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Not That Kind of Love


 

 

Some or all of this may be true:

I gave up my career as an international spy to take cover in the world of film. For a long time (a quarter of a century . . . doesn’t that sound impressive?) I worked as a film producer/executive/dogsbody and had a great, albeit often stressful, time. Then in 2013 I got cancer . . . possibly the two are related . . . anyway, I started this blog so that my friends and distant family wouldn’t have to keep asking me about my health. To my great surprise I found out that I really loved blogging, and so when the cancer returned with a vengeance this year, I decided to carry on.

As I write this section in November 2015 I have had 96,000 hits on the site and messages and comments from all over the world, many from people I don’t know. It’s been a wonderful experience (cancer aside) and it has spurred me on to think about writing other things. Apart from spying, my other great passion is travelling, and luckily the two coalesced and I am starting to write a book on snapshots from around the world. I aim to get it finished before I slip off this mortal coil.

Clare x


Where do you want the blind hanging?

27 MAY 2013

‘Go home and prepare for the worst’ – no one but Morgan Freeman as the US President should ever say this unless a meteorite is about to hit the Earth and neither Will Smith nor Bruce Willis is available to save us.

But this was said to me on 7 May 2013 . . . WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

I need to start this blog with a bit of history. I apologize for my verbosity. My English teacher at school used to scold me by saying ‘less verbosity, more pith’. . . but his name was ‘Rosie’ Bullcock so we can pretty much ignore him. Suffice it to say there’s a reason I don’t have a Twitter account, apart from not understanding how I can condense what I need to say into 142 characters or whatever it is.

I found my first lump in 2007. When I say ‘found’, this is a bit of an exaggeration. I guess the truth is I couldn’t really miss it. I don’t have a close relationship with my body. It is more like that of a third cousin several times removed – the one you only ever see when your second cousin several times removed organizes some sort of family get-together.

I know people, women in particular, who are so in tune with their own bodies that they can tell when they are ovulating or growing a nail. I never even heard or felt my PMT until after the event. So to say I ‘found’ a lump is really untrue.

I was in Beijing – my least-favourite city. On the whole I love travelling and I love hotels. I even loved this hotel in Beijing. The only issue I have with all hotel architects and designers is that they insist on putting so many mirrors in the bathroom that you can see your cellulite from every angle multiplied into infinity. This is amplified by the lighting in hotel bathrooms, which is ideal if you want to pluck your moustache or eyebrows but awful if you want to ignore your wrinkles, worry lines, stretch marks or any other imperfection.

In this bathroom what I saw was something protruding from my breast. It was sort of torpedo-shaped – very like the plastic thing inside a Kinder egg which holds the disappointingly fragile toy.

Of course I expected it to go away.

It didn’t, and by the time I got home it was hot, very hot, and anything in contact with it was painful. Since going to work topless was not an option (I worked for a government quango and there are rules about such things), I went to my GP.

I have been with my surgery for over twenty years. In all that time I have never seen the same GP twice. The surgery is in a poor part of London and the catchment area is huge. It is on what we commonly call the Kilburn Thyroid – but which is actually called the Kilburn High Road. Traditionally an Irish area, it is now as multicultural as the rest of London and the surgery has to reflect this diversity.

The other thing about the surgery is that they seem to have an unwritten policy of not spending more than three minutes with each patient.

There’s a famous agent in Hollywood called Robert Newman, previously of ICM and now of WME. His meetings last for no more than two minutes sixteen seconds, unless of course you are a client and have made the firm lots of money. Two minutes sixteen seconds is just enough time to enter the room, stretch out your hand for a handshake and introduce yourself, look for somewhere to perch (he has one of those adjustable-height desks set at thorax height so he doesn’t have to waste time sitting down) and then struggle to take off your jacket, pitch your idea, put your jacket back on and leave . . . that’s two minutes sixteen seconds later.

It’s like that at my GP surgery. Until this time. When the lady GP in the headscarf saw my lump, she had to make a call to the local hospital and what with the automatic answering and the ‘press one if your call is urgent and you are bleeding to death and two if you don’t mind waiting for hours in A & E’, I think I was there for two patient slots – about five minutes.

I asked my brother to come to the hospital with me. Greg is great in A & E – partly because he can juggle (and make balloon animals but needs some prior warning to bring all the kit) but mostly because he is funny and charming and virtually every nurse in every hospital either recognizes him or goes into flirt overdrive.

Luckily it was a Wednesday afternoon so it wasn’t full of Friday-night casualties. It was the usual collection of A & E stalwarts.

