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Foreword

I’m writing this while in the midst of my fifth course of chemotherapy. I’m sporting a ridiculous headband to cover the missing parts of my hair, I’m wearing my ‘fat’ clothes because I’m so bloated, and I’m exhausted. All in, truth be told, I’m feeling pretty crappy.

But my three-year-old daughter, Holly, is tucked up in bed, fast asleep and dreaming about the fun we’ll have tomorrow. Things will be better tomorrow.

Holly, you’re my miracle drug.


Chapter 1

‘Hurry up – the cars will be here in a minute.’

I was trying my best to help fellow bridesmaid Dawn into her bodice, but I was fumbling with the laces at the back and she was losing her patience.

‘Pull them a bit tighter, Mandy. Don’t worry – you’re not hurting me.’

I was all fingers and thumbs. ‘I’m sorry,’ I muttered, still concentrating on straightening and pulling the laces, while Dawn held the front section in place over her boobs. ‘I’m terrified it’s going to press too hard on your sore bits,’ I said through gritted teeth, struggling to tie a bow.

There. That would hold everything in position. Done.

‘How do you feel?’ I asked, taking a few steps back to admire her.

‘I’m fine,’ she said, smoothing her skirt and giving me a look of exasperation. ‘Never mind that. How do I look?’

She was gorgeous. The aubergine-coloured outfits our pal Catherine – the bride – had chosen for us were slim-fitting and sexy, with boned bodices resting on narrow skirts.

‘Can you see anything?’ Dawn asked, nodding in the direction of her chest. ‘No scars on show?’

None.

‘Watch me walk,’ she said, turning away to parade up and down a bit.

She was very slightly stooped, but I would never have told her.

‘Great,’ I said.

‘And how’s my hair?’ she went on.

‘Dawn, you look amazing.’ I sighed with exasperation of my own. ‘No one would know a thing.’

Finally the three of us were ready and standing nervously in Catherine’s living room. Catherine was radiant. Dawn and I had scrubbed up well. The cars had arrived. This was it.

As we walked down the aisle, I could see my fiancé, Scott, standing a few rows behind the groom and grinning at me proudly. He was an usher, and looked particularly handsome in his kilt. It would be our turn next. Our wedding was booked for the following year. Catherine’s was to be our practice run. It was exciting.

I glanced at Dawn, smiling beside me, and felt a jolt of pride. She’d made it after all.

It’s a perfect day, I thought. I hope we’re as lucky.

It was May 2001, a little over a month since Dawn had been diagnosed with breast cancer. She’d had a mastectomy and simultaneous reconstructive surgery, and the wounds were still raw in so many ways. She’d barely opened her eyes after the operation before she was fretting about how she was going to look at Catherine’s wedding.

‘I might have to use a walking stick to get down the aisle,’ she’d grumbled, as she lay hunched in her hospital bed. ‘Imagine how that’s going to look! I can’t even straighten up at the moment and the wedding’s four weeks away.’

Catherine and I had popped in to see her on our way out for a Saturday night on the town. We were dressed up in our glad rags; she was propped up on a pile of pillows and attached to all sorts of machines.

‘What if I’ve still got these big dressings on?’ she continued. ‘They’ll stick out of the top of the bridesmaid’s dress.’

‘Rubbish – you’re not going to have bandages by that time,’ I tutted, without having any clue whether it was true. I thought it sounded reassuring, though.

‘At least my hair should be all right,’ she added. ‘I don’t start chemo until two weeks after the wedding. What a relief.’

Catherine and I sat at her bedside listening quietly and feeling totally inadequate. We didn’t really understand any of the treatment she’d just had and the best we could muster was a bit of sympathy and a lot of encouragement.

‘You’ll be out of here in no time,’ I told her. ‘You’re looking great already.’

I had no idea what I was talking about. It was such new territory for all of us.

Dawn was thirty-three, a single mum to a lovely eight-year-old daughter called Stephanie and, as far as anyone had known, perfectly healthy.

I’d joined her little gang of friends through our mutual pal, Catherine, and we slotted together beautifully. A group of five of us met every Tuesday night to share a takeaway and a few drinks while putting the world to rights. We were pretty ordinary girls: Dawn had a job in Asda, Catherine was a florist, Dawn’s sister-in-law, Joy, and her pal, May, both worked for the Inland Revenue, and I, the baby of the group, was – and still am – a hairdresser in a little salon called Clippers in Glasgow, where I take care of the grooming needs of males young and old.

