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“So give me pearls for our troth ring, Gilbert, and I’ll willingly accept the sorrow of life with its joy.”

Anne’s House of Dreams, LM Montgomery

“I want, like an oyster, to take in even the grit, and create from it a pearl.”

Thecword2017.wordpress.com,⁠1 me
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The Dimple
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It wasn’t the lump, because that seemed hardly noticeable, and certainly neither husband nor I thought it anything other than one of those fatty lumps that surfaces and disappears throughout the menstrual cycle.

It was the dimple. 

And even though the lump didn’t disappear, neither did it seem to grow. I paid it no attention. But the dimple grew in width and, suddenly, depth. I glanced at it often; down at it, when in the shower. But never, I think, at its reflection. Never face on in the mirror. Not that I recall. Which is odd, because I frequently invest time in surveying all the many faults of my face and body, especially since having children. I am fascinated and appalled by my brutalised, battered, post-breastfeeding boobs, and the rolls of fat and pitted skin of my overstretched stomach.

Nevertheless, the dimple was overlooked for some months. 

And then suddenly, one morning, it dawned on me that a dimple as large as this one was not normal. Retrospect has given me the clarity of thought to realise that I had been in denial. I didn’t want the dimple to be anything dubious, so I pretended it wasn’t. But finally I thought it had reached a size that merited drawing it to someone else’s attention. I drew it to husband’s. 

At this point you might be wondering why husband wouldn’t already have noticed it or, having noticed it, not mentioned it in passing. And that’s a very good question. It’s not as though we don’t have, you know... an intimate aspect of our relationship.

But I can’t tell you why he might not have noticed it, because I don't know – more to the point, I don’t want to ask him. If I questioned him on his observational skills, I worry that he would somehow feel to blame. And blame is very much an action that should have no part in a cancer diagnosis. 

Anyway – husband seemed unconcerned. Husband seemed unsurprised. Husband suggested I see a GP. “But we’re going to Japan on Monday, so what’s the point?” I asked.

Ah yes, Japan. 

At this point I need to explain that we were intending to go to Japan for 11 weeks. Why? Because of husband’s midlife crisis, that’s why. Husband does not argue with this diagnosis, even though I can only guess at it, since husband is one of those popular breeds of men who does not speak of his emotions. Suffice to say, this personal, predictable and terribly stereotypical predicament, rather than manifesting itself in a mistress or a Porsche, surfaced in a sudden desire to go and work in a Japanese associate’s Tokyo office for a short period. I had, for a while, ignored his occasional comments on the existence of this office, and the possibility of his visiting it; after several of these comments, I finally cottoned on.


Husband: A Japanese associate says if we ever want to go to Tokyo, he has space in his office I could work in.

Me: That’s nice.

[One month later]

Husband: There’s that Japanese associate saying I could work in his office if we ever want to go to Tokyo.

Me: Yes.

[One month later]

Husband: Would it be a possibility, going to Tokyo, do you think? Just for a couple of months, or something? Only, my Japanese associate says I could work in his office.

Me, thinking: Ahhh, he wants to go to Tokyo.



To cut a long story short – skip to the end! [This is one of my favourite lines from Noughties sitcom series Spaced, starring Jessica Stevenson and Simon Pegg. Not at all relevant in this context] – we had arranged an 11-week trip to Japan, taking our children with us. And this trip was to start in four days’ time. What was the point, I asked husband, of seeing the GP now? He reasoned that at least I could get some peace of mind from her, whatever the diagnosis. Otherwise I would spend 11 weeks in Japan worrying about this dimple. So the appointment was made.

Retrospect has given me the ability to say that just the look on the GP’s face confirmed the diagnosis I feared it would be. Which is hugely unfair on her professional abilities, since she did to a large extent remain poker-faced and unforthcoming. Memory is a fickle and misleading thing – I may now be claiming a comprehension I didn’t actually have at the time. Hindsight, and all that. 

Having undressed my top half, I lay under her distant scrutiny (distant as in objective; she wasn’t the other side of the room or anything. That would have been ineffective); she said she couldn’t make a definitive diagnosis, and it could be nothing – it was usually nothing – but that she would like to refer me. “But I’m going to Japan on Monday,” I blurted. (As far as my subconscious was concerned, she had basically confirmed what I already feared. But we had this trip to Eastern Asia planned and ready to put into full execution. It didn’t even enter my head that the trip be abandoned – so much had gone into the preparations, and it would cost money, time and possibly husband’s sanity to cancel. I wouldn’t put him through that.)

