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Undeterred 

John Graham-Pole 

 

I met Leah* for the first time one Monday morning three days after a surgical biopsy had 

confirmed that the mushrooming growth eroding most of her left hip bone was cancer. 

The eighteen-year-old had already suffered through her first round of chemotherapy, 

which had left the lining of her mouth and throat raw and painful. This dreadful side 

effect of our drugs, coupled with gnawing pain from the mass in her hip, had put her in an 

extremely cranky mood towards the whole medical profession. And as I was soon to find 

out, Leah never shrank from making her feelings known. As I approached her bedside to 

introduce myself, she grabbed the end of my tie, yanked it hard, and held on. 

“Give me morphine,” she croaked through cracked lips. 

A quick look told me her mucositis was already severe, so I ordered the stat dose 

of narcotic that was clearly indicated. The next day, when I visited her bedside once more 

(sans tie), she presented me with a cartoon drawing that captured both of us to perfection: 

her face caught in a tantrum, mine in astonishment at being greeted by her physical 

assault. That twenty-four-hour intervention between my two visits had been long enough 

for Leah to reassert her feisty sense of humour—and to put her artistic talent to work. 

Soon after her discharge from hospital, she was sitting in my office while I 

bemoaned the fact that I’d changed offices half a dozen times during my twenty-year 

tenure, and never once secured a window. A few days later, she reappeared with a two-

by-three-foot image of a gorgeous stained-glass window to grace the wall in front of my 

desk. No depiction of a religious icon, though—this was a lifelike rendition of Kermit 

and Miss Piggy, hand in hand and gazing soulfully into each other’s eyes. 

Undeterred by the catastrophe of developing cancer on the threshold of adult life, 

Leah went on to hone her artistic talents at Stetson University, and it was no surprise 

when she earned a full scholarship to the University of Chicago to study for an MFA in 

Fine Arts. But two months before she was due to start graduate work, the deep throbbing 

in her hip reared up once more, and a CT scan confirmed the cancer had recurred. We 
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achieved a partial remission with more radiation and new chemotherapy drugs, only for 

the disease to reappear, this time in both her lower spine and her lungs. I knew now, as 

I’m sure she did, that it was just a matter of time. 

Leah had become seriously involved with her boyfriend Josh*, and she took to 

making her hospital visits with him rather than with her parents. “They always want to 

come,” she told me, as she struggled to make herself halfway comfy on the clinic’s 

unyielding exam table, “and they only cave in when I promise I’ll report back in full. The 

thing is, Doc, I can take whatever it is you’re going to dish out when it’s just Josh and 

me. But when Mom loses it, I start in too. Then Dad, he gets to disputing every word you 

say, about. It’s too much, I just stop thinking.” 

“I get the picture, Leah.” 

“So I want the straight poop, okay?” 

“You know me, aren’t I always the up-front shooter?” 

But it’s never easy to tell the unvarnished truth to a person, however brave and 

forthright you know her to be, when that truth is that she has only a few months left on 

earth. I laid my hand on her arm and left it lying, trying to offer some silent solace. Josh 

squeezed up tighter on the edge of the gurney, and Leah rolled her head over for a kiss 

before bringing her eyes back to mine. 

“Leah, this isn’t going to come as a bombshell. Your scans show fresh cancer—in 

both your spine and your lungs. It’s no wonder your pain’s a whole lot worse.” 

Her response to my news was a typically spunky attempt at humour: “It’s not 

dying I mind, Doc—just not in diapers, okay? I’m starting to have these accidents 

already, can’t always get my pants down. Josh will be wiping my butt soon!” She took 

refuge in anger. “Doc, you know that Barlow*, he saw me for you last week—gave me a 

diddlysquat three-day supply of Oxy. What, is he—worried I’ll get hooked?” 

“Hon, I’m real sorry. They check on us a good bit nowadays over these sorts of 

prescriptions.” 

“Yeah, I know it. I just get mad is all. So how long have I got?” 

She had clearly anticipated what I was going to tell her. The only sign of distress 

was the whitening of her knuckles as she gripped Josh’s hand. 

“How long do you think?” 
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“Hey, you’re the doctor. You’re supposed to tell me!” 

“Leah, people in your situation, they often have a lot of say about the how long. 