Every time I go to A & E it seems that you have to have the following in order to qualify for your NHS status: a builder covered in plaster dust carrying his arm or hand in a bloodied workcloth; a cycle courier with a hole in the spandex round about the knee; a small boy in some kind of sports gear; a man in a dodgy-looking leisure suit with a gold chain on the phone in some sort of Slavic language; and a girl in Ugg boots and skin-tight jeggings, hobbling.

But a breast lump allows you to jump the queue.

After filling in paperwork and every nurse in the building ‘popping by’ to see Greg, a young chap appeared in a white coat. He was a sallow youth. Still had teenage acne, glasses and probably halitosis, but I wasn’t going to check.

‘Hello, I’m from the breast clinic. I am here to examine you.’

Whereupon Greg said (as would anyone of us), ‘I bet you say that to all the girls and you’re really a heating engineer.’

This poor boy went several shades that Farrow & Ball make (a posh painting company, for the non-English, non-middle-class DIY enthusiasts amongst you) and then Greg and I spent ages talking him down, telling him jokes and things to make him feel better. Like the one about the mother superior taking a bath in the convent when there’s a knock at the door.

‘It’s the blind man from the village, can I come in?’

‘Yes, enter.’

‘Nice tits. Where do you want the blind hanging?’

The upshot of all this was that I have what is called in the medical profession ‘lumpy breasts’. Prosaic. They are also called ‘breast mice’ and are little fibroid adenomas which occasionally become infected and have to be aspirated. Basically, though, they have always been benign.

The second time it happened was two years later and I was referred to the breast clinic at University College Hospital (UCH) where I had my first mammogram. I know that every woman who has ever had one will tell you that the first thing they say after experiencing it is, ‘I bet that was designed by a man.’ It was indeed a man – Albert Salomon. It is an excruciating procedure but better than waiting until the cancer is so advanced they can see it in surgery and you die anyway.

Imagine, if you will, one of those Builders’ Mate’s vices that you see advertised around bank holiday weekends when the weather will be shit and all the menfolk will be able to do is craft something in their garages.

You have to fit your very sensitive breasts (think testicles, chaps) onto a cold glass plate and then another plate squashes it down until it’s virtually flat (not what nature intended) and then hold it there for forty-five seconds. You do this horizontally and then vertically on each breast. There are no expletives strong enough to cover the pain.

The worst thing is that I not only have breast mice (and no breast cat) but I also have ‘dense’ breasts. OMG, on top of lumpy mammaries I now have stupid breasts. In defence, I would like to say that I have gorgeous tits. An artist wanted to cast them in bronze and even at this advanced age I can still go bra-less without having to tuck them into the waistband of my jeans.

So I became used to lumps, mammograms and all that my stupid breasts want to throw at me. Until three weeks ago.

Six weeks ago I got another one of my Kinder-egg, torpedo lumps and tried to go direct to the breast clinic but they wanted a GP referral. Back to the Thyroid, sit in waiting room with Somalis, Afghans, Africans, Russians, Bosnians and pretty much every other nationality on the planet. My doctor this time was Egyptian. He referred me to the clinic for three weeks hence.

I went to the US – had a great road trip around Arizona and California (more on this later) and came back to an appointment at the new Macmillan Cancer Centre at UCH.

I knew conclusively that I didn’t have cancer and this was just a precaution as the breast clinic had been moved there. After three and a half hours of ultrasounds, mammograms, aspirations, biopsies and being shadowed by a male nurse who looked distinctly peaky when the large needle (size of a Hobbit’s spear) was being inserted into my breast . . . I finally went into a room where I was outnumbered five to one by nurses and specialists. This is when I was told that they were ‘ninety-five per cent’ sure I had cancer and to ‘go home and prepare for the worst and come back in seven days for the diagnosis’.

WTF???? How can you be 95 per cent sure and how can I go home for a week and prepare for the worst . . . what does that mean? Do I go to Sainsbury’s and buy bottled water? Stock up on cat food? Wander the streets looking like Munch’s The Scream? What do I do? Vodka seemed a sensible option . . . so I pretty much spent all of that week inebriated.

A week later I took Greg (for all the aforementioned reasons) and after waiting for over an hour (that’s a whole week and an hour of preparing for the worst) it was confirmed. I have a 3.5-centimetre tumour in my left breast and cells in my lymph nodes of the left armpit.

The weird thing is that the second someone tells you that you have cancer your brain goes into cloud cuckoo land. There was no way that I could tell you exactly what my oncoplastic surgeon said to me – when I saw that her mouth had stopped moving and she asked me if I had any questions all that I could think of was, ‘Where did you get your dress?’ After she explained I would start chemo very shortly, etc. etc., and that I would have to have an MRI, a CT scan, bone scan, etc. etc . . . did I have any other questions? To which I answered, ‘Can I have it done on a beach in Mauritius?’

