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Copyright ©2025 by James Burns. All rights reserved. This is a memoir, and as such, represents my best recollection of 

the events contained within. This is my cancer experience, and your’s might be totally different. 
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My story, so far…
This comic is the second in a series of comics about my cancer experience. The first 
one was called The Death of Me? and dealt with my diagnosis and initial treatment.
In December of 2023 I was diagnosed 
with stage IVa (spread to local lymph 
nodes) prostate cancer. I was told it 
was aggressive, and I would have to 
treat it aggressively in order to have a 
chance of it being “curative.”

In the spring of 2024, I had 28 ses-
sions of EBRT (External Beam Radi-
ation Therapy) at Emory Winship 

Cancer Institute in Atlanta. 

At the end of those sessions, you get 
to ring a bell, to signify that you’ve 

finished with your treatment.

In truth, nothing could be further 
from the truth.

After treatment, there’s a long period 
of waiting. Waiting for blood tests. 
Waiting for results. And worrying. 
Worrying about whether it worked. 
Worrying whether the cancer was still 
there, and spreading.

I was also taking drugs that suppressed 
my testosterone, and that caused lots 
of side effects like fatigue, brain fog, 
and muscle loss.

Everyone’s cancer experience is 
different, unique, and their own. 

This is my attempt to explain what 
it’s been like for me, but I hope that 

others going through this disease 
might find some commonality with 

their experiences.

My hope is that maybe they’ll be 
reassured that they’re not going 

through this alone.
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It was great to get 
home after my 
cancer treatment…

…but it wasn't over yet.
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It’s not like 
that with 
prostate 
cancer.

…And about how peo-
ple get treated...

…And then it's 
alL over...

… and then 
you wait…

You get 
treated…

…Like it was some external thing, and 
not your own body betraying you ?

(I’ve always hated that phrase…)
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After my final radiation 
treatment I met with my 
radiation oncologist.

He asked if I had any
questions, and so I asked:

And he replied:
50/50 

50/50 

What's my 
prognosis?

In your case, 
you have a 

50/50 percent 
chance of a 

cure.

That's what 
I'm going 
through 

now.

Half and 
half.
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* Androgen Deprivation Therapy...

My radiation treatment 
involved 28 sesSions...

Five days a weEk, with weEkends ofF…

…over 5 ½ weEks. 

This treatment was 
paired with ADT...*

Prostate Cancer uses 
testosterone as fuel 
to grow and multiply.

ADT starves the cancer, 
HopefulLy kilLing it.

You're supPosed to 
take these meds for 
at least two years. 

...which knocks my 
testosterone levels 

down to nearly zero.
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This hormonal therapy comes 
with a lot of side efFects.

Like fatigue and 
muscle losS...

(I can seE my muscles 
literalLy melting 
before my eyes...)

...hot flashes...

...and rampant 
moOd swings.

(Anger, crying, 
sadnesS...you name it)

... brain fog...

(It’s like I’ve 
forgotTen alL

my nouns!)

??

I'm told that 
it's like 

menopause is 
for women.
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They're 
terRible.

They hapPen 
alL day…

I wake up 
and kick 
ofF the 

covers…

First, my head 
gets damp…

…and after a while, 
I'm freEzing…

…and pulL the 
covers back on. This hapPens 3 or 

more times each night.

…and then the 
rest of my body.

At some point I pulL ofF my pyjama 
botToms and lay beneath the fan.

…but are much  
worse at night.
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Here are just some of the physical 
changes I've noticed after radiation 
treatment and a year of ADT…

It’s anNoying, but 
it’s something I 
can deal with…

…So far.
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To combat the 
muscle losS...

I start out with 
some stretches...

… like planking and 
“child poses.”

I work out for at 
least 40 minutes...

…FolLowed by 
ten minutes in the 
masSage chair.

...but mostly I use weight machines.

I go the the gym 
and exercise.

… I've started doing something 
I've avoided my whole life.

AhHhHhH…
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I've never beEn a 
gym rat before.

My workout routine is 
pretTy regimented.

But a lot of these 
students don't do that...

... then they stop,
and just sit there...

... while I wait for 
them to finish.

It’s not the only 
thing I wait for…

... flicking through 
Instagram stories...

... Or TikToks...

They do a few reps...

I do my reps, and move 
on to the next machine.

…especialLy here in a 
colLege town.*

It's a weird culture…

* Athens, Georgia...

Sigh…



10

After treatment, you 
go home and wait...

Cancer celLs expresS
PSA, so that's the way 
you track progresS.

But because dying cancer 
celLs shed a buncha PSA...

…And you imagine the 
worst… …and your mind is filLed 

with dark thoughts.