There followed a silent dialogue between me and the GP; she standing with pursed lips and a thoughtful frown, me with an incompetent, helpless expression.

GP, (probably) thinking: Hmm. Well, that’s awkward.

Me, thinking: I know, I’m a twit. I shouldn’t have left it till now.

GP, (probably) thinking: You maybe shouldn’t have left it till now. What to do...?

Me, thinking: Come on, you’re a doctor. You can do anything. Solve this please!

“Why don’t you see a doctor in Tokyo?” asked my GP, with such a wonderful degree of nonchalance, I felt slightly ashamed I hadn’t thought of that. “I’m sure they’re more than capable,” the GP added, with a shrug of her shoulders. “In the meantime I’ll refer you here anyway, so you’re in the system.”

It was with a perhaps misplaced sense of relief that I returned home. “She doesn’t really know what’s causing it so said she’d refer me,” I told husband. “But she also said I should see a doctor in Japan. So let’s just go ahead with the trip and deal with it when we’re out there.”

It was that simple.
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Chapter 1
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If you were of a superstitious disposition, you might think that the opening blurb on the home page of my travel blog⁠2 about our trip to Eastern Asia was asking for trouble: “A Scottish family let loose in Japan for 11 weeks... What could possibly go wrong?”

I started writing the blog a good month before that suggestive dimple appeared; two months before we set off on our travels; and two and a half months before my diagnosis. I distinctly remember husband expressing a cautious “Hmmm,” when he read those lines, his tone loaded with an uncharacteristic superstition.

The thing is, I don’t feel that anything did go wrong. We ended up spending five and a half weeks in Asia, rather than the originally planned 11; but it was five and a half weeks of adventure, education, entertainment, pleasure and enlightenment, interspersed with the occasional medical appointment at which unpleasant news was broken. 

I can’t say, however, that my experience of the Japanese healthcare system was anything other than great – not a recommended tourist destination but if you do end up there, don’t worry, you’ll have a splendid time.

I have never thought myself particularly good at compartmentalising my thoughts. If something is bothering me, the stress of that seeps into every crevice of my mind, tainting all other thoughts. But in those few days after I saw the GP, I barely thought of what a referral implied, or of what I should perhaps be afraid of. First, we were too busy to be anxious. And second, floating around in my subconscious was that old edict: if there’s something you can do about a problem, why worry; and if there’s nothing you can do, there’s no point worrying. In other words, I would cross the Japanese doctor’s diagnosis bridge when I came to it.

The very next day husband and I attended the funeral of the wife of one of his childhood friends. She was young, and a mother, and while I couldn’t sing the hymns because I was choking over the music and the words, all I could think as I gazed across the chapel at her two children, cwtched into their daddy, was how unfair it all was. How utterly miserable.

And then those tears and any thoughts of my own predicament were swept away, by a weekend of cleaning, tidying and packing. There is a lot of administration involved when you’re upping sticks for longer than the usual two-week summer holiday. 

I had researched decongestants for the flight, and which medicines we would be allowed to take into Japan (as noted on the foreign travel advice page of the UK government’s website, Japan has very strict drug laws and won’t allow into the country medicines such as Vicks inhalers, or those for allergies and sinus problems, cold and flu medication containing Pseudoephedrine, or over-the-counter painkillers containing codeine. “Foreign nationals have been detained and deported for offences – ignorance may not be considered a defence.”);⁠3 I had also researched English-speaking doctors, with that maternal fear in the back of my mind that one of the children might have an accident or fall ill and I should have the details of a medic ready and close at hand; put together a home-learning plan (since we had decided not to have a private tutor and couldn’t afford to place the children into an international school); practised, cried over and marvelled at the Japanese language and hiragana (one of its three character sets);⁠4 cleaned and tidied the house to such an extent I discovered nooks and crannies of our home I didn’t know existed; panicked about the sound of people eating noodle soup (I have misophonia); [Misophonia is a condition that elicits anger or disgust when the sufferer hears someone, for example, sniffing, chewing, slurping, breathing...tinnitus.org.uk/misophonia] selected which clothes to take and which to leave...

