizations to support people impacted by cancer.  
 
We’ve been a leader in empowering and educating teens on healthy behavior and choices that can 
reduce their cancer risk and improve health. We’ve provided a platform for teens to wield the 
power of the pen to change the world so we can better understand each person’s encounter with 
cancer. Our cancer survivor events create lifelong memories and friendships for families.  
 
This is Cancer Pathways’ (formerly Gilda’s Club Seattle) 20th year, and we remain committed to 
changing the world for those facing the impact of cancer. 
 

 
 

Visit us online at: www.cancerpathways.org  
 
 
 

Cancer Pathways  
1400 Broadway  

Seattle, WA 98122 
206-709-1400 
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ABOUT CANCER UNWRAPPED 
 
 
Every year, since 2006, we have been asking teens to tell us how cancer has impacted their lives 
through our Cancer Unwrapped Teen Writing Contest. Over 6,100 teens across the U.S. have taken 
the time to put their experience in honest and heartfelt writing.  
 
Each story is unique. Teens may talk about their own cancer diagnosis, or the impact it has had on 
them when a loved one was touched by cancer. Every year, teens read their winning essays aloud at 
our annual reception, now on a virtual platform, an intimate setting where families, friends, contest 
judges and supporters come together to hear stories. We hear stories of triumph and stories of 
great loss, stories written in times of turbulence, and stories written in times of quiet reflection.  
 
We are incredibly moved by each teen’s experience. Every essay took courage, vulnerability, and 
guts to write. Thanks to all the teens for sharing their stories.  
 
We are also grateful to the Lucky Seven Foundation and to Sally Nordstrom for supporting this 
program year after year and making it possible to amplify the voices of teens facing cancer.  
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2021 WINNING ESSAYS 
 

Loving again - by Jordan (Personal diagnosis, CA) 
 
I was six and three quarters when my mom crouched beside me and told me I was going to lose my hair. “It 
doesn’t happen to everyone,” she explained simply, “but it is what’s most probable.” I frowned. My hair was 
like my mom’s—brown and straight—and my most treasured feature. My mom held my hand, in case I might 
cry, but I didn’t. I was confident that Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia would do no such thing to me. I believed 
in the good graces of giving over the cruelty of taking, and Leukemia had already taken so much. I had 
conviction fairytale endings existed, and mine would be one of them. “I understand,” I had said.  
 
I lost all of my hair. It fell out in strands, then in clumps. My most important bits and pieces no longer 
belonged to me; they covered the floor and clogged the drain. I cried then. My mourning was boundless - big 
blue tears pouring out of me, and swallowing my tiny face. I felt like I was breaking. My mom held me like I 
held the hair that should have been on my head -“you’re beautiful,” she told me.  
 
Beauty is a concept I have grappled with my entire life. When I was young, even before curves and makeup, I 
believed there was a formula for being beautiful, and I was missing pieces of it. When I lost my hair, my 
parents saw me grappling with beauty and lifted me up the best they could. The Bruno Mars song “Just the 
Way You Are” became our song; Mom and Dad would play it for me and dance around the kitchen. It was 
sweet, but I wasn’t convinced—the man at the grocery store called me son, the girls at soccer looked at my 
headscarves strangely, and in every mirror the absence of my hair awaited me. Beauty was something I 
believed I no longer possessed. But months later, I wasn’t hiding anymore. Walking slumped and small grew 
exhausting, and my parents looked at me with so much love that I didn’t want to let them down anymore. I 
began wearing colorful scarves, shades brilliant and proud. I still noticed the bits I didn’t like: that the other 
girls' noses were slightly straighter, their cheeks fuller, and their handfuls and handfuls of hair rested atop 
their heads. But I began to see other things too. The way my mom's face lit up when she saw me. The way 
my coach called me the hardest worker on the field. That my kindness led my friends to tell me things they 
don’t tell other people. I began to realize that just because I lost my hair, didn’t mean I lost my beauty. I was 
still the same person. All of the bits and pieces that strung me together, the person I was regardless of what I 
looked like, had value.  
 
Recognizing the ways I am beautiful beyond what’s external has made me stronger. I am not fearless, but I 
am loving myself more everyday. It reflects in the way I forgive myself for making mistakes, and am unafraid 
to ask for the same compassion and commitment I deliver. I remind myself that trajectories aren’t always 
up—they sine curve. My joy of the process, the giving and the taking, contributes to my determination to be 
kind, my strong work ethic, and the way I treat the people I am close to with unconditional love.  
 
My understanding of myself will lead me to be accepting of new people. The future is coming. It will bring 
new people, with unfamiliar faces, and insides I do not recognize. I will greet them open minded and honest, 
putting value in the person they are. I will celebrate their beauty, acknowledging the way she makes me 
laugh. The way his eyes round when he says I love you. The way she so effortlessly fills up the room. I am 
proud of the ways I can recognize beauty in people. I am proud of the way I continue to choose myself, not 
apologizing but loving of the way I am.  
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For my Mom: to the moon and back - by Emma (Loved one diagnosis, IL) 
 
Cancer is not sudden or quick. It does not happen overnight, but rather it eats away at you over time. It also 
does not just affect its host; it affects everyone within range. For me, cancer was just another aspect of life. 
My mom was diagnosed with stage two breast cancer when I was just two years old and would later be 
diagnosed with stage four. She passed away September 30, 2017. I still think about her every single day, and 
although I no longer directly face cancer, it is still impacting me.  
 
I never knew a life where my mom didn't have cancer, although there were those few good and short years 
in between diagnoses. Learning of a diagnosis was heartbreaking but not surprising; we knew it wasn’t going 
away. One time that sticks out in my mind was after a swim lesson when my mom revealed she had stage 
four breast cancer. I was still in elementary school and I did not completely understand the gravity of the 
situation, but I remember an overwhelming feeling of dread. As I got older, I learned that stage four breast 
cancer was terminal. Some might think that having time to process death makes it easier to come to terms 
with, but it doesn’t. Obviously growing up with cancer lingering in the background is not expected to be easy, 
but I resent the innocence it stole from me. It is weird for me to think that some kids didn’t spend countless 
hours in hospitals or have cabinets full of medication. Not everyone had hospital beds, wheelchairs, and 
oxygen tanks in their home. However, these things were just a part of the routine. I feel that I stood out from 
other kids my age because I knew no one else who had experienced the things I had. I felt stressed and 
helpless, forced to grow up early, when I should have been young and carefree. I remember my mom 
fainting at a volleyball practice and how my world stopped. Once everyone was cleared out, the two of us 
laid alone on the floor while we waited for the ambulance to arrive. “Why us?” I thought, “why did we 
deserve this?” In reality, it is not about what you deserve but rather how you persevere. Cancer does not 
care who you are or what you have done. We prefer not to say that she lost her battle, but that her body 
gave up. She was a fighter through and through and definitely the last person who deserved it. When she 
passed, I felt so alone. Suddenly, my dad was faced with the challenge of being a single parent while I was 
left to figure things out without a mother figure. It was impossible to accept that she was actually gone. I 
would come home and expect my mom to be there. At games I would look up at my dad and see him on his 
phone and my first instinct was that he was updating her on the score.   

 
Coming to the realization that she was gone meant reliving the emotions over and over. Losing a parent 
affected me in more ways than I could have expected. It’s hard to realize how big of an impact one person 
has and all the little things they do in your life until they are not there.  
 
One of the strongest emotions I feel is regret. I was afraid of getting close to my mom, and being young I did 
not understand as well as I do now, that I pushed her away because it was too much for me to handle. I wish 
I had been able to see the bigger picture and push past my own fears because it was not about me. I regret 
that I did not spend every second with the most amazing woman I have ever met just because it hurt me to 
see her in pain. I resented seeing the wisps of uneven hair where beautiful curls had once been. I was angry 
that I had to assist her with everything when she used to be the symbol of strength and energy, and I was 
annoyed that she was irritable because of all the medicine when she used to beam with light and positivity. I 
regret letting her think I was embarrassed by her. I regret not spending enough time with her and learning 
everything about her. I wish she could teach me everything she knew, but I was at an age where I was set in 
making my own opinions and being independent. I should have said “I love you” more and spent more time 
making memories. I wish I would have asked for more help with sports and made sure she wrote down all 
her recipes. Overall, I regret that I cannot change any of these things.  
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Cancer flipped my life upside down causing emotions like anger, regret, and sadness while also leaving me 
with a mom shaped hole in my heart. I cannot help but wonder about the things I am going to miss out on, 
like having my mom at my graduation or my wedding. Despite all the negatives, cancer has taught me to 
enjoy what I have and take nothing for granted. I have learned that every moment matters. I will continue to 
miss my mom everyday but I am beyond grateful for the time I had with her. I know she would prefer to be 
celebrated instead of mourned so I do my absolute best to honor her and make her proud every day.  
 
Mom, I will always love you to the moon and back.  
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Cancer; it still holds on to me- by Alexis (Personal diagnosis, WA) 
 

When you survive cancer, it holds on to you.  
 
Cancer. A word I never understood growing up. All I knew when I was a kid was as soon as that word was 
brought up, I would get an extra hug from someone or another piece of candy. Everyone always treated me 
differently as soon as they heard the words, “I had cancer” come out of my mouth as a child. But I never 
understood how drastic it was. How much it affected me. Until I realized cancer still holds on to me.  
 
When I was two months old, I was diagnosed with stage four Neuroblastoma, with a 10% chance of survival. 
This was back in 2006, and it was very rare for a tiny baby to survive a disease like this one, that spread 
through my stomach and attacked my organs. But I did survive, and everyone always says that is for a reason. 
The adults in my life usually call me miracle kid. They tell me I am lucky to have survived cancer. But, I don’t 
usually feel lucky. Because cancer still holds on to me.  
 
Whenever the word cancer gets brought up, I have to remember to take deep breaths as all the memories of 
this disease come flooding back through my head. Memories of scans, blood draws, and survivorship 
appointments where they give me more long-term side effects and restrictions. But most importantly, 
memories of the friends I have had from cancer. Memories of the four year old angel Ellie dancing with me. 
Memories of crying happy tears while I stood next to the best role model I could have asked to have, get 
married to her soulmate. Then these happy memories shatter, as I remember the days I found out they 
didn’t survive cancer. As I remember the pain on their parents' faces as they are forced to live life with a hole 
in their hearts and their child no longer by their side. As I remember the sadness and confusion I felt, to not 
know how to go on as a normal teenager as my friends were no longer with me. As I remember the anger 
rushing through my body that cancer took some of the best people from my life. That cancer still holds on to 
me.  
 
