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Cha!er 1

Before
“What’s wrong?” I know something’s up as soon as I see my 
mother. I’ve just walked in from school, and she’s hovering in 
the kitchen doorway, clutching a bag of pretzels to her chest 
the way a toddler holds a stuffed animal.

“Nothing.” She smiles brightly. “How was your day?”
“I see the pretzels, Mom.” I nod pointedly at the bag and 

kick my boots into the hall closet. Pretzels are my mother’s 
go-to snack for stress eating. “What’s going on?” I brush past 
her, tossing my backpack at the foot of the stairs before head-
ing to the kitchen.

“I skipped lunch, that’s all.” My mom trails behind me. 
“Want some?” She holds out the bag.

I reach in and grab a handful as I settle down at the table, 
biting into one with a satisfying crunch. “So what’s up?”
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“I have a lump in my breast.” She blurts it out, then covers 
her mouth in horror.

“What?” I nearly choke on the pretzel before I force it 
down, coughing. “What do you mean? Are you sure?”

Mom slides into the chair across from me, her head in her 
hands. “I wasn’t going to tell you.”

“You weren’t going to tell me?” I push the vase in the cen-
ter of the table out of the way so I can see her. Her long, thick, 
dark hair tumbles over her arms and her voice is muffled. We 
have the same hair: thick, dark, and poker straight. When I 
was little, I would have her braid mine when wet in the hopes 
I would wake up to a head full of Rapunzel-esque waves. To my 
dismay, it always came out just as mercilessly straight when I 
undid the braids, no matter how many times we tried it. 

“I didn’t want to burden you. You’re just a teenager.” She 
is still speaking through her hair, with only her nose poking 
out. She looks a bit like a Muppet.

“Burden me?” I raise my eyebrows. “Come on, Mom. 
When has that ever been an issue?” 

My mom is not exactly the secretive type. She’s shared 
pretty much everything with me since I mastered peeing in 
the potty. While my friends’ parents shielded their children 
from the realities of the world in an effort to protect them, my 
mom was always blunt and matter-of-fact. She didn’t believe 
in nonsense or silly stories, even for kids; she felt it was akin 
to lying, and she’s a terrible liar. When I was four, my friend 
Ashley had a new baby brother that she claimed was delivered 
by a stork. My mother clarified that this was not, in fact, the 
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case, and proceeded to explain in gory detail how babies were 
made and born. It caused quite a stir in the pre-kindergarten 
class, I can tell you that much. After that I wasn’t really invited 
to Ashley’s any more.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I just don’t know any other way 
to be.” Her head is still in her hands, but she sneaks another 
pretzel. It’s both furtive and adorable, and my stomach starts 
hurting on cue.

“Look, it’s probably just a cyst.” I try to sound nonchalant. 
“How do you know about cysts?” Her head pops up, gray 

eyes hopeful. The sudden movement disturbs the vase of daf-
fodils, and a sprinkling of yellow pollen flutters to the glass 
tabletop.

“I saw it on TV, I think. Dr. Oz, maybe.” 
Her eyes darken. “I hate Dr. Oz. He’s such a self-righteous 

blowhard. Do you think he even takes his own advice?”
“Yeah, for sure. He spends all his off-screen time on a 

treadmill with a broccoli smoothie.” I carefully pluck a tiny 
crystal of salt off a pretzel with my front teeth. I love salt; I’ve 
eaten it plain, from the shaker. My sodium levels would prob-
ably give Dr. Oz a heart attack. Or maybe not, actually, seeing 
as how he’s such a paragon of healthy living and all.

“Will you feel it?” My mom leans across the table and 
grabs my arm. Her grip is surprisingly strong.

“Feel what?” 
“The lump.”
“Feel your boobs?!” I pull away, panicked.
“Oh, come on, don’t be like that. You nursed until you 
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were two.” My mom is already pulling off her top, a stretchy 
black turtleneck.