We would be having a family stay in our house while we were away, so in the previous weeks I had been gradually storing away items of sentiment or breakability, and rearranging those – kitchenware, toys and books – I was happy to see used. (Or, to be entirely honest, that I couldn’t be bothered to pack away. We own a lot of shit.)

The children were instructed to store away their most precious toys – son swept up most of his Lego models and solemnly packed them in boxes.

(Oh! Yes, there’s a story about the boxes, too. I had gone online and ordered ten large boxes in which to parcel away our things. I am a little lackadaisical when it comes to checking price tags. Miraculously, however, when the company emailed me on the morning of delivery to confirm the order, I actually read the damn thing, and was slightly disconcerted when I saw this:

KL BROWN STRONGER ECONOBOX C125TT 508Lx508Wx508H PACK 20       

QTY 10       PACK 20

Quantity 10; pack 20. Hmm. That must mean... wait, I’ll do the maths... not my strong point, and I’m not confident I’m getting this but... 10 packs of 20 boxes... that’s 200 boxes. I had ordered 200 boxes. And when I called the company to beg stupidity and ask them to cancel the order, the angelic lady on the other end of the phone (who was called Angela! Nominative determinism!) asked me if I hadn’t seen the amount of money that would have come off my credit card. No, I said. I hadn’t. Because as far as I was aware, I had ordered 10 boxes, and I knew how much that would be so why would I check the bill at the end? If I had noticed the £300 figure, sure, I might have realised more quickly the mistake I had made. Anyway, she got the pallets off the lorry and reimbursed my credit card, and we ended up with just 20 boxes, which turned out to be the perfect number.)

And those last two days at home were spent packing suitcases, bagging up the dirty laundry to store in the attic (I’ve had a sudden thought – is the laundry still up there? In the attic?), locating passports, buying enough cat food to last three months... 

Suddenly the trip was real. It was so real, there was no room in my mind to process any information other than that related to flying 5735 miles across the world and living in a culture and society utterly unknown to me. It was so real that joining some friends for dinner two nights before we left, I found it difficult to engage in conversation, to extract myself from the logistical turmoil that engulfed my brain.

And then everything was done. All boxes ticked. I looked at husband and said, “This is going to be incredible,” because I knew it would be. And he looked relieved.

We didn’t do a lot of flying, as a family. In recent years it had been such a rare occurrence for me that I had forgotten all the rules of flying – the security etiquette – such as placing liquids in clear bags. I knew I couldn’t have a knife or gun in my hand luggage, but I don’t tend to carry those anyway, so it wasn’t a problem. I must have been somewhat overcome by excitement, because as we approached security at Edinburgh Airport, and were putting our hand luggage on the conveyor belts, husband called out and asked if I had my laptop in my bag. “Yes,” I replied, not understanding why he asked. “And my Kindle and iPad.”

“Those aren’t supposed to be in there,” said husband, but not, in my opinion, vociferously enough. I shrugged, and put my bag through the x-ray machine.

Oh, how I regretted that shrug.

I walked past the x-ray machine to the security woman, who was in the middle of berating another traveller for failing to remove her tray from the counter and put it away. She was abrupt enough for Tray Lady to exclaim, “Rude!” as she glanced at me in search of some sympathy. I smiled serenely.

My bag trundled out of the x-ray machine onto a belt behind the security woman. She hauled it off and asked me, “Any electrical goods in here?”

Oh. Um. “My laptop. And Kindle and iPad,” I said foolishly.

“Take them out,” she commanded. “Those should have gone in a separate tray.” 

I removed the offending articles, and she placed them in different trays before returning them to start their journey again. They rejoined me at the bottom of the legitimate conveyor belt but when my bag reappeared, it was again on the conveyor belt of doom.

“You got any liquids in there?” asked the security woman.

Liquids? Of course not. Why would I have liquids in my bag?

The security woman opened the bag and pulled out, in quick succession, bottles of  Calpol, Karvol and Olbas Oil, [All perfectly innocent medical liquids, well known to any carers of germ-magnets. Aka children] remarking “What’s this?” as she extracted each one.

Liquids, I guess.

