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SITTING in a doctor's
office listening to medics
explain that you have
cancer is not an experi-
ence that most people
can anticipate. But for

Vivian Santiago her breast cancer
diagnosis was even harder to
accept - she was only 26 at the
time and was living in Ireland
after leaving her native New York.

She hadn't even brought anyone
to the hospital for moral support -
the doctor had initially told her
she didn't have cancer, and so she
believed that her lumpectomy
was just a precautionary measure.

Vivian tells SWM: "I was told
that I didn't have breast cancer,
but then they did a lumpectomy
to be sure. After that they told me
that I did have non-invasive can-
cer, and that I'd have to get a mas-
tectomy. It was the only option at
the time. I left the doctor's crying
and, because I wasn't expecting it,
no-one was there with me.

"I walked out of the hospital
with nothing, not even an infor-
mation leaflet. I was basically
told: 'Away you go and come back
in two or three weeks for your
operation.' That was it."

Shortly after her diagnosis,
Vivian (38), was told of the
Survivorship Programme, a volun-
teer service by the Irish Cancer
society which pairs cancer sur-
vivors with the newly-diagnosed
for support.

"I got in contact with them and
when I spoke to one of the volun-
teers over the phone it felt fantas-
tic. She was able to alleviate my
fears and answer all my ques-
tions. She came to the hospital for
my operation a few weeks later
and she was a breath of fresh air.

"It was like an angel walked in
because no-one understands what
you're going through except
someone who has actually gone
through it," says Vivian.

"I didn't want to tell my friends
and family too much as I didn't
want them to be worried."

Now Vivian has become a volun-
teer herself. The organisation
made her wait a few years so that
she was fully recovered, but she
has now been counselling other
women with breast cancer for the
past seven years and believes that
the programme offers invaluable
emotional and practical support.

Vivian, who had surgery to
reconstruct her breast just three
months ago, explains: "The group
assigns volunteers to women who
are going through the same type
of cancer. There's no point me
counselling someone who has
gone through chemotherapy when
I haven't gone through it myself.

"But there are plenty of volun-
teers who have been through
chemo and they get questions
from other women about how to
deal with hair loss and things like
that.

"It gives people the opportunity
to talk to someone who has gone
through exactly what they're
going through, and it makes for
better healing because they com-
pletely understand where the vol-
unteer is coming from.

"Friends and family obviously
want to support loved ones who
have cancer, but the last thing a
sufferer wants to hear is: 'It'll be
fine.' You just think: 'How would
you know, you haven't gone
through this?'"

It's 12 years since Vivian first
received her diagnosis, and she
admits it is one of the best things
that has happened to her as it
forced her to re-evaluate what she
wanted from her life. She's now
joyfully expecting her first baby
with her fiance Ian.

"When you're faced with your
own mortality you think: 'If I was
to die now would I be happy with
my life?' For me the answer was a
huge 'no'. I changed so much
because of the cancer. I learned a
lot and I decided that I wanted to
help people who found them-
selves in my situation.

"There was so much that I still
wanted to do with my life so I cre-
ated a little bucket list when I was
diagnosed. Five years after the sur-
gery I found the list in my attic and

I had done 14 of the 15 things that
were on it. The only thing I hadn't
done at the time was a world tour -and I did that two years ago.

"At 26, having been told I had
cancer, I thought I'd never get the
chance to do all these things, so I
had a bottle of wine to. celebrate
finishing the list.

"And I also just found out that I
can breastfeed. Learning that out
was like coming full circle. I just
cried and cried.

"Knowing that you can breast-
feed after having breast cancer is
like winning the lotto, I couldn't
be happier."

The Irish Cancer Society's
Survivorship Programme is spon-
sored by Irish skincare brand
Elave. All this month, €1 from
every Elave shower gel, shampoo
and intensive cream sold will go to
the Survivorship Programme.




