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"Work out your own
salvation,

with fear and
trembling."

 


- Phillippians 2:12

 



Introduction

 


In Recipe For Lemonade, I shared my
strategies for crisis management: how to make it through a tough
time without (for lack of a better phrase) losing your shit.
In one year, I lost my small business, was diagnosed with Stage 3
cancer, and realized I was probably going to lose my dream home
(and really, my dream life) on a tropical island that I had
– ironically - just picked up everything to move to. In the
aftermath of this string of falling dominoes, I floundered, and
stumbled, and struggled, until one day, I realized I was… not
home, exactly, but… out of the woods. Out of the
woods, and in one piece. My journey was finally over.

 


Or was it?

 


I wasn’t in chemo, but I was still haunted
by the possibility of a recurrence. I’d short-sold my house and
wasn’t struggling to pay my mortgage anymore, but I had new
worries: making a living and identifying where I was going to make
that living in. The pithy tips and tricks I’d written about in my
first book – being honest with myself about my expectations,
finding perspective, and counting my blessings – had worked to keep
me sane through a crisis, but despite being out of the woods, I
still didn’t feel like I was quite home yet. It was as if I
was living in a limbo-like “half-life,” caught between a world that
was in ruins, and a “new normal” I was supposed to be living
in, but didn’t have a map to get to. I felt like a traveler
who’d crossed a canyon, then watched in horror as the bridge behind
her burned, blocking any path of return. How do I get back
home? I found myself wondering. I certainly couldn’t retrace my
steps. Was it even possible to feel “normal” again, and was
I crazy for thinking I could?

 


And then, a funny thing happened.

 


After I finished Recipe For Lemonade,
I started reading a lot of Joseph Campbell. Considered one of the
world’s leading experts on mythology, Campbell wrote primarily
about the “Hero’s Journey” – a kind of mythic structure he proposed
all stories follow, whether you are talking about the Bible or
Star Wars. The Hero’s Journey, Campbell argued, is a kind of
storyline that leads a person down a path that is universal to
human existence, because it is a path of growth and development.
This path – this journey – of life, and death, and rebirth,
is one that all human beings go through and experience, and because
of this, we subconsciously recognize its patterns and
milestones.

After reflecting on Campbell’s work, I
thought about my own “Hero’s Journey” - how it began, where
it took me, and most importantly, how far I’d come, in the
aftermath of so much disaster. What I realized, looking back, was
that I wasn’t at the end of my journey. I was
only in the middle. I had vanquished Sauron, but I was
still in Mordor - miles and miles from the Shire, with no map
telling me how to get back. No wonder I didn’t feel like I’d
reached my “new normal” – I wasn’t there yet. I wasn’t even
close.

Beck Weathers, famous for his amazing
survival after being left for dead on Mt. Everest, wasn’t at the
end of his journey when he got down to the Western Cwm of the
mountain. Sure, he was in good hands, moments away from being
airlifted out in a helicopter rescue that broke altitude records,
but he was months and miles from being the man he was
when he left home to climb the tallest peak in the world. Getting
back to base camp was only half the journey.

 


There are a lot of resources out there on
how to deal with a diagnosis of cancer, how to treat cancer you
already have, and how to get through treatment in one piece. What I
had trouble finding, while I was going through my own battle, was
advice on what to do after treatment. I mean, my hair was
coming back, but I didn’t feel like my old self. How was I supposed
to wake up every day and still function like a normal person,
knowing my cancer could come back too? How was I supposed to go
back to being the person I was BEFORE cancer - someone I felt like
I could never be again, having had it? Even when I started to
look like me, I didn’t feel like me. And as person
after person came to me with stories about how my book had gotten
them through losing a child, going through a divorce, or recovering
from trauma, I realized that they were all in the same limbo I was:
out of the woods, but not home yet.

 


Substitute “cancer” for any number of
life-changing crises and you find that all survivors have the same
two questions: The first is, how do I get through this? The
second is, how do I get back to where I was before this?

This book is about the second question:
life, after lemonade. How to get from out of the
woods to home safe.

 


 



PART ONE: THE HARD TRUTHS

 


Chapter One: The Future
You Thought You Had

 


We are told, over and over, what we deserve,
because of the decisions we’ve made. We are told that if we get the
right education, if we make the right investment, if we marry the
right person, that we are entitled to have whatever we want. It
doesn’t matter who’s doing the telling, of course. Sometimes it’s
the TV, or your parents, or a poster on a Metro train. Sometimes,
it’s something you tell yourself, based on some story you’ve made
up in your head or a dogma you believe in. After a while, we might
start to believe that happiness is a combination to a safe – right
23, left 37, right 16. If we can just figure out the combination,
if we can just do everything right, we tell ourselves, we’ll never
have to worry about anything, ever again. It seems perfectly
logical – exactly like a Newtonian universe should be.

