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    Introduction





    They say that one in three people will suffer from cancer. The trouble is, you never believe you will be the one. I certainly didn’t. Why should I?




    When I was first diagnosed with cancer I had been a professional footballer for more than ten years. I wasn’t the most skilful player you will ever see, but I always gave 100 per cent and took pride in my fitness.




    Some footballers have to be really careful about what they eat to ensure they don’t put on the pounds. But I never had to worry about that – burgers or pies never seemed to touch me. I was naturally fit and athletic, almost without having to try.




    And I was blessed with a valuable added weapon for football – a long throw – which earned me a place in the Guinness Book of Records. It was a gift which, in my opinion, was another sign of my fitness.




    All this helped me enjoy my football career. I went late into the game, having had ‘proper jobs’ before being taken on as a professional by Swansea City. Because I had seen working life outside the game, I think I appreciated the life of a footballer more than some of those who had turned professional immediately after they had left school.




    It was a wonderful life. I loved playing football for a living and I loved the training, too. Whether it was boiling hot or freezing cold, I was in the fresh air kicking a ball around.




    Frankly, I didn’t have a care in the world. I made a lot of friends in the game, joined some terrific clubs and, though I was never fortunate enough to play in the Premier League, I was well paid for playing a game I enjoyed. I was also proud that I had played for my country.




    With a wonderful family to go with a comfortable living I felt very fortunate. Other than the usual football injuries I didn’t worry about my health. I was a footballer who could run around as energetically as any of the youngsters who were just coming into the game.




    So cancer was the very last thing on my mind. It was something which affected others. It is hard to believe now, but even when my first neck tumour appeared in the winter of 1999, I didn’t give it a second thought.




    The lump wasn’t painful, it didn’t affect my ability to do my job, and unless you looked closely you couldn’t see it. I just ignored it and it was only because I was nagged so much that I had it looked at and then taken away.




    In truth even that didn’t bother me. I was still playing in the Football League, was still fit and once it had gone I put it out of my mind.




    Yet cancer was to return just a few years later. In this book, I have spoken as plainly as I can about my fight against cancer. Some of the detail is still painful for me to recall.




    I have not written this either to frighten people or for sympathy. I have gone into detail partly to pay tribute to the medical experts who saved my life and who continue to save more lives today.




    I am here because of their work and dedication. And they are still helping me to fight cancer because they and I know that it could return at any time. And there are many others like me. I am sure their outlook on life has changed, just like mine. I’m still positive. I’m still fighting and I am trying to do as much as I can to help other people overcome the condition. 




    I hope while reading this book you will get my message of hope. I have always felt lucky about my life and still do now. My family are fantastic, my career has been in a game little boys dream about playing – and I have survived a disease some people don’t even like mentioning.




    I am living proof that cancer does not have to be a death sentence. If it can be caught early enough it can be dealt with, such is the improvement in medical care over the last few years. My cancer fight has shown me just how much the experts can do and how much people care.




    When I was at my lowest, I received a great deal of support, particularly from football fans. Some of these same fans would hurl abuse at me when I was playing against their team. But that was just football. When I was ill their messages of support were uplifting to me and helped keep me going.




    This may surprise some, but I know, from personal experience, football supporters don’t always deserve the reputation they’ve been given in some quarters. So this book is also a ‘thank you’ to all the fans who took the time to send  me,  a  person  who  they  had  only  seen playing football, their best wishes when they became aware of my illness. Their response continues to be an inspiration to me.




    The fans, the continued care of the experts and the support of my family and friends are the reasons why I am ‘Alive and Kicking’ today.


  




  

    Chapter One


    The Initial Shock





    

      It was my wife Lucy who first saw the lump. One morning I was in the bathroom shaving. “You’ve got a lump on your neck,” she said. I couldn’t feel a thing.




      But she insisted that when I lifted my chin to shave in the corners, she could see a lump. “You need to go and get that checked out. Go and see the doctor about it.” However, the words went in one ear and out the other.




      I was blasé about it. It was the Christmas of 1999 and I was playing for Cardiff City, thoroughly enjoying my football at a club where, after initial hostility from the fans, I had now settled.




