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For all the women who…





I am woman, hear me roar, in numbers too big to ignore.
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1.

The Woman Who 
Slowly Disappeared

1.

There’s a gentle knock on the door before it opens. 

Nurse Rada steps inside and closes the door behind her 

softly.

‘I’m here,’ the woman says, quietly.

Rada scans the room, following the sound of her 

voice.

‘I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here,’ the woman 

repeats softly, until Rada stops searching.

Her eye level is too high and it’s focused too much to 

the left, more in line with the bird poo on the window 

that has eroded over the past three days with the rain.

The woman sighs gently from her seat on the window 

ledge that overlooks the college campus. She entered 
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this university hospital feeling so hopeful that she could 

be healed, but instead, after six months, she feels like a 

lab rat, poked and prodded at by scientists and doctors 

in increasingly desperate efforts to understand her con-

dition.

She was diagnosed with a rare genetic disorder that 

causes the chromosomes in her body to fade away. They 

are not self-destructing or breaking down, they are not 

even mutating — her organ functions all appear perfectly 

normal; all tests indicate that everything is fine and 

healthy. To put it simply, she’s disappearing, but she’s 

still here.

Her disappearing was gradual at first. Barely notice-

able. There was a lot of ‘Oh, I didn’t see you there,’ a lot 

of misjudging her edges, bumping against her shoulders, 

stepping on her toes, but it didn’t ring any alarm bells. 

Not at first.

She faded in equal measure. It wasn’t a missing hand 

or a missing toe or suddenly a missing ear, it was a gradual 

equal fade; she diminished. She became a shimmer, like 

a heat haze on a highway. She was a faint outline with 

a wobbly middle center. If you strained your eye you 

could just about make out she was there, depending 

on the background and the surroundings. She quickly 

figured out that the more cluttered and busily decorated 

the room was, the easier it was for her to be seen. She was 

practically invisible in front of a plain wall. She sought 
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out patterned wallpaper as her canvas, decorative chair 

fabrics to sit on, that way her figure blurred the patterns, 

gave people cause to squint and take a second look. Even 

when practically invisible she was still fighting to be seen.

Scientists and doctors had examined her for months, 

journalists had interviewed her, photographers had done 

their best to light and capture her but none of them 

were necessarily trying to help her recover. In fact as 

caring and sweet as some of them were, the worse her 

predicament got, the more excited they became. She 

was fading away and nobody, not even the world’s best 

experts, knew why.

‘A letter arrived for you,’ Rada says, stealing her 

from her thoughts. ‘I think you’ll want to read this one 

straight away.’

Curiosity piqued, the woman abandons her thoughts. 

‘I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here,’ she says quietly, 

as she had been instructed to do. Rada follows the sound 

of her voice, crisp envelope in her extended hand. She 

holds it out to the air.

‘Thank you,’ the woman says, taking the envelope 

from her and studying it. Though it’s a sophisticated 

shade of dusty pink, it reminds her of a child’s birthday 

party invitation and feels the same lift of excitement. 

Rada is eager, which makes the woman curious. 

Receiving mail is not unusual, she receives dozens of 

letters every week from all around the world; experts 
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selling themselves, sycophants wanting to befriend her, 

religious fundamentalists wishing to banish her, sleazy 

men pleading to carry out every kind of corrupt desire 

on a woman they can feel but can’t see. Though she’ll 

admit this envelope does feel differently to those, with 

her name written grandly in calligraphy.

‘I recognize the envelope,’ Rada replies, excited, 

sitting beside her.

She is careful in opening the expensive envelope. 

It has a luxurious feel, and there’s something deeply 

promising and comforting about it. She slides the dusty 

pink handwritten note card from the envelope.

‘Professor Elizabeth Montgomery,’ they read in 

unison.

‘I knew it. This is it,’ Rada says, reaching for the 

woman’s hand that holds the note, and squeezing.

2.

