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Preface


I have spent most of my adult life rushed off my feet, or collapsed in a sticky exhausted heap. From chasing a career to chasing after the kids, it’s been hectic. Finding time for myself has always been a challenge, but I still want to have something for me – and while I’m at it, I’d quite like to feel happy and content, achieve my dreams, and believe in magic. If you can identify with this, then this book is for you, with my love.










Chapter 1


Is This You?


Wakey Wakey! The alarm clock sounds and you really don’t want to drag yourself out of bed. Another day of hurtling around from home to work, childminder’s to school, meeting to meeting. If you are at home with young children you may feel lucky if you manage to get dressed, let alone leave the house at some point. Another day feeling that life is somehow passing you by…


I was in that place for years. The situations may change from day to day, but the feeling is the same. I’m not saying that I was unhappy in those years, but I needed something more, something that said ‘This is me’.


To be frank, “I want it all, and I want it now”… words of wisdom sung by the very wonderful rock band Queen; a tongue-in-cheek tribute to our culture – but you know what? It’s true, I do want it all, and yes, I most definitely want it now. I want to follow my heart, achieve my dreams, not have to worry about money… I don’t mind having to work for it, although it would be nice if it didn’t take too much time out of my day; I want to feel connected to nature, to the greater world, to God – whatever or whoever that might be, but I can’t be doing with all that sitting around meditating – after all, even if I did possess a loincloth, I certainly would not have the time (or energy) to sit around contemplating my navel for hours (I wouldn’t be able to get up again either), while sat on top of a mountain in Tibet! (Deep breath.)


In any case, a loincloth is hardly flattering!


Do you feel the same?


It’s natural to have dreams, to want a better life for yourself and your loved ones. It’s also completely reasonable to want to feel happy and content, but achieving this can be a challenge. I believe that the key to success – in all areas of life – lies in how we deal with the stuff in our head and our heart, from the little everyday dramas and irritations, to the major events that can change our course and shape our future. I’ve had experience of a few of those myself, and I’ll tell you all about them later. And then there’s the ‘Spiritual Life’, the deep and meaningful inner connections…


We are told that if we live a spiritual life, we are better equipped to be happier, healthier, more successful, wealthier people. We find it easier to pursue – and achieve – our dreams, whatever those dreams might be… but what do we mean by living a ‘spiritual life’?


It’s a big question, and a tricky one to answer. For some, it means following a specific faith or religion – but I am talking about a different kind of ‘spiritual life’, one that you can integrate with your faith, or follow on its own. There are many people who don’t subscribe to an organized religion, but who still want to live that ‘spiritual life’. How those people tap into the spiritual, that sense of connection to the ‘something’ that is just out of reach of our physical senses is a deeply personal thing. If you do follow a particular faith, I hope that you will still find inspiration here; I do not believe that there is any ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer. I certainly cannot believe that when we eventually shake off our mortal bodies, our souls ascend to some form of compartmentalized heaven where the Christians sit in one corner, the Buddhists in another, and so on. If that were the case, then even in those corners there would be different factions – within Christianity there are who knows how many subdivisions… Catholics, Protestants, Methodists, Wesleyans, Quakers, Mormons… need I go on? I can see it now, like a vast burger restaurant in the sky filled with different children’s parties: “You’re here with the Greek Gods? They’re over there next to the Mount Olympus bouncy castle…”


A wise man once said that:


There are many paths up the mountain, but they all lead to the same summit.


That is how I think of the variety and diversity of different religions; each is a different path, but each reaches the same summit. If we took that divided heaven argument to its logical conclusion, then I think heaven would be exactly the same as earth… full of squabbling people who each think that their way is ‘right’!


This book does not claim to be ‘right’ in any way, shape or form. It is just one path, one woman’s opinion, my way of making sense of the world and living within it in a way that gives me hope and inspiration.


Throughout these pages, I am going to have to refer to the ‘something’ that we might think of as a deity. You may call him/her/it by different names, but I am not going to tie myself up in knots trying to be politically correct and nondenominational. I am just going to say God. It makes it simple and I can type the word easily without a fuss. This does not mean I do not believe in the existence of a Goddess, or any other part of the holy family, it is just easier, the name of the god/gods/goddesses I pray to is irrelevant and I have no desire to influence your choice of deity. You can substitute God for whichever word you can relate to, I won’t be offended!


So now we’ve got that out of the way, let’s go back to the original question:




What do we mean by ‘Living a spiritual life’?





My spiritual life means that I want to feel a connection to every-thing; I want there to be a God and angels to guard me and guide me, an afterlife to look forward to and an energy in everything around me that I can sense, from animals and plants to the stars and planets – including our own earth. Do you think I want too much? I don’t think so. I have been working on building these connections since I was a child, and I have seen and heard too much, personally experienced too much, for me to believe otherwise.


