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A note from Verna


I never set out to write a book about cancer. The truth is, I’ve never really seen myself as a writer.


When I told my son and daughter that I was writing a book, they both said, “Wow Mum, that’s great. What are you going to say?”


My stories have turned me on enough to get me to dedicate seven months of my time. Unique for me as a writer and hopefully unique to you, as a reader.


Please allow me to share my empowering journey with you.


Cancer. The disease. The big C. That thing. Cancer, the forbidden word.


Cancer, the killer that comes upon you like a thief in the night.


No rhyme or reason, it chooses randomly and will attempt to take over unless you get equipped to fight this deadly disease.


In truth, my reason for writing this book is to share my fight with you. I was betrayed into thinking that I was healthy. No lump, no symptoms could indicate that breast cancer was developing and multiplying inside of me. It was only through requesting a routine mammogram that I shockingly discovered that I had early stage breast cancer.


This book is based on my true story. The names have been changed to protect the identity of the characters that appear in this book.


I have compressed certain time periods and altered the identity and background of certain individuals so that they would not be recognisable.




Prologue


“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” proclaimed the man with the wavy dark hair and dark cloak, as he stood draped over me like a hawk.


I could hear the sounds of weeping in the background.


He raised his hands to his shoulders, gently levering as he sprinkled gravel over my soul.


The grit of the pattering soil was quickly drowning me. It felt as though I was sinking in quicksand. My body lay heavy and helpless as I tried to call out.


My vision was gradually fading.


My voice was silent despite desperately shouting and screaming out, “Please, help. Help me.” I was being covered in fresh soil, which was weighing me down. The weight of the earth became heavier and heavier.


My time on earth was moving more and more into the distance.


I could still hear the voices and echoes of the mourners. I heard the pain and the sorrow of their grieving.


“Stop. Please stop. Stop.” I pleaded.


Ping!


Startled, I asked myself what was going on. I started shivering as I grasped the duvet covers. My hair stuck together like mounded lard and I reached up and touched my neck, which was dripping with sweat.


I rubbed the sleep from my eyes as I tried desperately to focus, flickering my eyelids. There was no movement in the room.


The darkness was filled with silence.


I reached over to my left side to feel for my mobile phone. I fumbled over using my fingertips and felt a smooth sharp cold object. Ouch! That wasn’t it. I continued moving my fingertips cautiously. I felt the flat surface and picked it up by the smooth edge and pressed the groove. The glare was so bright, I flipped the phone to its back and blocked it until my eyes adjusted. 03.27 am.


Gosh is that all…


I looked around; it was still dark.


I looked up to the ceiling and felt a great sense of euphoria.


“Lord,” I cried out, “Did you call me?”


I waited for a few seconds. What was I saying, I thought.


Uncontrollably the words come out again, “Lord, did you call me?” My mouth was dribbling. I rubbed my eyes with both hands to see if there was anyone there.


I heard a distorted, unrecognisable deep male voice whisper, “Child, continue to live your life. I am not ready for you yet.”


“Hey you! I need a face to face,” I shouted. “Come again!” I was feeling confident as I braced myself for a reaction.




Growing up


My story wouldn’t be complete without a little insight into my world growing up. I was born in Tottenham, North London and grew up in the Windrush era of the 1960-70s. Raised within a multi-occupancy household with my mother, Ivy Pearl Petgrave, the late Noel Petgrave and my sister Shirley, I remember my parents living in a one bedroomed room. It was like a studio flat, situated on the top floor within a large eight bedroomed house in The Avenue, Tottenham.


My father worked as a barber – yes, typical of the character in the TV sitcom Desmond’s – he would entertain his customers with his huge personality, share his stories and a joke or two. Being in Dad’s shop was his show, his arena. The customers would either wait hours for a haircut or just pop in for the entertainment. During the show, Dad would often pop out leaving his clients still strapped in the chair whilst he placed a bet or two at his local bookies.


