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When Thabo feels unwell his mother takes him to a hospital 
in the city. They learn that Thabo has cancer and needs to 

stay in hospital to receive treatment. Thabo feels sad but 
soon makes new friends and discovers that there are many 

people who want to help him get well again. 

A uniquely South African story that aims to remove any 
stigma and address the myths attached to a cancer 

diagnosis, and to reassure children who may have to spend 
long periods of time away from home receiving treatment.
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More than anything else, Thabo 
loves to play soccer. There was 
a time when he was too sick to 
play his favourite game. Thabo 
remembers those days.
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At first his tummy hurt. Then his elbows and knees began to 
ache, and his head felt sore. He was tired, even after a long 
sleep. His mother thought he had flu and kept him home from 
school, but he did not get better. 
  
“Look, mamma,” he said, showing her a big bruise on his tummy. 

“I don’t like the look of that, Thabo,” his mother said in a worried 
voice. “I will take you to the clinic tomorrow.” 

Cock
-a-doodle-dooooo
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“Thabo needs to see a doctor at the hospital in the city,” the clinic nurse told his 
mother. So, a few days later, Thabo and his mother set off for the big city in a 
taxi. It was the first time Thabo had been so far away from home. He took his 
soccer ball along with him. 

honk 

honk 
hon

k 
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When at last they arrived in the city, the buildings were taller than any Thabo had 
seen before. Their windows glowed like silver mirrors, reflecting the morning sun.  
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Thabo was amazed at everything he saw through the taxi window. There were 
so many people, cars, trucks, taxis, and motorbikes on the streets and on the 
pavements. Together they all made a lot of noise. 
 
“Honk, honk, honk!” went the taxi, weaving in and out of the busy traffic. Thabo 
laughed, even though he was not feeling well.  

“I like the city, Mamma,” he said. “There’s so much to see!” His mother nodded. 
Thabo wondered why she looked so worried.  
  
“Can we go to the shops in the city after our visit to the hospital?” he asked. 
“Will you buy me some new soccer boots?”

“Perhaps,” his mother said, smiling at him. “Many people visit the hospital every 
day, so we may have to wait a long time before we see the doctor,” she warned 
him. 
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At the hospital, Thabo’s mother handed in the papers from the clinic and they 
were told where to go. It was the biggest building Thabo had ever been inside. 
His mother read a magazine while they waited to see the doctor. Some children 
ran around and played, but Thabo was too tired to join them.  

His head and his tummy 
hurt. He fell asleep in the 
chair and his mother had 
to wake him when it was 
their turn to see the doctor.  
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Thabo walked into the doctor’s room, holding onto his soccer ball. 

“Hello, Thabo! I’m Doctor Reddy and this is nurse Thandi,” said the doctor in a 
friendly voice. “I see we have a soccer star visiting us today!” 

Thabo smiled and nodded. He sat on his mother’s lap while she told the doctor about 
his sore head and tummy and about the bruises.

“Will you sit up here on my bed so I can take a closer look at you, Thabo?” Doctor 
Reddy asked him.

Thabo climbed onto the bed. Doctor Reddy looked into his eyes with a little torch. 
Then she listened to his heartbeat with her stethoscope. Nurse Thandi took his blood 
pressure with a black sleeve on his arm and the doctor listened to his lungs as he 
took deep breaths in and out. Doctor Reddy asked Thabo to point to all his bruises. 
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“I can see you are not feeling well, Thabo,” said Doctor Reddy. Nurse Thandi will take 
you next door and give you something to make you feel better while I talk to your 
mother. She will also take a small amount of your blood to help us find out what is 
making you so sick.”

“This will hurt just a little,” nurse Thandi told him as she drew some blood from his 
arm into a syringe. Thabo bit his bottom lip. He did not like needles very much. 

When they went back into the doctor’s room, Thabo saw that his mother had 
been crying. He climbed onto her lap and put his arms around her neck. “It’s okay, 
mamma. I was a brave boy,” he whispered in her ear. 

“Thabo, we want you to stay here in the hospital for a while,” said Doctor Reddy. “We 
think there is something in your blood called cancer and if we don’t treat it quickly, 
you will get very sick. We have to give you medicine to destroy the cancer so that you 
can get well again.”  
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Doctor Reddy’s words made Thabo feel scared. He did not want to have cancer. He 
did not want to stay in the hospital. He wanted to go into the city to get new soccer 
boots and then go home, but he also wanted to feel well again. 

