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   Prologue 
 
   Six Months Previous
 
    
 
   “I see a tall, very handsome man. He has green eyes like the ocean. He is good with his hands. I see the fitness. I see him playing a sport with a racquet.”
 
   I see a crock, I think, as I sit in the darkened den that is Madame Zara’s ‘Reading Room’ trying not to laugh out loud. Seriously, I have no idea why I agreed to this. A tall green-eyed, sport-playing man basically covers a quarter of the population of Perth. If she adds an initial to that description, I swear I’ll lose it.
 
   “I see a ‘J’.”
 
   I look at the angel pictures over her shoulder and try to keep it together.
 
   “Or is it a B? Or an R?”
 
   I’m impressed by her tenacity at trying every letter of the alphabet until she gets the reaction she’s after, but I’m not giving her a sausage of a clue. If she’s a real fortune teller, she should be able to tell me.
 
   “Oh, it’s Brendan, it’s Brendan. He’s a ‘B’,” my friend Lani squeals, giving the game away.
 
   “Yes, Brendan. A green-eyed man called Brendan. And you have been with this Brendan for a long period?”
 
   Damn, now I have to answer. “About three years.”
 
   The little woman sitting on the other side of the crushed velvet tablecloth has a sheet of paper in front of her. She picks up a pen and begins to scribble furiously using a combination of numbers that relates to my birthday or my address or something. She’s telling me that the green-eyed man will play an important role in my future and that very soon there will be unexpected announcements or some such twaddle.
 
   “Brendan’s going to propose,” Lani whispers.
 
   “Either that or he’s announcing that he’s giving up the real estate business to become a professional gigolo. That’d be unexpected.”
 
   “Don’t be sarcastic, this is serious.”
 
   Maybe for some of us.
 
   I turn my attention back to Madame Zara who is now squinting over the paper. She asks for my hand and begins to examine the lines on my palm as if to confirm what’s going on in her head. I hate to tell her she won’t see a thing. I have so many lines on my palm, even a train driver would be confused.
 
   She’s stopped talking now. She’s given me back my hand and is adjusting her black and silver kaftan so that the twin moons in the fabric are perfectly aligned with her nipples.
 
   “What is it?” Lani asks. Then, as an aside she whispers to me, “Madame Zara always does that when she wants to say something of great importance.”
 
   Oh for heaven’s sake.
 
   Ridiculous as it is, I decide to play along.
 
   We lean across the table. Madame Zara appears to have gone into some type of trance. Her eyes are closed and she’s swaying from side to side. At any moment her head may start spinning. She has gone a bit green.
 
   “I see sadness at a loss and a little boy who wins a prize.”
 
   Well, at least she has that part right. Rory is always winning prizes.
 
   The medium’s eyes spring open. “You will live a long and happy life with the green eyed man,” she says, in a rather abrupt change of tone. “A long and happy life.”
 
   Well, thank goodness for that. I was beginning to think the world was going to end.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   My name is Sophie Molloy. And I have Breast Cancer. Well, I don’t actually know I have Breast Cancer but the look on that woman’s face as she’s sliding the ultrasound thingy over my boob is sort of confirming it. She’s a little too glazed for my liking and she keeps stopping and peering at the screen in a squinty fashion that doesn’t appear entirely normal, like she’s forgotten her glasses or something.
 
   I didn’t think it was cancer to start. Earlier today, on the way here, I was telling myself it was another cyst, similar to the one I had a few years back. I’ve been telling myself that since November. It’s nothing to worry about. Just a cyst. So confident was I, that I shared this knowledge over Christmas, much to the horror of my friends. They gasped at my blasé attitude. But I was positive it was only a cyst.
 
   Of course it was.
 
   I look at the screen and back to the girl’s impassive face. She’s frowning, but not because she can’t see the screen. This is a frown of concern and somehow, I don’t think the thing showing up this time is going to be sucked out with a syringe. It looks a little more sinister than that.
 
   So how did this happen? How did I find the lump that is about to change my life?
 
   Some time last November, I was sitting at my desk doing the accounts when I felt a twinge in my right breast. It was a stingy, stabby sort of pain that felt like I was being pricked with a needle. I put my hand to the spot and gave it a massage — ever since the cyst I’ve been fairly vigilant about checking my breasts, so it came as a shock that I could feel something there. As I ran my fingers over my breast, my mind instantly went back to the previous time, when I’d totally freaked out thinking I was going to die. Within the space of a week, I morphed from happy-go-lucky Sophie into a grumpy, pale-faced zombie. I slept an average of two hours a night and went around the place bursting into tears like a hormonal teenager. Heaven’s knows why. It turned out to be nothing. Bearing that in mind, I promptly decided to let this new lump be for a while. It had a habit of appearing and disappearing anyway, there one day and not the next, so it was most likely nothing.
 
   Stupid idea.
 
   This could have been happening five months ago if I’d gone to the doctor straight away. I could have been past this by now.
 
   The sonographer’s voice draws me back to the present. “We might get the doctor to look at this,” she says. “To be sure.”
 
   To be sure? Sure of what? That I have cancer? You’d think as a trained professional, she’d know.
 
   A few minutes pass as I lay on the bed in the small, darkened room, biting my lip. There’s a crack of light peeping under the door and a nurse, I’m supposing that’s who she is, flits around making small talk. My watch is telling me it’s only two minutes since the last time I dared to look; yet time feels interminable. At last, the sonographer appears with a doctor. They have a student with them who would like to look too, if that’s okay? After he’s finished his sandwich, of course.
 
   What do you say in this instance?
 
   No?
 
   Piss off?
 
   At least finish that drippy egg and mayo sandwich before you lean over me?
 
   The poor student has a tortured look that tells me if I say anything remotely negative he’s going to curl up in a ball and cry. So I nod an okay and they approach. They pull a privacy curtain, though why is beyond me as we’re alone in a room with the door shut.
 
   Now, there are four people squished into a three metre space, all standing around the bed, umming and ahhing like a barber shop quartet in surgical get up. The nurse is on one side, stroking my hand, the doctor is mumbling and prodding, the student is trying to blend into the curtain while munching his sandwich and the sonographer is scratching her nose every ten seconds. It’s like some bizarre out of body experience.
 
    The doctor studies the pictures on the monitor but his glasses are so thick I’m positive he can’t see through them. He could be making some dreadful error of judgment because he’s so myopic he thinks the shadow is something else. He leans a little closer to the screen and grimaces so deeply his big, dark eyebrows almost become a moustache. Then, he prods my breast and mutters something in my general direction.
 
   I look up at him, bewildered. Heaven help me, I’m not a racist, but I have absolutely no clue what he’s saying. I can’t fathom a word that’s coming out of his mouth. His African accent is so strong a communications expert for the Australian Army wouldn’t be able to decipher it.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   He repeats the muttering and I still have no clue.
 
   Before I know it, the doctor thrusts a form and a pen in my face. The nurse explains to me about core biopsies. I don’t even know what a core biopsy is. I came here to have my boob flattened like a pancake in the mammogram machine and go home. I don’t want some man giving me a core biopsy. I look to the others in the room, trying to piece this together in my mind. What the hell is happening?
 
   “Pardon?” I say for the third time in the conversation.
 
   “We’ll do the biopsy now.”
 
   “Why do I need a core biopsy again?” I ask. They must think I’m a complete moron.
 
   “Standard procedure,” the nurse says.
 
   “Easier to do it now than have you come back another day,” adds the sonographer.
 
   Oh. Okay. I nod my assent and sign my name. I guess that makes sense.
 
   The nurse takes the clipboard from me. “We’ll give you a local anaesthetic and insert the biopsy needle into your breast. The doctor will take three or four samples.”
 
   “And the results?”
 
   “It’ll take a week. Call your G.P. in a week.” 
 
   I’m dying, I think. I’m going to die of Breast Cancer. I might not have a week.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   An hour or so, and one painful breast later, I stumble into the car park, frantically clicking the remote on my keys in the hope that I’ll see the lights flashing on the car. I can’t for the life of me remember where I parked it. I’m so traumatised I can’t even remember what it looks like. Little blinking lights are my only hope.
 
   Seeing the amber of the indicator lights, I race to the end of a row, open the door and heave myself into the safety of the cabin. I toss my bag to the passenger seat and my head and arms onto the steering wheel. Then I sob. Shoulders heaving and chest nearly bursting, I sit alone in the car park and sob until I can sob no more. It doesn’t make me feel any better. It only makes my face go red and blotchy. I know this because I can see my reflection in the rear view mirror. I look hideous, like I have a bad allergy for tears.
 
   After quite a few minutes, I feel a little calmer so I scramble in my bag for my phone and dial Brendan’s number. He answers straight away.
 
   “Soph?” 
 
   “Y… yes.” I sniff. I need to hear his voice, get some normality back into my day.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
 
   Of course, I’m not okay. Clearly, my voice is giving that away.
 
   “I had the mammogram. They found a shadow.” I begin to cry anew and this time I can’t stop. “They made me have a core biopsy and it really hurt.”
 
   “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad. Calm down. You’re over-reacting again.”
 
   Over-reacting?
 
   “Can you imagine the pain of having a metal skewer stuck into your balls? Without the benefit of anaesthetic? That’s…that’s how it felt.”
 
   “They didn’t give you anaesthetic?” Brendan sounds appalled.
 
   Now, I’m bawling. Really bawling. Tears are running down my face and I can’t get air into my lungs. My chest feels like I’m having some sort of heart attack.
 
   “Of course they did. But it wore off part way through. The doctor wanted to take as many samples as he could. It really hurt,” I repeat.  “And the doctor was mean. I told him it was hurting. I told him I was going to faint if he didn’t stop and he said he must have hit a nerve.”
 
   “But he didn’t stop?”
 
   “No. He looked at me like I was behaving like a complete sissy and put the needle in on a different angle. I almost cut the circulation off in the poor nurse’s hand, it hurt so much.”
 
   The memory of the doctor’s face, close to mine, glaring at me like I was a stupid girl makes me cry harder. I’m not a sissy. I pierced my own ears with an ice block and a sterilised needle, for heaven’s sake, and when Rory was three, I held his pinky finger in place all the way to hospital after he almost chopped it off in the doorjamb. How did that doctor not understand that I could feel everything he did?
 
   “He shoved that thing in me, Brendan. I begged him to give me more anaesthetic and he didn’t fucking care.”
 
   The other end of the line goes silent.
 
   “Do you want me to come home? I can get off work early. I mean, I’m sure it’s perfectly normal but I can come home if you need me to.”
 
   Jesus, fucking Christ. Has he not been listening?  There’s a shadow.  On my breast.  That’s not normal.
 
   “Soph?”
 
   “Um. Er. No, I’ll be fine.” I sniff again.
 
   Maybe I am being a drama queen. I probably need to suck it up and get on with it. Stop whining about the nastiness of my day. After all, there’s a million girls in the world who have it worse than me. “No. I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   I put on my Brave Sophie voice. Everyone knows I’m the rock in this relationship.  Brendan couldn’t cope if I lost it. “I’m sure. Look, I have to go and get this stock sorted before I pick Rory up. I’ll see you tonight. Kisses.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I put my seatbelt on and turn the ignition of the car. I try to force the experience from my mind because I have a lot of things to accomplish between now and 3p.m. I have no time to sit around in a car park crying like an idiot. Anyway, there’s no point in jumping to conclusions, is there? I won’t have the results until I go back to my G.P. in a few days’ time and most abnormalities in breasts are not cancer. I remind myself again of Brendan’s words. It’s probably nothing.
 
   But I have a shadow.  There’s a freakin’ shadow.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   As I walk into the back room of the shop, my assistant Lani’s head pops from behind a large pile of cardboard boxes. She puts her clipboard down on the top of one and looks at me, pointedly. Well, as pointedly as a girl with a white blonde pixie cut and bright purple eyeshadow can look. Lani likes her eyeshadow to contrast with her clothing, which is why, today, she’s wearing an oversized black mesh singlet, cut off to reveal her belly, a pair of lace leggings and an orange Ra-Ra skirt straight from Madonna’s 1980’s wardrobe. The look is completed by an assortment of lime green beads that swing freely round her neck. There’s not a hope in hell anything could co-ordinate with that.
 
   “What’s the verdict?” she asks.
 
   I’ve had time to digest the incident and do some thinking on the drive back. Even though one in eight women in Australia are diagnosed with the disease in their lifetime, most shadows in the breast are not cancer. Still, the statistic is not a comforting thought. Nobody I know has the disease. I could well be the one in eight of my circle.
 
   “I have a suspicious looking shadow which I’m guessing is cancer. I’ll know next week.”
 
   The key Lani was about to slice along the tape of the box is suddenly poised in mid-air. She’s looking at me like I’ve announced Marilyn Monroe has come back from the dead and is out on the shop floor wanting to buy a hat.
 
   “How can you be so offhand about this?” she says.
 
   “I’m not being offhand, but there’s no point in worrying until it happens. And if I have cancer, I have it. Getting dramatic isn’t going to help. Besides, I cried for about half an hour in the car already. It’s time to move on.”
 
   “You need to take this seriously, Sophie. My friend Lisa’s mother got cancer and she died three months later.”
 
   “Yes, but that was Ovarian Cancer. I might have Breast Cancer and these days, Breast Cancer isn’t necessarily a life sentence.”
 
   “My Uncle John died of cancer only last year.”
 
   “He smoked for fifty-three years. And he was eighty-two.”
 
   “Well, one in eight women will contract Breast Cancer,” she adds, sounding very much like she’s been on the internet in my absence. How else could she pull such facts out of her head at such short notice? It never ceases to amaze me. Not when she looks like a bubblehead.
 
   “Did you check out the survival rate while you were at it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Googling.”
 
   A bashful look creeps over her face. “Eighty-eight per cent for those caught early.”
 
   “Great. Let’s get back to this stock, shall we? I wouldn’t want to find out I’m one of the twelve per cent who die and not have the stock sorted. You’d never cope.”
 
   Lani sighs and shakes her head. She picks up the clipboard and walks around the pile of boxes where she puts the clipboard back down, on the desk. She gives me yet another look, this time tinged with a hint of concern.
 
   “I know you’re trying to hide your worry with jokes, Soph, and if that’s what works for you, go right ahead, but I want you to know you aren’t going to die. In fact, I don’t even think you have it. I mean look at you.”
 
   She moves closer and wraps her arms around me. I feel like Henry the Octopus has been let loose from The Wiggles show and is squeezing me to death.
 
   “And you know this, how?”
 
   “I have a feeling. You know my intuition is strong. My mum thinks I’m a bit psychic. Plus, when I went to have my monthly reading with Madame Zara yesterday she didn’t mention a thing about it.”
 
   I shrug her away. “Oh. Well there’s nothing to worry about then. If Madame Zara didn’t see it, I must be fine. For heaven’s sake, Lani, do you not see how ridiculous that sounds?”
 
   “But she’s so accurate.”
 
   “Not that accurate. Brendan hasn’t proposed yet. It’s been six months.”
 
   “But he did announce he’d won that corporate client with the huge commission involved. Madame Zara said an announcement. She’s never missed a beat yet. It’s all to do with interpretation.”
 
   “I have a strange feeling she might need a new drum. Now, come on, we’ve got work to do.”
 
   I flip open the first carton. Bubble wrap and tissue fly into the air as I pull them away. Then I stare. I stare into the open box because my mouth is incapable of forming words. These are not the Spencer and Rutherford handbags I ordered. Nor are they the felt supplies I need for the berets I want to make for winter.
 
   Then it dawns on me.
 
   “Lani?”
 
   Lani has mysteriously disappeared into the toilet. Given that the shop is so small, it’s the only spot one can be guaranteed a hiding place. Though, she did try to hide under the counter once.
 
   I knock on the toilet door. “Would you like to explain what I just found?”
 
   “Are you going to yell?”
 
   “Only if I look through the rest of the box and find those bags are as hideous as the two on the top. Geez, Lan. I thought we were past this.”
 
   The lock on the door clicks and Lani pokes her head around. “They’re not hideous. They’re retro.”
 
   “So’s big hair but that doesn’t mean I want it.”
 
   Lani appears from behind the door and we go back to the stack of boxes. I pull out the first example. It’s a Rubic’s Cube handbag, straight from the 80’s. It would have been a very quirky selling item had it not been entirely made of wool. Knitted squares of wool sewn into a cube pattern. I hold it up in front of her. “Well?”
 
   “It looked nicer in the picture.”
 
   I roll my eyes and take out a particularly dreadful purple vinyl clutch. Even Madonna wouldn’t have been seen dead with this baby. “And this?”
 
   “They said it was leather.”
 
   If it had been leather we might have been able to swing it, but the vinyl is peeling off the bag and the clasp is so tarnished it makes plated jewellery look expensive. “Please tell me we can return these,” I say, pulling a few more pieces from the box. “Because you know very well, I can’t put them on the shop floor. People will laugh at us. We can’t even pass them off as ‘bad taste’ accessories.”
 
   Lani bites her lip. She looks so upset and I feel horrible for being mean but this is my hard earned money. Decisions like this could mean neither of us get paid for a very long time.
 
   “I’ll ring the guy I bought them off,” she says, sadly. “I’m so sorry, Soph. Really I am. I assumed that Rubic’s bag was genuine. It would have sold itself if it was.”
 
   I know she’s right but this isn’t the first time she’s done something zany with our stock order. A couple of months back we got stuck with a whole batch of peacock feathers, she wanted to fashion into necklaces. I mean, really.
 
   “Can you promise me you won’t buy any more stock without my approval? As in I want to see certificates of authenticity and talk to the distributor myself?” I ask.
 
   “Promise.” She takes up the Rubic’s bag and hangs it over the crook her arm, admiring the look. “I might keep this one, though. If that’s okay with you. I, sort of, like it.”
 
   Oh God.
 
   At least she’s taking my mind off the cancer thing.
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Later that evening, I sit on the couch swirling a glass of wine between my fingers. Should I be drinking if I have cancer? I wonder. Shit, maybe I’ve caught cancer because I drink too much. Not that I really do anymore. A glass with dinner is hardly an alcoholic. I haven’t been a binge drinker since before Rory was born. That was part of how he got born, I think. A drunken night and a one-night stand with a guy I’d been crushing on for years. The sex hadn’t lived up to my fantasies but the result has been worth every minute.
 
   “Rory tucked up?” I ask, watching as Brendan hangs the tea towel over the oven rail and smooths it so that it hangs exactly in the middle.
 
   He picks up his glass of wine from the counter and walks around the back of the sofa to sit beside me. He puts a hand on my shoulder and snakes it around, drawing me to him so I’m leaning against his chest. “Out like a light. He was so tired after swimming today, I was lucky to get him out of the bath without him falling asleep. He wouldn’t go to bed without reading his reader first, though.”
 
   “Thanks for doing it. After what happened earlier, I don’t think I could have held it together in front of him.”
 
   “It’s fine. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “If I die, you will take care of him, won’t you?”
 
   Rory, my six-year-old son, is my world. I love him with all my heart and while his father has gone on to discover he preferred men to women and moved to Los Angeles with his new partner, I still send him photos of his son and he often rings to inquire after him. There are no hard feelings. And it makes me feel better to know I wasn’t that crap in bed. It was just because he was gay.
 
   “Of course I will. Rory’s like my own kid. But you’re not going to die, Soph. This’ll blow over.”
 
   I wish I could be that certain.
 
   “So what exactly happened at the doctor’s today?” 
 
   “I told you. When they did the ultrasound they detected a shadow. Then they gave me a core biopsy. The doctor said it was pointless doing the fine needle aspiration because the G.P. would only send me back for a biopsy after they saw the results anyway.”
 
   Brendan’s body stills. “And they think it’s cancer?”
 
   “Well, obviously they can’t say that without the test results, but it seemed that way to me. They don’t go around poking needles into you without reason.” The hot sting of tears prick my eyes again at the memory of what that man did to me.
 
   “Shhh, Soph. It’ll be okay. You’ll see.” He leans over and kisses the tears from my cheeks. He cuddles me to him and soothes me.
 
   “But it hurt.  It hurt so much. You should see the massive bruise on my boob.” I pull my top aside so he can look.
 
   Eyes like saucers, Brendan sits up, pulling his arms away. He reaches for the drink he’s left on the coffee table and takes a very large swig. He even wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, which is unheard of. He’s a bit of a germ-a-phobe. So much so, that when he washes his hands, he uses the paper to open the toilet door.
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Do you believe me now, when I said it hurt?”
 
   He wraps his long arm around my shoulder. His hand is warm as he rubs gently on my upper arm. He drops a contrite kiss upon the top of my head. I feel comforted, at last.
 
   “When do you get the results?”
 
   “Wednesday. I have to ring the doctor.”
 
   “Okay. So until then we sit tight and assume a positive attitude.” He gives me a tight sort of smile. “The odds of this being cancer are low, you know that. Let’s not worry about it until we have to.”
 
   I try to take comfort in this but, hey, it isn’t him who potentially has a life threatening disease.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Saturday. For some, a day of rest and relaxation. I, however, am standing on the sideline at Rory’s weekly Auskick fixture, rugged up and drinking an extra large latte from the coffee van at the ground to wake me up. I’m daydreaming about other things I could be doing — like sitting in bed eating crumpets and reading the weekend papers. Don’t get me wrong; I’d do anything for my child. I support him. I merely wish he’d chosen a sport where the children are not miniature bogans with rat’s tail haircuts. I also wish they began these sports at a time more suited to when real people, who work for a living, want to get out of bed.
 
   In a flurry of screaming and clapping — from the woman next to me — I watch as Rory zooms along the wing, bouncing the ball towards two witches hats that mark the goal. I see the excitement on his face as he kicks and scores. His teammates rush to jump on him; like they’ve seen their idols do on TV. It’s very cute. Then my heart melts as he turns and gives me the thumbs up and blows me a kiss as he’s running back to his spot. Where in the world would I ever find such unadulterated devotion? How am I ever going to tell him? How do you tell your child you have a disease that could take you away from them at any time?
 
   I return his salute and go back to sipping my coffee. I don’t even notice when the milk burns my tongue.
 
   “Your Rory’s a wiz,” the woman to my left comments, after releasing a whoop and congratulatory fist pump at his goal. Anyone would think we were at a real game, the way she’s carrying on. This is only the modified version of the modified version of AFL. We’re not in the big league. There aren’t even winners and losers. At this age, every child gets a prize.
 
   “Yes,” I remark, absently.
 
   “He has talent. You need to nurture that.”
 
   A massive Michael Kors bracelet watch is dangling from her wrist and it almost takes out my eye as she lowers her arm. She’s wearing a faux fur vest that hangs to her hips and suede wedges in the same tone as her winter white jeans. Her hair is so blonde you could mistake her for a polar bear.
 
   “I suppose. If he wants to,” I say.
 
   The woman looks at me like I’ve lost control of my faculties; like every parent wants to push their kid into being an AFL player but seriously, I don’t give two hoots.  What I want is for Rory to be happy, no matter what he decides to do with his life. And I want to be here to see it. I don’t want to have cancer.
 
   “My Austin is in the Junior Development Squad already,” the woman continues. “It’s a nightmare keeping up with extra training and the diet regime but it’ll be worth it in the long run.”
 
   Diet regime? He’s only six. Next thing she’ll be putting him on a weights program.
 
   “I was thinking about a personal trainer. Do you know of any?” she asks.
 
   “For yourself?”
 
   “No, for Austin. If he wants to stay at the top of his game he has to be in top condition.”
 
   And again I think to myself, he’s only six!
 
   “Personal trainers don’t deal with children this young, do they? Isn’t it bad for children to be lifting weights when their muscles are still developing?”
 
   “Then how’s he supposed to be better than the rest of the competition? There are a million boys out there who want to be AFL stars.”
 
   I can’t keep my mouth shut this time. “He is only six.”
 
   Her mouth opens into a chasm the size of the football field in front of us. The gasp I receive is forceful enough to suck the paint off the boundary lines. Luckily, I’m saved from her scathing retort by the hooter marking half-time.
 
   The woman bends to the ground, picking up a huge Tupperware container filled with oranges. She hoists them aloft and sprints onto the field. Well, clomps, actually.  Platform wedges and mud-clogged grass aren’t exactly conducive to sprinting.
 
   “So, here we are again.”
 
   Angela, another mum that I’ve made friends with, sidles up behind me. She nudges my arm with her elbow and jerks her head towards my companion who is now sharing out the orange wedges and giving the boys tips on how to improve their game. She’s jumping in the air, pretending to mark the ball, but none of the boys are listening. She’s dodging and weaving imaginary opponents in the name of coaching. I think she’s forgotten they’re children. I think she’s forgotten Caleb’s dad, the real coach, who is standing with his arms folded, trying not to look pissed off at her intrusion.
 
   “You look like you needed saving,” Angela snickers.
 
   “She’s on a roll today,” I whisper back.
 
   My other friend, Melinda, comes to stand with us, too. “Has she given the ‘nurturing talent’ speech yet?”
 
   Melinda and I go way back. We met at the pre-natal group and clicked instantly over a love of wine and our inability to have it whilst pregnant.  Having searched for the love of her life for the past ten years, she gave up and had Oscar via sperm donor. 
 
   “Yep. I’m waiting for her to offer me some steroids.”
 
   Angela digs into the pocket of her coat and produces a white paper bag. She holds it in our direction. “Shortbread?”
 
   I look into the bag and take a heart-shaped biscuit. It’s buttery-coloured and drizzled with icing that bears an uncanny resemblance to the woman’s hair who was standing beside me. “Yum.”
 
   Angela munches for a minute. “Loving these 8 a.m. starts,” she says, swallowing.
 
   “Ditto on that.”
 
   “The hangover doesn’t help. Jeff and I went to this cocktail thing for his work last night. I spent the first part of the evening keeping him away from that skanky little secretary of his and then I got stuck with the partners’ wives.” She lets out a groan to let me know the gravity of the matter and takes a gulp of her coffee. “God, those women are so boring, drinking was the only way I could cope without killing myself. Jeff had to stop the car on the way home so I could throw up on the side of the road. Talk about embarrassing. A carload of twenty-year-olds honked at me — I’m sure one of them was the boy from down the road — and a police car did the slow drive by while I was wiping the spew from my sandals. I’m never doing it again. I’m way too old for this.”
 
   She takes another glug from the mug and looks me up and down. “You look pale.  Everything okay?”
 
   That’s one thing I’ll say about Angela. She’s observant. She might never shut up, but she’s observant.
 
   “Fine. I think I have Breast Cancer.”
 
   Angela’s coffee mug drops onto the grass. Splatters of golden brown seep into the leather of her boots. She looks down at the boots and then at me. Her mouth has opened so wide, I can see she has no tonsils. She seems stunned, which is understandable. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Wish I was.”
 
   Angela turns to face me. The half-eaten biscuit is held, suspended between her fingers, like a moment frozen in time. “Are you sure? How did you find out?”
 
   “I had a test. Results come in on Wednesday. I have to ring the doctor.”
 
   “But you don’t know for certain?”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   For some reason, I like that Angela’s concerned. Nobody has been concerned yet. Everyone’s trying to pretend it’s not happening. Like Melinda, for instance. She’s standing there, staring at the oval, pretending to watch the boys playing footy. I know she’s not. I can see her biting the corner of the inside of her lip; a dead giveaway. Why doesn’t she say something? She’s supposed to be my friend.
 
   “So what are you going to do?” Angela asks.
 
   “If it is cancer, I’ll have my boob chopped off. Maybe even both. I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   Now Melinda decides to butt in. “Isn’t that a bit extreme, I mean, there’s lots of other ways they can get rid of it without losing your breasts.” Her voice sounds judgemental though, not like her at all.
 
   I shrug. “I don’t care. Better gone than dead.”
 
   “You’re so upfront about it. I don’t know how I’d react if it was me but I don’t think I’d like having no breasts.”
 
   I take a bite of my biscuit. I chew and swallow. “It’s not like I’ve got much choice, is it?”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After footy, we make a stop at McDonald’s in Jolimont. Rory looks at me quizzically as I pull into the car park, get out of the driver’s side and unlock his door.
 
   “What’s up, Mum?” 
 
   “Nothing. You played well. I thought a treat might be in order.”
 
    His little eyebrows draw to a frown like he’s unsure what this is about. Has his mother been abducted by aliens and replaced with some other lady who doesn’t care what he eats? He knows that stopping at McDonald’s for no reason is about as likely as telling him he can have a day off school for the hell of it.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   I ruffle his hair and take his hand. “Yeah. And you can have whatever you want.”
 
   “Even Coke?” Coke is the Holy Grail of junk food to Rory.
 
   “Even Coke.”
 
   “Can I play on the playground, too?”
 
   I push open the heavy glass door and we walk and stand in front of the counter, looking up at the menu board. “Don’t push your luck, buster. It’s not your birthday.”
 
   Rory smiles up at me. “You’re the best Mum ever.”
 
   I squeeze his pudgy, little-boy hand. Just the reaction I was hoping for. “And you’re my favourite son.”
 
   “But I’m your only son.”
 
   “Guess that’s why you’re my favourite then.”
 
   Rory gives me a shoulder in my hip and laughs. I’ve been making this joke since he was born. It’s a thing we do.
 
   “I want nuggets and fries and a Coke.  And can I have one of those ice creams with the M&M’s?”
 
   Instantly, my mother hat is on again. “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning, Rory. You’ll make yourself sick.”
 
   “You said.”
 
   “All right. But you’re not eating the ice cream now. We’ll take it home and put it in the freezer. You can have it for dessert tonight.”
 
   We place our order and a few minutes later are back in the car, front seat piled high with brown paper bags and cardboard drink trays. There’s two huge tubs of soft serve ice cream sprinkled with chocolates and plastic straw spoons to eat it with. In the back seat, Rory is chomping on his nuggets, something else I never let him do. Eat in the car, that is.
 
   “You know what, Mum?” he says, his cheeks bulging with fried food.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m the luckiest kid alive.”
 
   I smile at him in the rear view mirror. How am I going to tell him?
 
   That night, for the first time in years, I have a nightmare. The images of my body turning coal black and disintegrating into a blob of jelly-like skin are so real I wake up bathed in sweat, my lungs heaving for breath. Sitting up in bed, I stare out into the darkness of the bedroom, trying to dispel the vision, the one where Rory is sad and alone, wandering an empty street crying out for me. What have I done to deserve this fate?
 
   Why me?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Wednesday comes around in a flash. Brendan is up early today; he has a meeting in East Perth and attempting to navigate the city in its current state of disarray requires a packed lunch and a passport. The council is ‘beautifying’ or ‘improving’ or some such thing. Personally, I think they have no idea. Perth is already beautiful. What we need is a decent freeway that can get people from A to B and a train system that will carry more than twenty people at a time. Anyway, I digress. He’s up early and off to work, kissing Rory and me as he swoops his keys from the bench and heads for the door.
 
   “Good luck,” he calls over his shoulder.  “Not that you’ll need it.”
 
   At the breakfast bar, Rory stops mid-bite of toast. “Good luck for what, Mum?”
 
   I look at him and, heaven help me, I lie. “I have a dentist appointment later. You know how Mummy hates the dentist.”
 
   “You’re a scaredy cat sometimes.” Rory goes back to his breakfast.
 
   “Only about the dentist.”
 
   I begin to stack the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher, my mind mulling over possible scenarios that could occur later in the day. So far, I haven’t obsessed too much about the cancer. At least I don’t think I have. Sleep has become a non-existent event over the past few nights and I did put the milk in the pantry instead of the fridge earlier on. Plus, I have this insatiable craving for a cigarette, which is very odd, seeing as I’ve never smoked. As I close the door to the dishwasher, I realise I’ve been obsessing subliminally, which is probably more detrimental than having a complete meltdown.
 
   Shit.
 
   I give the benches a swipe with the cloth and shoo Rory to his room to collect his things. Oh well, I think, not much I can do about it now. At least I don’t look nervous. Rory would pick up on that instantly.
 
   The plan — which I’ve formulated in my mind and rehearsed so that nothing can go wrong — is that I’ll drop Rory at school, drive to the shop, grabbing a coffee for Lani and me on the way. By the time I get there, it’ll be past nine and I’ll be able to ring the doctor. What if they say I have cancer? What if I only have months to live? Despite, my subliminal obsessing, the plan hasn’t progressed past the phone call. I have no idea what I’ll do if we reach that stage.
 
   I grab my keys and holler down the hall in the direction of Rory’s bedroom. I know he’s looking for something to take for Show and Tell. It’s the morning of his weekly turn, and he always leaves it till the last minute. He never lets me help. “Rory. School. Come on, let’s go or we’ll be late.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, the plan does not go according to plan.
 
   After dropping Rory at the gate, I am the victim of a flat tyre whilst idling in the drop off zone. As a rule, I do not change flat tyres. I do not like grease and dirt that much, but today I am obligated to get out of the car and fix it. With a sigh, I turn off the ignition and pop the back door of the car, stepping into the before-school chaos.
 
   There’re kids running everywhere and a line of parents with wound down windows behind me who are looking like they want to string me up the school flagpole for having the gall to get a flat in the drive-through. To add to the indignity of trying to figure out which tool will undo wheel nuts in front of the entire school community, I have Miss Butterworth, the Head of Primary, breathing down my neck. Her hair, like a steel wool scourer, is casting a fuzzy shadow on the wheel. Her face looks pinched at this imposition to her orderly queue.
 
   “Do you need a hand there, Ms. Molloy?” she asks.
 
   I know she’s not saying it to be helpful. She doesn’t like chaos and I’m creating it. Cars are trying to swerve around me. People are honking. Oncoming traffic is being narrowly missed. There’s cursing but that’s mostly me.
 
   She taps her foot. “We really should keep the line moving.”
 
   “I know,” I pant, as I attach the silver thing to the nut. “I won’t take long, I promise. I’m really sorry.”
 
   “You might like to jack the wheel up before you try to take the tyre off,” she advises.
 
   Like I didn’t know that. If she weren’t breathing down my neck I would have remembered to do that. I locate the jack and place it under the car. I begin to wind.
 
   “And you did put the car in gear before you started?” she enquires, as if I am a complete car imbecile. I wish she would shut up and let me finish the job. I wish she would go away before I burst into tears in the middle of the queue. Can’t she see I have things to deal with that don’t involve changing tyres? Not that I’m thinking about that. Because I’m not nervous. My hands are shaking because I’m flustered, that’s all.
 
   “Yes, I did.” My reply is somewhat terse and I can tell she’s annoyed by it. I pick up the wrench — that’s what it’s called. I try to calm myself but my hands are gripping the metal so tightly my knuckles are going white and I can’t fit it onto the nuts, let alone loosen them. Probably because I’m using the wrong end.
 
   And at that moment, when I feel like I might be going to have a crying fit over a tyre, Harris Farmer’s dad, Hugh, appears around the side of the car, a saviour in a Volvo and an Armani suit. He rests a large hand on the bonnet and gives me that friendly Farmer grin. All straight teeth and soft lips.
 
   “Need a hand, Soph?”
 
   I feel the tension leaving my body. It’s funny how certain people have that ability.
 
   “Please. The nuts are super tight.”
 
   Hugh looks over to where Miss Butterworth is drumming her fingers impatiently on the other side of the car.
 
   “How about you direct the traffic around us, Marg? I’m sure we can get Ms. Molloy out of your hair quite quickly if you do.” He slips his suit jacket off and hands it to Miss Butterworth who takes it in bemusement. His look says he won’t take no for an answer.
 
   Miss Butterworth steps into the fray and takes up the role of traffic warden.
 
   “You’re a lifesaver,” I whisper to Hugh, who’s undone the nuts at the speed of light and is now putting on the spare tyre. I bet he has a Superman outfit under that suit.
 
   “Anything for a damsel in distress.”
 
   His grin makes me blush and for a second I forget about the thing that I’m not thinking about.
 
   “Did you get your chocolates sold?” he enquires casually. “Harris and I had to go up and down the street. Nothing like begging with the neighbours to lower your opinion of yourself.” 
 
   The boys’ school is having a chocolate fundraiser and Rory’s class, in particular, has been very competitive. It seems every family wants the title of ‘Highest Sales’ and the prize that goes with it.
 
   “I didn’t sell any.”
 
   He looks at me.
 
   “I ate the lot. Three cartons full. Rory’s going back for another today if they have any spares.”
 
   Hugh Farmer laughs so hard, he almost drops the wrench. “Three cartons? That’s seventy-two bars of chocolate? It’s a wonder you don’t look like the side of a house.”
 
   I’m positive I see his eyes cast a meaningful glance at my legs, hidden only by thin, expensive pantyhose.
 
   “Chocolate is a food group in our house. Besides, it’s good for you. It releases endorphins. And I didn’t eat the lot. Rory had a few. And he sent two in the mail to his Grandmam.”
 
   “Hmm. That’s still sixty or so bars.”
 
   I am fully aware that I have taken the term ‘comfort eating’ to a whole new level this past week but I’m not about to tell him that.
 
   Hugh sits back on his haunches. “All done. Don’t suppose you’ve got a rag so I can wipe my hands?”
 
   I rush to the back of the car and hand him one of Brendan’s gym shirts. Brendan won’t care. I’m sure he’s forgotten it’s even there. “Thanks so much. You’re a lifesaver,” I repeat.
 
   “All in a day’s work.”
 
   Hugh hands the shirt back to me and I roll it in a ball and toss it in the car. I pick up the bits and pieces from beside the car and stow them in the back, too. “Thanks again,” I say, waving as he gets into his car behind me.
 
   “My pleasure, Sophie. You have a nice day.”
 
   And that’s when it hits me. I might have had my last nice day for a while.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The traffic is steady and somehow I manage to catch every green light — a small miracle in itself — so I reach the shop about ten minutes later. I know they say you shouldn’t play where you work but seriously, the traffic in Perth is so ridiculous, I actually give thanks that our house, Rory’s school and the shop are within a few minutes of each other. When he’s old enough, I plan for him to ride his bike. He can take the backstreets and cross at the lights and I’ll be able to head straight to work. I think he’d like that. Being a big boy. I’d like it too.
 
   It’s 8.50 a.m. when I unlock the back door and dump my stuff in the small space I’ve designated as the staffroom. Lani’s nowhere in sight, so I put down our coffees and get out the price tags and the list I’ve generated for the pricing of the new stock. Lani managed to return those hideous bags from last week and reorder what I actually wanted in the first place, so I perch myself on a stool and sip and tag alternately.
 
   When I was at school, I never dreamed that one day I would own my own shop. I wanted to design things — well, handbags, to be specific — but that was as far as my future was planned. I didn’t think I’d be selling other people’s bags, but that was how it ended up. I got pregnant with Rory in my last year of Art School. I had to feed a baby. I had no family to help me out. Fluffy dreams were replaced by practicality.
 
   After the discovery, I put my dream aside and went to work at Heather’s Hats And Bags, a tiny glass fronted shop in West Perth. Heather sold the most amazing hats, some designed by herself, some she imported. People used to stop in the street to look at her zany window displays. From one week to the next you never knew if the hats would be decked out like flying saucers or balanced on top of stuffed parrots or something. They were a talking point up and down Hay Street. And her collection of handbags was enough to make a grown woman drool. I did. Often.
 
   I loved working for Heather; she was like a second mother to me and, after Rory was born, she let me bring him to work. She set up a playpen and a cot out the back, so I wouldn’t have to pay for childcare. She let me start late and finish early to suit his nap times. She taught me how to order and who to order from. She let me borrow her collection of vintage hats for a promotion idea I came up with. It was fun.
 
   Then one morning — it was Rory’s second birthday — she arrived at the shop with a battered leather suitcase, a huge smile and a fox fur stole draped around her neck. She announced that the man she’d loved for forty years had returned and wanted her to run away with him. He was going to marry her and take her around the world. They were going to visit the exotic places they’d spoken of when they were twenty. He was hideously rich. Then, she said, if I could keep the shop afloat for six months, without her help, I could have it. I was practically family and she wanted to retire anyway. It was certainly a windfall I never expected. But that was how I came to be here. Not the grandest of starts but among the most interesting, I’ll bet.
 
   As the hands on the wall clock — a sunburst remnant from the seventies — click over onto nine, I dig in my bag for my phone and search my contacts for the doctor’s number. My knees are trembling, more than the day I found out I was pregnant. I dial and listen to the ring tone. Deep down, I already know what they’re going to say but I’m clutching to that sliver of hope.
 
   “Good morning, Dr. Jackson’s rooms. Maryanne speaking.”
 
   The receptionist sounds rather pushed for time. I tell her I’m after my test results.
 
   “One moment please.”
 
   I hear her shuffling papers and clicking keys on the computer.
 
   “Dr. Jackson wants to see you.”
 
   Shit. They never ask to see you if nothing’s wrong. It’s only when there’s a problem.
 
   I say nothing because, well, I can’t. My lips feel as if they’ve been welded to my teeth.
 
   “Are you there?” Maryanne asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I can make an appointment for you next week,” she adds, cool as a cucumber.
 
   Is. She. Kidding? 
 
   Suddenly, my voice remembers its job. In a really loud aggressive sort of way that’s not me. “No. I need it this week. TODAY.”
 
   “Doctor has no slots available today.”
 
   Clearly she’s dealt with a tone like mine before.
 
   “You have emergency slots.”
 
   Can’t she throw me a bone? It must be fairly obvious I’m becoming hysterical.
 
   She sighs. “Yes, but they’re for emergencies. I can do Monday, 9 a.m.”
 
   Now, I am hysterical. The emotion I believed wasn’t there, that I was hiding so well, comes bubbling to the surface.
 
   “So Breast Cancer isn’t an emergency? I’ve already waited a week for the results. I’m not waiting another week for her to confirm them. I could be bloody dead by then.”
 
   There’s a telling silence on the other end of the line. I think I may have made my point.
 
   “I can squeeze you in at eleven on Friday. Don’t be late.”
 
   Oh for fuck’s sake. She had to have the last word.
 
   I hang up and sit for a moment. My mind is racing but it’s racing in a spiral that’s getting tighter and tighter. It’s twisting my brain so hard I can’t think. The only thing that’s making sense is that I have cancer.
 
   I. Have. Cancer.
 
   It’s like the world has stopped. Everything is frozen in time. I look out the shop window. The cars have halted. People on the footpath are staring at the lights waiting for them to change but the traffic lights are larger than life icy poles. They flash green, no wait — red? — and instead of saying ‘WALK’ they’re flashing ‘YOU HAVE CANCER.’ That wakes the street up. A man winds down his car window and is shaking his fist at the lights and everyone else frowns at each other in confusion. Then, as if hit by the realisation, they turn and look through the window at me with a look of pity in their eyes.
 
   The shrill of the phone makes me jump.
 
   Jesus. I need to get a grip. That was some hallucination.
 
   I check the caller ID and, even though I know I’m not prepared for this, I take a steeling breath and press the answer button. 
 
   “Hi Mum.” 
 
   “Hello, darling. What’s new?”
 
   Mum lives in Melbourne. She’s lived there since she and Dad split up, shortly after I turned eighteen. For some reason, they both felt the need for a new start and moved to opposite ends of the country. A capital city with a population of two million wasn’t big enough for the both of them. Neither of them considered I might need them. Not that I did. I’ve always been independent. Mum said I was like that from the moment I could walk.
 
   I swallow. “Not much. Rory got a certificate at assembly. He’s doing well with his reading.” 
 
   “I can’t believe he’s at school already. Time flies.”
 
   “Sure does.”
 
   She talks for a few more minutes about the usual crap. I can’t get a word in but that’s nothing new. Mum could talk a used car salesman out of a job. Then she says, “And how’s things with you, honey?”
 
   I wonder if I should tell her. I mean, it’s not official; I shouldn’t panic her yet. “I went for a mammogram and ultrasound last week. They found something suspicious. I’m seeing the doctor on Friday for the results.”
 
   Bum. I hadn’t meant to blurt that out. I don’t even know why I did. It’s like I lost control of my mouth for a second.
 
   “Oh.” Rather large pause in the conversation. “Well, I wouldn’t worry. There’s no history of cancer of any kind in our family. The women have very lumpy breasts. It’s genetic. And nine out of ten scares turn out to be nothing.”
 
   This is not how I thought she’d be.
 
   “Yeah. Maybe.”
 
   “You’re still concerned?”
 
   “I guess so. The doctor doesn’t ask to see you if nothing is wrong.”
 
   “They do like to get their billable hours up though. He probably wants to see you to tell you it’s clear. I wouldn’t put it past him. You know they did that to Colin not long back. He was having terrible problems in the weeing department. Four visits it took for them to decide it was only a urinary tract infection. He was convinced he had prostate cancer.”
 
   “Mum.” I cut her short. Colin’s privates are not something I like to think about, even when they’re healthy.
 
   “The poor man,” she continues. “If it wasn’t bad enough that he had to get Viagra, then this. Works a treat now, though. He’s like a bull in bed.”
 
   “Muuum.”
 
   “And your cousin Debbie, well if that’s not a case for negligence, I don’t know what is. She went to get results of her pap smear and they told her nothing apart from the fact that she needed to lose a little weight.”
 
   “She does weigh a hundred and eighty kilos, Mum. The doctor most likely thought it was his duty to tell her.”
 
   “Beside the point.”
 
   “She can’t get out of a chair without a hoist.”
 
   Mum gives a little chuckle. “Look, I’d best be going. Colin and I have our Morris Dancing class in half an hour.”
 
   “White outfits and ribbons and bells, Morris Dancing? And wooden sticks and… and skipping?” I stifle a giggle. The picture being conjured of Colin and my mother skipping is priceless.
 
   “Colin happens to be very good.  And it’s wonderful exercise.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.”
 
   “Don’t be rude.”
 
   “Bye, Mum.”
 
   “Bye, darling. Do ring me and let me know as soon as you find out. And don’t worry. There’s no point worrying till you know for sure. It’ll only give you grey hair.”
 
   I hang up the phone. I guess she’s right. There’s no point in worrying until I know for sure. But there’s this little voice inside me. And it’s not singing ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   It’s eleven o’clock, Friday morning. Brendan has taken an hour off work. He and I are sitting in the waiting room at the doctor’s surgery and, surprise of surprises, she’s running late. In fact, the doctor is not even in the surgery. Maryanne, the receptionist, has informed me that she’s still doing house calls. Who does house calls in this day and age? If I’d known that was an option, I would have got her to come to me at work.
 
   “She shouldn’t be long,” Maryanne says. “She knows she has appointments.”
 
   We wait for another half an hour. By this time, the other not-so-sick people have given up and gone home and I’m beginning to wonder if this isn’t a ploy to get rid of unwanted patients. Doctor’s offices always seemed to be littered with people who don’t look ill. They have nothing better to do with their day. Well, I’m not one of them. And I’m not leaving until I have a diagnosis and a plan of action.
 
   Forty-five minutes. The doctor has called in to say she’s delayed but should be back within half an hour.
 
   “Would you like to reschedule?” the receptionist suggests, kindly. For some reason, or maybe because Brendan and I are the only fools left in the place, she’s decided to act like a human. I, on the other hand, am beginning to behave like a banshee.
 
   “Do I look like I want to reschedule?” I glare at her.
 
   “Um, no.”
 
   “I’ve waited this long and I’m not leaving till I see the doctor.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Glad we’re on the same page.” I give a loud huff and plonk back into the comfort of my vinyl-clad chair.
 
   Then I hear the sound of a car. I look out the window and see Dr. Jackson, keys and bag in hand, flicking the automatic lock on her Audi. She wanders towards the back of the building, taking in the new additions to her empire like she’s browsing in a gift shop. I want to scream ‘hurry up’ but Brendan has put his hand on my knee.  He knows what’s going on inside my head and is silently soothing me with his hand.
 
   “Won’t be long now,” he whispers.
 
   Another twenty minutes pass before the receptionist summons me. “Doctor will see you now.” 
 
   And as I walk down the hall to my fate, I can’t help but wonder what exactly Dr. Jackson has been doing, because if I go in there and smell freshly squirted perfume or see freshly applied lipstick, we won’t have to worry about cancer. I’ll be in jail for murder.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “So, what can I do for you today?”
 
   I stare at the doctor with what, I’m positive, must be an incredulous look on my face. In my lap Brendan’s hand is giving mine another squeeze. I breathe.
 
   “You asked to see me?  About the results of my tests?”
 
   Dr. Jackson pulls up my file. She clicks a few things, opens them up and scans.  “Gosh, it’s been a busy morning,” she says, by way of conversation.
 
   Like I care.
 
   She swivels on her chair. “So,” she says again. For a woman of her intelligence you’d think she’d be able to come up with another way to begin a sentence. “The ultrasound shows the possibility of a tumour but we’ll book you in for a biopsy to confirm it.”
 
   What? Has she been self-medicating?
 
   “I’ve already had a biopsy. I had it last week. The doctor didn’t give me enough anaesthetic and I could feel every minute of it.” I burst into tears, unsure if it’s the painfulness of the memory or because the doctor clearly has no idea what’s going on.
 
   She clicks another file. Her face is somewhat contrite.
 
   “Oh.” She leans closer to the computer, studying the report she’s found. She straightens and is silent for a second.
 
   “So the tests confirm Breast Cancer. I’m really sorry.” She stares at me like she’s waiting for a reaction but I think I’m out of reactions. I’ve used them up in the past week.
 
   In my lap, I feel Brendan’s hand, against mine. I know he’s giving it a sympathetic squeeze but I don’t feel a thing. It’s like my body is stuck inside a glass bubble and the world is on the outside.
 
   “The tumour is invasive but it’s in the early stages so that’s good,” the doctor continues.
 
   In my mind I’m thinking I should be crying, isn’t that what people do when they get bad news? Shouldn’t I feel something? But I don’t. It’s like I left my feelings in the waiting room. Instead, I do what I always do. I go full steam ahead into organisational mode.
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “I’ll refer you to a breast surgeon. Do you have any preferences?”
 
   “Sorry, I left the list of cancer professionals I carry, in case of emergency, at home.”
 
   She frowns at me. Maybe sarcasm isn’t her thing.
 
   I try the blunt approach. “I don’t have a preference. I’ve never had cancer before. I want the best. I have private health insurance.”
 
   “Splendid. I’ll refer you to Dr. Downer then. She’s highly regarded. She can discuss your options with you.”
 
   I look at her. It’s like I’m underwater and though I know I should understand, I have no idea what she’s talking about because the words are swirling around in front of me.
 
   “Options? But it’s not bad. You said ‘early stages’, didn’t you?”
 
   “I did. But the breast surgeon will discuss that with you.”
 
   “And when will that be?”
 
   “When you make the appointment.”
 
   If she’s deliberately being obtuse and trying to rile me up, it’s working. All of a sudden, I feel quite tingly round the tear duct area. I look to Brendan, who is supposed to be supporting me, but he looks more stunned than I feel. Seriously, what’s the use of having him around if he’s not going to join the conversation? He’d better be taking mental notes, because I have no idea what’s going on.
 
   At last, the doctor does something sensible. Her face softens and she begins to see that this is not an everyday occurrence. It’s not like I’m pregnant or anything. I’m not in shock for a good reason.
 
   “Would you like me to ring through for you? Tee up an appointment?”
 
   I nod. “Please.”
 
   And so it’s set.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   On the way home — I can’t face the shop now — Brendan is very quiet. His normally olive skin has taken on an ashen sort of pallor and he’s gripping the steering wheel like he’s frightened it might detach itself from the car and roll off down the street. Then, he does something completely uncharacteristic. He pulls into Red Rooster and turns off the car. Surely he’s not thinking about chicken burgers at a time like this?
 
   “I’m starving. Do you want something?”
 
   He is.
 
   “No. Yes. Oh, whatever. I have to ring Lani. Tell her to look after things for a few days.” I can’t make decisions about burgers.
 
   Brendan gets out of the car and heads into the shop. He really is buying lunch. I thought, for some strange reason, he was trying to make a joke. We both know he hates fast food. Then again, he could be doing an ostrich. You know, sticking his head in the sand? Hoping the lump in my breast will magically be gone when he comes back with his chips and Fanta.
 
   I open my bag and pull out my phone, dialling the shop.
 
   “Good afternoon, Heather’s Hats and Bags. Lani speaking.” Lani sounds cheery and it gives me a bit of a boost.
 
   “Lan. It’s me.”
 
   “Soph. How’d it go?”
 
   “I have…” My voice cracks and I gulp, trying to form the words. Words that suddenly seem so inadequate in describing the emotions rushing through me. “I have Breast Cancer.”
 
   Silence. Then, “Shit.”
 
   “Double shit, actually. Look, I’m not coming in for a couple of days. I need to get my head around this. I need to figure out how to tell Rory and Mum and well, everyone.  Plus, I’ve got to see the specialist and find out what happens now.” The words are muffled. I can hardly talk but I’m keeping it together. Now, I understand about people being on autopilot when tragedy strikes. That’s me.
 
   “Oh Soph, I’m so sorry.”
 
