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Adele Roberts is an award-winning British broadcaster, TV personality and DJ with over 20 years’ experience, as well as being a proud member of the LGBTQ+ community. Diagnosed with stage two bowel cancer in October 2021, Adele is passionate about raising ostomy visibility and increasing bowel cancer awareness in the media. She has been committed to her girlfriend Kate Holderness for over 19 years.










Personal Best


 


 


From Rock Bottom


to the Top of the World


 


 


Adele Roberts


with co-author Kate Holderness


 


 


 


 


 


[image: clip0081]


www.hoddercatalyst.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Hodder Catalyst


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Adele Roberts  2024


 


The right of Adele Roberts to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Co-author: Kate Holderness


 


Cover photographs: Sophia Spring


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 9781399732826 


ebook ISBN 9781399732864 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hoddercatalyst.co.uk










[image: Adele's legs going up steps wearing socks which say 'Fuck Cancer']


[image: Music player bar - play button]










Intro


‘There’s a road I have to follow.’


Step by Step


Eighteen months ago, I thought I was going to die; I thought I   was a dead woman walking. Now, Ian Beale from EastEnders is eyeing up my waffles.


I don’t blame him. They’re currently poking out of the top of my see-through kit bag and, to be fair to Ian, they do look magnificent. A lovely pair of golden brown, Belgian-style waffles, individually packaged and ready to eat – prêt à manger. I’d stuffed them in my bag last night, thinking they’d come in handy. The breakfast of champions. Right now, though, I’m feeling more prêt à vommay – ready to be sick. I’m trying to act cool, calm and collected, like it’s totally normal to be getting on a coach full of famous people. Our destination? The London Marathon. I feel like my whole world is about to fall out of my bottom, but then I remember that can’t technically happen at the moment. I can’t actually ‘go’ to the toilet anymore. My bum doesn’t work . . . but more on that later.


For now, I try to act like a normal person on a normal coach and find a seat. One not too near the back so I don’t seem like I’m going to be naughty and play tunes off my phone; one not too near the front so I don’t seem like a square. I’m far from being a teenager anymore, but I seem to have regressed into school mode and my inner child is screaming. Sonia Fowler is on here somewhere. I think she’s under one of those baseball caps near the front. I think Heather Peace is on here too. She’s off London’s Burning. OH MY GOD! This is amazing! Chris Evans (the radio one, not the superhero one) is at the front, titting about pretending to be our tour guide. He’s nailing it. His voice is booming down the coach. I don’t know if he’s on the microphone or if he’s just got a cracking pair of lungs, but the whole bus is filled with his big race day energy. I’m in Wonderland. I’m in my teenage dreams. I’m part star-struck, part terrified. Half of me feels like I’m on Celebrity Coach Trip and the other half like I’m being driven to my death. How is everyone so relaxed? So calm and happy? I’m absolutely bricking it! I’m trying to act normal, but I’m failing miserably. Kate, my girlfriend, is sitting next to me. I know she can sense my fear and she steps in to save me with some gentle small talk:


Kate: ‘What did Adam say?’


Me: ‘Who’s Adam?’


Kate: ‘Adam Woodyatt.’


Me: looks at her blankly.


Kate: ‘Ian Beale . . .’


Me: ‘Oh! He said he liked my waffles. So I said do you want one and he said no.’


She smiles at me with kindness, but I also sense a bit of pity in her eyes. My first failure of the day: I can’t even give Ian Beale a waffle. And they’re individually wrapped too.


As surreal as this moment is, it feels quite normal compared to the last 18 months. Even though I’m terrified, I’m so grateful to be here, on this coach, clutching my kit bag for dear life, next to the woman I love. In about three hours she’ll guide me to the start line of the London Marathon and wave me off into the race of a lifetime.


Eighteen months ago I attended the London Marathon as a spectator, a supporter, a cheerleader, a DJ and, as I’d found out two days before, as someone with bowel cancer. I’ll remember that marathon forever. The 3rd of October 2021. That one wasn’t mine to run. I had the privilege of DJing at the race and cheering on and supporting the incredible runners. I remember being so present, really being aware of each person, screaming their names with everything I had and hoping they’d hear me. I felt so grateful to every single one of them and to every charity they were out there running for. They say that if you ever need to restore your faith in humanity, go to a marathon. The atmosphere is incredible – it’s so special; strangers becoming friends and everyone thinking of and helping others. It was like medicine for me. My body was finding it hard by that point. It was shutting down. I remember having to wear sanitary pads because I was losing so much blood from my bottom. My tummy was bloated and my frame was small. But in that atmosphere, in that magic, I knew I’d be OK.