‘I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here,’ the 

woman repeats, as the medical team assist her with 

her move to the new facility that will be her home 

for who knows how long. Rada and the few nurses 

she has grown close to accompany her from her bed-

room to the awaiting town car that Professor Elizabeth 

Montgomery has sent for her. Not all consultants have 

gathered to say goodbye, some absences are a protest 
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against her leaving after all of their work and dedication 

to her cause.

‘I’m in,’ she says quietly, and the door closes.

3.

There is no physical pain in disappearing. Emotionally 

is another matter.

The emotional feeling of vanishing occurred some 

time ago, in her early fifties, but she became aware of the 

physical dissipation three years ago. The process was slow 

but steady. She would hear, ‘I didn’t see you there,’ or 

‘I didn’t hear you sneak in,’ or a colleague would stop a 

conversation to fill her in on the beginning of a story that 

she’d already heard because she’d been there the entire 

time. She became tired of reminding them she was there 

from the start, and the frequency of those comments 

worried her. She started wearing brighter clothes, she 

highlighted her hair, she spoke more loudly, airing her 

opinions, she stomped as she walked; anything to stand 

out from the crowd. She wanted to physically take hold 

of peoples’ cheeks and move them in her direction, to 

force eye contact. She wanted to yell Look at me!

On the worst days she would go home feeling com-

pletely overwhelmed and desperate. She would look 

in the mirror just to make sure she was still there, had 

to keep reminding herself of that fact; she even took 
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to carrying a pocket mirror for those moments on the 

subway when she was sure she had vanished.

She grew up in Boston and moved to New York City. 

She thought that a city of eight million people would be 

an ideal place to find friendship, love, relationships, start 

a life. And for a long time she was right, but in more 

recent years she learned that the more people there were, 

the lonelier she felt because her loneliness was amplified. 

She’s on leave now, but worked at KPMG, a financial 

services company that employs 150,000 people around 

the world in 156 countries. Her office building on Park 

Avenue has almost three thousand employees and yet as 

the years went by she increasingly felt overlooked and 

unseen.

At thirty-eight she entered premature menopause. 

It was intense, sweat saturating the bed at night, she’d 

often have to change the sheets twice a night and felt 

an explosive anger and frustration inside. She wanted 

to be alone during those years. Certain fabrics irritated 

her skin and flared her hot flushes, which in turn flared 

her temper. In two years she gained twenty pounds. She 

purchased new clothes but nothing felt right or fit right. 

She was uncomfortable in her own skin, felt insecure at 

male-dominated meetings that she’d previously felt at 

home in. She felt that every man in the room knew, that 

every person could see the whoosh as her neck reddened 

and her face perspired, as her clothes suddenly stuck to 
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her skin in the middle of a presentation or on a business 

lunch. She didn’t want anybody to look at her during 

that period. She didn’t want anyone to see her.

When out at night she watches beautiful young bodies 

in tiny dresses and enormously high-heeled shoes writh-

ing to songs that she knows and can sing along to because 

she still lives on this planet even though it’s not tailored 

to her, while men her own age pay more attention to the 

young women on the dance floor than to her.

She is still a valid person with something to offer the 

world, yet she doesn’t feel it.

‘Diminishing Woman’ and ‘Disappearing Woman’ 

the newspaper reports have labeled her in their headlines. 

At fifty-eight years old she has become world news, 

specialists have flown in from all around the world to 

probe her body and mind. Many have left, all unable to 

come to any conclusions, though many papers have been 

written, awards rewarded, plaudits given to the masters 

of their specialized fields.

It is six months since her last fade, she is merely a 

shimmer now, and she is exhausted. She knows that 

they can’t fix her; she watches each specialist arrive with 

enthusiasm, examine her with excitement, and then leave 

weary. Each time she witnesses the loss of their hope, it 

erodes her own.



14

4.

As she approaches Provincetown, Cape Cod, the address 

of her new destination, her uncertainty and fear make 

way for hope at the sight before her. Professor Elizabeth 

Montgomery waits at the door of her practice, which 

was once an abandoned lighthouse but now stands as a 

grand beacon of hope.

