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   I would like to dedicate this book to the many, many people that I met on my journey through my cancer period, and especially to the ones that did not make it. And naturally to the nurses and doctors at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital Birmingham. Well done guys.
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Almost Living With Cancer

 

On the 27th of March 2015, I was diagnosed with Colonic Cancer. And with it also being my 54th birthday this certainly wasn’t the gift that I was really hoping for. Previous results for an uncomfortable time whilst visiting the lavatory at every given opportunity was put down to a renal condition - probably a kidney stone. An x-ray later showed that I did indeed have a stone in my left kidney, but that stone passed through my urinary tract while in was taking a pee a few weeks later, and not without the most horrific pain to my penis. Yet the initial pain still continued and I was assured by my GP that it was just an after effect and the pain should ease and eventually go away. But the pain got worse by the day, and I was eventually sent to the hospital for more tests.

 

After having a camera shoved up my arse at the ‘Queen Elizabeth’s Colorectal Clinic, the truth had finally been found concerning my uncomfortable complaint. So when the consultant who performed the ‘up the jacksie camera trick informed me that I had a tumour in my gastrointestinal tract, it came as little surprise to me.

 

“You’re taking the news quite well,” he said.

 

” That’s what I thought was the problem” I answered, totally unconcerned.




Neither he nor the student sidekick who was seated next to him could see why I was taking the news so graciously. But to be honest, this is exactly what I thought the results were going to say anyway, so how different should I react? I was then told that I would have to undergo further tests to see if I would get a few more breathing years on this planet, and little did I realise it at the time, but I was to visit this hospital on at least another eighty occasions before I could continue to live life as I wished.

 

Prior to this unfortunate appointment I had to go 36 hours without a bite to eat, and before I left the hospital that day a nurse informed me that I must take it easy when returning to eating my food.




“Just have a bit of soup when you get home and then wean yourself back onto solids - Okay?”




“The last thing I want right now is food,” I informed her. “As soon as I am near to my home I am grabbing a four pack of Budweiser beers.”




The nurse, a medium build black lady in her mid-fifties, and who may have in fact been a head nurse, probably took pity on me and was no doubt aware of my results. She just raised an eyebrow of disapproval and said very little about my future welfare before I left with some paperwork to take to my GP.




To save a few quid I actually walked the four miles to the hospital that morning and so I thought it would be a good idea to walk back home, as this would give me plenty of time to gather my thoughts. I was down to my last few pounds in cash and had just enough for a four pack of Budweiser’s. But when I reached the bus terminal the coach that takes me very close to my home was stationary there, and I therefore decided that I weren’t in the mood for a walk after all. I was sorting out the £2.10p fare that I required when a chap of about my age approached me. He had no doubt seen me fumbling for change and had realised that I hadn’t a pass of any sort.

 

“Wanna day ticket mate? I ain’t gonna use it again today.”




“Cheers mate” I said, and before I could offer him at least a quid for the ticket he was gone.




I took the day ticket from him and then took my place at the back of the waiting queue where naturally I checked the ticket to make sure that he hadn’t pranked me with an out-of-date pass. I put on my spectacles and examined the ticket to find that I was in the possession of the genuine article.




“Oh thank you God for that bonus,” I murmured to myself. “You’re too kind.”




I looked up at the heavens with spiteful sarcasm, growling at this miserly gift that was supposed to compensate for my recent diagnosis.




So I had a bit of luck with a free day ticket for the bus. Not a bad gift after being told that I wasn’t going to be part of this planet for much longer. But unbeknown to me at the time, my luck was just about to hit the jackpot.




I sat at the back of the number 29A single-decker bus that would take me into the town of Northfield, and I began to mentally arrange my bucket list. I have had this pain in the arse (literally) for a good few years, and the pain was increasing to a high level as each month passed by. I couldn’t see a good way out of this particular cancer, and although the results from the colonoscopy hadn’t told me whether it was terminal or not, I wasn’t confident of good news ahead.




