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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hearing a physician talk about cancer as it applies to you or a loved one can be a shock. This book offers tips for how to deal with a cancer diagnosis and includes suggestions from patients and cancer survivors.

      

      Last year, my husband and I were surprised to hear my surgeon say pathology tests showed that a tumor was malignant. The news felt surreal. For a few days, I had to check my written notes to be sure we’d heard the word “malignant” correctly. Like so many people, I thought, “Really? Me?”

      

      Cancer is an unexpected journey that takes many turns. The process is foreign to most patients and takes a bit of time to understand. Initially, you may feel out of control. For both patients and caregivers, it can seem like there is a flurry of new information swirling around that you can’t quite fully grasp. But there are steps that you can take to help cope. This book offers specific suggestions with pointers from patients on how to deal with a cancer diagnosis.

      

      It’s a journey none of us would ever choose to take. But, we can look forward to the time when, we hope, it will all be “in the rear view mirror.” These suggestions are intended to help you along on your journey to healing and health.

      

      Best regards,

      

      Susan

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            HOW TO DEAL WITH A CANCER DIAGNOSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      1. Learn about your cancer diagnosis but don’t obsess about it. So much information is available online that one doctor told me that patients can become very anxious. When I first heard about my diagnosis, my primary care physician asked me to not turn to my computer for explanations and details. She encouraged me to focus on my feelings and begin to understand those.

      

      My husband and I had many strong emotions about the diagnosis and it was very helpful to talk about those. Among the emotions were disbelief, anger, sadness, shock, denial, frustration and confusion.

      

      Along the way to accepting the reality of a cancer diagnosis, there will be many emotions. Acknowledge those emotions. Take time to feel them.

    

  


  
    
      2. Get the facts from your physician about your diagnosis. Remember, though, be flexible because a cancer diagnosis can change and evolve as your doctor gathers new information from additional tests or surgeries.

      

      You might move from a diagnosis of early Stage 2 to Stage 3 cancer, as one cancer survivor did. The treatments recommended for you may also change.

      

      Keep in mind that a cancer diagnosis can be, for some patients, a fluid situation with many unknowns that will unfold over time.

    

  


  
    
      3. Select health care professionals for your treatment (if you are able to):

      Depending on your type of cancer, you may need to pick a surgeon (who will operate to remove the tumor and the tumor margins).

      
        
          	
        Has the surgeon operated on patients with your type of cancer?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Do others recommend the surgeon?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Read their biography (usually available online)- do they have the qualifications you’re looking for?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Ask others you know for recommendations.
      

      

      

      

      Find a trusted oncologist

      
        
          	
        Does she or he specialize in your type of cancer?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Are they up to date on the latest developments in treating the type of cancer that you have?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        If this interests you: Do they participate in clinical trials?
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Also, do you want to hear a second opinion? If so, seek that out. (Some patients decide to ask a second physician for their opinion, while others do not feel that need.)
      

      

      

      

      4. Trust the health care professionals on your team.

      
        
          	
        Make a list of questions to ask when you see the physician. This will save time and ensure that your cover your list. It can be overwhelming to hear the physician speak in medical terms about you or your loved one and your questions might be forgotten in the flood of new, incoming information.
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Use a calendar to track any side effects that you have from medications or treatments. Some patients use a monthly calendar to write down the day they had the side effect; they bring that to each meeting with their physician. With this information, healthcare professionals can see if the symptoms are related to treatments or tests that were administered.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Be prepared to wait when you have an appointment to see a surgeon or oncologist. Bring something to read or to do.

      
        
          	
        They may have patients recently admitted to the hospital that they must see.
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        They may need to review your recent test results before seeing you.
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Relax about time when in their care. Stressing about waiting for an hour doesn’t help you or their staff.
      

      

      

      

      5. Tell loved ones about your diagnosis.

      
        
          	
        It is overwhelming to hear that you have cancer. Some patients decide to conserve their energy at first, as they come to accept their diagnosis, and initially only let a few people know.
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Decide if you’d like to tell family and wait to let friends and work acquaintances know.
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        This is your path; no one does it quite the same way.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      But, don’t expect other people to react in a certain way. Some might not follow up or check in with you later. One cancer survivor tells me that some people disappear. Perhaps they don’t know how to handle the news or they pick up the phone to call, but don’t know what to say… eventually, weeks, months or a year have passed.

