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Prologue:

The Big C and the Rest of My Life

It was a cold and overcast day in Greater Manchester in early April – perhaps the heavy, grey clouds were an omen as they filled the darkening sky. I was in Bury to campaign for the Labour Party in the upcoming 2021 local elections, having just finished the long drive up from Ilford – my home on the London–Essex border and the place I’ve been proud to represent as a Labour MP since 2015. Just as I turned off my car engine, the phone call from the hospital took me by surprise. I hadn’t been expecting them to call for another few hours, but there I was, sitting by myself in an almost-empty car park, listening to the news that would change my life.

‘If I’ve understood you correctly, this is obviously terrible news because I’ve got cancer, and I’m only thirty-eight.’ I needed to say the words out loud to process the news. ‘But you’ve caught it early, so I’m not going to die and although you’re going to whip one of my kidneys out, it’s OK because I’ve got two of those and I only need one, so all in all, I’m pretty lucky,’ I continued, blurting out the jumbled thoughts that were swirling around in my head to the doctor on the other end of the phone.

He laughed cautiously. ‘Erm, yes, that’s a positive way of looking at it, Wes.’

‘Well,’ I replied, ‘if you’ll excuse my language, Doctor, you’ve delivered this shit sandwich rather well.’

The journey leading up to that dreaded phone call had started a month earlier, on Budget Day. I had woken up at about four in the morning with what I’d thought was a stomach ache. I tried to sleep it off, but I was getting increasingly uncomfortable and anxious about the pain. Worried I would wake my partner, Joe, I took myself downstairs to lie on the sofa, until a sharp, excruciating pain gripped my back and sides and an agony which left me breathless set in. I began to panic and phoned the NHS 111 service, who took my symptoms and advised me to get to a hospital straight away. I managed to stagger upstairs to wake Joe, who immediately leapt into action and drove me to our nearest accident and emergency department at King George Hospital – ironically, this was the very A&E that I had fought successfully to save from closure as the local MP. But that irony was lost on me in all the pain – the overwhelming, debilitating pain.

Joe walked me to the door of the emergency department and had to leave me there, alone. Covid rules – no plus-ones. After what felt like an eternity of agony – but was probably more like five or ten minutes – I was seen by a nurse, who gave me something for the pain before a bed was found for me.

I was given every type of pain relief possible – in my mouth, in my arm, even a suppository (if you don’t know what that is, you’ll have to look it up because there’s only so much detail I’m willing to share with you). I was in too much pain to care about being embarrassed as the doctor explained what it was, where it went, and where the toilet was where I could insert it. I was just grateful for the relief it gave me.

Because the searing pain was focused around the middle of my back and on my side, the doctors called for a scan of my kidneys. After the scan, the real waiting began. Minutes turned to hours and the hours became even longer once my phone battery started to die. This was Budget Day, one of the biggest moments in the Westminster political calendar, when the announcements made by the Chancellor of the Exchequer can shape the political weather for years to come, for better or worse. And I was missing it all.

Lunchtime came and went. By the time I’d finished my standard hospital-issue cheese sandwich and a cup of stewed tea and been given a fresh saline drip, the doctor came through to give me the news. ‘You’ve got a kidney stone,’ he said in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘It’s on the big side, about 6 mm, we reckon. It should pass naturally, but if not, you’ll need a small procedure to get it removed.’

If there’s one thing I know about kidney stones, from having had one years before, it’s that they’re bloody painful, but there are worse things in life, so the diagnosis came as a small relief. As I didn’t have any questions, the doctor wrinkled his eyes in the way we did when wearing a mask to show that we were smiling underneath it and whizzed out of the room.

I was getting ready to be discharged, and the cannula was being removed from my arm when the doctor returned. I didn’t need a facial cue to tell he wasn’t smiling this time. ‘The urology team just called again,’ he said, quite calmly. ‘They’ve seen something on the same kidney that we want to investigate. Given your age and your health it’s very unlikely to be something to worry about, probably some fatty tissue or blood vessels, but we just want to reassure ourselves and you with another scan.’

At that moment, I wasn’t worried – if anything, I was impressed by their due diligence. The scan was scheduled at the nearby Queen’s Hospital in Romford, but by the time I got there, after an age waiting for Covid-safe patient transport, I’d missed my slot and was sent home with the promise of a scan in the coming weeks. When I went back a week and a half later, there was another cock-up – a second ultrasound instead of the CT scan I needed. My stomach turned to knots as the radiographer slid the scanner across my jelly-covered abdomen. ‘It’s definitely a solid lump . . . not fatty tissue or blood vessels . . .’ he murmured quietly, as though he was talking to himself. Then came the words that really pricked my attention: ‘It’s most likely benign.’ Benign. My mind went straight to tumour. Although I knew that benign tumours were the harmless sort, it was the first time I’d felt a pang of worry since my visit to A&E.

Then came the warning: ‘You need to keep on top of this, Wesley. You need a CT scan as soon as possible. Timing is really important. Keep chasing. Don’t feel guilty about chasing. The NHS is under a lot of pressure right now, but you just have to be persistent,’ he urged as I sat up from the bed.