“They need to be put in a see-through bag,” she said, putting them each in a see-through bag and exiling them to separate trays, to begin again their x-ray journey. At this point I suddenly remembered all the new-fangled [In place since 2001] airport security measures, such as taking all your electrical goods out your hand luggage, and putting small bottles of liquids in transparent bags. Too late now, though, isn’t it doll face? You’ve brazenly attempted to break the rules and are now holding everyone up, ruining the security woman’s already stressful day and making a dick of yourself.

And yet again, despite the liquids having been removed, my hand luggage was expelled from the x-ray machine onto the conveyor belt of doom. “What else have we got in there?” the security woman asked. I was suddenly overwhelmed by the desire to make a run for it and leave behind all my stuff. I wracked my brain to think of how many other illicit items were in my hand luggage. I was quite prepared to be arrested for stupidity. 

“Nothing,” I said.

“The machine definitely sees something,” she said. 

Then the machine is more intelligent than me, I thought miserably. By some miracle, I suddenly recollected my make-up bag, and suggested that my foundation might be the final recalcitrant item.

“Let’s try that,” said the security woman, who had been so much more patient with me than with the poor woman who forgot to put away her tray. Maybe the security woman thought this was a work assessment, and her employer had sent me in as a customer services exercise. No-one could be this stupid, she must have thought.

Finally, with the foundation removed, my bag and all its contents made their way down the approved luggage conveyor belt in five different trays. I gathered it all together – then put my trays away.

It was a 12-hour journey in total, flying via Amsterdam. It was a journey I had prepared for by stashing away a supply of diazepam, aka Valium, since I have struggled in the past with being confined in a small space for any length of time. I only needed one wee 2mg pill to last me the entire journey, though, since it saw me giggling and high as a kite at Edinburgh airport, and then sink into an insensible lethargy on the plane, hypnotised by the drone of the engines and the warmth of the space. 

The children were delighted by the plethora of films they could watch in the comfort of their seats, and were unable to sleep at all during the journey, the excitement and distractions far too overwhelming for relaxation. Landing at Narita Airport, son, who had been having karate lessons for five years and was highly enamoured of all things Japanese, was elated. He behaved as though he had finally come home, announcing his love of everything he saw, from the aeroplanes and buildings to the rice balls and fire engines.

He bowed and said, “Arigato gozaimasu,” [Thank you] to every official he passed as we wended our way through the airport, which seemed to delight those who were on the receiving end of his gratitude. Son was in his element, and remained so for the rest of our stay in Eastern Asia.

The train journey from Narita Airport to Tokyo was fascinating enough to cut through our exhaustion and encroaching jet lag. The buildings were so very different, the sky so very sharply blue... I was fascinated by a screen at the end of our carriage which showed details of the train service. Japan is noted for its reliably punctual train service, so I was interested to see that, actually, several other trains were delayed, and for the following reasons (as stated, word for word, in English, on the screen):

1 Wind

2 Injured person

3 Obstacle thing.

The entire journey was gratifyingly smooth. We found our AirBnB apartment, and were delighted by its size, its facilities, its location... (Apart from the fact that it was next to a train line. Right next to it. Like, this close to it. And not just the train line, but also the level crossing, whose warning sound to pedestrians and drivers was a persistent BOING BOING BOING BOING BOING. I was not best pleased.) The children each chose their room and immediately started unpacking their suitcases and making themselves at home... Oh! Yes, it was a three-bedroom apartment. Who knew? I totally thought we would be staying in a shoebox. But this place not only had three bedrooms, it also had four balconies, a utility room and a walk-in wet room. It also had lots of jars of oils, sauces and pickles in the kitchen, since one regular tenant was a chef, who taught cookery in the apartment. 

Once the excitement had dissipated a little, and we had explored the flat, I was able to sit down and check my emails.

And I had received a message from the Run For The Cure⁠5 Foundation, (a Japanese charity helping to reduce breast cancer through education, screening, and treatment). My paranoid-mum researches on English-speaking doctors had taken me to a site which, the day after my UK GP appointment, I scoured for any information on breast cancer specialists. There was a lot of information to wade through. Too much. So many doctors, how was I to choose one? And then, thank god, this charity popped up, and I thought, well, if it’s a breast cancer charity, maybe it can help.

And my desperate message to them via their site was answered just a few days later.

“There are more than a few hospitals offering breast cancer screening in Tokyo; but St Luke’s International Hospital may be the best one to make an appointment and visit as the hospital offers full English-serviced patient care.”

