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Chapter One

It’s Just a Hernia
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It had not occurred to Mark Steadman that today would end his life as he knew it.

Mark swung his legs over the edge of the examination table and sat up. Dr Peter Reeve had been his GP for a decade. Mark looked at Dr Reeve’s expressionless face, but there were no clues. Then Dr Reeve said one sentence Mark would never forget.

‘From what I’ve seen, your outcomes range from the very serious to the catastrophic.’

Mark blinked and looked away from his doctor’s stare. The room was sparse and clinical, with pale-yellow painted walls, broken by medical qualifications and an eye chart.

What did that mean? ‘The very serious to the catastrophic’? Mark had been expecting a diagnosis of a hernia and a minor back strain and perhaps that he was trying to overcome one of his children’s colds. He had almost apologised at the beginning of this appointment for wasting the doctor’s time! 

He distracted himself with the black letters on the eye chart. He wished he were there for an eye examination. He could read the bottom line, he thought, squinting slightly.

‘What do I do now?’ he asked, still looking away from his doctor, without any real idea of what they were talking about. 

Dr Reeve fixed Mark with a steely blue stare.

‘You need to cancel everything you have planned for as long as it takes and drive across town. I’m going to make you an appointment at Melbourne Radiology Clinic for an ultrasound and an X-ray right now. And you’re going to go.’

What? Really? Mark sighed. He is a doctor.

‘Okay.’ 

Dr Reeve phoned the X-ray appointment through while Mark tried the bottom line of the eye chart again. He could actually do it without squinting.

The doctor gave Mark a card with the address. Mark thanked him with a handshake and left. He walked across the polished wooden floor, paid at reception and exited on to Queen Street, pulling on his black leather gloves and his coat. Standing on the edge of the pavement outside CBD Doctors, he let the cold of the day sweep over him. The grey sky between the downtown skyscrapers matched the cold feel of winter approaching. Brown and orange autumn leaves clogged the gutter.

From what I’ve seen, your outcomes range from the very serious to the catastrophic. 

Mark tightened his cashmere coat around himself and shook his head as an orange-and-white bus drove past, belching black smoke and fumes. It was likely to be some sort of mistake, he thought. He felt pretty good. The smell of diesel hit him as his hair blew in the gust following the bus. The leaves in the gutter scattered. He would go and have the ultrasound and possibly an X-ray. He might have to take the day off, and he wasn’t happy about it.

Mark was senior litigation partner in Steadman, Radcliffe and Walker. The firm was not one of the big six in Melbourne but had twenty-three partners and was recognised as a top-tier boutique litigation, property and corporate law firm. 

He strode the short distance to his new late-model blue-black Audi, parked in the row of car parks along the centre of the street, unlocking it with his remote. He liked his car. It was a reward, he told himself, for the hours of hard work that he did as a court litigator. He swept the oak leaves off the windscreen with an irritated wave of his hand, threw his coat on to the passenger seat and slipped into the cream leather driver’s seat, enjoying the soft clunk of the door closing. The sound of fine engineering made him smile. The noises of the busy street were silenced.

Did he really have to spend another hour to have an ultrasound? He could just go back to work, he thought. He sighed, pulled his cell phone from his coat pocket and dialled his secretary.

‘Something has come up. I won’t be in the office for an hour.’

Mark considered calling his wife, Janie, but he knew that she would be busy. She was the CEO of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia, and they had recently separated. I won’t bother her with this. Probably nothing, anyway.

Mark pressed the start button, fished the card from his shirt pocket and punched the address of the clinic into the touchscreen embedded in the centre console of the dashboard. He pulled out into the traffic. Light rain dotted the windscreen as he wove through the maze of brick and concrete buildings. The wipers started automatically. Mark stopped at an intersection for the maroon-and-gold city-circle tram to trundle slowly past. He’d always appreciated the trams, like a time warp to Melbourne’s past. As he watched the tram, he again wondered about his doctor’s words. A hernia wasn’t that unusual, he thought. His mother had had one for years. The doctor was probably overreacting. Caution was part of their job.

Mark accelerated away on the green light, happy to have beaten all other cars at the traffic light. He could just turn around and do a bit more trial prep, he thought. He dealt with high-stress situations on the courtroom floor easily. He felt almost invincible. He could fend off a minor medical issue.

Mark enjoyed the light instrumental jazz and the warmth of the car heater as he guided the car quietly through the city.

