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'A brave, heartfelt and extraordinary book' Corinne Sweet, author of Overcoming Addiction,

psychologist and broadcasterWhat if the drugs that were meant to cure you slowly started to

kill you?After falling dangerously ill with acute-on-chronic pancreatitis, Cathryn Kemp left

hospital with a repeat prescription for fentanyl, a painkiller 100 times stronger than

heroin.Within two years she was taking almost ten times the NHS maximum daily dose - all on

prescription - and her life began to spiral out of control. Cathryn discovered she had just three

months to live, unless she gave up the drug she clung to so desperately.After selling everything

she owned and checking into rehab, Cathryn was told by the doctors that recovery was highly

unlikely. Yet to everyone's amazement, she proved them wrong.Coming Clean is a poignant,

vivid and honest memoir of a woman's struggle with, and subsequent victory over, her demons.

It is a love story, a horror story, a survival story, and one that shows the very real dangers of

the over-prescription of painkillers.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.A police officer is someone who is

supposed to bring peace. Your duty is to maintain peace. Peace means the absence of conflict,

violence, and anger. You should have peace within yourself in order to truly be doing the work

of peace. Making peace is not possible without being peace. And being peace is your practice.

Recognize the violence, the fear and anger in you, embrace them and transform them. Getting

in touch with the wonderful, healing, and nourishing things around and inside you for your

nourishment and the nourishment of your family and community. That should be your daily

practice. Thich Nhat Hahn in Keeping the Peace 2) If you practice law enforcement based on

your anger, on your violence, using only your authority to suppress your children and others,

that kind of practice will not bring peace, will not bring happiness and harmony at all’’When we

speak of law enforcement, using a police force, a huge administration to take care of

detentions and prisons’we try to suppress violence as symptoms. But at the same time we

allow violence to be fed into our daily life’into our family, our schools, our society. It does not

mean much to try to suppress the symptoms. You have to deal with the roots. Suppressing

violence with violence does not make any sense. Because the person in charge of suppressing

violence may have a lot of violence and fear and despair within himself or herself. Thich Nhat

Hahn in Keeping the Peace We’re not called police officers, we’re called peace officers. I don’t

know how many of you knew that, but we are peace officers in the statutes. We are peace

officers. Our job is to strengthen relationships in the community and to help you strengthen

relationships in the community, to improve the safety net that needs to be there for all of us to

have a chance. Sheri Maples ‘ from the Introduction The officers have never had any exposure

to chasing cucumbers around on our plates in silence, or walking mindfully, or to hugging

meditation, which was really fun. One of the things that is very important for us to have you

believe that this can happen in the police departments in your communities. Sheri Maples ‘

from the Introduction As police officers we are extremely familiar with the suffering, the intense

suffering that is caused by killing and poverty and exploitation and social injustice, stealing,

sexual abuse, unmindful consumption and oppression. Sheri Maples ‘ from the Introduction --

This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorThich Nhat Hanh is one

of the most revered Zen teachers in the world today. His best-selling books include Happiness

and Peace Is Every Step. He lives in Plum Village in southwest France, where he teaches the



art of mindful living. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/BRBMJ/Coming-Clean-Diary-of-a-Painkiller-Addict
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transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the
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BeginningUseful Resources‘Nothing has more power over us than the truth…’The Palace of

Illusions, Chitra Banerjee DivakaruniAuthor’s NoteThis is a work of non-fiction. The events and

experiences detailed here are all true and have been faithfully rendered as I have remembered

them, to the best of my ability. However, I have changed the names and details of my doctors,

the staff of the rehab centre, patients and other individuals.Fentanyl is an opium-derived pain

reliever first synthesized in Belgium in the late 1950s. It is a powerful narcotic that is almost

100 times stronger than morphine. It was first used in the 1960s as an intravenous anaesthetic,

but its medical use was strictly regulated as it is one of the most potent drugs ever

created.There are four main types of fentanyl in medical use today. Most are for the constant

delivery of pain relief and used to combat the excruciating chronic pain associated with many

types of conditions. The most common use for fentanyl is in treating chronic pain with the

Duragesic Transdermal Patch, a small device applied directly to the skin that releases a

specific amount of the drug every hour.Fentanyl lozenges (Actiq) consist of a berry flavoured

lozenge attached with edible glue to a handle in the form of a lollipop. The lozenge is placed in

the mouth next to the cheek and moved around the mouth using the handle. The medicine is

rapidly absorbed into the bloodstream through the mucosal skin on the inside of the mouth to

provide rapid relief from pain. It is most effective when the lozenge is consumed in fifteen

minutes.As with other forms of this medication, fentanyl lollipops are highly addictive and



reported to have effects similar to heroin. The longer patients use fentanyl, the more likely it is

that they will develop a physical addiction to and psychological dependence on the

drug.AcknowledgementsThis book is dedicated to all those who showed me there is another

way.To the staff and patients at my rehab – I was honoured to witness their journeys and

privileged that they became part of mine. To my GP who had the courage to trust in my

process. To the recovery people in my life who support me daily. To Caroline, my sponsor and

dear loving friend, who held my hand and carried me gently through the first two years of

recovery – and who is still my guiding light.To my agents Jen and Jane of Graham Maw

Christie who saw the seeds of my story and nurtured its path into becoming. To my editor Anne

Lawrance at Piatkus for the sensitivity and gentleness to witness my confessions without

judgement or blame, and who prodded me into crafting my story into something I shall always

be proud of. To all the staff at Little, Brown for their unremitting encouragement and interest in

the greater picture beyond this narrative.To my parents, my sister and her family and my

friends who stuck by me through terrifying illness and the degradation of rampant addiction, I

say thank you and acknowledge it can never be enough. To my husband and step-son I have

no words, except to say thank you for wishing this story into being.Mostly, this story of mine is

gifted to those addicts out there who have not yet found recovery – this work is yours, this story

is yours, and this path out of the suffering of addiction may be yours, God willing.IntroductionI

shouldn’t be alive. I shouldn’t be breathing; my chest rising and falling, in and out. Blood

moving, vessels expanding, lungs sighing. Alive.The surgeons told me I’d be lucky to survive

seven years from the onset of Pancreatitis in 2004. Then rehab professionals told me in 2010

that I had been taking a fatal dose of prescribed fentanyl every day for months before entering

their clinic.And yet, here I am.Like a cat with nine lives, I have been gifted with extra life – both

second and third chances. I have been saved by the gods, the fates, those unseen forces that

guide and shape our small lives. So I ask now, why is it that I survived when thousands don’t,

when the tidal pull of illness and addiction swamp our existence, snuffing out each flickering

light, each dancing flame of potential?I assumed I was saved to be a better daughter, sister

