
 
 

1 
 

4th Annual Ben Strauss  

Higher Education Grant 2026 

3rd Place 

Jaiya Mallick 
When Roles Change: How My Mom’s 

Cancer Changed Me 
 

Three years ago, my life changed in a way I never expected. I was fourteen years old when my 

mom sat me down and told me she had cancer. Her diagnosis came soon after my parents’ 

divorce, at a time when our family was already adjusting to a new reality. My mom suddenly 

found herself standing as a single mother of three children, and in that moment, everything I 

thought I understood about stability and security felt uncertain. The person who had always held 

our family together was now facing one of the hardest battles of her life. 

 

At first, I didn’t fully understand what her diagnosis meant. I knew cancer was serious, but I 

didn’t yet grasp how deeply it would affect our everyday lives. What I did understand was fear. 

Fear of losing her, fear of watching her struggle, and fear of how much responsibility she would 

have to carry alone. Even as we were still adjusting to life after divorce, cancer entered our lives 

without warning, forcing us to find strength we didn’t know we had. 
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While I didn’t attend every hospital visit, I was present for moments that left lasting impressions 

on me. I went with my mom to her appointments and remember seeing the chemo room for the 

first time, where she would spend long hours receiving treatment. I also visited her after several 

surgeries, from biopsies to her lumpectomy and later reconstruction procedures. Seeing her in 

recovery, tired but still determined, made everything feel real in a way I had never experienced 

before. Sitting beside her hospital bed, holding her hand, and telling her she would be okay 

became moments that I will never forget. 

 

From the very beginning, my mom made one thing clear: no one’s life was going to stop because 

of her illness. Even as a newly divorced parent facing cancer, she insisted that our family 

continue moving forward. My two older siblings were both in college, one living in another state 

and the other living at home, and my mom encouraged them to continue their education without 

interruption. She made it clear that their studies and future goals mattered, and she didn’t want 

them to pause their lives because of her illness. Watching her make that decision showed me a 

kind of strength that went beyond physical endurance, it showed me leadership and selflessness. 

 

As treatment began, life at home changed in noticeable ways. My mom became tired more 

easily, and some days even simple tasks required extra effort. Despite everything she was going 

through, she continued to work remotely from home. Working from home allowed her to stay 

comfortable, rest when needed, and remain close to a bathroom and bed during difficult days. 

Watching her continue to work while undergoing treatment showed me her determination and 

commitment. She wanted to keep life as normal as possible, not just for herself but for all of us. 

 

At home, I naturally began to take on more responsibility. I helped with household chores and 

made sure things stayed in order so my mom wouldn’t feel overwhelmed. One of the most 

important ways I helped was by preparing simple meals for her when eating became difficult. 

Chemotherapy caused painful sores in her mouth, and she could not tolerate spice at all. Many of 
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the foods we normally ate were suddenly too painful for her to handle. I learned to make mild, 

gentle foods that were soft, simple, and something she could eat without too much discomfort.  

 

There were also times when chemotherapy caused sores on her body that required ointments. I 

helped apply those ointments carefully, making sure she was as comfortable as possible. At first, 

it felt unfamiliar and emotional to see her in pain, but I reminded myself that she needed help 

and that I wanted to be there for her. These moments taught me patience and compassion in ways 

I had never experienced before. They showed me that caring for someone is not always easy, but 

it is one of the most meaningful things a person can do. 

 

Not every moment of caregiving involved doing something physical. Some of the most 

meaningful times were when I simply sat with her. On days when she felt tired or uncomfortable, 

I stayed nearby so she wouldn’t feel alone. Sometimes we talked about small things like school, 

family, or memories, and other times we sat quietly together. Even when I didn’t know what to 

say, I learned that my presence mattered. Spending that time with her strengthened our bond and 

helped me understand how powerful quiet support can be. 

