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‘Help me, Clarence. Get me back. Please, I wanna live again!’

George Bailey, It’s A Wonderful Life




1

THE BEST DAYS OF OUR LIVES

24 November 2019.

‘Here we . . . here we . . . here we fucking go!’

Aberdeen is going berserk. Fifteen thousand punters in the P&J Live arena are hollering their heads off as Gerry Cinnamon, a wee Glaswegian fellow with an acoustic guitar, plays his rousing folk-pop stunners. The full-capacity crowd, legs like pistons, are thumping the wooden floor, the jubilation equalling a raucous Celtic wedding knees-up, on Hogmanay. Scotland loves a party, a singsong and a communal comedy chant and here comes the Cinnamon signature, the sound of KC and the Sunshine Band’s 1982 disco-pop thriller ‘Give It Up’, reworded for their national hero: ‘Nah na na na na na na na na na naaaah . . . Gerry Cinnamon . . . Cinnamon! . . . Gerry Cinnamon . . .’ The atmosphere, now, echoes the barnstorming lunacy of a rollicking World Darts final.

Ali is right beside me, where she’s been so often throughout almost five decades of friendship, forty-nine years on from the fiveyear-olds who lived around the corner from each other in ‘bonnie’ Perth, central Scotland. Now fifty-four, we’ve freewheeled through a seventies childhood together, pounded garden paths on pogo sticks together, walked to school together, survived adolescence together, sheltered each other through parental booze problems together, discovered music together, enthusiastically negotiated sex, cider and cigarettes together, been on holiday together, moved to different countries not together and turned up on each other’s doorsteps anyway (even the year she lived in Australia). On and on we’ve endured, our lives unfolding through all the silliness, pain, loss, hope, fear and joy of what it means to be an adult human being.

We’ve been music fanatics for ever, whether cackling at the idiocy of Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (‘Bismilla! Nooo!’) or roaring every word of The Eagles’ ‘Lyin’ Eyes’ (‘I guess every form of refuge has its priiice’) or pirouetting to Abba, a blonde (me) and a redhead (her) pretending we were the mighty Agnetha and Frieda. Until Grease was released in ’78 and everyone pretended they were Bad Sandy in the leggings, with the fag.

And now here we are again, like teenagers again, singing and dancing and laughing and drinking, like we always did and always do, given a lot less than half the chance.

‘This is the proper stuff!’ blares Ali in my ear; she’s always blaring in my ear, with the throaty guffaw of a woman with a fliptop head. Arms pumping overhead we’re now roaring together the central line in Gerry Cinnamon’s joyous ‘Dark Days’: ‘These are the best days that you’re ever gonna have!’

After post-gig drinks we fall into the same bed at a nearby hotel, she chortling as ever, me only pretending, really, that everything is quite this funny. Because I know, when I wake up, I have to tell her. That I think I’m going to die.

September 2019.

There’s something wrong with my right nipple. I’m standing in the shower when I notice for the first time: it’s deep red, weepy, scabby.

What the hell’s that? That’s weird. That’s really weird. Hmm, must be the cheap sports bra I bought off Amazon, probably psoriasis, even though I’ve never had that. Typical, a comedy ailment, it’s like being in an episode of Embarrassing Bodies . . .

Cursing Amazon and its cheapo ‘bargains’, I come up with a crafty ruse: a slither of Sudocrem on a circular makeup pad pressed to the nipple, held in place by a bra.

That should do it. Sudocrem is miraculous, and this weirdness will go away.

It doesn’t go away. By early November the heebie-jeebies have arrived. So, I do what we all do when the heebie-jeebies turn up: I google it.

Oh no. OH NO.

A selection of strangers’ red-raw nipples glisten out from my computer screen while my heartrate begins to climb. This is Paget’s disease, and my weirdness looks exactly like this weirdness. I click on the trusty NHS website.


Paget’s disease of the nipple, also known as Paget’s disease of the breast, is a rare condition associated with breast cancer. It causes eczema-like changes to the skin of the nipple and the area of darker skin surrounding the nipple (areola). It’s usually a sign of breast cancer in the tissue behind the nipple.



Oh dear God, I’ve got breast cancer. Er . . . I don’t know that yet! Oh yes I do. Oh God, I’ve got breast cancer.

I scroll some more.


Around half of all women diagnosed with Paget’s disease of the nipple have a lump behind the nipple. In nine out of ten cases this is an invasive breast cancer.



Nine out of ten! I definitely have breast cancer!

I’ve taken zero solace from the ‘half of all women’ statistic. I know I’m in the wrong half. All the liquid instantly drains from my mouth, heart now pounding, scrolling further down to where the treatments are listed, including mastectomy, chemotherapy, radiotherapy. I go onto my doctor’s website and make an appointment. Next available: three weeks’ time.

