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   Water Color Roses
 
   By Jayce Hunter
 
    
 
   Janelle couldn’t believe her luck. A clean bill of health. For now at least. Thank you, God. She got in her ancient Corolla and prayed it would start. After a few reluctant noises that could mean absolutely anything, it kicked in. Thank you, God, again.
 
   She looked at her phone and saw the text from Tom. “Be on time this time. 7:00 pm. Sharp.” 
 
   Janelle wondered why he had to be such a prick.
 
   As the daylight started to fade, typical Minnesota fall, Janelle drove to her Barre class for the torture-combo of pilates, yoga and ballet. Ugh. But, she wanted to get her strength back up after chemo, so she had to fit this in. Even though she also had a report to write for work tonight and would have Hannah back.
 
   She shook her head, trying not to get overwhelmed. Turned up the volume on the radio, listening to Usher’s More. 
 
   Yes, I want more. I want to live this blessed wonderful life I’ve been granted. I’m so lucky. 
 
   Trying not to visibly grimace, Janelle squeezed the “ring of fire,” otherwise known as a pilates ring, behind her leg, doing hundreds of various lifts and hydrants. Janelle wondered what Tom would be like tonight. She wished he could be nicer. Well, really, she wished they weren’t going through the divorce crap at all. And most importantly, she wished he would be reasonable about Hannah. He hardly ever used to watch Hannah, his daughter, for crying out loud, during her first few years. He was only trying to get half-custody to punish Janelle. For what, she wasn’t sure. 
 
   For getting cancer?
 
   Switch legs. Thank goodness. The burning on her right leg eased, but she knew it would be replaced soon on her left side.
 
   Janelle thought of the day she told Tom about her Stage 3 breast cancer. She remembered his eyes narrowing, then shifting down to her breasts, then skating away from her altogether. 
 
   The ring of fire popped out and landed on the floor with a soft thud. Janelle quickly put it back in place and continued. 
 
   After they finished the leg sequence, they started doing some planks. As Janelle tried to hold herself up, her knees kept landing on the floor. Each time, she willed those knees back into the air, with her arms and core shaking. The radiation area across her chest felt like an odd combination of dead and burning alive, but she tried to ignore it and just get strong. 
 
   By the time she finished class, Janelle was a drenched mess of exhaustion. 
 
   As she got back into her car, it was about 6:30. Allowing green, allowing green, allowing green. It was crazy, Janelle knew, but the chant and positive thoughts were her way to allow good things in her life—tonight, the ability to make it home on time. She dashed through several green lights and said, “Thank you, God,” for each one. Then she started hitting reds. Frustration rose and she slammed her hand on the wheel, near tears. “Come on. Just let me get there on time! A little help here, God, please?”
 
   Sneaking peeks at the car’s dashboard clock, watching numbers change as she wended her way home, Janelle felt perspiration pop upon her forehead. 6:53. 6:54. 6:55. Come on, come on. Just a few more blocks.
 
   6:59. 7:00. 
 
   As she rounded the corner onto her block where her small south Minneapolis home squatted in a tiny yard, she saw the lights of Tom’s SUV on the street. As she pulled up behind him, the clock read 7:03. Made it.
 
   She got out, as Tom did. “Can’t you ever be here when you’re supposed to?” He asked. 
 
   “I’m here. It’s just a minute or two after 7:00. I’m juggling a lot here, you know.” 
 
   “As if I don’t have a life? As if my time isn’t important?”
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying, Tom. I just came from my workout. I need to build up my…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. I know. You’ve been telling me all about it, and I really don’t care. Just be here when you’re supposed to be.” He reached into the back seat to unlatch Hannah’s car seat. 
 
   She jumped down and ran to Janelle, “Mommy!” 
 
   Janelle squatted down and received her daughter’s running hug. Oh, this is what’s right. This little peanut. She’s the true miracle. We just have to make this okay for her.
 
   “So, next week. Same time. Except on time, huh?”
 
   “Tom, can’t you see I’m trying? Do we really have to be this way?”
 
   “Look, Janelle. Don’t give me your sob story. You have to figure this out. I’m not going to be dealing with someone who’s constantly late. I’ll sue for full custody.” Tom’s voice came out deeper than usual, as it always did when he was angry. 
 
   Hannah cringed into Janelle’s shoulder and hugged Janelle’s neck. “Careful, sweetie. You’re hurting mommy.” She softly pulled Hannah’s hands apart to release her neck. 
 
   “Daddy mad.” 
 
   Janelle gave Tom the evil eye, but said, “No, Daddy’s not mad. He’s just...well, he’s not. It’s okay.”
 
   “Oh for crying out loud. I’m leaving. Don’t brainwash her against me or you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”
 
   As if she would, Janelle thought. If anyone is doing any brainwashing, it was Tom. She hoisted Hannah up. “Say goodbye to Daddy.” 
 
   Hannah mumbled, “Bye, Daddy.”
 
   Tom barely looked over his shoulder, “Bye, pumpkin.”
 
   His SUV roared to life and he drove off, a bit too fast for the residential area, in Janelle’s opinion. 
 
   Janelle held onto Hannah and wondered how she was going to make this work. How she was going to get through all the legal proceedings—not to mention pay for them. 
 
   Sighing, she shifted her mind to her little girl. Her light. Her entire life.
 
   Looking down, Janelle saw Hannah’s attentive eyes looking back, waiting. Janelle hugged her tightly, feeling Hannah’s arms squeeze too, and then said, “Let’s go in and do some coloring, huh? Before it’s time to get ready for bed?”
 
   “Yay!”
 
   Setting Hannah on the ground, Janelle grabbed her little hand so she wouldn’t dart off. Full-on dark now, Janelle didn’t want to lose her precious little girl, and Hannah had a tendency to zip around whenever she had the opportunity.
 
   Hannah pulled, trying to get free. Janelle knew it was just Hannah wanting to be grown up and independent. 
 
   “I’m going to hold onto you. It’s dark. Just walk with me, sweetie.”
 
   The pulling stopped, but Hannah’s energy was nearly palpable, wanting to be released and to run. 
 
   Janelle understood the feeling. Sometimes she wanted to just dash out, too—out of her life. With the healing, the work demands, the fights with Tom, she wanted to go, tear on out as fast as possible. Alleviate the stress.
 
   The thing tethering her, giving her hope and drive to get better, to handle it all, was this doe eyed, trusting little waif who loved her.
 
   Thank God for Hannah, too.
 
    
 
   The next morning Hannah knocked on Janelle’s door, “Mommy, I’m up.”
 
   Janelle groaned and looked at the clock. Six thirty a.m. “It’s too early, Hannah, can’t you go back to bed for a little while? Mommy’s tired.”
 
   “I’m awake, Mommy. I want PB and crackers.”
 
   Janelle smiled at that. It’s what Hannah wanted every morning. And juice. That is if she earned the juice the night before by staying in bed after they said goodnight. Hannah was still working on that skill, staying in bed instead of coming to see what Janelle was doing, and last night Hannah had been up twice. No juice today.
 
   “And juice.”
 
   Janelle gave up and swung her legs over the bed. “You may come in, Hannah.”
 
   Hannah swung open the door and climbed up and over the chest at the bottom of the bed. “I want juice!”
 
   “Hmmm. And did you earn the juice last night?”
 
   A pause and then a glint in Hannah’s eyes. “Yes.”
 
   “Hmmm. I don’t remember it that way. I think a certain young lady got out of bed. Twice, in fact. That means no juice for you today.” Janelle reached over to tickle Hannah as her lip started to pout. Hannah burst out laughing and tried to edge away.
 
   “Haha, I’ve got you, my pretty.” More tickling had Hannah laughing so hard she farted. “Oh, no, what have I done to you?”
 
   More giggling.
 
   “Okay, miss. Let’s get you some peanut butter and crackers, shall we?”
 
   “Yay!” Hannah bounced once, twice, and then darted off when she saw Janelle’s look of warning.
 
