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The Final Submission
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The rain had started before she woke.

Not a storm—just a soft, grey drizzle that whispered instead of roared. Weather that felt less like noise and more like a mood.

Amira sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the dull light through the blinds. On her desk, the laptop still held a glow from the night before. One tab blinked with the subject line: Final thesis submission – Revised.

It was done.

The last document. The final piece of a puzzle she had worked on for nearly three years—mostly in silence.

She stood and stretched, joints stiff from too many hours over data tables, methods, and citations that never stayed in line. In the small kitchen, the kettle groaned to life, the only protest she had heard all week.

Everything—and everyone—else had been quiet.

No one tells you a PhD is only partly about research. Mostly, it’s about learning to live in the margins. Being there—always there—while people look past you as if you’re part of the wall.

Amira poured tea into a chipped mug. The steam fogged her glasses. She told herself she was used to being unseen. Was she?

She thought about meetings where her ideas came back to her

[image: ][image: ]



The Final Submission



with someone else’s voice—louder, and suddenly “new.” About chances she had to ask for—sometimes beg for—while others received them without asking. About the polite nods, the quick smiles that never reached the eyes.

She wasn’t angry. Not exactly. She was tired.

There is a special kind of ache in having to remind the world, again and again, that you are still here.

Mug in hand, she moved to the small desk by the window. In the glass, she caught her reflection: a woman in her thirties. Quiet. Composed. Sharp. Tired.

Still standing.

Outside, the rain washed the city in silver and blue. People rushed by with umbrellas, each on a mission. For once, Amira had nowhere to go. The PhD had been submitted weeks ago. The manuscript, today. Now she would wait—for a verdict, for an email, for someone to say, You’ve made it.

But maybe the point wasn’t to be told she had made it. 

Maybe the point was that she did it anyway.

Even when no one looked. 

Even when no one listened.

She showed up. Again and again.

She reached for the clean notebook she had been saving for “after.” The first page waited—blank and patient. She uncapped a pen and wrote:

“I have been here the whole time. You just didn’t look.”
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Chapter Two
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The Beginning

It started with a thought. 

A dream, maybe.

People said a PhD was like bearing a child—long, uncertain, full of love and endurance.

Some said it changes you. Others said it breaks you. 

Amira didn’t know which to believe.

Still, she wondered: How hard could it be? Could I do it? Curiosity turned into resolve.

The “maybe” softened into a steady “yes.”

She didn’t need certainty—only enough courage to begin. 

But beginnings are rarely neat.

This one had jagged edges. 

Then came the questions:

What topic?

Who would supervise?

Where would funding come from? 

Would she even be accepted?

Each question grew larger than the last. 

No tidy checklist. 

No magic answer key.
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The Beginning

Only this: everything had to be sorted before day one.

One evening at the sink, she stared into a cup of cold tea and whispered,

“Okay. Breathe. One thing at a time.”

So she started with the first thing: the topic. Clinical or lab-based?

A specific tumour stream or a broader path?

She was early in oncology training. Breast cancer rose to the surface—not only for its numbers, but for what it meant where she came from. There, women’s health too often went unseen until it was too late. Late diagnoses. Poor outcomes. Stories told in whispers.

The thought struck a nerve.

Maybe breast cancer. Maybe I can be useful.

She began searching—topics, supervisors, anyone who would believe in the idea and walk beside her.

It wasn’t easy.

Supervisors were hard to find. Willing supervisors, harder.

Before sending a single application, she spoke to those who had already walked the path—former students, current ones, the barely-survived and the thrived. Everyone had a story. Everyone had an opinion.
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The Beginning

One piece of advice flared in the dark:

“Choose your supervisor, not your topic. It’s a long road. Without the right support, you’ll be walking it alone.”

Everything shifted.

The topic wasn’t everything.

The person guiding her—that was everything.

She nodded to the empty room, as if agreeing with someone she trusted.

The beginning, she realized, isn’t only about where you’re going.

It’s about who you’re walking with.
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Chapter Three
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Shuttered Dream
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Months of talks, edits, and second-guessing later, Amira finally had a topic: breast cancer—though not the way she had hoped.

She wanted early-stage disease.

The place where intervention might still cure.

It was personal. Back home, women rarely caught it early. They arrived late, too far gone. She dreamed of finding something to change that story.

Her supervisors said otherwise. “Metastatic setting,” they advised.

More data. More opportunity. More science. So she adjusted.

The idea bent toward feasibility.

