MY PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

Good afternoon ladies and gentleman.

My name is Lesley Flack and I live in the countryside in County Tyrone.

Seven years ago I underwent a life-changing experience.

I was diagnosed with cancer.

This earth shattering news was delivered to me during a routine screening. There are no words to adequately describe the mixture of emotions I felt at that time and for some considerable time after:-
DEVASTATION, DESOLATION, DISBELIEF, DEPRESSION,

TRAUMATISED, FRIGHTENED, FEARFUL, DELICATE, VULNERABLE, CONCERN FOR MY FUTURE – would there even be one?

My lights had gone out and I found myself in no-man’s land in unknown territory – in a big, black pit – sheer PANIC HORROR!

So began my cancer journey.
My first big step was to work closely with my health professional team and my main focus was to get through my treatment with their help and support.

I was very well cared for both medically and physically by all the health professionals and felt I had achieved my first goal after completing my course of treatment.

I felt so relieved and proud of myself when I had completed my treatment.  Alas, this was short-lived.

I realised that I no longer had the security of a medical team behind me, guiding and supporting each cycle and step of the way.  I was now on my own and the full realisation of exactly what had happened to me set in. I had been so busy concentrating on getting through my treatment that I had not thought too long or hard about long term effects – how the cancer had changed my life and would continue to do so in certain respects;  my sudden loss of identity, of self confidence and self belief.  The Lesley I once knew no longer existed! 

I now needed a different kind of support – emotionally and psychologically.

I consider myself very fortunate because I have a tremendously strong network of family and friends, who unbeknown to me were working away quietly in the background to try and find useful and practical information which would help me continue on my journey.
Some of the literature was helpful but now I needed to meet other people who had travelled a similar path and could identify with my experience.

Through networking I discovered that a wealth of help was available through voluntary organisations.  However, it was very hard work indeed, even a struggle at times, to find out  exactly WHAT WAS out there – and my discoveries were often more by accident than design.
My first port of call for support was the Ulster Cancer Foundation’s Helpline, where my concerns were discussed with a very empathetic nurse.  

As a result of this preliminary contact I found a patient befriender, Elvira, who happens to be sitting right next to me now.  I cannot thank her enough for the support she gave me in those early days, which put me well on the road to recovery as a whole person and to believing in myself again.  I slowly regained my confidence and a feeling of self worth.  I also joined one of the support groups in Armagh which I still attend regularly. 

In addition, I have received help from Action Cancer, Cancer Choices in Dungannon and from Macmillan Cancer Support and now work as a supporter within these organisations.

About 2 years ago I heard about an organisation called the Northern Ireland Cancer Network and decided to go along to one of the public meetings which were being held regionally. I duly arrived at the meeting in Portadown and quickly became interested in what seemed to be a tremendous vision for the public and patients to work together with the professionals to improve services for people affected by cancer.
This eventually lead to the offer of the chance to work with the Northern Ireland Cancer Network (NICaN) as a patient representative on the Sign Posting Group – a chance I grabbed with both hands!
As a supporter I come into contact with many people who are making their cancer journeys, so this seemed like a golden opportunity to represent their concerns - their hopes and wishes; their needs and desires.  So many people still do not know what help is available to them from the voluntary organisations in Northern Ireland – AND THERE’S LOTS OF IT, including a great variety of types of support.
It has been a privilege and an honour to work on this project.
 I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those on the signposting group for sharing their insight and wealth of experience with me.  A special word of appreciation goes to Janis and Danny from NiCAN whose hard work and dedication have made the publication of this handbook possible. 

As a result of this project, my hope is that all those people whose lives are affected by cancer will be able to find easily services which can assist them on their journey.  Life is tough enough when you are coping with cancer without having to struggle to find support. 
Finally, my hope is that, with the help of the Statutory Services, this Handbook of Cancer Services will be readily available to those who need it when they need it and that accessing the information and support will help ease their journey.

THANK YOU FOR LISTENING.
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