
Segment 1: Cancer Story 

 

Hi, guys! It’s Lisa and, today, I’m doing another solo episode. I wanted to talk to you guys about 

being a cancer survivor and a mom. I was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Lymphoma when I was a 

senior in high school. Up until recently, I considered being a cancer survivor and a mom to be 

completely separate. I never really identified as a cancer survivor but, after becoming a mom, I 

immediately took on the mom persona.  

 

First, I’ll tell you guys my cancer story and then I’ll talk about how being a survivor has had an 

impact on motherhood for me. I’ll get into the neat triggers, the frustration that is chemo brain 

+ mom brain, and end by sharing a new discovery I’ve made and how that’s been affecting 

everything. I’m just learning all the time (laugh). 

 

In the beginning of 2009, I was a senior in high school. I was like every other senior – just 

counting down the days until graduation. I had friends but, I wouldn’t have called myself a 

social butterfly by any means. Honestly, I was more excited to walk the stage than I was about 

prom.   

 

My mom had signed me up for SAT classes. We tried studying with the books but, it just wasn’t 

working for me. I liked the SAT classes because it was one-on-one. This makes a lot more sense 

now that I made my new discovery but, we’ll get to that later. 

 



Anyway, once I had been going to these classes for a while, I caught a cold from someone there. 

Honestly, it was the worst cold I’ve ever had.  Not only did I have aches and pains all over, but 

my throat was on fire for a whole week. It was so bad that I even had to stay home from school 

for a few days which was something I wasn’t used to. I remember not even being able to speak, 

yelping every time I coughed, and living off hot soup and mints.  

 

A week or two later, I finally started to feel like myself again. The only thing that I was still 

waiting on to get better was the fatigue. For some reason, no matter how much I slept, I was 

always exhausted. I felt like a zombie every day and I didn’t know what to do. My mom kept 

telling me I just needed more rest. As I mentioned, I wasn’t a sick kid so, neither of us were 

thinking there could be something wrong. 

 

A few days into this ridiculous exhaustion, I started experiencing neck pain. I figured that it was 

just tension. Even when I started being able to feel lumps on my neck, I chalked it up to knots. 

They were painful at first, but the pain subsided.  I told my mom about the knots, but she didn’t 

seem concerned either. I wasn’t a sick kid. It came as a huge shock when my mom had a change 

of heart. 

 

So, we went to the clinic. They had us wait forever like they always do and then the nurse called 

us back. Long story short, the physician thought I had mono. They took some blood and made 

us wait 2 weeks. And guess what? Not mono. There was no follow up from that physician, it 



was just…you don’t have mono. Thankfully, my mom is awesome and decided that it would be 

smart to get a second opinion. Thank God for that second opinion.  

 

After doing some research, my mom found possibly the hottest doctor I’ve ever seen. She 

wasn’t looking for that but…she found it. I remember blushing so hard when he walked into the 

exam room at my first appointment with him.   

My mom still makes fun of me for that sometimes.   

We explained my situation to this new doctor and told him about the negative mono test. He 

felt the lumps on my neck and decided a chest x-ray would be helpful.  

 

The doctor came back into the room afterward with the x-ray image and put it up against the 

light. And there it was.  

A beautiful tumor was resting comfortably in the middle of my chest. 

I saw it with my own eyes; a big, unevenly shaped ball of I-don’t-know-what was just sitting 

there near my heart. It was surreal. I had never seen anything in my body that wasn’t supposed 

to be there. 

 

So, now there was a tumor. It was actually an enlarged lymph node; all the lymph nodes in my 

neck were pretty much enlarged at this point. 

 

The next step was to get a biopsy of one of these lymph nodes to determine what exactly was 

in them. This was actually my first surgery ever! I was super nervous. I have this weird thing 



about anesthesia; I’m always worried I won’t wake up. They put me under general anesthesia 

and ended up taking out an entire lymph node. I had the bandage on my neck for a few days so, 

everyone at school saw it.  

