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‘Help me, Clarence. Get me back. Please, I wanna live again!’

George Bailey, It’s A Wonderful Life
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THE BEST DAYS OF OUR LIVES

24 November 2019.

‘Here we . . . here we . . . here we fucking go!’

Aberdeen is going berserk. Fifteen thousand punters in the P&J Live arena are hollering their heads off as Gerry Cinnamon, a wee Glaswegian fellow with an acoustic guitar, plays his rousing folk-pop stunners. The full-capacity crowd, legs like pistons, are thumping the wooden floor, the jubilation equalling a raucous Celtic wedding knees-up, on Hogmanay. Scotland loves a party, a singsong and a communal comedy chant and here comes the Cinnamon signature, the sound of KC and the Sunshine Band’s 1982 disco-pop thriller ‘Give It Up’, reworded for their national hero: ‘Nah na na na na na na na na na naaaah . . . Gerry Cinnamon . . . Cinnamon! . . . Gerry Cinnamon . . .’ The atmosphere, now, echoes the barnstorming lunacy of a rollicking World Darts final.

Ali is right beside me, where she’s been so often throughout almost five decades of friendship, forty-nine years on from the fiveyear-olds who lived around the corner from each other in ‘bonnie’ Perth, central Scotland. Now fifty-four, we’ve freewheeled through a seventies childhood together, pounded garden paths on pogo sticks together, walked to school together, survived adolescence together, sheltered each other through parental booze problems together, discovered music together, enthusiastically negotiated sex, cider and cigarettes together, been on holiday together, moved to different countries not together and turned up on each other’s doorsteps anyway (even the year she lived in Australia). On and on we’ve endured, our lives unfolding through all the silliness, pain, loss, hope, fear and joy of what it means to be an adult human being.

We’ve been music fanatics for ever, whether cackling at the idiocy of Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (‘Bismilla! Nooo!’) or roaring every word of The Eagles’ ‘Lyin’ Eyes’ (‘I guess every form of refuge has its priiice’) or pirouetting to Abba, a blonde (me) and a redhead (her) pretending we were the mighty Agnetha and Frieda. Until Grease was released in ’78 and everyone pretended they were Bad Sandy in the leggings, with the fag.

And now here we are again, like teenagers again, singing and dancing and laughing and drinking, like we always did and always do, given a lot less than half the chance.

‘This is the proper stuff!’ blares Ali in my ear; she’s always blaring in my ear, with the throaty guffaw of a woman with a fliptop head. Arms pumping overhead we’re now roaring together the central line in Gerry Cinnamon’s joyous ‘Dark Days’: ‘These are the best days that you’re ever gonna have!’

After post-gig drinks we fall into the same bed at a nearby hotel, she chortling as ever, me only pretending, really, that everything is quite this funny. Because I know, when I wake up, I have to tell her. That I think I’m going to die.

September 2019.

There’s something wrong with my right nipple. I’m standing in the shower when I notice for the first time: it’s deep red, weepy, scabby.

What the hell’s that? That’s weird. That’s really weird. Hmm, must be the cheap sports bra I bought off Amazon, probably psoriasis, even though I’ve never had that. Typical, a comedy ailment, it’s like being in an episode of Embarrassing Bodies . . .

Cursing Amazon and its cheapo ‘bargains’, I come up with a crafty ruse: a slither of Sudocrem on a circular makeup pad pressed to the nipple, held in place by a bra.

That should do it. Sudocrem is miraculous, and this weirdness will go away.

It doesn’t go away. By early November the heebie-jeebies have arrived. So, I do what we all do when the heebie-jeebies turn up: I google it.

Oh no. OH NO.

A selection of strangers’ red-raw nipples glisten out from my computer screen while my heartrate begins to climb. This is Paget’s disease, and my weirdness looks exactly like this weirdness. I click on the trusty NHS website.


Paget’s disease of the nipple, also known as Paget’s disease of the breast, is a rare condition associated with breast cancer. It causes eczema-like changes to the skin of the nipple and the area of darker skin surrounding the nipple (areola). It’s usually a sign of breast cancer in the tissue behind the nipple.



Oh dear God, I’ve got breast cancer. Er . . . I don’t know that yet! Oh yes I do. Oh God, I’ve got breast cancer.

I scroll some more.


