
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]
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      Advance Praise for
 The Cancer Survivor’s Companion

      
      ‘As a GP, I wish I could write a prescription for this book for every single person who has ever confronted and then survived
         cancer. The emotional fallout and psychological readjustment after cancer endures for years and impinges on many different
         facets of everyday personal and family life. Doctors and nurses can put you back together physically after cancer, but until
         now, emotional after-care has been badly lacking. Not any more. This book is the companion you need. It takes you gently by
         the hand and explains calmly and reassuringly exactly why you feel like you do and what you can change to put it right. Friendly,
         truthful, reliable and practical, I heartily recommend it’
      

      
      – Dr Hilary Jones, GP and medical broadcaster

      
      ‘Cancer survival rates have doubled in the past forty years and continue to improve. Each year, tens of thousands of patients
         complete treatment with surgery, chemotherapy and radiotherapy that can last many months. Yet many find the end of treatment
         an extremely distressing time. Moreover, many struggle to understand why they are finding it so hard to return to their previous
         lives. The Cancer Survivor’s Companion is the ideal book to help survivors and their families acknowledge and explain these complex emotions. It provides clear
         advice from real case studies and arms survivors with the knowledge they need. It should be the essential companion to all
         of those who have suffered from cancer and will help them face their future with confidence’
      

      
      – Professor Iain McNeish, Professor of Gynaecological Oncology, Barts Cancer Institute, London and Consultant Medical Oncologist,
            St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London

      
      ‘This book’s practical, insightful tips and guidance are essential reading for anyone diagnosed with cancer who wants to learn
         coping strategies for those inevitable bleak moments, and for anyone who wants to understand what cancer sufferers are going through’
      

      
      – Julia Palca, Chairman, Macmillan Cancer Support and cancer survivor

      
      ‘People living with cancer need clear, down-to-earth and empowering advice to move beyond their diagnosis. This book is an
         important tool in that process’
      

      
      – Laura Lee, Chief Executive, Maggie’s Cancer Caring Centres

      
      ‘This book sensitively addresses the ongoing issues that so many people face when moving forward after treatment for breast
         cancer. Importantly, it enables readers to see that they are not alone in their experience’
      

      
      – Dr Emma Pennery, Clinical Director, Breast Cancer Care

      
      ‘A wonderful book. Recovery from cancer does not stop when the chemotherapists and surgeons have said good luck and goodbye.
         This is not only full of excellent advice but advice given in the clearest and most practical way’
      

      
      – Sir Peter Stothard, Editor of The Times Literary Supplement and Patron of the Neuroendocrine Tumour Patient Foundation

      
      ‘This is an enormously readable and practical guide which will be invaluable in helping people coming through the storm of
         cancer to understand their feelings and regain a sense of mental well-being. It dispels the myth that getting over cancer
         “should” be a cause for celebration, and instead provides reassurance and realistic strategies for coming to terms with the
         many challenges that recovery from cancer can bring’
      

      
      – Geraldine Mynors, Development Director of the Patient Information Forum

      
      
      ‘A diagnosis of cancer, its treatment and the aftermath can make you feel like a lot of control over your life has been taken
         away. Reading the practical words of advice in this book may be your first step towards taking that control back’
      

      
      – Dr W. Nicholas Haining, B.M., B. Ch., Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Dana-Farber Cancer Institute and Harvard Medical
            School

      
      ‘OK – here’s a given: when you hear the word “cancer” from your doctor, the emotional onslaught is such that it’s hard to
         take much in, let alone ask those questions that may seem trivial to others, but that overwhelm you at 3a.m. That’s why this
         book is great: practical, easy-to-follow ideas and information that you won’t necessarily find on any one website, and that
         can help you feel more in control and less a victim. I’m proud to have contributed in some small way to a much needed, down-to-earth
         and valuable book’
      

      
      – Trisha Goddard, TV presenter

   
      
      To friendship, without which this book − 
and so much more − would not exist.
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      INTRODUCTION
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         [image: image] I thought that getting my diagnosis and making it through treatment would be the toughest bits of cancer. I had no idea that
            coping with life afterwards would be so tough – and scary. Sometimes, life after the all-clear feels as hard as anything that
            came before. [image: image]
         

         ’CARL, 53, KIDNEY CANCER SURVIVOR

      

      
      The storm of cancer

      
      Before cancer, you’re sailing along in generally fair weather. You’re travelling in one direction. You have maps, navigation
         aids and provisions. You might even be part of a flotilla – you and some other boats, sailing in the same direction at the
         same speed. Life is fine, good even.
      

      
      Then a massive storm hits – cancer.

      
      Your boat is seriously damaged. Maybe parts of it are lost or broken. Your maps and provisions are swept overboard. In the
         eye of the storm, you lose all sense of direction. Your main terror is that the boat will sink.
      

      
      Then your cancer care team appear. They are your lifeboat; your rescuers. They attach ropes, patch your boat up and keep it
         afloat; they come alongside you, and take control of the steering and direction. Slowly, they tow you back to port. Sometimes this journey towards the port is even stormier than
         the catastrophe itself. But you know you are not alone – you have the lifeboat staff, you make a good team.
      

      
      As the lifeboat tows your boat back to port you see friends and family on the shore waving and cheering. They are so relieved
         to have you back.
      

      
      But then your boat just stops.