Let me give you an example.


Do you believe you have a Guardian Angel; someone watching out for you wherever you are, whatever you do? I believe you do, in fact I know you do; but as you need to build on relationships with your friends, so you need to build on your relationship with your Guardian Angel too. If you don’t call your best friend regularly, he or she might wonder what they have done to offend you; if you ignore them for a long time, they might assume that you no longer want them as a friend at all! The good news is that you cannot do anything that will make your angel turn his back on you, but you can certainly build a closer relationship so that when you really need his help, he is there like a shot.


A couple of years ago, we went off on one of our regular trips to Finland. My husband Phil worked out there some years ago and we absolutely love the country, so we go off as often as we can. This was one of our January shopping trips to the sales in Helsinki and we were really looking forward to it. However, a couple of days before we flew out, I had a little accident.


It was one of those stupid moments that you can see yourself doing – but are completely powerless to stop… I was walking around indoors with nothing on my feet; Phil was sat in his usual place watching the TV, and as I passed him to get to the sofa, I caught his booted foot with my toes. It was agonizing, I could not put my foot flat on the floor and moving the toe next to my big toe was just excruciating. I know now that I had actually broken the toe, but at the time I could not see the point in going to the local Accident and Emergency department and waiting for hours only to be told I had broken my toe and there was nothing they could do about it…


So I just did what any woman would do in the circumstances. I blamed Phil. He should not have had his foot sticking out. Completely unjust of course (you see, dear, I am apologizing!) but I needed someone to blame to make me feel better. The toe began to turn black… and it became tricky to get my boots on, but nonetheless we were going off for our holiday.


On the morning of the flight, I squeezed my foot into my boot and hobbled into the car. I managed to avoid running my feet over with the case and we checked in the baggage without incident.


When our flight was called, we went to the departure gate and sat down with the other passengers; there were a lot of them. Phil needed to use the loo, so off he went – and while he was gone, they called for all the passengers to board a bus to take us to the plane. I had to wait for Phil to come back of course, and so I sat there and watched as everyone else crammed into the bus. As the passengers boarded, I was asking my Guardian Angel for a bit of help here; please please please, don’t let my bad toe be trodden on… but I could not see how on earth I could avoid it, or how my Guardian Angel could possibly help! I was utterly convinced that I was in for a lot of pain; the bus was completely packed, standing room only, not only with people but with all their hand luggage squashed in on the floor as well.


Phil returned and helped me to hobble over to the waiting bus; the double doors halfway down the side were open and I stared in at the solid mass of bodies. A sea of faces stared back; I didn’t see how we were going to get on at all, let alone manage it without my poor foot getting seriously trodden on!


At this point my Guardian Angel earned his money; the bus driver appeared out of nowhere and looked us in the eyes –“Come on,” he said, “there’s a couple of seats at the front.” Seats? How on earth were there any actual seats left on the bus! Somehow, there were; two glorious seats, right behind the bus driver, miraculously unoccupied. I felt the burning gaze of the other passengers as we boarded through the front doors and sat down…


The driver got on, started the engine and drove across the tarmac towards our waiting Finnair plane. My next concern was the inevitable crush in the aisle of the plane – you know how it goes, everyone trying to put their hand luggage up in the overhead lockers, while the other passengers attempt to push past them… it’s a recipe for disaster when you have a broken toe.


My Guardian Angel was there again, right on cue. The bus stopped, the driver did not open the doors in the middle of the bus at all… he opened the doors at the front and refused to let anyone else disembark before we did… I was the very first person up the steps to the plane, the first person inside the plane, the first person to take their seat – and mine was by the window, so I didn’t even have to move to let anyone else in!


Now I don’t care what you think – there is absolutely no way on this blessed earth that was ever going to happen on its own. I know that it only happened because my Guardian Angel arranged it for me. Thank you thank you thank you…


That is just one example of the countless times that my Guardian Angel has been there for me – and the really good news is that your Guardian Angel is just waiting to help you too… there is a lot more on this subject in a later chapter.


Of course, living a spiritual life is not just about sitting around and waiting for your Guardian Angel to do all the work for you. We have to make an effort to actually work on our connections and senses…


… And that’s where the main issue (for me at any rate) comes in.


Time.


I don’t know about you, but my life seems to be completely hectic! The days pass by so fast I don’t know where they are going, and I never seem to have any time for me… I know that I’m not on my own with this, my friends, my family – in fact everyone tells me they have exactly the same issues. Most of us have to work (congratulations if you are one of the lucky ones of independent means!) to live, and then there are the demands of our families, maintaining our homes, enjoying a social life and all the little daily things that only take moments, but which build up into large chunks of time over a period.


