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Foreword


The kernel of this little book is three articles which I wrote for my local paper, the Jersey Evening Post, between being diagnosed with advanced throat cancer (in the summer of 2023) and dying of it (in the next few weeks).


I was very fortunate that somehow the second article went viral, and was shared with millions of people across the world. It was picked up by the Spectator, the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Mail, and I read it out on BBC Radio 4’s Broadcasting House programme. I was inundated with beautiful, heartfelt messages; some just wishing me the best, and many others telling me that my words had helped them. Some were in a similar position to me, and found a measure of comfort in a perspective which suggested that it is possible to approach death with equanimity and acceptance. Others were living busy, healthy lives and were grateful for a reminder that life is truly an amazing, improbable gift, and by focusing on that one could worry less about the ultimately inconsequential things which tend to occupy most of our daily bandwidth. Several told me they’d been inspired to patch up or end certain relationships, or that they’d quit their job, or even that they’d decided to sell their house and go on an adventure.


I had hoped that I might have more time to develop my articles into something quite a bit longer, but unfortunately my cancer was more vigorous and motivated than I was. This is partly down to my Olympic-standard ability to procrastinate – in no way dimmed, I discovered, by the deadline being so demonstrably close and final – but mainly due to my preference for spending my last days in the sun, drinking white wine with my amazing wife. However, what I have managed to do is to expand on some of the themes I touched upon in my newspaper articles. In particular, I tried to consider and collate what are the things which have given me such a great sense of peace and contentment, and why dying at 46 really isn’t so bad.* It’s rather short and scrappy – Montaigne it ain’t – but I hope it gives a flavour of how I have approached my illness and death, and perhaps provides some explanation of how it is possible to ‘go gentle into that good night’, while still living and loving life to the fullest extent possible.


I’ve also included something I wrote to help people behave around the dying. The fact is that many people don’t know what to do, and sometimes therefore say or do something unhelpful or even insensitive. Worse, though, is that because they may worry about doing the wrong thing, some people don’t even make contact at all. I hope the little pointers I’ve provided can help them.


I have called all of this ‘A Beginner’s Guide to Dying’ because the intention was to show some of the things that, for me at least, made the road a bit smoother, and the destination a little less frightening. However, in some ways it may be a rather stupid title. Of the three main words, the only really accurate one is ‘Beginner’. However much we’ve seen or thought about death, we’re all beginners at it when it’s our turn. And I’m certainly a novice at this, which makes it a bit presumptuous to call it a ‘Guide’. These are a few random dispatches from the front line, from a curiously clear, intense and liminal period of my life.


And, for that reason, it’s also only partly about ‘Dying’. I hope you’ll find that it’s mostly about living and life. Because, in an almost paradoxical way, I’ve found that having a really positive view of existence has helped me to be completely accepting of non-existence. I don’t even really think of them as opposites now. And of course, it may well be that ‘we’ don’t cease to exist when our bodies do – I think that’s a very real possibility – but none of us will ever know that for sure. The ‘certainties’ provided by both science and religion all ultimately rest on us believing something unknowable and unprovable. And that’s how it should be.


I actually thought about calling this ‘Morphine and Muscadet’, as the two have been great companions on this final journey, especially since I took the decision to turn down the brutal last line of chemotherapy that was on offer. My theory that someone should run a clinical trial on their combined benefits for the terminally ill has not been enthusiastically received by my doctors, but after I decided I’d had enough of the more orthodox treatments I found that opiates and dry white wine helped keep me going far better than endless rounds of poisoning and burning.


I also liked the idea of trying to show that this book is pretty light-hearted. I love life. The humble-bragging about some of what I’ve spent it on in the second newspaper article is only a very partial – and fairly heavily censored – list of my passions and idiocies. (I’m still a serving volunteer policeman in Jersey, though my thrilling days of dealing with minor car accidents, loose horses and dangerous overhanging branches are now behind me.) I love my wife and my family, my friends and my job and my hobbies, and my scruffy French sheepdog. I love adventuring and carousing and laughing at my own jokes; I love melted cheese and crosswords and bonfires and poems and toilet humour and crafty cigarettes; I love the sweet smell of the sycamores in the water meadows in the autumn.


