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            For Meg on her eighteenth birthday

From Pads with Love

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
            ‘Wise men ne’er sit and wail their woes’

from Richard II by William Shakespeare.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            First Words

         

         I wrote and self-published this book for my daughter, Meg, and gave it to her as a present on her eighteenth birthday. As a birthday present it would almost certainly have been close to the bottom of her wish list, but I had a particular reason for doing so.

         For most young people this time of life is a particularly stressful one and in many ways Meg is an ordinary girl. But in one way she is unusual because, when she was younger, she was diagnosed with cancer. I was already aware that, as many studies have shown, the long-term issues associated with anxiety and depression for survivors of childhood cancers are higher than for the population at large. She was also just about to take her A Level exams and I wanted to support her in any way I could. I had had the idea of writing a book for her for some time, and I had written down some ideas, but it was only as her birthday approached that I began to do something about it.

         I am not a medical person. When Meg’s doctor first told me the name of the cancer that had attacked her it had seemed so strange and remote from the real world it was something I could barely comprehend. But I came to know the name well in the long months of treatment that followed and I shall never forget it. She had a T-cell lymphoblastic lymphoma and she was only nine years old.

         Meg’s lymphoma took the form of a rapidly developing tumour that had grown within her chest cavity and, by the time of its diagnosis, was already so large that it was beginning to crush her lungs. The initial diagnosis as an outpatient was relatively optimistic. I was told that she did have a tumour but that it was obviously benign because, given its size, if it had been malignant she would certainly be dead. The diagnosis was wrong: the tumour was malignant in every way it is possible to be. When we got her to hospital the following day her lungs had started to collapse and she spent many days under sedation, attached to a machine that did her breathing for her.

         When she was well enough she began chemotherapy. After four months the tumour was reduced in size, but to our dismay a second tumour had started to grow. This development, known as a ‘progression’, was at that time regarded as fatal and we were told as much. Fortunately, with the help of an inspired doctor, a perfect bone marrow match with one of her brothers, and many sessions of total body irradiation, she survived. 

         As Meg grew towards adulthood and her anxieties about life in general appeared to be increasing, I began to think about how I had felt at a similar age. Although I never had to experience what Meg went through, my own early days had not been without stress and anxiety and they were certainly without success. So I thought I might have something useful to tell her about how, when life seems low, it will pass; when it’s hard see a way forward, it will resolve; and that trying to make the most of whatever life offers is the best way to live. There is nothing new or profound in these sentiments, but in the book I tried to present them in a way that made them relevant to her, and to me.

         How to Live is therefore a book about simple strategies that I wrote down for my daughter in an effort to help her through life, and my hope is that what I have written may also have sufficient resonance with other readers to help them too. But in a deeper sense the title is for Meg. When the second tumour was confirmed, and hope for her survival was hanging by a thread, the words for us, her parents, were not a topic but a question that we asked ourselves in some desperation on her behalf: How to Live? 

         I wrote the book in six weeks and a dozen copies arrived with a week to spare before her eighteenth birthday. Apart from some minor changes and a small number of additions including these First Words, this is the book I gave her.

         Peter Johns

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue –

A Rite of Passage

         

         For thousands of years, humans have marked the transition from child to adult by subjecting initiates to rites of passage. These ceremonies were often brutal and involved ritual humiliation, violent beatings, tests of endurance, physical mutilation of the most awful kind and long periods of solitary seclusion away from the rest of the tribe. Similar ceremonies still exist in some tribal societies and there the first steps to becoming an adult can be a terrifying and painful experience.

         Today you are eighteen and it’s time for your own rite of passage. Fortunately this is Britain in the twenty-first century and we’ve made some progress; now all that happens is you get a book from your Dad.

      

   


   
      
         

            PART ONE

            
ABOUT THIS BOOK


         

      

   


   
      
         

            Setting the Scene

         

         This little book is a small collection of thoughts and reflections that have helped me through my own life and which seemed to me to be worth writing down. It’s intended to be a book that you can read straight through, turn to a specific topic, or dip into at random when you have a free minute or two.

         Despite the book’s title you will not find much in it about morals, nor about how to behave. I am not saying that morals are not important, just that you must make your own decisions on those issues. Morals are no more than a set of guidelines for treating others with fairness and respect. Some people claim they tell us something more profound about good and evil, but I don’t accept that. What I do believe is that people are born with an innate sense of right and wrong, and of what is fair and what is not. Unless that innate sense has been corrupted by genes or by upbringing most people understand the difference.

         Rather than a moral guide, the book is – or at least tries to be – a manual for living. In that sense it is similar to a manual for operating a washing machine. That manual won’t tell you how to build a new washing machine, but it will perhaps help you to get the best from the one you already have. 

         I’ve thought about most of the subjects in this book for many years. In my early life I had some difficult times and perhaps they would have been resolved sooner if I had known then what I know now.

         But I’ve still had a lot of fun in my life. One day it will come to an end, as it does for all of us, but while I have a working body and a mind that functions I will go on enjoying life as well as I can. I hope you will too, and I hope that what follows will help.
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