

[image: cover]



Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Title Page

Dedication

1  It Was 6pm On an Idle Thursday

2  Welcome To the Club

3  Plans, Scans, Dots and Docs!

4  Chemo Farts and Other Unexpected Side Effects

5  Can Everyone Just Fuck Off? Support and Relationships

6  Uncle C is Coming to Stay – Be Polite, I Know He Smells!

7  Where Will I Find Shoes to Match My Chemo Pump?: Looking Good and Feeling Better

8  F*** You Cancer

9  Mashed Potato and Red Wine: A Healthy Lifestyle and A Happy Balance

10  From Survivor to Thriver

F*** You Cancer – Afterword

Index

Acknowledgements

Resources

Copyright


About the Book

You are stronger than you know, more positive than you ever thought and you can still LIVE with cancer.

Drink more green juices, eat turmeric, walk for three hours a day… Arghh, I wanted to scream, run away and tell every well-meaning person to go and do one!! The barrage of cure cancer advice that came my way when I was diagnosed with stage 4 bowel cancer was enough to make anyone feel overloaded, let alone at a time when you are trying to get your head around having the Big C at the age of 35! I wanted hope and I wanted to feel normal, to drink wine, buy nice shoes and go to the pub – but all the advice I came across told me to cut out pretty much everything and retreat into my cancer cave.

Whilst this book doesn’t advocate throwing everything down the kitchen sink, it will help you to navigate your feelings through the big C roller coaster, remind you that it’s ok to feel one hundred different things in the space of a minute and most importantly show you that you can still live your life and be yourself with cancer.

From diagnosis (welcome to the club you never wanted to join) and surviving chemo through to how to cope with family and friends (can everyone just fuck off sometimes), managing the huge mental roller coaster, looking good (lipstick is your best friend) and feeling better (drink the wine), and celebrating milestones (drink more wine), F*** You Cancer is your up-lifting cancer coach in a book.

Packed with top tips, laugh out loud stories, insider advice and heart-warming case studies it will transform your mood and encourage you to shout #fuckoffcancer as loudly as you can!


About the Author

Deborah James was a deputy head teacher leading national research teams into growth mindsets in schools. Then, in 2016, at the age of 35, she was diagnosed with bowel cancer and her life with her young children and husband was thrown upside down. She’s had 4 major operations including bowel and lung resections and multiple rounds of chemo – and is still undergoing treatment at the Royal Marsden. Rather than disappear into a cancer cave she started a blog, ‘bowel babe’ to debunk the myth that young women don’t get bowel cancer and writes a weekly column for the Sun online, Things Cancer Made Me Say. She campaigns alongside major UK cancer charities, writes and presents the popular podcast ‘You, Me & the Big C’ for BBC’s Radio 5 Live, and has a built up a strong following on Instagram @bowelbabe.
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For Hugo and Eloise

‘No time to turn at Beauty’s glance, And watch her feet, how they dance.

A poor life this is if, full of care, We have no time to stand and stare.’

William Henry Davies
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Chapter 1

It Was 6pm On an Idle Thursday


[image: image1]




My Name Is Deborah and I’m Not an Alcoholic

I TOO WAS surprised that the cancer came first. I’ve had a few of those moments of blindsided panic in my life, but of all my obsessive, compulsive fears, I never thought this one would be my reality. It feels clichéd to write, but the day I was diagnosed with cancer is the day my world stopped still. Perhaps you are reading this because yours has too? Life as I knew it would never be the same, and if you have joined the cancer club, a club you never wanted to be part of, be prepared for a bumpy ride. I’m not going to lie: no one ever said it was going to be easy, and it isn’t, but I hope to share with you some golden nuggets of advice and top tips from the ‘front line’. Some say that there is a power in three. The romantic in us goes weak when presented with ‘I love you’, is humbled by ‘I forgive you’ and scared to the point of no return when hearing ‘You have cancer’. You may feel right now that your worst fear has lifted off a page and been brought to life, and you might not know how to put one foot in front of the other, let alone get your head around the idea of surgery or chemo. And I’ve been there – hell, I’m there right now, writing this not knowing what my next plan of action is, or what my pesky tumours are deciding to do. But the point is I’m finding my own way – with wine and high heels, shouting ‘Fuck you cancer’ as loud as I can as I prepare for yet another lung operation. It’s not easy, and I don’t know what my future holds, but I do know that when the big C enters, you can, with the right mindset, face it, live your life and still be yourself!