I’m sorry that at 46 I’m leaving all that, and the thousands of other things which bring me joy. But I’m not depressed about it. My overwhelming feeling is of gratitude, of how insanely lucky it was to have lived in the first place. Humans being humans and you being you relies on a series of almost unbelievably improbable coincidences. And I have also been fortunate enough to see – sometimes in the worst of circumstances, like the three years I spent in Gaza – just how loving and selfless and fundamentally good our fellow human beings really are. Everyone is simply doing their best, and everyone is exquisitely precious.


There are many reasons not to fear death, and I hope that these short articles and thoughts may enable you to let it into your life a bit more. I have found that talking about death, preparing for it and accepting it, have helped me enjoy life all the more, to prioritise the important things over the trivial, and to feel a little more compassion for other people, all of whom are also trying to find sense and meaning in this brief, wonderful journey. However, in recent weeks I have also been given enormous practical help in this final transition by a group of amazing people.


The palliative care team at Jersey Hospice have been outstanding in helping me go on for as long as possible without too much pain or physical suffering. They’ve kept me out of hospital when possible, and enabled me to carry on doing the things I love. The final decline is fast approaching, and I know that when it arrives I shall be surrounded by love and good humour (and my family and my dog). Having spent most of my life working in international development, I know that I am extremely fortunate to have had this opportunity, which is still available only to comparatively few of us. Therefore, a portion of the royalties from this book will go to palliative care charities, and particularly those which seek to advance this standard of care in places which do not currently benefit from it.


I wish you all every joy in your own paths, long or short. All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.


Simon


Trinity, Jersey


June 2024


 


_________


*  I actually managed to reach 47 thanks to the opiates and dry white wine
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‘CANCER PENGUINS’


First published on 11 September 2023


I have recently been informed that, like it or not, I have to go to the South Pole. Or at least, that’s the best way I can think of describing what’s happened to me in the last few weeks. About halfway through this soggy summer, a surprised doctor confirmed that the weird lumps in my neck were metastasised squamous cell carcinoma, and the reason I’d had trouble swallowing for a year was a tumour in my throat. (I told you I was ill, as Spike Milligan wrote on his tombstone.)


This all requires six weeks of pretty exacting chemo- and radiotherapy in Southampton, which is due to start in mid-September. And the best analogy I’ve found to explain it is that someone has told me: ‘Right, Simon, you have to go to the South Pole.’ I have no great desire to go to the South Pole, and it’s not something one does lightly. But most people these days go to the South Pole and come back fine, although it’s perilous and you probably lose some weight (and maybe even some toes). However, I’ll also get to see some interesting things on the way (Cancer Penguins!) and know myself better when I get back.


So, I’m currently preparing for my unplanned expedition. I’m passing on my work as Director of Jersey Overseas Aid to my amazing team there, and my responsibilities as Chair of Jersey Heritage to my fellow trustees. I plan to keep in close contact with both by radio, but need to recognise there will be times when I’m in a crevasse and the signal is weak.


I am going to lose weight on my trek south, so I’m feeding myself up as much as possible. Bruno’s Bakery and the Parade Kitchen are playing their delicious part, and yesterday evening I ate over a kilo of cheese fondue, a personal best. Less enjoyably, I ought to start the journey as physically fit as possible, so the other day I did a press-up. I’ll probably do another one fairly soon.


When all is said and done, this trip to the South Pole is a solo expedition. However, there are many people helping me. Cancer.Je has offered me equipment (a phone for cheaper roaming) and even cash if I need it. Meanwhile, MacMillan has been stunningly, humblingly amazing. A sort of Polar Outfitters, if I can flog this metaphor for a couple more paragraphs. They have supplied so much in the way of mental and physical support. They have also given me all the information I’ve been craving, and had experts in all aspects of this journey tell me exactly what to expect. I cannot sing their praises highly enough.


I have also had so much support from so many people on this wonderful island. Cancer’s a funny one, in that it’s a scary thing and a lot of people don’t know how to react. But I’ve shed many more tears of happiness recently, at the affection I’m surrounded by, than of self-pity.


Thanks to my day job at Jersey Overseas Aid, I’ve long known what a compassionate and generous place Jersey is. I’m so grateful to everyone who’s got in touch, and have resisted responding to the many offers of practical help with a request that my sheepdog’s anal glands need expressing (not true, actually, though you’d do it too, you lovelies!). If it’s not too depressing, I shall keep you posted from time to time as I pick my way through the snow and ice.