   After her snack, Janelle and Hannah played kid Sequence and colored Dora and Elmo. When it was time to get ready for Hannah’s preschool/daycare, and for Janelle to go to work, Janelle said, “Okay, time to get moving, kiddo.”
 
   “I don’t want to. I no want to go to daycare.”
 
   “Oh, really? But what would Caroline and Kenzie think of that? If you weren’t there to play princess and marching band with them? And swing on the swings? Don’t you think they’d miss you?”
 
   “No. They no miss Hannah.”
 
   “Hmmm. Well, I bet they would. Besides, I have to go to work, so you have to go.” Swatting Hannah’s butt lightly, Janelle said, “Now let’s get a move on before the tickle monster comes to get you.”
 
   Hannah ran squealing from the room. “I beat you.” She moved as quickly as possible down the hall as Janelle stomped hard behind her, just on her heels.
 
   “I don’t know. You might beat me, but you might not. I may just get to catch you and tickle you! Raaarrrr!” Janelle exaggerated a pounce and tickled Hannah’s sides. Hannah rolled her body back and forth trying to get away.
 
   After being released, Hannah ran fast again. “I beat you!”
 
   They went into Hannah’s room, where Janelle set out two play-friendly outfits for daycare. “Which one do you want to wear today?”
 
   “Ummm.” Hannah started to open a drawer.
 
   “No, just from these two. Which one?”
 
   Hannah examined them closely. She opted for the princess shirt, with actual tufts of teal netting stuck on it for the dress, along with a pair of glittery silver leggings. “I no want that one.” She pointed to the polka dot shirt that would go with the same leggings. 
 
   “Got it. You want to wear the princess one. I’ll put the polka dots away.”
 
   Janelle left Hannah playing in her room with her alphabet magnetic board on the easel. She showered as quickly as she could, knowing she was again stretching it thin to get to work on time. She always tried to fit in some positive fun time with Hannah each morning, feeling guilty about being away from her all day. It just always stressed her out later, when she was trying to make it to work by her 9:00 a.m. start time.
 
   Janelle sat naked on the side of the bed as Hannah came in. “I have to go potty.”
 
   “Okay, sweetie. Go ahead.” Janelle waved to the master bathroom.
 
   “I use mommy bathroom.”
 
   “Yes. That’s fine, sweetie.”
 
   Janelle felt as though the shower had taken everything out of her. Still sitting on the bed, she reached for her underwear drawer. She was pulling out a pair of panties and a bra, when Hannah came back out of the bathroom, without stopping at the sink, so Janelle said, “Don’t forget to wash your hands.”
 
   Janelle heard Hannah go back into the bathroom, climb onto her stool, and fling a bit of water over her hands. 
 
   Well, at least it’s something. Janelle held the panties and bra in her hand, searching for the energy to get them on, as well as find clothes to wear. Finish Hannah’s lunch. Get them both out the door. Drop Hannah at daycare. Drive to work. 
 
   Janelle felt exhaustion pulling her down with the idea of it all.
 
   Hannah came out and climbed up on the bed, where Janelle still held her bra and panties. Hannah watched as Janelle forced herself to set aside the bra and pull on her panties. As Janelle was pulling them on, Hannah said, “Mommy have owie?”
 
   Looking up, Janelle realized Hannah was focused on her surgery scars from the breast cancer. 
 
   Great. Just great. 
 
   Janelle suffered the flush of shame she always felt when Tom had looked at her before they separated. She knew how awful her scars looked. She had stared in the mirror enough times to get the full and horrible effect. Two horizontal scars moving in from her sides, where her breasts used to be. She’d opted not to do reconstruction with implants, and didn’t want reconstruction surgery with her own body tissue—too long a surgery and recovery. Especially in light of the prognosis. Janelle was likely to have the cancer back within five years, if she was able to survive now. So, she’d opted for simple double mastectomy. Simple my ass. Simply horrendous to look at. Ugly. She’d made trips to the special stores where they sold breast prosthesis fillings for bras, to make the breasts look normal under a shirt, but naked, she looked awful. Jagged red and white scars still healing.  At least she thought and hoped they were still healing. 
 
   It seemed now that Hannah thought they were ugly too. Before now, Hannah hadn’t really been old enough or aware enough or out of her own head enough to be even noticing, but she was obviously noticing now. Janelle saw the horror in Hannah’s eyes. 
 
   “Remember, Mommy had surgery, baby? I had to get some sick tissue taken out. Remember when I was in the hospital and you stayed home with Daddy?”
 
   Hannah just looked serious. Considering. Then she nodded.
 
   Janelle wasn’t sure what she remembered. Hannah was still so young.
 
   “Well, that’s where Mommy had her surgery. It’s still healing, so it’s red, but it will get better. You know, like that scab you had on your knee that you can’t even see anymore? Remember?”
 
   Hannah looked at her own knee, though she couldn’t see the skin under the legging.
 
   “Mommy’s breasts will get better, too. You’ll see.”
 
   “It hurt?”
 
   “Does it hurt?” Janelle reached over to Hannah, smoothing her hair. Hannah had tears popping into her eyes. Janelle gathered the little girl into her arms. “Oh, sweetie. Don’t worry about me. It only hurts a little bit anymore, darling. It’s going to get better.” Janelle mentally sent a knock-on-wood prayer that her cancer wouldn’t come back. With the Stage 3, the long-term prognosis is never sure, and one never knew. But for now, thankfully, she was cancer free. Tears filled her eyes, but she tried to swallow the emotion back. She didn’t want Hannah to see her upset about it all.
 
   Hannah pulled back and looked at Janelle’s face. Stared into her watery eyes. “Mommy sad?”
 
   So much for the idea of not letting Hannah see her mom upset.
 
   “A little, sweetie. Just a little.”
 
   Hannah reached out with her hand as if to touch the scar. Janelle automatically pulled back, then felt horrible guilt as Hannah yanked her hand back as if burned. 
 
   Trying to be a good mom and ease Hannah’s curiosity, Janelle said, “Are you wondering how the scars feel?” Janelle pointed to the scar nearest Hannah. “These scars here.” 
 
   Hannah nodded.
 
   “You can just touch it to feel it. It’s kind of like when you had your scab on your knee.”
 
   Hannah nodded again. She reached out slowly, as if afraid. Finally, her pointer finger rested on the side of the scar, toward the armpit. “Bumpy,” she said.
 
   Janelle couldn’t even feel Hannah’s finger touching her, with the nerves so damaged in the area from surgery and radiation. “Yes, it’s bumpy. It’s still healing. I had staples in to hold it together, so that’s where some of the bumps come from. Plus scabs are just bumpy generally anyway.”
 
   Hannah pulled her hand back and Janelle got up to get dressed the rest of the way. Putting on her bra, and stuffing in the prostheses, she said, “Don’t you remember how your scab was bumpy, too? Before it healed? Well, that’s what the scar is like.” After digging in a drawer, she pulled a shirt over her head and said, “Okay, now let’s get moving. I’m going to be late for work.”
 
   “Mommy need pants.”
 
   “Ha! Yes. You’re right. I need pants. I meant as soon as I put those on, silly girl.”
 
    
 
   A few weeks later, Janelle awoke with a sense of doom. It was D-day, or divorce day, as she was calling it. Or at least the first court session, since Tom and Janelle hadn’t been able to come to any agreements on their own, nor by using mediation. Thus, their case was now moving to court for a judge’s decision.  
 
   Lying in bed, since she didn’t have Hannah this morning, but was getting her back tonight, Janelle thought about the day Tom told her he wanted a divorce. They’d been at Mayo Clinic all afternoon for doctor visits and her chemo. They were in the car, on the two-hour drive back to Minneapolis. She was trying so hard not to vomit, fearing how Tom would react if she asked him to pull the car over. All she wanted to do was curl up and cry. Her hair was falling out. She looked ugly—and she knew Tom thought so too—and she felt seriously sick. Gulping again to edge the bile back down her esophagus, she took another sip of water. Please hold on. Please make it back.
 
   In the silence of the car, Tom suddenly said, “I just can’t do this.”
 