   I don’t suppose there’s much else she can say. I mean, what do you say in a situation like this without sounding patronising or fake?
 
   “Don’t worry about the shop,” she continues. “I’ll look after everything. And Carly will be in tomorrow for her usual Saturday shift. We’ll sort it. Do you want me to tell her?”
 
   I pause for a moment. “If you don’t mind.”
 
   “My pleasure. Shit. I didn’t mean it like that. I have such verbal dementia sometimes. You know what I meant. Oh shit. I’m sorry, Soph.”
 
   “Yeah. I know. I’ll talk to you in a couple of days.”
 
   “Sure. Hugs.” She hangs up the phone.
 
   I sit staring out the window at the railing flanking walkway of the shop. The surface looks fine but the white paint has begun to bubble. A bit like me. I look fine on the surface. Hell. I feel fine, exactly the same, not sick at all. So how can I have cancer? Shouldn’t I look ill or feel ill or something?
 
   Then I see Brendan. He’s emerged from Red Rooster with a carrier bag stuffed with food in one hand and two of the biggest drinks they serve in the other. The door is swinging closed behind him and he stops to check his purchases. Clearly, at a time like this, comfort eating is what’s going to get us both through. He looks up and sees me. His face turns an even deathlier shade of white. He’s staring at me as if I’m already dead and tears are pouring down his face.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It’s now one o’clock, Friday afternoon. Brendan and I have finished our chicken — well, he’s finished his. I don’t have much of an appetite so I feed mine to Grover, our dog — much to Brendan’s disgust and Grover’s delight. Now we’re sitting staring at the TV under the guise of watching the news. Neither of us has said a word for the past twenty minutes, not even when Grover stuck his head inside the takeaway bag and began to lick the remains of the mayonnaise from the burger cartons. It’s okay, I guess. We’re both trying to digest.
 
   Then, as if he’s hit on a cure, Brendan leaps from his end of the couch. I haven’t seen him this excited since he won third division in lotto. Which turned out to only be worth forty-seven dollars.
 
   “That TV’s a heap of shit. Let’s go shopping.”
 
   At a time like this? I can hardly remember what day it is, let alone have the presence of mind to be able to barter on the price of electrical goods. And Brendan will never buy anything unless bargaining is involved. I think he inherited some sort of flea market gene.
 
   He grabs me by the hand, shoves my handbag into the other and drags me towards the front door.
 
   “But…”
 
   It’s pointless arguing. Within seconds he has me buckled into the passenger side of the Mercedes.
 
   As we zoom up the freeway to Osborne Park — breaking a number of speed limits and traffic laws in the process — I turn to him and ask, “Is there any need to drive quite this fast? I’d like to make it to my thirtieth birthday if possible.”
 
   “Don’t be sarcastic, Sophie,” he says, but he slows the pace to one where I can actually make out the shapes of the trees as we whizz by.
 
   “Why the sudden urge to buy a TV, anyway?” I question him.
 
   “Digital TV has been phased in for ages now. We need to upgrade for better viewing quality.” He says this as if digital TV is akin to the zombie apocalypse and we’re getting our bunker organised. I don’t like to mention that he rarely watches TV. He detests most TV apart from the sport show and the one where people buy storage containers at auction, then spend the rest of the show lamenting that they’re filled with rubbish and worth completely nothing.
 
   “But we don’t have to have a new TV today. The old one works perfectly well with the set top box you hooked up to it.”
 
   “Well, I want one and if I want to spend some of the money I work so bloody hard to earn on a new TV, I will.”
 
   His eyes haven’t left the road but I’m getting the message. This is not about TVs. This is about retail therapy. Man style.
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   We arrive at the car park of the furniture and electrical megastore. They appear to be having some type of end-of-something sale and while Brendan is perusing the bargains strung above us on huge balloons, an elderly lady in a smart car pulls into the one and only vacant spot in the place, totally disregarding that Brendan had his indicator on to turn into it himself. A string of expletives fly in her direction, which I’m fairly positive she can’t hear. Smart cars probably have smart soundproof windows, too.
 
   “Holy fuck,” he mutters, his palm slapping the steering wheel in frustration.
 
   “How about if I park the car and you go inside?” I suggest.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yep. I’ll meet you in the TV department.” Heaven forbid, those swanky, high definition, 3D, wifi, internet ready TVs might be sold before he gets there if I don’t.
 
   Brendan smiles and leans over to kiss my cheek. “Thanks, babe. You’re an angel.”
 
   As I arrive at his side, having safely navigated the car into a now empty spot next to the smart car lady, I discover it was a mistake leaving Brendan alone for ten minutes in the shop we call ‘man heaven’. Brendan has decided a new TV, with remote swivel function so it can be seen from anywhere in the room, is not the only electrical item we need. Apparently, we also need a new computer with retina display, a DVD recorder, a set of waterproof speakers for listening to music in the spa and a remote control helicopter that can be controlled via the bluetooth on one’s phone. I don’t need to ask if that’s a gift for Rory. I know it’s not.
 
   “So you chose a TV?” I ask, thinking he may have forgotten his original intention.
 
   “Yep. One of those ones that’s like a computer. You can surf the net on it.”
 
   Of course. I don’t dare remind him he bought a new Mac for surfing the net.
 
   Brendan hands his credit card to the salesperson. He’s even managed to negotiate a bargain price before my arrival so I can only hazard a guess at how much this short shopping trip has cost.
 
   “What?” he says, obviously noticing my dismay when I see the total on the screen.
 
   “Nothing. Are you positive we need this stuff?”
 
   Again, I get the look, the one that says I’m a raving lunatic for considering such a possibility.
 
   “Will we be home in an hour?” he asks, ignoring my question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, the delivery van is arriving in an hour.”
 
   For once I don’t need to look surprised. Of course, delivery is essential. There’s no way we can fit his purchases into the Mercedes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   So, it’s real. I officially have Breast Cancer — an Invasive Ductal Carcinoma to be exact. Which is fine. I can cope with that. I can organise hospital stays and trips to surgeons and babysitters. I can ring around the suppliers and instruct them that under no circumstances are they to sell anything to Lani while I’m gone. But what about everyone else? How will they cope with this news? I hope they don’t fall to pieces. I’ve no idea how I’ll cope if there’s crying.
 
   I don’t need to worry about Brendan, of course. He’s managing quite well since the delivery van arrived. He has so many new gadgets to program and learn how to run, he doesn’t have time to be upset. And it’s nice to see him occupied. When he’s not, he’s giving me a new kind of look. I haven’t fathomed what it means yet, and I daren’t ask, but at least I know he’s getting along okay. Well, he will be after he figures out how to surf the net from the new TV.
 
    But what about Rory? What about Mum? And Dad? I have to break this news to the rest of my family. I toss ideas about in my head for ages, pacing the length of the family room. Back and forth, back and forth. I pace for so long, I think I’ve actually worn a groove in the floorboards. And the only thing I come up with, apart from moving to another country and ignoring it, is to bite the bullet. I’m just going to have to tell them straight up. They have to know. But I don’t want to hurt them. I don’t want to cause them pain.
 
   First up is Mum.
 
   “Hi Mum.”
 
   “Hello sweetheart. To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   She’s obviously forgotten she asked me to ring. “I’m calling to let you know. I, um, I got the results. It’s cancer.”
 
   “Oh, Sophie. Are you sure?”
 
   “Yep. Invasive Ductal Carcinoma. Early stage. I’m booked in to see the breast surgeon next week. I’ll know more then.”
 
   “Will you be okay till then? You don’t want me to come and stay with you?”
 
   The only thing worse than having cancer would be my mother coming to stay for an indefinite period. The last time she did, we came to blows over the pearl encrusted g-string and bra she’d left to dry on the shower rail after hand-washing them in the basin. The same basin I clean my teeth in.
 
   “I’ll be fine, Mum. Honestly. And what can you do? It’s only a doctor’s appointment. Brendan will come with me.”
 
   Mum gives a sort of a snort. She doesn’t like Brendan that much.
 
   “Make sure you ring me as soon as you know what’s happening, then. What time’s the appointment?”
 
   “It’s at eleven. Look, I have to go. I have to pick Rory up.”
 
   “We’ll speak next week then. Love you.”
 
   “You too, Mum. Bye.”
 
   I hang up. A wave of something like relief rushes through me. Maybe it’s because I’ve admitted I have cancer. Then again, I could simply be happy to have averted a visit from my mother.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   By three-thirty, I’m standing at the gate with the other mothers waiting for our children. Rory’s school is in a good area and the mothers are always dressed like they’re off to a fashion parade, even if they’re in gym gear. Apart from Angela, Melinda and I, none of them have ever worked, that I know of. The only occupation they have is gossiping. Or fundraising for little African children who need limbs.
 
   As the mothers chatter on, I look up into the canopy of the huge oak tree above us.  I’m feeling okay about the whole cancer thing now. It’s not like there’s anything I could have done, is there? I mean, I didn’t give myself cancer. Did I?
 
   I zone out for a bit wondering if it was something I did that caused this to happen. I know I don’t exercise enough but surely that didn’t give it to me? And I know I like a glass of wine but if the doctor says it’s the root of my problem, I’ll give it up. I eat reasonably well. Apart from my chocolate addiction. I have friends and a family. My city is not filled with cancer inducing fumes and I don’t smoke. So, why me? I’ve no idea what I did to deserve this. The only thing I do know is, moping won’t make it go away. So basically, I have to forget that idea, right now.
 
   Pulling my phone from my pocket, I decide to give Melinda a call. She’s only on the school run two days a week — the au pair does the others — so there’s little possibility she’ll be here this afternoon. I want to tell her what’s happened because out of everyone I know, she’s the one who’ll understand. Melinda’s reaction the other Saturday was most likely based on the fact that her mother and sister both had Breast Cancer, but hey, they survived, they’re still here. And right now, I could do with her support. I dial her number and wait. It goes straight to voicemail and I don’t like that it does because, in Melinda’s case, it means she’s avoiding me. Calls never go to voicemail on her phone.  She could be having a Pap smear and she’d still answer my call. I send her a text asking her to ring me. There’s no reply.
 
   “What’s up?” Angela asks.
 
   “I’m trying to ring Melinda. She’s not answering.”
 
   “That’s unusual. She’d answer her phone if she was in the middle of fellatio.”
 
   Exactly. But giving her the benefit of the doubt, I slip my phone into my pocket and join the conversation.
 
    Next to me, one of the mums, Jodie, is regaling the group with a list of the inadequacies in her nanny. She’s going on and on and on. I really couldn’t give a toss.  There are more important things to worry about, though I guess if you’ve nothing else, such things tend to become a little bit important.
 
   “So, I bought the triplets’ entire new season wardrobes from Pumpkin Patch and what does that retard do?” She waits expectantly for us to guess. Her eyebrows have risen into her hairline and she’s glaring at me like I was the one who did whatever it was. She’s clearly distressed about this state of affairs but then Jodie gets riled about anything.
 
   “I don’t know,” Angela answers. “What did she do?”
 
   “She washed them together on a bloody hot wash. Turned the every single piece either pink or shrunken to the size only a Barbie could wear. I mean, honestly.”
 
   “What did you do?” I ask, if only to shut her up.
 
   “I had to sack her, of course. Last week she burnt holes in their undies while attempting to iron them. I wouldn’t even have known if I hadn’t spotted Augustus running commando round the back yard. Who irons undies? I’m positive she was doing it to piss me off because I asked her to clean the toilet.”
 
   “How dreadful,” Angela says, rather mockingly. “Have you gotten a new nanny yet?”
 
   “Monday. She’s Mormon. They’re meant to be great with kids and they have no life so I’m hoping she won’t be as hopeless as the other four. At least she’ll stay home. Seriously, how these girls can advertise themselves as nannies is beyond me. One of them practically drank the wine cellar dry. If this one’s no good, I have no idea what I’ll do.”
 
   And that’s when I snap. It’s not like I have any connection to the Mormon faith or any reason to be offended but Jodie’s behaving like a cow. Some of these women are way too entitled.
 
   “Gosh,” I say, “it might mean you have to do your own laundry.”
 
   Jodie freezes. “What exactly are you trying to say?”
 
   “Um, that there are more important things in life than finding a nanny who can wash clothes. Maybe if you weren’t so horrid to them, they wouldn’t be nervous and keep stuffing up.” 
 
   “And you’re so perfect, I suppose?”
 
   “Of course I’m not. I’m just saying…”
 
   She puts her hand up in my face, turning her head away like she’s five. I’m fully expecting her to stick her fingers in her ears and begin to sing. No wonder her eldest is such a brat. It’s clearly genetic.
 
   “I don’t think—” Angela interrupts.
 
   “Oh shut up,” Jodie screams. “You’re life isn’t so perfect, either. The whole city knows Jeff’s bonking that skinny little secretary of his.”
 
   Now, I do crack. “Enough! Stop it. I have Breast Cancer and that’s a teeny bit more important that who’s bonking who.”
 
   They stop fighting and stare at me like the cancer is growing on my face. Jodie goes limp, as if I’ve physically knocked the stuffing out of her. She bursts into fits of tears. “Why didn’t you say something? There I was harping on like a diva and you’re dying. I’m so sorry.”
 
    I try to be flippant. “We don’t know if I’m dying yet. Look at it this way, it’s a good way to drop a couple of kilos.”
 
   “Oh my God, don’t be ridiculous. Go for a jog if you want to lose weight.”
 
   “I was joking, Jodie. I don’t advocate amputating body parts as a form of weight loss.”
 
   Jodie flushes with embarrassment.
 
   Angela’s face is filled with sorrow. Or pity. “The feeling you had was right then.”
 
   “Yep. I have a surgeon’s appointment next week.”
 
   “Are you still keen to have it off?”
 
   “Not sure. Guess I’ll have to see how bad it is before I decide.”
 
   Jodie has rallied. She’s blown her nose and is stuffing the tissue into her handbag. “Well, if you do decide to get fake ones, I know the most spectacular plastic surgeon.  The work he did on my sister was unbelievable. Her boobs look like she’s nineteen. Unfortunately, her face still looks forty-three.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh. Jodie’s a bitch sometimes but she’s also a bit of a crack up. She doesn’t see the problem in calling a spade a spade. And she likes to get what she pays for.
 
   The bell rings and within minutes the playground is heaving with hundreds of kids under the age of eight. I’d hate to be a teacher. Being a parent is hard enough. I look to the door and see Rory running towards me, his blue school shirt is flapping and his grey school shorts are sporting some type of grass injury.
 
   “Hey Mum.” He stops in front of us and I bend down to kiss him.
 
   “Hey sport. You ready to go? Got your homework?”
 
   “Yep. Miss Reynolds put a note in my diary for you, too.”
 
   “Have you been naughty?”
 
   “Nah. Oliver pushed me over and I scraped my elbows. He made me get grass all over my new shorts, too. He said I was hogging the ball but I wasn’t. He always hogs it.” He lifts his elbows for me to inspect the damage and suddenly I feel overcome with motherly protective instincts. That Oliver is a bully.
 
   “I’ll pop in and see Miss Reynolds.”
 
   “Mum. No. It’s fine. She said it’s fine.”
 
   I look at Rory and decide to leave it be. If he says it’s fine, then it is.  I only hope he reacts this well when I break the news.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After dinner, I sit Rory down on the couch. “I need to have a talk with you,” I say.
 
   “Is this about my shorts?”
 
   “No. I don’t care about your shorts.”
 
   Rory looks at me quizzically. He knows something is up because I’m always on about looking after his school uniform, being proud of it.
 
   I pull him over to sit on my knee. Even though he’s getting to be a big boy, he still loves a cuddle and I could do with one.
 
   “Mummy’s sick, Rory. When I said I was going to the dentist the other day, I really went to the doctor. I have Breast Cancer.”
 
   Rory’s deep pink lips begin to wobble. Two crystals of tears form in the corner of his eyes. “Are you going to die? Like Julia’s dad?”
 
   Julia Long was a child in Rory’s class whose father suffered from a particularly aggressive form of bowel cancer the previous year. The children had seen him at school during the various stages of his illness and appeared to take it in their stride. But this is different. This is my son.
 
   “No. I have to go to a special doctor next week. She’s going to help me get better.”
 
   “Can I come?”
 
   “Not this time but I’ll write everything down, so I can explain it to you when I get home.”
 
   Rory seems okay with this. He’s like me. He likes to know where he stands. “Will your hair fall out and grow back curly?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Will you have to go to hospital?”
 
   “Yes. But Brendan will look after you and it won’t be for long. You can visit me every day after school.”
 
   Now he pouts. Rory and I are rarely apart. Having lived alone together until Brendan came along, we have strong mother-son bond. I think even Brendan gets jealous of it sometimes.
 
    “It’d probably be better if I don’t go to school,” he says. “Then I can stay with you and hold your hand. You might get lonely without me.”
 
   “Nice try, buster. But you’re going to school.”
 
   “But not when you have the operation.”
 
   I concede that much. “You can have one day off, then.”
 
   He jumps down from the couch, accepting of his fate. “Okay. Can we have ice cream now?”
 
   I take him into the kitchen and as I’m getting the ice cream from the fridge, he’s getting two bowls from the drawer. He’s telling me about the spelling test he did this morning. I can’t fathom that he’s processed this so quickly but he doesn’t appear worried. Shouldn’t he be crying? I bite on my lip and push back a tear myself. I have to be strong for him. I have to show him I can fight it. I can’t die and leave my little boy alone. Nobody else knows exactly how to put the topping on the ice cream the way he likes it. I scoop one heaped spoonful of ice cream into his bowl and one into mine and as I’m reaching for the Ice Magic, his hand takes mine. It’s warm and comforting and I know he loves me.
 
   “Don’t worry, Mum,” he says.  “Everything will be okay.”
 
   And that’s when I lose it for real.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The next week, I’m back at the shop. I’ve had my appointment with the specialist. Even after she informed me that the lump is bigger than they first believed and I’ll have to have a mastectomy and follow it up with chemotherapy, I manage to hold my end up. I don’t collapse in a blubbering heap. I merely accept that it’s one of those life things. You get on with it. And I have a lot to do between now and when I go to hospital in a week. Everything has to run smoothly while I’m away or I’ll have a breakdown. That would be worse than cancer.
 
   As I walk in the door, Lani greets me with a barrage of messages. Everyone right down to the postman wants to know how my appointment went. It’s comforting to be surrounded by such concern at a time like this. I haven’t had this much attention since I broke my ankle doing my square dancing badge at Brownies when I was nine, not that it’s the type of attention one craves. I’d rather be noticed for my ability to cook up a storm or warble out a tune like Rihanna, but I can do neither of those, so I’ll take these little slices of love and store them for later.
 
   “There’s a message from Melinda, too.” Lani hands me a scrap of paper. “Call me dim but I have no idea what she was on about.”
 
   Having not been able to reach my friend during the week, I ended up leaving her a voice message, telling her about my diagnosis. I expected she’d be straight on the phone after that, but this is the first I’ve heard of her. According to Angela, people act weirdly when faced with the realisation that we’re mortal and will, therefore, die. Personally, I don’t see it as an excuse.
 
   I begin to read.
 
   My prayers go out to you and your family. You are a strong woman and you’ll fight this beast head on. When my mother had BC the doctor advised her to eat lots of carrots. The beta-carotene helps. Massage is good after surgery.
 
   I read the message again.
 
   Where’s the ‘Ohmigod’, the ‘I’m on my way with wine’? Why isn’t she asking me if there’s anything she can do? Who is this unfeeling troll?
 
    “Are you sure you copied this down correctly?” A further squint at the missive does not bring any changes to its content.
 
   Lani nods. “I read it back to her because I couldn’t believe that was what she wanted to say. It was so weird. What’s with the beta-carotene thing? Did you do something to piss her off?”
 
   I could wrack my brains for hours and I know I’d never come up with anything.  Melinda and I never fight. In fact, over the years, if there were a toss up as to who had the right to get pissed off, it would probably be me. Melinda’s notorious for being late and cancelling last minute. And her excuses are no less than lame. Still, because she’s my friend I’ve accepted it as a quirk of her personality and let it slide.
 
   Maybe this is her way of getting back at me because I didn’t get along with the guy she was seeing? I know I said he was needy but she asked for my honest opinion. And he was. He waited ten minutes for her outside a public toilet at the market, pretending to scan the pictures on his phone. The market was practically empty. It wasn’t like she wouldn’t have been able to find him. He followed her around the house like a puppy and showered four times a day when we went on a couples weekend. Not to mention the industrial quantities of Listerine he gargled after every meal. Even Brendan, Mr Germs-Are-My-Enemy, was freaked out.
 
   Surely, it’s not because I reminded her of that.
 
   “And this was everything she said?” I ask again.
 
   “Word for word.”
 
   Shaking my head, I screw up the piece of paper and toss it towards the bin. It hits the rim and bounces onto the floor. Well, isn’t that the story of my day. I suppose I’ll try to catch Melinda later on, when Rory’s in bed. There has to be some reason for her strange message.
 
   “So when do you go to hospital?” Lani asks, walking back to where she’s been changing the display window. She’s setting up a vintage hat and handbag display, with a bunch of old stock she found floating around in the back room. We’re hoping to draw in a younger crowd. Retro is cool in Perth. Cute vintage shops are springing up right down Hay Street and we need to get on the bandwagon. So Lani says. I’m not denying it. Lani’s good at recognising a trend, despite following none. She’s like a trend unto herself.
 
   “Next week. And we have a tonne to do to get organised before then. I’ll be out of action for about a fortnight but if everything’s done it should be plain sailing while I’m away. The hospital stay is only a couple of days and I’ll recuperate at home. I might come in a couple of hours a day until I get back on my feet. I can’t leave you stranded.”
 
   “I’ll be right. Carly’s on Uni holidays. She doesn’t mind doing an extra shift if we need her. We talked about it the other day.”
 
   I nod, pleased that Lani is showing initiative that doesn’t involve wasting money. “I’ll give her a ring, then. Put the wheels in motion, at least for the fortnight I’ll definitely be out of action.”
 
   “So after the surgery, it’s chemo?” Lani asks, as she stands back to admire her handiwork.
 
   “I guess. The doctor said I should start a few weeks after. So that’ll be in a month or so. It’ll mean bi-weekly trips to the clinic but I should be right to come to work the day after each treatment.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that. I can take care of things. The most important thing is for you to be well.”
 
   “I think I’d like to be here if I can. Lots of people work during chemotherapy. I want to carry on as normally as possible. This doesn’t have to disrupt our entire life.”
 
   I think she understands.
 
   “Play it by ear then. Who knows how you’re going to feel.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “What about the boys? How’re they coping with this? Do you need me to take charge while you’re in hospital?”
 
   I try not to laugh because I know Lani’s joking this time. Brendan would blow a gasket if she were let loose in our house. He goes into convulsions if the cushions are fluffed the wrong way.
 
   “I think they’ll cope.”
 
   “Rory’s taking it okay?”
 
   “He seems to be. Every now and then he runs up for a cuddle out of the blue. Apart from that, he’s behaving the way he always does. I’m prepared for things to change when I start treatment, though. I’ll look a lot different. It’ll have to affect him in some way.”
 
   “And Brendan?” Lani knows about Brendan’s sudden penchant for retail therapy. During the last week he’s added a new winter wardrobe and the wardrobe to put it in, to his list of purchases.
 
   “He came home with a kayak last night. A two thousand dollar kayak.”
 
   “What the hell does Brendan need a kayak for?”
 
   “To kayak up and down the Swan River. He’s wanted one for ages. Or so he says.”
 
   “And when does he propose to use it? He’s never home now.”
 
   “Every night after work. Rory and I had to go with him last night. He made me take photos while he posed in the bloody thing. Then we watched him paddle up and down in front of us for ten minutes. I thought I was going to die of boredom until he fell in the water as he was trying to navigate his way between two windsurfers. Of course, Rory and I got a talking to for giggling but we couldn’t help it. He had a piece of seaweed stuck to the back of his head when he came up out of the water. It looked like Billy Ray Cyrus’s mullet. ”
 
   “Wish I’d seen that. I could do with a laugh.”
 
   At that point, the door opens and the delivery guy comes in. He walks towards me and sits a parcel on the counter while he gets out his electronic clipboard.
 
   “Sophie Molloy?”
 
   I look him up and down. Is he serious? You’d think he’d know which of us is Sophie by now, seeing as he’s in here at least once a week delivering things Lani has bought on eBay. The latest purchase was a box set Harold Robbins novels that looked as if they hadn’t been opened since they were written in the 80’s.
 
   “Yeeees.” I regard the package with suspicion. “Lani, you didn’t order anything did you?”
 
   “Nope. Well, not for you.”
 
   I sign on the tiny screen, completely bemused by what is in the package and where it came from. “Thanks,” I say and hand it back to the guy who turns and leaves.
 
   Lani comes over to the counter. “What is it?”
 
   “How would I know?” There’s no return address on the back.  It’s quite puzzling.
 
   We stare at the package for a second or two longer before Lani has a revelation. “How about you open it? Then we’ll know what it is.”
 
   “Good idea, Sherlock.”
 
   The plastic envelope is not easily undone. As with most items from Australia Post, the wrapping is designed to make you suffer in anticipation for longer than necessary. They say it’s for safety in transit but I think it’s a ploy. I haven’t figured out what for yet but I will one day. Maybe when I’m in hospital. I’ll have a lot of time to think there.
 
   At last, with the benefit of scissors, which are far more useful than teeth as a cutting implement, I slide the parcel from the plastic bag. A note is taped to the outside. It’s from Mum. I can’t believe it. She hasn’t sent me a care package since I was nineteen but she feels I might need a little TLC in her absence. It’s sweet that she’d think to do it now. Gosh, I love her.
 
   I rip the paper — appropriately adorned with pink Breast Cancer ribbons — open. Inside I find a pair of Breast Cancer bed socks, a scented lavender candle (for relaxation), a book about surviving cancer by Olivia Newton John, a Kylie Minogue CD (it takes me a minute to connect the dots — Kylie had Breast Cancer too) and the first season of the TV show, The Big C. Apparently Mum decided it was a better choice than a kilo of Cadbury. Chocolate has formerly been linked to cancer, which could explain everything, or so the note says. There’s also a pink smock thing with buttons up the front for ‘ease of access’. It looks like something an effeminate French painter would wear, if he was in drag. Or maybe a blind elderly person. No seeing person would be seen dead in it. I’m apparently to wear it after my surgery.
 
   “It’s hideous,” I say to Lani, as I read the tag that describes it as a thoughtful and practical gift for the Breast Cancer patient.
 
   Lani’s lips are pressed together. “Well. You can’t say Denise’s not thoughtful.”
 
   I put the shirt aside and hold up the socks. They’re fuzzy and look more like something you’d wash pots with than wear to bed. I can never be seen wearing both these garments at once. I’ll look like a walking advertisement for Breast Cancer apparel. Or a big pink marshmallow.
 
   “I’d rather have had the chocolate,” I say.
 
   “You eat way too much chocolate.”
 
   “That’s why I’m so perky.”
 
   Lani picks up the book and flicks through, stopping at a list of some sort. “You should read this. It might give you some inspiration.”
 
   “To what? Take up singing?”
 
   “You know what I mean. Anyway, I’ve heard you sing. You suck.”
 
   She won’t be getting any argument from me. I take the book from her and turn to the blurb. I suppose it could make good reading in hospital, even if sitting up in bed with it makes me appear like one of those desperate women who’ll do anything for a cure. I’m not searching for some miracle, especially at the hands of a celebrity author. My approach to this disease is entirely my own — act normal, do what the doctors tell me and get it over and done with.
 
   Putting the book with the other things, I get out my phone and send Mum a text to thank her. She means well and it’s her way of helping, even if I don’t like to be helped that much.
 
   With the package safely stowed, Lani and I go back to our work. A few customers come in and we make a couple of sales — it seems that even though her window display isn’t finished, Lani’s on the right track. They’re young girls with vibrant eclectic style and they want to know when the next shipment of stuff is arriving and if we’ll be adding clothing to the range. All in all, apart from having cancer, it’s a good day.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Later that night, I’m sitting on the sofa, with a glass of red in one hand, a pen in the other and a pad on my lap. Rory is sleeping over at Angela’s and I’m making a list of things that need to be done. The list goes something like this.
 
    
 
   1. Plan funeral
 
   2. Update will and guardianship of Rory.
 
   3. Get full body wax, manicure, pedicure.
 
   4. Hairdresser. Remove regrowth.
 
   5. Pyjamas. Stylish overnight bag. Matching toiletry bag? Lani?
 
   6. Good supply of …
 
    
 
   Then, as I’m writing number six, I begin to panic. In six days, I’ll be in hospital. When I come home I’ll only have one breast. I’ll be lopsided. How will that work for wearing clothes? There’ll be a whole wardrobe of clothes in my room that are instantly unsuitable because I’ll no longer have a cleavage.  I won’t be able to wear any of my bras because I’ll only have one boob and that one boob will be swinging low because it’s not as pert as it was when I was twenty. Gravity and breastfeeding have definitely taken a toll.
 
   I sit for a minute contemplating this notion. I know I’m being silly. At my appointment, the Breast Care Nurse explained about prostheses. She even got out a selection of bras to show me that I can still wear pretty things. It was when she got out an actual prosthesis and proceeded to tell me about fittings and sizes that Brendan felt the sudden urge to re-caffeinate. I can’t blame him. Girl talk isn’t for everyone.
 
   I start to cry. Big fat tears plop into my wine and I decide to drain it for fear the rest will be ruined. I thought I was over this. I thought I was handling myself so well. I put down my wine glass and race to the kitchen to search for any fundraising chocolates I may not have eaten earlier on. In a frenzy of sniffles, I pull out drawers and clear shelves. Then, resigned to the fact that my sadness is not going to be resolved with M&Ms, I give up and go back to the couch. It’s not the cancer that’s making me act this way and it’s not the fact that I’ll only have one boob by this time next week. It’s the fact that I’m so vain. And I never knew until now. Have I been this shallow for my whole life and not even known?
 
   I make a call to Lani.
 
   “Am I shallow?”
 
   “What?” She lets out a big grunt. I hear a scuffling sort of sound.
 
   “Am I shallow? Do I think too much about my looks and myself?”
 
   Now I can hear the sound of traffic. What is she doing?
 
   “That’s better.”
 
   “Where are you?” I ask.
 
   “Until thirty seconds ago, I was in the middle of a Bikram Yoga class. Damn, but it’s cold out here.”
 
   “Where are you now?” 
 
   “Standing on the corner of Vincent and Fitzgerald Streets.”
 
   Hence, the traffic noise.
 
   “So, what makes you think you’re shallow?” Lani asks.
 
   “I was making a list of things—”
 
   There’s a groan on the other end of the phone.
 
   “Shush. I was making a list and I started thinking about next week.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I discovered I don’t care about having cancer but I totally care about only having one boob. I’ll look like a loser. And none of my tops will fit.”
 
   Lani’s end of the phone is quiet. “They’re going to chop a bit of your body off, Soph. I think you have a right to be a little bit precious about it.”
 
   “But I’m vain. I’ve spent the last hour obsessing about how I’ll look with one boob and no hair. I don’t want to look like a cancer patient. I want to look like me.”
 
   “Are you worried that you’ll be less of a woman?”
 
   I snort at that. “Don’t be ridiculous. They could cut them both off, and I wouldn’t give a fig. I’d still be a woman. I just don’t want to be a lopsided one.”
 
   “We can go shopping when you feel better. Buy a couple of new outfits. That should cheer you up.”
 
   “I’ll look like a cancer patient.”
 
   There’s a funny whooshing sound on the other end of the phone. It’s drowning out Lani’s response.
 
   “What’s that noise?” I ask.
 
   “I’m jumping.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I came from inside a forty-three degree, heated room. It’s only twelve out here and I’m wearing a sweaty singlet. I’m cold.”
 
   Of course. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Thanks for listening to my rant. I feel better now.”
 
   “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   I hang up and go back to my list. Lani has a way of making me feel better. I know I can be a drama queen sometimes and she lets me vent.  That’s what friends are for.
 
   About an hour later, Brendan arrives home late from squash to find me surfing the net on the new TV. Having located the last stash of chocolates — which I’d hidden so well even I couldn’t find them in the first search — I’ve demolished the lot, washing them down with a bottle of red. I’m feeling a little bit tipsy. Or it could be a sugar rush.
 
   Raising his eyebrows at the coffee table, which is littered with wrappers and bearing a couple of wine rings, Brendan screws the papers into a tight ball and takes them and the empty bottle to the kitchen. He returns with a sponge, which he uses to wipe the table before returning it to its plastic bowl under the kitchen sink.
 
   “Are you drunk?” he asks, returning to the room.
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Is that wise?”
 
   “Probably not. I’ll have a massive hangover in the morning.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I realise that.”
 
   I glare at him. Since the first traumatic days of my diagnosis, Brendan appears to have returned to his old self. Yes, he’s sporting a lot of new ties and at odd moments, I catch him studying me with a sad look on his face, but I think he’s trying to support me as best he can by acting as normally as he can. Which would of course, include chastising me for drinking too much and making a mess on his coffee table.
 
   He bends over the back of the sofa, kissing the crown of my head. His hand lingers for a tender moment making me remember why I love him. “What’re you doing?”
 
   “Shopping for hospital. I need pyjamas.”
 
   “Why? You’re only going to be there two days. And you don’t wear pyjamas.”
 
   Well, that’s true but it’s not entirely the point.
 
   “I know, but it’s a public place. I can’t prance around in my knickers.”
 
   Brendan raises his eyebrows. I think he likes the idea.
 
   “People will see me.” 
 
   “I don’t see a problem.”
 
   I pick up a cushion and hit him with it.
 
   He walks around the sofa and flops down beside me. His body is clammy from his game of squash and his hair is standing in jagged spikes on top of his head. Somehow, he still manages to look devastatingly handsome. I never look good after a visit to the gym. I usually resemble a beetroot.
 
   “What’s this?” Brendan picks up my list.
 
   “A few things I need to sort out.” I try to snatch the list away but he holds it at arm’s length and begins to read.
 
   “You’re planning your funeral? Jesus, Sophie!”
 
   “You don’t think I’d let you be in charge do you?”
 
   I’m remembering his attempt at throwing a surprise birthday party for me last year. When we arrived at Lani’s house and she was the only person there, he had to quickly organise a table at my favourite restaurant for the three of us. Then he pretended it was meant to be that way. I knew it wasn’t. Lani and Brendan would never be seen dead looking across a dinner table at each other.
 
   With the piece of paper in his hand, Brendan gets up and heads for the fridge. He pulls out a bottle of water and drinks half before wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. He slings an arm over the open door. “Why are you planning your funeral?”
 
   “In case I die on the operating table.”
 
   “You’re not going to die on the operating table.” Shaking his head, he finishes his water and takes a three point shot at the recycling bin.
 
   “I know, but in case I do, I’ve left you a list of requests.”
 
   Brendan comes back to the sofa and picks up a second piece of paper from beside me. It has a heading entitled ‘Sophie’s Funeral’ and a page-long dot-pointed set of requests. His eyes scan the page and he shakes his head again.
 
   “I’m not playing Bon Jovi at your funeral, Soph.”
 
   “It’s my funeral. If I want you to play Have A Nice Day as they wheel my body away to be cremated, you’ll do it.”
 
   “But it’s a rock song.”
 
   “I know. I want people to be happy. That song makes me happy. Speaking of which, I want U2 as well. Walk On.  And P!nk, Bad Influence while you do the photo montage.”
 
   “People will laugh.”
 
   “I want them to. People shouldn’t cry because I’m gone. They should have a wake where everyone stands around and remembers the funny things I did and then they get really pissed. I do not want crying and I definitely don’t want you to sprinkle my remains in some tacky rose garden somewhere.”
 
   “Where will I put you then?”
 
   “In an urn on the mantel. Then I can heckle you when you put the moves on a new woman.”
 
   He looks horrified.
 
   “Joke.”
 
   He takes another look at the list. “They can’t sew your boob back on after you die.”
 
   “Why? It's no good to anybody but me. The surgeon’s going to sew me up anyway, so I don’t see the difference.  It doesn’t have to be neat sewing. It just needs to be there so I’m complete and look nice in my death outfit.”
 
   “Maybe you should discuss that with the doctor next Thursday.”
 
   I snatch the piece of paper from him. “All right. I will. I might get a sensible answer from her.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   I put the list aside and glancing at my watch, I pick up the phone. I scrawl another item while I wait.
 
   Eyebrows.
 
   “Hello? Anna? This is Sophie Molloy. I was wondering if you could fit me in for a full body wax, mani-pedi and an eyebrow wax and tint before next Thursday?”
 
   Brendan’s mouth has hit the carpet. “You’re going to hospital, not the Oscars,” he hisses.
 
    “Shhh!" I hold my hand up and turn away so I can't see him making faces at me. "One o’clock will be great. Thanks Anna. Yeah, see you then.” I hang up the phone and calmly scratch an item off the list.
 
   “Sophie.”
 
   The only thing I need now is luggage. I really need luggage.
 
   “Sophie!” Brendan snatches the remote from me and turns the TV off. I can see he’s getting annoyed, so I try to give him my attention.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “How much have you spent? So far?”
 
   I do a quick tally. “Roughly eight hundred.”
 
   “You do understand that’s two plane tickets to Melbourne?”
 
   “Says the man who spent a small fortune on technology the other day.”
 
   He gives me the look.
 
   “I’m going to hospital. I need to look my best. People are going to see me naked.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure they’ve seen naked people before. They won’t care if your toes aren’t buffed."
 
   "I know, but I will. If I’m going to be unconscious in an operating theatre with a bunch of people I don’t know, I won’t be giving them any excuse to talk about me, except to say how pretty my hair is.”
 
   My lip starts to wobble when I hear how incredibly shallow I sound and I collapse into Brendan’s arms. Sobbing.
 
   “It’s okay. I understand. You can’t control the cancer, so you’re trying to control everything else in your life. You don’t like not being in control.”
 
   “Are you saying I’m a control freak?”
 
   He pauses for a minute, knowing that his sex life hangs in the balance here. If he says the wrong thing, I could cut him off. For a very long time.
 
   “I’m saying you like to be organised and this has thrown you for a loop. You can’t orchestrate this part of your life. You have to let the professionals do their job.”
 
   I understand what he’s saying and he’s perfectly right. I am an organiser. But I like things to be a certain way. That’s me. I reach up and peck his cheek. I feel so much better now I know I’m not having some sort of pre-op breakdown.
 
   “Brendan?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “If you don’t play Bon Jovi at my funeral, I’ll come back and haunt you while you’re having sex.”
 
   “That sounds kinky.”
 
   “Don’t bet on it.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It’s Thursday afternoon. I’ve been admitted to hospital. I don’t know whether I’m scared or nervous because I don’t feel anything but numb, as if I’m floating in a weightless capsule and everything is happening around me in muted tones. I’ve packed my bag and prepared for any eventuality I can possibly control, but I know this one is out of my hands. I have to trust my specialist team.
 
   It’s lunch when I arrive on the ward. The nurse shows me to my bed, whisks the pea green curtain around us like it’s the Cone of Silence and nobody will ever be able to hear what I’m in for. All the while the door to the room is wide open and the woman in the next bed probably has a glass up to the divider. The nurse takes my blood pressure. Then she asks me my weight and the first hurdle appears.
 
   I haven’t divulged my weight since I was sixteen. I do not talk about how much I weigh. If I go on a diet I tell how much I’ve lost but not what the starting figure was. I swallow and search my brain for a solution to this dilemma. I could lie. But if I lie I might wake up as the surgeon is cutting off my boob. I’ve read those horrifying stories of people waking mid-surgery. I dread becoming one of those statistics, so I swallow my pride and mumble, “Seventy-one kilos.”
 
   For a minute I’m glad the nurse is so bland because Brendan’s eyeballs have almost popped out of his head. I truly think he believed I weighed sixty kilos. But the nurse simply jots it down along with my blood pressure, then puts wrist and ankle bands on me like she hears bigger weights than that every day of the week.
 
   I’m feeling a little more nervous now so I make a joke about not being able to escape with the wristband on and she looks at me like I have two heads. I know nurses are trained not to show emotion yet remain empathetic but seriously? She doesn’t even smile.
 
   “You’re due in Nuclear Medicine at two,” she says by way of reply. “An orderly will come to take you.”
 
   “In a wheelchair?” I ask, hoping to be spared the embarrassment of being scooted around the hospital when I’m not ill.
 
   “Standard procedure,” she replies. “We wouldn’t want you to escape.” There’s a hint of a smile, but only a hint. I smile back at her and she picks up my file and leaves.
 
   Brendan and I sit on the edge of the bed not speaking for a good while after that. Then I hear a knock on the wall and Bev, the Breast Care Nurse I met at my appointment the other day sweeps into the room. Under her arm, she’s carrying a large pink bag like the ones you get at the supermarket, so you don’t have to use plastic shopping bags.
 
   “Hello darling,” she says, like I’m her long lost sister. “I see you made it.”
 
   “Like I had a choice.”
 
   Bev puts the bag on the bed. She bustles around, not actually doing anything but telling me this and that, asking me how I'm feeling, trying to put me at ease. She gives me that special smile, the one I’m positive she practised in the mirror when she was doing her nurse training. “I come bearing gifts,” she says in a whisper. “What’s your bra size?”
 
   Here we go again. Clothing sizes are taboo. We do not discuss the size of things unless they say medium. I look over her head at the curtain and silently will her to ask me a different question.
 
   Bev is waiting for my reply.
 
   “I think that might be my cue to go and get us a coffee,” says Brendan, disappearing faster than the White Rabbit down a hole.
 
   “He’s a funny one, isn’t he?” Bev remarks, watching Brendan speed out the door.
 
   Before I can answer she’s pulled a soft cotton bra that looks like something my grandmother would wear, from the bag. There’s no underwire, no frills or lace but there is an abundance of beige and some extremely sturdy looking straps, the kind that could be used as a bungee rope. It reminds me of the underwear you see in movies from the fifties. But uglier.
 
   Bev holds the bra against me. “This should be a perfect fit,” she says, trying to be jovial. “You’ll wear this when you go home. It’s very soft. Perfect for post-surgery and until you’re ready for a regular prosthetic bra.”
 
   She hands me a stuffed beige triangle and I dutifully give it a squeeze. It’s a cushion. A bloody cushion. Nobody said I’d be substituting my boob for a cushion after surgery. I’ll look like an idiot but at least if someone punches me in the chest I’ll have built in protection.
 
   “It’s temporary,” Bev explains, as if to excuse the utter hideousness of the thing. “After six weeks or so you can be measured for a proper prosthesis.”
 
   I stare in disgust as she takes the cushion from me and slides it into a hidden pocket in the bra, showing me the finished product.  She’s doing her best to talk it up but it still looks like a cushion. It’s a cushion shaped like a boob.
 
   Then Bev shows me the DVD and books they like to give for free to cancer patients. She tells me about the information inside and how I should use this as my ‘go to’ book if I want to know something. I like that idea. I like to broaden my knowledge without having to ask questions. And if I lend it to Lani, it’ll keep her off the Breast Cancer website.
 
   Next, Bev says, “Whip off your shirt and we’ll test this baby out.”
 
   I do as she asks and before I know it, my white Bendon bra has been replaced by something from the nunnery. (Albeit without the cushion or I would have three breasts.) I look down at my chest and think to myself it would make a perfect form of contraception because no woman seen wearing one of ‘these babies’ would get sex. Ever.
 
   Bev adjusts the straps and stands back to admire her own skill in judging women’s bust sizes. “Lovely.”
 
   That's a matter of opinion.
 
   Bev gives the straps a final tweak here and there. "See?"
 
   I stare in horror at the reflection before me in the mirror. I think I might cry. Seriously, do women view this as acceptable post-mastectomy underwear? Because I don't and I will not be wearing it. I’d rather look as lopsided as a three-legged dog. More to the point I won't be paying for it either, if there's a charge. I swallow and turn back to Bev. I can’t hurt her feelings. It’s not her fault. She didn’t design the bra. Mother Teresa did.
 
   "Yes. Lovely," I reply. I take the bra off and put it back in the bag hoping it might magically turn into something pretty by the next time I see it.
 
   "So, I'll see you tomorrow after your surgery," Bev says, heading for the door. “Is there anything you need?"
 
   "No thanks. I'm fine."
 
   Unless you can give me my boob back without the cancer.
 
   "Great. Well, ring the bell if you do."
 
   And she leaves me alone. As alone as I can be with that woman in the next bed muttering to her imaginary friends.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   One journey along a narrow corridor and up a few floors and I’m lying on a narrow examination table in a cubicle in the Nuclear Medicine Department. The room is quiet and darkened. Neat rows of holes punctuate the pre-fab ceiling like so many other ceilings I’ve seen lately. The curtain to the cubicle moves back and forth in the faint breeze created as someone walks by in the hallway. It doesn’t seem real. People with cancer look sickly and pale. They are gaunt from weight loss and have a greyish pallor to their skin. I am none of these things. I am simply Sophie and I want this to be over.
 
   Brendan is sitting in a chair on the opposite wall, sipping the cup of tea provided by the nurse while we wait. He’s silent in his support, deep in contemplation I guess, as he checks his emails on his phone and plays solitaire. I don’t mind that he’s silent. Being with me is enough.
 
   The curtain swings back and a friendly looking doctor, who vaguely resembles the way Santa would look after a few shots of whisky, enters the room, belly first. He introduces himself with a handshake and a smile and begins to tell me what’s going to happen.
 
   "The procedure is relatively simple," he says. "We inject radioactive dye into the tumour and then after twenty minutes or so we pop you under the machine and see where the dye has gone. It locates the sentinel lymph node which will be removed during surgery.”
 
   “What for?” I know my voice sounds panicky and bordering on a slight case of mania but why are they removing my lymph nodes? Is the cancer worse than the initial diagnosis?
 
   “We test the nodes to make sure the cancer hasn’t spread any further. If that node is clear, the others will be too.”
 
   “So the cancer hasn’t spread? There’s nothing I’m not being informed of?”
 
   “This is precautionary. It’s our way of determining where the cancer is. It doesn’t mean it’s spread.”
 
   “But what if it has?” I ask again, sounding a hint more crazed than before.
 
   God, what is wrong with me? This morning I was fine; I was taking this in my stride, being calm, getting it over with. Now I’m becoming one of those women. I want to be strong Sophie, the one who makes jokes about cancer. If I keep this up I’ll be ordering spinach smoothies with a side of chia seeds and giving up caffeine before I get home. I give myself an internal slap and try to concentrate on what he’s telling me.
 
   “If the cancer has begun to spread your surgeon will remove the affected nodes at the time of surgery and instead of one drain, you’ll wake up with two. She’ll discuss the next steps with you after you wake up.”
 
   I nod slowly as I attempt to take everything in but I feel like I’m back in that weightless place again.
 
   The doctor holds up a needle and prepares to inject my breast with green liquid. The needle is small. Seriously, it’s so small, a bee sting would probably be sharper but as his hand approaches my boob, my body goes into flashback mode. My brain is telling it this is going to be excruciating and my body responds by sending steaming hot tears down my face. I begin to shake. I’m shaking uncontrollably and crying like … who knows what I’m crying like.
 
   Brendan stands up and pulls a wad of tissues from a box on the bench. He moves to the head of the bed and hands them to me. Even he looks worried. He’s not used to seeing me so vulnerable. I’m the ‘in control’ one. Remember?
 
   “Sshhh, baby,” he says. “It’ll be all right.”
 
   I dab at my eyes and blow my nose. I give him a limp nod and squeeze his hand like there’s no tomorrow. Then I turn my eyes to the doctor.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not usually a sook about needles.” I go on to explain, through my weakening sobs, about the biopsy and resulting trauma.
 
   The doctor gives me an understanding smile. “It’s not overly painful, I promise. The stinging will only occur after the dye is in and then it won’t be pain, as such. Most women describe it as a warm sensation. Turn your head to the wall so you won’t see when the needle goes in. That should help.”
 
   Warm, my bum, I think, but I do as he tells me. I’ve been on the Breast Cancer forum and not one of those women used the word ‘warm’ in relation to this procedure. In fact, a couple of them described it as excruciating.
 
   Miraculously, I manage not to faint, not even when I begin to massage my breast as instructed, to make the dye disperse. The stinging is painful. There’s no bloody warm sensation about it.
 
   Two and a half hours, three heat packs and a threat of another round of dye later, I get back to the ward. My breast is covered in black crosses made by a permanent marker. I look like a treasure map though there’s not many people who’d want this kind of treasure.
 
   “You were gone a while,” says Bev, who has finished her shift and is heading home.
 
   “Nothing is ever simple in the life of Sophie Molloy,” I half joke.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The dye decided it didn’t want to move around my body. It liked my tumour too much.” I didn’t mention that I’d had to sit in the hallway massaging my boob like a sex offender for an hour and a half. Or that they had three goes at getting an image and after the doctor informed me he’d have to inject me again I told him I’d rather be forced to drink bleach.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   At 6 a.m. the following morning, I am woken from my one hour of sleep to get ready for my surgery. It’s been a horrendous night. Clearly, the dividing curtain between the woman in the bed next to me and myself is not sound proof. She’s been farting, coughing her lungs up and alternating between snoring and setting off her drip alarm the entire night. Even with the begged for sleeping pill, I remained wide awake, alert and counting those dots on the ceiling.
 
   As I come from the shower wearing an exotic hospital gown of baby blue and white stripes, a nurse appears to give me a pre-med. She takes my blood pressure and settles me in bed. Then my room-mate speaks from across the divide.
 
   “You didn’t get a wink of sleep last night, lovey. You tossed and turned.”
 
   It’s all I can do to clamp my lips together.
 
   “Mmm.”
 
   “I hope I didn’t wake you up.”
 
   I think to myself that it’s impossible to be woken up when you haven’t gone to sleep but I refrain from pointing out the fact.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   Thankfully, this is the moment when the orderlies come to take me to surgery. Lack of sleep does not make me the pleasantest of people.
 
   I’m wheeled down the hall and along to a waiting room outside the operating theatres. A nurse comes with a warmed blanket and places it over me and suddenly, in the quiet bustling, I’m finally getting some sleep.
 
   “Sophie? Sophie.”
 
   It’s Dr. Downer. She’s standing over me. Her hand is on my shoulder and she’s smiling. She’s wearing surgical scrubs and a jaunty little hat with a flower pattern. “How relaxed are you? I don’t usually have to wake patients up before they go into surgery.”
 
   “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”
 
   “Well, you can sleep all day after this. I’m taking you in now. I’ll talk to you again after the surgery.”
 
   I smile at her. I trust her. I know she’s going to do the best she can with this thing that’s taken up residence inside my body. Then I fall asleep again. And true to Dr. Downer’s words, I sleep for the rest of the day.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   By dinnertime that night, I’m sitting up in bed in a private room, feeling rested, relieved and extremely hungry. Dinner has been ordered for me and I don’t care what it is. At this moment, I’d eat cardboard if it had a scrape of butter on it.
 
   The door squeaks open and a small round face appears around the half-drawn curtain. “Mummy?”
 
   I push myself up in the bed and put on a smile, not that I have to fake it. I feel so much relief now that this first step is over, I could smile until my face drops off. Dr. Downer has been in to tell me they got the cancer. She’s going to explain the details later but she assures me I’m fine.
 
   Rory comes pelting into the room, a bouquet of lilies trailing the ground behind him. He’s trying to hide them behind his back but the bunch is so big an elephant wouldn’t obscure them.
 
   “Ta da!” He whips out the flowers and I act surprised.
 
   “Oh, they’re beautiful.”
 
   “I wanted to get the pink ones but Brendan said you like white better.” He looks a bit miffed at being told what his mother likes but shoves them in my direction anyway. I give the flowers a sniff and turn the bouquet this way and that, admiring it for his benefit.
 
   “Where is Brendan?” I ask.
 
   “He went another way. I told him it was this way, I looked at the numbers on the wall and the arrows.” Rory beams at me, proud that he’s been independent enough to find me without adult assistance.
 
   “You shouldn’t have run off like that. It’s naughty.”
 
   “I didn’t. Brendan’s in the hall. On the phone.”
 
   “Oh. Okay then.” I nod and ring the buzzer. When the nurse arrives I ask if she has a vase for my flowers.
 
   “Gee. Another bouquet?” She grins at me as she relieves me of the huge bunch. “We’re going to have to call for vase reinforcements from the other wards at this rate.”
 
   I have to agree with her. There’s nothing like a bout of cancer for reminding people that they haven’t been keeping in contact. The bouquet count is up to fifteen already. I never knew I had so many friends. The only unfortunate thing is that none of the arrangements appears to be from Melinda. But knowing her, she wants to make a grand entrance, carrying some huge bunch nobody else could hope to match.
 
   After the nurse leaves the room, Rory hops up on the side of the bed. He stares quite openly at my sudden lack of chest. His face is sombre but he doesn’t appear upset, more quizzical. Like me, he likes to be reassured, to understand what’s going on. That’s why I’m trying to tell him everything that’s happening. He shouldn’t be afraid or feel like he’s being left out. I think it’s important for him to know.
 
