
“Honest and vulnerable . . . will be reassuring to many 
who are reaching out for some sense of meaning to shat-
tering life changes.”

—Michael Cecil, Co-founder, The Ashland Institute

“A delightful invitation to a very different experience of 
a fearsome diagnosis. The author proves how facing a 
cancer diagnosis with courage, love, and never-ending 
openness, gives immeasurable richness to the journey.”

—Joelle Schumacher 

“The book is not only inspirational; I could actually ‘feel’ 

what the author went through—his pain, confusion, and 

resolution.”
—Risa McFarland, Montessori M.T., Community Child 

Advocate

“An eye-opening and heart-opening gift to anyone strug-
gling with a cancer diagnosis. Wrapped in Christopher 
Foster’s expert and loving embrace, you’ll be inspired to 
meet your inevitable fears and amazingly discover that 
they don’t have to consume you. We can all learn from 
Christopher’s experience with cancer. It is a testament to 
the resilience of the human spirit and a potent invitation 
to realize the power of love that lies at the heart of each 
precious moment.”

—Gail Brenner, Ph.D., Author, The End of Self-Help: 
Discovering Peace and Happiness Right at the Heart of Your 
Messy, Scary, Brilliant Life.



“Full of wisdom expressed with humility and openness. 
It is more than accurate . . . it is the truth. This book 
will join several others that I keep, securely, and revisit 
periodically.”

—Mark Schmidt, computer manufacturing engineer (Rtd) 

“The author shows a wonderful spirit and sense of humor 
about a terrifying disease. I complete agree with his quote 
from the survivor named Denise that once you have had 
cancer you are never the same again. I also believe that 
everything happens for a reason, all you have to do is to 
listen and wait and you will eventually learn what it is.”

—Lenda Schwarz

“I recently lost a dear friend to cancer. In the midst of her 
pain and frustrations, I saw tremendous peace and love 
emanating from her. This book helps me see where this 
love comes from.”

—Robin Roberts

“Inspirational and totally worthwhile if it helps just one 

person go out and get their colonoscopy.”
—Steve Workman, workmandesign.com.
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This book is dedicated to my wife, JoAnn, 

the doctors and nurses at 

Kaiser Permanente Colorado, 

and everyone whose life 

has been touched by cancer.
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Introduction: 
 

Seeing Cancer  
(and Life)  

in a New Light

You gain strength, courage, and confidence 
by every experience in which 

you really stop to look fear in the face.

—Eleanor Roosevelt
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There’s no history of cancer in my family, and it was 

a shock, to put it mildly, when I was diagnosed with 

colon cancer in the fall of 2013. 

But here’s the surprising thing: despite the fear and 

discomfort I experienced following my diagnosis, I am 

happier now than I have ever been. 

It is as if the cancer—designated stage 2—has forced 

me to go deeper into the courage and wisdom of my 

true nature. I’ve discovered, in the process, that our 

true nature is not fear—it is love, which as the disciple 

John proclaimed, “casts out all fear.” 

Don’t get me wrong. Fear still arises. But as I move 

forward in my 80s I find that almost anything makes 

me happy now: watching a bird, saying hello to a 

server in my favorite coffee shop, listening to the 

sounds of a nearby creek, washing the dishes. 

My new happiness has a boundless quality to it. I 

am dreaming new dreams and setting new goals even 

though at the same time I am becoming more practical 

in various ways. This is extraordinary, because I have 

always been a poet and a dreamer at heart; my wife, 

JoAnn, is the practical one. 

For example, I used to be quite casual about money. 

I only had time for what I thought of as “spiritual” 



3

Introduction

concerns and aspirations. But now I see money with 

new eyes: I respect it and appreciate it. I used to look 

down my nose at tools too—just like my Dad—but 

now I actually enjoy doing simple maintenance around 

our house. JoAnn is so impressed she says I’m a new 

person. “Who’s there?” she calls out sometimes when 

I come home from the coffee shop and she hears the 

kitchen door open. “New person,” I reply. How I love 

her hearty response: “That’s right.”

I share this brief report about my experience with 

cancer thus far because you too may have been diag-

nosed with this terrifying illness; and if this is so, I 

would like to share these heartfelt words with you:

First of all, please take this new adventure one step 

at a time. My wife has been drilling this simple wisdom 

into me for years, and it really is the only way to han-

dle the challenges life brings to us. 

I can only speak from my own experience. But what 

I have discovered, and continue to discover is that 

there are two ways we can look at this phenomenon we 

call cancer. 

