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To my precious daughter Caron for her inspiration and
my family for their boundless love and support.





My sons Michael and Paul, my husband Stephen, and
Gabriel, Charlie, Jake and Beau.





And to Russ who is undoubtedly one of the best dads in
the world – Charlie and Gabriel’s hero.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


An extract from Caron’s diary:





23 January 2004


Writing keeps coming up strongly over and over again. Passing on and sharing whatever it is that I have learned and passing on information through my journey. The writing does not have to be A BIG PLAN – do it and see what emerges. Let me pass across my learning and new understanding of trying to attain peace and health through believing.





Caron refers so much to ‘writing’ in her diaries, she was passionate about sharing what she had learned about coping with cancer and her seven-year journey to try to beat it. Now in a similar way, I feel as passionate in wanting to pass on what I have learned about ‘loss’. In my case, the loss of a much treasured and deeply loved daughter who was vibrant, kind and good-humoured to the end of her life. People have written to me about losing a child or a loved one in their thousands, each one offering a different view point on how to deal with the all-consuming aspect of death.


Loss is something we all have to deal with in our lives. Open the newspapers any day of the week and the distraught, terrified faces of families in the first surreal moments of loss leap off the pages. A son or daughter killed in Afghanistan, another mindless stabbing of an innocent youth, a horrific road accident, suicides, or terminal illnesses. Desperate situations and horrific realities for the survivors. Dying is hard enough to fathom, but living with loss sometimes seems impossible. But what would life be like without the risk of loss? It would be a life without love – without colour, without joy. It would be no life.


Although my experiences are based on losing a child, many of the lessons I’ve learned are true for any form of loss.


On behalf of my daughter, Caron, and myself, I sincerely hope you find some comfort in the pages of this book.




Contents


Prologue





1. The B*****d Cancer


2. 13 April, 6.15 p.m., Caron Leaves Her Body


3. Beyond Pain


4. The Funeral


5. My Selfish Grief


6. An Alien World


7. The Mask of Survival


8. Finding the Positive


9. Those Unspeakable Firsts


10. The Uninvited Guest


11. Living on the Lips of the Living


12. Permission to Live


13. Same But Different


14. Time Does Not Heal


15. Hope, Faith and Quantum Physics





Epilogue: Back to the Beginning




PROLOGUE


My heart is broken. My soul is shattered. I ache, hurt, keel over with pain. I am bereft, cut loose, adrift, lost. I am no longer myself. I am empty, closed down. I am scared and angry. I feel out of control. I weep, sob, shout. I rage against an unjust world. There are so many words to describe the emotions imposed on us when a child dies: fury, terror, agony, shock, misery, loneliness, disbelief. We feel crushed, obliterated, overwhelmed; we are tossed into the chaos of hell, tortured, afraid and furious. I could go on and on about the effects of absolute grief; we are distracted, vulnerable, strangled, damned, useless, inert, irritable, trapped. Put together, these feelings might sound overdramatic, indulgent even, but as those of us who have lost a child sadly know, not one of these words, separately or together, comes anywhere close to describing the deep-rooted, agonising and searing pain we have experienced and continue to experience.


I cannot make those of you who do not know that pain understand, nor would I want to undermine other people’s loss of any kind, but since death and loss are something we all have to deal with in life, there will come a time when many of us will need, for the sake of others if nothing else, to at least be able to empathise with it. How many times have we heard the phrases ‘Time will heal’ and ‘You’ll get over it’? Trust me when I say this – I will never get over my child’s death, and I wouldn’t want to. Caron’s death is as much a part of her life as her life was. I cannot acknowledge one without the other, so when you ask a grieving parent to ‘get over it’ or ‘move on’, you may as well be asking them to forget their child. Go and stand over your own sleeping child or loved one and ask yourself whether you could simply get over it. As someone wiser than me said when they were told that they ‘really should have moved on by now’, ‘Where is it that you want me to go?’


In the immediate aftermath of this intense loss, it is easy to believe that the pain might kill you. It is a completely holistic agony. You hurt on a physical, emotional and spiritual level. It is only later, after a sea of tears has fallen, that you realise, with a whole new surge of pain, that grief doesn’t kill you. Sometimes that would seem too easy, because of course life does ‘go on’ around you; it has to. We have to learn to walk again among the fit, able and un-bereaved, but it is a mirage – we are quadriplegics on the inside.


So here we are, the nameless parents who have buried a child, or children. There is no word to describe us – we are not a widow, widower or an orphan, but somewhere in between, lost in no-man’s-land, condemned to live out the rest of our days in purgatory. In the beginning we will be comforted and cared for to the best of anyone’s limited abilities, but then we discover that long after the support has waned, we are still gravely injured. The wound is invisible to the naked eye, but it never, ever goes away. The plaster we place upon it to survive each day may conceal it, but the wound never heals. It is always there, always with us – a dull ache, a throb below the surface, a sudden twinge, a hollow wish – and may at any time be ripped open and exposed. Suddenly, months, days or even decades after the initial loss, we find ourselves back at the beginning – once again bereft, cut loose, adrift, lost, angry, afraid, alone and terribly, terribly sad.





Sometimes, when the sun goes down,


It seems it will never rise again . . .


But it will!





Sometimes, when you feel alone,


It seems your heart will break in two . . .


But it won’t.





