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By Sarah Bullen
♥

 ummer in Greece is so hot that 
even your breath sticks to your 
skin as it leaves your lips. It 
was the lazy height of summer 
and the air was buzzing with 
possibilities. Everything was 
good. I had been living on  
a tiny Greek island for two and 
a half years and was packing 
to return home. My kids were 

ready for high school and we were ready to let go of 
the island life and join the ‘real world’.

My mother and sister had just been to visit. The 
house was packed up and all that was left were a few 
days for cocktails, long walks and goodbyes. I had 
a beautiful man in my life who was coming to join 
the kids and me in our new home in Cape Town. 
I had a tan and an electric blue bikini and I was 
going to dine out on ouzo and sardines before I left. 

I was standing naked in my room after a cold 
shower, letting the hot breeze dry the droplets  
on my body and bring down the summer heat.  
I started to feel my breasts. Standing in front of 
the mirror, I palmed them, felt their weight in my 
hands and then let my fingers feel more closely.  
No real reason, just a sudden hunch. 

My fingers went straight to a lump on the left 
one. It was my smaller breast; the one I don’t love 
as much as the fuller right breast. The lump was 
hiding, just there, and it felt soft, but solid. My 
heart started thumping. Primal fear was coursing 
through me. Cancer. The word raced through my 
blood. I dropped my hand, terrified to even touch 
that small, soft thing.

My rational mind told me to calm down. It is 
probably nothing, I told myself. But a lump is 
never nothing. I get every small lump or bump 
checked out immediately. 

I felt the other breast. No lump. Could I have 
imagined it?

No. It was there. 
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Life-changing

I got dressed and  
put on a tight bra to 
strap up my breasts to 
hide them away. But all 
afternoon that lump was 
on my mind. I had to sit on my hands 
to stop myself feeling for it. I wanted 
to, and was afraid to. 

Later that day I googled lumps 
and found out a whole load to put my 
mind at ease. I spent hours combing 
through information. Good news. Most 
lumps are benign. There were lots of 
‘how do you knows’. Mine felt soft and 
it moved – didn’t it? That was better 
than hard and fixed, apparently. But 
still my monkey mind played with  
one terrible thought. Cancer. 

I had a week to wait before I got 
home and I told myself to stay calm 
and get it checked out then. My fare-
well week was supposed to be a round 
of parties, but I was just waiting. 
Nothing else mattered. I chatted, 
packed, laughed, drank wine, cried a 
bit when I said goodbye. But all the 
time my mind was really trained and 
focused on one thing. The lump. 

I called my mom before I left and 
told her I had found a lump and to 
make me an appointment with the 
obstetrician for the day I returned.  
I also made one with my GP. 

‘Oh, don’t worry, I have had so 
many of those lumps. I have lumpy 
breasts. It’s nothing,’ she said. I held 
tight onto that. 

The day before I left the village  
I walked down the hot summer streets 
and through the winding alleyways, 
and this feeling of knowing came over 

 ‘You need a mammogram  
urgently,’ she said. 

Could it be a cyst? I asked. 
She shook her head. 
‘I’m sorry, it doesn’t feel like one.’
The mammogram was on 

Monday, and before I walked into the 
consulting room to have my breasts 
squeezed between the cold plates,  
I prayed deep and hard. I put out my 
hands and I felt each of my sisters take 
one to hold. I was aiming for calm but 
all of my hard-won tools to manage 
my fear were failing me. Inside I was 
freaking out. 

Mammogram
Ultrasound. 
‘Yes, there it is.’
‘We need to biopsy it.’ 

me. I KNEW this lump was cancer-
ous. I knew the one thing I was most 
afraid of was actually happening. 

And I knew I would be okay.  
I remember the very moment the 
feeling descended on me. It flushed 
me from above like a gift from the 
heavens. It came as a voice so clear and 
so loud. You will be okay, it said. 

My small family of three landed 
in Cape Town. I made small talk and 
smiled, but inside I was twisted into 
knots of worry. The next day I went to 
my GP feeling fairly confident. I had 
talked myself into a positive frame of 
mind. I was sure she would tell me it 
was nothing. It would be over soon. 
But she didn’t. In fact, she looked con-
cerned. Her eyes were soft with sorry.

