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      “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.
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      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 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.
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      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.
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      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 Kate Spade 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 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.
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      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.
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      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 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?”
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      After footy, we make a stop at McDonald’s. 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?
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      Wednesday comes around in a flash. Brendan is up early today; he has a meeting on the other side of 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.”
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      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 are 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.
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      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
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