 

I kept saying “you should see the other guy”. I thought I was pretty funny. And, as I would later 

learn, making jokes was my main defense mechanism. Honestly, that week was a total blur. I 

had surgery, got the biopsy results, got the Mediport implanted and then started chemo back-

to-back-to-back. I remember sitting in the chemo chair on my very first day and I still had the 

bandage on my neck.  

 

The Mediport that I just mentioned was a catheter that went into my chest near my shoulder 

with a tube that went through an artery to dispense the chemo. Don’t worry, this was another 

surgery; I definitely was not awake when they did this. It was weird. There was just a bump on 

my chest where the catheter was resting just beneath the skin. I’m not entirely sure how it 

worked but, all they had to do was stick the IV needle into the top of the catheter. They gave 

me numbing cream to put on my skin an hour before heading to the hospital. I definitely forgot 

to put it on before my first surgery and never forgot again. Ouch.  

 

Before I started chemo, there was one last test they had to do. The bone marrow biopsy. This 

was done in my oncologist’s office with my pants pulled down and what seemed like a revolving 

door of people coming in to talk to my doctor. Like, seriously? Read the room, people. That 



biopsy was rough. They numbed the skin above my ass but, that doesn’t do anything when 

there’s a needle being drilled into your hip bone.  

 

If I dwell on it too much, I get nauseous. I’ll just end this part by saying it sucked. A lot. And I 

found out a few years later that they put bone marrow donors under general freaking 

anesthesia. I’m pissed.  

 

Okay, so story time. At my first chemo session, they gave me some anti-anxiety medication 

through my IV. I was high as a frickin’ skyscraper. My best friend texted saying she would come 

over that night to hang out with me as soon as we got home.  Unbeknownst to me, she also 

invited this other friend of ours. A friend I happened to have a pretty big crush on. Anyway, I 

got home and immediately went upstairs to our family room. I sat on the couch, high as a kite, 

and decided that my jeans were uncomfortable. So, there I was, out of my mind and pantsless. I 

think I was playing Super Paper Mario on the Wii. All of a sudden, I hear “Hey Lisa” behind me. I 

shot up and spun around. It was the friend that I didn’t know was coming over. I smiled and 

said hi and then looked down at my legs. If it hadn’t been for the medication in my veins, I 

would have been absolutely mortified. I put my hand up, told him I’d be right back, and ran to 

go put on some pants. I will never forget that story.  

 

I had chemo treatments every other Friday for 4 months. So, 8 sessions. My best friend came 

with me a few times and we would watch the original Star Trek on her laptop. I would skip 

school the day of chemo – the chemo treatments took about 5 hours - and then stay home 



from school Monday and Tuesday of the next week to recover. So, I was never at school for a 

full week. Teachers kept suggesting I do homeschool but, I wasn’t about that life. Nothing 

against homeschooling but, I thought that staying home would just be depressing for me. I 

needed to stay in school and hang out with my friends and “be normal”.  

 

I did lose my hair. Funny enough, that was the only time I cried. That I remember, anyway. My 

hair started falling out after my third chemo session. It was crazy. I remember brushing entire 

sections out. A family friend of ours had fought breast cancer several years earlier and she 

suggested I just shave my head. She was actually the one who did it and she gave me one of her 

old wigs to wear. It was so special getting my head shaved by her and she also made it fun. I felt 

like I was taking control of the cancer instead of letting it control me. 

 

This family friend also gave me the best advice. She told me that I needed to look at having 

cancer as just something I had to do for now. But that once it was over, I would be done with it 

forever. I never once thought that I could die; I just kept telling myself exactly what our friend 

had told me. This is just something I’m doing right now but then it’ll be over. This is a big part of 

how I was able to stay so positive throughout. I also think it was my age. I was 18 so, I still had 

that invincible feeling that all kids have. So, as annoying as being sick was…it was fine. Chemo 

became just a really crappy extra-curricular.   