The driver opens the door. The woman steps out.

‘I’m here, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here,’ the woman 

says, making her way up the path, to meet her.

‘What on earth are you saying?’ Professor Montgomery 

asks, frowning.

‘I was told to say that, at the hospital,’ she says, quietly. 

‘So people know where I am.’

‘No, no, no, you don’t speak like that here,’ she says, 

her tone brusque.

The woman feels scolded at first, and upset she has put 

a foot wrong in her first minute upon arriving, but then 

she realizes that Professor Montgomery has looked her 

directly in the eye, has wrapped a welcoming cashmere 

blanket around her shoulders and is walking her up the 

steps to the lighthouse, while the driver takes the bags. It 

is the first eye contact she has had with somebody, other 

than the campus cat, for quite some time.

‘Welcome to the Montgomery Lighthouse Advance 

for Women,’ Professor Montgomery begins, leading her 

into the building. ‘It’s a little wordy, and narcissistic, 
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but it has stuck. At the beginning we called it the 

“Montgomery Retreat for Women” but I soon changed 

that. To retreat seems negative; the act of moving away 

from something difficult, dangerous or disagreeable. 

Flinch, recoil, shrink, disengage. No. Not here. Here 

we do the opposite. We advance. We move forward, we 

make progress, we lift up, we grow.’

Yes, yes, yes, this is what she needs. No going back, 

no looking back.

Dr. Montgomery leads her to the check-in area. The 

lighthouse, while beautiful, feels eerily empty.

‘Tiana, this is our new guest.’

Tiana looks her straight in the eye, and hands her a 

room key. ‘You’re very welcome.’

‘Thank you,’ the woman whispers. ‘How did she 

see me?’

Dr. Montgomery squeezes her shoulder comfortingly. 

‘Much to do. Let’s begin, shall we?’

Their first session takes place in a front room over-

looking Race Point beach. Hearing the crash of the 

waves, smelling the salty air, the scented candles, the 

call of the gulls, away from the typical sterile hospital 

environment that had served as her fortress, the woman 

allows herself to relax.

Professor Evelyn Montgomery, sixty-six years old, 

oozing with brains and qualifications, six children, one 

divorce, two marriages, and the most glamorous woman 
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she has ever seen in the flesh sits in a straw chair softened 

by overflowing cushions, and pours peppermint tea into 

clashing teacups.

‘My theory,’ Professor Montgomery says, folding her 

legs on to her chair close to her body, ‘Is that you made 

yourself disappear.’

‘I did this?’ the woman asks, hearing her voice rise, 

feeling the flash of her anger as her brief moment is 

broken.

Professor Montgomery smiles that beautiful smile. 

‘I don’t place the blame solely on you. You can share 

it with society. I blame the adulation and sexualization 

of young women. I blame the focus placed on beauty 

and appearance, on the pressure to conform to others’ 

expectations in a way that men don’t.’

Her voice is hypnotizing. It is gentle. It is firm. It is 

without anger. Or judgment. Or bitterness. Or sadness. 

It just is. Because everything just is.

The woman has goosebumps on her skin. She sits 

up, her heart pounds. This is something she hasn’t heard 

before. The first new theory in many months and it stirs 

her physically and emotionally.

‘You can imagine many of my male counterparts don’t 

necessarily agree with me,’ she says wryly, sipping on her 

tea. ‘It’s a difficult pill to swallow. For them. So I started 

doing my own thing. You are not the first disappearing 

woman that I’ve met.’ The woman gapes. ‘I tested and 
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analyzed women just as these experts did with you, but it 

took me some time to realize how to correctly treat your 

condition. It took me growing older to truly understand.

‘I have worked and written on this extensively, that as 

women age they are written out of the world; no longer 

visible on television or film, in fashion magazines, and 

only ever on daytime TV to advertise the breakdown of 

bodily functions and ailments, or promote potions and 

lotions to help battle aging as though it were something 

that must be fought. Sound familiar?’

The woman nods.