The chequered destination flag appeared on the navigation screen. Mark pressed his foot on the brake, and the car slowed smoothly. Mark’s heart began to speed up. Catastrophic? Dr Reeve had said ‘the very serious to the catastrophic’. 

Mark’s internal voice was telling him to stay calm. He could almost hear his mother say, ‘Better to be safe than sorry.’ He cruised along Victoria Parade, in the medical area of the city, and slid into a vacant kerbside park. He stepped out of the car and slid his arms into his cashmere coat. He didn’t bother with the parking meter today.

He walked past a large glass window emblazoned with ‘Melbourne Radiology Clinic’ in white-and-blue letters, along with a large blue X-ray image of a hand. He walked up the stairs, and the glass doors slid silently open. A heated waiting room welcomed him in. 

‘I’m Mark Steadman. I have an appointment at three o’clock for an ultrasound,’ Mark announced in his confident and clear fashion. It always commanded attention.

‘Please take a seat,’ said the receptionist. ‘Shouldn’t be too long.’

Mark nodded, removed his coat and sat in a slightly worn purple cushioned seat. He didn’t like waiting. Such a waste of time. It would have suited him better if Dr Reeve had repaired the hernia right then, stitched him up, applied a bandage and sent him back to work with some pills. That was the sort of doctor he needed. The MacGyver of the medical world.

He thumbed through an out-of-date boating magazine without really looking at the pages. The very serious to the catastrophic? It didn’t even hurt!

He felt the lump below the right side of his ribcage. It was about the size of a tennis ball. Not visible to the eye. He’d noticed it a week ago. He had also had a little lower back pain, but that had an explanation. One of his roles within the law firm was responsibility for the law library. It was an impressive library for a firm of thirty partners and forty lawyers. Mark was proud of it. He was often reorganising things, taking the books off the shelves and restacking them. A month and a half ago, as he bent down to lift a stack of books without bending his knees, his lower back had twinged. Mark was fifty. He had winced at the pain, put the books down and felt his lower back. He was getting older, he’d thought. He had corrected his approach and bent his knees. For most of the rest of that afternoon, his lower back had been only mildly sore. 

Mark flicked through a few more pages of the magazine. He looked up and studied the receptionist. Dark hair, about thirty, with lightly applied blue eyeshadow. Her eyebrows were drawn with a make-up pencil. Mark had never understood that.

He wondered how long she’d had the job. He would last about two days, he thought. Not challenging enough.

Mark thought about the last time he had been in a waiting room, when he’d visited a physiotherapist for his back pain. The physiotherapist had asked him to lie on a bench, and she’d observed how crooked his body was and pointed out that he didn’t stand evenly. ‘Physios have a knack of making a perfectly functioning person seem like a wreck,’ he’d later complained to anyone who would listen.

The physio had shown him a series of stretches and then suggested he come back in a week. He’d done the stretches but hadn’t gone back. He’d thought his back was getting a little better, but over the last week it had been bothering him again. Maybe he had a mild flu. 

Mark watched an elderly man struggle with his walker. Why hadn’t Dr Reeve told him what he thought was going on? He hadn’t been very clear at all. Mark hated ambiguity. He looked around the plain waiting room for something else to think about. It needed a fish tank. Why didn’t these places have fish tanks anymore? 

He yawned. He had been working late nights preparing for an upcoming two-day commercial trial, and he had just finished a separate week-long trial. Most good court lawyers were tired people. It was just what he did for a job.

His dry cough, he thought, was simply his trying to get over one of his two children’s colds. Between them, one almost always had a cold. A dry cough was not a real surprise.

‘Pretty minor symptoms,’ he muttered under his breath. Peter Reeve had got it wrong this time. Mark would have his ultrasound to keep the doctor quiet and then, perhaps, a day off work. Prep for the trial was almost finished, anyway.

Mark looked up from his magazine as a tall young technician wearing a pristine white lab coat walked into the waiting room. His black hair was tidy and slick with product. He had a clinical presence.

‘Mark Steadman,’ he called.

‘Yes,’ said Mark, tossing the stale magazine back on to a pile and picking up his coat and keys. He walked over to the technician and shook his hand.

‘I’m Tim. Please follow me. This shouldn’t take long.’

Mark nodded. Thought so.

The examination room was small with freshly painted white walls. Next to some technical equipment was a narrow waist-high bed, covered with a white cotton towel. Like a massage table, thought Mark. He would have preferred a massage, if he was having time off.

He took off his shirt and tie, as Tim requested, then lay on his back on the narrow bed. Tim explained that he was going to rub some gel over Mark and then run the ultrasound sensor across various parts of his midsection. The gel would feel slightly cold. 