And sometimes it seems


It’s hardly worth carrying on . . .


But it is.





For sometimes, when the sun goes down,


It seems it will never rise again,


But it does.





‘Sometimes’, Frank Brown,
sent by Fiona Castle





I must have read and reread the above poem thousands of times and have taken great comfort from it, but I now know that Caron’s death is not something from which I will ever recover. It is more like a disability that I have learnt to live with, to live in and around. The pain is always with me, the memories are always with me, and her spirit, whether real or imagined (I no longer think it matters), is always with me. It is a complex, difficult, daunting and exhausting path to walk, and I personally could not have done it without the daily support of my loving family and friends, and also the extraordinary and unquantifiable help I received in the form of the eight thousand letters that started arriving the day after Caron died. At a time when I thought I was the only person on earth who’d experienced such immeasurable loss, I discovered there were literally thousands of us out there, all struggling as I was.


The backgrounds, experiences, ‘stories’, illnesses and accidents, murders and manslaughters, ages and sexes were different in every single heart-rending letter. Like snowfiakes, no two people’s experiences were the same, yet reading through that blizzard of loss, I began to recognise that, in one respect at least, we are all the same: we each gave birth to a child for whom we would have gladly died, but we were unable to.


I took extreme comfort in knowing that people had gone before me in this storm and survived, though I read over and over how easy it was not to. I knew that the snowfiakes were continuing to fall. After writing Next to You, the story of Caron’s life and secret seven-year battle with cancer, I realised that somehow by reading the book I had eased their pain for a moment or two, just as those letters and the process of writing the book had eased mine. I’m not naive – I know that most people don’t get eight thousand letters – and so I am going to try, in this book, to share what strangers were willing to share with me: their compassion, their understanding, their strength, their fears, their wisdom. I know now that I am not alone, I am not the only one, I am not mad, and this helps. No book can cure loss, however many you read, but being aware that snow has always fallen, and will fall again, may help you through the coldest, darkest days.


I packed up those letters tightly, built them up around me and used them to protect me from the short, bewildering days and long, terrible nights, from the icy cold that was always threatening to overwhelm me. Sheltered by them, I learnt how to survive in this frozen landscape. Every single personal account helped me on my journey back to the living, to join the warm-blooded species of which I had once been a member. I hope I can do the same for others.


Bereaved people are often criticised for not healing quickly enough, for seeming to mend too quickly or for dealing with their loss in inappropriate ways, but I say that until you walk in the shoes of loss, it is wrong to find fault. Whatever method of survival it is that gets you through the day is good enough for me. There are no rules when it comes to coping with a loss this profound.


When my worries threaten to consume me, when I doubt what it is I’ve been doing since Caron died, I return to her for advice, as I always did, and often still do.





I’m in the summer house writing at my new table – it’s an overall gorgeous space. I feel very blessed to have it – quiet solitude. I could really write here. I don’t have to write anything, other than what is in me.


Do not let other people’s eyes become your cage. It does not matter what they think, say, feel. This is your life. Do not allow them to mould it. It is vital to be who you are – right now.


What an amazing teacher it [cancer] has been. Such a learning process about love, reality, being real, perception, sight and seeing my needs – voicing what needs to be said.


The big learning for me has been to live in the now – just in this present moment. When I stop the masochism of my mind to love myself, to ‘stop’ and be fully present, I have found that whatever is apparently happening within life, there is a stillness and a peace that are always there. And I have a choice as to whether I spend hour upon hour invaded by fear and terror about what the future might bring, or whether I choose to be present in this very second – a second that I will never have again – and fully live my life in the now.





Caron’s words, taken from her journal, not mine. I don’t think she’d begrudge me using her memory or her hard-earned wisdom as a reason to get up in the morning. I hope she’d be proud. I have come a long, long way. It is my turn to pass on and share whatever it is that I have learnt, and I know one thing for sure: I wouldn’t have learnt anything without her. I therefore dedicate this book to my beautiful girl, who is always with me. I thank her for being the wonderful daughter that she was and for leaving behind two spirited and phenomenal children, Charlie and Gabriel, whom I can love as I love her. It is written in her memory, and it is written so that I can keep her spirit alive.


I also dedicate this book to the eight thousand people who wrote to me and continue to write, who shared their grief and, on my lonely days, reminded me that I was not alone. And to those of you who are at this moment facing the monumental task of surviving loss, the death of a loved one is always with you, but so are the living . . . Thanks to you and Caron, this is how I found my way back to them.


My daughter, Caron, died shortly after 6 p.m. on Tuesday, 13 April 2004. She was forty-one years old, and she was my one and only baby girl.
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The B*****d Cancer


‘I’ll lend you for a little while


A child of mine,’ he said,


‘For you to love while she lives,


And mourn when she is dead.





‘It may be six or seven years,


Or twenty-two or –three,


But will you, till I call her back,


Take care of her for me?





‘She’ll bring her charms to gladden you,


And shall her stay be brief,


You’ll have her lovely memories


As solace for your grief.





‘I cannot promise she will stay,


Since all from earth return,


But there are lessons taught down there


I want this child to learn.





‘I’ve looked the wild world over


In my search for teachers true,


And from the things that crowd life’s lands


I have selected you.





‘Now will you give her all your love,


Not think the labour vain,


Nor hate me when I call


To take her back again?’