   “Can I have one of your special cuddles?” I ask. “I think I need a cuddle tonight so I’ll have a good sleep.”
 
   Rory’s eyes haven’t left my chest. I can tell he’s trying to process the change but it’s making me feel a bit like I’ve gone out in public without my trousers on or something.
 
   “I’ll hurt you,” he says, pointing to the empty space where my boob used to be.
 
   “You won’t. The doctor has given me some medicine so I can’t feel much and if you be extra gentle, it will feel nice. Cuddle me on this side.” I shuffle over to the side that still has a breast.
 
   He considers this for a minute and makes up his mind I’m right. “You’ll probably get better fast. My cuddles are magic.”
 
   “That’s what I’m counting on.”
 
   Rory leans over in the bed and wraps his tiny arms around my neck. He’s so small his arms barely reach but he leans his head into the good side of my chest and gives me a squeeze. I can tell he’s trying hard not to be too rough and it makes me tear up. I fold him into my arms and give him a hug back.
 
   “That’s lovely,” I say. “I love you Mr. Rory.”
 
   “I love you, too, Mrs. Mummy. Even more than Ben Ten.”
 
   Wow. Now there’s a compliment.
 
    After a minute, Rory pulls back. He sits up on the bed, his back very straight. His fingers curl into the sheets. “Do you have a cut, Mum? On your tummy?”
 
   “It’s on my chest actually, but the doctor sewed it up. In a few weeks it’ll be a big scar.”
 
   He brightens at that. “Is it like the one I got on my knee at footy? Can I see?”
 
   “It’s bigger than that, I imagine. I’m not sure. I haven’t had a look. Shall we look together?”
 
   I know this sounds like a bit of a weird thing to do, but I don’t want my son to be freaked out because I look different. I want him to see I’m still the same person.
 
   “Can we?”
 
   “Yep.” Slowly, I pull down one side of my singlet top, just enough so he can see the wound. A huge white dressing stained with blood covers it. He studies it for a minute, clearly in awe, even though he can’t see the actual cut.
 
   “Coooool! That’s massive. That bandage goes way under your arm.”
 
   I look down at where my breast used to be. It is quite a large incision.
 
   “What’s that pipe for?”
 
   “It’s not a pipe, it’s a tube and it’s to drain the nasty stuff away so I don’t get infected.”
 
   He looks down at the bottle containing the contents of the drain. “Gross. Are there guts in there?”
 
   “Mostly blood, I think.”
 
   “Can I take a photo of your bandage on the phone? Nobody at school has ever had a cut that big.”
 
   I’m not sure a picture of my surgical wounds would make appropriate viewing for a bunch of six-year-olds and I tell him so.
 
   “But Evan got his stitches in a jar. And Brodie showed us the great big splinter they took out of his foot. Miss Reynolds said it was more interesting than toys ‘cos we’re learning new things. She likes gross stuff.”
 
   How does one explain that it’s not quite the same?
 
   I’m saved by the bell as the curtain is pushed aside and Brendan appears, looking very tentative. As if compelled to look at a car crash, his eyes travel down to my chest. It’s like his eyes are ball bearings and my missing breast the magnet. He can’t control them, even though he’s trying. He approaches the bed and kisses me on the forehead, giving me a funny sideways hug that avoids the right side of my body.
 
   “You look well,” he says. “I was expecting you to be groggy.”
 
   “I feel good. Thank you for the lovely flowers.”
 
   “I know you like lilies. I got this for you too.” He whips flat rectangular object from behind his back and gives it to me.
 
   I pull at the wrapping. It’s an iPad. Brendan’s been at the retail therapy again. At this rate, we’ll be bankrupt by the time I’m finished treatment.
 
   “Wow, thanks.”
 
   “You can watch some movies or read a book. I know you’re only here for a couple of days this time but there’s a way to go. You’re gonna be sick of hospitals if you don’t have something to do apart from eat chocolate.”
 
   This is one of the sweetest, kindest gestures he’s ever made. I tell him.
 
   “An iPad is a very expensive gift,” I add.
 
   “You know I don’t like to talk about money, Soph. Yes, I’ve been spending a lot lately but what does it matter? Life’s meant to be enjoyed, isn’t it?”
 
   He’s right there. And if spending a bit of our savings is his way of coping, I can put up with it especially if he’s spending some of it on me.
 
    “You’re not in too much pain?” he asks.
 
   “Hardly any. Dr. Downer said there wouldn’t be a lot. The breast is basically an extra bit of skin. You’re not cutting through muscles to remove it.”
 
   He looks visibly relieved at this, which is nice. I like that he’s showing tenderness, that he doesn’t want me to be in pain. Sometimes he’s so anal about appearances, it’s hard to crack the façade.
 
   “What about the cancer?” he whispers. I’m unsure if this is because he’s concerned or because Rory is sitting next to me but either way, we don’t have to whisper the ‘C’ word. It’s not going to jump out and get us.
 
   “The doctor said Mum’s cured,” Rory announces. “But I gave her a magic hug to make sure. You should check out her cut. It’s way bigger than that one I had on my leg.”
 
   Now Brendan looks vaguely appalled. “You showed Rory your incision?”
 
   “Only the dressing and why not? He wanted to see it.”
 
   Brendan’s eyes get even bigger.
 
   “It’s not like I stripped naked and ran down the corridor, Brendan. I pulled the side of my top down a little.” 
 
   “I can’t believe you’d do that. Don’t you have any sort of filter? He’s your son.”
 
   And I can’t believe he’s being such a prude. But then I shouldn’t be surprised. In the years we’ve been together the only thing we’ve ever fought about is my openness at sharing every detail of my life with my friends. Brendan’s a bit old school. He believes some things should be private, like body parts.
 
   “I was fully clothed.”
 
   “That makes no difference.”
 
   I take a deep breath and count to five. I want to say ‘whatever’ in a sarcastic tone but I know it won’t help so I suggest that perhaps it’s time for the boys to go home. Rory’s bedtime doesn’t need to be disrupted because I’m away.
 
   Brendan helps Rory down from the bed and after a flurry of kisses he says goodbye and ushers him from the room. As I lie there alone, dozing off, I wonder if he was hurrying to get away because of Rory or was it because of me?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Two days later and I’m back home, still disbelieving that they can cut a large part of my anatomy away and discharge me within minutes. I can see why they do it though. I’m not sick just stiff, sore and sleepy. Being in my own bed, sleeping when I want, without some nurse poking me every twenty minutes is the best thing for me. You never realise how good being surrounded by your own things is, until you’ve completed a stint in hospital. Yes, the staff is caring and lovely, but those beds are like rocks and staring out the window at a car park isn’t exactly my idea of riveting entertainment. It’s far more fun being here, watching Brendan attempt to navigate his way around the new coffee machine. Apparently, his stint of retail therapy isn’t quite over yet.
 
   Since I’ve been home, Brendan’s been doing his best to play nursemaid. He’s taken time off work, so I can relax, but while he shows promise with washing and ironing, his bedside manner leaves a little to be desired. He keeps wanting me to go for a walk or sit on the exercise bike. He’s questioned me repeatedly as to when I’m going to stop taking the painkillers, because, surely, I don’t need them. I think he thinks I’m going to get addicted or something. He doesn’t seem to understand that, at the moment, they’re helping me sleep and sleep is the best medicine. He should try sleeping with a drain sprouting from under his arm. I bet he wouldn’t be whining about painkillers then.
 
   The drain is quite annoying and not merely because the wound is starting to heal. I can feel the piece of tube inside me every time I move. I keep forgetting I have the silly thing attached to my body. I get up and walk off without it and it drags along behind me like a disgruntled puppy on a lead. Yesterday, Brendan took me for a quiet lunch at our favourite café and I forgot to put it under the table out of the way. A woman almost went flying when she slipped on it and was about to give me a piece of her mind until she saw what it was she’d tripped on. After that, she simply looked at me with pity. Which sort of made me feel, for once, like I do have something wrong with me. It’s still unbelievable that I have cancer.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   So today is the day, the appendage can be removed. Alleluia! Despite waking this morning with a headache that could explode bricks and a fear I’m getting an infection in the wound site, I can’t wait to get into Dr. Downer’s rooms and have her take the drain away. I’ll drag myself there on my hands and knees if I have to.
 
   By ten o’clock, Brendan and I are in the car. We reverse out of the driveway and Brendan stops two minutes down the road to get us coffee. He’s still experiencing something of a coffee machine operation crisis at home and has said that until I’m back on my feet he’s going to get our local barista to make the coffee instead.
 
   “Can you get water too?” I beg. “And Panadol?” Because despite the fact that I’ve already taken two of the strongest painkillers known to man, my head is still feeling like someone is using a jackhammer inside it.
 
   Brendan hops out of the car, and returns what seems like a week later, carrying a tray with two coffees, a bottle of water and a packet of Panadol. We stow the coffees in the cup holder, I pop the foil on a couple more pills and Brendan pulls back into the traffic as we continue the journey to the doctor’s.
 
   As we drive, I have a sip of water — for some reason I can’t stomach the smell of that coffee — I lay against the reclined seat, eyes closed trying to get past the overwhelming feeling of nausea that’s engulfing me. Then suddenly, I spring upright.
 
   “Stop,” I squeal. “Pull over! Now! Quick!”
 
   “What? Now?” Brendan looks at me like I’ve lost my marbles. He’s calmly sipping his mocha and tapping a finger on the steering wheel in time with the song on the radio.
 
   “I’m going to be sick. Pull over!”
 
   Brendan glances sideways at me. I think he senses I’m not joking, that time is of the essence and, with what is probably the image of vomit spraying over his leather seats in mind, he wrenches the car into the car park of the local fire station faster than the speed of light. The tyres screech to a halt. I’m not sure what the protocol is for dropping wheelies in a fire station but he’s done it anyway. A cloud of dust has flown up behind us and is settling over the freshly detailed car but Brendan’s not saying a thing. His face is grim and he’s pressing his lips together.
 
   Fumbling, I open the car door. I run to the landscaped garden and release the contents of my stomach over a bed of pretty yellow Kangaroo Paws. And as I’m wondering how this could happen without a scrap of warning, I feel it. My wound bursts. Yes, pus begins to seep from under the dressing. It’s trickling down my torso and soaking into my top and I can’t do anything about it because I’m trying to hold my hair back with one hand and keep my drain out of the way with the other.
 
   Then, as I’m attempting to put myself back in order, I spy a group of firemen. Big, burly, handsome firemen. They’re standing in a row, arms folded, gawking at me over the balcony of the firehouse. Under normal circumstances, I might have been graced with a wolf whistle but they simply look stunned. I suppose it’s not every day they see a woman throwing up in their garden. Repeatedly.
 
   “Sorry,” I call feebly up at them. “It was either all over your garden or all over me.”
 
   “Are you okay?” one of them calls back.
 
   “Nothing a bullet to the head won’t fix,” I quip and stagger back to the car.
 
   The vomiting continues in intermittent bursts all the way to the doctor’s. The bouts coincide perfectly with my attempts to sip my water and by the time we get there Brendan has swerved to miss a truck, pulled over in the emergency lane of the freeway — because it was obviously an emergency — and copped abuse from a number of passing motorists because he’s doing less than the speed limit. He’s too afraid that doing over eighty kilometres an hour will set my stomach off again. He’s trying to preserve his interiors. He’s also stopped to dress my wound twice, with dressings he bought from the chemist on his second stop there today.
 
   Finally, he parks the car outside Dr. Downer’s rooms.
 
   “We’re here,” he says, looking as relieved as I feel. This has been an epic journey for a trip that was only ten kilometres, if that.
 
   As I enter the packed waiting room and make my way to the reception desk, a collective gasp of horror emanates from the chairs around me, so I put on my jolliest face. I know I look a fright. I do not need these people to confirm it.
 
   “’Morning, June.”
 
   “What on earth happened to you?” asks the receptionist, barely hiding her shock. My carefully styled outfit is nothing more than a bedraggled mess. My shoes are covered in vomit, my hair smells like spew and my top, which has dried pus down one side, has stuck to my body. Not to mention my face looks like one of the zombies from Michael Jackson’s Thriller video.
 
   “I had an argument with my wound. I think the wound is winning.” I give her a wan smile.
 
   “Why didn’t you cancel, love? You look like death warmed up.”
 
   And served on toast, I think.
 
   “I want the drain out.”
 
   “Your GP could have seen to it.”
 
   Yeah, if I wait till September.
 
   I shrug. “I didn’t look like this when I left home and once we were on the way, there was too much traffic to turn around. Besides, I have a sneaking suspicion a doctor’s rooms are where I’m meant to be right about now.”
 
   She looks sympathetic. “I think you might be right. Can I get you a glass of water?”
 
   “Only if you want me to throw up on your carpet.”
 
   “That bad, huh?”
 
   I nod sadly. “Look, I know you’re packed and I’m early but is there any chance Dr. Downer could squeeze me in now or at least get me a bucket while I wait. I think I’m going to be sick again.”
 
   The receptionist consults her computer. Then a woman, wearing an aqua turban and a matching drain under each arm approaches the desk. The woman has no hair and no breasts but she has the friendliest smile I’ve ever seen. “I’m next, June,” she says. “But let this one go first.  She looks like she could do with a break.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I could kiss her.
 
   “Positive. I can wait another twenty minutes. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”
 
   Gratefully, I sag into a chair and wait my turn.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I think I’ll admit you to hospital,” Dr. Downer says, as she’s sucking the fluid from my wound with a big long syringe. “We need to get this infection under control.”
 
   I give her my most pleading look. Hospital is the last place I want to be, I want to go home and be with the boys and go to work and put this ordeal behind me. I can’t take the idea of being in hospital again. “Do I have to? Please. I feel much better now you’ve given me the Maxolon.” 
 
   I don’t really, but at least the needle has stopped the vomiting. The two painkillers Bev has brought over from the ward are beginning to take effect, too.
 
   Dr. Downer turns away to dispose of the drain she’s removed and take off her gloves. I think she’s taken pity on me because she says, “Lay there for a bit and we’ll see how you feel. But if you go home, I want you in here at nine in the morning so I can drain the site again and make sure everything’s all right.”
 
   “Of course.” If I could jump from the bed at this stage I would, but I feel so weak I’m lucky to smile.
 
   Bev, who’s still lurking, puts a hand over mine. “You’re getting a bit of colour back,” she says. “You looked dreadful before. How long were you feeling ill for?”
 
   “I wasn’t. I felt fine, just a bit of a headache. Then I started throwing up.” I tell her about our trip to the fire station and the emergency ramp and the chemist and she lets out a loud laugh.
 
   “Gosh, you’ve had a rough trot.”
 
   “I try to create drama where I can.” 
 
   On the other side of the curtain, I hear Brendan’s voice. “You can say that again.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Things return to normal after the infection disaster, so I’m keen to get back to work. Having come to the conclusion that daytime TV is as inane as it was when I was nursing Rory, I plan to go to the shop for a few hours the next morning. It may be that I have to admit defeat and take up residence on the couch afterwards but I’m hopeful I can make it through a day. I’m actually feeling buoyant and chirpy, like I’ve been given a new lease of life since that drain was removed and the infection has begun to subside.
 
   As with most mornings in Perth, the sky is a clear blue, promising another warm day. Now that I’m driving again, I drop Rory in the drive-through without a hitch. I even give Miss Butterworth a wave; something I like to do because I know it makes her uncomfortable. My hope is that one day she’ll wave or smile in return but there’s about as much chance of that as there is me growing my boob back. Still, I persist. It adds punch to the morning.
 
   After I collect coffee for myself and Lani, I head towards my first day at work since my surgery. It’s also my first day of wearing the ‘cushion bra’. Until now, my only trip out of the house was to the café and the doctor’s, so I’ve not needed it, but if I want to rejoin society, I have to face the thing sooner rather than later. And seeing as I have no choice in the matter, other than to be completely lopsided, I suppose I should wear it. I might scare the customers away otherwise.
 
   Earlier this morning, I looked at myself in the mirror for a good ten minutes, hoping that the boob wouldn’t look as fake to everyone else as it appears to me. I didn’t manage to convince myself completely. I still feel like I’m wearing a great big cushiony sign that says, ‘Check this out!’ I am, however, getting used to the idea that there’s a big space where my breast used to be, and while people think I’m being brave and ‘coping’, I can say with honesty, having one breast has not made that much difference to the way I feel about myself. Some women get quite upset after a mastectomy. They believe their femininity has been taken away. I don’t feel anything like that. It’s neither here, nor there, to me. The only thing I don’t like is being lopsided. I don’t feel less of a woman because of it.
 
   Armed with lattes and two crumpets heaped with butter, I push the door of the shop open with my hip. Lani’s already in. She’s been a rock this past fortnight and though I’ve spoken to her every day on the phone, I’ve only seen her once when she popped by the hospital. I’m hoping it’ll be quiet this morning so we can have a good catch-up.
 
   “Lani?” I head for the back of the shop and dump my bag in the cupboard.
 
   “In here.”
 
   Lani appears from the storeroom carrying a large pile of hats I’ve never seen before. She’s wearing a pale blue mini kilt, black ankle boots, legwarmers and a teeny cream-coloured angora jumper that looks remarkably like a powder puff. Around her head, she’s knotted a pale blue bandana that’s reminiscent of a Bananarama film clip I used to love. The tied ends are sitting up on top of her bald head like rabbit ears.
 
   Bald head?
 
   I do a double take.
 
   “Your hair?” The words splutter out in a sort of hysterical squeak. I’m used to Lani’s crazy get-up but shaving her head? What was she thinking? She’s balder than a baby’s bottom.
 
   “You like it?” She plops the hats on the table before me and gives her head a primp, like she’s smoothing the non-existent hair. Then she turns side to side so I can admire it from every angle.
 
   “I… uh… it’s very unusual. You look so different.”
 
   “I thought it might make you feel better. You know, doing it together.” 
 
   Oh no, she’s shaved her head to cheer me up.
 
   “But I’m fine. Everything’s getting back to normal.”
 
   Lani walks over to the table and pulls her coffee from the tray. She points to one of the crumpets. “Mine?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   After she swallows, she says, “I know you’re fine, this is for when you lose your hair from the chemo. If we’re both bald you won’t feel so self-conscious.”
 
   I put my coffee down and wrap my arms around her. I feel a splodge of butter from her crumpet drip onto my top but I ignore it and kiss her apricot blushed cheek.
 
   Lani has done some fairly amazing things as a friend but this is one of the sweetest gestures ever. This is even better than being surprised with a life-sized cut-out of a half naked Adam Levine for my birthday. Brendan had a lot of trouble letting that into our bedroom. He said he felt like he was being assessed during sex.
 
   I rub my hand over the prickles on Lani’s scalp. “It feels a like a doormat.” 
 
   “Yours will be softer because it will be growing back, like baby hair.”
 
   I can’t believe she’s shaved her head. It makes my news slightly uncomfortable to impart.
 
   “I don’t have to have chemo,” I say. I wait for the ball to drop through the hole and engage. “Dr. Downer got all the cancer. It hadn’t spread as far as she first thought. I’m in the clear. I do have to take Tamoxifen for the next five years, though.”
 
   I tell her everything the doctor explained to me about my type of cancer and how if I take the medication for five years I’ll have a ninety-five per cent chance of survival. Even without the drug the survival rate is up as high as eighty-nine per cent since I had the mastectomy.
 
   Lani frowns. It appears she’s having some difficulty digesting the information. “But you said you were having chemotherapy.”
 
   “That’s what the doctors said originally, but after the surgery and the tests, they’ve decided against it. It’s not necessary. I’m so sorry, Lani.”
 
   It’s weird that I’m apologising for not having chemotherapy but I feel dreadfully guilty.
 
   “It’s no problem.” She shrugs flippantly. “I always wanted to shave my head anyway. This seemed like a good excuse. Bloody lucky you didn’t have to have your leg amputated or something, eh? Imagine the strife I’d have been in then. At least hair grows back.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh. It’s nice to be back.
 
   “You must be so happy about not having to have chemo,” she adds.
 
   I mull this over for a second. Of course I’m happy, but there’s something else, too. “I think I’m a bit annoyed.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I feel ripped off. I had it planned. I’d worked out a schedule for when I was off doing treatment and everything. I was going to get my hair cut into a pixie cut and dyed platinum blonde. I’ve always wanted to do that.”
 
   “You and your plans.” She bites the crunchy edge off the crumpet. “You can still cut your hair off. Nothing’s stopping you.”
 
   “Yeah, but if it looks shit, I’ll be stuck with it. The whole point of doing it before chemo was that it didn’t matter because it would fall out.”
 
   “You can’t control everything, Soph.”
 
   “Brendan said the exact same thing.”
 
   “I’m glad we agree for once.”
 
   “And I don’t like to control, I like to be organised. There is a difference.”
 
   “Apples and bananas.” 
 
   I look over to the table where Lani has left the pile of hats. I’m loath to ask because we don’t have the money to spend on stock that will never sell. Like I’m loath to ask how much they cost. 
 
   “Where’d they come from?” 
 
   “Garage sale.”
 
   I pick up a particularly odd looking felt number.  “So they’re used?”
 
   “Most vintage things are. That’s kinda the point.”
 
   I brace myself for the next question. “How much?”
 
   Lani leans forward. Her eyes are gleaming with delight. “That’s the amazing thing. The entire box was only five bucks. You could work some of your creative magic on them. Revamp them into twenty-first century styles.  With my help, of course.”
 
   As I lean over and begin to sort through her purchases, my interest suddenly peaks. Some of these could be quite cool with a bit of pizzazz added. Not that Rasta beanie though. That can go straight in the bin.
 
    “Are you sure you only paid five dollars? You haven’t spent huge amounts again and are too scared to tell me because you know I’ll have kittens?”
 
   “Nope. Five bucks. The woman was on some sort of cleansing thing in her house. She’d been hoarding them for twenty years. You should have seen her house, Soph. it was like that TV show.” She picks up a scarlet-coloured, bell-shaped hat and slips it onto her head. Even without hair it has no chance of fitting and sits perched on her crown. Lani’s head is deceptively large.
 
   Taking it off, she returns it to the table. “A couple are truly heinous, I know, and we could never put them out for fear people would think we’d lost the plot but there’s a few sweet little cocktail numbers and I love this cloche. Can’t you see it on display for race season?”
 
   I most certainly can. This time, it appears Lani has come up trumps. Well, fifty per cent trumps. That green pointy thing looks like something Merlin would wear to a fancy dress party.
 
   We sit in silence for a while, staring at the hats, sipping our coffees and finishing our crumpets. Then, as I’m clearing everything away, I remember what I was thinking about as I stared at myself in the mirror this morning. “Hey, I have a design job for you if you’re interested.” 
 
   “As if I wouldn’t be. What is it?”
 
   I unbutton my shirt, revealing the horrendous beige bra. I would never do this with anyone else I know, but Lani’s different. We’re more like sisters than boss and assistant. And with her outrageous taste in fashion, I bet she’s seen things that are a hundred times worse. If anyone can turn this monstrosity into something semi-decent, Lani can.
 
   Lani’s face is frozen in a position of wide-eyed shock. The blood has drained from her cheeks. Even her scalp looks as if the colour has left it. “What the hell is that thing?”
 
   “This, my dear, is what is commonly known as the prosthetic bra.” 
 
   I take her hand and put it over my cushion prosthesis.
 
   “Your boob is made of wadding! What the hell? Isn’t it bad enough you have cancer, now they add insult to injury by making you wear that thing. Please tell me Brendan hasn’t seen it.”
 
   I can see where she’s going with this. If the fact that I only have one boob isn’t enough to make Brendan balk at sex, the bra will be the clincher.
 
   “I’ve managed to hide it from him so far. Seriously, he hasn’t even noticed my boobs aren’t the same shape. He’s too busy moaning about the cost of cancer and the fact that he had to cook dinner while I was in hospital.”
 
   “Typical man.” Lani eyes my body. “There’s a definite difference in size and shape. It looks like the fake one’s growing out of your armpit.”
 
   I knew it. I knew I hadn’t imagined the looks I’d been getting as I walked along the footpath that morning.
 
   “Can you fix it?”
 
   “I wasn’t an almost contestant on Project Runway Australia for nothing. If I can make a ball gown out of a roll of cling wrap, I can fix that thing.” She waves her finger in a circular motion at the offending item and looks me up and down again. “How can you bear to put it on? It looks like a form of medieval torture. Hold on a sec.”
 
   She dashes to the storeroom and within seconds has returned with a handful of wadding, left over from a ‘snowy Christmas’ window decoration.
 
   “This should do. Come here.”
 
   I lean towards her. She shuffles around on the right side of my chest and pulls and pushes a bit. A few grunts escape her lips but she’s not giving up. She stands back to check out her handiwork.
 
   “At least you’re not sprouting a third breast now. You look a little more even. That bra is so the wrong size for you. And the colour’s, well, icky.”
 
   I glance down at my chest.  The beige is quite yucky.
 
   “What if we dye it?” Lani asks. “Purple would be nice or cerise.”
 
   “You could do that?”
 
   “Sure. I have some dye left over from when I tie-dyed my hot pants for that music festival.” 
 
   Lani likes to ‘theme dress’ to suit the occasion. And I think she has the idea that music festivals are where seventies hippies, with flowers in their hair and see through cheesecloth tops, hang out. Still, I’m finding the idea of tie-dyed purple hot pants a little hard to fathom. Even for her.
 
   “How many bras do you have?” she says.
 
   “Only one. I can’t bring myself to buy another, so I’m rinsing it out in the sink. Besides, when I get the real prosthesis in a few weeks, I can buy a couple of nicer ones. Hopefully.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean you have to suffer while you wait. Give it to me and I’ll take it home and see what I can do. If you wear something loose to work tomorrow nobody will notice your lack of boob. I can bring the bra with me.”
 
   I nod my agreement at the plan. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   Lani gives a chuckle. “Neither do I. I can’t imagine you having left over dye in your laundry cabinet.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next evening at bedtime, I decide it’s time to confront Brendan with the new me. I’ve been putting this off since I got home; getting changed before he comes to bed, taking my clothes into the bathroom each morning, but I think the time has come. And the changes Lani has made to my nana bra make me feel slightly more confident. I don’t feel so completely ugly.
 
   Brendan is propped up in bed reading a book about becoming a property millionaire by the time you’re thirty. It combines his two greatest passions — real estate and money — so I can understand his choice. His metal-rimmed glasses are sitting attractively on the end of his nose, making him look rather imperious. I’d like to rip them off him in a game of ‘naughty professor’ or something like it, but I’m not too sure how he’ll react. While he’s been good at caring for me physically since my diagnosis, the emotional care has not improved. It might be because he’s feeling a bit like a fish out of water in this new situation of being housekeeper and partner but it’s like he’s turned off his feelings, or is pushing them away. Maybe tonight I’ll be able to rectify that. It’s early, Rory is staying over at Harris Farmer’s and neither of us has to work in the morning.
 
   I begin to take off my clothes, starting with my jeans. For some reason, I feel nervous about baring myself to Brendan. It’s irrational, I know, because he’s seen my body a thousand times, but the physical side of our relationship has always been important. I don’t look the way I did a month ago.
 
   I slide my jeans past my hips and knees and step out of them. Then I begin to unbutton the man-style shirt I wore to work today. Beneath it, the newly remodelled bra awaits inspection. Lani has done a great job. I hardly recognised it as the revolting thing it was before. Now, it’s bright purple and the edges around the top have been accessorised with a touch of chartreuse trimming that Lani had ‘lying around’. It looks like one of those groovy sports bras you can wear without having to put a t-shirt over.
 
   “What do you think?” 
 
   Brendan gives a cursory glance over the top of his book. His grunt is non-committal but I can see he’s not impressed.
 
   “What happened to those other bras you used the wear? I liked them better.”
 
   He’s always been known for his straight talking, but right about now I could use a little bit of embellished truth.
 
   “Well, clearly I can’t wear them anymore, seeing as how I have nothing to put in one side.” 
 
   Do I have to spell it out?
 
   “So what’ve you got in that, then?”
 
   “It’s a soft prosthesis. It’s only temporary until I can be measured for a proper one.”
 
   “I thought you were having a reconstruction?”
 
   Perhaps if he’d stayed during my consultations, instead of running down to the coffee shop, he’d know what was going on. Dr. Downer had clearly explained that an immediate reconstruction wasn’t an option for me. She’d thought the tumour to be bigger and more widespread, initially, than it turned out to be which would have meant chemotherapy and possibly radiation.
 
   “I am. But because I didn’t have a reconstruction at the time of my mastectomy, I have to wait for a bit.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   He’s staring at me now, like he’s never seen me before, and I begin to wonder if this having one breast is going to cause a problem for us.
 
   “I have to go back to Dr. Downer in eight weeks so I guess I’ll find out about the process then. She’ll refer me to a plastic surgeon, I suppose. It could be ages.”
 
   “And until then you’ll be wearing that….” His voice fades away, but I haven’t missed the tinge of revulsion in it.
 
   I lift my arms slowly and unhook the bra. I’m not trying to be seductive; it’s a bit of a trial putting my right arm behind my back or over my head. I haven’t got full use of it yet, though it’s improving.
 
   The bra drops to the floor and I walk around the bed, tugging my singlet top on as I go. Brendan has gone back to his book but I can see him watching me out of the corner of his eye. This is a good sign isn’t it? It’s been weeks for him too. Surely, he must be feeling the urge?
 
   I climb into bed and snuggle up close to him. My head rests on his shoulder and I slide my hand across his bare torso. I love the feel of his skin. It’s so smooth and toned. I could rub my hands over his body for the longest time. He lifts his arm, so I can bury myself in the crook between his arm and chest.  His hand is stroking my shoulder, which is promising but he’s still reading.
 
   I shuffle myself around so my lips graze the side of his jaw. It’s smooth and he smells of soap where he got out of the shower. I trail my lips into the nape of his neck and nuzzle.
 
   Brendan reaches across and puts his book on the bedside table. He rolls back towards me, his eyes sparking with that dangerous look I love. “Feeling better, are we?”
 
   “Mmm.”
 
   He reaches around and squeezes my bum. His hands travel up and down my body and as I’m beginning to get in the mood, he freezes. He’s reached the spot where my breast used to be.
 
   He looks like a deer in headlights. He doesn’t know what to do. I have another breast, I think. It’s not that hard. I can almost feel the tension between us as he rolls back over and turns out the light.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   I feel like shit. 
 
   Last night was an absolute disaster that ended with me, in the shower this morning, sobbing with my face against the tiles because I can’t believe Brendan is repulsed by the way I look, so repulsed that he had to turn the light off before he could bring himself to do the deed.
 
   And the deed was not that good.
 
   I always believed Brendan loved me for the person I am. It appears I am wrong. He only wants me as an accessory to his life. He loves my looks. Or should I say, loved?
 
   In previous times, our sex life was healthy, creative even. We were both up for being inventive and trying new things — within reason, of course. We were the envy of our friends, the couple who were still in love after years. Our relationship wasn’t that of a stale, married couple. It was fun, exciting. At least, it had been on my end. After the events of twelve hours ago, I’m beginning to think I may have been wrong about Brendan.
 
   Last night. It was like some sort of ‘let’s-get-it-over-with-to-shut-her-up’ thing. I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. He could hardly bring himself to touch me anywhere between the hips and the neck. His foreplay was perfunctory, which is being kind. And when he climbed aboard, he wouldn’t lower his body to mine. It was like I was contagious, that he could catch cancer by touching where I’d had it. 
 
   I tried to reassure him that he wasn’t hurting me, that everything was okay, that because I look different physically, it didn’t mean I was. I did the things he loves. Nothing worked. To add insult to injury, when I woke this morning with another thumping headache and a heart that felt like it had been bashed by a baseball bat, he had the cheek to ask me why I was crying. I know it’s not about me, but for once, just once, can it be? Why do I always have to be the strong one? Why do I have to take it on the chin, suck it up?
 
   The phone rings and I answer it. It’s Mum. She’s been on holiday in Cambodia or China or somewhere Buddhist. She hasn’t heard my good news. And before you go thinking she up and left me when I had cancer, I said she should go. Cancelling would have been such a waste of money and what good could she do here? Really?
 
   “Hello, darling.”
 
   “Hi, Mum. How was the holiday?”
 
   “Glorious. Though Colin got the worst bout of food poisoning. They had to stop the bus so he could squat behind a haystack on the side of the road. It was fortunate we were in the countryside, his bottom could be seen from the moon, it’s so white.”
 
   The image I’m getting from this description is one I’d rather not have, but in a sadistic sort of way, it’s cheering me up.
 
   “Is he better now?”
 
   “Of course. But he was such a baby about it. Honestly, you would have thought he was dying. It cost us three hundred dollars to have a doctor come to the hotel to give him a shot. He did perk up when he saw the nurse. I thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head. She was the Asian version of a nurse from those Carry On movies. If Benny Hill had come through the door behind her, I wouldn’t have blinked.”
 
   “Apart from the fact that Benny Hill’s dead.” I chuckle.
 
   “Is he? Gosh, how come I never heard about that? I love Benny Hill.”
 
   “It was a while back.”
 
   “Mmm. So, how did the visit to the doctor go? What’s the latest news?”
 
   I relay the events of the past week, including my exciting news about no longer needing to have chemotherapy.
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   She sounds deflated which is not the reaction I expected. Though cancer seems to be causing many of the people in my life to react oddly.
 
   “What’s the matter, Mum?”
 
   “I sent you another care package. Colin and I had such fun shopping for everything after he got better, but I guess you won’t be needing it now. Send it back when it arrives.”
 
   I’m curious. “What’s in it?”
 
   “We found you this gorgeous red Mandarin hat. There’s a Chairman Mao cap as well and a cute Chinese Liberation Army cap in green. It’ll go with your eyes. The best part is the Tibetan winter hat though. A man was knitting them on the side of the road. It has these darling little earflaps. So useful if you don’t have hair to keep your ears warm in winter.”
 
   As if I would ever be seen wearing anything with flaps, even with hair.
 
   “It sounds like a great present, Mum. Thanks so much. I’m sure I’ll find some use for them.”
 
   If worse comes to worst, there’s always fancy dress parties.
 
   “Well, yes. You’ll have to send the Advanced Hair Studio voucher back, though. That won’t be of any use. I can cash it in.”
 
   “Advanced Hair Studio?”
 
   “You know, the hair loss people. They made Shane Warne’s hair grow back.”
 
   “Shane Warne, the cricketer? The one who goes out with Liz Hurley?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He had male pattern baldness, Mum.”
 
   “Which is why they were so pumped to work with you. They’ve never had a cancer patient before. Julie is going to be so upset when I tell her.”
 
   This conversation is on the train to Crazy.
 
   “Who’s Julie?”
 
   “The hair consultant. We’ve had so many conversations about you over the last few days. She’s going to be devastated.”
 
   Oh, for Pete’s sake. Sometimes my mother is insane. “It’s a pity I won’t get the opportunity to meet her then, isn’t it? Maybe I could keep the voucher in case Brendan ever feels the need.”
 
   “I doubt that boy’s head would have the gall to go bald, darling. It would be too afraid of what the rest of his body might think.”
 
   A snort of laughter escapes my lips. After last night, I’m very aware of what looks mean to Brendan. He’d never let himself go bald. He’d talk himself out of it, if that were possible.
 
   “Anyway, I have a follow up with Dr. Downer in a few weeks.  She’s going to tell me what’s next on the agenda. I have to go for a fitting for my real prosthesis, too.”
 
   Something I’m not looking forward to.
 
   “When will that be?”
 
   “In about a month.”
 
   “Perfect.  I was planning to come home for a few days, anyway. I can work around that and we can go shopping together.”
 
   And here we go again. All I want is to get this thing over with while attracting the least amount of attention. I want the experience to be stress-free and calm, something that it invariably won’t be if Denise Molloy has arrived. Once Mum commences her well-meaning antics, I’ll probably need to be committed.
 
   “That would be lovely, Mum,” I reply, hoping she can’t hear the grimace in my voice.
 
   After saying goodbye, I hang up and go to pick up Rory from his sleep over. The weekend is almost done and funnily enough, even though the cancer is supposedly gone, it seems as if that’s the only thing on my mind in one way or another.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “This is my son, Rory. Rory, this is Dr. Downer.”
 
   I sit in the chair opposite Dr. Downer. Rory, who has been allowed to have the morning off school to attend this appointment, sits in the chair beside me. His legs don’t touch the floor and his body appears as if the big barrel shape of the chair is swallowing him whole. Usually, his school uniform makes him seem older but here, in this setting, he’s suddenly a little boy again. My little boy. Even his fingers appear tiny as he clutches at the wooden arms of the chair.
 
   Dr. Downer holds her hand out across the desk for Rory to shake. She gives him a pleasant smile. I’m not sure she’s used to having children in her rooms, cancer is more of an adult thing.
 
   “He wanted to come because he wants to ask you a few questions about my illness,” I say.
 
   Rory and I have been having interesting bedtime chats over the past couple of weeks. I’ve tried to be up front with him but I think he needs reassurance that I’m not going to die, from someone other than me. I think he’s convinced I’m pulling the ‘mother’ wool over his eyes. You know, bending the truth to make the prognosis more favourable. I’ve never done it before, not even when Glossy, his goldfish, looked terminal, so I’ve no clue where this is coming from. Even as Rory’s eyes swelled with tears at the fish that was bobbing around in the bowl like a cork in the ocean, I tried to say it straight, but gently. There was no hope for Glossy. And no, mouth to fish resuscitation would not bring him back to life.
 
   “Rory has some questions he’d like answered,” I explain to Dr. Downer, who is looking increasingly nervous at the prospect. I wonder if she has children and how long it is since she’s had to explain the ins and outs of tumours to a six-year-old.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Rory reaches into the pocket of his school shorts and pulls out a piece of paper. I watch as he unfolds it and shifts his body to the front of the seat. His face is very serious as he focuses on the doctor. He’s giving this his full attention and is demanding to be treated the same. I’m a little shocked by this maturity in my child. I wasn’t expecting a list. When had he made a list?
 
   Rory looks down at the paper. He clears his throat and begins to read. “Is my mum going to die?”
 
   Dr. Downer straightens her body in a similar fashion and considers her answer, not so she can change it, but rather tailor it to suit my son’s understanding. I can see her pondering the best way to form the sentence.
 
   “No,” she says at last.
 
   Well. That was easy to understand.
 
   “When we operated on your mum, we did a lot of tests and the tests show that we got all the cancer. She is not going to die.”
 
   “So, she doesn’t have to have the medicine that will make her hair fall out? She’ll look silly with no hair. Grandmam sent her these hats to wear but she’ll still look like Granddad. He’s as bald as a football. He’s a bit fat too.”
 
   The doctor’s lips are holding in a smile. Perhaps she’s picturing me looking like a sixty-year-old balding man with a paunch.
 
   “Mummy won’t have to have chemotherapy because the type of cancer we found was not spreading fast. The other doctors who have been looking after her also agree she’ll be fine. She has take a tablet every day for the next five years, though. That will stop any little tiny cancer that might have an idea of growing somewhere else in her body from doing so. The tablet is very powerful. Lots of ladies have taken it to make them well.”
 
   Rory nods, satisfied.
 
   “Will her boobie grow back? Spiders can grow their legs back if you chop them off.”
 
   “Unfortunately not. Your mother will have to have another operation and we will make her a new breast if she wants one.”
 
   “So, she’s not going to die?” he repeats, to make sure the doctor wasn’t tricking him the first time.
 
   “Not until she’s an old lady.”
 
   “And she can make my bed again soon? Her arms are going to go back to normal?”
 
   “A big fellow like you should be making your own bed.”
 
   Rory is affronted by this comment. “I do, but when I’m not looking she comes in and fixes it up. Mum likes things tidy.”
 
   Sprung. 
 
   Dr. Downer glances at me. The glint of smile has moved to her eyes. Somewhere in her history there must be children whose beds she’s straightened.
 
   “Any other questions, Rory?” the doctor asks.
 
   “Can I go and look at the fish in the waiting room?”
 
   “Of course. I want to talk to your mother for a few more minutes, but you’re more than welcome to look at my fish.”
 
   “Do they have names?”
 
   “No. Maybe you can choose some names for me?”
 
   As Rory hops from his chair and races out the door, Dr. Downer lifts the phone to ask her receptionist to keep an eye on him. Then she turns back to me. “That was quite a grilling.”
 
   “Sorry.” I smile. “He already knew everything you said. I think he needed to hear it from ‘a doctor’. He thought I was having him on.”
 
   “Understandable in the circumstances. I hope I’ve allayed his fears.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good. Well back to you.” She shuffles a few papers on the desk and opens up my file. It’s rather thick for such a short amount of time. “As I said to Rory, I’ll prescribe you a course of Tamoxifen. It’s a drug therapy, commonly used for treating your type of cancer. Many Breast Cancers rely on the female hormone oestrogen to grow. Hormone-positive Breast Cancer cells have proteins called receptors, which sex hormones attach to, so when oestrogen comes into contact with the receptors, it fits into them and stimulates the cancer cells to divide so that the tumour grows. Tamoxifen fits into the oestrogen receptor and blocks oestrogen from reaching the cancer cells. This means the cancer either grows more slowly or stops growing altogether.”
 
   “Is there any other alternative?” I ask. Five years seems an awfully long time to be taking a drug.
 
   “You can have your ovaries ‘switched off’ via a hysterectomy or through a course of injections. It’s painful and quite time consuming.”
 
   I’m not overly keen on medication but in this case, I guess Tamoxifen it is.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I drop Rory at school and head back to work. On the way, I stop at the chemist shop down the road. ‘Friendlies Chemist’ they’re called.  We’ll see. The chemist and I are going to be on intimate terms for the next five years, so he’d better be.
 
   The prescriptions counter is at the back of the shop, so I wander in that direction, trying to look as casual as I can. Of course, I probably look nothing like it. The only time I grace these walls is the twice a year I come to get my prescription for the Pill and I always feel embarrassed about that, like I’m being judged because I’m not married.
 
   “What can we do for you today?”
 
   The chemist is a tall, jolly looking fellow. His wiry, white hair is thinning on top of his head. It looks like vermicelli noodles that have dried up in the bowl. He has little round glasses like the ones John Lennon used to wear and a very white shirt. I’d say his wife loves bleach. Lots of it.
 
   “I’d like to have this prescription filled,” I say. I hand the page to him and he opens it, examining the writing. Then he raises his face to mine — very slowly — and I know something has changed. His expression is somewhat confused, like he’s suddenly been rendered illiterate.
 
   “Um… ah… has she ever had this medication before?”
 
   She? Who is ‘she’? I look at him blankly, causing him to peer at me harder.
 
   Then the penny drops. The chemist thinks I’m getting the tablets for some other poor woman with Breast Cancer. Clearly, because I have hair and a fake boob, I don’t look like a Breast Cancer patient. I can’t resist, I have to tease him a little.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ah,” he looks at my name on the prescription. “Mrs. Molloy. Has she had Tamoxifen before?”
 
   He looks from side to side, as if he’s giving me the combination to a safe containing the crown jewels, not asking me about a cancer drug. Obviously, the disease I have is something we don’t talk about in a normal voice. It’s one of those hushed-tones type of conversations.
 
   “I’m Ms. Molloy. And, no, I haven’t had the medication before. Possibly because I haven’t had Breast Cancer before.”
 
   His face goes quite red. “My apologies.  It’s just that you don’t look old enough.”
 
   “There’s an age limit? I wish someone had told my boob that,” I say, unsure whether to be flattered or disgusted.
 
   Suitably chastised, the chemist takes my prescription and Medicare card and scuttles off to fill it. I step away from the counter and stand with the other people who are waiting for their medications. I can hear one or two of them whispering to each other words like ‘poor thing’ and ‘such a shame’ and I want to jump up and down and tell them it’s only fucking Breast Cancer, I have an ninety-five per cent chance of survival and it hasn’t affected my hearing, but I don’t. Instead I give them a tight smile and turn to inspect the haemorrhoid creams. Who’d have thought there were so many on the market?
 
   After ten minutes or so, the chemist returns with my prescription. He’s carrying the bottle in a little plastic basket and he lowers it slowly to the counter like it’s going to shatter if he’s not careful. He opens his mouth to call my name. But wait, he doesn’t, he just looks at me in a knowing sort of way and I approach to the counter. I’m the only one here who has Breast Cancer. Nobody else needs Tamoxifen today.
 
   “I can give you a fact sheet,” he offers as he takes my credit card. “It explains the possible side effects of the medication.”
 
   “I’m fine thanks,” I reply. “My doctor has explained everything.”
 
   And I’m so looking forward to the hot flushes and headaches.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   It’s been seven weeks since my surgery. The experience, so far, has been such a blur that at times I almost forget it’s happened. I wake up each day and prepare for another trip to the shop. I make muesli for breakfast and cut Rory’s lunch. We go to footy and the supermarket. Everything is exactly the way it was before, apart from only having one boob. It’s almost like I had an injury and now it’s healed. I don’t feel sick. I don’t feel like there’s this thing in me that could cause me to have to rearrange my funeral plans. I certainly don’t feel the attention and assistance I’m receiving are warranted. It’s a sham if I say I’m feeling poorly. Which I don’t. And I’m still me, just with a bit missing, a little factor that somehow never leaves my mind. There’s nothing that can be done. I’m alive; I can’t change that I have Breast Cancer, so I may as well get on with it.
 
   Brendan, however, is another story. He appears to have developed a multiple personality disorder. I fancied, that after the shopping saga, he was beginning to get used to the idea. But, seriously, it’s like living with two different men. I have no idea which one I’ll be greeted with at any given time. One minute, he’s loving and helpful, the next he’s so distant, it’s like I’d have to stand on the sofa and screech through a megaphone before he’d notice me. Taking my clothes off wouldn’t work, that’s for sure, because one of the downsides to this whole thing is that Brendan apparently no longer finds me attractive. Sex is something other couples have, the ones with symmetrical chests.
 
   I’ve tried everything I can think of but nothing’s working. I’ve initiated and been rejected; I’ve attempted discussion on the topic but might as well be talking to the rug for the response I get. Last week, I was so desperate I even suggested we watch porn together. The look I received was bordering on disdain. It appears porn isn’t something that exists in this new Brendan’s world. He’s become completely non-sexual. It’s sad and tragic and I’ve tried not to blame myself but who else is there? Everything was fine before my diagnosis.
 
   I’m excited today, though, as Mum is coming for a visit. Yes, I know I complain about her interfering and sometimes I think she’s the reason I’m addicted to chocolate, but it’s the first time I’ve seen her in months. Even though we talk regularly on the phone, it’s not the same as face-to-face contact.
 
   About an hour after their designated arrival time — if there’s one thing that can be relied upon it’s the unreliability of the Australian airline system — the doorbell rings and Rory dashes to answer it. He’s excited about his Grandmam and Granddad Colin visiting too, mostly because they bring him presents and let him drink Coke when I’m not around. They’re typical grandparents. They spoil him rotten.
 
   “Grandmam!” he squeals, flinging open the door.
 
   It’s lucky Mum keeps active and fit. He’s jumped into her arms like she’s a trampoline. 
 
   “Rory, my little man!” She gives him the biggest bear hug before depositing him on the doorstep. “Look at you. If you get any taller, you’ll be taller than Brendan.”
 
   Rory puffs his chest out at this, standing as tall as his tiny body will allow. His one aim in life — other than to meet Willy Wonka — is to be taller than Brendan. “I’ve been eating my vegetables, even the broccoli,” he replies, pulling a face to indicate the absolute disgustingness of the concept. Then, he holds up a bicep to be felt. “See?” 
 
   “Rocks, matey,” says Colin, giving Rory’s arm a squeeze. “You’ve got guns like rocks.”
 
   Rory grins. “It’s the push-ups. Mum and I have been keeping fit in the lounge room with the fitness lady. She does push-ups on her knuckles.”
 
   “Who, Mummy?” Mum asks. The look she gives me tells me she can’t believe I’m exercising anything other than my chocolate unwrapping fingers, let alone doing push-ups with Michelle Bridges.
 
   “No, the exercise lady.”
 
   “Have you been exercising, Sophie? Is that safe in your condition?”
 
   “I’m not pregnant, Mum. Exercise is very good for Breast Cancer patients. Research says it can lower the reoccurrence.”
 
   And right about now, I’m into anything that lowers my chances of getting cancer again. Apart from joining some crazy Christian cult or drinking nasty green drinks.
 
   “Well, you’re looking good, sweetheart,” she says, as she leans over Rory to give me a kiss. “Oh my, what’s wrong with your face?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “But your cheek’s bright red.” 
 
   I swivel to look in the hall mirror. Mum’s right. I look like I’ve fallen asleep on my side in the sun and gotten an extreme case of sunburn. One side of my face is its usual pale, skin colour and the other is a shade of red seen only on fire engines.
 
   “It looks so angry,” Mum says. She places the back of her hand on my forehead. “You’re burning up.”
 
   “Must be a reaction to the housework. Rory and I have been cleaning up a storm this morning.” I let out an awkward chuckle, realising I do feel hot all of a sudden and that beads of perspiration are forming below my hairline, which is not like me. I am not a sweaty person. 
 
    I lead everyone down the hall into the lounge. They follow along behind, Colin bringing up the rear as he struggles with the four massive suitcases he’s attempted to stack one on top of the other to save time. He wouldn’t stop to drop them at the hotel first. He didn’t want to pay extra on the taxi. Colin can be quite frugal.
 
   Mum puts her handbag down on the sofa.  She steps closer and peers at my face in the light. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay? Your other cheek’s completely lost its colour.” She strokes the side of my face. “It’s cold, Sophie.  How can one side of your body be hot and the other cold?”
 
   “How would I know, Mum, I’m not a doctor.” 
 
   Though I wish I was right about now. The perspiration is beginning to trickle and I have this unearthly desire to strip down to my knickers and open the windows to let the cool air in. Which I don’t think anyone here would appreciate but me.
 
   Mum looks worried. “I hope you’re not coming down with something. Your immune system has got to be low with the cancer and everything.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I say, as the line of sweat reaches my ear. I wipe it away with the heel of my hand. “Probably …”
 
   Then it hits me. I’m having a hot flush. So far, I’ve only experienced aching legs and some rather heinous bloating as a side effect of the Tamoxifen, so this is unexpected and just a tad alarming. Thirty seconds ago I was fine. Now, my skin’s so slimy, I could pass for a frog in the dark. And my insides feel hotter than a furnace. I need to change. I have to get this cardigan off this minute, or I’m going to self-combust.
 
   “Make yourself at home,” I say. “I’ll be back in a sec.”
 
   Dashing to the bedroom, I rip the top from my body, throwing it onto the bed. It makes no difference. I still feel like someone lit a bushfire inside me. I race to the bathroom and turn on the taps. I splash cold water on my burning skin but it does little good. I’m so hot my skin is practically boiling the water as it connects with my body. In the mirror, I see the flush has spread across my whole face, down my neck and over the top of my chest. It’s like I’m in a sauna. No, I am the sauna. Complete with steaming armpits like water thrown on hot rocks.
 
   Stripping off my next layer, I thrust the bathroom window open and stick the top half of my body out, letting the semi-cool afternoon air soothe my skin. I pull the fabric of my bra back and forth attempting to fan myself and get a bit more fresh air onto my burning flesh, then I close my eyes and relax, taking the air in, allowing it to cool me down.
 
   It’s better. But only marginally.
 
   As I’m standing waiting for my temperature to return to normal, I hear a grating, sawing noise quite close. I open my eyes and see Mr. Wells, our rather prudish next-door neighbour. He’s decided today is the perfect time to trim the big tree between our properties and is perched high up on the ladder with his pruning saw. He looks a little stunned at seeing my naked skin and purple bra only metres away. Lucky I didn’t take that off, too.
 
   “Uh, hi, Mr. Wells.  Lovely day for it.”
 
   Mr. Wells is mute and understandably so. His wife died some years back. It’s probably been quite a while since he’s seen a topless woman.
 
   “Uh, I’ll be getting back to it,” I say, and giving him an awkward wave, I slide the window closed and return to the bedroom where I collapse in a fit of laughter on the bed. Bloody Tamoxifen. If this is what it’s going to be like, I think I’d like my ovaries cut out, thank you.
 
   After a bit, I feel recovered so I find a flimsy cotton top, pop it on and head back to the family room. Mum and Colin are ‘warming themselves’ in front of the fire, even though it’s not on.
 
   “You’ve been gone a while. Everything okay?”
 
   “Just giving the neighbours a weekly dose of gossip.”
 
   I offer them both a cup of tea.
 
   “Thanks,” Colin says. “That’ll wet my whistle. I can’t abide by that tea they serve on the plane.” He sits down in an armchair, removing the cap he’s been wearing and placing it on the coffee table. That’s when I notice his hair. He’s gone from combed over and white to close cut and as black as a badger. He looks like a comic version of Satan. His widow’s peak is worthy of a spot in a 1920’s silent film with Colin cast as the villain.
 
