
and it would be a few months 
before I saw any results. In fact, 
it was six long months before 
my body started to feel like my 
own again. The indentations 
started to even out, and my 
boobs are now a 32C. 

Clawing back my body 
confidence was the 
hardest battle, and I 
couldn’t have done it 
without my family’s 
support. My sisters 
still have to decide 
whether to have the 
op, and I’ll have  
to consider a 
hysterectomy. 

But seeing 
Michelle 
Heaton on 
TV, with her 
scars on show, 
makes me 
realise I have a 
lot to be proud of, 
too. While I might not have my 
own boobs any more, my 
children still have their mum. 
It was a small sacrifice to make.
For more information and 
support, visit macmillan.org.uk. 
Follow Nicole’s story on Instagram: 
@keepingitinthefamily
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 Lying in hospital, drained 
and groggy, my mum 
smiled reassuringly as she 

held up a mirror to my chest. 
‘You can do this,’ she urged. I 
lifted up my gown and carefully 
peeled back the bandages. What 
I saw made me gasp. Where my 
32B boobs once were was just  
a dimply, dented chest with a 
huge scar running underneath. 

Michelle Heaton
reveals her scars. 
‘I want to show 
people they can still
be beautiful after 
a mastectomy ‘

‘I was petrified 
of the gamble  
I was taking’
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Nicole Darnell, 30, was diagnosed with the BRCA2 
mutation – also  known as the ‘cancer gene’.  She, too, 
had to learn to love her post-mastectomy body…

real life

A
fter a double mastectomy, 
hysterectomy and 
surgery to remove her 

ovaries, Michelle Heaton has 
talked openly about her post-op 
body, speaking to Now last week 
about her cancer fears for her 
daughter. The singer, 38, had 
surgery after being diagnosed 
with a mutated gene called 
BRCA2, which gave her an 80% 
chance of developing breast 
cancer and a 30% chance of 
developing ovarian cancer. 

This year she stripped off  
for ITV’s The Real Full Monty: 
Ladies’ Night, and posed in a 
bikini on Loose Women, to raise 
awareness of breast cancer. 

Like Michelle, Nicole Darnell 
had to make a difficult decision 
about her own body...

found she carried a BRCA2 gene 
mutation – and it was hereditary. 
‘You can get tested,’ Mum said. 
‘Or you can choose not to find 
out.’ I was shocked, but my first 

thoughts were 
about my girls. 
There was no way 
I’d let them watch 
me fight cancer, 
the way I’d  

had to watch Mum.
That week, my sisters 

and I went to the hospital 
for a meeting with a 
genetics counsellor, 
followed by a blood test, 
then six weeks later, we 
received the results. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ said the doctor.  
‘All three of you have  
tested positive.’ 

As we sat in 
shock, it dawned 
on me that we were 
in this together.  
I found strength  

in the fact we’d face 
it as a family. 
But we didn’t  

all come to the same 
decision. Unlike my sisters, 

who were still unsure, I knew  
I wanted a double mastectomy.  
I couldn’t risk not being around 
for my daughters. 

I was put on the waiting list 
and met with a surgeon two 
months later. He said I’d need 
implants after the operation,  
as I didn’t have enough body 
mass on my stomach or thighs 
to use for reconstruction. 

I focused on gathering as 

much information as possible.  
I spent hours scrolling through 
Instagram, searching for 
#BRCA Sisterhood posts.

Fighting the fear 
Lloyd was there through it all. 
He was terrified but he knew  
I was making the right decision. 

Almost exactly a year after my 
diagnosis, I was lying in hospital, 
waiting to have my mastectomy. 
I was petrified of the gamble I 
was taking. ‘I might not even get 
cancer!’ I thought, but I just kept 
thinking of what my mum had 
gone through. ‘We can’t risk 
losing you,’ Lloyd said. I kept his 
words in my head as I was wheeled 
into theatre for the four-hour op. 

The painkillers were so strong, 
I didn’t feel 
anything 
afterwards but 
exhaustion. My 
only memory is 
looking at my 
new boobs and 
feeling utterly 
devastated.

The doctors 
explained that 
my muscles had 
gone into shock 

‘What have I done?’  
I sobbed. 

It was November 
2016 and a year earlier 
I’d been diagnosed 
with the faulty gene 
that increased my 
chances of developing 
breast and ovarian cancer. 

Family history 
As a child I’d watched my mum, 
Stephanie, battle – and beat – 
breast cancer twice. As I got 
older, Mum would nag me to 
check my boobs for lumps but  
I never listened. 

By my twenties, 
I was a mum 
myself – to Lilly 
born in 2011, and 
Indie born three 
years later – and 
working in insurance. Cancer 
was the last thing on my mind.  

Then in 2015, just after my 
27th birthday, Mum asked me 
and my sisters, Louise, then 25, 
and Jessica, 19, to come over. 
Leaving the girls with Lloyd, my 
partner, I headed to her house. 

I knew by her expression that 
something was wrong. She 
explained that doctors had 

I’ve learnt to
embrace 
my scars...
like michelle

Nicole carries the 
same mutated gene 
as her sisters and 
mum – who has 
battled cancer twice

Nicole and her
partner Lloyd 

have two young
 daughters

Still smiling 
after the 
surgery

The scars from 
Nicole’s double 
mastectomy and
reconstruction
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