Around half of all women diagnosed with Paget’s disease of the nipple have a lump behind the nipple. In nine out of ten cases this is an invasive breast cancer.



Nine out of ten! I definitely have breast cancer!

I’ve taken zero solace from the ‘half of all women’ statistic. I know I’m in the wrong half. All the liquid instantly drains from my mouth, heart now pounding, scrolling further down to where the treatments are listed, including mastectomy, chemotherapy, radiotherapy. I go onto my doctor’s website and make an appointment. Next available: three weeks’ time.

I could be dead by then!

The calendar on the kitchen wall, featuring scenic Scottish landscapes, now has the word ‘Doc’ written on the forthcoming appointment day, while I attempt to forget about it, for now. Which is impossible. My partner of almost two decades, Simon, I decide, doesn’t need to know. He’ll only worry. Neither of us should worry until there’s something to worry about. A week later he notices ‘Doc’ on the calendar.

‘What’s this for?’

‘Er, there’s something wrong with my nipple. Embarrassingly enough. It might be nothing. I don’t know. But I’ll know soon.’

His already expansive pale blue eyes extend to the size of breadbins. ‘What d’you mean, “Wrong with it?”’

‘It’s probably just a skin thing. Don’t worry!’

I’m worried. Waves of fear, in fact, wash in and out of my mind every day for three weeks as if pulled by the eternal tide. My brain won’t stop thinking about Gavin, my friend since the late eighties, who I worked with on soaraway pop bible Smash Hits. He married my other Smash Hits buddy, Leesa, and I was one of the bridesmaids at their wedding in 2008. They had their first child in 2012 and in 2013 Gavin was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, given one year to live and died in 2014, aged forty-four. We’d all watched this handsome, hilarious, physically robust man (a non-smoking, teetotal marathon runner by then) shrink to a skeletal spectre while making jokes, still, on Facebook. His legs were skinnier, he quipped, than Mo Farah’s. ‘They’re Less Farah.’ Everyone loved Gavin. Bastard cancer.

I’ve got cancer, I know it. What if it’s really bad? What if it’s spread? What if I’m told, like Gavin, I’ve got one year to live? There’s no reason why that can’t happen to me, no reason at all. Why me? Why not? Oh, please don’t let me die, not yet, I’m not finished! Yes, and with a twoyear-old son and a wife, neither was Gavin. Shut up, brain, and deal with it when you have to!

I have flashbacks of shopping in Tesco in that shocking death year of 2014, when life felt so suddenly fragile: waiting in line for the self-service till, the instructional stand-up queue sign, I was certain, was pointedly telling me something: ‘YOU’RE NEXT’.

Appointment day. The GP, a stranger, as is often the way in London, surveys the nipple and examines the breast, strong fingers nudging into the mounds and around the folds.

‘I can’t feel any lumps,’ she notes, frankly, ‘but I’ll send you for a mammogram anyway. They’ll be looking for cancer but that doesn’t mean this is cancer, OK?’

20 November, 2019.

Mammograms aren’t hugely painful but they’re certainly unpleasant. One of the lovely, efficient radiographers motions me towards the edge of a bulky machine a bit like a 1950s hooded hairdryer, with two scanner plates jutting outwards in the middle, picks up my right bosom as if it’s a fleshy flap on a hinge and places it directly onto the bottom plate. She guides me further forward, until as much flesh as possible is splayed onto the plate and turns a wheel that makes the scanner descend, digging uncomfortably into the upper ribs. My breast is now in a vice, flattened, pulled out from my body like a beige, squashed jellyfish. The same then happens sideways – the machine turned 180 degrees, plates narrowing in from the sides – the breast now reduced to a cylinder of fat and tissue where an orb of pleasure once was. I put my clothes back on and tears spring into my eyes. I’ve had mammograms before, but this time feels so different. Because this time isn’t routine. I look towards the radiographer observing her computer, a black screen showing the milky mosaic of the inside of my right breast. She sees me staring, looks up and speaks.

‘It’s a lot to take in.’

I’m startled, silent, thoughts thundering through my mind.

What is? I haven’t been told anything yet. But I know that terminology. That’s what nurses and doctors say when you’re diagnosed with a life-threatening disease. If not a terminal one!

She could see what was there and I couldn’t. She knew and I didn’t.

Except I did, now.

I’m sent to see a consultant who tells me there’s ‘something there’ but I’ll have to wait for official results. I’m shaking, heart thumping.

