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			DEDICATION

			To our children,

			Always remember that resilience is formed in the fires of adversity. May every hardship you face make you braver, bolder, and bigger-hearted.

		

	
		
			 

			“Laced with acerbic wit, Hall pulls no punches as she navigates the raw emotional terrain of trauma, identity, and grief in the face of catastrophic illness. When Brave Is Your Only Option is a vital companion for patients, families, caregivers, and friends grappling with the chaos of a serious diagnosis and the complexities of the health care system.”

			-Tamara Levine, Author of But Hope is Longer: Navigating the Country of Breast Cancer

			“I was moved by the raw honesty in When Brave Is the Only Option. Paula Hall writes with a candor that is both heartbreaking and inspiring, taking us inside the darkest moments of her cancer journey and showing us the resilience it takes to keep going. Her “cheat codes” are not just lessons for surviving illness; they are universal tools for facing any hardship. This book is also a powerful reminder that real courage often shows up in the moments we least want it, when everything feels impossible. Having led through my own seasons of crisis, I know authentic strength when I see it, and Paula embodies it. Women who have ever had to keep walking forward while life felt like it was falling apart will recognize themselves in these pages.”

			-Kristen Ziman, Author of Reimagining Blue, Retired Chief of Police, Motivational Speaker
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE 

			Thank God we can’t tell the future. We’d never get out of bed. 

			—Tracy Letts, August: Osage County

			Let me begin with an apology. If you’re holding this book, it’s likely because you, or someone you care for, is facing the kind of journey that one shouldn’t have to take. For that, I am deeply sorry. 

			When life suddenly goes sideways, you don’t always know how to cope, especially when you, or someone you love, is given devastating news, like a cancer diagnosis. If you’ve received this book as a gift from someone who is worried about you and wonders if my story might offer you some guidance, I’m truly honored. That said, please feel no pressure to read it right now. It is perfectly acceptable to turn away from it until you’re ready, whether you read it later, shove it onto a dusty shelf, or throw it straight in the recycling bin—because let’s be honest, who wants anything around them reminding them of suffering? Of cancer?

			When confronted with a critical illness for the first time, there is a steep learning curve and so much uncertainty about how to respond, how to support, how to manage. When people ask those struggling or sick, “What can I do to help?” the usual response is, “I’m okay; thanks for offering”—when what they’re really thinking is, The only thing you can do is something you can’t: Turn back the clock; erase this dark chapter before it begins. 

			Oh, in those early days, how I longed for that impossible reset. I prayed endlessly to undo what had already been done.

			Although cancer is where my story begins, the resilience, humor, and hard-won tools I’ve relied on speak to a more universal journey of survival. We all face adversity, through illness, loss, or the everyday obstacles that test our strength. If you’ve ever had to keep going when you felt you couldn’t, this ride might feel very familiar. 

			Whether you’re ready to charge ahead and explore what my journey has to offer or it’s a little too raw to focus on how to move forward so soon, I hope you’ll allow me to share something with you. 

			I believe I’ve cracked what I call “courage cheat codes: fast fixes for difficult times”: an eclectic mix of tips, wisdom, and bizarre (sometimes hilarious) lessons I’ve learned from the wild, unexpected, and sometimes downright ugly experience.

			During a diaper change on a crisp November morning in 2020, the call came. The cancer center was reaching out to schedule an appointment with a hematologic oncologist. Just days later, seated across from said oncologist, I was confronted with the sobering reality: blood cancer that had insidiously manifested in my spine and bones. 

			Being diagnosed with a serious illness felt like being thrust into an unfamiliar world full of challenges I wasn’t ready for. Like a character in some single-player video game, I had to navigate a strange, uncharted planet, fumbling my way through, learning to adapt with each unexpected turn. Every level felt like a new test, but with each new challenge I discovered hidden strengths I never knew I had.

			Cancer, like life, teaches you to adapt to a new and often frightening reality, much like learning the controls of an unfamiliar game. Every now and then, you receive unexpected “power-ups”: a good scan, a thoughtful gift that brightens a dark day, or a spontaneous moment of support from a loved one that keeps you going. Even when it feels like the game’s rules have changed right before you, you still find ways to adapt, persevere, and grow. 

			In this book, I’ve decided to share my cancer story and these cheat codes that helped me keep going when things got impossibly tough. These aren’t just tips for surviving cancer; they’re strategies for facing any moments of trial when life hands you a mess to clean up. 

