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For Ash and Gigi. My perfect little family.




Prologue

April 2008

I opened my eyes, blinking sleepily as I tried to focus on the drip in my arm and the drain in my breast. The recovery ward was bright and airy - but that was the last thing I was thinking about as I struggled to work out why I was here.

Then I felt it. A restricted feeling across my chest, not painful, just numb. Now I remembered. I was here because of the cancer. The cancer in my body. The cancer, more specifically, in my breast. The tight feeling constraining me was the bandaging, dressing my wound after a lumpectomy. It meant that the operation was over and the tumour - just under the armpit on my left breast - was gone.

I wanted to feel relieved, but I couldn’t. My fight was far from over. Lump or no lump, I still had breast cancer. It was terrifying.

Lying in that hospital bed, which was to be the first of many over the coming months, and trying hard not to cry, I thought back to four weeks ago, when I’d been on a beach in Spain with my fiancé, Ash, and our then seven-week-old baby daughter, Gigi.

I remember thinking at the time how perfect life was, how I’d love to hold on to the moment for ever. I had a great partner and a beautiful daughter. I felt so lucky. As I watched Ash rocking Gigi, I understood the power of a mother’s love. This little girl was the centre of my world. She was everything, my reason for being, and I would protect her at all costs.

If only I could have gathered up that feeling and bottled it - because, boy, would I need it in the coming weeks, as my perfect world came crashing down around me.

Little did I know that, at the time my baby needed me most, I’d be diagnosed with an aggressive form of breast cancer and dragged to hell and back as I fought to live.

Who would have thought that, with me aged thirty-five, my carefree world would be thrown into chaos and I’d be forced to stare mortality in the face? That within weeks of becoming a proud new mum, cancer would threaten to rob me of the chance to see my daughter grow up? Well, that’s what was happening to me now. Lying in the recovery ward just after the operation, I decided this would be about life, not death.

It was time to get ready for the fight of my life . . .




1. A Poison Within

‘If this lump turns out not to be a tumour, I’ll buy you a bottle of champagne.’

I almost laughed at the consultant’s words. You know when there’s a little bit of hope, and you know when the odds are stacked against you. Right then, I knew that, for me, it was the latter.

I was in a private clinic, in Tunbridge Wells. I must have looked a right old state - unkempt, with a shell-shocked expression, holding a crying baby in her car seat, a changing bag and all the other bits and bobs that go with having a newborn. I had just begged the receptionist to give me an appointment to see Mr Williams, a consultant who had been treating my close friend Madeleine for breast cancer.

It was mid-afternoon on a sunny March day, and I’d rushed to the clinic in a panic after a visit to my local doctor that morning. It had been my third visit to my GP’s in as many months and, this time, it had resulted in her telling me that she was very concerned about the lump I had noticed in my left breast. It had been there since December, and had been dismissed by my GP and by a locum doctor as  nothing but a blocked milk duct - nothing to worry about. I’d tried not to think about it, but I had known something more was wrong: the lump was far too alien not to mean trouble.

‘What happens now?’ I asked the consultant, biting my bottom lip.

‘Well, do you have private healthcare?’

‘No,’ I answered meekly.

‘In that case, I’ll see you at the local hospital the day after tomorrow,’ he said. ‘We’ll do a biopsy and an ultrasound scan so that we can find out more. But, I have to say, from the feel and look of it, I will be very surprised if the tumour is not malignant.’

‘Right,’ I said slowly. I was trying to take it all in. In the space of less than five hours, things had escalated from a simple appointment with my family doctor to a consultant talking about a biopsy.

My thoughts were disturbed by my nine-week-old daughter, Gigi, who was getting a bit grizzly, lifting me out of thoughts about myself. She looked tired and grumpy. We’d dashed here straight from our first doctor’s appointment, and she needed feeding and her nappy changing.

I instantly felt guilty. Personal crisis or not, she was uncomfortable, and I had to deal with it before she really started screaming.

I noticed the nurse who’d been in the room while the consultant talked to me - she was looking at me  sympathetically. Her concern made me anxious; she must suspect the worst.