When you lose someone, to something so drastic as cancer, you start to feel like a piece of who you are was 
taken away from you. Like you're not whole without them. When you lose someone to the same disease you 
had, you feel like that disease is still chasing after you, everyday, taunting you that you will never get away 
from it. When you are told you were the 1 in ten kids to survive this disease when your friends were the 
other nine, you start to look at life as a burden. As something you shouldn’t be living but someone else 
should. You start to feel like you are in the hunger games, where people are applauding you for being the 
one kid that survived. But you must continue to survive, because cancer holds on to you.  
 
I have always had this fear that I would get cancer again. That my family would have to step back into that 
hospital and go through the horrible experience they had to go through again, for me.  
 
But I feel like that fear in the back of my mind was not getting cancer again, but not being able to fight it. Not 
being as strong as I was as a baby. I constantly get told whenever I get a cut or bruise, “You have been 
through worse” and people have always told me they see a fighter in me, just like they saw when I was a 
baby. But I have always been worried that I am not the fighter they want me to be. I am not as strong as they 
think I am. That I am playing a part I was not meant to play. That I was just lucky. That cancer knew if it still 
holds on to me, I will break eventually.  
 
But, recently I have started to realize that cancer isn’t this constant obstacle ahead of me. It is this shadow 
behind me. Cancer is always going to be in my life. I can’t deny it. Not because cancer is me, but because 
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cancer made me who I am today. Cancer will always have a grip on me. It will always follow me. But it will 
always be one step behind me. It may take some of my friends away from me, but those friends will always 
be with me and will always drive my passion to cure cancer and continue to live my life no matter the 
obstacles. My friends didn’t lose their battle to cancer, they won it. Because they never gave up and they 
never let cancer steal their joy and strength. They fought to the end. Because of them, so will I. I will never 
let cancer make me feel trapped by it or constantly held back by it. Of course, I will have my bad days. 
Everyone does. But, when cancer decides to take course again in my body or limit me more, I will be ready. 
Because it is a shadow. So I will turn my face towards the sun. Maybe, cancer is holding on to me. Or maybe, 
I am holding on to cancer, because I will not rest until a cure is found and every child gets to live a life 
without long term side effects of cancer. So, feel free to hold on to me cancer. I am not done with you yet.  
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Cancer; the monster who's claws I can't escape- by Ashlynn (Loved one diagnosis, WY) 
 
Cancer is a monster. Not one with sharp pointy teeth and claws in the place of hands. It’s much worse than 
that. It comes in the form of kind, loving eyes turning dull with pain. An ambitious mind suddenly 
unmotivated. A single mother whose life no longer revolved around her children, but instead around 
something destroying her from the inside out.  
 
I was about ten years old when my mom was diagnosed with stage four lung cancer. I was so used to her 
being sick at that point- spending days in bed, coughing up blood, attending endless doctors appointments 
trying to convince them that something was wrong while they refused to look deeper- that I didn't really 
react. I vaguely remember her telling me. I remember just feeling numb. I didn’t cry or scream or anything. I 
just sat there, numb.  
 
It wasn’t like I didn't care, my mom was my whole world. She was the one that would rub my back through 
the migraines I suffered my whole childhood. She was the one who worked multiple jobs, even through the 
cancer, to care for me and my brother.  
 
She was everything, but on top of it she was a fighter. So when I found out, I was already desensitized to it. I 
was used to her being sick and just taking care of it. It wasn’t for years that I would find out how much my 
reaction, or lack thereof, hurt my mom.  
 
Thinking back on it is like watching a movie with a montage of scenes that whir past you so that you only 
catch glimpses of the story. Scene one, random people showing up at our door with casseroles; scene two, 
fundraisers being thrown by the school she worked at; scene three, her getting paler and sicker; scene four, 
her laughing and entertaining the multitude of people that visited that first year; scene five, her crying over 
the clumps of hair falling out and deciding it was time to buy some wigs; scene six, her discovering the cancer 
had shrunk and it was likely that she was headed in a good direction. Scene seven, finding out the cancer had 
spread to her brain.  
 
The first year was a blur. Maybe because I was young, or maybe because it was full of love and help from 
everyone in our lives. The second year was lonely. That was the year that I discovered tragedy has no value 
when it becomes old news. The third year was the year everything slowed then a bomb was dropped over 
our heads. A bomb of unbeatable cancer that took a hold on every aspect of our lives. The second round of 
cancer wasn’t met like the first. There were no fundraisers, no casseroles, no help. There was just us, a 
broken and struggling family.  
 
By the news of the second round I was thirteen years old. I was angry and scared and in denial. Like I said 
before, after a certain amount of time tragedy loses its value. People stopped caring or checking in because 
it was the new normal. At this point I'd conditioned myself to be the strong one. I took everything that came 
with it because I had to. I didn't have a choice. Brain cancer is almost like Alzheimer’s in the way that it takes 
parts of the brain until the patient is left with a child-like mind and a fraction of their personality. My 
grandma, who had begun taking care of me and my brother, was falling apart watching her daughter 
deteriorate before her eyes with no way of stopping it. My brother was so angry at the world and at my mom 
for getting sick, that he was never home and when he was he was lashing out at anyone and everyone. 
Everyone around me was falling apart, so I made the choice to block it out and keep pushing like nothing was 
wrong.  
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My mom passed away a couple months before I turned fourteen. That experience in and of itself holds a 
lifetime of explanation and hurt that I don’t know I will ever recover from. Life after cancer holds new 
challenges that I'm still facing and learning how to handle. One of the biggest problems for me, even since 
the initial diagnosis, continues on today. It's the phrase, “you’re so strong. I don't know how you handle it 
all”. When you’re told the most important person in your life has a disease they likely won’t overcome, one 
of the first things you’ll become to recognize as the new normal is being told how strong you are. It's 
something I've heard a thousand times and yet still, to this day, it sparks an anger in me that reaches every 
point in my body until I feel like I will explode. People mean well, and they don’t know what to say. So they 
give you a generic phrase that has no meaning. I'm strong? No. I'm dealing with it because I have to. I'm 
carrying on with my life because that’s all I can do.    
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I believe in yesterday - by Jordyn (Loved one diagnosis, CO) 
 
“Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away” John Lennon sings in one of my dad and I’s favorite songs. 
Yesterday for me is any day before August 22nd, 2018. As I walked downstairs to talk to my dad about 
school, what I saw before me is an image that will never leave my mind. My mom and dad are crying on the 
couch. My dad looked at me and told me he needed to tell me something. I screamed and ran upstairs, 
already sobbing. I had a feeling in the back of my mind that I somehow already knew what it was. I slowly 
walked down the stairs to meet him at the bottom. “Do you have cancer dad?” He looked at me, tears rolling 
down his face, and nodded.  
 
In that instant, my world completely changed forever. Stage IV Colon cancer that has spread to the liver and 
stomach. My new normal was taking my dad to chemo every other Thursday with my mom. The symptoms 
of this are like no other. Tiredness, vomiting, weight-loss, hair-loss, mental exhaustion, and so much more. 
Hearing those words could on the spot make anyone want to give up. Not my dad. My dad worked 5 days a 
week while on chemo. He slept during his lunch break, and he had to come to terms with the fact that in his 
situation, he either got rest or food.  
 
The first year of my dad having cancer went by, and I was blinded by the reality of it. On the outside, my dad 
hid his pain extremely well. I thought he was going to beat this. I didn’t know that only 11% of people with 
his diagnoses make it past 5 years. I still saw a father daughter dance at my wedding, a high school 
graduation picture, family vacations like our last one in Canada, my children's grandfather, I saw all of that 
still happening in my life. Little did I know, the rest of my family knew the sad reality of this disgusting 
disease.  
 
John Lennon continues to sing, “now it looks as though it’s here to stay.” Ever since my dad got diagnosed, I 
always said to myself “it’s okay, as long as he never has to go to the hospital he’s doing good.” That reality 
changed when my dad came down the stairs one February night and told my mom he needs to go to the 
emergency room. In that moment I knew, this is here to stay. My parents spent their 27’th Valentines Day in 
a hospital room. This was not ideal for my dad. I have never met a man love his wife as much as my dad 
loved my mom. I of course chipped in to buy my mom flowers since he couldn’t.  
 
Hospice. A word I didn’t know existed until March of 2020. When my dad decided to go into hospice care, we 
had a family meeting. My dad told us how sorry he was, and how he doesn’t want to leave us but it’s time. I 
remember he said to me “Our family rocks. This sucks that it has to be over.” Unlike most kids my age, 
quarantine was a blessing. I got to spend more time with my dad every day instead of going to school. He laid 
in bed all day, didn’t eat anything, and I did my remote school in the chair next to him.  
 
John Lennon finishes, “Oh, I believe in yesterday.” On April 22nd, I heard my dad’s voice for the last time. 
“Goodnight Jo, I love you.” Little did I know that I would wake up the next morning to my dad, unable to 
speak to his own family, who he loves the most. My dad moaned for more medicine, and grasped the bed 
sheets, trying not to leave his world. His world being his wife and daughters. That whole day, I lay side by side 
with my dad. I told him everything I could possibly think of, knowing this was the last time I’d get to talk to 
him. That night, my mom, sister, and I sat on my dad’s bed, and watched him take his last breath.  
 
Sitting on the floor afterwards, reading my dad’s notebook, we saw so many of his thoughts. A graduation 
note for me, his youngest daughter, which I hold near to my heart, and a section titled “In the unfortunate 
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event” for us to know what he wants to happen after he passes. As I turn the page, I see the songs he 
wanted played at his funeral. He wrote “In My Life- for my wife, Yesterday, for my daughters, Let it Be, for 
my mom.”  
 
Although this battle of grief hasn’t gotten any easier after 7 months, I have found joy in the journey of life I 
have been given. Every day I wake up knowing that I had a father who was proud of me, loved me, wanted 
the best for me, and would’ve done anything in the world to stay a little bit longer here with me. Knowing 
that, I can somehow get through my days with a smile on my face. Trying to live life the way my dad lived it, 
and looking back at “yesterday” to remember the special 16 years I shared with him.  
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Hair on the shower wall - by Maddie (Personal diagnosis, WA) 
 
Cancer always feels out of reach, something off in the distance that will never affect you.  
 
I thought that too, until I was sixteen. I was diagnosed with stage three Burkitt Lymphoma in May of 2020, in 
the midst of quarantine. It seemed to affect everyone else more than it did me, not because I wasn’t 
frightened or upset, but because I was still stuck inside my own thoughts. I wasn’t in denial, no. Everything 
just felt surreal, like I was sleepwalking for half the year.  
 
