
‘I could get used to this.’ A 10-year memoir 

12th February 2009 

I have learnt a lot of new words today, among them malignant, inconclusive and metastatic. This fog of 
nonsense flew into my head, so when I tried to speak, no words came out- like when you bite on a cold ice-
lolly and your teeth seal shut. Suspicious, my bloodshot eyes swept across the sterile, surgical flooring- that 
reeked of bitter antiseptic- and up to pictures on the walls. Smiling teddy bears and children met my gaze and I 
tore my eyes away. Who would be happy to be in hospital? I sure wouldn’t. Robotically, the doctors paraded 
in: they looked at me sympathetically, and left again. After this weird ritual, they finally spoke in words I 
understood. But I didn’t like what they said. Cancer? That’s something to donate money for when you see an 
ad on television. That’s not me! As my body froze static in the lumpy, foreboding chair, my mind sailed far 
away. Anyway, I had Emma’s party to think about. What dress was I going to wear? I was planning on the 
turquoise dress with the strappy sleeves, but I hadn’t quite finalised accessories yet. What time would we stay 
until? I hoped it would be late. Oh, and sacrococcygeal teratoma. I’d forgotten to add that to my list. 22 letters 
and all- I could win the interschool spelling bee prize easily reciting that.  

12th March 2010 

I’m beginning to get used to the woven corridors and beeping of the equipment. I’m moved about a lot, my 
main habitats being wards 43 and 21. I like ward 21, there are other girls like me who read and sing when 
they’re not too exhausted, and the food (although not ideal) is not the slop you get everywhere else. Hope 
visits sometimes. I hate ward 43, though. Death has penetrated the floor many times, and the crevices where 
his footsteps have lingered remain. Cheryl in the bed next to mine is always angry, she says the doctors are 
useless and that if she doesn’t get out of here soon, she’s going to hell herself. She says she’ll take me with her 
if I want. The nurses said that Arielle on my other side went to heaven instead, one minute she was reading, 
then she was crying, quietly, then they laid a sheet on her and she was gone. I was going to lift the sheet to let 
her out, but I wasn’t allowed. I hope she likes heaven.  

12th November 2011 

Stem cell transplant number five- check. I could never get used to this. Honestly, I don’t think these treatments 
are really working, but whenever we meet the doctors, they greet my mother solemnly before reiterating to 
me that we are ‘on the way.’ On the way where? I think I should become a scientist. I would work on ward 43 
(because I literally live there) and I would put flowers and music and there would be hot chocolate every night. 
I know so many scientific words. If only you could beat cancer with a spelling test. I’ve got the time. I hardly 
ever leave my bed, except use the toilet, because in this bed lies my future, and although I have to budge up to 
make room for him, I would much rather he was there. I think Leah has the whole bed to herself. There’s just 
nothing right about children and cancer together, they just shouldn’t be. No matter how long I've been in this 
soul- destroying room, as other kids come and go, there’s just no getting used to it. 

12th August 2012 

I’m definitely all set to be a doctor, but the transplants aren’t really working, and I’ve got my work cut out for 
me if I have only a few years left in which to reach my goal.  In school science, you learn the layers of the cell, 
then functions, uses, applications. It’s all very orderly. In life, it’s not like that. You learn that you are dying, and 
they chuck a couple of facts at you now and again. It’s a huge game of chance. Like never-ending monopoly.  

12th May 2014 

I am so, so tired. When I open my eyes, the world swirls, as if the hospital is God’s spinning top, which he 
dropped. I close my eyes again. My heart beats hard in my ears. I picture my friends, at our mid-school prom, 
dancing all night, their hearts pulsating, living, under their beautiful dresses which we were supposed to 
choose together. I glance wearily at the oversized, yellow nightdress that drowns me, and imagine I’ve 
transformed it into an elegant, topaz ball gown. I try to dance in my dreams but the music is merely a still 



whirring of machines and I just haven’t got the energy. My eyelids fall back down and I drift into 
uncomfortable sleep.  

12th December 2016 

At the next appointment, my mind is crammed with incoherent information. My platelets are low. We’re going 
to have to attempt chemotherapy. I have a secondary tumour in my lung. They don’t know how big it is yet. I 
am going to have 3 consecutive PET scans. I need to not panic. Even though I might lose my beautiful blonde 
hair. I am the focus of attention but the details are just not going in. I have a list, complied of what I’ll do when 
this ordeal is over. I scrunch it up and shove it under the mattress.  

12th June 2018 

Today is my 18th birthday. It doesn’t feel like it. The nurses gave me 10 marshmallows in the drinks at night 
instead of the customary 8. Wholly disheartened, I scroll through Instagram to see an influx of parties, meals, 
friends, balloons, the whole package. Sighing, I switch off my phone. 

12th July 2018 

Of all of my medical vocabulary, this is the first positive word I’ve heard. Solace trickles into my veins and I cry 
happy tears for the first time in what feels like forever. Remission. Remission. Treatments working. Hope of a 
future. Closely monitored. Hopeful. Remission. Remission. Remission. No matter how many times I say it, it 
doesn’t feel real, and I’ll not tire of the sound it makes on my lips, or the inevitable smile that creeps in with it. 

12th February 2019 

I went to my first party in 10 years today. I wore a strappy turquoise ensemble with glittery heels. I stayed until 
midnight. It was excellent- I could get used to this. 