and wife. That my miracle was on a domestic scale, making right the wrongs I’d done – the

harms I’d inflicted in pursuit of each prescription, each hit of the opiate that almost robbed me

of my life, my soul, my sanity.But those unseen forces had other ideas for me. After this memoir

was first published in 2012, I was thrust onto a wider, global platform, being invited to speak at

events, conferences, on television and radio, about how a pain patient transitions to full-blown

addict. Our charity, the Painkiller Addiction Information Network, was born from the wealth of

people contacting me to tell me they were suffering in the same terrible ways I had – the same

prison of dependence, the same hell of addiction to prescribed drugs.Coming Clean has been

a two-way process: a path of recovery from drug addiction and a chance to tell my story with

brutal honesty. How else could I make sense of what happened to me? How else could I

understand that a ‘normal’ person like me is only ever a case of back pain, a car accident or a

surgical procedure away from exposure to potent opioid painkillers?I used to think a drug

addict was someone who lived on the far edges of society. Wild-eyed, shaven-headed and

living in a filthy squat. That was until I became one. And when I became one, I realised that I

owed it to everyone out there to break the stigma associated with addiction, the easy

judgments peddled in tabloid revelation. That’s why I came clean. That’s why I tell my story in

these pages, in the hope that no one ever has to go through what I went through and be

judged because of it.Addiction to any drug is involuntary. These potent drugs – painkillers

amongst them – take away our ability to choose how many to take and for how long. They feed

into our souls and rip out our lives, leaving a trail of lies and devastation, shattered



relationships and destroyed hopes.My account is based on the twenty diaries in which I

recorded my seven-year journey. Littered through the sheets of paper are quotes, poems,

images from postcards or photographs – all talismans of a desperate search for guidance and

strength.Strong painkillers saved my life and then they almost killed me. It could happen to

anyone the way it happened to me. My story of addiction is a tale of our times, as each year

more and more prescriptions are written for strong painkillers, tranquilisers, anti-depressants

and sleeping pills.When powerful drugs are packaged as prescriptions, taking one more than

the prescribed dose when the going gets tough can seem as harmless as having a drink to

drown your sorrows.I am hopeful that my story will be more than a cautionary tale. I hope it

might reach out to someone who is struggling with addiction, pain, illness or struggling to

support a loved-one who is, and make them feel less alone in their fight. Mostly, I hope that

anyone battling with the terrifyingly seductive power of painkillers will draw strength from my

struggles, my journey to come clean, and find hope and help in recovery.CHAPTER 1Drug

AddictFebruary 2010‘You’re an addict,’ announces my GP in his surgery on a sharply cold

winter’s day. ‘I’m cutting you off.’ I glance down at my expensive boots, as if to check that I’m

still ok, still ‘normal’. In the silence that follows, his words seem to float somewhere in the air

between us, doctor and patient, dealer and junkie. I don’t want them to find their way down,

tangle themselves into my hair, ooze through my skin and sink like a lead bomb, waiting to go

off in my mind.Suddenly, I feel sick. I bend over and retch. Dr M. does nothing. Not a fucking

thing. Doesn’t rush to get me a sick bowl. Instead, he watches with something like professional

curiosity as the horror, the mess, the shit hits my fan.‘I’m cutting you off,’ he says again. Full

stop.My head is now spinning. I’m clutching my skull, rocking slightly. I run my hands through

my hair, feeling the physicality of my skin, trying to grasp on to something. I feel like I’m

drowning.I’m numb with shock. I retch again and watch the bile gloop its slow path to the

carpet. Stupidly, I notice the blue repeat pattern on the weave and think, It’s the same as

Mum’s. I’m looking down at the carpet for minutes, or maybe seconds or maybe I just glance.

Time has left the room. It’s just me, my drugs and a big, black nothing.Part of my brain moves

swiftly to calculate how many fentanyl lozenges I’ve got left. Thank God, I’ve got enough to last

till I can figure this out. No matter what else is going on, regardless of how shocked,

devastated, upset, hurt, traumatised I am, I always know how many lozenges I’ve got. That part

of my head is always working. Always figuring out when and how to wheedle the next lot out of

my doc.Thinking about the lozenges makes me yearn for them. I shouldn’t need one – I took

six before I came out; I’m good for at least another half hour. Then the sweats and shakes will

start, the uncontrollable urge swamping everything, the monster rearing inside me again, with

acute regularity. The only constant in my life.I agree with him. Of course I do. But inside I’m

thinking, He can’t make me stop. I need those drugs. I’ve been in terrible pain for five fucking

years. He can’t make me, because the drugs are the only thing giving me any relief from pain.

They are giving me a life. Without them I can barely breathe.I make it home to my little cottage

in a small village. I can’t recall how; did I stumble or run? Or crawl, on my hands and knees in

the degradation of addiction. I probably walked slowly, head up, trying to look normal, like I

usually do. Like I don’t have this secret life, like I’m not higher than Concorde. Don’t know. Don’t

care.I have to block out the memories of who I was before this – before these drugs, before this

village, before the horrors of my illness – because if I remember my life, the pure freedom of

my old life, I feel I will simply dissolve away in the acid of regret and bitter recollection. I was

once a travel writer and a moderately successful journalist. I lived in south London, ate in Nobu

and The Ivy and wined and dined celebrities for the papers I wrote for, in between flying to

exotic places. Now I am a drug addict. I simply don’t recognise myself any more.Once inside, I



go straight to the drug cupboard where my hoard of prescription opiates is kept. My hands

tremble as I rip open a strip of three lozenges. I cram two into my mouth (meant to be taken

three-hourly – NHS warning) and wait. It only takes a couple of minutes before the warm,

soothing hands of mother opiate bring me back to sanity. The fear dissolves gently. Time backs

slowly into the room. I pick up a novel. I want to lose myself.I don’t know it, but I am already

lost.CHAPTER 2More Painful Than Childbirth8 October 2004Ihave had a nagging pain in my

back for the past couple of days and I feel really sluggish and nauseous in the morning despite

having had only a couple of glasses of wine the night before. My best friend jokes I might be

pregnant, so I panic and book myself an appointment with my new local GP pronto.I have just

moved away from London after selling my flat and handing in my notice at the paper in Canary

Wharf. My days as assistant features editor of a tabloid newspaper are over because I have

decided to go freelance and move to the seaside. In the back of my mind, I am hoping I will

finally meet someone special and start a family. It seems impossible to live a settled life in

London; too many parties to attend, too many stories to chase and people to meet. I have lived

south of the river for seven years and I am still looking for Mr Right, while experiencing a few

Mr Wrongs on the way. The latest Mr Wrong has barely been in touch since I left the city a few

weeks ago, and so I try not to think about him as I drive to the surgery.I know I am a cliché.