Nurse Thandi led Thabo and his mother down a long passage and then up in a lift to 
a ward that was just for children with cancer.  

The ward was a large room with many beds and bright, happy pictures painted on the 
walls. Some children were running around and playing with toys. Others were lying 
quietly in their beds or sleeping.  

A young man with a big smile greeted Thabo and shook his hand. “Welcome, Thabo,” 
he said. “My name is Joel. I’m a nurse on this ward and I heard you were coming to 
join us. We’ll take very good care of you here.” 

Joel showed Thabo to his bed and gave him some blue hospital pyjamas to wear, just 
like all the other children. His mother helped him change into them and get into bed.
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“Hello, Thabo,” called a friendly girl, waving from her bed across the room. 

Thabo gave her a shy smile and waved back. He was glad to see other 
children, but he also felt sad and worried. Everything was very strange to him.

He did not want to be here. 
He wanted to go back home. 
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“Will you stay with me, mamma?” he asked, trying not to cry. His mother held him 
close and kissed him softly on his head. She was also sad. 

“Oh, Thabo, I need to go back home to look after your brother and baby sister,” 
she said. 

“Please stay,” Thabo cried. “Don’t leave me here.” He could not stop the salty tears 
rolling down his cheeks. 
 
“I’m so sorry, my little one,” his mother said. “I promise I will come back to visit you 
very soon. You need to be here, where the doctors and nurses can help you to get 
well again.” 

She stayed until he had eaten some food and taken more medicine. Then she 
gave Thabo another long hug and tucked him snugly into his hospital bed with his 
soccer ball.  
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“Goodbye my little soccer star,” she said. “Sleep now. Mamma will see you 
soon.” 

After his mother left, Thabo cried softly into his pillow. He thought of all the 
things that had happened to him that day. The long journey in the taxi. The 
sights and sounds of the big city. The long wait to see the doctor, and being 
told he had to stay at the hospital. It had been the strangest day of his life.

“Good night, mamma,” he whispered to the big moon shining in through the 
hospital window. He finally fell asleep, wondering what would happen the 
next day. 

“Good night, Thabo,” the moon whispered back.  
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Good
night Thabo...
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Thabo woke up to unusual noises and smells. At first, 
he forgot where he was. The sun shone brightly 
through the hospital windows. The other children 

seemed happy to have a new friend.
“Hello, Thabo,” they said, when he sat up.

“Hello,” Thabo answered, sleepily. 
“Do you all have cancer?” he asked.

They nodded. 
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“I’m Simphiwe. I have cancer in my bones,” said a boy with crutches. “They cut off 
part of my leg.” He pointed to his leg which ended with a bandage at his knee.
“I’m Tanya. I have cancer in my eye,” said a girl with yellow hair.
“I’m Lerato. I have cancer in my neck,” said a girl with no front teeth.  

“I’m Mandla. I have cancer inside my brain,” said a boy without any hair.
“What happened to your hair?” Thabo asked him.
“The cancer medicine made my hair fall out. But it’s okay, it will grow back,” he 
answered, with a shrug of his shoulders. 
“Mine is also falling out,” said Tanya. “I will be bald one day too, just like my grandpa!”
She pulled a funny face and they all laughed.

Later that morning Doctor Reddy came to the ward to visit Thabo. She asked him if 
she could sit on his bed. Thabo nodded.

“It’s just as we thought, Thabo,” she said. “You do have cancer in your blood. We 
need to give you special medicine that can destroy the cancer.”    
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“You won’t feel better right away,” she warned him. 
“The medicine may make you feel very sick. It may 
also make your hair fall out after a while. Remember, it 
is working hard inside your body to destroy the cancer 
and to stop it from spreading.”

Thabo’s medicine came in a plastic bag that hung by 
his bed. It flowed slowly into his body through a long 
plastic tube and a needle placed in his arm. 
It made Thabo feel sick and very tired. 

He missed his mother, his father, 
his brother, and his baby sister.  
He missed seeing the green hills 
and hearing the roosters crowing. 
He missed his home. 
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Nurse Thandi came to visit him later in the day.
“How are you feeling, Thabo?” she asked. He didn’t want to talk, so he turned his 
head away from her. 

“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk, Thabo,” said nurse Thandi, kindly. “You must feel 
very homesick, sad and scared.” 