 

My last chemo treatment was the day after my high school graduation. I did get to walk the 

stage with my classmates but, I never went to prom. The doctors actually had me choose 



between the two. Before one of my chemo sessions, the doctors found that my white blood cell 

count was very low. They recommended that I skip chemo that day but, looking at the calendar, 

that would mean that I’d miss graduation. But I would be able to attend prom. I decided I’d 

rather walk the stage. It felt more meaningful and, honestly, I didn’t want to delay treatment. 

 

So, I had cancer from February 2009 to June 2009. My last chemo treatment was June 12th, 

2009, the day after high school graduation. Our principal at the time was also fighting cancer 

and he gave me a big hug before I walked out onto the stage. He lost his fight with cancer a few 

months later and I attended his funeral. It was really emotional. Like, there I was having just 

beat cancer and there he was having just passed away from it. I stayed for the service and then 

snuck away quietly. I felt guilty being there. Survivor’s guilt is what they call that.  

 

So, that’s my story. I’ve been cancer-free for 12 years now; you’re considered cured of 

Hodgkin’s Lymphoma after five.  

 

Now, we’ll take a quick break, and when we get back, I’ll talk about how my fight with cancer 

affects my parenting. 

 

Segment 2: Being a cancer survivor and a mom 

 

Welcome back to the show! Now let’s talk about how surviving cancer affects…everything. I 

can’t tell you how many times I’ve been to the doctor or the ER because I had this weird 



symptom that didn’t make sense and so, obviously, it was serious. And now it’s worse because I 

have kids. And it’s not that I freak out every time there’s a fever but, there are certain 

symptoms that’ll trigger me. So, when I had cancer, my only symptoms were the fatigue and 

swollen lymph nodes. You could argue that the cold I had was just the cancer causing cold-like 

symptoms but, they went away so, I just assume I had a cold before everything else started.  

 

Lilly had a virus recently – no, not that one – and she went through a week or two of constant 

fevers. I didn’t freak out about that; babies get fevers all the time. We treated them with 

lukewarm baths and switching between Tylenol and Motrin when needed. But then, she started 

eating less. And she was a lot sleepier than normal. And then we found out at her pediatrician’s 

office that she had lost weight since the last time she was seen. Full. Mommy. Freak out.  

 

She wasn’t sneezing or coughing. There were no runny noses. She was just sleepy and losing 

weight. I panicked. That’s what happened to me! I got really sleepy and then lost weight. These 

were symptoms that I didn’t take seriously when I had them and look how that turned out! 

 

So, I brought Lilly to the ER. No way was I going to waste any more time at her pediatrician’s 

office; this felt more serious than that. I wanted answers and I wanted them now. I tried not to 

go off the deep end but, I was panicking. You could say going to the ER is “going off the deep 

end” but, whatever shut up. 

 



So, Lilly was fine. She had a common virus, and all the tests came back normal for everything 

else. I even made them pay extra close attention to her white blood cell count because your 

girl’s count was elevated when I got cancer. Thinking about that now, it’s such a stupid trigger. 

Like, white blood cells elevate when you’re sick. That’s just a thing that happens because 

immunity. If you have a cold, they’ll go up. Whatever.   

 

So…weird symptoms are my trigger. I guess. Symptoms that don’t seem like symptoms. After 

all, my fatigue could have just been caused by lack of sleep. But, instead, it was caused by the 

big c.   

 

Cancer sucks. 

 

Anyway, to go along with this, I am also even more of a hypochondriac for my own self than I 

was before. I have these two beautiful girls that need me, and I can’t die. I can’t just leave 

them. So, now when I get triggered by symptoms and think there might be something wrong 

with me, I also think about how terrible it would be if there was something seriously wrong 

with me and I died. Because I can’t. There’s a lot of pressure now! 

 

After I had Holly, I got the normal postpartum symptoms. I would get hot flashes, there was a 

ridiculous amount of fatigue, and I didn’t eat very much. Normal new mom stuff. But she’s 

about to be 4 months old now – seriously, what is time – and I was still having those 

postpartum-y symptoms. Plus, sometimes I get lightheaded. So, naturally, I started to freak out. 



