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Born in 1959 to actress Nanette Newman and writer, actor and director Bryan Forbes, Sarah Standing began her career writing features for the Evening Standard, the Evening News and Ritz Magazine, and presented a weekly radio show for Radio London. In 1984 she married actor John Standing and gave birth to three children in quick succession. Since then she has written for Tatler magazine, the Telegraph and the Spectator and today she writes regular features for GQ, Woman and Home, The Times and the Daily Mail, as well as presenting the podcast Lymphoma Voices and the Instagram Live Rant & Rave with her sister Emma Forbes.




Praise for Dancing With The Red Devil

‘A beautifully written gem of a book, both inspiring and poignant.’ – Elton John

‘Incisive and heart-rending.’ – Richard E. Grant

‘Sarah writes as she speaks: with down to earth honesty and self-deprecating wit. Not a whiff of burning martyr, and, if you ask me, Dancing With The Red Devil should be required reading for anyone whose life has been touched by cancer, and these days that’s a hell of a lot of us!’ – Trisha Goddard

‘A tremendous book, and a remarkable testament to one woman’s pluck, sense-of-humour and steely resolve.’ – William Boyd

‘Utterly wonderful. With comedy and candour Sarah has delivered a book that I will return to over and over again.’ – Susannah Constantine

‘A gloriously, infectiously irreverent manifesto in how to triumph against illness, this is writing of arresting fluency, brimming with laughter, of exquisite tenderness, courage and of the overwhelming impulse to grab life and LIVE. It’s about the transcendent power of love, love of parent, spouse, child, grandchild, sibling, friend, and, above all, of life itself in all its disruptive and exhilarating complexity.’ – Juliet Nicolson

‘This is a book that makes you want to live and love every day.’ – Julia Samuel




About the Book

A memoir of hope, love, rage and cancer.

Sarah Standing is a wife, a mother, a journalist, a toy shop owner, a grandmother, a great friend, a daughter, and a lover of life. She does not have the time, or inclination, to deal with cancer. But shit happens. After a week or two of struggling to catch her breath, Sarah pops along to see her GP for a few tests. By the end of the day, she has a bag of what looks like bone broth draining from her body and is dealing with a diagnosis of non-Hodgkins lymphoma. It’s cancer, says her doctor, but it’s the good kind.

Radiating personality from the very first page, this memoir is filled with joy, hope and love, and screams ‘FUCK YOU, CANCER’ at the top of its lungs. Covering the six months that Sarah undergoes chemo – separated from her family by the laws of lockdown – this book will make you laugh, sob and grab life firmly by the balls so you can live the hell out of it.




For my darling Dad. He always believed that I’d write a
book one day, and I’m just sorry I didn’t do it in his
lifetime. This one is for you.





So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby
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So imagine a Richard Curtis movie. Everybody can. They are a part of our DNA. There’s the memorable, perfect music. The script that’s pithy and current – it’s not complicated or clever; watching each scene play out is just like overhearing a distant conversation that you can immediately identify with. People fuck up in Richard Curtis movies, but the right thing always happens in the end. This is my Richard Curtis movie. It’s my movie, but I’m not sure I’m going to like the way it plays out. It’s dark. It’s like Quentin Tarantino queue-barged and muscled in without being invited. The fiction became pulped.

My film starts in London on an unnaturally crisp November day in 2020. The opening scene is promising. I get up, get dressed, go out and get an extra-hot, extra-shot flat white and go to work. I co-own a toy shop. A utopia of happiness. A place that gives me an enormous amount of pride and job satisfaction. It’s a quirky, unique shop and working there is like living in a Technicolor fantasy world full of hope and dreams. I’m lucky – I look forward to going there every single day because, apart from anything else, I get to hang out with my best friend and co-owner, Diana, for five days a week.

We’ve known each other since our sons started school; and if you searched the globe for two women who were less alike, you’d end up casting us. I’m impetuous and loud and not great on detail. I overshare, show off and overembellish. Diana is methodical, constant and much more private than I. She’s quality. She’s kind. She’s funny. She worries about things that don’t even register on my radar, whilst I blunder on, impervious to impending disasters. We are the yin and yang of shopkeepers and yet, somehow, the perfect partners.