‘Would you like to go and sit in the consultation room?’ she asked me kindly.

‘No, I’m fine thanks,’ I replied, taking Gigi out of her car seat but desperate to escape.

It was only when I stepped out of the office and headed into the waiting room that I realized I was far from OK. I couldn’t breathe properly, and it took all my strength to put one foot in front of the other. I just wanted the whole thing to go away.

I’ve got cancer. Christ. I’ve got cancer: I couldn’t stop myself saying it, over and over in my head. People with cancer die.

I dashed across the room and headed down the corridor towards the car park. It seemed endless and, by the time I’d reached the exit, I couldn’t control my tears. I sped through the sliding doors, passing a father holding his son. Even the knowledge that other people could see me crying didn’t change things: I couldn’t hold back.

I dialled my fiancé, Ash’s, number and told him, still in tears, what the doctor had said. My whole body shook as I spoke to him, trying at the same time to put the car seat, and Gigi, into the car.

Poor Ash. I could barely get the words out, and he was struggling to understand what I was saying in between my sobs.

‘Oh, Becks,’ he said but, after that, words failed him. He must have felt like he had been punched in the gut and, like me, at that stage, he didn’t even begin to know how to make positive noises. He offered to come and pick me up, but it seemed pointless, as I was already in the car and was only a short distance away.

Back home, I didn’t know what to do. Gigi was starving, but the last thing I wanted to do was get my breast out and start feeding her. There was something alien and poisonous growing in there, but the milk I was producing was supposed to be the very thing that would keep my baby healthy. I couldn’t get my head round it. It felt as if everything had turned upside down.

I fed Gigi reluctantly; she was so hungry there was nothing else I could do.

When Ash stepped through the door, he looked pale with the shock. He walked up to me and hugged me. We stood there without saying a word for what seemed like ages. There didn’t seem anything to say, a first in all our sixteen years together. In the months that were to follow, we would have a fair few moments like this. It just felt as if our perfect life had been shattered, as if a bomb had gone off right in the middle of it all. This is awful, I thought. It’s actually happening to us, to me.

After his initial, stunned silence, however, Ash was doing his best to be philosophical.

‘We’ll just wait until Wednesday, Beck,’ he said. ‘We  don’t know all the facts, but you’re young and healthy. You can fight this.’ He was looking at me when he said this and, as much as he tried to hide it, I could see the fear dancing in his eyes. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see exactly what we’re up against, and then all we can do is hope for the best.’ There are times when clichés can be comforting.

And hoping is what we’ve been doing ever since cancer crept into our lives. You just wait until the next recovery stage, the next milestone you can tick off the list, the next turning point that brings you one step closer to normality. Except, of course, nothing is ever normal again. That’s the bit they don’t tell you. Your life changes completely with the diagnosis; and it will never be the same again. But, at this stage, being positive and taking things bit by bit was all we could do. That was the only way to get through it.

Neither of us slept at all that night. I lay in bed, constantly running my fingers over the lump in my breast. It made me feel sick to touch it, but I couldn’t stop myself. How could something so small cause me so much worry and stress? Why had it taken Madeleine’s diagnosis for me to start making a fuss about this lump? Why had I allowed it to grow and take root? And had I left it too late?

The following day was April Fool’s Day; not only that, but every time I looked out of the window, I’d see one bloody magpie in the middle of the garden: one for sorrow.

‘I swear it’s taunting me,’ I huffed to Ash after I’d seen it for the umpteenth time. So he ran outside to scare it off.

 

After another restless night, and two days after my initial consultation with Mr Williams, I arrived at the local hospital to have my biopsy and ultrasound scan.

It may sound weird, but I had taken a lot of care getting ready; it somehow seemed important that I felt good about myself - despite the potentially devastating news I was facing. I’d even curled my long, brown hair, which has been my pride and joy since my teenage years. As I did so, I wondered if I would lose it soon, wondered if Ash would still fancy me without my trademark hair which he so loved, if Gigi would recognize me without it. Then I quickly filed those thoughts away for another day. One step at a time, Beck.

