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Multi-award-winning Scottish comedian, playwright, blogger and best-selling author Janey Godley has performed her comedy shows and one-woman play The Point of Yes around the world, including off-Broadway. She has been a regular co-presenter on BBC Radio 4's Loose Ends and has written and presented her own BBC Radio 4 series The C Bomb with her daughter, the writer and comedian Ashley Storrie.  Her books include her childhood memoir Handstands in the Dark and the novel Nothing Left Unsaid. Janey was born in poverty in Glasgow in 1961 where she still lives, and in 2023 she won the inaugural Sir Billy Connolly Spirit of Glasgow Award.
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Prologue

The phone call that changed my life

 

‘Janey, Doctor Wilson here,’ said the voice on the end of the phone. ‘We have the results of your bloods.’

My mouth went dry; I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. ‘Are they ok?’ I asked, dreading the response.

‘Not really . . .’ The doctor paused, briefly, before he delivered the news: ‘. . . there is a thing called a tumour marker and it’s quite high—’

‘Hang on, a tumour marker?’ I repeated his words back to him, my voice trembling. ‘What does that mean?’

‘You need to go for a scan tomorrow, especially as we could feel something down in your abdomen.’

I blurted out the first thought that came into my head: ‘I have a comedy tour on, can it wait?’

‘No. I have called the Queen Elizabeth hospital for tomorrow. Nine a.m. Be there.’ Cancer doctors, as I have since learned, do not beat around the bush.

I managed an ‘ok, thanks’ in response and hung up. I can’t fully articulate how I was feeling right at that moment. I was numb for a few seconds, then the tears started.

I went through to the living room, where my husband, Sean, was watching telly. ‘The blood tests came back with a high tumour marker,’ I said through sobs. We both just stared at each other.

‘Will you die?’ Sean asked without blinking an eye. He has autism and doesn’t cope well with shock or grief, so there is no filter or thoughtful words and big hugs as you see in the cancer movies from Hollywood.

My head was crammed full of questions and thoughts like, how far along is the cancer and where is this fucking tumour?! So Sean and I googled ‘tumour marker’ together – big mistake – and I had to scream into a pillow when I read what it indicated. Then I dried my eyes and put on makeup – I had a sold-out show in Perth that night. I couldn’t let everyone down.

I called my agent and told him the news.

‘I’m still doing the show tonight,’ I said, terrified but determined.

‘Are you sure?’ Chris sounded worried. I had known him for years. He’s more than just an agent, he’s a pal.

I had two big sold-out shows left. My body was bloated and sore but I was convinced it would be ok, I could manage a few hours’ work, it was afterwards when the show ended and I was left with what was inside my own head that I was worried about.

But when my tour manager Craig came to pick me up, I couldn’t stop crying. I didn’t care what anyone said. I hadn’t even been diagnosed yet, but I knew it. I had cancer.

I felt as though I was dying that day; that night in Perth, I couldn’t even tell you what I was saying onstage. The whole show was a blur, but I put on a brave face and did the first half. The only thing I remember vividly about that show was when I called my lawyer during the break and told him I had to get my affairs in order. A pretty morbid thing to do, I know, but I felt it was the only thing I could control at that moment.

The second half of the show went well, apparently. I got a standing ovation. I smiled, waved, thanked the audience, trying not to think about the excruciating pain in the bottom right side of my body, which felt like it was dragging me down towards the stage floor.

The next morning, shaking with fear, I headed to the Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, in the south-west of Glasgow, with Sean. I had the biggest show of the tour in Edinburgh at 7 p.m. that very night. I imagined I would get a scan and it would be something small and fixable and I could get back on the tour bus and do the show. So, I prepared for the worst and hoped for the best.