…so you wait for it…

...you don’t get your first test 
until 3 months after radiation.

You wait for your 
first PSA* test…

a bloOd test…

… which telLs you 
whether the treatment 
worked or not.

PSA = Prostate Specific Androgen 
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Each night I lay awake and think 
about what might be hapPening to me.
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I also became 
hyper-aware of 
alL the aches
and pains my 
body was 
experiencing. 

Sometimes it 
would keEp me 
up at night...

Because it was 
often so bad…

… I thought it had to be 
conNected to the cancer.

...unable to find a 
comfortable position…

Going through something like 
this makes you very fragile…

…both physicalLy
and mentalLy.

… or just worRying about 
what I was experiencing. 

In adDition to 
the cancer…

…I also had to 
deal with severe 
back problems.
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In old-schoOl cartoOns, inNer 
conflict was depicted as angels
and devils on one's shoulders.

Is it any wonder why I keEp 
experiencing moOd swings?

In my case it would be more like…

…Hope…
…and 
despair.

You know they 
said you had a 

50/50 chance of 
treatment being 

"curative."

but you also know 
that means a 50/50 
chance of dying

from this.

Are you sure
you're feEling 

ok, felLa?
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I understand that 
while I was initialLy

diagnosed with 
stage IVa
cancer…* …I've since 

undergone 
radiation 
therapy…

…and I have a 
50/50 chance 

that I could have 
a fulL recovery 
in a few years…

…but every time I have 
shortnesS of breath...

The fear convinces me that 
I'm dying from this disease.

50/50

Half and half.

That the cancer is somehow 
spreading in my body…

...or chest pains... ...or back pains...

...or a cough...

* cancer with spread to the local lymph nodes.

It's not
rational, but it 
is understand-

able.
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Something that 
helps is to 
keEp busy.

One of the things I do is atTend 
clasSes at the University of Georgia.*

* seE my comic "Old Man on Campus"…

Despite already having 
a fine art degreE.

I take art clasSes twice a weEk.

…and I take regular 
naps in the afternoOn.

I also spend time trying 
to do creative things…

…Like drawing these comics.

…and other creative things….

I also exercise regularly, 
going to the gym.

It seEms to help 
with the fatigue.
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For instance, Over a year be-
fore my diagnosis I ordered 
a knock-ofF Stratocaster.

I had no musical talent…

…but I thought…

…maybe I 
could learn?

I tried playing 
it a few times…

…but it just seEmed like my fingers 
were just toO fat to make chords.

After diagnosis I 
picked it up again… …and something 

just clicked.

No, I didn't sudDenly 
become talented...

…where it 
gathered dust.

So I set 
it aside…

To be fair…

…It might have 
beEn some sort 

of mid-life crisis.
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…but there is something rewarding 
about trying to learn a new skilL. I've beEn playing for 

nearly a year, now…

I watch YouTube videos 
and practice daily.

… and while I'm 
not talented…

It distracts me from the 
seriousnesS of my situation…

…I can make sounds 
that please me.

I even upgraded my guitar 
to a low-end Les Paul…

…for awhile…

…as a reward for 
my hard work.

…and I'm getTing betTer.
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Like the time I 
had chest pains...

When I asked my oncologist about 
it, they told me to go to the ER…

…Because chest pains 
are a serious side-
efFect of my meds.

I ended up in a bed there, and 
got evaluated by a doctor.

… and they seEmed worRied about 
some weirdnesS with my heartbeat.

They gave me a 
batTery of tests…

… including 
an ECG.*

As a result of my 
fears, I've gotTen 
alL sorts of things 

checked out...

* Electrocardiogram…



19

They released me…

Another time I 
had a cough…

…that lasted 
for a month

and a half.

…he told be to go 
to urgent care.

…but didn’t find 
anything serious.

They checked 
me out…

When I told my primary 
care physician about it…

I would end up weak and 
short of breath after 

my coughing spelLs…

The cardiologist sent 
me for more tests…

… but none of them found 
anything significant.

…but I was sent home with a 
referRal to a cardiologist.
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But they were concerned with 
some nodules that showed up 
on the earlier cardiac tests…

... who had me do even 
more tests at the clinic.

They found nothing…

Every time that I went to 
the emergency roOm…

…but it generalLy seEmed to 
be a big waste of time.

50/50

Half and half.

 …It was at 
because my 
oncologist…

… or primary care 
physician told me to.

…other than those nodules…

…And so they gave 
me a referRal to a 
pulmonologist...

I'm not nuts!
(I think).
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After alL the 
tests, alL I 

found out was 
that …

What I think I 
went through is 
what RebecCa 
and I calL the 

"medical 
vortex."*

…I have those nodules in my lungs…

…that have to be 
monitored.

