
Cancer grew 
inside me for 

15 years! 

health

and again they thought I had IBS 
because I’d occasionally go a month 
without any symptoms.

I was forever being sent away 
with diet sheets and I was frustrated 
that no-one was getting to the root of 
my problem. They saw me as young 
and fit, which I was, and I rarely had 
time off work because I forced myself 
to go in. 

But when I was 27, a new symptom 
developed. Hot flushes started in my 
body and rose up to my face, leaving 
my chest red and my face pulsing 
most days. At first I wondered if it 
was early menopause, but there was 
no sweating. I also had some raised 
glands in my groin.

When I asked a GP if she thought it 
was anything serious, she said, “Not 
at your age, no.” She referred me to a 
haematologist, a blood specialist, who 
did some tests and then assured me 
I was perfectly healthy.

Unusually tired, I fell asleep most 
evenings on the sofa at my home in 
Poole, Dorset, UK.

My pains never went away, 
however. I met Bill when I was 29 and 
he was so positive about everything, 
I didn’t want to make a fuss about my 
stomach ache. 

“Is it your IBS again?” he’d ask, 
when I’d flinch with pain as the 
cramps started. I’d nod and try to 
carry on as normal. I didn’t want a
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R unning along 
the promenade, 
I feel the salty sea 
spray splash my 
face. It’s early 
morning and 
cold, but I don’t 
mind. I run half 

marathons and never miss my 
jogging sessions with my friend 
Kimberly Douglas. I love the freedom 
of being on the beach so early in the 
morning, before the rest of the world 
is up. I also love feeling so fit. 
Now more than ever. I know how 
important being healthy and fit is 
– in fact, it probably saved my life.

I’ve always exercised. Up to the 
age of 17 I was a keen gymnast and 
took my fitness for granted. After 

university, where I graduated with 
a degree in exercise and health 
science, I worked as a personal 
trainer. When I wasn’t taking my 
classes, I was at the gym six times 
a week, working out.

And then one day, when I was 22, 
I suddenly started having stomach 
cramps, followed by diarrhoea. 
I thought it was a tummy upset at 
first, but when it didn’t go away I 
went to my GP. I was never ill, and 
wanted to know what was wrong.

She thought I had irritable bowel 
syndrome, but I wasn’t convinced 
because I ate a healthy diet and 
no one food triggered my stomach 
upsets. The cramps came on, day 
or night, no matter what I had 
eaten, with no definite pattern to 

them. Cutting out wheat made no 
difference, and throughout my 20s, I 
started the day with a lovely flat firm 
tummy I was proud of. By the end of 
it, I was so bloated, I looked about six 
months pregnant.

I was sent for a gastroscopy – 
where a camera was put down my 
throat to look into my stomach, but 
even that didn’t show any reason for 
me having an upset tummy every 
single day.

For the next five years, I was at my 
GP’s surgery regularly. Most of the 
time I could cope with the pain, but 
every few months, it would build up 
until it took my breath away. I’d shut 
myself in the bathroom until it eased.

The problem was I never got to 
see the doctor while the pains were 
at their worst. I tried hard to describe 
them to the GPs, but they said again 

sales manager and fitness instructor Jo Green, 36, coped with agonising 
stomach ache for a decade and a half, unaware that a rare form of cancer 

had been slowly spreading through her body

to be an 
invalid. A 
friend who 
was a nurse 
was worried 
though. “You 
should get it 
looked at,” she 
told me.

But it was 
the same 
old story – I 
was fobbed 
off with IBS 

diagnosis and the same old diet 
advice. Then, at 32, the stomach pains 
went up a notch and I started getting 
a pain in my breastbone.

On a dream holiday in Dubai, 
pain kept me awake all night in my 
hotel. When I arrived home, I went 
back to my GP. So far, in the 10 years 
I’d had these pains, they’d only 
done a gastroscopy and I’d seen the 
haematologist, but every path they 
took led to a dead end – they all said 
I was healthy and every time I went 
back to the GP, it was like going back 
to square one. 

One night I was at home alone 
when the pains started. I could see 
my stomach growing before my eyes. 
It was so stretched you could bounce 
something off it. I rang the UK 
helpline, NHS Direct, for advice and I 
could tell from the nurse’s voice they 
were concerned. “We’re calling you an 
ambulance,” they told me.