      
      You are not quite back in port. You can see the lights, and your happy loved ones. But you’re moored just outside the mouth
         of the harbour. Then your lifeboat, and its team, goes. They drop the ropes into the water and sail away.
      

      
      You might think: I can get back to port on my own. You’ve been there before, after all. And you can see it, right there, quite
         close. But it all feels different now. Your boat is still damaged. You need time for repairs. You need to get a new map and
         provisions. And you keep looking at the sky – is the storm coming back? You listen constantly, obsessively, to the weather
         forecast – you hear reports of hurricanes. They may be far away, but you can’t stop yourself from feeling that they are coming
         for you.
      

      
      This boat analogy may seem long-winded, but it accurately describes what surviving cancer can feel like – does feel like –
         for many people. You may feel stranded, but this book is here to help. It’s your map, your repair kit, and your navigator.
      

      
      Who are we?

      
      Dr Frances Goodhart: I am an NHS consultant clinical psychologist with twenty years’ experience of working with individuals and families who
         are coping with life-threatening illnesses. While working as a Macmillan consultant clinical psychologist, many of the cancer
         survivors I saw (as well as their loved ones, and sometimes even their healthcare teams) would ask me to recommend a good
         book. I was always stumped. There was no single book that would explain why reaching the successful end of cancer treatment can throw up such
         complicated, difficult emotions. And there was no professional, practical and problem-solving guide that I could recommend.
         Talking one day to Lucy Atkins, a well-known health writer, and close friend of mine for twenty-five years, the answer became
         clear to both of us: if there wasn’t a good book for cancer survivors then we’d have to write one. Here it is. The case studies
         featured are based on cases I have come across in my work. All names and some details have been changed to protect the anonymity
         of the people I worked with.
      

      
      Lucy Atkins: I have been an author and health writer for fifteen years. As a writer for newspapers such as the Guardian or Sunday Times, I often have to translate complicated information from doctors, scientists and other specialists into readable and usable
         messages. This book is rooted in evidence-based research and years of clinical expertise. But who wants dry complexity – least
         of all, post-cancer? My job has been to make this book friendly, sensible, practical – and most of all human. The kind of
         companion you don’t mind spending time with.
      

      
      Life after cancer

      
      The idea that the successful end of treatment for cancer brings relief, peace and celebrations just isn’t true for many cancer
         survivors. It can be quite tricky even to work out quite when you have finished your treatment. Everyone will have a different moment when they feel that they’re no longer on the treadmill
         and it’s time to start ‘getting back to normal’. The problem is that when this moment comes it can actually make you feel
         more lost, alone and worried than ever before. It can be the time when all those tricky feelings, that have been mounting
         up as you go through the trauma of diagnosis and treatment, really kick in.
      

      
      Right now, you may be facing major physical and practical challenges. Or you may just be feeling slightly lost and worried.
         But one thing’s for sure: for every person who sails back into port after cancer and carries on as before, there’s another
         person (or several) left adrift: confused, worried and tired.
      

      
      Myths and expectations

      
      ‘Finishing my breast cancer treatment reminded me of when I became a mother,’ says Marilyn, 62, a breast cancer survivor.
         ‘I felt as if this was what I had been working towards for months. But when I got there it was harder than I expected, and
         I thought that everyone else was doing a better job than me. It took me ages to realise that doing my best was good enough.’
      

      
      Cancer survival is a bit like becoming a parent. It’s loaded with myths and expectations. Just as new parents often believe that they’ll feel
         instant, automatic love for their newborn, people at the end of cancer treatment often expect to feel overjoyed, excited,
         fit and ready to lead a ‘more meaningful life’.
      

      
      Of course, some new parents do fall instantly in love with their newborn, and then sail through the nappies and sleepless
         nights on a cloud of bliss. And some people – you may know one – do come through cancer, its treatment and the aftermath,
         with barely a wobble.
      

      
      But most don’t.

      
      The end of treatment is a new life phase – a huge change. You’re bound to have ups and downs – sometimes major ones. You may
         not really want to admit this to anyone. And you may wish you didn’t feel this way. It might take longer than you think to
         adjust. But one thing is clear: you’re definitely not alone.
      

      
      As Roger, 68, prostate cancer survivor, puts it, ‘You feel weakened physically and psychologically and rebuilding your strength
         doesn’t happen overnight. You may be strong, but you’re not superhuman, are you?’
      

      
      Cancer brings an enormous shift in anyone’s life. And it can feel so sudden. Looking back, many cancer survivors, even if
         the diagnosis was long and drawn-out, say they were struck by the speed between diagnosis and treatment. ‘It was a whirlwind,’
         says Carol, 51, lung cancer survivor. ‘I was given my diagnosis on Friday, told to consider my treatment options over the
         weekend, went back to the consultant on Monday, and was having surgery by Wednesday.’
      

      
      When all this is happening, everything feels urgent. You’re making medical decisions; trawling the internet; navigating the
         hospital system; explaining things to family, friends and colleagues; packing bags; making complicated arrangements – often
         in a matter of days.
      

      
      Then there are weeks or months of treatment: surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, hormonal management – and their myriad side
         effects. ‘I was on automatic,’ Carol remembers. ‘It was as if I shut down emotionally. I didn’t cry, I didn’t wail, I just
         used my professional skills – I am an accountant and I love structure – to plan out the next stage of my life.’
      