Every morning – in between blowing up helium balloons to tie outside the shop, and sipping coffee – we debrief. We have half an hour of what we call ‘therapy’. We call it therapy with a deep sense of irony, because one of our running jokes is that we mock this endless quest for ‘me time’. We’re both in our sixties and ‘me time’ passed us by. As did extreme wokeness. And wearing gym clothes. And exercising at fancy gyms. We just walk. Fast.

We’re the wrong generation, the wrong personalities, and had the wrong upbringing to comprehend – let alone embrace – any form of self-care or self-indulgence. We get a grip, suck it up, keep calm and carry on. Not because we’re exceptional people, just because we’ve got no time. Running a shop, running a house, cooking, cleaning, shopping for food, taking care of husbands, grandchildren, dogs, dealing with grown-up children with grown-up problems; we’re too busy being high-functioning enablers. We juggle. We often joke that by the time we get to work at nine in the morning, we’ve already showered, been to Waitrose, done two loads of laundry, made a fish pie, emptied the garbage, dealt with emails and walked the dog. Coming to work is our respite. It takes us away from domesticity and the middle-aged niggle of no longer having a full nest.

Diana and I run through the minutiae of our families with all the ease and speed of a child practising their piano scales before going to school. Gripes, gossip, dramas with children, dogs, what we cooked for dinner, who is annoying us, what we are doing at the weekend – it all tumbles out. We spend more time together than we do with our husbands, and consequently we have developed a fabulous, unjudgemental shorthand. After sixteen years of doing this together, Starbags is more than just a shop: it’s our surrogate love child. Our sanity. Our escape.

Every day is showtime. The curtain goes up and the performance begins.

I’d been feeling breathless for about five days, and occasionally I was aware that my heart was maybe beating a bit too fast. Sometimes very fast. Scarily fast. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. At first, I put it down to a lack of sleep, or perhaps too much coffee. I tried to get an appointment with my NHS doctor but they weren’t seeing patients in person, so they scheduled me in for a Zoom call. In six days’ time. I am someone who is normally cavalier about my health, but this unnerved me. Five days . . . plus. Nearly a week. Too long.

I’m all about instant gratification. Hopeless at waiting. If I receive birthday presents in the post emblazoned with the plea ‘NO PEEKING UNTIL YOUR BIRTHDAY’, I open them immediately. I wake up in the mornings having slept for about four hours – five, if I’m on a lucky streak – and never pause, linger or snooze. I jump out of bed and am happily drinking my first cup of coffee within five minutes. If I ever get a cold – which I seldom do – I suffocate it with both Night and Day Nurse. And Nurofen Cold & Flu. I epitomise the impatient patient.

I went to a private GP, Christopher, whom I have seen, very occasionally, for years. He thought it was probably a nasty virus. He gave me antibiotics. And when those made no difference, he gave me a Covid test. Just to be safe. I forgot to say the backdrop to this movie is coronavirus. Fuck-struck coronavirus. Lord Covid is like a terrifying character from Harry Potter. One that wears an invisible cloak yet is omnipresent. My test came back negative. More antibiotics. But I was still breathless. He made me an appointment with a specialist, and by admitting he was at a loss as to what was causing my breathlessness, probably saved my life.

We’ve got through the first lockdown, lock-up, the interminable loss of freedom and friends, and the terrifying dystopian living nightmare that defined 2020. Now, despite being about to enter another circuit-breaking experiment (not quite as draconian as the first), Christmas is a-coming. Our shop is full of fake snow and fairy lights and although the government has decreed we must close in four days’ time, we’ve defiantly declared that toy shops might not be considered essential, but Father Christmas is. He is without doubt a keyworker. We’ve promised all our customers that we will sell online, give virtual tours of the shelves, do click-and-collect sales from behind closed doors, and Instagram the hell out of our stock. Stockings will be filled. Not even Covid is going to get away with diluting children’s dreams. Not on our watch.

So, I grab my glasses, my credit card and mask, hop into an Uber and speed off to meet a Dr Brian O’Conner at the Cromwell Hospital. A respiratory specialist. So certain am I that this is going to be a fast, expensive half-hour consultation, I don’t even bother to take a handbag with me, I just shove everything into my coat pocket. It is a stunning November day. Blue skies.