My friend Charlotte accompanied me for moral support. I’d asked Ash to stay at home to look after Gigi. I’d never left her for longer than half an hour before, so it was reassuring to know that she was safe with her daddy. He’d offered to come, but I insisted I’d be fine. I didn’t want him fussing. I felt that keeping the situation low-key would somehow make the outcome a positive one. Just goes to show how you clutch at straws in times of crisis.

At the hospital, I was called in to see Mr Williams, who asked me how I was.

‘Have you had any sleep?’ he asked.

‘Not much,’ I admitted.

‘Well, I’m not surprised.’ He smiled at me. ‘It’s difficult news to take in. Do you need a moment to get yourself together?’

‘No, no, I’m fine. Let’s get it over with,’ I replied.

I was sent off to the X-ray department, where I was met by Mr Flannigan, who was to perform my biopsy.

Once I’d stripped to the waist - I wondered how many different people I’d be revealing myself to over the next few weeks - I had to lie on the bed, holding my arm up.

Mr Flannigan, assisted by a female nurse, put a cold gel on the area where the lump was, and on my armpit. Then he moved the scanner over my skin and studied what looked to me like a scramble of faint grey shapes on a screen next to him.

I scrutinized his face, trying to read his expression. ‘Are you worried?’ I asked him. ‘Off the record?’

He looked at me with kind eyes. ‘I can’t say,’ he told me apologetically.

I reckon I’m quite good at reading faces, and I was sure there was a slightly sad, sympathetic look in his eye.

The biopsy itself was pretty unpleasant. I didn’t know that, once they’ve found a lump in your boob, they take a biopsy under the arm to test the lymph glands as well, and I instantly started to panic. This was serious.

The needle hurt as it entered the skin of my armpit, and the tears welled.

Afterwards, I was ushered into a room which contained four chairs and a box of tissues, and told to wait to see Mr Williams. I knew he was in the other room talking to Mr Flannigan. It was only five minutes, but the wait was painful.

‘I know,’ I kept saying to Charlotte, who was trying her hardest to keep me upbeat, ‘I know exactly how this is going.’

The whole situation seemed surreal; I felt detached, as if it wasn’t me but someone else at the centre of it. I’ve got a newborn baby, I thought. She’s only nine weeks old. How can I have cancer? I kept telling myself that I was young, that young people don’t get cancer - they certainly don’t die  of cancer - that I was healthy, I’d be fine. I was thirty-five, for Christ’s sake - of course I’d be fine.

But none of this made a scrap of difference. Mr Williams came in and closed the door behind him. He didn’t beat around the bush.

‘We have a very, very strong suspicion . . .’ he said gravely, then he handed me a leaflet entitled ‘What do you know about breast cancer?’

I tried to turn the leaflet over in my hands to look at it, but I couldn’t even hold it properly, my whole body was shaking so much.

‘I think you’ve got it,’ he told me.

I sat there staring at him, unable to get the words out. I was numb with shock but, at the same time, not surprised  at all. I actually felt relieved, in a strange way, as if, now that the diagnosis had been made, I was entering into a system that would sort it all out. I felt as if the consultant was saying, ‘You’re on a list, you’re a patient. We’re looking after you now. We can make it all go away.’

I wanted to ask, ‘So have I got it, definitely?’ but, although I said this in my head several times, I couldn’t quite bring myself to say it out loud. After I had said it and received an affirmative reply, there would be no going back. I wouldn’t be in control.

But there was no escaping the grim reality of the situation. Mr Williams was soon telling me everything I didn’t want to hear but needed to know.

‘We can’t be a hundred per cent sure - we have to wait for the biopsy - but, in our opinion, you have breast cancer,’ he said. ‘The biopsy results will come through in a week’s time and, if they confirm our suspicions, then you’ll need an operation to remove the lump.’

We were then joined in the consultation room by Sue, a nurse who specialized in the treatment of patients suffering from cancer, who handed me a prescription for bromcriptine.

‘It’s to dry your milk up before the operation,’ she explained matter-of-factly.

I just thought, Woah! Slow down. I was trying to think positively, and now I was set to embark on a conversation I really didn’t want to have. I was a new mother, my job was  to feed and nurture my baby, to protect her, and now I wasn’t even going to be allowed to do that. I felt light-headed.