... and I apParently have 
a weird heartbeat…

... and had a pre-cancerous
polyp removed from my colon...

Once you get 
involved with the 
medical system…

… it spirals out 
of control…

…sucking you in.

…but nothing life-threatening.
... Which I’lL have to 

have checked anNualLy 

* I first mentioned it in my last comic…
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RebecCa, as always, is my 
anchor, my soulmate.

Talking about my fears 
seEms to help...

…But I worRy about the 
burden I'm putTing on her.

She was the one person I could 
talk to during alL of this.

I would hope
so, but can't say 

with certainty.

50/50

Light/
dark

on/ofF



23

We sometimes 
use short hand
when we talk to 

each other 
about my 
disease.

For instance, In the morning, 
she might ask me:

… and I would reply…

And we'd laugh.

…But there was sadnesS
along with the laughter.

How are 
you doing?
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I hate putTing alL 
this on RebecCa.

…I have had periods of…

…is it depresSion?

…anxiety?

…it's worse in the 
midDle of the night.

That’s when I think 
of what might
hapPen to me…

I figured that I should get diagnosed…

… But Trying to get help 
has beEn a strugGle.

I asked my oncologist... ...who conNected me 
with a social worker...

…who got me an apPointment 
with a nurse-practitioner.

This procesS toOk me months. 

Despite her help…
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When I finalLy went to her ofFice, 
I was told she was sick that day...

So I found myself in 
an empty ofFice…

I felt awkward and 
somewhat disconNected
from the whole procesS.

In the end I was ofFered an anti-
depresSant to help me sleEp…*

I eventualLy found 
one on the list who 
toOk my insurance.

…and a list of therapists.

We talked for 
about 20 minutes…

I explained about wanting to 
be properly diagnosed…

She said my anxiety was 
totalLy understandable…

…Talking to a laptop that 
was perched on a desk.

... but would talk 
to me via ZoOm.

I hate zoOm.

* I turned the drugs  down…for now.

… And…We'lL 
seE how that

goes…

Frankly, this 
whole procesS 

hasn’t beEn 
great for my 
mental health.
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…the constant 
bloOd tests…

… the regular 
check-ups…

… the questions…

...the emotional 
ups and downs…

…and their often 
awkward reactions 

to your disease.

…and then you 
have to deal 
with others…
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For instance, 
early on, I got a 

disabled
parking placard.

…Then I 
started kinda 
abusing that 
ocCasionalLy.

BetweEn my back, and the cancer, 
I actualLy neEd it ocCasionalLy.

But what I'd realLy like to 
have is a "cancer card."

It doesn’t exist, but I should get 
some benefit from this disease. 

However, when I found it gives me 
freE parking in downtown Athens…

It comes in handy,  but I tend to 
only use it as a last resort.
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It would be so handy to 
be able to whip it out* 
to make things easier.

Tired of waiting in line?

Want a seat on the bus?

…I do whip it out 
every now and then.

…use the cancer card.

…use the cancer card.

…use the cancer card.

* MetaphoricalLy.

Hang on…
some geEzer’s 
showing me a 

card.

Oh…

Someone being anNoying in public?

Even though it doesn't 
actualLy exist…
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I had to deal 
with continuing
problems after 
a year and a half 

of ADT...

Things like getTing up 
constantly to peE...

…Or breaking into a sweat 
from a sudDen hot flash…

This would hapPen 
several times a night...

... at 12:30...

 …at 3:10...

 …and at 4:47.

…or both.
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Before alL this started, 
RebecCa and I had plans
for a grand adventure…

We did our 
research…

But alL that changed 
with my diagnosis. As did lots

of things.

…moving to France
for a year or more.

We both loved the 
culture there…

…and wanted to live that 
way, for a time, at least.

...and were practicing our French.

* Like “a, my name is…” in English.

50/50

Either 
way
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What folLowed was 
a year of tests...

…of alL kinds…

…doctor’s visits… …more tests… …and radiation 
treatments…

…and meds.

lotsa meds.

…lotsa 
treatments.
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But just over a 
year later...

We were going 
to France…

I didn't believe that trip would 
ever hapPen a year earlier.

I can't telL you how hapPy 
I was when we actualLy 
arRived at the airport.

I was sure that 
something would keEp 

us from making the trip…

…if only for a 
couple of weEks.

We finalLy got 
to fulfilL that
wish..

Sorta.

…but it didn’t.



33

We made It to Paris!          
…at Christmas!     



34
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Are we 
nuts?

We'd beEn 
there before…

back in March 
2020...

