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      For my family

      With all my love

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        
           
        

      

      
         

        
           
        

      

      
         

        
           
        

      

      
        That which your hands

        Have touched

        Has since perished

        Slowly the fire of life

        Turns all that lives to black dust

        However, all that your heart

        Has touched

        And cherished

        Has survived. Only love

        Lives longer than us.

         

        Olga Chugai (1944–2015) 

        Translated by Philip Nikolayev 
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      Zeus is a miniature wire-haired dachshund, a survivor from a litter of six. His mother had a difficult birth and couldn’t look after her babies. So the breeder stepped in as surrogate, feeding the three remaining puppies with a pipette every hour and cuddling them through the first weeks of life to keep them warm. Zeus was her miracle, she said as the only surviving male made straight for us at our first meeting, demanding to be picked up. How could we not be smitten and feel the need to bring this tiny bundle of fluff with seductive eyes into our family?

      Within days the four of us – my two daughters, my husband and me – were exchanging emails with silly suggestions for names – Basil, Nigel, Ebucadnezer. We bought him an expensive blue basket to sleep in, as well as toys, chews, poo bags, training mats to pee on, a collar and a lead. We had his home phone number engraved on a disc to hang from his collar so that we would never lose him. And when we triumphantly brought him home, just eighteen months after our beloved first dachshund had died, his arrival blasted apart my life.

      The pressure for a new dog had been quiet but persistent. I knew that having a puppy to hug and care for would fill a different hole in each of our lives. I knew too that a dog would reunite the four adult wings of our family by giving us a project to share, some little being to care for and love passionately. And so it was proving. We emailed each other witty captions attached to photographs – his first trip to the park, encounters with ducks and pigeons, endearing attempts at cocking his leg against a tree like a big dog before falling over, looking like a lost orphan sitting by himself on a bench at Dalston station. It was heartwarming to see how just holding this little puppy brought such joy and comfort to my daughters, who were going through all the big things that haunt young women in their twenties. Zeus was like a living teddy bear. He lolled about in their arms and loved nothing more than to be cosseted like a baby. He gave us all something to talk about and play with.

      When you have small children, dogs slide easily into the family groove. They play together and are good for each other. You go to the park to get the kids running around in the fresh air, so the dog comes along too. Home is inevitably messy, with half-eaten yoghurts and bananas, piles of toys and clothes waiting to be put away or into the washing machine, and with small children there is already so much mud on the carpet and poo to deal with that a little more passes unnoticed. A dog is a healthy distraction from the children. When you feel underappreciated, or the object of deep loathing from a teenager because you have denied them some unalienable right like going to a party a hundred miles from home without a means of getting back on a school night, the dog still loves you unconditionally. He, at least, is always pleased to see you and thanks you with a wagging tail for that choccy droppie treat.

      Then the children grow up – and away. The ageing parents, for many – including me – are also, sadly, gone. You begin to get used to being free from the anxieties of caring for more vulnerable and dependent beings. You have time to think about what you might want from each day rather than putting the wants and needs of others first. You don’t have to go to the park unless you want to. You will probably never achieve half of what you imagine you might, but it’s a liberating thought to be able to have all the same. Suddenly all that freedom, all that new sense of being able to be truly selfish for the first time in my life, vanished with the arrival of just one small puppy.

      Suddenly, I was housebound again and like a new mother, filled with anxiety about the dog: whether he was chewing through an electric wire, or about to pee on the floor. As a freelancer based at home, I became the one who had to monitor his welfare, care for his needs and stay with him while the others got on with the rest of their lives, just as they had always done. If I needed to go out I had to shut this squealing puppy into his crate and then worried about whether he was all right until I got back.

      Post-Canine Acquisition threw me back to the trapped feelings of powerlessness and inadequacy I felt after the birth of my first baby nearly thirty years ago. My needs suddenly succumbed to those of the puppy. The exhaustion in those first few weeks, as he learned to sleep through the night, the constant clearing up of his mess on our new carpet and trying not to scold him because that isn’t the way you’re supposed to do it any more, the hours spent standing in the freezing cold of our small patio garden, waiting for him to pee so that I could praise him for doing it in the right place, were more tiring than I ever remembered with our first dog. It had all happened such a long time ago. And though my husband helped, of course, we were both much older now. With less energy.

