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To my lassie, Ashley. Her love is everything.










Prologue


The phone call that changed my life


 


‘Janey, Doctor Wilson here,’ said the voice on the end of the phone. ‘We have the results of your bloods.’


My mouth went dry; I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. ‘Are they ok?’ I asked, dreading the response.


‘Not really . . .’ The doctor paused, briefly, before he delivered the news: ‘. . . there is a thing called a tumour marker and it’s quite high—’


‘Hang on, a tumour marker?’ I repeated his words back to him, my voice trembling. ‘What does that mean?’


‘You need to go for a scan tomorrow, especially as we could feel something down in your abdomen.’


I blurted out the first thought that came into my head: ‘I have a comedy tour on, can it wait?’


‘No. I have called the Queen Elizabeth hospital for tomorrow. Nine a.m. Be there.’ Cancer doctors, as I have since learned, do not beat around the bush.


I managed an ‘ok, thanks’ in response and hung up. I can’t fully articulate how I was feeling right at that moment. I was numb for a few seconds, then the tears started.


I went through to the living room, where my husband, Sean, was watching telly. ‘The blood tests came back with a high tumour marker,’ I said through sobs. We both just stared at each other.


‘Will you die?’ Sean asked without blinking an eye. He has autism and doesn’t cope well with shock or grief, so there is no filter or thoughtful words and big hugs as you see in the cancer movies from Hollywood.


My head was crammed full of questions and thoughts like, how far along is the cancer and where is this fucking tumour?! So Sean and I googled ‘tumour marker’ together – big mistake – and I had to scream into a pillow when I read what it indicated. Then I dried my eyes and put on makeup – I had a sold-out show in Perth that night. I couldn’t let everyone down.


I called my agent and told him the news.


‘I’m still doing the show tonight,’ I said, terrified but determined.


‘Are you sure?’ Chris sounded worried. I had known him for years. He’s more than just an agent, he’s a pal.


I had two big sold-out shows left. My body was bloated and sore but I was convinced it would be ok, I could manage a few hours’ work, it was afterwards when the show ended and I was left with what was inside my own head that I was worried about.


But when my tour manager Craig came to pick me up, I couldn’t stop crying. I didn’t care what anyone said. I hadn’t even been diagnosed yet, but I knew it. I had cancer.


I felt as though I was dying that day; that night in Perth, I couldn’t even tell you what I was saying onstage. The whole show was a blur, but I put on a brave face and did the first half. The only thing I remember vividly about that show was when I called my lawyer during the break and told him I had to get my affairs in order. A pretty morbid thing to do, I know, but I felt it was the only thing I could control at that moment.


The second half of the show went well, apparently. I got a standing ovation. I smiled, waved, thanked the audience, trying not to think about the excruciating pain in the bottom right side of my body, which felt like it was dragging me down towards the stage floor.


The next morning, shaking with fear, I headed to the Queen Elizabeth University Hospital, in the south-west of Glasgow, with Sean. I had the biggest show of the tour in Edinburgh at 7 p.m. that very night. I imagined I would get a scan and it would be something small and fixable and I could get back on the tour bus and do the show. So, I prepared for the worst and hoped for the best.


Neither Sean nor I knew what to say to each other. For one of the first times in my life, I was quiet. I had been to the Queen Elizabeth before – it was the hospital my stepmum had died in – but I couldn’t make sense of the place when I arrived. I was going through door after door, down corridors and round corners, until I finally arrived at the gynae clinic. But when I found the place, I couldn’t bring myself to go in. I stood frozen outside the door and burst into tears – I knew this was going to be one of many hospital doors I would push open. I didn’t want any of it to be real.


When I managed to stop crying, I was shown into a small, seated waiting room. I busied myself by blocking men who were trolling people who had tweeted about how much they enjoyed last night’s show. The fluorescent overhead lights were giving me a headache and the smell of hand sanitiser nipped at my nostrils.


The staff reassured me they would do their best to look after me, and eventually I was shown into a side ward and told to undress my bottom half. Sean had to help me as I got my foot stuck in my leggings and I could hardly bend over to get my shoes off. He kept whispering ‘It’ll be ok Janey’ like a mantra, but his face was pale and his hands were shaking.