   Janelle sat there for a minute, not sure what he meant. The road was fine, with only a little traffic. She knew he didn’t have much patience for waiting in backups. Finally, after swallowing again trying to keep everything where it should be, she said, “Do what?”
 
   “This. The driving. The sitting. The spending every goddamn week at Mayo for hours on end. Missing work. Seeing all those people getting pumped through with chemicals that make them look like cadavers. Watching you sit there with the IVs. All of it.”
 
   Janelle’s breath caught. Her stomach lurched. “Pull over. Pull over now! Right now!”
 
   “What? Why? Didn’t you hear what I said?” Tom kept driving.
 
   Janelle pushed frantically at the button to lower the window. Shit! He’s not going to stop. The window only was half way down when her stomach lurched again, and she couldn’t hold it any longer. Vomit spewed across the door and into her lap and onto the floor.
 
   “What the fuck, Janelle? Shit. How am I going to clean that out of here? Shit.” 
 
   Finally, Tom pulled over. She opened the door, removed her seat belt, got out of the car. Cars whizzed by on Highway 52. She refused to look at anybody driving by. She knew they must be staring at her. She bent over and felt the cool breeze on her forehead. Her stomach lurched again, and she vomited a smaller amount into the dried fall weeds. 
 
   Tom remained in the car, and she knew he was pissed about the mess. But she’d told him to pull over. She focused on breathing. Her stomach seemed empty and started to settle, so she stood up and leaned against the car. She wiped her brow and stared at the elk farm they had been passing. She couldn’t see the elk today, but she saw the fences meant to keep the elk contained. Locked in.
 
   She ran her fingers through her hair to get it off her face, her neck. Away came loose strands that she shook from her fingers. The strands blew around a bit before finally landing in the weeds. 
 
   She heard Tom fiddling with the radio, quickly switching stations 
 
   Janelle wondered how Hannah was doing with her grandmother. She hoped it was going well and that Hannah wasn’t too much of a challenge. How was Janelle going to handle Hannah tonight, if Tom left for work again? He’d been disappearing after every single treatment, leaving her to manage somehow, even while sick and miserable. And sick. Luckily, Hannah wasn’t too demanding, but she was still a preschooler and needed care and attention. 
 
   Not for the first time, Janelle wished she had siblings. Maybe a couple of sisters or something. Family could be a lot of help at a time like this. 
 
   But instead, she just had Tom. Well, at least she thought she had Tom. What am I going to do if he won’t take me to treatments anymore? She had to get her treatments. She had to get better.
 
   She shook her head. “Pop the trunk, okay?”
 
   “What the hell for?” Tom’s voice was tense with anger and pent up frustration.
 
   “I have a blanket in there. I’ll wipe up some of the…” She heard the trunk pop.
 
   Janelle got the wool blanket out of the trunk. She remembered using it with Hannah, going to a concert in the park. Hannah had been fascinated with the music, but even more so the bevy of other kids running around, most older than she had been. She found another small friend, though. Five years to her three. Collette. Her mom was there alone, too, so the two moms joined up and let the girls play together. 
 
   Janelle held the blanket to her face, smelled the scent of grass. I guess I’ll just wash it after. She used the blanket to push the bulk of the vomit out onto the side of the road. The car stunk, and Tom had his window down, leaning partway out the window, elbow on the car door, head on hand, irritated. Obviously.
 
   Not sure what to do with the filthy blanket, she put it in the front by her feet, since that part of the car already needed cleaning. Her hair—what was left of it—felt glued to her forehead and neck. She pushed the strands up and away again, toward the crown of her head, where it seemed to stick, at least for the time being. More hair on her fingers. Brushed them off and out the window, which was still partly open. 
 
   “I think I’m okay to go now.”
 
   Tom drove. He was speeding, but Janelle didn’t dare say anything, so she just clenched her lips together and prayed for them to get home safely. 
 
   The phone rang, jolting Janelle out of her memory and back into the present. D-day. She rolled over on her bed and looked at her cell, the only phone she had. It was Bess, her lawyer.
 
   “Hi, Bess.”
 
   “Hi, Janelle. Are you ready for today?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure ready is the right word, but I’ll be there, of course.”
 
   “Good. Now remember to wear something very professional, yet mom-like. A nice sweater set with pearls or something. You want to show what a good presence you will be for your daughter.
 
   Tom was fighting for custody. Full custody, now, no longer half custody. The papers came in late last week, and Janelle couldn’t for the life of her figure out what had shifted in him to take this course of action. They had agreed to share custody, the only thing they came close to agreeing on. 
 
   But now Tom claimed Janelle was an unfit mother. To Bess she said, “Do you know what he’s saying about why he’s seeking full custody?”
 
   “Not yet. But don’t worry. You’re great for Hannah and she obviously loves you. Moms still have an advantage in most custody cases, whether it’s right or not. You should be able to get at least half-time custody. Especially, since he wasn’t much of a presence early on.”
 
   Janelle’s stomach clenched, reminding her of the times getting sick after chemo. While she had gone through all that and then finished the radiation two months ago, there were still times she felt just plain ill as she was recovering. Both the chemo and radiation caused exhaustion that lingered, making her wish she could sleep all day long—and all night long too! She also seemed to be in a brain-fog half the time, with what she called Chemo Brain, like her neurons weren’t quite firing all together to make coherent thoughts. It was getting better, but she wasn’t back to her pre-cancer state by any stretch of the imagination.
 
   Bess was talking and Janelle forced herself to pay attention. “…9:30 at the latest, so we can chat before we start at 10:00.”
 
   “Okay, 9:30. I’ll be there.”
 
   “See you soon.” Bess hung up.
 
   Janelle ended the call and got out of bed. After plugging in her phone, she went to shower. She forced herself to use mousse and take time to attempt to style her extremely short hair. Not much you can do with inch and a half long hair, but it had curl in it now, post-chemo—the exact opposite of her limp, fine, straight pre-cancer hair—so she encouraged the curls to be more pronounced with the mousse. She also took the time to put on makeup. 
 
   Thankfully she had something appropriate and matching what Bess said she wanted. She put on an argyle sweater in black, gray and cream, along with black dress pants. But when she looked in the mirror, she saw they no longer fit that well, hanging on her frame, which was much thinner from her treatments. She put on a strand of pearls, and decided it would have to do.
 
   She should have gone shopping, but nothing to do about it now.
 
   Janelle made herself eat some eggs and toast, to be sure she could get through the entire morning. Have enough energy. She also packed some of her anti-nausea medicine and Advil in her purse, just in case. What else? Oh. Crackers. She put a sleeve of club crackers in there, too. And a bottle of water. Thankfully she had an oversized bag, as she was used to carrying things around for Hannah. 
 
   Janelle felt her eyes water at the thought of not getting custody. Panic brought her breaths short and quick. What would she do if that happened? Tears started leaking out onto her cheeks.
 
   She mentally paused. No need to worry about that. It wouldn’t happen. Bess was confident, so Janelle had to be confident, too.
 
   Looking at the clock, she realized she had a half hour before she had to leave, even to get there early. She wandered through the rooms, straightening a pillow here, pulling a curtain into different folds there. She wandered into Hannah’s room. On the large cork board, they had pinned the most beautiful artwork that Hannah had done to date, a present for Janelle’s birthday earlier this year.
 
   Janelle remembered coming home from work, once, before the cancer hit their family. When they were still happy and loving and, well, happy. Tom had bought her a dozen red and white roses. It was kind of their thing from the start when they’d been dating. He said the two colors were to represent the love and friendship they had together. 
 
   “Had.” She said the word aloud to remind herself they were no longer in that time, that place. But she remembered the roses, which she had loved. She would push her nose into whatever bouquet Tom gave her and inhale huge scented breaths. She and Tom would hug and kiss, with the smell of roses surrounding them. 
 
   Then, this past birthday, a short yet immensely long nine months ago, Tom had helped Hannah make a water color picture for Janelle. Hannah had been two at the time, and she always loved anything artistic. The flowers from Tom had already been sitting on the table in a vase, while they worked, so Hannah decided her painting would be of roses. Water color roses. So she used red and white paint, smeared into circles to fill an entire page of art paper. Then she’d added green leaves and stems darting in huge sweeping lines from the circles to all edges of the paper. 
 