I stayed positive through it all, walking peacefully through my “dream.” The truth is, the dream-like state 
started months earlier, before I was even diagnosed. I don’t know why this was, maybe I was sad, or lost in 
my head for reasons unrelated to cancer. I did my daily activities without struggle, but sometimes I would 
forget if something happened in real life, or in a dream, or maybe just in my imagination. This is when I 
noticed that my memories of the recent days had grown cloudy, like a heavy fog had settled in my brain, 
blurring it around the edges.  
 
I did often feel sad, and stuck, since the days seemed to be repeating themselves, with nothing to break the 
cycle. I had no purpose, there was no point. I floated around, doing homework, eating, showering, sleeping, 
and repeating it all again. It was as though I had become the fog, just drifting around, going wherever the 
wind pulled me.  
 
I still don’t know if there even was a reason, it isn’t like something had caused me to feel sad or isolated. I 
detached myself from friends, and my family. I lost the desire to be myself; I had let the fog devour me. 
Then, I found the lump. A ping pong ball sized lump in my neck, near my jaw. We ignored it for a couple 
months, and then asked the doctor. After a few weeks of needle biopsies, scans, ultrasounds, and even an 
open biopsy, it was confirmed. Burkitt Non-Hodgkin's Lymphoma. One of the fastest growing types of cancer. 
They rushed me into treatment, five days in the hospital, three weeks out. Five times. I felt frustrated at first. 
Why me?  
 
Why me. It was all I thought for weeks. I was sixteen years old. This shouldn’t have happened. Not to 
anybody, but especially not a kid. After the second inpatient trip, my hair wasn’t falling out. This gave me 
hope, because maybe it wouldn’t come out, maybe I wouldn’t have to deal with the disappointment and 
hopelessness that I knew it would bring. But a week or two after I got home from the second inpatient trip, I 
found it. Twice the normal amount of hair tangled in my fingers in the shower. My eyes got wide, and I didn’t 
want to believe it. I took a deep breath, and sat down in the tub. I took a minute to come to terms with it. I 
acknowledged that yes, my hair had started to fall out. I thought about crying, or calling my mom. But I 
decided not to. Those reactions didn’t reflect my feelings the way that I needed them to. Instead, I smoothed 
out the long, dark strands of hair against my hands. I stuck them to the wall, making sure to keep them as 
straight and neat as possible. I took my time washing my hair, knowing that it would be one of the last times, 
at least for a while. When I finished, I let the shower continue running as I laid the rest of the hair on the 
wall, each strand running vertically down the tiles, twisting and interlocking with one another.  
 
“Like vines.” I remember thinking. I imagined each hair was a long, green vine, riddled with tiny leaves and 
colored flowers. I began to move my fingers around the tiles, the ceramic’s cold seeping into my fingertips. I 
swirled and circled the hair, forming loops and lines and gaps. I frowned, focused. A big loop here, little loops 
surrounding it, then straighter lines going down the sides...  
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I stood back, and gazed at the bundles of hair on the blue and white tiles. All the previously shapeless loops 
and lines had grown together, forming the shape of a girl’s head, with long, flowing hair on either side. My 
hair. I studied the girl, and closed my eyes. In my head, she came to life; a rosy face was framed by rich, leafy 
vines, sprinkled with baby pink and purple flowers. She looked similar to me, but not quite the same. I 
grinned, and for the first time in months, I felt fully awake; the fog had dispersed. The hair on my head had 
died, and had started to fall out. But all my fingers’ swirling and smoothing had repurposed the strands, 
creating a brand new head of hair, a beautiful tangle of flowered vines. Who knew that such a vision of hope, 
of renewal, could have manifested itself in the hair on the shower wall?  
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The Ribbon - by Hyrum (Loved one diagnosis, UT) 
 
Age 12 is a vulnerable time. The effects of cancer are tremendous toward those who suffer from it, but often 
people do not stop to think about who else it could be affecting. When I entered Jr. High, my biggest worries 
started with simple things like, “do these clothes look okay?” or “Is my acne too much, have I used enough 
concealer?”. About halfway through my 7th Grade year my mom got the call that no one wants to hear. She 
had developed cancer in her breasts. At the time, I did not realize the significance of this call, but later I 
would find out that she was in stage 3 and the next few years were crucial. My 12-year-old mind believed my 
parents when they told me through tear soaked eyes that “things were going to turn out okay”.  
 

The next year began with the treatments leading to my mom’s hopeful recovery. It did not, however, 
become real to me until I visited the hospital one night with my dad and my siblings. My mom was wheeled 
out of her room because she was too weak to walk, I saw her with a beanie on. I thought to myself, “this 
seems unusual my mom never wears beanies”. When she came closer to us, I realized what had happened. 
My sweet little brother asked her why she had shaved her head. And with a teary sigh she looked at me and 
said, “I didn’t like the way my hair looked, so I wanted to match your fathers.” We all chuckled at the 
harmless joke, but it seemed to hit me a little different then the rest of my family. You see when my mom 
went into the hospital for the first time I looked up what they do for cancer treatments. I read that the 
treatment could cause hair loss. I knew then that when I looked at my mom, no matter how beautiful she 
was, she would never truly believe she was beautiful.  
 

Now, my parents were saints through all of this. They did what they thought was right. They never 
told us how things were going. I never knew whether my mom was going to make it through or whether she 
was feeling okay or if she was sad. Somehow no matter what she would say I could see through her happy 
deception. She was miserable. But she was trying to be strong so that her children would not fear. It worked 
for the most part. Me, I felt shut out. I did not think my parents wanted to tell me anything because things 
were looking bad. I had a sense for those things, I learned to see through people’s outer emotions, and 
within doing that I learned how to cover mine up. When I went to school I always put on a mask. Kids would 
tease me because of my mom. It sounds horrible but it was not bully teasing, it was innocent. I would hear 
jokes about her hair, or people would make jokes about cancer around me because they thought I of all 
people would find it funny because I relate to such an issue. The truth is by the end of my 8th grade year I 
was broken.  
 

I did not know if my mom was going to live or not. I could hear her in her room every night with my 
dad crying. I could hear the arguments and I could hear the fears and everything they had tried so hard to 
hide from me. I could hear the terror in their voices as they talked with the doctors on the phone. Sleep had 
left me, I laid in bed crying and praying that my mom would wake up one morning smiling because it had 
been so long since I’d seen her genuinely smile.  
 

I went to school and had no real friends. Everyone I saw knew me as the kid whose mom has cancer. 
I would get apologies in the hall, but they never made me feel better, they only made me feel like more of a 
freak. I would get kids saying that they were here for me, but when I would text them saying I need someone 
to talk to they would leave me on read. I learned to fend for myself. I turned to relationships with girls 
because I did not have a woman figure in my life anymore, I needed someone to take care of me, but no one 
wanted to. I would be left alone at lunch to eat by myself under my locker. Life looked so dark I considered 
the possibility of not living it.  
 



 17 

But then, one fateful day I was eating my lunch. I stood up to grab something out of my locker, and 
when I opened it a letter with a pink ribbon tied to it fell out. The letter read, “You don’t stand alone, we 
support you.” At first, I thought it was another joke, but then the next day I got another letter with a ribbon 
this one saying, “If you fall down, we will be here to catch you, you don’t have to go at this alone.” I started 
receiving these letters daily. I never found out who it was, but even the next year they were able to find my 
locker somehow. Finally, my mom had officially beat cancer.  

 
After that, the letters stopped. I never was able to find who had been writing them I assumed it was 

a group effort. But those letters got me through the hardest trial I had ever endured. It still affects me today, 
but the fact that someone was kind enough to send me words of encouragement quite honestly probably 
saved my life. To whoever that person was, Thank you. Thank you, a million times, over. You have no idea 
how much your words meant to me. You kept me going and I owe you everything. If someone is in need, 
reach out. We do not stand alone on this earth. We stand together and we stand strong. Be the support you 
want to have. Because who knows, maybe when you go through a tough time, there might just be someone 
slipping ribbons into your locker.  
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Creating Rainbows -by Samantha (Loved one diagnosis, WA) 
 
My life is like an unpredictable weather system. I am no meteorologist, but I do know that you will need 
many pairs of rain boots, an umbrella, and the occasional sunblock if you were to live my life. Everyone has 
their gloomy and sunny days. For many of us, it takes a while to see the bright light of beaming hope upon 
our heads.  
 
Rain, strong enough to put out my eternal flame, poured down on me when my father was diagnosed with 
cancer. I was ten at the time, still trying to clean up the disaster that Hurricane Nancy, my mother who died 
from cancer just shy of a year before, created. Big, dark, moody clouds were always above my head mocking 
my happiness. I was in sixth grade and the shadow of death had already stopped me in my tracks. My father 
was hopeful for his recovery. His days were mostly sunny and, if there was any setback, his mood would only 
be partially cloudy. I put up a front, pretended that life was all sunshine and blue skies. I had to be strong for 
him. As time went on, there were warning signs of a second emotional hurricane. This time, my dad’s name 
took the title.  
 
I was in disbelief and often asked myself if life was even real. Tragedy like this was something I would read 
about or see in movies. When did my life become a fictional novel? I sat inside, waiting for the storm to pass. 
Day after day I looked at my outside world seeing pain and sadness. No beam of sun ever popped through. I 
missed two weeks of school after my dad died to sit underneath my raincloud and accept that life was not 
fair. My friends were too young to understand and, honestly, so was I. I saw them running around with the 
sun shining over them creating an illusion of life I wanted to have. Eventually, I went back to school and 
faced the real world again. People looked at me as if I was a stranger. In some ways that was true, I had 
become a shell of the person they once knew. As much as I tried to dissolve my pain and try to live a “normal 
life”, I knew that things would never be the same.  
 
As time went on, I went to middle school and my cloud shifted to partially sunny. Time started healing my 
broken heart. School started to become a distraction to my reality to the point that seventh to eighth grade 
became a blur. When I started high school, I gained a supportive friend group who let my emotions be heard. 
I became comfortable to show how I really wanted to feel. All my suppressed thoughts and rainy days came 
back, upon unlocking them. The rain poured and I started to feel hopeless again. I would talk to my friends 
about my past, although they did not understand, they held my hand. They showed me that I should be 
proud of who I am and where I have been. Each friend I made gave me articles of confidence to wear as I go 
out and face the storm of life. Their help pushed me to grab a warm jacket and a pair of boots to brace 
myself for the rain. I now step outside even on my gloomiest and stormiest of days to try to be my own 
sunshine so just maybe; a rainbow of hope will pop through.  
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Visit me more often -by Kristina (Loved one diagnosis, VA) 
 
Mom,  
 
  I wish you came to visit me more often. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. As you know, life has been very 
difficult for me but I’ve learned to adjust. Dad has been dad. He’s still stubborn and annoying, but he’s trying 
his best. Crystal is okay. She’s still in New York, trying her best to make you proud. We all are. Especially me.  
 