So there I was, knickerless with my legs up in metal stirrups and a wand like a Star Wars lightsabre up my vagina as two solemn-faced doctors stared at a computer beside my head. I lay there petrified as they discussed the results on the screen.


I could see both doctors pointing and whispering to each other but all I could hear was my heart banging in my chest. Eventually, they looked up from the screen and faced me. They asked Sean and me to sit down on plastic seats together as they sat opposite us. It was like a nightmare speed-dating set up.


They explained, gently, that an 11-centimetre tumour was present on my right ovary. Sean and I looked at each other in panic.


I sat in that room stunned for a while. Then I wept buckets, again. The doctors sent me for a CT scan, and a porter pulled me backwards in a wheelchair down the hall, into the lift, through a multitude of corridors, and spoke to a female nurse about how he was going to leave and join the paramedics.


I had sent Sean home as this day was stretching out and he didn’t need to be there for every second of it.


Meanwhile, over my head, the nurse and the porter had a full-blown conversation as I stared at my feet with my head down. Nobody spoke to me; from the moment that I had left the ward it was as if I suddenly didn’t exist. He parked me in a busy room full of other people in wheelchairs and shouted ‘Janey Godley’ to the woman at the desk, then he left. Another man came and wheeled me in to the first – sadly not the last – scan of my life.


After I was taken back to the ward, a nurse came by and said, ‘You have to call your husband back up as the doctor has seen the scan and wants to discuss it with you.’


That just floored me. I knew it was cancer, but each step that took me closer to hearing the official diagnosis was horrifying.


When Sean arrived, we sat on the hospital bed, looked out over the twinkling lights of Glasgow and held each other. We still couldn’t think what to say. Because of Sean’s autism, he often sings when he gets stressed out. So he burst into ‘And so I face the final curtain!’ I jumped off the bed, grabbed his mouth and shouted, ‘No! Not that, not now. Stop that!’ just as the doctor arrived to tell me about the scan. The doctor looked tired and stood for a pause, held both his hands out and said, ‘Sit down, please.’ This was like the worst improv scene I had ever witnessed. He was taking too long. The tension was too much, I just wanted him to blurt it out. Whatever it was just SAY IT NOW.


‘No, just say it quick, please,’ I replied, ‘I don’t want to hold hands or breathe slowly, I’ve just stopped him singing sad songs. I need you to tell me, is it cancer?’


‘Yes, but let me explain,’ he said as he sat down.


He said that they would need to wait until they operated to confirm, but all the signals showed it was most likely ovarian cancer.


Sean and I sat quietly. The doctor left and I sent Sean home again. I needed this time alone. I didn’t want to have to deal with his grief and worry, I wanted to deal with my own.


I kept the room lights down low so I could see through the big window that framed all the lights of Glasgow twinkling down below. It made me think of how ironic life could be, as I was currently writing my first novel about a woman, Senga, who was dying of cancer, who would lie in her hospital bed and stare out at the Glasgow skyline. My next book must be about a woman who wins the lottery, I thought to myself and giggled.


I kept watching the lights twinkle all over Glasgow and I thought of Senga. Then I fell asleep.










Chapter 1


 


People always ask me why I went into comedy. I suppose they hear about my background and wonder how I ever found anything to laugh about. But they say tragedy plus time equals comedy, and I believe that.


My childhood was a tough one. I was sexually abused from a young age by my mum’s brother, David Percy, who was in his late teens, and I coped by inventing an imaginary upside-down world. My big sister, Ann, was also being abused by him at the same time, but we didn’t know what was happening to each other until much later in life. Experiencing sexual abuse at the hands of a family member was horrific and the effects of such trauma were long-lasting. I would self-harm, either by not eating properly or by ripping out bits of my hair and hiding them under the bed.


Living in Kenmore Street in Shettleston in Glasgow’s East End with my two older brothers and one older sister was a bit of a crap time in itself. My dad Jim was hard-working, but my poor mammy Annie had a rough time of it with her mental health – she ended up in hospital as a result more than once.