   Honestly, what is with everybody? You mention you may need chemotherapy and they start doing things to their heads as a form of support. He could have signed up for the Pink Pedal Challenge if he wanted to show commitment to a cause.
 
   “I see you’re admiring my hair,” he says, as he dips into his pocket and pulls out a king-sized Mars Bar for Rory.
 
   I swallow. I have no idea how to approach this. “Yeessss. It looks very nice. Makes you look younger.” I hope that’s the right thing to say. I can’t manage anything more without bursting out laughing, so I scuttle off to the kitchen to hide my face in the fridge.
 
   I’m getting the milk out when I hear Mum come up behind me. She wraps me in a hug and, carton in hand, I return it. It feels nice to have her near. It’s like, suddenly I can not cope for a second and she’ll pick up the pieces where I fall.
 
   “How are you, darling?”
 
   “Good. Getting on with it. Happier now I know the cancer’s gone.”
 
   “I was so worried.”
 
   “I know but it’s nearly finished now. I have to get the reconstruction over with. And take the medication. That’s a conversation for when Colin’s not present. Let me tell you.”
 
   “Any ideas when the reconstruction will be?”
 
   “Not for a while yet. I know nothing about the process other than what Lani’s managed to Google.” I turn to the bench and toss a couple of teabags into the mugs. I get a packet of Double Choc Tim Tams from the pantry and pile them onto a plate, taking one to munch on as I go. “I have an appointment with the plastic surgeon in a few weeks. He’s very good apparently and quite busy. What happened to Colin’s head?”
 
   “Don’t ask.” Mum rolls her eyes to the kitchen ceiling. “I think he’s having some sort of midlife crisis. It started when he turned sixty a couple of months back. He went out and bought gym equipment. I’ve tripped over his vibrating thing so many times it’s a wonder I haven’t had to have surgery myself. The latest is the Ab Master Pro or some rubbish.”
 
   “Thank heavens, I thought he’d dyed his hair because of me. Lani shaved her head, you know.”
 
   “No. Colin’s a silly old fool.  He won’t admit his hair looks ridiculous. I’m almost too ashamed to go out in public with him, especially when he’s wearing that yellow Tencel tracksuit. He bought a matching one for me but I refused to put it on after the first time. We looked like something from an episode of Kath and Kim. People actually stopped in the street to stare when we went jogging.”
 
   I put the hot drinks and biscuits onto a tray. There’s a glass of milk for Rory, too. He might need it if he eats that whole Mars Bar at once.
 
   We sit around the coffee table. Rory is at my feet, eating his chocolate, and tweaking a Lego city he’s begun building this morning. So far, it has a large ‘hospital’ in the middle, a toyshop, a lolly factory and another building that he’s said is our house. Colin is bent over, watching him and directing the construction.
 
   “So, when are we going bra shopping?” Mum asks. “I can’t wait.  I love lingerie.”
 
   Here we go. How do I tell her, much as I love a good shopping trip, she’s not welcome on this one? My body has been on display so much over the past couple of months I want this to be private. I don’t need to parade a string of prosthetic bras through the shop for her approval.
 
   “Um. You have to make an appointment.”
 
   “You need an appointment to be fitted for a bra?” Mum seems amazed.
 
   “Not for the bra as such, but for the prosthesis. Don’t ask me why.  I suppose there are sizes or something. Everyone’s boobs are different.”
 
   She reaches over and hands me her phone. “Give them a ring then and make the appointment. I have a couple of things to do while I’m here but I can work around your schedule.”
 
   “I don’t know how long it’ll take. It might be hours. You don’t want to be stuck in the bra shop all that time.”
 
   Am I saying it nicely enough? Please don’t come?
 
   “It’s fine, darling. I don’t care. I’m here to support you.”
 
   Now I feel like a bitch.  I pick up the business card I was given in hospital and dial the number of the shop. Lucky for me, or maybe not, they have a free space tomorrow around lunchtime. I’m dreading this. I’m really dreading this.
 
   “But that’s perfect,” Mum crows, when I tell her I’ve booked an appointment. “We can watch Rory’s footy in the morning and then make a day of it with lunch in the city and a spot of shopping.”
 
   “I’m coming too!” Rory adds. The only time he deigns to shop is when his Grandmam is around. He likes that she buys him whatever he wants.
 
   “It’s not that type of shopping trip, Rory,” I say. “You should stay home with Brendan or Granddad Colin. We’ll bring you back a treat ”
 
   Then Colin pipes up, “But I’d like to come. I’ve had an interest in the prosthetic industry for a long time now. This will be useful for my research.”
 
   Holy Mother of Amputees. He’d better not start questioning the bra technician. I try not to groan. 
 
   “Well, that’s settled,” Mum says, taking a sip of her tea.  “We’ll all go bra shopping and have lunch after. Do you think Brendan would like to join us?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure he has open homes tomorrow.”
 
   And if not, once the word bra or prosthesis is mentioned, he’ll run for the hills.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Late the next morning, after Rory has finished footy and we’ve taken him back to the house to change, we head into the city. As I park the car and we walk the two blocks to the Hay Street Mall, the feeling of impending doom grows stronger and stronger. I tried to explain it to Brendan in bed last night — that I wanted this experience to be calm and quiet with me and the bra technician. Alone. He didn’t understand. He didn’t get that going shopping with my mother is like being in a three-ringed circus where the clowns have gone bonkers. She’s like a shopping tornado when she gets started. I’ve seen her spend thousands in the space of an hour. And not on one thing.
 
   Brendan was unsympathetic. In fact, he declared I was being selfish.
 
   “She’s only trying to help,” he said. “She feels bad because she went jaunting around Asia while you were in hospital.”
 
   “No she doesn’t! How many times do I have to say it was my decision? I wanted her to go. What point was there in her being here? She can’t cure cancer.”
 
   I couldn’t believe we were arguing over this and, worse still, that Brendan had no understanding of how I felt. He’s definitely changed since my diagnosis. Either that, or I’m noticing things I never saw before.
 
   We arrive at Trinity Arcade and head for the lifts. “I’d like to pop into Myers later,” Mum says. “There’s a new face cream I want to try.”
 
   My eyes light up. This is probably my last chance to get rid of them. And yes, I know how horrid that sounds.
 
   “Why don’t you go now? Take Rory with you. I’ll text you when I’m done and we’ll meet up for lunch.”
 
   “It’s fine, sweetheart,” Mum replies, and presses the lift button. “I can do it afterwards.”
 
   We take the three flights to the top floor and get out of the lift. I glance up and down, looking for the shop.
 
   “Look, the AFL shop,” Colin cries. “I’d like a new Richmond jersey.”
 
   Born and bred in Melbourne, Colin is a massive AFL supporter.
 
   “Why don’t you go and have a look while I’m in here?” I suggest, having located the lingerie shop. I know Brendan, or any other sane man, wouldn’t need a second invitation. “Take Rory. He loves Dockers. I’m sure there’s plenty of merchandise he doesn’t have.”
 
   I shove Rory in his direction, fully realising I’m encouraging my step-father to waste money on my child. I’m practically pushing them into the AFL shop and I don’t even feel guilty because all I want is to be alone.
 
   “We’ll go later,” Colin says, “when we can spend a bit of time perusing. Now, let’s get inside. You don’t want to be late for your appointment.”
 
   Sure don’t.
 
   The lingerie shop is tiny and stacked from wall to wall with every imaginable type of underwear — silky, cotton, camis, corsets, suck-me-in-pull-me-up pants — some of the items look extremely expensive and not the type I would usually wear. It’s very pink and cream. It’s also the only shop in Perth that specialises in the fitting of breast prostheses, so I have no choice but to be here if I want one.
 
   My posse and I approach the counter. I like the way it’s built high, with a divider, so people can’t see what you’re buying. Discretion is certainly assured here.
 
   “Hi, I have an appointment at eleven. For a fitting.”
 
   The lady on the other side of the counter gives me a welcoming smile. “You must be Sophie?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m Sue.” She moves to one side of the counter, leading the way to a set of shell-pink saloon doors that mark the entrance to a hallway. She pushes one of the doors and steps through, holding it for me. “Come this way and we’ll get you sorted.”
 
   I follow, expecting the doors to flap behind me as I do, but no. They can’t because my little gang of followers thinks tagging along is the order of the day. They’re so close behind me we’re going to have to back up like trucks to get out.
 
   “What are you doing?” I hiss at Mum over my shoulder.
 
   “You might need a second opinion.”
 
   “I think we’ll be fine. Thank you. Why don’t you wait outside?”
 
   I’m about to turn away when Colin whips out his iPhone and prepares to take a few photos. I do not want this moment recorded for posterity and I tell him so, after explaining to Sue about his little hobby, that is. She may think my step-father’s some sort of creepy old man, if I don’t.
 
   “But my research,” Colin says, looking rather disheartened at the idea of leaving. “I may be able to help. I’ve done extensive research in the last five years.”
 
   Just shoot me now.
 
   “Sue will help me. That’s her job, isn’t it?”
 
   I give Sue a ‘save me’ look and she calmly directs the family to a couch, promising Colin a close up look at her stash of prostheses and some information on the latest products that he may not have seen. After we finish the fitting. Mum and Colin flop down like a couple of deflated sausage balloons, attempted fun aborted.
 
   “We’ll wait here then, I guess,” Mum says.
 
   “Good idea.” 
 
   I slip into the cubicle with Sue. I feel like I’m in a bad movie where I’m trying to escape from a monster. “Does this curtain have a lock?” I ask, as I peek around the side, praying that my family hasn’t moved and are silently sneaking up on me while my back is turned.
 
   “We’ve never needed one before,” Sue says.
 
   “You will give us a fashion parade, won’t you?” I hear Mum call from the other side.
 
   Gahhhhhh. Why can’t they go to the AFL shop or something?
 
   “NO!”
 
   I look at Sue, who is attempting not to laugh, albeit unsuccessfully.
 
   “Sorry,” I say.
 
   “Don’t apologise. That’s your family, I take it?” Her voice is soothing as she begins to bustle around in the space beside me looking for a tape measure.
 
   “How did you guess?”
 
   “The look of sheer terror had something to do with it.”
 
   “On me? Or them?”
 
   “Them. I guess this has been rough. Your diagnosis and everything. Cancer has a way of changing the way we look at life and loved ones.”
 
   “Mmm.” 
 
   And now I feel like a cow again. I never considered it must have been hard for Mum, too. I know I’d be distraught if Rory became ill. Maybe I’ve been too harsh? I could try to relax a little more.
 
   “We’re ready for the show,” Colin bellows. “Any time you are.”
 
   Or maybe not.
 
   Sue wraps the tape measure around my body. Her hands are cool and soft. Her eyes fall to the numbers on the tape measure, then to the shape of my body but it’s not awkward or embarrassing. She has this way of making me feel quite okay with it.
 
   “I just wanted a stress-free experience,” I say, feeling a sudden need to justify why I’ve been so short with them. “I didn’t want them to come. The last couple of months have been so surreal, I wanted to step back from it for a minute.”
 
   “Your family love you, they want to be close to you.”
 
   “They don’t have to be quite this close, do they?”
 
   Sue puts the tape measure down. “I’m popping out to get you a bra and prosthesis to try. You won’t believe the difference once we remove that thing you’re wearing now, and get a good fitting bra and prosthesis on you. Nobody will be able to tell the difference.”
 
   Nobody except me.
 
   The rest of the fitting goes off without a hitch. I’ve come out of the fitting room with two new bras that are lacy and make me feel nice and a nude-coloured breast form that looks nothing like the colour of naked skin.  It’s made of silicone, I think, but it’s soft and has this outer layer of gel that’s meant to stay cool against my body.  It also has its own suitcase, so it doesn’t lose shape. And it’s heavy. I can’t believe my breast was that heavy when it was attached to my body but, apparently, it was.
 
   I go to the counter to pay.
 
   Sue punches a few numbers and says, in her soft soothing voice, “That’ll be six hundred and forty-five dollars.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   She hands me the invoice to better help me deal with the shock. I can hardly take it from her hand.
 
   “Let me pay,” says Mum.
 
   “It’s okay, I’ve got it.”
 
   Before I can open my purse, Mum pulls out her credit card and punches in the security pin. She gives me the ‘I-win-this-time’ smile and for once, I let her. If she wants to spend that amount of money on a fake boob, I’ll let her. If it makes her happy, I’ll let her.
 
   But six hundred dollars? Cancer is bloody expensive. I know we’ll get a bit back from the government reimbursement scheme but seriously, how do others cope when slugged with upfront costs like this? Are they pretending to be proud Breast Cancer survivors who walk around lopsided for their entire lives because they can’t afford the upfront outlay?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   It’s a week later. Brendan and I have been invited to a birthday party. We got invited months ago, before the whole diagnosis thing and we haven’t seen the couple in question since then. What with having my boob lopped off and everything, I have been rather preoccupied.
 
   I love parties. In my former life, before Breast Cancer, I was the party queen. Never a party was thrown without me being given an invitation, mostly because I manage to do something embarrassing that makes people laugh, like slipping in a wet spot on the dance floor or doing red wine karaoke to very forgettable 90’s pop hits. Tonight, however, I’m not in party mode. In fact, I’d rather stay at home and watch something trashy on TV but Brendan wants to go. And I’ll probably have fun once we get there.
 
   Earlier on today, I let Mum take me shopping to buy a new top. This is usually a guaranteed pick me up but it appears that I am so depressed that even a new outfit won’t work. I peer at myself in the mirror and frown at the girl looking back. I’ve spent ages on my look but something isn’t right. The top that seemed so pretty in the shop makes me look like I’m fifty in natural light. Yes, it covers my lack of cleavage — the very reason I bought it — but now I have it on, I find I don’t want it to. I want to get out my flimsy, floaty tops and look like me. Tears well in my eyes and I know it’s silly to be crying over the way I look, but I can’t help it. I feel so angry with myself and this bloody cancer. And frustrated. I’m so frustrated by, well, everything.
 
   Brendan pokes his head around the bathroom door, where I’m now trying to make my hair look exceptionally good. If my hair looks good people won’t notice the top. At least that’s what I’ve reasoned.
 
   “Ready?” 
 
   I nod feebly. A tear rolls down my cheek and I dab a tissue at it so it won’t spoil my make-up.
 
   Brendan steps into the room. A whiff of the new cologne he’s recently started wearing wafts between us. I’m not sure if I like his new scent. I think I’m a fan of the one he used to wear, the one he said he was sick of and needed a change from. Brendan moves behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. He drops a kiss on the tip of my ear before his chin comes to rest on my shoulder. He looks intently at my reflection in the mirror. What I want, is for him to say I look nice. I want to see the desire in his eyes, the way it used to be. I want my life the way it was.
 
   “What’s up? You okay?”
 
   “I can’t go.” Now, my lip is wobbling. He’s being so sweet, I just might lose it over his shirt in a second.
 
   “Why? You love a party.”
 
   “I look ridiculous.”
 
   His eyes travel down to my top. “You look pretty. The colour is nice.”
 
   “It’s horrible.” Nothing is going to placate me, not even Brendan’s manly attempt at sensitivity.
 
   “Then why’d you buy it?”
 
   “It looked nice in the shop.”
 
   “Ahh, the thin mirrors, eh?” 
 
   Brendan doesn’t believe that shops put those thin mirrors in their change rooms to trick you into buying stuff you’d never buy any other time. Nine times out of ten I get home and discover what I saw as good in the shop makes me look like a heifer.
 
   “I look like my mother.”
 
   “It’s not your usual style. Why don’t you get changed? We have a couple of minutes.”
 
   I can’t believe the words have sprung from his mouth. Brendan, the stickler for being on time and constant nag about me not being ready is giving me some leeway. I squint at him in the mirror, trying to ascertain who this new loving, caring fellow is.
 
   “I have nothing to wear. My cute tops are too revealing.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that. It’s not like you go round with your tits out, like some chicks do.”
 
   “No. I mean, now that I have this…” I gesture in the general area of my prosthesis, “…this thing, they’re too low cut. You can see my bra or, if I bend, my lack of cleavage. There’s no happy medium.”
 
   “Don’t bend then?” He gives me a grin and I know he’s trying to cheer me up. “What about that one that shows your shoulder? You know the blue one with that big sleeve that gets in my drinks? I like that.”
 
   He’s trying to describe the sapphire-coloured one shoulder top with the bat-wing sleeve, of course. It’s revealing but in a very subtle way. And it makes my shoulders look lovely. Lovely shoulders would totally negate having one boob. Plus, the covered shoulder is on the side of my prosthesis so if I take it out and slip it in a strapless bra, I might be able to pull it off.
 
    I grin at him in the mirror. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   Turning, I wrap my arms around him and press myself into the strength of his chest. “Thank you,” I whisper into his neck.
 
   “I aim to please. Now, get a move on. The party waits for no man and we’re already late.”
 
   And the real Brendan’s back.
 
   Within five minutes, I’ve rushed to change, attached the breast form to my chest with wide medical tape, so it won’t pop out of the strapless bra, and redone my hair into a low ponytail at my nape that hangs over my bare shoulder. The hideous top is lying on the bed in a crumpled heap but I don’t care. I look in the mirror and I feel content. Now, I am me.
 
   I head down to get in the car and we speed off towards Hilary and John’s place. It’s the fault of the bloody Tamoxifen, I think as I sink into the seat, the sound of Brendan’s voice, telling me about his day, washing over me. When Dr. Downer gave me the script and we discussed my options, she mentioned there were minimal side effects to taking this drug, but I think she may have underplayed how minimal they are. Since I started, I’ve turned from a rational sane woman to a blubbering hormonal mess. Not to mention the headaches, the bloating that makes me the size of an excessive overeater in the space of five minutes or the incredible urge to fart at the most inopportune moments. Sometimes, I have such a lack of control over my bodily functions, I feel as if I’ve given myself over to testing. I was never like this before. Still, it’s better than being dead. I could have been that.
 
   We arrive at the party and wind our way through the crowd looking for the birthday boy.
 
   “Hey.” Brendan waves an arm at Hilary and John, who are stood in half in, half out of the bi-fold doors, looking like they’d like to stop saying hello and go get a nice stiff drink.
 
   “Sophie!” Hilary exclaims.  “How are you, babe?”
 
   “Pretty good. You? You look like you’ve lost weight.”
 
   Hilary runs a hand over her hip. “A couple of kilos. Chasing Weston around is a better workout than going to the gym.”
 
   Weston is Hilary and John’s toddler son. Gorgeous child. Hideous name. Sounds like a biscuit.
 
   “Well, you look great.”
 
   “Thanks. You look fab, too. I can’t believe you’ve been going through this. You don’t look sick. You look so rested.”
 
   “Weeks of sitting around on your bum will tend to do that.”
 
   “Oh you!” She gives my arm a slight punch. “You weren’t sitting around. You were recuperating. Oh, by the way, Melinda’s here.”
 
   Hilary knows about my problems with Melinda. Since my operation, I managed to get hold of her only once. She was standoffish and guarded, not her usual effusive self. It might be good to clear the air in person. I still don’t know what I’ve done to offend her, other than get a life threatening illness.
 
   “Where is she?” I ask.
 
   “She was over at the bar a second ago, but I can’t see her now.”
 
   It appears Melinda has seen me first and has gone into hiding.
 
   Deciding to cross that bridge later, I hand the token bottle of alcohol over to John. “Happy birthday.”
 
   “Cheers.” He kisses my cheek and peeks inside the bag. “Nice. My scotch cabinet was starting to run low.”
 
   I feel bad. I’ve given the most generic male present in the world because until two hours ago, I’d completely forgotten the party was for John’s birthday. The bottle shop was the only thing left open at five o’clock on a Saturday. It seems, along with the other symptoms from the Tamoxifen, I’ve also started suffering from dementia.
 
   “It’s not much,” I mumble by way of apology.
 
   Waving my apology away, Hilary takes the present and puts it on the sideboard with some other gifts. “We’re glad you’re here. That’s gift enough for us. Now let’s go get a bloody drink. All this smiling and being nice is making my face ache.”
 
   A while later, I'm standing next to Hilary and Angela in a corner of the courtyard.  We're drinking bubbles and giggling over the guy standing next to us. He’s a workmate of John’s or a long lost cousin or something. His hair is blowing in the evening breeze. The only problem is, he's plastered it with so much hairspray it's blowing straight up like a weird sort of Mohawk, then floating back into place across his forehead to cover his bald spot. He’s totally clueless. He thinks we're checking him out and he's started to puff out his chest like a Black Cockatoo searching for a mate.
 
   Hilary turns to me. "So, it's okay to drink when you have cancer?" Her eyes indicate the bubbles in my glass. I'm only having a couple, having struck a deal with Brendan to be the designated driver.
 
   "As far as I know. Nobody said I couldn't, so I'm operating under the guise of ignorance. I don't have to cut things out, just be sensible, which is pretty much what I do already. I’m certainly not going to be one of those survivors who only buys organic produce and bangs on about Reiki healing."
 
   "But what if it’s the cause? What if it was your boozing that gave you the cancer?"
 
   "You make me sound like a raging plonker."
 
   "Sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. I was only asking. And you're not a plonker, by the way. That Catherine What's-her-face, you know, Sienna's mother? She'd drink you under the table. Now there's a plonker."
 
   "Well, that's a relief."
 
   I put my glass down on the edge of the planter box.
 
   Hilary frowns. "Aren't you going to finish it?"
 
   "It's fine. I didn't want it anyway."
 
   "Because of what I said?"
 
   "No. I don't feel like it. I've been a bit off since I started on the medication."
 
   I give a sigh. I hate talking about it. I hate thinking about it. I hate everyone asking me. Hopefully, the novelty will wear off soon and we can get back to normal.
 
   "So DO you know what caused it? The cancer?" Hilary probes, taking a huge glug from her own glass. Clearly, the possibility of catching Breast Cancer from champagne has not dampened her enthusiasm for a drink.
 
   "Not a clue. There's no history in my family. I don't smoke and apart from massive amounts of chocolate, I eat healthily. I could probably ramp up the exercise but I not sure that's ever been linked to Breast Cancer."
 
   Angela leans towards me. "Nobody would ever know you've had it. If anything, you look even healthier than before the diagnosis.”
 
   “It’s the mastectomy.” I laugh. "Instant weight loss. Guaranteed."
 
   “You’re dreadful, Sophie.” Hilary cackles. She polishes off the rest of her drink goes off to do the rounds, promising to return shortly.
 
   “Take your time,” Angela says. “We’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Have you met the people John works with?” Hilary asks, with a snort. “They’re so far up their own arses they can’t see daylight. I have no intention of talking to them for a millisecond longer than is necessary to be polite.”
 
   She wanders off into the crowd as the band begins their set and Angela and I find a spot on a step at the back of courtyard. It’s a good place to be because the party is extremely lively for a bunch of 40-somethings. People are doing shots and showing each other intimate parts of their anatomy. There’s a man demonstrating drunken hip-hop moves on the pool deck and the servers hired for the night are having an awful time trying to navigate past his ‘caterpillar’. I’m waiting for the crowd surfing to kick off.
 
   Down in the middle of the courtyard area, Melinda has finally appeared. She’s chatting to Brendan and in her usual flirty way, has her hand on his sleeve. Even though her lashes are batting at him double-time and she’s flicking her hair over her shoulder seductively, I can tell they’re discussing me; they keep on looking in my direction. I hope she’s telling him how guilty she feels for giving me the cold shoulder, not so much as an e-card came in my direction when I was in hospital. I hope he’s telling her how sad I’m feeling because of it. I can’t. Every time I get closer than ten metres away, she disappears or gets a sudden attack of something contagious I wouldn’t want to catch.
 
   The song changes to Gary Glitter’s Rock and Roll Part One and the man with the blowing hair pushes his way in beside Angela and I. He’s holding a large glass of red wine high above his head, so it won’t spill. Its vinegary scent is assaulting my nostrils so I move a little closer to Angela who’s on my left.
 
   The man gives me what was probably a very sexy smile once, before his teeth started to show their age. Up close, they’re sort of yellowing but at least they match the bleariness of his eyes. “Sorry,” he says, his elbow digging me in the ribs. “There’s not much room, is there?”
 
   “No.” I return his smile and go back to listening to the music.
 
   The man begins to jiggle his leg in time with the beat. “I used to love this song when I was a kid,” he yells.
 
   I continue to concentrate on the band. They’re really quite good.
 
   “I’m Mike,” the man says. He leans closer. His glass balances precariously between two fingers. It’s threatening to spill down my sleeve.
 
   “Sophie.”
 
   I shuffle as close as I can to Angela. She’s biting on the rim of her glass and trying not to laugh. “You’ve got an admirer,” she whispers.
 
   “Seems that way. Is there any room on the other side of you? He’s invading my personal space.”
 
   “Not unless you want to sit in the planter box.”
 
   The band begins to thrash out an AC/DC classic and Mike moves a little closer. I’m physically trapped between him, Angela and the wall. I want to ask him to move but I decide it’s easier to ignore him as he seems to have given up trying to chat me up and is watching the band, an almost smug sort of expression on his face.
 
   Then I notice why.
 
   Mike, who is clearly under the influence of too much pinot, is feeling me up. And the main problem with this scenario, other than I don’t know him from Adam and I’m in a steady relationship, seems to be that he’s feeling up my fake boob.
 
   No wonder he’s looking so smug. The poor guy must be thinking he’s in because no sane woman would let a guy touch her boob within seconds of meeting. And because the breast is a fake, I have no idea how long he’s been doing it for. He’s probably counting his lucky stars that I haven’t punched him one and dreaming about the wild sex we’re going to have in the toilet in ten minutes or so.
 
   I look down to where his free hand is on my right breast and then I look him in the eye.  “Ah, Mike?”
 
   “Hmm?” His sexy smile is now a bit of a leer.
 
   “If you’re after a thrill you might want to try the other one.” I indicate his hand, massaging the silicone. “Because that one isn’t real.”
 
   He looks bemused.
 
   “It’s fake, Mike. I only have one breast.”
 
   He appears even more baffled.
 
   “That one gets put in a box when I go to bed. I had Breast Cancer,” I yell, right as the music stops.
 
   Mike snatches his hand away, as if my boob has suddenly caught fire or something. His face turns the colour of his wine as the entire crowd turns to check out what mischief Mike’s got himself into this time.
 
   He looks at my breast, mutters something unintelligible and flies off into the crowd so fast he’s almost airborne. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the crowd surfing began.
 
   “What’s his deal?” Hilary nods into the cloud of alcohol fumes Mike has left in his wake. She has returned with a tumbler full of champagne, having got sick of refilling or someone pinching it every time she put it down.
 
   “He discovered one of my boobs is not like the other.” I giggle.
 
   “Seriously? He was feeling you up?”
 
   “Yep.” I relay the incident, as Hilary stands with her mouth open.
 
   “Only you, Sophie.  It could only happen to you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   I think Brendan is suffering from the effects of a big night this morning. Even though Rory is staying over at the hotel with Mum and Colin, he was up as soon as the sun peeped through the curtains. I heard him stumble into the ensuite, barely missing the wall in the semi-darkness. I heard him rifling through the drawer where we keep the headache tablets and then I heard him turning on the tap. There was a groan after that, then everything was silent. For a very long time.
 
   “Feeling seedy?” I ask, when he emerges sometime later, like a bear with a sore head. Literally.
 
   “What do you think?” He’s standing in the doorway between the bathroom and the bedroom. His eyes are bloodshot and his hair is mussed. The curtness is a sure sign he’s hurting.
 
   “Why don’t you come back to bed for a bit, then?  I’ll make us some tea and toast. We can read the paper.”
 
   “I don’t want to come back to bed.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   I sit up and stare quizzically across the room at him. He looks angry. His hands are folded across his chest, defensively, as he leans on the doorjamb.
 
   “Was that Mike guy chatting you up last night?”
 
   So this is why he’s grumpy. Brendan might not have truly accepted the physical change in me but deep down his feelings haven’t changed. He’s jealous.
 
   “In a fashion. Where were you anyway? You disappeared as soon as we got in the door.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “It means, if you’d been by my side, maybe it wouldn’t have happened. Who said he was flirting with me, anyway?” 
 
   “Uh… I was talking to John on the phone. He said that Mike guy felt you up and everyone at the party saw. John was pissing himself laughing about the whole thing. Why didn’t you do something?”
 
   I could ask why he was talking to John on the phone in the loo but I don’t.
 
   “Because I didn’t know he was feeling me up, Brendan. I was listening to the band. He spoke to me. I only answered to be polite.”
 
   “Don’t be bloody ridiculous.” He strides into the room and reaches for his folded track pants on the table next to his side of the bed.
 
   “I’m not. I didn’t know what he was doing because he was playing with my prosthesis. In case you haven’t noticed, it’s not part of my body. It has no sensation. Therefore, if someone touches it and I’m not looking, I won’t be aware.” I feel like I’m talking to a five-year-old. He’s certainly behaving like one. He’s practically pouting.
 
   Brendan looks at me as if I’m lying. Then, suddenly, something changes and his face softens. He tosses the pants back to the floor and crawls into bed beside me. Maybe he knows he’s behaving irrationally. I would never let a guy do that to me under normal circumstances.
 
   “Did you say tea and toast?” he asks.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Can you make it strong and sweet? And raspberry jam on the toast. Lots.”
 
   I lay back, arranging the covers around us. I put my head on his chest. His heart is pounding harder than it normally does. I rub his side and tickle the skin in the crook of his elbow. I haven’t given up on the idea that he might want to have sex. A hangover has never been a deterrent in the past.  And it’s been over two months.
 
   “Aren’t you making tea?” he says, shuffling his body away from mine.
 
   “In a minute.”
 
   I reach up and kiss the soft skin on the side of his neck behind his ear. I nip his earlobe.
 
   “I have a fucking hangover, Soph. If you’re not making tea, I’m going for a run.” He moves to get out of bed and I jump up, throwing the covers back.
 
   “Stay there,” I say, wondering why the hell I bother. Seriously, I am beginning to think he has a personality disorder.
 
   I stand behind the kitchen bench in my little white knickers and my white singlet top.  I dangle the teabags and watch the toast and, all the while, I can’t help but think it’s not jealousy that has made Brendan behave the way he has this morning. Any other time, he would have been all over me like a rash, ripping my underwear from my body because another man had paid attention to me, but not now. As I watch the tea swirl in the mug, I have this overwhelming feeling of dread and it’s telling me that Brendan doesn’t want me anymore. But that can’t be true, can it? He was so nice to me before we went out last night. He was really trying to be compassionate.
 
   Later in the morning, between Brendan going for a run and Mum returning Rory, I give Lani a call. I tell her about the boob incident of the previous evening and she laughs.  “I wish I’d seen it,” she says. “That’s priceless.”
 
   “It was pretty funny.”
 
   “I bet that guy never tries to cop a feel again.”
 
   “Nope. I think I’ve cured him of that. Everyone was laughing so hard, the poor bloke, his face was scarlet.”
 
   “Serves him right.”
 
   I go on to tell her about Brendan’s reaction to the event and his subsequent behaviour.
 
   “He doesn’t want me, Lani.  He’s repulsed by the way I look. It’s written all over his face.”
 
   “The cancer’s been a big adjustment for him. You have to give him time.”
 
   “Isn’t two months enough time?”
 
   “There’s no rulebook for this type of thing.”
 
   “But he won’t touch me unless I’m fully clothed and since the mastectomy, he’s avoided everything between the navel and the neck. I may as well have had the other one chopped off too.”
 
   “Have you asked him about it?”
 
   “How can I talk to him? Every time I mention it, he gets this glazed look on his face and tells me it’s time to get over it. He’s not over it, though. I think he’s getting worse.”
 
   “What about counselling? The cancer people have lots of resources for families and loved ones.”
 
   If I weren’t bawling my eyes out, I’d laugh.
 
   “As if Brendan would ever go to counselling. Talking about your feelings is a sign of weakness. He’d never admit anything was wrong. He’d rather take it out on me.” My voice is getting higher and higher and I know I’m starting to sound like a fishwife but isn’t it time for him to move on, too? Why do I have to be the one to deal with everything?
 
   Lani is silent for a minute. “You need to calm down and think this through logically. Firstly, you’ve both had a big scare recently. Cancer alone would be enough to freak anyone out. Secondly, you look different. It’s probably taking some getting used to. It’s common for women to have body issues after a mastectomy and there’s research to show it affects partners in a number of ways.”
 
   “Have you been Googling again?”
 
   “I joined the Breast Cancer Network. They have a forum for loved ones. Anyway what I’m saying is, the women there say you have to give him time. One woman I spoke to said her husband went completely off the rails, like he was having male menopause or something. It lasted over a year. Give Brendan some space. He’ll come round.”
 
   Male menopause? I hope Brendan’s not suffering from that. One set of crazy hormones in the house is enough. I let out an exasperated groan. “I guess so. Look, I have to go now, but thanks for listening, hon. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s what friends are for,” Lani replies. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   “And don’t forget I have my appointment with the plastic surgeon at two, so I’ll be out for the rest of the afternoon.”
 
   “In the calendar already.”
 
   I hang up the phone and sit for a minute. Gosh, I love Lani. Despite her silly outfits and ditsy ways, she’s a stronghold in my life. I’d never cope without her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Well, la de dah, I think to myself as I enter Dr. Hanson’s rooms for the first time.  This is a bit swanky.
 
   I’ve never had to press a button to enter an office before. I feel like I should have more money or be wearing a classy pair of jeans and heels, not my Levis with the faded knees and my favourite boots.
 
   The waiting room has leather armchairs with poufy cushions that coordinate with the obviously expensive carpet. The walls and reception desk are chocolate timber-panelled and in the thirty seconds since I’ve entered, one man has arrived with a fresh flower delivery for the console and another with take away coffees for the staff, including what looks to be homemade biscuits. Fancy having your afternoon tea delivered every day. Fancy having the money to be able afford it. Clearly, being a plastic surgeon is a lucrative business.
 
   After announcing myself to the receptionist, who by the way looks like she’s never had a lick of cosmetic surgery, I find a chair opposite a corridor that leads to a series of doors. I put my purse on the empty seat next to me. Brendan should be here at any moment. He’s taking an hour or so off work this afternoon and the plan is for him to meet me here so he can return to the office when we’re done. I glance at my watch, not concerned that he’s a couple of minutes late. Everyone knows attempting to find parking in the inner city is like expecting there’ll be milk left in the fridge on the only morning you want to eat cereal.
 
   Another few minutes pass and I pick up a magazine from the coffee table and begin to sift through the contents. As I’m reading my horoscope from 2011 in the New Idea and realising how totally wrong they got it, a tall man in a pair of charcoal-coloured pants and a cream shirt comes striding along the hall toward me. There’s a gorgeous looking woman with him, who’s wearing the exact outfit a girl should be wearing in an establishment like this. She’s tall and lean and quite beautiful.
 
   “Thanks so much, Jared,” she says throatily, placing her cheek in front of him to be kissed. “You’re a doll.” She says the ‘doll’ slow and sultry-like, as if she’s having sex with it, or the man next to her. Then, her hand grazing along his forearm, she sashays from the office. Wow.
 
   “Sophie Molloy?” In front of me, the man in the charcoal pants has stopped at the edge of the waiting room and glanced to the name on the file in his hand. When I don’t respond — I’m too busy imagining being a commanding presence in a room, like that woman — he looks at me expectantly. I guess I look more like a Sophie Molloy than the two elderly people sitting next to me.
 
   “Sophie?”
 
   “Oh, yes, sorry,” I say, putting put my magazine down and collecting my purse.
 
   “I’m Jared Hanson.”
 
   I stand and walk towards him. He holds out a large, smooth hand and I shake it. It feels like he uses hand cream. Every day. Very nice hand cream.
 
   I follow him along the narrow hall towards his office. “Um, my partner is meant to be meeting me here. He must be running late. Do you mind if I give him a quick call?”
 
   Dr. Hanson opens the office door and offers me a chair beside his desk.  “Sure,” he says. “We can wait a minute or so, if he’s almost here.”
 
   He opens my file, discreetly turning away from me so I can make the call. I locate Brendan’s number in my recent calls and when there’s no answer, I send a quick text. I can’t understand it. When we spoke about the appointment this morning at breakfast, Brendan was set to come. He wanted to be here to support me. At least that’s what he led me to believe.
 
   “I don’t know what’s happened,” I tell the doctor. It’s so unlike Brendan to bail on an appointment. He has such high standards about punctuality and manners.
 
   “We can reschedule if you want your partner here. It’s no drama.”
 
   I think about the things that will need to be rearranged if I do that.
 
   Nightmare. 
 
   Then I decide if Brendan’s late or not showing for some reason it’s not my fault. For once I’m making this about me. I’m tired of always doing what everyone else expects. “No. It’s okay. I can fill him in at home.”
 
   
  
 

“And if he arrives, Catherine will show him through.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   We begin the consultation.
 
   Dr. Hanson asks me what’s been going on since the mastectomy, and why I needed a mastectomy in the first place, given that the cancer was not as bad as first suspected. He questions me generally about my health. He sits and listens as I blither on, unloading my medical baggage on him. Baggage he doesn’t need to know, I’m sure. Yet, somehow, I feel as if he wants to hear, as if he understands completely the trauma I’ve suffered.
 
   At last, we begin to discuss reconstruction procedures and which, in his opinion, would be best for me. He tells me how he’ll do a small breast lift on my remaining breast so that it matches the new one he’s going to make. I sit, absorbing the information as he shows me implants and photos of previous patients but it’s not until he says the words ‘tummy tuck’ that my ears prick up with excitement.
 
   “You mean you can take fat from my stomach and make it into a boob?”
 
   I’ve died and gone to heaven. Not that my stomach is massive or anything but, since Rory was born, it’s never bounced back to its former glory. No matter how many sit-ups I do or how much wheat I don’t eat, I still have a bullnose veranda from the caesarean. Which severely limits the choice of knickers, let me tell you.
 
   “I think you’d be a suitable candidate for a Tram Flap procedure.” Dr. Hanson nods. “Let me take a few measurements and we’ll see what we can do.”
 
   This is unbelievable. A flat tummy and new perky boobs? I’ll be able to model bikinis by the time he’s finished. Having cancer isn’t all bad, it seems.
 
   I strip off my top and bra and stand semi-naked before a man I’ve never met before. Strangely, I don’t feel self-conscious, not even when he cups my left breast in his hand and gently lifts it. Okay, well maybe I’m a tad turned on. I mean, he’s incredibly good looking. The mastectomy didn’t render me blind. Any woman would be turned on by this. In an attempt to ignore the rising feeling of desire, I gaze over his shoulder at the paintings on the wall, done by children. I contemplate what to cook for dinner, without success. The only thing filling my mind is the gentle way he’s touching me.
 
   Dr. Hanson gets out a measuring tape and measures the width of my breast, the distance from my navel and how far my nipple is from the centre of my ribs.  He asks me to undo my jeans and he assesses the amount of fat I have on my stomach to see if I’m suitable.
 
   “I knew I’d been storing that fat for a reason,” I say with a laugh. “It wasn’t there to make me look bad in pants.”
 
   He ignores the comment and sits down in his big leather chair. Or at least, I think he does. When I turn back, I notice he’s trying not to laugh.
 
   Dr. Hanson scribbles a few things while I finish dressing and then, after I join him, he closes the file and swings towards me. It’s then I notice his eyes.  They’re large and green like the deepest, clearest part of the Great Barrier Reef, the part where you can see the bottom even though it’s tens of metres away. I want to dive into them. I want to swim in my doctor’s eyes.
 
   Gosh. This is not good. I can’t develop some schoolgirl crush on my doctor. I can’t. It would be very immature. I sneak another peak at him, while he’s bringing up photos of other reconstructed breasts to show me. I note the way his dark lashes frame his eyes and the chiselling along his cheek. I think it may be too late. From the way my heart is pounding, the crush is well and truly established.
 
   “So, Sophie,” he says — though in his defence he may have said heaps before that and I didn’t hear because I was so busy ogling.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   Please say I can have the tummy tuck. Please.
 
   “What size breasts would you like to have?”
 
   This is like shopping, except for body parts. Next, he’ll be whisking out a catalogue for me to pick from.
 
   “A bit smaller than I have now, maybe? Can you do that?”
 
   “I can. I can build you a breast slightly smaller your current one and then later on we can do a minor reduction and breast lift on the left breast so that it mirrors your new one. Or we can model a new breast with an imlpant, then do a small reduction on the other.”
 
   “So I’ll have two perfect boobs?”
 
   He smiles again. A dimple forms on the right side of his cheek. I try not to notice it but it’s clearly too late. “That’s the aim.”
 
   This is like a dream. It’s easy to see how women become so addicted to cosmetic surgery.  I’m asking and he’s agreeing to everything.
 
   Dr. Hanson makes a few more notes. Then he moves to the computer, where he opens his calendar and we begin to discuss dates, fat transfer and follow up procedures to complete the reconstruction.
 
   “So what happens now?” I ask him.
 
   “I want to you to have an MRI, to check out your blood vessels. In some cases, a Tram Flap is not an option if the vessels are small.”
 
   We spend a few more minutes talking about costs and dates and amounts of time spent in hospital and despite my discovery the bill is going to be close to eight thousand dollars, I leave his rooms with a tentative date for surgery in two months’ time and a grin so wide it could be mistaken for an off-ramp on the Mitchell Freeway. The cancer phase is over. Now I’m into rebuilding. Bring on the boobs.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   At precisely four-thirty, I arrive home with Rory in tow after our trip to the supermarket. He’s chattering away as I swing the car into the garage and switch off the engine. He’s had a good day at school, been promoted into the highest group for spelling and kicked three ‘goals’ during a lunchtime game of footy. He’s animated as he tells me about the clay dragon he’s making in art class. I like to see him happy. His little face was way too long when he thought I was going to die.
 
   But I know he’s not entirely over it. Every now and then, he’ll run up to me and give me the biggest cuddle, for no reason. Rory’s always been an affectionate child but he’s never done things like that. The other night he snuggled himself into my lap while we were watching TV, something he hasn’t done since he declared himself a big boy at age four. It was nice to feel his little body next to mine again, though he does weigh a deal more than he used to. My legs were asleep after ten minutes.
 
    I flip the boot open and Rory collects his schoolbag and runs into the house, picking up a tennis ball and tossing it to Grover on his way past. I collect the two bags of groceries and trail along behind him, deftly avoiding Grover’s slobbery tongue as he deposits the ball at my feet ready for another throw. It’s about this time of day that Brendan calls or texts to let me know what time he’ll be home but, so far this afternoon, there’s been no communication. I’ve tried to reach him numerous times since I left Dr. Hanson’s rooms and sent a number of texts to which I’ve not got a reply so, frankly, I’m getting a little worried. Brendan always replies to texts. I hope he hasn’t had an accident or something.
 
   As I round the bench in the kitchen, I catch a strange sight out of the corner of my eye. The sofa, coffee table and dining suite are gone. The painting above the mantel is missing too and the large cowhide rug Brendan would not part with when we moved in together is nowhere to be seen. My eyes take in the details around me, or lack thereof. The missing items belong to Brendan, which is most puzzling. Why would a burglar take only Brendan’s things? We couldn’t have been burgled. We have an alarm and the security company would have called us if it were triggered. I would have known.
 
   A cold feeling crawls over my skin as the realisation hits my Tamoxifen-fuddled brain and the pieces begin to slot together. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, I feel the weight of the grocery bags dropping from my hands as they fall to the floor at my feet. I feel the milk, where the carton has smashed, splashing over my foot and I faintly register as the bag of oranges rolls through the milk and across the timber floor towards the fridge. I can’t breathe. I cling to the kitchen counter trying not to faint. Now, I know why Brendan didn’t appear for the appointment today.
 
   Rory looks up at me questioningly. “Where’s our stuff, Mum?”
 
   I can’t answer, it’s taking every ounce of energy I have to stand upright. Brendan is gone. Without a word. How could he do this? Why would he do this?
 
   “Mum?” Beside me, Rory is beginning to tear up. His lip is wobbling. He knows something bad is happening but he has no clue what.
 
   “Mummy?” he says again.
 
   I look down at my son and I know, even though I want to cry and scream and fall into a pathetic heap on the floor, I have to keep it together for him. I have to be strong. “It’s okay, baby.”
 
   “But where’s our furniture?”
 
   “I think Brendan may have taken it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I think he might have gone to live in a new house.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Please Rory, I think, please don’t start the ‘why’ game now.
 
   “I’m not sure but I think he was a bit unhappy. Maybe he didn’t know how to tell me.” I can’t say ‘us’. I can’t hang part of the blame on my child. It’s not his fault Brendan’s gone. It’s mine. I should have seen this coming. I should have done something to prevent it. I should never have gotten cancer.
 
   Rory gives a slow nod. His face shows a great deal more wisdom than anyone would ever give a child credit for. He reaches around and hugs my hips, his cheek nestles into my side. “I don’t care if you look different, Mum. I still love you.”
 
   And that’s all I need to rally. I ruffle his hair and give his shoulder a squeeze.
 
   “I love you too, Mr. Rory. Now grab your stuff and put it in your room, get some work clothes on and we’ll clean up this mess. Then I think a picnic in the family room might be in order for dinner, what do you reckon?”
 
   He brightens. “Like with a rug and the picnic set?”
 
   “Yep. I might make some oven chips and chicken fingers too.”
 
   “Yum! Can we watch a DVD while we eat?”
 
   “Only if you do your homework first, so you’d best get cracking.”
 
   Rory lets go of me and sidesteps the puddle of milk before racing down the hall to his room. “You’re the best Mum ever,” he calls over his shoulder. “The best in the whole wide world.”
 
   Looks like I’m also going to be the solo mum from now on.
 
   Brendan’s left me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “He did what?” 
 
   Lani has this look of utter horror on her face as I tell her about the missing furniture over our morning coffee and a huge block of Cadbury Popping Chocolate. I’m feeling the need to comfort eat today. Everything that touches my lips is smeared with chocolate.
 
   “Has he even contacted you to tell you why?”
 
   Breaking a row of squares from the block, I put them into my mouth before shaking my head. Little bubbles of fizz burst on my tongue and I feel somewhat soothed by the sugar hit.
 
   “Not a word. He just took his stuff and left.”
 
   Yesterday was rough. After our TV picnic, I bustled Rory off to bed and spent the evening alternately texting Brendan, downing glasses of wine and sobbing. I became so desperate when he wouldn’t answer my calls, I contemplated getting Rory out of bed and bundling him into the car so I could get to the shop before it closed and buy every piece of chocolate in the place. Thank heavens sitting in the pantry was a box left from when Mum came to stay. I would have done it otherwise.
 
   Then, as I was about to put a load of washing in the drier, I came across two of Brendan’s new shirts. In his haste to escape, he’d left them behind. After a renewed bout of sobbing, I did the most unthinkable, yet cathartic, thing. I took those shirts into the family room, sat on the floor with a pair of scissors and a rerun episode of Desperate Housewives and cut the shirts into strips. Lovely, straight, baby blue and white ribbons of shirt which I bundled into a plastic bag and put in an express envelope to be posted to Brendan today. The evening rounded off with me challenging myself to see how many golf balls I could throw and hit at a target made from the photo of Brendan and I that used to stand on the beside table. It’s amazing how dexterous I am, especially after two bottles of wine.
 
   Now, in the glaring light of my hangover, I understand. I don’t feel angry — I disposed of that emotion while hurling things — I’m simply incredibly sad and hollow. Brendan’s wiped me from his memory as if I’ve ceased to exist. He’s left me because he can’t deal with the changes to my body. He wants the perfect partner and I’m no longer perfect. I’m damaged goods. I always assumed he loved me and maybe he did, but not enough, it seems, to accept these imperfections.
 
   I’m also beginning to think I misjudged him, that Mum was right. Brendan’s affection was simply another display, an outward show of our seemingly perfect life. Our relationship was merely a marketing exercise.
 
   I guess I’ll never know. What I do know is my eyes are like puffy slits from the tears and my head is hurting so much I’m beginning to wish I’d saved the repeat prescription of painkillers Dr. Downer gave me, the one I so cheerfully threw in the bin a month ago because I was ‘back to normal’.
 
   “Is there someone else?”
 
   We both know Lani’s scraping the bottom of the barrel with the question. Brendan would never have an affair. After the disaster that was his childhood, he vowed he would never make someone else suffer the way his mother suffered. I admired him for that. I loved his conviction to stay true.
 
   “You know there isn’t.  He simply can’t deal with the fact that I had cancer and now I only have one breast. Heaven knows, how he would have coped if I’d had chemo and lost my hair.”
 
   Lani reaches over to cover my hand with hers. “I hate to say it, but it might be a good thing he’s gone.”
 
    “At least I can fit the car in the garage now he’s taken that stupid canoe.” I laugh. I know I’m making light of it, sounding like I don’t care, but seriously, what else can I do? Humour is the only thing that might save me from a breakdown.
 
   “The funny thing is, if he’d hung around a bit longer, he would have seen you looking even more perfect than you do now.”
 
   “Oh Lani, you don’t have to be nice. I know I look a fright.”
 
   “But you don’t. You look healthy, glowing even.”
 
   “Not in Brendan’s eyes,” I say, sadly. “To him, I’m no longer perfect and you know how he is about everything being exactly the way it should be. He used to rearrange the cushions after I did the housework, for Pete’s sake.”
 
   Lani breaks the last row of chocolate in half, giving one piece to me. “Don’t forget the time he told you he didn’t want you to iron his shirts anymore because you put ‘train tracks’ up the arms.”
 
   A reminiscent laugh escapes my lips. “He had no clue I did it on purpose. I hate ironing shirts.”
 
   “He was such an obsessive compulsive.”
 
   “The most annoying thing was the way he used to line the items up in the pantry in alphabetical order and then put the oldest ones at the front so I wouldn’t have out of date cans on the shelves. Angela and Jeff were over for dinner a couple of weeks ago and she switched everything on her way back from the loo. Brendan almost had a coronary when he discovered it.” I pause for a second, thinking back over our life together. “You know, I never noticed those things in the beginning, they didn’t bother me that much.”
 
   “What is it they say? The quirks you find endearing at the beginning of a relationship are the ones that annoy you the most at the end?” 
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “For all his faults, and you know I was never that keen on him, I never expected Brendan would be such a coward, to leave you without a word when you needed him most.”
 
   I sniff and blow my nose into my tissue. At this rate of consumption, I’ll be keeping the Kleenex factory in business. “He wouldn’t see it as cowardly. You know he hates confrontation and arguments. To him, this would have been the least painful way.”
 
   At this, Lani hops off her stool and wraps her bony arms around me. Her armful of bangles pokes into the back of my ribs. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   “You poor thing. You don’t need this.”
 
   No, I don’t need it. Not now, especially.  Dealing with Brendan’s desertion would be hard enough if I were healthy but now? I’ll need a very strong set of shoulders to get through this one.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That night, after finishing our dinner standing at the bench because Brendan took the table, I tuck Rory into bed and settle myself on my own bed. I’ve dragged the TV in and hoisted it on top of an old packing crate I found in the garage — there’s little point sitting in the family room when it’s as bare as a boutique after a winter clearance sale. The TV’s sitting at the end of the bed connected by an extension cord to the power point. One of Brendan’s extension cords. I can’t believe he wasn’t thorough enough to have spotted it in his clear out; he must have been in a hurry. Still, it’s worked in my favour. I have something to connect the TV to power and, if Brendan ever returns, I also have an implement to strangle him with. Because right about now, the anger phase is kicking in.
 
   Digging my hand into the massive bowl of Jaffa balls I have beside me, I toss two into my mouth, relishing in the sticky, orangey, chocolaty taste. I can absolutely understand why separations get ugly. After twenty-four hours, my sympathy for Brendan has worn off.  I want to punch him hard in the head. I want to smash every last thing he’s left behind. I want to kill him for what he’s done to me. But mostly for what he’s done to Rory. Brendan’s the only constant father figure Rory has ever had and well, frankly, I think that we both deserve some type of explanation. Not that I’d let him into the house to do it.
 
   As my hand reaches for a second clutch of chocolate, the doorbell rings. Suddenly stricken that it might be Brendan, though I’m sure he’d use his key, I freeze and listen as it rings a couple more times.
 
   Shit. What has he done to me? I’m too afraid to answer the door now in case it is him. I’ve no idea what to say. I was never like this before. I always had a voice. It seems that years of being in a relationship with him has robbed me of that and I never even knew. I remember Mum telling me to stick up for myself, way back when, but I said she was overreacting because she’d never been a member of the Brendan Fan Club. But she was right. Brendan was stifling me. I did everything to make our relationship a success and he never bent an inch in return. I’m conscious, now, that I’ve been so concerned with making Brendan happy, I’ve turned into someone else. Someone who never says what she thinks for fear of confrontation. Someone who would hide the chocolate wrappers so she wouldn’t have to suffer the looks of disappointment.
 