So, I’ve written this book to help you navigate the cancer rollercoaster in the knowledge that you are not alone. That it’s okay to have good days, bad days and everything in between, and that all those feelings you are experiencing are part of the ride, however crazy they may seem. But I’m going to give you a spoiler. I’m sorry to disappoint but I don’t know the cure for cancer. I can’t tell you if eating turmeric will help you, or doing 20 handstands a day will provide a cure. Trust me, I wish I knew.

But this is what I can tell you. I’m an average 36-year-old married mum of two. I was ploughing through life as a deputy head teacher, doing the 12-hour working days, trying to juggle kids, husband, friends, keeping fit, having a laugh and getting some sleep. I was on autopilot – my career took precedence, my relationships came last, dinner on the table would be considered a miracle and my kids gazed in disbelief if I ever actually turned up to something. I enjoyed the things many thirtysomethings do – wine, clothes, gossip, sex. I complained about lack of shut-eye, worried I wasn’t ‘making it’ in my job, and was just about navigating the trials and tribulations that two crazy kids and full-time high-pressure jobs put on any marriage.

And then everything changed. On an idle Thursday, the week before Christmas, my worst nightmare became a reality. As I stared at my 6.5cm tumour during a colonoscopy, never did I realise more that the life I had been taking for granted would be the one thing I now desired above all else.

When I was diagnosed with bowel cancer, something only normally considered a possibility over the age of 60, my world spun out of control. As all cancer patients are, I was left to deal with a new life – one where my daily goal was to ‘live’, to get up and ‘fight’ cancer. But I’m human. You can’t jump from a regular life to one of just trying to keep your head above the water without feeling like you are drowning at times. I had an outpouring of love, support and well-wishes but I was fighting to stay afloat. I had to find my own way through and find an element of control on an unpredictable ride, especially as the goalposts kept changing. And you will have to as well.

You may meet lots of people who will tell you that remaining positive, cutting sugar, eating a raw food diet or paying hundreds of thousands of pounds for an unproven nutrient drip will rid you of the beast that is cancer. ‘You can beat it’ they’ll declare as you kindly hand over your hard-earned pennies in a quest for the holy grail of medicine. And perhaps it will work for you. I’m not a doctor, or researcher, and I’m not going to pretend I’m an expert in the field, because quite frankly I’ve met people who are and I feel totally humble in their presence. I’ve seen scientists kill breast cancer cells under the microscope with chemotherapy, which I took great pleasure in watching, but I’ve also listened to the brightest brains in the industry talk about just how clever even one little cell can be. If it wants to outsmart me or you it will – it doesn’t matter how big or strong or ugly we are.

Doctors are, however, doing incredible things – and because of research, funding, technology and brilliant minds, today more people are living for ten years after the big C enters their life than die from it. But we are not there yet. We don’t have a magic cure for cancer – but advances do mean that I’ve undergone procedures that a few years ago would not have been considered. It means I have a chance, and so do you. And with the right outlook you too can take control of a situation that might seem hopeless.

A cancer diagnosis isn’t always game over – regardless of what the statistics might tell you. I was diagnosed with a cancer where stats told me only 34 per cent of women make it through the first year. Imagine celebrating a new year where you have a greater chance of dying than surviving! If I live to see my five-year cancer anniversary and my 40th birthday I will be one of only 9 per cent who do. But I’m not ‘beating cancer’, I’m just learning to live with it and navigating through the minefield it presents. I haven’t done anything special that means I’m alive to write this today, and I pray for the sake of my kids that I can kick this can as far down the road as possible. But do I think I’ll make it? Will I be there with fireworks, shouting ‘Fuck you cancer’ at my big four-zero?! Honestly – I’m not sure. While I believe in miracles, they work both ways, right? Hell, I’m the marathon-running, vegetarian-for-25-years, young woman who got the ‘meat-eating, overweight old man’ cancer.