The human spirit is a powerful thing.


I had no guarantees at that marathon. I didn’t know if I’d ever see another one. I certainly didn’t know if I’d ever run one again. But standing there that day, I knew I’d give it my all, whatever ‘it’ would turn out to be.


If you are already worrying that this book is going to be super sporty and marathony, fear not – yes, there are plenty of running bits in here to keep the Sporty Spices happy, but these chapters, they’re really about life and how we make it through, even when we are not sure it is even possible; it’s about that fighting spirit. The marathon serves as the perfect metaphor for the human experience. If you’re reading this, you’re in it – you’re already making your way through the great marathon of life.


Everything that I’d been through had led me to this point. I was on the start line of one of life’s marathons, with all its twists and turns, trials and tribulations, soaring highs and crushing lows. And even though the cancer had taken hold of my body, that was the most I was willing to allow. It would not take my spirit and it would not take my soul. As with most of us, this wasn’t my first rodeo. I may not have faced cancer before, but I’d been ‘through it’ – because our lives are full of marathons and mountains to climb. Each of us has our own version of what that means to us.


So, whatever you’re facing in life at the moment – if you’re going through a tough time and you don’t think you can go on, if you’re looking to make a change, if you’re ready to take that leap of faith, if you’re about to face something you’re not sure you can do – this book is for you. I hope it brings you comfort, companionship and, most of all, reminds you that you are not alone. Aside from that, I hope it’s just a cool story! However this book found its way to you, I am so happy. I am super grateful it’s in your hands. Thank you. I promise not to wang on too much or take up too much of your time, but I hope it adds value to your outlook when navigating the shit storms and rocky terrains of life. I also hope I don’t come across as preachy or telling you how to live your life. This is merely a collection of things that happened to me that I hope can help somebody else, somewhere, in some way . . . because that’s what others have done for me. The most valuable lesson that I’ve learned through all of this is that you can only try your best, and that’s what this book is all about. We each possess our own unique personal best, and when we tap into that, we cannot be stopped. So hold on to your hats, kids, we’re about to go on a bumpy ride!


Today is the 23rd of April 2023 – fewer than 18 months since I had life-saving surgery and less than a year since I finished chemotherapy. This is the story of those 18 months and the self-discovery, the realisations, the belief and the mindset that went into them. I didn’t know it at the time, but I’d been training for this moment all my life, taking knock-backs and learning lessons that would crystallise at just the right time to get me through. So, I guess this is the story of me finally putting into practice the important lessons that life had been teaching me all along. This is also my tribute to every single person who has heard the words ‘you have cancer’. To their loved ones, to their families and to their friends. You are not alone. This is a thank you to the incredible NHS. To all of the amazing runners who challenge themselves and run races to give back and help others. And if you’re currently facing one of life’s marathons, this is especially for you.


So how do you run a marathon? One – step – at – a – time.


And it’s time.


It’s time to run for my life!
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Chapter 1


‘Did you think I’d crumble?’


I Will Survive


And now I’m back, from outer space. What a magical, mystical, cosmical ride. I’ve got no idea what just happened, but I’m feeling good. Loosey-goosey. It takes a couple of minutes for my spaceship to land and its crew of one to earth. Re-entry to the atmosphere is wobbly, but I slowly begin to acclimatise. I start to gather my wits about me, working out who I am, where I am and what the hell I’ve just been through. I’m not on a spaceship, I’m just spaced out. I’m in the hospital. But I’m awake. And I’m alive! ME SO HAPPY!


I realise I’m utterly off my head. But it’s all right, it’s legal. Don’t tell my mum, but it feels so good. I’m all warm and snuggly and spangly. I have arisen from my morphine dream and my intergalactic journey aboard the good ship NHS Enterprise is complete. The doctors have navigated into my abyss, probed my deep space and extracted Umbriel. I don’t know if it’s normal to name your tumour, but I did. I called it Umbriel. Actually, seeing that written down, I think I’ve answered my own question. It’s definitely NOT normal to name a cancerous tumour, is it? LOL. Anyway, I’d recently flown to Belfast to record an episode of Celebrity Mastermind, and my specialist subject was ‘The Planets of the Solar System’, which is how I came to learn that Umbriel is one of the moons orbiting the planet Uranus. It’s known as ‘the dark moon of Uranus’, and so it became the name I gave to the dark tumour of MY anus. Yep . . . this has been a weird month. Let’s take it back a bit . . .