If you added up all the time spent on the routine ‘it’ll only take 2 minutes’ chores, how much time every week would you spend opening the post, emptying the bin, wiping down the draining board and work surfaces, cleaning your teeth, putting the washing in the washing machine (the washing appears a lot in this book, it’s an occupational hazard for mums)… and taking it out again, hanging it up, plumping cushions, making the bed… If you have young children, you’ll be lucky to get 15 minutes to yourself every day, especially if you go out to work as well! I was on the work/childminder/school run treadmill for quite a few years and it’s exhausting. You have my sympathies, but the good news is that it does not last forever, children grow up – and if you train them right, they’ll do some of the routine chores for you! We have only partially succeeded in this.


All the technology we have nowadays doesn’t seem to make things any easier either; it’s just another layer of stuff to distract you. Checking e-mails on your phone, playing daft games with your friends, sending text messages instead of calling people… and of course, Facebook and Twitter. Social networking may bring the world to your mobile device, but it also keeps you away from the world; the real world that is. I use it myself, but I have it under control these days; I had a phase of not sleeping well, which I believe was down to staring at a screen for too long every evening. (This very issue has been on the news this week, it seems I am right!) It is an area of concern for me, that our young people all seem to have busy social lives… through a set of headphones and a screen with an avatar. You don’t need to be a psychologist to see that we are storing up trouble for the future unless something happens to change this. There is no substitute for face to face relationships and some fresh air!


I have to tell you this: one of my sons went to a party recently; he is a huge fan of online gaming and seems to have the enviable (?) ability to manage several screens and a conversation simultaneously. Anyway, he went to a party with real people, in a real place… and was completely wiped out the following day. I asked him why he was so tired, after all, he had gone to bed hours earlier than he does when he’s gaming – and he replied that it was “exhausting talking to real people!” This is going to be a huge social issue if we don’t tackle it soon; where does it lead? Sorry, I’m digressing, but it is an issue which is not going to go away.


With all this going on, how on earth do you find time to work on your spiritual well-being? Is there any point in worrying about it anyway! I believe that there is, because if you feed your soul, the rest of your life seems to fall into place.


Throughout this book, I am going to show you how you can integrate your spiritual self into every corner of your life, how it can enable you to feel happier, become more productive, more successful, and how to feel at peace. Oh yes, feeling at peace – just about the best feeling in the world. I can manage this about 40% of the time now. I suspect that the ratio of ‘feeling at peace’ to either ‘rushing around like a crazed loon’ to ‘actively worrying over something’ is really low for most people, most of the time. I will talk about this in a later chapter, bear with me.


The good news is that you don’t need to find any ‘extra’ time in order to achieve this spiritual life. I have never had time to sit still, so I have always carried my spiritual life with me, taking the opportunities to ‘plug in’ wherever and whenever I can. I’m still learning. I don’t believe you ever stop learning, although if I did actually pack my mythical loincloth and shimmy on up to the mountain for a spot of deep navel contemplation, I could probably manage to become serene just before the universe finally collapses in on itself. Or not.


I have two other jobs as well as being a writer and author. I enjoy both of them and would find it difficult to give them up, even if I were to become ‘rich and famous’! I work in the market town of Petersfield in the South Downs National Park; there is no public transport that gets me where I need to be at the right time, so I drive the ten miles up the A3 and park in a little lane just outside the center. It takes me about ten minutes to walk from my car into work, across a very busy road and then down a stunningly beautiful path. I had been travelling back and forth from Petersfield for more than 20 years on a regular basis and had never once noticed this path. It is right in the center of town, alongside an incredibly busy road, and yet somehow it manages to be serene and peaceful. There are trees of oak, ash, hornbeam, beech and hazel overhanging a green passage with a clear running stream to one side, and depending on the time of year, there are a wide variety of plants, from cow parsley and daffodils, to blackberries, bluebells and daisies. The noise of the traffic seems far away, drowned out by the sound of the birds singing their little hearts out. I love it; the colors change with the seasons, fresh pale greens and creams in the spring, richer greens in the summer, then golden russets in the autumn giving way to grey bare branches and glossy dark holly leaves in winter.


Even though I am right in the center of town, there is an otherworldliness about this path as it winds its quiet way along the stream. There is a tree stump that looks for all the world just like the head of a serpent-like dragon thrusting from the earth, and I wouldn’t mind betting that it lies on one of the energy lines (Leys) that snake across the surface of the planet.