The process began. 

Mark could feel the ultrasound sensor moving methodically across his abdomen. 

‘Have you been skiing recently? The snow has been quite good at Mount Buller.’

Mark sighed. He didn’t much care for small talk, but he’d play along so Tim would feel more comfortable.

‘I’ve been pretty busy, so I haven’t had time for skiing much lately. I tried snowboarding the last time, though. I liked it.’

Tim asked Mark to turn on to his side. Mark was happy to face away from the man and his gadgetry. There was a metal trolley on the far side of the room, but it appeared empty. Tim began large sweeps across Mark’s back while chatting about his own snowboarding experiences. Then, suddenly, he stopped talking. Perhaps thirty seconds passed. 

This must have been the part where he had to concentrate a lot, thought Mark. He wouldn’t bother him. 

‘Won’t be long now, nearly finished. You’re doing very, very well,’ said Tim in a soft voice.

Doing very, very well? He wasn’t doing anything differently from the way he’d been lying there for the past five minutes. Why was he suddenly doing very, very well?

A wave of concern flowed across Mark. He was silent. 

From what I’ve seen, your outcomes range from the very serious to the catastrophic.

Really? How could that be?

‘Finished now,’ said Tim, wiping the gel off Mark’s body with a towel. ‘You can get dressed.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mark, putting his white shirt back on and retying his red silk tie. ‘Do I need an X-ray?’ 

‘Yes.’

That wasn’t the answer he wanted. He could cross-examine Tim, and he might get a better answer, but that would just take longer.

The X-ray was simple and quick compared to the ultrasound.

‘You can wait in reception now and the receptionist will give you a CD with your ultrasound and your X-ray on it. I will send the results to your GP with a brief report,’ said Tim.

Mark was tempted to ask what Tim thought, but he didn’t. He walked quietly into reception and sat down. He would just have to wait, he thought. It was like waiting for a judge’s decision or a jury verdict. One of his fellow litigation partners had once said that worry was time spent on a problem that didn’t exist yet. He would still bet it was nothing, he thought. A hernia after all. What a fuss.

‘Your CD is ready, Mr Steadman,’ said the receptionist.

Mark stood up and walked over to her. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘We’ll send those results through to your GP.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Mark again, nodding.

‘That will be two hundred dollars, please,’ said the receptionist casually.

Mark tried not to wince. A slight surge of frustration came over him. He hated wasting money. He smiled vaguely, swiped his credit card and watched as two hundred dollars of his money disappeared.

‘Goodbye,’ said Mark, as much to his money as to the receptionist. He walked into the chilly air of the day, pulling on his coat and gloves.

Tim came running after him.

‘Mr Steadman, Mr Steadman.’

Mark turned around. His mind raced. Had he forgotten his wallet? No, it was in his hand. His phone was in his pocket. What then? He looked straight at Tim, irritated to have been stopped.

‘I’ve spoken to your doctor, and we both agree that you should have a CT scan as soon as possible. Unfortunately, we can’t do that for you this afternoon, but I can make an appointment for you first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘What? Why? What’s the cost of that?’ Mark fired tersely.

‘One thousand dollars,’ said the technician, ‘but it’s important that you have it. I found some little specks on your lungs as well as a large mass on your right kidney. It’s important.’

Little specks on my lungs? A large mass on my right kidney? Mark nodded slowly. He could feel the cold air on his face. Time seemed to stop.

‘If you come back in now, we can fill out all the forms and get everything arranged for eight in the morning.’

‘All right,’ said Mark quietly. 

From what I’ve seen, your outcomes range from the very serious to the catastrophic. 

A large mass ...

Mark was dazed. As a court lawyer, he often felt like a master of the universe. As if nothing were beyond his influence. But not right now.

He completed the forms inside the building, agreeing to the administration of iodine contrast fluid designed to make anything of concern light up in his body during the CT scan, and then left. 

He pulled his phone from his coat once outside the doors and dialled Janie. They had been separated for one year on a trial basis. They were both career-driven and had drifted apart. Mark listened to the rings, remembering the counselling session where they had agreed to try separation instead of arguing about who was letting down the marriage. Janie travelled all over Australia for the majority of the year, so they had informally agreed Mark would have the children at the house so they had stability and she would visit when she could. She kept her keys but had purchased an apartment in central Melbourne. 

Mark missed their early days together.

He had hired an au pair, Hannah. He paid her well above normal rates to care for the children and to cook evening meals.