Single woman, fast approaching forty. Well, thirty-three to be precise, but time is ticking on and

I am no nearer to meeting anyone who might remotely be the father of my future children. I

drink a little too much – especially since I stopped smoking on my thirtieth birthday – I own far

too many pairs of shoes and my fridge is constantly a bare, pitiful-looking place which usually

contains something like a week-old pot of hummus, some celery sticks, a pot of chocolate

mousse and two bottles of Petit Chablis. And now I might be pregnant to boot.Once inside the

doctor’s surgery, I meet my new GP and tell him my symptoms. He does a quick pregnancy

test after I’ve weed in the plastic cup provided and tells me it is negative. I am so relieved, I

almost forget the ache in my back which is throbbing again. He feels my back and makes me

bend down and touch my toes. Once I have done this, he tells me my problem is muscular and

dispatches me with a leaflet on back pain.Clutching the pale blue leaflet, I open the door to my

new place: a penthouse apartment with a glass atrium revealing a sunlit balcony. I sigh with

happiness when I look at the fruits of my labour. This flat is the hard-won result of the last

seven years working seriously hard at seriously stressful jobs and I love it.Later, I drive round

to see Sid, my photographer friend who lives a few miles away, because we are working on a

national newspaper feature together. As I am driving, the pain increases and starts pumping

through my back. It begins to scare me; this doesn’t seem right. By the time I pull up at Sid’s

I’m bent double and can barely make it up the stairs. His wife fetches me a glass of water while

I wait for Sid to finish what he’s doing and come down. When I heave up part of my lunch, I

realise I can’t drive myself home, so he drops me back, and I leave my car sitting outside his

house.At home, I get into bed and confront the fear that’s hanging on this pain. I don’t

recognise it. I feel like I’m going somewhere new and I really don’t like it. I don’t notice my

gorgeous home any more; all I am aware of is the sensation that this niggling, fidgeting,

burning pain is becoming more and more uncontrollable by the minute.By 7.30 p.m., I can’t

cope. I call my friend Francesca who lives near by. She picks up the phone, thank God, and ten

minutes later we’re driving to A&E. We speed past the seafront and I see a man walking his

dog. Somehow, I sense that I am about to lose what he has. That freedom. That simplicity.

Ordinary life.‘What if I need a kidney transplant? It’s definitely my kidneys. What if I need

dialysis?’ Fran snorts a reply. I’ve always been a drama queen. But this time it’s real.Someone

is moaning and it takes me a moment to realise it’s me. Pain is swallowing me whole. Like a



pair of bellows pumping a squirming, terrifying, jarring feeling through my back to my stomach.

I know it’s wrong. There are good types of pain and bad ones. Good being the burning

sensation of muscles during a workout, or scratching sore skin really hard or squeezing a

nasty spot.I’ve never felt bad pain before and I’m frightened, so scared I am beginning not to

care what it is or what’s causing it – I just want it to stop. By the time we pull up outside the

hospital, I am desperate. We ditch the car on a double yellow. I am bellowing and panting like

an animal.‘What’s happening to me?’ I ask. And there’s no reply. I feel utterly alone, wading

through a bad place.Fifteen minutes later and I’m foetal on a trolley. Someone in the opposite

cubicle – sounds like an old man – is screaming he wants to die. I know how he feels.It’s like

Vegas here, but infinitely worse. There are no clocks. Time has stopped. I have no idea how

long we’ve been here. There seems to be everything and nothing going on. Disconnected

voices. Low murmuring. A sudden rush of people and trolleys. Nothing. A nurse eventually

takes my details and gives me a round pink pill. Voltarol. It helps a little.Several hours later and

my blood tests come back normal. A female doctor tells me there seems to be nothing causing

the pain. I feel relieved, but confused. At midnight, I’m discharged and Fran drives me home.

I’m still in pain and, as the painkiller wears off, I feel distinctly rough again.The next morning, I

call my parents as they’re eating breakfast. There’s a surreal quality to the whole story, and

even I think I sound like I’m exaggerating as I tell them I spent part of the night in a hospital

bed. I begin to think I was imagining the pain. They decide I should come to their place for the

next couple of days. I agree and an hour later, they appear at my new flat, pack my bag and

bustle me into their car.I haven’t eaten anything for two days now. I’m starving, so Mum cooks

chicken when we get in. Two hours later and I barely make it to the loo before I projectile vomit.

The sick forms an arc. It’s expelled from my body with such venom, I watch it with

astonishment. Pain now comes in waves. Tsunamis. Welling up, forcing through me.Again, that

squirming feeling, like a deep itch inside me which gets stronger and stronger. This time I know

it’s real. This time the pain is me. It wraps itself around me and there’s no escape.I’m driven to

my parents’ local A&E at breakneck speed. I’m made to wait while some idiot receptionist

writes down my address, slowly. I want to scream. Actually I want to punch her, but I am too

busy trying to stay alive. I retch and vomit and shit into a wheelchair loo in my cubicle. Dignity is

a luxury I’ve lost somewhere in this darkness. A young nurse comes in bearing two

paracetamol tablets in a sick bowl. I scream at her to get me some proper fucking pain relief. I

don’t care what it is, but I want it now. She walks out, offended. I am crying and shaking,

moaning in agony.Eventually, the doctor decides I have kidney stones and I get a morphine

shot. He says we should go back to the original hospital as the urinary department there is

better. I’m bundled back in the car, still wearing my NHS gown, my knickers on show and

clutching a thin blanket. The cannula (IV needle) is still in my right hand, the plastic tube

sticking out grotesquely.We drive for an hour. Nausea beats at my brain as the morphine does

its work. I don’t know which is worse – the pain or the sickness from the painkiller. I’ve got

vomit down my pale yellow hospital gown. Flecks of spit and bile around my mouth. I’m

cold.Once there, I’m put on another trolley and taken to another cubicle with the thin polyester

curtain drawn around me. I wait. We wait. Nurses and doctors come and go. We repeat the

same information three times. Someone finally does a blood test.Two hours later – two of the

longest, hardest hours I have ever faced – and the results are in. It’s pancreatitis. My amylase

levels (digestive enzymes in the blood) are massively raised. They should be somewhere near

twenty; mine are three thousand.Normally, the pancreas produces then expels digestive

enzymes (amylase, protease and lipase) when we eat and they break down the food after it

passes through the stomach. For some reason nobody seems able to explain, mine are being



produced, but not being expelled. I’m basically digesting myself.Now the doctor really does

have sympathy written into his face. He tells me it’s the single most painful condition in

existence. Several notches up from childbirth on the official NHS pain Richter scale. Unless it’s