Allow me to take you into the rabbit hole. Pinch, punch, first of the month (or ‘white rabbits’ as we say round my way). It’s the 1st of October 2021.


‘Adele Roberts?’ My name was called. Kate and I stood up and into the vortex we went. The point of no return. Through the sliding door of fate. I would leave that room a very different person. On the surface I’d look exactly the same, but inside I’d be changed forever. We didn’t know how important that meeting would be. We never know when these moments will arrive, do we? So always be ready . . . and wear nice underwear.


I’ve got an appointment at the hospital to get the results of my colonoscopy. I’d been noticing a bit of blood when I went to the toilet and something had just felt ‘off’ with my digestion for a few months. Around July of 2021 the symptoms became harder to ignore, so I made a GP appointment. They thought it was piles, but gave me a FIT (Faecal Immunochemical Test) to do at home, just in case. After the test, I received a call to confirm that they’d found traces of blood in my poo, so could I come in for a colonoscopy? Yeah, sure. I didn’t really know what a colonoscopy was, but I was game. I was sent ‘bowel prep’ to do before my appointment. Cool! I always remember my Uncle Tony saying you should have a colonic done at least once in your life because there’s probably food and waste in there that’s been lurking for years. I asked him what a colonic was, and it sounded like they basically put a hosepipe up your bum. Erm . . . I think I’ll pass. Imagine pressure washing your back passage and having a Happy Meal that you ate when you were seven come flying out.


A colonoscopy though? This sounded more like a posh wash with a camera. The bowel prep, which you drink rather than administer via hosepipe, would naturally cleanse my colon and make it squeaky clean, ready to get papped. Now that sounds much nicer. Count me in.


I arrived for my colonoscopy, bowel prep done, hospital gown on and a shot of sedation to make the whole experience more agreeable. I’m quite sensitive to medication so I was absolutely off my head. It was so weird getting to see the inside of my colon on the big screen. It was like watching Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. I was simultaneously the big, giant me and the mini version of me travelling through my own bowels. What a trip!


Today it’s time to get the results. We weren’t sure if Kate would be allowed in due to Covid, but we’d politely ask and hopefully she could be in the room with me. Kate’s my little recording device. She remembers everything. She’s an actress and she can pretty much retain any scene that we experience in life and perform it back to me verbatim. I looked forward to her performance of ‘Adele’s colonoscopy results’ later when we got back home. So off we went up to the hospital. We got our masks at reception. Kate was allowed to accompany me and we waited for my name to be called.


We entered the room. There were two lovely nurses in there already, Ann and Maria. I recognised Ann from my colonoscopy. I remembered her having such a lovely way about her and a gorgeous Irish accent too – I could listen to her talk for days. There were two chairs set out for us against the wall to our right. Kate and I sat down and a couple of minutes later, a man, who can only be described as fabulous, sashayed his way around a makeshift cubicle curtain, pulled up a chair and sat facing me and Kate. Introducing the incredible Mr Bhan. He reminded me of a musketeer. He was so cheery and full of life. He had a proper swashbuckle about him – like he drank beer from golden goblets. I didn’t know what he was going to say, but he had this immense ‘I’ve got this’ energy.


He gathered himself, his face softened as he leaned towards me and, with as much kindness as he could, he said, ‘It’s cancer.’


It took me a few seconds to register what he’d said. Wait a minute. What? I think he just said I have cancer. He carried on speaking, but I couldn’t take in what he was saying. I’ve got cancer? But . . . but I can’t have cancer. I’m not ill . . . CANCER?


‘Am I going to die?’ I asked. That was my first thought. I wanted to know how long I had left to live. I thought I was gone.


‘No, we can do something. We can help you.’


A rush of emotion erupted out of me. I must have been holding my breath. I audibly exhaled. It felt like the whole of my being rushed out of my body and into the room. I mustered my next question.


‘Is it my fault?’ My voice cracked, I could barely get my words out. The emotion was starting to hit.


‘No,’ he said.


My eyes started to sting. Ann got me a tissue. I don’t remember what happened next, but Kate tells me Mr Bhan said something along the lines of, ‘Before I go any further, I just need to do some checks to know if we can operate.’