Janie answered. ‘Hi, Mark. I can’t talk more than a minute. I ducked out of a meeting to take your call. Are the kids okay?’

‘Yes, they’re fine. Thanks for taking my call,’ said Mark, walking slowly along the pavement towards his car. ‘I’ve just finished an ultrasound and an X-ray in the city, which Dr Reeve insisted I do straight away, and now they’ve booked me in for a CT scan in the morning. They’ve found a mass on my right kidney and some spots on my lungs they want to look at.’

Silence.

‘That doesn’t sound very good,’ she said, slowly and more softly.

‘Well, wait till you hear the rest of it,’ said Mark, unlocking his car from a distance. ‘Peter Reeve’s exact words were, “From what I’ve seen, your outcomes range from the very serious to the catastrophic.” Not exactly uplifting, is it?’

‘That sounds terrible,’ said Janie, after a moment. ‘Did he give you any idea of what he meant?’

‘No. And I didn’t ask. I guess I was hiding from the possibilities. I thought it was a hernia. Still might be. No one has mentioned the word “cancer” or “tumour” to me, but of course that’s the obvious worry.’

Mark opened the door to his car and slid into the comfort of the driver’s seat.

‘Try not to worry. It might all be nothing,’ said Janie. She was always so level-headed. That was why she was such a good CEO. He still admired her.

‘Yeah.’

‘Okay, hey, I have to go. Let me know when you know something, okay?’

Mark hung up. He felt dizzy again. Two sides of the scale weighed against each other in his mind. Like the scales of justice, only this time it was his own fate. 

Janie was right, he thought, pressing the start button and listening to the six-cylinder engine hum. It might be nothing. Did people describe a hernia as a mass? His normally clear analytical mind was spinning. He didn’t think the office was a good idea right now.

He sat in the comfort of his car for a few moments. I’ll just go home. He drove, listening to Ella Fitzgerald and making sure to breathe. Jazz and blues had always been a nice counterbalance to the cut and thrust of the litigation courtroom. When all this fuss was over, he’d need to double down and finish the work for his trial, he thought. He’d treat this a bit like an afternoon off. He smiled quietly. He’d do a bit of work from home. The comfort of his car was like a cocoon.

At exactly eight the next morning, Tim appeared again in a crisp white coat and guided him through to a changing room. He asked him to change into a white gown that tied at the back and place his belongings in a basket. Mark was allowed to keep his underwear on and his wedding ring, which he still wore, but nothing else. 

Mark tied the gown behind himself and walked slowly into the large CT scan room. Before him lay a narrow bed with a large plastic arch over the top of it, like a grey plastic bridge. It looked like a big toy. Mark raised his eyebrows. He’d never seen one before.

‘Just lie down on the bed with your head at this end,’ said Tim, gesturing. Mark lay down on the thin bed and wondered if they had a different bed for big people. ‘I’ll just put a pillow under your knee. Have you been cannulated before?’ he asked, putting on white latex gloves.

‘No.’ What a silly question. Of course he hadn’t! He was healthy, apart from a hernia. Probably.

Tim patted the veins on his right arm, then swabbed an area with alcohol. ‘There’ll be a sharp scratch.’ 

Mark tried not to show any signs of pain on his face, but it did hurt. Tim moved the needle until satisfied. The first real pain in this experience, Mark thought, and it was inflicted by a medical professional! 

Tim fiddled around for a while and then taped a thin plastic tube to Mark’s arm.

‘I’m just going to try a flush. Tell me if it hurts.’

Mark lay, waiting for the pain. Nothing. He supposed he should chalk it up to experience.

‘That’s all fine,’ said Tim, looking at Mark, who nodded. ‘All right, I’m going to go into the room next door. The machine will slide you in and do a few scans first, then I’ll come back and inject the contrast. You need to put your hands up above your head, please.’ Mark obliged, slowly. ‘You’ll be asked to take a breath and hold it for about sixteen seconds.’

Sixteen seconds. Easy.

Tim disappeared into a little room with dark tinted windows and closed the door. Obviously, that was to protect Tim from the harmful rays that were going to hit him, thought Mark. He supposed he could sue them if he got sick from their medical equipment. He smiled at the irony. 

‘I’m just going to slide you into the CT scanner now,’ said Tim calmly over a speaker.