 


In May of 2008, I thought I’d figured out
the combination to that bright and promising future. I had a Green
MBA and a blossoming online business. I’d just quit my job to move
to Kaua’i and start what I thought would be the next New Alchemy –
a sustainable farm and education center where world-changers could
come and hold charettes about green design and holistic living. I
saw myself teaching at-risk youth about eco-friendly construction
and reclaimed materials, and partnering with beyond-organic CSAs to
develop a replicable model of food-to-table education programs. My
business was going to change the way children thought about play,
and cultivate a generation of resourceful, creative Americans who
would grow up knowing how to think critically and systemically. I
had already made so many of my dreams come true, I was confident
that in a few short years, I would have the other pieces of the
puzzle – a husband, children, and the financial security that a
world-changing entrepreneur deserved.

 


A year later, I was jobless (my business had
failed in the wake of the bailout), hairless (I was in my fifth
month of chemotherapy), and my dream home in Kaua’i had fallen out
of escrow for the first of four times (it eventually short-sold for
half of what I paid for it). I had just gotten home from a horrible
job interview, and was sitting at my kitchen table thinking,
This Isn’t What Was Supposed To Happen.

 


It’s a rude awakening, when life doesn’t
serve up what you wanted. When you dance for rain and the clouds
don’t roll in. You might start to think you didn’t dance hard
enough, or long enough, or often enough. You might even start to
think you DID something to deserve your misfortune, that it’s God’s
punishment for your sins or your inadequacies. You might go the
other way, and feel cheated and unjustly victimized by a vengeful
deity. You might hate your Creator for unjustly screwing you
over.

No matter what your reaction is, it’s all
the same thing: you, telling yourself a story, to explain what
happened. That’s it.

 


By the time I’d reached my two year
cancer-free anniversary, I’d been through every emotion, analyzing
my mistakes via rollercoasters of expectations and blame, and in
the end, I came to realize a singular truth about life: shit
happens. Shit happens, all the time, to good people who don’t
deserve it. Sometimes it’s your fault, and sometimes it’s not, and
most of the time, there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it but
pick up the pieces and keep on going.

Of course I didn’t do anything to
deserve cancer, or bankruptcy, or unemployment, but when I
looked back, and was completely honest with myself, I
realized that while I had good intentions, I had made some
ridiculous mistakes. I’d bought a house I couldn’t afford. I’d made
an $80,000 design error when I started my business – a mistake
that, in a better economy, with the right partners or venture
capital, I could have (as filmmaker Robert Rodriguez once put it)
“waved the money hose at” and overcome, but in a serious recession,
it was insurmountable. I’d also assumed, like my doctors had, that
I was too young and healthy to get cancer, and I neglected to take
my lump seriously. Who wants to have cancer? Not me – me, who was
starting a business that was going to change the world, and moving
to an island paradise to live a life others only dream about.
Looking back, my arrogance and naiveté astounds me. My hindsight now isn’t just 20/20;
it’s 3D, with stereo surround sound. Of course it all fell
apart, I think. Anyone in my situation could
have had the same result, given the same circumstances.

 


Now, if you’ve read Recipe For
Lemonade, you know the first step towards making lemonade is
doing what I just did: being honest with yourself about what your
expectations were in a situation. There are more steps, of course,
but the first one – examining what you thought you deserved
– is often the most important, because it opens your eyes. It makes
you see the kind of thinking that got you into this mess, and once
you can look at your logic honestly, and most importantly,
without judgment, you can put yourself on a path out of the
woods.

After taking a good long look in the mirror,
I knew exactly how I got into the woods in the first place. Since
then, I’ve forgiven myself; I don’t beat myself up for being human,
for being short-sighted or naïve or arrogant. No, I didn’t
deserve misfortune, but could I see how it was
possible, given the precarious position I’d put myself in,
and the unrealistic expectations I’d had? Absolutely. My life
falling apart wasn’t a plot by the Universe to cheat me out of my
dream future; it was just a possibility, given my
circumstances and the choices I’d made. Owning that realization was
the most important step in my recovery, and while it was
disappointing and disheartening, once I stopped judging myself, it
was also incredibly freeing.