‘So . . . it might not be cancer?’

‘It might not be. But if it is, don’t worry, it could be manageable. And you’re in the process now.’

I’m in the process now. The process! I know that terminology, too. That also means I’ve got cancer. He knows. Of course he knows. I have cancer. And maybe it’s not manageable! I’ve had no tests done for a spread to anywhere else. But now I know I definitely have cancer.

Four days later in Aberdeen, Ali is the first person I’m planning to tell about my imminent death, beyond Simon – who’s currently in London, planning my funeral in his head. I’ve had no parents since the age of thirty-nine so they, at least, don’t have to deal with this. I haven’t yet told my sisters, or my other friends, or Simon’s parents. Ali will be first to know – not by design, but simply timing: in late 2019 I’m still a music journalist, still working for Q magazine and on assignment – to interview Gerry Cinnamon and see him play live in Aberdeen. Ali lives sixteen miles away in Stonehaven, so it was all the excuse I needed: I’d invite her along, for a laugh, and she could stay in my hotel room.

For four days I’ve been inwardly churning with fear, a constant tension awaiting screening results which will tell me how long I have left to live. It might not be very long. I’ve been thinking about death constantly, really thinking about death, in a way you don’t until you’re facing it. What is it, ultimately, that we’re all so very afraid of?

I don’t think we fear The Moment of Death itself. Most of us will have a deathbed, either in hospital, a hospice or at home. I know from seeing the death of both my parents up close, in hospital, that end-of-life care is overwhelmingly morphine-assisted, a rainbowcoloured dreamscape of semi-consciousness and shallow breathing until your breath simply stops. And that’s it. It’s what nurses and doctors mean by ‘making-someone-comfortable’.

I don’t think we fear the pain involved or debilitating physical circumstances, possibly living horribly compromised for years, because people endure these traumas with heroic amounts of grace, good humour and unfeasible positivity everywhere you look.

No. It’s the blackout. The void. The space where you once were no longer with you in it, while everyone and everything else you’ve ever known and loved carries on regardless. It’s the turning into a memory. It’s so much more than a fleeting FOMO, the missing out on the good times, it’s the missing out on all that future life, the one with the young people in it, with everyone growing old. Which is beyond fear into a canyon-deep chasm of sadness. A primal howl of, ‘Noooooooo!’ It’s the colossal swizz of it all. And the pulverising wrecking ball which pounds into your gut when you think you’re about to die is the most profound version of missing out that it’s possible to feel. We only fear death, I guess, because we love life so much.

But it’s also – and it might be the greater of the two – the fear of what will happen to the people you love when you’re gone, depending on the circumstances, on how much they depend on you. Or those who simply need and want you to stay alive, for as long as they’re alive (as unlikely as that often is, unless you die at exactly the same time, in surely tragic circumstances). Grief, as the saying goes, truly is the price of love.

‘I thought, My God, my dad’s gonna die of a heart attack.’ So confided Kylie Minogue back in 2007, two years after the breast cancer diagnosis she was convinced would kill her, aged thirty-six. ‘So much stress on the whole family,’ she added, ‘that was very painful.’

I’ve been a music journalist since teenhood; from rookie beginnings in Dundee at the fabled DC Thomson publishing empire, to joining Smash Hits pop gazette at twenty in early 1986. I’ve rollicked through print music journalism ever since, as its relevance, purpose and presence began fading through the decades, as technology changed everything, to its near obsolescence as a cultural force today. The solo artist I’ve interviewed more times than any other is pop’s effervescent Tinker Bell: Kylie, from her toothsome Smash Hits days onwards, through Sky magazine, NME and Q, right up until 2019, months before Covid capsized the global music industry. Back in 2007, aged thirty-nine, she said she absolutely believed she would die, just as I will on a wintry night in Aberdeen twelve years later.

‘Was I thinking, That’s it, I’m going to fall off my perch? Oh yes. Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ she nodded, vigorously. ‘I was really scared. Upset. Angry. But comfort comes wherever you choose to find it. The letters I got from kids who just knew I was sick. They were like, “We’re sorry you have to see the doctors and we don’t want them to put needles in you. And you’re the best singer in the world!” It was just so genuine.

