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Personal Foreword

			When I first heard the word cancer, my world stopped. Time bent, the air thickened, and everything I thought I knew about my life suddenly shifted. In that moment, I was initiated into a club no one ever chooses to join—a sisterhood forged in fear, strength, resilience, and unimaginable courage.

			I began writing simply for myself—to track appointments, to pour out the heaviness of the hard days, to hold onto the fragile victories that kept me moving forward. But somewhere in the scribbles and late-night reflections, I realized I wasn’t just writing to survive. I was writing so that someone else might pick up these words and feel less alone.

			This story isn’t wrapped in neat bows or perfect healing. It is messy, raw, and unflinching. It carries you with me through sterile hospital hallways and long nights of waiting, through the ache of radiation and the blur of surgeries, through fear so suffocating it made me feel like a stranger in my own body. And yet, even in the rubble, there were sparks—laughter when I least expected it, faith that anchored me, and strangers who became allies in the fight.

			If you are holding this book, perhaps you are in the middle of your own battle—or loving someone who is. My hope is that these pages become a lantern in the dark, offering comfort, courage, and truth. That in my story, you might see reflections of your own—and know, without question, that you are not alone.

			Cancer changed everything. It carved scars, demanded surrender, and altered the way I see the world. But it did not break me.

			I am still here.

			And so are you.

			



	

The Squish

			“You never know how strong you are until being strong is your only choice.” 
—Bob Marley

			 

			I’ve been getting mammograms every two years since I turned thirty-five—like clockwork. Breast cancer runs through the women in my family like an uninvited thread, always there in the background, stitching a quiet tension into our lives. Because of that, I’ve been especially vigilant. Regular checkups. Routine scans. Always expecting—maybe even needing—reassurance. And every time, my results came back clear. So this year, I had no reason to expect anything different.

			The morning of my appointment, I wasn’t nervous about the results. I was nervous about the squish—that special brand of discomfort every woman knows too well. The mammogram. The unavoidable flattening of your chest between two cold plastic paddles that feel like they were designed by someone who has never had breasts. It’s not painful, exactly, but it’s not pleasant either. Imagine someone pressing your breast between a hardcover book and a cold countertop, then tightening it just enough to make you wince. It’s a deep, bruising kind of pressure—more awkward than agonizing—that lingers through the rest of the day like a dull memory.

			Still, I laughed with the technician as she positioned me like a mannequin, one arm raised awkwardly, chin tilted just so. We talked about the weather. About how no matter how many times we did this, it never got any less strange. There’s a shared understanding between women in that small, sterile room. A silent resilience. We endure the squeeze because we know what’s at stake.

			And I truly believed—just like every other time—I’d walk out with nothing more than a bit of soreness and the same clean results.

			But this time was different

			I left the building as usual, a little sore from the compressions but otherwise unfazed. It was routine. A small price to pay for peace of mind. I went about my day the way I always did—checking off errands, answering emails, stirring dinner on the stove. The familiar rhythm of life. Nothing felt out of place.

			Then the phone rang.

			It was the clinic. They asked me to come back in for another mammogram and an ultrasound. The woman on the line was calm, almost rehearsed. “It’s quite common,” she said. “Lots of women get called back. It’s probably just a shadow, or overlapping tissue. Try not to worry.”

			But I did worry. Because in over two decades of screenings, I had never been called back. Not once. And suddenly, the word “routine” felt like a lie. I tried to rationalize—maybe the image wasn’t clear, maybe the tech made a note to be extra cautious. Still, a knot began to form in my chest.

			When I returned the following day, the air in the waiting room felt heavier. The same chairs, the same soft music, but everything was quieter somehow. More fragile. I was ushered in for the follow-up ultrasound, and lay silently under the dim light, cool gel smeared across my skin. The technician moved the wand with practiced precision, eyes fixed on the screen.

			Her voice was clipped, efficient, almost rehearsed—the kind of tone used by someone who has asked the same question hundreds of times before. She wore a crisp white lab coat, buttoned neatly, her ID badge swinging slightly as she adjusted the papers in her hand. Then, without looking at me, she spoke the words that landed like a stone in my chest: Does cancer run in your family?

			There was no pause, no softening, no eye contact to catch me as I fell into the weight of the question. She had no warmth, no sense of how heavy those words could feel. And besides, should she even have been asking me this? Shouldn’t something so personal, so frightening, have come from a doctor instead of a technician with a clipboard and a checklist?

			My heart stopped.

			That question changed everything.

			I nodded, my voice caught in my throat. “Yes . . . on my mother’s side.”

			She said nothing more.

			But I knew.

			Panic began to crawl up from my stomach and wrap around my chest. Every calm word I had rehearsed, every logic I’d clung to, started to slip through my fingers. I stared at the ceiling tiles, wishing I could unhear that question. Wishing I could rewind time to the moment I
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