caused by a blockage of gallstones, he tells me, there’s no cure. He gives me a leaflet, printed

on flimsy cheap pink paper and headed ‘Living With Acute Pancreatitis’. I stare at it blankly in

the seconds before the blackness of horror and despair descend.It gets busy around me. I

notice a change of pace. Nurses rig up a saline drip via the needle in my hand. I am given

another morphine shot. An immediate feeling of warmth radiates through me as the drug

enters my bloodstream. Bang, it’s literally a hit. Time and space go into a different dimension;

everything becomes woozy and creamy. I have seconds to enjoy it before the sickness jolts my

stomach. My head feels like it weighs a million pounds. I lie back. This action makes me want to

vomit though, so I prop my head back up with a pillow. I surrender to the narcotic parallel

universe in the same room. My parents look miles away, in another galaxy of worry which I’m

not part of any more. Here it’s timeless, suspended reality.Minutes or months later, a nurse

opens the curtains. I notice she has rubber gloves on and implements in her hands. I feel

utterly disconnected from her.She’s fitting me with a catheter. My legs are open and something

feels strange and uncomfortable. Something’s going up my wee-hole the wrong way. I’m

wriggling to get free, but my mum holds me down.Now I can’t even piss for myself.Hours later –

I think. The machine next to my bed beeps every minute or so. A tinny, repetitive, mournful

sound. Impersonal. My hand hurts where the needle sits, the saline moving into my hand in

cold jerks. The morphine has worn off. Yet despite the insistent burning pain, I’m reluctant to

ask for more as I can’t bear being sick again.My parents are long gone. I’m in a room filled with

snoring, restless sick people. Hell’s waiting room with harsh fluorescent lights and no dimmer

switch for night-time. There’s a constant patter of voices and footsteps somewhere in the

warren of beds. There’s no one here but me; there’s every sick person on earth here with me.

I’m confused still from the drugs.Morning finally comes. I watch the black night turn purple,

then grey. A sign above my bed says NBM – Nil By Mouth. No breakfast for me. I watch the

other inmates spread cheap margarine on their white toast. I want to scream. Instead, I

cry.Tears roll down my face and I let them flow in an efflux of fear and despair. Somewhere out

there women like me are living versions of my life. They’re waking up in their one-bedroom flats

in a leafy part of the city. They’re drinking fruit smoothies and eating granola for breakfast.

They’re showering, deciding which clothes to wear, pulling on heels, a coat and walking to the

station on their way to Canary Wharf. Or perhaps they are like the ‘new’ me – grabbing a black

coffee on their way to the station before boarding the commuter train to Victoria, then the tube.

I can picture them, heels clacking on the station concourse, laptops in their bags, each hoping

to get a seat this morning. Then queuing afterwards at Pret for their first skinny latte of the day,

clutching a breakfast muffin before buying all the red tops and maybe The Times and Guardian

as well.In my mind’s eye I can see them, hordes of women like me, women who are me, who

aren’t me, walking into the office. The freedom, the luxury of walking and working and wearing

expensive clothes makes me heave. How am I here? How am I not at my desk in the features

department of a national newspaper? How am I not reading the papers, jotting down ideas for

stories, girding my loins for conference at 10.45 a.m. with the editor? How am I not making

plans to meet friends for dinner or working out where we will go for our next city break?This is

not my life. My life for the past seven years has been a whirlwind of deadlines and adrenaline

rushes, travel to the far reaches of the planet or short trips with friends. It has been chaotic for

sure. I haven’t stayed in the UK for more than a few months at a time since leaving college and

haven’t had a regular boyfriend for most of that time, but it has been challenging, exciting, even



dangerous sometimes. I have been held at gunpoint on a Russian train; almost drowned in the

Mekong when the engine of the boat I was travelling in broke down and we headed for

whirlpools in the swirling depths; and I was involved in a botched kidnap attempt by a cab

driver in Riga for a brief, terrifying ten minutes, before managing to make a hasty escape.So

many bizarre and exhilarating moments and it has all come to this? This horrible place. This

awful pain. It feels, to me, like a tragedy of Greek proportions.At 8 a.m. a nurse comes round

with a flannel and a plastic bowl filled with tepid water. This is for me to wash in. I’m hooked up

to a drip, I have needles sticking out of my hands, I’m so weak from hunger and pain I can

barely sit upright. And now I have to wash. By myself. I would laugh, if I wasn’t so horrified by

the thought of it.I make a feeble attempt at washing. Drag the flannel under my armpits. The

action releases a sour smell. I reek of animal sweat and fear. There’s now a water stain

blooming across my sheets and my gown is wet. I have roughed it before in Burma and Laos. I

have slept on mats on earth floors in South America and washed in rivers which flow with the

effluence of mountain villages in Peru, but nothing I have ever been through has prepared me

for this total degradation, this place that is empty of dignity and this hurt which frames my

world, frazzles my senses and leaves me in tatters, day and night.I tell the nurse I am in pain.

She raises her eyebrows and walks off. Twenty minutes later, she returns with a kidney bowl

containing a needle. She opens up the cannula and injects the morphine into my open vein.

Then again with an anti-emetic. Cold liquid meets warm blood. Cooling the fire inside my raging

body. The hit.My head rolls back, eyes closing. The sucking feeling drags me into the place

where everything dissolves. I’m separate, hiding in the warm, dark womb of narco-dreaming.

Sinking away from real things, real places. Disconnecting into relief.The sound of wheels

creaking in municipal transit wakes me. I’ve no idea what time it is, or even what day. The team

of doctors came round earlier, but they practically ignored me, wrote up some more saline on

my chart and left. No kind words.No explanations either, come to think of it. Not that I care right

now: let it flow past and maybe I’ll slide out of here on a wave of disinterest. My head feels

blurry, like I’ve got a hangover. A second or so later, I realise I’ve been groaning like a

demented old lady. I feel something – sick maybe, desperate.I stop moaning, in case people

think I’m crazy. I’m embarrassed, which is pretty ridiculous considering I’ve got a plastic tube

coming out of my wee-hole, another coming out of my arm and this vile flimsy gown which

makes me look like something from bedlam. My hair is greasy, I’ve got no make-up on and no

one has tried to clean my teeth, so my breath must be rank. My mouth feels dry, but I can’t

even sip water.The tea trolley goes past and I realise it’s afternoon. My mum and dad arrive

some time later. I can see them try to hide the shock on their faces at the sight of me and the

bag of yellow urine hanging like a bloated organ from one side of the bed. They stay till 5 p.m.,

munching on sandwiches and packets of crisps at my bedside. I know they’re desperately

worried and love me to bits, but the sight of them stuffing food in front of me taunts me, makes

me angry. Even so, I feel like a small child, weak and pathetic when they go.Alone, I watch the

sun sink over the hospital car park. I’m spreadeagled in bed, shifting to get comfortable. I

suddenly realise I need a shit. I reach my arm through the tangle of tubes to the buzzer and

press. It flashes and I hear its nasal echo from the empty corridor. No one comes. I get a

sudden sharp pain in my belly, which means I have to get to the loo fast. I’m not meant to get

up because of all the opiates I’ve been given. But it’s either that or shit the bed, and I’m still just

about clinging to the last of my dignity.The room shifts slightly as I stand up. Moves back into

focus and I can walk. I grab the drip’s metal pole as the supermarket trolley wheels on the end

of it spin in three different directions. Compounding this, my gown flaps open and I have to hold

my catheter bag and try to keep the back material flaps together with one hand while the other



grasps the drip. I rattle down the ward like an old woman. I am an old woman, praying. Praying