‘But even though I’m cancer-free, I have memories every day of it,’ she noted. ‘You’re physically and mentally scarred, but that doesn’t stop you getting on with what becomes the new normal. Of course, my heart goes out to anyone in that situation; health problems affect everybody. But it was the first time I’d experienced anything to that degree. Very traumatic. And I came out of it thinking, Wow, that was a great lesson in humanity; that’s what I took from it. Meeting people I would never have met. That part was amazing.’

I’d wondered that year what Kylie thought her purpose was, as a creative entity. ‘Sparkle, joy, dreams, I think that’s my purpose,’ she decided. By 2019 she’d changed her mind. ‘I would say something different now,’ she mused. ‘I would say: “Light.” Light with reflection. A reflection of oneself? And light doesn’t come without dark. So, if I can represent sparkle, shimmer, shine, I think what it also says is “Hope”. Hope in the dark. Hope in what we’re all trying to get through. Rising above.’

So, at the end of 2019, it was Kylie Minogue of all people, the sometime unknowable pop hologram, who was the one public figure bringing me bolstering anecdotal evidence, comfort and indeed hope. Even if, right now, in Aberdeen, lying wide awake in a hotel bed, I’m planning to tell my oldest pal, just as Kylie believed, that I’m about to fall off my perch.
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DREAMS OF CHILDREN

We’re ten years old, me ’n’ Ali, sitting face to face on an industrial stone wall and playing cards, as the train from Perth to Dundee thrillingly thunders by, two feet away from our faces. It’s one of our favourite places to go, four metres above ground between the walkway and the railway track of Perth’s Tay Viaduct, wind blowing the hair backwards on we blissfully naive children. A fully grown man approaches one day, a man we’ll soon decide has a ‘funny jaw’. He asks if we’d like to go with him to the nearby Norie-Miller Walk, a scenic riverside stroll, ‘to pick daffodils’. We look at each other, stifling giggles, ignore him and get back to our cards. He wanders away. Our parents have no idea where we are. We’re simply ‘out’, together, and that’s good enough for them.

Perth, 1975 and we were never in. Out was where the larks were, all the mirth and the malarkey, forever on bikes, spacehoppers or cavorting around the two parks of Perth known, for reasons I’ve never unearthed, as ‘Inches’: the North Inch and, inevitably, the South Inch. The North Inch was where a large domed building was opened in 1968, a landed spaceship known as Bell’s Sports Centre and surely the only sporting facility ever to be named after a whisky baron (Arthur Kinmond Bell, fiscally generous local philanthropist and peddler of blended Bell’s, the worst whisky in the world).

Me ’n’ Ali from around the corner had two other best pals we’d grown up with since the age of five (remaining entwined in each other’s lives to this day). Evelyn (Ev), from around-three-corners, the garden of her family home stretching, handily, onto the North Inch. She was, perhaps, the most level-headed among us, a can-do kind of person who’d take charge of outdoors ‘den’ building, who loved both brawny rugby and campy dressing up (and kept a wellstocked dressing-up box).

And Jill who lived around, say, twenty corners, on a housing estate towards the north, the tomboy of the crew, whose party trick was squirting jets of water through her charmingly gappy teeth (especially at boys, as adolescence arrived). We are The Four of Us. The North Inch became our communal playground, where rounders was played, bikes were fallen off and boys would one day be snogged.

It was me ’n’ Ali, though, who were out the most, the others’ parents more vigilant than ours (applying something alien to us called ‘rules’). When we weren’t out on the Inches we were up Buckie Braes, a local hillside woodland where we swung from tree branches by perilously fraying ropes. Once, Ali dramatically lost her grip with a terrifying shriek, thumping onto her spine mere inches from a spikey stake of tree stump. In all weathers we’d visit The Hermitage, a stunning forest walk in nearby Dunkeld, its unique botanicals so vividly green, russet and purple, you’d expect goblins to appear on the mossy, velvety boulders.

We spent so much time together because our family life was complicated, in different ways. Ali was what we called in those supposedly carefree days ‘a latchkey kid’, an only child whose mum, a cook, worked mostly until 1.30 a.m. at the local hospital. It was where she first met my mum, a psychiatric nurse, and through them we were introduced. Ali’s dad, therefore, was free to spend nights with his pals in the pubs and social clubs of Perth, as long as Ali was at mine, which she usually was, seeing as the alternative was home alone. And when we weren’t at mine, we were larking around Bell’s, or wandering ‘downtown’ where we’d loiter in the Wimpy with a Coke Float, Banana Split or towering Knickerbocker Glory.