      Somehow this responsibility for a small, fragile living being tore open a deep wound in me. I felt oversensitive, once again tender inside, reminding me of the years of close mothering. I had forgotten how it felt to have a constant and acute anxiety about the welfare of those who are vulnerable and in your care, which in turn provokes feelings of inadequacy and resentment even because you cannot possibly protect them from every chance horror in life. The great relief of having grown-up daughters is that I don’t know what they get up to from one day to the next, so I just can’t worry about the minutiae and daily dangers.

      My anxiety over Zeus when he got ill with gastroenteritis just six weeks after his arrival was so acute that I wondered at one point if I might be about to have a stroke. Did I want him to live or die? Of course I hoped this small bundle of joy would survive. Didn’t I? We had already invested so much in him. But there was also a sneaky, guilty chink of light, a beckoning back to the freedom I had lost.

      After four good nights’ sleep without Zeus we brought him home. And then suddenly it all got too much. I started crying and couldn’t stop, just like I used to when I was a child, almost every night into my pillow as I imagined my father coming back to rescue me and take me off to a happier place. I cried so easily then. My father told me I had to toughen up and be less sensitive. As if that was easy, like turning off a tap.

      This new mid-life crisis over the dog and exhaustion and caring seemed to provoke similar tears, resonating with that vulnerable little girl. Approaching sixty, with the confinement of the dog, I was beginning to feel just as unseen and insignificant as I had done as a child; I felt again that somehow my needs didn’t seem to matter as much as everybody else’s. I was astonished and overwhelmed by the swelling grief and sadness that revealed a deep, buried vulnerability. And it seemed that all it took was one small puppy.

      Ashamed of my inability to cope with an animal so small that I could strangle it with just one hand, I feigned happiness. But alone the tears tumbled onto the little creature in my lap who chewed at my fingers and then clambered up onto my chest to lick my cheeks dry. I became almost willingly isolated and trapped by this dog.

      I could no longer hide the fact that I had begun to shirk company, to slob around in old clothes. My daughters and my husband, Christoph, told me I was depressed, that I needed therapy. My misery was pushing them away. But it’s just the dog, I said. This bloody dog. I am drained dry. There is nothing left to give. They didn’t believe me.

      Why had I agreed to the puppy? My mother’s default position to any request was usually negative, and when my daughters were small I could hear her in my head as ‘No’ tumbled out of my mouth at the most benign request, such as ‘Can I have a banana?’ Is that why I said yes now? Or was it because I sensed a vacuum left by children growing up and moving away? Did I actually need something that needed me for total care? It is always easier to slip into the same, well-trodden ways rather than to branch out bravely and take on something new. Or maybe I hadn’t said no because I wanted to make my loved ones happy. I have always wanted to be the kind of mother I felt mine never was: someone who always put her family first. But, I now mused, maybe what that means is giving too much and then resenting it. Was saying yes a mistake?

      I found it hard to say a clear no or yes as a child. ‘I don’t mind’ was my usual timid answer. I exasperated my father in a fish restaurant with sawdust on the floor in Baker Street, a place where he liked to go when he had us for the day so that he could flirt with the waitresses and smoke heavily over endless cups of black coffee, because I couldn’t choose between chocolate or vanilla ice cream. ‘Choose!’ he said, almost yelling. ‘Which one do you want the most?’ But I didn’t know. Having a definite opinion on anything felt risky.

      My parents hated each other. Anything I said could exacerbate their fury and so I believed that if I faded into the background then maybe all of their rows would stop. I had learned that what I really wanted didn’t matter anyway. I had wanted my father to stay but nobody had asked me and he left.

      Meanwhile, whatever I thought and felt, Zeus grew stronger, slept through the night and became more or less house-trained. The emotional crisis he had provoked thankfully seemed to be subsiding. I arranged puppy-sitters and dog-walkers. Life was getting back on track.

       

      But then came the diagnosis.

      My existential crisis had not been provoked by the arrival of a puppy.

      I was seriously ill.

       

      For a while I had ignored mild muscle aches around my ribs and back. When they turned into sharp pains I went to the doctor. Test upon test, and each seemed to reveal more bad news. It could be my heart. An X-ray showed a shadow on my lung. A scan showed fractured ribs and multiple lytic lesions: holes in the bones indicating myeloma – bone-marrow cancer. Then, a bone-marrow biopsy revealed a very different story: a breast cancer primary.

      I had had regular mammograms, examined my breasts for lumps and assumed that the dull shoulder ache and occasional itching beneath my left breast was just what happens when you sit hunched over a laptop for hours or play too much tennis. And, like many women, I had no idea that some breast cancers are so small they cannot be seen in a mammogram. But it says so in the small print of the letter, below the good news that your breasts are clear.