I am clearly a cancer moron.

But as my senior oncologist said to me, ‘We are not treating your IQ, we are treating your cancer.’ Phew! Dodged that bullet then.

Will I grow a beard?

31 MAY 2013

The thing is I don’t feel ill or sick but everyone I talk to in the medical profession is telling me that I will feel sick after 6 June, when the chemo starts. That’s a very strange concept – a pre-warning of illness. Ironically, apart from all the holes in me from needles and biopsies, I feel great. I don’t feel depressed and I don’t feel like I might need to cry. What’s there to cry about at the moment? None of this feels real. In fact, what I have is theoretical cancer which will be treated by theoretical chemotherapy starting 6 June and theoretical surgery in November and possible radiotherapy thereafter. I will theoretically go bald, my nails may fall out, the soles of my feet and the palms of my hands will go red, my ankles will swell and I will be nauseous with a mouth full of ulcers, no taste buds and itchy skin. Hurrah.

Cancer appears to have been identified in the fourth century BC by Hippocrates (he of the oath) and he named the appearance of the tumours as ‘Carcinos’ which means crab or crayfish in Greek. Typical – I am allergic to shellfish . . .

The poor cancer sufferers in the intervening twenty-three centuries had horrible treatments with little or no success. The Egyptians, of course, had discovered breast cancer in 1600 BC and would cauterize the tumours, but that wasn’t a cure.

(At this point I would like to thank the marvellous Interweb for giving me some of the facts and a rather scary book called Coping with Chemotherapy which someone sent me. They should remain anonymous as really what I need is a book called Not Coping with Theoretical Chemotherapy – either that or lots of chocolate and/or alcohol whilst I can still taste it.)

Chemotherapy wasn’t developed until the mid-twentieth century when two American doctors treating veterans of the First World War mustard-gas attacks discovered that by injecting the ex-soldiers who had developed leukaemia or lymphomas with the mustine chemical they could treat the cancer. And thus it was that doses of toxic poison were developed and refined and given very complicated names with horrible side effects and bundled under the term chemotherapy.

Obviously the great Marie Curie’s invention of radiation has revolutionized the treatment and diagnosis of cancer, but ultimately the patient still has to find a lump, or notice a change in their body or be dissected after death for cancer to be discovered in them.

Enough of this serious stuff and back to my stupid mouse-infested breasts.

Straight after diagnosis the NHS went into a frenzy of tests on me. The first was an MRI. A truly magnificent piece of equipment – once assembled in a hospital it can’t be moved after it is built in situ. It’s basically a gigantic magnet which emits waves and stuff. If it was outside, the closest anyone could get to it when it was on would be to stand on the far side of the next block, or as the nurse cheerfully said whilst strapping me in, ‘about the length of a large Sainsbury’s car park away’.

The walls and ceilings and floors and doors around an MRI scanner are several feet thick and once you’ve been manoeuvred into place, strapped down and injected with dye, the lab assistants and radiologists retreat into rooms literally on the other side of the building. That’s the easy part. If you have any piercings (‘internal as well as external’, according to my nurse) you have to take them off as they will be whipped off into the magnet.

Because they were looking at my torso I had to lie face down with my poor breasts squashed into square metal boxes which tightened around them (there’s a theme building here) and lie in the tube for forty minutes. The machine makes a terrible din. Think of the soundtrack of Die Another Day on steroids with you sitting under five speakers at Dobly 11 (and yes, I do mean that spelling, in homage to the 1984 mockumentary This Is Spinal Tap . . .) in the Empire Leicester Square. There are headphones provided by the NHS so the radiologist (who by now is in a Starbucks round the corner on a laptop) can talk to you. They are not those very expensive noise-reducing headphones that you are tempted by in the British Airways Duty Free catalogue or indeed Dr Dre Beats – they are more like they were nicked from a long-haul BA flight when the wearer in economy had got bored and chewed off the spongy bit.

However, to soothe you, you are offered music . . . modern, ballads, techno? Really? Not me. Classical . . . OK, give that a shot. I swear I was given Wagner’s Ring Cycle and halfway through the scan, when this belting soprano was about to throw herself off something or into something, both the machine and the music built to such a crescendo I could feel my heart beating so loudly and fast that I thought it might explode . . . This, combined with the deafening magnety noise and the claustrophobia, and I did start to feel as though waterboarding at Glyndebourne might be preferable. I am not sure that they offer this yet.