   Well, not anymore.
 
   If Brendan is on the other side of that door, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind. I gather the courage to uncurl myself from the bed and go to the door.
 
   It’s Lani.
 
   I almost collapse with the relief because despite my bravado, I don’t think I’m quite ready for a showdown.
 
   “Hey,” Lani says. She’s carrying two faded beanbags — the sitting on type, not the school activity type — and has a large box of survival supplies at her feet.
 
   “I was about to ring the police.” She thrusts the biggest beanbag at me.  “Why are you not answering the door?”
 
   “I thought it was Brendan. If I see him I might stab him with the only knife he left me.”
 
   “Understandable.” She picks up the cardboard box and hitches the other beanbag over her shoulder like a Santa sack. She pushes past me, heading towards the family room. “I bought a couple of bits and pieces to tide you over until you can restock.  There’s these beanbags, obviously, chocolate, wine, a lamp and some of my vegetarian frittata. I’ve got a camping table and chairs in the car, too. We can bring them in later.”
 
   “You’re an angel, Lan.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   We dump the beanbags in the middle of the room, in front of an old rug from our bedroom, which Brendan has so kindly left me. Somehow, they manage to make the room look even emptier than before. And the striped zigzag patterns of citrus green and magenta could have the potential to cause headaches under the right circumstances.
 
   “They go with the décor,” Lani says, noting the lack of furniture. “Sort of early student housing. The camping table should finish the look nicely.”
 
   “I have a packing crate for a TV console in the bedroom. We can bring that out to accessorise.”
 
   “Definitely. And a couple of band posters and some plastic door beads.”
 
   Laughing, despite myself, I go to the kitchen and fetch a couple of wine glasses from the shelf. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was about to sink into the depths of anger and despair. And console myself with another kilo of chocolate. I was imagining strangling Brendan with the extension cord.”
 
   The glasses are full, so I hand one to her and nip into the bedroom, returning with the remains of the bowl of Jaffas.  I’m not sure the flavour will mix with Shiraz but I’m willing to try.
 
   Lani plonks herself into one of the beanbags. Her knees are under her chin and she’s trying to rearrange her skirt so only a minimum amount of leg is visible but all I can see is her outstretched hand, awkwardly clenching her wine so it doesn’t spill. I put the bowl of chocolate in between us and arrange myself in the other beanbag. Lani’s put her wine down and is now fiddling with the controls of the music system on the iPad. Suddenly, Adele blasts around the living room, singing Rolling in the Deep.
 
   “Oops,” Lani says with a smile. “I forgot you don’t have furniture to soak up the volume. I’ll turn it down.”
 
   “No. Don’t.”
 
   “Won’t it wake Rory?”
 
   “His bedroom door’s closed and, anyway, he’d sleep through a cyclone. I trained him that way when he was a baby.” I laugh and take another few Jaffa balls. “This is the perfect break up album,” I say, listening to the lyrics.
 
   “My thoughts exactly. It’s sad. It’s bitter and twisted. And later, when we get a bit pissed, we can do karaoke to Rumour Has It.”
 
    I clink my glass with Lani’s and take a huge gulp. “Perfect. I should be over Brendan by tomorrow at this rate.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   The days go on much as before. The next Saturday, after footy, Rory and I go shopping for some new furniture to fill the cavernous space in our family room. I’m sure Brendan never considered we might need something to sit on when he took the sofa. He was probably thinking about retrieving the things he contributed to the relationship, feeling that he was taking back what was rightfully his. I hate him for that. I hate him for his anal, obsessive, sticking-to-the-rules ways. But at least we have a roof over our heads.
 
   In the last few days, I’ve travelled from a place where I’d gladly take the biggest knife I could and cut off Brendan’s balls, to one where I cried for the loss of my life as I knew it. I’ve been angry one minute and resigned the next. I’ve been gung ho about getting on with it and then bereft, feeling as though my lungs have been removed and replaced with rocks that are making it impossible to breathe. I’ve wanted to give up on a few occasions, especially when I discovered Brendan withdrew most of the money from our joint emergency account, the account that was earmarked for my surgery.
 
   Which has left me pondering, is he doing these things to purposefully be hurtful or does he truly have no clue?
 
   Despite everything, I’m trudging on. I have to. Brendan might be gone but Rory’s here. He’ll always be here and his welfare is my main priority.  I have other things to concentrate on too, like being fit and healthy for my surgery — after I find the funds to pay for it, that is. Fortunately, I’d rejoined the gym before the cash disappeared so I’m working hard to be toned by the time the surgery rolls around. And if I happen to see Brendan and he wants me back, well, bully for him. The big middle finger is the only thing he’ll be getting from me. I won’t let him ruin my life and Rory’s and, honestly, after everything that’s happened in the past few months, the break up is like one more bump on the road. I can get through it like everything else.
 
   To get me started on the right track, Angela’s bought tickets to a Breast Cancer cocktail fundraiser, which is sort of ironic, I know. She’s nagged me about it for days, wanting to know if I’ve gotten a babysitter, do I have something cute to wear? She wouldn’t even let me reimburse her for my ticket, so I’m beginning to think she may have an ulterior motive. Angela’s notorious for trying to set people up. I think she fancies herself as Perth’s answer to the Millionaire Matchmaker.
 
   The function centre in King’s Park, where the event’s to be held, is an unassuming looking building set into the side of a grassy knoll on one side and a cliff face on the other. As we drive up to the front door, flanked by huge grass trees, I realise I must have walked past it a thousand times without ever noticing it. King’s Park has that effect on you. The eucalypts along Fraser Avenue are so spectacular, it’s easy to overlook other, simpler features.
 
   We get out of the taxi and make our way down the gravel path towards the double doors. The place is lit up like a Christmas tree and snatches of music are dancing along the hall and out to greet us. I’m happy, which is quite an unusual sentiment, given the variety of feelings I’ve dredged through lately.
 
   “This was a great idea, Ange,” I say, as we enter the room. “I’m so glad you pressured me into it.”
 
   “Should be fun,” Jeff says.
 
   “Anything beats sitting at home looking at the space where your couch used to be.” Angela has a twinkle in her eye that tells me she’s planned for it to be a very fun night. Especially, if she manages to pull off whatever it is she’s clearly got up her sleeve. I sincerely hope she’s not going to set me up with one of her divorced friends. I may be feeling better but a relationship isn’t on the radar at this point in time. The concept doesn’t even register on Google Earth.
 
   After Jeff deserts us, having seen someone he knows, Angela and I stand for a bit, making up our minds what we’d like to do first.
 
   “I wonder if they’re going to feed us?” Angela asks, her eyes scanning the room in search of a tray of food.  “I haven’t had a bite all day.”
 
   “It’s a cocktail party,” I reply. “I’m sure they’ll have finger food of some sort. Let’s ask that waitress when we get a drink.”
 
   “Good plan.”
 
   We make our way to where a waitress is perched on a fake stone pedestal, impersonating a statue and looking frightfully bored. Her body, swathed in some type of toga to make her look like a Greek Goddess, is frozen in place while her arm, is moving as if by remote control, thrusting the tray in people’s paths as they pass.
 
   “Bet I can make her smile,” Angela says, readying a finger to give the poor girl a tickle under the armpit.
 
   The waitress doesn’t flinch. She stares over our heads and glides the tray to a spot under our noses. I think she may have heard that joke before.
 
   I take two glasses and we wander round the corner to the silent auction area.
 
   “By the way, I meant to tell you when you got in the taxi how nice you look tonight,” Angela remarks. She’s sipping her drink and eyeballing the room in a distracted fashion.
 
   “Thanks. I’m feeling more like my old self. You know, I don’t think I comprehended how much Brendan squashed my personality until he left. It’s like a weight’s been lifted. He never let me speak or have a contradictory opinion to his. And I’m sure I was an embarrassment at times rather than the accessory he wanted for a girlfriend.”
 
   “I always said he was a prick.”
 
   “Yes, you did. On more than one occasion, if I remember. I wish it hadn’t taken me such a long time to see it. I can’t believe I defended him so staunchly.”
 
   “They do say love’s blind.”
 
   “I must have qualified for a cane and a seeing eye dog, then.”
 
   “That top is gorgeous,” Angela says, changing the subject. “Where’d you get it?”
 
   “I’ve had it for ages.  It didn’t fit until this week.”
 
   “You look thinner. I hope it’s not because of Brendan. You need to stay healthy.”
 
   “I’m sure he’d like to take credit, but I’ve actually started going to the gym again.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   We stop at the end of a long stretch of tables. A group of people is perusing the lots up for auction and there’s much discussion in front of us as to the ‘real’ cost of a family portrait package and whether you could DIY it. I know there’s a weekend away up for grabs, somewhere here, so I begin searching along the trestle. A mini-break for Rory and I would be lovely. Room service and a massage would make my life complete.
 
   I locate the auction item in question and I’m about to write my name and bid on the sheet provided, when I hear Angela chirrup, “Oh hi, Jared. How nice to see you. I totally forgot you were coming tonight….” 
 
   I stifle a groan, knowing full well what’s coming next, because Angela never forgets who’s attending any given function. She’s a walking acceptance list. I raise my head and turn to see her greeting, none other than, my plastic surgeon.
 
   Oh. No.
 
   That guff about getting out of the house and not paying her back was simply Angela’s ploy to set me up with my own doctor; the man who’s seen me with my one boob swinging in the wind; the man who’s cupped it in his hand in a completely non-sexual way. This man knows I have back fat.  Not much, mind you but it’s certainly there.
 
   My body stiffens in horror and then suddenly, at the sight of that wonderful smile, it turns to jelly. So much so, that my legs are becoming quite wobbly. Cue feelings of dread and heart falling into soles of shoes. Send in hyper-embarrassed state.
 
   Swivelling towards the table to avoid them, I reason I’ll head further along to see what other items are up for auction. I begin to sidle my way past the group, still in heated discussion about family portraits, but I find that I can’t because Angela has me by the hem of my top. She’s pulling me into her little circle of two and I have no choice but to turn, put a pleasant smile on my face and look as if I was going to talk to them anyway.
 
   I halt before Dr. Hanson and his green eyes look quizzically down at me, as if he’s trying to place me.
 
   Gosh, they take the breath away a little. Even with the black-rimmed glasses — he wasn’t wearing them the last time we met — those eyes have the ability to mesmerise. I feel quite giddy now. Which is only making my embarrassment worse.
 
   “Hello, Sophie.”
 
   Shit. What do I call him in a social setting? I look helplessly into those eyes and beg silently for assistance.
 
   “Jared,” he prompts, answering my missive.
 
   “Yes. Ah, hello. Jared.”
 
   Angela looks intrigued. “You know each other?”
 
   “Dr. Hanson is my plastic surgeon.” I give Angela the most withering glare I can muster without him seeing.
 
   “Jared,” he repeats. “Please call me Jared. I’ll feel like an old man if you don’t.”
 
   “And you’re definitely not that.”
 
   Oh. My. God. Tell me I did not say that. Judging by the shocked look on both Jared and Angela’s faces, I’m guessing I did.
 
   “I’m handling Sophie’s case,” Jared tells Angela, giving nothing pertinent away.
 
   “He means he’s making me a new boob and a flat tummy,” I add. “It’s okay. I don’t mind Ange knowing.”
 
   Angela looks at Jared. She looks at me. She appears slightly crestfallen at this news, which goes a long way to confirming my suspicions that she was attempting to up her quota of successful matches for the month. “Well, this is a turn up for the books. I was about to introduce you. Looks like I won’t have to. How are you, anyway, Jared?”
 
   “Fine thanks.”
 
   “And the boys?”
 
   “Well.”
 
   “Jared has two lovely boys, Nicholas and Jacob,” Angela explains to me, before turning back to him. “Are they still playing up? The last time I saw you, they’d packed their bags over the new nanny.”
 
   The corner of Jared’s mouth turns up in a lopsided grin. His dimple forms and I go weak at the knees all over again. God, this is embarrassing. I can’t even look at the poor man without drooling.
 
   “They’ve settled down,” he replies. “I had to show them who was boss, though. Little monkeys.”
 
   They chat for a while longer, before Dr. Hanson excuses himself and we wander back to the main area. The sound of music is enticing us through the door and both Angela and I are keen to dance.
 
   “Were you trying to hook us up?” I ask.
 
   “Of course not. I’m offended you’d even think such a thing. Here, have another drink.” She grabs a glass from the waitress statue and shoves it in my hand.
 
   “You know I can’t date my doctor, don’t you? And anyway, I’m not ready for a new man. I’ve just got rid of the old one.”
 
   Angela tosses the glass of champagne down her throat and takes another from the tray. “You won’t have to worry about that now, then, will you? Not if Jared’s treating you. He does have the most amazing eyes though, doesn’t he? He’s an orgasm on legs.”
 
   I think my reply is best kept to myself in this instance.
 
   “So, how do you know him?” I enquire as we walk. I know Perth’s a small place but seriously, what are the odds that my friend is besties with my plastic surgeon?
 
   “He and Jeff have been mates since high school. Jared disappeared to London for a few years and returned with a wife and another degree but they always kept in contact.”
 
   We take a canapé from a passing tray and I nibble on the edges of mine before popping the remainder into my mouth. “And he has two boys?”
 
   Angela swallows her mouthful of food. “Yes. The eldest, Nicholas, is the same age as our boys. They’ve had a tough time, this last year or so. I’m not surprised they’re acting out. It’s only natural.”
 
   I don’t like to pry but she has me intrigued. “Why? What happened?”
 
   “Polly ran off with Jared’s colleague. It turned out the nights Jared was working late to establish the practice, his partner was porking his wife. The boys suffered dreadfully. It was hard for them to understand. Especially when she up and went back to London, virtually deserting them. Heinous cow.”
 
   “How could anyone leave their children like that?”
 
   “Don’t ask me. I guess the call of her libido was stronger than the lure of motherhood. She tried to blame Jared, naturally. Said it was his fault for dragging her to live in Australia in the first place and making her give up her career. But he was in no way to blame. He tried so hard to get her to stay — counselling, cutting back his hours. He forgave her for the affair, too, but their relationship was never the same. Then one day, he came home from work to find the babysitter minding the kids and a note on the kitchen bench.”
 
   “Far out.”
 
   “He was devastated.”
 
   “I can imagine.” Seems Dr. Hanson and I have more in common than my breast reconstruction.
 
   “Since then, he’s been a bit of a lad, new girlfriend every week, that type of thing. Loads of gorgeous statuesque blondes.”
 
   My mind goes back to the first day I met him. The woman coming from his office was way too familiar to be a patient.
 
   “But it’s not him,” Angela continues. “Jared’s not like that. He’s been frightened off women, that’s all. He needs to learn to trust again.”
 
   “And yet you thought it might be nice to thrust him in my direction?”
 
   “Well, I can hardly be seen thrusting with him, can I?” She throws her head back, laughing boldly. “But seriously, I thought you two would be perfect together.”
 
   I knew it.
 
   “You’d cure him of his trust issues. You’re the most dependable person I know.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   Forgetting that we intended to dance, Angela and I continue gossiping until Jeff appears, carrying a tray of Bellinis.
 
   “Where’d you steal those from?” Angela asks. She looks somewhat appalled that her husband has managed to conjure a tray of drinks when others are clearly parched.
 
   “The waitress looked sad, so I relieved her of her burden.”
 
   Jeff puts the tray down on a table near us and hands out the first round. I take a glass from him, though I know I probably shouldn’t. We’ve drunk non-stop since we arrived and those teeny things they’re serving, masquerading as food, don’t soak up alcohol well. Also, alcohol and Tamoxifen appear to set off weird menopausal-type reactions in my body, which I probably should have considered before I drank six champagnes.
 
   “What are you two gossiping about?” Jeff asks. Unlike most men, the idea of two women chatting about waxing or bras does not send him running for the whiskey bottle. He’s in touch with his ‘feminine side’.
 
   “We just saw Jared,” Angela replies, giving him a nudge in the elbow.
 
   “He’s here? Did he bring that blonde he’s been seeing?”
 
   “No. I’m pretty sure they split up. I had every intention of setting him up with Sophie but it turns out he’s her plastic surgeon.”
 
   Jeff’s eyes glow with mischief. Sometimes he can be as bad as Angela. “That could be awkward. Or exciting. Depending on which way you look at it.”
 
   I give him a look. “It was awkward when he twigged who I was. The man has seen me topless.”
 
   “A sight I’m looking forward to once your reconstruction’s complete. Now I know Jared’s your surgeon, I might see if I can get a bit of input into future cup size.”
 
   Angela slaps his bicep. “Jeff!”
 
   “What? You know I’ve always had a love affair with Sophie’s breasts. I’ve been feeling a little lost since one of them went away.”
 
   “You’re insane.” I laugh.
 
   “I was actually serious. This cancer thing of yours has been very draining on me. I mean, whose breasts am I going to look at now? We both know those fillet things enhance Ange’s. When the bra comes off there’s nothing there.”
 
   Angela slaps him again. “Can we change the subject please?”
 
   “Of course. How about a dance? I think I’ve consumed enough wine that I won’t care if I look like a complete tosser. You come too, Soph. I’ve always wanted a threesome.”
 
   He puts his drink down on the table and, taking us both by the hand, drags us to the dance floor.
 
   Dancing with Jeff and Angela is an experience, to say the least. Having had little of it in recent times, I’d forgotten why he likes to have a few under his belt before venturing into this territory. Rather than relying on skill, Jeff, it seems, has perfected the attention-grabbing, tacky dance move. The Sprinkler, the Lawn Mower and a step that involves mimicking the Amish — I think it’s called the Butterchurner — are part of his repertoire. He knows how to raise the roof like he’s recently ported out of a dance video from 1982, which makes me wonder if maybe Angela and I are the ones who should have had more to drink. He’s very embarrassing and to make it worse, Angela is totally egging him on. In fact, she’s suggesting moves that even I’ve never heard of. And I graced a fair few clubs in my earlier days.
 
   As Jeff begins to demonstrate his version of the Macarena, or it could be the Bus Stop, I feel a hand on my shoulder. I turn, almost falling because my feet are tied in knots from his attempt at instruction.
 
   It’s Dr. Hanson, I mean, Jared.
 
   “I’ve come to rescue you,” he says. “Would you like to dance? On the other side of the room away from this dope?” He gestures to Jeff who has moved on to some form of 50’s swing dancing with Angela as the swing.
 
   A sense of gratitude sweeps through me. “Oh, could we, please? As much as I love Jeff, I’m worried he’s going to do a Cyclone or something and I’ll lose a tooth or get a black eye.”
 
   Jared chuckles fondly and we thread our way to the other side of the small dance floor. “It’s happened before. You’d think he’d learn but he’s operating under the same assumption he was at Uni.”
 
   We begin to dance.
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Women like men who dance.”
 
   “They do, but not like that. He looks like a rotary clothes line.”
 
   “Which is how most accidents involving Jeff happen. Once, I had to patch up Angela’s face after he swung at her.”
 
   “He hit her?” I gasp.
 
   “As he was demonstrating the Lawn Mower,” Jared explains. “He was wrenching his elbow back and got her front on in the upper lip. He didn’t know she was standing behind him. She was lucky not to have lost a tooth.”
 
   “He’s a menace to the dance world.”
 
   “Lovable menace, though. We’ve been mates for years.”
 
   “Angela said.”
 
   “What else did she say?” He quirks an eyebrow.
 
   “Not much.” 
 
   I’m certainly not going to tell him she was trying to set us up or that I know about his wife. That’s private business. Besides, he might be one of those types that get offended if others know things they shouldn’t. I can’t risk offending him.  He has to like me so that when he’s reconstructing my body he’s completely on the job, not thinking about how he wished I wasn’t his patient. I need him to concentrate on his cutting and sewing.
 
   “What about you?  What’s your connection to the Byrnes?”
 
   “Their son, Hudson, is in the same class as my son, Rory. We’ve been friends for a couple of years.”
 
   We move around a bit and Jared takes a step closer. “And yet I’ve never met you before, other than at the surgery?” he ponders, leaning in closer so he can talk over the music. “Strange, considering she’s always trying to fix me up with her friends. But you do have a partner, so I guess that’s why.”
 
   I stop dancing. My feet are suddenly nailed to the timber floor. My mouth is making a flapping motion that would normally be associated with speech but nothing is coming out. This is uncomfortable, to put it mildly.
 
   “Um, I don’t have him anymore. He left me.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
   “It’s okay,” I reply, knowing that even if my face is burning, it’s nowhere near the colour of his, now he knows Angela was attempting to play cupid before she discovered our connection.
 
   “So this was a set up?” He sounds peeved. “I wish she wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “I think I need some water. Do you mind if we stop dancing?”
 
   “Of course not. Are you all right? I haven’t offended you?” He’s looking at me oddly and I know he can see the flush that’s spreading across my cheeks like a grassfire in a field. He’s assumed it’s from embarrassment but it’s not. It’s the bloody Tamoxifen having its nasty way with me. Even my eyelids are going red. I’m certain they are, because they feel like someone’s set a blowtorch to them.
 
   I fan my hand in front of my face, which is utterly pointless. I mean, it’s a warm evening. A limp wave isn’t going to cool the expanding inferno.
 
   “I haven’t embarrassed you, have I?” 
 
   “It’s the Tamoxifen, I keep getting hot flushes at the craziest moments. Last week I got one in the middle of a trip to the dentist. She thought I was having a reaction to the anaesthetic.”
 
   At least I have an excuse other than being mortified that my friend has attempted to hook me up with my doctor.
 
   “Do you want to go out onto the terrace where it’s cooler? I’ll get you some water.”
 
   I smile gratefully. “That sounds fabulous.”
 
   I go outside and find a spot in the corner overlooking the garden. The breeze is cool against my skin but I so wish I could take this top off. The sweat is forming a rivulet down my sides and the fabric is starting to cling in places where clinging is not good.
 
   Jared returns with a large bottle of icy water and a beer for himself. I take it and stick it on my chest, letting the cold of the bottle and the condensation seep into my flaming chest.
 
   “Aren’t you going to drink it?” he says.
 
   “In a minute. At the moment, it’s doing a great job as an icepack.”
 
   “I can get you another to drink if you like.”
 
   “No. This is fine. But thanks. I feel heaps better already.”
 
   He nods. “Your colour’s starting to settle.”
 
   We stand for a minute facing the city lights and gazing out into the night. Both of us are deep in thoughts of some kind or another. Then Jared turns to me. “Did you know that Angela was trying to hook us up?”
 
   “Heavens, no! She didn’t even know we knew each other until I told her in the auction room. I had an inkling she was up to something earlier in the week but you know Angela.”
 
   “She won’t take no for an answer.” He shakes away a frown. “One day she’s going to get me into dreadful strife.”
 
   “I hope you don’t think I had anything to do with this. If I’d been aware, I would have let her know I wasn’t interested. I mean, you’re my doctor. There’s a law, isn’t there?”
 
   He steps a metre away from me, indicating that indeed there is and that maybe, for a tiny moment he may have forgotten that we’re not simply two people.
 
   “Look, we can go back inside if it’s bothering you,” I say.
 
   “I’m not bothered, Sophie. You seem like a nice girl. And I’m allowed to have a life, as long as it doesn’t involve a relationship with a patient.”
 
   “I wasn’t insinuating…”
 
   “I know you weren’t.”
 
   I look up into his amazing eyes and I think to myself, oh, but I wish you were.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   For some reason, Tuesday’s always a busy day in the shop but today we’re having a busier day than usual. It started before lunch when a bride came in looking for a vintage cocktail hat to wear instead of a veil and moved rapidly on to three very picky women on the hunt for the right shade of red handbag. By the time they left, the pile of handbags on the daybed we have for customers to relax on was almost to the ceiling and I was so drained, I was tempted to swish them to the floor and lay there for a bit. The whole experience was worsened when, after half an hour of back and forth, they bought the cheapest one I had in stock. And it wasn’t red. It was black.
 
   Now a group of girls, one of whom is a regular customer, has come in wanting hats for a Bridal Shower High Tea. They’re going traditional and Madmen, so fifties style hats, purses and garden party dresses are the order of the day. Lani and I pull out a few options and just when I think we have everyone sorted, the door of the shop opens and a man comes in. He has a letter in his hand but he’s not the delivery guy. Our delivery guy looks like the guy from Legally Blonde but with a blue uniform rather than brown.  He has very neat hair that’s always in a jaunty side part and he has a freckle below his left eye. I know this because he’s always staring at me and jiggling his eyebrows as I sign for packages. This man looks nothing like that. In fact, his face is so stern, he’s a little scary and his mono-brow looks so much like a caterpillar, I wouldn’t be shocked if it crawled off his forehead.
 
   “Can I help you?” I ask, hoping to get him out of the shop before he frightens the delicate sensibilities of my customers.
 
   “Sophie Molloy?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “For you.” He hands over the envelope and before I can say ‘disappearing act’ he’s out the door.
 
   I turn the envelope in my hand. Surely, I haven’t been summonsed? Doesn’t that only happen to people on TV law programs? I look over to where Lani is helping the girls with their final choices and decide I can’t wait a second longer to see what’s inside this mysterious envelope. Because it can only go two ways — either I’ve inherited millions from a long lost aunt I never knew, or someone is suing me. I pick up the letter opener Brendan gave me for my birthday last year, jab the point under the lip of the envelope and slice it open. I slide out the piece of paper and unfold it.
 
   Big. Mistake. Should have waited until shop was empty.
 
   The letter opener clatters onto the glass counter top, alerting everyone to my plight. I’m gripping the counter for dear life, afraid that if I let go my legs won’t be able to support the terrible weight that’s descended on me. I feel clammy.
 
   “Sophie? Are you okay?” Lani rushes to my side. Her hand is on my shoulder, gently soothing but it makes no difference. I can see in her eyes she’s thinking this is about the cancer — that something physical has happened to me — but it’s not. She deposits me in a chair behind the counter, where I sit, holding the piece of paper flaccidly on my lap and staring into space like a zombie.
 
   Our little group of customers stops and turns, their faces clouded with concern.
 
   “You’re very pale,” says one.
 
   “White as a ghost,” adds a second.
 
   “Are you ill?”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?”
 
   At last, one of the girls announces that the best thing they can do is to complete their purchases as quick as possible and leave. So, the girls hand over their debit cards, gather their newly acquired hats and bags and head to the door.
 
   “I hope she’s okay,” the regular whispers, as they reach the door. “She’s had cancer, you know.”
 
   I don’t know how she knows this and I don’t exactly care.
 
   Finally, Lani and I are alone. She sits down on the chair next to mine and gathers my free hand in her lap. “Are you okay? Should I call Dr. Downer?”
 
   “I’m fine. Well, physically.” I hand her the letter.
 
   Lani’s eyes scan the page. Now, she’s as white as a ghost. She’s blinking and re-reading as if she thinks there must be some kind of mistake. But there’s not. We both know that.
 
   “The fucking bastard.”
 
   Woah. Lani never swears.
 
   “My sentiments exactly.”
 
   As it turns out, I haven’t inherited millions from a long lost aunt. But my ex is demanding his three quarter share of our property. The letter from Brendan’s lawyer — who knew he had one? — informs me that Mr. McAllister would like his share, totalling some nine hundred thousand dollars, given current real estate values. Mr. McAllister does not wish to take this matter to court and would like it to be settled as quickly and quietly as possible.
 
   “Where the hell am I going to get…” I glance at the letter again, “…nine hundred thousand dollars?”
 
   Then I promptly burst into tears. These can’t be called tears though; they’re way too big and wet for that. They’re canals of sadness springing from my eyes.
 
   How could he do this to me? 
 
   After everything we went through, he didn’t even have the decency to come and see me. Of course, I’d have given him his share if he asked me. I’m not about to be petty, but to do it like this? I’ve never said this about anyone, but I hate him. I absolutely hate him and I wish he’d drop dead.
 
   As I sit and sob, Lani gets up and silently moves to the door, turning the ‘open’ sign to ‘closed’. She bustles around out the back and returns with a cup of strong, sweet tea.
 
   “We didn’t have any scotch,” she says, by way of explanation. I sniff, giving her a watery smile.
 
   We sit. I sip my tea and stare at the letter on my lap. Lani looks out the window. Then, in a fit of rage, I screw the letter into a tight wad and throw it as far as it will go, letting out an angry grunt as I do. This, of course, goes little way to making me feel better. My missile is made of paper. Even with the most force I can muster, it’s landed a mere metre away at the bottom of the counter. Not satisfied, I stand up and stamp my foot on it, imagining it’s Brendan’s head as I do. Then I kick the waste paper basket, the wall and the corner of the counter, only stopping because I fear I may have done irreparable damage. To my toe.
 
   “What am I going to do?” I repeat. “I don’t have that kind of money. I’ll never have that kind of money.”
 
   When Brendan and I first made it official and moved in together, we bought the house in Floreat. It was a steal for two reasons. One, it needed a total renovation and two, the couple who owned it had fallen upon hard times during the GFC. The bank wanted their money. They didn’t care how much it got sold for. We lovingly put every cent we could into that place, knowing that one day it would be worth a mint. Financially, he’d contributed more than me, though I always assumed we were a partnership. I never knew the partnership meant he got seventy-five per cent.
 
   “Could you take out a loan?”
 
   I flop back onto the chair and rub my aching toe. “I could try but they’re pretty unlikely to give it to me. Especially with the loan I got to pay for my breast reconstruction.”
 
   Another casualty of my relationship with Brendan is that my private health insurance became null and void. I’ll have to pay the full cost of the reconstruction or go on a public health waiting list. One that could take years and will give me no option as to the type of reconstruction I get. And though I rejoined the fund as soon as I found out, I’ll have to respect the waiting period of twelve months before I can claim. I can’t wait twelve months. They need to review my case and let me have my reconstruction now.
 
   I slump forward, throw my head into my hands and groan, entirely aware that my stress levels have shot through the top of my head and stress is not good. Stress increases the risk of the cancer returning in spades. Taking a deep breath, I try to clear my head.
 
   “There’s always your parents,” Lani offers.
 
   “No! Absolutely not.”
 
   We sit for a minute longer, racking our brains for possibilities. Lani sneaks a nail into her mouth and nibbles in a fashion resembling a mouse gnawing at his last morsel of cheese.
 
   “I’ll have to sell the house,” I say. ‘There’s nothing else for it. I’ll have to sell and Rory and I can move into a flat. Grover will have to go, too. There’s no way he can live in a small space. It wouldn’t be fair.”
 
   Lani looks devastated. “But you put so much work into the house. You love living there.”
 
   “I know. But when it boils down, it’s only a house. Home is where Rory and I are together. I only wish I could do it in a few months, after everything’s settled down.”
 
   With a heaving sigh, I drink the last of my mug of tea and take it out to the kitchen, where I wash it and leave it upside down in the dish drainer to dry. 
 
   “You’d better get that ‘open’ sign turned back around,” I call to Lani, who’s straightening up the mess from the waste paper basket. “If I have to pay for a lawyer and a private doctor, we’re going to need a truckload more customers.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That afternoon, when I get home, I stand for a long time gazing around the home that Brendan and I built. I love this house but I have no choice but to leave it. Even though everything has gone so horribly wrong, there are memories here, a feeling that makes me comfortable. I had it the first time we walked through the door and I would have had it even if I hadn’t been with Brendan. Leaving will be difficult and Rory’s going to be devastated when I break the news.
 
   Breast Cancer has taken so much more from me than a breast.
 
   I thump my palm into the wall. I don’t understand why Brendan has done this. Why now? It’s not like I wouldn’t give him his share. I’m not vindictive or mean. A few more months wouldn’t have made a difference; we’re both contributing to the mortgage. Why does he have to add more stress to my life? It’s as if he’s punishing me because I ruined his life by getting cancer or something.
 
   Now, I’m angry again. I want answers and if nothing else, I feel I’m owed them so I pick up my mobile and go out onto the deck to call him, away from Rory’s supersonic hearing.
 
   Pacing the deck, I hear the phone company say the number I’ve dialled is no longer connected. Seriously? He’s changed his number so he won’t have to face me? My anger, dormant for such a long time is fuelled and ready to combust. It’s being fed by the emotions I’ve suppressed since Brendan and I got together, the ones he considered weak and girlie.
 
   I dial his work number.
 
   “Good afternoon, Golden Realty. How may I help you?”
 
   I try to disguise my voice. I know, Tracey, the receptionist won’t put me through if she recognises me.  “Hello, may I speak with Brendan McAllister please?”
 
   “In regards to what?”
 
   So, he’s vetting his work calls more closely. Cowardly prick.
 
   “I’d like some information about a property he has listed.” I rattle off the address of a property I know is still for sale. I’m surprised how calm and normal I sound, given that I’m doing an impersonation of a pressure cooker about to flip its lid.
 
   “One moment please.”
 
   The wait seems interminable. And the longer it goes on, the higher my blood pressure gets.
 
   “Brendan McAllister.”
 
   It’s been weeks. He sounds the same. He doesn’t sound sad or depressed which makes me even crosser.
 
   “You fucking bastard.”
 
   And there begins my rant. For the next five minutes, I tell Brendan everything I ever wanted to say but held back on for the sake of our relationship. I stop short only at mentioning his prowess in bed, because that would be a bit below the belt.
 
   The other end of the line is silent as he absorbs my tirade. Then he says, “Are you finished, Sophie?”
 
   “Don’t patronise me. You know I’m not supposed to be stressed because of the cancer. Did you not have the decency to wait before you dropped this bombshell? It’s bad enough you cleared out our accounts and cancelled the medical insurance without consulting me. Because of you, I’m no longer covered and have to pay full price for my reconstructive surgery. That’s almost eight thousand dollars, Brendan. Eight thousand dollars, which I had to borrow from the bank because you closed our insurance account. And now you want to take the house too? I put up with the humiliation of not being able to pay the grocery bill because you cancelled my card. I had to hide my stunned look at the dentist’s the other week because I didn’t know what you’d done and the payment wouldn’t go through. What am I supposed to do after you take the house? Do you want us to live on the streets?”
 
   “You have the shop.  If you want the house, sell the shop. I can list it for you.”
 
   Give. Me. Strength. If I could jump through the phone and throttle him, I would. My hands are shaking so much it would be a quick process.
 
   “And then what would I do for income?” My voice has become a high-pitched, frenzied squeal. “Seriously, Brendan. Can’t you wait for a couple more months or at least until after my surgery? I’ll put the house up for sale, then. But I can’t move house and have surgery at the same time and I don’t need this amount of stress right now.”
 
   “Put the surgery off, then. It’s not like you’re dying anymore.”
 
   “You fucking, fucking prick.”
 
   “Look Sophie, I want my money. I want to purchase elsewhere.” He’s calm and quiet. He sounds like a total stranger, a cold hard man, not the man I was in love with. Any scrap of empathy he may have had has disappeared along with the furniture.
 
   “Fine.” My voice matches his for coldness. It’s so cold I could freeze icicles with my breath. “If that’s the way you want to play this, I want the dinner set back that you took when I was out last week. And the linen.”
 
   “Why? They’re old and used. You have the new ones we bought the other month.”
 
   “I bought the linen with MY money and that dinner set was a gift to ME from MY mother. If you want one, buy your own. After you take every cent I have, you’ll have plenty.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “And I want our photo albums.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “So I can burn every single photo of you. After I’ve made a dartboard from your face, that is.”
 
   And with that, I hang up the phone.
 
   Then I ring the telephone company and get my numbers changed. It’s a pain and it takes ages to ring and text everyone else and let them know but by the end I feel a sense of finality. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   When I get to work the next morning, I haven’t slept a wink; I’m running on adrenalin. It’s as if the blow-up at Brendan has cleared the cobwebs away and the negative things about his personality that I’d considered quirky or swept under the carpet have shown their true colours. They’re quite dirty in the light of day. I’m glad we’re not together anymore. Let him find another girl to control.
 
   I flick the switch on the lights, turn on the computer and head out the back to stow my handbag and lunch. Then I seat myself on the chair behind the counter and look up the Yellow Pages. First job this morning — new locks for the house. If Brendan thinks he can swan in and out to his heart’s content, he’s got another thing coming. I’m over being nice.
 
   With the number of a local locksmith located, I give him a call. After giving me the exorbitantly pricey estimate to do the work straight away, he agrees to meet me at the house at lunchtime and I hang up. Then I go to my contacts and scroll through to find the number of my friend, Cameron. He’s a lawyer and seeing as Brendan’s decided I need one, and Cameron’s the only one I know personally, he seems a logical choice. I dial his number and wait while his assistant puts me through.
 
   “Hi, Sophie.  How are you?” Cameron asks.
 
   “Good thanks.”
 
   “Everything going well on the cancer front?” 
 
   I haven’t seen Cameron since the split and talking about my cancer journey doesn’t seem the thing to do. In general, most of the men I know tune out after they hear the word ‘mastectomy.’ They want to know you’re okay but not the intricacies.
 
   “Yeah, fine. The reconstruction process begins shortly.”
 
   Cameron lets out a sigh. “You’ve had a tough trot recently. Hope it goes well.”
 
   “Thanks. My treatment isn’t the reason for the call, though. I wanted to ask if I could pop by and get some legal advice? Not as a freebie. I need the services of a lawyer.”
 
   There’s a definite shuffling of papers on the other end of the line and when Cameron responds, I can hear the underlying tension. “Uh, I gather this is in relation to Brendan and the house?”
 
   “Yes. I…”
 
   He shuts me down. “Not a wise move, Sophie. Brendan’s my mate.”
 
   “You were my ‘mate’ before you were his. Are you saying you’ve taken sides?” I can’t believe this. Cameron and I were friends for years before Brendan entered the picture. I introduced him to his wife. Rory’s father is his best friend.
 
   “No. I’m still your friend but in this matter I can’t represent you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I’m hoping he’s going to say because he doesn’t want to get involved, because it’s too close to home and our friendship might suffer or something.
 
   “Because my firm’s representing Brendan.”
 
   The letterhead on Brendan’s demand did ring a bell. Now I know why.
 
   “Right. I forgot about the Boy’s Club.” No matter what’s happened or what’s gone before, boys always stick together. I attempt to swallow the feeling of nausea that’s suddenly rising from the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Please don’t take this personally, Sophie. He asked me. I said ‘yes’.”
 
   “But I do take it personally. I take it very personally. Brendan has drawn a line in the sand. Apparently, we’re down to choosing teams and one of the people I considered a close friend has defected to my ex’s side of the court.”
 
   I hang up the phone.
 
   So. It looks like I’m finding a different lawyer. And possibly revising my Christmas card list.
 
   At this moment, Lani strolls into the shop. Today, she’s wearing a midnight blue tutu skirt with a peacock appliquéd on the front. It has real feathers sewn along the hem that are winding their way up her hip. More surprising than her choice of outfit for the day, however, is her hair. The baldness that liberated her a month or so back has begun to grow out. She’s been to the hairdresser and is now sporting a hot pink spiked do with an orange Minnie Mouse style bow clipped into the side, though how she’s managed this with a minimalist cut is beyond me. She looks like the Kewpie doll I won on the clown game at the Royal Show when I was six.
 
   “Nice outfit,” I remark. “Love the new hair.”
 
   Lani does a twirl. “My head was starting to get cold with winter coming on.”
 
   Not that you could call winter in Perth winter. People wear t-shirts.
 
   “It’s a lovely shade.”
 
   “I thought so.”
 
   Lani shoves her enormous shopping bag under the counter and stares at me. “You look like the Cadbury factory’s closing down.  What’s up?”
 
   “I rang Cameron to see if he’d help me clear up this stuff with Brendan and he said he can’t because his firm is representing Brendan.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “Wish I was.”
 
   “But wasn’t he on the scene way before Brendan? Didn’t you introduce them?”
 
   “Who knew they’d end up jumping into bed together? You don’t know a good lawyer do you?”
 
   “Not off hand but I’ll ask my sister. The bloke she got when Harry did the dirty on her was a pitbull. Ripped Harry to shreds.”
 
   “That’s what I need.”
 
   I’d like to see Brendan laying in bloodied pieces on the timber floor.
 
   After we finish our morning catch up, Lani hops off her chair and digs around in her bag. “I want to run something by you. I’ve been thinking about it a lot and after the huge influx of customers wanting quirky things yesterday…” She produces a piece of paper she’s printed from the internet. “What do you think about handbag rental? It’s quite big in the Eastern states and overseas. Basically, people rent designer handbags for a minimal price. They cost a fortune to buy and I don’t know about you but I get sick of my bags quickly, so this is a cost effective alternative.”
 
   She has my interest. “Go on.”
 
   “Well,” she takes a deep breath like she does when she’s going to say something she thinks is completely left of centre, “my idea is to do it in-store but with our vintage collection. We’d have quite a good range now so we could put together coordinated sets with hats and purses for special occasions, even bring in some cool jewellery pieces to complement. It could run alongside the normal sales part of the business. We could also give people an option to purchase the bag at a discount if they liked it after rental.”
 
   My eyes light up. Lani has had some ridiculous ideas over the years but this is not one of them. Those hours spent Googling might have been the beginnings of something.
 
   “I’ve looked at those sites heaps,” I say, “but I’ve never rented anything because I couldn’t see the bag in person. What if I got it and didn’t like it? If we run the same concept in-store, girls can see and feel the bags before they rent. I love it Lan, I absolutely love it. The only problem will be buying extra stock. I can’t afford to fork out more cash right now. Not given the exorbitant rates of vintage purses. New ones cost an arm and a leg. Buying vintage is like snorting money.”
 
   “Yes… Well.”
 
   I look at her. A non-statement like that usually means she’s done something rather rash. “What have you done?”
 
   “I, sort of, ordered a shipment of classics from the U.S. The seller went bust and needed to shift them quickly. I spoke to her. It’s verified and legit. The merchandise should be arriving, oh…” she glances the date on her oversized man’s watch, “today or tomorrow.”
 
   I leap from my chair. “But I can’t afford it.”
 
   “It’s sorted. I used some of the money I’d put aside for my trip to India.”
 
   “Nooo! You can’t!”
 
   “Well, I did and I don’t mind. I seriously think this is going to be a winner. We have to organise some advertising and a launch, of course, but you’ve been looking for something to take the shop to a new level for a while. I think this could do it.”
 
   I shake my head at the idea of her giving up her travel plans to help me out. I’m capable helping myself in most circumstances. I simply haven’t figured out how to solve the current crisis.
 
   Lani sees the look in my eyes. “Please take it. It’s a gift.”
 
   “I have to pay you back.”
 
   “I know, but there’s no rush. India will be there next year. Not so sure about the Dalai Lama, though. He was looking peaky in his last interview. He must be bordering on one hundred and fifty.”
 
    I tear a strip of notepaper from the back of my diary and begin to scribble ideas.  This is the most excited I’ve felt in ages.  With Lani’s help, I’m sure we can make this into a raging success. “It’s going to be a lot of work setting everything up. The website will have to be updated.”
 
   “Uh, I did that already. The guy from the web company is stopping by tomorrow.”
 
   “When did you organise this?” She’s been quite the sneaky little assistant.
 
   “In between your hot flushes and joint pain. You deserved a lucky break.”
 
   “You’re a star.” I reach over and give her the biggest hug ever.
 
   “I know, remind me when you’re rich.”
 
   I know I’ve said it before but I’d never cope without Lani.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “What can I do for you, love?” the newsagent asks.
 
   “Slickpick 25 for Saturday, please.” 
 
   I watch as he prints out my lotto ticket, then dig in my purse for some cash to pay him. How does the saying go? Good things come in threes? In the last twenty-four hours two good things have occurred, which can only mean a third is on the way.
 
   The first thing happened yesterday afternoon when the medical insurance company rang to tell me they’d decided to waive the waiting period for my surgery. I still have to pay the full amount upfront, of course, but I’ll be reimbursed for most of it instantly, which will bring the cost down. I was so excited at this, I began to cry and Rory thought something bad had happened. It took me ages to reassure him I was okay, that sometimes adults cry when they’re happy. His response was something along the lines of, ‘adults are weird.’
 
   Then this morning, I received a card from Mum. Among the assortment of pink and purple glitter stars that flew down my front and stuck to my prosthesis when I opened the envelope, was a cheque with my name on it. Apparently, Colin had a windfall playing the Fruit Wheel game at Crown Casino and she thought I might like a ‘pick-me-up’ that totalled eight grand.
 
   And before you tear it up, the note read, remind yourself that he won eighty thousand, so giving ten per cent to our daughter is no hardship.
 
   I deposited the cheque on the way to the newsagent’s because one of the things I’m earning with this illness is that sometimes it’s nice to let people help. I don’t always need to be independent. And with that money, I won’t need the bank loan for my surgery.
 
   After stashing the lotto ticket in my purse, I head along the road to the pathology place for an MRI of my stomach area. Jared wants to see how my blood vessels are. I’ve already informed him my veins are non-existent — I usually end up like a pin cushion when having blood drawn — so I’m not holding out hope the blood vessels are going to be wonderful. It’s a slim chance.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, I’m on my way back to the shop. I push the door open with my hip and proceed to the counter, where Lani is ringing up a sale for two very young, very hip-looking girls.
 
   “How’d it go?” she asks, coming from behind the counter to relieve me of the pastries and coffee I’ve bought with me. Having had to fast for the MRI, I’m feeling like I could eat the whole of the bakery by myself, but I’ve settled on a couple of chocolate croissants.
 
   “Easy apart from the feeling of having wet my pants.”
 
   “Eww.”
 
   “You can say that again.” My stomach lets out a final groan to tell me if I don’t feed it in the next thirty seconds there will be consequences, so I unwrap my croissant and delve into the chocolaty centre.
 
   “So, no more needle prodding until the surgery?” she asks.
 
   “Nope. Everything’s ready to go. I have an appointment with Dr. Hanson next week but that’s it.”
 
   As we sit eating, I spy a couple of large packing boxes that seem to have materialised since I’ve been out. Usually my heart would begin to flip flop with terror at such a sight, especially if Lani’s responsible for the order. This time, however, it’s not my money at stake. I hope her instinct paid off and we’re not going to be stuck with a pile of junk, like last time.
 
   “We had some arrivals,” Lani says, noting my glance. A moustache of icing sugar from her pastry is clinging to her upper lip and she blows it free as she runs her arm over a large cardboard carton, game show-style, ending with a flourish of her hand.
 
   “Voila!” She flings open the flaps of the first box. Bits of tissue paper fly around the room like snowflakes on the wind. “The handbags arrived. Look, Soph. They’re beautiful. I’ve already started taking photos for the website and we’ll have to enter each one into the inventory and decide on what we’re going to charge for the rentals.”
 
   She’s talking so fast I can hardly keep up and as she speaks her voice is getting more and more excited; she’s like a wind-up doll on speed.
 
   At last, she pulls out what I recognise as a Hermes Kelly bag. She sits it on the counter for me to admire. I can barely bring myself to touch it, it’s so gorgeous. It’s the most gorgeous handbag I’ve ever seen.
 
   “Are you sure this is real?” I pick up the Hermes, turning it over in my hands, examining the lock, the lining, sucking in the scent of the expensive vintage leather. This is almost better than chocolate.
 
   Then I see what looks like a Fendi Baguette and a classic Chanel clutch that Lani has also placed on the counter. I’m completely lost for words. This is the accessorising coup of the century. What girl wouldn’t want a handbag like this on a special night out?
 
   “All verified.” Lani hands over a piece of paper from the auction house, authenticating every single bag in the collection. 
 
   “This — this is amazing.”
 
   “I know. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a VIP night for our regulars and their friends, you know, to introduce these treasures and explain our new concept? I was thinking champagne and canapés in true vintage style, you could be Audrey Hepburn in Sabrina and I’ll do Marilyn in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.”
 
    As I listen to Lani describe her vision, I know she’s been pondering it at length. It’s going to be a winner, I know it is. And I want her to be a part of it. The solution would be for her to be my partner. She’s been with me through everything. She has fabulous ideas — when they’re kept in check — and we work well together. Plus, given the financial trouble with the house and everything, a partnership might help me along the way.
 
   “Lani?”
 
   A muffled ‘hmm?’ emanates from where she has her head stuck somewhere inside the second box.
 
   “Can you take your head out of there? I want to ask you something.”
 
   Lani straightens and looks me in the eye. “Have I done something wrong again?”
 
   I think she thinks I’ll chastise her for spending so much money. “No, no! I think this is the new direction we’ve been searching for, for the shop. You know how long I’ve been wanting this. What I want to know now is, if you’d like to be my partner. I’d own the majority share, say sixty per cent and you could invest in the other forty, part of which you’ll have already paid for by buying this stock. Any profits would be split that way which means you’d draw a higher wage. What do you think?”
 
   Lani’s mouth falls open.
 
   “You want me to be your partner?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But the shop is your thing. You’ve worked so hard to make it a success. And Heather gave it to you.”
 
   “And you’ve given me a lot, too. I want to repay you. If you become my partner, you can take on more responsibility, which will mean I can have more time with Rory.”
 
   “And my share of the investment will help you with the Brendan situation.”
 
   “I’m not doing this for monetary gain. I’m doing it because I love you and my priorities have changed. If your idea takes off, like I think it will, I won’t be able to do it alone. And it was your idea, why shouldn’t I reward you?”
 
   “But I am a bit of a dufus with ordering. You can’t leave me alone.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that? I don’t care as long as you run ideas past me first. No more surprises.”
 
   “Really? You mean it? I can be your partner?”
 
   I nod.
 
   Lani grabs the Kelly bag from the counter and begins to waltz around the shop like an extra in a fifties musical. “Oh thank you, thank you! I never dreamt I’d be a small business owner.”
 
   “And I never dreamed my best friend would be a girl with a pink buzz cut. We make a good team, Lan. We need to exploit that.”
 
   “Alleluia, sister. Now, how about we crank up the stereo while we start adding this to the inventory? I feel the need for a little George Michael.”
 
   “Sure thing, partner. I’ll get the rest of our pastries and coffee.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Over the next ten days, I’m incredibly busy. I hire Lani’s sister’s hotshot divorce lawyer who warns me that he doesn’t like to lose and will fight for me tooth and nail. I like him already. I also have one of his colleagues draw up an agreement between Lani and I and the day before I’m due to go to hospital, she signs on the dotted line, officially becoming my partner in Heather’s Hats and Bags, which we are also rebirthing under the logo of Vintage. It was Lani’s idea to sweep the old away and bring in the new and I like it. It fits the way my life is going to be now.
 
   On the weekend, Rory and I begin to pack up the house and search for a new home. Funds will be tight after Brendan takes his cut but we’ve narrowed our search area and our needs and I think we can do it.  Surprisingly, Rory is taking it in his stride. I keep waiting for him to break out in some naughty tantrum as a result of the changes to his life but he doesn’t.  He carries on, unperturbed. He’s like his mother in that regard.
 
   And now, B day has almost arrived. I’m feeling nervous about the procedure; it’s far bigger than any surgery I’ve ever had and the recovery time is significant but I’m excited too. It’s the same way I felt when I went into labour with Rory. I knew what the outcome would be, but wasn’t entirely sure of the road I’d take to get there.
 
   Jared’s been such a gem through this whole thing. Though I have to admit, it’s becoming increasingly difficult to concentrate on what he’s saying when he looks me straight in the eye. Most of the time I can keep a lid on these silly feelings that explode under his gaze but every now and then, he smiles a certain way and I melt all over again.
 
   And he seemed to be doing an awful lot of that this morning, when I went to see him for my pre-op visit. After he confirmed, as I suspected, that my blood vessels are so tiny he’s going to need a mega-strength microscope to find them, he reassured me that everything would be fine with a smile that awoke regions of my body that have been dormant for the past few months. I almost went into a convulsion. Then, on my way out of the office, his hand accidently touched mine as we both reached for the door at once. At least, I think it was accidental. The rather slow removal of his hand from mine and the lingering of his eyes on my lips could totally have been in my imagination. The tingling wasn’t though. There was a definite tingling.
 
   Putting these thoughts as far from my mind as I can, I drive into the car park at the airport to collect Mum. Now that I’m effectively a single parent, she’s offered to care for Rory during my hospital stay. She’ll also stay on for a few weeks until I can drive again. After that, things should be fine. Slow but fine.
 
   The plane is late as usual. Finally, after forty minutes I see Mum coming down the corridor and into the gate lounge. She’s beaming and holding what looks to be another care package.
 
   “Hello, sweetheart,” she says, giving me a one-armed hug. “Are you ready? I bet you’re excited.”
 
   I nod. “Bit nervous, too.”
 
   She puts a hand to the small of my back as we head to the baggage collection. “I’m here. You don’t need to worry about a thing.” 
 
   It’s funny how she sounds like she’s going to perform the operation herself.
 
   We wait for ten minutes while the bags are dispatched and Mum tells me about Colin’s latest hobby — rock collecting.
 