 


Here’s the other thing I realized: life is
inherently uncontrollable and unpredictable. We look at horoscopes
and plan ahead and make allowances, but at the end of the day,
we’re never completely in control. So all we can really do
to protect our sanity is be prepared, learn to roll with the
punches, and look for happiness whenever and wherever we can. Most
importantly, we must do away with this pervasive belief that the
world owes us something. I don’t care how bad a hand you’ve
been dealt – the world doesn’t owe you a thing. I stumbled and
fell down a mile into the Disney Princess Half Marathon and not
one person stopped to see if I was okay. Should I have sat
there and moaned about my hurty knee or scratched-up palm? Would it
have gotten me to the finish line any faster? I picked myself up
and kept running, and finished my first sub-3 hour half marathon.
The only way we move forward is by continuing to move
forward. It sounds like common sense, but when we fall down, we
sometimes wait for someone to pick us up, rather than
picking ourselves up, and that’s how we end up getting
stuck. What’s worse, once you’re stuck, you might even start to
nurture a sense of entitlement – to rescue, to pity, to
compensation – and that’s what will really hold you back
from moving forward.

 


If you’ve made it through a crisis, you’ve
already made it out of the woods. But if you truly want to get
back home, the first thing you must do is curb any stirrings
of entitlement. Stop whining about how much you’ve been through or
what you think you deserve because of what you’ve been
through (especially if you think you deserve to be picked up
and carried home by someone else!). Rather than waiting for someone
to rescue you, you must pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and
keep going. If you need help, ask for help. Accept help. But don’t
be a baby, and don’t wallow. THIS is what real recovery looks like:
moving forward, gaining traction, and building strength. Let your
life be galvanized by a sense of purpose on your journey from the
edge of the woods back to your front porch. Maintaining the belief
that you deserve to be carried the rest of the way home, just
because things have been ridiculously difficult up to this point,
will literally not get you anywhere on this journey, so
drop your sense of entitlement right now.

 


If you catch yourself telling a story about
what you deserve because of what you’ve been through, I want you to
stop and ask yourself one question: Who told you that? Who
told you that if you went to school, you’d get a good job? That if
you married the right person, you’d be happy? That if you sent your
kids to the right school, your daughter wouldn’t get pregnant?
Who told you that? And, more
importantly, why did you believe them? 

You know why you believed them? Because
you wanted to. Because we all want to. Because life is so much
easier to navigate if all you have to do is pick a lock.
Figure out the combination to a safe. Rub a lamp and get your
wishes granted. Well, I’m here to tell you – that
ain’t life, friends. That’s not how it works.

The most painful magical thinking that we
can get sucked into is what I call time machine logic. When
something happens, taking away our chance at the future we thought
we had, we want so badly to believe that there is something we can
do to get back what we’ve lost. We start to think there must
be a way to go back to the life we had, before we ever set foot in
the woods. But we can’t go backwards in life – only forwards. We
struggle against our reality, and might even start to think that if
we can BE that person we were, we can HAVE the future that we were
going to have. It’s hard to let go of that dream that got
Nagasaki-ed when you went into the woods, isn’t it? You tell
yourself, “If I can just be the person I was before,
I can have the future I had before.” But the world
just doesn’t work that way, my friends. Your high school prom
dress isn’t a time machine. Fitting in it will not take you back to
1982.

Whether you like it or not, surviving
something changes you – sometimes a little; sometimes a lot. That
life, and the person you were before all this, are GONE, and
they are never coming back. It can be
heartbreaking to accept, I know! The future you thought you had
BECAUSE of who you were before all this – that’s all gone too (but
really, it was never a sure thing anyway, was it?). You can “go
home,” but you will be different, and it will be
different, and no sense of entitlement over how bad or tough or
unfair you’ve had it is going to change that. The hardest part
of finding your “new normal” will be letting go of the “old normal”
and accepting that the future you thought you
were going to have is going to be different, because YOU are
different.

 


Doctors call “recovery” a “return to the
pre-disease state,” which I think is misleading. Pre-disease, most
people don’t think they can get cancer. Most people,
pre-disease, believe in a world where if you are good and kind and
don't hurt anyone, not only would nothing bad happen to you;
nothing bad could happen to you. So, when you are good and
kind and you DO get cancer, or are hit by a drunk driver, or your
child is abducted, it's not only hard to accept; it’s even harder
to return to the state of mind that you were in before your
world fell apart, because that state of mind is innocent, and
naïve, and even arrogant. It is a state of ignorant bliss compared
to the reality being shoved down your throat now!

You’ve survived; you’re alive, but now, you
have to figure out how to go on living in a world that not only
isn’t the world you knew, it’s a world that isn’t GOING to EVER be
the world that you thought it would be. It’s an unfriendly,
unexpected world - uncontrollable and unpredictable. “Recovery” is
not as simple as jump-starting a heart with an AED. For most
people, returning to the “pre-disease” state would require a
time machine (and selective amnesia).

