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Preface

I’m in my element when I’m on the dance floor. Once the music is on and it’s in my body, I just go for it – I don’t care what anyone thinks. It’s like that scene in the musical Singin’ in the Rain, where Gene Kelly’s character is strolling along the street during a downpour. He’s got his problems, but he’s feeling happy and in love; he starts humming, breaks into song and soon he’s getting completely carried away, spinning his umbrella, tap-dancing on the kerb and stamping in puddles. He’s not waiting for the storm to blow over, he’s not bothered about getting wet. The music is in him, he’s got to dance – and when he’s dancing, nothing else matters. Well, that’s me, too.

Dancing has got me through the roughest of times. I’ve had a chronic illness since the age of eleven that has led to excruciating pain, vomiting, emergency trips to hospital and a long list of other setbacks and disappointments in life. And then, in 2023, I was diagnosed with breast cancer. Knowing I’ve got my dancing has kept me going. It’s been my saviour.

Dancing is my happy place and even just thinking about it lifts me up. When I’m laid up in bed, feeling bored and depressed, I only have to imagine a new dance move, or teaching, or being on Strictly, and suddenly there’s a smile on my face.

But of course there are times when the tears come. When life seems unfair and I feel miserable and sorry for myself, and a whole load of other negative stuff that I don’t want to be feeling. I didn’t ask for this, I think. Isn’t it bad enough that illness kept getting in the way of my dancing dreams when I was growing up? Did I have to go and get cancer now, too, stopping me doing the job I love with my best friends in the world? Did I have to find a lump in my chest the day before I went away on honeymoon? And then cope with the news when I was back that they’d found other tumours as well, that it could be difficult to have children in the future? It’s more than a few raindrops – sometimes it feels like it’s raining bricks on me.

How do you keep on going and trying when things are that tough? It’s natural to feel down when you’re faced with difficulty or uncertainty, whether it’s sickness, loss, a career setback or just feeling intimidated by the future – but how do you get back up?

Well, I haven’t got all the answers, I’m not going to lie. But I’ve had to pick myself up from the floor more than most, so I can tell you what works for me. I can tell you about the obstacles I’ve had to face on my journey so far, and how I’ve managed to overcome them and still achieve my dreams. How I’ve found the strength and determination to keep going and build up my resilience.

Although I’ll be describing the down times along with the ups, I’m hoping this book will be inspirational for anybody who is facing challenges, large or small. And if that’s you, I hope it will help you find the courage to rise up and meet them.

‘Don’t get bitter, get better.’ That’s my mantra. And it applies to everything, really.




Introduction

I only ever wanted to be known for being Amy the dancer. But life doesn’t always turn out how you expect it to, does it? Out of the blue, you find yourself facing obstacles you never thought you’d come up against. You have to rethink, adjust and adapt to a completely new situation. Maybe that’s why people say you learn more from the downs than the ups in life.

By the time I was thirty-two, I already had a lot of practice in dealing with the unexpected. But in April 2023 I was about to learn that lesson all over again.

It’s a time that is still so vivid in my mind – the days before everything changed. I remember fizzing with happiness as I waved a thick folder of documents and printouts at Ben. ‘Passports, tickets, hotel reservations . . . we’re all set!’

He eyed me with amusement. I was sitting in a sea of discarded clothes on our bedroom floor, next to a suitcase spilling over with bikinis and sundresses. ‘Are you sure about that?’ he said.

Ben knows I love everything about going on holiday. The excitement of the days leading up to it. Going to sleep the night before and thinking, ‘Tomorrow we’ll be there!’ Even the packing doesn’t bother me – I’m just looking forward to stepping off that plane and feeling the sun on my face.

And this was our honeymoon I was packing for. It was going to be a luxury, once-in-a-lifetime holiday in the Maldives, with gorgeous food, gorgeous weather and – best of all – pure me and Ben time. That last bit was what I was looking forward to the most, because although it was nearly a year since we’d walked down the aisle together, our schedules were so busy that we hadn’t had a chance to go away, just the two of us. Now, finally, the time had come. I was so excited.

But first we had to get through a busy weekend in Blackpool, where some of the formation teams from our dance academy were competing at the British Open Formation Championships. Ben and I had been teaching Latin and ballroom dancing classes for years before we realised our dream of starting the Art in Motion Dance Academy in 2016. Going to Blackpool with our students is one of the highlights of our year. And it was Ben’s birthday while we were there, so we organised a karaoke night with the kids on the Friday, which was brilliant – especially when I got up and sang ‘The Greatest Love of All’ and everyone covered their ears with their hands . . .

We had an early start on the Saturday morning. The first rounds of the competition kicked off at nine o’clock and we had all the kids’ hair and make-up to do beforehand. I got up and jumped in the shower, giggling at the memory of my terrible singing the night before. As the hot water pounded against my skin and woke me up, I did a check of my breasts, but only a quick one because we had a really busy day ahead. Skimming my hand over my right breast, I felt a slight swelling. Was it a lump? I didn’t have time to examine it properly and hurried to get dressed, but it stayed in the back of my mind.

After two long and busy days in the ballroom, it was time to go home. At last we could unwind and get excited about going on honeymoon. ‘Not long now,’ Ben said, as we sped down the motorway. ‘Sun, sea and cocktails . . .’ He grinned at me.