Mum worked part time in the bingo hall in Bruce Grove and they both worked tirelessly to feed and clothe us and pay the rent. I often remember having to keep quiet at certain knocks on the door, not sure if it was the insurance man or rent man, but I quickly learned the rules; I would look to my mother’s eyes for direction. “Shoo shoosh,” she would say as she held her forefinger up to her lips and stared at me intensely. I got the message, no questions were asked.


There was a huge sense of relief when the footsteps of big boots would fade away. “Phew,” a sigh of relief as we carried on our chores until next Thursday.


I would often be privy to conversations about the racism often experienced and spoken about by my parents and their friends. It was a normal expectation, a sort of way of life as they struggled to be accepted and integrate in their chosen new life in Britain. Great Britain.


It was usual for big prams to be left outside shops as mothers would congregate for discussions and gossip. There was no such awareness of child abduction or at least it was rare. Prams were big and grand therefore had to be left outside in the front gardens of premises. There were no fold up or downs and were often used as transportation for other children, shopping and coal.


Iron stoves would be a common feature on the balconies for cooking. You would often feed the meter a shilling at a time, but by the time you came to cook your own meals for yourself and your family you often found you had to refill the meter with another shilling as the previous occupant would make full use of your credit.


A shilling was a lot of money in those days, equivalent to a shopping basket for a bag of rice, a tub of Bovril and a packet of cornmeal for porridge. My mother recalls the milkman would deliver the red and gold top milk and I would choose the red top as I liked the colour so much and bring it upstairs for her.


I got a great sense of the tension felt and a flavour of the frustrations felt by the community. It seems that you would have to curb your tongue. Your tolerance levels were at a peak as you tried to make a success of your life in England and yearn to be accepted within this society. It was a cheek by jowl existence.


You were really grateful to have a roof over your head. You would wash your clothes by hand and laundry in the bath was common place. You would then place your clothes inside your room on your clothes rail. Mum said it was not nice, but it was a start to a better life. All the tenants were in the same position as you, therefore you quickly adapted to a queuing method of living, adjusting quickly in desperation to conform to a new and better life.


In those days white folks would not rent any houses or rooms to black people full stop. There were notices on the front doors or windows. ‘No Blacks. No Irish. No Dogs.’


I suppose, as folk got more used to immigration they became more accepting and tolerant. As time went by the notices would slowly disappear from the doors and windows, but when you knocked on the door the occupants looked at you sympathetically and would politely say, ‘Sorry darling, no vacancies.’


Mum says that the response would be almost one of empathy. A well-rehearsed short announcement. No hard feelings, love!


No one was prepared to bend the rules overtly, but I do wonder, could this have been the start of the sudden surge of mixed race babies coming to the fore…


As you travelled from door to door, a sense of patriotism was felt. You were welcomed by your own ethnic background. They would be more obliging, after all they had made it in England and became the landlords. A sense of ‘help me out, bruv’ was felt.


In those days, you did not have the luxury of radiators, you had just paraffin heaters in your room, you would purchase the oil from the local garage and struggle to get it home. Sometimes the huge canister would take the place of the babies in the prams, there were no health and safety rules then.


As a child I recall listening and learning life skills quickly at an early age.


To be told once was enough, otherwise there were life threatening consequences. You were fascinated by the flaming lights of the fire in your family packed room often filled with the aroma of poisonous fumes of paraffin gases. You touched, you would burn; it was a simple as that.


I remember being entertained by watching the flicker of the red and orange flames, coated with blue. I would place both hands out for warmth. I remember standing up with my back against the fire, as I turned around I was careful not to touch the fire, the warm feeling on my back and the back of my legs was bliss.


The heat of the caged door would indicate if I was too near or not. If you touched it by either curiosity or any accident that was it, mate, you got burnt. Tough luck. Simply don’t do it again!


The saying, ‘If you can’t hear, you must feel,’ prevailed.


Later on in my youth I recall sitcoms such as Love Thy Neighbour, Mind Your Language and Rising Damp. I suppose it was accepted as funny and innovative, perhaps funny enough to break down the barriers within the different races; as folk mingled, tolerance was filtered through comedy.


The barriers slowly broke down over the decades and attitudes changed for the better.


I recall introducing my first friend from school to my mother and father.