The bed slid silently under the arch. There was a little sign that said ‘Don’t look at the light’. Mark closed his eyes. The CT scanner began to make whirring sounds like it was winding up for take-off. Then clicking sounds and a hard metal noise like an electric drill burring on top of a screw. It sounded like an entire crew of workmen was trying to repair the CT scanner while he was in there. He tried to stay still as he’d been instructed. Then an obviously automated voice with an American accent came over the speaker and said, ‘Take a breath and hold it.’

Mark sucked in quickly to get as much oxygen as he could. The whirring started again. He counted out the seconds in his head. At twelve seconds, he could feel his pulse in his head. At sixteen seconds, the same American accent said, ‘You may breathe normally.’

Mark exhaled and was relieved that the pounding in his head could stop. He waited. Breathing heavily. There were more clicks, bangs and whirring sounds. Then the voice again. ‘Take a breath and hold it.’ 

I’ve had better days off.

Tim breezed into the room. 

‘I’ll just inject the contrast now. You may feel heat around your bottom, like you are going to the toilet. But relax, it’s just a sensation. You may get a metal taste in your mouth. Ready?’

No, Mark thought, but he said, ‘Yes.’

‘Here we go.’

Mark tasted the metallic effect in his mouth almost instantly. Then his bottom felt hot. His eyes darted around. He’d never felt anything like this before. 

‘You okay?’ 

No, he thought again, nodding. Just how had he ended up here today instead of the office?

The scan began, and Mark tried to time his normal breathing with the automated instruction to take a breath but failed, having to suck in a breath quickly on command.

Eventually, Tim’s familiar voice said, ‘We’re all finished. I’ll just come in and unhook you.’ Mark relaxed as the bed slid out from under the scanner. Tim began to take the catheter out of his arm. ‘Are you on any blood-thinning medication?’ 

‘What? No.’ Good to get checked out, he told himself again.

Back in reception, as he sat waiting for his results, he looked around at other people he’d never met and wondered why they were all having scans. Some of them looked sick. He was probably better off than most of them, he thought. He really didn’t feel very unwell.
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Chapter Two

Diagnosis


[image: image]


Once the children were in bed and Hannah had gone out, Mark turned on the TV to catch the evening news, due in fifteen minutes. 

The phone rang. Mark muted the TV.

‘Hello, Steadman.’

‘It’s Dr Reeve,’ came a solemn voice.

‘Oh, yes.’

‘I’ve got the results of your CT scan.’

‘How does it look?’

‘Not good, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh?’

‘You have renal cell carcinoma, which is a large tumour on your right kidney, and it’s pushing your lung up into your ribcage.’

Renal cell carcinoma? That was a type of cancer, wasn’t it?

‘Really?’ Was Dr Reeve looking at his scan?

‘And you have hundreds of metastic tumours spread across both your lungs.’

Both Mark and the doctor were silent. 

What are ... what did you say? 

‘How bad is it?’ asked Mark, although he suspected he already knew what Dr Reeve would say.

‘It’s stage four, with the tumours having spread to your lungs. It’s about as bad as it ever gets.’

Silence. Mark’s heartbeat thumped in his chest and his head. This couldn’t be happening. Not to him. He felt okay.

‘Next week,’ Dr Reeve continued, ‘I’ll put you in touch with a surgeon. We need to get that tumour out quickly. In my opinion, we need to go privately. Any wait in the public system might be fatal.’

Mark felt dizzy. Hundreds of tumours across both his lungs! Hundreds! Fatal!

‘Is there any hope for me?’ he asked quietly, as the awful truth began to sink in.

‘Well, there’s always hope,’ said Dr Reeve unconvincingly. ‘And there’s a bit more.’

What? It couldn’t get any worse.

‘There is tumour thrombosis extending into the right renal vein. I’m concerned that it might block it off and you might die over the weekend.’

Mark stopped breathing. What had he just said? 

Silence.

Was this a bad nightmare? Wake up now!

‘I’m going to phone the hospital,’ said Dr Reeve. ‘I’m going to ask whether we should put you on blood-thinning medication over the weekend and get you into surgery first thing on Monday.’

For one of the few times in his life, Mark had nothing to say.

‘I’ll talk to you when I know something,’ said the doctor, and he hung up.

Mark listened to the beeping on the phone line. He was frozen. This couldn’t be real. Hundreds of tumours. About as bad as it ever gets. Might die over the weekend?

Mark realised he had tears in his eyes, which he quickly wiped away. He felt very alone. He was for the high jump! Just like that! In two days! Maybe less.

He texted Hannah, requesting that she return. What if she found him dead on the floor?