...but you can guesS what 
hapPened back then.

People talk about 
bucket lists...

...but we were just 
trying to complete 

some unfinished 
businesS.

…One lesS 
thing undone.

I don't
think so.

We just know 
that life is 

short.

Vienna!
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…I had a surprise waiting 
for me in in the mail.

Returning home 
from VienNa…

I had mixed 
feElings
about it.

Beats
me.

I received an order for a PSMA/
PET scan from my doctor…

would it show 
goOd things? 

Bad
Things?

…scheduled for 
late July.

If it was clear, then 
I could stop the ADT. 



50
50
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If the treatment  
didn't  work... 

…welL...

But I'm getTing 
way ahead of 

myself.
One step at 

a time...

…then I'lL have 
more decisions 

ahead of me.

If there's spread
at that point…

Treating the spread without it 
ever actualLy being cured.

…it would become a 
game of whack-a-mole.
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In the meantime, 
I'm dealing with 

worsening side-
efFects of ADT. 

The other day, 
someone gave me 
two banana plants.

I was excited, 
so I went out 
to plant them.

I only got halfway
through digGing 
the first hole…

…when I sudDenly 
had to sit down.

…weak as 
a kitTen.

RebecCa finished 
them for me while 

I sat there…
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Where’s
the damn
olive oil!!

I let litTle things
irRitate me…

Sometime I pick stupid 
fights with RebecCa…

I always regret 
it imMediately.

…And try to 
apologize 

right away.

…or get hurt
emotionalLy easily…

…or act like 
a child.

…and sometime have 
flashes of anger.
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A weEk before my third 
PSMA/PET scan*…

I totalLy freaked out.
I imagined my cancer 
growing inside me...

I even posted my 
fears on the various 
prostate cancer
forums I frequent…

I managed to 
calm down by 
the next day.

The number was 
stilL low, even if 
it showed a rise.

... and what 
that meant.

My first thought was...

The results showed 
up that afternoOn.

Over these last 9 months my 
PSA went from lesS than .01,
to .01, and this latest one was 
.04 ng/mL…*

A low number, 
but rising.

They weren't 
alL goOd.

… I had another 
psa bloOd test.

* prostate-specific membrane antigen, 
used to check for spread of cancer… * nanograms per milLiliter

welL, here 
we go...
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FinalLy the day came 
for my PSMA/PET scan.

This would be my third.

first they inject you 
with a radioactive
tracer…

In simplest terms…

…after about 50 minutes…

…the tracer has acCumulated 
in any prostate cancer 
celLs found in the body.

Then they put you in a PET scan 
machine to try to find that tracer...

The first
scan is fast…

…to initialLy map 
your body…

The tracer lights 
up on the imaging…

…apPearing as 
bright spots.

Light/dark.

Yin and yang.

50/50.

…then the second is 
very, very slow…

…to detect the tracer.
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Afterwards, I went home…

By 4 in the afternoOn 
I had my results.

It was the best posSible 
news - nothing lit up!

But I didn't go out in the 
streEt and kick up my heEls...

…and toOk a nap.

For instance, 
With such a 

low PSA, the 
test was much
lesS acCurate.

Like everything
in this procesS...

...nothing is 
ever certain…

So…things were 
stilL up in the air.
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A weEk later I went 
to my urologist to 
discusS the results.

He's always beEn realLy frank
and upfront about my diagnosis.

Which threw me into a quandary.
What difFerence would 
that extra time make?

I found myself 
going back
and forth…

…weighing the options.

Then he gave me the option to stop taking 
ADT now, at 20 months, instead of 24.

WelL, either
the treatment 
worked, or 

it didn't.

Oh great. 
50/50.
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If I stopPed now, I 
might recover from 

the low testosterone 
I'd beEn sufFering

from.

…On the 
other hand, 
if I quit ADT 
toO early…

ErRr…

That sounded 
pretTy tempting, 

I gotTa say.
On one hand, 
I might be 

cured…

But on the 
other hand...…I could have a 

reocCurRence 
of my cancer.
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After talking to my oncol-
ogist, I made a decision.

I would stop taking my Orgovyx when 
my pilLs ran out, at the end of the weEk.

I felt a sense of relief, with 
only a smalL tinge of fear. The point is, I won't know if it 

worked for months…or years.

I'lL stilL be monitored 
every 3 months for 
the foreseEable future.

That's the nature of having 
advanced prostate cancer.

You are never
finished with it.

I hoped I was doing 
the right thing.
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Black or white.

GoOd or bad.

50/50.

Alive or dead.

It's like the 
schrödinger’s 
cat of diseases.

