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Extract 

Introduction 

So you have been diagnosed with cancer. If the news is recent, 

your mind is probably still reeling from it. My patients often say 

that once they heard the word 'cancer', every other piece of 

information just evaporated – everything else seemed like a tide 

of white noise. A common initial response is to feel upset that the 

diagnosis took time. You may be blaming yourself for not bringing 

it to attention earlier or annoyed that your concerns were 

ignored for too long. But sometimes there is just relief that finally 

someone has found the problem, which can now be tackled. 

The initial conversation  around the disclosure  of cancer is important. Being told the diagnosis in a frantic 

emergency department or in a theatre recovery room can be deeply unsettling and doesn't give you the 

opportunity to ask questions. People under the fog of an anaesthetic or in severe pain would find it almost 

impossible to concentrate on a serious conversation. Perhaps you learnt the diagnosis from your GP, who 

had hinted that he was worried about your weight loss. 

If you have just met an oncologist you may have thought you were prepared to have a full discussion but 

turned into a mass of nerves as soon as you walked into the oncologist's office. Patients have apologised to 

me for crying in my room when they know that they should be spending that time understanding their 

diagnosis. Of course, they couldn't help but be upset or numbed by their circumstances. 

These days there is such a wide range of available tests that it's not rare to find yourself in a situation 

where you are repeatedly told that although cancer is highly suspected you need to wait for a few more 

confirmatory tests. In that case, the remaining scans or biopsy, the surgery or the doctor's appointment 

can't come soon enough. Patients describe undergoing many tests but feeling starved for information and 

unable to start planning ahead. Is that you? 

No matter where you are on the journey, feelings of fear, uncertainty,  frustration and sadness are 

common. Patients are unsure about whom they can turn to. You may be surrounded by people dear to 

you but are not quite sure how much to share and with whom. Is it better if everyone knows whatever 

you have been told, or will you slowly measure out the information? It's hard to gauge how much to make 

public and at what cost. 

And, above all, dealing with these countless new questions you are probably asking yourself, why me, why 

now, what will happen . . . ? The rational side of you knows that cancer can happen to anyone but you can't 

help wondering why it's you and how you will cope. Different aspects of these emotions will strike you at 

different times. Sometimes you will feel vulnerable and other times in control of the situation. You may 

know or have been reassured that there has been great progress made in cancer treatment over the last 

decade, but how does this progress affect you? How will you navigate the journey ahead? 

If being a cancer patient is challenging, being a family member or a close friend of a cancer patient can be 

just as challenging. What's more, it's a role that involves a great deal of internalisation and silent worrying. 

You dearly want to help but are not sure how. Sometimes it feels right to respect a person's space but 

other times you suspect that the patient wants to talk but you have no idea how to broach a conversation. 

You are cautious not to upset feelings or make a bad situation worse with a careless remark. 
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The good news is that not everyone who is diagnosed with cancer faces a dire prognosis. Indeed, as 

treatments for common cancers improve, more and more people are alive to tell the story of their 

survival. Many people return to productive and satisfying lives, although the story of survival is not always 

one of triumph. Survivors battle long-term anxiety, depression, body-image issues, and, of course, the ever-

present cloud of cancer recurrence that can overshadow even minor and reversible illness. 

Whether you are a cancer patient, a family member or a survivor, you will know that the mere mention of 

cancer brings forth a wellspring of complex emotions. It might feel that all these questions are unique to 

you, because what you are going through no one else has or will in quite the same way. While every 

experience of cancer may be slightly different, what all those who come into contact with cancer do have 

in common is the wish to live a good life. Though you recognise that adjustments will have to be made, you 

want life with cancer to comprise more than a rolling series of tests, scans and doctors' appointments 

interspersed with worry. The keen gardener in you wants to keep gardening, the golfer still wants to smell 

the green, and the avid reader wants to keep up the book-club attendance.  You want to be well to attend 

family functions and entertain friends. When things go well, you want the ability to relish them. And in 

troubled times you still want to make the best out of your situation. Unlike a bout of appendicitis or a 

fractured arm, cancer is not a discrete or episodic problem. It overtakes and dramatically changes the rest 

of your life. 