  Sometimes I think about how life would be if you were still here. I know a lot of teenage daughters seem to 
not get along with their mothers, but I think we would’ve been best friends. Now that I’m older, I see we’re 
just alike in so many ways. We both are girly girls, but very independent. We love others more than we love 
ourselves at times, because it’s easier to see someone else happy. We both are also hard workers, and love 
to reward ourselves. I wish I had the chance to reward you for being my mom.  
 
  I remember the last time you came to my dreams. It seemed euphoric, yet so real. It was almost like I was 
being shown what life used to be like, but only the happy moments. I was young and wearing a light blue 
dress getting ready for church. It was just me and you. It’s always been just me and you. We were eating 
breakfast and of course I was dragging my feet. No matter how hard I fought, I knew I would still go. It was 
one of those bittersweet moments. The moments were you didn’t really know it was important until it was 
gone. I wish you would visit more often and show me memories like that.  
 
  How is it up there? I know you’re probably the life of the party. I hope you are having fun with your mom 
and friends. I’m becoming less selfish of you as I’m becoming an adult. My holidays were the best but I could 
see the sadness in your eyes as you missed your loved ones. You tried your best to hide it, but I knew. 
Realizing that losing you would take you back to your mom, helped me a lot. I know you didn’t want to be 
here anymore, and I’m happy that the missing piece in your heart is finally filled.  
 
  Please promise me you’ll come visit me more often. With college and adulthood around the corner, I need 
you the most. I need your hugs. I need your reassurance. I need your advice. I need you! All of the knowledge 
and advice you’ve instilled in me is still there, but I feel like it would be a little stronger now that I’m an adult. 
My life is so stressful right now, and I need your care.  
 
  It’s been seven years, and I still feel lonely without you. A missing piece that no one can fill is gone from my 
heart, but I’m grateful for the little time that I had with you. We had it hard. From financial problems to 
family disagreements, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I aspire to be the same mother, daughter, friend, 
and wife you were, and not only live my wildest dreams, but let your wildest dreams also flow through me. 
Thank you for everything mom. Well done.  
 

 
Your youngest and favorite,  
 
 Kristina  
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Dear Amy -by Amy (Personal diagnosis, NH) 
 
Dear Amy,  
This is your older self writing. You don’t know this yet, but your life is about to change in a way you can’t 
even imagine. The reason your chest hurts will be figured out, but it's going to get a whole lot worse before it 
gets better.  
 
I can imagine the day you are reading this, January 12th, 2014. Your little body is so weak right now. Your 
chest is in constant pain and you feel like trash. It hurts to lay down so you sleep off and on while sitting in a 
chair or in your bed with so many pillows it's practically a chair too. Mom has brought you to the doctors 
more than once in the last four or so days. As of right now they are saying it’s pneumonia. This is the first 
time in your whole life you’ve been this sick. Let me just warn you, this is not the end. They say things have 
to get worse before they get better that is so true right now.  
 
Tomorrow you will go back to the doctor. He will listen to your chest again and again and eventually he will 
have someone else come to listen. Both of them will be confused. After a long wait, he will say to you and 
Mom, “I am not sure what is going on. You need to go to Boston Children’s Hospital. Go to the emergency 
room. They will know you are coming.” Never before have you confused a doctor with your symptoms. You 
will drive to Boston completely unaware of the journey you are starting. Tonight as you sleep, this will be 
your last night in your own bed for a while.  
 
When you get to the hospital you will finally realize that something is going on that is bigger than you were 
imagining. When a surgeon walks in, your mind will race and think, “Surgery!? To me?!” You will drift off to 
sleep out of exhaustion and as you sleep, your journey begins.  
 
The next time you wake up, you’ll be in the ICU with tubes and wires all over your little frail body. You’ll be 
itchy and angry. Confused and sad. You’ll be wanting answers but unsure what your questions are. Amy, you 
have now entered the new volume of the story of your life. Some would wonder why it’s not just a chapter. 
It's a volume because it's too long to be just a chapter. I am so sorry, but even when you celebrate your last 
chemo with your cousins (you will get there!) it unfortunately does not end there. You are going to deal with 
side effects and things for the rest of your life. I hate having to tell you this. The rest of your life will be 
affected by these next days. Some of the effects will be good and others not so much.  
 
Days will pass and finally a plan will be set. A doctor will sit on the edge of your bed with Mom on the other 
and will tell you the story of a party crasher. You won’t know it then, but she is telling you that you have 
cancer. You, the seven year old girl who never had more than a cold and a stomach bug each year is being 
told you have cancer. You, the seven year old girl who ate vegetables and healthy foods is being told you 
have cancer. You, the seven year old girl who was active like a bunny and who was always dancing and 
skipping, is being told you have cancer.  
 
Your world has changed completely. Your thick blonde curly hair is a matted mess and is thinning noticeably. 
Your arms are bruised from IVs and you now have one placed on the top of your arm that will stay there for 
the next three months. Your once strong body is becoming weak and thin. Chemo is being dripped into you 
and you take so many medications each day that you need both hands to count them.  
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Your chest ache was more than growing pains or a pulled muscle. It was a 9 centimeter mass lurking within 
your chest. It was hanging out in your left lung and completely collapsed it. It was pressing up on your heart 
in a way that made it impossible to remove without significantly shrinking it first.  
 
I know you are probably overwhelmed at this point, but there is more. I am sorry that you are going to go 
through this. I never wanted you to have to lose your childhood or your innocence. I never wanted you to 
lose your confidence or your hair. I never wanted you to know the names of scans and chemos. I never 
wanted you to have brain surgeries and have to worry about losing your ability to run or even walk. I never 
wanted you to go through this.  
 
The next year and a half is going to be tough. Chemo multiple days every week. Many surgeries that are 
going to be terrifying. CT scans and MRIs will become all too familiar. Radiation therapy will make you leave 
school early for an entire month. ER visits in the middle of the night because you spiked a fever. You are 
going to meet some amazing new people. Some of the smartest people you’ll ever meet. They are going to 
do so much for you and will work their hardest to help you get better.  
 
Worst of all, you're going to find out that this was genetic and that your little baby brother Hunter also has 
one lurking in his lung. But because of you it will be caught early. So early in fact that he only has surgery for 
treatment. It is not your fault. Nothing you did caused him to get it too. He thrives because of you. You saved 
his life.  
 
This next year and a half is going to be long. It’s going to be scary. It’s going to push you to show everyone 
just how strong, fierce, and determined you are. You are going to make memories that are both good and 
bad. You’re going to come out of this stronger than before and you’re going to find out so much about 
yourself. This is going to change your life in many ways. Your family is going to become even closer than 
before and you will be able to get through anything that is thrown at you in the future.  
 
Little Amy, tomorrow a new volume of your life will start. Your carefree volume of life will have to end and I 
am sorry about that. Tomorrow you will take the first step into a world you never thought you would have to 
step into. Tomorrow your story will take a turn from the typical seven year old’s life story.  
 
Little Amy, You are strong. You are brave. You are determined. No one wanted you to go through this, but 
you will get through and you will be better than ever on the other side. I love you and know you can do it.  
 
Love, Future Amy from 2021; who is now almost 15 years old, seven years from Pleuropulmonary Blastoma 
type 3 diagnosis and almost six years from end of treatment  
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Blissful ignorance - by Chase (Loved one diagnosis, MT) 
 
I was happy. At the time I didn't know it, when you grow up happy you can't distinguish between joy and 
despair because you haven't been truly unhappy. You don't really understand why people would be cold and 
miserable. In my case, ignorance was bliss. Ignorance shielded me from understanding the world, which was 
probably good at the time, no kid should know what the world can really be like. This shielding ignorance 
helped me stay as a kid; joyful, unaware, and wondrous… until I experienced loss. Loss made that ignorance 
fade, it made it translucent, and it made me understand that the world rotates on an axis, not around me.  
 
I was nervous. I had never seen my dad cry before, my dad had always been the strongest figure in my life, a 
tall, stern, but a loving father. Seeing him cry made me feel vulnerable.  
 
“Hey buddy,” I glanced to the right, my mom wasn't crying, but the aftermath of tears on eye shadow 
suggested she had been.  
 
“What’s up.” I responded to my mom, diverting my eyes to the floor. For some reason, I felt guilty, as if I 
should be helping my seemingly broken parents.  
 
“Well, Easton went to the doctor's office today, and, well, he is pretty sick, he has something called cancer.” 
My mom choked up at this word.  
 
I felt a looming darkness after she said that. I heard that word before, my uncle died of cancer. Although I 
didn't really know him, his death made me sad because it made my mom sad, and if my mom was sad, I 
seemed to want to be sad with her… or for her. The word cancer seemed to set off some type of alarm signal 
inside me, I had no clue that I would think about this word everyday for the next five years, and most likely 
long after. My mom left the week after with Easton, my little brother, and I didn't really understand why. She 
said it was to see a “special doctor” that could make my brother better. It made no sense, we had plenty of 
doctors in Montana, but I nodded my head in agreement of a concept I had yet to grasp.  
 
I was quiet. It had been three weeks since my mom left. I didn't want to tell anyone at school about my little 
brother. I did not like a lot of attention, and for someone with those preferences a brother with (cancer) a 
sickness was something to hide away. I was a loud, brazen kid, so when I fell into thoughts I had yet to know 
the meaning of, my friends realized something was wrong quickly. For some reason, being quiet made me so 
much more noticeable.  
 
We made trips back and forth to Seattle for the next year, each time we went my brother lost more of his 
hair, and my parents lost more of their hope. Easton was not getting better, he was getting rapidly worse. 
The doctors saw it, my parents saw it, but I didn't, all I saw was a bald head, tears from my parents, and the 
dark tone that came over my parents whenever they got back from the hospital.  
 
I could have put the puzzle pieces together, but I still had a block from reality, that ever fading ignorance that 
stuck with me while my brother was going through treatment. We came back from Seattle for the last time 
that summer, three years of moving back and forth for school and family was over. We came home, although 
home didn't feel like it used to. A sad, melancholic gray came over our household. I felt like I didn't have 
much of a home left, that's why when we moved I didn't care, my home was gone, changing houses didn't 
matter.  
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The gray, cold mood got thicker, I felt happier at school and with friends. My dad was always at work, my 
mom was still taking care of Easton, or what was left of him. Jaiden was constantly driving to friends to get 
away from the solemn poison that set up camp our house. I was stuck, I stayed in my room most days, I 
didn't want to see (cancer) this sickness eat away at my brother any longer. The ignorance that blinded me 
so extremely a year ago was almost gone, I wish it had stayed.  
 