As such, while someone is ‘living’ with cancer, I’m not convinced you have control beyond your mind and the way you deal with each challenge presented. That’s why I created a character who was way cooler than me! ‘Bowelbabe’ – the alter ego I first started writing under in the early days – helped me believe that I could change the way I dealt with my diagnosis. She went further than I had ever imagined being able to, and I suppose hiding behind her positivity became my reality and showed me that I could live a fun life even while undergoing relentless treatment. She helped change how I perceived my cancer, and perhaps helped others to see how a life with cancer can look– and yes, it still included wine!

From this passion I wanted to share what I’ve learned, and am still learning, to help others know they are not alone. I wrote this for you – to give you strategies to deal with the tests presented. This book is not intended to tell you how to beat cancer or as a sob story memoir of what ‘cancer taught me’ – it’s supposed to be your friend, your guide and your reassurance. It’s the external voice that will tell you that it’s okay not to be okay and that it’s normal to laugh and sob uncontrollably all at the same time. It will not guide you through the intricate details of an MRI or CT scan, because there are hundreds of excellent resources provided by the wonderful charities I reference at the back of the book that will help you with that side of things. But it tells you the things you can’t find in an information leaflet. The stuff that no one tells you, about how steroids might make you dance through the night, or how you cope with that dark dog of ‘what if’ – or how to find matching shoes to go with your chemo pump!

In a way I’m sorry you find yourself picking up this book – don’t get me wrong, I’m thankful you did, but I’d rather you weren’t in the club! However, now you’ve been initiated, I hope that you find the words comforting in your times of need, and uplifting (and funny) when you need a bit of a pick-me-up. You may be in the trenches, but let me take your hand and we’ll be in this together. I’ll be holding wine in the other hand; we can line up the cannons, rally the troops and send out a plane to sky-write ‘Fuck you cancer’ again and again in the hope it gets the message. Love Deborah x


Chapter 2

Welcome To the Club
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Membership of the Club you never wanted!– Diagnosis

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, congratulations: you’ve made it into the club. I appreciate this is not a club you ever applied to join, or even sought to be part of – but with a diagnosis of the big C, you become a fully fledged member of the ‘Fuck Cancer Club’. Being part of this club generally gives you the right to:


	Cry uncontrollably.

	Blame all irrational behaviour on cancer.

	Think life is unfair.

	Wax lyrical about how wonderful life is now you value it.

	Throw caution to the wind and buy that expensive handbag/car/holiday.



In the club you will find many other like-minded cancer warriors who will guide you along the way with the tips, tricks and realities that await. And I promise you – at 3am when the steroids kick in and you are pacing up and down your living room, they will be doing the same! You are not alone.

Living With Cancer

So, life does indeed go on – even if you have cancer on board! It may be a pain in the arse to drag it around everywhere with you, but unfortunately, while it’s easy to become part of the club you never wanted to join, it’s as difficult as hell to get out of it. You may, and I hope you do, become a cancer survivor. Someone who once had cancer, and it is now a distant memory of a difficult part of your life – but has at the same time defined every step you’ve taken since. You may, like me, have to learn to ‘live’ with cancer, knowing it might never leave but making the most of the days you do have. Either way, life can’t be put on hold. I wrongly assumed when I was first diagnosed that I’d crawl into a black hole for six months, keep myself to myself, get my head down and sleeves rolled up, get through the treatment and put it all behind me. That I’d simply suspend my current life and, a little further down the line, pick up straight where I had left off – how much can really change in six months anyway? Oh how wrong I was!

Your New Life Has Begun!

Cheesy moment alert: I’m not one for loving it when people wax lyrical along the lines of ‘Oh I’m so grateful to cancer for making me realise how important X,Y or Z is’ – mainly because Cancer Is Shit. But I can’t deny it’s a wake-up call to life. Annoyingly, I’m sure that, like everyone who has ever had cancer, I’d much rather have checked into a week of ‘sort your life out’ rehab to give me that life-defining ‘Oh wow’ moment – but it wasn’t to be. Instead I’m left having to live my life in the shadow of the big C, while feeling gutted that I might have to fit a lifetime of experiences into a much shorter timeframe. I was always known for working at 100mph but the stats I’m up against now just take the piss! Even on a steroid high, we are pushing it.