When Dawn had announced, during one of our soirées, that she’d found a lump in her breast and had decided to have it removed, I don’t think any of us appreciated for a second just how serious it could be. She made it sound so casual, like she had some say in whether or not to take the thing out.

‘I’m sure it will turn out to be a cyst,’ I’d said, taking another sip of wine. ‘They’re really common, especially in younger women. My mum has had loads of them over the years.’

I did know that much. Mum had suffered from lumpy breasts for a long time and regularly had to have cysts drained. She still occasionally found new lumps in her boobs, but she’d learned not to panic at every one. That said, I’d gone with her a couple of months before for a nerve-jangling appointment at Glasgow’s Royal Infirmary. She’d been referred by her GP after finding yet another lump, and the doctor was determined she should have this one investigated further.

Mum thought this a total waste of time. ‘It’ll be the same as usual,’ she’d insisted as we drove to the hospital. ‘There’s no point getting another biopsy done.’

We arrived at around 9 a.m., expecting to be free by 10 a.m. to get started on some shopping. When 1 p.m. came and went and we were the only people left in the waiting area, we were both agitated. She’d had all sorts of tests – a mammogram, an X-ray and a biopsy – and still they kept us hanging on.

‘There must be something wrong,’ Mum kept saying. ‘I wouldn’t be here this length of time if everything was all right.’

I was way out of my depth. I wasn’t prepared for there to be a problem. I was only meant to be keeping her company, not offering counselling.

‘You know what the NHS is like,’ I said. ‘They’ll just be running behind schedule. The consultant is probably away for his lunch.’

But nothing put Mum’s mind at rest and her anxiety was infectious. We were both sitting wringing our hands when her name was finally called.

‘It’s a cyst again, Mrs Russell,’ the doctor said. ‘Still, you’ve done the right thing, having it checked out.’

‘I wouldn’t have been half as worried if I hadn’t bothered having it checked out,’ Mum huffed, as we made our way to the car.

Sadly, Dawn’s news, when it came, wasn’t so good.

Catherine phoned me at home.

‘Dawn’s test results have come back,’ she said. ‘It’s bad. She’s got breast cancer.’

I couldn’t believe it. Thirty-three-year-olds didn’t get breast cancer. Old ladies got it, everyone knew that, not vibrant young women with jobs and kids and their whole lives ahead of them. I knew I should pick up the phone right away and call her, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say.

‘If that happened to me, I don’t think I would ever be able to leave the house again,’ I told Scott over dinner that night. ‘I’d just stay in crying all the time. People avoid you after something like this, and I’d hate that.’

Scott agreed. ‘Her life has changed for ever now,’ he said, chewing thoughtfully on a mouthful of food. ‘Even once she gets through all the treatment, she’ll probably always be worried about it coming back.’

In a few sentences we’d blithely described Dawn’s fate as we saw it: hiding away, nursing her own anguish, scared to see anyone or let them see her. In our charmed world, cancer was unthinkable. It was the end.

Seven months later those words came back to haunt us.


Chapter 2

Saturday, 10 November 2001 was my twenty-seventh birthday. I woke up before Scott and snuggled into his back, whispering, ‘Wakey, wakey . . . It’s my birthday,’ until he eventually began to stir.

‘Mmm . . . Happy birthday,’ he groaned drowsily, without actually opening his eyes.

‘Where are my presents?’ I cooed.

I’ve always enjoyed birthdays – I’m a bit of a kid that way. I love surprises, though I’m terrible at springing them myself because I just can’t keep a secret. Scott always pandered to me on my birthday and made a real fuss – except first thing in the morning, that is, and particularly if it interfered with a weekend lie-in.

‘They’re downstairs,’ he mumbled. ‘I’ll get them in a minute, Mandy. Let me wake up a bit first.’

I had to be at work at 9 a.m. and the salon was bound to be busy, so there would be no lie-in for either of us. I bounded downstairs and found a pile of neatly wrapped gifts and pretty boxes sitting on the couch. Scott never bought just one present – he always shelled out for loads of extra things – and he’d clearly tried really hard to make them all look gorgeous.

‘Oh, I love this jacket!’ I shrieked, charging back upstairs clutching the contents of the largest parcel – a fabulous leather jacket I’d lingered over while shopping in Oasis the week before. ‘I knew you’d get it for me.’

Scott was sitting up in bed, shaking his head as I pranced around the room admiring myself.

‘Open the rest of them,’ he laughed. So we went back downstairs to work through the remainder of his gifts: slippers, perfume and a leather purse.

‘I love them all,’ I grinned. ‘You’re too good to me.’