After the MRI scan I went back to the Cancer Centre and had another biopsy. A Hobbit’s sword of a needle going into my other breast was pure heaven in comparison. This biopsy was much more complicated, though, as the mice on the right side, presumably having got word from the inhabitants on the left side, decided to quite literally play cat and mouse. My poor ultrasound radiologist specialist had to chase them all through the dense tissue of the breast. Three different places and three different attempts. Ouch.

The next scan was a CT scan – don’t worry, this will be easy in comparison, I was told. Easy, my foot. You can’t eat for six hours before the scan. Mine was an afternoon appointment. I had asked a friend to pal me for this. She quite sensibly booked lunch at a gorgeous restaurant nearby. I didn’t read the letter about the scan until I was en route to lunch. Nil by mouth . . . what? Shall we cancel . . . ? Too late. So instead I sat and watched her eat a rather delicious-looking lunch. (This cancer thing just gets better and better.) Very sweetly, though, she ordered a shellfish pasta which I wouldn’t have been able to eat anyway and decided not to order a dessert as that would have been cruel.

The scan was in the basement of the Cancer Centre. It was us and four blokes. We all had to sit in a very small corridor in our hospital gowns without anything on bar our knickers and socks. I was as uncomfortable as they were. My friend tried to make me feel more at ease by taking the mickey out of my socks. Basically, I have lots of airline socks and nothing else. I flew a lot when I was still gainfully employed and I couldn’t resist an airline sock, especially Virgin Atlantic. So there I was sitting in an ill-fitting gown (you know the ones that tie at the back but which seem to have lost at least one of the ties . . .) and my socks which say VIRGIN on the base – the ATLANTIC must have washed off.

The CT machine is a giant rotating magnetic coil. You are given three different lots of dye, injected into your veins by the machine during the scan. The first one makes you feel very hot and like you’ve wet yourself. Nice. So a badly fitting gown, airline socks, four blokes sitting outside the cubicle you have to use to change, and a wet patch. Going bald will seem like a walk in the park after this.

Actually, you don’t wee. But you feel like you have. You also have to hold your breath whilst this giant doughnut of metal whirrs around you. I didn’t like that one. It was better than the MRI but the waterboarding was still looking good.

My most recent scan was yesterday. A bone scan at the department of nuclear medicine. That’s enough to make you draw breath. You have to have an injection three hours before the scan. They inject you with radioactive material. Then you go off and have to drink at least two litres of water, come back, pee and then lie in another machine for thirty minutes. I really need to start reading the accompanying material when I go to these things – it wasn’t until this morning that I realized that last night I should have drunk another two litres of water. I did drink a lot of fluid but it was French and red and in a green bottle. They also don’t tell you that your pee turns fluorescent green. What they do tell you is you could set off X-ray and security machines at airports for up to twenty-four hours afterwards. Sadly, I couldn’t find anywhere to travel to last night.

What made the whole experience even more surreal was that a friend came with me and during the scan did Reiki on me . . . holding first my feet and then my head. Once again you are strapped onto a metal slide (this time by a lovely Indian nurse from Kerala who recommended taking a rice boat) and a large flat metal plate is put above and around you. It is marked with a cross hair that travels very slowly along all of your body photographing the insides of your bones. So I had the cross hair above me and John at my feet telling me to notice my breath. Notice my breath . . . I was so busy concentrating on avoiding the sniper I could barely breathe.

Apart from the scans I have also met the oncology team and the wig maker. The last one should really be the title of a John Grisham novel . . . she was the wig maker with the worst dye job ever. It reminded me of when I chaired a BAFTA jury on Hair and Make-Up and had twelve of the leading specialists in the field (not nominated in that year) as the jury. I’m not sure I have seen worse hair and make-up in one room. Next time I will get drag queens.

The NHS wigs are made from synthetic hair. You choose three different styles from a catalogue and then three different colours. The styles are all called by women’s names – I chose a Lexy, an Angela and a Claire. They are all very over-layered and all two-tone (highlights), not quite Farrah Fawcett-Majors – if you decide to buy one you can restyle it at home (a recipe for disaster if there was ever one . . . I only ever cut my fringe drunk late at night and regret it in the morning and hope it will grow out soon).

My oncology team are lovely. The registrar and the oncologist are both beautiful women. I think one is Persian and the other Indian. They are slim, well groomed, with gorgeous skin, long flowing healthy hair and basically perfect. They tell you (repeatedly) that you will swell up with the steroids, get fat ankles, lose your hair everywhere apart from your legs, have red palms and feet, constant diarrhoea and feel sick. I think the team need to rethink this approach and hire one of those dwarves from The Lord of the Rings who is ugly and squat to deliver this message. It would be easier to handle if you could feel superior to the purveyor of such news.