She continues. ‘Women are represented in television 

as envious witches who spoil the prospects of the man 

or younger woman, or as humans who are reactive to 

others, powerless to direct their own lives; moreover 

once they reach fifty-five, their television demographic 

doesn’t even exist. It is as if they are not here. And when 

treated as such, I have discovered women can internalize 

these realities. My teachings have been reduced to fem-

inist rants but I am not ranting, I am merely observing.’ 

She sips her peppermint tea and watches the woman 

who slowly disappeared, slowly come to terms with 

this reality.

‘You’ve seen women like me before?’ the woman 

asks, still stunned.

‘Tiana, at the desk, was exactly as you were when she 

arrived two years ago.’
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She allows that to sink in.

‘Who did you see when you entered?’ the Professor 

asks.

‘Tiana,’ the woman replies.

‘Who else?’

‘You.’

‘Who else?’

‘Nobody.’

‘Look again.’

5.

The woman stands and walks to the window. The sea, the 

sand, a garden. She pauses. She sees a shimmer on a swing 

on the porch, and nearby a wobbly figure with long black 

hair looks out to sea. There’s an almost iridescent figure 

on her knees in the garden, planting flowers. The more 

she looks the more women she sees at various stages of 

diminishment. Like stars appearing in the night sky, the 

more she trains her eye, the more they appear. Women 

are everywhere. She had walked right past them all on 

her arrival.

‘Women need to see women too,’ Professor 

Montgomery says. ‘If we don’t see each other, if we 

don’t see ourselves, how can we expect anybody else to?’

The woman is overcome.

‘Society told you that you weren’t important, that 
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you didn’t exist, and you listened. You let the message 

seep into your pores, eat you from the inside out. You 

told yourself you weren’t important, and you believed 

yourself.’

The woman nods in surprise.

‘So what must you do?’ Professor Montgomery wraps 

her hands around the cup, warming herself, her eyes 

boring into the woman’s, as though communicating with 

another part of her, sending signals, relaying information.

‘I have to trust that I’ll reappear again,’ the woman 

says, but her voice comes out husky, as though she hasn’t 

spoken for years. She clears her throat.

‘More than that,’ Professor Montgomery urges.

‘I have to believe in myself.’

‘Society always tells us to believe in ourselves,’ she 

says, dismissively. ‘Words are easy, phrases are cheap. 

What specifically must you believe in?’

She thinks, then realizes that this is about more than 

getting the answers right. What does she want to believe?

‘That I’m important, that I’m needed, relevant, useful, 

valid,’ she looks down at her cup. ‘Sexy.’ She breathes 

in and out her nose, slowly, building confidence. ‘That 

I’m worthy. That there is potential, possibility, that I can 

still take on new challenges. That I can contribute. That 

I’m interesting. That I’m not finished yet. That people 

know that I’m here.’ Her voice cracks on her final words.

Professor Montgomery places her cup down on the 
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glass table and reaches for the woman’s hands. ‘I know 

you’re here. I see you.’

In that moment the woman knows for the first time 

that she’ll come back. That there is a way. To begin with, 

she is focusing on her heart. After that, everything else 

will follow.



2.

The Woman Who Found 
Bite Marks on Her Skin

She noticed the mark on her skin on her first day back 

at work after nine months’ maternity leave. It had been a 

stressful morning. She had packed and repacked her work 

tote the previous night like an anxious child before her 

first day of school, and still, despite the endless planning, 

the thinking and rethinking, the freshly puréed food in 

pots packed away in the freezer and one in the fridge 

for the next day, the lunches prepared, schoolbags ready, 

diaper bag packed, changes of clothes in case of after-

school sports grass stains, potty-training failures and 

explosive diarrhea due to new formula, the school uni-

form washed and ironed, afterschool tracksuit ready for 

activities – still, after all that organization, the constant 

run-throughs of what-if scenarios, they ended up late.