			So, if you’re ready to laugh, cry, and discover tenacity in unexpected places, let’s dive into this adventure together. My story is just one of many, but I truly believe there’s something here for anyone who’s ever struggled, no matter the battle.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Lottery

			Cheat Code #1: The Only Way Out Is Through

			Cancer is a kind of lottery, only you didn’t buy a ticket and the prize is a fight for your life. This lottery does not come with joyful anticipation, hopeful ticket-scratching, or daydreams of quitting your job to sail the world. It starts with one mutated cell, followed by a lump, a scan, a biopsy, and suddenly your name’s been drawn. Congratulations, you won a future you never wanted.

			But this lottery doesn’t pay out. It collects. First your time, then your peace of mind. Next, it’s a piece of your body. In the cruelest instances, it dwindles the number of your precious trips around the sun.

			Who would want to win? Not me. But my number was called in the fall of 2020, the year that COVID-19 threw everything into chaos. The year we hoarded toilet paper, bathed in sanitizer, and even scrubbed groceries, fearing the ’Vid was lurking on a cereal box. The world was upside down, and in my little corner, life was about to spiral even further out of control. 

			But before we dive into all that, I want to share the most important cheat code I learned in my cancer experience. It’s a simple but powerful principle, one I hope will become your key takeaway: The Only Way Out Is Through. 

			This guiding attitude teaches you to face life’s storms head-on. In cancer and in life, we can’t return to the past, the place before the hardship. The only way to move onward is through the roadblock. It’s about embracing forward motion, even when the winds of life are fierce and relentless—no matter how daunting the labyrinth seems. 

			With each step through the chaos, you’ll emerge stronger, more resilient, more assertive, and better equipped to handle whatever comes next. It’s grit, not resistance, that clears the path forward. So, when life feels impossible to weather, remember: The only way out is through.

			Strap in, because here we go. 

			Living in charming Ottawa, Canada, with my husband, Brett, and my stepchildren, Jordan, eighteen, and Jack, sixteen, we enjoyed a busy and happy life together. Brett’s the kind of guy who stands out: tall with nice hair and a sharp dresser. He has a knack for spot-on impersonations and can be incredibly funny. Brett and his ex-wife, Dana, have raised two exceptional children who I’ve come to lovingly call my own. 

			There’s Jordan, who in 2020 was a first-year university academic dynamo, a visual artist with mismatched socks and a taste for fine food. She has the endearing quality of being easy to laugh with, making the people around her feel valued. Then there’s Jack, then a grade eleven sensation: a basketball star, popular with his peers, cutting edge style, and someone who can’t resist a freezer-to-table Eggo waffle. 

			Did I mention all three of them are well north of six feet? Jordan, the shortest, stands at six feet two, Brett slightly above her at six feet three, and Jack towers everyone at six feet six. I’m five feet five on a good day (or should I say on my driver’s license), so I’ve spent a lot of time looking up in our house. 

			Brett and I are both educators by trade and worked in public education during the pandemic. He is an associate director of a large public school board, and I was a high school administrator. As our kids flourished and our personal and professional lives continued to evolve, unforeseen hardships began to come our way. 

			It all started with pregnancy. Like many other couples, having a baby would not come easily for us. Although Brett had already filled his baby bucket twice, he wholeheartedly supported our having a child together. He believes that children give life its most profound meaning. More than that, he wanted me to experience that gift of purpose. 

			In late September 2019, after many months of heartbreak and hope, we finally saw the double line on the stick. The dream became real. But the confetti didn’t have time to touch the ground. In November, the bleeding began one afternoon at work. Just twenty-four hours later, the baby was gone. 

			We mourned for a while, but eventually we knew we had to crawl out of the darkness before it swallowed us whole. My aunt Kelly, a maternal-fetal medicine physician, gently reminded us how common pregnancy losses are, offering reassurance without ever minimizing the pain. She is the most thoughtful and encouraging soul, full of generosity and quiet grace. 

			On a cold January evening, we took her advice and decided if it can take once, surely it can take again. A few weeks later, it returned: a double line. 

			In February, not only was I pregnant but I had also been abruptly transferred from the charming rural school I had grown to love to a large suburban high school in need of an experienced vice principal. In March, as I settled into the new school, everything again shifted almost overnight; COVID forced school closures, and learning was now remote. It was a brave new world. Suddenly, we were all home, and I was juggling the anxiety of the global pandemic with the mix of excitement and fear of impending motherhood. 