English-serviced! Well, thank goodness for that. What did English-serviced mean? I didn’t care. This wonderful woman had offered me a lifeline, some inside information on where to go for medical attention.

But I didn’t make the call, not immediately. We were to stay only one night in our Tokyo apartment, before heading off the very next morning to Hokkaido, the northernmost Japanese prefecture⁠6 and island, where we were to sample the Sapporo Snow Festival, smell the sulphurous mountains of Noboribetsu and suffer the pancake-thieving magpies of Hakodate (well, only son suffered those, although it was traumatic enough to threaten to overshadow much of the holiday).

I thought that if I called the hospital to make an appointment, and then said, oh but I can’t make an appointment for the next week, it would sound a bit silly. So we set off on our mini-tour of the north while I safely shelved the contact details of the hospital. Just knowing I had the number, and somewhere to go when we got back from Hokkaido, put my mind at rest. 

We spent the next four nights force-feeding ourselves this new culture, gobbling it up, taking in the astonishingly diverse sights and smells of this country. So much stimulation, so much sensory information... 

...The soft ethereal snow of Sapporo (“The powder there is supposed to be amazing,” a friend back home had said, and it had taken me a moment to remember that she is an avid skier, and was talking about snow, not cocaine), and the incredibly detailed ice and snow sculptures of the festival (a life-sized Arc de Triomphe, a gigantic R2-D2...). Equally impressive was the way in which the crowds were gently shepherded to walk around, up and down the 1.5km avenue of sculptures in an anti-clockwise fashion. All very orderly...

...The opportunity to put into use just a fraction of the masses of Japanese we had learned in the run-up to this trip – a crash course in the language, for three hours a week for three months, though I’m afraid all I got was the wrong end of the stick when a lovely senior citizen on the train pointed to a leaflet about the Snow World amusement park, failing to infer that all she wanted to know was whether we were going there, leading to me repeating, “Watashi wa Sukottorando-jin desu.”[ “I am Scottish”] I’m sure she didn’t care what nationality we were, although she did respond by saying, “Whisky! Sapporo whisky!”[ “Sapporo” whisky is the Nikka brand, whose distilleries are actually in Yoichi, 58km west of Sapporo. www.nikka.com/eng/distilleries/Probably more famous in the West is Sapporo beer... sapporobeer.com] And that was the only point at which we could identify with one another and share a common (one hesitates to say) interest, since after that we fell into an embarrassed silence and looked out different windows...

...The impression that there was no such thing as unemployment in Japan, since absolutely everybody seemed to have a job, no matter how small. Two men would wave cars into and out of a car-park, and then wave pedestrians across the entrance to the car-park; someone would walk behind a reversing lorry, notifying everybody of the lorry’s movements by way of a whistle and flag, despite the fact the lorry was also beeping; at museums, someone to direct you to the ticket office, someone to sell you a ticket, someone to check the ticket, then someone to greet you as you enter...

...The many types of slipper, along with the etiquette that dictated which slipper you could wear in which room. This was delightfully complicated. In our Sapporo hotel we were provided with slippers, though we were allowed to wear shoes in our room, and were not allowed to wear the slippers in the restaurant; in the Noboribetsu hotel (which was of a more traditional set-up), you were provided with two pairs of slippers, one of which you had to wear in your room, the other you could wear in the restaurant and spa. You could also wear your spa pyjamas in the restaurant; and in the Hakodate hotel, slippers were provided but their use wasn’t enforced and they didn’t seem to care what you wore where.

We left Hakodate and returned to Tokyo on the Shinkansen,[ bullet train] a smooth and efficient journey which was made slightly more interesting by the fact that husband had suffered a serious bout of food poisoning the night before, and I was genuinely intrigued about how he would cope on the four-hour train journey; also, we were all seated on different rows of the train, one behind the other, thanks to husband booking tickets at the last minute. Behind me sat daughter, sandwiched between two Japanese men and watching a succession of films on her tablet, apparently unfazed by the experience; an assumption that was swiftly quashed when we arrived in Tokyo and she wailed, “I hate Japan, I miss home, I don’t want to be here any more, I want to go home!”

According to my diary, I left it another day before I called St Luke’s International Hospital to make an appointment there, but I have no idea why. While husband went to work, I and the children went to Yoyogi Park,⁠7 where we watched other visitors offering their thanks and prayers at the Meiji Shrine. I seem to have been far too laidback about the whole breast dimple affair. Either laidback or in denial.