She couldn’t sleep with all the thinking, planning, 
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organizing, preparing, fallback plan making; everything 

was going through her mind and on top of that she had 

the anxiety about her first day back at work. Would she 

be able to pick up where she’d left off? Would she muddle 

things up as she had been doing at home – adding bubble 

solution to the chicken dinner and only realizing when 

she went outside to blow a tin of chopped tomatoes into 

the air for her confused children? Would she be able to 

function? Was she still relevant? Had her portfolios been 

given away? Will her clients be happy to see her return? 

What if her replacement had been more efficient, quicker, 

faster, better? What if they were looking for flaws, holding 

her under the microscope, looking for any reason to get 

rid of the woman with three kids? There were people 

who wanted her job, people who could stay longer in 

the evening, arrive earlier in the morning, change their 

schedule at a moment’s notice. Young men, older men 

with children, young women, women with no children 

because they didn’t want them, couldn’t have them, or 

who were afraid to risk it all.

She had dropped the six-year-old, at school, then the 

three-year-old at Montessori, then the nine-month-old 

at daycare. Every single drop-off had broken her heart, 

each one more than the previous. Each child howled as 

she left him, looked at her with sad searching eyes as if to 

say, ‘Why are you leaving me like this?’ Stamping images 

in her mind of their crumpled up faces, tormented and 
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accusing. Why was she doing this to them? Nine months 

at home had been lovely — stressful at times but lovely, 

with at least one daily psychotic screaming episode that 

scared herself more than the kids but still, they’d been 

together and she’d loved them and they had felt loved. 

So why was she putting them through this? Most of 

her salary went to childcare. She could get by without 

working if she really had to, if they economized even 

further. It wasn’t about the money. Well, it was a little, 

but not completely. She was going back to work because 

she needed to. She loved her job. She wanted her job. 

Her husband wanted her to have this job, not just so she 

could help pay the mortgage but because he loved that 

other woman that she became when she worked, the 

one that felt a little more contented, a little more useful, 

satisfied, relevant, a little less cranky. Though she wasn’t 

feeling that way on that morning.

She watched her baby in the strange woman’s arms 

whose nametag said ‘Emma’ and her heart twisted. She 

hated Emma. She loved Emma. She needed Emma. The 

baby screamed and she felt her nipples twist and leak. Her 

silk shirt was already soiled, not by the kids for once but 

by her own body. She blasted the heating, directed the 

fan towards her wet boobs, placed a cabbage leaf in each 

bra cup against her breasts, and searched the radio for 

anything to take her mind off abandoning her children.

That night as she was inspecting her body after the 
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shower, she noticed the red mark. It was on her right 

breast, the fleshiest part of her body.

‘It’s a heat rash,’ her husband said.

‘It’s not.’

‘You always get these spots when you take a hot 

shower.’

‘The shower wasn’t very hot. I’ve been out for twenty 

minutes.’

‘It’s dry skin, then.’

‘It’s not. I’ve just moisturized.’

‘Well then, what is it?’

‘That’s what I’m asking you.’

He pushed his head closer to her breast and squinted.

‘Did Dougie bite you? It looks like a bite mark.’

She shook her head. Not that she remembered. But 

maybe he had. Though he’d barely looked at her when 

she’d collected him from daycare that evening and had 

fallen asleep in the car on the way home so she’d had 

to put him straight to bed. She recalled the struggle 

while handing him over to Emma at daycare. She didn’t 

remember him biting her, but maybe.

She’d slept well that night after the emotional day, 

despite a bed-wetting incident, an unscheduled night 

bottle and a sleepwalker. The two eldest ended up in 

her bed with her husband while she ended up in another 

with the baby. Still, the best night’s sleep one could ask 

for under the circumstances.
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The following day the mark on her chest had turned 

a purple color and she found another. She’d noticed it 

after lunch, when she managed to sit alone in the local 

restaurant and order food for herself, by herself, actually 

finish her cup of tea while it was still hot, then went to 

the toilet alone for the first time in a very long time. 