			Truthfully, despite being a little afraid, I was okay to be home, relaxing, elevating my fat feet as the little peanut inside me became a pear and, eventually, a watermelon. Life felt surreal, like time had folded in on itself. Like many people facing this universal disruption to their lives, I clung to the small joys: my growing baby, the quiet moments of anticipation of being a mom, and the sense that the world would return to regular programming soon. But a nagging pain in my back started to morph into something much worse. I was taken on a side quest— an unexpected detour in the game of life.

			I’d been dealing with back pain long before motherhood came into the picture. When I first began investigating this nuisance in fall 2018, doctors thought it was related to being a longtime runner. But during the pregnancy, the pain became so agonizing that I could barely sit comfortably. I convinced my kindly accommodating husband to replace all of our living room furniture so I’d have a proper reclining chair, somewhere comfortable to nurse both my aching back and our newborn. 

			The pain began to spread from my back, wrapping around my ribs with a deep, unsettling sensation, like my body was collapsing inside. I knew something wasn’t right, but like so many of us do, I doggedly dismissed it. After baby Bennett was born, my body stopped whispering and started screaming; there was no ignoring it anymore. 

			The real mess began the day of Bennett’s four-week checkup. When I awoke and stepped out of bed, I noticed a strange sensation in my feet, like my toes were numb. At first, I wondered if it was related to how I slept, something that would explain the numbness. But by the time we were to leave for the baby’s appointment, the numbness had spread. My feet, calves, and thighs felt detached from my body.

			I was uneasy, trying to convince myself it was nothing serious, but the lack of sensation was hard to ignore. Instead of standing, I sat on our foyer bench to buckle Bennett into his car seat carrier. I considered telling Brett something felt off as he slipped on his shoes and started the truck remotely. Before I could find the words, he’d already picked up the carrier and headed out to secure Bennett into the back seat. 

			“I’ll be right there!” I called after him. “Just need to get my coat and purse.” 

			However, when I tried to stand and reach for my coat, my legs buckled beneath me. Stunned, I scrambled to recover, trying to pop upright, but my legs were cooked noodles, wobbly and nearly useless. It took everything I had to shuffle out of the house and to the truck, one shaky step at a time. 

			When I finally reached the truck, Brett pushed the door open from inside. He looked at me, puzzled and worried, asking, “P, what’s going on?”

			“My legs are feeling numb. I am not sure,” I said. 

			“Do you need to stay home and rest? I can take him,” he offered, his brows stitched together as he unclicked his seat belt to reach for my arm to help me into the truck. 

			“No, no, it will probably pass. It’s might be my back acting up.” I was trying to sound more confident than I felt. 

			“Alright, P,” he said slowly, eyes lingering on my legs as he refastened his seat belt. 

			We drove in silence, the hum of the engine the only sound between us. When we arrived, Brett carried our thirty-four-day-old baby into the medical center while I gripped the walls, dragging my legs forward in a slow, zombie-like shuffle. I was determined to be there for every moment of my son’s care, even though my body seemed to be betraying me.

			Brett paused as we reached the registration line, his eyes narrowing toward me with concern. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice carrying an edge.

			“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just a pinched nerve, I think.”

			Brett didn’t buy it. His expression darkened. “You need to get this checked. This doesn’t seem right.” Reaching the front of the line, he turned to check in for the appointment. 

			Registered, we headed to the waiting room. Brett side-eyed my clumsy movements, but I persistently avoided his gaze. Inside, panic was building, but I clung to the hope that it wasn’t serious, perhaps just something misaligned from the birth of our son weeks earlier. But beneath the surface, a cold knot of dread tightened. While I hated the thought that I might have to go to the doctor, the truth was I couldn’t overlook the pain or numbness anymore. The idea of leaving my baby—who had only just begun taking formula the week before, while I recovered from a stubborn breast infection—felt unbearable. I’d not missed a feeding since he was born. Between that and the hours lost driving, waiting, getting checked, picking up a prescription, and then returning home… Could I even drive?

			We were called into exam room six at the end of a long hallway. I gestured for Brett to lead, hoping that he wouldn’t notice the decline in my condition as numbness moved into my hips. As we entered the room, Brett glanced back, urging me to sit, but I stubbornly stayed on my feet, knowing the simple act of standing back up might be impossible. 

			Dr. Hovey arrived promptly, moving to assess our sweet six-pounder with practiced care, his focus on Bennett’s reflexes and motor skills. But when his eyes flicked toward me, I felt the shift in his gaze, his concern instantly sharpening as he absorbed my struggle to remain steady. 