I panicked my way right into a hematology/oncology office, and they did all the bloodwork. The 

PA that I saw also ordered a full body CT to make sure. Honestly, I love oncologists. You can be 

damn sure that an oncologist isn’t going to keep any stone unturned and that is exactly what 

I’ve needed from doctors since I had cancer. Because there’s always a chance, I could get sick 

again. And, like I’ve previously stated, that can’t happen. My life actually means something 

now.  

 

So, I’m a low-key hypochondriac for both my kids and I but, it goes beyond sickness and medical 

stuff. When you survive cancer, you may develop this thing called Survivor’s Guilt. It’s awful and 

causes a lot of anxiety. Basically, since I had cancer, I’ve felt like a fraud. Cancer kills so many 

people; how did I survive? Why did I survive? I hear stories of friends or friends of friends that 

pass away from cancer, and I just think “why them and not me?”.  Just last month I heard of a 

girl that I’ve only met in person once that died. I saw photos on Facebook of her going through 

chemo and fighting cancer and even a photo from her last chemo session. I thought she was all 

clear and then I found out she died. I was so sad for the rest of the day, and I didn’t even know 

her that well. 

 

This survivor guilt feels even worse now that I have kids. I feel like, since the universe saved me 

the first time, there’s no way it would save me again. Plus, I’m no longer an invincible high 

schooler so, I definitely would die if I got cancer again. And, what of my kids? Again, they need 

me, and I can’t leave them.  



All of this is to say that all my regular cancer survivor quirks are just super amplified now. 

Because it isn’t just me anymore. There’s SO much more to lose and my life is SO much more 

important.  

 

It isn’t all bad, though. I like to say I got way more positive out of having cancer than negative. I 

am so much more compassionate, I’m stronger, and I have a better sense of what’s truly 

important. This definitely helps me in the mom department. But being a mom while having 

chemo brain and mom brain at the same time? Seriously, what the fuck. If I had a memoir, I’d 

probably call it Chemo Brain, Mom Brain, What Brain.  

 

After I was finished with chemo, I started noticing that things were harder than before. I 

couldn’t concentrate as well and I kept losing things. Seriously, it would take me a century to 

get out the door in the morning because I couldn’t find where I had just put my keys. As soon as 

something left my hand, I immediately forgot where I put it. Like my brain just refused to create 

that memory for me. Cool. It made for some very frustrating mornings. It made studying harder 

too. 

 

Since I had cancer my senior year of high school, I started college right after that. Looking back, 

I should have taken a year off but, I didn’t. I was not into studying. At all. I just wasn’t in that 

mindset. I just beat cancer and now you’re going to make me study? And with chemo brain, not 

only did I dislike studying because I didn’t care that much but, I couldn’t even concentrate when 



I would try. I would have to read the same paragraph several times before I understood what I 

was reading. So, it took forever and, eventually, I just decided it wasn’t worth my time.  

 

In college, I wanted to go out and have fun and not worry so much about grades. My GPA that 

first year was atrocious. It just didn’t seem as important anymore to get good grades and study 

hard. I wanted to live and have as much fun as possible. By some miracle, I actually did pretty 

well in college. I wasn’t top of my class by any means but, I was happy with how I did. I think 

what saved me was my major. I was learning things that really fascinated me so, it was easier to 

remember and fun to learn. 

 

This aversion of studying at the beginning of college was a bit extreme since I had just ended 

my treatment but, it became more of a healthy balance after that. Now that I’m a mom, I still 

hold onto that balance. Of course, I want my kids to do well in school but, I’m not going to 

stress out about grades and stress them out in the process. Learning should always be fun and 

there are way more important things that acing every test. I’ve heard way too often of kids 

becoming way too stressed or even struggling with depression because they were striving to be 

the best for their family. I would never want to put my kids through that, and I think my 

experience with cancer taught me that early on.  