      How fitting that it should be breast, that symbol of love and maternal feeding, that became the target of cancerous activity, and not the bowel or the liver. Unsurprisingly, all my anxieties about the dog drained away.

      I have triple negative breast cancer, the most aggressive kind, ‘treatable but not curable’.

      No wonder I couldn’t cope.

      Suddenly we were shunted sideways into a parallel universe, on to Planet Cancer, where only it and whatever the next test showed mattered. With just one snap of the fingers I had turned from someone who rarely took a painkiller, someone who was fit and actively thrusting her way through the world, to a cancer patient, sucked into the orbit of oncologists, uncertainty and the likelihood of strong, highly toxic medication.

      It took just four weeks to go from sharp pains in my ribs to this staggering diagnosis. Four weeks of feeling suspended in mid-air, knowing that the outcome wasn’t going to be good but clinging to the possibility that it could be otherwise. It was osteoporosis, surely. The tests were wrong. There were irrational moments of slim hope between results. ‘Good news: I have unusual blood,’ I tell a friend on the phone as I stroll down from the doctor’s triumphantly. ‘I’m one of the less than 1 per cent of people for whom myeloma doesn’t show up in the blood. I have special blood. Yay!’ When a PET-CT scan told us that I didn’t have primaries elsewhere, indicating once again that this was likely to be myeloma, a disease I’d never heard of before, this seemed like profoundly good news, and again something to celebrate.

      When the bone-marrow biopsy confirmed that this was breast cancer that had moved into the bone, I spent an agonising ninety minutes waiting to see the breast specialist at the end of his patient list. I paced the waiting room trying to breathe deeply. I looked out of the window at the sky and tried to calm myself. I was up in a helicopter looking down, telling myself that soon this nightmare of uncertainty would be over. It was just one small speck of difficulty in a life full of so many more ups than downs.

      When I finally got to see the oncologist he was charming, charismatic and good-looking, which helped. But he didn’t mince his words. ‘People usually ask me if this is terminal…’ Terminal? That thought had never occurred to me. ‘But that’s only the case if I can’t treat you, and there are treatments which will help us beat this back and keep it in your bones. The good news is that you won’t need surgery and it isn’t in your vital organs.’ Good news. ‘But you have to get on top of this pain, because pain zaps energy and positivity and you are going to need both to get through this.’ Great. Give me morphine. We staggered home.

      It was too big a concept to grasp, too big a change to our happy, healthy, stable lives. This wasn’t in the plan, the future we had imagined for ourselves, travelling and revelling in the post-child-raising years, growing old together slowly. The girls looked devastated and started googling and talking in terms of ‘stages’. What? Don’t even go there. I don’t want to know. I’m not dead yet and don’t plan to be any time soon and you certainly cannot start divvying up my clothes.

      This is the great fear of mid-life suddenly made real. We pretend that we’re still young. We kid ourselves that we have all the time in the world to relax and do all the things we want when we eventually retire. Like most people, I hadn’t thought much about death or dying, other than in the most basic intellectual terms, until that great fickle finger of fate pointed down from the heavens at me and only me and said ‘You’re done for. Unimportant. Surplus to requirements.’ My overwhelming feeling was, and still is, one of sadness that I might not be there for Stoph and the girls. It was what my family rather than what I might lose which upset me the most. I have failed them by getting this ill.

      Having cancer makes me feel like I have been taken over by an alien being. Oddly, it’s rather like being pregnant: I am harbouring something with a life force of its own, feeding off my energy so that it can grow. It is separate, yet a part of me. It makes me feel very, very tired and it is hard to move around because of the pain. Having a baby is almost always entirely positive, a fresh life and new beginnings. But with this there is only the destructive, ugly, pernicious haunt of endings.

      There are other similarities to pregnancy and motherhood. It’s such a seismic life change that your sense of self is utterly transformed, and in this case, trashed. You can never go back to being the person you once were, before the diagnosis. There are the extreme mood swings from the depths of despair to the sheer joy of being alive, just as I felt with small children. There are the sleepless nights because of the anxiety. I can only sleep on my back, not my sides, because of the cracked ribs, as three pathological fractures from the cancer chomp away at my bones. With mothering, plans change at a moment’s notice when a child is ill. Now plans change because I feel too sick or tired from the treatment; my days are punctuated by juicing and the taking of supplements, regulated the way it used to be with baby feeds, bath-time, stories and bed.

      Losing control isn’t easy for someone with a chaotic, insecure childhood. I need to know that I am doing everything possible to make sure that nothing threatening happens. Only it just has. This will be the hardest aspect of living on Planet Cancer: giving in to the new life I now have to lead.