      
      While this is going on, many people do find a strength and resilience they didn’t know they had. Cancer is the ‘enemy’ and
         they’re going to tackle it with everything they’ve got. Some people develop a ‘fighting spirit’ – they find out all the details
         of the treatment plan, work in close partnership with the medical team, set themselves small, realistic daily targets, enlist
         and accept support, understand their treatment, ask questions, face the answers full on. People praise their ‘courage’ and
         ‘strength’.
      

      
      Other people put themselves in the hands of the medical team. They don’t want much information. They follow the team’s advice.
         They don’t feel the same level of responsibility, with all the pressures that come with it. People praise them for the quiet,
         peaceful and accepting way they are coping with the trauma.
      

      
      However you coped; when treatment ends you face a set of different challenges. If you’re the ‘fighting spirit’ type, your
         ‘enemy’ might suddenly seem less clear. It can be hard to find information. You are physically run down after all that fighting.
         This is when the emotional after-effects of cancer really kick in.
      

      
      If you’re the quieter type, you may find it really hard that your team has suddenly gone. You’re on your own. You might feel
         isolated, maybe abandoned and vulnerable. Again, all this hits you just when you’re physically and emotionally exhausted.
         It’s incredibly tough.
      

      
      No one is suggesting here that you shouldn’t be allowed to celebrate the end of treatment. You, together with your medical
         team, have achieved something fantastic. Many survivors do get moments of elation. But it tends to be more complicated than
         cracking open the champagne and settling back into your old life.
      

      
      What this book won’t do

      
      You may be struggling with lots of medical and practical issues, along with all these unexpected emotions. There might be
         long-term physical effects from the cancer or its treatment. Maybe you are still making decisions about things like reconstructive
         surgery or fertility treatment. You might also be struggling with your finances, your rights at work, your insurance policies
         or other upsetting and time-consuming practicalities. These are important post-cancer issues, huge in your life right now,
         but they are not what this book is about. Other books tackle these practical issues. The aim here is to concentrate on your
         feelings.
      

      
      We also won’t be giving any lectures in positive thinking. We aren’t going to ask you to think of cancer as a gift. We aren’t
         going to suggest that you see yourself as lucky or blessed. We are going to ask you to explore your thoughts and question
         whether what you are saying to yourself is true, realistic and fair. We’ll encourage you to do this even when you want to curl up under the duvet and shut the whole world out. But we won’t – ever – tell you to look on the bright side.
      

      
      ‘If one more person tells me how lucky I am to be through my cancer when I’ve lost my breast, my hair, my confidence and my
         sense of who I am, I think I’m going to explode!’ says Dawn, 44, breast cancer survivor.
      

      
      What this book will do for you
      

      
      This book will help you with the emotions of cancer survival. We will give you simple, practical ways to tackle things like worries, fatigue, anger or depression.
         These are the feelings that can hold you back and stop you from adjusting to life after cancer.
      

      
      Coping with emotions doesn’t mean getting rid of them. You’re not going to read this book and magically enter a ‘feelings-free
         zone’ – far from it. But you will learn how to understand, explore and challenge your difficult post-cancer emotions.
      

      
      None of this, incidentally, involves ‘wallowing’, ‘navel gazing’ or ‘dredging things up’. We just give you concrete, easy
         to follow strategies (based on scientific research), along with tips and ideas to help you cope.
      

      
      These strategies won’t work overnight, and they won’t stop you from feeling upset at times. Some of the exercises won’t be
         right for you at this point, but they might be a bit later on, so it’s always worth coming back to things – even if you thought
         they were unhelpful the first time around.
      

      
      Who is this book for?

      
      This book is a useful resource for any survivor – whether it’s days, months or years since your treatment ended. It should
         be helpful whether you’re feeling a little bit daunted, or completely adrift.
      

      
      It will also be valuable for the families and friends of cancer survivors. If your loved one’s treatment has ended, you’re
         likely to be going through surprisingly similar emotions yourself. You might feel shell-shocked, confused, worried (and maybe
         even annoyed) by your loved one’s reaction to what you hoped would be ‘the end’ of this cancer thing. You need support too
         – you’ve also been through so much – and this book is your valuable starting point. We’ll give you ways to understand what
         you’re both going through, and ideas for coping (and helping).
      

      
      Finally, this book is also aimed at health professionals. It will help you to recognise, perhaps in more detail, or more systematically,
         what happens to your patients after they close the clinic door. It will also give you strategies to suggest to people if they
         need your advice, either immediately after treatment ends, or much later, when they come back for checkups and you notice
         that they’re struggling.
      

      
      In short, this book is your companion, supporting and advising as you move your life onwards. Your boat may not feel the same
         and the landscape may have changed, but it’s still yours. You can do this.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      [image: image]

      
      WORRIES

      
      
         [image: image] My husband and I always said we’d go away on holiday once the treatment was all over. But when my treatment finished it didn’t
            feel like it was all over, not to me. I worried that I couldn’t organise a holiday like I did before. But worst of all, I
            worried that it was almost asking for trouble to celebrate.[image: image]
         

         BERYL, 71, UTERINE CANCER SURVIVOR

      

      
      What’s so worrying?

      
      It is extraordinarily common to feel worried after cancer. Worries can keep you awake at night, stop you eating, give you
         butterflies in your stomach, make you snappy, panicky, fretful or just a bit uneasy. They can range from out and out panic
         attacks to a persistent sense of vagueness or nervousness. This can go on for a very long time after cancer treatment ends
         – sometimes years (if you don’t know what to do about it).
      