Passion learned to share a seat with compromise.

After a few rewrites, a lab-leaning proposal was born—hope stitched to long days at the microscope.

Her team formed a triangle:

a scientist as primary supervisor for the bench work,

two oncologists to hold the clinical line—one breast specialist, one generalist.
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Shuttered Dream



She submitted the scholarship application and exhaled. It was out of her hands.

She had done everything right.

A side thread appeared. One supervisor urged her to meet James, Director of the Clinical Research Centre—and her own former PhD supervisor. Amira wasn’t sure. She barely had a topic when she first sat in his office, half-smiling through a pitch that wasn’t real yet. He listened kindly. She left without expecting much.

Then life happened. 

Not the academic kind.

Bills. Sacrifice. The weight of belonging to something bigger than herself.

Her husband—steadfast through her training—had started a new business. Risk, late nights, borrowed money, quiet worry. For years he had believed in her. Now it was her turn.

How can I chase a PhD when he needs real, immediate support?

She shelved the dream. Just for now, she told herself. Until things settled.

She looked for clinical work—stable, steady, something to help them breathe.

Weeks passed. Then James called.

A full-time role at the Clinical Research Centre—Clinical Research Fellow.

Gastrointestinal cancers, not breast. Not her field.
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Shuttered Dream



She hesitated. It wasn’t what she wanted. 

But it offered what nothing else could:

stability, a salary, a way to stay in Sydney—close to her husband, close to her son.

With a heavy heart, she accepted. The PhD would wait.

She would work full-time and wait for the scholarship result.

Maybe, she thought, if I get it, I’ll drop to part-time and start the PhD beside the job.

Maybe.

Three months later, the email arrived:

Scholarship outcome: Unsuccessful. 

It felt like a door slammed in her face.

She read it again and again, as if the words might change. She had done everything right.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

Is this it? Is this where the dream ends?

She looked out at the Sydney skyline. Her son’s laughter floated from another room. Her husband sat on the couch, papers spread like battle plans.

The world hadn’t ended.

But something inside her dimmed—a shuttered dream.

Not broken.

Just out of reach.
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Chapter Four
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A New Opportunity
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Working at the Clinical Research Centre felt like stepping into another world.

Years of ward-life had taught Amira to run—between patients, scans, charts, anxious families, and stray lab results. Some days she didn’t sit once. Lunch was a myth. Coffee went cold on a cluttered desk.

At CRC, everything changed. Suddenly, there was time.

Time to sit. To think. To breathe.

Her calendar had meetings, yes—but they had agendas and endings. No code blues. No pager beeps. Just long, quiet blocks of focused work: analysing trial data, reviewing papers, drafting protocols.

She hardly recognised her life.

There were lunch breaks now. Coffee breaks. Team birthdays with cake. Hallway laughter. Conversations that didn’t end mid-sentence. Strange. Unfamiliar. Comforting.

Is this what work can feel like?

Among CRC’s quiet gifts, one stood out: Tabitha.

A psychologist, recently PhD-fresh. Her work: quality of life. When she spoke about it, light lived in her eyes—soft but steady.
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A New Opportunity



Tabitha listened the way few people do—fully.

Amira opened up like a window unlatched to sun: the paused dream, the failed scholarship, the supervisors who turned away, the ache of Was I meant for this at all?

Tabitha didn’t drown her in clichés.

She asked simply, “What if the topic is still out there? What if we find it together?”

So they looked.

Coffee after coffee. Quiet rooms. One suggestion leading to the next until the pieces began to click—imperfect, but real.

Not breast cancer this time. Gastric cancer—closer to Amira’s current work and clinical exposure.

Tabitha offered to co-supervise. She believed in Amira in a way that felt rare—maybe undeserved, but deeply needed.

Then came the harder part: convincing others.

They took the proposal to James, Director of the CRC, and to Linda, Amira’s former breast oncology supervisor.

Linda listened, face unreadable. She spoke politely. Distantly. Then declined.

Maybe she doubted Amira’s shifting path. Maybe the topic didn’t call to her. Maybe she no longer believed.

But Tabitha did.

Sometimes one believer is enough.

James agreed—on one condition: add a third supervisor, a clinician with gastric expertise.
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A New Opportunity

So the  search began  again—emails,conversations, introductions.

Finally, Tim: a GI oncologist. Calm. Thoughtful. Open. And just like that, the pieces were back on the board. Amira now had what she thought she’d lost:

a topic, a team—

a second chance.
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