 


Sometimes, it helps to start by saying
“comeback” instead of “recovery.” Don’t think of it as a journey to
“recover” (to get back) something you’ve lost. Think of it like
you’re coming home after being away. To comeback,
start by acknowledging what you've lost, and grieve for it so you
can stop wasting time and energy trying to recover it. Maybe
you lost a breast, or your sight, or a fiancée. Maybe it's your
innocence that you lost - your belief in a world where good people
don't get hurt. Whatever it is, you have to let go of it to move
forward, or it will drag you down like an anchor, keeping you
attached to the past. If you harbor a sense of entitlement that you
somehow deserve to have it back, that is not going to help you –
it’s going to trap you in a place of unhappiness, because
you will be unable to reconcile what is with what you think
should be. Mourn what you’ve lost; have a wake for
it, but say goodbye, and mean it. Let go.

 


If the stages of grief don’t work for you, I
suggest reading Freud's analysis of the process in his seminal work
"Mourning and Melancholia" (1917), where he says (and I'm
paraphrasing here) that the process of grief is not about wanting
something that has been lost to return, but about
transforming the feelings you have for the object (be they love,
pride, or affection) into feelings that continue to exist, but
for something that is gone.

It took me years to do this with my father,
who died when I was 21. Month after month, I was torn apart by the
sadness of his being gone, unable to look at pictures or revisit
memories without simultaneously revisiting the pain of losing him.
I lived a half-life, wanting every day to wake up from what felt
like a horrible dream. After reading Freud's essay in one of my
Film Studies classes, I gave myself permission to think of my
father as a wonderful part of my life - but a part that had come to
an end. I told myself, "I can be sad that he is no longer here, or
I can be happy that I had him in my life at all." Of course I have
moments of sadness even now, when I think about how his time here
was cut short, but by learning to love him as someone who is
gone and is not coming back, I am no longer trapped
in a world that I want to be different. I accept that he is
gone, and choose instead to be thankful I had him in my life as
long as I did.

 


Grief exists because of our
connection to these objects and people we've lost. It’s natural to
feel that when they depart, a part of our self has gone with them.
Sometimes, the part that goes with them is so big, it tries to pull
the rest of us in with it, and we struggle to survive. To fight
against this is actually quite narcissistic: grief is a form of
reckoning with our own survival instinct. The irony is, the only
way we can literally survive the loss of an object is by letting go
of it, by releasing this thing that we think we cannot bear the
loss of. Otherwise, we follow it into death.

Sometimes, it’s easier to let go of a
person than it is to let go of a dream, which is why
letting go of the future you thought you were going to have may be
the hardest thing you’ve ever done, the hardest thing you will ever
do. You must, though. If you want to make
it back home, you have to let go of that imaginary future. Focus on
today, and hang onto your survival instinct.

 


You can bear it, trust me. Losing
something that was a part of you is not the same as losing
yourself, unless you insist on going down with the ship. I have
lost parents, best friends, time, money, houses and businesses, and
none of these losses has cost me my life. Human
beings can bear losing just about anything, as long as they want to
live.

You can have another future worth living
for. Imagine if Aron Ralston had clung to his dead limb, unable to
imagine a future without it. He’d have lost his life, and not just
his arm.

 



Chapter Two: No One Here
Gets Out Alive

 


It’s one of the most famous scenes in
cinema: Superman, having given up his powers to be with Lois Lane,
confronts a thug in a diner when he insults her. The thug throws
him through a window, and as Lois helps the former Man of Steel
collect himself, he wipes his mouth and stares incredulously at his
hand. “Blood… my blood…” he says, stunned. With maybe a little
chagrin, he realizes what he’s become: the Man of Steel, now a man
of flesh.

 


The second phase of survivorship is what I
call "Accepting the Inevitability of Death.” Really, it should just
be called "Acknowledging Mortality," because the fact is, no one
here gets out alive. It's news to most people, that they're mortal.
We act like Superman, staring dumbfounded at our own blood. I
bleed? Yep, that's right - you bleed. You
don't have any insurance against tragedy, against disappointment or
unmet expectations or plane crashes. Pile up all the statistics you
want - you can still be that one in a million person in the wrong
place at the wrong time, and there's nothing you can do about it,
because guess what? That's life. It begins, it
ends, and nothing in between is guaranteed.