   It was amazing that a two year old could do something so artistic, and Janelle had been enthralled with the painting. Janelle knew she would keep it forever, but for now kept it pinned up on Hannah’s corkboard, since she was so proud of it and wanted to see it all the time.
 
   Janelle reached out to touch the picture, dried into rippled paper now. Slightly bumpy. What a sweet little girl her Hannah was, working so hard to make this for her mom.
 
   Feeling the threat of tears again, Janelle decided she’d just go downtown now. Get there early and wait for Bess. None of this maudlin, sitting around moping crap. It would not do any good. Janelle had to go fight for what she wanted and what was best for Hannah. She was tired of Tom pushing her around. It was time to push back. 
 
   She. Was. Done.
 
    
 
   Janelle sat listening to the testimony of person after person indicating how bad a wife and mother she was. But the true shock came when Tom was on the stand at the end of his case. Tom and Janelle had both agreed to keep Hannah out of the courtroom. Thus, the judge was allowing Tom and Janelle to testify on her behalf. 
 
   His lawyer, a preppy young man very like Tom himself, asked, “So that was two weeks ago?”
 
   “Yes,” Tom said.
 
   “And what did Hannah say to you after her visit with Janelle? What did Hannah describe?”
 
   Tom, ever the great actor he had been in high school and college, brought tears to his eyes and put hesitation in his words. Janelle knew it was an act. After seven years of marriage, she knew Tom inside and out. She knew he was putting on a show. But the courtroom, the judge, didn’t. Janelle held her breath, wondering what Tom was going to say. 
 
   “It was just over dinner. We—Hannah and I—we were...just eating spaghetti. It was a normal night. No big deal. Hannah was talking about the goldfish she and her mother, Janelle, bought. Hannah named it Marlin, because I had read her a book about sea creatures, and she liked the Marlin in the book.” 
 
   Tom paused and his lawyer said, “Are you okay to go on?”
 
   “Yeah. Yes. I can.” He paused briefly, then started, “So we were just sitting there, talking about her fish. Then somehow she got onto talking about something she saw on television. Sounded like it could have been on the news, and she was worried about someone who got hurt in an accident. A car accident. Apparently they showed the person, bloody on TV or something.” Another pause. “Then Hannah said, ‘Mommy got hurt, too, right?’”
 
   Tom continued, “I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I thought it may be about the cancer. Janelle had breast cancer earlier this year. So I asked Hannah what she meant.”
 
   Seedy lawyer said, “And what did Hannah say?”
 
   In her chair by Bess, Janelle wondered if Tom and his lawyer could draw this story out any longer. Of course, Hannah knew Janelle had been sick. Of course, Hannah could easily misinterpret that to be hurt like in an accident. Of course. So, what was their point?
 
   Tom went on, “Well, Hann...” His voice caught and a hint of anger crept in. “…Hannah, she said she saw mommy’s scars. That mommy had ‘owies.’”
 
   “And was that it?”
 
   Tom shook his head and lowered his eyes. Then he looked back up. “No. No it wasn’t.” A long pause. Tom glanced briefly her way, but quickly cut his eyes back to his lawyer. “Hannah said her mom, Janelle, let her touch the scars. That they were bumpy. Rough. How could she? How could Janelle do that to our little girl?” Tom shook his head some more and looked with a fiery gaze at Janelle.
 
   Janelle felt fire in her gut.
 
   He continued, “First off it’s her breasts, which is just wrong. Really wrong. She could scar Hannah for life with that kind of image. What’s that little girl, my little girl, going to think about the scars?” Tom’s voice petered out into a sob. His lawyer walked to a table and brought Tom a glass of water, for which he smiled slightly and thanked his lawyer.
 
   Janelle felt her heart pounding and couldn’t quite catch her breath. She couldn’t believe it. They were taking what was an innocent situation, a situation where she was trying to ease Hannah’s mind, help her feel better about everything, and twisting it to be some kind of…what? Inappropriate touching? Or even incest? God, she would never do anything wrong to Hannah! Never harm her the way they were suggesting. It wasn’t sexual in any way, shape or form. It was just trying to ease sweet Hannah’s curiosity and fear. Fear for her mom.
 
   Janelle panicked. Oh, my God, will they be able to get custody with this?
 
   Janelle felt her lawyer’s hand on her arm. A long touch, then a couple of short pats. An attempt to reassure. But how could Bess reassure her when they were twisting this story, this situation, into an awful incestuous picture. Something it wasn’t!
 
   Oh, no, Hannah. What’s going to happen? What will become of you? How will I possibly explain this to you, if it turns things a bad direction? A wrong direction? Janelle felt tears well in her eyes, and she willed them away. Cannot cry in court. Cannot cry in court. Cannot cry in court.
 
   Janelle didn’t hear the rest of Tom’s testimony with his lawyer, but she sensed movement as Seedy Lawyer walked back toward his table and sat down.
 
   How can Bess possibly make this right? 
 
   Janelle knew Bess rose and moved forward, but was still trying to reel in the desire to curl up and cry.
 
   No crying. Now pay attention. 
 
   Bess asked Tom a number of questions. Had Janelle had ever shown signs of inappropriate behavior with Hannah before? (Not that I know of.) Did Hannah love her mother and enjoy spending time with her? (I guess so, you could say that, but…cut off by Bess.) What had Hannah’s demeanor had been when telling Tom of the situation? (Normal, I guess, but she’s too young to understand that…again cut off by Bess). Then, Bess asked, “What kind of surgery did Janelle have for her breast cancer?” 
 
   Tom looked confused and asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, from my understanding, not ever having had breast cancer, mind you, I believe there are different types of surgery. Lumpectomy, partial mastectomy, double mastectomy, you know? What type did Janelle have?”
 
   “Oh.” Tom shifted his weight in the seat, crossed one leg over the other, crossed his arms as he sat back in his chair. 
 
   Janelle eased forward slightly. She clasped her hands together on the table and said a small prayer. Please, God. This may be it. Something to help. To undo the damage.
 
   Tom uncrossed his arms placing them casually on the arm chair, perhaps aware of the image he was making, and he said, “A double mastectomy. She had a double mastectomy.”
 
   “Can you describe that surgery for those in the court who don’t know?”
 
   “Um. I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “Okay. Let me help you out.” Bess walked a little closer to Tom in the stand, and continued, “Isn’t it true that a double mastectomy involves removing the breast tissue from both sides of the body?”
 
   Tom’s eyes narrowed at Bess, and then he sat up, uncrossed his leg, and moved to the front of his chair. At first he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Mr. Marcon?”
 
   “Finally he said, “What?” Then he shook his head. “Oh, yes. Yes, that’s what the surgery involves.”
 
   Bess repeated her thought. “It involves removing the breast tissue from both sides of the body?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then can you please explain for me where your concerns are coming from about the situation with Hannah? From what I understand of your concerns, you are worried that Mrs. Marcon was having, correction allowing, your daughter, Hannah, to touch her breasts.” Bess paused, presumably for effect. “But, if Mrs. Marcon no longer has any breast tissue as a result of the double mastectomy, I’m not sure I see how this touching of the scar would have been deemed something inappropriate. Could you explain your concerns to the court?”
 
   Janelle knew Tom’s looks and he was staring at Bess like he wanted to throttle her. Nonetheless, he kept his outwardly calm appearance and simply said, “It’s not the fact that Janelle has no breast tissue remaining. It’s the fact that it was her breast area, no matter how damaged, that Hannah was allowed, even encouraged, to touch. Hannah can’t tell the difference between healthy breasts or unhealthy breasts. She’s always been taught that those—the breasts—are no-touch areas. And now Janelle is letting her touch? It makes no sense. Never mind the fact that Janelle probably scarred Hannah for life by letting her see her mom all mutated and…”
 
   “I think you’ve answered the question enough, Mr. Marcon.” Bess’s voice was stern.
 