The sort of day that makes one glad to be alive.

I check into reception, where I am heat-scanned before being handed a pristine paper mask by a woman holding a yard-long pair of tweezers. Contactless. At this point during the pandemic, everything in the hospital is distanced. The floor resembles a giant game of Twister with huge, circular discs. There are red circles to stand on whilst you wait to get your sticker saying ‘Screening Completed’, before you are ushered off to stand on a blue circle. Then you shuffle on to yellow, while your registration is processed.

I have an overwhelming desire to try to reach the next level before it’s my turn. To cheat. To do the splits, keeping one foot on blue whilst sliding my leg over to the yellow. It now takes longer to get into a hospital department than it did to gain entry to my favourite club, Studio 54 in New York, back in the day. You have to pass selection. But the nightclub clipboard Nazis (as they were known) have been replaced by hospital prefects officiously moving the patients along. Before long, I’m in the system. Shuffling along, sticking to the rules, not overstepping the mark, getting my credit card details logged, being asked if I’m displaying any Covid symptoms. Moving along the Covid conveyor belt. I get the obligatory sticker saying ‘Screening Completed’, which reminds me of going to the dentist as a small child. The reward for being good and compliant – a badge of honour.

Dr O’Conner is a Norman Rockwell kind of guy. Old school. A proper doc. Calm. Methodical. My age. Polite. Reassuring. I tell him I take no medication. No statins. No HRT. No nothing. I’ve had antibiotics about eight times in my life. I care about my health, but it’s yet to interrupt me and test my mortality.

He examines me. Starts the slow hands-on-the-body routine.

‘Does this feel swollen to you?’ he asks, pressing under my ribs.

‘Not really.’

‘How about here?’ he asks, moving slightly downwards. ‘Notice a feeling of slight fullness?’

‘A bit,’ I say, having a sudden flashback to the numerous nights I’ve made myself a hot-water bottle at 3 a.m. and gone back to sleep, hugging it for comfort, because perhaps I did have a slight feeling of . . . what was it? Fullness. That’s what it felt like. It was fullness.

‘Okay,’ says Dr O’Conner, springing back to his desk. He starts scribbling. ‘You are going to go back to the main hospital and I’m going to arrange for an ultrasound, an X-ray and extensive blood tests, and then I want you to come back to me, and I can look at the results.’

Back I go. I genuinely feel no sense of foreboding. I’m such an innocent when it comes to medical tests. I’ve never really needed any of consequence. I just assume Dr O’Conner is being professional and cautious before sending me away with a prescription for strong antibiotics and a hefty invoice. So I merrily go back to playing Twister. Red circle, yellow circle. Pause. X-ray. Bloods. Ultrasound. The last time I was in hospital for anything was thirty-one years ago today. No joke. On 3 November 1989, I gave birth to Tilly, my youngest child. Epidural. No pain, just gain.

The ultrasoundist (is that even a word?) glides his probe over my stomach and then stops. Prods deeper. Slithers over my flab and then stops again. The screen is facing away from me.

‘Who’s your oncologist?’ he asks nonchalantly.

I wipe off the jelly that is dripping down my stomach. ‘My oncologist?’ I ask. ‘Oh, I don’t have an oncologist. I don’t have anything that wrong with me. No, I’m just here seeing Dr O’Conner to sort out my breathlessness.’

No alarm bells ring. Not one. Not even a muffled tinkle.

I’m just here for the quick fix. Nothing more. A second opinion and then home. And anyway, Richard Curtis would never, ever have given away the plot this early on in any one of his films. Much too corny. As improbable as it seems, given the beauty of hindsight, I just completely disregard the comment. It totally passes me by. This guy is obviously reading from the wrong script. Not one meant for me.

Back to Dr O’Conner’s office.

He’s waiting for me. Standing up. He’s got images of me up on his screen. He’s leaning over his laptop. Studying. Studying my innards. Blurry black and white shapes. Light and dark.

‘Well, well. I wasn’t expecting this,’ he says. ‘No wonder you’ve been feeling breathless. There’s a lot of fluid in here. See this?’ He points to the screen. ‘It’s pressing against your lungs. It’s pushing up on all your organs. We need to drain that off.’