      Within days of the diagnosis, the pain in my ribs and back increased dramatically. Muscle spasms grabbed at my torso, spasms so acute they reminded me again of childbirth. I couldn’t walk much or climb the stairs. Only baths and hot-water bottles helped. I gobbled painkillers, and with no light at the end of the tunnel, no certainty that this agony would ever end, I began to wonder whether it really wouldn’t be better just to die now, particularly as I couldn’t even get comfort from the most basic human comfort – hugs. I began to feel terrified of anyone coming close in case they should hurt me. I was trapped inside another unreachable bubble.

      Cancer can feel isolating. There’s still a stigma attached to the disease even though so many people get it. You no longer inhabit the same terrain as your cancer-free friends and that’s a very lonely feeling. Surprisingly, some of my oldest friends avoid me completely; others seem to see only the illness not me, eyes lowered, unable to find the right words to say, as if I am dead already. This is their fear talking, of their own mortality rather than their fears for me. When their faces crumple with sympathy and their eyes fill with tears, I want to say get a grip. I am the one who might be dying, not you. Yet.

       

      Year One on Planet Cancer requires monumental amounts of self-care – hard for most women, who have a habit of looking after others before themselves. And that’s a weird one, which is going to take some getting used to. As is the overwhelming sense of love from those closest to me.

      The phone started to ring, and ring. It’s Christoph who takes the calls. I hear the tiredness in his voice, with every emotion held back as he spells out the details of the past day or week with journalistic accuracy. He has been a stalwart, loving presence. There was only one outburst of carer’s resentment, with a moan of ‘What do you want now?’ He never likes to leave my side. ‘We are in this together,’ he says as he squeezes my hand in the waiting room before yet another doctor’s appointment. He carries a notebook with him and writes down everything they say, a second pair of ears. But I can sense his feelings of inadequacy at not being able to ease my agony as he helps me into yet another hot bath or up to bed. I see the deep crevices of anxiety etched into his forehead as I moan with pain. I can sense that he believes me to be in a bad way.

      With the grace and generosity of a gentleman he insists I do not waste an ounce of unnecessary energy on chores or pointless tasks, and instead invest everything in getting better. He fusses around me, making sure I have taken my painkillers and that water is always within reach. He has moved his office into mine so that he can make me green tea or fill a hot-water bottle between emails. He has learned how to cook more than just a fish pie, goes out shopping regularly for food and now separates the whites from the coloureds before loading them into the washing machine. All of this and more I used to do for him and our daughters, but cannot any more, so weak am I that even bending down is painfully impossible.

      Growing up with an absent, unreliable father made it difficult for me to trust men, and for the first ten years of our marriage I used to ask regularly, ‘You’re not going to leave me, are you?’ Now, after nearly three decades of the most warm and wonderful marriage, when I am at my most vulnerable and needy, I know that he is there. He can make me laugh at the darkest times and I cannot believe how lucky I am. Knowing that women are likely to be queuing up on the doorstep with casseroles, should I die soon, is enough to keep me alive. He is with me and I intend to keep it that way.

      I see how anxious and frightened my daughters are, and yet they rise to the challenge of caring for me with a purity of love that takes me by surprise; it flows without the slightest hint of resentment. They shop for healthy foods and cook. They clear up the mess, massage my feet, tie my shoelaces and think of nice things to do to cheer me up. They fill me up with their love. When I was younger I did the right things as a dutiful daughter, shopping for my mother when she was ill, visiting regularly, telephoning daily and involving her in my family life, but that never seemed to be enough. She wanted more and the result was that we both felt abandoned and resentful. But love is earned, not owed out of a sense of duty. And all the love I have given my two is pouring back into me, refilling the place where giving comes from.

      My dear brother calls and texts often, and visits every Tuesday with ‘meals on wheels’. He has bought a special bag so that he can transport the dishes. He wants to talk about the diagnosis, how I am feeling, over and over again as slowly the truth drips in that his older sister might not be there for him much longer. He wants to buy me things, and I know he would stop at nothing if I said it would make my life easier. I love him all the more for it. The little brother I adore and have spent my life looking out for, through our parents’ divorce and all the shit that life can throw, now wants to look after me.

