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 Claire grew up in London, of Jewish, Scots, Spanish and English heritage.  She lost her parents and all save one of her grandparents to cancer.  She writes and speaks on ethics in public life, medicine and the environment as a moral philosopher and theologian and now from personal experience.  She spent one summer ingloriously as a stand up comedian.  She lives in London and Hastings with her partner Seán.
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For Seán, who is the true hero of this story
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Prologue

I write, because I’m going to die.

Writing has always been my way of trying to make sense of things, so it was to writing that I turned when I heard I might have cancer. Then, on impulse, I asked a group of family and close friends: Will you read what I write? You don’t have to respond, I said. Just be my Dear Readers. Because you love me I will be able to write with complete honesty. I won’t have to put on a brave face or edit my words to avoid offence. I won’t have to pretend.

I have myeloma, an incurable cancer of the blood. I can’t defeat it; I have to live with it. My blood flows through every part of me, bringing me life as well as, now, the promise of death. I will not let cancer be the cause of bitterness growing in me. But until I started writing to people who love me, I didn’t know how I was going to make this happen. Now, the unfailing kindness of my Dear Readers meets my visceral need and the words that emerge teach me how to put my cancer to work and how to make it a source of joy. And they are interwoven with equally honest words from the Dear Readers who thankfully ignore my request not to respond. They have supported me more than I can say and still do: they have grown in number and I continue to write to them.

My Dear Readers have given me many gifts. One is the permission to write of my pain even though I struggle with the feeling that I have been let off lightly. I have many material privileges to cushion my experience and I have been consistently humbled by the strength of my fellow cancer sufferers, all of whom seem to carry greater burdens than I. The Dear Readers allow me to acknowledge how hard it nevertheless is: I still reel from the diagnosis and am made sick by the treatment and no amount of privilege protects me from that. What human being, whoever they are, has not or will not face deep, disconcerting challenges in their lives that send them reeling? It’s not just about you, say the Dear Readers, so write about it, because you can. And that is how the private correspondence has come to be published.

This book reproduces the 2019−20 Dear Readers’ letters, which take the form of a diary unfolding in real time.* You join me in my stumbling walk of discovery and my attempts to make sense of it all. In among the treatments and horrible side effects, the Dear Readers and I converse about death and life’s purpose; turn to nature and horses; turn to Julian of Norwich (I wrote my doctoral thesis on her; now she teaches me); feel profound gratitude for friendship and material comforts; tell jokes; pull on brightly coloured clothes and wear lipstick and pearls to chemotherapy; quote poetry; and then, when we’d been through enough already, face the threat of Covid-19 together.

The walk will at some point come to an end. Mitterand said ‘death is an accomplishment’,1 because it is only then that a life makes sense, when the full magnificent picture of it can be seen. But, as I have discovered, there are many miles to go before that final sleep, and the miles we walk actively create meaning and the meaning is beautiful.

Dear Reader, for you are one now, I invite you to walk with me. I place no carapace around my vulnerability. I risk your eyes on my raw physical and emotional self. Walk with me. Don’t walk away.

 

 

 

* Individuals are identified by their name initial where appropriate, in both the letters and playlist at the end of the book. Other characters’ forenames appear in full and have been changed where it has not been possible to gain their permission for inclusion.
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