Mum, Dad, this is Jane.


They delightfully looked her up and down; they approved. She was my next door neighbour, She had porcelain white skin, blonde stringy hair like hay and blue eyes that resembled sapphires. We believed that this integration was the beginning of being united.


Growing up, we didn’t see colour or race, However, I do recall once holding hands as we skipped to the playground. Our clasps would tighten as we turned our hands around and compared the contrast. No words were spoken, there was no need. As far as we were concerned we were friends and we were going to have lots of fun.


I remember holding hands as we sought adventures, playing hopscotch and run outs, to name a few. We enjoyed our friendship, and would look forward to seeing each other everyday.


I remember frowning at the thought of being called indoors by either of our parents right in the middle of a game, or being told that we had to go and visit relatives. Drat! I remember feeling really cheated and feeling that life was so unfair. I don’t think my parents understood how important friendship was when you are young and carefree or perhaps they had simply forgotten.


We were very privileged to live within a household of other West Indian occupants. They too were from the West Indies; these Windrush recruits sought hope and a better life. They were full of beans and enthusiasm, this was their dream, this was our future.


The man who was that passenger at the back of the bus is now driving the bus. That woman who was taking her children for their inoculations was now administering them as a nurse. Their dreams came true.


Mum and Dads friends were mainly of Irish and Cypriot descent. Dad often spoke so highly of his friends Paddy and Deidra. Mum often spoke of her late friend Alexandra.


Paddy was a thick set Irish builder with red hair and a black heavy donkey jacket and denim jeans. I don’t recall him wearing anything other than this style. He would often reek of alcohol and share jokes and work experiences with Dad as they filled the room with roars of laughter.


Deidra was a typical Irish nurse, gentle and caring. She had a secret lover from the West Indies and became pregnant with his child, whom she brought up as a single parent. He was already married and she was his bit on the side.


She embraced the West Indian culture, and had a twang in her accent that really resembled a West Indian accent – a mixture of accents that somehow mingled together into a tranquil whole, hilarious!


She would shop for curry goat with my mother and they would cook rice and peas and chicken with all the spices, which perfected any authentic West Indian cooking. Her daughter, Miranda was a precious jewel to her and her partner, this secret would be most unwelcome by her Irish folks back home. Sadly Miranda’s existence was hidden, therefore she had no cousins or grandparents or other relatives in her life.


This relationship had to be kept secret to prevent Deidra being disowned by her family and also prevent her elderly parents and relatives from suffering a serious illness through the shock of knowing that their daughter had deceived them in their eyes and had engaged in an interracial relationship and worse of all produced a mixed-race child; this was equally as serious as committing a murder.


Alexandra resided in England for some twenty years. Again, I suppose for a better life. She and her husband emigrated from Cyprus and raised their family alongside ours, we were all immigrants together. Alexandra always wore black clothing; she had dark curly hair, clear olive skin and a beard. Yes, she would kiss me and it was all spiky, I dreaded it.


You would think that Alexandra came to England under duress. She refused to learn the English language. Surprisingly, we somehow managed to communicate with her generosity of kindness, delicious Greek food and damn good company.


If she felt like it, she would make an effort with her children interpreting when she was lost for the correct words and terminology. This would often make me smirk and I would find myself holding my stomach in my ultimate efforts to disguise my belly laughs.


In frustration, she would shout, ‘Fucking bastards!’ After all, she was rebel without a cause from Cyprus. I suppose she didn’t want to let go of her culture or her identity.


The integration amongst the Blacks, Irish, Asian and any person really not considered to be English was hard; we were all competing to be the accepted race.


Friday nights were party night in our house. The fun and great expectations of the Friday night parties made the weekends. The old reggae artists such as Toots and the Maytals, Jimmy Cliff and Pat Kelly’s How Long Will It Take? and Talk About Love would be blaring out through the Formica homemade speakers patched up with plywood and vinyl. I would secretly pretend to be asleep when I heard Mum’s footsteps, as she sneaked upstairs to check on me and my sister. I would place the pink cellular blanket over my face with one eye peeping out.
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