My parents, meanwhile, had two generations of kids: Billy, Ronnie and Liz were baby boomers born in the late forties and early fifties and myself and sister Jackie, born early-to-mid-sixties, which makes me seventeen years younger than the eldest. Billy and Liz had long left home by the time I was five while Jackie, exactly four years older to the day, had her own buddies (and boyfriends). She’d try out makeup looks on her little sister and ever-present pal, experimental plasterings in neon-blue eyeshadow, lip gloss and powder, before she headed out on a Saturday night. Then we’d rummage through her mid-seventies wardrobe, dress up in her cheesecloth shirts, flares and platform shoes and dance around the twin bedroom me ’n’ Jackie shared, ‘freaking out’ to Abba. Feeling particularly brave (foolish) one Saturday night, we each wore one of Jackie’s bras, stuffed with socks, and teetered around the nearby and notoriously shady housing estate.

My other sibling at home was Ronnie, a Down’s syndrome person and the gentlest soul I’d ever know. Most evenings he’d recline in his living-room armchair, me ’n’ Ali hiding behind, encouraging him to ‘scare’ us by flailing his arms behind the chair, which we all found hugely amusing, especially when the Curly Wurly stashed up his cardigan sleeve plummeted to the floor.

My dad had a garage-sized shed that provided hours of jocular japes, a scrap merchant’s junkyard packed with blade-heavy tools and overhead hanging hoses, where we’d black out the windows with blankets and play blind hide ’n’ seek. We called this game, to make it extra funny, ‘Man in the Dark’.

And we danced, constantly. Scotland is a dancing kind of country, and growing up there, particularly in the seventies, you were encouraged to learn the ancient customs. From the age of ten to thirteen, every Monday night, we’d dutifully arrive in a small, draughty church hall to waft our limbs to the Highland Fling in embroidered white blouses, kilts a-swing, like girly saps on a tartan tin of all-butter Crawford’s shortbread. But it was pop culture which formed us, freeing us from the tartan traditions, two early teenagers fortunate enough to be this exact age, at this exact time, when Abba and the Bee Gees were the biggest pop bands on Earth; obsessive devotees who saw both Abba: The Movie and Saturday Night Fever at ‘the pictures’, twice.

When Grease was released in ’78 we raised the obsessional bar, not only seeing it five times at the pictures, but enrolling in ‘John Travolta Dancing Classes’ in yet another small church hall, where twelve-to-thirteen-year-old girls were taught the synchronised routines to both the Grease soundtrack and Travolta’s fabled Fever moves. We’d point to the sky, point to the floor, squealing every word to every song, with extra gusto, naturally, for ‘Stayin’ Alive’, with the wings of heaven on our shoes, dancing men who just could not lose.

By early ’79, as the post-punk uprising ricocheted out of the radio, up the charts and into our living rooms through Top of the Pops, as the booze, cigarettes, pubs and clubs shimmered on the horizon of full-blown adolescence, we still managed to remain kids. At just turned fourteen we were bounding around our living rooms to the hits of irresistibly anthemic Scotsmen The Skids, ‘Masquerade! Masquerade!’, high-kicking behind the couch in an approximation of an ecstatic punk-rock can-can. We found everything funny. Maybe because so much, elsewhere, wasn’t funny.

Through the 1970s my mum had become a frightening presence at home, an increasingly volatile alcoholic I no longer recognised as Mum, a belligerent, alien forcefield who lived behind a closed living-room door, where the shouting happened, where me ’n’ Ali never ventured (nor Jackie or Ronnie) and where the sadness lived for my funny, gentle father. No wonder we were always together, me and the latchkey kid, bouncing to the music, lost in its infinite freedom.

I guess we relied on each other without realising it, two kids growing up in identical geographical coordinates, exactly the same age, with a similar sense of humour and heightened appreciation of silliness, absurdism, escapism and music. There were The Four Of Us, always, and there always will be. But far more than us, Ev and Jill were bound by time constraints, discipline and boundaries. Me ’n’ Ali were the ones without a steady anchor, without a guiding compass, so we gravitated towards each other’s free-floating lives, finding continuity, safety and companionship, forever dancing, laughing, after the same rainbow’s end. And fifty-odd years later she’s still there. Waitin’ round the bend.