OdD or even.

Hope or 
despair.

Light or dark.

Yin or yang.

But... 
my ultimate fate 
isn't realLy the 

point of this 
comic.

I just wanted 
to share what 

I’ve gone 
through…

…so maybe others 
might understand 
what living with
prostate cancer 

is like.

- End -



Thanks again!
Thank you all for all the nice things you’ve said about my last comic, The Death 
of Me?, about being diagnosed with stage IVa prostate cancer and having 28 ses-
sions of external beam radiation therapy (EBRT). When I started writing it, I 
had no idea what was going to happen to me (thus, the question mark in the ti-
tle). A lot of it was written and drawn as it happened, actually drawing pages be-
tween radiation sessions. I’m fairly proud of the final result, which is an honest 
representation of what I went through. 
I published it the way I publish all my comics, as both physical media that I sell 
at local comic or art events, and digital versions, available on Kindle and Kin-
dle unlimited. In addition, I made a special free PDF version available on 
MaleCare.org, which hosts an online forum for patients with advanced 
prostate cancer. Apparently thousands have downloaded that version, and I’ve 
heard from many of you, who have said nice things about it. Obviously every-
body’s cancer experiences are their own, but I was gratified to hear that many 
folks found my telling of my story truthful and similar to their own stories. I’m 
glad that some of you have gotten something out of it.
Links to the various versions of these comics can be found on my website, burnscomics.com.
Thanks to my doctors and technicians, both here in Athens as well as those at Emory Winship in Atlanta. 
Thanks also to the American Cancer Society’s Hope Lodge, where I stayed during my treatment.
Also, thanks to my perfect wife Rebecca, who has been here for me every day, and even more so every single 
day since my diagnosis. I love you with all my heart. 

What this comic is about
So what happens after treatment? Prostate cancer isn’t fixed overnight, and whether someone has surgery or 
radiation, there’s a long period of recovery, and hormonal treatment to try to make sure the cancer is truly 
gone. This is that untold story of waiting — waiting for results, for answers, for tests, and for it all to end. 
I guess I could have drawn 48 pages of me twiddling my thumbs for the nearly 2 years of treatment, but that's 
not what happens in real life. Life continues, and cancer patients try to get the most out of it, no matter what 
their prognosis is. The months go by, and life doesn’t stop for this disease, although it is affected by it. That's 
the story I wanted to tell, and one I was uniquely qualified to tell.
So I see these two comics as a set. They tell a more full and complete story of what I, and other patients have 
gone through. I hope that others might get something out of this comic, as well. Let me know. 

The process of getting diagnosed
I frequent lots of online forums dealing with prostate cancer, and lots of people have questions about whether 
what they have is cancer, or how it is diagnosed. I end up pasting the following text into those forums in order 
to answer their questions.
The normal path to diagnosis is:
Worrying PSA (prostate-specific antigen) test (over 4). Retest a month later to make sure it’s not a fluke.
Then either a DRE (digital rectal exam — but requires a skilled practitioner — not very reliable) or a pelvic 
MRI to look for lesions. 
If the MRI shows troubling areas (measured on a Pi-Rads scale — 4 or 5 are concerning), then a fusion-
guided (guided by that MRI) biopsy is used to actually diagnose cancer. Without a MRI, the samples are 
taken randomly, which is less accurate. Pathology on those samples will determine if cancer is present. 
The samples will be given a Gleason score — 9 or 10 are particularly bad and require action, 6 or 7 might indi-
cate a need to do active surveillance (AS).
If the biopsy finds cancer, this might be followed by a PSMA/PET scan to determine spread.

Useful resources
cancer.org (The American Cancer Society) - a great place to learn about diagnostic tests, staging, and treat-
ment. They also run “Hope Lodges” around the country — free places for patients to stay during treatment.
healthunlocked.com/advanced-prostate-cancer - a great forum for those already diagnosed with PC, 
or their caregivers. A place to find support from others. I check in here regularly to get answers. 
pcf.org - The Prostate Cancer Foundation - a good place to find out about symptoms, treatments, and diag-
nostics.
reddit.com/r/ProstateCancer - oddly enough, a pretty good source for information.

Questions? Comments?
If you’re interested in getting a printed copy of this or any of my other comics, you can find 
additional information at my comic book website, burnscomics.com.
That’s also a good place to contact me.

http://MaleCare.org
http://burnscomics.com
http://cancer.org
http://healthunlocked.com/advanced-prostate-cancer
http://pcf.org
https://www.reddit.com/r/ProstateCancer
http://burnscomics.com/contact.html
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Enjoy this comic?

See all my comics at burnscomics.com

http://burnscomics.com