I’ll get to the loo in time.Opening the first cubicle door, I’m greeted by the sight – and stench –

of a toilet seat covered in diarrhoea. There’s an elderly man attempting to wash his hands at

the sinks near by. I retch, shut the door and make it into the next loo. I glance at my feet, clad in

thin hospital slippers. Have I stepped in the mess?When I’ve finished, I spend five minutes

pulling up my knickers with my one free hand. I get to the sinks and the man is still standing

there. He looks confused and his gown is wide open at the back, revealing his arse. It’s

curiously pale and crinkled, like a delicate pink prune. As he moves off in front of me, back to

our mixed ward, faeces are dripping down his legs and on to the floor. Like a grotesque parody

of Hansel and Gretel, he is leaving a trail of diarrhoea down the length of the ward. I just want

to get to my bed. Suddenly, it feels like the only safe place in the world.My buzzer is still

flashing and eventually someone comes. I’m angry. So angry I can hardly spit my words out. I

tell her about the man, his river of shit, the dirty toilets and the sheer misery of being forced to

be here in this dirty, shameful ward. She doesn’t care and this makes me madder. She walks

off, but I’m too uptight to shout after her. I don’t want to cause a scene and the realisation

defeats me.I cry through the night. I don’t stop, I don’t sleep. I see the dawn again and I feel

black inside.I want to die.Several days later, I am discharged with liquid morphine to keep

taking at home as the acute phase of the pancreatitis has passed. My parents pick me up, like

the weakling child I am, and I go back to theirs. I can’t live alone in this pitiful state. I can barely

stand, let alone feed and clothe myself. Almost overnight, I am a cripple. One life vanishes and

is replaced by no life, no liveable life, anyway.Two days later, I’m back in A&E. Rushed in by my

parents; a puking, shivering, moaning mess as the pancreatitis strikes again.Bloody faces flash

past me and I hear the screaming voice of a girl who sounds drunk and shrill in her anger.

Swear words litter the cramped air – it’s Friday night in casualty and I’m doubled up, sobbing

on a trolley, being pushed into the bowels of the yellow-painted waiting room.‘Not you again’,

says one of the male nurses. I smile weakly and puke strings of bile into a bed pan. The animal

sound of teenage drunks boasting and arguing with the nurses fills me with fear. I feel so

vulnerable in their anarchic vicinity. I’m frightened of them; I’m frightened of the pain which

thunders through my shrinking body. There is no respite, no release as my lunchtime dose of

liquid morphine has long-since worn off.I want to use the wheelchair toilet, but I’m terrified one

of the teenagers will come in and see me, shivering and retching in my debility. A male nurse

helps me on to the chair, puts a box of tissues next to me. I’m pathetically grateful for any small

kindness. I cry tears of shame and fright as I use it, afraid the smell of my shit will reach the

drunks. Afraid someone will expose my frailty. My arms shake so violently I can’t pull the

tissues out to wipe myself and I have to call out for my mum. I’m thirty-three years old and I

need my mum to wipe my bottom. Still, I’m so glad she’s here. Yet so guilty she’s here in this

living hell with me, when she should be at home, asleep.The doctors take forever to get to me. I

cry out in pain, but no one seems to hear. An hour later, a stressed-looking female doctor

opens the curtain. She’s brusque, asks me if I drink. I say no. I haven’t drunk any alcohol since

the night before the first attack of pancreatitis. Why the hell would I willingly put myself in this

position? Anyway, it’s clear she doesn’t believe me. Pancreatitis is known as the alcoholic’s

disease. She obviously thinks I’ve brought this on myself, that I’ve been sat at home drinking

vodka. The sense of injustice overwhelms me. Now all the raised eyebrows make sense. They

think I’m doing this to myself.I need something for the pain. I can’t go on. I’m pleading, begging

for pain relief. I feel, rather than hear a guttural moan coming from inside me. More raised

eyebrows and the doctor leaves. Mum and Dad look at me. We’re alone. I’m alone, amid this

unholy chaos.Utter fear floods every cell in my terrorised body. Across from me a young man



with a bloodied face looks up and catches my eye. There’s a teenage girl with him. She’s drunk,

mouthing off at the passing nurses. She carries her stiletto heels, her tights ripped around the

base of her feet. There’s a man in the cubicle next to me. He has third-degree burns from a

house fire. He’s unconscious, his bedside crowded with the silent fear of his family and friends.

I can hear a nurse making calls to burns units in other hospitals. She’s saying they can’t treat

him here.I would sympathise, but pain overwhelms me again. I grab the sick bowl and heave

into my agony. I don’t care about the others any more. I’m resentful they’re taking medical help

away from me. Pain is selfish. It claims me now, wraps round me and into me. Folded into

myself, I pant and writhe. The world outside disappears. I see only the distress on my parents’

faces, lit in garish pantomime by the stark greenish hue of the strip lights.Hours and another

shot of morphine later. Two men push and pull my trolley. They smell of cigarette smoke which

makes my stomach heave. I catch glimpses of badly drawn tattoos scarring their arms. Their

chat weaves in and out of my mind which hovers somewhere close to, but not inside, my body.

Jan’s husband left her, one says, trouble on Saturday night, the ambulance crew and shifts

changing. Disconnected voices echoing in empty space. Empty, except for us.I stare up at the

lights in the deserted corridors of the hospital. They move past me like motorway headlights,

blurred by the movement. It is black outside, harsh lighting making ghosts of our reflections. I

am limp. Lying in supine surrender.Then I am in a lift. I note the change with indifference.