I believe in these, but it’s not necessary for you to believe in them too. If you are interested in discovering more about Leys, I can highly recommend The Sun and the Serpent by Paul Broadhurst as a starting point. It’s part history, part travel diary and part spiritual pilgrimage – and 100% funny, inspirational and readable.


Whatever my mood, as I walk the path, I feel my spirits lifting, feel that sense of connection to something greater. It has been proven now that your mood lifts just by going for a walk outside in a park; I would argue that anywhere outside will help! There are many of us that do not have access to a park, many that cannot go outside without help, and many who cannot go outside at all.


Most of us will have been housebound at some point in our lives; think about a time when you were ill and had to stay home, even for just a few days…


… Now think about how you felt when you were well enough to go outside again for the first time; the feeling of relief as you took a lungful of outside air. It is not just a physical reaction, it is a spiritual reaction to connecting once more with nature; it helps you to feel better, optimistic and good inside.


Even if you are indoors, you can still bring this wild energy inside by closing your eyes and imagining you are stood on a hilltop feeling the wind blowing through your outstretched arms, or stood in a rainstorm with the rain pouring down your face. If you want something a little less dramatic, what about seeing yourself sat on a beautiful beach, sun beating down on your back and a cold drink by your side!


Living a spiritual life does not mean praying in the ‘hands together, eyes closed’ way we were shown when we were young children, but it does mean giving thanks for the good things in our lives, acknowledging when we need to make changes and accepting changes when they happen.


It helps us to focus on what is important, shake off the trivial and move forwards in life, living in the present, rather than remaining trapped in the past.


My life, like yours, has been full of highs and lows, drama and comedy. My spiritual life has taken me up on the downs, into curtained rooms, castle dungeons and hospital wards. At times I have thought I was flying with the angels, at other times I felt deserted and bereft, but always I have known that a life without that sense of connection would feel empty.


Of course, we have to live in the real world too; the world of trying to think of what to have for dinner, of trying to keep our homes in some sort of order despite the best efforts of the kids, of trying to keep our heads above water and somehow, just maybe, having something left over just for us, at the end of the day. It’s no good having a direct line to the angels if you don’t have anything to eat; everything is a balance, and it’s important to get our priorities right, but your spiritual life can help here too. Is it easier to sort out what’s most important when you feel cool, calm and collected, or when you are tearing your hair out, beset by anxiety attacks and hurtling from place to place in a vain effort to get at least one thing done! It’s not really a choice is it?


I’m apparently an expert at sailing serenely through life; my friends tell me that I’m “so good at coping”, “so strong” and have at times held me up as a sort of saint! Well, I’m here to tell you now that the halo has slipped below my (generous) hips and I’m just as scared as everyone else when something happens. I feel a bit like a swan at times: on the surface, I’m gliding along with barely a care, while underneath I’m paddling like mad just to keep going!


When the world goes mad around me, I really need my spiritual life to help and support me. In 2004, I was diagnosed with Breast Cancer and had many months of challenging treatment. My overriding concerns during that time were for my family, particularly my children. I did not want them worrying that I was going to die, so I had to stay upbeat and positive, even when I was feeling really sick and low. It’s a funny thing about Cancer, the treatment seems to make you feel worse than the disease, but I would have endured anything to ensure I would still be there for many years to come. Right now, I’m clear, and long may that continue – but if at any time in the future it returns, I know I will have the strength to endure again.


Each of us has our challenges; if we had no challenges, we might not enjoy life. Do you agree with that statement? Take away one challenge and you’ll find another to replace it. If money is a challenge right now and you became financially secure overnight, what would you find to give you direction and meaning? That’s after you had bought enough shoes of course. When your children grow up and (hopefully) leave home, it can leave a void that is difficult to fill; my third child, my baby girl, has just left school. After two decades of sorting out the school uniform it feels very strange knowing that I no longer have to do it. Working on your inner life, your spiritual life can help to give you that challenge and can also give meaning to your everyday life. The really good news is that if you fit it in around your day, you can do whatever you want with your ‘free’ time. I’ve put that in inverted commas because if your life is anything like mine, the concept of free time may be unknown to you. If you are reading this while stood in a bookshop, take it to the counter, pay for it, go home, put your feet up and enjoy some quality me time…










Chapter 2


Probably Nothing


Probably Nothing.


Throughout my life, I have ignored the signs. I expect you have too. I’m not necessarily talking about mystical signs, although I’ve ignored those with the best of them; these are the real, tangible, physical signs that you need to take some form of action over. I don’t want to make assumptions here, but I have a feeling that right now, there is something in your life that you know needs attention, but which you are deliberately ignoring, whether consciously, or subconsciously. It could be any one of a million things; the funny noise coming from the car, or the washing machine; the letters from the bank, the look in someone’s eyes…


I have a solution to these things: do not, whatever you do, continue to ignore them.