      Neighbours check in on us daily to see if we need anything. I see more of many of my friends than I ever used to when I was healthy. They call often. They come round with lunch, supper and presents. We talk openly about the diagnosis and what it might mean. They offer comfort when I cry and encourage me to be positive, to look after myself, to believe in a future. When I lie against her gift – a cashmere-covered two-foot-long hot-water bottle to soothe the aches in my back – I think of my dear friend Flora. When I walk slowly to the park, for those all-important thirty minutes of gentle exercise, wrapping Heti’s scarf around my neck and squirting Bee’s perfume, the one she wears herself, about my clothes, I take them with me too. Lying back on the giant cushion knitted for me by Fanny, beneath the beautiful checked throw sent by Helen, I smile. When I have my daily oolong tea, my ‘Lee-tea’, I think of the dear man who sent me a Jing glass tea set and the most delicious Li Shan oolong tea. Cassia is there when I massage glowing cream into my face or tip delicious-smelling bath salts under hot running water. And when nobody comes to see me I look at the flowers that arrive almost daily. New friends have come into my life too, bringing DVDs, soap and sage advice. So many people have had cancer that they understand and want to bring support. More than that, these are people I really like. People I wish I had got to know years ago.

      It feels incongruous with the patterns of the past, where I felt I had to give more to others than I took from them to justify myself and our friendships. Now others are giving everything they can to me. In spades. I never knew that I was this loved, that I could be this loved. I am being held high in the arms of a warm embrace from a wide community of friends and family and I know this will help to heal me. What getting Zeus and then cancer has revealed is that I am drained of energy and even the ability to love. Now, in this pit of despair, I might finally be learning how to let others love and care for me. Kindness and caring for others – whether they are human beings or dogs – epitomises the best of who we are.

      But it’s shit. No doubt about it. Still, it is the first genuinely bad thing that has happened to us in nearly thirty years, as I tell my daughters repeatedly. They are not children any more and it is me, not them, mercifully, who is this ill. I have no choice but to find ways to change and adapt to this new state of ‘normality’. I may be ill and my daily life may be compromised, but there is some consolation in an emerging awareness and the beginnings of an acceptance of how short life can be.

      I look out of the car window as Christoph drives me to doctor’s appointments, scans and treatment, at the crowds of people, hurrying around central London, far more active than I can be but with such tension etched into their furrowed brows. It could be you next, I think as I watch a woman walking, with difficulty, in high heels through the entrance to a Tube station, or you, sir, in your smart, dark suit, running across the road in front of us. For nearly one in two are likely to be diagnosed with cancer at some point in their lives. Everyone lives with the uncertainty of will it be me? I live knowing that it is me. And with that knowledge I have no choice but to surrender to what matters most – my family, friends and loving others while I can.

       

      Zeus is now eighteen months old and I love him more and more each day. He struts around our basement like he owns the place, a stroppy teenager pushing back the boundaries of discipline or reverting to puppydom as he leaps like a March hare upon an empty plastic water bottle. He is a central and crucial part of our lives. His unmitigated, innocent enthusiasm for life is infectious. He melts my heart. He allows us to revel in the escapist joy of play, wrestling with ropes or throwing balls for him to retrieve.

      Christoph takes him for a walk each morning and not just for the exercise; it gets him out and away from me. The girls look after Zeus whenever they can, taking him to work in a bookshop where he has no doubt helped to increase sales, and to bars and cafés where he is the star of the show. And when I am alone with him, he looks at me tenderly as if to say ‘Are you OK?’ before climbing carefully onto my lap. Or he presses his paw delicately on my foot when I am sitting at the kitchen table, just to say ‘Hi, I’m here… pick me up if you can.’

      I wonder now whether my breakdown with his arrival was my body trying to tell me that I was ill. Ironically, the one thing that I really resented about having a puppy was having to be home most of the time. And yet now that I am confined to the house he has become one of my greatest comforts. We lie together on the sofa and argue over who has more of a right to the hot-water bottle. He is innocent and happy, a benign being to cuddle and curl up with, unless I fart loudly – chemo plays havoc with the digestion. Then he jumps off the sofa, revolted by the smell, and throws a dirty look at me as he heads for his basket.

      A dog’s life flies by so much faster than ours. Puppies turn from being adolescent at the age of one to grumpy old men in not much more than a decade. We will watch time speed up for Zeus just as it does for me now. There is nothing like a cancer diagnosis when it comes to shining a bright light on the blinding, clichéd truism that life is far, far too short. You can never quite believe that when you think you have a whole lifetime of empty space ahead of you to fill. I try to capture the sounds, smells, light and miracle of being alive. We are one now, Zeus and I, on much the same continuum. And it is anybody’s guess as to who will have to be put down first.
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