‘How do you do that?’ I ask, with all the innocence of a woman who’s made it to sixty-one without a broken bone or a single stitch to her body.

‘Very simple procedure; we just put a thin wire in and aspirate the liquid,’ he replies. ‘I’ve arranged for it to be done immediately – they are waiting for you in the main hospital.’

Aspirate. All these medical terms are new to me.

Simple procedures are all relative, but I now know that, medically speaking, a ‘simple procedure’ is a mere euphemism for something fucking painful that is done with only a local anaesthetic. Everyone inflicting this pain acts as though what is about to happen is as ordinary, and as uneventful, as having your nails painted.

First, I slip out of my clothes and into a hospital gown. I get on to a trolley and nurses ask me questions and I sign a consent form. Contact numbers. Next of kin. Known allergies. A shiny, printed identification band is attached to my wrist with my name, date of birth and hospital number.

The doctor comes in. Starts copping a feel of bits of my body. Squeezing flesh. Looking for easy entry points. I force myself to try to disengage from whatever it is that is about to happen to me. I look up at the ceiling. I silently hum. Pretending my mind is separated from my body. Now I’m cuffed and my blood pressure is being taken, my pulse monitored. My body is manually shifted until it’s in a good position to gain an entry point.

The onslaught begins.

‘Just a little sting,’ says the doctor, injecting me with a local anaesthetic. ‘And another little prick coming up now.’

Now my mask is slipping. I’m sweating. I realise the two nurses are the politically correct version of human straitjackets. In the olden days they’d have restrained me for this ‘procedure’, for the safety of both the doctor and themselves. Because if I weren’t polite, and if I weren’t relatively well brought up, I’d have kicked him in the balls by now and rendered him permanently infertile. Instead, I pant and make tiny talk.

I talk about the Trump–Biden election, which is taking place tonight, as though I have a deeply vested interest in the outcome. Displacement tactics. I apologise for being a bit of a wimp. Turns out the two stings were just the precursor before the main event. Jesus. Silly me. The wire has to go in and be threaded God knows where inside my body, in order to aspirate whatever it is that needs to be aspirated.

‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,’ I say, big fat tears rolling into my face mask.

What am I actually sorry for? I’m so sorry for feeling pain. So sorry that I’m not braver and that I’m white-knuckling it. I’m so sorry I’m jerking when the needle goes in, and for not staying statue-still. I’m so sorry I’m crying.

‘You’re doing really well,’ says the nurse, whilst methodically stroking my clawed hand.

But I’m not. Truth be told, I’m not doing well at all. They’re just flattering me. Everything is taking place behind my back, so I have no idea how close to ending this ‘little procedure’ is. And I’m suddenly scared. I’m out of my safety zone. I really have no clue what is happening to me. And I wish, more than anything, there was someone who loved me in the waiting room, ready to give me a reassuring hug when it’s all over.

‘Nearly done,’ says the doctor, before another agonising five minutes of foraging about. ‘Now, I just need to stick this down and make sure it’s secure. There. All done.’

I sit up and thank him profusely. So English.

I now have a bag of what looks exactly like Daylesford’s organic bone broth attached to me. It’s dripping out of my body. Plop. Plop. Plop. Slowly filling up a transparent bag nestled in the bed beside me.

I can’t help but think of the irony. Thirty-one years ago today, I had my new baby, Tilly – my last baby – snuggled beside me. Tilly with her perfect rosebud mouth and fierce, dark quiff of hair. Swaddled, immobile and unable to flail. A little parcel of perfection I could prop up on my knees to study every feature of her adorable face, smell her specialness and imprint both on to my soul. But no baby this time.

Today, I just have bone broth.

The good news – and God knows one always has to remember to search for the good news – is I can now breathe easy. I’m not breathless any more. Suddenly, I’m aware that I’ve been holding my breath for the last three weeks.

Making my bed required too much effort. Walking in the park every other morning with my great friend Anya was too hard. One day, holding my delicious nine-month-old grandson Billy required Herculean strength.