Mr Williams went on. ‘I think we’ve found it at the early stages,’ he said. ‘But if the cancer cells have spread, we might need to do a bigger operation, to remove the breast itself . . .’

Now I was feeling dizzy. The thought that I may have to have a mastectomy left me barely able to focus on what the consultant said next. ‘. . . lumpectomy, chemotherapy, radiotherapy . . .’ None of his words was making any impact.

Thankfully, Charlotte, next to me, was painstakingly making notes, which she later relayed to Ash. I will always be grateful to her for how amazingly strong she was that day - it must have been dreadful for her to experience all that fear and upset first-hand. Now, my appointment over, my only thought was to get back home to Gigi as quickly as possible. All I wanted to do was to hold her tightly and feel her little warm face pressed against my cheek, to shut out the rest of the world. Instead, we had to sit and wait outside the hospital chemist’s for my bromcriptine for a torturous thirty minutes.

While I was waiting, I rang Ash to fill him in on what had happened. ‘They think it is cancer; in fact, they’re almost definitely sure it is,’ I said.

‘What do you mean, they’re almost sure?’ he asked.

‘Babe, you know what I’m saying - please try and get your head round it,’ I said softly. ‘It’s breast cancer. That’s it.’

Next, I called Mum and Dad. Poor Mum just couldn’t take it in. I kept the conversation as factual as I could and told her I would call back later that night when I got home. I put the phone down, knowing I had left her upset and worried sick, but I had to get my own head round the situation, and one way of doing this was to let everyone know. And it would be one chore over with. I called my closest friends then and there; I just wanted to hear their voices. I’ve never needed my friends and family so much in my life.

One by one, they all broke down on the phone when I told them, and I found that I was the one who was being upbeat. ‘It’ll be all right,’ I told them. ‘Please don’t worry about it. It has just got to be fine.’

On my way home from the hospital, I started to think about the cancer storyline I’d been involved in when I’d played the part of Nina, a paramedic, on the BBC TV show  Casualty. In it, my onscreen sister was diagnosed with cancer, and my character was her main source of support. That storyline had made me realize that the people around the person with cancer are affected almost as much by it as the sufferer herself. Ash, my parents, my brother, my friends - this is what they would all have to go through now.

Bizarrely enough, my role as Nina had been pretty much my first experience of a hospital environment. In character, all the medical speak would trip off my tongue, but I’d never even so much as been in hospital to have my tonsils out. I’d never really understood what an impact being involved with hospitals and doctors actually had on people and their lives; I’d been able to leave the chaos behind at the end of the day. But I couldn’t leave this behind. This wasn’t about saying lines that had been put into my mouth by a scriptwriter. The cameras weren’t rolling. This was real.

Back home, I tried to cheer myself up with a glass of champagne - weird, given that there wasn’t anything to celebrate - but, inside, I felt as if my whole body was aching.

I love my new baby and I love Ash, I thought. I don’t want this to be happening. I didn’t think, Why me?, at that stage, I was just too blown away by the shock of it all.

Over the next few days, I tried to make myself feel positive, but it was hard work. You’re on tenterhooks the whole time. Ash was putting a brave face on things, too, but I could tell he was worried sick, like me.

There were lots of loaded silences, lots of tiptoeing around each other and lots of Ash telling me it would all be fine. He was being so positive that I had to try and talk myself into being positive too. I felt I owed it to him. For Ash, I wonder if having to be upbeat for me meant he  somehow talked himself round too, if lifting me up helped to convince him we would get the happy ending we so desperately wanted and needed.

And, of course, none of the everyday stuff stopped. I’d had to have a crash course in feeding Gigi formula from a bottle and, although she’d taken to it fine, she was clearly finding it harder to digest. She hadn’t had a poo in days, so she wasn’t too happy, and I was concerned.

It would be six days from the date of my last appointment with the consultant before I got the results which would officially reveal what lay in store for me. The weather was lovely, but I felt low, unable to appreciate anything. To me, spring had always signalled the beginning of a new chapter - but this was definitely not what I’d had in mind.

