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About the Author

My family history is riddled with cancer.

A decade before I was born my maternal grandfather died painfully after a long fight with bone cancer. When I was a teenager, I had one aunt diagnosed with breast cancer and my paternal grandfather was diagnosed with prostate cancer. He died when I was 15 after it spread to his lungs.  My aunt was able to beat her cancer and has been in remission for over 20 years. 

After 40+ years as a smoker my father was diagnosed with a very aggressive form of lung cancer that resulted in a tumor that took over half of one of his lungs. Fortunately, through aggressive chemotherapy and radiation he beat his lung cancer diagnosis but sadly it had already spread to his lymphatic system. He passed away in 2023 after a six year fight.

So far, I have been the luckiest of the group by getting a slow growing, non-invasive, and easily removable form of thyroid cancer. I was able to overcome it through the removal of my thyroid and its associated tumors and the only follow-up treatments required have been a daily dose of Synthroid and biannual ultrasounds for five years following the surgery. All of the ultrasounds came back negative and I was eventually declared cancer free.

I am grateful that my cancer journey was more inconvenient than painful or scary but watching my relatives and several friends on their cancer journeys has taught me several valuable lessons that I want to pass on so that you can have an easier time if you or someone you know is diagnosed with cancer.
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Cancer Patient Tip #1: Your body has changed.
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Cancer will change you permanently. Surgery leaves scars and may affect other organs depending on how invasive the cancer is. Chemical and radiation treatments can cause permanent damage to internal organs, may lead to sterility, and may cause hair loss, weight loss and other temporary side effects. Even if you are particularly resilient and get through your treatments with no problems the reason for your diagnosis is that your immune system was not able to fight against the onslaught of abnormal cells produced within your body.  You can always be diagnosed with the same cancer or a new type so monitoring your health and doing required checks is essential from now on.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cancer Patient Tip #2: Seriously consider receiving therapy.
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I thought I was ok when I received my cancer diagnosis. I have been a Type 1 diabetic since I was 14 and figured that since I was used to having a chronic condition, I would be mentally fine. Also, my diagnosis was not life threatening so I never had the sense of panic some people experience when they received their diagnosis. What I didn’t count on was the cumulative effect of this new situation on the stresses I already had in my life.

When you get cancer life does not stop to make things easier on you. While you may be able to delegate or eliminate some responsibilities there are things that only you can handle. 

You may also be caught by surprise and may not be ready for the list of tests and treatments your health care team will be handing you. 

Lastly, you may not be able to talk to anyone in your current support system because they either will not be able to relate or are unable to handle the additional burden your confession will place on them because they are already worried about you.

That is why an older friend suggested I go see a therapist before I started any treatments. He knew that I needed a professional who was outside of the situation to vent to and get tools from to help me with this major life change. If you do not want to speak to a professional at least look into a support group who can help you through this in ways no one else can. You can never have too many people around you during this time in your life.
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Cancer Patient Tip #3: Know that cancer treatment is both an art and a science.
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All medical plans should be tailored to the specific situation of the patient. There is no one size fits all approach to cancer treatment – every patient responds differently. To make sure that they give you the best options for beating cancer your doctors should take into consideration your medical history, your family history, and all the results of any tests/scans before giving you a treatment plan.

In case no one else tells you this – some of the tests you will have to go through will be either mentally or physically uncomfortable. Blood tests and biopsies can be torture for those afraid of needles, ultrasounds can be painful if they press down on a tumor to get a clear image, or you may need to undress in front of a stranger and let them touch you in uncomfortable ways. (In my case the biopsy was painful because the tumor was in my neck and having a stranger stand behind me and wrap their hands around my neck to get an idea of the size and shape of the tumor was nerve wracking – I had to fight the urge to elbow them in the stomach.) Go to your happy place or figure out other ways to endure it because your doctor(s) would not require you do these things if it was not important.

The other thing no one may tell you is that your initial treatment plan may get thrown out the window and you may need to pivot. The doctors will present you with the best option available to either knock the cancer out and save your life or to knock it back and give you extra time but until you actually start the treatments, they cannot KNOW how you will respond. After you start treatment, they will continue sending you for follow-up tests to monitor how your cancer is responding or, if surgical intervention was required, to ensure they removed it all and make sure it has not resurfaced. Changes to your plan does not indicate that your health care professionals got it wrong but instead may show that they genuinely care because they have not given up on you yet.
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