‘I'm worried cancer has destroyed my capacity for happiness'
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I am a 48-year-old lung-cancer survivor, living on Vancouver Island. I have survived more than five years since diagnosis and treatment. I lost the upper-right lobe of my lung, but the cancer had spread to my brain and I have had two tumours removed, as well as whole-brain radiation. I went another round with the bugger a year ago, this time in the left lung. Wedge resection took care of that. I have found it hard to be happy after all I have been through. I am really glad to be alive, but I think I now must relearn how to be happy. I am hopeful it can be done." - Joe 
Step 1: Two certainties 

After the trauma you have been through, it is extraordinary that you have survived and you are grateful for that, yet still you find it hard to be happy. Having had such a chillingly close call, the fragility of your mortality must be very present to you, insidiously eroding the joy of still being present on this earth. Facing a life-threatening illness is not only deeply terrifying but humbling as well. We can no longer avoid reality by being in denial, believing ourselves to be immortally invincible. We have to learn to accept that we are all, in fact, extremely vulnerable, and this is no easy task. I know a little of how you might feel. Surviving my own near-death, haemorrhaging 57 pints of blood after a botched operation to remove a cancerous tumour, I was in danger of condemning myself to interminable fear, recrimination and regret. Yet my realisation that I had been taking for granted the most profound thing I had been given, my life, inspired me never to do so again. This did not come easily. I had to work hard to emotionally re-engage with living, struggling for some time with the stark revelation my illness had shown me, that at any moment my life could end. The truth is that none of us know how long we will live. When we truly acknowledge the brevity of life - instead of pretending that death somehow won't happen to us - then we can start to live, really live, now. 

Step 2: Embrace opportunity 

You cannot go back and change the circumstances that led you to the position you are now in, but you can turn your face to the truth: you are still here. You say you are glad to be alive. Consider why this is and what it is that you experience that encourages this thought. All the things that are genuinely important to you can help you to challenge the fear of the inevitable. You have been given extra time, every day is a bonus, every day an unexpected pleasure. Welcome this opportunity with all your heart and fashion it into how you want to live now. You may well fear that you do not have long left, that your cancer may return, that you might not be so lucky next time. Yet having this knowledge can inspire you to value what you love and what is important to you. 

Step 3: Live meaningfully 

If any of us were told we had one day left, how would we want to live it? What would our day consist of? What would really matter would be our relationships with those we love, the people and creatures that have made our lives worth living. Our last day would be spent wanting to be with those people, telling them everything we have ever wanted to say. How much they mean to us, how we wish we had never taken them for granted, how we long to have more time with them and how they made it all worthwhile. And, despite what we might tell ourselves, it is never too late to express these things. We do not have to wait until we are seriously ill, we can all learn from living each day as if it were our last. Being happy is about loving our life unconditionally, for however much time we are fortunate to have left on this incredible earth. 

