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For my mum, Helen Maurice.

Thank you for all your research help, and, more importantly, for always being there for me and for making me who I am.
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PROLOGUE

Worst Day of My Life

After my third chemotherapy session, I thought I knew what to expect. I knew about the nausea and fatigue. I’d made it through mouth sores, cracked lips and painful swallowing. I’d discovered the very annoying need to ‘listen to my body’ and not just push through, hoping the side effects would go away. But my god, I wanted to make it to a long-awaited holiday.

Originally planned for July 2021, Covid lockdowns had forced us to move it to January, where it fell five days after my third chemo session. We weren’t going far – it was less than an hour away. During that time of lockdowns and border closures, holidays close to home seemed like the safest option.

I had been cleared by my oncologists to travel, as long as I promised to research where the nearest emergency department was and take a thermometer and my little ‘please let me into your hospital quickly, I have cancer’ card with me so I could rush off if my temperature hit 38 degrees. Still, we didn’t dare to believe it might really happen. No-one allowed themselves to get excited until we actually arrived at our destination. At any moment, a complication in my illness or one of us being identified as a close contact of someone with Covid could swiftly shut the whole thing down.

But finally, the day was here and everyone was okay. Against my better judgement, I pushed through the fatigue and nausea to get everything ready. My daughter, Pia, and I bundled up our cats and took them to my parents’ house. I tried – and failed – to convince my mum that I was totally fine as I rested on her couch before I could face getting back in the car. She took my blood pressure and looked at me in only the way a parent of an adult making an ill-informed decision can as I smiled through the pain and left the house.

With everything packed, Pia and I headed to my husband Shaun’s work to pick him up and get straight on the road. Relieved of driving responsibilities, I started to crumble immediately. I needed to lie down, but I had to keep sitting, push through a little bit longer. When we arrived, it took what felt like years to find the disorganised accommodation manager and be let into our cabin.

With blackness closing in around me, I stumbled inside and straight into bed. For three days of our week-long holiday, I barely left it. While the fatigue and nausea were close to unbearable, the guilt was possibly even worse. I had made it to this holiday to spend precious time with my family and I couldn’t even drag myself out of bed.

Chemo fatigue is like nothing I have ever experienced. It’s not simply the inability to get out of bed. For those three days, I couldn’t watch TV, look at social media, read a book or even listen to music or a podcast. Any attempt to pass the time in any vaguely interesting way left me feeling even more wretched. Nor could I sleep properly. At night, I managed to doze on and off, but during the day, I felt too sick and there was nothing I could do but stare at the ceiling and wonder when it would end.

Eventually, the side effects subsided. I emerged from bed, and the remaining time we spent there was lovely. I was slowly able to recover from my guilt of having missed such a big chunk of the trip, but those three days are burnt into my brain as some of the most traumatic of my illness. Over a year on, I can feel the tension in my body rising as I recount the details.

While those intense periods after each chemo session were incredibly awful, throughout the rest of my cancer treatment and beyond, I felt numb. I was diagnosed with breast cancer at thirty-six years old. Up until that point, I had been the picture of health and had no family history of the illness. My diagnosis came suddenly – wildly out of the blue – and turned my life upside down. Only it felt like I turned upside down as well; there I was, walking normally on the ceiling and wondering why everyone was looking at me. I adjusted so quickly to this new upside-down life, I often found myself comforting others who were upset by my diagnosis. In the absence of any other ideas or feelings, I made myself a ‘positive attitude’ mask and wore it every day, posting about my experiences on social media and feeling surprised when people said I was ‘strong’ or ‘brave’. I didn’t feel either. I felt like I was playing a character in a sad-but-uplifting show, and all I knew was that it was very important to keep playing this part and see this through to the end.

When the end of treatment came, I felt sure the feelings would come with it. I would unstick myself from the ceiling, crumple to the floor, remove my mask and finally process this whole confusing riddle. But the time never came. As I watched the ‘cancer patient’ persona slip off my shoulders, I kept coming back to a quote I remembered reading as a teenager: ‘In three words I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life. It goes on.’

These words – attributed to American poet Robert Frost in 1954 – have stayed hidden in the recesses of my mind for many years, but suddenly they hurtled their way to the front as the only real knowledge I could find to explain what it is like to live after such a life-changing and traumatic event.

I started to understand that I needed to somehow get myself to my ‘it goes on’ point. It was clear that it wasn’t going to happen on its own, and equally clear that I couldn’t just go back to living the same life as before I had cancer. I felt like I was returning home to a place that belonged to someone I didn’t quite remember being. And so I started to search for ideas and pieces of wisdom that could guide me to the place where my life could start to make sense again.

The more I thought about what this place might look like for me, the more curious I became about others who had managed to find their own. As much as the self-centred voice in my head might like to believe I was the first person in the world to encounter trauma and come out the other side, there are millions of other people in the world who have gone through this. No-one’s trauma is quite the same and no-one’s recovery is either. But by starting conversations and beginning to stitch all these experiences and responses together, I am hoping to combine and create something that feels like my way to go on in the world. To do so, I know I need to encounter trauma in all its forms. To explore the knowledge of only those who have recovered from breast cancer, or even cancer in general, would be failing to understand the bigger picture. What I am struggling to understand, to cope with, is the trauma that cancer left me with; the illness was simply its vessel.

I wanted to write down the wisdom that I’ve gained because I know there are so many people out there who have felt, or will one day feel what I am feeling. Like you’re building a life from scratch and you have absolutely nothing to go on. Maybe you will find some healing and an idea of your way forward in these pages.

I never imagined on that awful day in the depths of chemo sickness that I would have any worries when this was all over. I thought making it out of that body that didn’t feel like mine would propel me into the new life I needed to have. Instead, it left me confused – transported into yet another body that doesn’t feel like mine, one that is numb and still barely stumbling through the world.

In Gail Honeyman’s novel Eleanor Oliphant is Completely Fine, the protagonist is living a life marred by trauma that she has not yet processed. Once she finally comes to terms with it, she tells her concerned friend, ‘In the end, what matters is this: I survived.’

It is a logical place to arrive at after living through a traumatic event, but it is one that I find little comfort in. There must be more to this than survival. And I am determined to find out what it is.
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relatable. It shines a light into
the dark corner of trauma
and asks the all-important
question of “what now?””

Liz Ellis AO e
.






ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg





ops/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





