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Dedicated to Mike McMahon and Mark Briggs, who I love and adore.

Thanks to the many, many people who have supported me on my journey, who have made me laugh, held me when I cried, bought me flowers and treats far too many to mention here. People who have prayed with me and for me, the friends of mine who are atheist or pagan, or agnostic, thank you for your good wishes, positive vibes and many, many messages of love, encouragement and support. It has carried me through and I will never forget it. 

Most of all though, special thanks to Birmingham Breast Care Unit at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital and the breast care nurses who are majorly lovely, to the chemotherapy unit and the marvellous people who work there and of course to my surgeon Mr. Basu who has made me feel twenty years younger and to Dr. Kong who has advised me about radiotherapy and genetic counselling.
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INTRODUCTION

My mother Bess had breast cancer when she was 65 and my mother`s mum had it at the same age. My grandmother Rebecca, developed it in the late nineteen forties when, for most people, being told you had breast cancer was like being given a death sentence. There were no effective treatments at that time although radium had been used to treat cervical cancer as early as 1923. Most women could expect to live for perhaps two years or less following their diagnosis.

We have come a long way since then. My grandma was a stoic and as a result of her stiff upper lip (some might have called it martyrdom) she would not have sought treatment even if she could have and very sadly died from the disease a few weeks before I was born in 1953. My ma however was not a stoic and went to see the doctor the moment she found a lump, or three in her case and she was whipped into Solihull Hospital a few days later for a mastectomy to her left breast.

I shan`t ever forget my mother`s telephone call to tell me all about it. It was 1978 and I was 25. My two children were just babies then and we were at Tindal Street Play Group when the call came through on the community centre telephone. Mum said, “Now I don`t want you to get upset but I`ve found a lump in my breast...” I immediately began to cry and sobbed so much I had to put the phone down. The centre manager Sarah came and comforted me and I went straight away over to Acocks Green to see my mother. Mum pulled up her jumper and bra so that I could feel the lumps she had found. There was quite a large fleshy one at the top of her breast by her sternum. The other two were tiny, beneath her breast at the bottom, where your breast meets the rest of your torso and felt like little pieces of grit had been trapped underneath her skin. Within days my two brothers Alan and Martin and my sister Sue had all travelled to mum`s house and we gathered on the lounge floor at her feet. We all cried while mum cradled our silly adult heads and stroked our wet cheeks as though we were still little children and told us it would all be alright. She was strong while we all crumbled.

Mum had to have a complete mastectomy and also have her lymph glands removed in her armpit as the cancer cells had travelled there. We all went to see her in hospital and with typical Bess humour, the first thing she said was; “After the operation I asked how much weight I had lost,” - she was short and plump, like me - “...And the doctor said about two pounds and I was ever so disappointed.” She then asked the assembled company if they`d like to see the scar which of course, being ghoulish, we all did. Pulling her Marks and Spencer’s nightie down from her shoulder, she displayed to us a long and amazingly neat cut, the stitches in place where her breast used to be. I thought my then-husband Tony was going to pass out. “Oh my God Bess, my legs!” was all he could manage to say.

After the operation, ma convalesced and for the next five years, took a drug called Tamoxifen which is still in use today. It made her ears dry and itchy. She had radiotherapy which burned her lung and made her cough for a while. They did not prescribe chemotherapy and we were all glad about that. She had a prosthesis made and bought her prothesis bras from M&S. All of the grandchildren used to regularly hoik it out of her bra and shove it up their own jumpers. She took advice from The Bristol Clinic - what a marvellous place and still in operation - about her diet and how to relax and she continued with her life cancer-free for another 16 years.

When mum was 81, she said to me one day, “You know I think I`ve had enough dear.”

“Have you, mother?” I said.

“Yes,” she continued. “I think I will die next year.”

And that is precisely what she did. My brother, Al, found her one morning lying peacefully in her bed. She looked absolutely serene, almost childlike in her passing. All of the wrinkles had left her face, she had my brother`s Buddhist prayer shawl around her neck and was holding a small Buddha in her hand. She had been agnostic all of her life; it was touching to see that she knew she was about to leave and that she was hedging all her bets!

Gosh, how I loved that woman. I still miss her. I am still very powerfully influenced by her strong character, acerbic sense of humour and her values. She was such a kind woman and we could all learn from that.

When my mother`s friends used to enquire after her health they would drop their voice to a hush and whisper the words, "How are you Bess?". It always used to remind me of Les Dawson gossiping quietly over the garden fence. My mum used to say, “How am I with the CANCER? The CANCER is fine and so am I!” She felt that using the word disempowered the disease and believed that talking about it as therapy is useful too.