My huckleberry friend.
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ALBATROSS

25 November 2019, Hotel Moxy, Aberdeen.

We wake up, me ’n’ Ali, a pair of fifty-four-year-olds still thrilled over our big night out with the Arena-sized Glaswegian busker. On and on we burble about how rollicking Cinnamon was and I play her the song he doesn’t play live any more, which I know she’ll love, about Scottish independence. It’s called ‘Hope Over Fear’. I have a shower. She has a shower. We put our clothes on. We put our makeup on together, like we’ve been doing for forty years.

‘I’ve got something to tell you.’

‘Oh? Oh, OK.’

‘I’m having tests done for breast cancer.’

Silence. Starey eyes.

‘And I’m pretty sure I’ve got it. I fact I know I’ve got it. But I don’t how bad it is yet.’

‘Oh. Oh wow.’

She comes towards me like she always does, her arms straight out to the sides like an albatross in flight. She throws them around me and I breathe in the unmistakeable smell of her, an Estée Lauder perfume called ‘Youth Dew’ she’s been wearing for decades. I burst into tears. Her eyes brim. She says it again.

‘Oh wow.’

We disentangle, look straight into each other’s moist green eyes and she sits down on the double bed.

‘Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow.’

‘I’ll know how bad it is in a couple of weeks.’

She pauses.

‘Don’t you dare.’

Ali has worked for the NHS since the 1980s and in late 2019 is the Senior Charge Nurse in a stroke rehabilitation ward in Aberdeen. She has, therefore, an insider’s perspective. She now tells me not only what I need to hear but the truth as she knows it. It’s not like the seventies any more, she assures, or even the eighties or nineties. There are incredibly effective treatments now, targeted chemotherapies, if you must have a breast off fuck it, and they do reconstructions as routine now, anyway. I would be all right, millions upon millions of women across the planet survive this thing every year, for decades. I would be all right.

She drives us through heavy, east-coast rain to her home in Stonehaven and I mention Beaches, the 1989 movie where two lifelong friends, a showgirl and a lawyer, face the fatal illness of one of them, together. It’s usually Ali who mentions it first, a gallows-humour quip about some rum scenario we’ll doubtless face in the future. And now the future has turned up early. I weep every time I hear Bette Midler sing the theme tune, ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’, with its vaguely fitting lyrics, about the showbiz one with all the glory, the lawyer with all the strength. We were never each other’s heroes, never wanted to be each other, we were equals and opposites, with almost comically contrasting personalities, lifestyles, jobs and domestic set-ups but the lyrics, nonetheless, destroy me every time: Midler flies higher than an eagle, ‘for you are the wind beneath my wings’.

Ali was still driving through November rain when she glanced over.

‘I always thought it would be me.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes. But you’ll be all right. You’ll be all right. It’s not gonny be Beaches.’

‘Not yet?’

‘Not yet.’

We’re both hungover when she drives me to Aberdeen airport at 5.30 a.m. the following morning for the flight back to London, on her way to work at the hospital. The roads are eerily quiet, sparkling with overnight rain, the occasional delivery van a ghostly apparition scooshing through the darkness of a Scottish winter before dawn. No, I never wanted to be Ali all right, this was a normal working day for her, while I’d spent decades carousing around London and much of the planet living the irresponsible bedlam-shaped dream of music journalism, a job now as antiquated as working in a sixties’ typing pool. And Ali, she’d told me many times, even back-in-the-day when the music press still thrived, could never have tolerated the financial chaos of my insecure freelance life.

She pulls up just beyond an airport roundabout, tells me again I’ll be all right and to keep her constantly updated. We wave goodbye as she drives out of sight and I trundle my wheelie case into a deserted Aberdeen airport, check in and go through security. I’m starving. A café is serving already, an open-plan bistro looking onto WH Smiths where fairy lights weakly twinkle in the stark overhead lighting, piles of selection boxes towering as high as Scottish mountains. I order at the counter: coffee, sparkling water, £6.95 worth of avocado on toast (outrageous) and sit with the drinks at a table, waiting for the posho toast. Staring over at the Christmas lights, I’m contemplating the contents of the selection boxes, featuring much of the confectionery me ’n’ Ali would’ve found in our Christmas stocking (a pillowcase) all the way through the seventies: Crunchie, Mars Bar, Topic (a hazelnut in every bite). Music is piping quietly through the café. For all the talk from both of us of how I’d be all right, I didn’t know if I would be all right, at all. How could I? Life has taught me never to presume. Presumption, as someone wise once told me, is the mother of all fuck-ups. I was heading back to London to find out, realistically, how long I had to live. I’d been a teenage goth back in the early eighties, a vision of fright-wigged intensity who always felt somehow doomed. And the miserable bastard, evidently, lurked inside me still.

