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Trigger warning - this story discusses diagnosis of a chronic illness, a breakup and the impact of this on the character. It’s ultimately uplifting and Ella finishes the story in a positive place. 
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Then he said the words I least expected: “I believe you have fibromyalgia.” The blue mask covering most of his face muffled his voice. I tried to focus, but it felt like he was talking at super speed, and I was hearing in slow motion.

“We diagnose it when you've experienced pain like this for over three months, trouble sleeping, and the exhaustion you've described.” He continued, and I tried hard to follow. “We've ruled out other conditions that mimic it and looked for other explanations. But now it's time to treat it.” 

None of this made sense. I got sick, the next step is to get better. My chest felt tight, my heart was pounding so hard it felt like it was trying to get out. 

“Here's a handout I printed for you. I want to start you on a new medication to see if we can't get you sleeping better. This handout has some ideas for some self-treatment options.” He looked at me with concern, “do you have questions?”  

The words dropped into my befuddled brain: self-treatment, new medication. “So there's no fix?” I asked.

His face softened, “we can do our best to manage it, but for now, no. I'd highly recommend this book." He wrote on the top of the handout. “Come back in a month, and we'll evaluate the medication.” 

I'd walked into the office expecting my blood tests to have revealed something easy to fix, and I was walking out with a handout about a condition with no fix. 

Paying for this news felt cruel, but I paid and left. In my little two-door Toyota, I took a few deep breaths to rouse myself for the drive home. 
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BACK AT HOME, IN THE tiny apartment I shared with my boyfriend, I found suitcases. I placed my keys on the hook by the door. “Hello, Evan?” I called.

“Oh, hey.” He walked out of the bedroom, looked at the suitcases, and back to me, “We need to talk.” 

“We do?” I said distantly, as he led me to the small, secondhand couch we'd bought from an op shop the day we graduated. We were so full of plans which started with our first home together. 

He took a deep breath as if this was hard for him. He should try having had my day. 

“Ella, you know I have loved our time together. We’ve made memories I’ll never forget. But you’ve changed.” 

Exhaustion pressed down on me and my brain felt foggy from far too many hits today. 

“We’ve both changed.” He continued, his voice soft, like it somehow makes this easier. “I can’t do this. Everything feels heavy all the time. You never want to do anything anymore, and when you do, you’re exhausted halfway through. I miss how things used to be.”

I felt the words like a slap. I missed it too—Gosh, how I missed it. But I didn’t have a choice. He did.

“I’ve taken a new job - it’s a good time for a fresh start. Don’t you think?” 

I searched for a response and thought back to our last fight. Evan was mad because I didn’t want to go out with our friends last weekend and accused me of holding him back. He didn’t have one ounce of compassion for what I was feeling. He’d gone out, leaving me home alone in so much pain I nearly vomited. 

I nodded because he expected me to. My chest felt so tight it could break. I don’t think I’d taken a deep breath since before I walked into the doctor’s office. My back muscles were so stiff it was like a corset holding me upright. 

It was as if all colour faded to sepia, like old photos. I felt heavy, trapped in this body that no longer wanted to work right. Unsure of how this all happened. 

All of his things were packed. And I realised he’s been planning this. He’d been one foot out the door since I first got sick. The initial bug was a terrible couple of weeks, but the weeks after that were the worst. The pain descended hard, sleep became a struggle, and the fatigue was overwhelming. I didn’t know what was happening. And he did not react like a boyfriend should have. It’s been me, by myself, for a while now. 

When he finished, he cast me one last look, told me to take care of myself, and closed the door. It clicked shut, but the sound rang in my ears, echoing so loudly he may as well have slammed it. The silence pressed in around me. I stared at the door, feeling the weight of finality settle in my chest.

I sat in what I guess was now my unaffordable apartment, the handout still in hand. I felt like a boat that had been unmoored and then the anchor cut off, left to drift to the bottom of the sea. 

One thought pierced the gloom; Kiera was the only person I could call. I knew she would pick up, and that she’d know what to do. 
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“HONEY, WHY ARE YOU sitting in the dark?” Kiera’s voice pierced the quiet, her shoes tapped over the hard wooden floors, muffled when she reached the rug. Her face appeared in my line of sight. 

“He’s moved out.” I blurted, “Also, I’m not getting better.” 

“What the heck is wrong with that rotten monster?” Kiera raged. I handed her the sheet. She read aloud, “Fibromyalgia is a condition characterised by widespread pain, fatigue, sleep difficulties, and brain fog.” She was silent for a while, reading the two-page document. 

“Oh, my gosh. This explains a lot.” 

“It sounds like you too,” I said, looking at her properly for the first time since she entered. But for the hair colour (I had brown hair, hers was blonde), we looked like we could be twins, with our shoulder-length haircuts, blue eyes, 5 foot 2 height, slim builds, and dark under eyes. She had been experiencing the symptoms for a lot longer than I had. I just got sick and then didn’t get better. 

She closed the handout and then read the prescription I forgot to fill.

“Alright. A plan.” She said with the false cheer of a kindergarten teacher trying to get unruly children on board, “You can’t stay here, so let’s get your notice in. I’ll fill this script in the morning. But for now, let’s order some dinner.” She turned to me, “Maybe you should have a nice hot shower?” 

I walked mechanically to the bedroom that, this morning, I’d shared with Evan. The bed and bedside tables were still there. His cupboard doors stood open, empty. One coat hanger dangled alone in the middle. In the tiny bathroom, the old porcelain sink held just one toothbrush. At least he’d left me toothpaste. 

Inside the tiny shower box I let the hot water pour over me; I didn’t quite understand how that had happened. I knew he hated it when I was too sick to go out. When I missed work because of the pain and fog in my brain. And particularly when I let the housework slip somehow, I always got the lion’s share of it. When I had said something about it, I ended up in trouble. He had a way of turning things back on me. I didn’t have enough mental energy left to think, so I turned off the shower, and hoped that would also turn off the thoughts. The chill air left goosebumps on my arms and legs as I dried and dressed. 

“How are you feeling?” Kiera asked when I walked back out, taking plates of Chinese food from the bench in the minuscule kitchen - it was one long bench with a fridge at one end and oven at the other. 

“I’m not sure. I thought there’d be some kind of medicine or a “wait a couple of weeks and you’ll feel better” assurance.” 

“And That One?” She said, referring to her least favourite person in the world. She’d never liked him, but the last few months had lowered him in her esteem. Now, he was probably below floor level. 

“I’m...” I searched for the best answer, “I’m feeling a little relieved. Which sounds weird.” I said, “But how on earth was I going to tell him that this...” I said as I gestured to myself, “Is long-term?” 

“That’s true,” Kiera said carefully as she waited for me to continue. 

“It was a shock but also not a shock at the same time. But it’ll probably hit me later.” 

“It’s been a massive day for you, my friend.” 

I nodded. 

“But I think I know someone you could stay with.” 
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