He sat in his big empty lounge, with the TV off, in stunned silence. Time appeared to have shuddered to a halt. He stood and felt dizzy. He stumbled to the kitchen, steadying himself on the bench.

I might die at any moment! He shuddered. He didn’t know what to do. He poured himself a drink of water. He walked slowly back to the couch and turned on the big-screen television again so he could watch the news, which he hoped would be a little distracting. The lead story was that a former football star and his wife had been killed in a light plane crash near Darwin. Mark gulped.

‘At least I’m still here right now,’ he said to himself, flicking off the screen.

He went to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a neat whisky, which he downed. He was aware that it might not help his condition, but what did that matter? He might drop dead at any minute.

He poured himself another whisky.

He shuffled slowly upstairs, pausing outside the bedrooms of both of his and Janie’s children: John, aged fourteen, and Julia, aged twelve. They looked so calm and peaceful.

He shuffled into the recently tiled Italian-style bathroom, undressed and turned on the shower. After a few moments staring at the white bathmat, he stepped inside. He let the warm torrent of water wash over his body.

He fought back tears. Oh my God! He was trapped. He was riddled with tumours, and he hadn’t even known. There was nothing he could do. Damn this! He waited for his subconscious mind to feed him some thoughts. The shower was his thinking place. His escape. He’d often composed his best lines for court hearings while standing in the shower, just slowly mulling over things in his mind. 

Why did he have this thing inside him? Why? Mark fought back his anger. Where had it come from? And why?

‘Why?’ he demanded out loud, clenching his fists. He felt like belting something. This had to be someone’s fault. Before he died, he would find out who had done this to him and sue them. Make them pay. Damn it! He didn’t even have time for that! He couldn’t think of anyone to sue, anyway. I have cancer! He shuddered. The warm and normally comforting water had no answer. Was it some sort of cosmic punishment? He hadn’t been perfect. Was anyone? Why me?

‘I don’t deserve this,’ he said angrily. He turned to face the shower jets and turned up the temperature to almost scalding. A wave of sorrow flooded over him. ‘The children,’ he whispered to himself, withering, lowering his head and closing his eyes. The water flowed over his head. His tears were lost with the shower water. He felt weak.

The children deserved better than this. He was supposed to be there for them as they grew up. He was supposed to be their father through their teenage years. 

Steam filled the glass shower box.

This wasn’t right. It wasn’t how things were supposed to go. Mark looked up, and the stream of water ran over his face. He glanced at his chest, noticing the water was making his skin red.

The sorrow he felt was deep, like an ache. He loved his children more than anything else in the world. He had helped to bring them into the world, and he was responsible for them. He adored them. It was his job to help guide them to adulthood. He was going to fail them. To fail Janie. 

‘You don’t know that,’ he whispered to himself, trying to regroup.

Oh, shit. I have cancer! His legs gave way, and he crumpled into the bottom of the shower. He vomited. He stayed slumped on the floor in the heavily steamed shower, with the burning water scalding his skin. He felt exhausted and numb. His mind whirled as voices inside his head argued. 

Dr Reeve could still be wrong. 

The CT doesn’t lie. 

He’s just a GP. 

Mark slowly rose to his hands and knees, grunting. He pushed his hand against the wet glass and lifted himself to stand. He turned the shower off and stepped out into a room of steam. He dried himself slowly. He buried his head in the soft white towel and groaned. There was no escape.

He put on his comfortable, familiar pyjamas, walked slowly into the bedroom and sat on his king-sized bed. He should try to rest, he thought. He wasn’t sure if he could sleep. Should he write notes for the children in case he died overnight?

He walked to the desk in his bedroom, turned on the lamp and fished out a Dictaphone from the top drawer. He recorded a message for his children, wishing them happy lives. He wrote a note, then realised it would look like suicide. He tore the note to shreds but left the recorded message.

He walked quietly into both of the children’s bedrooms, kissing each on the forehead, while tears quietly slid down his face. He returned to his own bedroom, lay down on the bed and pulled the covers across himself.

He replayed the previous thirty hours. His life had changed dramatically, almost in an instant. But not like the football player. Yet. 

He listened to his own breathing. Each breath now more valuable. He closed his eyes. He was tired.

I am still here. 

His mind started to stray. He began to imagine scenarios. What if that big smelly bus had hit him? He didn’t describe himself as religious, yet he imagined himself outside the gates of heaven, unsure if this was real or a dream.

He pleaded, as he had done so many times in court, but this time for his life.