I alighted the bus outside the first available off-licence where I indeed did fork out the last of my cash on four cans of America’s finest export. I then headed in the one-and-a-half-mile direction towards my home by foot. Rather than take the busy footpath I elected to hike via the ‘Lea Hill Recreation Area. This route would at least give me some privacy if I wanted to down a few ales. As soon as I entered the park I immediately pulled the ring-pull from one of my cans and took one big swig. It wasn’t a good idea to drink beer on an empty stomach but I was in no mood to indulge in any food just yet. It took only a few giant slurps before the first can was empty, forcing me to crack open another one. I also needed a wee pretty desperately and so I headed towards the brook where I wouldn’t be seen. There was a white plastic carrier bag directly beneath where I was taking my pee and I could see a fee new white envelopes sticking out of it.




“Oh” I said out loud, “I could do with a few of those.”




Once I had zipped myself up I picked up the bag and placed the white envelopes into my holdall. As I was just about to discard the plastic bag I noticed another envelope that was bulging with something inside it. I picked it up, and because it was very damp, the envelope tore open. Straight away I noticed it was a wad of £20 notes that was causing the bulge. Normally when you see a wad of cash on the ground, you get an exciting applause from a heavy heartbeat. Due to what had occurred at the hospital I was as calm as if I had only picked up a 50p coin. I quickly checked to see if they were joke notes but they all seemed okay. And besides, the money still had the banker’s band around them. I checked the plastic bag to see if there were any more goodies inside. A few jars of pills, no doubt for narcotic use, where inside, but I left them there. My first thought was that the money was drug related, but that wasn’t my problem.




It took me little time finding a bigger stride to get out of this park, and I was soon walking through some farmland close to my home. Now that I was alone and safe from prying eyes I re-checked the wad and was satisfied that I had real money on my person. But how much?




My partner, Pam, was still at work, and so I took the money and another can of beer to my bedroom. The cash was very damp, therefore making it difficult to separate each note. I took Pam’s hair dryer and proceeded to blow-dry the notes, and I watched with amusement as they flew in the air. I had barricaded them in so they wouldn’t go everywhere, and after a few minutes they were pretty well dry. Now it was time to count it.




I had found the biggest haul of my life.




Because I walk almost everywhere I tend to find money on a regular basis. I have handed a few items back that have had the owners name on it because I am too guilty to keep it if find out who owns it. But if it is showing only the Queen’s head, then it becomes my property -period. My biggest find before this one was when I found £215 scattered on parkland near my home just a few years earlier. But this find would take some beating.




With the £1000 drug money that I had just found I bought a nice second-hand HTC One Android Phone from CEX. I paid for two holidays, one in April at Snowdonia, North Wales, and a week-long break near Falmouth in Cornwall. I purchased a few nicer items until the cash finally ran out. And do I feel guilty about keeping the handsome find? No, I do not. If I had handed the money into the authorities, the chance is that I would have been able to keep it after six weeks anyway, that’s if nobody came forward to claim it. But it was almost certainly drug money, so the chance of a claimant coming forward was pretty close to zero. So why should I wait for six weeks when I can have it now? At least I saved the police from nuisance paperwork. And besides, it was my birthday and I had just been diagnosed with bowel cancer. Well, that’s the way I looked at it at that point in time.




I managed to do a little work here and there, but the pain eventual became too much for me to take. I eventually had to give up graft but did manage the odd bit of work for small amounts of cash when I was drugged up with morphine. This forced me to take the drastic action of becoming one of the many victims of the dole queue, and the little money that I did get only covered minor bills (It took me another six months to claim sickness benefits, and by the time I was accepted I received the backdated amount of £2,450).




It took me a few days before I would tell my immediate family of my predicament (except my brother Rion, who I told immediately. And I also gave him £200 of that grand that I found, but don’t tell anyone). By the time the word had reached Pluto I was to receive condolences from just about everyone that I knew, and I hadn’t even died yet. I was also in the possession of umpteen pieces of paperwork from the Queen Elizabeth Hospital Birmingham (QEHB), and when the time came for me to attend the results from an MRI (or whatever) scan, my sister Dawn came along with me to give a little support and encouragement. I actually wanted to go on my own at first, but looking back, I am glad that she came along.

 

It had taken almost two weeks before my appointment letter with Dr Radley, my oncologist, to arrive in the post. In that time, I began to deteriorate rapidly in health. No longer could I walk more than about 200 metres without becoming tired and breathless, plus I was losing my appetite. The tumour was hitting me very hard, and even the morphine pills were becoming pretty non-negotiable in pain relief. I was convinced that I would be on my deathbed in no time at all, and I was just hoping that I could be given some super strong drugs to keep me going for the final few months of my life. This would at least give me just enough time to complete a bucket list of some sort, or what I called it at the time, a fuck-it list.