I made it to the door to unlock it. 
I’d no idea how long I’d be conscious 
for. Yet at hospital I was diagnosed 
with gastroenteritis, sent home and 
told to take anti-sickness drugs.

By then I’d had enough. The 
next day I went to see my GP. On 
my previous visit she’d told me if it 
happened again, she would refer me 
to a specialist.

“I’m ending up in Accident and 
Emergency with this now,” I told her. 
She agreed to refer me.

While I was waiting for the 
hospital appointment, Bill and I went 
to Majorca on holiday. Once again, 
I was doubled up in agonising pain, 
on my hands and knees, screaming 
inside my head as the cramps ripped 
through me. “I’m calling a doctor,” 
Bill said. The doctor gave me a shot 

of morphine, but she thought I had 
gastroenteritis, even though I hadn’t 
been sick. Gradually, the pain eased 
but each bout of pain was worse now 
and I was getting scared.

After 12 years of stomach aches, 
when I was 34 in 2011, I got my 
referral. I had another gastroscopy, 
a colonoscopy – a look at my 
large intestine, an ultrasound of 
my abdomen and blood tests at 
Christchurch Hospital in Dorset. 
Three weeks later, Bill was with  
me to get the results.

“I’m sorry to tell you this,” the 
doctor told me, “it’s serious. It’s a  
type of cancer.”

Facing the worst
I think I was in shock because I 
started to talk to him about running 
– the doctor was a runner himself. It 
was a surreal moment. I couldn’t take 
it in. But as we walked out, I burst 
into tears. 

“I didn’t expect it to be that 
serious,” I sobbed.

“Look, we can get through this,” 
Bill reassured me, trying to stay 
positive. But I could tell from his face 
he, too, was shocked that my IBS had 
suddenly become a rare cancer.

As I waited a few weeks for my 
next appointment, I couldn’t believe 
I was getting up, and going to work, 
and living, and running, yet I might 
be dying. “How could it be?” I’d ask 
myself, surprised that in between the 
attacks of stomach ache, I functioned. 
I did panic too though.

Was every new symptom a sign 
the cancer had been spreading? First 
my stomach and digestion, then the 

flushes, and 
breastbone 
pain? It was 
like pieces 
of a jigsaw 
falling 
into place, 
but the 
terrifying 

thing was that it had been going on 
for 12 years.

When I saw my consultant Neil 
Pearce at Southampton General 
Hospital in October 2011, I didn’t 
know if he’d say he could cure me, or 
it was fatal. I didn’t feel ill enough to 
be dying. He explained my cancer was 
rare and it was in my neuroendocrine 
system – the link between the 
nervous system and the hormones of 
the endocrine glands. Then he paused 
and looked at me. 

“I can’t cure you and I’m sorry about 
that,” Mr Pearce told me. “I think 
you’ve had this for at least 

It was a surreal moment. 
I couldn’t take it in. But 
as we walked out of the 
doctor’s, I burst into tears

a dream Dubai 
holiday was 
marred by my 
unexplained pain

I had a 23cm 
incision to 
remove all the 
tumours

My support 
network 
includes my 
sister amy

after 12 years of 
agony I finally 
had a proper 
diagnoses and 
surgery
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15 years, but I can keep 
you ticking on for 
decades.”

The word “decades” 
made the news easier 
to handle. 

Then Mr Pearce 
drew a picture of my 
insides and marked 
where the tumour bulk 
was – everywhere, it seemed. The 
primary tumour was in my bowel 
and others were on top of my bladder 
and in my abdominal cavity. Mr 
Pearce wanted to operate and remove 
as much of the tumour as possible, 
but he warned there could be more 
once they opened me up, and my 
ovaries could be affected too. 

I didn’t feel bitter that I’d been 
going to see doctors for so long, but I 
was angry at myself for not insisting 
on more tests earlier.

Operation looms
Of course, I was relieved I wasn’t 
going to die within a year, as 
I’d imagined in darker, chilling 
moments, but Mr Pearce thought I’d 
had cancer for 15 years – that was 
almost half my life.

I was also facing a huge operation. 
Determined to keep fit, I did the 
10-mile Great South Run, raising 
£1,000 (around Dh6,000) for 
Macmillan Cancer Care. 