      As a professional footballer I knew one of my assets was high energy and fitness. I didn’t feel at all ill. I didn’t give a little lump on my neck any thought, particularly as it didn’t give me any pain. Seems ridiculous to say this now, but I didn’t worry about such things. 




      Lucy was pregnant at the time and I was more concerned about her. But she was determined I should get it looked at and she even tried to embarrass me by getting her midwife to add her voice and push me to get it seen. I ignored them both. Nobody else noticed the lump and  I  just  got  on  with  my  life. In fact I was sure the lump was all to do with a wisdom tooth which had broken through.




      Lucy has much more sense than me. If she sees anything wrong she wants it sorted out, whereas I have always had a ‘couldn’t care less’ outlook on life.




      I didn’t even think about cancer. I had never come across the disease – there was no history of anything like that in my family.




      Looking back, I suppose I was just naïve, though the fact that I didn’t worry meant I always had a positive attitude, and they reckon that always helps when facing illness.




      But, of course, I didn’t consider anything was actually wrong. It was the wisdom tooth, nothing  more.




      Lucy didn’t give up. And she insisted, “It’s getting bigger.” She was probably right, but still I couldn’t feel anything. It wasn’t affecting my form on the pitch so I dismissed all thoughts of it, until one midweek evening game at Ninian Park.




      I went into the medical room to have some strapping put on, as footballers do before a match, and the club doctor Len Noakes was there with another doctor. Len asked him to look at the lump and he said I should see someone about it.




      Len organised for me to go to the BUPA Hospital in Cardiff and see a specialist called Alan Jones. He wanted me to have a biopsy to check what the lump actually was.




      I will always remember the day I went to the hospital because Lucy rang me as I was getting out of the car. “Are you there?” she asked. I told her I was, but I’m not sure she believed me. She wanted proof. I had to find a nurse and get her to talk to my wife on the phone to confirm I had actually gone to the hospital – and wasn’t somewhere else playing a game of golf!




      Lucy knew how much I hated hospitals and needles in particular. As a footballer I like to think I never shirked a tackle, took the bumps and bruises as part of the game, and always enjoyed the physical side of the sport, even if sometimes it meant getting hurt.




      But hospitals? No, thank you. 




      But here I was, and once I’d convinced my wife I was actually going ahead with the biopsy, I went in and had the lump looked at.




      The results came back a few days later. I was told it was a non-malignant tumour and I was pleased to hear the doctor wasn’t worried about it since by this time we were coming close to the end of the season. We agreed I should finish the campaign at Cardiff and then have an operation to have the lump taken away.




      I can’t remember whether the word ‘cancer’ was mentioned. And I’m not even sure I told Lucy it could be cancerous. That’s how laid back about it I was.




      The only thing which worried me was having to go into hospital to have the lump taken out, because I knew that would involve needles and other medical stuff. So I put it all to the back of my mind and continued my football at Cardiff, finishing the season and then getting ready to have the lump dealt with.




      In that season the club were fighting relegation so I was concentrating on that, plus my wife’s pregnancy. The only people at Cardiff who were aware of the tumour were Len Noakes, the club physio Mike Davenport and the manager Billy Ayre. They all agreed to keep  quiet  about  it  and  not  tell  the  other players. The lump would be removed and then I would tell people the whole story.




      For the operation, I went to the BUPA Hospital in Cardiff, but when I checked in they told me I was actually having the surgery at the Princess of Wales Hospital in Bridgend. So going private was a bit of a waste of time for me.




      At the Princess of Wales I was put in a ward with other patients and I was quite  pleased with that. I know some people like private rooms in hospital, but I didn’t want to be on my own.




      I was in overnight, had the operation and Lucy came to pick me up. When she asked how it had gone, there was the usual blank from me. I told her there was nothing to worry about, it had all been taken away and I certainly wasn’t going to be bothered by it. My only concern was the warning from the surgeon that because they had had to cut nerves in the neck I might lose some feeling on the right-hand side of my face. Other than that, and the fact that it was a bit sore, I was unconcerned.




      Now, I realise how much of a worry I must have been to those who were close to me. I get annoyed with myself about just how stupid I was. There I was, facing what was potentially a life-threatening illness and I just did not consider what the consequences might have been for my wife or my family. I shudder to think what might have happened had I ignored the lump altogether.
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