I fancy that I heard them say,


‘Dear Lord, Thy will be done,


For all the joy Thy child shall bring,


The risk of grief we’ll run.





‘We’ll shelter her with tenderness,


We’ll love her while we may,


And for the happiness we have known,


We’ll ever grateful stay.





‘But shall the angels call for her


Much sooner than we planned,


We’ll brave the bitter grief that comes,


And try to understand.’





‘A Child of Mine’, Edgar Guest





In September 1997 my treasured daughter, Caron Keating, was diagnosed with breast cancer. She was thirty-five years old. I will never, ever forget receiving that fateful call from her husband, Russ, telling me the horrifying news. Caron lay upstairs in our house in Sevenoaks recovering from the biopsy, and I remember standing in the garden, staring at the big blue sky and thinking, This is it – whatever the outcome, life will never be the same again. And it wasn’t.


A tight knot of fear lodged itself in the pit of my stomach that day, but when I walked into Caron’s room, I forced my lips into a smile, willed hope into my voice and tried to shield her from the terror in my eyes. It became my mask and it is one that I still wear today. The knot of fear has become a knot of grief, but that too is still there. Thinking back on it now, I realise that the mask appeared immediately, as did the knot, and neither has ever left. Sometimes I think my former self is still standing in the garden, looking up at the vast expanse of sky, waiting for that call. When it came, it marked the end of one life and the beginning of another. I can see her, the old Gloria. Occasionally I can step back into her shoes, but I can’t step into her skin.


I was such a lucky woman. I had a job I really enjoyed and was fortunate enough to have had a wonderful upbringing by marvellous parents. I had three amazing children; I was very happy with Stephen, whom I was living with and would marry the following summer; my children were having children; we were financially secure. I was having the most lovely time, really enjoying and relishing everything. It was a wonderful phase of my life, and then – whack – the steamroller came in: Caron had cancer and it kept on coming. In one instant you go from being in that joyous space, where everything is in place, to an alien world. Caron too: she was married to a fine man she loved; she had two beautiful sons; she adored living in Barnes and had an exciting job. She had started trying to come to terms with her father’s death the previous January and was enjoying spending time with Gabriel, who was just nine months old, and Charlie, who was three. Everything was in its place.


When that question mark is placed over your life, you’re left with it hanging there always. It takes away your carefree attitude for ever. All of a sudden everything’s not quite in place, the axis has started to tilt a little, and even though you can have a wonderful approach to life and lead ten lives in one, it leaves you with a nagging worry. Consequently, no matter how well Caron was dealing with it and how ably she coped – and she was stoic and courageous and inspiring – there was always that ‘What if . . . ?’


My incredible, beautiful, exceptional, brave child fought cancer with everything she had, and then went on to find more to fight it with. She did absolutely everything she could to stay alive. For her sons. For herself. For us. But it wasn’t to be. In December 1999 an oncologist sat opposite my younger son, Michael, and me, and gave Caron eighteen months to live. She herself never wanted to know the prognosis, just what she had to do to get better. Then, after a lumpectomy, radiotherapy, a mastectomy and six sessions of double-strength chemotherapy, Caron began to delve seriously, feverishly and determinedly into the world of self-healing. She could beat this thing if only she could work out what it was that was making her ill in the first place.


Sometimes I was nervous of the path she was taking. Sometimes I clung on to the healers’ promises as dearly as she did. Often their message contradicted the advice of the doctors, and poor Caron was tossed about between an evergrowing number of disciplines, frantically searching for a cure. She had been told by a world-renowned holistic cancer expert that cancer patients who made changes to their lives often did better, so the family moved out of London to Fowey in Cornwall, where they had spent many idyllic holidays, with a view to slowing down and healing in peace. Russ likened it to driving with a chip in your windscreen: the slower you drive, the better your chances. It worked: for two years Caron, Russ and the boys had a wonderful life next to the sea despite fighting cancer, because at that stage the doctors were still going for cure. However, when the cancer came back, this time more aggressively, and Caron was faced with having to undergo a second mastectomy, she fled to Australia. She had previously visited Byron Bay, the sweetshop of complementary treatments and therapies for any condition, and had relished the positivity she had discovered there, as she confided in her journal:





Finally arrived in Byron – in the rain. It feels very good to be back here – there is something in the fabric of this place which I recognise and connect with right away. Of course I miss my mum and the family, but this is where I want and have to be – at least for now.





In Byron Bay she tried everything, and I mean everything, that was available to rid herself of the b*****d cancer. We all flew backwards and forwards to Australia to help and support her and her family whenever and however we could. It was a terrible time, as anyone who has had to deal with cancer will know, but it was a wonderful time too and ironically some of my most treasured memories of my child are from that period.


Despite the million and one times I must have said, ‘You’ll beat this,’ I knew in my heart of hearts that the normal trajectory of Caron’s life had been altered. Even so, despite going over every possible permutation of events countless times, I could never actually imagine the cancer taking her life. Russ was incredible: he more than anyone knew deep down that his wife might possibly die. He had to see it, share it and live it every minute of every day for seven years; he probably faced up to what was happening long, long before I could, and he did whatever he was able and more besides, to make Caron’s journey easier. Every day I am thankful for the compassion he showed his wife.