She thought she’d sat down on a pin or a thumbtack but 

found nothing on her desk chair. In the toilet cubicle, 

she pulled out her compact mirror and found an even 

larger red oval-shaped mark on the white flesh of her 

buttock. She didn’t show her husband that one but she 

was careful with the children, making sure none of them 

were nipping at her when she wasn’t looking.

It was during an overnight business trip in London 

that she grew extremely concerned. One too many 

stares at her on the plane–on which she had been able 

to sit alone, without having to share a seat belt or a 

seat, or distract her children from kicking the seat in 

front of them or running up and down the aisles, or 

screaming at the top of their lungs–caused her to rush 

to the bathroom as soon as they landed. She discovered 

that her neck was covered in the red marks, which 

were much larger than the previous ones, definitely bite 

marks, tiny tooth incisions clearly visible. She hid her 

neck behind her scarf, despite the stifling heat in the 

car she shared with her male colleagues and later in the 

hotel realized the marks had spread all the way down 
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her left arm. While on Skype, talking to the kids who 

were too hyper to pay her any attention, she showed 

her husband the bite marks.

His annoyance and distrust were evident. ‘Who is 

away with you?’

They argued and she couldn’t sleep, feeling rage 

and hurt, on the one night she had a bed to herself. To 

top it all off, at 1 a.m. the hotel fire alarm went off and 

she found herself outside on the street in her gown, in 

the cold, for thirty minutes until she could return to 

her room.

When she returned home, her baby wouldn’t go to 

her, would only stay in his father’s arms and anytime 

she neared him he screamed as though his legs were 

being sawed off. Which is what hers felt like. When her 

husband found her sobbing in the bathroom, and saw 

her body, covered in marks in various shades of bruising 

and swelling, he knew something was seriously wrong. 

The pain was agonizing.

She went to the doctor the following day. It was 

a Saturday and she didn’t want to — she just wanted 

to be with the kids — but did so on her husband’s 

insistence that his mother had offered to have them for 

the afternoon. The pain increased.

The doctor was equally confused but more suspi-

cious. She confirmed their belief that they were bite 

marks, and pushed some pamphlets about domestic abuse 
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into her handbag before she left her office, prescribing 

painkillers and a lotion and telling her to be in touch 

if it continued.

Three weeks later, she was unrecognizable. The 

marks had spread to her face; bruising on her cheeks 

and chin, and the tips of her ears appeared as though 

they’d been nibbled. She hadn’t missed any work, she 

couldn’t, not after nine months’ maternity leave. She had 

too much to prove, too much to catch up on. But she 

was exhausted. She looked ravaged and drained of all 

color. The doctor arranged for blood tests. All appeared 

normal, nothing that could cause or be related to the 

marks on her skin. She and her husband fumigated the 

house, they got rid of the carpets and lay timber flooring 

in case dust mites were the cause of her agitated skin. She 

continued to say goodbye to her babies who no longer 

cried when she left them in the morning, which made 

her feel even worse and caused her to cry all the way into 

the city, then applied her extra-thick foundation before 

becoming a competent worker in the office. On the 

weekend when socializing, she would lather on fake tan 

to cover her bitten legs, and become the super-attentive 

wife and friend.

She would try to keep the baby awake in the car on 

the way home in the evenings, sometimes lowering the 

windows to let the fresh air in, singing loudly, blaring 

the radio; she just wanted time with him but his eyelids 



28

fluttered, unable to stay open beyond 6:30 p.m. She drove 

home faster, avoided any conversations or phone calls 

leading up to 5 p.m. She charged from the building to get 

to her baby as fast as she could, but each time the motion 

of the car would cause his long lashes to flutter closed.

It wasn’t long before she found herself in the hospital, 

rigged up to wires and machines. Not able to be at home 

with the kids, or at work, the guilt was overwhelming. 

They would visit her but it was heartbreaking. Not being 

able to play with them and hold them as she wanted to 

hurt her soul. Work tried to accommodate her new ‘out 

of office’ temporary arrangement but she couldn’t give 

herself to them completely. She felt like she was letting 

everybody down.