‘Look at my family in pain. Look at my beautiful children. Please let me go back, please let me have just one more day with them.’

‘We don’t normally do that,’ said a white figure behind the gates, a cloudy mist swirling around them both, ‘but let me go and ask.’

In his dreamy state, Mark saw himself standing outside the gates, looking down through the clouds at his family suffering. Hoping for a positive decision from the ‘powers that be’.

‘Please let me go back, even if it’s just for one more day,’ he whispered.

The white figure came back.

‘You’ve been reasonably well behaved in your life, so we’ll give you one more day.’

‘Can I have two?’ asked Mark.

‘Don’t push it!’ said the white figure. ‘Let’s see what you do with your first day.’

Mark whispered, ‘Thank you,’ and turned over in the bed. 
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Chapter Three

Saturday
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Mark blinked open his sleepy eyes. For a few moments, he was suspended in the weightless place between being asleep and being awake. No pressures or troubles. In the timeless moment, he was free and clear, calm and happy. He yawned, stretched and focussed on the white walls and the corner of the ceiling. He looked at the painting on his bedroom wall. Waves breaking on a beach. He yawned again. He began to ponder going into the office to prepare for his two-day trial.

He looked down and noticed that Rusty, the family pet spaniel, was asleep on the bed next to him. Rusty opened his brown eyes and looked at Mark, who half sat up and rubbed Rusty’s soft ears.

Then it struck him like a shot in the forehead. He slumped back on to the pillow and shook his head, as if he might be able to shake it off like a bad dream. He turned over, grabbed the sheets tightly under his chin and closed his eyes, but he was now very wide awake. Rusty whimpered.

He would have to call his family and friends, he thought. They should hear this from him. A wave of sorrow came over him. His mother! He would have to tell his mother. No parent should outlive their children. No child should have to tell their parent that they have a terminal disease.

Mark sighed. Reality stayed with him. He nodded to assure himself he would do it today.

The light streaming through the windows was already bright yellow, not the soft morning light that he was used to. Blinking into focus, he stared at the clock. Nine thirty. He let his head rest back on the pillow and sighed again. 

He didn’t remember sleeping last night, but obviously he had. The dream came flooding back. He had one more day! He threw back the covers and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment. He wondered what he would say to his mother. And to his younger brother, Robert. To his children.

He began pondering what words he might use. Years ago, his brother had called him with bad news – a brush with melanoma. The first words he had said were, ‘This is not a happy call.’ Mark had been the one who had called Robert to tell him of their father’s passing. He’d begun the conversation with, ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.’ Robert had later confided in Mark that whenever anyone used those words, he was immediately flooded with the memory of that call.

He couldn’t use either of those phrases, he thought. They were forever tainted. Best to just bite the bullet and come out and say it.

He needed to tell them soon. 

He stood up and pulled a cord at the left of the window, next to the bed, opening the white wooden blinds. The sea in Port Phillip Bay was a brilliant azure, and Mark’s bedroom had a multimillion-dollar view over it, back to the skyscrapers of the city centre. 

A beautiful autumn morning helped.

He swallowed hard and reached for the phone beside the bed. He sat back on the edge of the bed and stared at the white numbers on black keys. The call he was about to make would forever change the recipient’s life. He didn’t want to do it. 

It all changes now.

‘Hello,’ said his brother cheerily.

‘Hi, Rob,’ said Mark.

‘What’s happening?’

Mark swallowed again, staring out the window at the calm bay. He wished he didn’t have to say this.

‘I went to the doctor on Thursday.’ A long silence followed. Mark knew that his brother would be calculating what might come next. In a way, the silence was softening the blow. ‘I’ve been diagnosed with cancer. At least, I think so. No one has used that word.’

‘Oh no.’ 

More silence. Mark’s mouth was very dry. He grabbed the glass of water he always kept beside the bed and took a mouthful. The water was cool and calming.

‘It’s kidney cancer. Apparently, it’s spread into my lungs. My doctor even has a concern that I might not make it through the weekend ...’ Mark gulped back the emotion swamping him. ‘If I make it to Monday, I get a surgeon. My GP seems to think that an operation is urgent.’

‘Why aren’t you in hospital?’

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Is there anything I can do?’ 

Make it go away, Mark thought immediately.

‘I don’t think so.’ He paused, his mind racing. ‘If something happens, will you look after the kids? I mean, if Janie is too busy?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Okay,’ said Robert. ‘I don’t think you will die this weekend. Let me know as soon as you hear about the operation.’

‘I will.’ 

