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Claire’s 
Carers Story

My Mum was diagnosed with tonsil cancer a year 
ago this month and it has been quite a roller coaster 
of a journey. I helped to write her story some months 
ago, but to write my own is so much more difficult 
as it triggers so many feelings inside me, which I am 
trying to get better at managing! 

I suppose the first thing I thought about when 
I was asked to write this story was the fact that 
it took a bit of persuading that I was indeed a 
carer! In my mind I have done what any daughter 
would do and I have supported my Mum through 
her cancer journey and will continue to do so for 
as long as she needs me and however much she 
needs me! I never saw it as being a carer, I just 
saw it as being there for my Mum!

My Mum has been a very lucky lady - she was diagnosed at 
an early stage thanks to our eagle eyed hygienist and fantastic 
dentist and was lucky enough to be offered robotic surgery. 
The outcome has been amazing to say the least and for a 78 
year old woman her recovery to date has been phenomenal. 
 
Mum had no symptoms so for us to be told she had cancer 
was a huge shock. She had smoked for 55 years and I knew 
that she wouldn’t get away with it but we didn’t see this one 
coming. Her diagnosis completely floored me and what made 
it worse was the fact that she is the person I talk to about 
worries in life and I couldn’t tell her about these worries as 
she had enough of her own to cope with. I had no outlet and 
I struggled terribly. I couldn’t eat and couldn’t think straight. 
I cried most days and some days I sobbed rather than cried 

and I felt like I wasn’t coping at all. The way I felt 
scared me. 

 
Mum’s initial proposed treatment 

was radiotherapy and when I 
Googled the side effects it 

was then that I went into 

meltdown......as far as I was concerned my healthy Mum would 
undergo gruelling treatment which would severely affect her 
quality of life and leave her with life long side effects. She had 
no concept of the difficulties she was facing and so I kept it 
away from her - she had enough to worry about. I spent hours 
and hours every day and every night scouring the internet for 
answers and positive stories and I drove myself daft with it all. 

Then I found the Swallows! My first telephone conversation 
with Chris Curtis was the first honest and frank discussion I 
had been afforded by anyone. He told me exactly how tough 
Mum’s journey could potentially be but he gave me positivity 
and lots of ideas. He also told me about his own story and it 
gave me hope for the first time since Mum’s journey began.  
He managed to help me to have a night of respite from the fear, 
anxiety and worry that had engulfed me since radiotherapy 
was discussed as mums treatment option. 
 
At the early diagnosis appointments I felt rushed and as if 
nobody afforded us time to talk through options, prognosis 
and side effects. Mum was shipped in and out of rooms with 
little explanation and not much empathy and I felt like I was 
in the way and not particularly welcome. I hated it and I felt 
like I was an inconvenience asking questions but this was my 
Mum’s life and I was going to fight for it. Mum sat there in

I kept all of this from Mum and it was difficult 
to even look at her at times. I reached out to 
various cancer support charities for information 
but was left feeling like there was a lack of 
honesty; that they were minimising the situation 
and I really believed I couldn’t trust them. 
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 a daze at her appointments and was practically mute which 
was very unusual and also so sad to see. Not only that I could 
not believe that there were no alternatives. I remember at an 
oncology appointment having a support leaflet thrust into 
my hand and being told I needed help as my reaction was 
“extreme”!! Extreme? This was my Mum! They hadn’t seen 
the half of it yet! I cried at that appointment, rudely referred to 
radiotherapy as “being zapped half to death”  and begged 
for an alternative. That was the first time we heard the words 
“robotic surgery”. To this day I don’t think that Mum would 
have been offered this fantastic treatment had it not been for 
my “extreme” reaction so I don’t regret it one bit!
 
Mum waited only 3 weeks from her first meeting with her 
surgeon until she had her operation. It was over the Christmas 
period and it was a difficult time for us all and I spent New 
Year’s Eve at home with my husband in floods of tears. He was 
disappointed in me and my demeanour but there was simply 
nothing I could do. Mum spent new year with others in our 
family and she was certainly not herself either. I spent my time 
researching the surgery, it’s success rate, the side effects and 
the benefits - my friends have often joked that I could probably 
have a good go at doing it myself but I felt that I needed to be 
prepared!
 
Mums recovery from surgery was fast and pretty impressive! 
The first few weeks were not so easy. On the day of her 
surgery I waited all day for the call to say she was out of theatre 
and spent most of it crying!! I was pathetic to say the least! The 
staff at the hospital were amazing and continue to be amazing 
today - we have been so lucky to have been referred to them. 
I was juggling work and caring for mum and she had moved 
into our house to recuperate. She cried with pain on several 
mornings (she wasn’t prepared for the pain of tonsil removal 
as an adult) and her eating took a little while to get back to 
normal. I was quietly confident but so afraid. It was like having 
a new baby - every sound in the night I was up and checking 
on her. I was assisting with pain relief in the night and during 
the day and just kept praying that she would recover fully. 
 
Fast forward to almost 11 months later and here we are. Mum 
is currently free of disease and attending clinic every 6 weeks. 
Do I class myself as a carer now? I do and I am getting used 

to the concept of it! I am proud of Mum and 
her amazing recovery and I am proud of 

having the strength to speak up for 
her during that early appointment 

(despite how unpopular I 
felt when I did it!). We 

often talk about how different life would have been if we hadn’t 
have met Miss Ghazali and the wonderful team at Royal 
Blackburn Hospital and if Mum hadn’t have been eligible for 
the surgery. Somebody finally listened to what we had to say 
and understood my view point.

 

I could write and talk for hours about this subject but I really 
hope that going forward carers are recognised as cancer 
sufferers but in a different way. I truly believe that Mum coped 
with her illness way better than I did and think she continues to 
do so. Watching her go through the process she been through 
has been the most difficult thing I have encountered in my life 
so far. Sadly I don’t think that the fear of it returning will ever go 
away but her surgeon said something which really helped us 
both. “You are now back to being the same as everyone else, 
wondering and hoping that you do not get cancer.” However 
you are lucky enough to see a specialist on a regular basis to 
be checked out and not everyone gets that! 

That way of looking at it has stuck with us both and along with 
my family we help Mum to enjoy every minute of life that the 
robot gave to her. We make sure she makes the most of the 
quality of life that she has been lucky enough to retain. 

Caring for her has been tough but it’s worth it!

Claire’s Mum, Audrey, has written her own story. 
Find it online on The Swallows website.


