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Vanessa Lafaye, 54,  is a 
local novelist who has had 
a measure of success with 

a couple of novels - Summertime, 
reviewed in O&A in 2015, and First 
Light. But nothing prepared her for 
the response she has since received 
worldwide when she started writing 
a blog about her terminal cancer - 
or, indeed, the support that it has 
produced. 
“It’s been absolutely amazing. I had 

no idea how wide it would go or 
where it would get read.  I asked 
people to click on my Map of Love, a 
map of the world, and I had people 
from Tanzania to Kazakhstan and 
New Zealand to Moscow, and the 
island of Great Britain disappeared 
under a sea of hearts.”
The blog has helped her to cope as she 
has struggled to carry on writing her 
novels.
Vanessa was born in 1963 in the US, 

but married an Englishman and has 
lived here for nearly 30 years.
In 2016,  she received an award from 

the Historical Novel Society for 
her short story Distant Echoes.  
Vanessa has also writt en two 
books based on real incidents in 
Florida, shining a light on some 
dark corners of American history. 

SummerTime was Vanessa’s fi rst 
published novel. She says: “The 
individual characters are fi ctional, 
but most of what is depicted in the 
book actually happened.” 
It is about the catastrophic hurricane 
of 1935 and reveals tensions between 
black and white and rich and poor.  
It is also a love story and highlights 

the way US veterans from the First 
World War were treated disgracefully.  
The book was well received and 
chosen for Richard & Judy’s Book 
Club and was Gransnet’s Book of the 
Month.  
Reviewers compared it to The Help 
and To Kill a Mockingbird.
Her second novel, First Light, is also 
based on a true story in Florida, 
concerning the Ku Klux Klan’s 
involvement in a murder for which 
no-one was brought to justice.
Her third book is under way, set in 
north eastern France, it follows her 
character, Henry, who appeared in 
Summertime, and his experiences in 
the First World War.  Because he was 
black, he was not allowed to fi ght in 
the US army, he wore a US uniform, 
but had to fi ght with the French. 
The story also involves a female spy, 
arrested for treason.
In 2009, Vanessa’s world was turned 
on its head when she was diagnosed 
with breast cancer.  Six years later, 
the cancer returned and secondary 
tumours were found to have spread 
to her brain, liver and lung.  After 
treatment she wrote Summertime. � 

with the Caped Crusader and Superman… 

FacingFacingthe

stalker
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Diagnosed with terminal cancer writer Vanessa Lafaye found a way 

of  coping with her illness by writing a no-holds-barred blog. The 

response was phenomenal.  ANGELA KNIGHT talked to the author in 

her Marlborough home in November 2017
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you’re in a batt le there’s a winner or a 
loser. They don’t say people have lost 
their batt le with a heart att ack or with 
MS.”
She says with a chuckle that she can 
never be friends with her stalker 
because “our objectives are not 
compatible. I want to live and he 
needs me to die. 
“So, instead of panicking when they 
fi nd cancer in a new place I think, well 
we can share this, you can be in my 
liver as long as you don’t compromise 
the function of it. It’s there, but not 
causing any harm. 
“You can be in my 
lungs as long as you 
stay in your box. The 
Caped Crusader is 
suppressing the 
growth of the stalker.
“These tumours 
don’t even have to be 
removed. We don’t 
have to use nuclear 
options to obliterate 
all trace of cancer 
in my body and do 
immeasurable harm to 
me. I can say ‘ok you 
can stay there as long 
as you remain in a 
stable state’.” 
The blog has not only 
helped Vanessa, it has 
also helped her medical 
team, who say it has 
opened their eyes as 
to what the patient 
is going through and 
given them insights they can use for 
others who are suff ering in the same 
way.
In the blog, Vanessa off ers a handy 
guide to the best and worst things to 
say to someone with “a terminally 
crappy prognosis”.
She has had people say ‘I thought 
cancer made you skinny?’.  She laughs 
at this image of emaciated people, 
which has not been her experience. 
Because nausea stops her eating, she is 
given steroids “which make you want 
to eat the world so of course, you put 
on weight”.
Vanessa is campaigning for more 

research. She says there are 36,000 
people in the UK living with 
secondary breast cancer, for which 
there is no cure.
“One person a week dies – 14,000 
women die every year from secondary 
breast cancer.” 
In the same breath she says she is 
planning on surviving for 10 years, 
but wishes there were more than 
the two charities  – Second Hope 
and Secondary 1st – dedicated to 
metastatic cancer.
“On good days I can write, sing, 
exercise and have plenty of energy, 

but on bad days 
I’m incapacitated, 
hobbling and 
housebound.  I 
feel perched on 
the edge of a 
precipice. Images 
of death are 
always near to 
hand.”
In the week that 
I interviewed 
Vanessa she 
found out 
that she has 
some tiny, 
one-millimetre 
tumours on her 
brain and is 
preparing herself 
for aggressive 
treatment.  
But she has a 
scuba diving 

holiday planned and a trip to New 
Zealand in April, was brought 
forward to February. Her husband 
is a huge Tolkien fan and wants to see 
the locations for The Lord of the Rings 
and The Hobbit.
When it comes to life after death, 
Vanessa is again very frank in her 
views: “I wish I had some kind of 
belief, but I don’t - for me there isn’t 
an afterlife so it’s all a bit bleak. 
“My faith is in the power of love 
to help our existence here and I’ve 
certainly found the blog has brought 
tons and tons of love into my life and 
that for me serves the purpose of 
spirituality.”