No, not in denial. I’ve known since I was 30 that I would get breast cancer. My paternal grandmother died of it at 39. My aunt and mum both had it, though they were in their sixties, and survived. I mean, come on, what were the chances? Surely pretty high? 

Since the lady from Run For The Cure had referred to St Luke’s as a “fully English-serviced” hospital, I expected whoever answered the phone to do so in English. Lol. When, a couple of days later, I did make the call, I was answered by a stream of Japanese, which took me something by surprise, though I was able to chant the now daily litany of “Eigo o hanasemasuka?”[ Do you speak English?] This, too, was answered by another stream of Japanese, but fortunately I didn’t panic and hang up, since only a few seconds later another voice came on the line, saying, “Good morning and thank you for calling. This is the translation service. How can I help you?”

I was so relieved by this, I didn’t give a fig about whether he was a doctor or not, and if my predicament might embarrass him – I didn’t hold back from explaining my symptoms and situation, and as good as begged for help. 

It was suggested that I would need to have a mammogram, and so an appointment to see a breast specialist was booked for two days later.

In Tokyo I took the children in search of a playpark. We had found two glorious “parks”, vast in scale, and imbued with a tranquility provided by birds, manicured plants and gardens, neat avenues of trees... But no swings or slides.

We wended our way north-west of the apartment, in a direction we had not been before, through the residential streets, across a very busy road near Shinjuku and finally, hurrah, into a park (Shinjuku Chuo) with a very exciting looking climbing frame and slide. 

Alas, daughter was soon reduced to tears by the tape that surrounded it to keep children out. A quick email to our Japanese teacher provided a translation of the sign on the tape:


“As a result of an inspection, something dangerous was found. As it is dangerous, please do not use.”



The children consoled themselves with an ice-cream and a very wide, very slippery concrete slide which they ran up and down 70 times. I stood watching them, entranced by the peace of this square in among high-rise offices and flats; also the musicians who, barred from rehearsing in their homes for fear of upsetting the neighbours, routinely practise their instruments in the parks of the city. A man playing sax sat near the bottom of the slide, and the children’s whoops and rapid descents were accompanied by gentle jazz. Further on in the park, standing in the centre of a small bandstand was a violinist who nodded to passersby.

It was a peaceful day.

And then this day was over and it was time to go to the clinic. 

Did I feel nervous? Was I anxious about what was to come? I knew what mammograms were like, since I had had two before. I must have assumed it would be much the same process, and I  don’t recall being particularly concerned. I shepherded the children as we, inattentive to our surroundings, followed husband, who was navigating us around the public transport system. I think there was a little confusion as to which of the many subway exits we needed for the clinic, but eventually we surfaced, crossed a road, weaved through some multi-storeys and found ourselves at the entrance to what looked like an office block.

The clinic reception was more redolent of a spa. Two beautiful young women sat at the counter, and the armchairs in the bright, airy waiting area were deep and cushioned. “Eigo o...” I began, but was swiftly interrupted by one of the beautiful young women.

“Yes, do you have an ID number?” Stumbling block number one, I thought, but when I explained I was a first-time patient – I almost said guest – I was given four forms to fill out. I sat down and urged husband to take the children away somewhere for entertainment. I would call him when I was finished. (Finished what? I didn’t know.)

As I waded through the forms, the receptionist became increasingly nervous that I risked being late for my appointment. I smiled in appeasement. “Nearly finished!” I said. She handed me my new ID card and told me to keep it for all future appointments.

And then I was ushered through into a changing room, where I was asked to change into a kimono and slippers, placing my belongings in a locker. It was almost as though I was about to have a massage, it was all so serene, and quiet, and gentle.

And I didn’t feel totally self-conscious when I sat on a chair in the hall, in my huge kimono and slippers, and noticed that nobody else was. Wearing a kimono and slippers. They were all in their civvies. They didn’t stare, anyway.

The mammogram was surprisingly rough. The practitioner, muttering “sumimasen”[ Excuse me] and “may I?”,  pushed and pulled me around on the plate, squeezing the life out of my breasts, making me almost breathless with the bruised pain. 

“Does it hurt?” asked the practitioner, “Is it painful?” Yes, of course it is, I thought. But I’ve had babies, so it’s all relative. I laughed breezily and shook my head.