Then, the night before my surgery 
in December 2011, I gave Mr Pearce 
permission to remove my ovaries, if 
need be. That was hard. I’d always 
hoped I might have children one day.

I had the operation privately at 
the Spire Hospital in Southampton. 
I wasn’t scared because I trusted 
Mr Pearce. It took eight hours. They 
made a 23cm incision from my 
breastbone downwards and removed 

the tumours 
they’d seen on 
scans, along with 
up to 150cm 
of my affected 
bowel.

There was 
more cancer 
on the tubes 
between my 
kidneys and my 
bladder. Luckily, 
my ovaries 
hadn’t been 
affected. 

When I came 
round, Bill was 
by my side and 

Mr Pearce was leaning over the 
bed smiling. “It went really well,” he 
said. “I have got rid of everything.”

I was too weak to feel anything. 
I was pumped full of drugs and it was 
the hardest week of my life. I didn’t 
have the energy to talk to Mum and 
Dad or my sisters or Bill. But after 
five days, I turned a corner. Eight 
days after the operation I was well 
enough to go home. I was just relieved 
Mr Pearce had removed all the cancer 
he could see. He said there may still be 
cells floating around he couldn’t get 
at. He said chemotherapy wouldn’t 
do much good for this type of cancer 
because it’s too slow-growing.

Then eight weeks after the 
operation, he hit me with some 
reality. “You can have children,” he 
reassured me, “but you might not see 
them go to university.”

That was a massive blow, as if 
the future I’d been given back by 
his surgery had been taken away, 
but I was determined to get my 
strength back. I’d worry about the 
issue of having children later. For 
now, I had to recover, so I started 
some gentle walking. Mr Pearce 
told me about Planets, a charity set 
up at Southampton Hospital to pay 
for research into NETs, the type of 
cancer I have, as well as treatment 
and diagnosis. So in October 2012, I 
did the Great South Run again, with 
a group of friends, and we raised 
£8,000 for Planets. Since then, there’s 

been no stopping us. We’ve organised 
various events such as fun runs and 
have raised £40,000 so far.

I’m determined that some good 
comes from my illness. If people all 
over the world, especially GPs, know 
a bit more about neuroendocrine 
tumours, patients might not go 
undiagnosed for as long as I did. If 
I’d been diagnosed earlier, my future 
might have been very different. Sadly, 
Bill and I split up last year so I’m now 
single and having children isn’t an 
option at the moment.

Now my illness is the backdrop 
to my every thought, but I don’t feel 
angry or bitter. What good would 
that do me? I’m realistic. I’m not 
cured. I may need another operation 
in the future. I probably won’t have 
a retirement and if I have children, 
I may not see them reach 18. That 
breaks my heart but then none of us 
knows what’s round the corner.

Yet every single day, as I do my 
job – I’m a sales manager – and I take 
fitness classes, meet my brilliant 
friends, run with Kimberly, or visit 
my family, I feel incredibly lucky that 
I’m still alive and I’m fit. The clock 
was turned back for me and I will 
always be grateful for that.” 
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Diagnosing 
NETs 
Neuroendocrine tumours (NEts) 
are slow-growing tumours, which 
develop in the endocrine system 
– the cells, glands and tissues 
that secrete hormones. they are 
most commonly found in the 
respiratory and digestive tracts, 
as well as in the adrenal glands, 
pancreas, thyroid and pituitary.

dr Vikram Hundia, a specialist 
endocrinologist at the al Zahra 
Private Hospital in dubai, says 
symptoms depend on where the 
tumour is, but many patients 
with NEts suffer abdominal pain, 
diarrhoea and other symptoms 
including wheezing, constipation, 
rectal bleeding and intestinal 
blockages. “these tumours can 
take between five and 10 years to 
diagnose because the symptoms 
are non-specific,” says dr Hundia.

“Unfortunately they can be 
nasty and they can metastasise 
[spread]. diagnosis usually 
involves blood tests and a 
24-hour urine test as well as 
scans.” He adds that, where 
possible, removal by surgery is 
the preferred treatment.

Running with my 
friend Nicky Green 
just after the 
cancer diagnosis 

With old school friend, 
Isobel Carter. We’ve 
raised a lot of money 
for Planets through the 
Great South Fun Run

I love training 
with my friend 
Kimberly
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