Juddering, changing space. Lift doors open. I feel woozy and sick now. The lift clanks, jolting

me back to reality, briefly. Disgorged from the lift, we move down more corridors. Endless

nowheres. The floors make a shushing sound underneath me. The footsteps of the men echo,

swirl and vanish, disintegrating inside my ears.I am pushed into a ward in semi-darkness. A

curtain is pulled open and strangers’ arms hold me under my arms and around my torso. I am

lifted on to the bed, trailing wires and equipment in a cacophony of bleeping sounds. I’m

surprised at how frail and small I am, as helpless as a baby.My drip line pulls which jogs the

needle in my hand. My catheter swings against the bed frame. A nurse writes something above

my bed in silence, reaching over me like I’m not here, not existing. She places the buzzer from

the side table into my hand. I’m to call if I need anything.Where do I start?Sometime around

dawn, I wake up with a terrible burning pain from my back into my abdomen; my nerve endings

are screaming at me. I press the buzzer, expecting a nurse to come. I wait. And wait. The

buzzer echoes down the length of the ward. The initial anger I feel at being ignored turns to

anxiety, then tears of fear as time passes. What if no one’s there? What if I’m left in pain?I don’t

know how long I wait, internally pleading with God knows what or whom for someone to come

and take this burning away. I twist and turn in my sheets, which by now are stained with the

sweat of my pain and fear.A nurse comes, maybe an hour later. I chose the wrong time to be in

pain, she says, as the shifts were changing over. I am incredulous, astonished into silence. I

am convinced even an animal wouldn’t have been left in agony for so long, but I’m frightened to

complain in case she refuses me pain relief. I smile and say it’s ok, as I writhe in obvious pain,

pulling the bedclothes taut and digging my fingernails into my palms to deflect my attention

from the fucking agony I’ve been left in.I’m burning with rage and disbelief. Nurses are

constantly hailed as angels for their care and sacrifice in helping patients and many, I’m sure,

deserve the accolade. Not much is said though about the delicate balance of power between

nurse and patient, of the subtle ways in which the sick are continually reminded of their place in

the hospital hierarchy.Twenty minutes later, she returns with a needle, lying inside a vomit bowl.

She pulls the curtain and I struggle to sit up, obedient, helpful, desperate. She opens my

cannula, leaking blood on to my soiled sheets. At this, she panics slightly, but keeps her steely

expression. Finally, she gets the needle in, closes the cannula and leaves, telling me to press



my buzzer if I need any help later.‘Ok, I will. And thank you,’ I reply, smiling weakly.Sadistic

bitch, I think, as the drug seeps through my shattered body. I look down and see that my palms

are bleeding.Another day passes in the twilight of a hospital ward. People come and go. The

sun rises and sets. My parents arrive and depart. My sister phones, but I’m too disconnected to

take the call. Dinner is served. The last medicine round finishes and it’s night-time again.No

one changes my bedding. I’m lying in my own sodden mess of blood and sweat until the next

morning.Today, I’m due for a gall bladder scan. All my hopes are pinned on this. If it’s

gallstones causing the pancreatitis, I’m home and dry. They’ll be removed, the pancreatitis will

stop and I’ll be cured. I will get my life back.Even as I wait to go down, I feel giddy with

happiness. I could be about to find out what’s causing all this. Something must be causing it.

It’s inexplicable and deeply frightening to think there may be no clear answer. I have to believe

it’s gallstones, for the sake of my sanity.I wait all morning. I’m not allowed any fluids, so I’m

thirsty, but nothing matters except getting this scan done. It’s afternoon before two hospital

orderlies arrive at my bedside. The morphine is wearing off. I’m starting to keen into the

pain.We won’t be a jiffy, they say, then we wait for nearly an hour for my papers to be brought

to my bedside. I’m refused pain relief by the nurse on duty because they’re waiting for me down

in the scan room. She says it like I’ve deliberately kept them all waiting.I breathe into the pain

now. My mental focus is on getting through each minute, then, as time passes, each second.

I’m taken down to the scanning department, slap bang next to A&E. I suffer the indignity of

being on public display, my wee bag, saline drip, unkempt greasy hair, unmade-up face and all

wheeled past the rows of ‘normal’ people. I try not to notice the curious looks I’m getting from

some people. I expect they’re thinking, Thank God it isn’t me. I know I would be. Others look

away like I’m too scary, too vulnerable to cope with.I feel my mood slip into anger again, as my

breathing becomes more shallow and urgent. I feel like a woman in labour, except there’s no

baby, no ‘reward’ at the end. If there is an end.I’m scanned, told I have no gallstones and

wheeled back to the ward. There must be thirty people in beds crammed into a space the size

of two average front rooms. Suddenly, it feels hostile and hugely overcrowded.It’s visiting time.

The noise of chairs scraping on the floor, people laughing and a loud TV somewhere playing

the Strictly Come Dancing opening sequence greet me. Fractious sounds shattering my fragile

peace.I’m cowed, wanting to process the assault of feelings the scan result has hit me with. I

can sense the yawning darkness hovering near by and I want to curl up in it, embrace it. But

there’s no room to feel anything. There are people everywhere. Chairs litter the room at

awkward angles. Several times the orderlies ask people to move out the way as they wheel me

through to my space. I thank the men as they leave.It feels like nowhere is safe. Nowhere is

quiet and private.There’s a male patient in the neighbouring bed, and his wife, their three

children and his mother-in-law are all gathered around it. The mother-in-law is loudly asserting

that Iceland’s Black Forest Gateau is better than Tesco’s. I didn’t know gateaux still existed. I’m

not sure I really want to know either. I lie in irritated silence, wanting to scream at them to shut

up. I want to shout at them that my life is fucked, nobody knows what’s wrong and I might die.

Suddenly, I glimpse some understanding of why people flip and start shooting strangers. I’m

becoming a monster.An hour later, a bunch of flowers is delivered. The card says they’re from

the features desk at the Mirror newspaper. I look at the loops of handwriting scrawled in biro

across the white card and see nothing. Feel nothing. I’m a blank. The card is for someone else.

The old me.The old me died the day I came into this shit-hole. Right now, I’d give anything to

fall asleep and not wake up. If I could get to the window, I’d jump out. If I could get to the

medications, I’d take the lot because I can’t live like this. I turn away from the lilies, hating their

sickly, sweet smell which curls through the room I lie in. I feel alone and apart, yet I’m



surrounded by patients and their visitors.I count each second, each painful minute while I wait.