I went off to work full of the joys. On Saturdays the shop was mobbed from the minute we opened the door, but it was always fun on birthdays. The girls at work had a card and a bottle of vodka for me, which came with the strict instruction that it was to be shared with them one night. The day passed quickly and I couldn’t wait to get home to start titivating myself for a night on the tiles.

Scott and I were supposed to be going out to celebrate with a bit of a dance at some of my favourite clubs, but the sudden onset of unbearable toothache changed his mind.

‘You go with one of your pals,’ he said. ‘I’ll get a DVD and stay in. I don’t want you to miss out, but my mouth is absolutely killing me.’

He was rubbing his jaw to emphasise the point, but I could see he was suffering. I didn’t think it was just an attempt to avoid being dragged around a dance floor. He would wince every few minutes as pain stabbed his gum, and he refused any dinner.

‘I don’t think I could chew,’ he groaned, as I busied about in the kitchen making my own.

Anyway, I wasn’t too bothered that he couldn’t make it, if I’m being brutally honest. I knew some of my friends were planning to go clubbing, so I’d join them instead. It was my birthday, after all. I couldn’t be expected to sit at home babysitting my fiancé.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I told Scott, giving his hair a quick rub. ‘You just stay home. We’ll go out another night.’

I arranged to join Nicky, one of my fellow barmaids at the Muirhead Inn, the local pub where I worked part-time. I’d only taken the job at the end of February to earn a bit of extra money for our wedding, the cost of which seemed to be growing at the rate of Third World debt. I hadn’t expected to enjoy it so much. The other bar staff were fun, all different ages but up for a laugh, and they really helped me settle in. I’d been thrown in at the deep end, mind you, working a St Patrick’s Day party on one of my first shifts there – long before I’d perfected the delicate art of pouring a pint of Guinness. The place was packed and I was stressed up to the eyeballs as I tried to juggle serving and pouring and smiling and working out the bill while I waited for the drink to settle, then pouring again and smiling and using the till. Somehow I muddled through with Nicky on hand to show me the ropes. The two of us had hit it off right away. We’d started socialising outside work too, so I knew I could join her for a night of mad celebration at a club in nearby Cumbernauld – super-cheesy but always a giggle.

‘I’m off to get ready,’ I declared as soon as I got the last forkful of dinner down my throat. ‘Nicky is picking me up in a taxi at half past eight.’

I switched on some music and pondered over the contents of my wardrobe till I’d chosen a suitably fabulous birthday outfit – tight jeans, a strappy black top and some killer heels – then I streaked from the bedroom to the bathroom. In the shower, I was singing along to the music, which I could still faintly hear, as I squirted a little shower gel on to my hand and began to lather myself. In one quick swipe across my left breast, my fingers touched something hard.

What was that? I thought.

I brushed my hand back over the same breast. My fingertips found it again. It felt like a lump.

I carried on washing, staying clear of my breasts this time and trying not to overreact.

No, it wasn’t a lump. I was just being extra-sensitive because of Dawn.

I shampooed my hair, pulling my eyes away from my left breast and forcing my mind back to the excitement of my birthday.

I couldn’t help myself, though. Was something protruding from my skin? I had to touch it again, just to be sure I wasn’t imagining things. I was already squeamish about what I might feel, so very gingerly, as if I was inching my hand through the bars of a lion’s cage, I put my fingers directly on the spot. It was about halfway up my left breast, above my nipple. It felt slightly raised, thicker than the rest of the breast, and it seemed to be about the size of a ten-pence piece. I snatched my hand away. Bloody hell. I couldn’t get out of the shower fast enough.

Don’t panic. Just don’t panic, I was telling myself as I rushed to dry myself and get downstairs to ask Scott’s opinion. It’s probably just a cyst. Mum had lots of cysts in her breasts when she was younger. I’m getting the same thing, that’s all.

I wrapped my hair in a towel, pulled on my dressing gown and ran downstairs to where Scott was engrossed in some international football match on Sky. I stood watching him for a few seconds, shifting from foot to foot, desperately thinking about how to word what I was about to say.

‘Can you do me a favour, Scott?’ I said, trying hard to sound completely cool. ‘I was just in the shower and, well, I thought I felt a lump in my breast.’

He turned to look at me. I was in a flap, chewing my lip and clutching the dressing gown high at my neck as if to keep the offending area covered.

‘Oh . . . right,’ he said, clearly waiting for what was coming next.

‘Could you have a feel and see if I’m imagining it?’

Slowly he got up from the couch. I kept waiting for a dismissive wave of his hand or some loud objection that he was watching the game and didn’t want to be interrupted by his neurotic girlfriend, but he said nothing.