Children had gathered around the bed. Nurse Thandi was their favourite nurse 
because she always had time to talk to them. 

“Sometimes I feel sad and homesick too, Thabo,” said Lerato. “I just want to be at 
home with my friends and my family. I also miss going to school.”
 
“I feel scared sometimes,” said Tanya. “I’m scared of going blind.”

“When my head hurts, I just want to cry,” said Mandla. “I hate having cancer!” 
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“Me too!” said David, a boy with red hair and freckles across his nose and 
cheeks. “This is my second time with stupid cancer. Some days I want to run 
away from this hospital and never, ever come back!”

“Some days I get so angry, I shout, and I scream, and I tell everyone to leave 
me alone,” Sabelo said, loudly.   

“Some days I feel so unhappy that I curl up in my bed and cry into my pillow,” 
said Nelisiwe. “Then, after a while, the sad feeling goes away. I’m always happy 
when my mom and granny come to visit.

Thabo looked into the eyes and faces of all the children gathered around his 
bed. They understood. They knew how he was feeling.  

He was not alone.  
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“I know of a clever way to help you when you feel sad or in pain, or homesick or 
angry,” said nurse Thandi. “Do you want to hear about it?” she asked.

They all nodded.

“Okay. Close your eyes, take slow, deep breaths, and imagine you are somewhere 
else. Somewhere that makes you happy, doing something you love most in the 
world. Go on, try it now,” she said, smiling at them. 

They closed their eyes and took slow, deep breaths in and out. 

“I’m at school, swinging on the swing,” said Lerato. 
“I’m riding my bike along the road to buy an ice cream from the shop,” said Mandla. 
“I’m at home playing soccer with my brother,” whispered Thabo.

“So, how do you feel now?” asked nurse Thandi when they opened their eyes. 

“HAPPY!” they all shouted together. 
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Before long, Thabo began to feel more 
comfortable in the hospital. There were always 
other children to talk to and to play with when he 
felt well enough. 

There were also some friendly adults who 
worked at the hospital. Like Msizi, who 

worked in the kitchen and brought him 
food to eat. 

“A plate of tasty food for our number 
one soccer star!” Msizi would 

announce. That made Thabo 
smile. 
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There was Aunty Jabulani. She was always cheerful, just like 
her name. She loved to sing and dance as she swept and 
cleaned the floors.

When she came to work in the morning, she greeted all the 
children one by one and asked how they were feeling.

If they were sad, or in pain, she would sing them a special 
song and tell them that she would say a prayer for them.

Once, she hid Thabo’s soccer ball under her apron. She 
pretended not to know where the ball had gone. It 
looked so funny that all the children laughed and 
pointed. 
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Every day in the hospital was different. There were good days and days that were 
not so good. The days they gave Thabo medicine for the cancer were the worst 
days. On those days he would close his eyes and imagine he was at home with 
his family or playing soccer with his brother.  

He enjoyed the days when he felt well enough to play games with all his new 
friends. 
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The first time his mother came to visit him was the very best day. He was so happy 
to see her and to hear all the news from home. She told him that everyone missed 
him very much. All his new friends at the hospital came over to meet her.  
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“Oh, look!” said his mother, pointing suddenly out the 
window at a beautiful rainbow that had formed after a 
rain shower. 

“It’s a rainbow of hope!” said nurse Thandi.
“Make a wish, Thabo.”

“I wish we would all get better and go
home soon,” he said.

“Yes!” shouted the
children. 

Thabo smiled. He knew 
that they all wished 
for the same thing. 
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Questions you may have about cancer 

What is cancer?
Our bodies are made up of billions of tiny cells. These cells grow and divide into new cells. When they stop growing 
and dividing, they die. When a person has cancer, it means that some cells in their body do not stop growing 
and dividing, and do not die when they are supposed to. These abnormal cells are called cancer cells. A group of 
abnormal cells are called a tumour.

Who can get cancer? 
Anyone can get cancer. It is mostly adults that get cancer but there are some cancers that only children get. 

What causes cancer?
It is not known what causes most cancers and why some people get it, and others don’t. We do know certain things 
that can cause cancer in some people, like too much sunburn, smoking, and eating a lot of processed foods. 
  
Can you die from cancer?
Some people do die from cancer, but many people get better, especially if they seek medical treatment when they 
first start to feel unwell. The sooner they receive treatment, the greater chance they have of getting better. Doctors 
and nurses are very good at helping children with cancer to get better. 