Her flesh had been devoured by hundreds of angry 

bite marks that began as nips but ended in blood-induc-

ing tears of flesh. The physical pain was crippling, but the 

inability to be everything to everyone at all times had 

been unbearable. Since entering hospital her condition 

had deteriorated; the number of marks on her skin were 

growing by day, and just that evening she had watched as 

an angry sore had appeared on her wrist, over her pulse.

Blood tests and scans had perhaps so far not yielded 

any results but being alone in the hospital had given 

her time to think, precious time that she hadn’t had 

since before becoming a mother. Tied to her bed with 

wires and tubes, she couldn’t move, she couldn’t get out 
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without alerting the nurses and making an event of it. She 

wasn’t working and as she had no other human beings to 

aid and comfort, it was just her, alone in a room, with 

her thoughts. All the pacing was done in her head and 

after a time even her mind got tired, stopped, sat down. 

Drummed its fingers. Waited.

The suffocation passed and her breathing began. 

With the in-out flow of her breathe, thoughts began 

to shift. Everything was separated, organized, put into 

their boxes accordingly, the time this happened, the time 

that happened, the things she said and should have said, 

and let’s relive it all over again in another way. A spring 

cleaning of her mind, until everything was put away 

neatly in the files of her mind and the surface was clear. 

A clear mind in a clear room.

She looked around. What had put her here?

She felt her wrist to check her pulse and discovered it 

had calmed. The machine beside her, attached by wire 

to her forefinger, confirmed this. The caged tiger in 

her had stopped pacing. As she felt her pulse, with the 

pulse oximeter free finger, her fingers brushed her most 

recent bite mark. She ran the tip of her finger along the 

jagged teeth marks on her skin, back and forth, gently, 

slowly, methodically, and she recalled the moment it 

had appeared.

She’d received a visit that afternoon from her husband 

and children. They had been excited to visit her, were 
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hyper, jumping around the room, sending toy characters 

on adventures in, on, around the hospital equipment; 

Barbie wrapped in her new IV wire dress, Lego Batman 

in deep distress on a wheel of the bed, a teddy bear was 

leaping on the remote control trying to come up with a 

new algorithm for poo land. They lay beside her on the 

bed, stole the jelly and custard from the tray, talked and 

babbled a mile a minute about their exciting and busy 

lives. She had listened, her heart full, loving the sound of 

their little voices, their developing words, their confused 

but practical grammar that she never wanted to fix. 

Her husband sat in the armchair by her bed, leaving the 

spotlight on her, her moment with her babies, watching 

her, trying to hide his concern.

And then their time was up, visiting hours had come 

to an end and the nurses who had kindly turned a blind 

eye to her too many guests in her room gave a light knock 

on the door to warn them. It was time for her to be left 

alone while they bundled up in their coats, woolen hats 

that squeezed their soft cheeks together and little hands 

disappeared into mitts. Wet kisses on her cheeks and 

lips, little arms barely able to wrap around her body, 

she breathed them in and never wanted them to let go. 

But she had to.

She ran her fingers over her bite mark.

The familiar feeling had built up then, the feeling 

that each time let her know that a new mysterious mark 
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had arrived on her skin. This was the first time she’d 

identified it, she’d thought before that it was spontaneous, 

sporadic, without any pattern at all but now she realized 

there was a pattern.

She had kissed her husband, his turn for her, and 

apologized again.

‘Stop apologizing,’ he’d said gently. ‘Just get better.’

She’d apologized to the children too.

‘It’s not your fault you’re sick, mommy,’ a little voice 

said.

She’d watched them leave, heard their noisy chatter 

and the beginnings of bickering down the hall and she 

felt so sorry. Sorry because she was sorry. Sorry because 

she felt guilty.

Her fingers stopped moving over her wrist. Guilt. 

When she dropped her baby off at crèche she felt guilty. 