   “He calls them gems but we both know they’re coloured rocks. Last weekend he took me fossicking. Can you imagine that? I was covered in dirt and my new Reeboks were beyond help by the time we got home. And for the sake of two piddly little rocks. He’s happy with them, of course. Jumped up and down like we’d found gold.”
 
   I smile at her description.  “And how’s the new hair going?”
 
   “He’s given up on that. One of the women at the Golf Club asked him why he was wearing a toupee. He was most offended. The next day he had the whole lot shaved back to a number one. It’s re-growing in a lovely snowy shade. Far more natural.”
 
   Mum’s leopard print luggage appears on the carousel and we lug it out to the car.  She’s brought three suitcases, enough for a six month stay in my opinion and a carry-on plus the box, which she’s hanging onto for dear life. It’s only a short walk until we reach the car; we stack her luggage and get in. Then she hands me the box.
 
   “Just a little something,” she says. “You can open it now, if you like. I don’t mind.”
 
   Knowing the impact her care packages have I’m unsure as to whether I should. They are quite often shocking and I need my wits about me to drive home.
 
   “Perhaps I’ll wait till we get to the house,” I reply.
 
   “All right. But I wouldn’t open it in front of Rory.”
 
   Oh no. What’s she bought this time? Changing my mind, I rip the bow and wrapping from the box.
 
   It’s a pink hoodie with the Breast Cancer ribbon logo and the slogan ‘I had cancer…. Sorry Sucker, You Lose!’ emblazoned across the chest in silver diamantes. It looks like something you’d wear to a Breast Cancer pop concert.
 
   “Isn’t it cute?” Mum says.
 
   “In a pink sort of way.”
 
   “You could wear it home from the hospital, after you get your new girls to put inside it.”
 
   “Hmm. Maybe.”
 
   “There’s something else in the box I know you’ll absolutely adore.”
 
   I reach into the box again and pull out a jar of moisturizing post-surgery cream. Apart from the fact that the label reads ‘My Girls’ and I currently only have one girl, it’s a practical gift that I’ll use. I put it aside.
 
   “Thanks, Mum,” I say.
 
   “My pleasure, darling. Wait till you see the next gift. You’ve definitely saved the best for last.”
 
    My hand dives back into the box. 
 
   “Oh my God. MUM!” This has to be a joke.
 
   Her face is deadpan. “A vibrator is a necessity for a single girl. You can get extremely stressed if your needs aren’t met on a regular basis and you can’t afford to be stressed. You don’t want the cancer coming back.”
 
   I hold the box containing the thing between thumb and forefinger. It’s disgusting. I can’t believe she’s bought it.
 
   “It’s a vibrator, Mum!”
 
   Her mouth bends into a naughty smile. I think she’s enjoying this. “I’m well aware of that, darling. I couldn’t have coped without mine after your father and I split.”
 
   I want to put my fingers in my ears and sing. Instead, I swallow and put the sex toy aside. I delve inside the box again, wondering what other surprise is in store but this time, it’s an envelope. Phew. At least I know it’s not another Advanced Hair Studio voucher. Still, I’m too afraid to open it in case there’s more pornographic content. The picture of my mother and her own pleasure treasure is very fresh in my mind.
 
   “Go on. Open it.”
 
   Gingerly, I let my fingers tear the lip of the envelope and out comes yet another voucher, this time in the blue tones of the dating site, eHarmony.
 
   “I signed you up,” Mum crows. She seems so proud but I’m not sure whether it’s because she knows what eHarmony is or that she’s used the internet independently. “There’s a year’s subscription. Once the reconstruction’s complete you can go about the business of finding a decent man. I never liked that Brendan. He was so anal.”
 
   Well, she’s got that right.
 
   I’m dumfounded. I guess I might put it to use. One day. Right now, I’m focusing on finishing my treatment.
 
   “Thanks Mum, these are great,” I say. I lean across the console of the car and give her a heartfelt kiss. She might be a bit mad at times but she means well, and she’s the best mum in the world.
 
   “Right,” she says, pressing what can only be a tear from her eye. “Let’s get this show on the road shall we? You’ve got a hot date with an operating table.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Monday evening. Hospital. I’ve had my last meal like I’m being sent to the gallows and I’m sitting cross-legged on the bed flicking through the channels on TV. I’m praying for some home renovation show to spring up and take my mind off the fact that my visitors have gone and I’m alone and feeling very nervous.
 
   I find an old episode of The Block — suitably distracting as one of the contestants is quite cute — and am taking a sip of my cup of tea when the door opens and Jared swings into the room followed by a nurse. He’s carrying a permanent marker and wearing a sky blue rugby jersey and a pair of dark denim jeans. His smile is big and friendly, and as usual makes me completely forget that I am trying not to be interested in him.
 
   “How’s things, Sophie?”
 
   “Fine,” I reply, thinking he sounds more like an old pal than my doctor. “I’m pretty nervous, though. I’ve been to the toilet about a thousand times.”
 
   Why did I say that?
 
   “I’ll order you a sleeping pill for later, if you like.”
 
   “That’d be good. Thank you.”
 
   Jared asks me to take off my top and stand up in front of him. He slides my track pants as low as is decently possible. His hand lingers on the bare skin of my hip and as he begins to draw on me with his permanent marker, I imagine him making those movements with his fingers rather than the pen. God. This is absurd. His head is bent as he draws ovals on my stomach and a series of dots and dashes around my chest cavity and I’m thinking about what it would be like if he kissed me there. It’s so awkward, I have no idea where to look. I must be blushing from head to toe. Especially, given that there’s a nurse in the room with us.
 
   “Try not to wash these off,” he says.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “The marker. Don’t wash it off. Or I won’t know where to cut.” He jokes.
 
   I look down at my naked chest and torso, covered in big black lines. “Oh. Sure.”
 
   Jared puts the pen on the bed, watching as my spaghetti-like fingers fumble to do up the buttons on my top. He sits on the edge of the bed, facing away from the nurse. His face is at eye level with mine. He has a perfect view of my embarrassment.
 
   “Is something wrong, Sophie? You’re not having second thoughts, are you? It’s a big procedure.”
 
   “No. Definitely not. It’s nerves, I think. I’m finding it hard to concentrate.”
 
   The pen rolls off the bed and we both bend to pick it up.
 
   “You’re not the only one,” he whispers, as he straightens, pen in hand.
 
   Collecting his clipboard, Jared turns to leave. “See you bright and early. Get a good night’s sleep.”
 
   I watch him go. As if I can do that now. He knows I have a crush on him. He’s going to operate on me tomorrow knowing how I feel. It’s mortifying.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tuesday afternoon. Surgery complete.
 
   I’m lying in bed with my feet propped up to ease the tightness in my stomach. It’s a few hours after the surgery and in my euphoric, drug-induced haze, in lieu of chocolate or wine, sandwiches and a cup of tea sound like a very good idea. The nurse has scrounged me a mixed plate and has helped me to sit up so I don’t get crumbs over the mound that is my new boob. I can’t believe I’m looking forward to eating a plate of sandwiches so much.
 
   There appears to be one major hurdle, to this plan, however. As the first nibble passes my lips, I discover the bread tastes like soggy cardboard. In the hours since my last meal, someone has either removed my taste buds or filled my mouth with dry plaster. I take another a small bite and, instantly, globs of bread glue themselves to every possible surface inside my mouth, including the space under my tongue. I have to use my finger to dislodge them. Even with a sip of tea taken at the moment of the bite, the result is the same. So I give up, forget the food and decide to sleep instead. At least, that doesn’t require effort and suddenly I’m feeling exhausted — though how you can be tired after being unconscious for an entire day is beyond me.
 
   As the nurse takes my tray away, Mum arrives with Rory. She’s collected him from school and brought him straight here. He wouldn’t hear of going home to change beforehand.  He’s positive I’ll be fine seeing him in his uniform as I do it every day — or so he tells Mum.
 
   “Hey Mum,” he says, as he leans up over the bed rail to kiss me. He’s a little in awe of the gadgets and tubes this time; it’s not like when I had the mastectomy.
 
   “Hey buster, how was your day?”
 
   “Good. Grandmam let me have a lunch order from the canteen. I got sushi ‘cause it’s more healthy.”
 
   “Was it nice?”
 
   “Yummy. I had an ice cream too but it was a yogurt one.” He beams up at me, proud that he’s made a good choice without my assistance. Then his small hand reaches for mine. He gives my hand a pat, as he looks me up and down, inspecting me for differences. “Your hair’s messy.”
 
   “Is it?” 
 
   He’s probably right but at this moment I don’t care. My level of tiredness is on a par with giving birth and I couldn’t raise a hand to fix it if I wanted to. Physically, my energy’s going into staying awake and forming a sentence that doesn’t sound like I’ve guzzled three bottles of Shiraz. Not an easy task, not even when lying down.
 
   Rory stands up on the chair next to the bed. “Do you have any new scars?” he enquires, lifting the bedcovers to see where the cords and drains are going.
 
   “There’ll be a huge one on my tummy, like the one from where you were born but bigger. Like a big smile.”
 
   “Can I see?”
 
   Mum lifts him down from the chair. Clearly, this is a little too intimate, even for her. “Maybe tomorrow, Rory. Mummy’s had a big day and her tummy is very tender.  She needs to lie quietly.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Sorry, Mum.”
 
   “It’s okay, sweetie. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   He smiles and I think he understands.  “Hey, Mum?”
 
   “Mmm?”
 
   “I brought my home reader. And Miss Reynolds said I could have extra so I can read you a bedtime story. You know, to help you go to sleep?”
 
   Mum and I exchange a look.
 
   “Not my idea,” she says.  “Completely off his own bat.”
 
   So, Rory, perched in the armchair next to the bed, on a pile of pillows to help him reach eye level and looking every bit the little man, pulls the selection of reading books he’s brought from school out of his backpack. From then, until the door opens and Lani appears, along with Angela and Hilary, I am treated to the adventures of Fat Pig and Jolly Roger the Pirate, complete with character voices and the pictures being displayed, teacher-style, at the end of each page. I never knew reading books could be so entertaining.
 
   As the room becomes increasingly crowded, Rory gives up his throne and goes to sit on Mum’s knee. The girls hand over bouquets of flowers, blocks of chocolate and bottles of wine because everyone knows wine is ‘a far more practical gift’. They ask me about my surgery, how I feel and generally make me feel very loved. They even offer to cut up my dinner, which arrives on a tray amidst the flurry. I’m hoping my sense of taste has returned somewhat because it smells delicious but after the sandwiches, I’m not confident.
 
   “It’s like a rock concert in here,” the orderly remarks, as she refills my water jug. “You can hear the ruckus from down the hall.”
 
   “That’d be Angela,” Hilary says. “She’s like an air-raid siren when she gets a good laugh up. The Eagles wanted to use her laugh as the bounce-down hooter at the footy but she wouldn’t be in it.”
 
   Angela pretends to be affronted. “At least I don’t snort like you do.”
 
   And as they’re debating who sounds worse and who is the loudest, Jared and the duty nurse make an entrance. He’s changed from the scrubs he was wearing earlier in the day and is now in his familiar post-operating attire of jeans and a striped rugby shirt, the emerald of which matches his eyes.
 
   “I see you’re taking visitors,” he says, approaching the bed. His eyes catch mine for a second longer than can be considered doctor-patient like and there’s a glimmer of something I’ve never seen before. Though I may be hallucinating. I’m on an awful lot of meds.
 
   “This is my mother, Denise,” I say, by way of introduction. “And my son, Rory. The other ladies are my friends, Lani and Hilary. Angela, you already know.”
 
   Jared nods a brief hello. He appears embarrassed, as well he may be. You’d think from the reaction he’s getting he’s said ‘I might strip naked if that’s okay with you’ rather than ‘hello’. Hilary’s face has gone quite pink and she’s trying not to stare which means she’s staring at ridiculous things like the curtains. Lani is not so subtle. Her ogling is so open it’s making me feel embarrassed. And Mum? Well, she’s fluffing her hair and puffing her chest like she’s a teenager again. Bugger the man called Colin she lives with. Anyone would think they’d never seen a man before. The only people not affected are Rory, who is staring quizzically at the doctor and Angela, who has, of course, known Jared since he had pimples. His looks are water under the bridge to her.
 
   Jared manoeuvres himself around the side of the bed and the nurse follows, a clipboard in her hand ready to take any notes. Hilary is now pressed against the wall only centimetres from his back and is making rather lewd gestures at me over his shoulder.
 
   “Ouch,” she squeals, stopping to rub her shin, where Angela has kicked her. “That hurt.”
 
   “Get a grip,” Angela hisses. “You are a married woman.”
 
   I hear Hilary mutter something about there being no harm in looking as they’re ushered out of the room so Jared can perform his examination. I hope the doctor hasn’t heard but he seems to have blocked their antics out and is focusing on me. I suppose when you’re a surgeon you become oblivious to people behaving oddly around you. And being viewed as dessert by four women certainly counts as odd.
 
   “The surgery went well,” Jared says, after the room is finally emptied. “You should be up and around in a couple of days. Try to keep still for the moment and let the nurses do everything for you.”
 
   I nod an okay.
 
   “May I?” He moves a little closer, indicating the bump on my chest.
 
   “Sure.” I shuffle up in bed to let him inspect his handiwork while I concoct a fantasy about him inspecting other parts of me.
 
   Jared takes a peak and presses gently against the mound. As he does so, his face becomes serious, filled with concentration. His eyes darken with shadows.
 
   “The room’s not very warm. Has the nurse turned the heating down?”
 
   Because of the nature of the surgery, I’m meant to be in a very hot room for two days after. It keeps the graft warm and hopefully stops my body from rejecting it. Of course, being mind-fuddled as I am, I am currently unable to recall more than my own name. I have not remembered this fact. I know Jared explained it to me in my pre-op consultation but I guess I let it slip my mind. I hope this isn’t bad.
 
   “I haven’t seen the nurse for an hour or so,” I tell him.
 
   “No obs?”
 
   I shake my head. “Not since Mum and Rory have been here.”
 
   Jared goes to the end of the bed. He takes my chart from the pocket on the wall and opens it, studying and turning pages rapidly. I’m becoming concerned. His happy smile from minutes before has been replaced with a scowl, not directed at me but at my charts. He turns to question the nurse who, in her defence has only started her shift in the last few minutes. She’s not responsible for what’s gone on before.
 
   When I sat in his office yesterday making the final arrangements for this day, Jared told me a number of things about the after care. Apart from being in a hot room, I would also have a special nurse to care for me, one on one, until the danger period was over. I would need to be monitored every fifteen minutes initially to ensure any changes could be dealt with immediately and because I would have so many drains and bags attached, I would be unable to care for myself. The nurse who was meant to be seeing to this, however, is nowhere to be found. And the doctor’s face is getting darker and darker.
 
   “When was the last set of observations done?” he asks the nurse.
 
   “At the end of shift, doctor.”
 
   “Has anyone done the Dopplers?” he asks, addressing me again.
 
   I don’t even know what a Doppler is. Which I suppose means nobody has done them. This is my fault. If I’d remembered what he told me instead of gazing into his eyes and thinking rude things, none of this would be happening. I could have reminded them about the heaters and the obs and the god damned Dopplers.
 
   “Get me the Doppler,” he growls at the nurse, who rushes from the room faster than I’ve ever seen anyone run in a hospital.
 
   She returns, panting, with a small pen-like instrument which I gather is a Doppler.  Jared places it on my newly-made breast and the nurse and I watch in nervous silence. I’ve no clue what we’re watching for but from the expression on his face I’d say we haven’t seen it.
 
   “Is something wrong?” I venture.
 
   “This machine is like a mini ultrasound. We should be able to hear the blood pumping through the graft.”  His ear is cocked to the speaker as he moves the machine to another spot on my breast.
 
   We listen for a sound. Any sound. The nurse is visibly holding her breath. She’s straining so hard, she’s almost willing a sound to happen. There’s nothing. Only a swishing sort of noise like when my ears are blocked.
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   Jared hands the Doppler back to the nurse so roughly, she almost drops it. She has this pained expression, like she’s going to need to use my sick bag at any minute. Either that or she’s going to burst into tears but it’s not her fault. She’s only just started her shift.
 
   “Excuse me.” Jared’s face is thunderous, there’s no other word to describe it. Every aspect of my aftercare, so carefully planned, has been ignored. He strides from the room with the nurse in close pursuit. The door shuts behind them and from the other side I hear the sound of raised voices, very annoyed, angry, raised voices. Jared is throwing a massive hissy fit at everyone in sight.
 
   This is not good. Not good at all.
 
   Then, Jared reappears. He seems composed but I don’t think that’s the case. I think he’s good at putting on a front. I mean, he has to be.  He’s a doctor.
 
   “We’ll have to go back to surgery,” he informs me. “The blood flow to the new breast has been compromised and I’ll need to fix it. That’s why your breast is so cold. It’s effectively dying.”
 
   I feel like the rest of me is dying with it. The pity in the room is smothering me.
 
   “But how? I didn’t do anything, did I?”
 
   He looks down at me. “This is not your fault, Sophie. I gave specific instructions for your care and they haven’t been followed.”
 
   I nod sadly. I can’t reply. I’m stunned.
 
   “I’ll organise a theatre. We need to get straight on this. When was the last time you ate?”
 
   “I had a bit of a sandwich, but it was only a bite.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   The look on Jared’s face makes me think maybe I should have waited until he told me it was okay to eat. But seriously, the nurse gave me the sandwich. And I didn’t eat it. not all of it. His pouting like a three year old isn’t going to change the fact.
 
   As Jared strides from the room and the nurse returns to prep me for my second operation in twelve hours, I fall into what can only be described as a bubble of shock. It’s like this is happening around me; like I’m looking at it from above my body. My senses are dulled to the point where everything is merging into one and all I can think is ‘why me’? Wasn’t the fucking cancer enough?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   I wake some hours later, disoriented, groggy and slightly disbelieving that what has happened has happened. It’s surreal, like a scene from a medical drama, except it’s happening to me. There are people calling my name, rousing me to consciousness, the constant beeping of a blood pressure machine, an oxygen tube in my nose. When a girl says she wants a bit of attention this isn’t exactly what she means.
 
   The space around me is dim and curtains on either side shield me from view, so I know I’m no longer in my room on the ward, the one with the TV and my own private bathroom. Where the hell am I? There are other people here. I can hear their machines beeping too. I can sense them, laying here waiting to die. It’s depressing.
 
   In front of me there’s a wall with a large metal-rimmed clock. The red second hand is clicking loudly around and around, marking each moment in time. I try to orientate myself, to put myself back into time and space. The clock reads ten o’clock but whether it’s day or night I’m not sure. There are no windows to give me a clue, no crack of daylight or fresh air.
 
   A hand reaches out to touch my shoulder. It’s a nurse; she’s wearing a theatre gown of sorts and a maternal smile. “Welcome back.”
 
   I hesitate to ask what that means. Have I been dead?
 
   “You’re in the Intensive Care Unit,” she explains.
 
   My body tenses. I search her face for an explanation. What happened while I was asleep? Why am I here? Are my limbs still attached to my body? Has there been some horrible accident and they’ve had to sew the fat back on that they removed? My mind begins to swirl with a montage of scenarios, the majority of which my rational brain knows can’t be true but is so fuzzy, might believe.
 
   “No need to panic, Sophie,” the nurse adds. “There’s nothing wrong. Dr. Hanson was concerned at the level of aftercare. If you’re here, we can keep a good eye on you. We’ll be doing fifteen-minute observations for the first few hours, but I’ll try to be as quiet as I can. You get some rest.”
 
   “Where’s Mum?” I croak. My voice sounds like I tried out sword swallowing and failed.
 
   “She’s in the waiting room. I’ll go get her.”
 
   “Is Rory with her?”
 
   “Is that your little boy?”
 
   I nod. 
 
   “He’s staying with your friend. She left a message that he’s tucked up in bed and will be in to see you tomorrow. She said not to worry. He’s fine.”
 
   For hours after this, I live in a blur of green and blue-robed nurses and a lovely young doctor who looks like Blake Lively. She wears a tiny mini skirt, in which I’m sure she can’t bend over, and a fluffy pink jumper with pearls. Lani would love her. She also tells me I have an arrhythmia in my heart as she’s pondering why my blood pressure keeps dropping to a level where I should be dead. I’m not happy about this. I never knew I had it. How did I never know?
 
   I hear her bustling around the bed, tucking me in, washing me, massaging my head that’s pounding from lack of water. I feel the nurses pumping me with more blood, placing blood pressure cuffs on my arm and stethoscopes on my chest. Together we listen with our breath held for the faint sound of my blood pumping through the blood vessels in my breast. The sound is faint but it’s there. It’s establishing a bond between my nurses and me, a shared intimacy that I never believed possible with women I don’t even know. 
 
   Jared seems satisfied when he stops by for a post-op visit and though he’s looking tired and crumpled, his face tells me everything is well this time, that I simply have to lie here and get better. The touch of his hand on my shoulder is reassuring, a small gesture that tells me this means as much to him as it does to me.
 
   So, I spend infinite minutes watching the clock, its hand ticking slowly round. Time is almost frozen and without the benefit of food, I have no way to delineate the parts of the day. The nurses talk to me; we even share a laugh or two when one of them calls Jared, Dr. Handsome. I think it’s a slip of the tongue until the young Irish nurse tells me it’s the secret name the nurses have for him. Apparently, there’s a book running on who will get him first. He’s rather elusive but there’s a number of candidates in the running.
 
   “It’ll be a lucky girl that snags him,” the Irish nurse adds. “He’s an absolute darling.”  Then she takes my obs for the twentieth time. She whispers to me about her home in County Cork and her Catholic upbringing, so similar to mine yet so very different. By the time she’s made her way from head to tail, it’s almost time to start the process again. I feel stiff and uncomfortable but I sleep in fitful patches and as the minutes tick by to the twelve-hour mark where the observations can be decreased, I begin to relax. I think it’s okay, that the surgery has worked this time. This is, of course, the moment my body chooses to let me know who, exactly, is in charge. The unimaginable happens. Once again, the beating sounds from the Doppler disappear.
 
   The doctor is called. He appears quickly and every nurse in the unit, along with the duty doctor descends into my space. We listen with baited breath and I see the sadness on their faces, the deflation in their bodies at the sound of nothing. We feel like failures, me especially, because it’s my body that’s the cause of the trouble.
 
   “It was there a minute ago,” the Irish nurse says. Her eyes have filled with tears and she’s struggling to keep the emotion from her voice. She literally turned her back to fill in a reading on the desk-size chart at the end of my bed when it went.
 
   I begin to cry too. “She’s right. We heard it. It was so strong.”
 
   Jared checks again. His head is close to mine as he listens and though he appears outwardly calm, a small twitch in his left cheek tells me otherwise. There’s something else too, a feeling that wasn’t there last time he visited. He’s closed himself off to me. The intimacy we were building has been replaced by a detached wall. He straightens and turns to the nurse. “It’s not there now. Book a theatre, we’ll have to go back to surgery.”
 
   By the time the orderlies wheel me to the operating theatre some time later, I’m hysterical. Tears are streaming down the sides of my cheeks and onto the pillow. I can’t keep doing this. It clearly isn’t working. Something is dreadfully wrong with me and it’s not the fault of the medical team.
 
   Jared’s waiting at the door of the theatre when I arrive. Seeing my tears, his face softens behind his surgeon’s mask. His eyes are feeling my sadness. He asks the nurse to get a tissue and when she returns he dabs the tears away.
 
   “Don’t cry, Sophie,” he says.
 
   The gesture is not lost on the theatre staff. I’m sure they don’t see it every day. I give him a limp smile. I hate that he’s being so nice to me. I hate that I’m putting him to this trouble.
 
   “It’s not that,” I begin to blubber again. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t take it.” For the first time since my diagnosis, I want to give up. “I don’t have the money to keep trotting in here every few hours.”
 
   “You think I’d do this for the money?” He seems quite put out that I would suggest such a thing.
 
   “NO! No! Of course I don’t. I trust you completely. I know you’re doing the best you can do but I …” And I descend into tears again.
 
   I feel like such a useless failure.
 
   Then I feel a hand, gently covering mine. A pair of sea green eyes pull me into their focus. “You don’t need to worry. I’ll sort everything out.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It takes twenty-four hours and another round of surgery before Jared and I concede defeat. After being lulled into a false sense of security and fed my first meal in five days, we find that the breast has decided to decamp. It doesn’t like it’s new home on my chest, it wants to remain part of my stomach and in protest has decided it will not go on living. I resign myself to the fact that this avenue of reconstruction is not for me and, when we decide to return to surgery for the final time to remove the graft, I’m not sad. In a way, I’m relieved that the ordeal is over. If nothing else, I now have a lovely flat stomach for the first time this millennium.
 
   On my first day back on the ward, Jared arrives early to do his daily rounds. I haven’t seen him for over twenty-four hours and I’m beginning to suffer the effects of withdrawal.  We’ve been in such close proximity this past week, I feel as if I know him intimately, even though I know I don’t. I do know a lot about his eyes though. I’ve spent an awful lot of time gazing into them.
 
   I’m laying on the bed. I’m showered, wearing my own clothes and feeling so much more like myself, despite the ordeal. I’ve even managed to do my hair and add a squirt of perfume. I know full well it’s playing with fire but I want to make an effort for him.
 
   Jared draws the curtain and stops by the end of the bed, examining my chart. His face is somber. No cheery smile, no cute dimple. And the air between us is so thick, you’d need a chainsaw to dissect it.
 
   Something is definitely wrong.
 
   “Things seem to be progressing well. How does your stomach feel?” His voice is clipped and he’s not looking me in the eye. He’s guarded. Very guarded.
 
   “Sore. But fine. When will the drains come out?” I have four drains at the moment. I feel like a bowl of human spaghetti.
 
   Jared moves to the side of the bed and picks up a drain. He questions the nurse about the reading and grumbles that the output hasn’t been measured to his satisfaction. His frown deepens like the crevices in an earthquake.
 
   “We can probably take this one out tomorrow,” he replies, his gaze remaining on the drain. “Have you got any pain?”
 
   “My back is killing me. And my head hurts when I move.”
 
   He doesn’t make a silly comment about not moving. He merely mutters something to the nurse and shuffles around like he’s lost his way. This time, three days ago, he was stroking my shoulder and wiping away my tears. Now, it’s as if I’ve contracted Rabies and he’s afraid if he comes close without a mask, he’ll catch it. I don’t understand. What have I done?
 
   As he puts the drain back on the floor beside the bed, he turns to the nurse. “I’ll write up a prescription for some stronger pain killers,” he says.
 
   Then he leaves.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I’m discharged from the hospital a week later and as I stand in the loading bay waiting for Mum to drive the car around, I’m hit with the most dreadful sense of loss and grief. The past week on the ward has been quiet and calm. I’ve been pampered to within an inch of my life. There’s been a constant stream of visitors and I’ve put on my usual bubbly persona, tricking them into thinking that I’m coping well with this disappointment but now I’m leaving, it’s hitting home. My body feels heavy, like I’ve been filled with bricks. I’m finding it hard to move a leg to get in the car and I have this overwhelming urge to sob. It’s like I went into hospital to have a baby and the baby died, that’s how I feel. It’s grief like I’ve never experienced before. And the worst part is, when I get home and Mum is gone, I have no-one to shoulder the load. I am completely alone.
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   I have no idea what I’d do without my family and friends. 
 
   After my discharge, they rally around. They cook and clean, take Rory to school. Angela even offers to bake me a casserole, though I know the closest she’ll come to actual baking is buying the pre-packaged fresh goods from Herdsman Fresh. It’s her version of cooking.
 
   On the first Friday night after I come home, Mum decides to take Rory to the movies. I beg off. My stomach is numb and if I sit or lay in one spot for any length of time it’s hell to get back up, so I’m trying to move at regular intervals. I view this turn of events in the positive though. There’s only so many Pixar movies a parent should be required to see in their lifetime and I reached my quota a long time ago.
 
   So, Mum and Rory disappear for an early dinner and movie and I’m left prone on the couch with a book. I’ve felt better in the last few days, though I do break into fits of sobbing at the most ridiculous things. It’s as if in the middle of everything, my hormones have decided to play ping pong with my brain. Things that I’d normally gloss over are tear-inducing, like finding a huge chunk of hair in my hand when I wash it — though I would have been upset about that at any time, I wouldn’t have cried for two hours. And yesterday, Mum arrived home from the shops to find me sobbing over the love scene in Dirty Dancing. I’ve seen it at least thirty times and yet something managed to strike a chord.
 
   “Sophie!” Mum screamed, dropping the groceries and running to my side. I think she thought I’d popped the stitches in my stomach or something. The look on her face was less than sympathetic when I explained I was crying because Baby and Johnny would never have their happy ending. Thank heavens I hadn’t been watching a rerun of Marley and Me.
 
   The doorbell rings, followed instantly by a text. It’s Angela.
 
   Can I come in?
 
   Door is unlocked, I text back.  I like her thinking here. She knows I’m flat out on the couch and doesn’t want me to move.
 
   “Hey hon.” I’m greeted by her cheery smile as she enters the room, a large box of groceries in her arms. “I brought you a few supplies. With your Mum going home next week you’ll have nobody to cook for you. You can pop them in the freezer until you need them.”
 
   She lowers the box for my inspection. There’s a lasagna, a barbeque chicken pizza and a fish pie, not to mention an assortment of pre-prepared vegetables and three blocks of Cadbury.
 
   “You’ve been cooking then?” I grin.
 
   She gives me a look. “Of course not. I got it from Herdies. Someone has to keep the local economy afloat. It might as well be me. I’ll stash this stuff in the kitchen, shall I?”
 
   “Great. And thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know. But I wanted to. Speaking of Herdies, guess who I met in the fresh produce aisle?”
 
   “Jamie Oliver.”
 
   “Ha ha. Melinda. Her trolley was chock full with things I know for a fact never pass her lips — bread, bananas, pasta. She asked how you were.”
 
   I crane my neck over the top of the couch. “What did you say?”
 
   “That she should ring and ask you herself. I said you were really upset that she was freezing you out.”
 
   “What did she say to that?”
 
   “She said she’d lost your number. Stupid cow. Nobody loses numbers off an iPhone. You have to delete them and even then they’re stored in the iCloud. Anyway, I texted your number to her while we were standing there. I watched her open it.”
 
   “You didn’t!” I’m stunned Angela had the guts to stand up to Melinda. She can be pretty full on when she gets going.
 
   “She hasn’t rung, has she?”
 
   “Nup.” 
 
   “She’s such a two-faced bitch. I knew she wouldn’t. It was worth it to see her squirm, though.”
 
   After packing the supplies away, Angela returns with a bottle of Shiraz. She pops the cork and offers me a glass.
 
   “Can’t,” I say. “I’m still on painkillers.”
 
   “That’s a bugger.” She lifts her glass to take a sip. “Oh well, more for me. Do you want me to make you a cup of tea?”
 
   I indicate the large bottle of water on the floor next to the couch. “I’m good. So, tell me the latest.”
 
   We chat for a while about the nanny, Jeff’s new secretary — who Angela is in love with because she’s at least fifty and looks like Mrs. Doubtfire —  and the new instructor at the gym. He apparently makes sweating it out in a pump class worthwhile.
 
   “When do you get the all clear to exercise?” Angela asks.
 
   “I have a follow up next week. I’ll find out then.” Since beginning my exercise regime again, I’m keen to maintain my level of fitness, though I loathe the gym. It’s about as much fun as sitting in a vat of boiling oil.
 
   “And what’s going on with the house?”
 
   “There’s a couple of interested parties. I’m hoping if they make an offer I can string the settlement out for a couple of months. I’m in no condition to be moving house.”
 
   “Surely Brendan will make that small concession or at least help with the move?”
 
   I release an exasperated sigh. “I doubt it. He’s been on my case almost every day since I got home. I don’t even know how he got my new number.”
 
   “What does he want? Surely, he can’t want money. It’s not like he’s destitute.”
 
   “He’s up to something. You haven’t heard anything, have you?” Angela and I move in relatively the same circles.  And she knows everything about everyone, right down to the colour of their undies.
 
   “Not a scrap.  He’s been off the radar since the spilt.”
 
   “Which makes me think, he has a new girlfriend.”
 
   “Do you care?”
 
   “Not really. Good luck to them. I just wish he’d leave me alone. He rang four times yesterday. I was this close to telling him to go fuck himself.” I hold up a pinch of fingers.
 
   “From what I’ve heard, he wouldn’t be that good at it.” Angela lets out a guffaw and I hold my stomach and try not to laugh.
 
   “Don’t say stuff like that! It hurts if I laugh.”
 
   After we settle down, and Angela has had another sip of wine, she changes the subject. “You haven’t spoken to Jared since you got home, then?”
 
   I’m wondering where she’s heading with this line of questioning. Why on earth would I have talked to Jared? I’m sure he has far more pressing things to worry about than my failed breast reconstruction. Besides he wasn’t exactly Mr Conversation during my last days in the hospital. He seemed so pre-occupied. And distant.
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “No reason.”
 
   Which, of course, means there is a reason and she’s dying for me to ask so she can tell me the secret without looking like she is.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Well.” The word is long and drawn out for effect.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Jared rang Jeff. He was asking questions about you, personal questions.”
 
   “It could be he’s simply trying to piece together what happened. He was very cross about the whole thing. The last time I spoke to him at my discharge, he put me in the care of a blood doctor. They took so much blood to test, it’s a wonder I didn’t need another transfusion.” I shove up my sleeve, revealing a left arm that is yellowish-bluish from wrist to elbow.
 
   “This conversation was nothing to do with the reconstruction. Jeff said he was asking about Brendan and Rory and those sorts of things, the types of things people ask when they’re ‘interested’.” 
 
   It’s an effort but I push myself up on the couch. “Don’t be silly.  Jared Hanson isn’t interested in me.”
 
   And if she’d seen the way he behaved during my last week in hospital, there’d be no way she’d entertain the thought.
 
   “You know he slept at the hospital while you were in ICU?”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “No. He made the nurses organise him a bed. Practically threatened to sue someone if it wasn’t done by the time he came out of theatre.”
 
   That would explain his rumpled appearance and how he got to my bedside so quickly with each progressive failure.
 
   “I’m sure that doesn’t mean anything. He was concerned. And time was of the essence. If he hadn’t been there, things might have been a whole lot worse.”
 
   “There’s concern and concern, Sophie. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t sleep at the hospital for every patient in difficulty, seeing as he only lives five minutes away.”
 
   “The circumstances were extenuating.”
 
   I’m trying to justify his actions now because I can’t comprehend what Angela is trying to say can be true. Jared can’t possibly like me as more than a patient. Not after the way he’s acted recently. He was concerned for my wellbeing, that’s all. He needed to be close in case I had to go for more surgery.
 
   “It wasn’t that. I think he likes you.”
 
   “You sound like we’re in high school. Perhaps you could get your friend to ask his friend and then let me know?”
 
   “Don’t be facetious,” Angela chuckles, “wait till your next appointment. I bet you’ll see him in a new light.”
 
   I hope not. All these different lights are making my head spin. 
 
   I change the subject. “I got my ticket for the quiz night at school.”
 
   Angela does a refill on her wine. Then she hops up, goes to the pantry and comes back with one of the blocks of chocolate she brought with her. She undoes the foil and breaks the squares into bite-sized pieces. “It’s in a fortnight, yeah? I bought ours ages ago but I haven’t even got them out of the envelope. I’ve organised our table, though. Do you think you’ll be up to it?”
 
   “It’ll be good to get out of the house. See some familiar faces. I can’t come to any harm sitting at a table all night, can I?”
 
   “I dunno. Those quiz nights can get pretty heated. Don’t you remember last year?”
 
   I let out a giggle at the memory. The image of Hilary and Melinda who were seated at opposing tables, rushing to the front to sing the final line of It’s Raining Men and score extra points was a highlight of the evening. They set a new land speed record for running in stilettos. And when Melinda tried to hip and shoulder Hilary and grab the microphone, I was convinced there was going to be a catfight.
 
   “Is Melinda going this year?” I still haven’t seen hide nor hair of my so-called friend. Not since the party at Hilary and John’s.
 
   “As far as I know.  She’s sitting with the Cressleys.”
 
   As she would be. If there’s one family in the school who take quiz nights more seriously than a Korean nuclear strike, it’s the Cressleys. They train for weeks beforehand by playing Trivial Pursuit and gate-crashing quiz nights around Perth. They don’t like to lose. And Melinda’s renowned for her competitive streak. A few years back, she bought a new house merely because one of her other cronies had done a complete renovation. She was never that way with me, though. Possibly because she knew I wouldn’t enter into her one-upmanship.
 
   “I still don’t know what I’ve done to upset her,” I say. “She’s been avoiding me for months.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it. You know Melinda’s hot and cold. She’s probably pissed off that your stomach is flatter than hers now.”
 
   “But she was one of my best friends.”
 
   Angela shrugs. “I’m sure some people thought that about The Backpacker Murderer too.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling, Sophie?” 
 
   I’m sitting on the edge of the examination bed, my feet dangling towards the floor.  Today is the first day I’ve worn jeans for about three weeks so I’m feeling pretty good, especially because they’re way looser than they were before the surgery. A baggy pair of jeans will do mountains for a girl’s confidence.
 
   “I’m good,” I admit, realising that I am. “On the mend. If you discount the massive chunks of hair that seem to be falling out of my head. If I keep losing it at this rate, The Christmas Shop might mistake me for a bauble.”
 
   “It’s your body’s reaction to the amount of anaesthetic you’ve had and possibly the stress. Give it three months or so and your hair should be back to normal.”
 
   “Excellent. In the meantime, I’ll go around wearing a beret or looking like a shagpile carpet that’s worn thin in patches, shall I?”
 
   Ignoring the sarcasm, Jared swings away to check something on the computer and I let out a breath that I hadn’t even realised I was holding in. I should be pleased that he’s returned to acting like a doctor and not a friend, shouldn’t I? I mean, the only thing he’s supposed to show interest in is my boobs, or lack thereof. And maybe my back fat and love handles. He can show interest in those if he’s going to suck them away with his lipo machine. But what about Angela’s admission the other Friday night? Why would he ask questions about me if he’s not interested? And now I’ve decided I’d like him to be interested, it’s rather annoying that he’s only playing doctor. He hasn’t even broken into a smile.
 
   I shuffle on the bed. “I’m a bit tired and stiff but apart from that, okay.”
 
   “That’s to be expected.”
 
   Jared stands up and moves towards me, studying me more closely. His muscular thigh brushes against my knee as he directs me to unbutton my top and jeans. A hint of very manly cologne wafts into my nostrils. A tingle of something rushes through my veins and I try to crush it.
 
   He’s your doctor, he’s your doctor, I keep repeating to myself.  He’s not coming on to you. He has to be close so he can look at you.
 
   
  
 

I pull my top aside and allow him access to my torso. While he examines me, I concentrate on the thin white stripes in his shirt, outlined with an even thinner navy stripe. This is so awkward. I wish he wouldn’t peer at my skin like that. I wish Angela had kept her big mouth shut.
 
   “The wound on your stomach is healing nicely,” he says, his fingers carefully lowering my knickers a discreet amount so he can analyse the area. “The scarring should be minimal.”
 
   Pity I can’t say the same for the embarrassment factor, because right about now that’s going through the roof. His fingers have barely grazed my abdomen and I’m imagining all sorts of unspeakable things. He, on the other hand, is the picture of impassive concern. Why did Angela have to tell me? I could kill her for planting this seed. I was handling my crush well. I wasn’t bothered by him in the least. Well, only a little. But certainly not to this extent. Since she told me, I’ve been unable to get him out of my head. I don’t want him to just be my doctor. I want him to be my lover but I know a snowball would have more chance in Hell.
 
   Jared finishes his examination and snips the stitches away. “I’ll get Catherine to fix you up with some cream for this. Put it on every day, after your shower. It’ll keep the scar nice and soft.” 
 
   Nice and soft. God, he makes that sound so erotic.
 
   “Um. Thank you.”
 
   He moves away and I feel a little deflated. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like he was going to throw me over the examination bed and kiss me, now was it?
 
   “And emotionally?” he asks. “I know what happened must have been difficult. Have you had time to process it?”
 
   “I’m okay with it. I guess I just have to realise it wasn’t for me and move on.”
 
   “A lot of women wouldn’t be able to do that, you know. You’re very brave. The ICU nurses couldn’t believe that someone in such trauma could make jokes and laugh all day. Such a positive approach can only be a good thing for healing.”
 
   A hint of a smile passes over his lips. It’s small but it’s definitely there.
 
   I finish dressing and come to sit in the chair next to his desk. “So what happens now?” I ask. “Clearly, we won’t be doing the graft thing again.”
 
   “I wouldn’t advise it.  Let’s wait till we get the results of your blood tests. I’m not keen to proceed with more surgery until we know for sure what caused the trouble in the first place. Come back in three months and we’ll discuss the options.”
 
   What he means is  ‘we’ll discuss the ‘new’ options’.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   There’s nothing like a good musically themed quiz night to bring out the inner idiot in people and the one at Rory’s school appears to be no different. It’s seven-fifteen in the evening; the official games don't commence for another fifteen minutes and yet people are running frantically around the room, swapping place cards and doing deals. Most of them appear to be arguing about the seating arrangements. Nobody's seated because nobody is certain of where their table is anymore, given that the numbers have been switched and no longer match the seating chart in the foyer. It seems the Cressleys amended the list of who’s acceptable to sit in their near vicinity this year, and a couple of the older families of the school are not happy. Tonya Thompson should have seen it coming. She did inadvertently call Cressida Cressley a heifer at the school fair last term.  Now she’s being punished.
 
   I make my way through the circle of tables to table seventeen. Angela and Jeff have assembled our players including a few of the regular quiz goers and a couple of new faces. I’m hoping whoever they are, they know a lot about music otherwise I’ll be stuck answering the questions. Angela’s already informed me everything after 1990 is a blur and Jeff is about as musically inclined as a set of golf clubs.
 
   “Hey everyone,” I say, as I pull out a chair next to Angela and put my supper offering on the table.
 
   Jeff looks up, giving me the once over. I haven’t seen him since he came to visit me in hospital where he caused havoc by telling the nurses he was a polygamist and I was his fourth wife. Thank heavens Jared was able to set them straight. The nurses got to the stage of eyeing every female visitor in the hopes of meeting the other three.  It was very embarrassing.
 
   “Hey, Sophie,” he says.  “You’re lookin’ fine tonight.”
 
   “Thank you, Jeff. I made a special effort, just for you.”
 
   After we finish teasing each other, Angela introduces me to a couple I haven’t met before — Babs and Mike. They’re an odd-looking pair. He’s quite short, with shoulder-length, sandy coloured hair and a beard that reminds me of Jesus. Babs is taller than him and buxom, with huge, obviously natural, breasts that are accentuated by a body-hugging top cut in a deep V at the cleavage. She has hair the colour of grapes and red-painted lips that match her booming voice, but she seems friendly.
 
   “They’re our secret weapon,” Angela whispers. “Babs sings with Beryl and the Bootymen and Mike is a music tutor at the Performing Arts Academy. He taught that boy who plays guitar in that band.”
 
   I look at her blankly.
 
   “You’d know him if you saw him. Anyway, between them Babs and Mike have got every genre from punk to rap sewn up.”
 
   “Cool.” I smile at Babs. “I was beginning to think I might be the only person at the table tonight who associates The Beatles with a band and not a bug. Angela’s not exactly renowned for her musical knowledge.”
 
   “Hey! I know a lot about Hi 5 and The Hooley Dooleys.”
 
   “Kid’s bands. I rest my case.”
 
   Babs pulls a bottle of bubbly from the Esky she has hidden under the table and pops the cork. Next, she whips a set of Waterford crystal stem glasses from heaven knows where and proceeds to fill each one. “Anyone for a tipple? I think it’s time to get this party started.”
 
   I take my glass with a thank you.
 
   “Help yourself to nibbles,” I say, pulling the plastic off the plate of spring rolls and money bags. “I made them myself.”
 
   Angela begins to laugh. She recognises them from the Herdsman Fresh. She's bought them herself on many an occasion.
 
   At last the room is quiet. Everyone seems to have found their seats and has their heads together plotting strategies on how to win the most spot prizes and who will do the running. Over at the Cressleys’ table, two empty seats remain next to Cressida, one of which I gather is Melinda’s. She’s always running late. You could almost set a stopwatch by her tardiness.
 
   Our table has a spare seat too, so I lean toward Angela to enquire as to its owner.  Angela goes red. Puce in fact. “Ah, that would be for Jared,” she mutters, rather sheepishly.
 
   My mouth drops to the floor. My eyebrows shoot into the stratosphere. “Oh Angela. You haven’t.”
 
   “It wasn’t me.  It was Jeff.  I’m totally blameless this time.”
 
   Which is an absolute joke because in every other instance, she would be anything but blameless.
 
   I turn to Jeff. “How could you?”
 
   Have they not got the hint yet? There will be no shenanigans between Jared Hanson and myself.
 
   “It sort of slipped out. I didn’t mean to. We were playing squash last week and I mentioned that we had a spare seat on our table. Before I knew it he’d invited himself. Honestly.”
 
   I roll my eyes in disbelief. “Well, don’t go getting any ideas about him driving me home or anything. And if I hear one innuendo, or silly sexual joke I’m leaving.”
 
   “Yes, Boss.” Jeff chuckles. “I understand perfectly.”
 
   The master of ceremonies stands and coughs into the microphone. He smoothes his silver hair and begins to explain the rules.
 
   “Looks like Jared’s late, anyway,” Jeff comments.
 
   “That’s unusual,” Angela adds. “He’s normally so punctual.”
 
   I ignore them and try to focus on what’s being said at the front of the room. With these two on board, our team is going to need every scrap of help it can get. I wouldn’t want us to be disqualified because Angela does something against the rules.
 
   We sit listening for a minute or two, when a ruckus begins at the back of the room.  A loud female voice is telling someone, in no uncertain terms, that she doesn’t care if the games are commencing, she must be allowed in, she has a seat reserved on the Cressley’s table.
 
   It’s Melinda.
 
   Wearing a tailored black jumpsuit and heels so high she could see into the penthouse apartments in the city — from the outside — she shoves the woman on the door aside and prances into the room. Her long, dark ponytail flicks over her shoulder as she goes. She’s like an elegant, black panther and ten times as haughty. “Sorry, I’m late, everyone. You can start now.”
 
   Trust Melinda to make a grand entrance.
 
   Melinda glides between the tables, coming to a stop at ours, giving us a full frontal of her crotch. She's clearly not wearing underwear, as even a blind man could see she has a bad case of Camel Toe. Ignoring that the master of ceremonies is attempting to start the first round of questions, she purrs. “Hi everyone."
 
   “You’re not sitting here, Melinda.” Angela’s tone is icy, which is out of the norm. She’s friendly with everyone.
 
   “I wasn’t intending to. We’re sitting at the Cressley’s table. I was merely stopping by on my way there.” She points to the table up the front where Cressida Cressley is tapping the face of her watch and pouting, so her lips look a bit like a cat’s bottom. It’s nothing compared to the silence emanating from around the room. It feels more like a funeral than a fun night out. The whole school community is watching to see what’s going to happen next.
 
   “Oh, hello Sophie.  It’s been such a long time, babe.”
 
   Not through lack of trying on my part, I think. She’s behaving like she hasn’t been avoiding me for the past six months.
 
   I look over her shoulder to see who the ‘we’ she’s referring to is, expecting to see one of those bitchy tennis women she hangs out with at times but unless they’ve changed sex and have become quite snappy dressers since I last laid eyes on them, I’d say Melinda is here with Brendan.
 
   My Brendan. Or should I say my ex-Brendan.
 
   “Hi, Sophie.”
 
   Suddenly, my head begins to pound. It feels like someone's detonated a bag of dynamite in it and the blood is rushing to the surface of my skin, looking for an outlet. Brendan is with Melinda? How could this be?
 
   I watch as she pulls him from his hiding place behind her and hooks her arm through his, a gesture she’s seemingly done a million times before.
 
   Beside me, Angela’s face resembles that of a dying fish. Her jaw is flapping up and down and she’s gasping for air. This is obviously a new piece of information for her, too. “You’re here… together?” she asks, giving my knee a nudge under the table.
 
   “We decided tonight might be a good time to announce our relationship,” Melinda simpers.
 
   Suddenly, I am engulfed with rage. I want to slap her. I want to get up from this table and punch her right in her cosmetically enhanced nose. After I deal with Brendan that is. A communication between his nether regions and my clenched fist is in order.
 
   “And how long exactly have you two been an item?” The sarcasm is thick on Angela’s tongue.
 
   Melinda gives an airy wave of her hand. “Oh, you know. A while. We didn’t like to say anything though, not with Sophie going through her illness and everything. We’ve been friends for such a long time, it seemed only fair.”
 
   That’s a bit rich. It’s my ex she’s dating. And has been for quite a while, judging by their familiarity.
 
   I stand up, fighting the urge to push them both over as I pass.
 
   “Can you excuse me for a minute? I think I’m going to —.” And at that moment, a massive projectile of vomit erupts from my mouth and sprays across the front of both Melinda and Brendan’s chests. A strangled screech fills the air. I’m fairly sure it’s come from Brendan. He was never good with body fluids.
 
   “ — Be sick.” I finish my sentence, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. I want to laugh at the horrified look on Melinda’s face but, honestly, I’m so mortified, all I can do is gape. Oh, and dash from the room and out to the foyer.
 
   I round the corner in the direction of the toilets and run, forehead first, SLAP! into the rock hard chest of Jared Hanson. Could this night get any worse? I'm crying and red faced and I must stink of  sick.
 
   “Sophie? What’s wrong?”
 
   His hands come up to brace my shoulders, which is fortunate because after the collision we’ve had, I think I may have a slight concussion. I rub my head and suck in a deep breath.
 
   “Nothing. I’m fine.”
 
   “You don’t look fine.” His eyes are scrutinising my face in a worried manner.
 
   “It’s nothing. I had a bit of a surprise.”
 
   “One that caused you to bolt from the room like your bum was on fire and you can’t find the extinguisher?”
 
   A watery smile graces my lips. “Something like that. I just discovered my ex, Brendan, is dating my friend Melinda, the one who’s been ignoring my phone calls for the past eight months.”
 
   “Ahh.” Jared gives a slow nod. “And you’ve put two and two together and decided that this may have been going on while you and Brendan were together?”
 
   “It certainly explains a lot of odd behaviour.”
 
   Like the way they disappeared at Hilary and John’s party and how Melinda cut me out of her life so quickly. What else could she do, if she were having an affair with my partner? I wouldn’t be able to look her in the eye if the shoe were on the other foot. Yes, the pieces seem to fit — the sudden need to buy new clothes (which I attributed to my cancer), the change in cologne that he’d been wearing since before we met. Even the furtive phone calls in the toilet add weight to the theory. I collapse against the wall. I feel deflated and rather gullible that this was happening under my nose and I didn’t see the signs.
 
   “Can I get you anything?” Jared asks. “A cool drink? A shotgun?”
 
   “That might be handy but I think I need a minute to process this, before I decide what to do. I might have to clean up a bit too. Eau de Puke isn’t first my choice in perfume.” 
 
   In the perfect movie world, I’d probably storm back into the room, barge up to the Cressley’s table and tip a jug of something slimy over Brendan’s head. The entire gathering would, of course, give me a standing ovation and he would be exposed for the cad he is. But this isn’t the perfect world and no matter how they’ve behaved I feel I’m a little above such a childish action. Perhaps I could ignore them? Pretend like I don’t care?
 
   Jared brings me back to the present. “If it’s any consolation I know exactly how you feel.”
 
   Of course, his wife and the partner.
 
   “Really?” I feign ignorance.
 
   “My wife Polly had an affair with my practice partner. That’s why we’re divorced.”
 
   “That’s too bad.” I can’t believe he’s sharing this with me. What happened to that detached, stand-offish man? The one who was only my doctor? “What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing. I had the boys to think of. And she was running about the town, bad mouthing me to all and sundry. One of us had to behave like an adult. I used to dream of a bit of good old retribution though, like her getting fat and not being able to fit into her clothes or getting an awful facelift that only I could fix with my superior surgeon’s skills. Which I wouldn’t.”
 
   I giggle. He’s making me feel so much better.
 
   “Do you think I should go back in?”
 
   “Yep. Don’t give them the satisfaction of seeing you rattled. Why don't you go and straighten yourself up? I’ll wait here and we'll go in together. That way it won’t look so obvious I’m late. Damn babysitters.”
 
   When we get back to the open doors of the hall, I steel myself, ready to go in. Luckily, the quiz appears to have started without me and every head on every table is bent in quiet discussion. Heaven help the opposing tables should hear what you choose as a final answer.
 
   We’re about to step inside when the master of ceremonies calls, “And that’s the end of Round One. You have one minute to get your answer sheet to the judges. In the meantime, here’s the first of the spot prize questions for the night….”
 