 


Reckoning with life's unpredictability and
uncontrollability is the second stage of survivorship because once
you've acknowledged and accepted the loss of something you didn't
think you could lose, you have to face the fact that you can
lose other things, including the time you – and yes, your
loved ones – have left on this planet. When my mother died, and my
father died twelve years later, I was like Superman, incredulous.
I can lose both parents? I felt
cheated, betrayed, lied to. I felt unjustly traumatized, but the
fact is, kids lose both their parents every day. Dozens of
children in Rwanda lost them all in one day, horribly,
brutally, and without warning. We all lose both our parents
eventually, yet there I was, angry and hurt because it happened
sooner than I’d expected.

You see, growing up, I held the belief that
although children are orphaned all the time on the news and in
stories, surely I would never be one of those kids. There’s
actually a name for this kind of thinking – it’s called the Lake
Woebegone Effect – when a person believes that bad things do
happen, but they happen to other people. This naïveté, of
course, is not exclusive to children. Our own country, in the wake
of 9/11 was shell-shocked – positively horrified that a
terrorist attack could happen here, even though it had
happened years before, in the exact same building! Why were people
surprised? Because 9/11 reminded us that bad things happen, and
they can happen here, and now, without warning, to people who don’t
deserve it.

 


Surviving something life-threatening means
acknowledging the heaviest of realizations: that you could have
died. That's pretty heavy stuff, kids. Whether your life
"flashes before your eyes" or not, you might think differently once
it sinks in that this little parentheses we have here is just that
- a window, an hourglass - and that there are no do-overs. Before
cancer, I was Superman, but the moment my oncologist told me that
not only did I have cancer, but that I had to do everything I could
to keep it from coming back, I became Clark Kent, sitting in that
diner, staring blankly at the blood on my hand. You mean I’m
mortal? I can bleed? And in the months
and years since, every time I have an unexpected injury, every time
I have a headache that doesn’t go away, or a weakness I’m not
familiar with, I’m faced with the same reality: I can die. I
don’t live with a fear of dying, but I live with an awareness that
I can die, despite all my efforts to stay alive,
and while this is frightening sometimes, it makes me extremely
grateful for the time I get to be here, because I never
forget it’s limited.

 


The strangest part is, when you've survived
something, you go back to your life as you knew it and suddenly,
you feel like Clark Kent in a world of Supermen: people
start treating you like you're somehow more vulnerable than they
are to the dangers of living. All of a sudden, you have to eat an
apple every day and button up your overcoat, like you’re the only
mortal in the room (you might, at this point, want to scream,
"You know, YOU CAN BLEED TOO!"). Another thing that happens
is, you might start being overly cautious with yourself –
avoiding things you were never afraid of before, because you no
longer harbor this delusion that you're Superman. It could be minor
things - like hydrogenated oils or high fructose corn syrup. It
might be major things - like, moving too far away from your
oncologist or getting on a cross-country airplane. Men of Steel
don't have to fear injury, but Clark Kent? Clark can bleed. And
since you've already bled once, why tempt fate?

 


What's important to remember, as you reckon
with this stage of survivorship is, you're not made of steel, but
you're not made of glass either. Life is a terminal disease, yes,
but remind yourself: you're not dead yet (cue Monty
Python joke). It's easy to walk around like the other shoe is
going to drop, preparing for a future where cancer might come back,
where another baby might be miscarried, where someone else can
break your heart, but why waste what little life you have left
on this earth preparing for disaster to strike again? Disaster
may strike; it may not. Chances are, you probably won't see it
coming, even if it does. I spent a lot of time post-treatment
asking myself, "What happens if my cancer comes back?" until a
nurse asked me, "What if it doesn't?" I realized that I
really was living like I was dying - but that I should be living
like I was living. There's a difference between knowing your
life is going to end someday, and living like that end is imminent.
So strive for a balance: acknowledge your mortality, but remember:
you're still alive.

 


Chapter Three: To Be, Or
Not To Be (That Is The Question)

 


To be, or not to be, that is the
question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to
suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous
fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of
troubles

And by opposing end them. To die—to
sleep,

No more; and by a sleep to say we end

The heart-ache and the thousand natural
shocks

That flesh is heir to: 'tis a
consummation

Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep;

To sleep, perchance to dream—ay, there's the
rub:

For in that sleep of death what dreams may
come,

When we have shuffled off this mortal
coil,

Must give us pause—there's the respect

That makes calamity of so long life.

For who would bear the whips and scorns of
time,

Th'oppressor's wrong, the proud man's
contumely,

The pangs of dispriz'd love, the law's
delay,

The insolence of office, and the spurns

That patient merit of th'unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin? Who would fardels
bear,

To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

But that the dread of something after
death,

The undiscovere'd country, from whose
bourn

No traveller returns, puzzles the will,

And makes us rather bear those ills we
have

Than fly to others that we know not of?