I directed his fingers to the area I’d identified. For a few seconds he concentrated on what he was feeling.

‘I’m not sure it’s any different to the rest of your breast,’ he said eventually.

‘Oh really?’ I sighed with relief. ‘Thank God for that. It’s probably nothing, then. Just me being—’

‘But now you come to mention it,’ Scott interrupted. ‘Last week I think it was, when we were messing about, for some reason you bumped against me at one point and I thought I felt something.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

He went on, ‘I mean, it didn’t really register as a lump at that point, but it did feel a bit, well, unusual.’

What on earth was he talking about? He’d felt a lump in my breast and hadn’t said anything about it? What in God’s name was happening?

‘Scott, why didn’t you tell me?’ I was beginning to panic. ‘With all that’s been happening to Dawn, you didn’t think you should tell me that you thought you’d felt a lump in my breast!’ I was pacing the living-room floor.

‘I honestly didn’t think any more about it after that moment,’ Scott was protesting. ‘It’s only come back to mind now because of what you’re saying.’

This could not be real.

You’re too young for breast cancer. It’s not cancer, I was repeating to myself, but then Dawn’s face would float into my head. God, help me. I was supposed to be going out to celebrate my birthday in an hour’s time and I couldn’t think straight.

My mum would know what to do. She was used to this kind of thing. She would know what a cyst felt like. She would give me an honest appraisal of what I’d just found. Mum and Dad lived in the next street to us, just round the corner, so she wouldn’t mind coming along for a few minutes.

I phoned her and stammered through the problem: ‘M-mum, I found a l-lump in my breast while I was in the shower and I’m a bit w-worried about it.’

She was utterly calm. ‘Och, it’ll be nothing. It’s probably just a cyst. I’m sure they’re hereditary.’

I was frightened, though, and she could hear it in my voice. ‘Honestly, Mum, I’m not sure about this. I’ve asked Scott and he thinks there might be something, but he really doesn’t know about things like this. Can you please just come round and have a look at it?’

‘OK, OK,’ she said. ‘It’s not a problem. I’ll come round right now.’

Five minutes later I was standing in the dining room while Mum cautiously felt around the upper part of my breast. She was very serious, but she didn’t seem scared.

‘Yes, there’s definitely a lump there,’ she said. ‘You’d better phone the doctor on Monday morning and get it checked out.’

I really, really didn’t want to hear that.

‘Look, I don’t think for a minute it’s sinister,’ she went on. ‘You’re probably being a bit paranoid because of Dawn’s illness. But if you’re going to suffer with a lot of cysts the way I have, you’d better see the doctor about it.’

She was right. Of course I was being paranoid. Dawn’s cancer had shocked us all so much. I hadn’t realised how badly I’d been affected and it was hardly surprising that I was putting myself in her position. If it could happen to her, it could happen to any of us, after all. There but for the grace of God go I, and all that.

Nevertheless I had to snap out of it for my own peace of mind, get things into perspective.

‘Right, I’m going to get ready,’ I declared. ‘Thanks for coming round, Mum. I’m fine now,’ and off I went to put on my party gear. Crisis averted thanks to some straight-talking from Mum, the voice of reason.

Scott was back on the couch watching a DVD about vampires by the time the taxi arrived to pick me up. He looked a bit sheepish, but I kissed him goodbye and said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m fine . . . and don’t wait up.’

Nicky was waiting in the cab when I bundled in and I poured out the events of the past hour as we sped through the night to the exotic nightspots of Cumbernauld.

‘There’s nothing I can do about it till Monday so I’m not even going to think about it any more tonight,’ I told her as we arrived at a nightclub called Sax.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Get the drinks in, then.’

We had a great night, dancing and laughing and fielding the amorous advances of a few lecherous drunks, though every now and again a little bubble of doubt would pop in my brain. What if it was cancerous? No, no, I am not going to think like that, I resolved every time. It was my birthday and I was going to enjoy it.

By 3 a.m., however, after a few drinks, my emotions were frazzled. Nicky and I climbed into a homeward-bound taxi, the tears already pricking my eyes.

‘I can’t believe I’ve found a lump,’ I sobbed, my head resting on her shoulder. ‘I hope it’s nothing. Do you think it’s nothing? Surely it’s nothing.’

Nicky must have been asleep through most of this boozy babbling because after a few garbled words, which I think were meant to be reassuring, she started snoring. Tired and emotional, the only way to end a night out in Cumbernauld.