I left the treatment room in a daze and plonked myself down on an empty chair in the waiting room while I tried to gather my thoughts. I took my phone out from my jacket pocket, my thumbs hovering over the internet icon on the screen. I sucked a deep breath in through my teeth and googled kidney cancer for the first time. As I scrolled, I searched for any information that would ease the panic that had begun to grip my chest. It’s one of the most common types in the UK, but it usually affects people in their sixties and seventies. Surely I was too young? I looked down the long list of symptoms, but realising I was veering into the realms of hypochondria, I dumped my phone back into my pocket and pulled myself together. Putting a brave face on, I went outside to meet Joe, who had been waiting in the car. I decided not to panic him, and so I simply told him they’d sent me to the wrong scan, and sat quietly worrying to myself on the short drive home.

Four weeks and another scan later, I was in Bury when I answered the phone to a withheld number. I initially thought it was good news from the hospital. ‘I hope you don’t mind me calling early, Wesley, but I have some difficult cases today and wanted to speak to you early on,’ said the urologist at my local hospital. I instantly relaxed. This must be a good sign, I thought, getting me out of the way early. Nice and straightforward.

So I wasn’t prepared for the bombshell that followed. It was a tumour. About five centimetres – so not a small one. And then he dropped the C-word. What were the chances? I was thirty-eight years old with kidney cancer. The doctors had told me again and again that this was so unlikely. Statistically, they were right, but in my case they were wrong.

Reality seemed to be suspended around me. I could hear my pulse racing in my ears. Alone in my car, I took some deep breaths and tried to take it in, but I was in shock. The surreal moment of receiving this diagnosis over the phone in a random car park in Bury was compounded by my friends James and Kevin tapping on my car window to tell me a whole team of Labour Party volunteers were waiting for me to join them.

I allowed myself a moment for one quick, deep breath, got out of the car, and forced myself to smile before heading off to knock on doors and talk to complete strangers. Meanwhile, the looming clouds burst, and rain, snow and hailstones each took a turn to pelt down on us. It was tough, but it was also a useful displacement activity and one that I would come to rely on during the weeks leading up to my surgery. Talking to residents about the issues they were worried about worked well to take my mind off my own problems.

‘You’ve got cancer, but you’re going to be OK,’ were the words I repeated over and over in my head in between conversations on the doorsteps and with the local Labour team.

I checked into the Bury Best Western that afternoon and went upstairs to my room to receive the follow-up call I’d been promised from the nurse. She had been listening to my call with the urologist and was phoning to see how the news had sunk in and to take any questions – I had a host of them. When would I need to go into hospital, for how long, and would I need chemotherapy or radiotherapy? Most importantly, would I need to stop working and start isolating?

The news was reassuring. Because the cancer was low-grade, I wouldn’t need radiotherapy or chemotherapy – just an operation – so I didn’t need to isolate until closer to the surgery. Even better: unless I felt ill I could carry on working to my heart’s content.

This was such a relief. It felt so important to me to be able to carry on with life as normal while I waited for my operation. So, after the hardest of calls to Joe and my parents, who took the news as well as could be expected, I threw myself into campaigning across every corner of England and Wales for the local elections, as if nothing was wrong.

Sometimes we help others without even realising it and this was true for every person I spent time with: they had no idea about my diagnosis and no idea how much being with them helped me through those weeks leading up to my operation.

My boss, the leader of the Labour Party, Keir Starmer, could not have been more supportive. On a visit to my Ilford North constituency he pulled me to one side to ask how I was and, touchingly, how Joe was doing. He told me to take off whatever time I needed and said that the Labour Party would be waiting for me when I returned. I felt lucky. There are so many people for whom a cancer diagnosis isn’t just a health worry, but a work worry and a money worry as well. Far from holding me back, after the local elections were out of the way, he conducted a small reshuffle of his shadow cabinet and promoted me from my previous job as Shadow Schools Minister to a new brief covering child poverty – attending shadow cabinet. As well as being delighted with the promotion to a post that covered an issue close to my heart, I wondered how many other bosses would promote a member of their team, knowing they’d be out of action for a few months?

There was an air of unreality about it. On the surface, life was great: there was the joy of being surrounded by people, doing the job I love, and enjoying the spell of warmer weather as spring began to turn towards summer. But all of this was punctured by the truth that lay beneath it all.

When the time came to visit the centre for kidney cancer at the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, I was told that, once more, due to Covid, family weren’t permitted at appointments. So, there I was, alone again, desperately wishing Joe could be beside me as I waited to meet my surgeon.

Ravi Barod was the Consultant Urological Surgeon and Clinical Lead at the Specialist Centre for Kidney Cancer at the Royal Free Hospital. He was also a master at putting his patients at ease. I called Joe and put him on speakerphone so that he could hear what Ravi had planned for me. I listened intently as he repeated much of what I had already been told about my tumour, before turning to the proposed treatment. He would be performing robotic surgery on me, and he was proposing to save my kidney with what’s known as a partial nephrectomy, where they cut out the tumour and save the remaining kidney. Alternatively, I could opt for a full nephrectomy and have the whole kidney removed with the tumour.