   Janelle swallowed the bile rising in her throat. It didn’t help. Or not enough. And Tom still turned it the direction he wanted it. Mutated? As if I had a choice but to have the surgery. Janelle knew he had been reluctant for her to have the double mastectomy. He’d wanted her to explore less invasive options. But her cancer had been too advanced for that to be a good idea. Plus, it was her decision. And, of course, he wanted her to get implants. Big ones. But she’d refused as she didn’t want foreign substances in her body. 
 
   Tom was still talking, trying to make his point. “I’m just trying to make you see that Hannah could…”
 
   “Judge Halloran, would you please instruct the witness to only answer those questions asked?”
 
   “So ordered.”
 
   That shut Tom up. When he was being released from the stand a few minutes later, he looked over at Janelle with a triumphant smirk and raised eyebrow. Janelle looked over to Judge Halloran, but he wasn’t watching. 
 
   Am I the only one who sees Tom for what he is?
 
    
 
   More witnesses, this time on her side, helped Janelle feel somewhat better. But only somewhat. What stayed in her mind was “mutated” and the idea of Hannah being “scarred.” 
 
   Had she done something wrong? Something that would damage Hannah as she grew and matured? Had she ruined Hannah’s opportunity to have a healthy self-image when she hit puberty and grew breasts of her own? What if she had somehow, unknowingly, failed her precious daughter?
 
   Wasn’t it enough that Hannah was already at higher risk of having the BRCA genes that Janelle had, creating a higher than average risk for getting breast cancer? Janelle already worried about getting Hannah tested when she grew older. Didn’t Tom care about any of that?
 
   Or was Janelle the one who didn’t care enough? Now Tom was making her question her own sanity. Her own choices. Her own ability to be a good mother.
 
    
 
   Tom’s attorney made his closing argument, re-hashing the idea of how Janelle had shown she was an unfit mother, had provided the opportunity to cause true damage to Hannah by allowing Hannah to touch Janelle’s breasts, her scars. Tom’s lawyer was requesting that full custody of Hannah go to Tom, with Janelle having supervised visitation rights only. 
 
    
 
   Oh, my God, how will I manage with that? Tom won’t cooperate with visits. He’s never around. What will happen to Hannah? She needs me. Janelle prayed in her mind, over and over: Please, God, let the judge see reason. Let him see that Hannah needs me. Please let him give us joint custody.
 
    
 
   Bess made her final argument for Janelle. “Clearly, Mr. Marcon is in an attack mode. He’s angry at his wife, unfairly I might add. It wasn’t her choice to get cancer. It was an unlucky draw. It wasn’t her choice to have a double mastectomy, chemotherapy, and radiation. She didn’t want any of that. But she did want to survive. So she toughed through it all. We’ve heard testimony from the Marcon’s friends showing how insensitive Mr. Marcon was during Mrs. Marcon’s treatments. How angry. How Tom blamed Janelle for her illness and the impact on his life, his work. We are simply seeking a fair sharing of custody, with both Mr. and Mrs. Marcon having half-time custody. It is fair. It is in the best interests of their minor child, Hannah Marcon. We are requesting shared custody, not full custody, even though Hannah has spent the bulk of her earliest years with her mother. Not her father. Hannah has an extremely strong bond with her mother, and the damage that would result from separating them is untenable. In thinking about damage to the child, a separation from her mother would damage Hannah far more than Mr. Marcon’s so-called abusive situation where Mrs. Marcon simply allowed Hannah to satisfy her curiosity about the surgery, about her mother’s illness, about the scar that is on her chest—not her breasts. Mrs. Marcon has no breast tissue remaining in her body, a sad result of her illness and surgery. Thus, Mr. Marcon’s allusion to an abuse, an inappropriate touch that he calls sexual in nature is absolutely absurd. He’s not dealing with the true reality of the situation. Mrs. Marcon has had enough pain as a result of her cancer. Please don’t make losing her daughter another painful result of the same. Mrs. Marcon is a great mother, as we’ve heard in testimony in this court, and we are seeking the fair and just split of custody. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Janelle knew Bess had done her best to sum everything up in a way that would influence the judge. At least she hoped. She hoped it would all be enough to sway the judge their way. They rose and then the judge went off to make his determination, and Janelle continued to pray. Please, God, don’t take my little Hannah from me. Please let me be her mom. I just want to be there for her.
 
    
 
   Bess wanted to have lunch. Janelle couldn’t stomach the idea of food, though, and begged off. 
 
   “Well, then keep your cell on—with full volume—so I can reach you when it’s time to go back into court.” Bess paused, then reached out to touch Janelle’s arm. “It should be okay. I think it will be okay, so try not to worry.”
 
   Bess went clicking off in her heels, the kick pleat of her skirt giving a view of her toned legs. Janelle didn’t have it in her at the moment to even be jealous of Bess. All Janelle could think about was Hannah. What if the judge ruled in Tom’s favor? Would the transfer occur right away? Would she even get to say anything to Hannah? Pick her up and go out for pizza, like she’d promised on the phone last night? 
 
   How would her little girl survive anything that dramatic? Traumatic?
 
   She needs me. She needs her mom.
 
   Mentally kicking herself, Janelle wandered over to a set of windows and sat on the bench in front. She couldn’t really get excited about doing anything. All she wanted to know was how this was all going to end. All she wanted to do is get her daughter, hold her close, and protect Hannah from the changes Tom was suggesting for her life.
 
   Janelle stared through the window at pedestrians, two floors below. She watched the traffic. She saw a near-accident when one car turned too close in front of an oncoming car that stopped so that its back end rose and the driver looked to be cursing. Janelle felt a jolt of adrenaline and then her heart rate thumping. It felt like a symbol of everything in her life. She just hoped this custody case, too, would turn out to be a near-miss instead of a full-on collision. She hoped that Hannah would come home. 
 
   After time passed, she felt a bustle in the hallway. More people around. She couldn’t care, assuming another case was starting. She just wanted to be done. Wanted to get her girl. Wanted to go home.
 
   Her phone rang. Bess. Her voice caught as she said, “Hello?”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In the hall by the courtroom.”
 
   “Good. We’re being called back in fifteen minutes. I’ll be there in five. Stay there and I’ll meet you.”
 
   “Okay.” Janelle sat. She realized at least part of the bustle was for her, her case, her outcome, her decision. She just prayed it wasn’t for her sentence.
 
   Then Bess was there. Janelle rose from the bench, and Bess put her arm around Janelle’s shoulder and said. “Ready?”
 
   “As I can be.” Janelle tried to feel confidence, forced her back straighter, taller. “Okay. Let’s go do this. I just want this all to be done so I can get on with my life. My life with Hannah.” Determined not to show any emotion, Janelle squared her shoulders. Usually very emotional—and typically demonstrating whatever emotion she was feeling all over face and body—she decided she’d remain stoic. Quiet. No evidence of how she felt, no matter what the verdict, good or bad. 
 
    
 
   They waited ten minutes after getting in the court. Various unassociated parties were moving about, sitting in the observation area. Finally, the court bailiff came in, “All rise.” After Judge Halloran came back in and sat down, everyone in the courtroom sat as well. Tom and his lawyer walked in as everyone was sitting.
 
   “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Swanson.”
 
   “My apologies, your honor. We were unavoidably delayed.”
 
   The judge didn’t seem overly concerned or upset. He just let it slide, and Tom and his lawyer sat down at their front table. 
 
   “As you know, I’ve been deliberating on this case over the past couple of hours.” Judge Halloran looked at Tom and then at Janelle. “You have both made it clear you care about your child, Hannah. However, it is my job to ensure that the best interests of the child are carried out, no matter what the two parties may be requesting. In situations like this, it is often advisable to call upon a guardian ad litem to make a recommendation to the court, and I will now build that into our process before a final decision is made.” 
 
   What? What does that mean? Janelle looked at Bess, but Bess was sitting still and watching Judge Halloran, who had paused to take a drink of water from the glass on his desk. Ice clinked in the quiet courtroom. 
 