My hair may grow back curly and possibly grey or silver – the same colour as the senior oncologist’s hair.

He also has a beard. When he told me my hair might grow back like his I got confused – will I also grow a beard? He is hopeful because then he could write an award-winning paper about me.

I will see what I can do.

Handy tips

2 JUNE 2013

I saw a book last week called Crafts with Your Cat’s Hair – it was an entire book about what to make with the fur balls from your cat. I am tempted to launch one called Crafts with Your Own Hair – just imagine what finger puppets, pincushions, Christmas ornaments I could make with my Titian locks. I may ask Steven my hairdresser to keep the longer bits so I can experiment with knitting them. Sadly, the hair is not long enough to make a wig from so I can’t recycle my own hair that way, but watch this space for a range of inexpensive Christmas presents.

On my twenty-first birthday I was in London with my father. He was presenting a conference in the Docklands at a TV studio there and in the next studio were the offices and sets for Spitting Image. I had much longer hair then and Prince Andrew had just got engaged or married to Sarah Ferguson. I was approached in the loo by a lady brandishing scissors who offered to give me a free haircut in exchange for my hair for the Fergie puppet. Too good an offer for a poor student to refuse. They also gave me some cash, which was later taken from me in my only experience of being mugged in London. Oh well, you win some, you lose some.

There are so many tips for someone about to go through chemo, getting through chemo and recovering from chemo. There are the obvious diet ones, of course, as well as diets that you should have followed so you wouldn’t get cancer in the first place. The one that appeals most to me is to have a treat a day. If anyone out there has any suggestions do let me know. Think of it as an unbucket list. I am not yet ready to do the BIG list where I pretend I really want to skydive or swim with sharks before I die . . . no, this is a gentler home-based list. Things like, have a square of chocolate, paint on false eyebrows, pluck your hairy legs . . . that kind of thing.

Eating tips also gratefully received. I am told that a little glass of dry sherry helps with nausea (it may well cause nausea in me as I am not nearly old enough to have a dry sherry each day, but on the other hand I do have a selection of turbans so maybe I am middle-aged). Another tip for nausea is to drink sodium bicarbonate . . . the sherry looks good right about now. Green tea, of course, is a must, as are leafy green veg, oily fish and cutting out dairy and salt. I am going to be the most boring guest – the ones you dread coming round as they are intolerant to everything.

The clock is ticking and I am trying not to drink alcohol again before Thursday. Mostly because I have to have my blood, liver and kidneys tested and I don’t want to be reminded that I am an overweight alcoholic. For those of you who don’t know this yet, I rather foolishly agreed to a free health test on the NHS this time last year. Naively I thought it would be one of those intensive BUPA tests where every organ is checked out. Hmmm. No, this is Austerity Britain. A rather dumpy nurse measured me, weighed me and took a pinprick of blood to test for diabetes. She asked me to describe my diet and alcohol intake so I did what any self-respecting person does – I halved my alcohol intake for the questionnaire. At the end of the consultation (a big word for five minutes with a nurse) she triumphantly informed me in the eyes of Camden NHS I am an ‘overweight alcoholic’ and I would now be offered diet counselling or addiction counselling. PLEASE.

Here’s to a few days of clean living to prep for toxic meltdown. I will post photos of the new short hair and my wigs in the next few days. I have already borrowed a rather gorgeous brunette one. My niece is keen that I don’t wear a beanie without a wig, unless I want to look like ‘Care in the Community’. God forbid a bald, spotty, hairy-legged, red-palmed, swollen-ankled, sherry-drinking, middle-aged Clare would look like ‘care in the community’. I will look more like an escaped Gruffalo.

D-Day

3 JUNE 2013

This year on 6 June, sixty-nine years after the Allies stormed the Normandy beaches, my own defences will be stormed by a cocktail of toxic poisons. Yum yum.

It is somehow appropriate that it should all kick off on D-Day. I do feel as if I am waiting for a climactic event and there is only so much prep that I can do. I have bought several turbans – including a rather fancy black silk one with a Swarovski brooch for evening wear. I look like a cross between a 1950s housewife extolling the virtues of a wizard new cleaning product and Hilda Ogden. Stupidly, I had assumed I would look like Gloria Swanson. There is definitely a swansong here . . . I should have followed Steph’s advice and allowed myself to be styled by a drag artiste. It’s not too late. Steph, for those of you who don’t know, wrote and directed the hit film The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.