The next thing I knew, I was behind the cubicle curtain and on a hospital bed with instructions to remove my underwear. I was to lie on my left side and pull my knees up to my chest. I think my brain imploded. Kate said she kept hearing the nurses say, ‘Lie on your left. On your left, Adele, no, your left.’ I was so overwhelmed I didn’t even know my left from my right. I couldn’t move. My body was in some kind of rigor mortis-like stupor. It took them a good few goes to get me to assume the position – they had to physically roll me over themselves so that Mr Bhan could begin his assessment.


Mr Bhan was checking the position of my tumour. It was so low in my colon that it made it trickier to operate, but Mr Bhan was confident he could remove it. He also said something about maybe needing something called a stoma, but not to worry because it would help my bowel to heal from the operation. As far as they knew, I had stage 2 cancer, but they needed to do more tests. My tumour was right near the wall of my colon so it could possibly be stage 3. They wouldn’t know for another week. He said more kind stuff, mentioned he’d see me soon with the results and to discuss surgery and, with that, he swashbuckled out of the room with his big musketeer energy. Onwards, I’m sure, to help somebody else in need.


It was all a whirlwind. I didn’t know what to think. Essentially, I’d walked into a room, was told I had cancer, was plopped onto a bed and had a man I’d only just met pop his fingers up my bum. All in the space of five minutes. I only came in for test results!


Poor Kate. I hadn’t even had a chance to look at her properly. I hoped she was OK. Ann and Maria sat down with us and spent what seemed like a good half an hour explaining the next steps and giving us lots of reading material to take home. They were amazing, so gentle and kind, and it felt like we could have stayed as long as we wanted. There were shit loads of leaflets and booklets. All about cancer. I was grateful for the help, but I was also baffled and overwhelmed. I kept thinking, They think I’ve got cancer. What’s going on? I’m not ill. Also, they don’t know what stage cancer it is, so what if they’ve got it wrong? Will I die? Is he blagging me just to be nice? I had so many questions.


We eventually stood up, hugged and thanked the nurses, and made our way out of the hospital.


It’s strange finding out you have cancer. It didn’t feel like I might have expected it to. I almost didn’t ‘feel’ at all. I was numb. Maybe it was shock? I couldn’t believe it. I think part of me still doesn’t believe it to this day. I didn’t cry. I think I just tried to let the news sink in and I’d see how I felt later. Technically, nothing had changed. I walked out of the room feeling as healthy as when I’d walked in. The only difference was a bit of knowledge. It was also something I couldn’t do anything about. I couldn’t even tell my family because we had no idea what stage it was and what we were dealing with. I knew they’d ask questions and I wanted to have the answers for them. I didn’t want their minds racing at all hours just like mine. So, until we knew more, I’d decided to keep it to myself. Only me, Kate and the hospital knew.


So, there we were, walking out of the hospital like zombies, looking the same but feeling totally different. We went into autopilot – survival mode.


‘Hang on,’ I said to Kate. ‘I just need to nip into Aldi to get some chicken thighs.’


‘Yeah,’ said Kate, ‘I need to post this parcel for Vinted.’


That’s how it happens. Life doesn’t stop – it’s business as usual. There is no right time, it’s never convenient. You just have to be ready to roll with it when the shit storm arrives I suppose. So, with that, we bought the chicken, posted the parcel and went back to our new messed-up normal. And, thinking about it, I never did get that performance from Kate of ‘Adele’s colonoscopy results’.


The Waiting Game


The words had been spoken aloud: ‘You have cancer.’ I wouldn’t find out what stage it was and what my chances of survival were for another week, and I still had a running event to host, a London Marathon DJ set to do and a quick flight to Belfast to record Celebrity Mastermind for the BBC. Wow . . . if I didn’t laugh I’d have cried. For now, though, I was 100 per cent sure I was someone living with cancer. I didn’t need to wonder anymore. It was here. It existed. The devil was within me and uncloaking it seemed to send it into overdrive. I went from bleeding small amounts from my bottom to being unable to control my bowels. Sanitary pads became an everyday necessity to stem the flow. I couldn’t leave the house without dark scarlet blood clots staining my clothes. It felt like, once I’d heard the diagnosis, my body just gave up and surrendered itself. I had the perpetual feeling of needing to go to the toilet as my muscles would instinctively try to expel the foreign body. If I pushed my rectal muscles hard enough, the tumour would protrude from my bottom. I could actually see it – a bloody mass of malignant tissue. It was disgusting, otherworldly, like the Demogorgon off Stranger Things. I’m not even kidding. It was just like the demon of Hawkins, a monster deep-rooted in the bowels of the town, growing for years in the darkness. Now that it had been detected, unmasked, it was going on a rampage, destroying everything in its path. This was my alien, and it was killing me. It was eating into the walls of my colon, systematically destroying me, bit by bit, every day. The Demogorgon, the alien, the cancerous Trojan horse, the dark moon – Umbriel.