Deep in my soul I knew that the very word ‘cancer’ bred fear, but when we were all in the middle of it, we were so desperate to hang on to every glimmer of hope and the positivity that Caron had in abundance, that no one dared speak of the worst happening. Strange as it may seem, throughout the entire seven years of her battle Caron and I never talked about death, only about life. However, if you’re really being honest, it isn’t real. You say things like ‘They caught it early’, ‘The drugs are so much better these days’, ‘You’re resilient’ and ‘Your immune system is strong’, but underneath it all there is always this huge knot of fear. Caron had it too. She fought cancer with fear for a long, long time. She never wanted Charlie and Gabriel to grow up without their mother. I don’t know whether that knot of fear is somewhere deep in your gut or part of your whole being, but it feels like it permeates your mind and heart and takes hold. It was the elephant in the room that we could never acknowledge, but it was always there. I can’t write about this without crying, even now, because it is still so raw.


I might have occasionally admitted to Stephen how afraid I was, but rarely to my sons, Michael and Paul, and certainly never to Caron herself. They may say I was in denial about what was happening to Caron, but it wasn’t denial, it was survival. And anyway, even while you are airing your fears to someone, at the very same time you are doing the job of convincing yourself otherwise. After all, it is true that many people do successfully beat cancer – more and more every year. I simply couldn’t go down the road of thinking that Caron’s illness would lead to her death.


In all the letters I have received from parents who have been affected by cancer, there is the same talk of their child’s bravery, stoicism, courage and determination. Caron was just the same. What else could we as parents do but match their positivity? So somehow you do. That instinct to protect the person you love takes over and you will do anything other than show that you’re really, really worried, because there’s an elephant in the room. The mask was always on for her, but the knot was there too, gnawing away inside me with an all-consuming, sickening fear.


Giving birth is the best thing you ever do in your life; to have that child taken away from you is, in my opinion, the very worst. It is actually unimaginable. Your brain cannot go to that place, so instead it answers your own fearful questions with the possibility of a miracle, the whisper of hope. That keeps you alive, and thank God. The two roads – fear and hope – ran parallel within my system. The fear never left me; as soon as I opened my eyes, it was there. My brain would say, ‘What are we dealing with today? Is it really true that Caron’s got cancer? Yes, it’s real. It’s the nightmare; it’s not a dream.’ I led my life in a conscious state of denial.


In the beginning I hated Australia for taking Caron, Russ and the boys away from our family unit, but it gave my daughter something spiritual, space, a place to forgive herself for whatever wrong she thought she might have done to herself to get cancer in the first place. A question lingered constantly in Caron’s mind: ‘Is it something I have done or haven’t done?’ In Byron Bay she could battle on away from the cameras and out of the limelight. Life was good there – sunshine, sea and sand – but more importantly she was filled with new hope thanks to all the ‘feel-good’ therapies she could fall back on. She was offered fresh hope of a continuing life. Despite the terrible setbacks and pain and fear she continued to face, she was living in a positive environment and her family flourished. In Byron Bay it’s enough just ‘to be’ and it’s always a brand-new day.


I think her sons’ memories of their time there will be happy ones, with lots of sing-songs and adventures, but my little girl was getting progressively more ill. The cancer moved from her breast to her bones and for the first time since diagnosis an oncologist gave her a prognosis, and that prognosis did not include a cure. Now we were talking about management.


In the middle of the night, when I couldn’t sleep and I was on my own, and there was no one to don the mask for, a lot of churning and turmoil went on that I couldn’t admit to anyone. What would I do? I used to think. How would I deal with it? I couldn’t imagine how I would cope, and I still don’t know how we got through it. Even though most of our family knew Caron had breast cancer, they didn’t know its full extent. As for Caron and Russ’s friends and colleagues, they thought Caron was suffering from a bit of post-natal depression. I would try to imagine the shock when it was announced; it was a dark, weird and horrid place. I would rerun the scenario of her possible death in my mind, the permutations, what would happen with the boys.


At night, it is harder to resist being drawn into the enormity of it all, of death and its impact. There came a point when I had really to say to myself, This is the cut-off point: I cannot go on worrying about what might happen however many years down the line, because tomorrow I could go under a bus, so I will channel all my energy into Caron coping with it and hopefully recovering. I wanted more than anything to be strong for her. I got into that by clawing along bit by bit, but every piece of bad news was another wallop. Now there’s that question mark hovering above your body, the sword of Damocles over your head: a simple headache appears sinister; a sore knee seems ominous; you fret over the slightest pimple. Even now, night-time continues to be the worst: at least back then I could call Australia and hear that voice that I miss so much.


Her life, her husband’s life, my life, my husband’s life, my sons’ lives were all ruled by cancer. She was in pain and I couldn’t ease it. She was sick and I couldn’t cure it. She was scared and at times I couldn’t soothe her. She was my child and I couldn’t make her better. I have said this before, but if I could have, I would have willingly taken her place. The steamroller kept on coming. In 2001 the cancer moved up her spine. Caron’s sternum fractured, her back was agony, and she lost the ability to walk freely. At times she needed a stick for support. I can still hear the stick reverberating on the wooden floorboards, the pause as she was faced with taking the next step, the gathering of will and strength, then thump, a great sigh, and she was on her way again. Surely I knew deep inside that this might be our last Christmas with her, and yet there again came the same voice of hope, the same heartfelt wish: she had surprised us so many times before, so why not again?