Dad worked a decent job, but Annie seemed feckless with money. So, we kids were poor, often dirty, and walking about in shoes with holes in the soles. To this day we have no idea what our mum did with the cash our dad worked for. There were warrant sales when we were threatened with eviction; there were times Dad’s wages were arrested in front of all his workmates at the factory. So, secrecy, poverty and abuse were rife.


But despite all the shit that was going on in our house, there was actually a lot of love and laughter, too. We were a family that laughed and joked and told stories – my brother David made me laugh louder than anyone and still does to this day. I know it’s hard to imagine, but I was resilient and the most optimistic kid you could meet.


I never dreamed of becoming a comedian; I dreamed I would leave Kenmore Street and become an actress in the theatre. Just as my mammy, who loved musicals and film stars, pushed the furniture back on a Sunday afternoon to dance with Gene Kelly on the telly, I was dreaming of being onstage in plays or maybe in movies.


I never told anyone what I really wanted to be, but when I grew up and started working in the pub with my husband Sean in the eighties, I actually witnessed young guys in my bar get to work in film, thanks to Bill Forsyth and Paddy Higson creating workshops in the Dolphin Arts Centre in Bridgeton. That spurred me on – I reckoned if they could do it, so could I. How hard could acting be? I had been acting normal all my life.


But I never had the chance; I became a full-time publican, doing wee bits of extra work on TV, amateur drama and putting on plays in the bar. Then, in 1995, everything changed. My life got flipped on its head – it wouldn’t be the last time either. Let me explain what happened.


After a particularly awful year of dealing with my husband’s six brothers – think von Trapp family but without the happiness and the singing – Sean, our daughter Ashley and I walked away from the family business. It was a community pub, called the Weavers Inn, that made a healthy profit, and we owned the flats above, but it was in one of the roughest parts of Glasgow – The Calton. I had worked there since I was twenty; it was the place where Sean and I had essentially grown up, become business partners, and raised Ashley. But then my father-in-law died and, in the aftermath, Sean’s six brothers took over the place.


While we were disputing their claim, they would become the owners and we would be their employees. Bear in mind only one of the six actually worked in a pub, not to mention the fact that they already didn’t like each other and certainly didn’t like us. You can see the trouble coming, can’t you?


It was a mess. There were nasty arguments, brothers taking sides, lawyers getting involved, all while builders and architects were waiting on instructions, as we had sunk a lot of our savings into renovating the place. It was a bonfire waiting to ignite, and I didn’t know if my mental health – or my marriage – could take it.


The fear of failing and the fear of staying to make it work hit us like an emotional tsunami. Ultimately, for our own sanity we decided we had to leave. It meant we’d lose all the money we had already invested, but there was no other option. We took the financial hit and walked. I still get anxious when I think about it now. To this day, my husband still hasn’t spoken to his family. It’s been twenty-nine years.


It took the brothers months to get the bar opened and weeks for them all to start taking legal action against each other. Think the TV show Succession but without the nice suits and snappy dialogue. Meanwhile, my husband and I had to make the best of what we had left financially to try to make a stable life for Ashley, who was being ripped from her home and her family. It was a big decision, but I didn’t want to be like the mother I’d had, one who was feckless and chaotic. I wanted Ashley to have stability and live without fear of her uncles.


Luckily, we had some savings left, so we bought a flat in Glasgow’s West End. Despite the huge waves of anxiety, we were moving up in the world, for sure. It wasn’t Kenmore Street and it was a long way from The Calton. Life in Glasgow’s West End was so different from the east. The shops were very fancy, without bars or grilles on the window, and they opened later – there were shops near us that sold marble-topped kitchens and grocers who did organic couscous! – and the local area had great parks, museums, wonderful architecture, cosy pubs and nice places to eat.


The three of us arrived at our new home with nothing but a couple of black bags of clothes, toys and Ashley’s schoolwork and uniform. We didn’t have a chair, cup or spoon to our name – everything else had been left behind and we weren’t going back to get it. We had to start from scratch, kitting out an empty house like we did when we were newly-weds.