In spite of the concerning similarities between my grandmother, my mother and me, I was told that I was not at increased risk of developing breast cancer myself. I didn`t take any chances though; I checked myself regularly and I had a mammogram every year and then I too was diagnosed with it.

CHAPTER 1

YES WE HAVE NO BANANAS!

January 22nd 2016

It`s no secret, I`ve told most of my family and close friends, I had a couple of biopsies earlier this week for small lumps in my left breast, undetected by my frequent examinations as they were situated deep inside my breast tissue. They were discovered by a mammogram, I get the results next Monday. DON`T EVER FORGET TO GO FOR YOUR MAMMOGRAM LADIES! Very important.

My mum having had breast cancer as well as my gran, it’s been in the back of my mind that I might also get it one day although several nurses have told me over the years that I am at no more significant risk than any other member of the population. Honestly, I have always found that hard to believe and I`m going to ask for genetic counselling, to satisfy my curiosity.

So in a strange way, I felt almost a sense of relief when I was shown my mammogram because now at last I can face it, whatever it is and deal with it. I know it might be nothing at all to worry about but I have seen the ultra sound and I`m one third of a nurse - I completed the first year of a nursing degree in 2001 and then cleared off to Australia for several years - so I`m pretty sure what the results will be. I`m only facing what thousands of women in the UK and millions all over the world face every day, united in sisterhood and occasionally, brotherhood since men can get breast cancer too.

When I got home I cried and my ex-husband asked what was wrong and I said, “I`ve got cancer.” He said we wouldn`t know until the results came through but I already know what I have and instead of cancer I shall call it banana. In my mind this disempowers it and anyway, it makes me smile. No offence bananas.

Some members of my family (you know who you are) have already begun singing to me; “All my life, I`ve been a-kissing, your right breast `cos the left one`s missing...“ which my poor mother also put up with when she was first diagnosed at around the same age as me. Mum continued to live out her life, minus one breast irreverently, with much laughter and always surrounded by good friends and family who loved her very much so if it`s not very good news and I find out I`ve got banana, I suspect I shall do the same. As my dear mum used to say to me, I have no intention of popping off just yet.

So - all prayers are welcome here. Any crass comments or politically incorrect jokes will not be found at all offensive; I could do with a laugh. Fingers crossed and I`ll keep you posted.

[image: image]

CHAPTER 2

MAMMARIES ARE MADE OF THIS

February 8th 2016

The doc` was very nice when he delivered the news that I have breast banana but as I wrote in the last chapter, it wasn`t entirely unexpected. I have two small lumps in my left breast as well as a cyst and I have to have a fairly hefty whack of treatment which begins in a few days` time and will continue on and off for about nine months. The cyst was popped the same day as my diagnosis. A very thin piece of tubing attached to a needle was inserted into my breast with the assistance of a local anaesthetic and did not hurt at all. I watched the cyst pop on the screen, like a miniature balloon. 

I am having something called neo-ajuvant therapy which means that I will have chemotherapy first. It is designed to start killing the banana cells and shrink the tumours before I undergo surgery.

I know that many people use a lot of fighting language when they are discussing friends or family members` battling with banana. I,however, was always a bit of a Buddhist and I prefer to use gentle language and loving approaches to conflict as I hate the thought of being at war.

When my mum was first diagnosed way back in 1981, her friends used to say, “Oh Bess, you must fight this!” Someone suggested she imagine a small army marching through her blood stream, on the war path. I`m sure this works for some people but my mother thought it a thoroughly silly idea and generally poured herself a glass of gin or whiskey instead, insisting that this would have a far more beneficial effect for her. I`m a lot like my mother although I prefer gin. I think I am going to treat me and my banana kindly. I`m going to nurture me and say kind things to me and to my banana; it must be awful to be so unwanted. I shall eat nice things, go to lovely places, spend time with wonderful people, all the while sending a gentle and positive message I know you wanted to say hi but honestly, it`s time for you to leave now.

I have had so many people sending me love and prayers and jokes and positive thoughts that I feel incredibly supported and valued and absolutely engulfed with love so thank you for all of that. It means a great deal and there are people and children who are in a far, far worse position than me.

In a way, I feel fortunate because my banana has been caught early at stage 2 and is eminently treatable I am told.

When the doc gave me the news, he looked down at me where I was, sitting on a hospital bed, and said, “You have a long journey ahead of you my dear...“

He wasn`t kidding!
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