 

There’s one last thing I want to talk about here and that is the feeling that there is not enough 

time. When I was 18 and, even in my early twenties, I didn’t feel like this as much but, now that 

I have kids, I feel like things always need to happen right now. Getting pregnant with Holly, for 



instance. We discussed waiting a little longer but, ultimately, I just felt like we needed to get 

pregnant again soon if we were ever going to have a second. I can’t even explain the feeling. It’s 

almost like I feel there just isn’t enough time to do the things I want to do. I’m only 31; I have 

nothing but time…but there still just isn’t enough of it.  

 

Okay, we’re going to take another quick break and then we’ll get into that new discovery I 

made. 

 

Segment 3: New Discovery (ADHD) 

 

Okay so, now let’s talk about something that I’ve recently discovered about myself and how 

that’s been changing my perspective on a lot of things. Guys, I’m super excited about this. 

 

A few weeks ago, I was officially diagnosed with ADHD. You can’t see me but, I’m making the 

head explosion gesture. Literally everything I do makes sense now. Everything! I had no idea 

how often ADHD was misdiagnosed as anxiety and depression and those have been my 

diagnoses for a long time now.  

 

When I first had Lilly, suddenly there were so many more things that I needed to do. Change 

diapers, feed the baby, do the laundry, make sure the house isn’t a total wreck, give the baby 

baths…the list was never ending. I was constantly overwhelmed, and this made me angry. So, I 

was angry all the time which led to depression. The reason I was getting so overwhelmed was 



because I just couldn’t prioritize things. My days were just a big mess of tasks with no rhyme or 

reason to them. Everything needed to be done all at the same time. And, I did things as I 

thought of them. So, if I was in the middle of doing laundry and I realized that there were a 

bunch of dishes in the sink? Goodbye half-done laundry, hello dishes. And then, finding the 

laundry only half-done later would send me in a panic.  

 

As weird as this is, I actually learned a lot about ADHD by watching TikTok videos. TikTok was 

the reason I went to my psychiatrist with questions about ADHD in the first place. Apparently 

he had the thought that I had ADHD before but, because I was never not pregnant, he wanted 

to wait until things settled a little.  

 

The biggest indicator for me was just how easily I would get overwhelmed with chores and baby 

stuff. It’s because I couldn’t prioritize anything. I saw a TikTok video of this woman who had 

post-it notes in a row with all the chores she had to do. And then, when a new thing would pop 

up, she would put the new post-it note above the others. This is exactly why I was so 

overwhelmed all the time. I wasn’t able to just focus on what I was currently doing and tell 

myself “you can do the next thing after”. It was just “omg, I have to do this right now”.  

 

This got really bad after Holly was born because she likes to need things when I’m in the middle 

of doing something else. So, if I’m preparing Lilly’s lunch and I hear Holly start crying for 

formula, I would just start panicking and getting overwhelmed. My husband would always tell 



me that it was okay to finish Lilly’s lunch first and then get the baby. It was like he was speaking 

a different language; that just didn’t make any sense to me at all. 

 

And before when I mentioned that I liked the one-on-one approach of the SAT classes? 

Probably because my ADHD made it hard to focus when trying to study by myself. Seriously, 

you guys, this new diagnosis makes me feel like I’ve finally opened my eyes for the first time. 

 

Thinking about ADHD and how it’s affected my mom journey, it got me thinking about when I 

had cancer. It’s likely I’ve had ADHD since I was a kid so, I wondered how that would have 

affected that time in my life.  

 

I searched everywhere online for anything about cancer patients and ADHD. I figured this was 

something that I’d be able to find a wealth of knowledge about but…I didn’t find anything. Since 

my cancer was such a long time ago, it’s hard for me to remember what I was like on a daily 

basis. I don’t remember struggling too much, though, so I’ve started speculating that maybe my 

ADHD was less apparent when I had cancer?  