When she couldn’t collect them from school she felt 

guilty. When she couldn’t take a day off when they 

were ill she felt guilty. She felt guilty about her cluttered 

house. She felt guilty when she discovered a friend had 

gone through the most traumatic moment of their lives 

without telling her and she’d missed it, she’d missed the 

tired eyes, the revealing lack of sparkle or words that held 

back the truth. She felt guilty for forgetting to call her 

parents when she thought of it, for allowing something 

else to distract her mind. She felt guilty at work for not 

being at home, she felt guilty at home for not being at 
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work. She felt guilty for spending too much money on 

a pair of shoes. She felt guilty for stealing the children’s 

pizza. She felt guilty for falling back on her work outs.

She felt so guilty she felt as though she was guilt 

incarnate.

She hated that every time she was somewhere she was 

thinking of where she should be. She hated that she felt 

she had to explain herself, justify everything, she hated 

being judged, she hated feeling judged when she knew 

she wasn’t being judged. She hated living in her head.

It was wrong. It was all wrong. She knew these thoughts 

were irrational, because she liked her career and she was a 

competent mother with so much love in her heart.

Her fingertips brushed her wrist again. She turned her 

wrist over and examined her skin. The most recent bite 

seemed paler. It wasn’t gone but it wasn’t as angry, as raw 

and red as it had been. She sat up in the bed, her heart 

pounding, trying to slow her breathing and her mind 

again. The numbers on the machine warned her about 

her heart rate. Nothing good came from her busy mind.

Guilt.

It was the guilt.

The guilt, was quite literally, eating her alive.

Her skin had become a patchwork quilt of guilt.

This terrified her , but realizing the root of the myste-

rious skin disease, was enough to bring a flicker of hope. 

She only ever needed to know what was wrong, and then 
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she could fix it. It was what she told her children all the 

time when there was something obvious eating at them. 

It was the great unknown that fed the fear.

Excited, she pushed up the sleeves of her nightgown 

up her arms and studied her skin. As she studied each 

one she remembered the moment, the defining moment 

each one had arrived. The business trip to London. The 

second night in a row to get a babysitter. The school trip 

to the museum she hadn’t been able to take. Their ten-

year wedding anniversary night she’d gotten so drunk 

she’d vomited on the daffodils in the front garden and 

ended up sleeping on the bathroom floor. The third no 

in a row to a friend’s dinner invitation.

All of these bite marks were moments, moments 

she had felt like she wasn’t enough for the people who 

needed her.

But she knew that wasn’t true. The people who loved 

her told her so. They told her everyday and it was their 

voices she needed to listen to.

She climbed out of bed, she disconnected the IV from 

her vein, removed the pulse oximeter from her forefinger. 

The manic beeping from the machine began. Ignoring 

it, she calmly took out her bag and started packing.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Annie, the wonderful 

nurse who had cared for her during her stay.

‘Thank you for all that you’ve done, Annie. I’m 

sorry to have wasted your time—’ She stopped herself. 
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The guilt again. ‘Actually I’m not sorry. Thank you. I 

appreciate your kindness and care, but I have to go now. 

I’m better.’

‘You can’t leave,’ Annie said gently, at her side.

‘Look,’ the woman held out her arms.

Annie looked at them in surprise. Ran her fingers 

over the fading bites. She lowered herself to her knees, 

lifted the hem of the woman’s gown and they inspected 

her legs.

‘How on earth?’

‘I let the guilt get to me,’ the woman said. ‘I let it eat 

me up. But I won’t anymore.’

Or at least she’d try not to let it. She could do this. 

She could do it all, because she wanted to and because 

she had to. Because it was her life, the only one she 

had and she was going to live it the best that she could, 

embracing every moment, going to work, being with 

her family and refusing to apologise for anyone for it, 

least of all herself.

Annie took her in and smiled. ‘So why are you rush-

ing home now?’

The woman stopped and thought about it. She was 

doing it again.

‘The marks are fading but they’re not gone. If you 

push it, they may return. I suggest, you get back into bed, 

let yourself get better and then you can go home. Rested.’

Yes, the woman decided. One more night, guilt-free, 
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sleep filled. And then she would return. Return home. 

Return to herself. Celebrating everything, guilt-free.