We can see it as the grievous and terrifying event 

which it obviously is. But we can also see cancer as 

a catalyst that can help us face our fear—especially 



The Upside of Cancer

4

the fear of death—and awaken to the presence of that 

which is not dismayed by any calamity: the inner peace 

at the core of our being.

I salute you in your time of trial. May this little book 

remind you of the courage, wisdom and profound 

peace of your true nature just waiting to emerge in 

greater fullness. 

My heart is with you. Blessings to you.
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Courage

“Courage is the most important of all the virtues 
because without courage, 

you can’t practice any other virtue consistently.”

—Maya Angelou



The Upside of Cancer

6

My life changed in an instant when Dr. Piasecki, one of 

my doctors at Kaiser Permanente called me on a pleas-

ant fall afternoon. She was calm and professional, but 

I could feel the concern in her voice as she told me a 

biopsy she had taken following a routine colonoscopy 

showed I had colon cancer. 

I listened with a mix of bewilderment and disbelief 

as she said she had referred me to Dr. Brown, a good 

surgeon she had worked with for many years, for an 

initial consultation. 

The call was like a bolt of lightning out of a clear 

blue sky. I mean, how could this be? Haven’t I been a 

seeker of truth all my life? It’s true that I’m not espe-

cially religious, but I am spiritual.

As a child of 15, I cried out suddenly to my father 

one day at the lunch table in our middle-class home in 

South London, “I want to find the truth of life.”

It didn’t go over very well. My dad, a veteran 

reporter who got his first job on a London daily 

newspaper when he was only 19 years old, was horri-

fied—perhaps understandably so. We began to argue. 

“There’s no such thing as truth,” he shouted at one 

point as our exchange became more and more heated. 

I will never forget the dismay on my mother’s face as 



7

Courage

dad slapped me across the face, and without a word, 

churning with anger I stood and left the room. 

Now, decades later, the doctor’s news left me won-

dering: haven’t I done my best to be true to myself and 

listen to my inner voice no matter where it took me? 

I’m active. I love life. I love my wife. I love nature. I 

try to stay fit. I go for a walk every day and lift weights 

three times a week. Not only that, I’m in my 80s, for 

goodness sake. I’ve had more than enough drama and 

tragedy in my life already, thank you very much.

But cancer found me out. And though I didn’t know 

it at the time, as uncertainty, dismay and fear rose up 

in me, cancer would become my mentor. 

We have all had many teachers, many mentors 

through the course of our lives. When I was a young 

fellow looking for meaning in an alien world, I carried 

Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass with me in my coat 

pocket for two years. Wherever I went, Walt went too. 

But cancer can be a teacher too. The root of the 

word “education” is the Latin “educo,” to draw forth. 

Cancer, as I’ve mentioned, has the power to draw forth 

from us qualities of our true nature essential to a cou-

rageous, happy, meaningful life. 

Before Dr. Piasecki even finished her call—before I 
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had even begun to digest what she was saying—I knew 

at a primeval level that it would take all the courage I 

had and then some to handle this challenge. Aristotle, 

that wise man, had it right. “Courage is the first of 

human qualities,” he declared, “because it is the qual-

ity that guarantees all the others.”

Patience and Stubbornness

It takes patience and stubbornness to be a writer. It 

takes patience and stubbornness to get old. And it 

takes patience and stubbornness to wait a month or 

more for a preliminary consultation with a surgeon 

who holds the keys to your future in his hands. 

I made the best use I could of that waiting period. For 

example, I have always loved walking. I figured I might 

as well enjoy going for a walk every day while I had the 

chance, even though my body was showing signs of 

weakness and strain, not surprising given my diagnosis. 

I made it a point every day to visit a favorite spot 

where three or four stepping-stones provide a bridge 

across a small creek that flows year-round at the edge of 

our townhome property. I love to stand on these rocks 

and listen to the sound of the water and watch how 

skillfully and effortlessly it swirls around the boulders. 
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I sometimes think that this Colorado stream where 

I like to linger has a lesson for you and me in these 

difficult days. If we trust life and stay in the flow of 

life—no matter what our age—we too will find artful 

ways to deal with the obstacles that appear in our lives 

from time to time. 

As I waited as patiently as possible for my coming 

surgery, I found myself thinking quite a bit about mor-

tality. My mortality. All of a sudden, it wasn’t a theory 

any more. It really was possible that I was going to lose 

this physical body that had been such a loyal and faith-

ful friend—and lose it, perhaps, quite soon. 

I had thought, in all honesty, that I was more or less 

at peace with the notion of death. But I realized the 

fear of dying goes deep—and that I would need to go 

deep if I was going to face this ancient fear and experi-

ence the inner peace for which I had longed all my life. 