Thus conscience does make cowards of us
all,

And thus the native hue of resolution

Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of
thought,

And enterprises of great pitch and
moment

With this regard their currents turn
awry

And lose the name of action.

 


- Hamlet, William Shakespeare

 


I post the whole of Hamlet's soliloquy here
because there isn't a part I think I could take out without
reducing the impact of it. He covers it all: to live, to die;
suffering and why we suffer; how easy it is to end it all, and why
we don't. In a single monologue, Shakespeare covers the dilemma of
human existence: why do we bother going on, when
life can be so hard?

 


The Third Phase of Survivorship is a serious
one; I'm not going to sugarcoat it. Sometimes, you stumble into it
in the midst of your trauma. Most people get to it after, when the
imminent part of the crisis is over and their body is knitting
itself back together. Usually, when you get to this phase, life is,
for all intents and purposes, getting back to the way it was.

The thing is, it’s not as
it was, is it? It kind of sucks, actually.
You're not Lance Armstrong, made stronger by cancer, winning Tour
de Frances left and right. You're months, maybe years away from
that point, because right now, you’re just a twenty-something
cyclist, fresh out of chemo, dropped from your team with everyone
whispering that you'll never race again. You may not even be able
to imagine a day when you’ll race again, though you wouldn’t
admit it, for fear of letting everyone down. When you get to this
phase, your life is probably WORSE than it was before - harder,
harsher, and more disappointing, because of what you've been
through. Even as your family and friends are cheering your recovery
in the hopes that you’ll be “back to your old self again,” inside,
you’re wondering if life will ever be worth living again.
It’s heartbreaking, realizing how far you’ve fallen from where you
were, and it’s even more heartbreaking to face people who have
never been where you are right now. You’re asking yourself a
million questions, and the one that comes up most often is, why
should I bother going on?

 


To be, or not to be.
That's the question we ask ourselves in this stage. Not “What will
I do?” or “How will I get my life back?” or “Why is this
happening?” All of that is secondary to the only thing that
matters, which is do you want to be? Not to be here,
not to be where you used to be, but just to even be at all. You might not even want to ask the question,
because you're afraid the answer might be NO. NO, I don't
want to be, because my lover is dead, because my breast is gone,
because this FEMA trailer isn't as nice as my house was. NO, you
might want to say, LIFE IS NOT WORTH LIVING ANYMORE because it’s
never going to be as good as it was before it all fell apart.
That’s a scary thought to have, because it means you survived
disaster… for nothing. It makes you think, what was I fighting for,
if not the chance to go on living?

 


It's okay to think this. Believe me, I've
thought this. I’ve fought tooth and nail for my life, only to
get to a point where I could barely come up with a reason not to
end it. Most people who survive a tragedy inevitably find
themselves thinking this, because frankly, it’s no picnic
rebuilding your life after it’s fallen apart. When you meet
ridiculous heart-wrenching resistance on top of unrelenting
disappointment, it’s only natural to want to give up. Hamlet’s life
was turned upside down, and it made him ask himself, "Why go on?
Why be here?" If you want to go on living, you have to ask
yourself the same question, because it’s the only way you’re going
to know if you have it in you to keep going.

What’s important to remember is, there is a
difference between wanting to sit on the bench for a while, and
wanting the game to be over. After disaster, when you’re facing a
future that is not what you thought it would be, you must ask
yourself if it’s worth sticking around for. “To be, or not to
be?” is the only question that forces you to look inside yourself
and measure the value of your future, however unpredictable it may
be. It requires you to differentiate between being tired and
being done, and trust me, there is massive difference.

 


Life is not always going to be easy. It’s
not always going to serve up what you want, no matter how hard
you’ve had it or how hard you’ve worked for it. When you are in the
process of putting Humpty-Dumpty back together again, you’re going
to face roadblocks and setbacks – the “slings and arrows”
Shakespeare talks about – and no matter how positive a person you
are, you’re going to reach a point where you want to give up.
Asking yourself, “To be, or not to be?” will force you to clarify
what you mean by “giving up,” and answering the question –
honestly, and truly – will tell you what kind of a person you are.
Are you the kind of person who is in it for the long haul, no
matter how hard it gets, or are you the kind of person who really
does have a limit of how much tragedy, pain, and disappointment
they can take? Some people reach a point where they just cannot
take it anymore, and when they do, they give up and check out. They
ask, “To be, or not to be?” and decide to take their chances with
“the undiscovere'd country,” rather that stick around and
wait to see if it gets better.