      
      
But why?


      
      The answer is pretty simple. Worry is a natural, instinctive human response to a perceived threat. And cancer is a pretty
         huge threat, by anyone’s standards.
      

      
      Worries during diagnosis and treatment

      
      When you are first diagnosed with cancer your whole world changes. You are instantly forced to start making decisions. You’re
         bombarded by treatment options, percentages, research trials and outcome studies. You have to make choices, filter information
         and engage with complicated issues. This, obviously, can be really worrying and stressful. ‘I’m a head teacher and spend my
         working life making difficult choices and decisions’, says Malcolm, 57, oral cancer survivor. ‘But when I had to decide about
         what treatment to have for my cancer, it was as if my mind had turned to jelly. I couldn’t remember what the doctor had just
         told me five minutes before. All options seemed so frightening, and I simply felt incapable of making any rational decision.
         My wife and my clinical nurse specialist had to hold my hand and coax me through the whole process.’
      

      
      Next, during your treatment phase, you have to cope with what can be dreadful symptoms and an alien environment: hospital
         wards, theatre recovery rooms, radiotherapy machines and chemotherapy suites. You’re bombarded by frightening sights, sounds
         and sensations; by needles, nausea and noise. Again, all this can make you anxious. Sometimes it’s the smallest things that
         set you off. ‘The first time I saw the skull and crossbones on the door to the radiotherapy room,’ says Paul, 65, colon cancer
         survivor, ‘I wondered what on earth I was doing there and I very nearly ran.’
      

      
      But all this is over now. It’s in the past. You’ve got through cancer. Your treatment is done and you’re putting your life
         back together. Why, then, are you still worrying?
      

      
      When worries won’t go away
      

      
      Right now you are probably trying to pick up the pieces of your life. People might talk about your strength and bravery. You
         might have moments when you want to yell from the rooftops about how amazing you are to have got through this. But there are
         probably also times when the threat of cancer still feels very real. You don’t feel the same certainty about life any more.
         Your future seems unknown and, perhaps at times, very scary indeed.
      

      
      During treatment you actually got quite used to the hospital environment and your medical team. It can feel weird not to have
         them around any more, for reassurance and support. There’s nothing to ‘fight’ now either: your treatment is finished. And
         after months, or maybe years of struggle, your coping skills are probably at a low ebb. Basically, you’re exhausted.
      

      
      Ending cancer treatment is a huge life event. It’s as big as diagnosis and treatment. But nobody seems to recognise this.
         Your team sends you off, telling you to get on with your life. Your friends and family expect you to be delighted. You’re
         supposed to put the whole thing behind you.
      

      
      However, the focus of your life has changed completely – and change isn’t often easy to handle.

      
      When is worrying a problem?

      
      Worry only really becomes a problem when it starts to interfere with your life. And you might be surprised just how many people
         this happens to after cancer.
      

      
      
      
      PROBLEMATIC WORRIES

      
      If you:

      
      
         	
            feel preoccupied by your worries, can’t get them out of your head

         

         	
            can’t focus on other things because you’re so busy worrying
            

         

         	
            worry over small, everyday matters as well as big, important ones

         

         	
            wish you could stop worrying so much

         

      

      
      … then you’ll really benefit from some of the help and ideas in this chapter.

      
      

      
      It’s OK to worry

      
      Cancer survivors are often ashamed of their anxieties. They think that worrying might be a sign of weakness – maybe a bit
         ‘pathetic’ or ‘silly’. They feel they owe it to the medical staff or their friends and family – everyone who’s helped them
         to get through this – to be strong and happy. They also worry that they are making things worse by fretting: maybe holding
         up their own recovery. Often, they don’t admit, even to their nearest and dearest, quite how worried they are. It’s a lonely
         place to be.
      

      
      Virtually every cancer survivor goes through this. For some people, the post-cancer anxiety is short lived. But the majority
         find their worries much harder to shake off. For many cancer survivors worry becomes really problematic – it stops them getting
         on with their life.
      

      
      
      
      COMMON POST-CANCER WORRIES

      
      
         	
            I’m scared that the cancer may come back. (The fear that ‘something feels wrong’.)

         

         	
            I can’t get it out of my head. (Scary or traumatic memories and thoughts about diagnosis and treatment keep popping back into my mind.)
            

         

         	
            I’m worried about family and friends. (Am I putting too much strain on them? Do they understand what I’m going through? Why
               aren’t we communicating better?)
            

         

         	
            I’m worried about the future. (How will I cope if I always feel this way? What will I do with the rest of my life? Will I
               ever feel like ‘me’ again?)
            

         

         	
            I’m not coping. (Life has changed; I’m struggling with side effects or other changes after treatment; I feel burdened, alone,
               sometimes overwhelmed.)
            

         

      

      
      

      
      
      
      CASE STUDY

      
      Bill, 49, testicular cancer survivor

      
      Check-up anxiety

      
      Bill is a married taxi driver and father of three. His treatment finished five years ago. ‘For fifty weeks of the year I’m
            fine,’ he told me in our first session, ‘but for the two weeks before my annual check-up I feel like a nervous wreck all over
            again. I go inwards, stop talking to my wife, get irritable with the kids and just find myself wondering: What if it has come
            back?’