I sank into my seat with a smile. ‘Hmm, can’t wait.’

That night, hoping the swelling had gone, I checked my breasts properly and had a really good feel. In my right breast, I could make out a solid, oval shape that moved when I pressed it. There is a lump, I thought, and my heart sank.

The next day we were taking the night flight to Dubai before flying on to the Maldives. We spent the morning packing our last bits and pieces, and sorting out the house. Ben’s mum was coming round and, before she arrived, I had another good feel of my breast. The lump was still there.

I didn’t say anything to Ben, because I knew he would insist on going straight to the doctor, and then we’d miss our flight. And we really needed this break together. I tried to focus on the positive: I’d been secretly Googling whenever Ben wasn’t looking and I’d read that around 80 per cent of breast lumps are noncancerous – they usually turn out to be a cyst or a rubbery lump called a fibroadenoma.

It’s probably benign, I told myself, although deep down I knew it wasn’t. My mum had been diagnosed with breast cancer when she was fifty. It was in our family.

That evening Ben and I flew off to our breathtaking resort in the Maldives, with its huge skies, turquoise seas and powdery white beaches. It was everything we’d dreamed of. It was paradise. We felt so lucky to be there.

But for me there was a shadow hanging over everything. I tried to enjoy myself, but my happiness felt like a mask. Every time I put suntan lotion on, I could feel the lump in my breast. And maybe I was imagining it, but it felt like it was getting bigger.

I still didn’t say anything to Ben, but I had a really bad feeling in my gut about what it could be. All these negative thoughts were going through my mind as I lay on my sun lounger, listening to the sea gently lapping against the shore.

How long have I got? Will I be here next year?

As humans, we always fear the worst. We can never go for the positive, especially when it’s a health worry. It didn’t help that the position of my lump kept coming up on Google as the worst place to have it. I was reading too much and it was sending me into a panic.

‘Stop worrying and make the most of this holiday,’ I told myself. ‘It might be the last holiday you ever have.’

I felt very alone. I really needed someone to talk to, but I couldn’t bring myself to ruin Ben’s holiday; I didn’t want him worrying as well. Anyway, until we knew what the lump was, what good would it do? I just had to keep my fingers crossed and hope for the best.

But about halfway through our trip, I messaged a friend I’d worked with the year before: ‘Hey, how you doing? How’s treatment going?’

She quickly got back to me with news of her recovery. Then I asked a few questions about how she’d found her lump and what it had looked like, hoping she wouldn’t realise why I was suddenly so interested. I don’t think I fooled her, though, because she told me afterwards that she’d wondered if something was up.
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As our holiday came to an end, I started trying to figure out how I’d get to the doctor’s when we got home. My schedule was absolutely crazy: we were getting back on the Wednesday in time to do a dance show on the Friday; then it was my brother Lloyd’s wedding on the Saturday, which we’d been looking forward to for ages. It was also the weekend of the King’s coronation and on the Monday I had the honour of presenting a live segment for the BBC. And, as it was a bank holiday weekend, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get hold of my GP until the Tuesday – but on the Tuesday I would be back in Blackpool judging the World Dance Championships. That meant I wouldn’t be able to see a doctor for at least a week after we got home, and the waiting was already unbearable.

My brother’s wedding was gorgeous, but the lump was constantly on my mind, just screaming at me, and over the course of the day I developed a nasty cough. We saw family on the Sunday and on the Monday night I went to the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff to do a TV interview with one of the King’s royal harpists, as part of the coronation celebrations. When she told me that she had just come out the other side of breast cancer, it felt like a sign.

On the Tuesday morning, I crept into our bedroom en suite and rang my GP’s surgery. My GP rang straight back and said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ So on the Wednesday, I drove from Blackpool to Wales, where I was scheduled to be filming in the afternoon anyway.

‘I can feel a lump here,’ I told the GP, when I went for my appointment, ‘and I can feel a slight lump here as well.’

She was pretty chilled about it. ‘Don’t worry, we get loads of cysts in people your age.’

‘Yes, but my mum had breast cancer,’ I said.

‘But she was in her fifties and you’re thirty-two, so I can’t see a link there. If she had been younger, I’d be worried, but I’m sure this will turn out to be nothing . . .’

She felt around for the lump and when she found it, her expression changed. She took a tape measure and noted its exact size. Then she picked up her phone and made a call. ‘I need to make an emergency referral,’ she said.

That call marked the beginning of one of the toughest periods of my life. But as I left the GP’s surgery, I reminded myself that I’d faced tough times before. Since the age of eleven I’d had Crohn’s disease, a chronic and debilitating illness that had held me back and made it even harder than it already was to make it to the top of a tough profession. I’d spent more than half my life going from one health crisis to the next, suffering indescribable pain, sickness and exhaustion, and I’d learned to live with doubt and uncertainty along the way. And because I’d experienced all of this, I knew that, with the love and support of my family and friends, I could cope with almost anything life threw at me.

So now it was time to draw on all the lessons I’d learned over the years, and on the determination and self-belief that my parents had instilled in me.

I know how to get through this, I told myself. I can do it.

Only, I felt so scared.
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