This really might be my last Christmas. Please don’t let this be my last Christmas. I really hope they don’t play ‘Last Christmas’. But if it is, can I complain, really? I’m ancient now, even though I feel thirty-five and have done for twenty years. And I’ve had a good life, haven’t I? I haven’t wasted it, have I? It’s been . . . mental. I always wanted things to be mental. Oh God, I hope this isn’t the price for all that mental – all those fags and booze and spliffs and more fags. And I’m still addicted to nicotine. I can’t live without my vape, I’ve been addicted to nicotine for the ‘best’ part of forty years. But millions of people get breast cancer – a spectrum of cancers – who’ve never smoked one snout in their life. Including toddlers! So stop beating yourself up! Shut up, shut up, shut up . . .

Then, an unmistakable guitar ping. The opening notes of The Eagles’ ‘Lyin’ Eyes’. My avocado on toast arrives. I ignore the mossy mash-up and listen to the lyrics I’ve loved since I was ten years old, especially that killer line about forms of refuge having their price. An involuntarily chin-wobble. It’s a line which has meant something to me for ever, through all those refuges I’d escaped to throughout the decades, whether some crazy boy, alcohol, relentless work or everything music can be and do at its most emotionally profound. I was someone who’d made music their life.

Another line cuts through, the one about how your new life didn’t change things.

My throat contracts, a hard swallow attempts to keep it open, to keep me breathing.

‘You’re still the same old girl you used to be . . .’

Like a rupture in the Earth’s crust, the lyric breaks me open, a tsunami of emotion roars through my ears, face flushing radioactive crimson. I wasn’t the same old girl I used to be. I was someone else now. Something else. I was about to become a very ill person. Very possibly someone who was living through the last few years of their life. This thing would change me for ever. Wouldn’t it? How couldn’t it? I knew it. I just knew it. My luck had run out. And I wasn’t even particularly lucky. I wouldn’t make it to be old, after all. Then, The Fear.

Oh God, what will happen to Simon? He can’t afford to live in our flat on his own. We’ve no life insurance between us, because we’re juvenile, reality-dodging idiots. If I die, my beloved sister Jackie won’t cope. She’s in the middle of a divorce after nearly forty years of marriage, for a start. What about my lovely wee niece . . . and nephew . . . and all my lifelong pals, they don’t deserve this nonsense cluttering up their lives.

I felt so . . . robbed. Fifty-four, really, wasn’t old. I felt crumpled up and tiny, like a car crushed in an industrial compactor, wheels pinged off, my whole life now condensed into a tiny cube of memory for anyone who had ever cared. It was the worst instance of a thousand instances over the course of our lives that had caused me ’n’ Ali to have a catchphrase: ‘Swizzed again!’

Band Aid’s ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas’ pipes through the café. ‘Tonight thank God it’s them, instead of yoooooo!’ yodels Bono. For some people back in Ethiopia in 1984, they didn’t reach four, never mind fifty-four.

Stop yer blubbin’, Patterson!

I stop. Eat the smashed avocado on toast. And head home to whatever the future holds. For however long the future will last.

Here we, here we, here we fucking go . . .




4

UNCOMFORTABLY NUMB

I’m on a bus with Simon, in silence, rolling through streets we’ve both bussed, walked, taxied and stumbled through for almost fifteen years, from our north London neighbourhood of Hornsey, through boho Crouch End, up towards the Northern Hospital. These streets could not be more familiar and yet now they’re alien, distorted as if through a gauze, somehow fictional roads in the film of someone else’s life. It’s as if they’re reflected in a pond and, should my hand reach out and touch them through an open window, they would disappear in outwardly circling ripples of illusion. Nothing feels real. What’s that all about? Google knows.

Derealisation.