I wait for it to end. I wait to get better, to feel normal again, to walk again, or die. I wait for

nothing and everything.I bury myself in the sheets, lying in silence, squirming into my pain until

a nurse arrives with a needle. She dabs my arm briskly with an alcohol wipe. I remind her it

says on my chart I can’t have alcohol. She tsks and grabs a towel which she then soaks in cold

water from the tap and rubs on to my arm. Then I feel a sharp point penetrate my skin. It hurts,

then it doesn’t hurt. Then it’s ok. I’m back in a safe place. Hiding from the agony of being.Being

here. With no foreseeable end.CHAPTER 3Bad NewsOctober 2004Days later, as the winter

sun begins to glow orange in preparation for setting, I have a visitor. A surgeon. He pulls the

curtains round my bed. The movement holds me transfixed, suspended in time, and I suddenly

realise my life is going to change and this is the moment before it does, my last moment of this

part of me.He sits down wearing sympathy on his face. This must be bad. From what I’ve seen,

the doctors never come round to see patients out of hours. Strange how the ward seems to

hush, even though everyone’s talking. Or maybe it’s the drugs again. My mind feels elastic –

stretching out into the web of time and space and contracting without warning. Only me. Only

this space.Focus slides back, I’m nervously pulling at the frayed hem of my robe. I force myself

to concentrate. He’s drawing a diagram, as simple as a child’s (they really do think we’re idiots).

I watch the pencil (HB) slide around the page. He’s drawing a pancreas and some strange dots

which are bile ducts, I think. Then there’s the neck of the pancreas, and he’s drawn it as a

wobbly line. That can’t be good.Then he says something which penetrates my addled

lethargy.‘You have acute-on-chronic pancreatitis.’ Such a civilised name for such agony. ‘We

don’t know what’s causing the episodes,’ he says. ‘I think we have to accept that the cause for

your pancreatitis is idiopathic. That means that we simply don’t know the cause.’ And with that,

he waves his hand airily in my direction.Who exactly has to accept? I think.‘So this acute-on-

chronic pancreatitis can just keep happening and there’s nothing you can do?’ I ask. My tone is

accusing.‘Yes,’ he replies. And it’s the worst ‘yes’ I’ve ever heard. ‘There’s something else,’ he

says.This is it, I think.‘You’re unlikely ever to be able to have children. We lose people with

pancreatitis.’It takes me a second or two to realise he means they die. I look into his eyes as he

continues to speak.‘It’s simply too dangerous for you to carry a child,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry.’ His

pity feels genuine.Suddenly, I’m broken, shattered into tiny, scratchy fragments of sorrow and

pain and disbelieving and many more emotions I can’t name. They swell and break inside me,

like waves against the shoreline. And I lie, prostrate, empty and dying.He goes on, explaining

that pregnancy can cause pancreatitis apparently, and that there’s a high risk of diabetes.

Anyway, I would have to be two years clear of an attack. Right now, I’m struggling to make it to

two weeks without one. Two years seem vast, impossible. To him as well as me.Just before he

leaves, he turns and says he nearly forgot something. I look up, desolate – what else could

there possibly be?‘We know you have been complaining of muscle aches and weakness,’ he

says. ‘I’ve been speaking to the orthopods and they think you’ve probably got fibromyalgia as

well.’I look back at him, blankly.‘It’s chronic fatigue syndrome or ME, but with muscle cramps

over the entire body,’ he adds.I barely take this in. I am too hollowed out by his main mission –

to tell me I won’t ever be a mummy. Then he leaves, opening up the curtains again to the

bedlam of the ward. As if my life hadn’t been destroyed, shattered into fragments too small to

mend.I cry. And having started, I can’t stop. I cry into nothing. I cry until my eyes are so sore I

can barely open them. I keep crying as night falls.As darkness takes the ward, I slide down into

despair. This night, I say goodbye to my hopes and dreams of having a child. I was never

greedy. I wanted just one girl. She would have worn stripy Pippi Longstocking tights and her

brown hair would have been in two bunches sticking out at the sides of her sweet-smelling



head. I can picture her as if I’d carried her and given birth to her. She was always as clear to

me as the impression of a loved one just departed.And that’s what she is now.Grief is a

strange thing. I want to be in its bleak clutches. Held in memory of the little girl I will never have,

it’s as close as I will ever get to her. The sadness has a beauty, like a song which enchants and

mesmerises and then vanishes without a trace. I feel mapped by this sadness. It traces lines

through me, discovering me, reminding me I’m alive and I feel too much.And I’m glad I’m

awake. I need to be awake tonight because the worst has happened. For the first time in many

days, I feel a kind of agonising peace. I can’t struggle or fight against what I’ve been told. I

guess this dense, deep feeling is that of surrender to something I cannot change. I am utterly

powerless over all of this and it finally sinks in. It sinks right down, past my throat and sits, a

warm, dark ache in the pit of my soul.The night creeps onwards. When the pain rears again, I

don’t wait. I press the buzzer. I don’t fight or complain or demand relief. I hit the buzzer and

watch the orange light glow on and off. Someone eventually comes and I’m given the morphine

and the anti-sickness. I feel like a sheep on its way to slaughter. I sit still while the nurse opens

the cannula and I wait for the drug to rush into my blood, my bones, my skin. It doesn’t take the

real pain away, the great yawning black chasm where my heart used to be. But it makes this

dreadful night more bearable, more liveable by taking away, albeit temporarily, the savage

pounding of my damaged pancreas.I watch as the first streaks of grey break up the darkness.

Almost like clockwork, there are birds, then light – barely noticeable at first, then smearing itself

across the blank sky.Whatever happened last night, whatever it is I have fallen down deep into,

I know one thing for sure: the next time I am carried or wheeled out of this hospital, I will leave

my soul trampled into the stained floor of this Hades.Slowly, slowly, the ward wakes up. The

first of the legion of army sergeants in white pinafores and blue-striped uniforms bustles up the

ward, pushing a trolley with locked sides. She looks at me. I’m almost shocked by the intimacy

of her gaze.I’m aware I must look even more of a state than ever. My eyes feel swollen and

sore. I must look like where I’ve been – where I still am: locked away alone, inside my grief.And

here is a nurse – sweet-faced and blonde-haired – with the most agonising tenderness in her

gaze. She’s actually noticed me. She looks at me like she gives a shit.When she finishes the

morning medication round, she comes back and sits quietly at my bedside and rubs my back. I

turn to her like she’s an old friend and howl into her shoulder. She holds me like a mother and

lets me cry. She tells me she is diabetic, so understands what I’m feeling. She has to inject

insulin several times a day. She is dependent on her medication and she can’t have more kids

as it’s too dangerous. She has two young boys though. So even as I lap up her sympathy, I’m

measuring out my grief; knowing mine is bigger, wider, larger, heavier than hers. Like it’s a

twisted competition and I can shout that my pain is worse. And it comforts me at the same time

as it sickens me.Finally, when my crying subsides and I start to feel the awkwardness of being

in a kind stranger’s arms, I pull away. We look at each other and we know each other.‘There’s a

church service in the chapel this morning. Why don’t you go?’ she suggests, looking directly

into my eyes in gentle command.I find myself nodding, still too overcome to speak.Squeezing

my shoulder, she gets up to leave. Her white plastic clogs squeak as she walks down to the

nurse’s station. I will never see her again in all the times I will be flailing around in pain or

debility in one of these stinking wards. But the image of her stays with me. And my faith in

human nature, which is so broken and bruised, rises from the trampled ashes inside me –

unbidden, unasked for, but there nonetheless. And I almost don’t want it to, so scared am I of

getting crushed again beneath the weight of this place.Within half an hour, I’m being carried

into a wheelchair, the weight of grief and mourning rendering me heavy and even slower than

usual. I’m swathed in a blanket which looks like the ones I used to have in my pram, judging by



old family photos. But I don’t care. I can barely lift my head up to watch where I’m being taken.