   The crowd breaks into healthy chatter, reviewing answers and deciding whether they want to enter for a chance at the spot prize.
 
   “Where’s our table?” Jared asks, as we walk.
 
   “This way.”
 
   Our table is near the front and, by the time we get there, I can see Melinda and Brendan. They’re standing chatting to Jeff and Angela like they never had an affair, like they’re satisfied that I scurried off in tears. And somehow, miraculously, they seem to have cleaned every molecule of vomit from their bodies. I hate them. I hate them so much, the word is inadequate to describe my loathing.
 
   “You’re looking well,” Melinda remarks as we stop before her. “Considering your dreadful ordeal.”
 
   Oh. My. God. How can she stand there, after what she’s done to me, and say that? I could so punch her right now. I raise myself to my full height, complete with ten centimetres extra for heels. I stare right into her kohl-rimmed eyes. My mouth opens to speak, and as it does, I feel a hand clutching mine.
 
   “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jared Hanson.”
 
   Jared holds out his other hand for Melinda to shake. He gives her the sort of smile that could make the hardest of women melt into a puddle of orgasmic jelly at his feet. Even I’d like to melt, and I’ve seen it before.
 
   As she takes his hand, Melinda gazes into those fabulous eyes of his. “Jared. Nice to meet you. I’m Melinda Benson.”
 
   Jared smiles again. He knows how to pile on the charm. “I know. Sophie’s told me about you.”
 
   Such a shame none of it was nice, I think.
 
   Melinda’s eyes travel down Jared’s body, stopping at his hand, locked with mine. She appears to be in shock, as well she should be. I know I am. I was under the impression we’d gone back to the doctor-patient-friend thing. Now he’s holding my hand?
 
   “And you’re with Sophie?”
 
   “Yes, we’ve been together about a month now.” To complete the ruse, he reaches over and places a kiss on my cheek. I would faint from the touch but Melinda’s face is so priceless, I’m dying to see what she’ll do next. She looks as if she’s swallowed a bucket full of glass. And beside her, Brendan’s knuckles are white. He’s clenching them in and out.
 
   It’s bitchy, I know, but I have to rub it in. “Jared and I met at the hospital. He’s a plastic surgeon.” I give special emphasis to the last two words. There’s no need for them to know anything else about our relationship. Hell, I don’t even know. His constant switches in attitude are confusing me more than when I thought the guy who lived next door to my flat was a girl.
 
   “A plastic surgeon, you say?” Melinda gulps.
 
   I want to sing. I want to say, ‘ha ha, my boyfriend is better than yours,’ but I bite my tongue and smirk because singing might be taking it a step too far. We both know any type of doctor is up there in the suitable husband book for Melinda. It’s one of the reasons why she’s never been married. The majority of the nicer men didn’t measure up professionally. Which makes me wonder how serious this thing between her and Brendan is. I suppose it could be she’s culled her list of requirements with age.
 
   I glance over at Brendan who hasn’t entered into the conversation. I don’t think he can. I think that illusion he has, the one where he’s so perfect I’d never be able to find anyone better, has been shattered.
 
   “Oh, Brendan?” I say.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I never had a chance to ask if you got that package I sent you a while back? You know, the one with the Hugo Boss shirts in it? You left them at the house.”
 
   I see Brendan’s mind ticking over. A frown kinks the space between his brows. Then I note the tell-tale bulging of his eyes, the sign that his blood is about to boil. “Are you talking about that pile of blue rags?”
 
   “The same.” I smile a syrupy sweet smile.
 
   “That was my shirts?”
 
   “Yes. I thought you’d want them back. But they wouldn’t fit in the bag… so  I trimmed them down a bit.” I glance down at the damp shirt he’s wearing. “Pity I didn’t keep them in the car. You could do with a fresh shirt.”
 
   Brendan opens his mouth to reply and I know I’ve hit a nerve. Aside from his gadgets and his pristinely-ironed shirt collection, Brendan’s appearance is the most important thing in the world to him.
 
   Fortunately, though, the master of ceremonies chooses this very moment to announce the beginning of Round Two.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   “You should’ve seen Melinda. Her face looked like it was going to fall off her head.” Angela and I are sitting with Lani over morning tea the following Monday when Angela begins a cackle that turns into a full-blown laugh-fest between the three of us. So much so, that I have to brace my stomach for fear it’s going to pop the internal stitches. I’ve already been getting this odd bulging sensation near my new navel, which I think is a hernia. I can’t cope with a hernia. I’m tired of constant trips to the hospital.
 
   “The best part was when Jared suggested we go on a couples night, though,” I add. “Brendan almost fell over. He went this weird shade of greenish grey and muttered something about lack of babysitters and being very busy in the run up to Christmas.”
 
   “Which confirmed our suspicions that they’re living together. Why else would he need to get a babysitter?” Angela says.
 
   “And I’ve no intention of going anywhere with either of them, ever again. I’d rather run down Hay Street naked with my one boob swinging like the bells in the cathedral.”
 
   Lani is biting on the edge of her mug and looking confused at this turn of events. “Jared, he’s the cute one, right? The surgeon who gave you the flat tummy?”
 
   I nod my agreement.
 
   “So why are you going out with him?  That’s against the Hippocratic oath. I’m sure it is.”
 
   “I’m not. It was a joke, of sorts.”
 
   Lani still appears bemused.
 
   “I ran into him in the hallway at the quiz night. He saw I was upset; we talked about what happened. I had no idea he was going to pretend we were an item. It was as much of a shock to me as it was to everyone. He does have very smooth hands though. I wouldn’t mind those hands touching me some more.”
 
   “He touched you?”
 
   “Only to hold my hand.”
 
   “And he kissed her cheek.” Angela butts in.
 
   Lani’s eyes bulge dangerously.
 
   “As part of the joke,” I explain. “But it was so nice to have someone hold my hand again.” Even if I cast my mind back to the good times, I can’t recall the last time Brendan did.  He was never much of a hand holder.
 
   “So you’re not together.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “That’s a pity. He seems like a nice man.”
 
   Angela gets up and moves to the sink, where she washes her mug and turns it up on the draining board. “My thoughts exactly, Lani. I couldn’t think of a better match for our Sophie than Jared. He’s kind, intelligent and handsome. He loves kids and she wouldn’t have to worry about him freaking out when he sees her naked. He’s already seen her naked on an operating table.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Seriously. Can we get on to the topic at hand and stop talking about Jared Hanson? He has no more interest in me than I do in him.”
 
   Lani and Angela look at me, eyebrows raised.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I pull a pad and pen from the shelf and turn to a new page. “Okay. So, we both know Ange is a wiz with event planning…”
 
   For the next hour we put our heads together to organise the best launch party on ever imagined in the world of small business.  Angela, who’s always looking to keep her skills as a party-slash-event planner current, has a tonne of ideas and by the time she kisses me goodbye, the date for the re-branded opening of Vintage is set for six weeks hence. I can’t wait. It’s nice to have something to look forward to that doesn’t involve a scalpel.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, I reach the playground to collect Rory from school. I find a spot under the huge oak where I normally wait, and pull out my phone to check my emails. On the other side of the broad trunk of the tree, a group of mothers are talking.  I don’t recognise their voices and I’m not overly impressed with the topic of conversation.
 
   “Sophie Molloy?” The first one questions. “That’s Rory’s mother, yah? The little boy in One Blue?”
 
   “That’s the one. Well, my friend said she’s going out with Jared Hanson.”
 
   “Ohhh, you mean Dr. Handsome? The girls at the hospital adore him. He’s gorgeous.”
 
   “He’s also her plastic surgeon. She’s had Breast Cancer, you know. Reconstruction was a terrible failure. She’s going to be deformed for life.”
 
   A collective gasp echoes from behind the tree and I cock my ear to see what they’re going to say next.
 
   “According to my girlfriend, Sophie’s been hitting the sack with him for quite a while now. That’s why her and that Brendan fellow split up. He couldn’t take any more of her cheating. Then they had to rub it in his face by flaunting themselves around the quiz night. You should have seen her. It was disgusting the way they were pawing each other.”
 
   Wait a second. There wasn’t any pawing going on. Well, only Melinda and Brendan. And I’ve never had an affair in my life. The absolute cheek. I stick my head around the side of the trunk.
 
   “Uh, hi girls. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. You were talking so loudly.”
 
   One of the women looks me up and down. “And you are?”
 
   It’s a reasonable question, I suppose. There are nearly four hundred children in the junior section of the school. It’s impossible to know every parent.
 
   “Sophie Molloy. You know, the deformed, cheating, Breast Cancer sufferer?”
 
   I hear one of them mumble to the others that I don’t look deformed.
 
   “That’s because I’m not. Like your other information, the bit about me being deformed is a total fallacy. Which one of you is friends with Melinda Benson?” I know this has come from her. It’s the kind of thing she’d do to get back at me because my perceived ‘boyfriend’ is better than hers.
 
   “We all are,” says the mumbler.
 
   “Well, perhaps you’d like to know that it was Melinda having the affair with my partner, Brendan. For the entire time I was being treated for cancer, in fact. And Jared Hanson is not my boyfriend, he’s my doctor.”
 
   I continue to give them a piece of my mind for another couple of minutes until I notice Rory bounding across the oval towards me.
 
   "Oh and by the way, you can let Melinda know that if I hear any more malicious gossip about me, I’ll sue her and her liposuction-toned bottom for everything she has.”
 
   Another gasp, this time of horror, reverberates through the canopy of leaves above us.
 
   “She’s had lipo?” the first woman whispers, as if even saying the word out loud is a crime.
 
   “On a regular basis. You don’t think giving up carbs gave her that look do you?”
 
   With that, I turn, gather Rory’s hand, and together we walk to the car. I feel strangely satisfied that I’ve backhandedly given Melinda and Brendan a taste of their own medicine. I hope this means that they’ll leave me alone now. I have better things to do with my time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   It’s been eight months since my diagnosis. Today, I’m visiting Dr. Downer for a check up, after I’ve done the obligatory tests first, that is. I’m not looking forward to it. Even though I’ve been assured the cancer is gone, I have this recurring niggling feeling. It happens every time I contemplate the idea of an ultrasound or mammogram. These two devices, that are meant to save lives, are now the source of absolute fear for me. It’s silly, I know. But they are.
 
   I arrive at the pathology centre and after my name’s called, I go into the cubicle to change into a gown, leaving my clothes and underwear in a neat pile on the bench seat. I pull back the curtain and stand, looking for an empty chair amongst the row of women, each of whom have two breasts. Suddenly, I understand why this place is segregated from the rest of the pathology centre. This is possibly the most self-conscious I've ever felt. I feel as though every woman present is peering at me over the top of her magazine and hoping it never turns out to be her. If only I had a bigger handbag. At least, then, I'd be able to hide my lopsidedness with leather. I sit down and try to be thankful for one small mercy. This humiliation would be ten times more of a nightmare if I had to sit in the general waiting room looking like this.
 
   As the weather’s been getting warmer, I’ve found that I’ve become increasingly self-conscious about my one breast. I try not to be, but it’s a hard thing to fight. Where I used to wear singlet tops in summer, I now wear t-shirts. I never get dressed without the bra, even around the house, because I worry that someone will knock on the door and I’ll be forced into an entire conversation with my arms crossed over my chest. I‘ve stopped going swimming with Rory, too, because I can’t bring myself to pay the hugely inflated prices they’re asking for bathers that have a built in pocket for the fake boob and I’m certainly not going without one because that would be even worse.
 
   So I sit there, looking at those women with their two boobs and I think to myself, they have no idea how lucky they are.
 
   It takes a while but finally a nurse appears and leads me down the hall to the mammogram room. As she’s squashing my remaining breast into the machine and I’m trying not to picture it as a pancake with lemon and honey, she’s making small talk. I can’t remember if it hurt this much last time, which worries me because it could be a sign that something’s dreadfully wrong. While she’s clicking away, I begin to strategise about what I’ll do when she gives me that look, the ‘you’ve got it again but I can’t say anything’ look. I won’t cry, I know I won’t because I’ll most likely be passed out, dangling with my boob clamped in the mammogram machine. The trauma caused by such a look will send me over the edge.
 
   At last the mammogram is over and as I pull the gown back over my shoulder, I know I can’t take this torture every six months. The humiliation of only having one breast, the waiting for results, the muttering of healthcare professionals. Instead of Jared giving me an implant  that will never match no matter how much he tells me it will, I’d rather he take my other breast, too. I’ll have two, new, no-possibility-of-cancer breasts. Thank you very much. Then only reason women will look at me is because of envy. They’ll totally want my perky boobs.
 
    The nurse takes me to sit on a chair at the door to the ultrasound room. People are rushing around me oblivious to the worry racing through my head and I can feel myself becoming agitated, worried. What if they find something? What if I have cancer in the other breast? I can’t do this again. I won’t do this again. I’ve had my turn. Let some other woman have hers.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A couple of hours later, x-rays in hand, I sit myself down in the chair at Dr. Downer’s desk.
 
   “How’s everything been going, Sophie?” she asks, peering over her glasses that are perched precariously on the end of her nose. “I hear you’re doing a bit of a new thing at your shop.”
 
   News travels fast in Perth.
 
   “Yes. Vintage handbag rental among other things. We’re reinventing ourselves. The launch is in a week or so. Would you like an invitation? I’d love for you to come.”
 
   “Thank you. Yes. There’s nothing I like more than a pretty handbag.”
 
   It’s funny, isn’t it? I’d never have pictured Dr. Downer as a pretty handbag type of woman. She looks too… solid?
 
   “So, the results of your tests came back negative. You’re still in the clear,” Dr. Downer says, as she leads me to the examination bed and asks me to take off my top. She begins to examine my wounds and feel around my remaining lymph nodes.
 
   “Good, because I wanted to talk to you about where we go from here. I want to have the other breast off and have two implants.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that, Sophie. The rate of survival now you're being treated is well into the ninetieth percentile.”
 
   I'm not about to be talked out of this now I’ve made up my mind. “I know that and this is nothing to do with survival rates. This is more to do with my sanity. Firstly, if I have two implants, they’ll match and secondly, I can’t handle the stress of the ultrasounds and mammograms every six months. When they showed me the images of a new cyst this morning, I was practically hysterical. I’ve only just stopped shaking. I can’t deal with cancer again.”
 
   “Both valid points.” She tells me to put my top on and goes to sit at her desk. By the time I get back, she has a sheath of sheets on the table between us.
 
   “So you’re serious about the bi-lateral mastectomy?”
 
   “Deadly.”
 
   She gives a hint of a smile. “Okay. I’ll get the forms filled in and give Jared a call. Usually I remove the breast and he comes in last and does the cosmetic reconstruction part.”
 
   “Sounds fair.”
 
   I leave Dr. Downer’s office feeling relieved and somewhat happy. I know some people would say I’m being alarmist and over reacting but this is the right course of action for me. That time in pathology only served to confirm it.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I get back to the shop to find Lani supervising the men who are attaching the new sign over the verandah and door of the shop. She’s using a series of hand signals that would almost be construed as rude in other circumstances but the men seem to understand what she’s on about.
 
   “How’s that for cool?” she asks, pointing up to the sign that the men are now securing in place.
 
   “Please tell her it's fabulous,” one of the men yells down the ladder. “She’s had us up here for over half an hour. My arms are beginning to wilt.”
 
   “Fabulous,” I say to Lani. I mean it, though. The new sign and logo are fabulous. And once we’ve given the interior a spruce up to match, it’ll be perfect.
 
   “Thanks boys,” Lani says. “I’m going inside now. Can I offer you a cold beverage when you finish?”
 
   “A cuppa’d be great, love,” the first guy says. “Unless you’ve got a beer in the fridge.”
 
   Lani snorts at the idea and we walk into the shop together.
 
   “I’ve picked a few paint colours,” she says, as we go out the back to put on the kettle. “See what you think. I’ve finalised the menu for the finger food with Angela and the drinks are being delivered the day before. Angela suggested we pay Carly to come for the night. She’d make a great cocktail waitress and it’ll leave us time to mingle.”
 
   I wander to where Lani has a selection of paint swatches strewn across the table, along with fabric choices for the sofa and soft furnishings. Everything is cream and gold and tones the colour of weak black tea. They’re beautiful and I tell her so. Just what I’d envisioned.
 
   “The painting party’s organised for Saturday afternoon and Sunday. I figure we can get it done in that time,” I say, keen to show her I’ve been doing something too, because it looks as if she's done the lot while I’ve been hobnobbing around doctors’ rooms. The change since I asked Lani to be my business partner is unbelievable. It’s like she was waiting for an opportunity to show me she’s not a ditz, that she’s going to be a really good business woman. “Rory wants to come and help too, though I think he may be more of a hindrance. I might see if Hugh Farmer will take him for the day. He hasn’t had a play date with Harris for a while and Angela will be here with us.”
 
   We stand for a bit longer, finalising plans and settling on the colours for the interior. Then the doorbell rings and I go out onto the floor, my head swirling with ideas and enthusiasm.
 
   Later in the afternoon, as we’re doing a spot of re-organising and thinking about how the new displays for the window are going to look, Rory comes bounding in the door with Angela and her two. She’s kindly offered to collect him from school until the launch. That way I can work an extra hour or so and help Lani get everything ready.
 
   Rory drags his bag in the door behind him, leaving it in the pathway of potential customers. It’s bulging with heaven knows what. Hurdling over it, he runs up to me waving a certificate.
 
   “Mum, Mum! Guess what happened?”
 
   “You got signed to play for the Eagles?” I joke.
 
   “Don’t be silly. I’m not old enough to play for the Eagles. I won a prize.  A super, big, prize and I had my photo taken for the newspaper.”
 
   I sit on the sofa under the window and pat the space beside me. “Now, that’s a story I’d like to hear. Tell me more.”
 
   “You know that walkathon? The Breast Cancer one?”
 
   I certainly do. It’s been like a noose around my neck trying to collect sponsorships. Plus, Rory’s been hounding everyone we know to sponsor him, right down to the postman. Even the grumpy man in the fresh produce shop wasn’t spared.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I got the most in the whole of Western Australia. This lady came to school to give me this certificate. We had a special assembly and everything.” He hands the award over proudly.
 
   “Wow. Well done, Mr. Rory.” I stare at the amount on the certificate. He raised that much? “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “The lady gave me so much prizes, I can hardly carry my bag.”
 
   “So many prizes.”
 
   “Yeah. That. Oscar threw a fit when he didn’t win.”
 
   “You mean Melinda's Oscar?”
 
   “Yeah. And he said my prizes were stupid and he didn’t want them anyway.”
 
   Typical. Like mother, like son.
 
   “But I said it wasn’t about the prizes, it was about helping ladies with Breast Cancer. That’s right, isn’t it, Mum?”
 
   My child is a saint. He’s had so much happening in his little life lately and yet he manages to think of other people. I pull him to me and give him the biggest hug I can. I smooth his soft wavy hair. “That’s right honey. And I think the money you raised will help lots of ladies.”
 
   “Mum?” he says, lifting his face from the spot on my chest.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “When are you getting your new boobie? Did the doctor tell you?”
 
   “Soon. Why?”
 
   “That fake one feels so weird. It’s like cuddling my bike helmet.”
 
   Out of the mouths of babes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   “I have a present for you.” Lani hands me a brown paper-wrapped parcel tied with a huge raffia string ribbon.
 
   It’s the night of the launch. The shop looks glam. We’ve painted the walls an antique cream colour and the old shelving and furniture has been revamped with crisp white paint. Two junk shop chandeliers, kindly wired in by Lani’s dad who’s an electrician, are sparkling overhead adding to the glow of the fairy lights we’ve entwined in the hop vines along the picture rails. A pair of vintage linen curtains — artfully re-invented and washed by Lani — swag the window framing the display of treasures. Even the old glass counter-cum-display case fits perfectly with the theme.
 
   I look down at the package Lani’s placed in my hands. A stab of remorse, that I didn’t have the forethought to organise something similar for my new partner, pinches at my insides. “You didn’t need to do this. I didn’t buy you a ‘Happy Opening’ gift.”
 
   “It’s not exactly an opening gift. It’s a bit of fun.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Confused, I pull the bow and let the string fall on the counter. The brown paper unwraps easily as Lani hasn’t used tape and inside I find a stack of magazines. Now, I’m more bemused. It’s certainly not a ‘Happy Opening’ gift.
 
   I pull out the copies of Playboy and Sports Illustrated. The covers are emblazoned with photos of scantily clad women. I can understand why men might find these things attractive but surely Lani didn’t envisage them as light hospital reading for my next round of surgery? She’s not that mad. “What are these for?”
 
   “Research.”
 
   I must look confused because she continues before I can answer.
 
   “So you can look at the breasts these girls have and get some ideas for your own new puppies. I’ve marked a few pages that look particularly natural.”
 
   And indeed she has. A number of bright orange sticky notes are protruding from the sides of the magazines. One page, which must be of particular interest, has a double sticky note allocation with arrows pointing into the magazine. I flick to the first marked page. A naked girl lays draped along some type of animal rug, possibly polar bear? She has a sultry look and the biggest set of knockers I’ve seen in my life. Even Donna Wilde — the girl I went to school with who had a breast reduction in Year Twelve because she was a Double F cup — wasn’t as big as this girl. 
 
   “You think that looks natural?” I ask, attempting to hide my shock at what Lani thinks is natural.
 
   Lani titters. “Of course not. She looks like she has airbags glued to her chest. I marked that one as an example of bad implants. It was only a laugh.”
 
   “Thank heavens. I thought you were advocating I look like that. How do those women buy tops to fit anyway? Is there some sort of online store for women with massive fake boobs?”
 
   “More than likely. I can Google it if you like.”
 
   “Hmm. Maybe later.”
 
   At that moment, the doorbell tinkles and a woman appears. She’s carrying an unusual floral arrangement that’s as wide as the doorframe and almost as tall. The background of the bouquet is darkened twigs of cherry tree covered in hundreds of delicate white blossoms in full bloom. They’re a perfect foil for the display of white Narcissus that fills the rest of the massive crystal vase. It’s over the top and gaudy, yet strangely beautiful in an oriental sort of way. I’ve never seen anything like it.
 
   I shove the magazines in my handbag and put on a smile. “Hi, can I help you?”
 
   “I’m looking for Sophie Molloy.”
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   The woman places the flowers on the counter. The arrangement is huge, dwarfing both the register and Lani, who’s standing beside it looking slightly gobsmacked.
 
   “Did you make this?” Lani asks the delivery girl. She begins to search the blooms for a card while I sign for the flowers. “God, if only I could make flower arrangements like this. It’s amazeballs. I wonder who it’s from?”
 
   “We can probably rule out Brendan,” I quip. Since the quiz night, he’s been more disgruntled than ever. He’s been on my case day and night, making it as hard as he can for me to get on with my life. Lani thinks it’s because he’s jealous of my new ‘boyfriend’ and I tend to agree. At least, now, the house has been sold, so as soon as Rory and I pack our stuff and move to the cute cottage I found for us, I’ll never have to listen to his rants again.
 
   After the delivery girl leaves, Lani hands me the envelope she’s discovered, spiked into the green florist foam. I peel back the flap and slide out the card. It’s not girlie florist writing. This writing was done by a man. A man with a rather untidy hand.
 
   Sophie,
 
   The Chinese believe cherry blossoms are a symbol of new beginnings and that the narcissus bestows good luck and a flourishing of careers and creativity.
 
   Wishing you the best on your grand re-opening tonight.
 
   Jared Hanson
 
   I’m flabbergasted. He’s clearly given this a great deal of consideration. I’m afraid if I start pondering what that means, I’ll read things into it that aren’t there.
 
   “Who’s it from?” Lani asks.
 
   “Jared Hanson.” I hand her the card.
 
   A slow ‘wow’ passes over Lani’s lips. “He really does like you. That whole fake boyfriend thing was just a ruse to hold your hand.”
 
   “Nooo!” This can’t be happening. If I’m going to have a boyfriend I want it to be one I can actually touch, not someone I have to fantasise about when I’m alone in my bed. I did enough of that when I was fifteen.
 
   “Maybe this is his way of letting you know he’s around, you know, like for later on, when he’s not your doctor?”
 
   I consider this idea. “Or maybe he’s one of those thoughtful people who send flowers for every occasion. We are acquaintances. It’s probably only a friendship thing.”
 
   Lani and I stand staring at the enormous bouquet, maybe hoping an answer will fly out of the foliage. Part of me doesn’t want to believe Jared likes me as more than a friend but another part is hoping that this means what I think it does, because the feelings I have for him now are definitely not doctor-patient related.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two-hours later, the event is over. Lani and I are sitting in the middle of the shop floor with our shoes off, giving each other a foot massage. The room is silent apart from our occasional groans of agonised pleasure. Around us, the shop is strewn with empty champagne glasses, soiled napkins and not one item of stock is in the place it was when we started.
 
   Lani taps my ankle, signalling it’s time to stop and I let out a small whimper of sadness.
 
   “Well, I think that went extremely well,” she says, kicking her shoes towards the base of the counter and standing. She begins to collect the empty glasses and stack them in the catering box. “We’ve signed about twenty girls up for immediate rentals and the waiting list for each bag is huge.”
 
   I pull myself to my feet and stretch my arms over my head. Making so many sales and taking addresses of potential customers for our email list has been an exhausting process but one that was worth it. Lani and I have set ourselves up. We need to continue the momentum. I turn and head for the window, where a line of glasses has been left along the sill. “I think we were a staggering success.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “So let’s get this mess cleaned up and get home. I’m knackered.”
 
   “Me too. Knackered but happy.”
 
   We buzz around, finishing the cleaning and putting the stock back in its rightful spot. Lani turns off the computer while I gather the lists we’ve made tonight and put them out the back to be entered into the data base. When I return, the massive bouquet, is standing proudly on the counter, like it’s watching over us, congratulating us for a job well done. I still feel slightly freaked out by it.
 
   “What should I do about these flowers, Lan?” I say.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Is it appropriate to ring and say thank you?”
 
   “Of course, it is.”
 
   “But I don’t have his phone number. If I ring Angela and get it, he might think I’m stalking him.”
 
   “Oh for Pete’s sake! No he won’t.”
 
   “But isn’t it weird to have my plastic surgeon on speed dial?”
 
   “Only if you ring his number and then hang up after he says hello. That would be weird. Anyway, he started this. He sent the flowers.”
 
   I bite my lip. “I guess so.”
 
   “Go on, do it. Do it. Do it,” Lani chants.
 
   I duck into the kitchen and get my phone from my handbag. This is so strange, I feel like a teenager ringing a boy for the first time. I send Angela a text asking for Jared’s number. I can’t bring myself to call her face to face, not when I know the teasing I’ll get, especially when it was her intention to set us up from the start. I can see her, sitting on her sofa with a glass of wine, crowing that her scheme worked. She’ll never stop gloating.
 
   Now, I’m standing with the phone in my hand. I’m staring at the text Angela has sent, the one with Jared’s number. Can I do it? This is taking the relationship from acquaintances to friends, isn’t it? Are we allowed to be friends? Does he even want to?
 
   “Hello?”
 
   As soon as I hear the familiar voice, I want to hang up. My heart is in my throat and it’s beating so hard, it’s blocking my circulation. I can’t hang up, though. He’s seen my number. It’s not blocked. He can easily ring me back.
 
   “Uh, hi. Jared?”
 
   “Yes?” His tone is more a question than an answer.
 
   “It’s Sophie. Sophie Molloy. I hope you don’t mind, I asked Angela for your number.” Suddenly, I feel extremely anxious, like I should not be doing this. “I’m not being stalker-ish,” I rush on. “I wanted to ring and say thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful.”
 
   There’s a quiet buzzing from the other end of the connection and I think, yep, I’ve done it this time. I’ve overstepped the boundary, whatever the hell our boundary is.
 
   “That’s great, Sophie,” Jared replies. His voice is easy and genuine. “It’s not the least bit stalker-ish. Doing drive-bys of my house or sending me mix CD’s in the mail might be cause for alarm. So if you were thinking of going down that route, I’d probably stop now.”
 
   “Damn,” I laugh, amazed at how he’s able to make me feel so comfortable, even over the phone. “You’ve totally ruined the surprise.”
 
   “I’d hope, by now, we’d consider ourselves friends. We are ‘dating’.” He releases an amused chuckle at the memory.
 
   “Yeah. I guess so. Anyway, thanks again for the flowers. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “More than likely.”
 
   I hang up the phone and once again I begin to ponder, or could it be over-analyse, what the last comment meant.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   All hands on deck. It’s moving day. If you’d told me a year ago that I’d have lost my breast, my boyfriend and my house within the space of a year, I’d have probably laughed but as I stand here, in the midst of the jumble of boxes and unpacked cutlery, I see that this is what my life has come to. Endings.
 
   There’s no getting away from it. At the beginning of this year, I had a long-term partner and a relationship future. I’m loathe to blame the cancer for Brendan’s departure, and I absolutely don’t want him back, but the fact I have only one breast has to have had some impact on his decision to mess around with my former friend. From the day I came home from hospital that first time, he was different. And even though he put on the façade of being the concerned boyfriend, it’s clear his concern couldn’t overcome his need for things to be flawless. Who knows, maybe the thing with Melinda would have happened anyway but that doesn’t stop me feeling a little resentment towards the cancer. And a bit of thankfulness too. If I hadn’t had it, I might still be with Brendan. I might have still been accepting his faults and putting up with his anal approach to perfection.
 
   I take the last of the knives and forks, securing them with a rubber band before stowing them in the box. Two months ago, I was close to using them as stabbing implements and not on a roast. I’m proud of how far I’ve travelled in that respect. I’m satisfied that I can look at them again and only see a tool for eating. I write ‘Kitchen’ on the lid and run some packing tape along the flaps. I remember the day we moved in, the day I unpacked those forks and chose which slot of the drawer would be their home. I remember Brendan and his pantry-organising and I smile a little to myself at the way I teased him, suggesting that maybe we should put each item in height order as well. Even though it annoyed me, his obsession was kind of useful. At least I knew where to find stuff.
 
   Jeff comes in with the trolley. Seeing my melancholy mood, he offers to take me for a quick spin around the family room but I decline, citing his poor driving skills and my need to remain in one piece as an excuse. So he stacks the boxes I’ve now finished packing and wheels them along the corridor, leaving me alone in the empty kitchen.
 
   “It’s not too late.” He chuckles as he reaches the front door. “One last lap up and down the street to give the neighbours something to talk about after you’re gone.”
 
   “I think they have plenty enough to talk about already.” The neighbour across the road has been seen on numerous occasions dressed in his wife’s lingerie while she’s out. Not to mention that couple down the street, who have those strange parties where people put car keys in a bowl. This is a respectable suburb but you never know what goes on behind closed doors.
 
   I shoo Jeff out with a tutt about his juvenile behaviour. He knows I don’t mean it, though. He knows I’m supremely grateful for the team of willing men he’s assembled to help me move house today. After the costs have been paid and the lawyer’s hefty bill settled, I’ve barely enough for Rory and I to live on, let alone pay for a removalist. Every spare cent is going towards the next round of surgery. Thank heavens, this lot’s working for the price of a cold beer and a burger at the end of the day.
 
   With a sigh, I head to Rory’s empty bedroom, where I check his wardrobe for anything left behind. I pull the curtains and pause for a moment in the middle of the room, looking at the glow-in-the-dark frieze I spent hours sticking to the ceiling above his bed, so it would look like a night sky. I remember making Rory’s bed for the first time in this house, and then putting him to sleep in it. He wasn’t quite three. His curls had framed his little cherub face as it lay against the pillow and I’d taken a photo of him, one that still remains a favourite today. We’ll have to create new memories now, in our new house. I walk to his door and close it for the last time.
 
   Now, I’m back in the family room, and it’s empty. It feels cavernous, like the soul has been taken away but I can picture Brendan, sitting on the sofa, with Rory cuddled on his lap. I can see us clinking a glass of champagne the night we arrived. I can even feel his lips, kissing my forehead and telling me he loved me. In his own way, I know he did. How things change.
 
   And now, for some reason my mind has moved to babies. Coming from a family of one, I always wanted a gaggle of children running through the house. As I move to secure the locks, I look out the window, staring at the backyard Brendan and I created for that very purpose. This cancer has changed me so drastically inside, I probably won’t be able to have more children.  Not for the next five years until I finish taking Tamoxifen, anyway. And by then, I’ll be almost too old. The gap between Rory and new siblings would be too wide.
 
   I’m starting to get hormonal and teary. I can feel the emotions getting bigger and bigger and there’s nothing I can do to control it. I hate this medication. I hate what it’s doing to my body and how it’s messing with my head. Okay, I don’t hate that it’s keeping the cancer away, but sometimes the positive doesn’t outweigh the negative.
 
   Putting the heels of my hands to my eyes, I attempt to press away the tears. This isn’t fair. I feel so lost, so alone, even with my friends and family supporting me, I am so utterly alone because not one of them can truly understand the way I feel. I wonder what I did to deserve this and as I do, I cry silently. I’m shuddering with the force of keeping my tears in check. I’m feeling the grief of everything that’s happened, the grief I’ve not let out until now. The emotional rollercoaster after the failed reconstruction was bad, but this? This is like I’m dying, like my body is heaving its last breath.
 
   “Sophie?”
 
   I take my hands away from my eyes to find Jared standing in the doorway, looking at me with concern. The sun is shining behind his body in a sort of halo effect, which is so appropriate for the heavenly entity he is. It’s so nice he came to help today. He certainly didn’t need to. But as he’s already explained three times, as my ‘boyfriend’ it’s probably expected that he help me move house. So who am I to argue? He can bend over and show off his bum or flex his muscles by lifting boxes the entire day, for all I care. It’s no hardship to my eyesight. And as a new friend, he wants to help. That’s something I can respect. I may have lost some old friends in the cancer process but I’ve gained a very valuable new one and I’ve learnt to love my remaining ones even more.
 
   “Everything okay?” he asks.
 
   “A few goodbye tears,” I say, wiping my hands over my eyes.
 
   He walks into the room, stopping about half a metre from me. His t-shirt is clinging to his torso from the sweat he’s built up and his hair is dusty where he crawled under the house to make sure nothing had been left in Rory’s hidey-hole. I try not to stare but it’s difficult. I mean, I can see every muscle in his stomach through that shirt and clearly, squash is not the only type of exercise he does.
 
   “Anything I can do?”
 
   I look up into those friendly green eyes and give a sniff. “Say something funny?”
 
   Jared moves closer. He’s invading my personal space, but I don’t care. The tangy male scent of him is making my insides flutter. My mind has gone utterly blank. Shit. This isn’t good.
 
   Think of bad things, Sophie. Think of those TV shows with blood and gore that make you cringe.
 
   “Now you’ve put me on the spot,” Jared jokes. “You think I can be funny on demand? I’m a doctor. Funny isn’t in my job description.”
 
   And that’s enough to send me over the edge. I collapse against his chest. I sob into his t-shirt and, as I do, feel his arms move to cradle me. I want him to pull back but I don’t. I want to be friends but I don’t. I have no idea what I want any more. My brain has been rendered so incontinent from the Tamoxifen and the smell of his body; I don’t even know why I’m crying.
 
   “I know I need a shower.” His voice is so soft and soothing. “But I don’t think washing me with tears is going to get rid of the perspiration smell.”
 
   I smile wetly against his chest and begin to relax. With his strong, muscular arms about me, I begin to calm down.
 
   “Tell me a joke,” I say. Anything to take my mind off the images that are being conjured in my dirty little brain.
 
   “Why didn’t the skeleton go to the ball?”
 
   I move my face from his chest, and look up, past the manly profile, into his eyes, “That’s your idea of a joke?”
 
   “I have children. I have to keep it clean.”
 
   So, I humour him. At least, I’ve stopped with the crying. Almost. “Okay. Why?”
 
   “He had no body to go with.”
 
   “Seriously?” I begin to laugh. I laugh so much my stomach starts to hurt and I forget I was sad. Jared laughs too. It’s a deep, gutsy sort of laugh and one that I find I’m awfully attracted to.
 
   And that’s when the other insane thing happens. As our laughter abates, we become still and something changes. He’s looking at me, not like a friend, but like a lover. He’s bending his face towards mine and after a brief pause, perhaps to consider if the following action is wise, his lips move towards mine.
 
   “Okay, you blokes. Time to get this show on the road.”
 
   Jeff has appeared in the doorway. For the first time in history, I see a look of awkwardness on his face. His eyes are as big as golf balls. “Holy shit. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
 
   Jared and I spring apart like we’re magnets repelling each other. He runs a hand through his dusty hair and bends to pick up the last box by my feet. I hope he doesn’t feel he’s made a mistake by almost kissing me. I don’t think it was a mistake. I could burst out laughing at the absurdity of it. 
 
   I glance at Jared out the corner of my eye. He’s now at a safe doctor-patient-friend distance, which is made more obvious by the box he’s hugging to his body, like a suit of armour. He’s adopted the detached, yet empathetic, look of the surgeon.
 
   “We’re doing a final check,” he replies. “Making sure the windows are locked and we haven’t left the dog behind.” 
 
   Jeff lets out a huge belly laugh. “Sure. Right. Thank Christ, you didn’t say you were getting something out of Sophie’s eye. ’Cause there’s not a hope in hell I would’ve believed that.”
 
   Tension diffused, we do a final pass of the house. Then I lock the door on my old life and get in the car and as I do, I can’t help but wonder what this new development means. I’ve closed the door — literally — on the past three years and now a new door is opening.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The packing boxes have been left in their respective rooms for unloading and the furniture is in a type of order throughout the house. Well, the beds are in the bedrooms and the sofa is in the lounge. I’m not happy about it though, the positioning is wrong. I’ll have to move it.
 
   With moment’s reflection as to how Brendan may have subliminally influenced my sudden need to put the sofa in another spot, I bend my knees and take hold of one of the arms. I’m tired. Even though I haven’t been moving boxes, this day has been exhausting both emotionally and physically. If I get this sofa where I want it to be, I’ll be able to relax. Then I can tackle the task of feeding  these men.
 
   Completely forgetting that I had major surgery on my stomach a couple of months back, I give the sofa a hefty push and as I do, there’s a sudden tightness in the left side of my stomach, right near my navel. It feels like a very large, five-course dinner is lodged in my intestines and is trying to escape. Either that or I’m giving birth to a litter of puppies from my belly button. I rub my hand over the spot, hoping it will disappear like it has in the past but as my hand slides over the huge lump, I know it’s got no intention of doing that. In fact, I think I may have made it worse. I let out an anguished groan.
 
   Lifting my t-shirt, I take a good look at the thing in its stretched-skin glory. There’s an egg-shaped bulge extending from my navel to somewhere near my groin. I try to poke it back in which, of course, doesn’t work. So, I do the only thing I can after a day of emotional upheaval, I flop down on my nicely positioned sofa and wail.
 
   When is this torture going to be over? Am I such a revolting person that I must be constantly punished like this? Can’t my life go back to some semblance of normal? Not that I’m even sure what that is anymore.
 
   By the time Jeff, Jared and the other two men have finished unloading the outdoor setting, I’m lying on the lounge room floor, praying that the bulge disappears so I can walk around the house without looking six months pregnant. I had surgery to correct that cosmetic fault, thank you.
 
   “What are you doing, Sophie?” Jeff asks, as he escorts his team of helpers into the kitchen, where I’ve left a slab of cold beer in the fridge. “I’ve heard of lying down on the job, but that’s taking it a bit literally.”
 
   “I think I may have a hernia,” I say. “My stomach feels like it’s going to explode.”
 
   “How did that happen?”
 
   “It was there before, but I tried to move the sofa and I think I made it worse.”
 
   There’s a good deal of grumbling about women wanting to be independent before Jared, beer in hand, comes over to where I’m lying. He squats down beside me. “Do you want me to take a look?”
 
   “If you two are going to get up close and personal again, I’ll take the boys outside,” Jeff comments.
 
   Jared rolls his eyes and holds out a hand to help me up. “Come into the bedroom.”
 
   “And isn’t that the phrase every woman in Perth wants to hear from you?” Jeff jokes. Then sees my glare of disgust and promptly suggests he might fire up the barbecue as Angela will be arriving shortly with the kids.
 
   In the bedroom, Jared instructs me to lie down on the bed and unzip my shorts. He’s put his professional hat on and I can see he’s taking this very seriously, so I’m not uncomfortable, despite the fact that I’m lying on my bed and he practically had his lips locked on mine an hour ago.
 
   He puts his beer down on the floor beside the bed and peers at my side. “May I?” he asks, indicating he wants to touch the spot.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He places his fingers gently on my skin and a flash of chemistry darts from my navel setting fire to the muscles in my stomach. I wriggle against it but only because I’m trying to hide that his touch is turning me on.
 
   “Am I hurting you?” he asks.
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   As long as I don’t contemplate the idea of wanting to grab him and pull him on top of me.
 
   Jared moves his fingers closer to the top of my leg where he presses again. I can feel the heat in his fingers. I can see the concentration on his face as he asks me to clench my stomach muscles and watches to see the alien springing from my side. Then he gives a doctorly nod.
 
   “It’s a hernia.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “You’re stomach muscles must have been weakened by the Tram Flap surgery. Moving the couch has caused it to open further. It’s a common occurrence.”
 
   “Can you fix it?”
 
   “Easily. Ring my rooms on Monday and make an appointment. We’ll schedule you in for a repair.”
 
   “But my other mastectomy? The implant surgery?” 
 
   How many more am I going to need? The tally is almost in double digits.
 
   Jared stands to look out the window as I zip up my pants as pull myself to sitting on the side of the bed. “We’ll sort it out when you come into the surgery. This is a minor blip, believe me.”
 
   “But I look like I’m pregnant! And it’s so uncomfortable.” I know I’m whining and he’s being very patient with me.
 
   “Monday,” he says, facing me again. “We’ll discuss it Monday.”
 
   I let out a sigh. “Okay, but can I ask you a question? Something personal?”
 
   “Yes.” He swallows. Well, it’s more of a nervous-type gulp actually.
 
   “Did you really sleep at the hospital when I was in ICU?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jared’s quiet. His eyes are on the carpet. He seems to be contemplating his answer. “It wasn’t about you as a person. It was more about me as a surgeon. I wasn’t brought up to fail. My parents put enormous pressure on me to be the best and even when I thought was, I had to keep proving myself. Straight A’s on a school report weren’t enough.”
 
   This isn’t exactly what I want to hear. “So you don’t ‘like’ me like that? You just felt you’d failed after the surgery didn’t work and you were trying to fix it?”
 
   “That’s more than one question.” His voice is jokey but I can tell he’s tense about the answer.
 
   I give him my best ‘don’t be smart’ look.
 
   “I have feelings for you, Sophie. You must have worked that out by now. As a doctor, I know I shouldn’t and I’ve felt so guilty because of it. I convinced myself my feelings clouded my professional judgement, in regards to your care.” He walks towards me and looks down. His legs are so close to my knees we’re almost touching. “I’ve worked hard to be the best surgeon I can, to show everyone I’m not as useless as they think I am. Then I let this happen.”
 
   God, I’m confused. Is he talking about me or the surgery now? Am I just ‘something that happened’?
 
   “When things went pear-shaped,” he continues, “the self-doubt came back. I don’t like to fail, Sophie. I don’t fail. I couldn’t face what I’d done to you, especially with my personal feelings appearing at the most inappropriate times — like in the operating theatre. The only way I could do my job was to remain at a distance. I couldn’t even look at your face.”
 
   I want to reach up and hug him to me, to take away the terrible pain in his eyes. Instead I stand, bridging the gap between us. It’s almost another invitation for him to kiss me. “And that’s why you were acting weird after the surgery? I hadn’t done anything?”
 
   “Yes. I mean, no. You know what I mean.”
 
   I mull this over for a second. Strangely enough, I can understand his reasoning for everything. It must be hard to have to be that person all the time, to always be striving to prove something to the world. Still, I’m not sure I want another man like that in my life. One obsessive-compulsive was enough. “So you’re a perfectionist?”
 
   “You ask an awful lot of questions.” He’s smiling again. The tension’s gone. “And no, I’m not a perfectionist. Well, maybe only a little bit. And only with my work.”
 
   “You don’t line up tins in the pantry and re-fluff the cushions if the dent in the middle isn’t right, do you?”
 
   “Not in recent history.”
 
   “Are your shirts in colour-coded, seasonal order?”
 
   “You can come and check if you like. Most of them are in a crumpled pile in the ironing basket.”
 
   Now, I’m smiling too. It’s nice to have things out in the open. I still have no idea where I stand, romantically speaking, but at least our friendship is back on an even keel. I tempt fate with one last question. “So you want to like me but you can’t, either because I remind you that you failed or because you’re afraid you might get indiscreet with me in the examination room?”
 
   Jared takes a step away. A mischievous twinkle sparks in his eye. “If you think about it for a while, I’m sure you’ll be able to answer that question yourself,” he laughs. And without even retrieving his half-full bottle of beer, he rushes from the room like I’ve suggested group sex with his friends might be a good idea.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “So, Jared kissed you?”
 
   I’m curled up on the couch with a hot cup of tea, the dog and the phone. It’s been less than an hour since everyone went home after helping with the move but already Angela feels the need to call me to establish whether the news is true. Jeff has a habit of stretching reality for the sake of comedy.
 
   I reach over and rub my fingers over the soft fur on Grover’s ears. “Nearly.” I sigh, knowing that owning up to what happened is the only way to stop her talking about it.
 
   “And you wanted him to?”
 
   “Of course I did. He’s hot Ange. And he’s sweet. Why wouldn’t I want him to kiss me?”
 
   “May I remind you, he’s your doctor?”
 
   “May I remind you, you tried to set us up some months back? You should be overjoyed at this development.”
 
   “Oh I am, I am. But I’m also pondering your surgical future. Clearly, you can’t go on with the doctor-patient relationship now.”
 
   “He didn’t rip my clothes off and have wild sex with me on the rug.”
 
   Not that I’d be saying no to that at this point in time.
 
   “From what Jeff said, it sounded as if he was about to.”
 
   “Oh for Pete’s sake. As if you’d believe anything that husband of yours says. He’s a stirrer. Don’t you remember when he sent you that picture of him and Nicole Kidman from his last trip to Sydney and you thought it was real?”
 
   “He had me going for days, the bastard. How was I to know he’d been to some function at Madame Tussauds?”
 
   “My point exactly.”
 
   “But you’re still going to see him tomorrow aren’t you?”
 
   “You saw that thing on my stomach, didn’t you? I have no intention of spending any more time than necessary looking like a walking horror movie. I’ll be in there first thing.”
 
   “And the almost kiss?”
 
   “I’m going to ignore it.” 
 
   At least until Jared finishes treating me. Who knows? The attraction we feel may only be because it’s forbidden. Not being able to have something only makes you want to have it more. He might not even like me when I’m merely another Breast Cancer survivor.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   “I’m glad you came in, Sophie.”
 
   Jared is sitting at his desk, tapping his pen on the desk calendar. He’s looking very handsome today, with his dark rimmed glasses framing his eyes and a pale blue shirt rolled up to the elbows. The stone coloured trousers he has on are particularly manly too, and I don’t generally like pale pants on a man.
 
   “I wanted to discuss a couple of things with you in regards to the rest of your treatment.”
 
   Oh no. It’s coming. He’s going to say he wants me to go to another Plastic Surgeon.
 
   “I’ve tried to ignore it, to be professional and show self-control, but well, I’m very attracted to you….”
 
   I look at his fingers, caressing the pen and I begin to fantasise about them caressing other things. I picture myself taking off his glasses and some new uses for that examination bed in the corner.
 
   “Sophie?”
 
   “Huh? Sorry, yes?” I can feel my face burning with the embarrassment. I hope he doesn’t know what I was thinking. He’s very astute. Reading minds wouldn’t be out of the question.
 
   “I said, I think I should refer you to another surgeon.”
 
   “Because you’re attracted to me?”
 
   He leans across and takes my hands in his. “Extremely.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You seem to have implanted these rather lewd daydreams in my head. I’m finding it very hard to think straight.”
 
   He’s not alone there.
 
   I straighten in my chair and cross my leg, adopting what I hope is a sensible, not non-seductive pose. “As an aside, if you send me to another specialist, will you be doing anything to act on these — uh —  daydreams? It seems pointless changing doctors if I’m not going to get anything out of it. Just saying.”
 
   Jared stares into my eyes. He’s trying not to smirk. “That was my intention, yes.”
 
   “And if I don’t want another doctor?”
 
   “I’m still going to have to refer you on. I could be struck off for beginning a relationship with a patient while treating them.”
 
   “But we’re not in a relationship. All you did was almost kiss me. And tell me your deepest darkest fear.”
 
   He looks at me like I’m a five-year old. I know I’m splitting hairs but, seriously, I’m not going to tell anyone he thinks he’s a failure and I’m positive he’s going to be able to concentrate once he’s got me cut open. The sight of blood and guts have a way of bringing a person back from the clouds.
 
   “It makes no difference, Sophie. I can’t treat you, but I can refer you on to my colleague Dr. Clifford. He’s extremely good. And he won’t abide any of your eyelash batting and come hither looks.”
 
   “I do not bat my eyelashes!” I give a huff.
 
   “Well, maybe you only do it with me. Anyway, I’ve already spoken to him about your case and he has an opening later today.”
 
   I feel my lip beginning to wobble. Suddenly, I feel as if the rug is being pulled from under me, that someone has changed the goal posts and forgot to let me know. “But…”
 
   “We can’t continue this way, Sophie. You know it as well as I do.”
 
   I do, too, but that doesn’t mean I like it. I have an attachment to the way Jared cares for me. Forming a new attachment at this stage will seem weird. But there’s no choice. He could get into serious trouble if I don’t go along with his plan. I gather my purse and stand up ready to leave. Jared hands me a piece of notepaper, containing Dr. Clifford’s details and my appointment time.
 
   “What about my hernia? Is there anything I can do to alleviate it until I have surgery? It’s really uncomfortable having what I ate for lunch bulging out the side of my stomach.”
 
    Plus, my wardrobe choices are limited enough already. I’m not adding neck to knee kaftans.
 
   Jared gets up and goes to a cupboard in the corner of the office. He opens the door and begins to rummage around. “What size are your hips?”
 
   “Is that a professional question?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m about a 36.”
 
   He reappears with a large plastic package. Inside it is the biggest piece of elastic known to man. It’s at least a foot wide and has a large strip of Velcro on one end. “This is an abdominal binder. You can wear it under your clothes. It’s adjustable so you can make it any size you like but it’ll hold your stomach in place and relieve some of the uncomfortable sensation.”
 
   It’s a good thing we’re not in a relationship yet. If Jared saw me wearing this and the nana bra, he’d probably die laughing. I take the thing and shove it in my bag. If it means my stomach stays where it belongs, I guess I’ll wear it.
 
   “Give me a call later,” he says, adding a smile. “Let me know how you get on with Dr. Clifford.”
 
   “I don’t think I will, not now that you’ve practically called me a hussy.”
 
   I leave his office with an odd feeling inside that I can’t explain. It’s like someone has filled me with air and I’m floating down the street to the car. I’m giddier than the night I got Jon Bon Jovi’s autograph, a major moment in my life. I feel like I’ve been dumped, which I sort of have, and yet somehow, I may have ended up with a boyfriend out of it. And a rather dishy one at that.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I arrive at the shop to find Lani on the computer. It’s early morning still, and I’m loathe to have a go at her now she’s my partner. Besides, I can’t see the screen. She might well be doing the orders for the online storefront, though the way she’s chuckling to herself it appears unlikely.
 
   “How’s it going?” I ask, plonking a takeaway coffee down beside her. She’s so engrossed, she doesn’t even notice I’ve come into the room. Seriously, I could shoplift the entire vintage bag collection and she wouldn’t even realise.
 
   Lani looks up. “Oh, hi. I’ve printed out the online orders. I’ll start boxing them up for posting now you’re here. Have you seen these t-shirts?”
 
   I lean my head over her shoulder. She’s on eBay, of course, and has somehow managed to find a store selling custom designed cancer t-shirts, made somewhere in Perth. They have quirky — some might say offensive — slogans styled like 50’s cartoons and reading, ‘Chemo Whore’ and ‘Grope your Wife, Save a Life.’ They bring back memories of the pink glittery thing Mum gave me.
 
   “We’re not buying them, Lani. No matter how you think you can justify the purchase, they are not setting foot in this shop. We sell hats, bags and accessories.”
 
   “But they’re funny and look at the colours. They’re super retro and that cartoon style is so vintage it’s practically antique.”
 
   “Would you wear one?”
 
   Lani swivels to face me. Her outfit for the day is comprised of huge yellow plastic earrings, a neon yellow t-shirt, knotted at the hip and a knee-length black boucle pencil skirt, topped off by white ankle socks and hot pink sneakers. The very proper woman on the front of her t-shirt has a speech bubble exploding from her mouth that says, ‘My other breast is a prosthesis,’ in comic black font.
 
   I arch my eyebrows.
 