I met Dawn at her home in King’s Heath on a pretty nippy spring morning. She had a lot more confidence with today’s eventual outcome than I did. I myself had already written a very thoughtful obituary to be read out at my funeral by whoever may want to do the oral speech. Yet despite my confidence with my soon to be positive results I was actually in a decent mood. Too be honest, I wasn’t as depressed about the situation as I may be making the reader believe. We all have to go at some point in time but I really wanted to see a few more Football World Cups before I leave this planet, plus it was Rugby World Cup year too.




“Geoffrey Peyton.”




That was my call to have my weight and height measured before I see Dr Radley. Dawn waited amongst the dozens of other waiting patients while I went into a room with a young black nurse who seemed to be happy in her work. To be honest, I’ve never met a depressed looking nurse. They are always cheerful with everyone. For the job that they do, and with all the annoying assholes that they have to put up with, I suppose they become more relaxed and modified with various situations. Or maybe I am completely wrong, and they are just putting it all on in a professional manner.




After a very short time in another waiting room I was finally called into Dr Radley’s room by a very pleasant nurse who was dressed in the darker blue uniform, rather than the sky blue one. This usually means that she is a bit ahead on the gaffer side of things; a sister nurse perhaps. Her name was Mrs Crutch, and thankfully I refrained from bursting into hysterical bouts of laughter. Dawn came in too, and when Dr Radley joined us we were all ready and set for my time limit on earth to be itemised.

 

Dr Radley was about forty years old, which in my book is an acceptable age to quality as an experienced consultant. He shook my hand and gave me a look of solicitude before offering me a seat next to the door.




“Well,” he said, still with a mindfulness stare. “You know why you are here?”




I nodded a silent yes.




He looked at his laptop before returning a stare back to me.




“You have a tumour in the lower rectal. A rather large one.”




I nodded a silent okay.




“The good news is, is that the cancer hasn’t spread, but you will need surgery very soon.”




I immediately looked at Dawn with a raised eyebrow, and we stared at each other with no doubt the same thought.




Dr Radley continued.

 

“You will have to undergo radio and chemotherapy so we can reduce the size of the tumour. Once you have completed that treatment we will need to perform surgery and cut it out.”




With good news being dished out, it came as little surprise when Dr Radley gave me some bad.




“During the surgery we will have to fit a temporary stoma and you will have to wear a colostomy bag until we can reverse the operation, which will be after three months or so. Do you know what a stoma is?”




I shook my head.




He showed me an artist’s impression of a stoma, but I didn’t really look properly because I simply didn’t want to. He put his index finger on the right side of my abdomen and announced, “The stoma will go just there.”




Dr Radley went on to explain what I should expect for the many months ahead. Dawn showed a tear or two of joy as she sat directly opposite me. She always believed (I think) that the outcome of today’s visit to the hospital would be of beneficial tidings, regarding the continuation of my life on earth. Whereas I was about as confident in the results as I would be in Wolverhampton Wanderers winning the ‘Champions League.




Dr Radley left the room while Nurse Crutch went on to do more explaining about this and that. I was informed that the operation wouldn’t take place for another four months, as I need to undergo all of that radiotherapy and the dreaded Chemotherapy. Whatever, it was apparent that I was going to annoy people for a little longer than I thought. At least I will be able to continue writing shit like what you are reading right now, of which I apologise.




So being given a reprise was a massive bonus, not to mention an even bigger surprise. I actually felt embarrassed about the situation to be honest, as I had already informed some friends that I probably wouldn’t see Christmas. So now I would have to tell them all that I was wrong at my own prognosis and that I had jumped the gun a little, and almost certainly escaped the death penalty. But when I did later inform them they all seemed pleased with the results, and no doubt called me a wanker when I was out of listening distant.

 

I continued with stronger pain killers while waiting for my first radiotherapy appointment. I was to start the tablet form of chemo at the same time, which ended up being three weeks after my diagnosis. In between that time, I had managed to get away to Snowdonia for a few days with Mike, a friend of over twenty-five years. I managed to overcome most of the pain while I was away, as the adrenalin and excitement of a break from the rat race had helped numb and disguise the pain a little.