I could be dead by then!

The calendar on the kitchen wall, featuring scenic Scottish landscapes, now has the word ‘Doc’ written on the forthcoming appointment day, while I attempt to forget about it, for now. Which is impossible. My partner of almost two decades, Simon, I decide, doesn’t need to know. He’ll only worry. Neither of us should worry until there’s something to worry about. A week later he notices ‘Doc’ on the calendar.

‘What’s this for?’

‘Er, there’s something wrong with my nipple. Embarrassingly enough. It might be nothing. I don’t know. But I’ll know soon.’

His already expansive pale blue eyes extend to the size of breadbins. ‘What d’you mean, “Wrong with it?”’

‘It’s probably just a skin thing. Don’t worry!’

I’m worried. Waves of fear, in fact, wash in and out of my mind every day for three weeks as if pulled by the eternal tide. My brain won’t stop thinking about Gavin, my friend since the late eighties, who I worked with on soaraway pop bible Smash Hits. He married my other Smash Hits buddy, Leesa, and I was one of the bridesmaids at their wedding in 2008. They had their first child in 2012 and in 2013 Gavin was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, given one year to live and died in 2014, aged forty-four. We’d all watched this handsome, hilarious, physically robust man (a non-smoking, teetotal marathon runner by then) shrink to a skeletal spectre while making jokes, still, on Facebook. His legs were skinnier, he quipped, than Mo Farah’s. ‘They’re Less Farah.’ Everyone loved Gavin. Bastard cancer.

I’ve got cancer, I know it. What if it’s really bad? What if it’s spread? What if I’m told, like Gavin, I’ve got one year to live? There’s no reason why that can’t happen to me, no reason at all. Why me? Why not? Oh, please don’t let me die, not yet, I’m not finished! Yes, and with a twoyear-old son and a wife, neither was Gavin. Shut up, brain, and deal with it when you have to!

I have flashbacks of shopping in Tesco in that shocking death year of 2014, when life felt so suddenly fragile: waiting in line for the self-service till, the instructional stand-up queue sign, I was certain, was pointedly telling me something: ‘YOU’RE NEXT’.

Appointment day. The GP, a stranger, as is often the way in London, surveys the nipple and examines the breast, strong fingers nudging into the mounds and around the folds.

‘I can’t feel any lumps,’ she notes, frankly, ‘but I’ll send you for a mammogram anyway. They’ll be looking for cancer but that doesn’t mean this is cancer, OK?’

20 November, 2019.

Mammograms aren’t hugely painful but they’re certainly unpleasant. One of the lovely, efficient radiographers motions me towards the edge of a bulky machine a bit like a 1950s hooded hairdryer, with two scanner plates jutting outwards in the middle, picks up my right bosom as if it’s a fleshy flap on a hinge and places it directly onto the bottom plate. She guides me further forward, until as much flesh as possible is splayed onto the plate and turns a wheel that makes the scanner descend, digging uncomfortably into the upper ribs. My breast is now in a vice, flattened, pulled out from my body like a beige, squashed jellyfish. The same then happens sideways – the machine turned 180 degrees, plates narrowing in from the sides – the breast now reduced to a cylinder of fat and tissue where an orb of pleasure once was. I put my clothes back on and tears spring into my eyes. I’ve had mammograms before, but this time feels so different. Because this time isn’t routine. I look towards the radiographer observing her computer, a black screen showing the milky mosaic of the inside of my right breast. She sees me staring, looks up and speaks.

‘It’s a lot to take in.’

I’m startled, silent, thoughts thundering through my mind.

What is? I haven’t been told anything yet. But I know that terminology. That’s what nurses and doctors say when you’re diagnosed with a life-threatening disease. If not a terminal one!

She could see what was there and I couldn’t. She knew and I didn’t.

Except I did, now.

I’m sent to see a consultant who tells me there’s ‘something there’ but I’ll have to wait for official results. I’m shaking, heart thumping.

‘So . . . it might not be cancer?’

‘It might not be. But if it is, don’t worry, it could be manageable. And you’re in the process now.’

I’m in the process now. The process! I know that terminology, too. That also means I’ve got cancer. He knows. Of course he knows. I have cancer. And maybe it’s not manageable! I’ve had no tests done for a spread to anywhere else. But now I know I definitely have cancer.

Four days later in Aberdeen, Ali is the first person I’m planning to tell about my imminent death, beyond Simon – who’s currently in London, planning my funeral in his head. I’ve had no parents since the age of thirty-nine so they, at least, don’t have to deal with this. I haven’t yet told my sisters, or my other friends, or Simon’s parents. Ali will be first to know – not by design, but simply timing: in late 2019 I’m still a music journalist, still working for Q magazine and on assignment – to interview Gerry Cinnamon and see him play live in Aberdeen. Ali lives sixteen miles away in Stonehaven, so it was all the excuse I needed: I’d invite her along, for a laugh, and she could stay in my hotel room.