   “What?” Lani says.
 
   I’m unsure whether it’s in poor taste. At the moment, I’m too busy being shocked.
 
   “I got one for you,” Lani adds, whipping a cream shirt from under the counter. “I love this one.”
 
   She holds the top up in front of her chest for me to admire. It has a picture of a 1940’s pin up girl languishing over the top of the slogan in her underwear, ‘Dear Cancer, I hope you get cancer and die. Love Sophie.’
 
   “Try it on,” Lani suggests.
 
   “It’s not really me, Lan.” Even with my name across the chest.
 
   Lani looks deflated so I take the shirt from her, pull it over my top and straighten it, giving a twirl to display it from every angle. It is cute but I still can’t wear it.
 
   “What do you think?” she asks, as I look at myself in the reflection of the window.
 
   “I don’t think I can bring myself to wear it. It’s like I’m asking for sympathy. It’s pretty though, in a sick sort of way.”
 
   “I never thought of it like that.” Lani’s lip twists in thought.
 
   At that moment, a woman walks into the shop. She’s thin and her face is hollow, yet she has a lady-like air about her. She approaches the counter where I’m standing, awkwardly trying to hide the inappropriate t-shirt I’m wearing at ten a.m. in the morning.
 
   “I hope you girls don’t mind me interrupting,” the woman says, “but I was walking past and I noticed your t-shirts through the window. Are they something you stock?”
 
   Oh no. Upsetting potential customers isn’t my idea of good business. The poor woman is probably disgusted.
 
   “Ah…” I begin. 
 
   “Not yet,” Lani interrupts, digging me with her elbow. “We’re road-testing them to gauge customer reaction. What do you think?”
 
   The woman looks us up and down. I have no idea if she’s annoyed that we’re taking the piss out of cancer or if she finds it funny.
 
   “It’s rather irreverent, but that’s the point, isn’t it?” She flashes the most gorgeous smile I think I’ve ever seen. Her bright blue eyes come alive.
 
   “Definitely,” Lani agrees.
 
   “And if you can’t laugh in the face of adversity like that, what hope have you got? My only problem would be not having the breasts to fill such a gem out.” She points to her lack of cleavage. “I used to have such great tits.”
 
   “You’re a Breast Cancer sufferer?” I ask.
 
   “The lack of hair and gaunt expression usually gives it away, if the stylish handbag doesn’t.” She holds up the bag I recognise as a drain bag. At least I’m not the only person who thinks they’re hideous.
 
   “Mine was such a pain in the bum,” I say. “I was always forgetting to pick the stupid thing up and walking off without it.”
 
   She begins to laugh. “I know. It’s a wonder I haven’t left bodily fluids all over Perth. You’re a survivor, too?”
 
   “I think you’d say I’m in the reconstruction phase. Which, for me, has been worse than the cancer itself.”
 
   We chat for a while longer, and the woman, Jessica, tells me how she’s been battling this disease for twelve years and that this is her second bout of Breast Cancer. She describes the way her life has changed since her diagnosis — how her business almost collapsed because she took so much sick leave, the infections in her wound site that recur month after month, the botched reconstruction that left her with one breast under her chin at the other at her navel. And the effects on her family were enormous too. The stress and financial burden almost turned her husband into an alcoholic and her children became clingy and needy because of the constant reminders she might die. How does she keep on smiling and joking? My own journey’s been far smoother than hers and even I have a moan now and again.
 
   “Gosh, you poor thing.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not dead, so that’s a bonus. I still have a loving husband and two beautiful children. When I get a bit whiny and annoyed with the world, I remind myself of that.”
 
   “I tell myself that, too. I mean, there’s a heap of things worse than having no boobs, isn’t there? So many people are worse off than me. At least I have a family and friends and a roof over my head.”
 
   Jessica writes her number on a piece of paper and hands it to Lani. “If you do decide to get more of those shirts, can you give me a call? I have a whole network of women friends who’d love to tell cancer to ‘fuck off.’” She exits the shop with a wave and a promise to return.
 
   “Well,” Lani says, as the doorbell tinkles with the closing of the door. “She was a bit of an inspiration, wasn’t she? All that positivity. Kicking cancer in the guts.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call her inspirational,” I reply. “She’s just a woman getting on with it. There’s nothing brave or inspirational about it when you have no choice. It’s either do it or die.”
 
   “You’re so blunt sometimes.”
 
   Lani may think that but it’s true. People with cancer get called brave and inspirational all the time. But I’m neither. It’s not like I chose to get cancer; it chose me. If it had been a choice and I’d still managed to save the world, that would be an inspiration. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Colin and Mum are sitting opposite me on the sofa. They’ve been in the house a grand total of fifteen minutes, given out gifts, had the tour, grabbed a drink and now he’s beginning the grilling. I was hoping his obsession only covered prosthetic items but it appears he’s widened his interest to implants as well.
 
   “So, what type of implants are you getting?” he asks, flattening the hair that has now returned to its natural snowy white.
 
   “Ah, not sure really.”
 
   Which is true. Dr. Clifford, my new P.S. — and I say that with a lump of sadness in my throat — is performing the procedure. I can’t wait. I’m so excited. And I know nothing is going to go wrong this time. Apparently, the clotting last time was caused because I’m a fast healer. I don’t have some whacky blood disease.
 
   “How can you not know? It’s quite remiss of you not to be fully informed about your surgery.”
 
   This makes me a bit peeved but I bite my tongue. Colin’s only showing he cares. As far as step-fathers go, he’s one of the best.
 
   “I don’t know because I’m not having the implants done yet. Dr. Clifford is inserting tissue expanders tomorrow to stretch my skin and make way for the implants. I’ll have to go to his rooms every week and have them injected with saline until my chest is a size I’m happy with. After that, he’ll remove the expanders and put in the implants, at which stage, I suppose we’ll have some sort of discussion about the type.”
 
   I look over to Colin. I’m surprised he hasn’t whipped out a recorder to help him recall each detail.
 
   “He’s repairing the hernia, too, isn’t he?” Mum asks.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And tell me again, why that handsome Dr. Hanson isn’t performing the surgery?” She gives a titter at the way that sounds.
 
   Okay. What do I say here? 
 
   Because we want to shag each other’s brains out?
 
   Because I’ve cried on him so many times he’s had me reported as a stalker?
 
   “Dr. Hanson’s on holiday,” I lie. “He’ll be back by the end of the week though.” Just not as my surgeon.
 
   Last night, after both our children were asleep, Jared rang. He asked if he could come and visit me in the hospital, which I think was really sweet and very gentlemanly. Of course, I said yes. I mean, as if you’d say no to that. I hope he arrives at a time when I look like a human being. Though after the way I looked last time I was there, he probably won’t care.
 
   “So after the surgery, you won’t need the prosthesis anymore?” Colin asks.
 
   “Thank heavens.”
 
   “Is there some sort of recycling facility? Like they have for glasses? When your mother got her eyes lasered they sent her frames to some place in Africa where they give them to people who can’t afford to buy a pair.”
 
   I hardly think my fake boob is going to end up on some African woman’s chest. Wouldn’t it be unhygienic?
 
   “I don’t know that such a program exists,” I say. “And anyway, I’m keeping my prosthesis.”
 
   “What on earth for?” Mum asks.
 
   “Lani and I are going to spray paint it fluorescent pink and hang it in a gilt frame in the shop. It’s going to continue its life as a work of art. So in a way, it will be recycled.”
 
   “Oh my giddy aunt!” A look of dismay crosses Mum’s face, which is slightly at odds with the fact that she was the one who gave me a sex toy as a gift. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “As serious as I was about having Bon Jovi played at my funeral.”
 
   Mum shakes her head. I think she’s hoping I’ll change my mind but I won’t. As soon as I’m well enough, I’m climbing that ladder and hanging my cancer on the wall for everyone to see. I’m proud of what I’ve conquered this year. I want to celebrate my life. And not when I’m dead.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I’m sure I stipulated I wanted a private room but when I wake from my surgery the next afternoon, with three drains and a drip attached so I have no possibility of escaping any time soon, I discover I’m still in the same room with the same awesome view. The one that overlooks the second tier of the car park. That same annoying woman who arrived this morning is still here, too. She’s on the door side of the room and the privacy curtain’s drawn, yet the stench of cigarettes from where she’s been outside is so overpowering it’s practically in bed with me. She’s yelling over the divide as if the curtain didn’t exist. She hasn’t stopped for long enough to comprehend that, even if I wanted to hold a conversation, I’m incapable because I haven’t stopped throwing up since I got back from theatre. I’m tired, I’m weak from dehydration and holding my stomach every time I move and yet on she goes… blah, blah blah. I, seriously, wish she’d shut it. She’s making it so hard for me to keep it together.
 
   After I’ve thrown up for what seems like the tenth time, I see the curtain move and I pray she hasn’t decided to get out of bed and join me on my side of the room but it’s Jared.  He’s finished his rounds and decided he’d pop in on the way home. He slides into the narrow area between the curtain and the bed. His shoulders seem to fill the small space as he stops at the head. His smile is like daffodils on a spring day or honey on a crumpet. I only wish I had the energy to return it.
 
   “How are you feeling? Dr. Clifford said everything went very well.” His voice is quiet, so he can’t be heard by the woman in the other bed.  Not that that would stop her. Once she finishes telling the nurses as loudly as she can how rude I am for not talking to her, I’m sure she’ll be ducking her head around the curtain to enquire how he is.
 
   I look up into his face. For some reason, my stomach feels calmer now he’s here. “I’m good, apart from being insanely tired and not being able to stop being sick. The poor nurses have been run off their feet cleaning up my mess.”
 
   “You don’t look ill. You look beautiful.”
 
   The urge to giggle surfaces but I manage to control it by pressing my lips as firmly together as I can. It’s a long while since I’ve been complimented. You tend to forget how nice it makes you feel.  “Stop it. You’re embarrassing me.”
 
   “Good. I like to see the pink in your cheeks.”
 
   Taking hold of the bed rails, I attempt to shuffle up in the bed. I have this sudden need to be closer to him, to feel his nearness. “Thank you for coming to see me.”
 
   “I can’t stay long. It wouldn’t be good to raise eyebrows just yet.”
 
   “No.” I run my tongue over my lips.
 
   “Would you like some water?”
 
   I wonder if he’s like this with everyone or if he’s simply trying to impress me. I’m past trying to impress. I’m trying not to fall asleep in the middle of his sentence. That would be extremely bad manners.
 
   “Yes, please,” I mumble.
 
   Jared lifts the glass towards me and places the straw in my mouth. He glances at my chest and I can see he’s dying to get a look at Dr. Clifford’s work to see if it’s as good as he would have done.
 
   “You can look if you want. I won’t tell.”
 
   He thinks twice before declining. “I’d better not. I’d never be able to explain my way out of it if a nurse comes in. There’ll be plenty of time for me to look at your chest.”
 
   Like an instant dose of sunburn, the blush races from my forehead to my toes.
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” I whisper, boldly.
 
   “I’ve no doubt you will.”
 
   “As soon as I can get out of the bed.”
 
   “I could get in it.”
 
   I gasp in mock horror. “That’s not very professional.”
 
    “I’m not your doctor, remember?” He’s smirking now, enjoying my discomfort. I’m more worried about my reaction to his words. I’m  a grown woman, for heavens sake. A bit of playful banter shouldn’t have me behaving like a coy school girl.
 
   I take a few sips of water and sink back onto the pillow, exhausted from the flirting. The water’s cool and refreshing, soothing my angry throat. But only for thirty seconds. Because it’s then the water comes back up, and along with the remaining bile in my stomach it spews down the front of Jared’s shirt. He’s seen me naked and scared. He’s seen me with one boob. Now he’s witnessing me vomiting over him, which can’t be a good start to any relationship.
 
   On the flip side, if this doesn’t scare him away, I guess nothing will.
 
   “Good shot,” he says, as he puts down the glass and holds the sick bag for the next round. He presses a button for the nurse. “Can’t say I’ve ever had that reaction from a woman before.”
 
   “First time for everything,” I say, before heaving one more time.
 
   “Hopefully there’ll be a lot more firsts for us,” he answers with a slight squeeze of my hand.
 
   Shit, now he’s made me cry. He’s going to think I’m some sort of nutcase, laughing  in one breath and sobbing the next. “Can you pass me a tissue?”
 
   “Was it something I said?”
 
   “No.” I sniffle. “Just the hormones.”
 
   But we both know I’m lying. I’m just so overwhelmed, I could cry for a week.
 
   A while later, after we’ve both been cleaned up, and he’s talking to me about something I can’t comprehend because words are foam inside my head, Mum, Colin and Rory arrive. The tiny space is suddenly heaving with people much to the disgust of my roommate who can no longer talk to the curtain without seeming like a loon. Colin’s pinched her visitor chair, too, which causes a disgruntled huff from her side of the room; one I’m sure I’ll be hearing well after the visit is over.
 
   “You’re back from your holiday, then?” Mum asks Jared, as she gives his damp shirt a longer than necessary glance.
 
   Jared glances at me before answering. “Ah, yes. It was more of a work thing. I couldn’t get out of it.”
 
   Phew. Clearly he can read minds as well as make boobs because I was channelling that answer to him.
 
   “Well, it’s lovely to see you back. There’s nothing like a nice strong doctor to hold your hair back when you’re feeling poorly.”
 
   “It was either that or let Sophie vomit over it. There wasn’t a great deal of time to call a nurse.”
 
   Over in the corner, Colin has made himself comfortable, oblivious that his wife is flirting with a man half his age. As Mum twitters and flits like a girlish bird, Colin swings an ankle over his knee, giving us a full view. Beneath his funky new short-shorts he’s decided going commando was a good option for the day. He also appears to have had a bit of manscaping done in the pubic department.
 
   “But you’re feeling better now, Sophie?” he enquires, casually.
 
   Well, I was before I got an eyeful of his privates.
 
   “Yes, thanks,” I say. I know it’s bad manners but I can’t look at him as I say it. I’m so shocked by what I’ve seen I can’t look at anybody. I grab the sick bag and heave into it again.
 
   “What type of implants will you be giving Sophie, Dr. Hanson?” Colin asks, oblivious that his parts are on display.
 
   Now it’s Jared’s turn. He looks at Colin and looks away. He’s going to laugh. I know he is. “We have to wait until the expansion’s complete. Then we can determine brand, size and shape. It depends on what looks best with Sophie’s body type.”
 
   “It sounds like an interesting procedure. Do you think I’d be able to sit in? You know, in the operation, like?”
 
   Jared shakes his head. How he’s managing to hold a conversation with Colin’s third eye staring at him is beyond me. The whole situation is so surreal; I’m beginning to think the anaesthetic is playing tricks with my mind.
 
   “Probably not. The operating theatres are quite small. There’s really only room for staff.”
 
   At which I hide my face in the blanket because I know for a fact they’re massive. I’ve seen the  inside of nearly every one in the city over the past year.
 
   “That’s a pity.” Colin adjusts his position in the chair causing his level of exposure to reach heights even a porn star couldn’t ignore. “I have the greatest admiration for the work you do. It takes balls to play with a person’s life.”
 
   “Oh shit,” I say, causing Mum to bounce from her chair and send Rory flying to the floor where he sits for a second probably wondering how he got there.
 
   “Are you all right, darling?”
 
   “Fine,” I reply, indicating the floorshow Colin is now giving the entire ward, including the orderly who’s come to empty the waste bin.
 
   Mum swings around, a puzzled look on her face. Then she twigs. “Oh for Pete’s sake, Colin! Can you tuck yourself in, please? Sophie doesn’t need to see your man bits, especially when she doesn’t have a man of her own. You’ll put her off her dinner.”
 
   Rory gets to his feet. He has a look of bewilderment but that might be because his brain has been bounced about inside his little head. “What are man bits, Mummy? Are they like Choc Bits?”
 
   Which causes us to burst into fits of laughter. I laugh so much, in fact, I begin to cry.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   The next day, due to my constant coughing from the cigarette stench of the woman in the adjacent bed, I am wheeled down the corridor to a new room. I’m happy to leave the crazy lady behind but I don’t think she feels the same way. On my way out the door I hear her complaining that I’m leaving. She can’t understand it; she was positive she asked to move rooms before I did.
 
   I arrive in my new room and am greeted by the welcome sound of silence. The silence lasts for two days and is broken by the arrival of another roommate. Like me, she, too, has been a victim of Breast Cancer. I can tell by her wig, which though very natural looking is still obviously a wig. Maybe the staff is hoping we’ll bond. After six days eating cardboard cereal and waiting for my friends to bring me real coffee, I’m willing to talk to anyone.
 
   The woman in the bed bedside me however, has no intention of engaging in a conversation. When her husband arrives with a bag of groceries because she can’t suffer the food, she begins to wail and then, as she receives a phone call that she refuses to answer, the wailing increases. She can’t possibly be dying. She’s way too vocal.
 
   At lunch the next day, after a night of sobbing followed by a series of long drawn out groans, an orderly arrives to take her for an ultrasound. This is apparently cause for concern, though Jared — who conveniently happens to be her surgeon — has told her they’re simply checking her infection and as I sit in the silence left in her wake, I wonder at how Breast Cancer affects people in different ways.
 
   The woman returns, the wailing continues well into the afternoon and is punctuated by sniffing and nose blowing. Even a visit from the handsome Dr. Hanson to let her know everything’s fine is not enough to make her moaning cease. He’s walked in, winked at me on the way past my bed and imparted the news in between her bursts of tears. 
 
   After two hours, I can take no more, so I put my head around the curtain.
 
   “Is everything okay? Is there anything I can get for you?”
 
   I know I shouldn’t ask, because, obviously, what she’s wanted this entire time is someone to unload on.
 
   So I sit on the edge of her bed with her. We drink coffee I buy from the café downstairs — not an easy feat while carrying two drains — and eat huge slabs of Hummingbird Cake like two old friends out for afternoon tea. The woman, Olga, tells me about her diagnosis five months ago. In a bold and rather forward move for two people who’ve recently met, she whips off her bra and shows me the site of her lumpectomy and the reconstruction the size of a twenty-cent piece near her right armpit.
 
   That’s it? I think. That’s what the moaning is about? She hasn’t even lost a breast.
 
   Olga goes on to tell me how her life is over because she’s lost her hair and bemoans my luck at still having mine. It’s depressing listening to the way she’s speaking but at least she’s not crying anymore and when the nurses come in to give us our medication they smile at me. I think they think the same thing.
 
   But it’s when Olga tells me that she can’t bear to have her family see her this way, so she’s banned them from visiting, I begin to think the cancer medication has left her seriously unhinged. It’s sort of confirmed when she tells me how she had to give up her job as an emergency nurse because she couldn’t stand people asking her how she was.
 
   What is her problem? Why does she feel she has to shut everyone out of her life because of her cancer? I would never have coped without the people in my life.
 
   Then she asks me the strangest question of all.
 
   “How do you cope having to give up drinking?” she says.
 
   “What?” I’m not sure I’ve heard her right. She has a bit of an accent.
 
   “I love a glass of wine with dinner. Having to give it up was a major sacrifice.”
 
   “Why did you give it up?” I ask.
 
   “Olivia Newton John says you should only put organic produce into your body. No wine, no caffeine, no sugar.”
 
   Is she kidding? Not that I’m knocking what other people do to deal with their cancer but people die from wacky alternative notions like that. You could go into serious detox giving up everything in one go. Next she’ll be telling me you can be cured by herbs or Wicca or something. Talk about clutching at straws. I think it might be time for Olga to hear a few home truths.
 
   “Ah, Olivia Newton John is a cancer survivor, Olga. She’s not the Cancer Police. She won’t be coming to your house anytime soon to see if your carrots are organic.” 
 
   Olga gives me a blank gaze.
 
   “You don’t have to give up wine if you don’t want to. Your life can stay exactly as it was.”
 
   “What about the ear candling?”
 
   Oh. My. God. I can’t even go there.
 
   “Listen,” I say. “I have Breast Cancer but I’m not bloody dying and I have no intention of giving up the good things in life. I think it’s time for you to suck it up and get over it. So, you got cancer. So what? There’s a heap of people worse off than you. At least you have breasts.”
 
   I pull up my top and show her my complete lack of cleavage and the long angry scars that cover my chest from being cut open so many times. I show her the scar that goes from hip to hip, the new belly button sewn into place so the old one wouldn’t be down in my pubes. When I relate the things that have happened to me in the past year, her face suddenly changes. It’s like for the first time, she gets it. Yes, cancer is shit and neither of us deserve to have it, but it’s not the end of the freakin’ world.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lani arrives after dinner that night.  She’s bearing chocolate and a smile as big as the bend in the Swan River.
 
   “You won’t believe the week I’ve had,” she begins.
 
   I sit up on the bed and cross my legs. Her excitement is infectious. “Tell. Tell.”
 
   “You know that woman, Jessica?”
 
   “The t-shirt woman?”
 
   “Yeah. Well, it turns out she owns some big public relations firm. She’s got connections in places even the Pope can’t get access to and she’s been telling everyone she knows about us. I’ve been run off my feet for the last three days, at one stage there were so many women in the shop I couldn’t find the counter. The takings have quadrupled.”
 
   “What are they buying?”
 
   “Well, the bags, firstly. They want to rent bags but a close second are those cancer t-shirts, the ones like yours.”
 
   Hang on. We’d agreed we weren’t going to buy them.
 
   “Before you get het up,” Lani continues, “I only bought a couple of samples for people to choose from. Then I set up an online list and took pre-paid orders. Women around Australia have been placing orders and the eBay guy I sourced them from is giving us a discount because I ordered in bulk. It’s like you always dreamed it would be, Soph.”
 
   She reaches across to hug me and I think that I’m truly blessed.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next day, I’m getting ready to be discharged when Jared arrives. He pulls the curtain, enclosing us in a cabbage green cocoon and I wonder what he’s up to. There’s a certain twinkle in his eyes and that dimple on the side of his cheek is more pronounced than usual.
 
   “I hear you’ve taken up counselling,” he says, as he sits on the end of the bed next to where I’m sorting my stuff.
 
   Luckily, Olga is in our shared bathroom, doing her daily ritual of an hour of cleansing, toning and moisturising and doesn’t hear him say this.
 
   “How did you find out?”
 
   “I have spies. They’re everywhere here.”
 
   Of course they are. Most of the nurses are still operating under the assumption that Dr. Handsome is in the market for a partner. They’d tell him everything.
 
   “What did they say?”
 
   “Just that you gave Olga a bit of a run for her money. Apparently, she’s been quite well behaved since you flashed your scars in her direction.”
 
   “Well, she was being a sissy.”
 
   “Did you actually tell her to suck it up?”
 
   “Yep. She was doing my head in. All that wailing. I don’t have painkillers strong enough for that nonsense.”
 
   Jared smiles and on the bed between us, I feel his finger caressing my finger. “I’ve been wanting to do that since I met her. You’re an amazing woman, Sophie Molloy.”
 
   Suddenly I feel a bit bashful and not in the least bit amazing.
 
   “You’re not too bad either.”
 
   Jared shuffles closer. His hand moves to stroke the edge of my cheek along my jaw. His fingers trace my lips in a most un-doctorly way. My heart begins to flutter. It’s doing flip-flops in my chest. I hold my breath because I know he’s going to kiss me and, this time, nothing will stop him. Nobody would dare open the curtain without announcing their presence first. We’ve seen him when he’s angry and it’s not a pretty sight.
 
   His face is close, now. His lips meet mine in a kiss that feels so natural, it’s like we’ve done it a million times before. I don’t want him to stop. I never want him to stop. The only problem is, he has to.  He’s sat on my drain tube. It’s tugging on my skin and if I don’t get some leverage I might squeal louder than Olga.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   Six Months Hence
 
    
 
   I’m packing a bag for what I hope is my last hospital stay for the rest of my life. Tomorrow, Dr. Clifford is giving me my nipples back. Like a good bottle of bubbles, they’ve been on ice for a very long time, waiting for the day they’d get to play their part in this circus that’s been my journey with Breast Cancer. Way back in the beginning of this, I signed something that said I wanted to retain them if I could, but now the time has come I don’t care what I get, as long as they match. I’ve always been about matching. Two boobs, no boobs. Don’t care as long as I’m symmetrical. I’ve joked with everyone that Dr. Clifford’s going to Super Glue my nipples into place and it’ll be over. Lani, of course, believed me.
 
   “I hope Dr. Clifford’s got a good ruler,” she said. “It’d be a bugger if you came out with one nipple higher than the other when you can’t take them off.”
 
   Mum was more practical. “At least you won’t have one inny and one outy, if they’re made from the same stock.” Like me, she likes things to match, as long as it’s not outfits for her and Colin.
 
   It’s been over two years since the day I was diagnosed. In that time, I can count nine surgeries — tomorrow being the tenth and final — a double mastectomy, a massive infection, one failed reconstruction, one hernia and one implant replacement because it turned out so small I looked like I had a mosquito bite for a boob. I’ve been pumped up with saline and poked and prodded by untold numbers of people I’ll never see again. Yet, I’m eternally grateful to each and every one of them and as this chapter closes, I’m feeling like I’m being cut adrift. I’m very sentimental. They’ve been a part of my life for so long, I’m sure I’ll feel lost without them. For a little while, anyway.
 
   I’ve had other changes too, of course. I’ve moved house, lost a friend and gained a business partner. The business is now doing so well on the back of Lani’s ideas with handbag rental and the cancer t-shirts that we’ve had to hire another staff member to handle the internet side of things. And next week, I’m to be a speaker at a Cancer Council dinner. Me. Plain old Sophie. Jared nominated me for the spot. After the way I handled Olga, he’s positive I can make a difference simply by sharing my story. I have the perfect outfit picked out, too. I’m wearing the cancer t-shirt Lani had made for me. I’ve decided the message sums up my feelings in a way I never could. I’d love for cancer to get cancer and die.
 
   I zip up my overnight bag and go into the bathroom to begin the process of waxing and shaving that seems to have become my pre-admission ritual. As I bend over the tub, I feel a presence behind me, a hand on my bottom.
 
   “De-hairing are we?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Jared slides his arms around me and I put down the razor, turning into his embrace. He kisses the tip of my nose. “A wise move. Those theatre staff can be brutal when you’re unconscious.”
 
   “I knew it!”
 
   Brendan always said I was being paranoid but they do pay attention to your personal grooming. Ha. I feel quite smug, yet slightly appalled. I mean, shouldn’t they be thinking about fixing me, not how hairy my bikini line is?
 
   “I’m joking,” Jared says, noting my semi-horrified reaction. “We have far better things to do in theatre than worry about the patient’s hairy legs. Though yours are looking rather nice right now.”
 
   “My legs are not hairy!”
 
   “That came out wrong, didn’t it? What I meant to say was, I’d like you to wrap those legs around me. Let’s go to bed.”
 
   “Now? It’s the middle of the afternoon. I have to pick Rory up from Angela’s in an hour.”
 
   “Plenty of time for what I have in mind.”
 
   We’ve taken this slowly for the past few months, letting this new relationship unfold like the petals of a flower. I’m happy about this. Even though I’m mad for Jared and find it hard to keep my hands off him, it’s sensible not to rush into something new. I want to make the most of this lovely feeling.
 
   And we all know he doesn’t like to fail.
 
   There’s no denying it’s getting serious, though. Next week we’re getting our boys together for their first play date and when Mum and Colin come for my birthday, we’re going to announce ourselves publicly as a couple. Until now, it’s only been Lani, Jeff and Angela who know the truth.
 
   Bending down, Jared scoops me into his arms and carries me to the bed. I lay my head against his chest. “Remember the last time you carried me like this?” I say. “When I was in hospital?”
 
   I’d been so weak that day, I couldn’t make the toilet by myself, not even with one of those walkers they give to the elderly and the assistance of the nurse.
 
   “You’re not intending to throw up on me again, are you?” His hands are already undoing my blouse. “Because I’ll take my clothes off first, if that’s the case.”
 
   “Not this time.” I place my lips on his neck and let him undress me. His fingers are gentle on my scars. His eyes are full of love.
 
   “You don’t mind?” I ask, when his head is bent, nuzzling in the gap of my cleavage.
 
   “Not in the least. To me, your scars are a sign of your strength.”
 
   I don’t understand how such perfect responses can be so genuine.
 
   “You don’t think I’m damaged?” I’ve wanted to ask him this for the longest time. After Brendan, it’s something I’ve struggled with — that a man won’t find me attractive because of my imperfections.
 
   “Perfection is overrated. There are too many vain women in the world who pay untold amounts to achieve it. You’re natural. You’re beautiful and unique and I wouldn’t want you any other way.  It’s why I love you.”
 
   I sit up on the bed.
 
   “You love me?”
 
   “Since that first day you walked into my office with your big bright smile and jokes about a non-existent flabby stomach. I couldn’t stop thinking about you and I knew I shouldn’t be. It certainly wasn’t ethical. I thought the game was up when Catherine asked why I’d taken your stitches out myself.”
 
   “Isn’t that standard practise?”
 
   “Not since I employed two nurses to do it for me.” 
 
   “Oops.” I smile. “That first day, you know, I thought you were the hottest man I’d ever seen.” 
 
   “But you don’t now?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   I reach down and take his face in my hands, pulling him up my chest so I can kiss him. Never in my wildest dreams have I ever imagined having Breast Cancer would be the catalyst for so many changes in my life. That loony Madame Zara might have been more on the money than I realised.  She did say there was going to be a man with a ‘J’ and lovely green eyes.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Did you enjoy this story? Why not sign up to Lindy’s email list where you can receive updates and information on future releases plus the chance to score new release giveaways
 
   CLICK HERE
 
    
 
    
 
   This weekend only  (Sept 4-8) purchase ALL of Lindy’s titles for either FREE or .99c!!!
 
   Click here to get these awesome bargains!!
 
    
 
    
 
   Click here to try a novella bundle for only .99c!
 
   All of Lindy’s novellas in one book
 
    
 
    
 
   Test out Lindy’s steamy new romantic serial #SEVENDAYS
 
   Book One of the series is FREE
 
    Click here
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Or discover other novel length titles by Lindy here
 
    
 
   Storm in a B Cup ~ Sophie’s (and Lindy’s) breast cancer story of love and laughter
 
    
 
   Thin Girls Don’t Eat Cake ~ Fall in love with Olivia and Cole as they fall head over heels for each other. Literally.
 
    
 
   Perhaps… Perhaps ~ OCD Flora learns how to let go and take a chance with Luke
 
    
 
   Heart of Glass ~ A reunion romance. Ben & Bella belong together but life always seems to get in the way.
 
    
 
   The Taming of the Bastard ~ The story of  lovable rogue Sam and how Millie whipped him into shape.
 
    
 
   The Bastard Takes a Wife ~ Sam and Millie finally tie the knot
 
    
 
   Angel’s Bend ~ A paranormal page turner starring doomed eighteen year old Lacey and her guardian angel, Cam.
 
    
 
    
 
   Want a quick fun read?
 
    
 
   Try one of Lindy’s bestselling sweet romantic novellas
 
    
 
   Daisy Darling Meets A Man ~ Daisy the farm girl falls for Hawk the rock star
 
    
 
   It Started With a Kiss ~ Georgie and Nate rekindle a love that began when they were eight
 
    
 
   A Cupid Kind of Day ~ Lily learns that Valentine’s Day doesn’t have to suck when she meets gorgeous Damon in a cobbler’s shop
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   And now enjoy a chapter from Lindy’s latest novel
 
   Thin Girls Don’t Eat Cake
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “’Fraid so.”
 
   Looking across the counter at Connor, I swallowed my shock, trying to take control of the hurt raging inside. 
 
   “You’re breaking up with me?”
 
   “Sorry...”
 
   I stared into Connor’s round dark eyes, framed by thin wire glasses and filled with a look that had nothing to do with being sorry. There wasn’t a hint of guilt or sorrow, rather a type of grimace that indicated he couldn’t understand why he’d gone out with me in the first place. My mind began to whirl. The blood began to boil in my veins as I tried to make sense of the bombshell he’d just dropped.
 
   How could this have happened? I hadn’t mentioned the ‘L’ word. I hadn’t been needy or clingy. I’d followed every guideline in that Cosmopolitan dating article. Everything had been going so well.
 
   Or it was on my end, anyway.
 
   Connor’s and mine had been a whirlwind romance beginning the moment our eyes met over the organic bananas at the supermarket. We’d gone on six dates in the past three weeks. Connor was the perfect gentleman, in fact, so much of a gentleman I was beginning to get a little concerned he hadn’t put the hard word on me. Connor told me he loved my hair. He liked the fact I had my own business. He complimented me on my sense of humour and whispered some rather dirty sweet nothings in my ear. We’d even had a romantic picnic under the willow tree at Apex Park with a bottle of Moet.
 
   I repeat, Moet.
 
   Nobody in Merrifield drank Moet unless they were at a wedding, and even then, the instances of such extravagance were few and far between.
 
   I tilted my head, feeling my brow crinkle in confusion. Okay, not confusion. I was crinkling it purposely so I wouldn’t begin to cry because I certainly wasn’t giving Connor that satisfaction.
 
   “Does this have anything to do with last night?” I asked.
 
   “No, no. I don’t think it’s going to work between us, that’s all.”
 
   The shuffling of Connor’s feet and the uncomfortable shifting of his body — like he’d suddenly become infested with worms or the victim of a disastrous rash — told another story. What did he take me for?
 
   Last night was the first time Connor and I had done the deed. Being so convinced that he was the one, I hadn’t wanted to have sex until the moment was right and him cooking dinner for me at his place seemed like the appropriate time. I’d even bought a matching set of lingerie in preparation. Yes, the knickers were a tad on the snug side when I’d put them on and my boobs were sort of exploding from the bra but Connor loves red. And boobs. Or so he said.
 
   Yet, despite the fact I hadn’t eaten all day to ensure my stomach remained as flat as possible and had plucked and shaved my body until it practically begged me to desist, I sensed a certain hesitance on Connor’s part after he’d stripped me of my clothes. It was as if his whole demeanour changed when he discovered I wasn’t the kind of girl who looked hot in see-through undies.
 
   “Did I suck or something?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   I gave myself a silent pat on the back. I knew I hadn’t. I had certain skills that had been described as ‘bloody marvellous’ and ‘fucking awesome’ in the past. Unfortunately, they didn’t appear to be enough of a lure for Connor.
 
   “Then, why?”
 
   Connor let out a great big sigh. Clearly, he wasn’t expecting the break up to be so difficult. He placed his hands squarely on the counter and looked into my eyes. A muscle twitched at the edge of his jaw. “Look. I just don’t find you that attractive with your clothes off, if you want to know.”
 
   My eyes opened so wide they began to smart. They really hurt. “Pardon?”
 
   “You have cellulite, Livvy. Your bum looks like an unpeeled orange. You don’t look good naked. In fact, you’re way fatter than you led me to believe.”
 
   I didn’t know whether to be mad or upset or both. How was it possible to be fatter than one looked in real life? So, I wore slimming jeans and a push-up bra. Heaps of girls did. They didn’t change the shape of you that much. It was marketing hype to get you to buy stuff.
 
   The hideous truth of the previous night began to sink in. “Is that why we had to have the light off?”
 
   “Partly.”
 
   “What’s the rest?” I figured I might as well get the full story while he was in a truth-telling mood.
 
   “I thought you were a natural blonde. When the bush doesn’t match the garden, well, it’s a real turn off.”
 
   I could feel my mouth opening and closing involuntarily. The cheek. Nobody was a natural blonde at our age. “So, let me get this straight, you don’t want to go out with me anymore because you feel you’ve been… uh… misled?”
 
   “Something like that. Look, I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what? Calling me fat or for the fact that you’re a complete arsehole? Tell me, was that wining and dining 
    
     merely 
    to get me in the sack?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   Which totally meant it was.
 
   “How many other girls have you picked up in the banana aisle?”
 
   Connor looked sheepish. “Only a couple. But listen, you’re a nice girl. I like you — as a person — and I’d be willing to go out with you again after you drop ten or so kilos.”
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   “Get out, Connor. Get out now.” Moving from behind the counter, I shoved Connor towards the door and down the two steps that lead to the footpath. I was so tempted to kick his bum on the way out my foot began to rise of its own accord. “Oh, and Connor?”
 
   He turned.
 
   “I might be able to lose a few kilos but you’re never going to hide that bald spot by combing hair over it. It’s way bigger than it was a week ago.”
 
   Slamming the door after him, I leant my forehead against the glass, stopping to take a few deep, calming breaths. My entire body was trembling. My lungs felt as if the air had been sucked from them. A vein had begun to pound on the side of my head. Then, from somewhere inside, a twisted sort of chuckle formed and I started to laugh-cry all in one go. I might have been dumped but at least I’d given him something to think about. Not that I felt any better for it. The sense of gratification was instantly gone.
 
   Rummaging in my pocket for my keys, I flipped the shop sign to ‘Back in 5 minutes’, checked that Connor wasn’t watching from behind a car or something — because I wouldn’t have put it past him to be happy to see me suffer — and bolted down the street to the Maggie’s Bakery.
 
   Yes, I was well aware that it was two o’clock in the afternoon and the lunch trade had probably cleaned out the shelves, but if Maggie didn’t have any peppermint slices left there was going to be hell to pay.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   My foot tapped impatiently as I watched Maggie slide the glass door of the cake cabinet along. Dark chocolaty stripes of icing beckoned me as she lifted the slice from the tray. The sweet scent of peppermint filled my nostrils as she tonged it into a white paper bag. I was salivating in anticipation.
 
   Okay, not outwardly salivating because that would have made me look like a dog or a deranged person in need of medication, but on the inside I was definitely drooling. I needed a fix. Badly. I wished she’d hurry.
 
   I’d bought three slices to add to the ruse that I was buying for other shop owners along the street, but I could tell from the look on Maggie’s face she wasn’t having any of it. You wouldn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out I was going straight back to Doggie Divas to eat the lot myself.
 
   “You okay, love?” Maggie folded the top of the bag and gave it a neat crease. Her eyes fell to my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides.
 
   “Yeah, Maggie, I’m fine.”
 
   “Man trouble again?”  
 
   The peppermint slice was a dead give away. On happy days, I preferred one of Maggie’s monster slabs of mud cake or a creamy chocolate éclair, thick with icing. My favourite though, was the giant cupcakes Maggie made with faces in the icing crafted from lollies. They were like a double sugar hit.
 
   “Connor broke up with me. He didn’t like the fact I wasn’t a natural blonde. Oh, and he thought he was getting a Lindt chocolate but ended up with a lumpy Picnic bar when he took off the wrapping. Not to worry though, he said he’d take me back if I dropped a few kilos.”
 
   “He said you were fat? He’s not exactly George Clooney.”
 
   I knew Maggie was trying to make me feel better but it wasn’t working. “I know.”
 
   “Little bugger. You’re well shot of him, love. He always was a terrible flirt, even when he was seven. Last week, I caught him chatting up Shannon over the organic bananas in I.G.A. Terrible things he was saying to make her blush, poor child.”
 
   “You mean Shannon-down-from-Perth, Shannon?”
 
   It was funny how everyone called her that. Shannon had lived in Merrifield for over three years now. Been here as long as I’d been back from the city.
 
   “The very same. I thought she was going to have a seizure when he asked if she’d squeeze his banana to see if it was too firm.”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face. Connor had used that exact line on me. Which wasn’t that bad if you ignored the fact that Shannon-down-from-Perth looked like Ten Tonne Tessie. Not that I meant to think such rude thoughts —Shannon was a lovely girl — but she looked so much like an over-ripe mango, I dreamt of smoothies every time we crossed paths.
 
   So what the hell was Connor’s deal? Did he chat up every woman he met in the fresh produce aisle? Had there been nothing special about me at all?
 
    “I don’t think he’s ever had a girlfriend for more than a week,” Maggie added. “So you may have broken a record.”
 
   I snorted and took a twenty-dollar note from my wallet, thumping it onto the glass top display case. “That’s not the only thing of Connor Bishop’s I’d like to break.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   By the time I got back to Doggie Divas, I’d eaten two of the peppermint slices and the rush of endorphins had been usurped by the angry pang of guilt at my own weakness. I yanked my key from my pocket and turned it in the lock. Then, I kicked the door open with my toe, shut it with my heel and headed straight for the counter where I dumped the nearly empty bag on the counter. I stared at it for a long while, forcing myself not to eat but it didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, all it did was clarify in my mind a fact I’d known for ages but was refusing to admit.
 
   I was a relationship loser. And I was possibly destined to be that way for the rest of my life.
 
   Connor wasn’t the only man to dump me in recent history, you see. In fact, I’d been the victim of quite a few ugly dumping episodes over the last two years. It began with Jacob — I’d found him in bed with a girl who looked like me but had far perkier breasts (obviously fake). Then there was Nigel. He seemed so right until he asked if I minded whether he wore some of my underwear under his work clothes. I drew the line at that. The worst was Michael. I’d had a bit of a crush on him at University and jumped at the chance to offer him a place to stay after his return from an extended overseas trip. I didn’t mind at all. He bought me flowers and wondered how it was that we’d never found each other sooner. He cooked and cleaned. Plus, he looked absolutely adorable in an apron. Unfortunately, I came home from work to find dinner was not the only thing he’d been cooking. My house was in the process of being raided by a team of black-clad special operations police. Turned out Michael’s overseas trip had, in fact, been a stint in jail for possession of a trafficable quantity and he was on the run from the Mafia or a bikie gang or something.
 
   Since then, I’d understandably become a little gun-shy. It was easier to have no man than to risk involving myself with another player.
 
   Until Connor, that was. I’d thought he was different. How wrong could a girl be?
 
   Undoing the bag, I picked at a corner of the last slice and popped it in my mouth. The sweet taste overtook my tongue and I felt the stress begin to melt away. With the chocolate base and icing sending happy hormones rushing to my brain, I blinked away a stubborn tear. 
 
   Why was I rendered instantly stupid when a man flirted with me?  How come the only men I seemed to attract were either utter weirdos, players or so totally up themselves they couldn’t see daylight. Did they see me as some sort of easy target? Surely, that couldn’t be the case?
 
    I pulled the slice from the bag and took a bigger bite. Bugger Connor. This binge was his fault. I’d been having such a lovely week and now I was reduced to downing slices in order to overcome my problems. Again.
 
   As I swallowed, the door of the shop opened and Mum bounced in. Her hair newly-coiffed, she bounded up to the counter to give me a kiss. My mother was a rather energetic person. I couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever walked.
 
   “Hello, possum.” As observant as ever, Mum’s eyes dropped to the paper bag on the counter. “Man trouble?”
 
   It was annoying that my mother knew me so well.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Dear, dear. Not that lovely boy you were seeing?”
 
   “He turned out to be not so lovely.”
 
   A look of sympathy spread over Mum’s face. “And how many pieces have you had?” 
 
   “One.”
 
   Eyebrows rose in disbelief.
 
   “All right, two and a bit. But in my defence, I needed the sugar. I’m very tired. I was up most of the night.”
 
   And if I’d known what the result of that would be, I’d never have wasted the sleep time.
 
   Mum reached into her gym bag and pulled out a hanky. Spitting onto the corner, she proceeded to wipe a few stray crumbs from the side of my chin, clucking like a mother hen.
 
   I swiped her hand away. “Mum, please.”
 
   My day had been pretty ordinary so far, without her trying to improve the way I looked with a soggy hanky.
 
   “You’ll never get a man looking like a washerwoman, you know.”
 
   “And I won’t get one with my mother treating me like a two year old, either. Can you leave it, please?”
 
   “I was only trying to help.”
 
   “Thank you
    
     ,
     but it’s not the sort of help I need.” 
 
   “There’s no need to get snippy. People will think you’re having your period. Or taking drugs.”
 
   I groaned. On most occasions, it was pointless attempting to have a sensible conversation with my mother. She had the ability to go off on a tangent that even a person on LSD wouldn’t be able to follow.
 
   “So what’re you up to today?” I asked, not that I needed to. Mum’s outfit of purple Lycra leggings, a fluorescent pink ballet wrap and an Olivia Newton John — circa 1981 — headband spoke volumes. Teamed with her new 80’s retro haircut, she looked like an extra in a Flashdance remake.
 
   “I’ve just finished the Advanced Tums & Bums class. That Alice certainly knows how to make me sweat. I thought my bottom was going to drop off.” She turned, giving her bottom, which was indeed looking quite pert for a woman her age, a wiggle. “You could do with a little Tums & Bums. Sitting around is making you frumpy.”
 
   “Gee, thanks, Mum. I’ll keep that in mind. Is there anything else or did you only come in to tell me that?”
 
   “No. Nothing else. Have you seen that new shop going in over the road?”
 
   I had indeed. I’d spent many an hour, when I should have been getting my tax in order, imagining what was behind the rough hessian covering and scaffolding that hid the façade.
 
   “Whatever it is, they’re putting an awful lot of work into it. Maybe it’s a boutique,” I said.
 
   “Speaking of clothes, I bought these for you from the home shopping channel. With all that talk of exercise, I completely forgot.” Mum bent and pulled a shiny red carrier from her gym bag, handing it to me. “They were having a clearance.”
 
   My hand delved into the bag. I felt a pile of soft fabric. I peered inside, afraid of what I was going to find because... Well, let’s just say Mum’s taste in clothes and mine don’t exactly see eye to eye. “Are these Spanx, Mum?”
 
   Having never seen a pair in real life, I could only surmise.
 
   “Yes. Every girl of a certain age needs a little help in the support department. They’re wonderful for smoothing lumps and bumps.”
 
   “Do you wear them?”
 
   “No. I pay eight hundred dollars a year to have my body toned at the gym. I don’t need to wear them. But I’ve heard they’re very good.”
 
   “So why do I need to wear them?” I took the underwear from the bag, eyeing it in dismay. “Do you think I’m fat?”
 
   “I’m not saying that. I’m merely saying the Spanx could help enhance the look of what God gave you. Tonnes of celebs wear them. You’re going to need every scrap of help you can get if you want to nab a husband now that you’ve exhausted the supply of under forties in town.”
 
   My mother was nothing if not honest. Sometimes to the detriment of others’ feelings.
 
   “There’s no need to remind me.”
 
   Shoving the underwear back into the bag, I hid it behind the counter. The way I felt was beyond description. I was twenty-seven years old. A push-up bra and some tummy toning jeans were one thing but I wasn’t about to start wearing some suck-me-in-pull-me-up business to impress a man. It wouldn’t work anyway. Connor was living proof of that.
 
   Mum gathered the rest of her things. “So, what happened? You know, with the young man?”
 
   “He said my bum look like orange peel. Apparently, he doesn’t like girls who look normal.”
 
   “Oh well, those undies will come in handy sooner than you think then.” With a kiss and a wave, she opened the door to leave. “Toodle-oo. See you later in the week.”
 
   “Aren’t we having dinner tonight?”
 
   “Um, ah...no. I’ve uh, double booked myself. I must learn how to use that calendar thingy on my smartphone.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Go-Karting. So exhilarating.”
 
   Exhilarating and driving little cars around a track were not concepts I’d use in the same sentence but Mum seemed to be into anything and everything lately. Last week it had been naked hang gliding from Mount Seymour, the big hill that overlooked Merrifield. “Well, have fun.”
 
   “I fully intend to. I bought this great new racing suit to wear. It’s pink with a lavender stripe. I’m thinking it might be good for the charity calendar shoot at the end of the year. It could be quite a sexy look if I was leaning over the bonnet of a car, don’t you think?”
 
   Oh Lord.
 
   Glumly, I watched my mother leave. I kicked the bag of Spanx further under the counter. I felt like crying again. She hadn’t said it in so many words but it was fairly clear that even she thought I was fat. Fat and single.
 
   My life sucked. 
 
   *****
 
    
 
   My fit of depression growing, I finished off the last of the peppermint slice before heading into the grooming room to tidy up for the day. Usually, I liked to sweep up between clients and give the hydro bath a bit of a whizz over with disinfectant, but the morning had been such a disaster I’d let it slide in favour of feeling sorry for myself.
 
   As I tidied and swept, I considered how my life was shaping up. Not well, by all accounts. Buying Doggie Divas three years earlier was the one bright spot. It had been a godsend at a time when I’d found myself directionless.
 
   I’d graduated from university with a Masters Degree in Journalism five years previously and thrown myself into my job as weather girl at Channel Seven News, buying TV appropriate outfits and getting highlights that cost more than the rent on my tiny flat. I was skinny back then. Having finally sprouted into my body after years of teenage gawkiness, I could wear whatever I wanted. I didn’t have to think about exercising or eating rabbit food, I was confident I looked good — but not overconfident, you’ve only got to share the makeup room with some stunning model to have that knocked out of you pretty quickly. Still, it was such a stark contrast after being teased every day at school because I wore glasses and had the body shape of a gangly giraffe.
 
   The first twelve months of working life sped past in a blur. I was happy, challenged and fulfilled. The producers noticed me and were talking about promoting me to ‘feel good’ segments on The Breakfast Show, starting after Christmas. I’d also scored a lovely boyfriend in journalist and news anchor Richard Abbott. We’d been set to buy matching Boxer puppies and a townhouse in Mount Lawley when my world came crashing down.
 
   Right, in fact, between having the side of my lovely little Fiat defaced by a woman who turned out to be Richard’s disgruntled wife and a dose of something nasty. Of the things I got from Richard, that last one was the one I least expected.
 
   Richard had neglected to tell me about the wife who spent her winters in the north of Western Australia. She appeared on a plane from Broome one Wednesday afternoon and popped by his office to announce her arrival for Telethon — she came every year — which in hindsight must have made me look like a bit of a simpleton. How had I not known this? Richard was the most well known journalist in Western Australia. Everyone — well, except me — knew he was married.
 
   The worst part, though, was when she discovered Richard and I enjoying an afternoon delight on the couch under the window in his office. Richard had a thing about sex in public places, and being young and foolish, I was keen to try anything as long as the door was locked. This time it hadn’t been.
 
   All hell had broken loose and because Richard held far more professional clout than me, I found myself shoved unceremoniously out the double glass doors of the station the next afternoon. My name in the journalism world was mud. I didn’t even get a leaving present. I arrived back in Merrifield unemployed, single and feeling like a failure. Yes, I had my family and friends but my life hadn’t exactly been fun city over the past couple of years.
 
   Dragged away from my thoughts by the sound of the bell out in the shop, I left the back room to find a cute little West Highland Terrier with a pink diamante studded collar walking towards me, tugging a girl I’d never seen before along behind. The girl was slim and pretty. Her hair — long, straight and chestnut — was held back by a pair of expensive looking sunglasses and her clothes 
    
     had
    
    
      
    
    
     the 
    
    
     look of hanging 
    
    
     hung 
    just so. The dog, though in need of a good clip, suited her to a tee. She was cute and cuddly and very intelligent looking. They looked as if they belong on a TV commercial for up-market dog food.
 
   “Hi.” The girl picked up the dog, cuddling it to her. “I was wondering if you’d be able to groom Lulu today? I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had time to scratch myself, let alone see to her. She’s been swimming in the dam and looks an utter nightmare.”
 
   I reached over, tickling Lulu under the chin. “Sure. Do you want a traditional West Highland cut and a bath and blow dry?”
 
   “Trim her head to toe and take about a couple of centimetres off her feathers. I don’t think they were designed for foot long grass out in the paddock. Do you put bows in dogs’ hair?”
 
   “Sure do.” I pointed to a selection of ribbons behind the counter. “I also have a doggie massage built into the service. The dogs love it. And if you’d like any of the add-ons, I’d have time for those too.”
 
   The girl looked up at the menu style board above offering fur dying, nail painting, bowls of gourmet doggie treats 
    
     to consume 
    while pampered pooches waited for their owners as well as custom-made doggie coats.
 
   “Could you paint her nails pink?” The girl asked, picking out a pink spotted ribbon that matched Lulu’s collar.
 
   “Of course.” I took the spool of ribbon and placed it on the counter to remind myself. Then I opened a new file on the computer and took down Lulu’s particulars. “That ribbon will look adorable with her collar.”
 
   The girl nodded in agreement. “Oh, I’m Adelaide, by the way. Adelaide Anderson.”
 
   I reached over and shook her hand. “Olivia Merrifield. It’s nice to meet you, Adelaide. Hopefully, we’ll see each other around town.”
 
   “Merrifield? Wow. You’ve got a whole town named after you.”
 
   I guessed that was one way of looking at it.
 
   “My family were founders of the town. It has its good points and bad points.”
 
   “I can imagine. Listen, I can’t thank you enough for doing this at short notice. I want her looking nice for the photo shoot tomorrow and you have to wait for, like, six weeks for an appointment in Perth.”
 
   “Is Lulu a doggy model?”
 
   “No. It’s family photos. And she’s a part of the family. You know how it is.”
 
   Walking around the counter, I took the lead from Adelaide and stepped back as Lulu leapt into my arms. Friendly as well as cute.
 
   “Come back around five. We should be done by then.”
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