‘I love you.’ 

‘I love you, too,’ Mark managed to splutter in between the waves of emotion that were now choking up his entire throat. ‘I’ll talk to you soon,’ he whispered. He hung up quickly and threw the phone on to the bed beside him.

He recalled the last conversation he’d had with his brother. They had argued about mid-winter Christmas plans. It all seemed so trivial.

He lifted his knees up to his chin and buried his head, sobbing uncontrollably. It was just everything. Everything. As if getting a cancer diagnosis wasn’t enough, you had to tell people. 

It was so emotional. Mark just wasn’t built for this, he thought as he sobbed. It was always someone else’s problems, not his.

After a few minutes, he wiped his eyes. Crying actually helped.

He swallowed some more water and picked up the phone again. He recalled the number for his mother, Rebecca. She was eighty years old and lived stoically on her own, as she had for the twenty years since his father had died. 

The Steadman male didn’t have particularly good prospects, Mark reflected. His father had died at age sixty-two. His father before him in his fifties. Mark was pleased to have at least made it to fifty. 

He shook his head. He was putting off the call, but the sooner it was done, the better. He imagined his brother might be dialling his mother at that very moment. He knew these things spread fast. 

She needed to hear it from him. 

He began to run through a list of people he wanted to tell before they heard from somebody else. 

At last, he snapped his thoughts sharply back into focus and phoned his mother. It went better than he expected.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

‘Don’t be sorry,’ said Mark. ‘It’s not your fault. Not mine either, only I’m sorry for you, Mum, that this has happened.’

‘Oh, don’t you be sorry, either,’ replied his mother.

They both laughed. The relief was welcome.

‘Talk soon,’ said Mark and hung up the phone. He immediately thought of his children. He had to act normal for them.

He cleaned out his shower, retching at the smell, then showered again. He dressed in casual clothes and made his way to the kitchen. Everyone was at various stages of breakfast. It was the normal mess, and that made Mark smile. After an exchange of good mornings, he prepared his usual breakfast of cereal and flavoured yoghurt. He sat with a glass of orange juice and thumbed through the Saturday paper. Normal was nice. Comforting. 

But something was in the air, and the children’s radars had sensed it. 

Finishing his first mouthful of breakfast, Mark dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin and looked at them. Julia had stunning, long, naturally red hair she’d inherited from Janie, pale skin with freckles on her cheeks and bright blue eyes. John had seriously black hair like Mark and a more olive complexion, with fewer freckles than Julia but the same sparkling blue eyes. Mark liked to think the eyes came from him. In some lights they looked greener, like Janie’s eyes, and in some lights they looked blue like his. As he gazed at the faces of his children, he wondered if all parents thought their children looked perfect.

There was no time like the present, he decided.

‘I’m not very well,’ he said calmly. ‘It’s likely I’ll have an operation in hospital this week to remove a lump that the doctors found at the end of last week.’

Immediately, Julia stood up, came around and wrapped her little arms around him. Mark closed his eyes. He could feel the love just from that hug. John had stopped eating and was staring at his father, like a possum in the headlights.

‘It’ll be all right, Dad,’ Julia whispered in his ear. Mark gave her a reassuring nod. 

‘What is the lump?’ asked John. He was always the one who asked the tough questions.

‘It’s a tumour. It’s the sort of thing doctors like to deal with quickly,’ replied Mark, pleased with his answer.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that,’ said Hannah from the kitchen, as she finished making the school lunches. She was tall and thin, with short blonde hair, and her voice disclosed a hint of her Danish origins. She always wore baggy, comfortable clothes. Hannah was good with the children, and Mark thought she’d be a good children’s television host. 

He smiled at the uncertain faces of his children. He couldn’t tell them everything would be fine. He couldn’t tell them it wouldn’t be.

‘Let’s have a fun day together,’ he suggested.

‘What?’ asked John.

‘Okay, what about this? We drive into my car park at work, but no work. We get on the tram to Queen Victoria Market for an ice cream and some food. Then, back to catch a movie and have the biggest buckets of popcorn they have.’

‘Yeah, Dad! Let’s do that!’ Julia squealed, jumping up and down.

‘Don’t you have to work?’ asked John.

‘No. I’m taking the day off, and I want to have fun with you guys.’

‘Cool,’ said John. He paused and then added, ‘Are you okay to do that?’

‘Yes. I’m sure the doctors are exaggerating it, anyway,’ Mark lied.

‘Let’s go, then!’ hollered Julia.

Mark walked
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