 


There is one truth that has saved my life
every time I start to think it’s not going to get any better:
we don’t know what the future holds.

When we’re in a place of sadness and pain
that seems like it’s never going to end, what we forget is that it
WILL end. It will end. NOTHING lasts forever –
not pain, not happiness, and especially not suffering. Yes, we have
a choice – to check out and end it sooner – but in ending the
suffering, we also end our chance at any future happiness that may
be in store for us.

 


Now, all this being said, you DO still have
a choice. You always have a choice, even if you have a terminal
disease, because YOU get to choose HOW you live, and that includes
how long you live.

I have one caveat: if you hate your life
because you feel cheated out of some better life, don’t make
everyone around you miserable with your negativity and
self-loathing. Don’t endanger other people with life-threatening
behavior. If you can’t bear it anymore, I say, either check the
FUCK OUT or MAN UP and do something to make your situation better,
if not more tolerable. You are not still alive just so you can
scare everyone with a suicidal lifestyle, or whine about how tough
it is for you to get through each day. Trust me,
there are people in this world who are having tougher days than
you, my friend.

If you’re ALIVE, that means you GET TO LIVE.
You have the privilege of still breathing on this planet. Not
everyone gets that choice. Do you know how many mothers walk
out their front door not knowing they’re never going to get to see
their children again? How many brothers lose their sisters and
daughters and fathers and best friends to car accidents, train
derailments, war, disease, and murder? Every SINGLE day, someone
doesn’t come home, and yet here you are, whining about how hard it
is for you to go on living.

Survivorship is not just about whether you
want to live or die; it’s about how you are choosing to live the
life you have left. So if you WANT to survive, you have to look in
the mirror and ask yourself, are you going to live like someone who
wants to be here, who GETS to
be here, or someone who doesn't? Decide. Decide NOW, and commit to
your decision.

 


Keep in mind, though, if you don't
want to be here, you won't be for long. Maybe you'll take up chain
smoking, or binge drinking, or hard drugs, and kill yourself
slowly. Maybe you'll engage in risky behavior, and drive your car
into a ravine or get bludgeoned in a bar fight. Maybe you'll stop
exercising and start eating junk and your cancer will come back in
ten places and chemo won't work anymore. And you know what?
When that happens, there is no do-over. If you
ask yourself the question, and decide you don't want to be here
anymore, then change your mind later, it might be too late. So
think carefully before you answer. Do you really not want to
be here? Because if you decide that the life you’re living is not
worth living, you will start taking it for granted, and
jeopardizing it in ways you can’t even imagine.

I'm not saying that everyone who has a
recurrence, or is in the wrong place at the wrong time WANTS to
die. That's NOT what this is about at all. What this is about is
allowing yourself to realize that whether you like it or not, you
are going to be having this conversation with yourself every time
your life isn't what it used to be – what you think it was
SUPPOSED to be. Every time your day-to-day doesn’t meet your
expectations, you’re going to start telling yourself a story that
your life is worth less (worthless) compared to the life you were
going to have. This little story may not seem destructive
when it crops up at the checkout line, or when your car breaks
down, or your supervisor belittles you, but when all three of these
things happen on the same day, to someone who’s been telling
herself she doesn’t WANT to be here, it’s a recipe for suicide. And
suicide doesn’t have to be a gun to your head; it can be cutting
someone out of your life that has been keeping your chin up, or
getting high as a kite and plowing your car into a tree. Suicide
can be getting (or allowing yourself to get) to a place, through a
series of disappointments and unmet expectations, where you just
don’t care if you live or die. And if you’re not
careful, if you’re not paying attention, your apathy can make the
choice for you.

Remember this too: no man is an island. You
can’t deny the value of your life without denying the value of life
itself, and while it’s your choice to cherish it or throw it away,
if you become careless with it, you will inevitably endanger the
lives of people around you. You might be a firefighter with a death
wish, who puts his coworkers at risk by rushing into unsafe
situations. You might be a drug addict with a lover who would
rather die with you than get clean and have a future. When you
think about throwing your life away, think about the people you
could take down with you, and consider the price: anyone who lives
on the edge and doesn’t value their life runs the risk of bringing
someone with them when they go over, whether they intend to or
not.