 

*I have actually written a journal of that short break, and if you want to be bored even more with my writing, you’re more than welcome to read ‘A climb too far, which is available in all terrible Kindle stores.

 

I didn’t know what to expect when I arrived at the Cancer Unit at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital for my first session of radiotherapy. I had already started taking Capecitabine (the chemo tablets) on the morning of my first appointment. This was to be the start of a six-week period of radiotherapy where I have to show up every week-day until the middle of June, and continue with the pills for a further four weeks. I had been informed by Dr Gea (my chemo/radio consultant, whose name is pronounced Gay) about possible side effects from the chemo. There were so many possible collateral relapses from the chemotherapy, and if I was to get the lot of them, then I would be a kind of fidgeting cocktail of the walking dead.

 

When you are diagnosed with cancer, you think that you are one a very few unfortunate souls to obtain the disease. This is not so. When I made my way towards room 10, which was the penultimate radiotherapy room, I had obviously passed the first nine. Bearing in mind that this department is open from 8.00am until 6.00pm, and the fact that there must have been at least sixty people waiting at one time, plus you are there for no more than thirty minutes, I had calculated that there must be close to a thousand people each day who are undergoing radiotherapy. Okay, you don’t have to multiply that by the five days of the working week, because they are more or less the same people each day. But don’t forget that there are those people who have already had their therapy and are either recovering at home or who are unfortunately on their deathbeds.

 

I was the first to be called on that first day, and the waiting room had exactly nine people sitting on very uncomfortable wooden chairs. Most of them were talkative (no, not the chairs) and seemingly jolly and accepting their predicament. Nobody showed obvious signs of feeling sorry for themselves, or each other for that matter. Why? Because we all had cancer, that’s why. After a time, I got to know most of them, as you always do in these situations. There was, however, one who kept himself to herself. No, that’s not a grammatical error, there was a transvestite there too - who neither looked nor spoke to anybody in the weeks that he/she was there. His/her name was Pauline, no doubt a former Paul. His/her (well, what am I supposed to write) hands were the size of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s, and he/she was built like a brick-shithouse.




“Geoffrey Peyton.”




The false and compulsory smile from a very pretty young Asian assistant radiotherapist, accompanied the calling of my name, motioned me towards her before asking me a few questions.




“Hello, and how are you?”




“I have cancer you stupid cow. How do you think I am?” is what I could have said, but of course I didn’t, and so I elected to reply courteously.

 

“Fine thanks.”




“Can you give me your date of birth?”

 

“25/03/61”




“Your first line of address.”

 

“25 Cropredy Road.”




This introduction went on for the whole six weeks that I attended radiotherapy, and as my time was coming to an end and the same questions were being asked, I told the therapist that she must know where I live by now, and where and when she needs to send my birthday card.

 

One thing that was guaranteed each morning before I arrived at each session of radiotherapy was the excruciating pain that I had to endure because of constipation. The morphine based Tramadol pills became useless in relieving the pain, therefore I had to wait until time allowed me to go to the toilet. I was noticeably in a lot of discomfort on a good number of occasions before I went under the radioactive rays, but all the nurses could offer for support was a few tuts, as if they really gave a shit. Before the therapy I was told by another consultant of what to eat and what not to. I stuck to her proposed diet but found that my bowels were becoming blocked, which forced this most excruciating pain. I struggled to open my bowels in the morning and eventually I fainted and collapsed - thankfully outside the hospital. I eventually came to, surrounded by paramedics and nurses. A crowd of people stood around, fascinated by what was occurring. Whilst I was in a sort of comatose state I was given liquid morphine, and that seemed to do the trick. I then proceeded to have my radiotherapy, and this time the nurses knew of my earlier predicament and therefore made an immediate appointment for me to visit the doctor for medication. I was given a course of Buscopan, which I have to say was a mighty relief, but I wasn’t too confident that they were the answer to my problem. When I got home I decided to take my sisters advice by drinking a mug full of prune juice and come off the prescribed diet and eat what I darned well liked. Almost immediately I was visiting the toilet more often, if not, too often. Nevertheless, I felt a million dollars, which meant that the doctors knew sod all about what my eating habit should have been.
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