      
      Going into the hospital waiting area was difficult for Bill: just the paint colour, the smell, the noises brought that terrible
            year back to him. It made him feel as if his cancer was yesterday, not five years ago. ‘It makes me so cross with myself,’
            he said, ‘I should be beyond this.’

      
      First, I asked Bill what he’d say to a friend in a similar situation. Would he tell them that they ‘should be beyond this’
            or would he say ‘It’s natural to worry, no one could go back into that setting and not experience some anxiety’?

      
      Many of us are great at supporting other people, but those skills go out the window when it comes to our own worries (‘I’m
            so weak/pathetic/silly’). We set ourselves harsh, unfair or unrealistic targets (‘I should be doing X or Y by now…’).
            This just adds to the stress.

      
      In fact, Bill was doing incredibly well. He’d found a way to make cancer part of his past for fifty weeks of the year. But
            he was also expecting a lot of himself.

      
      With his next check-up approaching, Bill tried talking to himself as if he were talking to his own best friend. He reassured
            himself, and accepted his worries, instead of getting at himself for being ‘weak’. This process, he said, made him feel much
            calmer – and more accepting of his own anxiety.

      
      I also worked with Bill to understand the fear itself: What if it has come back? To unpick this fear, Bill asked himself these
            questions:

      
      
         	
            What evidence do I have that there is any problem?

         

         	
            Do I have physical concerns, or it is just the clinic appointment letter that has made me anxious?

         

         	
            Have I felt this way before, but the cancer had not come back?

         

      

      
      The answers Bill gave to these questions made him realise that his fears were not always completely balanced and realistic.
       Bill realised how his worries pushed his thoughts to extremes – making them frightening, and heightening his worry.
      

      
      

      
      
Understanding your worries

      
      It isn’t self-indulgent to take some time to think about your worries. It’s essential.

      
      If you can understand more about how worry works in general, and unpick what is really getting to you, then you stand a far
         better chance of coping. You can learn simple ways to reduce your worry, stress or panicky feelings. You aren’t going to erase
         all worry from your life – sadly, none of us can do that. But you will be able to manage unwanted thoughts and emotions so
         that they don’t get the better of you.
      

      
      
      
      HOW WORRY WORKS

      
      Worry, like all emotions, is made up of four key elements:

      
      
         	
            Your thoughts

         

         	
            Your feeling

         

         	
            Your behaviour

         

         	
            Your body

         

      

      
      Basically, if you learn simple ways to manage each of these four elements, then you will start to feel far more in control
         – and far less worried.
      

      
      Worried feelings

      
      

      
      When you feel threatened by something, or overloaded with demands that you don’t think you can cope with, then you might feel
         any or all of these emotions:
      

      
      
         	
            stress

         

         	
            worry

         

         	
            fear

         

         	
            panic

         

         	
            anxiety
            

         

         	
            edginess

         

         	
            confusion.

         

      

      
      These feelings might build up slowly, or they might suddenly burst out. They might feel a bit vague, or they might feel really
         intense. It doesn’t really matter what you call these feelings – anxiety, stress, worry. They all basically mean the same
         thing (see page 36 for information about panic, which works in a slightly different way).
      

      
      There are two things that really do matter:

      
      
         	
            You will not always feel this way.

         

         	
            There are things that you can do right now to start feeling better.

         

      

      
      How to manage your worried feelings

      
      Stop worrying! Don’t feel anxious! Control your stress! It’s easier said than done, isn’t it? But you don’t have to miraculously
         change the way you feel overnight. You just have to learn to understand your feelings better so you can cope with them more
         effectively.
      

      
      The first step is simple. You learn to identify exactly when your emotional state changes – pinpoint the moment when you go
         from feeling basically OK, to feeling worried, uptight or stressed out.
      

      
      ‘I’d been very calm, having a nice day putting some photos in an album, when I heard on the radio that Bobby Robson had died,’
         says Arthur, 71, bowel cancer survivor. ‘I was so upset after that; I couldn’t settle to anything, I was on edge for hours.’
      

      
      Noticing exactly when your mood change happens, as Arthur did, is your starting point. That change is the signpost that tells
         you: now it’s time to gain some control over your feelings (you’ll then use the techniques in this chapter as your toolkit).
      

      
      
Worried thoughts

      
      Worried thoughts can race out of control, feel muddled, or perhaps just pop into your mind unexpectedly. Some people hear
         the same phrase or see the same image again and again, like it’s on a loop. Mostly, worried thoughts tend to focus on things
         that could go wrong. They also often go hand in hand with thoughts such as ‘I’ll never cope’ or ‘I can’t do this’. All this
         can make you feel distracted, and powerless.
      

      
      The first thing to know is: thoughts aren’t facts.
      

      
      A worried thought is just your interpretation:
it is NOT a fact.
      

      

      For instance, after a social event you might think: ‘I really liked meeting that group of people, but I was too quiet and
         dull – they’ll never ask me back’. This feels like a fact. It isn’t. It’s just your particular ‘take’ on what happened. In
         reality, maybe no one will call, or maybe someone will. You can’t know for sure either way.
      

      
      Worried thoughts aren’t usually fair and balanced. They are usually weighted in favour of bad things – problems or possible
         disasters. Usually, when thinking worried thoughts, you also underestimate your ability to cope if bad things did happen.
      

      
      Use this chapter as a toolkit to help you identify your worried thoughts and replace them with more realistic and balanced
         ones.
      

