
SMILING THROUGH

18 TOWNSWOMAN WINTER 2014

G
EM

M
A

 D
AY

WINTER 2014 TOWNSWOMAN 19

Cancer may have stolen her hair,  
her breast and her daily commute  
to the office. But for 32-year-old  
Jackie Scully – who worked on our 
very own Townswoman magazine 
for four years – the past nine months 
have been a journey of blogging, 
baking and learning to smile in the 
face of adversity

POSITIVE 
THINKING

A s a lover of everything from icing sugar to 
plastic spatulas, baking my own wedding cake 
is something I was born to do. So, when my 
boyfriend of 13 years decided to propose to me 

on Christmas Day 2013, I thought 2014 would be the year 
I’d finally get to design one. 

But what neither of us could have known as we 
sipped our champagne was that the lump I’d discovered 
in the shower on Christmas Eve would turn out to be 
an aggressive form of breast cancer requiring surgery, 
chemotherapy, radiotherapy and 10 years of pills. 

On January 17, as our thoughts turned from fondant 
icing, guest lists and venues to fertility preservation 

Baking fan 
Jackie has 
smiled her 
way through 
her cancer 
treatment and 
rediscovered 
the important 
things in life

(chemotherapy can cause infertility), mastectomies and 
tummy tucks (the surgeons used my tummy fat to create 
my new breast), I started to realise 2014 might not be the 
year we’d envisaged. What I could never have imagined, 
however, is just how amazing it would turn out to be. 

Looking back, my life changed for ever that day – but 
not in the way you might expect. All of a sudden, I was 
no longer a career-focused 30-something lost in the 
London crowds. All of a sudden, I was naked in front 
of more people than I dare mention and facing a life-
threatening illness. That day, I made a choice. I didn’t 
think about dying, but about how I was going to make 
every day count. Yes, cancer wanted my life, but I wanted 
my life just that little bit more. 

THE BRIGHTER SIDE
While I have lost my breast, lymph nodes, sweat glands, 
hair, tummy fat, dignity and taste buds, I have gained 
more from this experience than I ever thought possible. 
Never before have I felt good about my body. But – having 
spent more time with my top (and hair) off than on this 
year – I have come to love my imperfections. And when  
I look in the mirror, I don’t see scars, I just see strength. 

Treatment has given me the time to indulge my 
passions. Within weeks of being diagnosed,  
I started a blog (www.smallboobsbigsmiles.
com) about finding happiness in unusual 
places and smiling in the face of cancer. 
Covering everything from amusing 
anecdotes to practical tips for fellow patients, 
this is now a labour of love, reminding me to 
savour the small pleasures of life. 

It also inspired me to create a ‘brighter life 
list’ – a declaration of all the things I want to 
do in life, but have always set aside. The list isn’t 
groundbreaking – making crumpets and standing 
on a cliff with no hair I have already ticked off. But it 
means the world to me. And, by posting it publicly, I have 
hundreds of people encouraging me to complete it.

Baking features heavily (wedding cake is number 19). 
So, determined to improve my skills, I’ve started the 
search for the ultimate ginger chemo cookie (ginger 
helps patients with nausea) and baked treats for the 
cancer unit to make chemo appointments a little 
sweeter. I even covered a sponge in more than 450 
fondant pills to celebrate my last session. There’s nothing 
like a well-baked sponge to make me think less about 
illness and more about how happy I am to be alive.

HELP IS AT HAND
But being positive is as much about problem-solving 
as it is about treats, as cancer brings a series of unusual 

challenges. Never before did I think I’d be looking for 
wigs and hair-loss hats or discussing the merits of front-
fastening bras and boob cushions! 

With a little bit of research, I have enjoyed cancer- 
related make-up masterclasses (www.lookgoodfeel 
better.co.uk), discovered I have a head for hats with 
Breast Cancer Care’s Headstrong initiative (www.
breastcancercare.org.uk/headstrong) and 
experienced different complementary therapies both at 
hospital and at The Haven (www.thehaven.org.uk). 
And, when I found out treatment often causes weight 
gain, I took up running. Since then I’ve raised more than 
£2,000 for charity by completing a 10km run five days 
before my last chemotherapy session. 

A FRIEND IN NEED 
Choose to smile, and it is amazing how many people 
will choose to smile with you. It is almost impossible to 
describe the outpouring of love, kindness and generosity 
that comes with a cancer diagnosis. While my mum will 
probably never forgive me for enlisting her to help roll 
those 450 fondant pills, with her homemade lollies, cups 
of tea, amazing Hoovering abilities and hugs, she has 

been a huge source of comfort. 
Then there are friends – new, old and distant. 
From bunches of flowers to handmade drain 
bags for my surgery wound, they filled my 
shelves with thoughtful gestures and my 
heart with touching words. They hear I need 
to put on weight for surgery, so they send 
chocolate hampers. They hear my mouth 
might become sore, so they send lip balm. 

They hear I need to cover up a tube on my arm, 
so they send a handmade sleeve from America. 

They hear I want to be happy, so they even adopt 
me the word (www.adoptaword.com).

LIFE IS FOR LIVING
This kindness is something I’ll never forget – which is 
why I decided to start giving back. 

I’m currently sewing pink hearts to hand-deliver all 
across to world to those who have brought a smile to my 
face this year. And I’ve talked to groups of women about 
the importance of checking their breasts regularly (even 
if they are receiving mammograms). Plus I’ve baked boob 
cakes and written features as a way of raising awareness. 

Cancer restored my faith in human nature. And giving 
back has made me feel so positive, that it’s something I 
intend to do long into the future. 

Strange as it may seem, by fighting for my life, I have 
rediscovered it. I know that when the daily business of 
life gets in the way, it is often hard to feel thankful. But, 
cancer has shown me that you only get one life – and 
that life is a present worth unwrapping every day. This 
has been a great year – and there’s still enough of it left  
to start planning that wedding cake! 
Jackie gives talks through the charity CoppaFeel!. See  
www.coppafeel.org/boob-check for its guide to checking 
your breasts.

Cancer has shown me that you only 
get one life – and that life is a present 
worth unwrapping every day

The power of