   “Because I want to assign a guardian ad litem, we will continue the case for a future decision and we’ll set the date for that momentarily.”
 
   “Meanwhile, I will need to address the temporary custody of the minor child in question.”
 
   Temporary custody? Janelle’s hands dampened and shook.
 
   “While it is obvious that the two parties, petitioner and respondent, both care for their child, Hannah Rose Marcon, it is my duty to determine not just the level of love, but the ability to care for the child appropriately. Given this, I have had to assess the two positions presented as I think about the temporary custody of the child until our next hearing.”
 
   Janelle got a tissue out of her purse. She dabbed her nose, which was suddenly runny. She then clasped it in her hand, threading it, then kneading it, between her fingers.
 
   “There are two different things I’ve considered over the past two hours. First, given her recent cancer diagnosis and treatment, I am concerned with respondent’s ability to parent.”
 
   Janelle’s stomach churned and acid moved up her esophagus, causing pain. 
 
   The judge continued. “The second item I considered is the situation with the questionable touch, assessing whether it was inappropriate when the respondent allowed or encouraged the minor child to touch her at the surgical area on her chest.”
 
   Janelle felt her palms dampen. She wiped the tissue, somewhat shredded, across her fingers to dab away the wetness.
 
   “After considering these two elements,” the judge looked over at the court reporter, “I’ve decided that the minor child in question, Hannah Rose Marcon’s, best interests are served by temporary custody of her father, Thomas James Marcon, during the assessment period. Thus the ruling…”
 
   The judge looked at the court reporter again, and then the court bailiff.
 
   Janelle felt a flush rush up her cheeks, making her hot. Her heart beat so she thought it would jump out of her chest. She couldn’t quite catch her breath, feeling like she was hyperventilating. She wanted to stand up and yell, “No, no, no!”
 
   “...is that temporary full physical custody is awarded to the father, Thomas James Marcon, effective immediately. Legal custody during this time will remain shared by the parties. Given the dissolving and conflictual relationship between the parents, visitation for Mrs. Marcon will be supervised by a third party, granted every week for eight hours. This will be scheduled by an assigned social services supervisor, to be determined, in working with the parties in question.”
 
   How long? How long will it all take? What will Hannah think? What will she do? What will I do?
 
   Bess immediately stood up. “Your honor, I respectfully request that a grace period be awarded, so that my client can prepare the child for this change. I’m sure Janelle would like to help Hannah adapt and make the shift to seeing her mother—her primary caretaker from this marriage—so infrequently. Please also let the record show that we object to this decision, based on the assumptions made that cancer is a viable reason to remove custody, which has questionable legal precedent, as well as that the touch recorded, and acknowledged by my client, was inappropriate in nature.”
 
   “So noted. However, the grace period is not granted. In this case, the father is just as able to help the child with the transition as the mother is and we are talking about a temporary custodial situation, anyway.”
 
   The gavel fell. The judge stood and the clerk said, “All rise.”
 
   Janelle couldn’t stand. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t believe what had just happened.
 
   How would Hannah possibly handle this? She was expecting Janelle to come pick her up tonight. She was expecting they’d go out to pizza. Then she’d have her bath, Janelle would read to her, they’d say prayers, and Janelle would sing to her as she drifted off to sleep. How could Hannah expect any of that from Tom, whose priorities are only and always his own?
 
   This isn’t right. It just isn’t right!
 
   Bess said, “Janelle?”
 
   Janelle realized Bess had been talking. “What?” Her voice was shaky, almost a whisper.
 
   “I’m so sorry. But remember, it’s just temporary. I believe that as a guardian ad litem gets involved, and even social services, this will be made right. It’s just for now, not forever.”
 
   Janelle couldn’t respond. She heard it was temporary. But it was hard to care about weeks or months down the road, when she was losing Hannah now. She cared about now. Tonight. Tomorrow. This week. Next week. Next month. All the time between now and the next hearing. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Beth asked? 
 
   “No. No, I’m not okay. How could he do this? Doesn’t he care how Hannah’s going to feel? What she’s going to think?” Janelle stood. What choice did she have? She had to go home. Without Hannah. Without. Her. Daughter. 
 
   Her heart would break, surely. How was she supposed to deal with this? Handle this huge change. This huge hole in her life?
 
   “I know,” Bess said, “it’s awful. I can’t imagine what the judge was thinking, why he would make such a change for a temporary situation, the assessment period. I can’t imagine how you feel. We’ll figure this out. We’ll get your daughter back for you.”
 
   “Yeah. Well. Maybe.” Janelle pushed the chair under the table. Its legs grated against the floor in a horrendous sound that felt like her heart ripping open.
 
   “I just have to go. I have to go.” Janelle turned and walked out of the courtroom. Outside the entrance, Tom was thanking his lawyer effusively. Then her nightmare of an ex gave her a victorious look. He’d pulled one over on her. 
 
   Asshole. Selfish prick who doesn’t care for anyone but himself and his own wins.
 
   Janelle looked away and walked away. Really Tom? What did you win? Pain for our daughter? A loss in her life, even if it ends up being only temporary? Grief she didn’t need to feel? You are such a Class A Jerk. A plain and simple ass!
 
   Janelle walked toward her car. A nearby horn brought her out of her mind for a moment, as she saw a grill and headlights coming her way. A screech of brakes. A waved fist. 
 
   She didn’t care. She just kept walking, ignoring the commotion. What did it matter?
 
   She drove in a fog. Half-way home, she decided to go to the liquor store and get a bottle of wine. She was going home to an empty home. And it wasn’t empty because Hannah was at Tom’s for the week. It was empty-empty. Empty for however long this damn assessment would take, and maybe even longer than that. She’d be alone. Alone.
 
   What happened to my family?
 
   When she got to the liquor store, she wandered through the aisle of red Australian wines before taking a turn and going over to the vodka area. She contemplated the low-cost options, knowing she should be concerned about the money, but instead opted for a bottle of Grey Goose. She rarely would do something so elaborate. But tonight, she deserved to treat herself through the pain, if she deserved anything.
 
   She walked over to the cooler and grabbed a quart of chilled cranberry juice and a plastic bottle of faux lime juice.
 
   At the counter, as she waited for a couple to buy two cases of Budweiser, she contemplated the individual bottles of flavored vodka. She decided to try three for $3, a bottle of citrus, one of sour apple, and the last of cherry.
 
   When it was her turn, the clerk said, “In a vodka frame of mind, huh?” He laughed at his own wit.
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   The clerk rang up the liquor and took her payment. He placed the credit card slip out for signature without saying anything. She grabbed a flower-topped pen out of a cup and signed. 
 
   After getting home, she immediately mixed herself a drink with the Grey Goose, cranberry, and lime juice. She took a hefty pull. Then she opened the sour apple individual serving and took it like a shot. Decent taste, but bad after-effect. She coughed and her eyes watered. She chased it with the mixed drink. 
 
   She wandered around the condo with her drink in hand, avoiding Hannah’s room. Moving into her own bedroom, Janelle looked out the window. Moved out to the great room. Around the dining room table. Over to the sliding door to the small balcony. Out onto the balcony. Shivered and looked over the center courtyard of their complex. Back in and down the hall, wandered into the bathroom. Stared in the mirror. Saw a ghost of a woman who used to be her. Short curled hair. Black circles under her eyes. Gaunt cheeks. Too-thin face. The impact of cancer survival. 
 
   Or of losing her daughter.
 
   She gulped down the rest of her drink like it was water and she had just finished a marathon. Leaving the mirror, she wandered back to the kitchen and made another drink. Strong. 
 
   Then she went back down the hallway. Instead of tracking back into her own room, she paused in front of Hannah’s. Her bedroom door was part-way open, how they had left it this morning as they were trying to get ready and out the door in time. Janelle pushed open the door, until it bumped against the wall. She stared and heard the immense quiet she’d been trying to ignore. Tears oozed into her eyes, then, as she contemplated each of Hannah’s own footprints, so to speak, on her room, their home.
 