Meeting My Surgeon 

Following a pre-op appointment with a nurse practi-

tioner—who investigated, with painstaking thorough-

ness, if my aging body could handle the surgery that 

lay ahead—the day of my initial consultation with Dr. 

Brown arrived.
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A nurse showed JoAnn and me into a large room 

that looked more like an operating area than a doctor’s 

office, with a large examining table in the center of the 

room and lots of bright lights. As we sat in our chairs 

and waited to finally meet Dr. Brown—it was evident 

he was running late—I had a strong feeling that I 

would know as soon as he arrived whether I liked him 

and could trust him. 

I have had this kind of instinct before at other 

important moments in my life. When Dr. Brown finally 

showed up, he was professional, but also unassuming 

and personable. I can picture him now, a big grin on 

his face as he reached out his hand to welcome us. 

He was dressed simply in slacks and an open-necked 

shirt—no white coat to be seen anywhere. I did indeed 

feel an immediate sense of connection with him. After 

examining me and explaining some of the details 

surrounding my surgery, Dr. Brown pointed out that 

he wouldn’t really know how extensive the cancer was 

until he had me on the operating table. 

With the help of a whiteboard, he explained that 

the cancer might be confined to my colon—which 

would be good news—or it might have begun to spread 

beyond the colon walls, which would be bad news and 
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might require chemotherapy. He said it would be up to 

me to approve or disapprove such treatment, a remark 

that caught my attention. I filed it away carefully for 

future reference. 

The surgery at a hospital north of Denver on Decem-

ber 26, 2013, lasted for more than three hours, and I 

was in the hospital for a week. Talk about patience. 

Talk about one step at a time. The pain wasn’t too bad, 

thanks to the epidural device inserted into my back. 

But when I first woke up after the surgery, I couldn’t 

move. I was helpless as a babe. I couldn’t go to the 

bathroom. I couldn’t feed myself. 

It was a long, challenging week. But soon I was able 

to sit up in bed just a little. A bit later, with a friendly 

nurse to encourage me, I sat up on the side of the 

bed and actually put my feet on the floor. Patience be 

damned. I managed to shuffle a few feet to the bath-

room under my own power, trailing the epidural and 

IV behind me, with the nurse holding onto me so I 

didn’t fall. 

Soon after that I took my first tentative walk around 

the ward, again with a nurse at my side keeping an eye 

on me.

Dr. Brown had to leave the hospital for a few days 
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after the surgery, but he appointed a member of his 

team to take his place. “The bed is your enemy,” Dr. 

Brown’s colleague told me the day following the sur-

gery, and I did my best to pay heed to his advice.

It was more than an hour’s drive to and from the 

hospital for JoAnn, but she visited me every day for 

seven days. What a lifesaver it was to see her face. 

What a lifesaver to be able to call her from the hospital 

when I was feeling down. 

I first met JoAnn in 1995, and we married two years 

later. It was a marriage made in Heaven. Who would 

have thought that a writer and dreamer from London 

would meet up with a quilter and down-to-earth soul 

born of pioneering stock in Lawrence, Kansas? 

And yet through a chain of events I won’t go into 

here, we found each other. What can I say? It is a 

strange combination but it works. And without JoAnn’s 

constant support and encouragement during the days 

and months following my diagnosis, my journey would 

have been a desolate one indeed. 

We need each other in this world, don’t we? What a 

paradox life is. We have to take personal responsibility 

for our own lives and yet none of us can do it alone.
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A Six-Month Recovery

I was a pathetic figure when JoAnn finally brought me 

home from the hospital on January 2, 2014. Her daugh-

ter, Sherrie, was waiting for us with a wheelchair. I’m 

six feet tall and normally weigh 155 pounds, but I was 

down to 133 pounds as I clawed my way out of the car 

and deposited myself thankfully in the wheelchair. 

God, it was good to be home. But while I had sur-

vived one challenge, another loomed. Dr. Brown had 

warned me that it generally takes six months to fully 

recover from my procedure, and I worried whether I 

would be able to walk properly after I returned home. 

I love walking—I was born in Britain, after all, and 

I’ve been a walker all my life. Shuffling around a ward 

was one thing; but would I be able to go for proper 

hikes again on my favorite trails?