My son Archie dropped Billy at my shop for half an hour – for me to take care of him whilst he went to have his tyre fixed. As soon as he left, I realised I had to make Billy safe. I had to wedge him into a cardboard box with a cushion, because carrying him made my heart pump out of control. I was really scared I would drop him. Running downstairs to the stockroom in the shop required acting. On the way back up, I lingered on the top step, trying to catch my breath in an abortive attempt to regain my composure. Acting. I was putting on a performance. Pretending all was okay. Fooling myself.

Me and my bone broth go off to have another scan. Arms up, bracelets off, necklace taped out of the way. The dull hum of machinery rumbling above my head.

Teatime and by now I’m checked in to the hospital.

I’m a patient. I lie on the bed fully clothed. I stare at the watercolour opposite my bed. I drink bottle after bottle of water because my mouth is dry with fear and adrenaline, and I watch Sky News. My eldest, ever-practical daughter, India, drops off a phone charger at reception. She can’t come up to see me. Covid rules. The phone charger is a game changer. Every so often a nurse comes in and drains the broth out, and then I watch, mesmerised, as the bag slowly refills. What is this foreign liquid?

It’s getting dark. The gloaming. No idea when I’m going home. All the broth has to drain out of my body first. That’s the deal.

Sky News drones on and I fiddle about with my phone.

Dr O’Conner comes in. Delicately takes my big-girl knickers and my trousers off the chair where I’ve flung them, and sits down. He’s got two masks on and a plastic visor and a rubber apron and gloves.

‘Mind if I switch the television off?’ he asks.

‘Be my guest.’

‘I hate all this mask business,’ he says apologetically. ‘I hate having to keep my distance. Um, I’m not that sort of doctor.’

I nod in agreement. Spit it out, I think. Cut to the chase. I want to continue watching the election.

He pauses and looks me directly in the eye. Hands folded.

‘You’ve got cancer. It’s the best possible cancer you could have at your age, but it’s quite large and I think it’s pressing against your kidneys.’

I’ve gone back to being a little bit breathless. I don’t say anything. I just look up at the curtain softly flapping, and I flick my foot against the sheet. I feel like my soul and heart are on the ceiling, only my body is left lying passively on the bed. I am floating about. I am the Debra Winger character in the 1993 movie Shadowlands (about C. S. Lewis’s relationship with the much younger American writer Joy Davidman) and Dr O’Conner is Anthony Hopkins, but without the hand-holding. They were lovers in the movie. She died.

‘Further tests will show if it’s Hodgkin’s or non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, and . . .’

But I’ve vagued off. I don’t hear any more medical words. I keep having strange thoughts. Displaced thoughts. Hodgkin’s or non-Hodgkin’s. To be or not to be. Hodgkin’s or non-Hodgkin’s. I think of music. A soundtrack to my very own personal movie. Adele is right here in the room next to me, swaying and swishing her skirt. It’s loud. Together, we are ‘Rolling in the Deep’.

‘I’m worried about your husband,’ continues Dr O’Conner, looking at me intently, trying to gauge my state of mind. ‘I think this is going to be very hard on him.’

He knows Johnnie. My rock. The love of my life for nearly forty years. He made Johnnie better last year, when he had a chest infection. He gave him steroids and cured him.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I am worried too. Because I’m twenty-five years younger than he. And I guess if you marry someone twenty-five years younger than you, this isn’t really part of the game plan. I’ve fucked up. I was supposed to be the one who took care of him, not the other way around.’

There is a long, pregnant pause. I don’t cry.

I can hear the trolley with dinner on it trundling down the passage. A buzzer goes off at the end of the corridor. The curtain flaps. The room gets darker.

‘No,’ agrees Dr O’Conner. ‘I understand what you are saying. But this is a good cancer to have at your age and . . .’

And . . . and . . . and up to the ceiling I go again.

And I’m sure we talk some more, and I assume I ask questions, and I’m sure I am given some instructions and information. And I know he is being kind. I will never forget how kind he is. He is really, really kind.

But I blank it. All of it. I blank it.

Because I know I have to somehow find a steely calm and resolve. My fear will have to be put on pause, because I know that as soon as he leaves me alone, I have to pick up the phone and, one by one, make every single member of my family unbelievably sad.

I have to break their once happy hearts with an ice pick.
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