   Janelle walked in. Her hand touched the cheap antique desk she’d bought for Hannah. Hannah used it as a catch all at this point, but later it was to be used for school work. She had three of her favorite dolls aligned, sitting against the bottom edge of the mirror Janelle had hung above the desk, thinking it could also act as a vanity later. Selena—Hannah’s favorite doll, the name just tripping out of her mouth early on as if fate had meant that doll to be named Selena—had three sets of Mardi Gras beads wrapped around her neck, and hanging into her lap. Tom and Janelle had given Hannah those, after she begged and begged. They were left over from a trip to New Orleans, early in their marriage. 
 
   Janelle touched the doll and twined the beads through her fingers. She and Tom had been so happy in New Orleans, laughing and drinking and walking the streets. Making fun of űber-drunk Mardi Gras participants lifting shirts and collecting beads. Later, she and Tom had made love, and he had pulled the beads from a drawer where he had stashed them, awarding her for her taking off her shirt. God, she had loved him so much. 
 
   So sad to think what had become of them now.
 
   Letting go of the beads, Janelle walked over to Hannah’s closet. She looked inside the open doors, seeing the small lime green hangers that held Hannah’s better outfits. Dresses from when she had been an infant, the smallest dresses tucked into the corner, more recent toddler sizes out in the open. Her little shoes lined up on the floor. Eight pairs, from sparkly red dress shoes to brown fashion boots to the Sketcher tennis shoes purchased at a garage sale last year. Each lined up and awaiting their owner, who loved shoes and enjoyed organizing them, rearranging from time to time as a “project” she’d work on.
 
   In the back of the closet, several small brads held tiny little belts. Hannah had gone through a phase where she wanted to wear belts, because her mom did. So Janelle had gone out to find some. One had blue hearts on black, covered with sparkly glitter. Two were sparkly blue and sparkly pink. 
 
   Hannah couldn’t yet fit in the rainbow one, a belt Tom had suggested their daughter didn’t really need. “You trying to brainwash her early to that whole thing?” It hadn’t occurred to Janelle that Tom could see the rainbow belt as a sign of support to people with homosexual orientation. Instead, Janelle had just been thinking Hannah would love the colors. And she did. 
 
   Homosexuality was one area Tom and Janelle had always disagreed on, topics such as inclusion, anyway. One of the things neither could ever convince the other about.
 
   Janelle gulped down more of her cocktail. Her hand, initially cold from holding the chilled drink, didn’t seem to feel it as much now. 
 
   Turning, she looked over to the bed. Hannah’s bed. She had “made” it this morning, pulling covers up, toward the pillows, but they ended up kitty wampus, lying kind of diagonal across the bed, her pillow still sticking out at one edge. She had thrown her “stuffies,” as she liked to call them, up onto the bed, but did not arrange them. It looked like a war zone of teddy bears, less-favored dolls that hadn’t made it to the honored place on the desk, and a huge soft dog she named Max. 
 
   Janelle felt her breath catch. A sob erupt from her gut, her lungs. It was uninvited, but could not be contained. She sat on the bed, set down her drink on the nightstand, and pulled Max into her arms. The smell of Hannah seemed to permeate Max, and Janelle inhaled, trying to grasp every last portion of Hannah that she could. 
 
   She wondered what Hannah was doing now. Whether Tom had gotten her pizza, since it had been promised. Whether he even tried at all to help Hannah understand that Janelle didn’t want to be away from her. Wanted to have her here, right now, in her arms.
 
   But she bet he had not. He probably made it sound as if Janelle didn’t want her. Left her. Didn’t care.
 
   Oh, baby, it couldn’t be farther from the truth. 
 
   Janelle let loose the cries from her soul and sobbed. Tears running onto Max, nose dripping, wiped with a sleeve, face scrunching in on itself, belly-clenching sobs wrenched from her. She couldn’t stop. Waves kept coming and coming and coming. Her body weak with the effort, the loss, the cancer. They seemed to last forever. Finally, finally, they slowed, sped slightly, slowed again, and eventually stopped. 
 
   She lay back on Hannah’s pillow. Turned her face to smell Hannah’s scent. Nearly lost it again. Sat up. Drank. 
 
   She was feeling woozy now, with the alcohol and the emotions. She welcomed the spinning head and softened edges. Janelle downed the rest of her drink. She went to the kitchen and opened the citrus individual vodka. Downing it, she grimaced. Not good. Not good at all. But the burn that moved through her belly was. And she knew it would help numb her pain in a few moments. 
 
   She mixed another drink.
 
   She thought to call Hannah.
 
   She wandered over to her purse on the table. She wrenched it open, and somehow it all fell and spilled onto the floor. Oops! 
 
   She sat down and dug through the rubble. Oh, here it is. Staying where she was, she speed dialed Tom, number one on her phone. I’ll have to change that one of these days.
 
   “What is it, Janelle?”
 
   “I need to talk to Hannah.”
 
   “You can’t. She’s in bed. It’s nine o’clock.”
 
   “Oh.” Deflated, Janelle didn’t know what else to say. Then, “In the morning then. Will you tell her I called? Tell her I love her? Ask her to call me?”
 
   “This isn’t going to be…I’m not going to… Wait, are you drunk?”
 
   “I had a drink. Or two. What of it?”
 
   “I’d say you had more than one or two. Geesh, Janelle, get a grip.”
 
   Anger surged and Janelle let it free. “What for? Huh? Why do I need to get a grip? You just took the best part of my life away. And for what? For your own selfish reasons? I bet Hannah didn’t get it, did she? I bet she was confused and crushed when you picked her up. Did you even get her pizza? She’d been counting on going out to get pizza. Did she even understand why her mama…” Janelle couldn’t continue. Cries ripped from her.
 
   “Hey, knock it off. I’m handling it. You don’t get to call here and start railing on me and whining just to make yourself feel better. Face it. You screwed up. I won. You now have to pay the price.”
 
   Another sob pushed out, and Janelle cried, “How could you do this to me? You were supposed to love me. Ever since I got the cancer, you’ve acted like I was doing this to you. Like the whole thing was something I did to punish you. Do you think I wanted cancer? Huh? Do you? Did you ever even think how this all felt to me? How bad it was for me? It wasn’t your body they were stuffing all the drugs into. It wasn’t your body they were chopping up. Who the hell do you think you are acting like this has all been your fucking problem!” 
 
   She’d been the one to have the goddamned cancer. Had to have the surgery, her boobs ripped off her body, her husband staring at her like she was a freak, horrendous chemicals pumped through her body to make her feel like death, or like death would be desirable. To lay, propped daily, awkwardly, into a machine with radioactive waves pumped through that could also give her cancer. Scarring. Soreness. Exhaustion. 
 
   Who the hell did he think he was to blame her for all that and to take her daughter away from her?
 
   Tom’s voice got entirely too soft. “Janelle, you’re drunk and you’re out of control. I’m going to hang up now. I’ll tell Hannah you called.” A pause. “And, yes, I gave her pizza tonight.”
 
   Janelle’s breath caught and tears ran again. Thank goodness at least he was giving something to her. 
 
   Oh, baby. I’m so sorry.
 
   “I’m going to hang up now,” he said. “Goodnight.”
 
   The phone went dead and Janelle dropped her hand to her lap. The sobs came again. She sat huddled on the cold kitchen floor. One hand wrapped around the cell phone, her only and limited connection to her daughter. Her precious Hannah Rose.
 
   After an eternity, she pushed herself up to stand. But she felt weak and spinny. She went over to the counter and had more of her drink. Warm. Oh, it needs ice. From the external ice dispenser on the freezer, the ice plunked in and drink splashed out over her hand, onto the floor. Oops!
 
   Leaving it, Janelle went back to Hannah’s bedroom. She stood before the painting Hannah had made with the water colors. The roses. Heart beating, heat flushing her battered body, Janelle started feeling kind of sick. 
 
   She went into the bathroom. Sat on the toilet. Took yet another drink of her Grey Goose, very little cranberry juice mixed in this time around. Closed her eyes. In her mind, she went back to their wedding day. Hers and Tom’s. She swayed to their first-dance, music in her head. The words of Kelly Clarkson’s A Moment Like This resounding. The feel of Tom’s arms holding her, keeping her safe. Spinning her around the dance floor. They had always loved to dance together. It was one of the things Janelle loved most about him. That he would dance, when so many of her friends had husbands or boyfriends who wouldn’t.
 