You don’t want to hear this, of course you don’t, it might mean a big repair bill, a problem with your finances, or a friend or partner who needs support. The trouble is that if we ignore the signs, things very rarely get better on their own. But here’s the thing – if you face up to whatever it is as soon as you possibly can, it can be far less worrying than you thought!


The fear is almost always worse than the reality.


Sometimes we ignore things because we don’t take them seriously.


I had this nagging pain in my shoulder that came and went. Nothing major, just one of those sort of ‘rotate your shoulder while holding on to it’ sort of pains, the sort of pain that comes on after an afternoon gardening, or moving the furniture around. Except that it never came on after any form of exertion; just every now and again, maybe 2 or 3 times a month, while sat up in bed doing the crossword, hardly a strenuous activity! By morning, it had always vanished and I had forgotten about it – until the next time. Like you, I’m a busy sort of person, and a busy person doesn’t bother her doctor with trivial nagging pains!


So this nagging pain came and went for almost a year, during 2003 and 2004, before I finally mentioned it to my doctor. I had gone for something completely different, I cannot even remember what that was now, but I do remember that it had been bothering me the previous evening, so was fresh in my mind. I most certainly did not think there was going to be an answer for it, just a mildly patronizing lecture along the lines of ‘It’s one of the perils of growing older, nagging aches and pains are natural’ from my overworked GP. In fact I was apologizing for even bringing it up before I gave her a chance to draw breath and reply!


You could have knocked me down with a feather when she took it seriously and suggested sending me off for a mammogram!


This is how it went…


“By the way, while I’m here, I’ve had this nagging pain in my shoulder that comes and goes, I don’t suppose you have any idea what it might be? … Probably nothing of course, just getting older I suppose! It’s just that it never comes on when I’ve actually done anything to make it ache – and it only happens at night when I’m sat up in bed in the middle of the Telegraph cryptic crossword…”


“How long have you had it?”


“Oh about a year I suppose, on and off, it comes and goes…”


“How often does it happen?”


“About 2 or 3 times a month, it’s probably nothing, don’t worry…”


“I’m going to send you for a mammogram, just to be on the safe side…”


“A mammogram! But this is my shoulder!”


“Yes, I know – and as you say, it’s probably nothing, but as you have had it for almost a year, I think we should investigate it.”


Probably nothing… it was my mantra for the next few weeks!


“But if it’s nothing, don’t worry, I don’t want to put anyone to all that trouble, I’m sure it’ll go away…”


But the doctor was already writing the referral, it was a done deal. She probably saved my life.


The really, really odd thing was that from the moment I finally told the doctor, the nagging pain vanished, never to return. With hindsight, I’m convinced it was a message from my paternal grandmother ‘Big Grandma’ to get checked out. We had a ‘Big Grandma’ and a ‘Little Grandma’: Big Grandma was big in every way, tall, big boned and with a statuesque figure; Little Grandma, who passed away in April 2012 at 93, was tiny in every way, less than 5 feet tall and with a small frame. Both of them had the biggest hearts though, with family at the heart of whatever they did. Big Grandma had breast cancer back in the early 1960s when treatment was less advanced, and recovery rates much less positive than they are today. She had a mastectomy, and her ‘reconstruction’ was a grey nylon beanbag shoved into her bra. It was a multipurpose reconstruction – I remember her reaching inside her bra and throwing it to me and my brother to play with sometimes! We would play catch with this makeshift booby, something which I find absolutely incredible now. To go through the trauma of the diagnosis and surgery – and then be relaxed enough about it to let your grandchildren play with the beanbag? I’m truly in admiration of her courage and spirit. I always knew what the beanbag was, I cannot remember now whether I was told, or just overheard something, but I knew she had had a mastectomy, and I knew that the bag was a makeshift booby. My brother on the other hand, only discovered the truth when I was having treatment and we were reminiscing one day. He was horrified! Big Grandma was brilliant; she passed away in 1978, when lung cancer finally overcame her. I miss her still.


I didn’t feel alarmed by the prospect of the investigation; I had no lumps and bumps, it was just a nagging shoulder muscle –wasn’t it? The referral duly arrived and I toddled off to the Breast Care Unit at Haslar Hospital in Gosport. (This amazing and utterly brilliant hospital has now been closed, which is a crying shame.)


They were very thorough; I had my ‘Squashogram’ (every time I have a check up, I worry about the fire alarms going off while I’m being held firm by the squashography machine!), and then went to see a Nurse Practitioner to have it analyzed. I explained what had been happening and the nurse had a good feel for lumps – there were none. There was a tiny sore patch, so she performed a needle aspiration to draw off some cells, the results were ready in about an hour, and were clear. However, they weren’t ready to let me go just yet; an Ultrasound was required –‘Just to be on the safe side.’