There are so many websites offering chemo-specific headgear. Most of them are scary. I could end up looking like a pirate, and not Johnny Depp . . . one of the ugly extras. Greg thinks I should opt for the full burka. It’s a thought and one I haven’t yet fully dismissed. I did get a couple of beanies. They really are awful things and I look like I have put a tea cosy on my head. There must be a better solution.

On a brighter note my synthetic two-tone wigs have arrived and I will try them on at the hospital on D-Day minus one when I have to go for a pre-chemo check. I guess it’s like when you join a gym and some nice buffed Kiwi man with large arm muscles and an impossibly small waist shows you all the machines and you try to look like you will be using them regularly. I expect I will be shown around the chemo floor of the hospital. And like at the gym they will want to weigh and measure me. But unlike the gym they also want blood from me. I really need to keep track about the number of needles I have had stuck into me. It might make for a good stat.

The Cancer Centre is magnificent and would definitely be worth a visit if it weren’t for all the sick people which might put off the tourists. It is a brand new five-storey building. The atrium has a huge mobile hanging over the reception desk. It is called Strand and is by an artist who walked all the beaches in England picking up bits of plastic detritus and hung them very tastefully in a vast mobile. Last week one of the bits of plastic fell off, injuring a receptionist, so the desk has been shut down by Health and Safety.

I was in there yesterday and for the first time I noticed sick people. I don’t know whether when you first get diagnosed they hide the sick from you so as not to frighten you or whether it depends on the day – apparently chemo for breast cancer is always done on a Thursday – but whatever the reason the place was full of bald, bewigged, sick people. One in particular caught my eye. A car crash of styles. A Marilyn Monroe wig, baby-doll dress and tights – one leg green and one leg orange. I was just thinking to myself somewhat smugly that even on my worst Hobbity day I wouldn’t look that bad when I realized it was Grayson Perry, the transvestite Turner Award-winning artist who has decorated the chemo floor. It’s an encouraging sign when even the rich and famous want to look like they are dressed by the NHS wig and make-up department.

Talking of the rich and famous, I am in awe of Angelina Jolie – she has leapt in my estimation. Good on her for having the double mastectomy and letting the world know. That’s very brave. I think I might get T-shirts printed for the staff at the hospital saying WHAT WOULD ANGIE DO? Or perhaps just shortened to WWAD?

I was on the Tube on the way home and by accident I had hit rush hour, which as you Londoners know is any time between 8 a.m. and 8 p.m., and found myself wedged between a smelly armpit and an Evening Standard. I really wanted a seat but none were free. London transport gives pregnant women badges that say BABY ON BOARD. I am going to write to them to see if they might make me one that says CANCER ON BOARD or even TUMOUR ON BOARD. Can you imagine hanging off those straps above some bloke who’s sitting reading the Standard and pointing to your badge smugly . . . I guess that if that didn’t work I could whip off my wig, or turban or scarf, and show him my bald head . . .

I am not convinced that I will suit being bald. Some women do. There was that beautiful woman on Star Trek (the old TV series) and others. I have no idea if my head is as lumpy as the rest of me? An Indian head masseuse did say once that I had as many bumps as a map of the Himalayas, so I am a little trepidatious. I guess if I do turn out to be that lumpy I can get tattoos on them . . . perhaps a party of skiers or those mountain cows with bells . . . something subtle, of course.

I am going to get there in stages. Stage 1 involves cutting my hair short next week. I rang my hairdresser. He cried. I asked him if he was crying for my hair or for me. It seems to be a bit of both. Once, many years ago, I was going to a premiere and a friend offered to pick me up on a motorbike after I had had my hair done. My hairdresser was incensed that his work of art would be ruined by a helmet and paid for me to have a cab home. Perhaps it is the hair he is attached to.

I know he wants to clone the colour. I have never really known how to describe the colour. I hate ‘ginger’ and ‘red’. I use Titian, Auburn and Strawberry Blonde. My niece calls it ‘blorange’ which is blonde/orange. I only hope it grows back like that and not the wiry grey pubes I have been warned about. It would be so ironic that after all these years of hating my hair colour it takes the hint and abandons me.

After the bone scan my friend John bought me a book called Say No to Cancer. It made me wonder . . . does anyone say yes? Of course, the book is all about nutrition and lifestyle to avoid cancer. A bit late now. I am tempted to take up chain-smoking and eating red meat for the next five days just to see if I get worse . . .