The days waiting to get this demon out of me felt like years. It was an everyday battle. I won some, Umbriel won some. Two days after my diagnosis, I was at the aforementioned marathon, supporting, cheering and DJing. After my DJ set, Kate and I started the walk home. My heart was so happy and full, and for the couple of hours or so that I was at the race, I forgot about everything. I was on top. My spirit was fired up. That’s when the script flipped. It was like the classic horror movie trope, ‘Just when you think you’re safe . . .’


On the walk home, Umbriel decided to burst my happy bubble. My body was so small by that point that my clothes didn’t quite fit me. It was getting harder to walk, but I made sure I kept myself going each day – not giving in. Kate knew I was struggling and intuitively slowed with me. She didn’t let on, but she was pretty much walking at a snail’s pace. I was like her little toddler and she had all the patience in the world. By then, it was normal for my tummy to feel like it had permanent butterflies. I didn’t feel excited or nervous though. It was stingy, like static energy or pins and needles racing around my body. I didn’t feel right. My bottom was doing its usual routine of trying to expel Umbriel. It was like the lower half of my body was always kind of trying to be sick to get rid of what it knew shouldn’t be there. I was used to these bowel convulsions going on without anything actually ‘happening’ at the business end, but suddenly, on that slow walk, small, pebble-like bits of waste started falling out of my too-loose pants. I couldn’t control it. I just stood there as it happened. Me, soiling myself in the middle of the street. I was so embarrassed. I stood there on the streets of London, a couple of blocks away from the crowds of the marathon, shitting myself and hoping nobody had noticed. I looked up at Kate. I knew she’d seen, but she didn’t say a word. She looked at me in a way only she can. In a way I’ve since seen many times – a look of kindness, understanding, devoid of judgement and full of defiance. My tummy was hurting, my body was failing, but I felt a rush. Fuck you, Umbriel, I thought. I let the moment (and the poop) pass. I put one foot in front of the other and, with Kate by my side, I started to walk again.


University College London Hospital, 7th Floor, Bed 49


Less than a month later, the morphine is beginning to thaw and my fingers are twitching. Where is my phone? I’ve got to ring Kate. I’ve got to FaceTime her. I’ve got to tell her we made it!


I start to regain some kind of connection between my mind and my body as my senses begin to wake up. My eyes are darting, scanning the new space, trying to get my bearings. Everything seems so quiet and gentle, while at the same time clinical and practical. My ears kick in. I pick up the beeping pulse of the heart rate monitor to my left. Is that mine? Cool. I can’t hear much else. Am I the only one here? It all seems like a little utopia. A VIP experience. A Boots Red Letter Day. My bed sheets are crisp and white; my cubicle curtain is purple at the side and blue at the front. I’m lucky enough to be positioned near a window, and even though the curtains are closed, the rays of the autumnal evening sun are still making their way through. Everything seems to glow. As I scan my little pod to look for my bag, I see a high-backed, pale-blue nursing chair to my right. I might just pop on that and have a look for . . . Oh no you bloody won’t! I’m stuck to the bed. That’s when I notice that I’ve got tubes coming out of me all over the place. WTF? I’m plumbed in. I’m like a Tube map. I can’t even see where some of these end. What are they connected to? Has someone tied me down? Oh my God . . . am I in The Matrix?


‘Excuse me . . . nurse? Hello? I think someone’s accidentally tied me to the bed. Anyone? Have you got some scissors? I think I might need cutting out.’


I lift up my head to try to see what’s going on. Rookie error. The drugs are definitely starting to wear off now because boy do I feel it – the most overwhelming stabbing pain in my stomach followed by a hot, throbbing sensation as I wince back onto my pillow. JEEZ! And that’s when I remember – I’ve just had major surgery. I’ve been blown up, punctured in at least five places, had tubes put in and a tumour taken out. I think there might be a titanium ring in there somewhere now, part of my bum has been removed and, for the pièce de résistance, there’s a good chance my small intestine is now poking out of a hole in my stomach. I might have a stoma.