      
      Tackling thought traps

      
      When you’re worrying your mind plays tricks on you. It’s almost as if your mind wants to keep you feeling wound up. It leads
         you into ‘thought traps’ that can be really destructive.
      

      
      You need to become your own ‘thought detective’. This is a very powerful thing. People often say that when they really examine
         their thought patterns, they can’t believe how critical, hard and judgemental they are with themselves.
      

      
      If you learn to identify exactly what you think when you’re worried (your ‘thought traps’), then you’ll quickly notice just
         how unbalanced and harsh these thoughts can be.
      

      
      Nobody is suggesting, by the way, that your thoughts are unbalanced all the time. You might be the most sane, reasonable human
         being on earth, but when we worry our thoughts do get skewed.
      

      
      
      
      COMMON WORRY THOUGHT TRAPS

      
      
         	
            Mind reading (making judgements about what other people are thinking): ‘The GP looked worried – she’s saying my cough is viral, but she’s
               just trying to protect me, she thinks it is more serious than she is letting on.’
            

         

         	
            Fortune telling (predicting the future): ‘I can’t cope. I’ll never work again!’
            

         

         	
            Thinking the worst (jumping to the conclusion of the worst outcome without recognising other possibilities): ‘If my cancer comes back I won’t
               cope. My wife will leave me and I’ll have to face it all alone’ or ‘My back is sore; it must be a sign the cancer has come
               back.’
            

         

         	
            Labelling yourself: ‘I’m so ungrateful. Everyone else gets on with their lives after cancer; I’m just weak.’
            

         

         	
            If … then thinking: ‘If the test results don’t come through today … then it must be bad news.’
            

         

         	
            Shoulds and oughts (unrealistic demands or expectations about yourself): ‘I shouldn’t feel so upset and stressed. I’ve done the hard bit, I ought to be enjoying myself and making the most of this valuable time.’
            

         

         	
            Selective thinking (you only remember the bad bits of a situation – you ‘forget’ about the better bits): ‘I’m useless at talking to the consultant
               about what I need’ (but you ‘forget’ that you actually found ways to communicate with the nurse on the team …).
            

         

      

      
      

      
      
      
      EXERCISE

      
      Keep an anxiety diary

      
      Keeping an anxiety diary will help you to understand the following:

      
      
         	
            What makes me worry?

         

         	
            How do I feel when I get worried?

         

         	
            What am I saying to myself when I worry?

         

         	
            What do I tend to do when worried?

         

      

      
      Then you can tackle all these things in a way that’s really going to work – for you.
      

      
      How to keep an anxiety diary

      
            1. Towards the end of your day, perhaps after your evening meal, take five or ten minutes to review your day.

            2. Think back to any incidents in the day that made you worry or feel anxious – write them down.

            3. Use a worry scale – see below – to rate the level of worry you felt in each situation.

            4. Once you’ve done steps 1 to 3 for one week the next stage is to understand more about how that feeling works, for you. Jot
               down the following:
            

            
                  • What did I feel when the worry hit me? (Slight worry, fear, panic?)

                  • What situation was I in? (Where was I? What was happening?)

                  • What did I think? (What words started going round my mind?)

                  • How did my body feel?

                  • What did I do? (What I did to tackle – or avoid – it.)


            5. Do step 4 for a week. It will then be time to move on to the ‘thought taming’ exercise on pages 23–5.

            6. Keep your anxiety diary and thought taming exercise going for a month (it’s fine if you miss the odd day; no one says you
               have to be perfect). Looking back through your diary can motivate you: day to day it can be hard to pinpoint changes but over
               time you’ll see you’re worrying less.
            

      Your worry scale

      
      
         	
            Use a scale from 1 to 10 where 1 is no worries at all and 10 is the most extreme worry.

         

         	
            Identify a moment when you were worried (what ‘set you off’?). Now try to pinpoint, using your scale, how worried you felt.
               Give that worry a rating from 1 to 10.
            

         

         	
            A worry scale will help you to notice when you are getting less anxious over time – you’ll notice, for instance, that a worry
               that was originally an 8 on your scale has become a 6 or even a 5 as you learn to cope better with it.
            

         

      

      
      What now?

      
      Having kept your anxiety diary for a month, it is then up to you, whether you like having a structure to follow and want to
         keep writing your diary, or if you want to stop. You can always go back to it if you find yourself going through another patch
         of worrying.
      

      
      

      
      
      
      TIP [image: image]

      
      A PERMANENT RECORD

      
      An appointments diary or calendar (or an electronic version such as a Blackberry or iPhone) is useful for this exercise: you
         can keep a permanent record as you jot down each worry, and its rating.
      

      
      

      
      
      
      EXAMPLE

      
      Anxiety diary: Arthur, 71, bowel cancer survivor

      
      INCIDENT: Hearing that Bobby Robson died
      

      
      WORRY RATING: 8
      

      
      
         	
            What did I feel? Sad, worried, fretful, frightened.
            

         

         	
            What was the situation? Listening to the radio, news item came on.
            

         

         	
            What did I think? He was so fit and talented, he was such a good person; it is not fair; cancer is so cruel. If it can kill someone like Bobby
               who must have had the best possible treatment, money no option, then it’s bound to kill me the doctors say it has gone but I know it will come back to get me.
            

         

         	
            How did my body feel? Hot, tense, light-headed.
            