This is beyond a joke

5 JUNE 2013

How many more war metaphors can I misappropriate here? There is no doubt that the Eagle Has Landed, built its nest, had eggs, hatched them and sent them to a good local school . . . I am inexorably bound to this next step. Tomorrow I will be pumped full of toxins. The kind you wouldn’t put down your drains to clear out the years of hair and grease in your bathroom pipes. I have had a very surreal day and will write more before I go into the hospital tomorrow morning. Suffice it to say I have had enough of this poor-taste joke . . . you can tell me now that it has all been a practical joke, ha ha.

The haircut and first day of chemo

6 JUNE 2013

So it started and all things considered it went well. I will update the blog tomorrow as I am a bit woolly-headed but Em and I had a laugh. There were some very funny moments. The funniest was when we checked in on the oncology floor and the receptionist (wearing a burka) said to Em, ‘Is it you? It is, isn’t it?’ and Em replied, ‘Yes, it’s me but who do you think I am?’ Receptionist: ‘You were in The Parent Trap, weren’t you?’ to which Em replied, ‘That was Natasha Richardson and she’s dead.’
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First chemo session – flushing out your veins . . . I know, right




[image: Illustration]

With my cousin Judith who is a nurse at the heart hospital – I am having the last chemical cocktail
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The new haircut –this is my ‘disposable haircut’ for ten days
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The wig. This NHS wig is called THE CLAIRE – appropriately. Greg thinks I look like a regional TV newsreader



Don’t start channelling pond life

7 JUNE 2013
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Grablypuss the magnificat – my cat
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Squirrel chat – soon I shall be channelling all the wildlife here



My lovely friend Peter called me en route from Heathrow to beg me not to start channelling pond life. I told him I only date pond life and have no intention of understanding them. Apparently, he had a neighbour who was one of those people who could suck the joy out of anything. My gran used to refer to them as ‘suckers of sour lemons’. Anyway, said lady got diagnosed with terminal cancer, shaved her head and had her chemo. Whilst being treated she discovered that she could channel household pets. And now two years on she has one bestseller book out there and another en route and is a regular on TV breakfast shows. You can look her up – she is called Jackie Weaver.

Can you imagine if I woke up one day during this chemo period able to understand Grablypuss (my cat, for those of you who don’t know). I am sure he channels my dead mother because I glimpse him giving me those disapproving looks when I am getting ready to go out. He might well be ‘disappointed’ in me. It would be like that Mel Gibson film What Women Want . . . it might get noisy on Hampstead Heath with all the dog walkers.

I wanted to also comment about Michael Douglas – I am so intrigued that his throat cancer might have come from oral sex . . . that would make a lot more sense to me if he were giving men blow jobs but I can’t work out the heterosexual danger. I am now worried – how did I get mine? Was it from flaunting my breasts? Rubbing them too much? Giving too much oral sex? Ah no, that was my jaw . . . blimey, I hope I didn’t get cancer in the jaw as well as the fracture.

Back to more toxic news. This whole week has been very odd – getting my hair cut, my teeth cleaned and protected with varnish (I went for a nice teak polish) and then having the pre-chemo assessment which was a little serious and then getting the wig fitted. The staff nurse, who did the pre-chemo stuff, is from Northern Ireland and if I shut my eyes she sounded a bit like the Revd Ian Paisley, although she didn







Days 2–3

8 JUNE 2013







Day 4

9 JUNE 2013




Days 6–8

13 JUNE 2013







Wet dreams and nipple piercing

15 JUNE 2013















Side effects at last . . .

16 JUNE 2013







Anything but ginger

18 JUNE 2013














Bald: the final frontier

20 JUNE 2013









Handfuls of hair

24 JUNE 2013


Bald as a coot

25 JUNE 2013






Chemo Round 2

26 JUNE 2013






First night out with Gloria Swanson turban

28 JUNE 2013



Slight delay in normal transmission

30 JUNE 2013


The bald and the beautiful

2 JULY 2013



















Hair today . . . gone tomorrow

5 JULY 2013








The Good, the Bald and the Ugly

7 JULY 2013























Talking of Facebook . . .

9 JULY 2013






Rock chick meets chemo chick

12 JULY 2013











Good things about cancer

15 JULY 2013




















Lost days

22 JULY 2013










Weighty issues

26 JULY 2013







Ribbons and nose hair

28 JULY 2013













Thumbs up to A & E

1 AUGUST 2013













Fourth round chemo

9 AUGUST 2013








The agony and the ecstasy . . .

15 AUGUST 2013





There’s no ecstasy yet . . .

21 AUGUST 2013
















Living without

25 AUGUST 2013









Chemo the Fifth

30 AUGUST 2013





















Spoke too soon

4 SEPTEMBER 2013













Yoda and E.T.’s love child

10 SEPTEMBER 2013

















To have or not to have . . .