I am also thinking that as you read this you might be wondering who I am and how I am placed to offer you 

advice. The opportunity to accompany patients through a difficult time in their lives and form a relationship 

of trust with them appealed to me from a young age. I always yearned for continuity of care for my 

patients, meaning that I wanted a role in diagnosis, treatment and follow-up. My work as an oncologist has 

allowed me a privileged insight into all aspects of the experiences of cancer patients. Training in medical 

ethics and communication  skills has given me another valuable perspective on how patients think. Since 

the publication of my first two books, I have been invited to talk with many patients, professionals, 

community and industry groups about cancer and all its human implications. I feel richly rewarded by these 

interactions because they have given me a very broad view of what really matters to patients. 

Having shared their happiness and disappointment, their wonder and concern, I have thought for several 

years that all patients could do with plain-language  advice, provided with empathy and compassion, on 

navigating their new world. Having been a part of my patients' victories and challenges, I want to use what I 

now know to help you deal with your diagnosis. I want to help you make good decisions and also to 

sidestep some challenges. 

There are two kinds of challenges cancer patients face. One is tackling the day-to-day mechanics of having 

cancer, such as making chemotherapy choices, keeping your weight stable or managing the side effects of 

treatment. It is understandably easy to become so absorbed by these issues that the big picture fades from 

attention. The big picture is about your aspirations, your goals of care in the context of the severity of 

your illness, and if indeed life is limited, how best to spend the remaining days. In my experience, for far 

too many people, the big picture comes into focus too late. I will confess here that part of this has to do 

with the way doctors communicate, with their emphasis too often also being on the immediate problems a 

patient faces. To use a firefighting analogy, while putting out spot fires might work elsewhere in medicine, 

cancer management is different. How one extinguishes a cancer spot fire is greatly determined by having an 

idea of the conflagration. 

Unless you are medically trained it may be difficult to comprehend the pathology report or appreciate the 

changes on a CT scan, but the patients who navigate the journey well are those who always try to 

understand themselves and their motivations in life. They use a personal philosophy to guide them in their 

decision- making, and in doing so, take active control of aspects of their care. Of course, if you choose not 

to be engaged in your medical care you will no doubt still find good treatment. In some ways, it can be 

easier to treat a patient who doesn't ask many questions. But if, like most patients, your goal is to navigate 

your cancer treatment feeling as if you have control and options, then you need to take some 

responsibility for it. 



When you are told you have cancer, one of the first things that comes to mind is that it seems complex. 

Cancer connotes mystery and difficulty. These words discourage you from understanding your illness. But 

it doesn't have to be so. I have long observed that while cancer is really many different diseases, dealing 

with its consequences requires a fundamental set of questions that all patients need to ask of their doctor 

and themselves. 

If you are feeling anxious, frightened, confused or simply don't know where to start, I hope to provide you 

comfort and practical advice through this book. I may not be seeing you in my office but I want to talk to 

you in the same way as I would a patient sitting before me. For almost everyone I have met, cancer is a 

difficult experience but not everything ends badly, as you might fear. Modern medicine has the means to 

tackle disease like never before. Yes, we have a long way to go, but this is a really exciting time in oncology 

because of the marvellous gains we are making in our knowledge about how cancers behave. Knowledge of 

this behaviour translates into new drugs and other ways of treating cancer, and the changes are happening 

fast. I routinely use drugs that I had not heard of until just a few years ago. So while it's obviously a stretch 

to say you are lucky to have cancer now, you can take heart that doctors know more about your cancer 

than they ever have. 

But still, there are serious outcomes that you may well need to prepare for. In saying this, I am being not 

pessimistic but honest, as you should expect me to be. Unfortunately, by not thinking of the right questions 

or not knowing how to ask them, you may never receive the answers that you need to plan ahead. 

Reading this book will not make you a medical expert on your illness but I aspire to make you a more 

empowered patient. I hope to make you a patient who, no matter what the stage of your illness, feels 

prepared and knowledgeable, and is hence able to ask questions and make decisions wisely. Many people in 

your situation give up trying to understand their choices before they start because the road seems too 

hard. But I honestly believe that you will do yourself and your loved ones a favour by being informed. 

So although your head is spinning and there seems no end of things to think about, I urge you to sit down 

for a while and join me in making sense of what lies ahead. You are not alone. 

 