 


Some people would say, “Yes, I understand
all this, but what about when you want to be here, but you
just can’t take the pain anymore?” You want to live, but you don’t
know if you can bear it, if it keeps going on like this. That’s the
hard part, right? Nope. That’s the EASY part. You
want to live. Let that sink in. If you want to be, then anything is manageable. Even if it gets hard or
disappointing; if life gives you lemons, you can make lemonade.
As long as you want to live, you can fight for your life, and
build a future worth living for. You have no idea how strong
you are, how long you can hang in there for, trust me. You can use
the tools I’m going to share with you to suck it up and white
knuckle it and keep moving until you’re in a better place, but
before ANY of that, you have to want to be here.
I can give you all the strategies that have saved my life, but I
can’t make you want to fight for it – that’s on you. So if you want
to be here, congratulations. THAT, we can work with.
THAT’S what this book is about – how to stick around. How to
rebuild, and not give up when it gets hard. Because you know what?
It’s going to be hard.

It’s going to be hard because even if you’ve
decided you want to go on living, you will still meet women who
seem wonderful and charming and doting, until they find out you
can’t have children because you’re a testicular cancer survivor.
You will still go on job interviews that give you hope about your
future, until they tell you they can’t hire someone with a criminal
record. You will still spend hours dreaming about fantastic
apartments that will never be yours because the landlord won’t
overlook your bankruptcy. When all of these lemons come pouring
back into your life, you are going to want to tell yourself that
you should have it easy because of everything that’s happened to
you, but that is just not the way life works.
Rebuilding your life is not going to be any easier than building
your life was in the first place; in fact, it’s probably going to
be harder. Prepare yourself for disappointment – don’t
expect it, but be prepared for it so you’re not
crushed when it comes. Decide that you won’t let it derail or
discourage you. Remind yourself that the world doesn’t owe you a
free ride just because you’ve had it hard, and build up the stamina
you’re going to need to move onwards and upwards. It is not going
to be easy rebuilding your life, but you can do it, and you
will be stronger and more tenacious because of it.

The good news is, eventually, an employer
will take a chance on you, and you know what? You will value
that chance for the miracle that it is. Eventually, a woman
will appreciate you and adore you, and even have more faith
in your than you ever had in yourself. Cultivate your tenacity and
strength in the face of adversity. Persist, be optimistic, and keep
trying. Don’t give up when it gets hard, because trust me, hard
is inevitable. If you persist, though, triumph is inevitable
too. You will look out the window of a home you have dreamed
of, and worked hard for, and feel pride and happiness again. Have
faith in that, and it will carry you through the hard parts.

Remember, if you're still here, you're
still here. It’s important to remind yourself of that. What you
need to do in this third stage of survivorship is craft a story you
can tell yourself when you start to second-guess your decision to
stick around. Tell yourself any story you want about why
you’re still here: that maybe someone Up There thinks you still
deserve to be here, or that you still have “work to do” here, or
that there are still things in your life left to experience. It
doesn’t matter, as long as it works for you. You’re going to need
something to hang onto when you start thinking about checking out,
so if you truly want to live, craft a story that casts you as
someone who should be here, who wants to be here, who
is meant to be here. If you struggle, remind yourself that
only someone who truly didn't value his or her life would end it,
and if you are a survivor, there must be a part of you that wants
to live. If you find yourself paralyzed with fear or dread, tap
into that part of you that fought to survive. Life can be scary,
but that doesn't mean it's not worth living. It's not scary all the
time, right? Just some of the time? So, if you want to live; if,
when you ask yourself, to be or not to be, the answer is,
to be, and the only thing holding you back is a fear that
life will always be this hard, remind yourself that nothing lasts
forever… except death. Remember, life’s difficulties are
manageable and the intensity you feel right now will not last.
Change is the one thing you can count on in life.

 


Now, once you make the decision that you
WANT to be here, you need to stop screwing around and LIVE
LIKE YOU WANT TO BE HERE. Consider yourself FORTUNATE that you had
the strength, courage, luck, whatever, to make it through what you
made it through in one piece and come out on the other side.
Seriously. When you start feeling sulky and unappreciative of the
gift that being here is, think about how many people DON'T GET to
make it - the people who picked the wrong seat when they booked
their ticket and didn't get to the emergency exit in time. Think
about the literally hundreds of people who, each year, fall through
the cracks of an imperfect medical system and are diagnosed too
late to save their own lives. You're here and they're not.
You survived. So count your (and pardon my French, but this
is serious business) fucking blessings.

 


Once you have thought about it, and made the
decision that you want to live, you have to get busy living. You
have to stop acting like death is coming for you or life isn't
worth living. You’ve asked the question, and answered it. If you
still want to stick around, that means there is a part of you that
believes that life IS worth living, so make a commitment to start
acting like it, from this point forward.

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/104891
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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