Derealisation is an alteration in the perception of the external world, causing sufferers to perceive it as unreal, distant, distorted or falsified. Other symptoms include feeling as if one’s environment is lacking in spontaneity, emotional colouring and depth. It is a dissociative symptom that may appear in moments of severe stress.



I’m clutching Simon’s knee. We clutch at things – ourselves, our partners, our kids, random objects, cups of tea – for comfort, but how is someone’s knee supposed to help you? Especially Simon’s left knee, which is half the size of his ‘good’ right knee, being someone born with a club foot (talipes equinovarus), which not only skews his foot into a hoof shape but renders his lower leg, from the knee down, a spindle. But this is the knee I need on this frosty late November morning when we’re both about to find out how long I have to live.

The bus trundles on and random flashbacks appear of good times, back to the whirling jamboree of the 1990s and a conversation I once had with Pulp’s angle-poise-lamp-limbed frontman Jarvis Cocker. In 1995 I gave him the opportunity to write his own headstone epitaph, for Sky magazine, in those sepiatinted days when magazine culture not only existed but flourished, and was funny, and mattered.

‘I’ll have to have a piss while I think about that,’ he chirped, heading to a nearby loo where he began shouting, with the door wide open. ‘“Here lies Jarvis Cocker, now thinner than ever”,’ he quipped, padding back to his seat. ‘I always wanted to have a video camera in me coffin. And have the gravestone with a TV screen on it so people could see me rotting away. I think it’s good to see a dead body. When me granddad died, we had the coffin open in the house. It’s not pleasant, but at least it makes you realise they’re really dead. You’re always going to feel sorry that someone dies, but when you realise they’re actually gone you can get on with things. People shouldn’t feel sorry for you because you’re dead: you’re just dead, aren’t you? You’re not suffering anything. People might just miss you a bit, that’s all.’

I clutch Simon’s knee all the tighter.

Walking into the consultant surgeon’s room we’re still in silence, now seated side by side in front of a desk. My surgeon is – I think still unusually – a woman, an efficient, frank, warmeyed consultant called Ms Jana, who sits before us with her large computer screen showing that milky mosaic of my right breast. She goes straight into diagnosis, so speedily I barely hear it. She doesn’t say, ‘You have cancer,’ but I definitely hear, as she points at the screen, ‘and this is your tumour,’ something about an area of precancerous cells and something about ‘treatable’ which is, I already know, the only word you really need to hear. On hearing ‘treatable’ I feel an electric jolt of euphoria, now so deliriously optimistic I’m inventing my own prognosis, which pinballs through my head, blocking out everything else the expert is trying to tell me.

If it hasn’t spread there’ll be surgery in a few weeks, breast off at worst – who cares as long as I’m alive? – a bit of radiotherapy and by early spring I’ll be cartwheeling round Ally Pally Park, blubbing at the sound of woodpeckers, as usual. Won’t I?

Not so fast, old girl. Biopsies and scans are still needed, I’m now hearing, to determine if the cancer has spread or not and, therefore, if I’m likely to stay alive or not. She sets up a treatment plan appointment with an oncologist, a Dr Badger, who I like the comedy sound of already in my suddenly comedy-free life.

Two breast-care nurses, Renée and Keren, take us into a sideroom where we’re given a tower of booklets and leaflets on all aspects of breast cancer, the pair of us seated, dumbstruck, while a foreign language of information buries us alive. Outside the hospital, bewildered, shocked at the sudden realness of it all, I break down, sobbing in the street. All I know for certain is appointments for several biopsies have been made, and I’ve no idea what having a biopsy even entails.

Lying on a day-patient table in the Northern, breasts exposed to a roomful of strangers, a bustling man bears down on me with an implement as alarming as a shark hunter’s harpoon. ‘Sharp scratch,’ he warns and plunges the needle in so deeply, so painfully, I let loose an involuntary shriek and jackknife halfway off the table.

‘Sorry, sorry!’ I’m squalling, ‘I wasn’t expecting that!’

I don’t know what I was expecting, exactly (a barely there pinprick with a thumb tack?) but this needs to be done twice, so I’m pumped with what seems to be enough adrenalin-infused anaesthetic to keep a horse alive through a four-leg amputation. This induces hand-shake tremors so violent I feel like a particularly unfortunate eighty-two-year-old Parkinson’s patient already.

The following day, while lying on another table, breasts exposed once more, Ms Jana, having
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