It was Monday morning before I gave any serious thought to the breast lump again. Throughout my hangover on Sunday I’d completely ignored it. Scott hadn’t mentioned it, and I’d managed to shower without even washing that breast. When I arrived at the salon on Monday, however, I knew I was going to tell my pals Liz and Jackie about it. I’d worked with the pair of them in Clippers for eight years by that point – after joining when I was nineteen – and they’d become my surrogate elder sisters. They both came from big families – Liz had four sisters, and Jackie had five – so they were used to dealing with problems of a girly nature. In my family there was only me and my older brother, Joseph, and though we were always close, I kind of missed a sisterly connection. Liz and Jackie knew me better than anyone, and I trusted them completely. We told each other everything. Honestly, if the walls had ears in that salon, what tales they could tell.

So in a quiet moment that morning, before any customers had arrived, I dragged them into the back and relayed the trauma of the weekend as they listened, wide-eyed. I was desperate for them to tell me there was definitely no cause for concern, that I was getting my knickers in a twist for no reason.

‘Would you mind touching it to see if you feel anything?’ I asked tentatively, aware that this was a bit of a strange request with which to start the week.

Liz agreed straight away: ‘Let me see,’ she said, direct as ever, and I pulled my bra aside just enough to let her reach the suspect lump. I wasn’t quite brave enough to reveal my whole boob, which seems silly now that I’m so used to baring all to strangers. My modesty has vanished completely in the years since.

‘Just see if you can feel anything unusual,’ I told her, trying to keep an eye on the salon door in case anyone came in.

She couldn’t feel the lump at first, so I took her hand and guided her fingers around the spot until she said, ‘Oh, yes, I think it does feel a bit different.’

Another confirmation, then.

Jackie was grimacing. ‘I’m not sure I’m very good with lumps,’ she said cautiously, but she stepped forward nonetheless.

She felt it right away. Surely all the opinion I needed.

‘But it’s not going to be something scary,’ she said. ‘You’ve not been ill at all. You feel OK, don’t you? Loads of women get lumps in their breasts that aren’t cancer, you know.’

Still, I phoned the GP immediately. The receptionist was busy telling me there were no available appointments that week; in fact, the earliest would be in eight days’ time.

‘No, you don’t understand,’ I said. ‘I’ve found a lump in my breast and I’m really worried about it. I want to be seen as quickly as possible.’

Maybe I over-egged the urgency a little, but it worked: ‘We’ll squeeze you in tomorrow if you come at about five thirty,’ she said.

Other people were taking me seriously. Every time they did, it ratcheted up my stress levels by another few points.

I was fidgety and flushed as I sat in the surgery waiting room the following afternoon, and my nervous tummy wasn’t helped when Dr McNeill walked out and called my name.

Oh, no, I thought. I don’t want to be seen by a male doctor.

I always requested a female doctor for potentially embarrassing appointments like smear tests. Revealing my boobs to a virtual stranger certainly counted as potentially embarrassing.

Into the bargain, I suspected Dr McNeill was thoroughly fed up with me waving poisoned fingers under his nose. They’re an occupational hazard for hair-dressers because the tiniest shaving of hair can work its way under your fingernail and cause a painful infection. He probably found that a rather trivial complaint. Well, he was in for a shock. It wasn’t a boring old finger I was about to show him.

Oh, what if he thinks I’m wasting his time with some other nonsense? I thought to myself as I followed him into the consulting room. And I’m still going to have to let him see my boobs. Nightmare.

I took a deep breath and launched into a scattergun explanation that couldn’t have been easy to follow. ‘I’ve found this lump in my breast, and I know it’s probably nothing – because I know I’m too young for it to be serious – but I’ve got a friend who’s just been diagnosed with breast cancer at thirty-three, and I’m probably being over-cautious because I know what she’s been through, yet my mum suffered a lot with breast cysts when she was younger, so I know you’re probably going to tell me that’s what it could be, but I’m actually just starting to get a bit worried.’

He listened thoughtfully to all of this and somehow understood enough to tell me to nip behind the curtain and get undressed from the waist up. I sat on the examination bed, feeling all exposed and vulnerable, while he read through some notes.

Thank God I put on one of my good bras this morning, I thought, looking at the white lacy Marks & Spencer one lying on top of my small pile of clothes. If it had been one of my work bras, it would be covered in hair and I’d have been totally mortified.

Dr McNeill pulled back the curtain enough to venture inside and found me with my arms crossed defensively across my chest. I didn’t know where to look.

‘Just lie back and raise your right arm above your head,’ he said.

He began pressing round and round my right breast, very methodically working his way from large outer circles to smaller ones that wrapped round my nipple. Then he started moving out towards my armpit, pressing firmly all round and inside it.