 

One of the moments that stays with me most clearly was when my mom decided to shave her 

head before treatment caused her to lose her hair. It was her way of taking control in a situation 

filled with uncertainty. Watching her make that decision was emotional, but also inspiring. She 

approached it with calmness and courage, showing that strength can exist even in vulnerable 

moments. I remember telling her that I would cut my hair too, wanting to stand beside her and 

show my support. She gently refused, telling me that I didn’t need to do that for her. That 

moment showed how deeply she cared about protecting me, even while facing her own 

challenges. 

 

Balancing school with being a caretaker was not easy. I still had homework, exams, and 

extracurriculars as a student, but my focus had shifted in ways that my friends didn’t always 
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understand. While they worried about weekend plans or social events, I often worried about how 

my mom was feeling that day. There were nights when I felt overwhelmed, unsure if I was doing 

enough or handling everything correctly. However, those challenges taught me discipline and 

time management. I learned how to prioritize tasks and remain focused even when my emotions 

felt heavy. 

 

Even during the most difficult days, my mom remained steady. Despite being a single mother 

managing cancer treatment, work responsibilities, and household responsibilities, she never 

allowed fear to control our home. She reminded us to stay committed to our goals and 

encouraged us to continue with our routines. She believed that moving forward, even in small 

ways, was essential. Watching her maintain that mindset taught me that resilience is not about 

avoiding hardship, it is about continuing despite it. 

 

As time passed, small signs of progress began to appear. Treatments slowly came to an end, and 

hospital visits became less frequent. The house began to feel lighter, and moments of normalcy 

started returning. As my mom continued to recover, healing became more than just medical 

appointments and follow-ups. She began attending wellness programs that focused on rebuilding 

strength and finding peace, and I joined her whenever I could. We attended sessions like gentle 

yoga and many meditation programs designed to support healing and emotional strength. At first, 

these experiences felt unfamiliar to me, but over time they became meaningful moments that 

helped us reconnect with hope. I watched my mom slowly rebuild her confidence and strength, 

step by step. Participating in those activities together allowed me to see healing in a different 

way and not just as recovery from illness, but as learning how to move forward with patience, 

balance, and positivity. Sitting quietly in meditation or moving gently through yoga alongside 

her showed me that strength can also be calm and peaceful, not just determined and strong. 

 

Today, my mom is cancer-free, though she continues taking maintenance chemotherapy pills as 

part of her ongoing care. Watching her remain committed to her health reminds me that strength 
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is not just about surviving, but it is about continuing to take care of yourself long after the 

hardest moments pass. Being a caretaker at such a young age taught me empathy in a way that no 

classroom ever could. I learned how to listen carefully, how to recognize when someone needs 

help, and how to remain patient even during stressful situations. I learned that leadership does 

not always involve giving directions, it often involves stepping forward quietly and doing what 

needs to be done. 

 

This experience also taught me gratitude. I became more aware of the strength within my family 

and the importance of supporting one another. Watching my siblings continue their education 

and watching my mom lead our family through uncertainty showed me the value of 

perseverance. It taught me that progress is possible, even when life feels unpredictable. 

 

As I prepare to graduate high school and begin the next chapter of my life, I carry these lessons 

with me. They have shaped my values, my work ethic, and my sense of responsibility. I have 

learned how to manage challenges with patience and determination, and I have learned that 

growth often comes from the most difficult moments. 

 

My mom’s cancer was one of the hardest experiences of my life, but it was also one of the most 

meaningful. It taught me maturity, resilience, and compassion. It showed me what true strength 

looks like, not perfection, but persistence. I am grateful for the lessons it taught me and the 

person it helped me become. The experience of caring for my mom changed my perspective on 

responsibility and relationships. It showed me that love is expressed through actions, through 

showing up, staying patient, and offering support when it matters most. As I look toward my 

future, I know that the lessons I learned during this time will continue to guide me, helping me 

face challenges with confidence, empathy, and strength. 