For the moment, Vanessa says, the 
cancer is not under control. “It isn’t 
good to have your oncologist on edge. 
I’m trying to ignore the data and focus 
on a longer future.”
Through all this she has started a 
community choir, which she says 
is the best thing she’s ever done, 
“besides marrying Superman”.
Over Christmas she was in France 
researching her third book, which 
was brought to a halt by slipping and 
breaking her wrist. She loves scuba 
diving and nature photography and 
amazes her medical team whenever 
she and her husband head off  to the 
Caribbean. “I feel like my true self 
when submerged in turquoise water, 
light and free, as I never do on land,” 
she says.
Vanessa’s bleak prognosis is also a 
story of true love. 
Having been together for 18 years, 
James proposed to Vanessa four years 
ago.  She is consistently full of praise 
for her husband: “He is a fantastic 
support. He’s always trying to make 
my life bett er and has been there each 
time I’ve awoken from surgery.  
“He keeps me alive. Being cocooned 
by a giant duvet of love sustains me. 
The thought of leaving him is total, 
utt er agony.” 

Vanessa Lafaye died on February 28, 2018
Her third novel is unfi nished, but in 
November, 2018 HQ (Harper Collins 
imprint) is publishing a novella by her 
called Miss Marley

Please donate at
secondhope.co.uk and 
secondary1st.org.uk. 
Summertime and First Light 
are published by Orion.

You can read Vanessa’s blog at 
vanessalafaye.wordpress.com/
living-while-dying

Then, in August 2016, a brain tumour 
was discovered and she underwent 
brain surgery.  
Last summer she decided to write the 
blog, which she describes wryly as the 
‘Bridget Jones Diary of Death’.  
From her home, overlooking the 
quaintly named Tinpot Lane and 
River Og, she told me: “Writing helps 
a lot. I can block out the tests and the 
drugs and the fear and lose myself in 
my imaginary world. 
“I started writing my blog when I 
realised I had a lot of anger that I 
hadn’t expressed. This started when 
I got the news that the disease had 
spread to my lung and liver, when 
I was on another drug which didn’t 
work. This made me very angry and I 
didn’t have an outlet for it.” 
It is the fi rst time Vanessa has writt en 

about her illness in this way. “In 
one way I’m writing this blog to feel 
less alone, because cancer – or any 
terminal illness – is such a lonely 
business and I asked readers to please 
stay with me because it’s so easy to 
turn away.  
“And I had loads of strangers saying 
‘I will stay with you, I’m not going 
anywhere’. 
“It’s much easier for strangers to do 
that, but much harder for the people 
closer to me – a few have turned away 
and that’s a shame.
“It’s not the same for everyone. I 
wrote this blog not to spare anyone’s 
feelings and there’s a sense that if 
you don’t want to read it that’s your 
decision.
“It made me feel really good to look 
at the map of the world on my blog 

and see so many hearts and diff erent 
places and so many strangers. One 
woman said ‘I’m sending you love 
from Australia every night at 10 
o’clock.’  It’s the power of social media 
and it makes us all feel really good.  
“All the time people asked what can 
I do? They feel so helpless, like I do. 
There wasn’t really an answer, so the 
Map of Love was easy and free and a 
simple thing they could do.”
Vanessa is keen to avoid euphemisms 
and tells it how it is. She wants her 
blog to be an unvarnished account of 
what it’s actually like to have cancer 
as “there is so much gloss – you see 
people die on fi lm and they’re in full 
make-up and in soft focus, then they 
just drift away – and it’s not like that. 
“There’s pain and ugliness, fear and 
tears and you’d like to think that it’s 
all going to be kind of dreamy and 
you’ll just drift away, but I know from 
talking to nurses that it’s only the 
lucky ones that get that really. They 
do the best they can, but this is the 
body giving up, shutt ing down and 
it’s not prett y.  
“It really bugs me that we shy away 
from the reality of it, because our 
society can’t handle anything to do 
with death.”
The blog is refreshingly frank about 
what she is going through, but it 
is also very funny and she laughs 
loudly when she describes the various 
characters that crop up. 
She calls her chemotherapy treatment 
The Caped Crusader. The cancer itself 
is a stalker (male), which she imagines 
sett ing fi re to and bargaining with, 
and there is Superman, her husband 
James, who is her devoted supporter.
She decided to create these characters 
because, she says, “In the press, 
people are always describing cancer 
as a batt le or losing the batt le. It makes 
me feel angry because for me it’s 
never been a batt le. 
“To describe it as such, I think, 
trivialises it and always makes the 
patient the loser. Whenever people die 
of cancer, uniquely for this disease, 
you are said to have ‘lost the batt le’, 
inferring that if we die of cancer we 
didn’t try hard enough. Whenever  

“In one way 
I’m writing this 
blog to feel less 
alone, because 
cancer – or any 
terminal illness – 
is such a lonlely 
business and I 
asked readers to 
please stay with 
me because it’s so 
easy to turn away.”
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