      

      Focus on the relationships that matter most to you.

      

      6. Thank your health care professionals and their staff after an appointment. They see many patients each day and work hard. Depart on a positive note.

    

  


  
    
      7. Meditation can help:

      
        
          	
        People who envision healing before surgery are said to recover faster than others. By “visualizing a positive recovery, patients can reduce stress and the use of pain medication and strengthen their immune system,” says Peggy Huddleston, author of Prepare for Surgery, Heal Faster: A Guide to Mind-Body Techniques.*
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        A study published in Psychosomatic Medicine showed that those who received stress management education (such a guided imagery, relaxation skills) had signs of increased immune function 48 hours after surgery when compared with other groups.*
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Chronic stress can slow wound healing, according to Lorenzo Cohen at MD Anderson Cancer Center.*
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Breathe slowly in and then out. My neighbor, a cancer survivor for over 6 years, says: “Breathe in with the good and out with the bad.”
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        * Source: Cure Magazine, Cancer Updates, Research & Education, Summer 2013, Volume 12, No. 2
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        You can find resources on how to meditate at your local library and online.
      

      

      

      8. Be sure to pay your health insurance premiums on time. Do not let your health insurance lapse! You may need to add a reminder to pay that each month on a calendar. (If you have health care insurance, you want to make sure that remains in place to help pay for the many bills associated with cancer diagnosis and treatment.)

      The incoming paperwork can be overwhelming from the hospital, health insurer, labs and from other health care related providers. (Many of you may already know this, but I didn’t: My health insurance company explained that “EOB” statements arriving in the mail were not bills for me to pay but estimates of benefits.) The flurry of paperwork can be confusing.

      Set aside time every few days to tackle bills and paperwork. If needed, ask someone to help you with these tasks.

      9. You could explore alternative forms of supportive care to augment traditional cancer treatment. But first, check with your physician.

      
        
          	
        Note that healthcare professionals say that these therapies should be used to assist traditional treatments and not replace them.
      

      	
        Consider asking for referrals from your physician or oncologist to see specialists for physical therapy, massage, acupuncture or to meet with a nutritionist. (If a portion will be covered by insurance, your health care insurance company will have to pre-approve these visits.)
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        For example, I asked for a referral from my oncologist to a nutritionist. I then was able to meet with a dietician who reviewed foods that might be best tolerated during chemotherapy and which foods to avoid.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Acupuncture can help alleviate symptoms from surgery and chemotherapy.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        As a personal aside: my left upper arm was partially numb from a cancer-related surgery. After an acupuncture treatment, most of the feeling returned.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Massage may ease tense muscles and leave you with a sense of calm.
      

      

      

      
        
          	
        A cancer survivor told me that she met with a physical therapist who recommended that she walk 30 minutes/day during the months that she received chemotherapy. So each morning she walked, very slowly, on her treadmill and that helped her maintain daily activities and her energy level.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      10. If needed, ask for financial help. Does your hospital or treatment center have a foundation? Do they offer assistance to help patients pay for healthcare visits and treatment? Can they help pay for physical therapy, acupuncture and massage?

      

      You could also go to gofundme.com and set up a fundraising page for medical financial help. For example, the husband of a pregnant woman recently diagnosed with cancer posted a request for financial help on Facebook and directed people to their gofundme.com page.

      

      11. Remember to breathe. Slowly. Pause in the midst of all the swirling information and medical appointments and focus on slowly breathing. Try to relax during this very stressful time.

    

  


  
    
      12. Locate a helpful person in the billing department at the hospital or cancer care center where you’re being treated. Often, by speaking with a few people in billing, you can identify someone who has compassion and will explain bills to you in clear terms.

      

      13. Aim to keep up with daily activities. This provides a welcome distraction from health concerns and treatments.

      

      14. Be kind to yourself. Small things can help. In my case, a new heating pad helped my back muscles relax while I rested after a third cancer-related surgery.

      

      15. Focus on what is most important. Now that you’ve been diagnosed with cancer, there will be many doctor’s appointments, blood draws, tests and other new items on your schedule. With less free time, remember: Find time for what matters most to you. A cancer diagnosis tends to help sort out your priorities in life.

      

      16. Review resources available online, including those from:

      
        
          	
        Mayo Clinic
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        The National Cancer Institute
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Cancer.net
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        The American Cancer Society:
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