I fully intend to follow in the footsteps of Amundsen rather than Scott, and a cure is definitely possible. Nevertheless, with the cancer fairly advanced, I have to accept that there is a decent chance I’ll be taking the Room Temperature Challenge rather sooner than I would have liked. I don’t know the exact figures and don’t really want to at the minute. But they’re easily two-bullets-in-the-revolver type odds. Perhaps a couple more.


In one sense this is all fantastically unlucky and unfair. I’m 46, unbelievably luckily married, doing a job I love, and suddenly facing the possibility of my own extinction. I won’t pretend a note of self-pity hasn’t occasionally found its way into the songs I sing myself at 4 a.m. And I must also admit to hearing a few bars of anger at that hour too: at taking more than a year to be diagnosed, at cancelled scans, bureaucratic errors, information droughts, etc.


However, that way madness lies, and during daylight hours, at least, I’m pretty good at tuning those emotions out. I’ve also managed – not quite sure how – not to blame myself too much. Three decades of smoking and a few periods of fairly Churchillian boozing can’t have helped (though of course some get away with it for much longer). And it’s possible also that my sporadic inability to calibrate how worried I should be about my health meant doctors were slow to take new aches and pains seriously enough. But just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you (as the T-shirt says), and just because you’re a bit of a hypochondriac doesn’t mean you don’t have squamous cell carcinoma.


So, I’ve managed to avoid some of the obvious pitfalls – self-pity, anger, blame – but how does it actually feel to get such a clear view of the scythe? Well, this may sound bonkers, but it’s not actually that bad. The one thing which makes my eyes leak is the thought of its impact on my loved ones, particularly my beloved wife Aurélie and my parents. The word ‘widow’ now chokes me up, and it’s even worse if I use it as a transitive verb. However, I’m not really sad for myself, or even fearful, and in fact I’d say the feculent prognosis has fertilised some green personal growth.


So, with apologies for inflicting them on you, stand by for some clichés. You’ve probably heard them before, and the oldest and truest part of you knows all this anyway, but our busy lives and brains are good at obscuring these thoughts. Cancer has clarified them for me.


First, I have much developed my ability to prioritise. Important things: Love; Kindness; Meaning. Not important: Money; Status; Validation. It’s so easy to forget that the truly rewarding things in life are basically free. Moreover, in Jersey, we are all richer than almost any human being who has ever lived. We have guaranteed access to shelter and food, and to health care and education and justice. We can instantly communicate with anyone, travel anywhere on the planet, and we have the entirety of humanity’s knowledge in our pockets. In Jersey we live in one of the most caring, safe and close-knit communities in the world. Yet we are usually on a treadmill to acquire more, and we compare ourselves to the few who we think are better off rather than the billions who are poorer. I do not lie awake now worrying about the mortgage.


Second, I have found it much easier to see the best in people. I usually walk around St Helier beaming like an idiot anyway, as I’m hopeless at recognising faces and prefer to baffle a stranger than snub a friend. But since my diagnosis I feel kinder, and swifter to excuse. Sit in the radiotherapy waiting room with people from every background and you realise that much more unites us than divides us (despite the best efforts of the Woke and their disappearing soulmates, the Racists, to convince us otherwise).


Observe the little acts of tenderness, the stoic humour, the courage. Serious illness and its familiar equestrian companion are great levellers, because they remove the masks we all wear and reveal the vulnerable humans underneath. And it’s quite easy to extend that outside the oncology department to realise that everyone is basically just doing their best. Even the woman who pinched your parking space, and the medic who insisted you only had acid reflux!


And finally, with the future uncertain, one lives more fully in the present. One can still worry about what comes next, of course (and I’ve just learnt the word ‘scanxiety’). But I am also appreciating so many things I might not otherwise notice or feel grateful for. A happy dog stretching in the grass; a perfect mushroom; a really good Stilton! Little things bring me enormous pleasure at the minute (and God I’m going to miss cheese when the feeding tube goes in). Conversely, not being able to make plans removes any temptation to scheme, covet or fret.


What I really wish is that I’d understood all of this many years earlier. With any luck I’ll recover, and have decades benefiting from (and annoying others with) these insights. And it is my sincere hope that some of you lovely people might reach these conclusions too, while there’s plenty of sand in your hourglass.
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