         

         	
            What did I do next? Turned the radio off, got restless, couldn’t concentrate, stopped putting photos in album, did the washing up, rearranged
               bookshelves.
            

         

      

      
      Now try this

      
      Have a look at Arthur’s anxiety diary. See if you can spot his thought traps.

      
      
         	
            Fortune telling: ‘It will come back.’

         

         	
            Thinking the worst: ‘It will kill me.’

         

         	
            ‘If … then’ thinking: ‘If it can kill Bobby then it will kill me.’

         

      

      
      You need to become skilled at spotting your own thought traps. With practice, you’ll learn to:

      
      
         	
            identify the worry thought (yes, even the most worrying ones)

         

         	
            notice your thought traps

         

         	
            question and challenge them.

         

      

      
      

      
      Scary thoughts and why they are OK

      
      It is often very hard to acknowledge your big fears, even to yourself. Many cancer survivors worry that if they think about
         the bad stuff – including the cancer coming back – then it might happen. This is totally understandable. It’s virtually impossible
         to open a magazine or newspaper without some story cropping up about how positive thinking helped someone or other to beat
         cancer.
      

      
      The thing is, these are just stories – nothing more. Positive thinking is great, and can be useful in helping you to cope
         better, but it doesn’t make the slightest difference to cancer outcomes. Solid scientific research has not found any link
         between worry about cancer and cancer outcomes.
      

      
      Thinking something bad will not make it happen.

      

      If (or when) you find yourself thinking ‘I just can’t cope. I’m terrified. I know my cancer is going to come back’, remind
         yourself that these thoughts are normal, and they will not make your cancer come back.
      

      
      There is, on the other hand, plenty of scientific evidence to show that learning how to think in a more balanced, realistic,
         non-panicky way can boost your mood, coping abilities and hugely improve your quality of life. This is why it’s worth giving
         these strategies a go. In fact, that’s the whole point of this book.
      

      
      
      
      COPING STRATEGY

      
      Thought taming

      
      After having kept your anxiety diary for two weeks you’re going to learn how to manage – and get out of – your thought traps.

      
      To begin with try to tame one thought each day for at least a week.
      

      
      As you get more skilled at taming your thoughts you’ll find that you can ‘catch’ them before they take hold. You will start
         answering your own worrying thoughts as they happen. Before you know it, you’re starting to think in a much more balanced
         – and much less worried – way.
      

      
      How to tame your thoughts

      
            1. From your anxiety diary pick one anxious thought you have had during the day.

            2. On the left-hand side of your paper write down the actual words that were running through your mind.
            

            3. Now, look back at the thought traps listed above. Have you fallen into any?

            4. Ask yourself the following questions about that thought:

                  • Am I exaggerating any problems or risks?

                  • What if the thing I’m scared of really did happen? It is difficult to face this question. But if you can, you’ll start to
                     think about what you would actually do if it did happen. Surprisingly, just thinking about this reduces the fear.
                  

                  • What else am I dealing with right now? Am I actually doing quite well, given all the challenges I’m facing and what I’ve been
                     through?
                  

            5. Write the answers to these questions down on the right-hand side of your paper. Now, see if you can come up with more helpful
               thoughts on the right-hand side, than worrying thoughts on the left-hand side.
            

      
      And there you have it in a nutshell: more balanced thinking.

      
      
      
      TIP [image: image]

      
      ‘HOLD ON …’

      
      If all this debating with yourself seems a bit much at first – and it can be quite a challenge – see if you can catch your
         thoughts by saying just two words to yourself ‘hold on …’
      

      
      ‘Hold on …’ will kick off a great new habit: stopping your thought from taking hold, and automatically questioning it.
         For example, if you’re in a ‘labelling’ thought trap (‘I’m pathetic, I never cope with anything’), saying ‘Hold on …’
         immediately makes you stop to think: ‘Hold on … am I really that pathetic? Aren’t there some things I’ve coped with quite
         well recently?’
      

      
      


      But I hate writing

      
      Try not to be put off by all this writing. Writing down thoughts and feelings won’t make them disappear but writing does have
         the useful effect of getting a thought out of your head – and this can be a big relief.
      

      
      Remember, the writing is just for you: forget about spelling/ handwriting/typing – you’re the only one who needs to be able
         to read it, there’s no teacher/boss breathing down your neck here. If writing has never been your thing, and never will be,
         you can still do all of the exercises suggested in this book just in your mind.
      

      
      
      
      TIP [image: image]

      
      DON’T EXPECT MIRACLES

      
      Changing the way you think takes practice and time. At first, thought taming might feel artificial. You probably won’t believe the alternative thoughts that you come up with. But when you’ve done this each day for a week or two you’ll get to know the
         patterns and traps you tend to fall into. And you’ll notice that you no longer automatically accept your first thought, but
         instead you ‘catch it’ and start to question it.
      

      
      


      

      
      
      COPING STRATEGY

      
      ‘Mindfulness’

      
      Sometimes, you’ll have a worrying thought, but you just won’t feel like engaging in a debate with yourself, or writing stuff
       down. At times like this a technique known as mindfulness is a great tool. It takes practice, but it can work wonders. (See Chapter 8: Relax, for more on mindfulness.)
      

      
      How to do it

      
      Instead of pushing a worrying thought away, or even examining or challenging it, you are going to simply acknowledge that
         thought. You’re not going to judge it. You’re just going to watch it go through your head.
      

      
      When a worrying thought pops into your head try this strategy.

