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			Dedication

			To all the . . .

			Elegantly rebellious mastectomy owners who have discovered our breasts don’t magically grow back . . .

			Together we are visible.
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			Preface

			I’m Peta-Ann—often called P-A—and this is my story. Well, part of it. In 2015, I underwent a bilateral mastectomy as the main component of my treatment for early-stage breast cancer. I was forty-five at the time.

			When I started treatment, the focus, post-bilateral-mastectomy, was on undergoing reconstruction as soon as possible to be able to feel normal again.

			Gratefully, in Australia in 2015, and now, reconstruction is a choice, unlike some other countries, where it was and still is a pre-determined component of your treatment plan.

			Cut to 2022 and the Aesthetically Flat Closure (AFC) movement is gaining incredible traction worldwide. It is sad we needed a ‘movement’ to advocate for a woman’s choice in how she/they present to the world post-mastectomy; however I, for one, am incredibly grateful.

			AFC is a valid choice, and it’s now being made easier by discussions happening between patients prior to undergoing a mastectomy and treatment teams. Making the determination to stay flat does affect the actual mastectomy procedure. For those of us who didn’t have, or didn’t know to have, these conversations prior to our mastectomy, choosing to stay flat may also mean more surgery to remove the excess skin left for reconstruction purposes, or even an explant post-reconstruction – meaning having your implants removed. The research and options being presented through the inclusion of AFC as a viable option are amazing. Some surgeons in the United States, where the AFC movement is prevalent, even discuss various scar styles: straight, smiles, s-shape or even anchors.

			As someone who has moving ribs among the consequences of my bilateral mastectomy and revision, it is also exciting to see the research being undertaken around these various scar styles and the physical impact they have on your whole body.

			These are exciting times, and I greatly appreciate all the work being achieved by groups such as Flat Life Australia, Not Wearing a Shirt and Stand Tall AFC to further validate our personal choice to stay flat.

			If you need a push forward to assist in making your decision to stay flat or not, read on. Follow your heart, your gut, your soul, your intuition—whatever speaks to you about what’s best.

			Celebrating uniqueness,

			Peta-Ann

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			It takes a village. I am forever grateful for all those who have been part of mine. You have all filled my world with joy, love, light, laughter, silliness and knowledge. Thank you.

			Extra tzzuzy love ‘n’ light goes to Craig, Spike, Cass, Liz, Kath, Jaz, Trudy, Kel, Lorna, Lou, Casey, Mel, Suzanne and Lyn. You have all played an amazing part in my muddling and I wouldn’t be here without all of you. I am forever grateful.

			Much love goes to Mum and Dad. And to the greater Wood and Harvey/Nicholson/Austin clans. Thank you for your acceptance and insider knowledge.

			An extra-special thank you to Linda, Melinda, Katya and Carmel for keeping me on track and laughing over the years.

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Dedication

			Preface

			Acknowledgements

			Introduction: What truly is normal?

			Am I more than a walking pair of breasts?

			Superhero status: before and after

			Managing communication: you, me, them, us

			Am I a woman now?

			Maybe they can grow back after all

			Ribs, bellies and physics

			Keep on moving

			Colour my world

			Pear-shaped? Seriously?

			The authentic bit: Oh, I get it now!

			Never say never

			Using woo-woo to get you through

			It truly is a never-ending story

			Bonus: PeAchy blah-blah recipes

			PeAchy blah-blah chocolate

			PeAchy’s blah-blah caramel slice

			PeAchy’s zucchini and ginger ‘bread’

			Get to know P-A

			References

		

	
		
			Introduction: 
What truly is normal?

			A few years ago, I got me a-thinking . . . what does happen when your breasts don’t magically grow back after a bilateral mastectomy? Will you ever be viewed by society as normal? How did your ability to choose the best path for you vanish? Why do we consistently ignore our intuition and gut feelings when we go through trauma? Such ponderings have led me on one very interesting path. Grab a cuppa and let’s have a gander at life upside down after a bilateral mastectomy.

			First things first. What is this word ‘normal’? Who defines it really? I grabbed one of my many versions of the Oxford Dictionary—yes, I have a few—and it is an adjective which means ‘conforming to standard, usual, regular, ordinary’. So why is everyone so hell-bent on feeling normal? It truly is such a benign word.

			I’ve known since birth that I didn’t fit into the society-accepted version of normal. You know, when you don’t fit in because you’re always too something. For me, I was too big, too tall, too smart, feet too big, breasts way too big, hair too thick or too curly . . . the list goes on. To quote my younger brother, ‘Not fitting in with society’s version of normal is exactly how I fit in.’

			I chose at an early age to not subscribe to what someone else’s opinion of normal was. For me, I choose to be elegantly unique, stylish and authentic, and, as an introvert, to keep much of my thinking inside my head. Until now, that is.

			To set the scene, I’m living well, with and beyond breast cancer. I was diagnosed a couple of months prior to my forty-sixth birthday, and my initial surgical treatment was a bilateral mastectomy and lymph node removal. I have subsequently chosen to ‘stay-flat’, meaning no prosthesis, no reconstruction, and very concave ribs, or divots, if you will.

			This was my educated choice of what was best for me. I am highly supportive of everyone’s individual choices in this space, whether you choose to have reconstruction, wear prosthesis or none of the above. It’s your choice, your decision, and, quite frankly, no one else’s business.