			He didn’t need to say anything; his assessment of my condition was immediate, as if he had seen this before. I could feel the weight of his quiet observation, his concern for me growing with every moment as I stood there leaning on the table and refusing to admit how bad it really was. I concentrated on Bennett’s tiny limbs, wanting to offer him the comfort of my touch and keep attention on him. As the exam concluded, the doctor glanced at me, his voice low but firm. “You should really see a doctor about your legs.”

			I forced a smile. My heart was pounding as I quickly dressed Bennett, trying to hide the anxiety creeping up. 

			“Yeah, maybe I should,” I mumbled. 

			My mind raced as I ambled out of the room, leaving Brett and Dr. Hovey behind me, whispering.

			When we returned to the truck, Brett chewed his cheek, a telltale sign his thoughts were heavy. He glanced at me, his voice serious. 

			“P, Dr. Hovey pulled me aside after you left. He said you need to go to the ER right now.”

			My first reaction was aggravation, like when someone asks if you’re grumpy and you say no, even though you know you are. Who was this doctor to tell me what I needed to do and pressure Brett into agreeing? I bristled, irritation bubbling beneath the surface.

			“We should go right now,” Brett insisted, his voice tightening. “Aren’t you worried about yourself?”

			The question hit a nerve. I had to admit an uneasy tightness gripped my insides, a growing fear that my body wasn’t okay.

			“The ER keeps you forever,” I snapped sharply. “I’m not dragging you and Bennett there. Who knows if COVID protocols even allow family? Let me go home, get organized, and I’ll have your dad drive me.” 

			“Okay, good.” Brett started the truck. 

			Back at home, I called my father-in-law, my voice trembling as I asked him to drive me to the hospital. He assured me he was immediately on the way. 

			I stumbled around my room, gripping the dresser and bed frame for support. As a precaution, I packed an overnight bag, phone charger, pajamas, and a toothbrush, hoping that, like carrying an umbrella, the very act might keep the storm at bay. Even if I were seen “quickly,” the hospital visit would likely be long, especially if the news was accurate in their report of health care being over capacity. Tears blurred my vision as I tried to steady my mind and body.

			When I was packed, we waited in the driveway, Brett holding Bennett in one arm and me in the other. When my father-in-law, Jim, arrived, I kissed Brett, his worry still thick on his face, and pressed a soft kiss to Bennett’s forehead, his innocence only deepening my ache. With one last glance at my family, I summoned the strength in my upper body to climb into Jim’s car. My face mask collected my tears the entire way to the hospital and I apologized to Jim for making a scene. He was a big man but not one for big emotion. Upon arrival I thanked him, probably more than necessary, for the ride—and for not making me talk. 

			After the pregnancy loss the year before and giving birth a few weeks earlier, this wasn’t my first run-in with the medical system. So I knew things were dicey when the emergency department offered me what felt like a red-carpet service, especially then, when hospitals were overwhelmed and beds were scarce.

			As I collapsed into the chair at the registration desk, the clerk subtly signaled the triage nurse. As the nurse came out from the glass-enclosed room, her forehead wrinkled in concentration. 

			“You don’t look so great,” she said, her voice soft but pressing. Without waiting for me to respond, she guided me to a wheelchair. “Let’s get you seated. I’m arranging a room for you right now.” 

			Her quick, efficient movements told me everything I needed to know: This was serious.

			“Well, how about that?” I muttered to myself. No waiting room. No line. I was fast-tracked to a bed. Winner, winner, chicken dinner—the lottery had begun. 

			Yep… this was going to be bad. 

			The bed was in a tiny private space, not in a hallway like so many others; a quiet place to let my growing anxiety and sadness spill out. It was the first time I’d been away from Bennett since his birth, and I couldn’t help but worry he was taking his first steps without me there. Ridiculous, right? But postpartum hormones are no joke. I was flooded with emotions, even if none of them quite made sense.

			As the minutes dragged on, my sadness twisted into resentment. Whatever this was, it shouldn’t be happening to me. Didn’t I deserve to be home with my family? 

			But just as quickly, the bitterness gave way to guilt. 

			How could I be here, in the hospital, when so many immunocompromised people also needed beds? I shouldn’t have come here, I thought, feeling the weight of selfishness pressing down on me. How unnecessary. 

			Caught in this whirlwind
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