      
      
         	
            Spot it: It has appeared in your mind.
            

         

         	
            Don’t judge it: There’s no need to say ‘What a bad, horrible thought’. It’s just a thought.
            

         

         	
            Take a moment to think about where you are right here and now: Use all of your senses. Again, don’t judge anything. Just observe yourself. Try to notice things like:
            

         

      

      
      • the pattern of your breathing

      
      • background noises

      
      • the feel of your clothes on your body

      
      • the position of your body

      
      • where your feet touch the ground or your back is leaning into the chair

      
      • how your tongue lies in your mouth

      
      • any smells wafting over you.

      
      
         	
            Be curious: Watch your worrying thought, and notice what happens to it, if new thoughts come in to take its place, if it hangs around
               or disappears.
            

         

      

      
      Mindfulness really can help worries to feel less threatening. The thoughts just come and go. You watch them, but you don’t
         get involved. They’re just thoughts.
      




      
Worried behaviour


      
      When you are worried you behave differently. Sometimes the change is dramatic – shouting, being irrational, tearful or restless.
         But at other times the behaviour change is so subtle you hardly notice you’re doing it. Understanding how, exactly, worry
         changes your behaviour is an important step towards freeing yourself from anxiety – and getting on with living.
      

      
      
      
      Here are just a few ways in which worries can change your behaviour:

      
      
         	
            restlessness – getting up and down, not being able to settle

         

         	
            difficulty concentrating

         

         	
            impulsiveness

         

         	
            impatience

         

         	
            keeping ‘on the go’

         

         	
            not wanting to stop/slow down/relax

         

         	
            sleep problems

         

         	
            needing reassurance from others

         

         	
            avoiding frightening situations.

         

      

      
      

      
      Avoidance and why it won’t work

      
      You could, of course, just try to avoid or distract yourself from all the things that worry you. This might work OK in the
         short term. But in the long term it will fail.
      

      
      Distraction and avoidance can keep a worry going for longer – and even make it worse. If you try to avoid something, you can
         become quite restricted in how you behave; your anxieties start dominating your life. This can get exhausting. When you do slow down – and you have to eventually – those
         worries bounce right back at you.
      

      
      It’s completely reasonable to want to protect yourself – whether your worries are mild or severe. The problem is that human
         beings are just not very good at suppressing worrying thoughts. In fact, our brains are programmed to look at any given threat
         from all angles – until we are sure it’s gone away. So, when you push a scary thought away, or try to avoid something that
         worries you, you’re only putting the anxiety on hold. It’s going to come back. Often it will come back bigger and more worrying
         than before.
      

      
      
      
      CASE STUDY

      
      Bill, 49, testicular cancer survivor, part 2

      
      Coping with worried behaviour

      
      Bill thought of simple ways to manage his worries in the run up to his annual check-up appointment – a kind of ‘worry management
            strategy’. He decided to:

      
      
         	
            Prepare himself and his family each year, using the clinic appointment letter as a trigger.

         

         	
            Explain to his family that he might be on edge for a bit.

         

         	
            Tell them things they could do to help him, for instance, not asking him why he was so quiet.

         

         	
            Sit down and review the past year, writing down a list of any episodes of ill health or odd physical sensations, as well as
                  times when he felt really well, or any physical successes or achievements, such as joining the local rugby team.

         

         	
            Prepare questions for the medical team, consider what he wants to get from the check-up.

         

      

      
      Bill also thought about what helps him when he feels anxious. He realised:

      
      
         	
            He finds it easier to cope if he recognises his worried thoughts and gives himself some time to think about the thought traps
                  he is falling into and how to get out of them.

         

         	
            Exercise helps him to tackle his ‘worried body’, so he decided to walk the dog in the morning, and do some press-ups before
                  dinner.

         

      

      
      Bill’s check-up was all good, just as it had been for the previous four years. A few days afterwards, Bill took time to look
            back over the previous couple of weeks. He noted which of his strategies had turned out to be helpful and which hadn’t – and
            made a few notes. These notes will help him cope even better next year.

      
      Managing your worried behaviour isn’t instant. It takes thought and focus – as Bill’s approach shows. But it’s worth it. Bill
            felt far more in control both in the run up to his appointment and during it. He is now far less afraid of the fear itself.
            He still worries a bit, of course, but he knows that he’s coping much better – and this is a huge reassurance.

      
      

      
      
      
      EXERCISE

      
      Pink elephants

      
      Our brains don’t respond well when we tell them not to think about something. Try this and you’ll see: sit quietly, with your
         eyes closed. Now, think about absolutely anything except pink elephants.
      

      
      What did you think about? Chances are that big, hefty pink creatures with trunks featured heavily.

      
      Telling yourself not to think something puts you under enormous pressure to think it. You may manage it briefly, but not for long. Those pink elephants are going to rear their trunks at some point whether you
         like it or not. But if you learn to tame them, you can stop them rampaging through your mind, tearing everything up and leaving
         a total mess behind.
      

      
      

      
      
      
      CASE STUDY

      
      Ally, 64, breast cancer survivor

      
      Facing pink elephants

      
      Ally’s huge fear was that her cancer would come back. She did everything she could to avoid thinking about this – filling
            her time with distractions and tasks – but it wasn’t working. However much she tried to avoid thinking about the cancer returning,
            the thoughts would bounce back at her later – usually at night – and were terrifying when they did.
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