Mammogram finished, I was guided back out and seated in the hall. Classical music was piped tinnily into the room, and I sat for 15 mind-numbing, lonely minutes before being taken into another room for an ultrasound scan.

It was during this scan that my assumptions and fears were finally confirmed, though the practitioner, having little English and clearly not thinking it her place to say anything, said nothing. Twenty minutes I was on that bed. Twenty minutes, as she placed gel on my chest and ran the probe over and over my breast, a couple of times the left one, but over and over and over the right, clicking on the computer keyboard, zooming in on certain sections of the image and highlighting it, zooming out, zooming in on another section and highlighting it.

I lay staring at the ceiling, occasionally glancing sideways at the computer screen to translate whatever it was that she saw there. I saw nothing but a wash of grey shades. The ceiling gave no reassurances, offered no distractions. Its blankness was a canvas on which my imagination drew concerns and fears; my stomach churned as I fought to lie still.

After 20 minutes, she indicated to me that I should stay where I was and left the room. She was gone for 10 minutes. I continued lying staring at the ceiling, unsure what to think. There was definitely a problem – that much was clear from the practitioner’s assiduous scanning. I was miles from home, from all that I knew, and felt really quite detached from my body. That was now a slab of meat, which the practitioner understood better than I did. I had my suspicions but when would they tell me? How would they tell me?

And then the practitioner returned and took me out to the waiting area, saying, “Dr K will come and speak to you.”

Another 15-minute wait, during which another woman entered and, after a short time, left the office in front of me, bowing as she backed out the door, repeating, “Domo arigato onegaishimasu, domo arigato sensei.”[ “Thank you very much, many thanks teacher” – formal] And then Dr K – sensei – appeared at the door and beckoned me into her room.

I entered and sat down.

“See your mammogram here? And your ultrasound here?” she pointed to images on her computer screen and I stared at them, fathoming nothing from either. “There is a shadow in your right breast,” she said. “It is breast cancer.”

I knew this, of course. But there was a part of my mind wondering how she could be this certain just from some pictures. I sat looking at her and nodding, waiting for the solution.

“There is shadows in your left breast but that is nothing,” Dr K shrugged. She continued explaining the diagnosis but I didn’t hear a word because I became fixated on the way she slow-blinked as she worked her way through a sentence. It seemed to be a nervous tic but I didn’t know whether it was because she was picking through her knowledge of the English language or because she felt uneasy breaking this news to a foreign woman. Or, indeed, breaking this news full stop.

“I will refer you to main hospital,” she continued. “You will have... biopsy?”

“Yes, a biopsy,” I nodded helpfully.

“Yes, a needle biopsy, and we will know more. Take your information to the reception desk and they will...” she waved her hand, allowing me to finish the sentence in my head. They will deal with it.

At reception, a bill was printed and handed to me to pay immediately. I handed over a credit card, and waited for further instructions. None came.

“Umm... I think I’m supposed to be going to the other hospital... Will you make the appointment or should I?”

“You call this number,” said the receptionist, handing me a card, “and tell them Dr K refers you. Tell them your ID number. They will do it.”

When I had left the clinic and got the lift down to the ground floor lobby, I found a quiet corner and phoned husband.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Dome City.”⁠8

“Okay. I’ve got breast cancer.”

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that...?”

“I’ve got breast cancer. The doctor just told me.”

“Okay, do you want us to come back and get you?” Husband’s level tone reflected my own.

“No, you stay there. I’ll come and find you.”

And off I went. If this had been London, where I lived for eight years, or even the streets of my current home town, my knowledge of the route would have afforded me the luxury of contemplation. But since this was Tokyo, and I didn’t know where I was going, all my brain power was distracted and utilised for navigation.

It all went a bit Pete Tong.

The Tokyo train system is slightly complicated, in that each line is owned by a different train company, and it’s usually necessary to buy a different ticket to travel on each line. I think. When with just the children I mostly used the Yamanote line, for which we needed only a Japan Rail pass, and which circled the city and took us pretty much every place we needed to be, from a station within walking distance of our apartment. When, as a family, we travelled further afield and used the other lines, husband invariably worked it all out and bought the tickets.

To this day I can’t work out where I went wrong.