But this is the new normal. And perhaps, like me, you are still getting your head around the welcome pack to your ‘new life’, thinking how on earth do you balance all this and still smile? I’d hazard a guess that this ‘life’ probably doesn’t look like the one you planned with your schoolmates in the playground aged ten, but after you wipe your nostalgic tears of mourning away, I promise you – with the right mindset you can still live a fulfilling life, and learn to make the most of everything. ‘What, you take your chemo pump to the pub?’ I’m often asked. ‘Well yes. I also take it to the cinema, the theatre, on photoshoots and shopping – lucky chemo pump! For me this is a mindset that works – the ‘I’m going to carry on as normal anyway’ one. If you feel rubbish, of course listen to your body, curl up and chill – but if you feel okay, why should poison dripping into you stop anything? (within reason of course!).

A Work/Life Juggling Act

‘Will you be juggling your chemo around work?’ I was asked in my first oncologist meeting. I thought he was joking – ‘People work on chemo?’ I exclaimed with utter surprise. At this point I was getting in the rations and building the den, believing that I would only emerge from hibernation once it was all over. It soon became clear that the aim of treatment is not only to cure, or prolong your life, but to balance up a ‘good quality of life’ against the treatments’ side effects. Perhaps it might not be the exact one you once had, but managing side effects effectively is key. I never expected that, on chemo, I would be taking holidays, having a laugh at parties and still exercising – albeit on my good days only. I thought everything stopped. That you went into a cancer hole, and came out as a dishevelled butterfly – or maybe a half-eaten moth is more accurate.

‘But of course, you need to have things to live for,’ said one of my doctors often, as I’d request for the fifth time to shift a chemo session so I could go on holiday. And yes, the show must (and can) go on.

Can I Still Work?

So, this is totally up to you and will depend on your financial circumstances, sick pay and the nature of your job, if you have one. I was working full-time in my role as deputy head teacher – which meant that I had to be totally reliable and if I didn’t turn up, someone else would need to cover for me. This kind of role simply doesn’t lend itself to an unpredictable treatment plan, when you are at the beck and call of your bloods being right, or hospital scans, or cancelled operations; I’d be letting the kids I taught down and that wasn’t fair. So I took a break from teaching until I knew more about what my treatment might look like and how I’d feel.

However, something unexpected happened and I share it with you as a warning! Along with cancer came a mourning for the loss of my regular job, and life, for that matter. The job that I wanted to get up for every morning, the one that meant I could have hilarious conversations each day and feel like we were making a difference. I enjoyed the school community I worked in, the children I taught and the colleagues I shared laughs with even under pressure. Yes, I loved my job. While my school were incredible at reaching out to me when I got ill, I didn’t feel part of the team any more, the one that was buzzing off each other on a daily basis. I had a huge gaping hole in my life that was being filled with cancer and only cancer. ‘What are you doing today?’ I’d think to myself, and the answer would be ‘I’m doing cancer, urm, just trying to stay alive – again!’

Time to Fill the Gap!

The double whammy of cancer and a stop to my regular daily routine meant that I sometimes felt I didn’t have a purpose. As my depression reached new heights, I needed to have something more than ‘chemo’ to live for – that doctor was right! Yes I know I’ve got two adorable monsters, and it goes without saying that they are my world, but I’d never been a stay-at-home parent. By four months on both of my maternity leaves I’d had enough of dirty nappies and the crying and had packed myself back off to work. I was a better mum when I could just shit in private – fact. But cancer meant I was around more, so I figured I’d better give the parenting malarkey a shot! My illness forced me to become a mum, albeit ten years down the line. Yes, my children are still rubbish at turning up with the correct stuff, I hate bath time unless gin is involved, I avoid the school gate like the plague and I seem to have to de-nit my children more than I have to de-flea the bloody dog, but a part of me likes my recent attempts to stop my children becoming fucked-up screen-obsessed robots!