‘It’s your choice,’ said Ravi gently.

‘But you’re the one who’s been to medical school,’ I quipped. ‘If you think you can save my kidney, I trust you. Let’s try that.’

As we wrapped up the conversation and Joe was given an opportunity to ask some questions, I was taken next door to meet my clinical nurse specialist, David Cullen. Between the two of them, Ravi and David would make the following weeks so much more bearable.

I was back in the Royal Free on 5 May 2021. A Wednesday – memorable because it was the day before the local elections – or ‘eve of poll’, for political anoraks. Normally, I would have been out pounding the streets trying to find those final Labour votes; instead, I was in hospital for my biopsy. I arrived early in the morning with Joe by my side, but I felt a pang of loneliness and anxiety as I said goodbye and made my way inside.

The biopsy was a horribly intrusive procedure – deeply unpleasant and painful. Despite the local anaesthetic, I felt movement inside my body. ‘You’re doing really well,’ said the nurse, as I dutifully followed instructions on breathing.

Then it was over. I was returned to the ward for observation for a few hours before I was allowed to go home. I was in more pain than I had expected, so the next day, as predicted, I sat in bed, making some phone calls until I conceded defeat to my body, and dozed in and out of sleep.

When the biopsy results returned, they confirmed the diagnosis, and preparations were well underway for surgery.

I needed to decide whether to say something more publicly about my diagnosis and, if so, how. I didn’t feel I could have the luxury of privacy. I worried I might be criticised for missing votes in the House of Commons or not doing my job if I didn’t explain why I was absent, so my team and I put together a plan. I would record a short video on my mobile phone, publish it on Twitter and Facebook, and a note would be sent around political journalists – known as the ‘Lobby’. All very straightforward.

I didn’t anticipate the reaction. Just after the video was published, I watched as the BBC News Channel flashed ‘Breaking News’ across the screen with a photograph of me and the news that I had been diagnosed with kidney cancer. I’d expected friends and colleagues to be in touch and some online news articles, but – perhaps naively – I didn’t think this would be big enough for rolling TV news coverage. The video was on a number of news sites and viewed more than a million times via my own social media channels. My phone began to melt with a deluge of well-wishers. It was completely surreal.

One of my favourite reactions came from a regular Twitter troll who had once wished me dead. Now he was quick to take to Twitter to say that, whatever disagreements he had had with me, he wouldn’t wish this on anyone! Needing a skin like a rhinoceros is a prerequisite for the life of an MP, but it was consoling to know that half the time trolls don’t really mean what they say.

The kindness from my harshest critics came with an abundance of love from family, friends, colleagues and people I had never even met. Again, I was feeling lucky.

Then came the day. Friday, 21 May 2021 – the surgery. As with the rest of my appointments, Joe wouldn’t be able to see me until I was discharged, so we found ourselves sharing another teary-eyed goodbye at the hospital door before I made my way inside. That agonisingly long walk from the entrance to the ward was the loneliest I had ever felt in my entire life.

I came around in the recovery room, dazed and confused, to find Ravi Barod at my bedside. While I blinked a few times to shake off the sedation, he told me that the procedure had been a success, but that he hadn’t been able to save the kidney. The tumour had been growing into the organ, so he was unable to get a clean cut. If I’m honest, I was relieved. I didn’t care about the missing kidney; I was just glad to see the back of the tumour. Ravi had also thoughtfully phoned Joe to tell him the news, which was another weight off my mind, as I was feeling less than coherent.

In the days and weeks that followed, I focused entirely on my recovery. I realised that it was the first time I had truly stopped to rest since I graduated from university almost twenty years before. It gave me time to contemplate the rest of my life and just how far I’d already come.

When I gave an interview to Rachel Sylvester at The Times after my return to work that September, I began to realise, from the huge response to the interview, just how unusual my story is: that there aren’t many MPs who were born to teenage parents, grew up on a council estate, experienced poverty, received free school meals and had grandparents in prison, yet had also excelled at school, made it to Cambridge University and been elected to Parliament. I wanted to say more about why that is and how it was that I had bucked the trend.

When a note arrived in the post from Tom Perrin, who had read the interview, asking me if I’d like to write a memoir, I was initially reluctant. Memoirs feel like something that politicians write at the end of their careers, and I hope I’ve still got some years left in me. I worried too about telling stories from my childhood that I’ve never told beyond close family and friends. As politicians, we aren’t supposed to show vulnerability.

But if cancer has taught me one thing, it’s that you never know what life holds for you around the corner. I came back from cancer with a new lease of life, so why not tell the story now of how a boy from the East End ended up in Westminster? But this story doesn’t just belong to me; it belongs to every single person who helped me out of the poverty trap that so many people never escape – my family, my friends, and some wonderful teachers. This is for them.
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