Far left: July this year, and Sarah was back in 
Greece running a memoir writing retreat.  
Left: Island life meant home-schooling the kids 
and day trips to dive off the cliff into the Aegean. 
Below right: July 2016, on the day Sarah (front 
in blue) found the lump.

This pic: Lesbos 
is unaffected by 
mass tourism. It is 
a summer tradition 
to swim to the rock 
every day – 400m 
each way!
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‘No it’s not a cyst.’ 
‘Wait for the doctor please.’
‘I can’t give you any more informa-

tion right now.’
She took two agonising samples 

with what looked like a staple gun. 
The next day my mom came to 

hang with me, mainly to distract me 
from my own mind. The call came as  
I walked onto the beach. 

‘Bad news I am afraid. It’s  
malignant,’ she said. ‘You need to see 
a surgeon about your options and the 
next steps. I think you should strongly 
consider a double mastectomy due to 
your family history. Your surgeon will 
discuss all this with you.’ 

It had been a week since that 
deliciously warm summer’s afternoon 
in Greece.

Cancer was not a new word for me. 
But it was one I’d avoided for four years. 
My husband died of brain cancer at 
age 42 in 2012 and my oldest sister 
from breast cancer in 2010. So cancer 
was an intimate word for me. It was 
the word I avoided most. 

I couldn’t bear to hear it spoken of. 
I ran from it. I didn’t want to know 
and I wanted to keep it very far away 
from me. And now here it was, right 
on my own doorstep. But it wasn’t 
my laughing filmmaker of a husband 
with the diagnosis. I was no longer the 
support team – now I was the patient. 
I was no longer the one who could 
walk away and leave it behind. 

My first appointment with the 
breast surgeon was a long wait away. 
In between that I did a lot of reading, 

meditating and 
yoga. I also did 
a lot of panick-
ing, crying and 
worrying. I went 
to every alternative 
practitioner I knew. 
I held hands with 
loved ones. Cried 
some more. 

I told my chil-
dren what I knew. 
They, too, are inti-
mate with the holes 
and empty spaces 
death leaves behind. 
It was never going 
to be an easy con-

versation, but it was a necessary one. 
Fear was strangling me. But fear of 

what? It wasn’t death. 
I am no stranger to death. I have 

even personally tasted it. In 2012, in 
the same month my husband died, I’d 
had a near-death experience (NDE). 
Low, and vulnerable from years of  
living with the slow demise of my 
guy, I developed pneumonia. I had  
a big job, was group editor of a stable 
of magazines, and fit and healthy. Or 
so I thought. Within 48 hours I was in 
a coma and on life support. I remained 
in a coma for three weeks, slowly slip-
ping away. During that time my soul 
travelled and connected with other 
worlds and realms. It’s a story I have 
written about before, documenting  
my out-of-body experiences. 

So my own death was not what was 
filling me with dread. 

For ages after my coma and NDE, 
people would ask me what lesson I’d 
learnt ‘from the other side’. But it 
seemed so simple I was embarrassed to 
share. I’d pre-empt it with a ‘sounds 
silly, but…’ 

So here goes. The big, profound 
lesson – in three words. 

Have more fun. 
But did I live it? Did these three 

words become my mantra? 
No. As I healed, the connection 

with the Divine I had found lessened. 
Normal life resumed. Bills to pay, kids 
to feed, cars to service. 

I moved to Greece on a whim to 
find some quiet on a tiny island. But 
was I quiet? No. I was the same. I was 

a busy single mom wrapped up in the 
forward-movement of life. My soul 
was crying for a change but I thought 
that changing countries was enough. 
I was moving forward and fast and 
relentlessly – until cancer hit. And it 
kept hitting. 

Hours and hours in doctors’ rooms, 
CT scans, ultrasounds and finally an 
MRI of my liver. They found ‘two 
small spots’ on my liver. It wasn’t 
clear if they were cancerous or not, 
but it meant that the treatment plan 
changed. I started with chemo and was 
scheduled to do surgery later.

Waiting for doctors and for results 
was an activity filled with fear and 
anxiety. Waiting for the appointment, 
waiting for the test, waiting for the 
result. And I was terrified. I could feel 
it vibrate in my body. I controlled it, 
disguised it and managed it. And if all 
else failed, I medicated it. 

But again the question came up: 
What are you afraid of? And when  
I sat really still I found it didn’t have  
a place, or an outcome – or even a reason.