 

So, having ADHD, I feel like everything is a task. There’s always something that needs to be 

done and too many tasks at the same time is overwhelming. But what if my brain saw beating 

cancer as just one big task? Like, it was such a big task that I had undertaken that I didn’t have 

time to do much else. So, I wasn’t getting overwhelmed because I was only doing one thing. 

Surviving. I don’t know; that’s just something I’ve been thinking about. 



 

I do remember, however, that once chemo was over, and I was cancer-free…I was at a total 

loss. What now? Suddenly, I was left with a giant void, and I had no idea how to fill it. I almost 

missed the routine of it all. I did miss it sometimes which is weird to say.  

Since I couldn’t find any sources about cancer patients with ADHD, I started thinking about 

chemo brain and if those symptoms are like ADHD symptoms. Maybe the brain fog that I 

experienced was more due to the ADHD than the treatment.  

 

Here is what I found out when I looked this up: 

 

The American Cancer Society website lists the symptoms of chemo brain as memory lapses, 

trouble concentrating (on what you’re currently doing, short attention span, or “spacing out”), 

trouble remembering details, trouble multi-tasking, trouble learning new things, taking longer 

to finish things, and trouble remembering common words.  

 

Now, let’s look at ADHD symptoms. 

 

So, I won’t go through all of the ones that Healthline lists but, I’ll say the ones that I’ve 

struggled with the most: Lack of focus, hyper focus, time management concerns, forgetfulness, 

impulsivity and lack of motivation.  

 



So, there is definitely some cross-over between the chemo brain and the ADHD brain as far as 

the forgetfulness and lack of good time management is concerned. But, seeing the symptoms 

laid out is making me realize that the ADHD caused me to struggle more than the chemo brain 

did. I just always assumed it was chemo brain and nothing more.  

 

After talking to my psychiatrist about all this for a little bit, he put me on Adderall for a month 

to see how it made me feel and if things improved.  

 

Wow. I’m not a drug pusher or anything but…if you think you might have ADHD, you should ask 

your doctor about giving Adderall a try. It has been…wonderful.  

 

I’ve always heard that Adderall just makes people hyper focus on one thing and do just that for 

3 hours. But it isn’t like that for me. I can get all my stuff done and stay in the moment while I’m 

doing them. I haven’t felt overwhelmed by tasks all week and it’s been so great. I can plan out 

my days and, honestly, it feels like my days have gotten longer. Suddenly there’s way more than 

enough time to get everything done. I’m also not tempted to do literally everything the same 

day because I’m panicking that those things aren’t done. I can pick and choose what need to get 

done on what day. So, instead of either doing everything or nothing, I’m doing a manageable 

number of things throughout the days.  

 

My favorite part of this is that, I’m also more in the moment with my kids. Lilly loves to play and 

I’m able to be completely in the moment now playing with her. Play time is play time and 



chores can come later. I used to play with her while stressing that the laundry wasn’t done and 

then I would feel guilty that I was thinking about other things while spending time with my 

baby. Honestly, I feel like ADHD robbed me of my first two years of parenting. I couldn’t’ just 

slow down and smell the flowers; I was always looking ahead to my next thing.  

 

I haven’t done much research on ADHD in children. Mainly because I don’t believe in 

medicating children for that unless it’s causing truly significant issues. Kids are very active and 

curious by nature, and I wouldn’t want to dull that spark. Also, at least for me, it seems my 

ADHD symptoms wouldn’t have really been a problem when I was a kid. I just didn’t have all the 

responsibilities I do now. It’s keeping track of the responsibilities and tasks that is the biggest 

issue and kids just don’t have as much to worry about.  

 

Anyway, I’ll summarize this last segment by saying that, although I definitely struggled with 

chemo brain, it’s the ADHD that made the biggest impact on life after cancer. Very interesting 

stuff. 

 

Thank you so much for listening to me talk about my life; I had so much fun writing this 

episode. See you next time. Bye! 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  