Instead my eyes trace the concrete floor as we move in quiet grace towards the chapel.It’s not

a chapel, as it turns out. It’s a room with an old green carpet and several bunches of plastic

flowers sitting in incongruous proximity to the ‘altar’, which is a table covered with an

embroidered cloth. Green linoleum-covered chairs line the small room. Most are filled with

patients.I’m parked at the side and the orderlies leave. Within minutes, the priest arrives, in

ceremonial robes. It’s a Catholic service. Barely aware of what’s happening, I’m just grateful for

being out of the ward. Staring at the same blank faces day in, day out is relentless and

depressing. And as I think this, my mind transports me back there.Most of the patients on my

ward are elderly. Many clinging on for dear life, literally. Their families crowd their beds each

weekend and I wonder what they are really getting out of life to fight death so long and hard.

The woman opposite me has been fitted with a colostomy bag which she seems unable to use.

She has no sense of smell which exacerbates the problem and I have lost count of the number

of times I have had to call for a nurse because her bag is leaking and she is unaware of it. My

stomach turns as I think of her. It might be cruel to say it, but isn’t it more cruel to put your

family through interminable visits to smelly hospital wards? And then expect them to monitor

your bag? And worry about you, and keep you entertained? Yet every weekend her family

come. And she considers herself blessed and is happy.I turn away from the thoughts as I am

feeling agitated and distressed. I feel hot shooting rage suddenly jolt me from my lethargy. Am I

angry because I want to die and can’t? And I’m being told every day I have to ‘live’ with this?

Because I do actually really want to die. I want to leave this pain and this torment and this

stinking hospital nightmare. I can’t stand seeing people happy with their small lot. Happy with

their smelly bag and their four hours of family time and their hospital food and their painkillers

and medicines and nurses and tests. I can’t stand people being happy in this place – for the

simple reason that I cannot find my peace in here. I cannot accustom myself to this small

framework. It is not enough. It is not nearly enough for me.I’m panting. I realise I’ve worked

myself into a state. They’ll think I’m mad. My breathing is coming fast and furious and I can’t do

anything about it, so I breathe. And I breathe some more. Then I hear the priest ask if anyone

wants to take communion or receive a blessing.As I’m NBM again, I guess communion is out of

the question and I’m very sure that a sip of alcohol would probably kill me right this minute due

to pancreatitis, so I settle for the blessing.But I’m furious still; hiding behind a wall of anger as

the priest walks towards me. I don’t believe in this. I shouldn’t have come.He makes the sign of

the cross over my head and touches the point of my forehead above and between my eyes.

And I feel something. I feel something that isn’t fear and isn’t pain and isn’t anger. It is

something calm. It lasts for a split second and disappears and I feel confused. I don’t believe in

this God that needs formal ceremonies and interminable lectures and sermons. I don’t agree

with anything that tells me how to worship, how to behave. I don’t believe in anything that treats

me like a sinful child and tells me this man in the white frock knows more about the mysteries

of the universe than I do.And yet I feel something.I’m wheeled back to the ward, frail and

fragile, wrapped in the hospital blankets which are now keeping me warm. I am struggling to sit

upright as the startling pain is now coming fast and steady, punching through my back to the

top of my abdomen. Feeling peculiar, slightly embarrassed at having turned to a God I don’t

believe in, I arrive back at my bed. I feel strangely quiet. Empty inside. I spend the day watching

the grey winter light spread thin shadows from nearby trees across the windows.I’m expecting

no visitors today.My parents have been looking exhausted, and the more I see them, the

guiltier I feel at having somehow orchestrated this drama, this medical stage play which never

seems to end. So I’ve told them to stay home for tonight.My sister rings again. I don’t know



what to say. I tell her I’m tired. More than that I can’t say as I’ve barely acknowledged it all

myself. I just want to hide away in a safe, dark place like an injured animal. I thank her for her

texts – she has been sending short messages of love several times a day, for which I’m

grateful. But even so, when I eventually turn my phone off, I’m glad of the silence.It’s gone 5

p.m. when I realise there’s someone standing by my bed.‘You drifted off,’ she says. It’s a friend

of mine, Ella. She’s popped in. Being an hour’s drive away, it’s a long way to pop. I just want to

shut my curtains and disappear behind the polyester patterns into the grief that’s hovering

close by, but I can’t. She’s come too far.I pretend happiness at seeing her. She sits on the

plastic brown armchair next to my bed. I think I’ve forgotten how to make polite conversation.

Small talk seems so pointless and exhausting. I try my best, but I feel it’s obvious my heart’s

not in it.She doesn’t seem to notice though. She wants to talk, so I let her, having no defence

against unexpected kindnesses. She’s giddy, excited, a whirl of emotions. Next thing, I hear her

telling me about a sharp pain she felt in her groin that was so bad she was rushed to A&E. I get

ready to sympathise. To be kind or reassuring or whatever she wants.Then the world freezes.

Time stops.It’s a baby. She’s telling me she’s having a baby.My stomach lurches and tangles

into a knot of shock and, more than that, pure envy. This isn’t about me, I tell myself. And I

smile. I really do smile as God, the universe or whatever rips my life apart one more time.
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scoobydoo123, “Excellent and truthful!. Wonderful telling of what happens when one takes a

much needed pain reliever for too long. After the worst pain is over, the apparent relief

obtained is desired again and again. Until it feels normal to have less pain and less living until

there is nothing needed except the drug, the perception of relief, and oblivion.A story told from

a woman's diary written while addicted and while removing herself from the trap of the

artificially induced comfort of a chemical.Good read.  Very real.”

Karen Hansson, “OMG!!!. I read one-third of the book and had to return it. I do not know how

this woman is still alive - the suffering, humiliation and degradation she endured and came out

of in one piece is incomprehensible. This is a very difficult read and not for the faint of heart.

Cathryn, wherever you are, congratulations on overcoming not just the effects of a

devastatingly painful disease, but on beating the addiction also.  I am in awe of your strength!”

The book by kotori has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 2 people have provided feedback.
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