A nurse eventually stopped checking in on Easton weekly, and he stopped walking, and talking, only sleeping. 
My brother really wasn’t my brother anymore. What was laying on that couch felt like a remnant of my 
brother. A sort of capsule only holding the stuff that seemed to be undaunted by time, his sickness. On 
August 10, 2018, Easton drew his last breath in his sleep, I was with him. Gravity seemed to shift, the weight 
of anger and fear that I buried in my stomach for so long flew up to my heart, and the final bit of childish 
ignorance fell into despondence.  
 
I could see. I could see why people could live in misery. I could see why kids with a blinding ignorance need it, 
it protects them from falling into the hardships of the world. Instead, for most children, it fades over time as 
they are ready to accept that the world sometimes isn't a joyful, unaware, wondrous place. The ignorance 
most children carry with them is a gift, allowing them to see the world in a positive light. I believe the 
ignorance that I carried with me during one of the most difficult times in my life saved me from a reality I 
couldn't quite accept.  
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The Power of Presence- by Kylie (Loved one diagnosis, DE) 
 
It was a typical Sunday night when, looking up from my books, I heard a loud thud, followed by groans from 
the room next door. Running in I found my dad unconscious on the floor, his body violently shaking. I called 
911, terrified as the ambulance rushed him to the hospital. As we waited for his test results, I held his 
trembling hand; he had no one but me. I had to be strong for my dad, but then the doctor uttered three 
words that would change our lives forever: eight brain tumors.  
 
My heart plummeted. My thoughts began to spiral. How could this be? I took a breath and looked at my dad. 
He was trying hard not to cry in front of me. He was trying to hold it together. We both were.  
 
I left the room to call somebody. Anybody. But I didn’t know who. My sisters were at college, my aunt was 
2,835 miles away, and my parents were bitter divorcees. At that moment, my dad and I switched positions. 
My next steps were unclear, but I knew I had to take them to move forward. I couldn’t control whether my 
dad would survive, the speed of his recovery, or the future. But I could channel my energy into the one thing 
I could control: being there for my dad. As the youngest daughter in my family, my dad had always doted on 
me. We never had much money to go around, but he always made sure to grab a Cherry Dum Dum for me 
from the front desk. This time, it was my turn.  
 
Over the next year, I spent my weekends and evenings by my dad’s bedside as he endured grueling 
chemotherapy. When he had energy, we’d eat dinner and watch the news; it was never particularly 
interesting, but what mattered was that we watched together. I chose the mystery meat on a plastic tray 
with my dad over Chipotle at the mall with friends. And when he slept, I plunked my textbooks down onto his 
bedside table and got to work. I refused to fall behind.  
 
But as he battled brain cancer in the hospital, I fought my own internal battles. While my French teacher 
taught le plus-que-parfait, I contemplated whether my dad would walk my older sister down the aisle. While 
my calculus teacher solved logarithmic functions, I wondered if my dad would see me cross the stage at 
graduation. The uncertainty of my future frightened me; I had so many unanswerable questions.  
 
One day, my mind swirling on my way to see my dad, I was surprised by a nurse who stopped me and said: 
“Most patients don’t get any visitors. No family, no friends, no one. Your dad’s lucky to have you. That’s why 
he’s recovering faster than expected.” Her statement caught me off guard, but in that moment, I felt relief 
wash over me and choked back my tears. I’m an innate problem-solver, someone who always wants to find a 
solution, but I understood then that there won’t always be a solution. I couldn’t magically cure my dad, but 
I’d helped him more than I knew.  
 
Now two years later, my dad is thankfully in remission. He is still not fully well and remains unable to work.  
 
Though the future is unpredictable, I know one thing for certain. I now recognize and understand the power 
of being present in another person’s life. People aren’t looking for miracles; they’re looking for someone to 
take the time to show they care. And I have the power to be that person, not just for my family and friends, 
but for the very strangers I pass by on the street. I cannot control what the universe throws at me, but I can 
control how I respond, continuing my journey forward, out of the darkness and into the light.   
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Cucumber Sandwiches -by Moira (Personal diagnosis, WA) 
 
Like countless others, I hoped that things would go well for me this year. I was doing quite well in life in 
January. I was performing in my first starring role in a school play, I was playing elite volleyball and in the best 
shape of my life, I was close to my family and friends. I thought, “Man, it is a good time to be alive right 
now!”. Then, the petechiae began to appear. It was after Christmas, I had gotten some new lotions, I thought 
it would go away, so did everyone else; but it didn’t. My mom and I went to the doctor and I got a diagnosis 
of ITP. I was disappointed because I would have to take time off of volleyball and be on some steroids for a 
few weeks, but it would go away and life would resume itself. But, when my period started on February 7th, 
my life would change forever.  
 
Acute Myeloid Leukemia kills platelets and fast, which is especially bad if you are a young girl with a heavy 
flow; if left unchecked and undiagnosed, that could’ve been my final day. Luckily for me, the doctors who 
originally gave me my ITP diagnosis also tested my blood for cancerous cells and of course found them. The 
rest of my day was a blur, yet I can remember it in such detail. I remember my heart dropping when my mom 
was holding me after telling me, “You have cancer.” I remember weeping with my friends, my classmates 
getting up to hug me in the middle of a history test. I remember the nurse missing my veins over and over 
and over again at 11:30 at night in an emergency room at Seattle Childrens. I remember my world falling to 
pieces in one day.  
 
However, instead of retelling my entire story, I am going to talk about what I learned because of these events 
that happened this year. First, I learned that cucumber sandwiches are so underrated. Seriously, most people 
think that cucumber sandwiches are only for fancy tea parties with elegant dresses and gold rimmed 
everything. Those people need to get up and go to the store, get some cream cheese, slice up some 
cucumbers, slap it all on some generic bread, and eat it; cause that is the good stuff. The secret ingredient, 
ranch dressing mix. Swirl that in with some of the cream cheese, mwah, you have got yourself some good 
stuff.  
 
Secondly I learned that there is always a chance to better yourself. You may be stuck in a room with dry 
stuffy air, a crabby CNA, with a line going into your chest 24 hours a day seven days a week, but you have the 
power to find the joy in it.  
 
Instead of whining or complaining or going, “Woe is me!”; I tried to make myself stronger and smarter than 
the day before. I spent my time learning about Psychology, strengthening my mind through strategy games, 
walking the halls and working out as much as I was allowed to, and bolstering my faith in prayer and study.  
 
Thirly I learned that life isn’t fair. Life isn’t fair when your doctor cheats at a card game and beats you without 
it being square. Life isn’t fair when a Child Life specialist comes and asks if you want to see a therapy dog but 
then suddenly they aren’t allowed in the hospital. Life isn’t fair when the world goes kaput and rules change 
so that you can’t see your family for months on end and they are forced to quarantine for weeks just so they 
can see you for one weekend. It especially isn’t fair when it puts you in the ICU and unconscious for two 
weeks and leaves your mother so alone and with a very real and likely fear that her child will die.  
 
Finally I learned to focus on the good instead of the bad. I lost so much time with my friends and family. I 
missed out on important birthdays, joyous and wild summer parties, bonding sessions on the couch with 
nerdy movies, and game nights filled with raucous laughter and fierce competition. On the other hand, I also 
gained just about everything I lost. I made my own friends and family with the incredible caretakers and 
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doctors who dedicated months to making sure I had the best chance at getting well again. Five incredible 
women who worked as RNs and CNAs at the hospital were able to welcome beautiful babies into the world 
with newly knitted baby blankets filled with love to swaddle them in. The song “Always” by Andy Grammer is 
the song that my mother and I refer to as our song. Whenever that would blast through the speaker that she 
brought with her, it was an instant call to a dance party with a guest list of two. We would spend late nights 
in the ward’s quiet room either scrolling through memes and laughing or intensely contesting over points in 
a board or card game. Movie nights were more like binge-sessions of “Big Bang Theory”,“Bones”,“Veronica 
Mars”,“The Closer” and everything in between. Bad rom-coms from the 80’s and 90’s would frustrate us, 
intense dramas with tragic endings would make us cry, and we would laugh during the quippy one-liners of 
great action films. Best of all were the nights that I successfully roped our closest Rn’s and Doctors into 
playing games with us. Seeing these people in a whole new light with their funniest jokes and wittiest puns 
would make all of us laugh so hard our abs would hurt but our hearts would be lifted in spite of all the 
sadness of our lives.  
 
My whole life has been changed for sure, and I will never be able to get rid of the fear that I relapse and have 
to suffer this again, but I will always be grateful for the lessons I learned along the way.  
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The Beginning- by Natalie (Personal diagnosis, MD) 
 
Camera zooms in on a needle/iv and pans out to a busy hospital room. Our heroine lays in a hospital gown 
surrounded by doctors, nurses, and machines – unfazed by all of the activity.  
 
Have you ever wondered if life is real? For a while, my life has seemed like a movie, filled with laughter, 
tears, and enough twists and turns to keep everyone on the edge of their seat.  
 
Montage of our 12-year-old heroine playing softball, swimming in the ocean, hanging out with friends. Cut to 
our heroine in a doctor’s office with her parents.  
 
For the past six years I’ve been dealing with something that most kids don’t think about. Shortly after my 
twelfth birthday, I was diagnosed with Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia (ALL). Cancer has taken a lot from my 
life but it has also provided me with a lot, too. I discovered how lucky I am to have a strong support system, 
and more importantly, I realized how strong I am. Despite missing school for an entire year, I kept up with my 
schoolwork and maintained good grades, and even convinced my medical team that I could return to the 
softball field. I thought I was headed to the feel-good ending of this short film.  
 
Montage of our now 14-year-old heroine with a feeding tube, in the hospital for an extended month-long 
stay, getting chemo and finishing her final treatment.  
 
But there was another plot twist. As I began my Junior Year, I was re-diagnosed with this horrible disease. In 
order to achieve remission, I needed a bone marrow transplant. Unlike my first diagnosis, this treatment 
took a bigger toll on me mentally and physically. But the support of my family and friends helped to motivate 
me to focus on my future. When I was invited to join the National Honor Society, I felt like a normal high 
school junior – not just the kid with cancer. The bone marrow transplant went well, and I thought things 
were looking up.  
 
Camera focuses on our heroine at the NHS induction ceremony. Cut to a shot of Seattle Washington, our 
heroine sight-seeing, and then in a hospital room.  
 