If you’ve never heard of a stoma before – neither had I until a few weeks before my operation – it’s basically an opening anywhere on the body. In my case, I’d been told that it could be an ileostomy, which meant my small intestine would be pulled out of a hole in my belly allowing me to go to the toilet in a bag rather than the loo. I know, I’m making it all sound SO fun. I say ‘could be’ because there was no guarantee I was getting one. It was a maybe type situation, with the surgeon making the decision during the operation. Before going into hospital, I’d signed a form to consent to the surgery. I treated that form like I treat most wordy paperwork – yeah, whatevs. It could have said anything. But you know, I trust the NHS. They’re kind, aren’t they? Do what you want, huns! Later, when I gave the form to a responsible adult (Kate), I found out that it not only said that I was up for a stoma if the doctor thought I needed one but also that one of the side effects of this surgery – a low anterior resection – was death. I’d just ticked it and gone yeah, no probs.


Now I know this sounds irresponsibly blasé of me, but this is how I deal with stuff. I don’t worry about things until they’re here. It had since been confirmed that I had stage 2 bowel cancer, so if I needed a stoma to make me better, GET IT IN THERE! Rip that rectum out and get that stoma in! Swap a tumour for a stoma? Sounds like a bargain! Seriously though, I just didn’t give myself time to dwell on it. It was there to save my life. Yeah, a quick glance on Google suggested they might not be the prettiest of things – I mean, you wouldn’t want one on your face – but it is what it is. I’ve got bigger fish to fry, like BEING ALIVE, so essentially I’m good with it.


I pulled back my white sheets to see if I’d been gifted a stoma. I was actually a little bit excited. Elaine, my stoma nurse who I’d met a few days earlier, was a genius. Elaine is a credit to the NHS. From the moment she met me, she used her nursey, witchy senses to pick up on my personality, my worries, my fears and my unique challenges, gently and with care. She was amazing. She patiently gave me and Kate a full stoma masterclass on what to expect if I got one and, by the time she’d finished with me, I was sold. She was so good I think even Kate wanted one! Thanks to Elaine, a lot of the hard work had been done. She’d helped prepare me mentally, beginning to wrap my head around having a stoma before I physically faced it. Everything she’d already talked me through was about to happen. I just had to chill in my hospital bed and let it play out.


So here we go. Under the covers. Yep. That’s the badger. I’ve got a stoma. And it’s in a see-through bag. It’s brand new! Oh wow – look at that little belter. There it was. About two inches of pink small intestine that, until this morning, was inside my body. Now it had been cut in half, fashioned into a loop and was currently poking out of the right side of my stomach and finished with an array of stitches. AND I WASN’T DEAD! How bloody brilliant is that? If I could have stood up I would have given the surgery team a standing ovation. What a marvel. ‘Modern medicine’ guys! My insides weren’t just out – they were ‘out out’.


I was dying to look at it properly, but I couldn’t sit up so I just had a horizontal, skewed view. Once I got my phone in my hand, I tried to go on a sightseeing mission, sending my phone down there and taking a load of photos so I could get a better look – flash most definitely on. I just hoped no one came in and caught me doing it; how do you explain that? I got some good shots, but because my body was such a wreck, I couldn’t make out what was what. It looked like the local tip. I was a mess.


As I lay staring in awe at my newly rearranged innards, a nurse slipped through my cubicle curtains and officially welcomed me to University College London Hospital. She helped me make that first call to Kate, holding the phone to my ear. Both Kate and the lovely nurse had to endure my psychobabble. I don’t remember much of that conversation. Kate confirms I was still off my face. I think I told her I loved her a thousand times. I also asked her to tell my mum, my dad, my brothers and my sisters that I loved them too, like I was at the Oscars. Apparently, I also kept banging on about someone called Emma and how I needed to thank her. She got so many shout-outs. We still don’t know if Emma was my anaesthetist, a nurse, a cleaner or a figment of my imagination, but Emma, if you’re reading this, thank you!


The nurse said that the next day I’d be getting out of bed and sitting in that high-backed chair. I imagined that the seat would usually be reserved for visiting family and friends. Not this time though – nobody was coming to see me. Thanks, Covid. It was a strange time. I didn’t see anyone’s faces for the week I was there. I couldn’t even see the faces of the NHS angels who were saving me – they were half-covered with blue masks. But I could see their kind eyes, and I could hear the warmth in their voices. I felt so cared for and safe as I lay in my little bay.