I then managed to throw myself into what seemed like an avalanche of varied projects. Alongside my number one job of being Mum, I was determined to share my story to raise awareness that if it can happen to me, it can happen to any one of us. I started a blog, which I used as my cathartic outlet. I fell in love with writing. I discovered a whole new online family and support network through social media. I was able to connect with people going through similar things to me and gain first-hand tips, tricks and other shoulders to cry on along the way. I started offering to write for other people’s blogs as well as newspapers and before I knew it I had taken up an entire new career in broadcasting and journalism while undergoing my treatment – but there’s nothing like a new challenge to keep you going, I’d convince myself while travelling to record another podcast in Manchester two days after an operation! I’m not advocating a total career change for everyone, but I am advocating keeping your mind busy at all costs. And not with cancer. The more you have going on, the less you have time to dwell and overthink your cancer. The more you can say ‘Hang on cancer, I can’t do you today because I’m busy’, the easier the days when you do have to ‘do cancer’ will be. Have open and honest conversations about your job, negotiate how your role can be adjusted to accommodate your treatment and try to keep an element of your life before cancer going. If it’s not work it might be weekly outings, seeing friends, attending a book group or visiting the local National Trust park or property. Either way, keeping a routine that’s far removed from cancer is just as important as keeping your hospital and treatment routine.

Playing the Cancer Card

Congratulations! You have been given a cancer card – possibly the only positive of cancer. Now use it well and use it wisely. Unless you have some kind friends with a laminator prepared to actually knock one up for you, the ‘cancer card’ is an invisible pass, and it’s granted to anyone with cancer to essentially ‘Blame Cancer’ for their actions. Be warned – your friends and relatives might get a little bored of you using it, and if you try to blame your pre-cancerous traits on cancer it really will be game over. It goes without saying that you should use the card when you are genuinely feeling too tired to do something, but don’t use it when you are just trying to avoid your in-laws, in case they then see you down the pub with your mates on a Sunday afternoon enjoying the unlimited Prosecco brunch offer …

Try using it to:


	Get out of any household chore – EVER.

	Buy that handbag you’ve always wanted.

	Debate with the ticket attendant when he fines you for that double yellow line parking.

	Get a plane or train upgrade (if it works for you, please let me know how you did it).

	Get a free round of drinks or a candle on your pudding in a restaurant. When you are asked ‘Are you celebrating anything special?’ you can say ‘Yep, another round of chemotherapy for my CANCER’ and see if the drinks roll in (or not!)

	To get a quick reservation at a sought-after restaurant.



Celebrating Milestones

I want to highlight the importance of celebrating from the start. Coping with a cancer diagnosis, going through treatment and coming out the other side is reason enough to remind yourself at every opportunity just how brilliant you are. Even when you don’t feel like you are, and you’ve totally lost sight of where you might find that superhero cape from again, remind yourself how bloody strong you are being – and don’t justify it with ‘Well, I have no other choice.’

But I’m going to let you into a secret. I used to get a bit annoyed when people would practically hold up signs or ring a bell saying ‘Treatment done – I’ve beaten cancer.’ Without a shadow of a doubt it’s the green-eyed monster in me that is jealous and fearful that I might never be able to do that. There is also the pessimist in me that says ‘Don’t






Breathe – Time Out


Get Some Headspace


Invisible Illness – You Don’t Look Like You Have Cancer




Your New Normal





Hands in the Air Like You Just Don’t Care





	Be kind to yourself – you are doing the best you can.

	Let go of the control freak in you, and hope for a bit of luck.

	Focus on controlling the life you can live today and making the most of the good moments.

	Know you don’t always have to be brave – it’s okay to be scared.

	Remember who you were before cancer and who you are underneath – you are still that person.



Just Tell Me it will be Okay



















Welcome to the Club









	Tip 1
	Life still goes on – and it can be a good one. Life doesn’t end when cancer enters. It’s just a new challenge for you to navigate.



	Tip 2
	Don’t make cancer your number one thing ‘To do’ – work, hobbies, fun and friends all still come first.



	Tip 3
	Celebrate each and every milestone and realise you are doing brilliantly.



	Tip 4
	Take time out for yourself both mentally and physically.



	Tip 5
	Expect good days and bad days – cancer is a rollercoaster and you are in for the whole ride – but you can do this.
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