Fortunately, Kaiser sent a physiotherapist to our 

home to help me begin walking again. His name was 

Mike and he was a young, no-nonsense guy who got to 

work immediately. I could barely totter from one room 

to another, using rails and walls for support. But what 

did Mike do? As soon as he had introduced himself, 

he asked me to walk in a straight line down our hall-

way, placing one foot directly in front of the other foot 



The Upside of Cancer

14

to help me get my balance back. He also advised me 

to stand as upright as possible so as not to develop a 

hump in my back. 

It seemed like a tall order to me, but he was on hand 

to help if necessary, so I gave it my best shot. Mike 

seemed reasonably pleased. But then he asked me to do 

the same thing in reverse. What? Are you kidding? I’ve 

been home for two days and this is what he wants me 

to do? JoAnn told me later that her heart ached for me 

as I struggled valiantly to follow his instructions, plac-

ing one foot behind me at a time and trying my best to 

keep in a straight line.

Two or three days later Mike had another bright 

idea. “Let’s go for a walk outside,” he said as soon as he 

entered the house. Huh? I thought. Outside? Can’t we 

rest and chat a bit first? 

It was the first time I had ventured outside without 

a wheelchair to sit in, but with Mike holding my arm, I 

navigated my way down the steps from our porch to the 

sidewalk that connects the various units of our town-

home complex together. Then the two of us, like some 

kind of odd couple, began to walk slowly and labori-

ously to the end of our block. I was feeling quite proud 

of myself, but then Mike had another brilliant idea.
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“Let’s walk up the hill,” he said. The street that leads 

out of our neighborhood has quite a steep slope to it. 

This was getting serious. Walk up the hill? Was he 

crazy? I couldn’t do that. But I drew myself together 

and, at roughly the speed of a snail, we advanced 

together part way up the hill. 

Mike’s schedule allowed him to make five visits, 

after which I was on my own. I am truly grateful for 

his help. He helped me get started with my recovery, 

but now it was up to me. Taking a cue from Mike’s 

sometimes outlandish assignments, I had a brilliant 

idea. The sidewalk that runs past our front door makes 

a loop around two blocks of townhomes and then 

passes by our front door again. 

“I wonder if I could walk around the loop under 

my own steam?” I asked myself. I put on my walking 

shoes, plucked up my courage, and set out on my next 

adventure. It worked. One step at a time. I walked 

around two blocks and arrived back at our front door 

feeling very pleased with myself. 

JoAnn was in her room quilting, but I yelled out 

to her and boasted how well I had done. “Well done, 

Papa Bear,” she called back. She calls me Papa Bear and 

I call her Momma Bear.
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Another wild idea entered my mind. “Hmm. I 

wonder if I could do that once more?” I thought. So I 

did one more circuit, walking on the grass some of the 

time as Mike had suggested because you have to work 

harder to keep your balance that way and it helps you 

rehabilitate sooner. One step at a time: the only way to 

cope with the vicissitudes life throws at us.

Finding the Courage to  
Face an Oncologist

I was rather dreading my first meeting with Dr. Heather 

Hue, my oncologist. 

It was nothing personal. The very word “oncolo-

gist” was enough to send tremors up my spine. I had 

handled my initial diagnosis. I had survived the sur-

gery. I had begun a long and difficult recovery. But I 

had never met an oncologist. What would she look 

like? Would I feel a sense of trust in her? What was 

she going to say? Would she recommend some drastic 

treatment for me?

I was nervous, I admit, as a nurse showed JoAnn 

and me into Dr. Hue’s office. 

She was running late. Ten minutes went by. Half-

an-hour went by. Impatience got the better of me and 
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finally I decided to step into the corridor and have a 

little look-around. 

But then, almost immediately, as I was staring up 

and down the corridor I saw a young woman racing 

down the hallway toward me with a big smile on her 

face. Octogenarians appreciate good-looking women 

like any other men. Dr. Hue, that morning, was wear-

ing an elegant Southwestern style outfit with high 

black boots and a beautiful necklace, and, as she 

invited me into her office, I came face to face with a 

dream oncologist.

The impatience I had been feeling about the long 

wait quickly melted away as we began to talk. Dr. Hue 

has a strong, comforting presence, and the more we 

spoke, the more at peace I felt and the more I knew I 

was in good hands. She was raised in Los Alamos, she 

told us, where her dad was a physicist and her mom 

was a school teacher. She said she would have me 

under active surveillance for five years. 

“Let me do the worrying,” Dr. Hue declared, as she 

explained the various stages of cancer and how I was 

stage 2. She said that if I were younger she would prob-

ably recommend chemotherapy, but because of my age 

she did not recommend going that route. 
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I walked out of her office with my courage renewed. 

I knew I had found a strong, kind, capable ally to help 

me on my journey into the unknown. 