What have my underarms got to do with it? I thought. I’m here about my breast – and not even the one he’s working on at the moment, for that matter.

He didn’t say a word, just moved on to the left boob and started the same process, but he quickly found the area I was worried about. Backwards and forwards he went over the same bit. I glanced down and he was looking at it closely. Then he directed his attention to my armpit again. He spent a lot more time working on my left breast.

I was red-faced and tense when he finally said, ‘OK, you can get dressed now. Come and have a seat at my desk.’

‘Did you feel the lump I’m talking about?’ I called over the curtain as I was putting myself back together again.

‘Yes, I did,’ he said.

I waited for him to continue with ‘There’s nothing to worry about’, but he didn’t say anything else. My hands were shaking as I tried to get my bra back on again.

He can’t possibly know it’s cancer after a quick examination like that, I was telling myself. I mean, it’s not like he’s a specialist.

I sat down at Dr McNeill’s desk. He was typing something into his computer and I shifted uncomfortably in the chair. He turned to look at me, and his opening sentence made me freeze to the spot.

‘Well, there’s definitely some kind of lump there and I am concerned about it,’ he said.

My head started to spin, my mouth suddenly too dry to speak, so when Dr McNeill started asking me questions, I had trouble answering.

‘Try not to worry,’ he was saying now. ‘Please don’t get too far ahead of yourself. We do like to get suspicious lumps checked out, but that doesn’t mean it’s anything serious.’ I noticed his face had softened and he was speaking slowly, patiently, with concern in his voice. ‘Do you know if you have any history of breast cancer in your family?’ he went on. ‘Does your mum have any history of it? Any sisters or aunts experienced problems?’

Why had we suddenly started talking about breast cancer? Hadn’t we bypassed a conversation about cysts or hormone changes or infection or whatever else that could possibly cause a lump? Why had we gone straight to breast cancer?

Maybe this is just standard procedure, I thought to myself. This is probably what he says to everyone who finds a lump.

I could hear myself begin to ramble, as if I could talk him out of thinking I might have something nasty. ‘I know I’m being affected by my friend who has breast cancer,’ I was saying. ‘I know I’m far too young to have it myself,’ and though he was nodding slowly, I clearly wasn’t persuading Dr McNeill that he was worrying needlessly and that we really didn’t have to bother with more examinations.

‘I’m writing you a referral letter for the breast clinic at Stobhill Hospital,’ he went on, ‘and I’m asking for an appointment as soon as possible. I’ll phone you tomorrow with the details.’

An appointment as soon as possible? Was this an emergency? A cyst is not an emergency. I felt sick all of a sudden, unable to take in the information. I wanted to go home and forget this had ever happened. I wished I’d never said anything, never even found the lump. I wished I’d stayed in with Scott and his toothache on my birthday. I certainly didn’t want to go to Stobhill Hospital and have more tests done.

‘Now do try not to worry,’ said Dr McNeill as he led me out. ‘It’s just best to be on the safe side.’

I’m sure he knew, as he watched me leave, what the results would be. I’ve often wondered how different my life would have been if he hadn’t taken me so seriously that day.

I went straight round to Mum and Dad’s house and let myself in through the back door. My brother, Joseph – who’s two years older than me – was leaning against the radiator in the kitchen, idly flicking through the Daily Record. He lived nearby with his partner, Natalie, and their eighteen-month-old daughter, Olivia, and he was in the habit of popping into Mum and Dad’s on the way home from work.

Mum was making dinner. ‘Oh, how did you get on?’ she asked when she saw me.

‘He’s referring me to the breast clinic at Stobhill,’ I said. ‘I think he’s treating it as an emergency.’

Mum didn’t flinch. She immediately had an explanation for the referral. It was protocol to send patients for further examination, she insisted. GPs have to cover every eventuality. ‘They want you to get every single test done just to be absolutely certain,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that right, Joseph?’

Joseph hadn’t raised his head throughout the discussion. I knew he was trying to keep out of it. He didn’t particularly want to hear about his little sister’s breast problems after a hard day at work. He was an electrician. What did he know about boobs? Or rather, what did he know about boobs that could be of any conceivable help to me?

‘Eh, I’m sure that’s right,’ he said. ‘Er, it’s probably nothing.’

By the time Scott got home, and I broke the news, I’d calmed down enough to start believing the follow-on appointment was merely routine. Dr McNeill was simply being thorough. In bed that night, though, I lay turning things over in my head for hours on end.