… And there it was: a tiny opaque sphere, deep within the breast tissue. Something so tiny that it surely had to be completely insignificant? Apparently not. They didn’t like the look of it, and booked me in for a Core Biopsy for the following week. “Probably nothing,” she said. “Just to be on the safe side.”


I didn’t feel even the faintest twinge of alarm; how could anything that small be in any way threatening?


The core biopsy was taken; the mantra was duly repeated: ‘Probably nothing’… two weeks later I went back for the pathology results and it turned out that actually, it was… something… and the something might just be threatening – but not very threatening; whatever it was, it was in the very early stages they thought – but I would need a lumpectomy to remove it. I was more than happy with this; I wanted the little blighter gone!


My lumpectomy was scheduled for Halloween week in 2004; I love Halloween, I love pumpkins and I love fairy lights – so I took Halloween, pumpkin-shaped, orange battery-powered fairy lights into the hospital with me, and put them out on the table over my bed. It still seems logical to me now, although it may have appeared ever so slightly barking mad to others. The lumpectomy was performed and I left the hospital after a few days, still completely unconcerned.


The pathology results took a further two weeks to materialize; it seemed that the entire world was getting their results at that clinic; it was packed. A large seating area was surrounded on three sides by closed doors, the consulting rooms. A veritable army of nursing staff and counselors were conspicuous around the room, their eyes scanning the throng as though assessing who would be able to cope and who would need extra support. There were silent, worried women, and chatty women trying not to look worried. Husbands, partners and loved ones sat closely to their women, trying to be supportive and not knowing what to say. I spotted a familiar face or two, women who had been on the ward with me, also now awaiting their fate, including Lorraine, who had been in the next bed, and who had become a friend. There was an air of forced cheerfulness, a faint desperation in the air, as though the very act of cheerfulness could ward off whatever waited behind the closed doors.


My name was called; a door opened, and Phil and I went in and sat down.


Behind the desk, a doctor was waiting; he confirmed a few details to make sure I was the right patient and then, with no preamble, he uttered the following sentence…


“Mrs. Jones, I’m afraid it’s not good news. The pathology results show you have Breast Cancer, a type called DCIS, which stands for Ductal Carcinoma in Situ. It’s category 3, aggressive and multifocal, you will need chemotherapy, radiotherapy, a mastectomy, possibly reconstruction and then drugs such as Tamoxifen. Do you have any questions?”


Questions? I thought this was supposed to be ‘Probably Nothing’! As if from a distance I heard myself saying:


“We’ve got tickets to go and see The Darkness (bestselling rock band at that time) at Wembley next month. Can I still go?”


There was a distinct pause. I remember this quite clearly… and a sort of giggly gasp from the nurse standing guard in the corner.


“Er… I don’t see why not? Umm…”


I let him off the hook with a sigh. “OK, so I presume by multifocal you mean there’s more than one of the things?”


“Yes,” he was back on familiar territory. “We have identified three cancers in the breast.” More silence.


“… And category 3 means…?”


“Ah – yes, the categories go up on level of threat if you like, from 1, which is the lowest, to 4, which is the highest.”


“So what happens now?”


He talked about the coming months, the chemotherapy would be the first hurdle, then surgery; but first I would see the Breast Care Nurses to talk things through and support me. I was strangely calm, still not alarmed and I thanked him and left the room, followed by poor Phil, who was really suffering. I have always felt that the husbands and partners of women with breast cancer should have proper support; it’s getting better, but there is still much work to do.


Back in the seating area, I could feel all the eyes on me as I came out of the door, trying to assess what my outcome had been. There was no sign of my friend, but I could hear something of a commotion coming from behind one of the other doors, and it sounded familiar. I walked over to the door and asked the nurse outside if Lorraine was inside.


“You can’t go in there!” she said, but I was already turning the door handle. Lorraine was there, in a state of visible distress. “Lorraine! It’s only me – are you OK?” Stupid bloody question as she plainly wasn’t OK. “How did you get on?” we both asked the question simultaneously, but we both knew the answers. We hugged each other tightly; sometimes it’s easier to talk to someone, share with someone, the thing that is frightening you, if you are both experiencing it at the same time. We supported each other right through the whole process, and then, ultimately, we got on with our lives. It’s not that we fell out, just that we needed each other for a fixed period and then, somehow, we didn’t need each other any more. We were part of a process that naturally completed.


Anyway, it seemed now that ‘Probably Nothing’ was no longer my mantra. My new mantra was ‘Survive’.


