
Everything You Wish You Had Known...about recovery from treatment

Many of our support group members comment on how, once active treatment is complete, they suddenly feel 
very let down and alone. All those months on the treatment freight train, cared for by so many people, and now 
we're on our own. This begins our time of healing, of rebuilding ourselves, of entering a "surveillance" phase, 
and that has a whole different feeling to it. It's entirely normal to feel a bit shaken by this change.

The anniversary of our diagnosis may be a difficult time for us for some years after treatment. Taking special 
care to nurture ourselves and perhaps even seeing a mental health professional can help us cope with this extra 
stress or anxiety, especially if it’s associated with an already-stressful holiday or other anniversary.

It takes at least as long as we've been in treatment and often a year or even two to feel as though we've 
recovered. This may be longer than the people around us expect it to take. Many family and friends expect us to 
be "all better" and essentially the person we were before as soon as treatment is over. There's no one-size-fits-all 
answer on dealing with this, but it's good to know it happens and it's pretty normal. 

This is a good time to work on regaining physical conditioning through something like an oncology rehab 
program if you haven't begun one earlier. SGroup members speak highly of the free chair yoga at Regional 
(Wednesday & Friday 12-1 pm, Building C, Suite 412, Cancer Center ) for gently getting them back in touch 
with their bodies. Others take up meditation or other relaxation practices now, if they haven't before, to help deal
with the changes to body image and the stresses of surveillance. Many cancers have dietary and exercise 
recommendations that can help prevent recurrence while they promote healing, and a dietitian or websites like 
the American Institute for Cancer Research (https://www.aicr.org/) can help with that. 

Cancer treatment can create lingering and permanent effects, and your oncologist probably can't give very 
specific predictions as to whether a given symptom will or will not resolve with time. An oncological naturopath 
may be able to guide you to restorative supplements, probiotics, and other agents to foster healing: many of our 
group members report satisfaction in working with one of our local practitioners. 

It's always a quandary, if we've been wearing a wig or a scarf, when we declare our hair grown back in. It's not 
uncommon for hair to come in very curly at first, and perhaps of a slightly different texture or color than we had 
before. The curls typically grow out, and that first growth of hair often comes in at different rates on different 
parts of the scalp. Hairdressers recommend avoiding subjecting freshly-regrown hair to chemical treatments or 
dyes, and suggest mild hair products because that hair is fragile. 

Individual hairs actually have a lifespan, after which they fall out. Generally, this is random and so the losses for 
any one day are insignificant. But when all of our hairs have been reset to the same schedule by chemo, we may 
experience heavier hair loss a few months after it really starts growing in again. Don't panic! They won't all fall 
out. And over time, this will re-randomize again to the point where it becomes unnoticeable again. 

Treatment of many cancers today involves agents that are given for months or years to help prevent recurrence. 
It's important to know that some classes of these drugs have multiple brands and costs, so if your insurance 
doesn't cover the first one your doctor prescribes, it's worth asking whether another one that's better covered 
might work for you. 

The same thing goes for symptoms: if you're experiencing unpleasant levels of side effects that are really 
affecting your quality of life, ask your doctor whether you can try a different drug or dose schedule, or whether 
the degree of prevention really does counterbalance the effects it's having on your life. 
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One of the high-stress moments in post-treatment surveillance is our periodic followup scans. "Scanxiety" is 
real. Meditation or other stress management techniques like positive visualization or praying may be especially 
helpful dealing with these intermittent events. 

Post traumatic stress syndrome and depression or anxiety are known outcomes of cancer and its treatment. A 
wide range of supportive services and techniques are available in Anchorage, and we have a list of practitioners 
our members have had good experiences with. Don't feel you have to tough this out on your own! 

If your cancer team doesn’t offer you a survivorship plan at the completion of treatment, summarizing your 
treatment and what (non-cancer things) to watch for in the future, you have several options. Many cancer centers
Outside have special survivorship clinics and the closest one, at the Seattle Cancer Care Alliance 
(https://www.seattlecca.org/survivorship-clinic-for-adult-patients), does not require that you previously have 
been treated there. There is also an online survivorship plan generator 
(https://oncolife.oncolink.org/form/oncolife_v11/) that you can use to create your own basic plan.

You also may want to use the journal you kept during treatment to add specific treatment landmarks or history to
your plan. Doctors in your future care may need to know these things and it’s helpful to have that all sorted and 
recorded rather than relying upon memory or a stack of old notes. 

Cancer is living with ambiguity. You don’t have to have all of the solutions today.

Friends are strong medicine. 

If nothing else, remember that you'll always be welcome at WomenLISTEN's support group, where cancer is the 
norm, we have a great body of experience and knowledge, and we share a lot of your concerns. 
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