What if I did have it? I’d never be able to go through what Dawn had been through. I wasn’t brave enough.


Oops

‘Mandy, I cannot find any other published cases of women in your situation who’ve become pregnant.’ My oncologist, Dr Sarah Hendry, was wearing an expression so stern I was in no doubt just how concerned she was by my predicament. ‘I’ve spoken to the Herceptin manufacturers and they’re aware of twelve documented cases in the world but there’s no published information on any of them.’

I must have looked like a mischievous schoolgirl, gnawing on my bottom lip and shrugging my shoulders like I’d just been caught doing something incredibly naughty. Oops.

Beside me, Scott was focused on Dr Hendry, who was looking more grim than ever.

‘So it’s impossible to say how many of those pregnancies progressed to healthy babies,’ she went on. She seemed to think two had miscarried and one was stillborn but that was the extent of the detail.

I shrugged again and glanced at Scott. He ignored me. ‘What are the pregnancy hormones doing to Mandy’s cancer?’ he asked curtly. ‘Is pregnancy making it worse?’

Dr Hendry frowned. ‘Well, that’s something else we just don’t know, I’m afraid.’


Chapter 3

The appointment for the breast clinic at Stobhill Hospital, in the north of Glasgow, was to be on Thursday, just two days after I’d seen the GP. By NHS standards, that was unbelievably fast.

‘Another bad sign,’ I said gloomily.

‘Rubbish,’ said Mum. ‘They always see breast cases really quickly. Just go along and get it over and done with. Nine times out of ten these lumps turn out to be nothing.’

Scott took the afternoon off work to come with me. Within a few minutes of our arrival I was flat on my back in another examination room, naked from the waist up again, with my arms raised above my head in ‘surrender’ as another middle-aged man had a look at – and a feel of – my boobs.

This would be the first of many appointments with specialist breast surgeon Douglas Hansell over the years. I’ve grown to like him and his good-natured approach, but at the time I just wanted to get out of that room and away from him as quickly as humanly possible. He was friendly and cheerful, chatting away breezily as if he was about to examine my in-growing toenail, not some terrifying breast lump. His examination was similar to the GP’s, firmly pressing all round my breasts with the pads of his fingers and checking under my arms, which made me think that there was definitely some significance in the condition of my armpits.

‘I can feel the lump you’re talking about,’ he said finally.

I jumped in immediately. ‘So do you think it’s just a cyst, then?’

He smiled. ‘Well, I don’t know for sure, but the good thing is you’re very young, so it’s unlikely to be something sinister. All the same, I’d like to get a wee biopsy done on it.’

He said it so calmly – like it was the most natural thing in the world – that I really didn’t feel very worried about the procedure. Mr Hansell was relaxed, he wasn’t alarmed, and that settled my nerves a little too.

‘Is it going to be sore?’ I asked.

He gave a little sympathetic scowl. ‘It will be a little uncomfortable because I’ll have to put a fine needle into the lump and draw off a bit of fluid.’

‘That sounds horrendous,’ I shivered. ‘Can Scott come in, please?’

Scott had been sitting outside the curtained area, probably hoping I’d let him stay there because he has a mortal fear of needles and the doctor was clutching a syringe with the longest needle I’d ever seen in my life.

The nurse sat rubbing my hand and trying to make small talk: ‘Now, just concentrate on taking deep breaths, Mandy,’ she said, but that was easier said than done while a great big needle was being shoved into my left boob. ‘And how did you get here?’ she went on. ‘Did your husband drive you? What were the roads like?’

I knew she was trying to distract my attention, but I really wished she would bloody shut up. My body was turning to stone and she kept wittering on about ‘relaxing’. Somehow I suppressed the urge to yell at her, ‘How relaxed would you be?’

It was over quickly. Mr Hansell placed a tiny round plaster over the jab site and we were sent off to have a coffee while the sample was analysed.

‘If you want to go down to the tearoom, someone will come along and get you in about an hour,’ the nurse said.

After an hour we were still sitting there, nursing our drinks, and feeling a little confused.

‘Let’s go back up to the department in case they’re looking for us,’ Scott said.

They weren’t looking for us, so we sat in the waiting area watching the clock again. After nearly an hour more the nurse came back to speak to us.

‘We still haven’t got your results, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘Do you want to go back to the tearoom for half an hour?’

If I had been concerned before, by now I was all but having palpitations.

‘Why haven’t they got these results, Scott?’ I kept asking him, as if he had some inside track. ‘I mean, how can it possibly be taking this long? Do you think there’s something wrong?’

The nurse had insisted the lab was swamped with work and running a bit behind, but I couldn’t help feeling we were being fobbed off.