However, life had other plans for me. In 2020, I was diagnosed with cancer for a third time. Now the viewer 
might think they have seen this movie before, and I can’t blame them. This time I moved 3,000 miles across 
the country to participate in a clinical trial in Seattle, Washington. I was accepted into a CarT 19 trial, where I 
was one out of 15 patients in the world to receive this groundbreaking therapy. Even though I missed most 
of my high school experience, I am fortunate to remain on track and graduate with my peers.  
 
Our heroine looks to the horizon, hopeful as she writes this essay.  
 
I have learned that you cannot control what life throws at you, but you can control how you react. I have 
learned that you should never take life for granted, nothing is guaranteed. This journey has taught me that a 
strong and loving support system is one of the best things when battling a disease like cancer. Having people 
who have your back no matter what, have made a huge difference to me over the past six years.  
 
Although this disease has taken a lot from me, like the ability to grow up like a normal teenager, I’ve learned 
that I will never give up on anything. I can always find the positive in any bad situation.  
 



 28 

I am looking forward to a new chapter of my life. One that involves new beginnings, independence and a 
promising future. College will be the stepping stone that enables me to start building my new future.  
 
Final scene – college graduation ceremony, hats thrown in the air, our heroine posing for a picture with 
family and friends – closing title “The Beginning.”  
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The Weight of a Tear -by Emily (Loved one diagnosis, ID) 
 
My mom was given a three percent survival rate. She was diagnosed with stage four lung cancer that had 
metastasized into her brain. The hundred thousand dollar equipment tried to calculate how many lesions she 
had in her brain but came up short with a simple error code: Innumerable. She couldn’t write her name, 
much less walk or understand what was going on around her. The doctors graciously gave her a week to live.  
 
I remember when my dad broke the news to me I let out a long and ear piercing scream before I sprinted up 
the stairs to my room and started to sob. I realized those tears were the start of many moments spent crying 
over the next eight months.  
 
Cancer is not just a disease of the body; it infects the joy of families and the normality of a person’s life. It 
seeks to destroy a life not just in a physical sense, but to destroy mental and emotional strength too. I cried 
more in eight months then I will cry in my lifetime; the constant aching of my emotions nested in my chest 
with every waking moment. Tears became more common than smiles or laughter in my life, and I realized 
that the weight of every tear was heavy.  
 
My mom was going to pass away.  
 
My mom was never going to see me graduate. My mom would never see me walk down the aisle towards 
the love of my life. My mom was never going to watch the Harry Potter movies with me at Christmas time or 
bake her famous caramel cake for my birthday again. Each tear brought on a new onslaught of misery and 
destructive thoughts. The weight of my tears were heavy.  
 
My father came home one night, I was sitting at the kitchen table when he threw his things on the table and 
slowly walked towards the stairs, a dead stare in his eyes. Not knowing what to say I walked up to him and 
gave him a hug. My dad started to sob into my shoulder, his body shook violently, his chest erratically rising 
and falling and his sobs were loud in our small house. I was only fifteen and I had to hold my crying dad as his 
wife, my mom, went through excruciating pain. To this day I have never experienced anything quite like 
holding my broken and exhausted father. The burden of his tears impacted my life from that moment on; I 
realized that cancer can break down the strongest of people and destroy the most joyful. I never saw my dad 
cry, much less become angry or sad. He was always smiling, he was always the rock for me...yet in that 
moment I was the only one he could cling to. The weight of my wet shoulder that night is a weight I still carry 
with me, even as I write down this paragraph I can’t help but let the tears slip down my own face. The weight 
of my dad’s tears were heavy.  
 
My mom’s tears however were the heaviest, and the nights and mornings I spent listening to her sobs fill our 
house are memories I tend to try and forget. She was in agonizing pain, physically and emotionally. She 
deemed herself subhuman when she had to shave her head, and the chemo treatments made her tired and 
sick constantly. I remember walking through the wig shop as my mom’s hair started to leave a trail behind 
her. It came out in clumps, it strung down her back and when I went to pick one strand off an entire section 
of her hair would come off. She sobbed as she sat in the hair salon and the barber shaved her head, the tears 
that rolled down her cheeks in that moment were the most impactful and heartbreaking. My mom’s 
beautiful golden hair surrounded her on the floor. Those tears impacted me the most because it was in that 
moment that I realized how real this situation was, my mom had cancer and I had to help her through it. My 
mom’s tears were heavy.  
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On February 18th at 2:00 in the afternoon I cried in my school’s bathroom when my dad called me to tell me 
that my mom was officially cancer free. I felt a weight shrug off my shoulders and suddenly the weight of the 
tears that slipped down my face were light. I learned a lot about life, about emotions and strength in my 
eight month battle with a cancer diagnosis.  
 
My mom has a new appreciation for her life, and nowadays she is always looking for new aspects of life to 
enjoy which in return has taught me to do the same. She was tenacious during her battle, she woke up 
everyday determined to be healthier than yesterday and she did just that. She never let her cancer break 
her, although it made her shed a few tears she became a light in the darkness for my dad and five siblings; 
my mom made sure that her diagnosis never defined her. I love my mom, and I will always be grateful to 
wake up and still have her with me.  
 
I know that tears have a significant impact, but it isn’t always negative. The tears of my loved ones taught me 
what true strength was, it was breaking down only to get back up and keep moving forward. I have found 
strength and courage, and I now wake up ready to conquer whatever challenges that I have to face. I am 
thankful for my experience, for letting my tears and pain affect me and showing me what it means to be 
resilient. For every time I got knocked down, I got up and pushed forward. The weight of a tear is heavy, but I 
realize that you use that weight to become stronger.  
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Live for Them - by Sawyer (Loved one diagnosis, NH) 
 
Life is so precious. It shows us the highs and the lows. It gives us love and light, grief and darkness. In the 
end, life stops when death comes, so we have no say. We can all strive to be fit and healthy, begging years to 
not take us, but they do. Life is struck in its tracks by death. She delights in the pain and sorrow of those still 
living, while their loved one is buried or burned. But no one thinks about death when they try to enjoy life, so 
why even think about it now? I had the same mindset once. Death was so far from my life there was no point 
in thinking about her, but she came for someone dear to me.  
 
I was thirteen when my brother didn’t come home. My parents had taken him to the doctor, and he was 
instantly rushed to Phoenix Children’s Hospital and I, along with my other two sisters, was given the 
devastating news that our baby brother, Joshua, had Leukemia. My world was upended in a few short hours. 
I went to school that day numb and dazed. I had learned about leukemia the year before, but never imagined 
it would happen to me. The day was a mix of confusion and fear it was all a horrible nightmare I was yet to 
wake up from. Little did I know that a year later the nightmare would become much worse.  
 
Life became a mess my family attempted to manage. My parents would switch off nights at the hospital 
while neighbors, church members, and friends helped provide food and the necessities my family needed. I 
became used to seeing my friend’s mom at soccer more than my own. My parents missed many of my soccer 
games and I would come home to only one parent and three siblings, not two parents and four siblings. Life 
was almost too much at times, but we survived and kept going.  
 
Weeks turned into months and Joshua wouldn’t get better. He was allowed to come home for a few 
weekends if his white blood cell count was low enough. Most of the time, us siblings would visit Joshua in his 
second home. We’d play hide and seek in his room and he’s hide behind a recliner while connected to his 
fluids pole. We made due with what we had in our lives, but I longed for what my family had before. My 
vibrant, red headed brother wasn’t meant for a confined life, he was meant for the sun and a house to run 
around in. But that was not the fate life planned for him.  
 
Now, during this time I began to question everything. My family is religious, and I believed that God wouldn’t 
punish those who followed him and believed in him. I felt like my family was being punished and I didn’t 
know why. I was angry and scared my brother would leave us all and die. I didn’t see the blessing to this 
curse until I became deeply involved in Joshua’s attempt to beat cancer.  
 
It was me. Before they even came in to take blood, I knew. I knew it would be me and that scared me more 
than not knowing. True to my feeling, I was told I would donate bone marrow within the month. A barrage of 
visits and questions bombarded me as my time was consumed by the hospital. I would leave school early and 
not go to soccer, instead going to the hospital to visit my personal doctor and see Joshua. 
 
The day I faced my fear I truly understood why my brother was the one to be diagnosed. Through his trial I 
was able to overcome what seemed impossible and do something amazing. We not only had a sibling bond, 
but we had a blood bond. None of my other siblings had that so when he was ripped away from me again, I 
felt his loss like it was my own.  
 
His white blood cell count slowly spiked and rose and finally a week before my freshman year, the doctors 
shook their heads and told my family to just take him home. To our dismay, there was nothing left to be 
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done. We had prayed for so long and all we got was unanswered prayers and my brother’s bodily functions 
decreasing.  
 
A week later, surrounded by our family, he died in my arms. I had watched every breath go in and out of his 
small body until none came in. His chest no longer rising was the final strike and my dam of emotion washed 
over me.  
 
I screamed.  
 
I threw myself on my bed, angry that he had finally left. I wasn’t angry at only the forces that allowed his life 
to pass on, I was angry at myself for not doing enough. My bone marrow hadn’t been enough, and he was 
truly gone.  
 
My cousin entered into my room a few minutes later, hugging me and comforting me. She had lost her dad 
(my Uncle Brian) to colon cancer a few years prior so she understood. She rocked me back and forth, telling 
me that although he was gone, I could still live for him, enjoying every moment I could in life.  
 
It took me months later to appreciate her words and to trust that there’s a plan for all of us. I know life is 
fleeting, but it also can’t be treated like it’ll last forever. Sometimes you have to take it by the horns and turn 
it where you want it to go. I learned life goes on and you have to continue on for those who couldn’t enjoy 
their life fully. Knowing what I know from his diagnosis and death drives me forward with a song in my heart 
and a vow to live everyday for Joshua.  
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My life, my narrative, my future -by Jonah (Loved one diagnosis, CA) 
 
The problem with trying to tell your own story is that you know it too well. I could try to explain to you every 
event that has taken place over the past few years of my life, but it would take, well, a few years, not to 
mention that it would devolve into the random, often directionless meandering of everyday life. There’s a lot 
more than just one thing going on in a life. Sometimes you have to choose a narrative, and stick with it. I’ll 
give it a try, I guess. I’ll tell you one of my stories.  
 
It begins quite a few years back, further than I can really remember, with my mother. Her lung carcinoid 
cancer came, went, and took half of a lung with it on the way out when I was only in Kindergarten. Now, she 
can’t breathe as well as she used to, can no longer keep up with the rest of the family on day hikes, and the 
seven inch scar on her back is physical evidence of what she has overcome.  
 