I will walk properly again – I feel content and thankful my back is clearing and healing. All seems steady again.


I need to go slow – get a good healing programme. Now is the time to do that – no point delaying. Get on with it! No more distractions, excuses – do what you need to do now. Whatever that takes – give it to yourself now. Do all you can – you will heal.


A timetable, I think, will be the thing – so it’s good that everyone goes and we have the space to get it all sorted. I need the empty space as well. Remember, ‘anxiety’ is just that – a sensation in the body which I find hard to accept. I do not feel I am dying. I feel like things are turning again and I am getting better. My strength is improving, breathing is good, energy better, flexibility – I still get a bit tired, though, so too does everyone else.


Maybe I push myself too much and I am bothered about what people think, though less so increasingly. Switzerland Clinic in March will happen and I have a real vision of getting clear of all of this once and for all and it never coming back. How fab would that be? Will I be free of all PAIN – that is also what I’d like. Who knows?





On 17 March 2004 Caron arrived in Switzerland. She’d found a clinic offering progressive, record-beating cancer treatment and had visited at the end of the previous year. Although it had not entirely worked out that time, she had been re-energised by the process and, as ever, was hopeful. I met her off the plane with our wonderful family friend Judith, who escorted her over so that Russ could stay at home in Australia because Caron didn’t want the boys to miss school. After a twenty-four-hour flight my beautiful girl walked off the plane. We went shopping virtually immediately. We were in busy, busy shops in St Gallen; she bought some red shoes; we went to restaurants; we dressed up for dinner at night. I’ll never forget the head waiter in a restaurant we’d visited before, back in October. Caron was dressed in her new red shoes and fishnet tights, and he just looked at her and said, ‘You look bellissima!’


Caron had such energy about her. We went up into the mountains to enjoy the view and a delicious apple strudel. Her zest for life was contagious and I was overjoyed at the improvement she once again was showing. I allowed myself to believe that my indefatigable daughter was by some miracle going to survive.


The following week she went into the clinic to undergo a new course of treatments. We were due to stay a month. I don’t know what happened, whether the treatments were too hard, whether it was a coincidence, but one day I picked her up after she had had an electronic treatment up and down her spine and she was in floods of tears with pain. She never really recovered. In the bedroom she said, ‘There is no strength in my hips. I’m standing at the basin but I have to hang on.’ Suddenly, or so it seemed to me, her health started to slide, faster and faster, into decline. All the strength in her lower legs left her. The weakness had set in. It was at that point she was taken to the cancer hospital. She needed a wheelchair to get there.


I remember the doctor looking at me in disbelief and saying, ‘Do you know how ill your daughter is?’ He thought I was really stupid, that I didn’t understand. I knew how ill she was – I had seen the printouts; I knew where the metastases were – but she’d seemed so well, and because she had been so defiant and strong in her approach, I still thought she’d be OK, that she’d manage it. The doctor agreed to do another course of radiotherapy to ease the pressure on her spinal cord. She was going for radiotherapy in the morning and other ‘feelgood’ infusing treatments in the afternoon; right up to twenty hours before she died she was having treatments. I knew something had changed. Thankfully we were all due to be in Switzerland together for the Easter weekend: Russ, Charlie, Gabriel, Stephen, Michael and me.


Only a week earlier it had been just Caron and me. It was Mother’s Day and she had given me a beautiful painting of tulips that she’d done months before. She’d written on the back of it, wrapped it carefully in tissue and brought it over in her suitcase to give to me. I was staggered by my child yet again and reminded of the enormity of her spirit. Despite being trapped in the midst of hell, she was still able to think of others. That day was probably one of the most special days of my life. It was a window of time. It was a blessing.


There was more to come. Easter Saturday fell on 10 April, which happens to be my birthday. Looking back, I can hardly believe it was such an action-packed weekend despite Caron’s pain. It was the first time we had all been together for a very long time and she wanted things to be different over that Easter period. She insisted that we drive over the border into Constance in Germany for lunch and then spend a leisurely afternoon around the town. That evening I had organised dinner at an Italian restaurant down the hill from our hotel back in St Gallen. The pavements were packed with snow and ice and yet she was determined to walk down rather than be driven. Safely settled in the restaurant, she had a glass of champagne and relished a change of food. Unbeknown to me, the next day Caron had planned a surprise breakfast party for me. Stephen was detailed to get me out of the way first thing. When we returned to the hotel that morning, I walked into the room and there was Caron sitting among presents and Easter eggs, balloons and flowers, all of which she’d organised. There was an egg-painting competition to be held, breakfast to be eaten, gifts to be unwrapped. The room looked beautiful, and she’d even been out to buy a scarf that I’d admired a few days earlier. How did that girl – in the middle of radiotherapy and pain so excruciating that it left her breathless, plus everything that must have been going on in her mind – have the strength, the love, the determination, the warmth, the selflessness to ensure that I, her mother, had a lovely birthday? Wouldn’t the majority of people just have shrugged it off? I’m sure I would have – it was just another birthday. Instead, she’d organised a party. I will never ever forget it.