Moving house was definitely exciting – if we tuned out the family drama. I got to pick out new furniture, paint schemes, all the things I never got to do in our old place. Plus, we had new, normal neighbours who weren’t related to us, who didn’t spit at me in the hallway or plot our downfall.


We were closer to Ashley’s school as well, which meant she could get there by herself on the subway. She loved being independent and waving her off in the morning was great for me too, knowing I didn’t have to rush back and open the pub. Sometimes I would wander up the road to the school to see her through the Victorian railings at lunchtime and have a chat with her.


 


I knew Ashley was having a tough time adjusting to her routine and life being completely out of whack. She was only eight years old; she didn’t understand why everything was to be kept a secret, why we couldn’t tell anyone where we were going or why we were running away. But we didn’t want Sean’s family to know where we were. Thankfully, my dad and stepmum Mamie were the bedrock of Ashley’s life, always there to give her lots of extra love and attention. Mamie and Dad lived close and were such a positive, stable influence on our lives, lovely humans who doted on all their grandkids.


My dad started his life again getting sober in 1981 after leaving Mum and us in the mid-seventies. Dad and Mamie got married in 1984, two years after my mum Annie died. I believe my mum was thrown in the river in 1982 by her then on-again/off-again boyfriend Peter Greenshields. In 1978 he began a tumultuous, violent relationship with Mum that lasted four years, after he had got out of jail – he had been imprisoned for attacking other women. Poor Mum never stood a chance. I know it was Peter, but the police said there wasn’t enough evidence to charge him. On the same day that she went missing, Peter stuck a knife in my brother David, who was arguing with him about Mum’s disappearance. My brother got him charged for the attack and he ended up back in jail for a few years, though he managed to escape justice for my mother’s death.


 


When Sean, Ashley and I moved to the West End, I didn’t have a job; I thought, ‘Fuck, what am I going to do?’ I knew this was my one chance to try to make it, to try something I had always dreamed of doing. There was no way I could ask Sean to go out and get a new job. He couldn’t work because a) he can’t work for other people and b) his mental health was barely hanging on by a thread. So, it was my job to keep our family afloat.


I ran through my career options and, with no qualifications as I left school at sixteen years old, there wasn’t much out there for me.


So, I decided to pick a career in which most people fail, despite having studied the craft for years.


I was going to try my hardest to make it as an actor, which on reflection is absolutely absurd. How naïve was I? I should have just got another pub job. Though living in the West End, that dream just felt closer, more accessible, because I could see it more in the world around me – I was up at the Ubiquitous Chip pub, mixing with all the actors and performers who stayed nearby (it was a bit of a creative hub back then).


I found out that, to be an actor, I needed an Equity card, and to get an Equity card I had to have stage time. So, I started doing open mic comedy just to bank some stage time. There was no way I could do music or magic, I was shit at both. But I come from a funny family, so it felt like comedy would be a good fit. Plus, I’d always been able to handle heckles and backchat from behind the bar.










Chapter 2


 


Ironically, I wasn’t really into watching comedy myself, not on telly or live gigs – I hadn’t even been to a live comedy show before I started doing my own. I just wanted to do it because I thought I could. It didn’t look that hard to me – telling jokes? That’s easy, eh? And despite not having any experience or qualifications, I believed I could write my own material and become a performer. I mean, how hard could it be?


Very, as it turned out.


I started with a few open spots around the smaller pubs in Glasgow and the west of Scotland. There was barely ever an audience, the gigs didn’t lead to much, and the pay was shite, but it was just brilliant to watch amazing comedians – alongside the crap ones – doing their craft.


One of my first gigs was at a place called the Halt Bar on Woodlands Road, near our flat. I saw they had a comedy night, so I just walked in and asked to speak to whoever was organising the gig. I was introduced to a bunch of young students and a guy called Billy Bonkers (yep, that was his name) and I secured a five-minute slot. I did okay, I didn’t ‘die on my hole’, as they call it, so I thought, what else can I do to make this work?


There was a Polo Mint comedy competition at the time at the Third Eye Centre, which was a contemporary art venue in Glasgow. I entered and turned up in an outlandish outfit and over-the-top makeup – think Lily Savage without the wig.


