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My career in cancer research began in the early seventies and was driven by the discovery of monoclonal antibodies and their use in lab based cancer diagnostics. 
Time passed I found myself running a Department responsible for the diagnosis of hematological malignancies using monoclonal antibodies in high throughput and exquisitely sensitive techniques.  I had my own research grants and PhD students, including some, prophetically, from a new Fellowship training Program for Ear Nose and Throat Surgeon-Scientists. 
One reason for burying myself in science was to cope with my gender identity. I was assigned male at birth, yet I identified as female from when I was about five or six.  However it was a different era and my gender identity issues were suppressed but as is so common for transgender people, never forgotten and always on my mind.
Eventually it became too much and Cindy emerged from her shell with surprisingly little fanfare and a general acceptance with the common comment of ‘Your eyes have lost that haunted look’. 
I was finally happy.  

Then the cough that wouldn’t go away, then the medical appointment, “I’m just here for a check-up.”   Then the conveyer belt of scans and biopsies until finally,  ‘You have squamous cell carcinoma in the larynx it is advanced and aggressive, we recommend a laryngectomy’ and my response, “That’s not going to happen, what is plan B?” 
I opted for chemoradiation and it was hard, it was my decision and taken without regret. I had strength in being me and from my friends and partner. We faced it together.
As a cancer professional I knew everything and I knew nothing.  All I really knew was the science and the medicine. I knew the map but I had no concept of the patient’s journey. 
The loneliness, anger and frustration were hard but my inner strength held and finally it was over and the fight to recover began. I’ve done it. I’ve beaten it! 

But I hadn’t, and slowly I could feel the cancer again. It hadn’t gone, it had regressed and it started to grow. 
Now I was down to two options, palliative care or a laryngectomy.
As a transgender woman hospitalization for surgery was my greatest fear rather than surgery itself. Would I be laughed at and humiliated.  Would I be miss-gendered, would my old male name be used?  These are not uncommon occurrences for transgender patients and they are hard to deal with, particularly with the added burden of cancer and surgery. 
The hospitalization, surgery and recovery went in a blur.  I have vivid memories of holding the hands of my ENT support nurse as I went under and then waking up in ICU breathing through my neck and being surprised how natural it felt.
I recall my gradual recovery, my drifting in and out of consciousness and my fierce resolve: I’ve come this far I am not going to lose now. 
My fears were unfounded. The care I received from every staff member was wonderful, respectful and supportive. 

Now I’m home and I realize that I’m happy and I understand that there is no reason not to be.
I have a future and I have had a look at death.  I accept both and I fear neither but for now life calls me and I shall embrace it.
My thanks to all of the staff at Flinders Medical Centre for their care and support.  My special thanks to Tracey, Sheree and Jenny.