   She remembered their first anniversary. Tom had filled their tiny apartment with roses. It was an amazing evening. The scent of roses. The steak he’d grilled. The wine. He’d torn rose petals off and scattered them across their bed. White and red, she remembered. She had bought a glittery silver negligee to wear for him that evening. Celebrating their anniversary. Partially see through, Tom’s eyes studied her body through the negligee. They had touched and kissed and made love all night. 
 
   Not feeling very good, not good at all, Janelle deemed she needed a bath. A bath would bring her out of it all. Make things better. Somehow. Though how they could be better she couldn’t imagine.
 
   She started the faucet, checked the temperature. Hot. Cooled it a bit. Better. She twisted the cover off a rose-scented bubble bath. 
 
   Damn the roses. 
 
   She inhaled once, twice. The scent from heaven and hell, the way she was feeling right now. She poured the liquid down the sink drain. Who needs bubbles, anyway? 
 
   Who knew the scent, released as she poured, would simply inhabit the entire bathroom. Surround her, even without the bubbles in the bath.
 
   Dammit.
 
   She pulled down her pants, and kicked them off and away. They hit the wall with a small plop, and a ping of a snap. Pulling down her panties, she nearly fell as she stepped out of them. Oopsie. Janelle laughed. I better be careful.
 
   She yanked her shirt over her head, pulled off her bra. The prostheses plopped softly to the floor. Fucking fake breasts. Stood stocking footed as she felt her bath again. Nice. Took a sip of her drink.
 
   Shower gel and loofa, check. Razor. Check.
 
   As she stepped over the tub edge, she lost her balance and her shoulder hit the wall. 
 
   Oops. That’s gonna bruise.
 
   She sunk down into the warm water. Oh, that felt heavenly.
 
   Damn, I left my drink over there on the sink. She couldn’t find it in herself to get up and get it, though. She took up the loofa and the gel. Squirting the gel out, again roses surrounded her. Dang, don’t I have anything but rose scent in this house? I’m going to have to fix that. She put down the loofa and gel for a minute.
 
   I think I hate roses. She laughed, and her giggle echoed around the walls of the bathroom and shower combo. 
 
   Damn, I wish I had my drink.
 
   Hell with it.
 
   She got up and stepped out of the tub. Realized she still had on her socks. Sat on the toilet to pull them off. Soggy, it took some doing. She got up to get her drink. Slipped. Turned an ankle. Shit. Grabbed the wall and caught herself. Reached with her other hand across to the sink. Water dripped all over the bath mat and tile floor beyond. Messy. Who cares?
 
   There we go. She grabbed the drink.
 
   As she sat back down in the tub, she tipped the glass sideways and a bit of cold liquid fell across her breasts. 
 
   Or what should have been her breasts. 
 
   Her scars. 
 
   Dammit. Was Tom right? Had she done something wrong, letting Hannah touch her scars?
 
   She splashed bath water over the chilled liquid, washing the liquor down into the tub. 
 
   Took a drink.
 
   Guilt pushed from her stomach up into her lungs. Oh, my God, Hannah. Did you feel it was wrong? Was it confusing to you? Did you wonder why mommy was letting you touch her breasts? Or what should have been my breasts?
 
   A sob caught in Janelle’s throat. She’d told herself she wasn’t going to cry. Wasn’t going to be one of those pity me all to hell I’ve got cancer types. She was going to live her life to its fullest, in spite of the cancer.
 
   And she’d done pretty well. In spite of the fact that she had such an advanced cancer that required all the treatments available—surgery, chemo, radiation.
 
   In spite of the fact that she had virtually no support from her fucking husband.
 
   But today, with the loss of Hannah, with Janelle’s arms empty and lonely and yearning, she couldn’t keep the tears at bay.
 
   Damn tears. Damn cancer. Damn husband from hell.
 
   Damn judge.
 
   Picking up the loofa again, she smoothed gel onto her right leg. I guess I’ll just shave, while I’m in here. No need to worry about tomorrow.
 
   But tomorrow loomed horrendous and huge with no Hannah.
 
   Her drink was on the outside of the tub, on the rug. She reached for it. Slammed the rest. Dropped the glass down on the rug. It lay sideways, with ice half-in half-out.
 
   How am I going to do this? Go on without her?
 
   She ran the disposable Venus razor up her shin. Not very even and steady, a nick scraped across. Blood oozed, smeared with the water and gel. Janelle put her leg down into the water, and pulled it back out, propping her foot on the edge of the tub. More blood. Shit.
 
   She looked at the razor. In her mind she looked at the dawn of tomorrow. And the dawn of the next day. Emptiness she couldn’t fathom overwhelmed her, rushing across her in a wave. Engulfing her.
 
   Fucking Tom. Why the hell couldn’t he have loved her even with the cancer? She slammed the razor against the side of the tub. Again, and again. Hate. That. Son. Of. A. Bitch. Selfish. Man. I. Fucking. Married. 
 
   The razor broke into pieces, and a chunk embedded in her hand. She didn’t even feel the pain of it, but it stuck out. She pulled at the end, and a triangle of plastic came away. Her hand dripped blood. 
 
   Great. Now she was bleeding from her hand and her leg.
 
   She looked at the pieces of razor floating in the bath. Her legs, thin, spindly, visible in the water. Her womanhood. Empty. Alone. Her toes, with sad, chipped blood red polish. A flash of metal.
 
   She reached for it, where it had landed, half-way under her leg. 
 
   The blade.
 
   More blood. Dripping now from her thumb. 
 
   Surprising. No pain. 
 
   Huh.
 
   She held the blade up, silhouetted against the light. 
 
   Huh.
 
   She felt her head spinning and she felt her stomach lurch. 
 
   What if…?
 
   She rested her left arm on the side of the tub.
 
   With her right hand, she tried it. Just one little cut. See what happens. How it feels. Along the inside of her wrist. A line of red popped up on her pale arm. 
 
   Nothing. She couldn’t feel anything. Just a line of red. 
 
   The blood oozed down both sides of her arm. A lot of blood. Huh. Enough that it also oozed down the inside and outside of the bathtub. She leaned over, looked down. There, a puddle of blood gathering on the white tile, just between the purple rug and the tub. 
 
   Inside, the blood just oozed into the water, disappearing. Like she wanted to disappear. Like she wanted to ooze out, into…nothingness.
 
   Her dizziness expanded. It lifted her head off her shoulders, into the air. She floated. It felt so nice. So free. So empty of the burden, of the broken damaged body hers had become.
 
   She cut her arm again. 
 
   More blood. 
 
   Switching the blade, she clumsily tried to cut the right arm. Ouch. She felt that one. Deeper. More blood. Horrendous amounts of blood with the pain.
 
   Like Hannah’s cries for her mommy.
 
   Like Janelle’s cries for her daughter. And her husband that she had loved.
 
   For her life.
 
   The spinning slowed, and instead a feeling of sleepiness flushed up her chest, her neck, into her face and head. She leaned her forehead onto the tub, sliding down into the water a bit. Looking over the side, she saw the puddle had oozed further. Going along the full crack between tub and rug, out into the main portion of the floor. There the blood mingled with the water she’d dripped when she had gotten her drink. The water and the blood danced, waltzing across the floor into a bouquet of flowers.
 
   Roses. 
 
   Red and white roses.
 
   Water and rose.
 
   Water colored roses.
 
   Janelle closed her eyes. The roses danced across her eyelids. She smelled them. Her nose embedded in their beauty. Dancing, darting, loving.
 
   Finally, the roses stopped. Hannah’s picture. Her painting. 
 
   Janelle smiled with the roses. 
 
   Then she sobbed. Hannah, I’m sorry.
 
   Janelle felt the cancer, the roses, pull her into sleep.
 
   A dark sleep lit only by 
 
   water color roses.
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