It was a character act. I had a dog leash round a pillow with a face drawn on it and the whole act was about a woman who screamed a lot at her fake dog and mentioned all the tranquillisers her doctor had given her. Don’t ask me what I was thinking, but I committed to it. So, I strutted into the arts centre and who was there but my wee daddy, sitting with his friends having tea.


‘What are you doing, Janey?’ he asked, clearly confused by the sight of his daughter with a face smeared in too much makeup dragging a pillow dog behind her.


‘Comedy,’ I replied.


He came into the auditorium and watched me scream at Pillow Dog and cheered when I won third place, despite the fact that only three people had entered the competition.


Dad never let me forget that event for years to come. How we laughed.


With each new gig and performance, no matter how small or seemingly inconsequential, I was putting myself out there, meeting new people – some brilliant comedians – and, when I stood backstage, I didn’t feel like I was Janey who had no job, no pub and a very sleepy, sad husband at home.


I wasn’t Mrs Janey Storrie anymore – I was Miss Janey Godley. I changed my name, and it made me feel like I had reinvited myself. Despite all the fear of moving house and trying to make money, I did feel strangely liberated. Nobody I was meeting knew who my husband was, nobody drank in my pub, and nobody was an ex-customer. I’d left the East End and I rarely met my old customers again.


I was making roads to meet other comedy promoters and try to hone my craft. There were brilliant comics I met from the very first day, including big Raymond Mearns, who I’m still friends with now. Raymond and I started out at the same time; both of us were EastEnders, both of us were doing gigs in the West End, both of us had a very similar sense of humour. I love Raymond.


I started doing comedy festivals in Glasgow, shows with Billy Bonkers, and regular gigs in Blackfriars, a comedy club in town. Claire McCauley ran that one; she’s an awesome woman who has always really supported comedians. She liked my stuff, even my early material, which was about the blue ink on sanitary towels in the TV adverts and how any woman who saw that would think she needed to attend the hospital, or that someone had drawn on her fanny pad. I also had material about being an angry mum and how the other mums at my daughter’s posh school had never had sex up against a fridge. It wasn’t the best material, but it got giggles.


Soon I started travelling around the country, and I even landed a few gigs in London. I couldn’t believe it. But as exciting as it was to be out there, making it on my own, it was absolutely petrifying, too. It wasn’t stage fright; I wasn’t scared to perform in front of a room full of people – I’m not exactly shy. I was terrified because I went from having a full-time wage, having a business, having a cash flow, to living on my quickly shrinking savings and working for nothing as a stand-up.


You don’t know how terrifying it is when you’re travelling miles from home, forking out for a train ticket, staying with your pal because you can’t afford a hotel, performing for pennies, in the hope that one day you’ll get sixty quid for a gig, or you’ll make it – which is ridiculous. I should have tried to get a normal job like a normal person. But I didn’t know what else I could do, other than go and work in a pub, and I didn’t want to stand behind another bar for the rest of my life.


At the same time, the best part was all the moving around, like some sort of nomad, staying in a flat in Edinburgh, or with friends in London or Dundee. I was couchsurfing as a fully grown adult who was married with a daughter at school. And I was getting better at being a comedian in the process.


Watching comics onstage in London was illuminating. I fully expected them to be a million times better than all the Scottish comics – some were, don’t get me wrong – but I think being a comedian on a smaller circuit makes you work harder. I was stunned at some of the worst shite I had ever witnessed coming out of a human above a pub in Camden.


The good thing was, when I went to London, I was getting to discover it on my terms. I wasn’t with a husband and a child, organising bus trips and tours of the city, looking after everyone else. I’d be living with my pal, Finlay, getting to walk the streets and understand the tube system on my own. I was meeting new people and getting to do what I wanted.


Being away from home was liberating. I was married at eighteen and running a pub a year later. I had been working fifteen-hour shifts for fifteen years, pretty much, with very little time off. Add school runs and raising a child to that, too. I had always been just a daughter, or a wife, or a mammy. Now, Ashley was being looked after at home, and I was on my own. It was like being the student I never got to be. And without Sean being awkward around people, I was making new friends.