It is still an unacceptable fact to me that three days after walking on snow and the egg-painting competition, my daughter was dead. I cannot and I don’t think I ever will be able to reconcile that the same girl who was painting Easter eggs on 11 April was gone on the 13th. It sums up how Caron had lived with cancer. She had always wanted everyone, including herself, to carry on as normal, and normal for us, no matter where we were, whether it was Australia, Ireland or Switzerland, was to mark celebrations in a big way. That indomitable spirit is sometimes the only thing that gets me through the day. I think of what she endured and how she found the courage to carry on, and I know that I have no choice but to do the same. It would be an insult to the memory of my child if I didn’t. My God, though, it is so very hard.


In the middle of the egg-painting Caron suddenly felt unwell and had to go to bed. I don’t know what happened, if something moved, shifted, expanded, but she never really improved from there. Although I didn’t know it at the time, that was the beginning of the end. Her body had started to shut down. Caron made her first and only reference to losing her fight: ‘Promise me,’ she said to me, ‘that if anything ever happens, you will look after my boys.’ That was also when she said she never wanted to go to hospital or a hospice, that was just the way she felt; that was when Stephen tried to massage some warmth into her legs and couldn’t find any sign of life in her limbs; that was when we all made the decision to return home to England.




2


13 April, 6.15 p.m., Caron Leaves Her Body


We give our loved ones


Back to God,


And just as He first gave them to us


And did not lose them


In the giving,


So we have not lost them


In returning them to Him


For life is eternal,


Love is immortal,


Death is only a horizon


And a horizon


Is nothing but the limit


Of our earthly sight.


Helen Steiner Rice





Stephen and I arrived home in Sevenoaks from Switzerland on the evening of Easter Sunday. Michael was to fly back the next morning with Charlie and Gabriel. He recalls the deeply emotional moment of going into Caron’s bedroom before leaving – there she was sitting up in bed, having mustered every ounce of strength in her body with that huge smile of hers, with an even bigger hug for her gorgeous boys. ‘See you back at Nana’s,’ she said.


It was very late by the time we walked through the door on Sunday night, tired from all the travel, exhausted by worry. Caron and Russ planned to return to Cornwall for the summer holidays but would stay with us first, so the next day was all about planning, shopping, getting the beds ready. Caron had been out of the country for almost three years; finally she was coming home and I wanted everything to be perfect. I wanted the house to look lovely and welcoming. I wanted her to want for nothing. Back in Switzerland, Caron kept saying, ‘Why does Mum keep asking me about what I want to eat?’ I was fussing, obviously, calling all the time to ask her questions: ‘What do you think you’ll feel like? Is there anything special I can get you?’ I was trying to think of her favourite things. She liked melon because it felt so refreshing, so we went out and bought all the food she felt able to eat, including melon. It would turn out to be the last thing she ever ate. When we were in Australia, the first thing we’d go and do in the morning was buy fresh juice and bring it back to her, and we were trying to recreate that in Kent. Stephen is still a dab hand at juicing.


Amid the excitement and worry of getting Caron home, I had this stupid complication hovering over my head. I knew I had some major work commitments ahead of me: I was supposed to be presenting This Morning all that week. The decision to bring Caron home had been made swiftly and it was much earlier than expected. It took hours just to get Caron out of the hotel in Switzerland and into the car. Being in the condition she was, we’d decided it was best for Russ to drive her home; we didn’t want to put Caron through the indignity of a flight or the threat of recognition in a busy airport, as Caron’s illness was still a secret. (Although we didn’t realise at the time, most press agencies did in fact know, as they had had photos of her entering the Royal Marsden Hospital since very early on in her treatment, but had agreed not to publish them.) We had no idea how long it was going to take for Russ to drive her to Sevenoaks.


I couldn’t contact anyone at This Morning over the Easter bank holiday, and even if I had been able to, what could I have said, given that we hadn’t told anyone how ill Caron really was? I trundled on, busying myself with getting the house ready, stupidly thinking, Well, I’ll dash into the studio, present the show and be back before she’s awake. It was only when Russ’s car finally pulled up outside the house at one o’clock on the Tuesday morning that I realised there was no way I could go to work just a few hours later, no way I wanted to.


The previous day, Easter Monday, we’d been frantically getting things ready. There had been constant phone calls between my sons, Russ, doctors and a few select friends who knew what was going on in our family: ‘Where are you now?’ ‘We’ve crossed the border,’ ‘How’s she doing?’ ‘Sleeping,’ ‘Chatting,’ ‘Sleeping,’ ‘Better,’ ‘Sleeping,’ ‘Chatting.’ I was filled with a taut, frenetic, expectant energy, mixed with the hideous paralysis that comes with an interminable wait. The journey took longer than expected, but then suddenly the wait was over and there she was. It was incredibly exciting to think she was in the car at the front door, the most euphoric feeling I’ve ever had. Though I’d seen her so recently, had spent weeks with her in Switzerland, it was nothing compared to her coming home. I’d dreamt about the moment she’d turn up at my front door for nearly three years. My heart was beating incredibly quickly. I almost couldn’t believe it. This was what I had wanted for so long, I was so excited, and yet this was also the most terrifying feeling I’d ever experienced. Why? She looked beautiful sitting in the car, smiling up at me, but she was fragile, immobile, changed.


We had to work out how to get her into the house. In the end we found a chair with arms and lifted her on to it. It needed to be sturdy to lift such precious cargo, but it was very heavy and poor Russ and Stephen had to try to manoeuvre her in. In its own way, it was funny. At the time we were actually laughing about getting her in on the chair. Her sense of humour was still there, virtually in her dying hours. They put the chair down at the kitchen table and there she was, my daughter, home at last. The preceding years melted away; she was home and she was safe. I could look after her now.