When I was in middle school, she was diagnosed with another, unrelated cancer: an aggressive sarcoma in 
her pelvis. She underwent chemotherapy and proton radiation, lost all of her hair, and eventually grew it 
back. She can no longer strenuously exercise because of pain in her back, can’t join the rest of the family on 
backpacking trips, and the IV port that remains underneath her collarbone is evidence that the tumor, 
though stable, still lurks within her, threatening to grow and spread.  
 
You would think that would be enough for anyone, but, as my mom so accurately puts it, we don’t do 
anything halfway in this family.  
 
In the midst of her sarcoma treatment, my mom tested positive for a cancer-related genetic mutation called 
TP53, otherwise known as Li-Fraumeni syndrome. Any medical condition whose number one autofill 
suggestion in the Google search bar is “life expectancy” can’t be good, and it isn’t. A mutation in the gene 
that is supposed to prevent rapid cell growth in tumors puts my mom at risk for an entire buffet of cancers. 
Knowing this, it wasn’t surprising when she was diagnosed with breast cancer just over a year later.  
 
We also found out that this mutation is genetic, with a fifty-percent chance of inheritance. Both my brother 
and I were tested. His test came back negative, mine positive.  
 
It took awhile for me to come to terms with the fate pre-written into my cells. Now, I undergo routine cancer 
screening, waiting for the time when the ultrasound tech hesitates, taking a few extra pictures in a particular 
spot. The time when an MRI result takes a little longer than usual to come back. The time I know everything 
will change, and not for the better.  
 
We really don’t do anything halfway in this family, do we? My cancer story will never end. I will be dealing 
with this until the day I die, and so will my mom.  
 
Where John Green’s character Hazel from The Fault in Our Stars claimed that cancer was a side effect of 
dying, for some of us, it's actually a side effect of living.  
 
Living, however, is exactly what I will do. After crying a little initially, I recognized that I wasn’t going to die 
the very next day and did some of what you might call soul searching. The way I saw it, I basically had two 
options. I could be miserable, or not. I chose not.  
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Now, as I tell my story, with its interwoven narratives, I choose to focus on the moments of happiness within 
an otherwise stormy sky. I choose to remember moments of laughter, like how, even after many visits, my 
mom and I still mix up which hospital building to enter for blood work, as opposed to the one for 
ultrasounds. I choose to remember moments of love, like the secret “mutant” handshake my mom and I 
made up together. I choose to remember moments of solace, like how whenever I see a shooting star in the 
night sky, I think of how truly insignificant my problems are compared to the spectacular enormity of the 
cosmos. I choose the light over dark, hope over despair, laughter over tears.  
 
I have confidence in my ability to persevere. I am proud to wake up every day a fighter, determined to 
continue on, no matter what happens. I will choose my own path for the future, my own attitude towards 
life, and my own narrative. I will find humor and happiness each day. And, come as it will, I will not be 
defined by this thing called cancer.  
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How long does a memory last -by Hannah (Loved one diagnosis, TX) 

 
I was four years old when my father died from colon cancer. That is a difficult age to experience such a life 
changing event as I can barely remember any of it happening. I often ponder if the things I remember are 
even my memories at all or if they are simply what my family has told me over the years engrained into my 
mind. They are little memories. Memories that shouldn’t matter that much but do because they are all I have 
left. Memories such as sitting in the bed of a truck in a parking lot or singing a song in the car. I try to replay 
these few memories in my head as often as possible in fear that I may one day forget them. There are so 
many stories I am told of my dad that I don’t remember which makes it even harder because no matter how 
bad I want to recall that time, I can’t. I understand why friends and family want to tell me the wonderful 
memories they have of my father but I don’t think they have ever thought about the toll it takes on me. 
Don’t get me wrong, I love hearing about what a wonderful man my dad was. I just wish I was able to make 
that claim myself. My mom had even mentioned that maybe it was better I don’t remember some of the bad 
times. The times when emergency trips had to be taken to hospitals. When feeding tubes were all that my 
dad could use. Calls from my dad in the hospital telling us about something that my mom knows wasn’t 
actually there, just a hallucination. I don’t know if that is true or not. Is ignorance truly bliss? I still don’t know 
the answer to that question. I often think I want to know the truth, no matter how painful it may be. 
However, who knows how that may have effected the rest of my life in ways that I can’t even comprehend.  
 
All I can really remember is just life with my mom and I so I don’t find myself often crying over the loss of my 
dad, just feelings of great sadness and emptiness. That was, until a few months ago. I was looking though a 
closest where we keep photos and there were a few blank CDs. I asked my mom about them and she figured 
they held random photos on them. We decided to pull up the pictures and they turned out to be videos. 
Immediately I noticed my dad in them. When they played, I could hear his voice. It is such a small thing to 
hear a voice but that is when I realized I didn’t remember what he sounded like. Tears instantly ran down my 
cheeks, as they do now while I’m typing this. Even his mannerisms were unfamiliar to me. It made me want 
to know him so much more but then came the pain of knowing I can’t. Going through that really made me 
cling onto those I love today. One day, I know many of them won’t be around anymore. I need to appreciate 
them while I still have the chance. While I can still visit them, go on vacation with them, laugh together, even 
cry together. Hold onto them long enough just to hear their voice one last time.  
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Cancer Girl -by Elanor (Personal diagnosis, ID) 
 
It’s dark. I should attempt to snag a few hours of sleep from the quickly dying night. Instead, I read the stars 
out of the window, point out Orion, Cassiopeia, and the Pleiades to myself. The stars remind me of my dad. 
We used to go camping as a family and stare up at the stars. My dad taught me to string Christmas lights, 
plant raspberries, make biscuit dough. When we moved into our forever home, he built a dining room table 
and bookshelves. He nursed the yard back to health and planted snapdragons and honeysuckle. He built us a 
swing outside and promised us a treehouse. And then he got sick.  
 
There’s a lot of debate about when cancer was first discovered and what it is exactly, and there’s still plenty 
of unknowns. There are hundreds of kinds, most with names that just sound mean: metastatic squamous 
neck cancer or paraganglioma. The number of cancer survivors will be millions by 2030 but there’s a lot 
these numbers can’t possibly represent. That’s because cancer is a lonely heart’s club, and it’s difficult to 
understand unless you’ve had it.  
 
My uncles, when they came down for the funeral, built us a treehouse that I resented until the day we 
moved. My father was everything to me, and when he died, I retreated into myself. I hated it when my mom 
called me by his nickname for me, I hated it when teachers or parents of friends asked me how I was. I hated 
what I saw as pity, and what I now recognize as love. Two years after we moved from the house Dad built, I’d 
get my own diagnosis.  
 
My mother comes up with a nickname of her own for me. She calls me “cancer girl” and we joke a lot about 
it, maybe more than we should. I wish I didn’t need to tell anyone, I’d go at it alone, hammer and tongs. It’s 
the kindness I find hard to repay. I’ve been given so many gifts, so much food, so many kind words, it makes 
my head reel.  
 
I have to be careful not to diagnose these acts as pity and assume the hostile attitude that keeps me safe 
from accepting love. I have the best support system in the world, and I am still so lonely. It’s a feeling of 
harboring a parasite. My own body has mutinied, my own body has turned against me, and I have to keep 
living and feeding this thing that I have created.  
 
There are a lot of things I don’t talk about. But gradually, over two years, my mental health has crumbled 
slowly away. I get anxious and tremble so much I can’t hold my hands still, or worse, I feel nothing. I have 
horrible mood swings: be on top of the world during the morning and barely able to move in the afternoon. I 
can barely get out of bed, barely brush my teeth, barely remember to eat or drink or get enough sleep. My 
hands are always cold, no matter how many layers I have on. I had to stop my calcium supplements because 
if my calcium levels drop too low, I could die. This is a worse-case scenario. Thyroid cancer as a whole has a 
good prognosis and chances of death are slim. And still, I am so exhausted by it.  
 
I know the emotionless art of doctor’s waiting rooms, I know the apologies, I know the consolations they 
offer. I know needles in my throat, and in my arm and in my blood. I am tired of being a good patient, tired of 
people telling me how sorry they are. No one means to stare but yes, they do. The scars are too obvious for 
that, long and purple, reminiscent more of a knife fight than of a surgery, although maybe those are the 
same thing. One reaches underneath my jawline and the other touches my collarbones. There will be a new 
scar where the drain was, where the stitch above it was that my grandmother had to pull out.  
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What the hospital did well is remind you of your still-primitive nature. You rely on others to eat, sleep, drink, 
and pee. You can’t put an extra blanket on if you’re cold and can’t take it on if you’re hot. The Maternity 
ward was also home to Pediatrics, and it brought nine new lives into the world while I was around. They 
moved one of the babies into the room next to mine and paused to show her to me. Her name was Isla, she 
was exactly a day old, and she had bright blue eyes and a surprising amount of dark hair. And even though I 
was arguably just as helpless as this baby, something below my scars burned for her. I wanted, somehow, to 
make this place better.  
 
Yes, the world is dark. Your father who you are the spitting image of may one day die, though he loved you 
enough to live for you. Your mother who holds you now may hold your hand in the hospital and hope your 
breathing stays steady. Your grandfather who comes to gaze at his very first grandchild may travel across 
three states to say goodbye if he needs to. You may wonder how you are so young and yet so old, have seen 
things that others twice your age shudder to think of. You wonder why you got the easiest cancer. You 
wonder why you get to live. And yet, you are thankful it’s your cancer, and not someone you love more than 
yourself. You have the strength: this I promise. Often, we wonder what we would do if our parent dies or if 
we get cancer. You know the answer: you keep going. You fight and gather those you love close and you 
fight. You’ll keep fighting. You have to, because even though you’re cancer girl, you are so much more than 
that.  
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A Six Letter Word -by Elena (Personal diagnosis, NE) 
 
She lives in my phone. I scroll through pictures of her bald head and blinding smile, a mask often, she didn’t 
want anyone to know otherwise. She lives in my body, the things she endured took her life away, they 
torment me today. She lives in my head, her thoughts run through mine as I think back to those years when 
she wasn’t a picture on my phone but a reflection in the mirror.  
 
It had started with swollen lymph nodes and migraines. It was followed by something much bigger. A small 
word, only six letters, found a way to consume all others. It took school, friends, and health, anything it could 
get its hands on. A bottomless pit that would stop at nothing but to destroy the body of a young girl. A girl 
who wanted nothing to do with that word, who would? All it brought was pain and misery. It didn’t make her 
special, just last year one of her classmates had fought cancer, lots of kids had it. So many were younger than 
her. She was already eleven and a half, so much older than the kids she saw on her social media. She felt old 
to be held under the gold ribbon.  
 