So, I was somehow having the time of my life and feeling completely petrified all at once. And as happy as I was to be doing something that I loved, I felt awful guilt about leaving Ashley. I should’ve been at home, I should’ve been focused on earning a better wage, and I should’ve been a better mammy, but I was too busy enjoying freedom, because I had never experienced it to this extent before.


Ashley was only eight years old – she still didn’t understand why we had taken her away from everything she knew, and she had loved some of her uncles, as awful as her dad and I knew them to be. It was a lot for a child to deal with, let alone understand, and the big changes and all the secrecy made her incredibly anxious. She became a real telly addict and would often repeat adverts word for word while doing her homework. Sean would do this repetitive linguistic thing too – I think I thought it was funny, but in hindsight I can see that Ashley was displaying autistic tendencies herself, and I had no idea.


I knew that her dad was doing his best, but I was aware that he was emotionally adrift too. Sean had such a difficult time adjusting to our new life. He sank into his own terrible, great depression. His father was gone two years now, but there had been no grieving – the Storrie family don’t do grief; they do wills, money, lawyers and treachery. On top of that, my husband had lost his job, his pub, his flat and a lot of his money. He was lost, himself. In fact, I couldn’t see it at the time, but my husband was slowly having one of the biggest breakdowns of his life. And that was something I completely missed. I didn’t fully appreciate the effect his family turning on him and his abandoning them would have on his mental health. I had no idea he was descending into another suicide attempt. I was too busy trying to earn a few quid at a gig to look at what was actually happening in my own family. I suppose I missed so much that was staring me in the face.


It was hard for Sean and me to adjust to what my new work dynamic meant for my marriage as well, because at the pub my husband was also my boss, and I was his worker. Now, I was my own boss, I wasn’t working under his supervision as I had been for most of my adult life, he wasn’t there to see what I was doing, or micromanage me the way he always had. Bearing in mind we didn’t know he was autistic then – we just thought he was irritating.


But we got to go to Disneyland that year, the three of us as a family. The first holiday ever where we didn’t have that pub in the back of our mind, because every single time we went on holiday there was either a fire in the pub, or one of the brothers barred the best customers, or there was a fight, or somebody screwed the money, or somebody kicked the jukebox. Now we didn’t have to phone every day with a special phone card – cos it was the olden days – to try to find out what was happening. It was our first stress-free holiday.


And there was another exciting milestone that summer – my first foray into the Edinburgh Fringe.










Chapter 3


 


I remember it well. I knew the Fringe was where so many of the great comics had started, so my new pal, Johnny Vegas, whom I’d met through the Glasgow comedy open spot circuit, and I decided to enter the Gilded Balloon’s So You Think You’re Funny competition. A bunch of us piled into the wee blue pub van Sean still had and headed along the M8 to Edinburgh. It was my first proper experience of the festival, other than a day when Sean and I walked through the Royal Mile, thirteen years before in 1982.


I was super excited, but also so nervous that I spilled a pint of water all over the floor and down Johnny’s giant, brown crimplene flares that he wore as part of his costume. Thankfully it didn’t affect his performance – Johnny was noticed that day, and I was so pleased for him. My gig went ok, I got some big laughs and some nice comments from the judges, but I wasn’t placed in the heat.


Nevertheless, I was still determined to make it in comedy, so I decided to go back to the Fringe the following year, and this time I stayed with some new pals who were working on the famous stage show The Phantom of the Opera, which was in town. I was staying in a flat down near Leith Walk, and Ashley and her dad came and stayed with me for a few days while I tried out some open mic gigs.


There was a big tent for Fringe Sunday and I was booked to do a slot. I was so excited. Ashley was sat in the front row with her hair in bunches and wearing her favourite dungarees, looking like butter wouldn’t melt. The act before me was a lady in a shimmering green dress with a fish bowl on her head, singing weird songs. Standing backstage, I could hear the other acts talking about a determined heckler in the crowd. I peeped round the curtain and there was Ashley standing up shouting, ‘Your fish is dead’ as she pointed at the bowl on the woman’s head. She was right – the plastic fish was on its side sloshing about in the water.
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