After thirty minutes we returned to the department. The results still weren’t ready. Another half-hour passed, still nothing.

‘There is no way on earth they’re running this far behind,’ I said. My mind was blank now, afraid to think of anything too deeply. This was the way Mum had felt earlier in the year as we sat waiting for the results of her breast biopsy. The best I had offered her was, ‘They’re probably just running late.’ Some help I’d been.

Finally a breast-care nurse called Margaret showed us into a side room. ‘The biopsy has shown up some abnormal cells,’ she said.

Abnormal cells? What was wrong with them?

‘Does that mean breast cancer or not?’ I broke in. The words stuck in my throat as I tried to say them. No one here had actually mentioned breast cancer. I could be jumping the gun by giving it a presence in the room.

‘We don’t know what’s there at the moment,’ she went on, again avoiding the term, ‘so we want to do a mammogram to see if we can find out anything else. We don’t usually do them in women under thirty because the breast tissue is too dense, but we would like to try it.’

I began to shake uncontrollably. Scott had to keep me upright as we made our way to the X-ray department. Normality was spiralling away from me.

Minutes later I was wrapped in a surgical gown, my clothes in a plastic basket at my feet, waiting to have my sore breast compressed between a couple of metal plates by yet another nurse, one who was less than sensitive to my feelings. The tears were running down my face as I pleaded with her to be a bit gentler.

‘I’ve just had a biopsy,’ I protested.

‘I know, I know,’ she said, ‘but I have to bring this plate down really low if we’re going to get a clear picture.’

Despite the most torturous procedure, the mammogram was no more enlightening than the biopsy, so we were back to square one.

‘We’d like you to come back tomorrow and have a core biopsy,’ Margaret explained. ‘That lets us get further into the lump and extract some more cells out of it.’

The doctor would use a needle to take some tissue samples from the lump, which sounded pretty awful, but she promised me I’d get some local anaesthetic this time.

‘We’d also like to arrange for you to have the lump removed altogether,’ Margaret added. ‘We’ve got a date for that in two weeks’ time if that’s OK with you.’

I no longer had the energy to react. I felt as if I’d been tied to the front of a juggernaut that was out of control and picking up speed all the time. I’d walked into the hospital feeling scared but optimistic. I was leaving in a state of abject terror. Five days ago it was my birthday and everything was well with the world. All of a sudden nothing was the way it should be.

‘I don’t want to come back here tomorrow,’ I whined as I clung to Scott. ‘This is too much for me, Scott.’

How was I ever going to cope with this? I wasn’t strong like Dawn. She was raising a daughter on her own and still managed to hold down a full-time job. Dawn was resilient and capable and impressive. I was just ‘Wee’ Mandy, the local hairdresser, who fainted at the sight of blood and couldn’t bear to look at anyone else’s bumps or scrapes.

At home that night, Scott and I barely spoke. We just stared at the telly hoping to be distracted by some soaps and a bit of sitcom, but when did EastEnders ever cheer anyone up? Mum phoned to say she was taking the day off work so she could come to the hospital with me for the core biopsy. She’d called her boss at the bookies where she worked as a cashier and he’d totally understood. Though I tried half-heartedly to talk her out of it, I was pleased she could come. Scott was becoming more stressed than I was, I could tell, and I really didn’t want to subject him to a second day sitting around helplessly while someone poked and prodded my breast. He’d be much better off just going to work and immersing himself in some financial calculations for a while. He was an assistant manager for a credit company in Glasgow, arranging and keeping track of loans, and it was work that required concentration. If he was thinking about money, he wouldn’t be worrying about me and my boob problems.

‘I’ll come if you want me to,’ he volunteered bravely, but Mum was better prepared. She’d understand a lot of what went on.

‘Are you worried?’ she ventured, as we sat outside ward 7B in Stobhill Hospital, awaiting my turn in the queue.

I gave a little snort. ‘Well, I’m worried about how sore it’s going to be,’ I said, ‘and I’m worried about how well the anaesthetic will work, and I’m worried about whether I’ll make it back to work this afternoon.’ What I pointedly didn’t say was, ‘I’m absolutely bloomin’ terrified that I’ve got breast cancer.’ I didn’t think she’d appreciate that kind of honesty.

We were led into a small, dingy room with a frosted-glass window. It was all prepared for my arrival, but they hadn’t exactly rolled out the red carpet. I didn’t expect five-star luxury, but it might have been nice if someone had bothered to rehang the tatty curtain where it had been pulled off its hooks. There was a trolley-bed
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