The chair was just to my right, a few inches or so away from my bed. I was in bum-shuffling distance. If I wasn’t full of holes, I could have rolled over, reached out and touched it. But I was full of holes, and hooked up to at least three machines. My body was tender, sore and horizontal. I couldn’t imagine I’d be rolling or reaching anytime soon; I could barely sit up. My head was faring a bit better – it was at least trying. I could move my neck! I tried to focus on that small win. The nurse explained that it wasn’t good to stay lying down for too long as it put me at a higher risk of fluid settling in my body and could lead to an infection. I took a deep, painful breath and nodded with my trusty head, my only moveable body part.


‘I’ll be ready,’ I told her. No excuses. Tomorrow it was on. I was going to mount that chair like a good ’un. Let’s do this.


I slept like a baby that night. I was exhausted. Before my surgery, I’d been told that my body was about to go on a huge journey and that I needed to prepare well. Because of the tumour, my digestion and appetite had been suffering, so I was given high-density nutrition shakes to help me get the calories I needed to fuel me during the operation and recovery. The stress my body would be under in surgery, I was told, was equivalent to completing a marathon. Now you’re talking my language – hearing that made me smile. Before my body started to fail, I loved to run. It was my mobile meditation – it balanced me and helped me cope with life. It was my medicine. Because of running, I felt fit, happy and free. In the days leading up to my surgery, though, I was weak, hurting and, like I said before, dying. But although I didn’t know it at the time, I think the mention of a marathon was the start of something. The seed had been planted. My brain heard the word and let it go, but my subconscious took note and committed to it. I couldn’t even imagine attempting 26.2 miles as I lay in that hospital bed, but somewhere deep down a spark had been lit.


But that’s way off in the future. For now, getting into a pale-blue, high-backed chair is my marathon. This was the lesson life was teaching me today. It’s all relative.


No matter what your struggle is, no matter how big or small your challenges seem, you can do it. It all matters. It all counts.


Some days, just getting out of bed and facing the world is your marathon and, to me, that can be just as mentally tough as the race itself – sometimes more challenging. Never fear failure, fear not trying. If you’re not trying, that’s when you’re dying.


In that hospital bed, my biggest challenge was to fight through the pain, sit up in bed and get to that high-backed chair. But first I had to make sense of all the tubes and monitors. I did a quick tally of them. One was for wee. OK. One was for vitamins and general stuff to keep me alive. One was for drugs, and there was my see-through stoma bag for poop. Kate’s got this little label maker thingy at home that she uses to write things like ‘Pasta’ on a transparent jar that quite obviously has pasta in it. I take the mick out of her for it, but right then, I wished I could have borrowed it so I could neatly label my tubes.


Take the first step. And then the next. That was my strategy. So, the next day I would clip my catheter onto one side of my nightie and the big bag of blood and fluid being drained out of my body onto the other side. I’d somehow move my aching, bloated, perforated body to the right side of my bed and then make the leap, with the help of the nurses, to the chair. We’d get to the top of that pale-blue mountain. I might not get a medal, but I’d be so proud and when it’s done, I’ll wake up the next day and start over again. All I could ask of myself was my best.


 


‘The beginning is the most important part of the work.’


– Plato


 


At that very moment, when I was literally lying down, that was when I needed to choose to get back up. These are the moments that make us. These are the moments that lead to our greatest achievements. To me, it’s in these quiet moments, these seemingly impossible personal moments, maybe the ones only you get to see – the moments when you feel like you can’t go on, when you doubt yourself, when you’re scared . . . but you do it anyway – that to me is where the real courage lies. When you don’t know what fate has in store, but you commit anyway; when you’re willing to lose – that’s fucking brave.


Having cancer wasn’t my setback. It was the start of my comeback. It snapped me into the present, it woke me up. Waking up in the hospital that day, I didn’t know what fate had in store for me, but I was sending a message: to my body, to my heart and to my soul. I won’t give up. I’d already decided. There was no room for doubt. I wouldn’t lie back and let circumstance dictate my life. Time to leave, cancer . . . so, go on now, go. Walk out the door!


I didn’t know it at the time, but my marathon training had already begun.


 


 


note to self:


the first step is just as


important as the last.
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Chapter 2


‘How can you stop the rain from falling down?’


How Can You Mend a Broken Heart?
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