17 SEPTEMBER 2013





Chemo Number 6

18 SEPTEMBER 2013














Hurrah

19 SEPTEMBER 2013







Chemo: 0, chest infection: 1

23 SEPTEMBER 2013









The launch of Breast Cancer Awareness month

1 OCTOBER 2013






Holiday

9 OCTOBER 2013











Lots of lovely comments

22 OCTOBER 2013












Operation preparation

23 OCTOBER 2013







Operation

26 OCTOBER 2013


Operation and post-operation

28 OCTOBER 2013

























Poverty and breast cancer

30 OCTOBER 2013

















Results

31 OCTOBER 2013


Results and buckets

1 NOVEMBER 2013








Deciduous nails

14 NOVEMBER 2013






Birthday joy

19 NOVEMBER 2013





The tattooed woman

26 NOVEMBER 2013






















Medicinema

27 NOVEMBER 2013











Savvy aunty

1 DECEMBER 2013













Quality Assurance

6 DECEMBER 2013




Irradiate

16 DECEMBER 2013











Happy Christmas

25 DECEMBER 2013








Lie nice and still

30 DECEMBER 2013













Side effects

31 DECEMBER 2013














Today

7 JANUARY 2014




































Bloody side effects

24 JANUARY 2014












Diamonds are a girl’s best friend

18 FEBRUARY 2014











They never saw it coming

4 APRIL 2014











Due to popular demand

22 JULY 2014












My hand is forced . . . honest

2 JANUARY 2015












H is for Hawk, B is for . . .

29 JANUARY 2015










Metamorphosis – paws for thought

20 FEBRUARY 2015















It’s back!

6 SEPTEMBER 2015






























Dem bones, dem bones

12 SEPTEMBER 2015























Twelve inches

20 SEPTEMBER 2015



















Bones like lace

12 OCTOBER 2015













Brain scan

16 OCTOBER 2015











What the oncologist said

20 OCTOBER 2015










Accentuate the positive

23 OCTOBER 2015









‘Toodle-oo . . .’

27 OCTOBER 2015





A new design and almost a new me

23 NOVEMBER 2015










To India and beyond

26 JANUARY 2016









I have a chaste tree and a drongo in my garden

13 FEBRUARY 2016


















Update

19 JUNE 2016





Update again

20 JULY 2016







Saturday

23 JULY 2016






Thursday

28 JULY 2016





Gaviscon versus methadone

8 AUGUST 2016





Grably Puss

11 AUGUST 2016





Apologies to the cat

12 AUGUST 2016









‘Come into the Garden, Maud’

13 AUGUST 2016








Washing up

14 AUGUST 2016









Girding (and washing) of loins . . .

15 AUGUST 2016








Beer

16 AUGUST 2016








Himalaya

17 AUGUST 2016







Godot

18 AUGUST 2016








Oestrogen and Valium

19 AUGUST 2016








NHS DIY

20 AUGUST 2016











Khyber Pass

21 AUGUST 2016








A ‘water stripe’

22 AUGUST 2016












Ice lollies on the couch

23 AUGUST 2016








Scrooge

24 AUGUST 2016









Big game hunter

25 AUGUST 2016


















Spa day

26 AUGUST 2016










All quiet on the north-west London front

27 AUGUST 2016











First Law of Thermodynamics

28 AUGUST 2016














Problem-solving

29 AUGUST 2016











Military precision

30 AUGUST 2016















Metoclopramide

31 AUGUST 2016










‘Presenter One’

1 SEPTEMBER 2016



























Throwing shit outwards

2 SEPTEMBER 2016














Do you speak English?

3 SEPTEMBER 2016















Nothing to do in the afternoon . . .

4 SEPTEMBER 2016













‘To pee, or not to pee’

5 SEPTEMBER 2016










‘Tough-icult’

6 SEPTEMBER 2016


























‘That’s very nearly an armful!’

7 SEPTEMBER 2016












For whom the bell tolls

8 SEPTEMBER 2016






















‘Why, where are you going?’

9 SEPTEMBER 2016











Compassion Fatigue

10 SEPTEMBER 2016





































Reality Mortality
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The roadie muses

12 SEPTEMBER 2016










Clare

14 SEPTEMBER 2016






































Emma and Gaia
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Recurring themes

25 SEPTEMBER 2016
































Funeral

29 SEPTEMBER 2016









Seven

2 OCTOBER 2016


























Phantom limb syndrome

23 OCTOBER 2016




















Goodbye and thank you

30 NOVEMBER 2016
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