I knew I needed a ticket for the Mita Line, and having checked the price for my destination, I bought a ticket. That got me through the barrier, from where I followed signs for the Mita Line. Either a) the signs were wrong, or b) I misread them, or c) I didn’t follow them correctly. I’m going for options b and c. Because I then walked for miles, down some stairs, along a platform, up some more stairs... and into another station concourse with more barriers. Barriers through which I definitely needed to go. Using the ticket I had already used to get through a barrier. 

Obviously my ticket didn’t work.

I turned and approached the ticket office, basically praying for a miracle of understanding.

“Eigo o hanasemasuka?” I asked.

“Sukotti,” the man replied, unsmiling and thin-lipped. Sukotti? Scottish...? How did he know I was from Scotland? Okay, never mind. I proffered him the ticket and asked, “Mita line?”

He barely looked at it as he took it from my hand. “Not Mita line,” he said dryly, before explaining in depth and at great length that the ticket I had bought was not valid for the Mita line. At least I think he did. It was all in Japanese so there could have been a few insults thrown in there too. For a moment I felt lost and slightly frightened, but while I stood like a rabbit caught in headlights, he took money from the till and gave it to me, repaying the difference between the ticket I had bought and the one I needed, and printed me out a new one.[ I’m sorry, can you imagine a British rail company employee doing that? Just paying back the money and printing a new ticket? Hell no. They’d have shaken their head and tutted, shouted loudly in English, printed out a new ticket and demanded full price, before handing out a three-page form to fill in and send off for reimbursement for the original ticket] 

Then he waved towards the barriers in vague boredom and I set off again, with no more mishaps. (And I realised he hadn’t said “Sukotti”, which doesn’t mean anything, but “Sukoshi” – a little.)

Eventually I found Dome City, an amusement, shopping and dining park which assaults all five senses in one handy location. I located husband and children and as befitted that place and situation, merely hugged husband and confirmed what I’d told him on the phone. “I need to make an appointment for a biopsy,” I said.

To escape the screams of the rollercoaster riders we went inside the Dome. I sat at the top of a flight of stairs in the centre of a department store and called St Luke’s Hospital again. 

“Eigo o hanasemasuka?” I asked the receptionist when she answered.

“Yes, of course,” she said. “Do you have an ID number?”

Why yes, yes I did! This made me feel oddly prepared, and part of the system. As shoppers passed me on the stairs, glancing at me and then averting their eyes, I explained that I needed to make an appointment for a biopsy; one was made for the following week.

The call made, the appointment booked, husband and I took the children back outside to experience the fun of the fair. Daughter was treated to a pancake with ice cream, which impressed her so much she wrote about it in great detail in her diary when we got back to the apartment. I also took her on the log flume, a somewhat foolish decision, since we already knew that she has a fear of heights and a terror of the sensation of falling that comes with turbulent flights and, oh, I don’t know, log flumes. She cried when we splashed to the bottom of the slope and berated me for taking her on the ride that she had begged to go on.

Husband took son on the rollercoaster, which I think he regretted, since, according to son, husband screamed like a baby. He denies this.

I didn’t find it hard to switch off from the fact of my cancer. I didn’t feel unwell. There was literally nothing more that could be done until I had the final, unarguable results of the biopsy. It was pointless worrying, and also almost impossible to do so, since we were surrounded by this whole new world, sights, sounds and experiences that enwrapped and enraptured me.

The next week was packed with visits to Ueno Zoo, notable for its incredibly voluble and opinionated flamingoes, and also the unlimited access to its pandas, unlike Edinburgh Zoo, where you have to join a waiting list to see the creatures; Kawazu, the town that usually sees Japan’s first explosion of cherry blossom – or sakura – where we joined thousands of other blossom tourists meandering beneath the avenues of candy floss pink trees; an emergency homesickness-averting shopping trip, which took in the Disney Store and also Tokyo’s Carnaby Street/Oxford Street hybrid, Takeshita Street, which sucked me and daughter in, swilled us around, flattened us and threw us out again; another trip back to Shinjuku Chuo, park of the taped-off climbing frame, which remained taped off; a jaunt to husband’s office to take photos of the view from his windows, 22 floors up; and further exploration in search of a park, which we did find after we had spent half an hour immersing ourselves in a small garden of shrines, climbing the paths on a tiny hilly replica of Mount Fuji and taking deep breaths in the stillness.
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