And I knew in that second that my 
enemy was the fear itself. Not cancer. 
Not death. Not loss. Not illness. My 
personal enemy was FEAR. 

And yet I was stuck there in the 
‘fear space’. It’s a space my brain knows 
intimately. Sometimes I call it anxiety, 
panic or terror. Fear as an emotion is al-
ways available to me in various forms. 

I have worked out ways and devices 
and systems over the years to manage 
it. Skirting close to death and encoun-
tering angels did not remove all fear; 
they removed only a fear of dying. 

And it was then – sitting in a sun-
lit waiting room in another hospital, 
that I made a choice: I would not be 
scared. It was a light-bulb moment. 

Still, it’s one thing to think ‘I will 
not be afraid’, but how do you live it? 

I already had a clue, because for 
many months a mantra had been  
stuck in my head. It was probably 
from an Instagram post, email or  
a floating conversation, but the words 
were crystal clear. Three more simple 
words: Love or Above. 

I had been watching this phrase 
from afar for a while. I’d even written 
it above my desk. But what did it mean? 

I turned to Google, and found what P
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Above: After six 
months of chemo, 
smiles are hard won,  
but you have to laugh  
at yourself.
Right: Hair grows, 
eyebrows come back, 
and Sarah is glowing.
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Life-changing
I was looking for. 

There it was, in three simple steps: 
1. It told me all emotions have  
a vibration that you feel in your body. 
Fear is on the lowest end of the scale. 
2. In order to rid yourself of it you 
have to raise it to a higher vibration 
like love, gratitude and joy.
3. You raise it by crowding out fear-
based thought and replacing them 
with better thoughts. 

I needed a practical solution like 
this. I need things I can do. I can’t 
think my way out of fear; I need to act 
my way out of it. 

Get rid of fear by replacing it with 
joy. Gotcha. 

I wrote up a series of mantras. The 
thoughts were simple ones. They were 
based in joy and love. I wrote them 
down and stuck them on my desk, car 
and phone as a reminder, and tried to 
use them wherever possible. 

‘I bless you and I love you.’
‘I am so grateful and thankful for…’
‘I just love that you…’
I listened to talks on love and grat-

itude. I downloaded meditations that 

planted positive thoughts in my mind. 
I found a spiritual course called Love 
and Above by intuitive healer Christie 
Marie Sheldon, which I bought. 

I lay in the MRI machine for over 
an hour waiting for my liver to be 
scanned and screened again. I pictured 
a scene sometime in the future – in 
summer, with my guy and my kids. 
We’re all in the sun by the pool with a 
big roast planned for lunch. I am in an 
electric blue bikini and looking great. 
I have finished my treatment and I am 
clear of cancer. The kids are laughing, 
music is floating across the air, and life 
is good. The feeling infused my body. 
It lifted my soul and I started laughing. 
Just like that. Joy raced through me. 
Love, fun and silliness. There was no 
place for anxiety. The hour just flew by. 

Cancer has given me the gift of 
deleting fear as my default go-to. 

In the following months of chemo 
it was not always easy to feel the joy. 
There were many times that I fell back 
into fear, loathing and despair. I felt 
disgusting, sick and shut down. And 
very sorry for myself. I felt so sorry 

for my family, who had to go through 
this with me. I felt scared that I would 
leave my kids without any parents at 
all. I felt, deeply, the unfairness of it 
all. These feelings came easily. 

But I worked hard to crowd out 
those feelings. Now, as soon as I notice 
these low vibration feelings rear their 
head, I print out my mantras and 
listen to the meditation. I write the 
words on my hand lest I forget. I go 
back to that place in the summer; that 
hot day with music floating on the air. 
I fill my body and mind with joy until 
there is no room for fear. 

Fear is not a factor for me any 
more. Sure, there are times when 
the ‘what if it comes back’ thoughts 
crowd my head. But putting that aside 
is a choice I make again and again. 
It’s carried me through the chemo 
and through a double mastectomy. 
There weren’t years of working with 
a psychologist. It was in a heartbeat. 
Change can be that fast. ✤ 
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CONTACT SARAH TO FIND OUT ABOUT HER 
WRITING COURSES AND RETREATS AT: 
thewritingroom.co.za.

Postnet_Fairlady.indd   1 2017/08/23   3:54 PM