I was understandably concerned about telling the kids; James had just turned 16, Matt was almost 12 and Holly was 8. I knew I had to be strong for them; I didn’t want any element of ‘doom and gloom’ permeating our close-knit family. I told each of them separately, reassuring them that I would be absolutely fine, although in the short-term it might be difficult as the treatment would make me ill, and of course I was probably going to lose my hair, but I’d try not to scare them with my bald head! James and Holly were fine, but Matt was more tricky to pin down. I thought he must be worried that I might die… but no, when I finally cornered him it seemed that his main area of concern was that I might embarrass him if my wig blew away in the wind! I did my best to allay his fears while trying not to laugh! Kids have a way of bringing you down to earth.


I was also worried about how my surgery might affect my relationship with Phil. Although I had complete faith in his love and support, I wasn’t sure how he would feel about the mastectomy and reconstruction. The man who loved my ‘baby bag’ was also completely unconcerned about me losing bits of myself…“I married you, not your tits…” he said, enveloping me in a bear hug when I raised the issue. It might sound a bit… erm… direct… but it was what I needed to hear! Phil has always been absolutely there for me, whenever I need him. I feel absolutely blessed that we met, and cherish every moment we spend together.


One thing that took me entirely by surprise was the reaction by other people to my cancer. I’m only mentioning this in case you know someone who has recently been diagnosed… please treat them normally! There were a significant few who felt unable to talk to me when they discovered I had cancer… apparently they couldn’t cope, didn’t know what to say – basically I had to feel sorry for them. I’m sorry? I had to feel sorry for them? Who had the cancer! I am over this now, but I was really angry about it at the time; after all, I was the one walking around with no hair! It seems to be a common reaction too, but people with cancer are still the same people. There’s no need to find anything different to say, just talk about what you would normally discuss! They’ll have ups and downs, good days and bad days and it will make a real difference to know that you are there when they need you.


One group that I had no concerns about were our five kitties. While I was ill, they temporarily suspended all hostilities between themselves to help look after me. There are countless stories of pets who seem to know when someone is ill; ours were certainly aware of how ill I was. I would be lying in bed quietly twitching and trying to rest and five furry bodies would be squashed up against me! The only time their attentions caused a problem was the notorious ‘Sofa Incident’.


It was the smell we noticed; a nasty musty smell. I put it down to Phil’s feet, or maybe the cushion covers… I washed the covers but the smell still lingered. My sense of smell was exceptionally sensitive when I was having chemotherapy, so initially I thought it was only me smelling it, but over the next few days it got worse and worse. After a couple of weeks had passed I decided I had to do something; I was convinced now it was the covers on the sofa so I thought I would wash them… As I removed the upright back cushions to remove the covers, something moved… there was something there, what was it…? “Oh YUK… PHIL…!!!” I remember shrieking for him to come quickly; there was a little present from one of the cats down the back of the sofa, a headless (and very, very long dead) rat, which had obviously been decomposing for some time! Now I’m not frightened of rodents, alive or dead, but I was concerned about the germs from this particular specimen, especially in view of my chemically compromised immune system, so I called the home insurance company and said I wanted to make a claim. They were most sympathetic and sent out a cleaning team, but despite their best efforts they were unable to remove the aroma of decomposing rodent and after a couple of attempts they gave us the cash to buy a new sofa! That was definitely a result; it gave me something to focus on and take my mind off the ghastly chemo. Whenever I think about it, it also reminds me of my somewhat limited diet at that time; I had gone off food in a big way and was surviving on a healthy mix of satsumas and Maltesers (malt balls), yum.


Following my breast cancer diagnosis, I was back and forth to the hospital on a regular basis to discuss my treatment. The chemotherapy was to start immediately, and surgery would follow in 2005 once I had recovered sufficiently from being poisoned. I knew that in all probability I would lose my hair, so being a control freaky Capricorn, I knew I had to be in charge of that. I have had very long hair for most of my life and one of my greatest fears had always been losing it. Facing that fear head on would be my first challenge; I decided take control and to have it cut very short before the first treatment; to bolster my spirits I did it for the charity Children in Need, raising around £900 from friends, family and folks at the local pub. Two of my friends from school made time in their busy lives to travel down to Portsmouth and come with me to the hairdresser. It was great to see them again, and with all the catching up we had to do, I had no time to feel sorry for myself. Actually, I quite liked the new look – although I have once more grown my hair again now. I find it easier to manage and I am absolutely NOT going to be grey! I think purple is a great color!


I was pretty phobic about throwing up, and everything I had heard about chemotherapy made me think I would be vomiting pretty much constantly (It’s not necessarily true; I made it through without hurling once.), so I made sure that I had plenty of anti-sickness medication.