I tried to put the consultant’s words to one side and take strength from stories I had heard of people who’d had biopsies and been fine. After all, it wasn’t definite that I actually had cancer - it could still be that blocked milk duct.

Cards and flowers were arriving from well-meaning friends, with long, sympathetic messages, but nobody, actually, really knew what to say. My milk was drying up, and the bromcriptine made me feel terrible, really heady and weak.

With that, and the shock, I felt a bit delirious, but there was no time to sit and feel sorry for myself. I still had a baby, and she consumed me. There simply wasn’t time to wallow  about in self-pity, contemplating my own mortality. Every day, Gigi was doing something new, and it was almost as if she knew something was up: she was sleeping through every night and amusing herself more during the day, rather than needing to be picked up all the time.

When the weekend arrived, I did feel a little better. The Saturday before my results were due was the day of the Grand National, at Aintree. Ash and I always had a little bit of a flutter and, now, more than ever, I felt like trying my luck and placing a bet.

When Ash and I were studying the names of the horses running in the paper, one jumped out at us: Comply or Die.

‘Well, that’s my situation all over!’ I grimaced.

Ash went straight off to the bookies and, after lunch, we settled down in the front room to watch the race on television.

‘What colour is my one, babe?’ I asked.

‘That’s it there, Beck!’ Ash shouted excitedly, pointing at the screen. ‘The one at the front!’

Both of us whooped and cheered as Comply or Die romped to victory. It was nice to be laughing again, and I won £180 to boot! As silly as it sounds, that win really made me feel that things were looking up - surely this was a sign that luck was on my side?

And, in a double victory, Gigi finally had her poo. Thatta girl!
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Two days later, on 9 April, ten days after my first visit to Mr Williams at the cancer clinic, I was back at the hospital for my results.

Ash and I had tried really hard not to talk about it the evening before, and had tossed and turned in bed that night, but now there was nothing to do but face the situation.

At the clinic, we were met by the same cancer-specialist nurse, Sue, who I had seen the week before and I was ushered into a consulting room. She gave it to me straight.

‘You have got cancer,’ she told me. ‘Grade-three.’

Ash reached out for my hand, but we couldn’t look at each other. When he began asking Sue some questions, I could hear the pain in his voice.

‘Is there a grade-four?’

‘No,’ she replied.

‘Can we survive this?’ he added.

‘It’s possible - some people have,’ came the blunt response.

All I knew was that my friend Madeleine was fighting grade-two, and that grade-three was very aggressive. I certainly didn’t need to look up the statistics on the internet to know that I might not make it.

Then the nurse asked Ash how he was feeling.

He couldn’t answer, of course he couldn’t; the pain was too much. This was it. I had breast cancer. Our carefree days were over.

There was a long silence, and then I saw that he was  looking at the floor, weeping. He looked like a little boy. For the very first time in the sixteen years we had been together, I saw a vulnerable side to him, and it broke my heart. For once, he didn’t know what to do. It took all my strength not to take him in my arms, curl up on the floor with him and cry like a baby too.

Instead, I squeezed Ash’s hand tight and listened as Sue went on to explain that I’d need a lumpectomy (an operation to remove the tumour), chemotherapy, radiotherapy and a course of drug treatment, either herceptin or tamoxifen, depending on which I was most compatible with.

She was trying to reassure us, saying that we were now in the system, and explaining what the next procedure would be. Ash asked a few more questions and, when she’d answered them all, we got up to leave, dazed, and made our way home.

The car ride back was mostly silent, but punctuated with Ash trying to be upbeat, giving me a pep talk, telling me that, now we knew what we were dealing with, we could fight it with everything we had. Together.

Those first few days after the biopsy result, we were like two little bunnies with these massive lights shining in our eyes. We were shattered, shocked, petrified and numb, all in equal measures. You know - juggling a baby, with all those hormones popping, and the tiredness, with the bad news, people’s sympathy and good wishes. We didn’t really know  if we were coming or going. But there’s only so long you can be beaten and broken. We very quickly realized we would have to find some resolve and launch ourselves into battle. It was time to fight and win the war . . .
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