Caron was hungry after her nine-hour drive, so Stephen served up the vegetable soup he’d made. She looked around the room, admiring the pictures, pointing out one we’d bought together, taking it all in and noticing the changes, down to the smallest detail, like the cushions she was sitting on, which we’d also bought together in Australia. We sat there for a long time. I was thinking, I can’t believe she’s here again in the kitchen, just the four of us. I can remember it so vividly that there is something of the time capsule about it; in hindsight, it was, like Mother’s Day, a very, very special time.


We sat for about two hours in the kitchen. She ate a bit more, some wheat-free bread, drank a little rice milk. Mostly we just talked. She was obviously tired, so the men had to get her upstairs. First we got her into a lighter chair, which was scary to watch because it looked like she could topple out at any minute, but again Stephen and Russ did brilliantly and got her safely into the room at the top of the stairs. Then Stephen and I left, so Russ could put her to bed. Caron had always taken great pride in herself, and it was as much the case at the end, so when it came to dressing and undressing her, it was only Russ who was allowed in. I would never have asked to see her breast, for example; in fact I only saw it once, by default, because we were at the doctor’s. She was quite demure by nature – wacky, but quite demure. I waited outside while Russ got her ready for bed. It seemed like a terribly long time. Finally Russ stuck his head into the corridor. ‘You can go in now.’ Donning the mask once more, I walked in. Caron was sitting up in bed and I remember remarking how fortuitous it was that we happened to have an electronic bed that you could go up and down in – at least I knew she would be comfortable. It was 4.20 a.m. when I finally kissed my child goodnight and went to my room.


I didn’t sleep. I would close my eyes for five minutes and then open them with a start: Caron is back in the house again! Even with all the worries, it was such a great feeling. Like the previous seven years, I again experienced two utterly opposing, forceful emotions: hope and fear. I was confronted by a mixture of terror of the unknown, of what would come the next morning, when the doctors would arrive and more prognoses would be made, and the joy, the sheer exhilaration of the dream fulfilled that she was home.


I remember thinking, Of course there’s no way I can go to work. I had only a few hours before I was due in. I waited until 5.10 a.m., then called the overall boss. What could I say? I told her I was terribly sorry to disturb her at such an hour, but that Caron had just come home and wasn’t very well, so I wouldn’t be able to come to work. She said, ‘Don’t worry about it,’ and asked after Caron. I remember saying, ‘She’s not very good . . . I’ve got to stay here today.’ She said, ‘No problem.’ I put down the phone and tried to get back to sleep. I dozed on and off for five minutes at a time. Eventually I abandoned all thought of sleep and got up. I operate better in ‘doing’ mode. I laid out breakfast, got things ready, cleared away evidence of Caron and Russ’s heroic drive the night before, made phone calls.


Finally the marvellous moment came when Russ said I could go in and see Caron. The mere fact of being able to go into my daughter’s bedroom and serve her breakfast gave me such unfathomable delight. As parents, we have a need to care for our children. It doesn’t matter if they are one or forty-one, as mine was. When Caron was a child and ill in bed, I used to bring her a little magic teapot and bite-size squares of toast, so I’d arranged these and other things she loved on the tray now, just as if she was nine years old. Caron ate some of the melon; her throat was dry.


Bringing her on a tray all the things that she liked, seeing her grateful smile, knowing I was feeding her, was a salve to an ache that went deeper than I even realised at the time. I still have that aching need. Caring for someone who is no longer there is a huge part of the grieving process. I have now found my own ways to carry on caring for Caron. I had to; I am her mother and it was what I was put on this earth to do.


All too soon, though, the cocoon was broken and the mood changed as the house went into medical mode with the arrival of our GP, Richard Husband. He told me later that he had found it hard to hide his utter shock at Caron’s deterioration. Ours had been a gradual adjustment to the havoc cancer had wreaked on her, how her body shape had changed, her weight, how everything had changed, really, but he hadn’t been prepared for it; he just thought he was coming to visit someone with breast cancer. The degeneration of her body told him this had gone far, far beyond breast cancer.


I don’t know what we did all day, but we were constantly busy. I suppose Russ and I talked about specialists whose help we might enlist. The ringing around started in earnest. Caron had more or less finished her radiotherapy, but we were keen to get cracking on the next thing: you always think the next doctor has the answer. The only reason I had called my GP was to register Caron. I never dreamt she was going to die. We were very worried about her of course, but all our conversations were still about when she got better, so we began making plans for the house in Cornwall, where they were to spend the summer. We even talked about converting the downstairs loo into a shower, for example, about turning our office into a bedroom so she didn’t have to cope with the stairs. However, we were very worried about how we were going to manage to get her to the house in Fowey because it was perched on a cliff and there was a very steep descent down to the house. I knew there was no way she’d be ‘housed’ as such, and anyway, I had promised we would never allow it. It occurred to me that all the things she’d dreaded about coming back to England were suddenly very real. It was bad enough when she had been walking with a stick, but now that she was so ill, maybe she wouldn’t even be able to do that. What would become of her life? Of course, as it happened, we never got the chance to worry about that any further.