The first treatment was OK; I felt a bit off color for a day or so, and then I was back to normal, so we went Christmas shopping. I saw a nice jumper in one shop and went to try it on – and as I removed the jumper I was wearing… most of my hair came off too, in one lump. I stood staring at it in the corner of the changing room for a minute; it looked for all the world like a deflated hedgehog, spiky brown tufts in a sad little heap. Nothing I could do to change it though. I looked in the mirror and felt my head; there still seemed to be a fair amount left, enough that I wouldn’t scare the Christmas shoppers! The surreal nature of my situation suddenly hit me and I started giggling; I decided not to try on the jumper after all, just in case the rest came off, and carefully replaced my own top. I couldn’t face taking the pile of hair away with me, so I left it in a corner of the changing room – god knows what the sales staff must have thought!


Phil looked at me as I came out of the changing rooms. “Was it OK?” he asked. “Actually I didn’t get that far,” I replied and explained, “I think the rest had better come off tonight – have you got Kev’s number on you?” Kev and his wife Sue are two of our closest friends – and Kev keeps his head close shaven. “I want the rest shaved off tonight!” Phil threw me a worried glance, “Are you sure about this?” “Absolutely sure,” I replied. I could not bear the thought of the chemotherapy taking away my hair, but if I chose to do it, well, that was a completely different thing. I had the headscarves and the wigs ready and waiting…


That was an odd Saturday night; sitting in the kitchen having what was left of my hair shaved off… and then immediately going back to long hair with a wig! I discovered very quickly that I could not tolerate the wigs; I had loved wearing wigs to parties and thought it would be quite entertaining changing hairstyles and colors whenever I fancied for a while, but they irritated my scalp so I opted for a variety of headscarves instead. I only wore the wigs if I absolutely had to; I used to do tarot and angel Card readings for people and I would wear the wig for these, not wanting to scare folks; but I remember one particular occasion when two ladies came round for a reading. After they had left, I caught sight of myself in the mirror and realized that I had forgotten to fasten it at the back; the two straps were hanging down around my ears! What on earth must they have thought!


Chemotherapy has a cumulative effect, so you can become more debilitated with each treatment. The couple of days feeling a bit ‘off’ after the first treatment escalated to a full week in bed feeling ghastly by treatment number 5. It wasn’t helped by the state of my veins and skin. My veins collapsed after the first treatment; my blood failed to recover and the second treatment had to be delayed. When I was eventually ready for number 2, they had to insert a PICC (Peripherally Inserted Central Catheter) Line in order to administer the drugs. This is a very thin and flexible line (it felt like balloon plastic), which is inserted through a vein in the upper arm and which follows the vein around directly into the heart. It means that there are no painful episodes while the nurses try to find a vein when you go for your appointments; it should be a simple task to initially insert it – but of course it wasn’t for me. I ended up badly bruised and battered after a lengthy spell on the couch while the expert technicians battled to find a vein that they could use. I’m conscious that I might sound like a bit of a disaster area, but I cannot help the facts – and the fact was that everything they did affected me badly. The PICC line was brilliant… but the tape to stick it down reacted horribly with my skin. Within a few days I had a severe allergic rash; the nurses likened the effect to being burned with aircraft fuel. It was the same with every sticky tape they tried; I was back and forth to the hospital almost daily to try and resolve the issue – but ultimately they had to bandage it in place without an adhesive, something which carried another risk. If the line is not secured, it can be sucked into the body completely… and then it’s major surgery to retrieve it! We eventually identified one brand of tape (Hypafix) that I seemed to be OK with… but this year I have become sensitive to that too. Not sure what happens if I need sticking together now!


Throughout chemotherapy, although I was really grateful to have my family around me, I also valued my time alone. This has always been such a busy, happy house; I still wanted my children to be able to bring their friends home, but sometimes you need to be on your own. The kids were so comfortable about my appearance that they would sometimes forget that a) their friends might feel just slightly spooked by the sight of a bald woman reclining on the sofa as they trooped past me to get to the stairs, or b) I might not want to be seen without my headscarf. I got into the habit of retiring early to get some peace and quiet when I needed it; no drama, just ‘I’m off to bed now’. I might not be going to sleep though; our bedroom is my sanctuary where I can completely relax. I can read, listen to music, meditate, catch up with my favorite telly… I resisted having a TV in the bedroom for years and finally gave in about 5 years before. It’s not been the root of all evil that I imagined, but rather a friend on the wall who only speaks up when I need them. If I’m feeling under the weather and have to stay in bed, it helps me feel connected to the world. If there’s a program I want to watch that nobody else does, I can relax in peace without (hopefully) constant interruptions from the offspring!
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