Neither Sean nor I knew what to say to each other. For one of the first times in my life, I was quiet. I had been to the Queen Elizabeth before – it was the hospital my stepmum had died in – but I couldn’t make sense of the place when I arrived. I was going through door after door, down corridors and round corners, until I finally arrived at the gynae clinic. But when I found the place, I couldn’t bring myself to go in. I stood frozen outside the door and burst into tears – I knew this was going to be one of many hospital doors I would push open. I didn’t want any of it to be real.

When I managed to stop crying, I was shown into a small, seated waiting room. I busied myself by blocking men who were trolling people who had tweeted about how much they enjoyed last night’s show. The fluorescent overhead lights were giving me a headache and the smell of hand sanitiser nipped at my nostrils.

The staff reassured me they would do their best to look after me, and eventually I was shown into a side ward and told to undress my bottom half. Sean had to help me as I got my foot stuck in my leggings and I could hardly bend over to get my shoes off. He kept whispering ‘It’ll be ok Janey’ like a mantra, but his face was pale and his hands were shaking.

So there I was, knickerless with my legs up in metal stirrups and a wand like a Star Wars lightsabre up my vagina as two solemn-faced doctors stared at a computer beside my head. I lay there petrified as they discussed the results on the screen.

I could see both doctors pointing and whispering to each other but all I could hear was my heart banging in my chest. Eventually, they looked up from the screen and faced me. They asked Sean and me to sit down on plastic seats together as they sat opposite us. It was like a nightmare speed-dating set up.

They explained, gently, that an 11-centimetre tumour was present on my right ovary. Sean and I looked at each other in panic.

I sat in that room stunned for a while. Then I wept buckets, again. The doctors sent me for a CT scan, and a porter pulled me backwards in a wheelchair down the hall, into the lift, through a multitude of corridors, and spoke to a female nurse about how he was going to leave and join the paramedics.

I had sent Sean home as this day was stretching out and he didn’t need to be there for every second of it.

Meanwhile, over my head, the nurse and the porter had a full-blown conversation as I stared at my feet with my head down. Nobody spoke to me; from the moment that I had left the ward it was as if I suddenly didn’t exist. He parked me in a busy room full of other people in wheelchairs and shouted ‘Janey Godley’ to the woman at the desk, then he left. Another man came and wheeled me in to the first – sadly not the last – scan of my life.

After I was taken back to the ward, a nurse came by and said, ‘You have to call your husband back up as the doctor has seen the scan and wants to discuss it with you.’

That just floored me. I knew it was cancer, but each step that took me closer to hearing the official diagnosis was horrifying.

When Sean arrived, we sat on the hospital bed, looked out over the twinkling lights of Glasgow and held each other. We still couldn’t think what to say. Because of Sean’s autism, he often sings when he gets stressed out. So he burst into ‘And so I face the final curtain!’ I jumped off the bed, grabbed his mouth and shouted, ‘No! Not that, not now. Stop that!’ just as the doctor arrived to tell me about the scan. The doctor looked tired and stood for a pause, held both his hands out and said, ‘Sit down, please.’ This was like the worst improv scene I had ever witnessed. He was taking too long. The tension was too much, I just wanted him to blurt it out. Whatever it was just SAY IT NOW.

‘No, just say it quick, please,’ I replied, ‘I don’t want to hold hands or breathe slowly, I’ve just stopped him singing sad songs. I need you to tell me, is it cancer?’

‘Yes, but let me explain,’ he said as he sat down.

He said that they would need to wait until they operated to confirm, but all the signals showed it was most likely ovarian cancer.

Sean and I sat quietly. The doctor left and I sent Sean home again. I needed this time alone. I didn’t want to have to deal with his grief and worry, I wanted to deal with my own.

I kept the room lights down low so I could see through the big window that framed all the lights of Glasgow twinkling down below. It made me think of how ironic life could be, as I was currently writing my first novel about a woman, Senga, who was dying of cancer, who would lie in her hospital bed and stare out at the Glasgow skyline. My next book must be about a woman who wins the lottery, I thought to myself and giggled.

I kept watching the lights twinkle all over Glasgow and I thought of Senga. Then I fell asleep.
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