Everyone who saw her called her beautiful and strong, brave, courageous, no matter the synonym, they 
always complimented her over it but, she never believed them. After all, what was courageous about being 
sick and lonely and trying to live? Pain was normal, so was wearing a mask. Going to the hospital was like 
going to a second home where you got to see your favorite aunts. Except while you were there they took 
your blood and vitals. Chemotherapy was something that you received every couple of weeks. Did it really 
take any strength to go to those places to try to rid yourself of that six letter word? She certainly didn’t think 
so.  
 
Six months after her diagnosis she was told that the six letter word was behind her. Her life would go back to 
normal. So she started sixth grade, bald, but with dark hair that started to come out from hiding. Everything 
was great, she just got migraines every day starting around 1:30 that lasted for hours. It was probably just a 
phase, her mother had them, maybe they were just developing early. She could still learn, and talk with her 
friends and- The average white blood cell count for a child is in between 5,000 and 10,000 cells. Six weeks 
after her life restarted hers was upwards of 200,000. The six letter word had never left, it had just hidden, 
retreated into the spine, and grown more powerful. This time it was stage four, and nothing anyone had ever 
seen before.  
 
The second time was worse. The second time all her doubts flooded back and screamed at her for attention. 
Coupled with the new medications and painful side effects she became very depressed. She laid on the 
couch all day on her iPod. She seldom left to go anywhere but the hospital. Her body was weak. All she did 
was lay in impatience and doubt as she waited to receive her one chance at beating the six letter word. It 
was a long seven months before she was able to have a stem cell transplant. It was an even longer six weeks 
before and after with radiation and dealing with the side effects of having the cells in her body destroyed 
and replaced. Morphine is a narcotic drug obtained from opium and used medicinally to relieve pain.  
 
As far as she was concerned it wasn’t doing anything of use since she was still in pain 24/7. Those weeks run 
together now in my head. So many side effects tormented her over time and all at once. I can mainly 
remember the deep desire to be able to go home. After six weeks of hell, she was finally able to return 
home. It wasn’t too much later she was told the six letter word was gone again. But this time it stayed gone.  
 
Four total lines, a g-tube, over thirty surgeries, countless visits and stays at the hospital, and never once did 
she think herself special, or strong. She was wrong though. She was special, and strong, and courageous and 
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all the other synonyms that people called her. She lived through pain and fought through something not 
many her age understand, something that kids her age shouldn’t understand. I wish she could have looked 
into the mirror and seen my face. To know that she would get through all the pain and misery. That her hair 
would be halfway down her back and she’d be looking forward to heading off to college. To know that that 
six letter word wouldn’t be able to take her life. She seems like a dream now. A nightmare that persisted for 
too long. I am who I am because she fought to become this person. I am who I am because I fought to 
become this person, and no six letter word could ever stop me.  
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Shame & Vulnerability -by Melody (Loved one diagnosis, NY) 
 
An anguished moan filled the air like a swarm of locusts as the elevator door opened. It was a scream I’ll 
never forget, a cry that will forever be a part of me. The harrowing sobbing was coming from a stranger in 
the lobby of the hospital my mother was receiving cancer treatment at. A nurse stood on the side, witnessing 
the avalanche of grief she had unleashed with her words knocking over and consuming its recipient. The 
woman’s piercing cry hung in the air like heavy clouds waiting to unleash their tears, and it rang in my ears as 
I walked down the stairs, out the door, and into the hot summer air. As the blaring sounds of Manhattan 
mixed with my thoughts, a swirling dark monster formed in the pits of my body, threatening to project the 
contents of my stomach out onto the sidewalk. When I finally shut the apartment door behind me, I splashed 
my face with water and tried to bury the scene that would haunt me for years to come.  
 
Many nights I lay awake tormented, not only by that memory, but also by the other fears it forced to the 
surface, ones I had locked deep below my hardened exterior. When my mother’s cancer shook my family, I 
didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t tell anyone about visiting her in the hospital on weekends, being told I needed to 
comfort a woman I barely recognized, a body built on pill bottles and IV lines. I didn’t tell anyone that it was 
almost worse when she was home, with the sounds of wretched sobbing and vomiting escaping the cracks 
under her door like a poisonous gas leak that was slowly suffocating me. I didn’t tell anyone when the cancer 
came back, again, again, and again. A volatile anger at my family’s situation boiled inside of me, one that I 
was unable to understand or even acknowledge. The thing with anger, though, is that when you sit with her 
for long enough, she tells you her real name: pain. On a night where the pain felt almost paralyzing, I stood 
outside in the humid air, clutching my phone, praying that the courage to talk to a friend about it would 
miraculously come. It didn’t.  

 
Cancer has been a part of my family since I was seven years old. Then, I only knew that mommy was sick and 
that I had to be good and not bother her too much. When it came back six years later, I knew more. I saw my 
mother’s being crumble until it was held up only by the IV pole she clutched. I saw her hair fall out and grow 
back, only to fall out again. I saw her swallow handfuls of pills every day and night. And for all of it, I shoved 
emotions to the very back of my head, refusing to process them.  
 
Last spring, through a combination of finding people I trusted and being pushed to a breaking point, I began 
to slowly unpack the suitcases crammed with trauma and emotions I had hidden in my closet for so many 
years. As I pulled out each garment hand-stitched with feelings, I was forced to confront emotions I had 
wished I would never feel again, and it was absolutely terrifying. Seeing the shirt labeled cancer triggered 
me, stopping me in my tracks. Once you know cancer, it is never just a word again. Putting it on and showing 
it to others made me feel like a speck of dust: uninvited, unimportant, unwanted. But I was tired. I was tired 
of crying by myself at night. I was tired of fabricating excuses on why my parents couldn’t be at my soccer 
games. I was tired of hiding the pain.  
 
Shame coursed through my veins when I thought about seeking support, accusing me of only wanting to 
seek attention. Shame hit me over the head when I was still able to laugh with my friends, condemning me 
for not caring enough about my mother. Shame gripped and shook me when I had panic attacks, telling me 
that if I really wanted to stop, I would. When I eventually did share what I was going through with a friend, it 
didn’t feel liberating, but heavy and unnatural and wrong. Vulnerability isn’t easy, but it leaves you wounded 
in the open, allowing for all sorts of beasts to come and tear you from limb to limb. What I learned about 
being exposed, though, is that sometimes it is only when you are vulnerable can the burdens leave your 
heart. Though left with scars, I’ve never felt quite so sewn together, stitched up after years of being wrecked 
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by fear and pain. Slowly, a breath of fresh air rejuvenated my lungs. Slowly, the hellish fire cooled. Slowly, 
healing came.  
 
The word cancer still sends chills down my back. It still makes me want to curl up in a ball and hide. But as my 
family continues on this journey, I know I have loved ones I can confide in and hurt with, more than I could 
ever ask for.  
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Without Him – by Eleanor F. (Loved one’s diagnosis, IL) 
 
At first she is too little to understand  
 
She asks for lemons 
 
Clouds 
 
And dolls  
 
Staying overnight 
 
In the place where hearts are broken 
 
Families are crushed 
 
And lives are taken 
 
Is like a sleepover for her 
 
All her relatives play with her to distract her 
 
But really they are the ones who need distracting  
 
She just likes playing with them  
 
 
They take her to Disney  
 
And for a moment everything is 
 
As normal as it can be 
 
She gets her hair done like a princess  
 
And everyone in her family 
 
Still has hair 
 
She gets caught up in the excitement  
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Of getting ready for kindergarten  
 
And she doesn't notice 
 
At first  
 
 
 
Then she begins to pick up on everything 
 
And instead of playing with the other kids 
 
She stays behind 
 
And when he walks a little slower she walks hand in hand with him  
 
Because she knows  
 
And when he asks for a sip of her  
 
Frozen lemon cup 
 
She gives it to him 
 
Because she knows  
 
When she gets off the bus she hugs him  
 
Because she knows 
 
And when he lies next to the foot of her bed  
 
She prays for him  
 
Because she is not a little girl anymore  
 
 
 
 
And on her birthday 
 
When she comes back from dinner without him  
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She shows him her new doll and she plays 
 
With him in his bed 
 
Until he falls asleep  
 
Because now she kisses him goodnight  
 
And not the other way around  
 
 
 
 
 
She wakes up on Christmas alone in her house  
 
Her empty 
 
Lifeless 
 
Somber house  
 
And she drives an hour in silence 
 
Until she reaches the place 
 
Where she feels a little bit more at home 
 
And instead of eating Christmas dinner at a table surrounded by her loved ones  
She eats red and green jello in the cafeteria of the hospital  
 
 
 
 
When December turns to January  
 
And both of her parents return home  
 
She knows that nothing is back to normal  
 
There will be no more playing soccer  
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Feeding ducks 
 
Or eating bagels  
 
There will only will lying in bed 
 
The girl knows this 
 
And so when her daddy asks for her help  
 
She runs to him faster than the wind  
 
 
 
 
And then when it is only her grandma and her sisters 
 
In the house with her 
 
She understands 
 
And when she says goodnight it feels like every other night  
 
But in the morning  
 
She knows that night was different  
 
And the moment she wakes up and her mommy is home again  
 
is forever engraved in her mind 
 
Like it is carved in stone 
 
And they cling to each other in the stairwell  
 
As the person they love climbs a new staircase  
 
 
 
 



 46 

And later that week 
 
When the girl is dressed in black  
 
She does not shed a tear 
 
When she gives one last kiss  
 
She does not shed a tear 
 
And when she is standing  
 
Chilled to the bone outside 
 
As she says goodbye 
 
She does not shed a tear  
 
When the first of many dances comes around 
 
She does not ask to go 
 
Nor does she want to 
 
Because it will never be the same  
 
 
 
 
As she drives down 294 
 
She whispers hi daddy 
 
Even though she knows 
 
By now she would be calling him dad  
 
But it doesn't matter  
 
Because time is forever paused  
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And she knows that soon  
 
When she is dressed in white  
 
She will make the long walk alone  
 
As he watches from above  
 
 
 
 
As time goes on 
 
And the memories start to fade 
 
Days go by without her thinking about him 
 
And when she passes his picture 
 
No memories come to mind 
 
Now she cries 
 
She cries about forgetting 
 
And she cries because 
 
She knows that she has spent more time without him than she has with him  
 
She cries because she realizes she never got to know him that well 
 
And she cries because of all the firsts she will have by herself 
 
She cries because her life is normal  
 
Without him  
 