			I am also hugely supportive of all the associated healthcare providers and charities assisting breast cancer survivors and mastectomy recipients to find their feet again, whatever their version of normal is: flat, prosthesis or reconstruction.

			What I am not supportive of is the focus on what society dictates is required for women to feel normal again. After a mastectomy, this somehow equals having reconstruction or wearing prosthesis. No other option equates to normal, according to almost every media report I have ever read or seen. Even reading some recent research into reconstruction, I discovered I allegedly have more mental-health issues because I haven’t had reconstruction. I think you’ll find my response to that would be: ‘Really?’

			And then there’s the clinicians who refer to my rolled-under, concave ribs as a deformity, and reconstruction should fix them. Once again, I am deemed not normal. However, at no point is the definition of normal questioned. At no point is an alternative version of normal portrayed. At no point is anyone asked where their version of normal comes from, or why it’s important to them. It is simply assumed being female equals breasts equals normal, for everyone.

			I have decided to rebel against this version of normal, quietly and definitively. This decision came after much soul-searching, trial and error, ignoring my inner-knowing and intuition, succumbing, and discovering the really odd things that may occur to your mind, body and spirit after having a bilateral mastectomy.

			This is my story, my lived experience along with some of the components of the ‘ways and means act’ I have instigated to fulfil my peaceful version of uniqueness for me, not society.

			I truly look forward to the day when we all celebrate our individual uniqueness and won’t be stuck in a society-induced pattern of normal  based on gender-assigned physical attributes.

			Before you head down the ‘I want to be normal’ path, ask yourself, What’s best for me? Celebrate you as a person. Honour you as a person. Respect you as a person. Love you as a person. That’s your version of normal. It really is that simple for me.

			Now. In the words of the Narrator from The Rocky Horror Picture Show, ‘I’d like, if I may, to take you on a strange journey . . .’ Well, a strange odyssey, actually.

		

	
		
			Am I more than a walking pair of breasts?

			I celebrate uniqueness. I celebrate personal style. I’m not that great at celebrating normal. Or, as I have established, conforming to society’s version of normal. Elegance and grace capture my attention, not normality.

			Very early on in my recovery odyssey, while working out how to live the best version of me going forward, the concept of regaining my ‘new normal’ was all I heard. As a sidebar, the term ‘new normal’ has been a part of bilateral-mastectomy-recovery parlance for a very long time, the COVID-19 pandemic didn’t come up with that one.

			I initially embraced the search for my new normal, as I knew I couldn’t go backwards. Never been one to hang out in the past, me. I also knew I was searching for something more than normal. This search took me many places, down many rabbit holes, and what I can share now is for me, it’s not normal I need, it’s rediscovering my uniqueness, style, grace and authenticity, all with a wee bit of quirkiness thrown in for good measure.

			Every now and then we are presented with life situations which challenge our status quo, how we perceive ourselves and how we feel society perceives us. Sometimes we allow these life challenges and situations to define our confidence in our personal style.
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			One such challenge is suddenly becoming a youngish bilateral mastectomy chick—an amputee, if you will. This sends all sorts of what I refer to as crazy fruit-loop thoughts tumbling through your brain at all hours of the day and night, banishing your personal style and confidence to the back burner, potentially for good, as you simply have too much ‘important stuff’ to navigate while undergoing treatment regimens.

			As a generalisation, society seems to focus on the notion women must have breasts to be deemed as a bona fide female, and in some circles we must have ample cleavage. In Australia, it would appear we are obsessed with breasts. According to The Northland Age Editor, Myjanne Jensen, in a breast implant feature for ABC Radio National, research showed breast augmentation is the most popular cosmetic surgery in Australia. As an example, 20,000 procedures were undertaken in 2018. The larger the better, apparently. Please note, this is a generalisation, and yet one that is rarely challenged publicly.

			Prior to my diagnosis and bilateral mastectomy, I fell into the incredibly ample cleavage category. And despite the immenseness of the girls (to give you a visual, my younger brother recently made this observation about my former cleavage: ‘They would arrive in the room five minutes before your face’), I have truly never understood why a pair of functional mammary glands defined me as a female member of society. Why do women with smaller breasts feel the need to have augmentation and enhancements? And who determines what is small or large in the first place? Can they not simply just be breasts?

			Post-mastectomy, these questions seem to become even more relevant during the barrage of treatment and life-decision points. But changing the societal norm from one of ‘women equals breasts’ to one of acceptance and valuing overall beauty as opposed to external shape is one of those age-old, idealistic, head-in-the-clouds desires.

			In the early days of my diagnosis and treatment, I had a truly disturbing yet positive life-changing moment. It was Breast Cancer Awareness Month 2015, and I was driving back home from one of my first oncology physiotherapy appointments. I was a newbie to the breast cancer scene and was so excited to see a tradies ute all decked out in breast-cancer-pink supporters’ paraphernalia, and then I saw the sign on the back windscreen: save the boobs.

			I pulled a recoiling WTAF? face, thankful for my car’s dark-tinted windows. Save the boobs? Are they not attached to a woman whose life is vital with or without them? My boobs are no longer attached to me, but they’re in storage somewhere, in pieces, in a lab, just in case comparative testing is required down the track. Is this what they meant? I think not.

			This was a huge wow moment for me, and once again I started to think. I recognise that the sexualisation of breasts in general, breast cancer awareness, and the even greater issue of women being less valued by society based on the size of her breasts are not things I can change overnight.

			However, I can pose questions and cause disruption
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