Oldies keep trucking long after you’d expect, just so their grandkids can visit one last 

time. Maybe there’s a few things you want to do…” 

“Well, you bet, now you come to mention it—like me and Josh getting hitched! 

Yeah, for real! We want to honeymoon in Atlanta—Taylor Swift’s playing Chastain 

Park.” 

I managed to bounce back fast. “Wow! Congratulations to you both, that’s just 

wonderful. So, Josh, you’ve been consulted on this, have you?” 

“You kidding? We got together with our minister last week. Took some talking, 

though—I guess he wondered if I knew what I was getting into. But he’s doing the 

formalities at Leah’s, just our parents for witnesses, and my bro as best man. We’d sure 

love you to be there, Doc, though I guess that’d be hard—the distance and all?” 

“I’ll be there in spirit, you can count on that. But you’d best fix an early date…” 

“All set for next weekend,” Leah cut in. “And we do want to make that trip—just 

a couple of nights.” 

“I think we can pull that one off, Leah. I’ll be sure to load you up with pain pills. 

Best you talk to the airline, though—you’ll be needing a wheelchair.” 

“So you’re not going to push any more of your poisons on me?” 

“No, hon, no more chemo. Radiation might help your pain some, and slow things 

down a bit. But you would need to stay in hospital for it—and I’ve heard your views on 

that loud and clear. Far better we just get you on the right morphine dose, and set you up 

with hospice.” 

“Yeah, I know all about hospice—from when my gran was dying.” Then she 

swiveled towards Josh: “Well, babe, I just hope you find another girl as good as me. Even 

if my body is in its urn, I’ll be watching you, so you’d better treat her right! But right 

now, we’re going to set up house, you and me. Wedding pictures on the mantel, you 

bringing me breakfast in bed, all that stuff married people do.” 

They looked intently at each other, the love between them a palpable thing. I felt a 

pricking behind my own eyelids. 

The last time she made it to clinic, I was delayed by an emergency in the hospital. 
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“I’m very sorry to have kept you hanging, Leah.” 

“Hey, Doc, I’m used to it by now. I’ve been checking out the new ceiling tiles.” 

We both gazed up at the plasterboard tiles in the false ceiling, each one awash 

with colour. Leah had dreamed up her Healing Ceilings project one long-off clinic day. 

Soon there were tiles in every exam room bearing patients’ handiwork—violet 

moonbeams, fire-red sunflowers, multi-hued rainbows, gold-dusted angels. Myriad 

twelve-by-twelve-inch tempera-painted panels holding vigil over each person lying on a 

gurney or an exam table, counting the minutes, or hours, until a nurse came to start their 

IV. Or until a doctor arrived to bring the latest news. News that might mean there was 

only one thing left to look forward to. 

“I’ve got something else for you, Doc. But someone else will have to finish it 

up—I just get started and I find myself catching a zizz.” 

She presented me with the colouring book that she had been working on. Thirty 

pages in all, each one depicting a cartoon self-portrait of the life of an adolescent with 

cancer. She had drawn the pictures all in broad outlines, leaving space for colouring—an 

activity no longer off limits to teens. The first image depicted a nurse checking her 

temperature as she sat upright in bed clutching a tattered teddy bear; there were pictures 

of her boohooing when she was first losing her curls to chemo; of a cheery doc prodding 

her tummy, sheets drawn halfway down and nightie halfway up; of a nurse drawing a 

sample of blood from her infusaport; then, of Leah curled up in front of a large machine 

as it delivered her first dose of radiation. The final portrait showed her leaving the 

hospital, arm in arm with her dad. On the back cover, a mock prescription in calligraphic 

script: Rx: A hug a day keeps the doctor away! 

“Leah, this is beautiful. Whatever the future holds, this is going to be some kind 

of legacy—this and Healing Ceilings!” 

The American Cancer Society underwrote the publication and distribution of 

Leah’s colouring book to cancer centres throughout the US, and Leah and Josh did get 

married, but they never made it to Atlanta. Instead, they spent their weekend honeymoon 

at nearby Disneyworld. By that time, she was indeed in diapers, with Josh changing them 

whenever the need arose. I never found out if they used the Women’s or the Men’s 

facilities. 
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*Not the actual names 
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