Can you catch cancer from other people?
Cancer is not like a cold and is not caused by germs, so you can’t catch cancer from someone else. 

What is the treatment for cancer?
Cancer treatment should start as soon as possible. Chemotherapy and radiation are used to destroy the cancer cells 
to stop them from growing. Surgery is used to cut out some tumours, and sometimes a body part, like a leg, needs 
to be removed to stop the cancer from spreading to other parts of the body. 
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What is chemotherapy and radiation? 
Chemotherapy is a mixture of strong medicines that can destroy cancer cells in your body. Radiation is an intense 
beam of energy that is targeted at the exact location of a tumour in the body in order to destroy the cancer cells. 

Why do people lose their hair during treatment?
People may lose their hair when they are taking the chemotherapy medicines. This medicine will also destroy some 
healthy cells that grow and divide quickly, such as hair cells. The person’s hair grows back once they have finished 
the course of chemotherapy. 

What do children do while they are in hospital being treated for cancer?
Just like Thabo, children do many different things in hospital. They are visited by their doctors and get treatment for 
the cancer. Sometimes they rest, or they read, or watch TV, play games in their ward or in other parts of the hospital. 
They can have visitors, but they need to be kept away from germs. When a child has cancer and receives treatment, 
it is difficult for their body to fight against germs. People who may have a cold or flu, can spread germs, and make 
children receiving cancer treatment very sick.   

Once all the cancer is destroyed, can it come back?
Cancer can come back, but for most people it does not. Once a person has had cancer, they must go to the doctor for 
regular checkups to make sure it has not returned. If it does return, it is important to seek immediate treatment.

How can I help my friend who has cancer?
If you have a friend receiving treatment for cancer, they will be happy to hear from you because they may feel as if 
they have been forgotten. You may not be able to visit your friend, but you can send them a card or a letter, send 
them messages or speak to them on the phone.  
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What is children’s palliative care?
It is a special kind of care given to children with any serious illness, like cancer, which could cause them to die. It is 
provided by a team of people with different jobs who will work together to identify the needs the child and their family 
members may have and then do their best to take care of those needs. A palliative care team may have a doctor, a 
nurse, a social worker, a counsellor, a physiotherapist, a speech therapist, art, and music therapists and could even 
include the child’s teacher. The team’s main goal is to keep children comfortable during treatment and manage pain 
or other difficulties caused by treatment, or the cancer itself. Palliative care allows children who are very sick to have 
a good quality of life. The palliative care team members also offer comfort and support to the family.

Why do children with cancer need palliative care while they are receiving treatment?
Cancer and cancer treatments may cause pain and can have unpleasant side effects such as feeling like you want 
to throw up, vomiting, mouth sores and tiredness. The doctors on a palliative care team are experts at relieving pain 
and treating symptoms and the unpleasant side effects of cancer treatments. 

Palliative care team members also help with other needs a child may have, such as making sure they have food 
and transport to get them to their appointments, that they get time to play and be with friends, and they keep up with 
their schoolwork. They also make sure there is someone to answer questions and talk to about their feelings and 
concerns. 

The palliative care team may also offer helpful therapies and provide support for the child’s parents, grandparents, 
brothers, and sisters.
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Warning Signs for Childhood Cancer

Look out for these signs and seek medical help early for ongoing symptoms:

Continued, unexplained weight loss

Headaches, often with vomiting, at night/morning

Increased swelling/pain in bones, joints, back, legs

Lump/mass in abdomen, neck, chest, pelvis, armpits

Development of excessive bruising, bleeding, rash

Constant infections

A whitish colour behind the pupil of the eye

Nausea persists or vomiting without nausea

Constant tiredness or noticeable paleness

Eye or vision changes - sudden and persisting

Recurrent fevers of unknown origin 



40

Where can I find help in South Africa to care for a child with cancer? 

You can find more information and help to care for a child with cancer from:

CANSA TLC
www.cansa.org.za
Toll free number: 0800 22 66 22

Palliative Care for Children South Africa - PatchSA
www.patchsa.org

CHOC
www.choc.org.za

Rainbows and Smiles - Supporting Kidz with Cancer
www.rainbowsandsmiles-sa.org.za

Reach for a Dream 
www.reachforadream.org.za