“Ugh!” I make a face. “Please.”
“Oh, come on.” She’s unhooking her bra now, black and 

lacy. It’s nowhere near the sturdy, practical sort of bra you’d 
picture your mother choosing, and I avert my eyes, not wanting 
to see or think about my mom in sexy lingerie. 

She continues talking as if nothing’s happened. “Breast-
feeding is natural. You loved it.”

“I know, but I don’t want to think about doing it as a 
toddler.” I sigh and stand up. There’s no way around this, I’m 
going to have to feel up my own mom. She’s never going to 
take no for an answer.

“It’s over here.” She gropes her right breast and grabs my 
hand. “There. Can you feel that?”

I can feel it. It feels like a wad of old, hardened chewing 
gum stuck under her smooth skin. My heart pounds and I 
pull my hand away. I stare openly now at her naked breasts. 
You can’t see the lump at all; the breast looks entirely normal. 
Round and uniform. I notice with a jolt that her left breast is 
slightly smaller than her right, something we apparently share 
but have never discussed. I feel another sharp cramp in my left 
side and wince. 

“You think it’s bad, don’t you?” Her voice is quiet. 
“I don’t. I don’t!” I protest as she redresses. “I felt it, but 

it’s probably just a cyst, like I said before.” 
“What if it’s cancer?” My mom blurts it out.
“Mom!” I recoil. “Don’t say that!” I clutch the edge of the 
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table, my knuckles turning white. A pretzel falls to the floor 
and snaps into pieces.

“You were thinking it,” she says. “I’m just saying it out 
loud.” 

“Don’t even think it, then.” My voice is firm. “It’s a cyst. 
Are you going to the doctor?”

“Yeah, tomorrow.”
“What does Dad say?” I bend down to collect the pieces 

of the broken pretzel. I consider just eating them, but think 
better of it and toss them behind me, into the sink.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that.” She frowns at me. “It clogs 
the drain. Is it so hard to throw your garbage in the actual 
trash can?”

“Hey, I just felt your boobs for you!” I feign indignation.
“Point taken.” My mom walks over to the fridge and 

swings it open to release a cool whoosh of air, rummaging inside 
for a Diet Coke. “Dad says it’s probably a cyst, too.”

“See?” I say. Against my better judgment, I take a Coke 
too, leaning against the kitchen counter as I flip open the top. 
Caffeine aggravates my IBS, but I want to share this moment 
with her. Diet Coke is another of my mother’s vices, one we 
both used to share. 

“It’s hardly reassuring. Last I checked, your father was an 
English professor.” My mom takes a swig of her own can and 
exhales deeply with satisfaction before noticing mine.

“Should you be drinking that?” She frowns. “I thought it 
made you sick.”

“I’m fine,” I lie. I sip my drink and stare out the window 
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to the backyard. The leaves are already mostly gone, while those 
that are left die slowly, fading from fiery shades of red and gold 
to brown. It’s windy out today, and my old tire swing moves 
back and forth in a slow, rhythmic fashion, as if propelled by 
a ghost.

My mom follows my gaze. “Remember how you loved that 
swing?” She sounds wistful. “You’d swing for hours at a time.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m sixteen now, though. A little old for 
swinging.”

“Sixteen…” Her voice trails off. She’s not the type for 
nostalgic weeping over photo albums, but her eyes look glassy.

“What’s for supper?” I hastily change the subject.
“Well, about supper.” My mom turns to me, biting her lip. 

“After I found…it, I didn’t feel much like cooking.”
“Totally fair,” I agree, trying not to laugh. This happens 

at least twice a week, for any of a wide variety of reasons. My 
mother hates to cook, which is a shame, because she’s actually 
quite good at it.

“Japanese?” She suggests. She opens a drawer and riffles 
through it, looking for a menu, her dark hair sliding like a 
curtain over her face. 

“Perfect,” I agree, then pull her in for a hug. “It’ll be fine,” 
I say firmly, even as my own stomach seizes, promising to exact 
its revenge for the Diet Coke. 

She hugs me back tightly, and I close my eyes and pray 
that I’m right.