Mostly I spent my time going upstairs and just looking at Caron in bed. I’d smile to myself, despite all the worries and phone calls, and hold that warm feeling close: My baby is back; my girl is here. Her dying was still not in my head, not anywhere on the horizon. I just thought she was particularly tired because of the journey. Once she’d recovered from the trip and from the latest onslaught of radiotherapy, she’d rally, as she always had. The doctors would reassess her. A new programme would be planned. I will say it over and over again: her dying was simply not in my head.


My GP sent an experienced nurse to give Caron a bed bath, to make her comfortable and organise a drip to help with her breathing. I got the softest bath towels I could find and left her with the nurse. My GP had told me the nurse had a good feel for these sorts of things and she would be able to tell us what was going on. I waited nervously in the corridor again. When she came out, the nurse began explaining that Caron didn’t have very long and that we should get the boys. She was telling us things that terrified my very soul. ‘What do you mean, not long? A lifetime isn’t long enough, so what is not long?’ Earlier Caron had been sitting up in bed, eating, talking, so what did this woman mean when she told me my daughter hadn’t got long? I couldn’t, wouldn’t accept it. Caron was simply sleepy because we hadn’t gone to bed until very late. It wasn’t a death sentence; there was nothing untoward about it; she was just resting.


Even though I still did not believe that Caron was dying, that morning I decided to ring Paul, who was on a skiing holiday in France, and tell him that Caron wasn’t well. He promised to return home as quickly as he could. In keeping with Caron’s wishes to carry on as normally as possible, Michael had gone into work that morning and was having lunch with a journalist when I called to say he really should get to the house. You might ask why he’d gone – his sister was making this epic journey from Switzerland and he’s at the office? – but it demonstrates where we all were at the time, how we’d programmed ourselves to think. There had been so many instances in the past when she had been in the final stages that it had sort of become our norm. Caron would rally and that was that. He was eating pasta, took the call, went back to the table, and the woman he was dining with simply said, ‘You have to go, don’t you?’ so he paid the bill, walked out of the restaurant, went to the train station and headed to Sevenoaks. As ever he didn’t know what to expect, but at the same time knew it was serious because I wouldn’t call and say, ‘You’ve got to come,’ if it wasn’t.


Stephen opened the door for Michael, who ran upstairs. I was so pleased to see him. Russ and I were by the bed. Caron was alive, but her eyes were closed. Michael didn’t get a chance to talk to her, but he was able to lie in the bed with her for a little while and tell her everything he needed to. Like all of us, he walked in and out of the room a couple of times, keeping a close eye on the rise and fall of her chest. On one occasion, he noticed a shift in her breathing. There was a gasp of breath and then silence. Michael, like all of us, was terrified. It was rather like when you lie next to someone who’s snoring and you find yourself waiting for the next snore, but they go silent. Well, Caron was silent. Michael waited, his own breath held. Then there was a gasp and then silence again. He called for us to come back in. She took another breath and the moment seemed to pass. There was clearly a problem with her breathing, though. Whatever words of reassurance were spoken between us, we were all secretly thinking the worst. We knew she was very, very poorly, and it was becoming increasingly apparent that she wasn’t getting any better, but still we didn’t dare acknowledge that this was it.


That day Stephen was running around looking after me and making tea for us all. There was a girl ill in bed, loved like the daughter he never had. Busy on the periphery, he was desperate to help in any way he could. When the nurse told us Caron needed some special medication, Stephen went to the chemist to get the prescription. There was no way Russ or I could have gone. Stephen was invaluable to us, since because of him, neither of us had to leave her side. I had also asked him to buy the ingredients for a health drink, but when things took a turn for the worse at home, I called and asked him to come back. He was in the supermarket, queuing with his shopping, but he simply left the basket on the floor and ran.


Russ had a terrible time getting the children home. They were at a fairground for the day with his parents, who didn’t have a mobile, so he got the owner to call them over the Tannoy. While none of us could accept Caron’s death was imminent, somehow we knew it was vital to get them home. Russ, once again, managed the impossible and the boys were brought back to Sevenoaks. At the same time they arrived at the gate, the nurse called us into the room. Something was happening. I started screaming, but somehow found the strength in me to make the noise stop. I didn’t want to scare the boys. Charlie and Gabriel were rushed up to see her. We were all hovering, panicking. I was still screaming inside, but for the boys, I kept the tearing of my soul inside. I couldn’t believe what I was being told. It was suddenly happening so quickly. My child was dying. The boys kissed her, said their goodbyes and went downstairs.


I was shaking all over, unable to stand. Russ, Michael and I sat on the bed with her. She was wrapped up in our arms and we clung on to her body as the life force left her. After everything that had gone before, when the end came it happened so very suddenly. The shock was immeasurable. It is a feeling too incomprehensible to describe. As the very last breath left her body, this soft radiant smile spread across Caron’s face and a curtain of peace seemed to fall gently over her. Her body eased. She was no longer in pain. I buried my head into her still warm, soft skin and wailed. I wanted to thrash and shout and scream, but the boys were downstairs, so I pulled on the mask that I had donned for Caron and for myself. This time I did it for the two little boys downstairs who had, unbeknown to them, just lost their mother. Stephen, Michael, Russ and I clung to one another in despair, but how can you hold up another when you cannot hold up yourself? The hard work of grieving is something you do alone.
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