For four days I’ve been inwardly churning with fear, a constant tension awaiting screening results which will tell me how long I have left to live. It might not be very long. I’ve been thinking about death constantly, really thinking about death, in a way you don’t until you’re facing it. What is it, ultimately, that we’re all so very afraid of?

I don’t think we fear The Moment of Death itself. Most of us will have a deathbed, either in hospital, a hospice or at home. I know from seeing the death of both my parents up close, in hospital, that end-of-life care is overwhelmingly morphine-assisted, a rainbowcoloured dreamscape of semi-consciousness and shallow breathing until your breath simply stops. And that’s it. It’s what nurses and doctors mean by ‘making-someone-comfortable’.

I don’t think we fear the pain involved or debilitating physical circumstances, possibly living horribly compromised for years, because people endure these traumas with heroic amounts of grace, good humour and unfeasible positivity everywhere you look.

No. It’s the blackout. The void. The space where you once were no longer with you in it, while everyone and everything else you’ve ever known and loved carries on regardless. It’s the turning into a memory. It’s so much more than a fleeting FOMO, the missing out on the good times, it’s the missing out on all that future life, the one with the young people in it, with everyone growing old. Which is beyond fear into a canyon-deep chasm of sadness. A primal howl of, ‘Noooooooo!’ It’s the colossal swizz of it all. And the pulverising wrecking ball which pounds into your gut when you think you’re about to die is the most profound version of missing out that it’s possible to feel. We only fear death, I guess, because we love life so much.

But it’s also – and it might be the greater of the two – the fear of what will happen to the people you love when you’re gone, depending on the circumstances, on how much they depend on you. Or those who simply need and want you to stay alive, for as long as they’re alive (as unlikely as that often is, unless you die at exactly the same time, in surely tragic circumstances). Grief, as the saying goes, truly is the price of love.

‘I thought, My God, my dad’s gonna die of a heart attack.’ So confided Kylie Minogue back in 2007, two years after the breast cancer diagnosis she was convinced would kill her, aged thirty-six. ‘So much stress on the whole family,’ she added, ‘that was very painful.’

I’ve been a music journalist since teenhood; from rookie beginnings in Dundee at the fabled DC Thomson publishing empire, to joining Smash Hits pop gazette at twenty in early 1986. I’ve rollicked through print music journalism ever since, as its relevance, purpose and presence began fading through the decades, as technology changed everything, to its near obsolescence as a cultural force today. The solo artist I’ve interviewed more times than any other is pop’s effervescent Tinker Bell: Kylie, from her toothsome Smash Hits days onwards, through Sky magazine, NME and Q, right up until 2019, months before Covid capsized the global music industry. Back in 2007, aged thirty-nine, she said she absolutely believed she would die, just as I will on a wintry night in Aberdeen twelve years later.

‘Was I thinking, That’s it, I’m going to fall off my perch? Oh yes. Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ she nodded, vigorously. ‘I was really scared. Upset. Angry. But comfort comes wherever you choose to find it. The letters I got from kids who just knew I was sick. They were like, “We’re sorry you have to see the doctors and we don’t want them to put needles in you. And you’re the best singer in the world!” It was just so genuine.

‘But even though I’m cancer-free, I have memories every day of it,’ she noted. ‘You’re physically and mentally scarred, but that doesn’t stop you getting on with what becomes the new normal. Of course, my heart goes out to anyone in that situation; health problems affect everybody. But it was the first time I’d experienced anything to that degree. Very traumatic. And I came out of it thinking, Wow, that was a great lesson in humanity; that’s what I took from it. Meeting people I would never have met. That part was amazing.’

I’d wondered that year what Kylie thought her purpose was, as a creative entity. ‘Sparkle, joy, dreams, I think that’s my purpose,’ she decided. By 2019 she’d changed her mind. ‘I would say something different now,’ she mused. ‘I would say: “Light.” Light with reflection. A reflection of oneself? And light doesn’t come without dark. So, if I can represent sparkle, shimmer, shine, I think what it also says is “Hope”. Hope in the dark. Hope in what we’re all trying to get through. Rising above.’

So, at the end of 2019, it was Kylie Minogue of all people, the sometime unknowable pop hologram, who was the one public figure bringing me bolstering anecdotal evidence, comfort and indeed hope. Even if, right now, in Aberdeen, lying wide awake in a hotel bed, I’m planning to tell my oldest pal, just as Kylie believed, that I’m about to fall off my perch.
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